
        
            
                
            
        

    



The Caretaker of



Tenants



From



Another World










By





Jammin' Rabbit










Copyright

 

©


 
2022 by Tony Huo







All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner.






This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places, and events in this book are fictitious. Similarities to any person, living or dead, names of places, or events is coincidental and not intended by the author.




Illustration by Pclle and Valerian.


Special Thanks


Thank you to all, past, present, and future, who have supported my writing.

I especially want to acknowledge my supporters on Patreon
 who have given me the financial means to persevere through trying times. Their selflessness enables me to create such fun stories for all of us to read, and I will continue to push myself harder in gratitude for their support.

We could all use some monster girls in our lives. To you, my prospective readers, I hope their stories will touch you and grant you inspiration to your own pursuits.




Contents





Chapter 1 - White Christmas



Chapter 2 - Snow Day at the Dorm



Chapter 3 - Like a Guardian Angel



Chapter 4 - The True Christmas Gift was Having Met You



Chapter 5 - Cresta's Regret



Chapter 6 - Tamara Goes to School



Chapter 7 - Tamara Does her Best! Again!



Chapter 8 - Ange & Tamara



Chapter 9 - On the High-King's Invitation



Chapter 10 - Cresta's Homecoming



Chapter 11 - In Search of Irapesha



Chapter 12 - The Caretaker's Resolve



Chapter 13 - The Selfless Commander



Chapter 14 - Akira's Request



Chapter 15 - Broken Soldier



Chapter 16 - The Dragon's Slumber



Chapter 17 - Trying to Adjust



Chapter 18 - The Succubus and the Dragonewt



Chapter 19 - Reliving Nightmares



Chapter 20 - In Free Fall



Chapter 21 - Sheep Friends



Chapter 22 - Sleepover



Chapter 23 - A Job Only a Dragonewt Can Do



Chapter 24 - Remmy Wants to Play



Chapter 25 - The Seventh Tenant is a… What?!



Chapter 26 - Valeanor Messier



Chapter 27 - Carnival Trip



Chapter 28 - The Queen's New Grove



Chapter 29 - Flowers and Hugs



Chapter 30 - The Pesky Kitty



Chapter 31 - Interview



Chapter 32 - Valentine's Date with a Succubus



Chapter 33 - Netherfolks and Carpentry



Chapter 34 - The Queen's Secret



Chapter 35 - Liverwic Daisies



Chapter 36 - Blooming Amidst Adversity



Chapter 37 - Daffodils






Chapter 1 - White Christmas


I awoke cuddled up tighter in Ange's arms than ever before. Her breath tickled the hair at the top of my head. An aura of warmth enveloped my surroundings. Not from just her body heat, but also from what I realized was her magic.

It seemed the succubus had passively kept it up since last night.

Slowly and carefully, I peeled her arms off me so as to not wake her, the process taking half an hour because she clutched onto me twice when I was almost free.

The moment my feet touched the floorboards, an ice-age level chill ran up my spine. I pulled my feet back onto the bed and threw the covers over them.

"Holy shit. Did the heater not turn on?" I mumbled to myself, searching for my slippers before leaving the bed.

Once I found protection for my poor feet, I hopped off the bed and left Ange's protective warmth into what turned out to be a much toastier dorm than I expected. Either someone cranked up the heater or winter had an identity crisis.

"Even though you didn't have to do that." I walked to the other side of the bed and kissed Ange on the cheek, eliciting a cute sigh from her lips. "Thanks for keeping me warm anyway."

After tucking her in, I exited my room to get an early start. The dorm was dead quiet. No one was up yet given that it was only seven in the morning. Down the left wing, I noticed one of the tenants' doors was thrown open.

Ines was just emerging from her room in only her PJs.

"Morning—"

"Morning my ass!" Ines wiped a blanket of sweat from her forehead. "It's like I woke up in a pizza oven. What happened to the heater?"

It amused me that we humans were the only ones suffering from the extreme change in temperature. To the others, this climate must be mild in comparison to Weyera. Remmy didn't care much about hot or cold unless it was at the very polar extremes since it would affect the viscosity of her slime. Cresta, Tamara, and Rakka thrived in any climate, and Ange had her magic.

"Alright, calm down before you wake someone up. If you want a normal temperature, go take a bath or lie down next to Ange," I suggested, giving her permission to enter my room.

"Wait, really?" Ines quickly shuffled in behind me. A few seconds later, the sound of shuffling bed sheets could be heard followed by a quiet gasp of surprise. "Whaaaaat. You're so lucky to have Ange!"

Downstairs, the low rumble of the heater was evidence that it was on. When I checked the control panel in the kitchen, it showed that the current temperature was 105 degrees fahrenheit.

"What. The. Fuck. That can't be right. Huh?!" I scratched my head in confusion.

"Baaa!" Rakka's muffled bleating reached my ears. It was coming from the door to the backyard. She sounded like she was in distress. Tamara must have forgotten to let her inside last night.

"One sec— What?" Three feet of snow greeted me as soon as I drew open the curtains. Rakka was standing on top, head-level with me. "Don't worry, Rakka! I'm letting you in now!"

However, pulling the door open proved to be a mistake.

An avalanche flooded in and buried half my body. I lost footing in trying to back up and fell, but fortunately the pile of snow softened my landing.

"Rakka, buddy… help me out," I pleaded.

She began to shovel snow out of the way with her head and horns. I pitched in by scooping the snow off me, but my hands quickly blistered from the frigid cold. Thanks to Rakka's help, however, we managed to shove enough back into the backyard and shut the door.

One part of me was glad we could have a white Christmas, the other despaired at the work ahead of me.

"Whew… No wonder the dorm heated up to 105. All the snow had piled up and insulated the place like an igloo." I mused to myself.

"Baa~"

Rakka looked fine despite being outside the entire night. That was some coat of fur she had on her. Although being a mana beast, I wouldn't put it past her to have used magic to protect herself from the elements.

I returned to the thermostat panel to set the temperature to eco-mode so that it would cool the place down a little. For now, I should change out of my soaked clothes.

Back in my room, Ange had woken up and was canoodling with Ines in bed. They were underneath the covers, but judging by the outlines of their bodies and some less than wholesome moans, a lot more was going on in there.

After our first threesome, Ines and I made a deal that she could third-wheel mine and Ange's relationship. There were definitely times where I couldn't tend to the succubus' needs. That was where Ines came in. Things worked out, and I sometimes joined in on the fun.

Not like Ines could help it anyway whenever Ange's pheromone purge happened every once in a while.

"Ahem." I cleared my throat at the entrance to my room.

Ines popped her head out of the covers first, red in the face.

Next was Ange, who emerged licking her fingers. "Good morning, love. Would you like to join?"

"As much as I'd like to, it's looking like I have my work cut out for me this morning. The dorm is half buried in snow." I sighed.

"How about Rakka and I can clear the snow with fire magic?" she offered casually.

"And flood the dorm in the process? Nu-uh. If you melt all that shit up there, the snowmelt only has one place to go and that's back down."

Fortunately, I was prepared for the cold and had bought a snow jacket ahead of time. Rakka was still in the living room, drying off on a floor vent emitting warm air. It occurred to me as I reached the door to the backyard that getting outside would be difficult.

"Crap, that's right. The tool shed is buried in snow, too!" I groaned.

"Baa!" Rakka trotted up next to me.

"Do you mean it, Rakka? I'll buy you all the damn carrots and apples you want!"

For the next half hour, Rakka and I tried in vain to shovel snow out of the backyard. It got to the point where I became so fed up, I asked the sheep to fire blast what she could.

"Atta girl!" I shouted as Rakka started at the edge of the backyard so the snowmelt wouldn't flood the house. Meanwhile, I shoveled what snow I could over the fence. Enough progress had been made that the bones of the pakarian wyvern— which I needed to find a way to get rid of— had been excavated from its icy entombment.

We were halfway done when Ange flew down from the second floor to offer a hand.

"What happened to Ines?" I asked.

"I have tired her out. She doesn't have nearly as much stamina as you." Ange hugged me from behind. "Besides, I would be remiss not to help you. The sooner I know you're back in the dorm warm and comfortable, the better. Once we're done, how does a nice hot bath together sound?"

"Sounds like it's time to get back to work!"

With a reward like that ahead of me, my motivation and strength returned at full force.

Thanks to Ange and Rakka's combined magic, we cleared the backyard in record time. They took extra care not to damage any of the furniture like the hot tub, fire pit, and patio. Fortunately, my concerns of flooding the dorm were unfounded since the place was built on a slight incline, allowing water to flow down and away from the building. All that was left was the front of the dorm, but I should be able to clear that on my own in the afternoon.

The other tenants were finally waking up. Tamara drowsily wobbled downstairs in search of Rakka, Remmy popped in to greet us a good morning and disintegrated the pakarian wyvern's remains, and Cresta was full of energy and ready to play as always.

"You're all in luck. It snowed a lot last night. I'll whip up some breakfast and once you're all stuffed, we can go outside to play," I said, realizing too late my second mistake today.

"Snow? Snow! Waahoooo! I'm going to go build the biggest snowman ever!" Cresta sprinted for the front door.

"Cresta, don't open that door!" I shouted.

We chased after her to find the front door wide open and a Cresta-shaped hole in the wall of snow. Luckily, none of it had caved in. Instead, Cresta had created a tunnel in the shape of herself from barreling through it.

"Shall I fetch her?" Ange asked.

"Ehh… Let her have her fun," I said.

As they returned to the living room to have breakfast, I hung back in the vestibule and watched Ange leave. Soon, I would need to face both her and my feelings. Even though the cold bit into my bones from the door being opened, she was able to warm me up just by being around. I already had my answer, and everyday she reaffirmed how I felt about her.

Something sharp pricked my back, and I jumped a yard into the air with surprise.

"Thinking about Ange, aren'tcha?" Crestea asked, poking her head out of the snow like she did with a pile of raked leaves.

"Oh? What do you know about what I'm thinking about?" I reached out to tug on her furry ears.




"I'm your first ever tenant, you know? That means I've known you the longest

 

and


 
know how you feel. Honestly, you can do better than a demon— bleh, buuut… I'll root for you two anyway!" The demon-slayer flashed a toothy smile.




"Thanks." I rolled my eyes, then grabbed a handful of snow to smush in her face. "You may be my first tenant, but you're also the biggest troublemaker!"





Chapter 2 - Snow Day at the Dorm





With Rakka and Ange helping me, the front of the dorm had mostly been cleared of snow. Well,

 

displaced


 
rather, because it all traveled down hill in the form of slush. We had to stop magically melting the snow because I got a warning call from Professor Markel about the tenants' magic output.




For the rest of the afternoon, we had to shovel the snow away instead. The backyard and frontyard still had a nice layer to play on, and if the tenants were feeling brave, there were mountains of snow just beyond the dorm property.

Right now, the tenants were enjoying themselves in the front of the dorm where I could keep an eye on them. They all wore their own desired layers to protect themselves from the cold. Tamara wore the least, opting only for the cloak she had first arrived here with. Apparently, it was sewn with the same material as her own fur and was able to keep her warm with just that alone.

A sudden impact struck me in the face and exploded in a white puff.

After brushing the snow off, I scanned the surroundings in search of the culprit.

All of them were absorbed in doing their own thing, but a pair of twitching, furry ears stuck out of a waist-high barrier of snow.

Cresta.

I formed my own snowball and lobbed it in a wide arc. It fell directly on her head. She raised herself only enough to reveal a small pile of snow between the ears.

"You dealt the first blow!" I shrugged.

The assassin smirked. It was then that I knew… I fucked up.

"Retaliation!" Cresta declared, and began pelting me with more snowballs than I could block.

"Wait! Stop! I can't defend myself!" I screamed.

"RAPID FIRE! RATATATATATATATATATATATA!"

Her arms became a blur at the rate of which she launched snowballs at me. I couldn't even run anymore, buried up to my legs.

"Puh— Cresta, wait! It's too much, Cresta! You're going to bury me alive!"

By the time the onslaught had stopped, it was a total loss for me. Buried up to my shoulders in snow, Cresta strutted over looking all smug with one more snowball in her hand.

"I give. Get me out of here…" I begged.

"Tonight, I'd like a jumbo-sized hamburger meal for dinner, extra fries, chicken tendies, and a cola," she demanded.

"Are you extorting your dorm caretaker?" I asked, squinting at her.

"A small price to pay for freedom, don't you think?" She rubbed her thumb and index fingers together.

At some point after getting me out of the pile she put me in, Cresta had disappeared.

Tamara, Rakka, and Ines were building miniature snowmen along the path leading from the parking area to the dorm. Remmy laid in a hole she dug herself to lounge inside in, and Ange was amusing herself by piling a tower of snow on top of the slime.

"Where did that cat go?" I wondered aloud.

"If it's Cresta you're looking for, she went behind the dorm and past the fence," Ange answered.

"What's she doing back there?

We went to the backyard, and I was greeted by a towering snowman as tall as the dorm just beyond the fence. Cresta was sitting on top of the head, smoothing out its face.




"

 

That's


 
what she's been working on?!"




Ange nodded.

"When you said you wanted to build a snowman, I didn't think you meant a godzilla-sized one!" I shouted at Cresta.

"A small one is so boring! You guys wanna come up, too?" Cresta asked, waving merrily from above.

"I'm only a fan of high places where I know I can come safely down from," I replied.

The others had come around back to check on Cresta's progress.

"Oh, that looks so fun! I want to go up!" Tamara exclaimed, tugging on Ange's sleeve.

"Alright, sweetie. Make sure to hold on tight." Ange lifted the girl to the top of the snowman to join Cresta.

A netherfolk's idea of fun was nothing short of extraordinary.

Ange and Rakka flew nearby to make sure the ones at the top were safe. As an extra precaution, Cresta held Tamara's hand while up there.

They all looked perfectly fine, not wrapped in as many layers as myself and Ines. The two of us regular humans were in such thick layers, it appeared as if we had put on extra pounds.

"You don't look like you do well in cold weather," I remarked.

"Hell no! I've lived in San Diego for a good chunk of my life. It rarely gets colder than 50," Ines said, teeth chattering as she spoke. "Isn't this like hell freezing over for you, too?"

"I'm definitely cold, but I've been through enough winters in Japan to be somewhat used to this. My family always went to hot springs for vacation when it got really cold."

Our eyes then simultaneously fell to the hot tub sitting idle on the patio.

"You thinking what I'm thinking?" she asked.

First, we peeled the plastic cover away. The tub which I had bought way back before I started working at the dorm had sat unused for ages. It was a round, cedar tub that was large enough to seat ten people side by side. Wooden steps along the outer circle led up and into it.

I had to drain the water out and wait for the insulated pipes to warm up before filling it up again. The pipes would burst otherwise from the freezing temperature. When the tub began to fill, Ines watched with eagerness as the water level rose an inch every few minutes.

Because of the contrast in temperatures between the hot water and cold air, a curtain of white steam emitted from the tub. I could feel the warmth emanating from it just standing nearby.




The communal baths and my own bath could provide the same comforts, but they couldn't produce the same effects of bathing

 

while


 
in the cold.




By the time it was half full, I noticed Ines slipping her arms out of the sleeves of her puffer jacket.

"Uh. What are you doing?" I asked, raising a brow.

"I'm taking off my clothes and going in. What's it look like?" Ines answered as a matter of factly.

"Naked?! What are you, a macaque? Go get a bathing suit and towel!" I gave her the boot.

Ines sighed in my face to make apparent her displeasure, then returned to the dorm. I also went to get changed and came back out to a full tub with Ines already in it. She wore a black two-piece string bikini and had her hair tied up in a ponytail.

"Whew… All I need is a cold beer to top this off. I'm in bliss," she said, shutting her eyes.

"As long as I'm still underage, no alcohol in the dorm." I wagged a finger in her face after climbing in.

Ines scooted closer and threw an arm around my shoulder. "Three more years? Geez. You're missing out by being a good boy. I started drinking back when I was fourteen."

A harsh fizzling sound of a carbonated drink opening alerted me to her other hand. She raised a can of beer up to her lips.

"You're keeping a stash in your room, aren't you?" I asked and received her smirk as an answer.

"Don't worry about me. I drink in moderation! I'd like to share one with Ange though. I wonder if she's into wine or the hard stuff," she mused to herself.

It occurred to me that Ange was in fact old enough to drink at 28 in this world. I'd never seen her drunk before, but my instincts were telling me that wouldn't turn out well.

"Are you two enjoying a soak on your own?" Ange asked, flying down and resting her arms on the edge of the hot tub.

This was a good chance to see how Ange handled her alcohol. I couldn't do it since I wasn't old enough, but a sacrifice was available.

"Perfect timing, Ange. We were just wondering if you liked drinking, because Ines wanted to take you out to a bar sometime," I said.

"Oh, will you? I'd love to partake in the many alcoholic beverages Earth has to offer. It's been sometime since I had a drink." The succubus tapped her eager and parched lips.




"Since Akira's okay with it, then I guess I

 

have


 
to find time to!" Ines declared with the same enthusiasm.




I made a silent apology to Ines because she had no idea what she was getting herself into. This killed two birds with one stone though. Ange would get her needs sated, and I'd find out exactly how Ange acts when drunk.





Chapter 3 - Like a Guardian Angel


"Professor Markel said it's completely fine as long as you two stay within Vandice. You both will be fine on your own, right?" I asked Ines and Ange as they were getting ready to leave at the door.

Ines was scratching her head and staring into her phone with a scowl. I'd have thought she would be more excited to go out drinking to kill some stress. With the end of December fast approaching, she had end of term papers and exams to deal with. Stress was showing on her face as eyebags even despite the layer of foundation and eyeshadow.

"Oh, yeah! We're going to be just peachy. I called a rideshare for us," the college student absentmindedly said.

Call it a caretaker's intuition, but it seemed like something was up. I hope I was overthinking it.

Ange snapped me from my thoughts by throwing her arms around me.

"Of course, we'll be fine. A few drinks, maybe until Ines becomes far too inebriated to walk, and we shall come straight home or find a place to rest until morning," Ange said, going through a mental checklist of what we discussed earlier.




"You act like

 

I'm


 
the one getting wasted. I'll have you know, even frat boys have a hard time drinking my under." Ines folded her arms and smirked as if issuing a challenge.




"Something tells me the night can only end in one way when it comes to humans and the bottom of a cup." The succubus fired back.

It would be the first time I let my tenants go out on their own. Professor Markel did insist that it would be fine. After all, they had to learn to grow independent from my help. Although, this was more of a test for Ange. Ines was only here for the ride.

The college chick wore a military green, long-sleeve winter jacket with a fox-fur hood over her sexy, open-back black dress. I had only caught a glimpse when I went to check on her in her room. Currently, the half-inch heels of her outfit were all that was visible underneath all the layers.

On the other hand, Ange decided against wearing anything nice and opted instead for the succubus outfit she normally wore.

"Our ride's here!" Ines exclaimed at the same time a notification popped up on her phone

"Be safe out there! Take care of each other!" I shouted to their backs.

"Oh, man. I'm so excited! The place we're going to is a club at the top of a highrise. They have a sweet heated pool. I got the idea after soaking in the dorm's hot tub—"

Ines ran her mouth like a gatling gun about the club they were going to, and Ange nodded every now and then when it piqued her interest.

While by the door, I counted down the minutes after they had left.

I went upstairs and threw on a jacket, then put a baseball cap on and pulled the large hood over. This should be enough to stay hidden, unless Ange had keen senses I didn't know about yet.

"Alright. Time to stalk the girls…"

"Where are you going?" a judging voice asked just as I got to the front door.

My back straightened to Cresta by the kitchen entrance, tapping her foot, arms crossed over her chest.

"Uhh… Just to get some late night snacks?" I answered unconvincingly. "Fine. I was going to follow them to make sure they were safe. Can't help but be worried."

Cresta raised an eyebrow. "So much for putting your trust in Ange and Ines."

Tailing them was a big middle finger. It was clear I didn't trust them to stay out of trouble, and if anything happened, I couldn't be sure Ange wouldn't resort to magic. A pair of cute girls going out at night for drinks? There were bound to be a couple of unsavory folks with bad intentions looking to take advantage of that.

Obviously I was troubled by a lot more than just that. There were millions of better guys out there than me. I was only lucky enough to hook up with Ange due to my caretaker role. Seeing her leave the dorm without me by her side stirred uncomfortable feelings that made me feel unworthy to her.

"I know… I just can't sit still. Kind of like your assassin's intuition, I have a feeling something might happen tonight," I explained.




"In that case, I'm coming with you. It's getting late, and I don't want

 

you


 
getting hurt either," Cresta said, seemingly eager for a late night adventure herself.




Having Cresta come along would take a load off my shoulders. Not that I was hoping for things to go awry, but in the event that they did, she could handle everything.

I knew exactly what club Ines was talking about earlier— Gran View Heights. A high end club where women were given free entry and booze, and only men born into wealth could enter. That was just the top floor. The rest of the floors below were just a casino and restaurants.

Downtown Vandice was a different beast. It had nowhere near as many or tall buildings like Los Angeles or New York. The highest building went up to twelve floors, one floor short of calling itself a high rise. Most of them were residential apartments packed to the brim with people who would commute to neighboring cities for work in the morning, then returned to the luxuries of this city by night. That was a major factor in contributing to its booming nightlife.

Even as I drove down the avenue at ten in the evening, way past any normal people should be out, the streets were packed and nightlifers braved the cold on foot to get into clubs, bars, and spas.

Flashing neon signs advertising the debaucherous entertainment they offered lit up the city more than street lights could. Dulled, but booming bass music could be heard as I passed by clubs. I quickly turned to check on Cresta and was relieved to find her perfectly okay, even swaying from side to side and vibing to the music.

"You really okay not putting on your ear muffs?" I asked her.

"I brought it just in case! Haven't really had any use for it lately ever since that time you almost got run over," Cresta said.

Cresta springing into action despite the car horn and thunder blasting must have helped her overcome loud noises. I wondered what brought that sort of trauma to begin with. Could it have to do with when she failed to assassinate her target way back then?

Turning my eyes back to the road, I recognized Gran View Heights building by the smooth and modern architecture. The Aphrodite statue pouring water into a fountain in front of the plaza was also a dead giveaway. Blinking lights and a DJ's voice echoing from the rooftop was evidence that people were partying hard. The top was surrounded by a tall glass and metal partition, separating clubgoers from a fall. Should that ever happen, the floor below it appeared wide enough to catch anyone that fell.

"Uwah… I can smell the booze and sex even while inside the car. You humans really like the party," Cresta said, face pressed to the window.

"How do Weyerans let loose?" I asked. "Can't imagine drinking and partying is any less crazy over there."

"I only know that Pesha and Tarcosa would walk around with entire casks of wine. If either of them gets too wasted, they'd have a healer cure them, then go right back to chugging." She giggled at the memories.

"Hmm… I think having those healers on Earth would probably encourage more people to become alcoholics…"

We looked for a place to park, but Gran View's underground parking lot was at full capacity. I pulled into a shady lot surrounded by chain-link fencing on the other side of the street and paid a whole Andrew Jackson to get in. Even in this one I had a hard time finding an open space.

When I finally found a place to park, I turned off the ignition and left the heater on to keep us warm.

"Oooh. This is starting to feel like how I used to go on assassination missions and stalk my targets. Except, the night usually ends with someone dying. We aren't killing anyone, are we?" Cresta asked, ears twitching with nostalgic anticipation.

"No, we're not! We're only here to make sure the two of them are fine," I said, keeping my eyes on the Gran View's roof.

There was no telling what might happen to them while under the influence. Ange being a succubus was undoubtedly going to draw attention. I'd hear stories of girls getting roofied. Who knows what someone might try to do, seeing an opportunity to get close to either of them. Her using magic to get someone being too pushy off her back was also bad.

Until I saw with my own two eyes of them taking a cab back home or to a hotel, I couldn't rest easy.

The two of us snacked on greasy food we bought at a nearby convenience store in the meantime. Cresta was apparently used to spending up to days on assassination missions, and staking out wasn't too bad for me since I was the one who wanted to do it.

"So how come you didn't go with them? I thought you'd give any chance to get steamy with Ines and Ange," Cresta said.

"Because I'm three years too young to drink in the States. Clubs also aren't my kind of thing. I'll end up being a wallflower, awkwardly moving to the beat of the music in an attempt to fit in," I replied without shame.

That was just how I was. Lock me in my room with a computer and that was a good night for me. Extroverts like Ines, on the other hand, needed more stimulation than a digital screen full of pixels.

After a few hours had passed, the girls were still in the club and I was beginning to doze off. Cresta maintained a vigilant watch. All I could think was that American college girls sure were party animals to stay up this long.

"Hey." Cresta tapped my shoulder.

I followed her finger out the side of her passenger window. Behind a row of cars against the chain fence were a group of men in thick puffer jackets and beanies.

At first glance, they didn't look any different from other folks on the street. But the longer I watched, the more I realized that it looked like something shady was going down. Their clothes were baggy and oversized, many of them were inked up, and a distinct outline on the side of their pants couldn't possibly be mistaken for anything else.

My knee jerk reaction was not to judge them at first glance, but when one of them passed a ziplock bag filled with a white powdery substance, I knew this had to be some drug exchange.

"I heard one of them say Ines' name," Cresta said.

"Could it just be coincidence?" I asked, squinting to get a better look.

She shook her head. "They've said her name multiple times now. One of them even mentions that a 'netherfolk' is with her. I think Ange being with Ines got them kind of confused."

Those guys out there were definitely acting suspicious. Although I couldn't rule out the possibility that it might be nothing, I'd rather err on the side of caution for my tenants.

For now, sending Professor Markel a head's up should be enough. I didn't expect him to send a cavalry, but should things go south, he was in the know in advance.

"Should I do something about it?" Cresta asked as her hunter mode turned on.

"Not yet. As long as they don't do anything, it's fine. We shouldn't provoke a fight either, or you're the one getting in trouble."

Another hour passed, and the men hadn't left. We identified two of their cars, a compact vehicle and a shabby pickup truck. Some of them lounged inside the vehicles, and others smoked by the car hood. One man in particular, sitting in the driver's seat of the van had cornrows and a goatee, was keeping an eye on the club entrance while chewing on his thumbnail.

He suddenly leaned forward as something caught his attention. I followed his gaze to the club. Ines had stumbled out, clearly inebriated. She had an arm around Ange's shoulder, who was trying to keep her steady.

One guy whispered something into the goatee guy's ear and snickered only to get shoved hard to the ground.

"What did that guy say?" I asked Cresta.




"

 

Looks like your girl left you to chase after netherfolk lesbos,


 
is what he said," she replied, then made a confused face. "What's a lesbo?"




"I'll tell you later." I patted her on the head.

It looked like Ange was tapping into a phone. I received a text a moment later from Ines' phone telling me they were going to hunker down for the night at Marshland Hotel, just like I suggested to them earlier in the day.

Ange hailed a cab, and as the two entered, the shady guys in the parking lot got into their cars and started the engines.

"I don't like the look that guy's giving them." Cresta growled menacingly.

"So they really were after Ines," I muttered to myself.

Why? Did they have some sort of history with each other?

"I can stop them all in a blink of an eye. Just give me the word," the assassin said, unsheathing her claws.

Those guys were clearly up to no good. But could we really just confront them without them doing something yet?

Professor Markel left me on 'read' in my text message to his secured number.





You can at least respond back!


 
I thought to myself.




I was in my mind for too long, and they had already exited the parking lot. Without wasting another second, I started the car and followed them from a distance.

Marshland Hotel had three floors and was shaped like the letter U. The place wasn't the most popular or largest place compared to its competitors like the J.W Marriott down the street. While not cheap by a longshot, It was luxury at a bargain and had many amenities to enjoy: a bar, restaurant, pools, spa, and a gym.

I pulled up into the parking lot of a convenience store across the street. Ines and Ange exited the cab to head into the hotel. Fortunately, Marshland didn't have its own parking structure like other big hotels, only a load and drop off zone in front of the building. The two cars that were tailing them had to park much further down the street.

My heart was racing. They wouldn't actually try something in public, would they? Was I actually about to confront them?

The last thing I wanted was for anything to happen to Ines and Ange.

I let out all the air in my lungs and steeled my nerves. "Hooo… Alright. If anything goes wrong—"

"Nothing's happening to you on my watch," Cresta assured me.

We jumped out of the van to intercept the thugs as they came down the sidewalk. Cresta had her hood pulled over so as to not draw their attention.

They were a group of seven. If they got to Ines, then Ange would have no choice but to use magic to defend against them. I didn't want her in such a position that might risk her status in staying here, especially not with Christmas coming.




"Don't act until I say so, or unless you

 

really


 
sense we're in danger," I whispered.




As we passed them, I purposely bumped hard into one guy's shoulder. Almost as if it was the natural thing to do, he shoved me with both hands. I fell into a tall landscaped bush and caught myself on the branches.

"You got a fucking problem, kid?" He sized me up while I was trying to pull myself out of the bush.

Under the flickering streetlight, I saw the tattoos on some of their faces. Several of them had a familiar mix of numbers and letters on their faces. 'EV14SB' was tattooed under the right eye among others.

These guys were gangsters all right, and I was in over my head.

"Leave 'em. The fuck you slowing down for?" the guy with the goatee shouted to his friend.





Say something,


 
I urged myself as they were leaving.

 

Now wasn't the time to be a little shit!





"Y-You guys are after Ines Diaz, aren't you?" I asked, causing them to turn around at once, then threw a glance at the one with the goatee. "I don't know what you're planning to do, but you leave her alone for good."

He took a long drag of the cigarette in his mouth as he walked up to me, then blew the smoke into my face. "Bro, you got five seconds to tell me who the fuck you are, or I waste you."

A million different things popped in my head. I thought the cold sweat beading down my face were icy talons. For whatever reason, only a single thing crossed my mind to say right then.

"The… uh… guy who got a taste of how good Ines' blowjobs are," I answered, staring him straight in the eyes.

In the corner of my eyes I saw him reach for his gun. When he raised it, however, the barrel split into four pieces and fell to the ground. The others panicked and went for their weapons but grabbed their underwear instead. Their pants dropped to their ankles, and Cresta had already diced up every single gun.

"What the fuck?" Goatee-guy stared in disbelief.

My phone suddenly buzzed with a notification. I pulled it out to see a text from Professor Markel.




It read in such a way that I could hear his slightly irked voice:

 

That's my cue, I suppose.





"Freeze! Get on the ground and put your hands behind your head!"

Three armored vehicles pulled up to the curb with a dozen military personnel quickly swarming the scene. Cresta and I stepped back to let them apprehend the gangsters. The in my body vanished in an instant, leaving me weak in the knees.




"I… I really appreciate you guys, but once again I have to ask— Isn't this a little

 

too


 
excessive?" I asked Professor Markel as he rolled the window down from the passenger side of his vehicle.




"You're a government asset, Akira. Though, I would prefer you not put yourself in harm's way going forward. It gets costly." The professor pointed to the air where a helicopter circled into view, a sniper waved from the open door.

"American taxpayers, forgive me…" I muttered.

Professor Markel explained to me, from what information gathered through local police precincts, that EV14SB was a street gang originating from San Bernardino. The man with the goatee was a known gangbanger, in and out of prison, multiple felonies, the works. Apparently, and this was likely why this information was omitted from Ines' case files, she had run-ins with the gang in her youth, but wasn't a member herself or ever committed any crimes.

The tattoo across her chest must have been the start of her initiation, and for them to be long faded likely meant she got out of there early. I was glad for that. Ines had helped me plenty after all. She meant a lot to me and the other tenants, and while it would have been nice to collect on this favor, I was content to leave this matter resolved by an anonymous guardian angel. A past like that was best left buried, especially since she never brought it up to me.

The professor and his people departed so as to not draw too much of a crowd. Onlookers had the time of their lives, taking pictures and videos, but they were just as quick to go back to partying once the commotion was over. I just hoped Ange and Ines didn't look out their window.

"Well, that was the most fun I had all month! Can we do that again sometime?" Cresta asked, stretching her arms after a job well done.

"No!" I promptly replied "I might be safe thanks to you and Professor Markel, but I was scared half to death."

"Awww. But your intuition turned out to be right. Maybe you do have what it takes to be an assassin," she teased.

"Honestly, it was a lot more… selfish than that. Anyway, there's one more thing I want to do before going home."

We went inside Marshland Hotel, where a receptionist behind the counter lifted his head and expressed surprise when he saw Cresta.

"Not looking for a room. Just wanted to ask if you checked in a woman named Ines Diaz and a netherfolk named Angeline Varcaz?" I asked him.

He narrowed his eyes at me, then Cresta, and cleared his throat before finally speaking. "I'm afraid I can't share information about our hotel guests with other guests."

"That won't be a problem." I pulled out my government-issued caretaker ID card for him to inspect. "Just like this netherfolk next to me, those two are under my supervision."

The gears were turning in his head. "Oh, my. Is this a case of them running away? I'm terribly sorry if—"

I shook my head because I could tell he was quickly coming to the wrong conclusion.

"I'm just here to make sure they're having a good time. I'd like to upgrade their room to the best one you got."

He adjusted his glasses and switched his attention to the computer screen in front of him. After typing into the keyboard for a few seconds, he nodded with approval at what he found.

"As it turns out, we have an open executive suite. It is furnished with one king-sized bed, a living room, a bathroom with hot tub and sauna functionalities, a bar, and 70-inch flat screen TV. The cost comes out to $1,350 per night," the receptionist recited as a matter of factly.

I recoiled hard. This was going to cut into some of my expenses.

"Two nights for that suite, please." I handed them my credit card.

"Very good. I can send them a complimentary bottle of wine with your name," he suggested.

"Ehh. Just say it was from Santa." I smiled.





Chapter 4 - The True Christmas Gift was Having Met You


When Ange and Ines finally returned a few days later in the morning, only one of them was glowing with more energy. The other came back, clutching her head and groaning. However, it did seem as if the distance between them had shortened.

I didn't need to imagine what they did and could pretty much fish out the right answer from a few guesses. Letting Ines and a succubus be alone together narrowed down the list. It made me really happy to see them a lot brighter. As far as I was concerned, losing a night to make sure their date went off without a hitch was completely worth it.

"Don't really have to ask if you guys had fun, huh?" I inquired of them as they took off their shoes at the foyer.

Ines stumbled in and almost tripped over herself. "Yeah, totally… if fun to you means getting wasted and seeing your life flash before your eyes… There's no outdrinking Ange, by the way… Well, I gotta carry this hangover to knock out the coursework that's ahead of me."

She cracked her neck and headed upstairs.

The succubus flew in and embraced me with a hug, nestling her head into the pocket of my neck.

"We had fun. Thank you," Ange said.

Just as I thought Ange was going to let go, she looked me in the eye and shoved her tongue down my throat. I nearly suffocated from her intense kiss. When we parted from the embrace, she went towards the living room with her tail whipping happily back and forth.

"Don't get me wrong, I'd like more of that… but what was that for?" I asked, catching my breath.




"That was for kindly looking after us,

 

Santa


 
." Ange winked before disappearing into the living room.




Busted, it seemed. Well, causing that much ruckus was bound to have drawn her attention.

Tomorrow was Christmas Eve. While the two of them were gone, I had taken the liberties of buying some gifts for the tenants. My long awaited confession to Ange was also fast approaching, and while my answer hadn't changed, it didn't make me any less nervous.

When I entered the living room, Ange was kneeling by the Christmas tree. She placed a neatly wrapped, palm-sized box alongside a dozen other presents underneath it.

"I see you have been busy while Ines and I were out." Ange rose to her feet.

"It's about time you guys got these anyway. I won't spoil what it is, so you're just going to have to look forward to it on Christmas," I said, thumbing in my pocket a gift which I wanted to give her personally.

And so, the anticipated day had come.

December 25th, Christmas.

For many, this day was their favorite holiday for a number of reasons: gifts, family, days off school, and a break away from slaving at work. Although understandable that not all my tenants might share the same excitement because they were not originally from this world, I hoped they would come to find joy that so many humans like myself do.

I was the first one up as usual, dressed in a knitted sweater with the stitchings of a reindeer with a Santa hat. Because of how early it was, the sun hadn't come up yet. The living room would have been dark were it not intensely illuminated by the Christmas tree.

Breakfast was the first thing on my mind. But just as I was about to get cooking, Cresta stomped her way downstairs.

"MERRY CHRISTMAS!"




Well. I guess I got my wish for

 

one


 
of my tenants to be in the holiday mood.




My loudmouth tenant barreled into the living room at mach speed.

"Can I open my gift now? Can I?" Cresta went right up to my face to ask.

"You can calm down first! Be patient a little while longer until the others are up," I said.

"Nnnnghh…" The anxious assassin sat in her mostly shredded box, fidgeting with impatience.

The others were much more sluggish coming down, but their light footsteps could be heard descending the stairs. Fed up by how long they were taking, Cresta dashed out of the living room and returned with Ines and Tamara under her arms. Both of them had trouble opening their eyes.

"Did you leave Ange and Remmy behind?" I asked her.

"Remmy kept slipping through my fingers, and Ange was flying. Come on, guys! Don't you wanna open the presents, too?" Cresta shouted.

"Man… I pulled two all-nighters in a row to type up a report… Please, kill me…" Ines groaned, crawling into the kotatsu.

I brought her a cup of coffee in the meantime, and Tamara went to let Rakka in from the backyard.

"Does this world have a lot of holidays where people go around giving presents?" Tamara asked, hopping onto the couch with Rakka in her arms.

"Now that I think about it… Yeah," I replied, a little mind blown.

Cresta sat cross-legged by the tree, swaying back and forth until the remaining two tenants entered the living room a few minutes later.

"Nyaarrgghh! You guys are so slow!" the feline menace scolded her dorm mates.

"Why must you yell first thing in the morning?" Ange asked with a frown.

"I wasn't sleeping… just finishing up a game that couldn't be paused," Remmy explained.

With everyone sitting around the living room, sipping on the sweet eggnog I had made beforehand, their liveliness grew as the sleepiness vanished and the holiday spirit began to set in. My first tenant, seconds away from springing to her feet, looked at me for permission to open her presents.

"We're all here now, so don't hold back. Go ahead and open your presents!" I urged them.

Everyone leapt from their seats, but no one was faster than Cresta who appeared at the tree as if she had teleported. Shredding into the box and wrapping paper in an instant, she pulled out a smartphone and quickly realized what it was. The others followed suit, staring in awe at the device in their hands.

"Oooh! This is the thing I always see people put up to their ears and glue their eyes to!" Cresta exclaimed.

"I've made sure to put everyone's contact numbers in. You'll be going to work soon. Tamara has school. I thought it'd be a good idea if we all stayed connected. Watch." I pulled out my own phone to call Cresta with. She nearly lost hold of her phone when it vibrated, took a second to recompose herself, and answered the call.

"It doesn't ring?" Her demeanor softened, turning two moistened eyes my way.

"What kind of caretaker would I be to forget you hate sharp noises?" I remarked.

For Cresta specifically, I set her phone to vibrate instead of ringing like the rest of us. Since she would be carrying it around all the time, I'd rather she not be surprised with a high-pitched ringtone.

They then started opening presents received from each other.

"Ange, what the hell is this?" Ines gawked at what was inside her box which I couldn't see from where I was standing.

"I was inspired by the bad dragons of your world. Weyera had something similar I thought you might like," the succubus said.

"As if this could ever fit inside me!" she retorted.

Maybe it was for the best that I didn't know what it was.

"Remmy! Cresta and I bought this together for you!" Tamara pushed a present into the slime girl's hands, who opened it to reveal a gray pajama onesie with floppy ears on the hood.

"Thank… you?" Remmy cocked her head sideways.

"Put it on!" Cresta insisted.

Remmy reformed herself inside the onesie which fit her like a glove. The hood was a little too large and its ears fell over her eyes. Now the trio looked like a petting zoo.

While everyone was trading presents and having a good time, my heart slowly picked up speed. I searched the room for Ange, but she was nowhere to be seen. The small present she had gotten for me, however, was all that was left under the tree. I went to open it, but was puzzled to find a letter inside which told me to go upstairs.

I left the tenants in the living room to find Ange, who was waiting for me at the threshold to my bedroom. As I reached her, she raised a mistletoe between us. Frankly, I was almost too impressed to say anything.

"Now where did you learn something like that?" I folded my arms.

"A certain therapist in training said this would surprise you, but because I'm unfamiliar with your traditions, I'm not sure if it worked. I believe, however, this is the part where we kiss." Ange grinned.

"Wait!" I put a hand up between our faces as she leaned in. "Just to be sure. Are you really okay with someone like me?"

The succubus pulled back in astonishment and tilted her head. "If anything, that should be my line. Despite all I have done in the past, the atrocities I've committed, more than you can ever know… you have accepted me nonetheless. Though I have considered that it may just be your youthful male instincts that seeks sex as to why you want me."

"Oh, give me a break. You know that's not the only reason!"

"I know." Ange giggled. "You cherish me for even my faults. I wish to cherish you as well."

Swallowing my hesitation, I seized the initiative to kiss her. My sudden act caught her by surprise. The mistletoe dropped from her hand, her lips tensed up, and a cute squeak slipped out from her.

When I pulled away, I was treated to the sight of her having gone red up to her ears.

"Ange, I don't know what the future has in store for us. I only know that I want you in my life for that future," I said, breathing determination into each word. Then I pulled out a pair of onyx rings I had ordered from the otherworld catalogue. The descriptions said they connected two beings with each other's magic once worn. Cresta, Tamara, and Remmy were the ones who had suggested I buy something like this for Ange.

My reward came in the form of an incredibly embarrassed and surprised succubus. Ange extended her hand to me so that I could slip the ring onto her index finger, then she did the same for me. It was like I felt her faint heartbeat through the metal band. She stared at the piece of jewelry on her finger, on the verge of tears.

"You don't know how glad I am to have met you," Ange whispered, voice trembling.

I squeezed her hand and said, "That makes two of us."





Chapter 5 - Cresta's Regret


I awakened to the sound of my phone buzzing on the nightstand. Ange had me trapped in her arms, but something new enveloped me that was a first. Her wings which were normally tucked in behind her back had now wrapped around me like a cocoon.

Our hands were still intertwined. Both rings glistened from what little light escaped past the curtains. As much as I wanted to keep holding her hand, I unfortunately had to let go to check my phone, but not without first pulling the sheets back over her shoulders.

A pointless act, since she had fallen into the subconscious habit of erecting a barrier of magical warmth lately. However, this small act of kindness I gave back was the least I could do.

I guess my confession meant we were in a relationship now. We probably weren't the first interspecies couple, but this was still new to me. In a lot of ways. Did I have to report to the professor about this? The rulebook for otherworld caretakers I was made to study before becoming one didn't prohibit such pairings.

When I checked my phone, it turned out to be from Professor Markel telling me to go to the front door.

Now? It was four in the goddamn morning.

"Well… Better not keep him waiting," I mumbled to myself, still half-asleep and very much rather be lying next to my new succubus girlfriend.

I slipped on a robe and fought the chills as I descended the stairs.

Sure enough, Professor Markel and his usual contingent of armored vehicle escorts were just pulling into the parking lot. He walked up to the entrance of the dorm and apologized for waking me up.

"Isn't it kind of late." I squinted at him, clutching my robe tighter to my chest because of how cold it was. "If it's about another tenant, couldn't you have sent an email or waited until morning?"

"Morning for me was four hours ago. This is urgent enough that you have to be informed right away and in person. High-King Tarcosa of the Empire of Granieda has invited you to Weyera— by name," Professor Markel said.

The both of us stood there staring at each other.

"I'm still asleep. I could have sworn you just said—"




"You

 

and


 
Cresta will be going to Weyera in two weeks. A temporary caretaker will be assigned to the dormitory. Pack light." He nodded and started walking away.




"What kind of bombshell is this?" I yelled to his back. "I thought this was about a new tenant!"

"Potentially!" he shouted back.

When everyone woke up, I gathered everyone into the living room for a dorm meeting about what the professor had told me. Several of the tenants were noticeably upset.

Particularly…

"Absolutely not! I refuse to let you go to that wasteland without me there to protect you." Ange frowned, hands clenched and brows furrowed.

She was the most vocal and perturbed that I was going to Weyera, and she had a right to be. The memories from when I dove into Remmy's mind of their world in shambles looked bleak and dangerous, even if their war was over.

Tamara trotted up to me and tugged on my shirt. "Does that mean you and Cresta won't be taking me to school anymore?"

"Oh, we will! School for you starts in a week. That's five whole days we get to see you off for. Then until I come back, my substitute will look after you. Ange and Ines will be there for you, too." I glanced at Ange whose expression softened upon meeting Tamara's gaze, then at Ines who nodded at my request despite her own coursework.

"Come on, guys. I'm not leaving yet. It's two weeks out, and we'll only be gone for a few days. Hopefully…" I mumbled the last part to myself.

"When you're gone… I can help… clean the house," Remmy assured me.

Color me surprised that Remmy was taking the initiative to do something like that again. Were the other sides of her coming back? Although, it was hard to take her seriously while she wore the rabbit onesie Tamara and Cresta had gifted her.




Damn it. There was just too much going on. Things were going great, and I had to be pulled away from this world. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't excited about visiting their original homeland. The problem was that the professor left a little

 

too


 
much room for speculation on what I was going to Weyera for.




The High-King himself invited me. Why?

My eyes fell to Cresta who had been sitting quietly next to Remmy on the couch, deep in thought and without a word of input since I told everyone.

"Cresta, you must agree that Weyera is no place for a human. Despite all your strength, even you will have a hard time protecting him there," Ange pleaded in search of anyone to protest my going to Weyera.

"You're right," Cresta began, at last looking up at the rest of us. "Which is why I think the only reason is because Pesha's alive."

Ange went as pale as a ghost, tail tucked between her legs and wings flat on her back.

"Her? Alive? Impossible… my kind had done everything they could to—" The succubus slapped a hand over her own mouth.

"I already know, and I don't blame you for what happened anymore. Tarcosa fought for me to come to earth for a new life. But… I can't think of any other reason why he wants me to go back."

"Pesha… Isn't that the person you carved into a pumpkin? Who is she?" I asked, only to receive the astonished stares of every Weyeran in the room.

There were a mix of reactions. While Cresta, Remmy, and Tamara regarded the name calmly, it wasn't the same case for Ange, our resident demon.

"Irapesha Bloodtalon was a legendary dragonewt warrior feared by even the demon masters I served. Her stratagem and skill in the battlefield dealt my people fatal blows one after another. We were always on the losing end when she showed up," Ange answered. Even she, who was once an enemy, couldn't hide the admiration for Irapesha in her voice.

"Pesha was damn good at what she did. Even with my enhancements, she was able to overpower me every time we sparred. She was… Pesha was my best friend," Cresta uttered, on the verge of tearing up.

Tamara ran up to console her with a hug, and Cresta rubbed the wetness around her eyes away on the wool.

From what I understood of their past, Cresta used to be under Irapesha's command. I distinctly remembered her telling me that she had botched an assassination attempt, which led to her commander sacrificing a number of soldiers to save her. They were the same person?

I swallowed my hesitation even though I suspected how it had gone down. "If it isn't too much to ask… What happened to Irapesha?"

"A demon master who has long since died had laid a trap for Cresta and the time, and…" Ange hesitated to finish her sentence while overcome with shame, but she found resolve upon meeting Cresta's eyes. "They used her as bait to lure Irapesha out. I'm sorry, Cresta."

Tamara let Cresta go so she could face the succubus. I knew better than to think they would break out into a fight over this. Both of them had come a long way as dorm mates, and I'd go as far as to call them friends now.

Some things, I wondered, might be too painful to forgive. As they came face to face, I agonized over whether I needed to step in. Whose side should I take if they were to get into a fight again?

However, the greatest surprise came when Cresta clenched both fists in front of herself not as a threat to Ange, but to demonstrate her determination.

"There must be a reason Tarcosa wants Akira to come along to Weyera. I won't let anything happen to him. I'm the best damn assassin in both worlds after all! So, I'm asking you to trust me, Ange. I just hope you don't mind if I have to slaughter hordes of your kin in order to protect him," Cresta declared.

"I…" Ange was taken aback. She looked my way to be sure if I really wanted to go, and when I nodded, the succubus sighed and placed a hand on Cresta's unflinching shoulder. "I would have done the same. Very well, I shall not protest any longer. Just promise me you will bring him back in one piece."

"Promise! If he somehow bites the dust, I'll just bring back your favorite part of him!" The catssassin threw her arms around Ange in what was the first ever display of affection between the two.

However, only a second later did I realize what Cresta had said.




"Hey, wait a minute… bring back all of me, not just

 

that


 
piece!" I cried.




"What's your favorite part of Akira?" Tamara asked, tugging on Ange's skirt. "Is it his hand? You two do like holding hands a lot."

Cresta and Ange bursted into laughter together at my expense.

While I was glad to know Cresta would be watching my back, it made me uneasy that they had this discussion to begin with. Their worry was proof of how dangerous Weyera currently was even years after the Calamitous War had ended. I needed to be vigilant, too.

Irapesha Bloodtalon. When I asked the professor, his response was 'potentially'. This wasn't going to be a simple act of picking up the tenant and going home. Hopefully I could close this chapter in Cresta's life that's caused her so much grief.





Chapter 6 - Tamara Goes to School


Dozens of students walked past the van from the sidewalk. We probably looked like creeps hanging around like this.

Ange and Cresta had come to see Tamara off on her first day of school. To say the new student herself was nervous would be utterly wrong. She was raring to go, fidgeting in her seat, and unable to contain her own smile.

If all went well, Tamara would come home all smiles, too.

"Do you want us to walk you up to the campus?" Cresta asked Tamara, whose face was pressed to the window.

"I'll be fine!" Tamara shook her head. "I just—"

The backpack she was holding in her lap rustled. We three adults glanced at each other and knew exactly why.

"Rakka is in there, isn't she?" I asked Tamara.

"Of course not! I said goodbye to Rakka on the way out this morning," she answered, eyes drifting away from mine. As a result of letting her guard down, Cresta seized the opportunity to unzip the backpack.

"Baa!" Rakka bleated as she popped her head out.

"This was almost an episode of how to speed run any percent getting suspended from school. I know you love Rakka like family, but you can't bring pets to school," I gently scolded her.

"Okaaaaay." Tamara let Rakka out of her backpack and gave the mana beast a tight squeeze.

"Ange and I will be back here at this exact spot at 3:00 PM to pick you up. Have fun and stay safe at school!"

Tamara hopped out of the car and landed gingerly on her feet to the stares of hundreds of other students. This much was expected since netherfolks were still a new thing. The first thing she did was wave at her fellow students, beaming them a contagious smile. Girls were particularly smitten by her adorable appearance. The new student turned to us and waved goodbye before sprinting off.

We watched as she skipped up to the campus building where Instructor Elaine waited at the top of the steps. It eased my mind that my tenant was in good hands.

"Mmm. That woman is looking rather delectable in that white blouse," Ange said, licking her lips.

"Quit looking at Tamara's teacher in such a perverted way." I put a hand to my face and groaned.

Now it was Cresta's turn to be dropped off. She was also excited. More likely at the thought of being surrounded by her favorite fast food than actually working there.

"Alright, Cresta. Make sure to behave at work, and don't overdo things the way you normally do at home!" I said sternly.

From the rearview mirror, I saw the assassin folding her arms and pouting in the seat. "Isn't this the part where you tell me 'have fun!' like you did when sending Tamara off to school?"





There is no fun in work,


 
was what I wanted to tell her.




I thought better of it. The worst thing to do was drill into her head that work was no place for fun. Sure, for a lot of jobs it wasn't. But Cresta specifically sought out working in the fast food service industry because it piqued her interest. Those weren't my dreams to crush. At best she would love it, and at worst she would find something else to pursue.

"Now, now. Akira didn't mean for you not to have fun. He only wishes to remind you of the responsibility of work, and to take it as seriously as your assassination career in the past," Ange said, putting to words in a way that I couldn't.

"Okay." Cresta sucked in a breath through her nose, perking up both ears and tail. "I don't want to mess this up. I want to be able to make burgers to share with everyone in the dorm now and in the future."

"I admire your enthusiasm! Let's just leave all the artery-clogging bits out of your future recipes," I suggested.




Ange and I bid Cresta goodbye as she leapt from the car towards her new job. That last line she said struck a chord with me.

 

Now and in the future


 
. She was undoubtedly holding onto the hope that Irapesha was alive. I certainly hoped so, too.




"We have the rest of the day to ourselves. Anything you want to do while we're out?" I asked my girlfriend.

Simply thinking the word made me all warm and tingly. Love sure was a powerful drug.

"Hmmm. I was thinking of visiting the local strip club downtown," Ange said, looking through a brochure of the city.




"Aaaaaaannnd I'm no longer feeling warm and tingly. You want to go to a

 

strip club


 
of all things?" I stared at her with my mouth agape.




"Well, the point is to pay attractive women to shed their clothing and dance erotically on poles. It sounds rather enjoyable to me. Is it not for you?"




It dawned on me that hoping for a wholesome relationship with a succubus was nigh impossible.

 

Wholesome


 
being the keyword here. On the other hand, having a succubus girlfriend was probably the only way for me to get away with going to a strip club. This wouldn't fly in a relationship with another human being.




Silver linings I suppose. Curse my curiosity for getting the better of me.

"If you want to give one a try, then we could check one out together. Those places only open at night around here, so maybe another day." I glanced over to the backseat where Rakka sat in place of Tamara. "We also gotta get this sheep home."

"Meeeeeh!" Rakka bleated.

"No, we can't just 'don't mind' you. I'm not taking a mana beast out for a walk!"

Ange flicked her gaze between the both of us.

"How is it that you seem to understand each other?" she asked.

I opened my mouth intending to respond but had no answer to give. Over time, I was able to start inferring what Rakka meant and communicate with her that way.

Since I didn't want to drive back and forth all day, we kept Rakka around. She stayed in the car when Ange and I watched a movie, then followed along to go grocery shopping for the dorm. Once we got home and put everything away, Ange went upstairs to begin moving some of her things into my room.

It took me a second to realize that she wanted to sleep in the same room from now on.

"Wait, wait, wait. Aren't we progressing a little too fast into that part of the relationship?" I asked as she carried an armful of clothes into my closet.

"Akira, we already live under the same roof. This isn't much different," she said.

I eventually relented. Although I suspected this had more to do with me leaving for Weyera in another week and half, it was cute knowing Ange wanted to spend more time with me.

By 2:30 PM, I had finished all the chores around the dorm. Our communal bathroom was sparkling clean, the front yard cleared of snow a second time, and preparations for dinner were ready in the fridge.

Tamara was out of school at 3, but Cresta was off work at 4 in her eight hour work day. The timing was awkward, but Cresta had assured me ahead of time that I didn't need to pick her up, and would sprint home as part of her exercise routine. I looked forward to the news of a speeding blur racing through the city every afternoon on weekdays.

Remmy was busy climbing the competitive ladders in her games, and Ines fell back into the grind of her college coursework. It was just me and Ange again driving back into the city.

We arrived just as several buses were loading up students to take home. I pulled up to the same curb, in front of a waist-high stone fence upon which some lingering students sat with friends, and waited eagerly to pick Tamara up.

The wildest thing to me was that some of those middle school students, more specifically the second years, were so close in age to me. We were only about four to five years apart, yet here I was in a car, working for the government as an ambassador and caretaker to races from another world.

I understood the end goal of my duty as a caretaker. One day, these schools would be filled with just as many netherfolks as there were humans. But I had to work hard for that. The same was true for the schools.

"There she is." Ange alerted me to a student and teacher pair exiting the school.




However, I wasn't prepared to see what followed next. Two security officers flanked them close by. Students steered clear of the entourage. Tamara herself had her head down and frowning,

 

not


 
looking like she had a good day at all.




Ange exited the van as they got close.

"Hey! You'll draw attention to us!" I shouted to her and exited the vehicle from my side.

"Dude a succubus!"

"Why didn't we get her for a new student instead?"

"Damn, she's so hot!"

Students and faculty alike stopped to stare at a real succubus. Most pulled their phones out to snap a quick photo.

"What happened, sweetie?" Ange knelt down to ask Tamara.

The girl pursed her lips and refused to answer, silently walking past both of us and into the car. Ange and I turned to Elaine for answers instead.

"I am so terribly sorry," Elaine began. "Tamara was very vibrant today, but I think that very same personality clashed with some… unsavory students and led to some unfortunate altercations."

"Who hurt her? Answer truthfully," Ange demanded, fists clenched and eyes glowing.

The three of them were petrified, eyes taking on the same color.

"Three students from her class: Monica, Rochelle, and Patricia bullied her during break and lunch period," Elaine swallowed hard and answered.

My greatest fear was realized. I had hoped, by the school faculty's assurance, that they would make accommodations and keep a close eye so this wouldn't happen. As much as I worried for Tamara, another problem was brewing right now. I grabbed Ange by her arm and shook her to her senses.

"Ange, I need you to look me in the eyes instead." Cupping her face in my hands like she often did to me, I had her face me until she calmed down. "We didn't bring Rakka, so why don't you go inside to comfort Tamara? Let me talk to them, and you go sit down next to her. Sound good?"

To my relief, Ange released her magical hold on them. The instructor and two security guards gasped for air as if invisible hands had unclenched from their throats. I waited until Ange entered the car and shut the door before addressing them.

To Elaine in particular.

"I'm expecting a thorough explanation." I glared

Ange descended from the stairs just as Instructor Elaine was leaving in her car. There was a hint of disappointment in the succubus' eyes, seeing the schoolteacher leave without getting the chance to hit on her.

While we were speaking on the front porch, I had told Ange and Cresta to keep Tamara company upstairs. Poor girl picked up Rakka and raced straight to her room as soon as we got back. She refused to let anyone in, even me and Ange, until Cresta got off work to convince her.

When I texted Cresta what happened, she sprinted home faster than I could climb a flight of stairs. Too bad she lost her Rocket Burger hat along the way.

"I suppose settling on seeing her plump posterior shall suffice," Ange remarked, landing next to me.

"You could at last take this a little more seriously." I sighed.

"If I did, the matter would have already been resolved. Tamara's bullies would believe themselves to be dogs and act as such for the rest of their lives," she said.

Realizing that Ange wasn't joking in the slightest, I could only vow to be more careful about what I said going forward. We were lucky Professor Markel didn't call me about the incident at Tamara's school. She had, without a shadow of a doubt, pulled some sort of mind control on the faculty to coax the answer out of them.

Judging from past incidents, there was no way in hell that the professor wasn't already aware. That we weren't punished yet was proof that he had been sticking his neck out for us. But the more times Ange committed these infractions, the greater we risked being punished.

"Your heart is in the right place, Ange. Your methods, however, not so much. From what Elaine told me, this was a usual case of bullying," I explained.

"What about this is usual?" Ange fired back. "Are you telling me your kind actively engages in tormenting children?"

"Well, shit. How am I supposed to answer this?" I asked myself and her both. There was no satisfactory answer here, because the only answer was yes. The human world was just as cruel if not worse even without super strength and spells being flung around.

The last thing I wanted to tell Ange and Cresta was that Tamara's classmates pulled on her hair and horns, called her names, and insulted her appearance. I dreaded to think what they might do. As her guardian and caretaker, my only option was to lodge a complaint to the principal and report to the professor. Instructor Elaine had already promised to bring this up to the school board's attention at the end of our talk.

"Ange," Ines called from the top of the stairs. "Tamara wants to take a nap, but she's having trouble falling asleep. If it isn't too much to ask, could you work some magic to soothe her?"

The succubus looked at me for permission. "It is minor enough magic that no one will notice, not even the professor."

I nodded to give her the okay.

As Ange flew upstairs, she was quickly replaced by Ines who also had a thing or two to say.

"Hope you won't mind me eavesdropping, but I think your girlfriend's got a serious case of projecting," Ines said, lowering her voice.

"How do you mean?" I asked.

Ines glanced over her shoulder to make sure they were alone. "I think she sees the same demons that killed Tamara's parents in the bullies. Her overreaction in how to deal with them is a little excessive because… Well, I think she wants to be punished for her role in their deaths."

"But how does— Man, I don't know if I can handle a psych lesson right now."

We moved our conversation to the kitchen so I could pour myself a glass of water. When I offered her the same, Ines declined and pulled a bottle of wine from the cabinet I only just now learned was there. She met my judging gaze regarding her suspect beverage of choice.

"You can't shame me, kid. I'm an adult," the college graduate said.

"Okay, adult-college-student-psychologist. Putting Ange aside for now, what can I do to help Tamara?" I asked, myself at a loss. "Because at this rate, she might not like school anymore."

"Same thing you and I did back in school. Grit your teeth, pester the faculty about it, and make friends who care about you instead," she answered.

"You're a therapist when I don't ask for advice, but a grandpa with relic-aged wisdom when I do. What's with this dichotomy?"

Ines grabbed the wine bottle and raised her glass to toast me as she left the kitchen. I remained, brewing within my own thoughts and experiences to figure out the best solution. Every thread, however, came back to leaving it in Elaine's hands.

What the hell was I going to do or say to make the situation any better? I used to be a student who went through the same shit myself and never got an answer on the right way to deal with it. No one ever figured it out. It was why bullying was still a thing no matter the generation. We just grew up.

Later at night, no one came down for dinner. I brought a hefty plate of mixed fruits up to her room and found Tamara sitting upright on the bed and against the wall, fast asleep between Cresta and Ange, who were also snoozing. A blob of blue slime rested atop Tamara's head. Two slits opened to a pair of eyes the second I walked in.

I sat the plate down on the desk, and Remmy reformed to my side to pick up a piece of fruit to eat.

"You've been in here, too?" I quietly asked her.

Remmy nodded. "I didn't want Tamara to feel lonely."

As far as I could tell, Tamara was in good hands. Talking with her could wait until tomorrow.





Chapter 7 - Tamara Does her Best! Again!


Ange strongly insisted that she come drop off Tamara, but after enough convincing I managed to talk her out of it. I drove Cresta to work first, so that Tamara and I would be the only two in the car. It came as no surprise that her excitement didn't match the same energy as the previous morning.

The two of us sat in the car as students continued to pass by on the sidewalk. Cars filled the parking lot to the brim with vehicles of parents and faculty alike. I watched as Tamara pressed her fingers together in the seat behind me, searching for the courage in those small hands to step out.

"You know, Tamara, when I was still going to school, I got made fun of for being a little weird. Even my parents teased me about always spending my free time playing games or reading comics."

"Did it ever stop? The being made fun of part, I mean?" Tamara asked.

"Nope. I just graduated away from all that," I answered. "But let me teach you a fun way to deal with all that annoying stuff— say something to make fun of me. Anything!"

She thought long and hard for an insult, but someone as pacifistic and kind as her would find that a difficult thing to do. The look on her face, an expression of a person who knew the pain of being insulted and hurt, didn't want another to feel the same way.

"It's a free pass. Just call me weird," I urged.

"Nn… Akira, you're… weird?" Tamara mumbled.

I took a deep breath and screamed at the top of my lungs, "I'M SORRY FOR BEING A WEIRD!"

People outside the van gave us weird looks, but the windows were too tinted for them to see anyway. Tamara's eyes widened and mouth hung open in astonishment, stunned by my outburst. She only giggled at first, then fell into an uncontrollable laughing fit, and because it was so contagious, I joined in the laughter as well.

"Wahhh! That surprised me so much, I didn't know what to think. My heart almost jumped up to my throat!" Tamara wiped the tears from the corner of her eyes, still giggly from my over-enthusiastic apology.

"Tamara, if someone ever calls you names or makes fun of anything about you, do just that and pretend like nothing happened. I know you don't like fighting, but If someone ever tries to hurt you, then you have my express permission to headbutt them with your horns. I'll take responsibility," I assured her.

The sound of her seatbelt unbuckled. I thought she was about to finally face the world again, but she hugged me from behind instead. My only regret was that the car seat was in the way.

"Thanks," she said warmly, then clenched her fists to psych herself up. "I'm going to make friends at school if it's the last thing I do!"

"Atta girl!"

Tamara threw the car door open and jumped out.

She screamed with all her might, "GOOOOOD MOOORRRNNIIIIINNNGGGG!"

Then raced toward the entrance where Instructor Elaine and two school security guards waited. Instead greeting them normally, she tackled her schoolteacher through the door which was fortunately open as they tumbled through.

"Well… if Tamara didn't make an impression on her first day, she certainly did this time."





Chapter 8 - Ange & Tamara


A bundle of woolen joy clamored downstairs, ready for her fifth day of school. This would mark the end of her first week, and although it had a rocky start, she was looking better and better with each passing day. Whether it was the advice I gave, the school did something about it, or the bullying stopped on its own, everyone was glad for her.

"Good morning!" the jubilant student exclaimed, plopping down on the island counter and eagerly awaiting breakfast.

"Just a sec, I'm almost done." I plated a tower of pancakes and fetched the syrup from the fridge. Since her diet also required a lot of vegetables, I tossed a large helping of mixed salad and fruits to cleanse the palate.

Tamara went right to chomping away at it all, filling her mouth until both cheeks bulged and needed a glass of milk to chase it down.

My cooking was decent, I knew that much. Watching her eat and squeal with delight reminded me of Cresta's first time at Rocket Burger. The way they devoured everything I gave them put a smile on my face. I was beginning to understand the joys of being a parent.

Cresta entered the kitchen staring into her phone. She wasn't in her work uniform, which I thought was odd because her days off were on the weekend.

"Guuf morhing, Hreshta!" Tamara greeted her dorm mate with a mouthful of greens.

"Rocket Burger took me off the schedule today. What gives?" Cresta frowned.

"Ah, yes. Welcome to the hourly wage industry, where employers shaft you of working hours to keep you from getting benefits, and reschedule you to shittier timeslots." I slid a plate of pancakes and a bowl of fruits to her.

Cresta took a seat next to Tamara and went straight to detangling the bed of woolen hair with her claws.

"If I can't work, can I go to school with Tamara?"

"Can she?" Tamara turned to me with pleading eyes.

"Absolutely not! Cresta's not even a student," I reminded them.

That among other reasons. Someone like myself could pick up a visitor's card at the faculty office, but Cresta was a different story.

"You left these in your room, young lady." Ange flew into the kitchen with a textbook in one hand and homework in the other.

"Ehehe… I keep forgetting to put my homework away after finishing them." Tamara scratched her horn in embarrassment.

"And your toothbrush is dry. Are you forgetting to brush first thing in the morning?" she asked.

"I forgot! I'll go now!"

Ange accompanied Tamara to the communal bathroom to look after her morning hygiene. Once they were done, we headed straight for school. Tamara no longer hesitated to leave. She was her same excited self again just like the first day.

"By the way, I packed extra sandwiches inside." I handed Tamara her usual lunchbox which was heavier this time around. "Share some with people you want to make friends with. Quickest way to someone's heart is through their stomach after all."

"Is that a secret assassination trick I don't know about?" Cresta asked from the back.




"I thought I won your heart through your

 

lower


 
body?" Ange teased.




"Will the peanut gallery please refrain from chiming in?" I sighed.

Tamara unzipped the lunchbox to reveal a bunch of sandwiches stuffed into it. There was an incredible degree of joy in being the one to nurture someone as young as her. I took great pride in making each and every single one of her meals.

"Thanks," she said, hopping out of the van. "I'll do my best today, too! Bye, everyone!"

"You always seem to know what to say to her," Ange remarked to me with a hint of envy as she watched Tamara leave, like a loving mother would her child skipping off to school.

"You think? I'm not sure I do as much for her as you do though," I said.

"Oh, that's not true," she lamented. "I could hardly ever be truly close to her."

Cresta and I traded glances, slightly dumbfounded. It didn't seem like Ange realized how much she actually meant to Tamara.

The three of us returned together much later to pick up Tamara. With the weekend ahead of us and the days dwindling before the trip to Weyera, Cresta wanted to spend as much time with her dorm mates as possible. She and Ange both were really like an older sister and mother with how much they doted on Tamara.

It seemed, however, by a group of people Tamara was hanging out with, she had made some friends. While I'd like to credit my sandwiches, the girl certainly did most of the legwork. Things were finally looking up, and Tamara would really have the school life she dreamed of.

"See. Look how much happier she is after making friends," I said to Ange.

"If moments like these could last forever." Ange smiled warmly as Tamara trotted towards us.

Unfortunately, the universe seemed to have other plans.

As Tamara and her group of friends went their separate ways, a pair of girls who appeared to be seniors were giving her a bad look. She couldn't have seen them coming. Cresta did, but neither of us were fast enough to warn her.

One of the girls pretended to walk the opposite way and stripped Tamara off the sidewalk. She staggered, fell face first into the field, and splashed into a puddle of muddy and icy slush.

I exited out my side of the door in time to hear their taunts.

"You're a sheep, right? How does the grass taste down there?" the other girl asked.

Both of them cracked derisive jokes at her expense. Tamara lifted her head and fought back tears.

Instructor Elaine and two campus security guards who watched it unfold were racing to the incident. They froze in their tracks after taking only a few steps.





Everyone


 
froze.




It took me a second to realize what was happening. Ange had also exited the car and flown as high as the flagpole. Both of her clenched fists were brimming with volatile magical energy. She lifted the two terrified girls up to her at a fatal height.

"Ange, stop! Put them down safely!" I shouted, but she wasn't listening.

My mind was racing. Wherever Professor Markel was, alarm bells were probably going off for him.

"To think humans can be just as cruel as demons. Perhaps I shall teach you fiends a lesson in true cruelty?" Ange snarled, letting them drop to their doom

"Cresta, catch them!" I pointed.

"On it!"

Cresta leapt from the car and caught them before they became ketchup stains on the sidewalk. In the same breath, she yanked Ange back to the ground. All this in a matter of seconds.

"Get a hold of yourself!" Cresta yelled at Ange, keeping her pinned until Tamara reached them.

"It's okay, Ange! I'm okay, look! Just a little dirty, but I'm okay!" Tamara held Ange's hand, snapping the succubus from her wrathful trance.

Ange saw the two smaller hands which held her own, then to me as the realization dawned on her.

Whatever spell held people frozen in place had ceased. Many of them, understandably so, started running away in fear. I quickly checked my phone to see if Professor Markel had sent me a text or call. Nothing. The silence scared me more than anything.

Out of nowhere, an alarm sounded across the immediate area. I recognized the sound from my training. It was a big brother monitoring system that signaled anytime a netherfolk demonstrated serious threats of harm or destruction.

Instructor Elaine raced up to our van in panic. She knew what it was, too.

"I'm terribly sorry! I thought Tamara wouldn't need supervision after making friends. I was wrong," the instructor apologized repeatedly and profusely.

No amount of apologies would do anything now. Ines had warned me about Ange, but I brushed it off at the time. Was this my fault? Should I have left Ange at home to begin with? Or done more to ensure that Tamara wouldn't have been bullied?

"Everyone, get in the van. We're going home," I said.

The instructor stood at the edge of the curb as my tenants entered the car. I hoped that nothing was going to come of it. That it would be overlooked like every other time.

I was dead wrong.

As we neared home, a roadblock was erected by a large number of special forces operatives. Armored vehicles blocked the way, guns infused with magic crystals were trained on us, and our only possible savior Professor Markel was nowhere to be seen.

"Step out of the vehicle with your hands in the air!" someone shouted into the speakers system.

"What's happening?" Tamara asked, terrified out of her wits.

The rest of us knew.

"They have come for me," Ange answered solemnly, then stepped out of the van with her hands raised.

Remmy and Ines were on the other side of the blockade.

"They raided the dorm a few minutes ago! What the hell's going on?" Ines yelled.

The rest of us emerged from the van as Ange walked forward to her fate. I watched helplessly as the person I loved surrendered herself.

"There's got to be another way," Cresta said, tugging on my shirt. "She was only trying to protect Tamara!"

There wasn't another way. We were all briefed on what would happen in such an event.

Ange paused halfway to them and turned around to smile at me from afar. "I'm sorry. You were one of the best things to happen to me. At the very least, I may be able to visit you two when you arrive in Weyera."

While Cresta and I were stunned, Tamara alone found the courage to resist when we couldn't. She tackled Ange from behind and nearly knocked her off her feet.

"I don't want you to leave. It's not fair!" Tamara wept, arms wrapping tighter around her.

"No, it is only fair." Ange's voice quivered with as much pain as there was relief. "I have been keeping a secret from you for far too long. The truth is, Tamara, I'm the reason your parents are gone. If I hadn't a led horde to that village, they—"

"I knew!" she exclaimed.

The succubus drew a sharp breath. We were all surprised, too.

"King Tarcosa told me a long time ago," Tamara continued as tears welled in the corner of her eyes. "I'm the one who should be apologizing!"

"Apologize… for what?" Ange put a hand over her mouth as she, too, began to tear up.

"Because I didn't know you were hurting… but I already forgave you a long time ago! And I don't care about that anymore. All I care about is how warm and kind you are, always giving me a hug when I want one, and rubbing our horns together like my mama used to do!" Tamara squeezed even tighter, enough that it was clear on Ange's face that she was losing her will to leave. Eventually, the succubus knelt down to embrace the girl, crying into the other's shoulders. Some of the operatives lowered their weapons, but others had their fingers stiff at the trigger.

I didn't blame them. They had a job to do.

So did I, and so I did the only thing a caretaker with his tenant's best interest in mind could. I put myself between the two of them and the heavily armed operatives. The guns that could vaporize my existence with powerful magic terrified me. However, losing Ange terrified me even more.

"Professor Markel, I know you can hear me! If anyone should be punished, it's me and not Ange! I'm the one who failed to keep her in check. Let her stay, fire me if you have to!" I shouted.

A minute passed by until the professor finally exited from one of the armored vehicles with a small kit tucked under his arm. He walked up to me and unzipped it in front of us, revealing a syringe with a bright yellow liquid.

"Only because we've seen the good you can do, Akira, I will offer Ange an alternative solution. She has a choice to return to Weyera or lose your magic for good. This is the best I can offer you both," he said.

I was about to protest, but Ange didn't hesitate. She took the syringe and injected the serum herself.

Professor Markel checked something in his tablet and nodded, then twirled his finger twice in the air. All at once, the special forces packed up and began to leave like nothing had happened here at all.

"Akira, you're lucky the next assignment is too important to let you go for." Leaving me with that final comment, the professor entered the last vehicle and drove off.

The entire dorm residents and I were left in the middle of the road. Remmy and Ines came running to us. Ange was forgiven at the cost of castrating her magic, something that was so endemic to her being.

"Was that really okay for you to do?" I asked Ange.

"I don't believe it… My magic truly is gone," Ange whispered, clenching and unclenching her fists.

"I'm so glad you're not leaving!" Tamara tearfully embraced her.

"It was no choice at all, dear. I wanted to stay," she replied, returning the gesture by stroking the girl's back.





Chapter 9 - On the High-King's Invitation


Following Ange's incident at the Vandice Middle, things had quietly settled down after Professor Markel and the government smoothed matters over. In addition to being punished with the loss of magic, she was no longer allowed to step foot at the school ever again. However, that much wasn't enough to placate the many angry parents who rightfully feared for their children's lives. Some even took their outrage to the superintendent and school board, demanding Tamara's expulsion.

But an unexpected coalition had formed to protect her. In spite of the terrifying netherfolk encounter, fellow students and classmates whom Tamara had befriended in a single week's time came to her defense.

No one was more surprised than me. It was easy to forget that even with all the assholes and jerks in the world, there was enough goodness to overshadow them several thousand times over.

It was just…

Things had only gotten out of hand because I failed to act. Failed to see Ange bottling up her own guilt and emotions until a breaking point happened. I truly failed as a caretaker, and that hurt more than I could ever put to words.

I continued to carry those feelings to today. The day of mine and Cresta's departure.

The entire dorm gathered outside to see us off while awaiting our ride. According to Professor Markel, this whole journey could take anywhere between a week to a month. The hardest thing for me to do was part with the family I made here, and it was likewise just as tough for the tenants as evidenced by Tamara's tears.

"Who's going to untangle my hair in the morning?" she whimpered.

"I'm sorry that I have to go, but I'll be back soon!" Cresta hugged her.

Ange stared at her own hands and sighed, probably because untangling Tamara's hair wouldn't be a problem if she still had magic. Her punishment, however, was an irreversible one. She instead consoled Tamara the only way she knew how.

"There, there. I won't be as efficient as Cresta, but if you will be patient with me, I shall do it in her stead." Ange knelt down to Tamara, drawing her fingers through the bountiful bed of wool.

"Don't worry about the place getting too messed up, Akira. We'll chip in to do chores. I'll also make sure the substitute doesn't look through your weather folder." Ines winked.

"Thank— HOW?!" I choked on my own spit.

That folder should have been full-proof. The title was its own security and deterrent system.

"I mean, seriously. The most suspicious thing to have on your computer was a folder about the weather patterns," she teased.

As I lamented, Ange drew me into an embrace. She pressed my head to her chest, sapping away my will to leave.

"Speaking of which," Ange began, lowering her voice and smiling. "Rest assured nothing will happen between me and your temporary replacement."

"I'm more worried about how you're going to devour Ines in the meantime instead." I rolled my eyes.

"Oh, she will live. I expect you to, as well. Please be safe," the succubus implored me.

When Ange finally let me go, I searched for Remmy to say my goodbyes, but she was nowhere to be seen. At least not until a slimy tentacle poked me. It was then I noticed the appendage extended all the way back into the dorm.

That damn gaming addict was no doubt still in her room, glued to the computer screen.

"You really couldn't be down here to send us off?" I sighed.

"What are you saying… I'm right here, aren't I?" Remmy said from a mouth on the tip of the tentacle.

Okay, Akira. Hold the lewd joke back. This wasn't the time to ruin the moment.

"Well, then. Ya better be winning up there." I poked the tentacle back.

"I am," she answered with the mouth forming a smile. "Make sure Cresta doesn't get into any trouble."

"Psh. I'm the god of death on the battlefield, you know!" Cresta leapt onto my back and boasted.

A black sedan was the only vehicle that pulled up to the roundabout. Professor Markel shivered as he stepped out. He whispered something to the driver, then joined us at the porch.

"We're ready," I told him.

"Good. The substitute will arrive at noon." He nodded. "By the way, Ms. Varcaz, we have terminated your magic tracker since you're unable to use magic anymore. It's a waste of resources to keep it running. I'm sorry it had to be done."

"Don't be. I won't waste the second chance I've been given." Ange bowed graciously to him.

As Cresta and I boarded the backseat of the vehicle, the tenants continued to wave even as they became a speck in the distance.

We arrived at an airbase hangar with no other building in sight. No pillbox or security checkpoints like I expected. The car pulled up the closed hangar doors, and once I exited, gale force winds threatened to knock me off my feet.

"I expected a big ass military base, with soldiers running around, and bunkers and stuff! You're telling me you're protecting a gate here?" I yelled over the winds.

Professor Markel tapped his feet twice on the ground and winked.

"All underground. Otherworld magic technology enables stealth monitoring and defensive systems all within a twenty-mile radius of here. Make no mistake, unauthorized trespassers will show up as a missing persons report on the news, and their case will be closed at some desk jockey's cabinet before it even opens."

My throat was suddenly very dry, and it wasn't due to the wind. Good to know that the government took their security measures seriously, even if it meant going about it in the most terrifying way.

The professor scanned his eye and fingerprint on a panel against the wall. My whole body shook as the massive hangar doors creaked and groaned as they opened. Perhaps a half a dozen scientists were inside, tapping away at computers in front of a massive, circular portal that reached the ceiling. The light-blue surface of the gate raised by powerful netherfolk mages distorted everything behind it, too hazy to make out anything on the other side.

"Chew this." Professor Markel handed me a small pill.

"What's it do?" I asked.

"Reduces your chances of vomiting by 50%. You vomit for sure if you don't ingest it," he answered as a matter of factly.

I threw the pill into my mouth and chewed it into a fine powder. He took a gulp of water from a small bottle, then handed it to me to finish.

"Gate is open and ready to enter, sir." A scientist nodded to the professor.

The three of us stepped up to the portal until it was only inches away from my nose. My heart was pounding faster than when I confronted Ange's would-be demon assassins.

Weyera was supposedly in shambles. So badly in fact, that the otherworld caretaker system was created to test the waters of giving netherfolks refuge on earth. No one truly left home unless it was the last resort, a sign of how truly doomed their world was. The visions from Remmy's dream was proof of that.

I prepared myself for the worst and took a deep breath. Cresta grabbed my hand. Her touch reassured me, and I was reminded of our first time meeting. How she snuck into my room, protected me from thugs, and smiled so genuinely from eating a greasy burger. She is, was, and would always be my first netherfolk friend.

This journey wasn't just for me. It was for her, too.

Hand in hand, we stepped through the portal together.

The transportation to the other world was seamless. We stepped out the other side as soon as our feet crossed the threshold and touched down on solid ground.

"Hip— urk!" Everything I ate this morning came right back up. "Damn it…"

"Fifty-fifty," Professor Markel simply responded.

A bright, blue sky cleared of any clouds hung above me. Men in army fatigues of green and brown camo marched past us in formation. Humvees and APCs kicked up dirt as they drove by. To my right were rows of single-story, rectangular barracks, and a much larger three-story administrative building was to my left.




Now

 

this


 
was a military base.




"I'm getting hit with a wave of nostalgia." Cresta whistled sharply.

"Yo! Is that Cresta?"

"It is her!"

A couple of soldiers ran up to us and each gave Cresta a raucous welcome. She clicked her heels together and straightened her back, smiling from ear to ear.

"Hey, guys! I'm working at Rocket Burger now!" she told them.

"No, shit?" One guy chuckled.

"Chuck gives her one hamburger and this happens." Another shrugged and laughed.

Cresta spoke to them with such familiarity that I almost forgot she had fought alongside them not long ago.

"So you're her caretaker back home, huh?" a grizzled soldier that reminded me of Joseph asked. He stuck a hand out to me. "She's saved our lives more times than we can count. You make sure she's living it up on Earth."

"I will— owow!" I shook his hand but didn't expect a weightlifter-level squeeze.

"Let's not keep High-King Tarcosa waiting," Professor Markel shouted as he entered a carriage pulled by two beasts with the head of an eagle and body of a lion.

An elven driver with long, pointy ears and pristine porcelain skin sat on an elevated seat above the vehicle, holding the reins to the massive creatures. As I walked up to the carriage, still stunned by all that I was witnessing, one of the beasts squawked at me and snapped its beak in my direction. An embarrassing shriek escaped my throat, drawing the attention and laughter of Cresta's warbuddies.

"Geeeeeeez. This is going to take some time getting used to." I quickly hopped into the carriage to avoid getting my whole limb bitten off.

"Hang onto the grips on the side of the carriage." The professor pointed to two handles above my head.

"Why— oh, crap!"


A strange force yanked me forward. Thankfully, Cresta, who was sitting adjacent to me, stuck an arm across my chest to keep me seated. The carriage came to an abrupt stop.

"We've arrived!" our elven coachman said.

Professor Markel threw the door open to exit.

"Wait, seriously?" I asked, dumbfounded by our split-second arrival.

"Come on, come on!" Cresta pulled me out by hand, eager to see her home again.

A magnificent courtyard of landscaped trees and bushes in the shape of mythical creatures painted a battlefield captured in time. An opaque walkway revealed something like water flowing beneath our feet. Nothing was more incredible than the castle, with towers floating detached from the main building, dragonriders which flew overhead and were perched on ramparts, and crystals embedded into the side of the towering ivory walls.

"He's late. Wait here," the professor said, then tinkered with his watch and vanished from sight.

"What the hell? Was he always able to do that?" I asked absolutely no one.

Literally no one.

The carriage and stagecoach were gone. Cresta had also disappeared. I was alone in the courtyard watching the leaves blow off trees from gentle winds.

"Might you be lost?" someone asked me.

I whipped around to see an elven boy in blue and gold robes that befitted someone of noble stature. He was half my size, but looked me up and down as if to inspect my worth.

"Lost implies I don't know where I am. I do. I've just been abandoned! What about you, kid? Aren't your parents worried?" I asked, then regretted my informal speech as the possibility of him being King Tarcosa's grandchild crossed my mind.

"Oh, I couldn't possibly worry them. Lucky for you, I live here. I can show you the way in one condition," the boy said.

I somehow found myself giving the kid a ride on my shoulders, but it was a small price to pay. As he directed me towards the castle's large archway entrance, I figured I could ask him some questions that had been bugging me.

"This is Weyera, right? Isn't it supposed to be hell on earth or something?" I asked.

"Oh, it is. Not even a cockroach from your world would survive on the surface for long. We're actually in the largest terra-dome hundreds of feet in the sky."

"In the— what?"

The elven boy cupped his hands above his head as if to catch rain. What happened instead was when his hands parted, the blue sky tore open to violent storms and black clouds spewing fire. The tear closed up as his hands did, returning the scene to an illusory and peaceful calm.




The only thing I could think of was,

 

Who the hell is this kid?





That wasn't ordinary magic, was it?

"Akira! What are you doing, carrying him on your shoulders like that?" Professor Markel raced up to me from inside the castle's brightly lit interior.

"TAAAAARCOSAAAAAAA!" Cresta screamed, barreling towards us at nascar speeds.

A barrier formed between us, and Cresta slammed face first into it. The magic wall faded away as she dropped to the ground.

"Owie… We haven't seen each other in ages and that's how you greet me?" She pouted, rubbing her swollen cheek.

Too many things were happening at once for my puny human brain to follow.




"Did Cresta just say

 

Tarcosa


 
?" I turned to the professor for answers.




"That's right," he began with an unamused sigh. "The man on your shoulders is none other than the Mage Lord, High-King Tarcosa of the Granieda Empire."

I glanced up to meet the supposed king's eyes.

"Thanks for the ride, kid!" High-King Tarcosa smiled.





Chapter 10 - Cresta's Homecoming


"Akira, you stand before the Mage Lord and High-King of the empire of Granieda, Tarcosa Sunbrand." Professor Markel was the one who introduced the king, which was odd because I expected fanfare and a whole lot more people around to receive us.

"Oh, come now. There's a reason I don't have a steward announcing me everytime I meet with an audience," Tarcosa said from his throne.

The professor rubbed both eyes and sighed. "Honestly, your lack of decorum never fails to appall me. No one would believe you're the king at first sight. Of course, Akira thought you were really a child."

"You humans are such sticklers for putting on airs. If we have something to talk about, I don't want to end every sentence with 'sir' or learn every salute your kind has." The king brushed off the professor's scolding with a dismissive wave of his hand.

It was like watching two old friends bicker. I almost forgot we were in the presence of royalty.




This was definitely not how I expected to meet

 

the


 
King Tarcosa.




Professor Markel, Cresta, and I stood at the bottom of the steps before the king, who sat upon a lounge chair of a throne with two busty elven women pampering him on each side. Perhaps 'sat' wasn't the correct word. He was lounging on his side, being fed fruits by one elf and legs massaged by the other.

The throne chamber was so large, our voices echoed with each word. A dozen wooden brooms swept the ivory tiles that paved the floor, and floating lanterns levitated listlessly above our heads. All, what I presumed, was powered by magic.

I was in such awe that it left me speechless.

While the professor and king argued about interworld politics, I leaned over to Cresta and said, "I thought King Tarcosa would… I don't know, be as tall as a god, have a white beard down to his waist, and buff like a minotaur?"

"Well, it's true Tarcosa used to have a taller body. This is just what he's using now," Cresta replied as a matter of factly.

"What's that supposed to mean?" I squinted at her.

"Exactly as she said," King Tarcosa chimed in. "This is a body I constructed through magic and alchemy after my previous one was annihilated by the demon lord."

"Say what now?!"

"Hehe. Back in Tarcosa's heyday, he could have single-handedly taken on the demon masters and their armies," Cresta gushed about her old guardian.

"All I'm good for now is warming seats that no longer need a king and being a glorified custodian. As you briefly saw, Weyera is in utter ruins. We who remained have pooled our magic together to create and raise terra-domes like the one we stand on now to live in. But the fate of my world is not why I summoned you here." The king's smile waned. He sat up on the seat and leaned forward, legs too short to touch ground lifted to a folded position. The elves stopped pampering him at once and stood to each of his side.

"You had me come back because Pesha's alive, right?" my tenant asked, her eyes and voice filling with hope.

"We have signs. Nothing concrete. But even if she turns out to be dust in the wind, it is a lead worth following. I have arranged for you and Akira to touch ground tomorrow in search of her."




Professor Markel took a daring step forward that caused the elves to tense up, suggesting to me that they weren't just around King Tarcosa for show. Their eyes were trained on him like hunters ready to pounce. For him to have acted like that must mean he had little idea of the specifics of why we came. Of why

 

I


 
, a human being and non-military personnel, was asked to come.




I'd be lying if I said I didn't suspect this. Especially after what Cresta had told me about Irapesha. I gathered as much that this would happen if she were alive.




"You're sending an eighteen year old boy down to that god-forsaken hell," Professor Markel blurted out in disbelief. "Have you any idea what dangers he will be in? The ramifications

 

you


 
risk with the international leaders on Earth if Akira is hurt?"




"I know. However, you are wrong to think he will go without the best protection I can offer. At the end of the day, I invited Akira, and so the decision belongs to him alone. Should Akira decline, he may return home with my blessing," Tarcosa replied.

Cresta turned to me, like a stray kitten who had no one left to ask for help from. I wanted to help, but wasn't this out of my depth? A stray arrow could kill me down there. Even so…

My weakness and hesitation was what caused Ange's incident. If I wanted what was best for my tenants, 'waiting and seeing' was as good as being useless.

"I… I want to help, but what can I offer that the whole U.N military can't?" I asked.

"Because if we do find her, Irapesha has gone for years in a shattered world; I cannot imagine her state of mind is in a good place after all this time. It is by your merit as a caretaker, for all that you have done and the many reports I've read from you, that I trust," King Tarcosa explained.

This king had been throwing me in a loop ever since I took the job. When I returned home, demanding a raise from the professor should be the first thing on my to-do list. Until then, Irapesha was out there and needed help.

I returned Cresta's gaze and nodded, drawing the happiest smile from her yet.

Then to King Tarcosa, I gave my answer. "Count me in the search party."

While Professor Markel was less than enthused about this, he acquiesced to my decision and took a carriage back to the military base. King Tarcosa ensured that Cresta and I would be well-looked after. They provided us with a feast, a nice soak in a grand marble bathhouse that rivaled any hot spring Japan had to offer, and an extravagant room to sleep in. Unfortunately, a certain someone had too much energy being back home.

"Akira, look!" Cresta shouted from above, hanging onto a chandelier. She hopped defly from one to another along the corridors, every jump rattling the crystals and causing the lights to flicker.

"This is deja vu all over again… Get down from there, damn it!" I yelled.

"Catch me if you can!"

Some of the maids passing by didn't seem to mind one bit. In fact, their moods brightened up from Cresta's antics.

"It's nice to have the young lady home, isn't it?" a scaly, lizard-like netherfolk maid said.

"Very much so. I heard King Tarcosa humming to himself as I passed his study earlier. He hasn't in months!" the other, a red slime version of Remmy, nodded in agreement.

Both of them took notice of me at once and gasped.

"Aren't you Akira?"

"C-Can we have a moment of your time!"

They tried to get a word in with me, but I apologized to them and chased after Cresta instead. The damn cat taunted me to catch her, but there was no way in hell I was going to match her speed. I eventually lost track of her in this oversized castle. Nothing but red carpet at my feet, framed paintings of King Tarcosa's old appearance on the walls, and clawed-up pedestals that no longer have decorations on them.

"Excuse me!"

I stopped a maid who couldn't see over the stack of linens in her arms. Calling her out proved to be a mistake. She tripped over her own foot and fell forward. Fortunately, I was close enough to steady her and catch some of the sheets that fell off the top.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry!" the maid apologized profusely. "Ahhh! You startled me! I didn't think anyone was walking down the halls during this time except for the other servants."

I bowed apologetically out of instinct. "No, I'm sorry for spooking you! I just wanted to ask if you've seen Cresta."

The maid started viciously sniffing the air. A brown tail, fluffier than Cresta's, started wagging back and forth behind her.

"I've got her scent! Cresta's at the Terrace of Heroes. I can show you there, but, uhm…" She trailed off.

Without waiting for her to continue, I grabbed half the stack and saw the surprised face of a canine netherfolk.

"I'll help you take these to where they need to go, then you escort me to her. How's that?" I suggested.

She smiled brightly and nodded so vigorously, her long brown hair became disheveled.

"By the way, my name's Lula. You're Akira, aren't you? We've heard so much about you!" Lula exclaimed in the same excitement as the maids before.

"Am I a celebrity here or something?" I asked.

"You might as well be as famous as the heroes in the Terrace of Heroes! So many of us who apply to the exchange program put you at the top of the list of caretakers!" she explained.

My face turned bright red. I had no idea I was such a hot commodity. At the same time, it was rewarding to have my efforts validated in the form of being wanted.

After we delivered all the linens, Lula guided me to the Terrace of Heroes. The artificial night sky made of magic was now painted with stars and two moons. Beyond that illusion was a literal hell.

The courtyard was a flat field of cut grass and smooth, stone walkways. Framing the edge of the terrace were statues of netherfolks, donning savage armor and wielding weapons seen only in fantasy video games. There were maybe a hundred of them.

Cresta sat in front of one that was undoubtedly Irapesha. The statue of her had unfurled draconic wings, ribbed horns on her head, and holding a sword raised towards the castle. She was much taller than the rest and possessed an intimidating yet stoic demeanor.

"Before Cresta went to Earth, she would always spend hours out here," Lula said.

Hearing that almost brought tears to my eyes.

When I walked forward, Lula tugged on my sleeve.

"I heard humans keep dogs as pets on Earth, and you treat them like family. You have a saying that dogs are man's best friend. If I'm accepted to a dormitory, do you think… I can find a family there, too?" Lula asked.

"There's no doubt in my mind. It goes without saying, too, if you get into mine, I'll be the first to welcome you with open arms." I reached out to pat her head as if she were a real puppy, then realized that it might have been a rude thing to do and snapped my hand back. However, the overexcited hound lowered her head, urging me to continue.

I put both hands on her head, scratching behind the ears and stroking the long hair back into place. She wagged her tail so much, I was worried she might sprain it.

"Don't let me keep you from Cresta. I think she needs you more right now." Lula bid me goodnight and went back to work.

I walked up to Cresta, whose eyes were red and was having a hard time breathing through a stuffy nose. She patted the grass beside her for me to sit down.

"There's a lot of heroes up here," I said.

"They were all close friends. Every time Pesha lost one of them, I'd find her sitting in front of their statue for days at a time. I started sitting with her because she looked more lonely as more statues were raised. She'd tell me stories about their lives when I kept her company." Cresta started choking up.

I put an arm around her shoulder as she wiped tears and snot from her face.

"This was all during the war?"

She nodded. "Pesha and I promised to not let each other become statues up here. She kept her promise and saved me so many times, but... I couldn't save her when she needed me the most."

At some point, Cresta started letting the tears freely run down her cheeks. I pulled out a handkerchief from my pocket to wipe them for her.

"Maybe we should switch gears. You've been telling me sad stuff about her all this time, but I'm sure she would want you to talk about her life the way she told you about the others," I said, tossing the soaked handkerchief over my shoulder.

My suggestion worked.

Cresta bursted into a fit of giggles, having seemingly recalled a particularly amusing memory. "Okay, let's see… Where do I start?"

"Ugh… I can't sleep…"

I'd been rolling in bed for two hours now and couldn't get a wink of sleep. The room we were given was way too comfortable for my liking. Or maybe I was just too used to sleeping next to Ange. It hadn't even been a day, and I was already missing them.

Although Cresta and I shared the same bed which was plenty spacious, she was sleeping curled at the edge next to my feet. Listening to her talk on the terrace about friends long gone was about as enjoyable for me as it was therapeutic for her. Despite all the tragedy this world suffered, she had made plenty of memories to recall back on.

I quietly slipped out so as to not wake her up, then left the room to explore the castle. My first time in another world, and it was in an enormous fortress in the sky. How could I not be curious?

These corridors looked like they were built for giants. I would have expected a place this big to be extremely cold. Quite the opposite, it was warm and toasty as if a magical heater was running overtime in this place.

In my solo dungeon crawl down the halls, I came across many rooms. One was a gigantic library that extended into the cosmos, a laboratory which contained a jagged and glinting crystal, and an outdoor workshop where robed netherfolks were in the process of building a golem. All of them caught my eyes, but because I didn't want to disturb the people within, I continued my aimless trek until a modest room seemed to beckon to me.

The door was left ajar, and an inviting light drew me closer like a moth to a flame. I peeked in to find a small study, no bigger than a small bedroom and with bookshelves up to the ceiling. A hearth crackled with blue flames emitted a comfortable heat. By the fire, seated on a lounging chair and sipping on a teacup was King Tarcosa

"Couldn't sleep? Shall I call a succubus to your room?" he asked, glancing up from his book.

"Er, sorry! The door was open, so I got curious." I was about to leave but something transported me into a seat in front of the king himself. The door to the room shut behind me, and a levitating teapot poured me a drink.

"Cresta may have sharp hearing, but she cannot hear through pocket dimensions. I wanted to speak with you privately, but what I tell you must never leave this room. If you are willing to hear me, take the cup. You may also leave if that is your wish," the king said. The look on his face was somber, not like his cheerful and childish demeanor that befit the young appearance.

It might have been my imagination, but Tarcosa looked a bit sickly compared to earlier. His cheeks were gaunt, there were bags under his eyes, and he had a face paler than a ghost. For once, he did look rather old and pitiful.

"My lips are sealed then." I grabbed the teacup in front of me.

Tarcosa looked me dead in the eyes and said, "I will die soon. Change the age of my body as I might, my soul remains that of an old elf."

There were often times I'd mishear someone because of the chaos going around. I had no excuse this time. The only sound in this room was the fire, and now King Tarcosa's words echoing between my ears. I didn't need to ask him to repeat what he had said.

How was I supposed to digest this bombshell? I sat there dumbfounded, staring at him without so much as a word floating in my mind to say.

Only now did the realization hit— not once in my life have I experienced or dealt with loss. Not yet anyway. I understood that it was an eventuality I must face in time, including my own mortality. But the young man in me had kicked those thoughts to the back of my head.

King Tarcosa and I only met today. All I knew about him were silly stories from Cresta and reports of a stoic monarch from the news. Then to hear this man who I'd become acquainted with just today tell me such a thing, punched a hole through my chest.

But the one who I was most concerned about from this revelation wasn't Tarcosa— it was Cresta.

"You don't think Cresta deserves to know?" I asked after settling my thoughts.

He shook his head. "I put her in your care and surrounded her with those whom she may grow from befriending for her sake. Cresta must move on and forward in order to live a new life in your world. Choosing you as her caretaker was the best decision I've ever made."

It still felt wrong. After all, Irapesha's supposed death had agonized Cresta all this time. She deserved to know of Tarcosa's coming demise, whenever that might be.

Tarcosa hopped out of his seat and warmed his hands by the blue flames. In doing so, he absorbed the color until it turned red like normal fire. The color in his own face became less pale as a result.

"I kind of figured each of the tenants' circumstances were too related to be a coincidence. You really put me in the ringer trying to resolve their issues," I said.

"Good of you to notice. It further reinforces that I made the right choice with you." He turned around and smiled. "I was really worried about sending Cresta off alone, you know? She isn't like others."

"How do you mean?"

The king hesitated to answer. He returned to his seat and levitated a book from one of the shelves into his hands.

"Because Cresta was born to no parents. She is the first and last homunculus I created in my desperation to make the perfect weapon to face the demon threat. All these books you see here are of my research, but I stopped when I realized she was as real as you and me," Tarcosa explained.

"Homunculus…?" I jumped out of my seat to confront him. "You're telling me Cresta Waurassel was created? As in—"

"Alchemy, magic, the toying of life and nature… Indeed. I was desperate to save my world and sought methods that would make demons blush. Which is why…" He twirled his hand in the air, conjuring a magical gust. Every single book down to a loose paper flew into the magical fire and incinerated out of existence.

"Her hearing was a defect I'd never been able to fix. You, who are without magic or talent in medicine, were able to do what I couldn't. From the bottom of my heart, thank you," the old king said.

I saw in his eyes the withering soul of a man at the edge of his life, wishing nothing but the best for those he cared about. The kindness in his compliment fueled me with resolve to see this through. Whatever it took, I would bring Irapesha back to Cresta.





Chapter 11 - In Search of Irapesha


The next morning, Cresta and I were briefed about what would happen once we touched ground on Weyera. Their world was still swarming with demons, constantly fighting and breeding. The scarred landscape was made more volatile from powerful magics ripping through to its core.

We were brought to a wide, concrete platform where several helicopters were collecting dust. Pilots and engineers worked on the engines, not minding that we were traipsing over to the edge. A drop into the sky-blue depths was one step away, but I knew better what was beyond that veil.

"Take this. It's enchanted." Tarcosa handed me a dagger in its sheath. He helped me fix it to my belt. When I pulled it out, the blade glowed with yellowish energy.

"You know, a lot of people my age fantasize about being thrown into another world as an adventurer. I'm kind of scared shitless even with this in my hand. Y-You got something like a legendary shield or magic ring of protection?" I asked.

Cresta put a hand on my shoulder and gave a reassuring squeeze. "Ange'll screw with my head forever if I don't bring you back alive. Let's survive this and bring Pesha back to eat burgers together!"

Her outrageous yet calm remark earned a chuckle from me. Right. I wouldn't be alone.

"So, which helicopter are we going down with?" I asked.

"You get the express way down, Akira! Good luck, you two. Treat your own lives and safety with the utmost priority." Tarcosa nodded, then parted the skies to reveal a wasteland.

A bright, purple barrier surrounded and lifted us into the air.

"Oh, shit. Oh, shit!" I panicked until Cresta grabbed my hand, but no amount of deep breaths was going to calm me down this time.

As the orbal barrier moved off the edge of the platform, my feet dangling over hundreds of feet, we descended into hell itself. Distant mountains were volcanoes spewing lava in a perpetual state of eruption, black clouds orchestrated an explosive symphony of fire and thunder, and miles-long fissures threatened to swallow all that remained.

The barrier popped as we landed within a military encampment, itself protected by a similar yet much larger barrier. Human soldiers and armed netherfolks alike were going about work like normal even as we arrived. There were no buildings or barracks like in the terra-dome, but large tents and portals where people came in and out of.

"The high-king told me we would be receiving a VIP, but you're a lot smaller than the other humans I fight with."

"Uh… Nice to meet you." I craned my neck looking up as an imposing shadow casted over me.

A large netherfolk, a minotaur in appearance, with a greataxe propped on his shoulder came stomping up to us. Exposed pink flesh from scars old and new on his body ruined the pristine obsidian coat of fur.

"Commander Qarth!" Cresta pumped fists with the giant beast.

"Ho, Cresta! I and several others will be guiding you to where Irapesha was last seen. Shall we get going?" He thumbed over his shoulder to a mixed group of five netherfolks, races that I'd never seen before, veterans of a war no one wanted, all just as eager as Cresta to find their old friend.

The eight of us set off immediately. Their group was composed of an efficient netherfolk unit of two spellcasters, one scout, and three frontline combatants. I was to remain in the center of their formation for maximum protection, and Cresta was given free reign to traverse the landscape as she pleased.

We took a portal opened up for us to a distant place called Rotasha Pastures. Not quite the rolling green fields as the name implied. The soil was hard and cracked like dried skin. What grass remained was brown and withered. Entire tracts of land looked like they were ripped out of the ground by giants, forming unnatural ravines and canyons. A murky river further down the hill was slow flowing with strange animals fearful to even drink from it.

The air around us smelled like a hundred thousand smokers had gathered for a convention and needed a cigarette break. Each breath burned my lungs and probably chipped months off my lifespan.

"My grandparents used to graze in these fields." Commander Qarth sighed, taking a sidelong glance across the expanse.

I pictured a family of minotaurs on all fours, eating grass under a sunny and blue sky. My amusing thought, however, didn't get so much as a smile from me. The pain in the minotaur netherfolk's voice was felt by everyone.

This was their home, a precious memory. Now a wasteland.

"This was the edge of the Oretian front, right?" Cresta asked. "Ours and the demon's forces were locked here for months. But aren't we hundreds of miles from where Pesha supposedly died?"

Cassius, our canine-eared scout, pulled out what looked like a small, red scale the size of a bottle cap.

"When King Tarcosa sent us to recon and survey the damage on this side of the continent, my nose came across this. It has Commander Irapesha's scent. Clerics confirmed it through a divination," he explained.

"So, how do we begin to find her?" I asked.

"The quickest way? Find a trail of dead demons." The scout pointed down to the bottom of the hill where almost two dozen demons lay still.

I held back the urge to vomit as we investigated them and a foul, rotting stench reached my nose. They looked like terrible creatures. Ashy skin, jagged teeth, and horns were among the most common features. Others who were more humanoid had blue or red complexions. All of them had sharp gashes across their bodies.

"I've fought alongside Pesha enough to know this was definitely her doing!" Cresta exclaimed, the excitement in her voice rising.

My head was spinning. This was already too much for me to take in. The creatures in front of me were once living things. Sure they were possibly evil, but they were also of Ange's race. Just seeing the carnage made me feel sick. I walked away and pressed a hand to my mouth as nausea built.

"You're going to be fine. Just breathe slowly and through your mouth." Eltissa, an elven mage, placed a cool, glowing hand on my forehead and casted some kind of magic to take the squeamish feeling away. "Feeling better?"

"Thanks for that, but what's a guy gotta do to get that kind of medical care on Earth?" I joked, drawing a cute smile from her.

"I have Irapesha's scent!" Cassius shouted further down the road.

Following the scout, we began to move with purpose on the knowledge that Irapesha was really out there. In the meantime… the netherfolks had a lot of questions about Earth… Some that I wasn't quite comfortable answering…




"Hey, hey! Is it true that humans have a fetish for seeing my race get sexually assaulted by orcs and goblins?" Eltissa pressed me, showing a

 

little


 
too much interest to be just mere curiosity.




"Do I really have to answer that…?"

"I hear there are alchemists on Earth that created powder potions that build muscle mass really fast. Is that true? Because I would like to try some myself," Commander Qarth said.

"Are there caretakers based in the place you humans call the Sahara Desert?" the female lamia warrior named Sheeka asked.

"I feel like a lot of you are interested in Earth for really strange reasons. To answer your questions— yes, yes, and no," I answered.

"Can you blame them?" Cresta giggled. "It's a whole new world for them to explore!"




Eltissa, still curious about porn depicting her people, leaned in close and lowered her voice so only I could hear. "Do you perhaps have those kinds of picture books of elves in uncompromising positions with…

 

ahem


 
, lesser races?"




I squinted at her long and hard, wondering if the fictional trope of horny elves was actually non-fictional all along.

Cresta and Cassius' ears perked up at the same time.

"Demons up ahead," Cassius said.

"They have a sorcerer with them, too." Cresta's eyes dilated, and her sharp claws emerged from tensing up her fingers.

A large number of demons amassed at the crest of the hill before them. Snarling hounds with spiked spines, goblinoid monsters carrying clubs and makeshift weapons, and giants with metal plates melded into their skin let loose a chaotic, bloodthirsty roar. Leading them was a red-skinned demon in tattered blue and gold robes, flying above the horde.

"We came with the intention of finishing off an injured dragonewt and found a crew of Tarcosa's mutts. You lot will die in the name of our late masters!" the demon shouted.

I might have pissed my pants. My legs were shaking so much, I wouldn't have been able to tell there was an earthquake going on. This wasn't a place for someone like me. I should be back home.

While our group had fallen into a tight formation, one among us stepped forward fearlessly with fangs bared. She brandished her sharpened claws that were recently filed to a fine point.

"Sounds like you guys have seen Pesha. I'm going to rip you all to shreds, then pummel the info out of you." Cresta cracked her neck and lowered her legs for a pounce.

The former assassin-turned burger flipper did exactly like she promised. With the others stayed back to catch the few that slipped by her rampage— Eltissa being an exception, protecting me way in the back— Cresta systematically annihilated the small army of demons. It was almost hard to imagine they had troubles with her as a trump card. Harder to believe that she was once captured.

As soon as Cresta caught the sorcerer demon by his ankle, she slammed him into the ground. Commander Qarth put a large hoof on top of his chest to pin him down. The straggling demons fled in terror, seeing their leader defeated.

"This should nullify any magic he might have up his sleeves." The elven mage brought down a pinkish shield around us.

"Step two is pummeling," Cresta said, smashing a fist into her palm. "Where's Pesha?"

"If I knew, we would be chasing after her…" the demon growled.

Cresta winded a fist to smash his head in, but I jumped in to hold her back.

"I know you want to splatter his brains, but he's our only lead to Irapesha. Let me try to reason with him," I said.

She was reluctant to let me speak with the demon but eventually relented. The others stayed close in case he tried anything funny.

The demon, just like the ones that tried to assassinate Ange, glared at me as if I were his mortal enemy. I hope I knew what I was doing.

"The one they're looking for is very important to them. You'd be doing them a favor by leading us to her. It's a good chance to get on our good side and away from the bad situation you're in," I explained, playing to his self-preservation.

It didn't work.

"If it weren't for you damn humans, this war would have been ours. Go to the depths of hell," he snarled.

"It's fine. We can just find Pesha ourselves. Eltissa, drop the barrier for me," Cresta said.

As the shield came down, Cresta snapped off the demon's wings from his shoulder blades and chucked him so far into the sky that he became a spec in the distance.

"Cresta, what gives? I barely got to speak with him! What if he did know, and we just needed to wear down his will a bit?" I scolded her.

"He'd rather die and curse us than give us any clue. You don't know demons like we do. The only good demon is a dead one," she fired back.

"What about Ange? Do you think she should die, too?"

"Ange is… She's different…"

Cresta fell silent and looked away.

I already knew of this merciless side of her. It would have been naive of me to expect anything less from an assassin. I had hoped she would learn to become more sensible after cohabitating with others at the dorm.

"I'm sorry… All I know how to do is talk with my claws. I was taught that if my targets refused to answer even one question, then they weren't worth keeping alive," Cresta quietly said.

"I know you're stressed and worried to death about Irapesha, but we need to keep a cool head." Without waiting for permission, I grabbed her by both cheeks and pinched them red. "And killing isn't all you know how to do. Dave tells me you can make a mean burger now."

The assassin brightened up. "I've been giving it my all so I can make the perfect burger for Pesha's first time."

"Don't forget about us!" Commander Qarth dispelled the tension by butting in.

Everyone fell into laughter, with Cresta going into a tangent about the nuances in the combination of different burger ingredients.

As we began to move again, my foot crunched down on a strange red stone on the ground where the demon was before being thrown. A symbol was etched into the rigid surface.

"Hey, guys… What's this?" I asked, picking it up.

"Akira, no!" Eltissa gasped. "That's a teleportation stone!"

She tried to throw up another barrier, but the stone glowed bright red and bathed me in its light. The last thing I saw before being blinded was Cresta's panicked demeanor as she raced toward me.

When I next opened my eyes, I was standing on the rubble of a fortress ruins. The ceiling was caved in, revealing the red and black skies. Multiple levels of the fortress were visible as a result of the caved-in floors. It must have once been an enormous structure.

The others weren't around me anymore. I was completely alone. Whatever that stone was had teleported me somewhere.

"Okay, Akira. Keep calm. They have a scout with them and should find me eventually," I told myself.

Unless I was teleported much farther away.

An archway entrance suddenly collapsed, leaving behind a pile of rubble which blocked the way out. Staying in this unstable structure was a bad idea, so I climbed over the loose stone and debris until I was finally outside of the walls.

As luck would have it, I wasn't alone.

Standing at a bridge leading up to the fortress was a one-winged figure with several dead demons around her. She was choking the life of a humanoid demon with one hand. When he stopped moving, she threw him off the bridge into a deep canyon.

"Is that… who I think it is?"

Before I could get a better look, I lost my footing and slid all the way down to the bottom, landing hard on my ass.

The figure snapped their head in my direction and was on top of me in a split second. I was lifted off my feet, held by my neck like the demon. A murderous gaze, one that wasn't all there in the head stared back at me. She bared her large fangs, growling like a lioness whose territory was trespassed upon.

Up close and personal now, I saw that she was missing her left arm and wing. The remaining right wing had holes and tears in the leathery webbing. I couldn't mistake her face for anyone else. I'd seen her from the pumpkin carving and statue in the Terrace of Heroes.

This was none other than Irapesha Bloodtalon.





Chapter 12 - The Caretaker's Resolve


I gazed into the eyes of a mad beast.

Irapesha Bloodtalon saw me as another enemy. Her tightening grip around my throat was proof of that. If I didn't somehow get through to her, I was as good as dead.




Cresta said she used to spar with her all the time and

 

lost


 
.




What hope did I, a mere human being, have of escaping Irapesha? I had to try something. Anything.

"Ira...pesha… I know you're… in there… Cresta… you remember… Cresta, right?" I choked out.

The dragonewt's eyes twitched and grip on my neck loosened upon mention of the name. Her nostrils flared, then she brought me closer to her face to sniff me like a dog.

"Cres...ta…?" she repeated after me through parched lips.

It worked! A goddamn genius was what I was.

"Th-That's right! Cresta… Cresta Waurassel! Remember her?"

Irapesha gave no answer, but I was suddenly let down. Cresta's lingering scent on me must have stoked some memories in her. This was a win in my book.

"I'd shake your hand if I wasn't afraid you'd crush mine," I remarked with relief.

Now that I wasn't in danger and got a good look at Irapesha, everything about her was stacked. The statue at the Terrace of Heroes wasn't exaggerating her height. She had to be a foot taller than Ange.

The rags on her were about as tattered as her remaining wing. Defined muscles on her arm, legs, and body suggested she had been eating well. However, every exposed surface of her skin was stained with old wounds like poorly done patchwork stitchings of scar tissues and burn marks.

A fresh gash on her left thigh was still bleeding.

"That's not good. I don't know if you understand me, but we have to staunch that cut before you bleed out. Maybe if…" Seeing nothing else around me, I pulled off my shirt to use as a makeshift bandage.

Irapesha cocked her head sideways, then stared at her wound. She took a seat on the ground and blew a thin flame to cauterize the injury.

"Yeowch! Stop, stop!" I screamed, startling her before she could finish the job. "Hold on, I'll do it for you!"

Fortunately, my caretaker training had taught me basic first aid. Definitely not for a situation like this, but at least it came in handy. I first washed off excess blood and grime with water from my canteen. Tearing off my shirt into two pieces of fabric, we managed to get a tourniquet above the wound and the other wrapped around it.

"That should do it," I said, nodding at my shitty first aid job.

Irapesha gawked at the wound, at me, and then put a large scaly hand on my head.

"If that's your way of telling me 'good job', I feel more demeaned than anything."

She retracted her hand and grunted in what sounded like approval.




For now, I've gained her trust. We just needed to find our way back to the others, but I had no idea where we were or how far from the others

 

here


 
was.




My new companion got to her feet and started walking away, but quickly fell down from what appeared to be exhaustion. Her face was drenched in sweat. She wheezed with every breath.

"You're probably dehydrated." I went over to help her into a seated position, but it was like lifting one of Cresta's enchanted dumbbells. "Drink this—"

Irapesha instinctively snatched the canteen from my hands but hesitated to drink it. The former commander growled quietly to herself, then handed it back to me. Old habits from her leading days were probably resurfacing. She wasn't as mindless as I thought.

"Look, I'll drink a little. Then you drink the rest. How's that?" I tipped the canteen into my mouth, but only enough to wet my lips.

When I tried to hand it to her, she shoved it back to me.

"No, Irapesha— come on. Now's not the time to be selfless. Drink the water! Stop handing it back, damn it!"

This back and forth continued with no success and only sloshed the water inside. She finally stiffened her arm, preventing me from pushing against her strength.

Heavy footfalls alerted us to the other end of the stone bridge. Two demon giants with metal plates fused to their body slammed the ground with their clubs. They saw the weakened Irapesha on the ground, who was in no condition to fight, and approached with renewed courage.

I didn't think we would be found again after she already killed a couple of demons. I was freezing up in fear again. Were we really going to die here? My heart was racing so fast, it might jump out of my chest.

I wanted to be in Ange's arms and grow old with her. I wanted to see my tenants off one day as they become independent members of society on Earth. I really wanted to reunite Cresta and Irapesha.

My brain played out a number of scenarios, but only one came to mind.

Damn. It would have been great to see Ange in a swimsuit. A black two-piece. Maybe even a slingshot bikini to show off her maximum sexiness.

If I was going to die, then I might as well try being a hero.

"Stay behind me," I told Irapesha, pulling out the enchanted dagger Tarcosa had given me.

The least I could do was ensure Irapesha's survival. The others had a good scout and should be able to find her eventually.

"Smash puny human!"

"Make human into sandwich meat…"

"You're going to be sorely disappointed… I don't have a lot of meat on my bones," I said, shaking so much the dagger might fall out of my hand.

The weapon began to glow. It fought against my grip until it slipped away from my hand, flying straight at my foes and cutting into them like shears to a hedge. I couldn't believe it made mincemeat of them, then returned to my hand all bloodied and disgusting.

"Aww… Gross!" I held it away from my body, pinched between two fingers.

Irapesha, having recovered enough to walk, came up to me and put another heavy hand atop my head.

"Like I said… that doesn't make me happy at all." I sighed.

Our reprieve didn't last very long. A much larger group of demons emerged from the other side of the bridge, all looking just as bloodthirsty as the giants. My dagger, however, had gone inert and no amount of waving was bringing it back to life.

"Shit. Don't tell me it needs to recharge or something? Tarcosa, a little more help would've been nice!" I shouted.

The moment the horde charged across the bridge, I was picked off the ground. Irapesha held me in her arm and pressed to her chest. Some of the demons peeked over the edge, quickly getting smaller the further away we got.

I only realized then as our hairs fluttered in the winds— we were plummeting.

I came to consciousness still in Irapesha's arm. We were inside a cave, sitting upright against the side of a boulder. No part of me was immediately in pain, but Irapesha was passed out. Dried blood caked the side of her head. She must have taken the brunt of that fall.

"Just how selfless are you?" I quietly asked.

"Well… Never have I met a human willing to face down a horde of demons," a deep and raspy voice croaked.

"Y-You're awake?!"

"The fall… must have knocked my senses back into me. I remember everything, like a spectator behind my body's eyes. You have… my thanks…" Irapesha fell unconscious as soon as she expressed her gratitude.

After maybe thirty minutes of struggling, I managed to pry myself away from her. That she had only one arm made it a lot easier to escape.

Half a day had likely gone by. I could only tell because I was getting hungry. Walking outside of the cave to gaze at the sky offered no indication of night or day. The scene remained the same bleary and red world. Without my shirt, it was quickly getting cold despite the fiery hellscape I was in.




The walls of tall and jagged canyons rose into the sky like knitting needles on a yarn ball. We had fallen a

 

long


 
way. Neither the bridge nor fortress was anywhere to be seen, so Irapesha had to have dragged us away from danger after the fall.




I returned inside and noticed my satchel on the opposite wall of where the dragonewt was resting against. The canteen was perfectly fine, though a bit dented on one side, water still sloshed around within.

Lowering Irapesha's head onto my lap and trying not to stare too much at her almost naked body, I began to feed her water by dripping small droplets— small enough that she wouldn't choke— into her mouth with my finger. It was a lengthy and tedious task that had to be done, or she would die of dehydration long before we're found.

"I don't know what it's going to take, but I promised Cresta I'd bring you two back together." I brushed the deep red hair from her face. While I continued to feed her water, I found myself talking to her about the dorm back on Earth, and how much Cresta loved burgers that it became her daily diet.

I must have talked for ages, droning on and on about the memories we made in the dorm so far. It might have been for my own peace of mind more than anything. Soon, however, my exhaustion caught up to me.





Chapter 13 - The Selfless Commander


"It's hot…"

I woke up with my whole body sticky and covered in sweat. Dirt and dust caked every inch of my exposed skin. My mouth and throat was so parched, I was willing to drink a gallon of anything put in front of me.

Shuffling at the entrance of the cave startled me.

Thankfully, it was Irapesha, returning with the mangled body of a red boar-like creature on her shoulder that looked to be a fresh kill. She was looking a lot better after resting. Although the canteen was now empty, it put me at ease that my tireless effort of slowly feeding her water worked.

"I've brought us food. We'll need to eat up to regain our strength." The corpse slipped from her grasp and dropped with a heavy thud. The left stub of her missing arm extended forward as if to pick the creature up, then she stopped short upon remembering it was gone. "This will… take time getting used to."

"If you don't mind me asking, how did you lose your arm and wing?" I asked.

The question appeared to be a touchy subject. Her brows furrowed in apparent mental anguish trying to remember.

"Might have been when I wasn't myself… It's weird. I've come to my senses to find myself much less whole than I once was…" Irapesha regarded herself with disdain and disappointment, eyes growing wet like she was about to cry.

I walked up and put a hand on her right arm. "No, you aren't any less than who you used to be. You're still the same heroic and selfless Irapesha Bloodtalon from all of Cresta's stories, the statue in the Terrace of Heroes, and even the pumpkin carving. Hell, you even saved me when you were still out of it!"

The dragonewt chuckled, raising her right hand and clenching it into a fist. The entire arm bulged with chiseled muscles from just the act of tensing up.

"Cresta greatly exaggerates those stories." Confidence returned to Irapesha the more she ruminated on my words. "So they raised a statue of me in the Terrace of Heroes? We shall have to return and tear it down because I'm alive."

"Before that, we have to eat to regain our energy like you said. Are you going to cook it with your fire breath?" I asked, eager to see it again when not used to roast her own flesh.

She stared at me dumbfounded, like it was an outrageous thing for me to say in such a situation.




"First we drink its blood, otherwise we'll dehydrate.

 

Then


 
we cook the meat."




I stared back at her with the same dumbfounded look.

When I told myself I'd drink anything, I didn't exactly mean the blood of an unknown creature from another world.

Irapesha went out and returned with a large rock the size of my head, then pummeled a basin into it through brute strength. To my horror and disgust, she ripped a boar's leg off and squeezed the blood into the hole like wringing a wet towel.

"This shall be our drinking water," she said.

"Water is clear and not murky red!" I retorted.

The dragonewt lifted the rock, blood and all, up to me as naturally as if it were a cup. She wasn't joking. When it looked like I wouldn't budge, she dipped her face into it and chugged the blood down to the last drop.

"It's perfectly safe to drink," Irapesha insisted, breaking off another limb to drain blood out of. "In fact, bangloar blood is a good source of iron. Coupled with a diet of pakarian wyvern gives you—"

"All the protein you need. I know, I know. Cresta and everyone else made it very clear to me the first time." I sighed.

Hearing her friend's name, Irapesha settled down and smiled warmly to herself. She roasted both legs with her fiery breath, then handed one of them to me. It took both my hands to hold it steady and the meat was too piping hot to eat.

"Cresta and I often ate together like this. Though unlike you, she would never pass up a chance to drink bangloar blood… Tell me, at what front does she fight at now?" Irapesha asked.

"Front? The war's been over for years." As soon as I said that, she became despondent.

As we ate, I explained to Irapesha what happened in her absence. Until now, she had thought the war was ongoing. Even the caretaker system was a foreign concept to her.

From what I understood, Irapesha Bloodtalon was marked a casualty after diverting a demon horde to save Cresta after she was captured. That, however, turned out to be a decoy. The demons' true aim was the dragonewt herself, hoping to remove a strategic and powerful commander from the Granieda Empire's chain of command.

"I see. When I saw you, I had believed you belonged to a human special forces unit that came to rescue me. But to think… the war is over? Thank the gods. And it seems that you have been taking care of Cresta in my absence. For that, you have my sincerest gratitude." Irapesha let out a relieved sigh and bowed her head.

"Well… Cresta's done a lot for me. It's only right I do the same for her," I said.

After I got done explaining, the boar leg had cooled down enough for me to eat. The meat was so thick that a few bites were enough to fill me up. The dragonewt wasn't convinced that I had enough and ripped pieces of meat off the bangloar's body to roast for me.

When I tried to decline…

"You must keep eating. Your muscles will never grow as big as mine eating so little," Irapesha said.

"No amount of eating is going to get me to your muscle mass!" I fired back.

While Irapesha didn't exactly have bowling ball-sized muscles like bodybuilders, she was incredibly defined. Much of her limbs were covered in small scale plates like the one Cassius had shown me. Her body, particularly her abdomen, belly, and head were all skin like mine, though they were likely more durable than normal human skin. She also had a tail, so thick it could probably crush bone with just a whack. The horns reminded me of Ange and Tamara, but the dragonewt's was smooth and curved behind her head instead of forward.

"What's our plan of action going to be? Wait until we're found, or find them ourselves?" I asked the war-seasoned soldier.




"I'm eager to see my companions again. We'll search for them

 

after


 
you have finished eating at least half of this bangloar." Irapesha began to cook more of the beast.




"What?" I blinked.

Irapesha stuffed a large helping of shredded meat into my mouth and was cooking more before I had the chance to chew.

"I refuse to let you go hungry under my watch," she said while stuffing my mouth like a turkey's ass on Thanksgiving.

This woman was going to feed me to death at this rate.

I managed to rear my head far enough to avoid the next onslaught of meat to protest. "Why are you… so insistent on me eating so—"

"Sh." Irapesha put another handful into my mouth to silence me. She turned to face the entrance of the cave. After a few seconds of silence, a stampede of footsteps shook the earth around us. "I messed up… The demons must have sighted me when I was out hunting. We can't afford to be trapped here."

Without giving me an opportunity to swallow the food in my mouth, Irapesha picked me off the ground like a newspaper under her armpit and sprinted for the exit. We came out to a horde of demons pinning us in from both sides of the canyon. She instinctively spread her one wing thinking to fly, but we wouldn't be going anywhere with the other half missing.

There had to be something I could do, too.

Brushing my hand against the dagger gifted to me, I wondered if it had been long enough that it's recharged.

As we realized the futility of our situation, Irapesha put me down and placed her large, clawed and scaly hand on my head.

"I would have liked to visit your world and see Cresta again," she said. "Thank you for the warmth you've shown me. For a dragonewt, we don't say that often because we are boiling-blooded creatures."

"What are you saying? We're getting out of here together, aren't we?" I asked, fearing that she might do something rash.

Irapesha shook her head. "I will break their ranks and create an opening, then hold them back for you to escape. When you return to Cresta, please tell her… I never once, not even when I lost my mind, blamed her for what happened to me. It was my greatest pleasure to have saved her."

The dragonewt fought back tears as she took a fighting stance. Large, blood-stained claws emerged from underneath the scales in her right hand.

The horde of demons closed in, but they stopped and turned their gazes to the sky to the sound of helicopter blades beating in the distance. Half a dozen heavily armed choppers in formation mowed down flying demons that tried to get too close. Their guns turned to the ones at the ground and rained bullets all around.

One helicopter broke formation to fly right over us. Someone from inside had jumped off without a parachute.

Irapesha gasped. "Is that…?"

It couldn't be anyone else. Even as she was but a silhouette in free fall, the eager tail whipping back and forth was a dead giveaway.

"The catvalry has arrived!"

Cresta torpedoed into the ground and unleashed hell on the demon forces. They quickly fell into disarray, and with dust being kicked up from the ensuing battle, none of them could neither see nor fight back against the one-assassin ambush. Those whose self-preservation kicked in fled in terror.

By my side, Irapesha had dropped to her knees. The dust began to settle and the commotion quieted down, only to be replaced by armored military vehicles fast approaching. They created a barrier around us and soldiers poured out to form a defensive perimeter. Commander Qarth and his party waved from the open roof of one vehicle.

From the wall of dust and debris, Cresta raced in to find us. Tears streamed down her face the moment she laid eyes on Irapesha.

"Akira! Pesha!" Cresta choked out our name, but hesitated as if afraid we were an illusion.

"What are you waiting for? Don't you have something you wanted to say?" I shouted, snapping her into action.

Cresta tackled the dragonewt into the dirt. The two friends embraced on the ground, and unable to hold back their emotions any longer, they began to cry their hearts' out.

"I'm… I'm so glad… you're safe! I thought you were dead all this time! I missed you so much!" she wailed between quivering breaths.

"I know, Cresta…" Irapesha let the stoic demeanor fall as her eyes welled with tears. "I'm sorry for worrying you."





Chapter 14 - Akira's Request


It seemed word reached the castle fast that Irapesha Bloodtalon was found safe and sound. The human and netherfolk soldiers who rescued us were overjoyed to see her again, glad that their former commander was in good health.

We received a hero's welcome upon our return to the castle. Walking down the throne chamber alongside Cresta and Irapesha dressed in their military regalia, I felt completely out of place with so many different netherfolks clapping and cheering. Among them were human soldiers who likely fought alongside the two next to me, maids of the grand castle, and various inhabitants of this gargantuan terra-dome.

Even High-King Tarcosa, who was normally carefree about wearing pajamas around the castle, donned a majestic white and gold robe, topped off with a red mantle that dragged at his feet.

"Irapesha," the king began, rising to his feet and voice full of emotions. "Welcome home."

"It's good to be back, King Tarcosa." The dragonewt knelt before her monarch.

"I knew sending you was the right choice, Akira. For bringing my old friend back to us, I thank you from the bottom of my heart." He bowed in my direction, causing me to instinctively bow back.

"I believe this belongs to you. It really saved my ass out there." I pulled out the dagger which Tarcosa levitated into his hands.

The high-king laughed. He popped open the pommel to reveal a crystal underneath.

"Well, I had a contingency that banked on you using the dagger. Thanks to that, we were able to detect enough ambient magic to pinpoint your general location," he explained.

I put a hand to my face and mumbled, "You didn't think to tell me that in the first place?"

The important thing was that we were all alive. The only casualties were the demons that tried to hurt us.

Many of the netherfolks shared the same sentiments. When I first came here, many of them looked tired and weary from simply being here. Their joy was palpable now, almost as if they saw our success as optimism for their future.

"Akira, the service you have done for us is no small feat. A mortal human with no training, braving a broken land, and surviving. You could have easily declined, yet you persevered. If there is anything that you would ask of me, I shall grant it," Tarcosa said.

"Anything?" I parroted after a hard gulp.

"That's right." He nodded. "Perhaps a lovely elven wife? Or two?"

Both of the busty elves stepped forward and winked at me as if offering themselves.

"Ye— N-No! I'm, er… in a happily committed relationship!" I hastily answered.

Disappointed, they took a step back. The elves, like many others, were probably eager to go to Earth. While taking them in as tenants was another matter, I was already romantically spoken for. Not to mention, trying to keep up with Ange was already very taxing.

Cresta tugged on the sleeve of the new shirt given to me since my old one was torn. I knew what she wanted, but could I really ask that of the king?

"It seems you have already decided on what you want. Speak and it shall be so," the king said.

"I'd like to bring Irapesha back to Earth as my fifth tenant," I declared, drawing murmurs from the audience.

Irapesha turned to me with surprise and said, "I'm flattered you would have me, but I know nothing of Earth after all this time. As a military officer of Granieda, my responsibilities demand that I remain here."

The high-king descended from the steps of his throne, and in doing so, Cresta and Irapesha were compelled to kneel again. He put a hand on each of their shoulders and smiled.

"You fought far longer than the rest of us have. Don't you think it's time to put the mantle aside and retire?" Tarcosa quietly asked.

"I was prepared to die in the war with my brothers and sisters. It isn't fair that I should find happiness when they are keeping an eternal vigil as statues in the courtyard," Irapesha replied, her voice trembling.

Unlike Cresta, Irapesha carried the burdens of every soldier that died under her command and every civilian she promised to protect. It was no easy thing for the king to ask her to let all that go. People like her fought to bring peace for others, never giving any thoughts to what would become of themselves at its conclusion.

"What do you say to that?" I asked Cresta, interrupting their moment.

"I think we can let our own speak for themselves." Cresta whistled sharply.

Commander Qarth and his unit stepped forward from the audience. Not only them, but human and netherfolk soldiers, and also inhabitants of this world who knew Irapesha wanted to get a word in.

"Get out there and eat some of those burgers Cresta's been telling us all about!"

"You're missing out if you don't wanna go to Earth!"

"I applied to become a tenant, too! Maybe we can see each other if I get accepted!"

The large minotaur stuck out a meaty hand in Irapesha's face.

"It has been an honor serving alongside you," Commander Qarth said.

"In that case…" Irapesha got to her feet and clasped his hand. "I leave Granieda in your care, old friend."

The audience began to applauded once again, this time with more vigor so as to send their hero off with a bang.

"You heard them, Professor Markel. Think you can ram Irapesha's application through? With my blessing, of course." Tarcosa grinned, glancing over his shoulder to the throne seat where the professor emerged from.

"I swear… you break protocol so often, why do we even have applications at this point?" Professor Markel sighed. "Fine, I'll see what I can do."

Cresta, excited by the news, threw her arms around Irapesha's neck as others gathered around to congratulate her.

Meanwhile, I was pulled aside by one of Tarcosa's elven women to speak with the high-king at the foot of his throne.

"Take care of them. Those two are like daughters to me," Tarcosa said.

"That's what I'm hired for, right?" I flashed a smirk.

Celebrations continued through the night with feasts and drinks. After being forced to eat half a bangloar with Irapesha, I wasn't able to stomach anymore weird Weyeran creatures.




Netherfolks and humans mingled together easily, giving me the sense that our future of coexisting wasn't far off.

 

Everyone


 
getting drunk probably helped with that, including Professor Markel. I never expected to see him sloshed, but there he was getting carried away by clerics trying to heal him of his inebriation.




In search of some fresh air, I found myself wandering out to the Terrace of Heroes. There, standing in the courtyard and carrying a passed out Cresta on her back, was Irapesha. She stared at her own statue with a troubled expression.

"You're leaving Weyera tomorrow. Shouldn't you be inside spending it with friends?" I asked, walking up behind her.

"I am spending it with friends," Irapesha said.

I realized too late how insensitive my comment was, having forgotten that most of the statues here were close to her and Cresta.

"You don't need to apologize," she added before I could say a thing. "I came out here thinking to shatter my own statue, then Cresta came to convince me otherwise. She said the others would feel lonely with me. Can you believe this girl?"

"Cresta can say a lot of outrageous things sometimes, but she does make a lot of sense when you think about it." I nodded in agreement.

What I said seemed to resonate with Irapesha a lot more than either of us expected. She chuckled first, then fell into a boisterous laughter. I was surprised that Cresta didn't wake up from that.

"Akira, I look forward to being in your care. Please, show me all the joys your world has to offer, so that I may return and tell my friends all about it," Irapesha requested of me.

The next morning, Irapesha and Tarcosa had a private, emotional farewell which made me suspect she was aware of his ailing body. Cresta was both reluctant and eager to leave, vowing to return one day to tear up the castle again.

The dragonewt was a lot more emotional than her indomitable demeanor let on. As soon as we landed on Earth, she teared up at the taste of fresh air and blue skies.

Professor Markel insisted that I keep Irapesha indoors for the next week while he worked on her citizenship and application, then sent us in a car straight back to the dormitory. Cresta bounced with joy in her seat and talked up a storm even as we arrived home.

"Guys! Look who's going to be living with us from now on!" She exited the vehicle and shouted to the dorm.

The other tenants rushed out to the commotion. Ange more excited than the rest, flew straight down. However, the moment Irapesha stepped out of the car, the succubus froze up in terror.

"Is that who I think it is?" Tamara exclaimed, like a kid meeting their favorite superhero. "Woooooww! You're so tall! Is it true that dragonewts are warm to the touch? Can… Can I… hug you?"

"If that is your wish, little one. By all means," Irapesha said.

Tamara walked up to the dragonewt and looked like she had question marks popping up all over her head. She was only as tall as Irapesha's waist but clearly didn't want to hug a pair of legs. Irapesha picked up the little sheep girl to embrace her and smiled.

"It's nice to meet you all. My name is Irapesha Bloodtalon, and I look forward to living with you all," she introduced herself.

Ange, who had been hiding behind Ines and Remmy's back, fainted to the ground.





Chapter 15 - Broken Soldier


With Irapesha living here, Cresta was a lot happier. They were, suffice to say, inseparable. The first thing she did was break Professor Markel's suggestion of keeping Irapesha within the dorm, taking her to Rocket Burger to eat fast food all day. The next visit was to the grocery store to meet the veterans-turned meat butchers.

Remmy, Ines, and Tamara were also glad to meet the woman whom Cresta cherished like a sister from another mother. The only one who hadn't been so keen on Irapesha's presence was Ange, our resident demon. Rightfully so, since the dragonewt was known just as well as Cresta to be a merciless demon killer.

"Ange, you can't just hide in my room all day. You have to get along with your fellow dorm mate eventually," I urged from the door to my room.

"Watch me," Ange said from the safety of my bed. "As far as I'm concerned, your room is the safest place on Earth. It has everything I need to live— a bathroom, bed, and you."

"What about food?" I asked.

"I already mentioned you."

Two days had gone by, and she hadn't stepped out of my room since Irapesha's arrival. It was the Tamara situation all over again, except these two were less likely to become friends due to their backgrounds.

"We finished setting up Pesha's room!" Cresta waved to me from down the left wing of the hall.

Leaving the hermit alone, I went over to check out Irapesha's bedroom. This side was unbalanced with four tenants compared to the other side's two. Even less now that Ange took up residence in my room, leaving Tamara as the only one in the right wing. I had originally put Irapesha there to even out the numbers, but Cresta insisted on being close to her old commander.

Approaching Irapesha's room was like walking up to an open oven set to bake at the highest temperature. The floor was filled with scalding hot sand, heated up with magical salamander stones underneath the mounds. Apparently, dragonewts preferred warm places.

"Holy crap… It feels like I'm back in Weyera," I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

"It can be hotter, but this will have to suffice for now. What do you think?" Irapesha asked me.

"How do I say this? It's very… uh, toasty."

Coming from Japan and having gone to Okinawa beaches for years, I knew all this sand was going to end up in every nook and cranny of the dorm. Even if Irapesha didn't intend for that, I was going to suffer the misery of random grains stuck to my feet.

One of my tenants, however, didn't share the same sentiments. Ines bursted out of her room dressed in a bikini and with a long towel slung over her shoulder.

"And just what do you think you're doing?" I asked, appalled by her beach-going outfit in the middle of winter.

"Irapesha gave me permission to relax in her room. It's beach time, bitches!" Ines strutted past me and into the sand-filled room, spread her beach towel out, and laid down as if to tan indoors.

Much later in the day, a ruckus was coming from the unused gym. It seemed the former soldiers moved the enchanted weights downstairs, finally making use of the indoor gym and pumping iron together. The place had a row of dumbbells, several multi-purpose machines, and treadmills. A wide mirror along the wall of free weights allowed the vain to check themselves out as they worked out.

Irapesha was quite the looker with only a sports bra and shorts on. The sweat made her scales glisten, and her heavy breathing expelled a burst of flame with each puff.

"Why don't you join us? You can use some more muscles on you," the dragonewt suggested, taking notice of me from the mirror.

I entered the home gym that smelled of fresh air conditioning and sweat in a constant battle.

"I still have work to do, but it's good to see you guys making use of the gym instead of letting it collect dust."

"It doesn't feel like the floor will cave in down here anyway," Cresta said, taking on the treadmill at max speed and incline. "By the way, does this thing go any faster? I'm getting bored!"

"There's no machine in this world that could match your speed!" I retorted.

A hard crash drew our attention to Irapesha. The enchanted weight that she was using had fallen to the rubber mat. She gripped the side of her missing arm, wincing in apparent agony. Cresta hopped off the treadmill, and we hurried to check on her.

"That's odd. It's hurting a lot more than usual." Irapesha grimaced.

"Should we call a doctor? Maybe Tarcosa might know what to do about it," Cresta offered, voice filling with worry.

"No, it's alright. Perhaps I just need some fresh air. Excuse me." She exited the gym in haste.




It definitely didn't seem alright. Tarcosa and healers had used magic to give Irapesha a once over upon her return to the castle. Aside from being banged up, losing an arm and a wing, and dehydrated, she was

 

supposed


 
to be fine. To come across a problem now…




"Has this been happening a lot?" I asked Cresta, who had picked up Irapesha's enchanted weight in her absence. "She looked fine a minute ago."

"I don't know. Lately, Pesha's been going quiet at random times. She also sometimes scratches at her arm stub and complains about it itching," Cresta answered.

That had to be phantom limb pain, but I wondered if there was more to it.

"Why don't you keep her company until dinner? In the meantime, I'll talk to Ines and see what she has to say." I gave Cresta a hard pat on the back for encouragement.

"Okay!" She sprinted out of the room to go after Irapesha.

The enchanted weight they had been using sat idle on the ground. I peeked into the hallway to make sure no one was around, then tiptoed back to it. Using both hands, I gripped the dumbbell firmly and gave it my all to lift, but the damn thing wouldn't budge. Instead, I might have pulled my back.

"Okay… Still a weakling…" I groaned.

It was just going to have to be something that those monsters put back on their own. I went upstairs to look for Ines, but she wasn't in her room. The next likely place was…

Bingo.

Ines had fallen asleep inside Irapesha's room, buried up to her neck in a sandy coffin. I burrowed my foot through the sand until I hit her stomach which stirred her awake.

"Enjoying yourself?" I asked.

"How long have I been asleep, and why am I buried? Tamara! Remmy!" Ines screamed, worming her way out.

I helped dig her out and recounted what happened to Irapesha earlier. She immediately came to the same conclusion.

"No two ways about it. Irapesha's most likely feeling phantom limb pain. Normally that goes away over time, but the unlucky ones may be stuck with it for life," Ines explained.

"Is there any way to help her cope with it?"

She nodded. "Plenty of ways. Whether they'll work or not is another thing. I'll compile a list of treatments for you by tomorrow if that helps?"

"You're a saint. Thanks." I breathed a sigh of relief.

As I turned to leave, Ines grabbed my hand and seemingly had more to say.

"Irapesha recently came out of beast mode, right? As far as she's concerned, she lost her missing body parts twice: once when they were ripped from her, and the second was the moment she snapped out of it. I also wouldn't put it past her to have some PTSD."




"Someone like

 

her


 
suffering from PTSD?" I scratched my head at the notion.




Ines put her hands on her waist and leaned too close to my face for comfort. "PTSD in veterans— hell, in general, is a serious issue. Sometimes the strongest among us are taking it the worst since they tend to bottle it up."

Humbled by what Ines had told me, I went to bed that night with her words gestating in my head. Ange came out of the bathroom in a negligee and took a seat on the bed. She was drying her hair with a blowdryer, which was an unusual sight for me having grown accustomed to seeing her use magic.

"What's on your mind, love? You usually stare at me and make 'guehehe' sounds whenever I come out of the bath like this," Ange said.

"What? No, I don't! And… I'm worried about Irapesha. Without a dossier, I have no idea the extent of her circumstances and what to watch out for." I sighed, only now realizing how much I'd taken those briefings for granted.

The succubus was conflicted over something. I could only tell because her wings tended to furl and unfurl repeatedly when troubled.

She chewed on her lip, and then said, "About my magic—"

My room door suddenly burst open.

"Something's wrong with Pesha!" Cresta exclaimed in panic. "She's hurting in her sleep, but I can't wake her up!"

The three of us rushed to Irapesha's scorching room and found her thrashing around in the sand. She was clawing at her throat as if struggling to breathe.

"Is it nightmares?" I asked.

"Can you do something? Anything?" Cresta pleaded, holding her friend's only hand.

Something. Anything. What could I do? How could I even help?

"Akira, I… I may be able to help ease her mind with magic," Ange said from the door, hesitating to enter.

"Magic? I thought—"

She shook her head. "I'm not sure if it's because of my demon biology or what, but the injection never took effect. Please, don't tell him."

Lying to Professor Markel? This couldn't possibly be a good idea. A hundred different scenarios of Ange being deported back to Weyera flitted through my mind amidst Irapesha's pained groans.

"Akira, Ange!" Cresta cried to us.

"Fine!" I relented. "Use your magic, but we're going to have a talk after this!"

Ange braved the room and went behind Irapesha, putting both hands to the dragonewt's head just below the smooth horns. She shut her eyes to concentrate as magic in the form of blue mists began to work its way through their bodies.

"The Bloodtalon is… in so much anguish… I had… no idea she suffered this much." Ange was beginning to sweat profusely from the blistering heat.

"Can you take her pain away with magic?" Cresta asked desperately from the side.

"I'm trying—"

Irapesha's eyes snapped open, but it was the same bestial and mindless look from before. She growled at a terrified Ange and clenched a powerful, clawed hand around her throat.

"Irapesha, stop! Ange is trying to help!" I shouted, vainly trying to pull the thick hand away.

The others, awakened by the commotion, came right away but I waved the back from coming any closer.

"Pesha, snap out of it!" Cresta joined to help me, and only by her strength was she able to wrench the fingers off Ange's neck, then pushed them away from each other. Irapesha hit the wall with a thud and was pinned to the sand by her own subordinate.

As I held Ange in my arms, Cresta was trying to get through to Irapesha who struggled under her grasp.

"Wake up, Pesha! It's me! Cresta! Please, wake up!" she screamed repeatedly.

Whether by a stroke of luck or Cresta's frantic pleas, Irapesha regained her senses and stopped struggling. She saw us at the other side of her room, including Ange who was in tears and with a bruise around her throat.

Irapesha glanced down at her own hand and hung her head in shame. "I… I'm so sorry. I'm not sure what came over me."





Chapter 16 - The Dragon's Slumber


The morning after Irapesha's incident, I had her enroll in an overnight sleep study on Ines' suggestion. Cresta agreed to stay at the university campus where it took place just in case she rampages again. Having Irapesha absent for a day also gave Ange a peace of mind following the traumatic experience.

It was about time I picked the two up, but I figured to check on Ange upstairs before leaving. She had stayed in Tamara's room all day, the furthest place from Irapesha's room despite the resident not being there.

I peeked in to find Ange fast asleep in Tamara's bed. The sheep girl herself sat between the succubus' legs, reading from a biology textbook.

"Shhhh!" Tamara whispered, quietly flipping to the next page.

"Sorry to have you look after her when you're studying," I whispered on my way in.

"It's fine!" She smiled, then lowered her voice and leaned forward. "Ange is always taking care of me like a mom. Taking care of her back feels nice. Hehe!"

These two had come a long way since Ange revealed to me the tragic way in which they were connected. No doubt both of them had a hard time coming to terms with it on their own, but that served to be the foundation of their bridge. They become any closer and Ange might outright adopt Tamara.

"I'm going to go pick up Irapesha and Cresta now. When Ange wakes up, can you tell her I'm—"

"You have to stop saying sorry!" Tamara declared, tousling her bountiful woolen hair. "You're just going to make her feel more guilty each time you do. She thinks it's her own fault that happened. When you come back, just give her a big hug and tell her you love her."

Having Tamara scold me on what to say made me blush up like a cherry. Especially since it involved Ange. She was like an innocent child who somehow knew better about her parents' relationship.




Was I just that incompetent? The one who ultimately put Ange in that terrifying situation was me. I

 

should


 
be apologizing, right?




"Alright, alright. I'll keep that in mind." I sighed.

The closest sleep study readily available was a city college in downtown Vandice, which specialized in preparing students entering the medical fields. They had a hospital that also conducted sleep studies and was the first place Ines had found for me.

"Mr. Katagiri?" A nurse popped her head into the waiting room, and I stood up to her call. "Dr. Ainsley is ready to receive you."

She led me to an examination room where a doctor was already inside. Her eyes were glued to a computer screen and occasionally wrote into a file on the desk.

"Irapesha and Cresta are just now waking up. They should be here shortly. I have to say, I'm beyond honored to perform a sleep study on a netherfolk. This is probably the first ever case done on one," Dr. Ainsley said.

"Well, I've certainly had my fair share of firsts, so I share that sentiment. What do you have for me?" I asked, taking a seat on a stool she pulled out.

"To begin, Irapesha's brainwaves demonstrate many of the same patterns as a soldier who returned from a tour of duty. Almost the exact same crests and troughs. Many who sleep while under constant threat of danger have their brains rewired in a way that keeps them alert even while asleep."

The doctor proceeded to give me a whole bunch of medical jargon I didn't quite understand. When it became clear to her that it was going through one ear and out the other, she directed my attention to the computer. It played a recording on fast forward of Irapesha and Cresta's separate rooms and the hallway between them.

"As you can see, Irapesha sleeps quite soundly for the most part. This is good, her REM cycles are normal. Then… this." Dr. Ainsley slowed down the video to normal speed as Irapesha began thrashing around in bed, scratching at her own body. Cresta awakened soon after and raced towards her room, only to be stopped by a nurse in the corridor. She pushed past, threw open the door, and climbed into bed with Irapesha.

However, the trashing grew worse. The dragonewt spewed fire from her mouth. Not enough to catch anything alight, but it was still concerning nonetheless. Eventually she settled down. The bedsheets and pillows were the only casualty, having been shredded to their base materials.

"Uh. Whatever damage they caused, I can pay for it," I said apologetically.

"No need." She shook her head. "Normally, a sleep study patient is not to have a bedside partner. That way, nothing interferes with the data. I made an exception because of the danger Irapesha posed on us. Having Cresta present turned out to be a blessing in disguise for the study despite that."

"How so?" I asked just as Irapesha and Cresta entered the room.

The doctor proposed a suggestion that baffled us.

"You want us to sleep together from now on?" Cresta asked after Dr. Ainsley gave them the short of it.

"A bit simplified, but essentially yes. As former soldiers in arms, you may give Irapesha an ease of mind just being near her. The mere act of moving your bed into the same room could help," she said.

That part wasn't possible, given that we essentially terraformed Irapesha's bedroom.

"We could give it a try," Irapesha chimed in. "It will be like old times, like when we would stay awake coming up with creative ways to kill demons."

"Right… Anyway, here are some recommendations on different activities to improve sleep. Try them out." Dr. Ainsley handed over some papers stapled together that listed and explained ways to help a person sleep better. Whether or not they would work for Irapesha was another story.

As we stepped out of the building, the sight of two netherfolks began to draw attention again. Some people made startling comments and acted with revulsion from afar. I expected nothing less of my race, but I did hope they would be better about keeping comments to themselves.

"Akira, how is the succubus?" Irapesha suddenly asked.

"She's fine!" I hastily answered. "You don't have to worry about what happened—"

"I must worry. From what I understand, you two are intimate. I… Cresta told me she was trying to help that night, yet I attacked her in my stupor. I feel ashamed and terrible about it." She hung her head the same way as the night of the incident.

The silver lining here was that Irapesha appeared genuinely concerned for Ange's wellbeing. Unlike Ange and Cresta's unsteady first meeting, the older and more experienced commander didn't regard her with the same venomous spite.

Cresta put a hand on Irapesha's arm and said, "That wasn't your fault, and you didn't even mean to do that!"

"Even so…" The dragonewt scooted away from her touch, seemingly ashamed to be comforted. "If there is anything in those papers that can help, I wish to try all of them."

There was a lot to try. Ones that stuck out to me were acupuncture, diet change, exercise, supplements— the problem was, Irapesha was already sleeping well. It was the trauma of war that plagued her.

"Why don't we try acupuncture? There's a place near the grocery store in Vandice," I said.

"Acupuncture?" she echoed in confusion.

Irapesha reluctantly agreed to the procedure, so we drove to the only acupuncturist in the city. The practice was performed by an elderly Chinese man, who was just as astounded as Dr. Ainsley about their prospective patient.

"I… I suppose at least the body structure is similar," the old man said, squinting at Irapesha. "Very well. Let's have you lay down, and I shall prepare the needles."

Cresta and I watched from the other side of the room as the acupuncturist attempted to pierce Irapesha's skin. Everytime he tried to press a needle to various parts of her body, the piece of metal broke or the tip blunted on impact.

"Eh? One moment, please."

Puzzled, but undeterred, he went into the back to fetch supposedly specialized needles. They eventually went through over a hundred needles before he finally gave up.

"Ai-yah! There's no way. The dragon girl's skin is way too thick, like… like a rock!"

I still had to pay him on the way out and was more than likely charged extra for breaking his needles.

"I don't believe conventional human methods are the best options." Irapesha apologized.

"Don't worry about it. I never believed in acupuncture to begin with," I said.

As soon as we exited the building. She looked longingly into the blue sky. As a flock of birds passed overhead, she held her gaze on them until they flew out of sight. Her remaining wing unfurled and closed, then uttered a sigh as she silently made her way back to the car.

I grabbed Cresta's shoulder as she was about to follow after her.

"Did Irapesha fly a lot in the past?" I asked.

"Oh, yeah! Like any dragonewt, Pesha loved soaring through the skies. She terrorized so many demons that way. Sometimes she takes me along, too! Ahhh, I… I really miss all that…" Cresta stopped herself short from going down memory lane. "Is there no way to help Pesha? It hurts a lot seeing her in so much pain after bringing her to Earth. I sometimes wonder if she was better off back in Weyera—"

I planted a hand on her head and made a mess of her hair until she pouted at me like a stuffed chipmunk.

"Of course, we can. It's my job to take care of you guys after all. The fact that you worry so much means you care. We'll just have to support her together, right?" I grinned.

Cresta nodded and smiled back. "I have an idea that might help!"

"Oh? And what's that?" I asked.

"We get her a gigantic cardboard—"

"That's just something you want!"





Chapter 17 - Trying to Adjust


I got out of bed this morning to Irapesha scolding Cresta in the kitchen like a mother would to their misbehaving child.

"You will spite me for it, but this is for your own good. From today onwards, I'm limiting how much of those burgers you eat to one every two days." Irapesha put a hand on her waist, standing with her back pressed to the fridge.

"That's so mean! I'm an adult, too. I should be able to eat what I want, whenever I want!" Cresta declared in torment. She was trying to push the Irapesha away from the fridge, but the dragonewt wasn't budging.

I knew Cresta was significantly stronger and could probably move Irapesha without much effort. It seemed however, that only because of their former officer and subordinate relationship, did the assassin not oppose her too strongly.

"But I was looking forward to eating the melty-cheese, triple-patty, and bacon sandwich this morning!" the burger enthusiast welled, clutching Irapesha's legs from the ground.

"What happened?" I asked, entering the kitchen.

"Perfect timing," Irapesha said, lifting the tearful Cresta off the ground like a briefcase. "Can you make a healthy meal by human standards for her to eat? I can't stand that she continues to put so much junk into her stomach."

"In that case, one healthy meal, coming right up."

I made a traditional Japanese breakfast like one I'd eat back home every morning. A bowl of rice was accompanied by side dishes of tofu, natto, grilled fish, and mixed vegetables with a bit of soy sauce. All chocked full of vitamins and a variety of flavors. This would fill a student up until lunch and give them the energy they needed to stay awake even after a long night of studying.

My mouth salivated just looking at it.

Cresta, on the other hand, was staring at the breakfast put before her with so much pain. I didn't know it was possible for one person to show agony like that.

"What is this white cube stuff? And these sticky looking beans?" she asked, grossed out at how much the threads stretched.

"Tofu and fermented soy beans. It's really good for you! You can at least try it," I urged.

"Eat your breakfast, Cresta. All the way down to the last grain," Irapesha ordered in a commanding voice.




I'd made a much larger portion to accomodate Irapesha's size. That way Cresta didn't eat alone.

 

Unlike


 
Cresta, however, the dragonewt's body ran hot and burnt off more calories simply by existing. The difference in size between their plates was a mug and a bucket.




Although Irapesha quite enjoyed eating my food, the assassin looked like she was getting mauled and destroyed with each bite. It might be the first time anyone could say she lost in a fight, and it was to healthy food.

"None of this tastes like a burger!" Cresta cried.

"That's because it isn't a burger." I put a hand to my face.

"Can I at least have more fish?" Her pleading, moistened eyes stared up at me.

Irapesha parted with her grilled cod and gave it to Cresta instead.

"You're far too spoiled than you will ever know." She sighed.

Cresta's tears of sadness became tears of joy. "You're the best!"

As the two of them ate, Irapesha was beginning to have a noticeably harder time using the utensil. Because of her one hand, she couldn't quite lift the bowl of rice to her face like one normally would. She leaned forward uncomfortably, picking at the food bit by bit with a fork. Whenever a piece of food slipped onto the counter, she would frown in dissatisfaction.

It was honestly a pitifully sad sight for someone who was treated as a hero in her world.

"You're welcome to just use your hand if it's easier for you. Screw table manners when it's just us around eating," I told her.

"I appreciate it, but it would be very unbecoming of me to do something so barbaric," Irapesha said.

"How about I feed you?" Cresta asked, lifting the back half of the cod to her.

"No, it's fine…" She tried to turn away, but Cresta was insistent.

"Oh, come on. Don't be shy! Say, ahhh!"

"Cresta, stop it!" Irapesha smacked her hand away. The fork and fish hit the far wall, then clattered noisily to the ground.

The two of us shrunk in our seats from her outburst, but none was more surprised than Irapesha.

"I'm sorry… Please, excuse me." Irapesha thanked me for the breakfast and hastily left the kitchen.

We sat in awkward silence. As I got up to go clean the mess, Cresta remained petrified in her seat.

Did I do something wrong?" Cresta whimpered.

"It isn't your fault," I assured her. "Irapesha's having a tough time adjusting."

Although Cresta might not have seen it that way, trying to feed Irapesha like an infant and reminding her of her disability probably wasn't the best move. The feline tenant returned the large piece of cod given to her back onto Irapesha's plate, then scarfed down the rest of her own food despite hating every second of it.

"I'm off to work. I'll talk to Pesha when I get back," Cresta said.

"Wait, I'll drive you—"

"No need!"

Cresta sprinted out of the house before I could get another word in. Irapesha returned later while I was washing the dishes. She glanced around the room in search of her missing friend.

"Cresta went to work," I said and was about to wrap the leftovers when Irapesha planted herself back onto her seat.

"I've never felt so pathetic in my life," Irapesha mumbled into her hand.

"Sorry to break it to you, but someone who almost single-handedly turned the tide of war, had a statue erected in her honor, and survived a hundred-foot fall is anything but pathetic," I explained.

"But if another war were to break out—"

"There won't. Your fight is over. It's time to live the life you had fought for."

Irapesha saw the cod that Cresta had returned to her plate.

"You won't mind if I eat with my bare hand?" she asked.

"By all means. I'll take care of the mess after, so don't worry about it." I smiled.

The doorbell rang much later in the afternoon. A delivery man was waiting outside with a large number of boxes, but I didn't remember ordering anything. Especially not this many packages.

"It all goes straight to this address for…" The delivery man checked something in his device. "Remmy?"

"It's finally here?" Remmy formed herself at the front door, spooking me and the delivery man.

"So, you were the culprit." I squinted at the slime.

After signing off for the packages, I helped Remmy carry all the stuff into her room. It looked to have gotten an upgrade since I last came in here. RBG lighting dimly illuminated the modest space into something like a miniature rave. Posters of characters and artwork from numerous games covered the walls. A mini-fridge filled with what I assumed was her favorite vitamin-rich beverage severed the only reason she would ever need to come downstairs.

"Only because it's part of the job, I have to ask: what's all this for?" I curiously inquired, setting the boxes gently on the ground.

"I'm building a new desk and computer," Remmy answered.

A whole lot of tentacles emerged from the gelatinous body. They broke open the boxes and put things together like a manufacturing line on crack. She didn't even need to keep an eye on what was happening, and everything was done in three minutes flat.




"There's so much you can do in life, but

 

gaming


 
is what you chose instead?" I was both impressed and astonished. A new desk and new computer had been built right next to her first setup. Not being bound by only two limbs allowed her to do things a human being or even a normal netherfolk couldn't.




"Please… Something like this even a human baby can do." She shrugged.

"What kind of human babies do you know…?" I reluctantly asked.

"The ones online. I play against them all the time."

I had the distinct feeling she was under a misconception, but calling online gamers 'babies' wasn't too far off. Being one of them, I should know.

"Wait, if you have two computers in your room, does that mean you can split yourself again? I thought you couldn't do it anymore?" I asked.

Remmy shook her head. "It isn't for me."

It was at that moment Irapesha came through the door.

"It's for me," she said. "Remmy told me a computer wouldn't survive in my room. I wanted to try out this thing called 'gaming' which she says is good for relieving stress."

"This could be very bad or very good if stress relief is what you're looking for from video games." I turned my attention to Remmy, hoping she knew what she was doing by introducing such a thing to Irapesha.

"I think for her very first game, it should be a classic called Dark Souls. What do you think?" Remmy asked me.

I gave a resounding, "No!"

Over the next few hours, we showed Irapesha a great variety of video games to play. From puzzle platformers, to other souls-like games which nearly drove her mad, to even a simple simulator game where you power wash dirty things, Remmy had no shortage of genres to introduce. Most of them Irapesha couldn't play with one hand anyway and only served to frustrate her further. She pushed herself to try them nonetheless.

Then the unthinkable happened.

"Do you want to play this together?" Remmy offered to play a two-player 2D side-scroller, a departure from the single-player games so far. "I can be your missing arm. You control the attacks, and I'll control the movement. We can be one player, and Akira can be the second."

I looked at Irapesha, who appeared hesitantly on board with the idea. Remmy didn't cling to her arm like a prosthetic like I thought she would. They each held one half of the controller.

When we started playing, Irapesha was getting really into it. With Remmy's sharp reflexes on the movement controls to avoid getting hurt, all the other one had to do was spam attacks.

Eventually, Irapesha's virgin eyes had had enough and needed rest, but not before we cleared rounds like professional speedrunners.

"Looks like our caretaker couldn't keep up," Irapesha teased.

"I learned very early on that Akira isn't too good at games." Remmy joined to rib me.

"Okay, guys." I rolled my eyes. "I don't have as much time to play as I used to."

Remmy was showing her new gaming buddy more games they could try next time. Both of them, who had rarely talked or hung out until now, grew closer today. A slime and a dragonewt.

I was worried that Irapesha might snap at Remmy like she did with Cresta when being offered help. Then it occurred to me that one treated her like an equal, and the other could be seen as humiliating even if she didn't mean it.

As we exited Remmy's room, pulled me aside to speak privately downstairs.

"I have a favor to ask of you," Irapesha began. "At this rate, it will become… awkward if nothing is done."

"What is it?" I asked.

"The guilt from having accidentally hurt Angeline still troubles me. She was trying to help me at the time, no less… Can you facilitate a meeting so that I may formally apologize?"

Right now, Ange was still very much afraid. So much so that she stayed inside mine and Tamara's room for most of the day. This might be a good chance for them to get to know one another beyond superficial knowledge of the other.

The best way for them to get along was to break those misperceptions they carried. Ange wasn't just some murderous demon like the ones I encountered in Weyera, and Irapesha was a lot more gentle than the stories made her out to be.

"You've got your heart in the right place, that's for sure," I said, already coming up with an idea. "Leave it to me. I'll convey that back to Ange and see what I can do."

If Remmy was any indication, it was that the best medicine and therapy were fellow tenants. I needed to do more in bridging friendships between them, so that they could be pillars of support for each other. It wouldn't help Irapesha get over losing her arm, but having people there to remind her that she wasn't any less of herself would ease that pain.





Chapter 18 - The Succubus and the Dragonewt


"Ange, we need to talk." I rapped my knuckles against the bathroom door left ajar.

"It's about the Bloodtalon, isn't it?" Ange asked from within.

"Well, yes. That's one thing, but we need to talk about your magic before that. You know, the thing that can get you deported if anyone finds out, and why you kept it from me!"

I heard a drawn-out sigh followed by the light splash of water.

It was important to me because the last thing I wanted was for her to be caught. While I had no intentions of letting that happen, the window of opportunity to report to Professor Markel about this has long passed. Chances were, playing the ignorance card wasn't going to fly. Losing her wouldn't just suck for me. For Tamara, it would be like losing a mother all over again.

"When I first took the injection, my magic did wane that day. Never had I felt more powerless in my life. I thought I was prepared to give up anything for Tamara, then my magic returned days after you had left for Weyera. I considered telling you and the professor upon your return, but I was afraid. What if there comes a time when I have to protect you? Will I always dread that I might one day lament over giving up these powers? I don't want to let it go as much as I don't want to let you or Tamara go."

"You're still hung up over the assassins incident, huh. Come on. When was the last time I was in danger?" I asked.

The door swung open, and there stood Ange, still fully dressed and not a sign that she had taken a dip yet. Behind her, a rubber duck floated within the tub filled to half capacity. Only when looking into her piercing eyes did I realize that it was a dumb question to ask.

"Right… I was in danger recently while in Weyera," I mumbled.

"This is a risk I'm willing to take. After all, how will I be able to help the Bloodtalon without my magic?" Ange grinned.




My mind must not have processed what Ange had said correctly. She wanted to

 

help


 
Irapesha?




"Do you mean it? Even after what happened?"




"You were right. I cannot hide forever, and if I am to keep my magic, then there is much for me to atone." Ange pulled me into the bathroom by the hand and shut the door behind me. "Until then, however… Perhaps you can

 

fill


 
me with some courage?"




Alright, this was awkward.

I managed to convince Ange to speak with Irapesha, but all we've been doing for the past ten minutes was standing awkwardly together in the living room. Neither of them had spoken a word beyond greeting each other and merely faced each other with the TV murmuring in the background. Ines, Tamara, and Remmy, their heads stacked on top of each other like the body of a snowman, peeked in from the living room entryway, curious about how this meeting would turn out.

Guys… I don't know how much longer I can hold my piss in," I said in hopes of breaking the tension, but succeeded only in receiving appalled expressions from the three spectators.

"Angeline," Irapesha began. "For what I did to you that night… I am terribly sorry. We live under the same roof now, and if possible, I would like to make reprimands for my mistake. You were trying to help me, yet I turned around and hurt you instead."

"Please, you have nothing to apologize for. Were your mind not in disarray, I'm sure you wouldn't have done that," Ange said, restlessly rubbing the side of her arm.





Finally,


 
I thought. The apology was made, so why was it still just as awkward as before?




"So… Have you two ever met in Weyera?" I chimed in.

Both of them turned my way and made a face like I just uttered the dumbest thing.




"Do you think

 

the


 
Bloodtalon would have let me live if she did?" Ange asked.




"W-What I meant was—"

"What a silly thing to ask, Akira. You should know we were on opposite factions during the war," Irapesha reminded me.

My succubus girlfriend sighed out her nose while shaking her head. "Speaking of, I haven't thanked you for saving Akira. He is very dear to me— to all of us. I hope he didn't cause you too much trouble."

"It was no trouble at all," the new tenant said. "Although, I was pleasantly surprised to see him foolishly try to lay down his life to protect mine despite his gentle nature."

"He had done the same thing for me when assassins came to the dorm for my life. Foolish is right," she added.

Their trip down memory lane of what I thought were my most heroic moments turned out to be a sham. Clearly, the three of us remembered those events very differently. As the two shared those memories, their reluctance to speak with one another crumbled into an eagerness to learn more. With each second they spent talking, the fear that Ange held of Irapesha knocked down brick after brick of the wall she once raised between them.

It sounded like the two were getting along swimmingly. I decided against intruding and opted to simply watch it unfold like a slow-blooming flower.

The tension, however, suddenly returned but in a much different manner.

"Angeline, I would like to ask of you something I do not deserve," Irapesha said.

"My answer is yes; I will help." Ange accepted without hesitation which came as both a shock and relief to the dragonewt. "You wish for me to delve into your mind to see what might be done, isn't that right?"

We waited until Cresta came home and explained to her what the plan was.

However…

"Take me with you!" Cresta demanded. "I want to help."

Ange shook her head. "It is too dangerous for you. Bringing a person familiar to the dreamer's heart will place you directly into the most impactful moment of their lives. For you two, there could only be one."

"When Cresta was captured and when they were reunited," I said.

Cresta shuddered at the thought of being captured again. It was no doubt at the top of her most traumatizing experiences.

"Besides, you must stay awake in case something goes awry," Ange implored.

"I feel so helpless and useless again. Just like that time." She frowned, then Irapesha dropped a hand on the former assassin's head.

"You are the least helpless and useless person I've ever met. Help me by protecting Ange in case I lose my mind again. That's an order," Irapesha said.

Cresta pulled Irapesha's hand off her head and nodded.

We sat around Irapesha in her scorching room as Ange casted a spell to put her into a magical sleep. She proceeded to crown ten fingers on the dragonewt's head and shut her eyes.

Cresta and I gave each other a worried look. Almost as soon as Irapesha went to sleep, she began to struggle. Ange, too. Her face was caked in sweat, both of them seemingly struggling against an unknown force.

"Should I go in with you?" I asked.

"I'm fine… I just… never knew my demon masters could be so cruel," she remarked, voice full of shame.

Since Ange didn't trust me to stay with her like last time, she refused to bring me in and vowed to do it herself. But this was beginning to look a lot harder than either of us expected.

"Now I understand why the demon lord had gathered his strongest and most trusted for this battle. Irapesha was a peerless tactician. He had captured the perfect bait, knowing she would see through it but take it nonetheless. Irapesha made the calculated decision no one else could, which was to sacrifice herself to save Cresta, so that she would finish the war in her place," Ange explained.

Cresta pursed her lips, staring at her friend and colleague. Irapesha had gone into it believing her death was inevitable. Courageous didn't even begin to describe her.

"Nngh!" Ange groaned in pain, and Irapesha began thrashing in her sleep again.

This time, however, Cresta was prepared and climbed on top of her to hold her down.

I thought to comfort Ange by putting a hand on top of hers, but a strange force sucked me into darkness. My blurry vision slowly cleared up to a furious blue harpy in my face.

"Why?" she screamed at me. "I thought if I didn't tell either of you it would be safer. That you wouldn't at some point touch my hands. Yet you did it anyway!"

"What? I don't even know who you are!" I argued back.

The harpy's face briefly morphed into the succubus I knew and loved.

"Wait… You can change forms in a dream? Does that mean you can turn into anything I want to have sex with?" I asked.

"Oh, you— Now isn't that time for that!" Ange cried as the harpy.

An explosion rocked the blackened ground next to me, and I quickly realized we were back in the hellscape of Weyera. The difference was we were in the midst of a battle that appeared to be nearing its climax.

"Commander! A mass horde of demon giants have broken the rear flank. Our escape route has been cut!" a netherfolk soldier behind me shouted.

Irapesha flew into view in all her glory, donning heavy plate armor much like the one from her statue. In one hand and propped on her shoulder was a gigantic slab of steel that was her greatsword.

She gazed into the distance to assess the situation and cursed under her breath. Destruction rained down around us. Many humans and netherfolks alike were badly injured. Before me, much further down the jagged obsidian canyons, was a castle made of black stones and floating towers which was surrounded by demons.

"Then we have no other choice but to retreat," the dragonewt declared. "Forward!"

It was then that I realized my casual clothing had been replaced with a military uniform of the camo variety. Glistening threads that looked to be enchanted with magic were woven into the fabric. In my hands was an assault rifle with a magic crystal embedded into the ammunition chamber.

"I'M IN THE CALAMITOUS WAR?!" I screamed over the explosions in the distance.

"Yes!" Ange yelled back, confirming my fears.




Chapter 19 - Reliving Nightmares


"H-How come I'm still next to you even though I'm not holding your hand?"




"It must be because this memory is extremely vivid. Unlike Remmy, Irapesha has incredible mental fortitude. More so than I had expected. Which makes our being here

 

very


 
dangerous," she explained.




I swallowed hard. "Dangerous… how?"

"Pain, exhaustion, smell. All your senses are real to life. To make matters worse… I cannot release my spell. A foreign magic is keeping us here, and it feels demonic in nature!"


Demonic?


Could it be a curse? Something like that wasn't inconceivable in a place like Weyera.

Something landed hard next to us. It was Irapesha, more imposing than in real life.

"What are you two waiting for? Our position here has been compromised. We have to leave before we're overrun. I'll keep the skies cleared for you to fly. Let's go!" Irapesha urged.

Without warning, Ange picked me up and flew high into the sky. Behind me, giants wielded clubs as large as trees smashed the encampment we were just at. A group of flying monsters made a beeline toward us until they were set aflame by Irapesha's fiery breath.

"We're going to that castle that's swarming with demons?" I asked Ange.

"That is no ordinary castle… It is a demon master's fortress," she snarled.

As we flew closer to the dreaded demon lord's castle, with Irapesha's crack soldiers tearing through the enemy ranks ahead, I was beginning to wonder why we retreated from that position so quickly. If they had held together, those giants might not have stood a chance.




It only occurred to me when the castle's daunting spires casted a shadow over me did I realize— We weren't

 

retreating


 
per se. That was simply the term Irapesha had used. We were actually

 

advancing


 
. I should have known cowardice wasn't in her vocabulary.




Magical artillery bombardments were fired from demon sorcerers on the upper ramparts which exploded all around us, scattering many of the soldiers on the ground. Everyone pressed forward, determined to follow their commander straight to the gaping maws of death.

"Holy shit!" I gasped at the indiscriminate destruction.

Even demons were caught in the blasts, but more continued to pour out from portals, trenches, and the castle above.

"What demons lacked in strength, we made up for in great numbers," Ange explained, her face souring up from seeing her kin perish. "That is because the demon lord summoned them from other planes and shackled their wills to him. We weren't without powerful magics either. Our sorcerers performed rituals that met a fraction of Tarcosa's own magic. Combined, we laid waste to Weyera in retaliation."

The burning and fissuring ground from the magical attacks reminded me of the hellish world we saved Irapesha from. It was constant battles like these that destroyed their world.

"I hate seeing my once lush and verdant world fall to ruin a second time," she added.

I would hate it, too.

The history on Earth wasn't so colorful either, and we came dangerously close to this several times. All of my netherfolk tenants would probably give anything to have their old home back.

"Hang on tight!" Ange shouted.

A volley of bright spells snaked across the ground like lightning, vaporizing everything they touched. We went into wild maneuvers, flying higher into the sky and dodging debris flung up from the explosive blasts.

"God… I want to barf…" I looked down and suddenly lost the urge as a sense of dread filled me instead.

From a bird's eye view, I saw the vast devastation the previous spell had caused. The world had gone up in flames, and the skies were alight with cinders. The perpetrators, a group of robed sorcerer demons standing on one of the floating towers, retreated inside and away from prying eyes.

"There might be survivors!" I yelled in panic, my eyes scanning the ground for signs of life. "We have to go down and save them! "

"I'm sorry, Akira. There's no one left. Even if we wanted to, this is only a replaying of events through Irapesha's dreams. Everyone down there is already gone," she said in such a grave manner that left me speechless.

The ones who survived were those who could fly and the lucky ones lifted into the air by them. Other netherfolk and human soldiers I was with earlier were dead.

I swallowed hard, wondering how they managed to come out of this alive. Then I recalled a very distinct memory corroborated by both Cresta and Irapesha. The entire unit was almost wiped out trying to save Cresta. Somehow, these few succeeded— but at the cost of losing Irapesha.

The dragonewt commander bared her teeth, then averted her eyes to recompose herself. She had to stay stoic in front of her unit, even when things looked grim.

We landed on the same balcony those demon sorcerers had been on only moments ago. A large ritual circle with intricate runes etched into the stone was all that was left of their dirty work. Beyond this point, the dark interior of the castle awaited us.

"I led you all into this, and I shall finish it. We're not far from Cresta now, but it is too dangerous to enter with those sorcerers lurking about." Irapesha pulled out a fist-sized orb from her satchel and handed it to an elven mage. It began to glow in his hands, then levitated on its own. "High-King Tarcosa created this to guide us to Cresta. Find her, break her out, and destroy the orb to activate a teleportation spell enchanted within it."

"What about you, Commander?" He regarded his superior tearfully, voice cracking and seemingly knowing full well what was going to happen next.

"Some among those sorcerers are the demon lord's closest allies. I'm going to cut them down in size and avenge our fallen. Now go. That's an order!!" she bellowed.

Everyone saluted and parted ways. Ange and I couldn't go with the search party because that was the extent of Irapesha's memories with them.

"Let's see this through and help Irapesha together," I said to Ange. "But if things go awry, we should pull out."

"Of course. Although, that would be the first time you ever pull out with me." Ange winked.

"Is now really the time for jokes?!"

We followed Irapesha into the depths of the castle, in the opposite direction of the group searching for Cresta and lagging behind so as not to be caught. Our footsteps echoed each time they hit the smooth stone floor from just how enormous and wide the hallways were. The trail of dead demons were all we knew to follow in these winding corridors, but I felt like my legs would sooner give out before we caught up to her. But as we rounded a corner, however, I ran right into the commander herself.

"I thought I told you to go with them!" Irapesha growled, echoing into the obsidian, torch-lit halls. "You should still have time to catch up to the others if you go now. What are you waiting for?"

Both of us froze. We didn't expect to run into Irapesha so soon, and she didn't seem to recognize who we really were.

"Uh, sorry… er, Commander! We just couldn't… leave you behind…" I stammered.

"Where I go, there is no returning from." She sighed and ultimately allowed us to follow.

This was a suicide mission if I'd ever seen one. What followed next, should have allegedly killed her.

Ange and I soon saw why.

Upon entering a chamber at the end of the corridor, we came face to face with the same demon sorcerers from earlier. Twelve of them, to be exact. Some of them, by their pridefully arrogant countenance and way they dressed, were much higher in pecking than the others.

"I recognize them all by name," Ange whispered. "How Irapesha managed to survive is a miracle. She must have relived this dream every night, dying and losing her sense of self at the very end. It must be what gives her those nightmares."

"It's probably going to hurt like all hell, but we can't let her go at it by herself, right?" I responded with my mind made.

This might be a dream, but I had my balls and a gun.

"There is no cowardice in escaping to fight another day, you two. I will rest easier if you did," Irapesha said, courageously staring down the demons before her. When it became clear that we weren't going to retreat from her side, the dragonewt chuckled to herself. "Very well. Let us seek glory in this battle together."

Every sorcerers' hands ignited with magic, and the three of us readied ourselves for a fight. A series of loud and heavy bashing alerted us to the ceiling, like TNT going off from the chamber above.

"I'm here, too!" Cresta dropped down as the ceiling caved in.

Mine and Ange's jaws about fell to the floor, and Irapesha couldn't believe her eyes. The three of us just stood there, staring at her in utter shock.

"Cresta?! Your timing is something else!" I shouted.

"What can I say? I'm a lucky kitty! I saw you knock after touching Ange's hand. I knew coming here might be dangerous for me. After all, a lot of my bad memories are here… but I already let Pesha fight this alone once. She doesn't have to now, not anymore," Cresta said, smiling at her friend.

"Thank the gods… You're okay… This isn't a trick, is it?" Irapesha inched forward and let the metal slab of a sword slip from her hand to the ground.

"Of course it's me, Pesha! Now, let's slaughter these guys like it should have gone down back then." The assassin raised a fist up to Irapesha, and the moment she bumped it, something like glass shattered in every direction.

The sharp noise caused me to flinch, and when I opened my eyes, we were back to our normal appearances. Irapesha also no longer had her left arm and wing, but what she lacked was made up for in Cresta as the two proceeded to wage a cataclysmic battle with the sorcerers.

"What happened?" I asked Ange.

"The demonic hold on this dream is… gone? Cresta coming here must have somehow broken it. I can release the spell at any time now," Ange said.

"Wait!" I stopped her by grabbing both of her hands, then pointed to the two who were all smiles, having the time of their lives fighting demons together. "I think we should let them have their fun."

The succubus relaxed. Even she appeared relieved to see her more cruel kin roughed up like dolls in a child's hands.

"In that case, shall we find more private quarters to show you what other forms I can take?" Ange flashed an impish grin and transformed into a harpy again.

"That… is going to be a resounding yes from me," I said, letting her carry me off as a harpy netherfolk.





Chapter 20 - In Free Fall


I checked my phone and saw an email from Professor Markel. He finally got back to me about my favor. Now I just needed to find the right time to bring it up to Irapesha.

She was looking a lot better in the following days after we delved into her dream. According to Cresta, the dragonewt hadn't been stirring as much in her sleep anymore. We did get a harsh, military commander-like scolding from her that morning after waking up. She really didn't like that we disobeyed her command, even if it was just a dream.

Ange did a little more investigating and discovered trace amounts of demonic magic from a curse. With Ines' counseling, we worked through Irapesha's memories, and she was able to remember having been cursed during her battle many years ago. We still weren't able to figure out why it was broken that night. Maybe it was sheer willpower, or Cresta who had given Irapesha that impetus to shatter it.

Whatever the case, we hoped this would be the end of her night terrors.

Long after dropping Tamara off at school and Cresta had gone to work, I figured it would be a good chance to clean the communal bathroom. However, as I began mopping the ceramic floor, one of the tenants decided now was a good time to take a bath.

The dragonewt walked in with nothing but a towel around her neck.

"Damn it. I put a sign outside to prevent this from happening!" I put a hand to my face.

"Oh, that was to tell me not to enter?" Irapesha cocked her head sideways. "I thought it was just an obstruction, so I moved it."

"You know what? I can just clean later. You go ahead and do your thing," I said, but in trying to shuffle past her, Irapesha moved to block me from leaving.

"I was actually hoping to speak with you alone. Perhaps you can help me brush my scales as we do? It's hard for me to do so with one arm," she said.

I was struck with a strong sense of deja vu.

The large, imposing dragonewt casted a large shadow over me. Outlines of rippling muscles and old scars carved into her deep, red scales which decorated her like badges of honor. Pristine crimson hair, like the quills of a porcupine, draped down her back like a curtain.

When it came to raw size, Irapesha had Ange beat. Truly a feast for the eyes.

"Alright, but I don't think a regular old loofa is going to cut it," I said.

Those scales of hers required a heavy duty brush. I broke out one of the new packs of hard-bristle brushes used to really get the grime out of the floor. Never would I have imagined using it to help wash someone.

Scrubbing Irapesha's scales was actually no different than how I usually cleaned floor tiles. The way each plate glistened in the bathroom light made me want to polish them to their maximum potential.

"What did you want to talk about?" I asked while moving on to wash her tail.

"I understand that many of my fellow dorm mates have found purpose with their lives in this new world. I wish for the same," Irapesha said.

"Normally, we want you to spend at least a few months acclimating so you get an idea. You don't want to just relax for the time being?"

The dragonewt shook her head and unintentionally whipped her tail. I scooted just far enough to avoid getting my ankles whacked.




"I feel myself getting weaker, both in body and mind. Playing games with Remmy is… She can be quite

 

passionate


 
, but I don't often find myself sharing the same sentiment. I require stimulation," she said.




"Huh? Stimulation?"

"Something to get my blood boiling, stir my loins, and bathe me in sweat by the end of it."

My head was spinning with an indecent imagination running wild.

"I like where this is going, but I feel like I'm terribly misunderstanding what you're trying to tell me." I violently shook my head to fling away the immature thoughts.

"Remmy helped me look up several things that might fit. Among them were UFC, MMA, and boxing. I would like to partake in such bouts," Irapesha declared.

As the puzzle pieces fell into place, the worst possible scenario flitted through my mind. I envisioned Irapesha stepping into a cage match. On the other side was a trembling human being, wondering if their million-dollar payout was going to be worth losing their life over. Then Irapesha would throw the first punch and end her opponent's life in a spray of blood like a Kurosawa film.

"There's no way! You're actually going to kill them," I retorted. "First of all, those sports are all human participants. It's like pitting Cresta up against me!"

"There would be much glory to be had in such a match." She nodded to herself.

"Drop the letter 'L' from glory and it would be closer to being correct. I'll grab a tomato from the kitchen and put it in your hand. That's pretty much how a fight will look."

Her shoulders slackened in disappointment. "There are no worthy combatants in this world then?"

"You and Cresta are about the only ones who can fight each other without one-sidedly slaughtering the other. But there's no need to give up that easily. It doesn't have to be fighting. We just need to find something that interests you," I suggested.

After I finished scrubbing Irapesha into a sparkling diamond and cleaning the bathroom, we decided to research potential hobbies or jobs for her. However, once we got to my room, Ange was already on my computer doing her own thing.

"What are you up to?" I asked, peering over her shoulder.

"Remmy helped me set up an account and webcam on this streaming website. In less than two hours, I already have hundreds of thousands of viewers. I had no idea people were so interested in just watching me sit here." Ange giggled, waving into the webcam and causing a stream of donations to flood in.

When I looked at the computer screen, I realized quickly it wasn't some gaming stream. The layout and UI, donations pouring in, and all the comments asking for nudes— this was a camgirl site.

"REMMY SET YOU UP TO BE A CAMGIRL?!" I screamed.

Some of the donations were as high as a grand each.

The comments were going incredibly fast, but I managed to catch some of them.


[User: SUCCUBUS TITTIES ARE REAL]






[User:


 

this is why god gave us netherfolks]






[User: show pussy pls]



[User: Holy shit irl succubus camgirl?]



[User: do u have a fat cock]


Maybe it was best not to read anymore comments.

"I've been giving a lot of thought about how best to apply my qualities as a succubus on Earth. Since I'm in a committed relationship now, being a high-end escort is off the table. This is my next best option, providing people relief simply by showing my assets," Ange said.

"What is a camgirl?" Irapesha asked, also leaning in to investigate. "Is it something I can do?"

Comments went crazy for the second time, seeing a dragonewt in the room. Now they were asking for lesbian netherfolk action and for Irapesha to put a shoe on her head.

Why did people have to be so weird?

"A camgirl… streams sexual content of themselves to other people," I reluctantly explained.

Irapesha's cheeks took on a shade of red like her own scales.

"I… I see… So it is work best left to a succubus." She cleared her throat and stepped away.

"Is it alright if I do this?" Ange asked me, fluttering her eyelashes.

Hundreds of thousands— possibly millions of people around the world were going to simp for Ange. She had the advantage of being a real succubus, a fantasy for most men and women to begin with. I was already feeling sorry for the sex workers currently in the industry, because she might bankrupt them all just by existing.

"If my girlfriend wants to make countless people around the globe climax without touching them, who am I to deny the coomers?" I shrugged.

"Thank you, dear." Ange smiled, then pressed a finger to my chest to draw circles. "Some of my fans are already asking for B/G content. You will have to help me with that."

I covered my face in embarrassment, already regretting giving my blessing for her to do this sort of thing.

As Irapesha and I left the room, Remmy peeked out of hers and stared.

"You're welcome," the nosy slime said.

"We're sitting down and having a talk about this later!" I fired back, causing Remmy to retreat back to her room.

Irapesha and I went downstairs instead to mull over what she might be interested in. I fixed her something up to eat in the meantime.

"I feel lost," Irapesha began, swirling the small glass of water in her hand. "I've only known the skies and war, but nothing else. Coming to this world has revealed to me how much I had clung to that. I can no longer fly. There are no wars here. This is an unpleasant feeling."

She sighed at the plate of omelettes I handed to her.

"If I had my other arm, I wouldn't need to put my cup down. Playing games with Remmy also frustrates me. I need one hand on the mouse and another hand on the keyboard, which is impossible for me."

There was little I could say to console her. After all, I wasn't an amputee or ever fought in a war.

"I… I actually had an idea if you're willing to try it?" I swallowed my fears to suggest.

"What is it?" Irapesha jumped out of her seat to ask.

We were maybe ten to fifteen thousand feet in the air. My legs were shaking, my head was blank, and I might end up pissing myself any second now.

"We're dropping in two. Get ready!" a soldier shouted over the beating winds and turbines.

I did my best to give them a thumb's up with my shaky hand and received a heavy pat on the shoulder. Meanwhile, Irapesha was perfectly fine, if not eager.

"This is incredible. I haven't been so high in ages," Irapesha said, a wide grin on her face was evidence of the joy she was having just being here.

This was the favor I had asked Professor Markel for. I knew Irapesha wanted to fly again, and this was among the closest things I could give her.

We were given specially-designed black suits woven with enchanted threads from Weyera. I was assured they would fly on their own at a certain altitude and several other infantrymen would be diving with us just in case, but that didn't ease me from being scared shitless.

"Aren't I supposed to be strapped to someone? You know, as a first timer!" I screamed.

"Not with these, you don't. You're in good hands, trust me!" the same soldier said, then threw open the door.

The incredible height and battering winds made me nauseous.

"Oh, god… I'm going to die… Why did I come up with this?" I muttered.

The man at the door gestured for the soldiers on board to jump. "Go, go, go!"

They didn't hesitate to leap out one after the other. When it was finally mine and Irapesha's turn, my feet became glued to the floor.

"I'll go ahead!" Irapesha dove right out of the chopper.

I peeked over only to have someone push me off.

"Oh, shit!"

I was free falling towards the ground. My life was flashing before my eyes, and I thought of Ange coming to rescue me at the last second.

Irapesha drew close and clasped my hand. Suddenly, our suits glowed and the descent slowed down. The dragonewt spread out her one wing and shut her eyes. Although I was still terrified out of my wits, having her nearby took a load off my mind.

"I've missed this," Irapesha said with a smile as we drifted slowly like feathers in the wind.

The clouds began to part, and from them emerged the sun, enveloped in a sea of puffy cotton. Irapesha opened her eyes and gazed into the distance.

As we landed gently on the ground, the magic from the suits fading away, I fell to my knees and was thankful to be on land again. Irapesha let go of my hand, her laughter filling the empty field around us.

"Thank you for that, Akira. I am astonished you would face your fear of heights to accompany me. You could have easily sent me to go on my own," she said.

"I couldn't possibly do that. I'm your caretaker. But man… That's two free falls we had together… no more," I pleaded.

A powerful dragon's hand pulled me to my feet.

"Done already? I was hoping we could go for a few more jumps." She grinned so wide, I could see all her sharp teeth.

"Lord have mercy…"





Chapter 21 - Sheep Friends


Instructor Elaine walked Tamara up to the van, who hopped into the passenger seat, blowing into her hand for warmth. Her oversized puffy jacket made the small girl look like a walking marshmallow. Another day of school had just ended, and she appeared to be much happier without any of the bullying happening anymore.

"Cold?" I asked, turning the heater up a little higher, and then realizing that she only had one mitten on. My eyes flicked over to Elaine with an accusing glare. "What happened to her other mitten? Don't tell me other kids are tormenting her again?"

Tamara shook her head, tousling the fluffy mane. "That's not what happened! I let my friend borrow it. Besides, I can warm my hands with my own hair!"

The sheep girl gathered a large amount of curly hair to the front and buried her ungloved hand inside, giving the appearance of wearing a light blonde hoodie. She could make an entire clothing line with all that hair of hers.


But one mitt?





"Tamara has been making a lot of friends at school lately. I mean…

 

a lot


 
," Elaine said from the passenger side window, emphasizing the second 'a lot' more strongly. She brushed the bangs from her face and smiled warmly at her student. "In fact, I think she may want to have a word with you about that."




Tamara fidgeted nervously in her seat.

Although I was relieved it had nothing to do with bullying… What was this odd feeling in my chest? It was like I was about to be told my daughter had a boyfriend or something. Was my little Tamara growing up?

I wanted her to stay small and innocent forever!

"I… I was wondering… if it's okay… for me to sleepover at my friend's place?" she asked sheepishly.

"A sleepover?" I echoed the word curiously.

Wait a minute…




"A

 

boy


 
friend or

 

girl


 
friend?"




"Alyssa's a girl!" Tamara promptly answered.

It honestly sounded like a great idea, especially since this was a chance for her to grow closer to her friends.

The problem was that Professor Markel might not be okay with it, given that Tamara would go beyond my supervision. We also didn't know a single thing about this Alyssa girl's family. It only took one person with bad intentions to ruin everything, and Tamara going to school as a netherfolk was risky enough. Sure, chances were her friend and the family were decent people, but more than likely protocol would give me a big fat no.

Cresta getting a job and Tamara going to school were very different things compared to going to a stranger's house. The government heavily screened Rocket Burger and this school down to the grime in the bathrooms. We would inconvenience the crap out of Alyssa's family.

"Is that a no?" Tamara asked, snapping me from my thoughts to the sight of a saddening girl.

"I'm sorry, Tamara. I can already hear Professor Markel's no in my head. What if Alyssa slept over at the dorm instead?" I suggested.

Tamara perked up instantly and turned to Elaine to see if that was okay.

"I had a feeling it would turn out like this," Elaine said, pulling out her phone. "While you speak with Professor Markel, I can talk to the parents. However, before this can all happen, I'll have to make a visit to your dormitory as a faculty ensuring the well-being of my students."

"Do I get a chance to tidy everything up before your judging eyes get there?" I asked.

"Of course not," she said, flashing a knowing smile like my past teachers did when I didn't do my homework.

As soon as we got home, Tamara raced up to her room to clean up even though nothing was set in stone yet. Professor Markel, like I had predicted, was completely against letting Tamara stay the night at another person's home. The liability was too great. Letting Alyssa stay over, however, was permissible.





Luckily,


 
Alyssa's parents saw past the Ange incident and, for the sake of their daughter's friendship with Tamara, agreed to it so long as Elaine was there to chaperone both students.




"Tamara rushed into her room without so much as a hello. What was that all about?" Ange asked, flying downstairs dressed in a black sports bra and dolphin shorts.

"She's excited about having a friend come for a sleepover, and… why are you wearing that when you don't even work out?" I raised a brow.

"I'll have you know that I actually do. Lately, Irapesha and Cresta have been coaching me in cardio. All your fantastic meals have gained me a few pounds. Especially around my thighs." She pinched the body fat around her thighs which have given her very shapely proportions.

"Hm… Is keeping those thighs open to negotiations? Wait— I've got more important things to talk to you about. Elaine will be coming over later. The friend that's sleeping over is Tamara's classmate. Are you okay with that?"

The question stumped Ange, but she was quick to catch on to why I had asked. Although Alyssa wasn't one of Tamara's bullies, she was a student of Vandice Middle, the same school that Ange had lost control in front of and almost hurt many people at.

"Of course, I am! Anything for Tamara, but… I had thought everyone believed me a monster." Ange frowned.

"Would've been a different story if someone did get hurt. Besides, Alyssa's parents weren't among the folks that flipped a table about you. And according to Elaine, they meet Tamara everytime they pick up their daughter," I explained, delighting in seeing Ange brighten up the more I spoke.

"Is that so?" She smiled to herself. "Very well. When Elaine and Alyssa visit, I should at least make an apology. Until then, I shall see if Tamara would like some help."

Instructor Elaine Yvans, still dressed in her professional attire even outside of school, arrived the following Saturday in a roofless red convertible. She had quite the mature fashion sense for how young she was. Pearled earrings adorned each lobe, and a leather watch peeked out of her left wrist. Nothing about the way she dressed presented any opportunity for the mind to wander beyond her career.

Tamara and I had been waiting for her arrival on the porch because she couldn't sit still inside.

"I'm only in the parking lot, but I have to ask— You take care of this entire place by yourself?" Elaine asked, gazing up at the dorm.

I scratched the back of my head and humbly replied, "Well, I get some help around the dorm from the tenants."

"I can't wait to show you my home!" Tamara grabbed her teacher's hand.

Elaine marveled at the interior when we led her in, wowing at each room but keeping herself subdued to appear professional. I felt like a real estate agent showing off a new house to a prospective homeowner. However, once she started scrutinizing the living spaces like some detective investigating a crime scene, I started getting nervous. She might as well have a Child Protective Services card on her.

"You're making me uncomfortable… It's like you're about to tell me I missed a microscopic stain on the counter," I mumbled as we entered the kitchen.

"I care about my students' well-being. After realizing I didn't do enough for Tamara, I understood that just being an educator isn't enough. Your dormitory, though, I am quite impressed with. As long as I know Tamara and her friend will be well-looked after here, everything should be fine. Now to see what your fridge is stocked full of…" Elaine swung open the fridge to a stack of ingredients to make burgers with.

The instructor glared at me.

"Cresta," I muttered under my breath. "I can explain— Cresta, one of our other tenants, is a burger fanatic! I most definitely don't feed my tenants with burgers."

"Akira makes all sorts of salads and fruit bowls for me. I'm never hungry when he's around!" Tamara beamed.


Bless your heart, Tamara.


Elaine was about to close the door when a slimy tentacle whipped into the fridge to grab some yogurt. She stumbled back in surprise, and I stuck a hand out to catch her from backing into the counter. The poor teacher clutched her heart and watched as the tentacle slinked out of the kitchen.

"What… What was that?" she asked

"Our… resident slime, Remmy. She mostly keeps to herself playing games in her room," I answered.

The woman, realizing she was in my arms, quickly pulled away and recomposed herself.

"Playing games as in video games? Is that all she does here?" Elaine asked.




"Well… She's a

 

pro


 
gamer, and makes a living out of that… H-How about we go upstairs and show you Tamara's room?" I suggested.




Tamara skipped upstairs with Elaine following close behind. That was when Ange suddenly exited my room and locked eyes with the instructor. Both of them paused awkwardly in place.

"Sweetie, run along to your room." Ange broke the silence first to urge Tamara away. "I'd like a moment to speak with your teacher."

The girl, having sensed the tension, obediently went to her room to let the adults talk.

"Hello, Angeline. You are still quite the hot topic in class and at school board meetings," Elaine said, her voice more teasing than spiteful.

Ange stepped out of the room and bowed her head. "I am so terribly sorry for all the trouble I caused you and the school.




"

 

It's fine,


 
is what I want to say. It isn't, because other school districts are using your incident as an argument to implement anti-netherfolk policies. However, that isn't to say I don't sympathize with why you were so outraged. From what Tamara tells me, she sees you as her mother. And a mother's love is a powerful thing." She took a step closer to Ange, hesitated over something, but ultimately found the courage to place a hand on her shoulder.




Both of them came to an unspoken understanding with regards to Tamara that only a teacher and a guardian could.

Ange joined us for the rest of the tour, and the tone of the atmosphere became a shade lighter after they talked. Elaine was sufficiently satisfied that Tamara was well-looked after here. But after we showed her Rakka, the flying sheep, she had seen enough and decided it was time to leave. I walked her out of the dorm while Tamara, with Rakka on her head, waved enthusiastically from their room window.

"I give you a passing grade," Elaine said on our way to her car.

"First time a teacher's ever told me that," I joked. "Then the sleepover is good to go? Alyssa have any food allergies I should be aware of?"

She jumped into her convertible and put on a pair of sunglasses that just completely changed her style to a more badass one.

"That you have enough sense to ask if Alyssa has any food allergies tells me everything will be just fine. I'll see you tomorrow, Akira. Be sure to prepare a separate room for me." The instructor raised her shades, winked at me, then pulled away.





Chapter 22 - Sleepover


On the day that Tamara's friend was supposed to arrive, some of the tenants were in high spirits. They were excited to meet Alyssa, who apparently never failed to bring a smile to the sheep girl's face when speaking about her. I made sure to sternly warn my tenants not to be weirdos around the kid. Hopefully they would behave like I asked.

At noon, I received a call from Instructor Elaine that they had arrived at the dorm. Apparently, so did Tamara from her friend in a text. Irapesha and I were having lunch downstairs when she rushed down with Rakka flying close behind.

"She's here! She's here!" Tamara exclaimed.

"Want to join us?" I asked Irapesha.

The dragonewt rubbed the shoulder of her missing arm and declined. "I fear I will only be an eyesore. Perhaps it would be best if I stay out of sight until the guest leaves."

Tamara entered the kitchen and grabbed Irapesha's hand in both of hers.

"Let's go together! I promise she won't mind, and I think you two might get along," she strongly insisted.

Since nobody could really say no to the baby sister of the dorm, Irapesha had no choice but to accept. She cast a sidelong glance at her coffee, then at me, and acquiesced.

We went out together and saw Elaine's red convertible pull into the parking lot followed by a gray minivan. The teacher emerged from her car first, and I was shocked by the stark change in fashion. Dressed in a light brown sweater and white pants, and a fluffy scarf wrapped around her neck, she went from businesswoman and teacher to a homey housewife.

In the other car came two adults, parents of Tamara's friend, Alyssa. Hopping out of the backseat was a young girl, bundled up in a puffy jacket. Straight blonde hair draped down a beanie and freckles dotted her cheeks. The right sleeve of her jacket, however, was limp by her side and swayed to the whims of the winds. At such a tender age, she was missing an arm— her right arm to be exact.

Irapesha's eyes twitched uncomfortably, but they quickly softened to a sympathetic gaze.

"Alyssa!" Tamara, unable to contain her bubbling excitement, ran to greet them. However, with the walkway slickened by a thin coat of frost, she slid right into her friend.

"It's nice to see you're like this at your home, too, Tammy." Alyssa giggled.

The group made their way up to us, but Alyssa's parents couldn't help but throw glances at the large netherfolk at my side.

"I'm Ralph," Alyssa's father said, extending a hand my way. "This is my wife, Trisha. It's nice to meet you, Mr. Katagiri."

"Akira is fine! Looks like we're meeting ahead of parents' day, huh." I shook Ralph's hand.

"You're a lot younger than I pictured in my mind." Trisha squinted.

Chances were, Ralph and Trisha were the same age as my own parents.




"Thanks to my mom's genes, but it's only downhill from here

 

thanks


 
to my dad." I grinned.




"I feel the same way about my mom and dad," Alyssa teased her parents, both of whom bursted into laughter and poked fun at each other.

The ice was broken right then and there, and I was able to make a good impression thanks to Alyssa's follow up. As they recovered from their tear-wringing laughter, Ralph patted his daughter on the back to usher her forward.

"Don't you have a gift?" her dad asked.

Alyssa reached into her backpack and pulled out a tupperware box filled with an assortment of cookies. They all looked mouthwatering, and the sugary smell wafting up to my noses told me the batch was freshly baked.

"I-I baked these for you and the dorm, Mr. Katagiri! There's snickerdoodle, oatmeal, chocolate, sugar, brown sugar, and some other flavors I already forgot. I hope your tenants will like them!" Alyssa handed the box over to me, but she couldn't help but throw glances Irapesha's way.

"That's very sweet of you, Alyssa. I know a couple of the tenants will devour these in no time. Isn't that right, Irapesha?" I nudged her in the side with my elbow and seemed to have snapped her from a trance.

"Oh, right. One among us can be quite the glutton. It's a pleasure to meet you all, and thank you for looking after our little one." Irapesha nodded graciously as if addressing royalty.

An awkward silence followed since both sides appeared too hesitant to address the elephant in the room.

Alyssa was the only one brave enough to break the tension by raising her hand. "I'd like to shake your hand, but I think we have to be missing the same limb to do that."

An uncharacteristic laugh erupted from Irapesha as she was caught off guard by the comment. Since she was missing her left, and Alyssa was missing her right, both arms were on the same side when they faced each other and wouldn't exactly clasp properly. Instead, the teen stuck out her hand with the palm upright.

Irapesha was quick to understand the gesture and placed her palm face down on it as an improvised handshake. Both of them smiled warmly as their hands joined.

When I looked over to Tamara, she was bouncing with joy at their meeting. Now I understood why one mitten was missing.

"Let's go inside! I want to show you my room," Tamara said gleefully, tugging Alyssa and Irapesha into the dorm.

"We'll be back first thing in the morning. Don't cause the dormitory too much trouble!" Trisha shouted to her daughter.

"You guys worry too much!" Alyssa sassed back before disappearing inside.

As the parents left, Elaine expelled a stale breath.

"Don't tell me you were anticipating a bad meeting." I put both hands on my hips.




"When you're representing the school district

 

and


 
have the government breathing down your neck, I am most definitely anticipating the worst. Glad you were able to navigate that being as young as you are," Elaine said.




We went inside, and I showed Elaine her temporary room adjacent to Tamara's so she could be closer to her students. Even as a chaperone, I wanted to make sure her stay here was looked after. A bed and towels were about all I had to offer though.

"Thank you. This is more than enough. May I ask where your bathroom is? I've been running around all day and worked up a sweat." She tossed her duffel bag onto the bed and rummaged through for a change of clothes.

"Downstairs past the living room and kitchen. It's a communal bath. That okay with you?" I asked.

"As long as the plumbing works." Elaine slung a towel over her shoulder and headed down.

Upon exiting, I was puzzled by the emptiness of Tamara's room. Her door was wide open for me to see inside and saw only Alyssa's backpack on the bed. As I thought to go downstairs, Cresta and Remmy were just coming out of the latter's room.

"Tamara's friend just got here. Did you guys introduce yourselves?" I asked them.

"Yep. Tamara dragged her over to Remmy's and told us to come play outside. More importantly, Alyssa told us she brought cookies. Fork 'em over!" Cresta demanded.

"Yeah, yeah. I had a feeling." I rolled my eyes and gave up the baked goodies but not before tossing a bite-sized snickerdoodle into my mouth.

"We're going down… to play with them… in the backyard. Do you want to… join us?" Remmy asked.

"You guys go ahead. I need to start dinner for two extra people— and share those cookies, Cresta!"

As they went down, the sound of Cresta munching on cookies by the mouthful in my ears, I entered my room to look out the window. Sure enough, the three were down there with Rakka, playing in what little snow remained as we were on the tail end of the winter season. They were soon joined by Cresta and Remmy, coming out from the living room.

By the time evening rolled around, dinner was ready and the group was still playing outside. Meanwhile, Ange and Elaine helped around the kitchen where they could. I told the woman a dozen times she didn't have to help as a guest, but there was no winning against a teacher.

"Now that you've seen what kind of food I whip up, does it ease your mind about what I feed my tenants?" I jokingly reminded Elaine of our conversation the last time she was here.

"I'll hand it to you. All of this does look pretty appetizing and on the healthier side of the spectrum. But it doesn't change that a third of your fridge looks like it came from Rocket Burger." Elaine cracked open the fridge to reveal the paper bags with the burger chain's logo on it.

Cresta…

"If Irapesha can't change her mind, then no one—" Ange's amusement was cut short by a sharp gasp as she cast her eyes out the kitchen window.

We followed her gaze and were not at all prepared for what we saw. Alyssa and Tamara swung high up on a tree branch from swings made of slime. Their only safety net was Cresta and Irapesha watching intently from below.

My two kitchen helpers left me in the dust, clamoring outside in a panic.

"It's so windy up here!" Tamara exclaimed.

"Tamara, that's dangerous!" Ange flew straight up with her arms outstretched, but they were swinging too much to be caught. She dared not get any closer for fear of accidentally knocking them off their seats.

The tree was just beyond the confines of the backyard, but many of the branches loomed over. I had decided against having it cut down because it provided a nice shade for three out of the four seasons. Currently, however, it seemed the girls were making use of the branches and Remmy as a swing.

"Akira, do something!" Elaine shook me by the shoulders.

"Right— Remmy!" I shouted. "Don't mean to be the killjoy, but can you at least lower the height?"

Remmy did just that and began to slowly lower them. My sigh of relief instead had the wind knocked out of my lungs from a hard slap on the back.

"Relax! I'm here to catch them if they fall," Cresta said.

"That's fine and dandy, but I don't need this sort of heart attack—"

Cresta's ears twitched just as the branch snapped, flinging Tamara and Alyssa in opposite directions. Ange was closer to Alyssa when it happened and flew to catch her, Cresta leapt into the air to catch Tamara, and Remmy dripped into Irapesha's hand as a blob.

The saviors brought both girls gingerly to the ground

"See, I told you they would be okay!" Cresta said, letting Tamara down.

I pinched Cresta's nose shut.

"O-Okay… I'm sorry! I'm sorry!"

"Don't be angry at Cresta!" Tamara threw her arms over me and apologized, too. "I only wanted to show Alyssa what netherfolks like us can do."

"That's fine, but you have to understand that Alyssa is human like me. A fall like that can injure her worse than you think." I sighed.

"I'm alright, but I think Ms. Yvans is a little worse off." Alyssa pointed to her teacher who was passed out on the ground.

Great.

I pressed a hand to my forehead and groaned out loud.




Everyone gathered to eat once Elaine awakened, and I passed off what she

 

thought


 
happened in the backyard as just a fevered dream. We needed to pull up extra seats and extend the boards on the island counters to fit two additional guests.




Irapesha watched Alyssa eat with great interest. The girl didn't miss a beat, picking what she wanted and eating without so much as spilling anything. Certainly, she would have eaten more efficiently with both hands, but missing one didn't stop her.

After dinner, Ange and Elaine chatted in the backyard. Fond stories about Tamara's time at school were in abundance, and Ange wanted to hear all of it. The other five, with the exception of Ines who returned to study in her room, stayed in the living room to play video games until they began to pass out on the couch one by one.

As I went to bring down a couple of blankets for them, I noticed Irapesha and Alyssa were still awake. Not wanting to disturb either of them, I stood in the hallway to listen in.

"It's been on my mind the entire day," Irapesha began, "but you do not have to answer if the topic is uncomfortable. "

"About how I lost my arm, right? It was a car crash. My parents told me it happened when I was six, so I barely remember it anymore. As far as I can tell, I've lived most of my life so far without it," she answered.

"Do you not feel… less of yourself without it?"

Alyssa shook her head. "Why should I? It doesn't stop me from doing the things I want to do. What about you? How did you lose yours?"

Irapesha stared at the stub.

"I think a demon bit it off."

Both of them erupted into sustained laughter and tried to control their volume so as to not wake the others sleeping around them.

This had to have been the first time Irapesha cracked a joke about her arm. Until now, she had been so depressed about it.

They continued to talk a few minutes longer until Alyssa nodded off, falling asleep against Tamara's bed of woolen hair.

Irapesha leaned back on the couch and turned the television off with the remote.

"Looks like you all had a lot of fun today," I said, finally walking in and laying blankets over their shoulders.

"Today was… pleasant. It isn't often I am humbled by one much younger and braver than myself. I shall have to thank Tamara for this one day. It feels like she intended for our meeting."

"That girl's always trying to put a smile on our faces one way or another. I'm heading up for the night. Want me to turn the heater higher for you guys?"

Irapesha shook her head. "This much is fine. I shall provide them the same warmth they have given me. Can you shut the lights on your way out?"

"Sure thing." I switched off the lights and turned back to see a content smile on Irapesha's face as she closed her eyes. "Sleep well."

"Hmm. I think I will," she whispered.





Chapter 23 - A Job Only a Dragonewt Can Do


I went downstairs to start cleaning only to find Irapesha stark naked in the backyard. Her thick, scaly tail swung back and forth while gazing up at the parting clouds. I was transfixed on her shredded body, captivated by the grooves and shapes of each muscle like the gods of Weyera had taken great care to craft in detail. Then out of nowhere—

A burst of fire was unleashed into the sky like a pillar of flames.

"WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!" I ran outside screaming.

The flames ceased once Irapesha shut her mouth.

"Oh, Akira? My apologies if I startled you. As a dragonewt and close cousin of the salamander race, my reptilian body has trouble regulating temperature. Sometimes, I get too hot and must expel the excess heat," Irapesha explained, pressing a hand to her mouth as she burped out cinders.

"By breathing fire into the sky like a maniac? There's got to be a better way…"

It really was possible to have too much stimulation in one day. That freaked me out so bad, I could no longer appreciate the god-sculpted sight before me.

Something cracked and smoked in the tree above. Several of the branches had caught fire from Irapesha's earlier outburst.

"Oh, no." I fetched a hose to put it out, but Rakka flew up and suppressed it with ice magic.

She levitated back down and landed on Irapesha's head like a hat.

"Baa~"

Inspiration struck.

"How about we have Rakka help cool you down?" I suggested.

Irapesha glanced up, and Rakka glanced down, then bleated approvingly.

"Having a mana beast help might work. However, Rakka and I aren't acquainted enough to assess how much magic she should use." Irapesha frowned.

"Trial and error, right?" I unfolded a lounging chair on the porch and gestured for her to sit down. But the moment she laid down, the whole thing crumbled beneath her weight.

"I… I apologize for that as well." She closed her eyes in shame.

"Well… trial and error…." I kicked the broken seat away.




Irapesha laid down, and I couldn't help but admire my tenant's physique. She was

 

yoked


 
, with clearly defined abs and bulging muscles. Unlike the tinier Cresta whose strength came from being a homunculus, Irapesha worked hard to develop her body into a living weapon.




"So exactly how hot are you?" I cleared my throat to ask.

"I encourage you to touch me and find out for yourself," Irapesha said.

"That's not exactly something you should tell a guy…" I placed a hand on her forehead and jumped back.




The tips of my finger came away slightly singed. It felt like I grazed my hand against a burning stovetop. When we were back in Elza, she wasn't

 

this


 
hot.




An idea suddenly came to mind.

"Before we start. There's something I want to try." I rushed back into the house to fetch an egg and came back to crack it on top of Irapesha's stomach.

"Is this what humans do for fun? Cooking on another's stomach?" she asked as it sizzled on her abs.

"Nope. Just me. Thank you for this blessed meal."

Once it was cooked to sunny-side up perfection, I plated the sucker to eat. Suffice to say, it was heavenly. No one else could say they cooked an egg on a dragonewt's body except me.

We moved forward with the Rakka idea and had her hop onto Irapesha's stomach. She seemed perfectly fine despite being possibly cooked alive. It might be her trait as a mana beast that protected her.

In no time at all, Irapesha's demeanor softened.

"This is actually working. I feel the heat leaving my body, like it's being drained away!" Irapesha exclaimed in surprise.

"That's good— wait, drained?" I parroted.

Rakka trembled, then opened her mouth to let loose a blast of fire that destroyed the backyard fence on the other end. My mouth dropped, and the sheep merely burped from the aftermath.

That could have gone a lot worse if she was facing the dormitory.

"It feels like the outcome turned out the same way," Irapesha remarked about the destruction.

"The Laws of Thermodynamics striking back when you least suspect it to… Okay, Irapesha. Get dressed, because we've got some fixing to do." I sighed.

Due to Rakka accidentally destroying a large section of the fence in the backyard, Irapesha and I had to go to a hardware store to fix the problem. Normally, issues with the house such as plumbing, yard work, or even the car would be left to professionals on Professor Markel's call. I wanted to assume responsibility for my own mistake, and it gave my new tenant a chance to get out of the dorm.

That was just an excuse though. I just didn't want to tell the professor that I let a mana beast shoot a fireball in the backyard.

Besides, all we needed to buy was a couple of tools and pre-cut lumber for the fence.

"Your people have more choices in cereal brands than selection in lumber. This is a strange world indeed," Irapesha remarked, running a hand across a smooth board of wood.

"Don't remind me." I rolled my eyes. "But hey, it's the freedom to choose what you want, and I know exactly what we need already anyway."

I tried to lift a pile of boards that was closest in color to the dark brown of our fence, but they were way too heavy and unwieldy being as long as they were. The dragonewt gently pulled me away and lifted ten boards at once onto the flatbed cart.

"Allow me to carry and push everything. How many more do we need?" she asked.

"Let's anticipate future mishaps and go with 30," I said, thanking her as well.

Watching Irapesha lift heavy boards that would otherwise crush my puny body gave me anxiety. Her powerful arm and hand treated them like toothpicks. Every step she took hit the ground with a loud thud.

People around us took out their phones to snap pictures of the dragonewt, whose extra large clothing were pulled taut against her muscular body. The black tank top looked like it would rip the moment she flexed. Finding outfits for her had been the hardest thing, and we had to goto the men's section to even begin to find adequate sizes.

"Excuse me, young lady." An older woman with white hair and walking on a cane approached us. "Could I trouble you to bring down five pieces of picket?"

She must not have been getting any help from the store employees to have come to us.

"It is no trouble at all." Irapesha kindly obliged and brought down the pickets as the woman asked for, then gingerly placed them into her cart.

"Thank you so much, dearie!" The lady flashed a gumless smile and shuffled off.

"Will all humans become so frail like that one day?" she asked me.

"I mean, yeah. Only natural, right? Getting old is the same for netherfolks, too? Even Tarcosa, with all his powerful magic, can't stop time," I said

"Aging is of little concern to me. I had resolved to die in the war. That isn't to say I'm not grateful for you saving me. It is just… at the moment, I feel adrift at sea and unsure which direction to head anymore."




When I promised to help Irapesha find her passion and calling in her new life on Earth, it hadn't occurred to me how difficult it would be to find something. She seemed distant. She was living but not really

 

living.





The most alive she had been was during the skydiving trip. Unfortunately, that wasn't an activity we can just keep pestering Professor Markel for.

As we made our way to the checkout, a forklift carrying a stack of lumber unsteadily entered the wide aisle after us. Two workers blocked off both ends with a waist-high, metal fence. However, a small child weaved passed us. Irapesha lifted her own leg as the kid darted into the aisle.

Our eyes followed the boy just as the forklift raised itself and struck the metal shelf it was trying to place the payload on, causing the lumber to lurch.

"Oh, no— the kid!" I yelled.

A vacuum of wind nearly sucked me in as Irapesha darted into action. She leapt over the barrier and threw herself on top of the child. Heavy boards of lumber buried them with a sickening crash.

My chest dropped into the deepest pit of my stomach.

"Irapesha!" I raced over to the pile that was about the same height as myself.

A woman shrieked as she also came running, presumably the mother of the child who ran in.

Employees poured in to help, but the boards were too entrenched into the pile. Other people began crowding around and some pitched in to pull. Our efforts, however, quickly proved pointless.

Irapesha stood straight up, forcing aside lumber and debris. She cradled the child in her arm, who was shaken but otherwise unharmed.

"Thank god." I let out a hoarse breath.




"Did you really think

 

I


 
would be done in by shaven sticks?" Irapesha cracked a grin, handing the child back to his tearful mother.




"Geez. 'Oh, she's fine!' is not my first thought when a whole house falls on you…"

Firefighters and a paramedic were on the scene before we even checked out. As we were heading to the car, one of them in the tan and yellow jacket flagged us down.

"Heard you were the one that jumped right in to save the kid. I'm Kerry. Vandice Fire Department fire chief. You two got a minute?" the large man asked and extended a hand.

Irapesha enveloped his hand with her own and shook.

"It was nothing. I'm sure anyone would have done the same," she replied humbly.

"I sure hope not after hearing what you did! Anyone else would be tenderized. Look, I'll cut to the point: my department could use a fire fighter like you. A netherfolk as durable as yourself can do a lot of good saving lives like you did back there. Interested?" he asked.

Irapesha's eyes widened with interest. She turned to me as if seeking permission.

"Hell, you'll be the first netherfolk employed in a firefighting job!" I exclaimed. "You have the strength, the resistance to fire, and the constitution against smoke to be one."


Do good things, and they will come back around.


Irapesha was currently in a rut. She faced the same crisis many veterans returning from war faced, a dissociation from the rest of society. Who could tell someone who was once under constant threat of gunfire and shelling to just sit down and retire to a comfy life? You couldn't.

This was the perfect chance for her to explore an option presented to her. And while I didn't like the idea of putting Irapesha in the line of danger, facing it was what she felt most familiar with.

"In that case, I would like to hear more." Irapesha nodded, her composure simmering with excitement.

"Great! You guys should drop by the department when you're free. We'd love to have you!" Kerry smiled.

We drove to the fire department after dropping the lumber off at the dormitory. The firefighters were currently performing maintenance on their trucks. Kerry, who was out of the fire retardant uniform and overseeing things, put down his clipboard when he saw us.

"You guys made it!"

"Believe me, she couldn't sit still until we got here." I grinned.

"How could I not be curious?" Irapesha said. "Akira told me a little bit about what firefighters do. I'd like to hear more from you in detail."

Kerry gestured for us to follow him into the building.

Fellow firefighters greeted us on the way into the garage, where three trucks were being serviced by someone with a checklist. The men and women were all people much larger than me in more ways than one. The discipline, the camaraderie in working together, it all brought a smile to Irapesha's face. Unlike the soldier she used to be, who protected home from afar, these were the heroes at home.

"As our name implies, we mostly fight fires," Kerry began, his chest already swelling with pride. "Across the entire state of the Golden State, we deal with thousands of fires a year in and out of the city. That means we have to be on our toes every single day. It ain't all we do though. We respond to emergency situations, providing police and medical services back-up before they even get there!"

The more Irapesha listened, the greater her interest was piqued. However, she clenched her fist in front of herself and grew sullen.

"Even though I'm crippled… would I still be of use?" Irapesha asked.

Kerry glanced my way, surprised that she could consider something like that. As he was about to open his mouth, a shrill siren sent everyone into action. In the time I flinched and recoiled from the noise, they had thrown on their equipment.

"Apartment complex downtown is smoking something fierce," one firefighter relayed, who was in the driver's seat of the truck and tapping into the center console.

"I shouldn't do this, but why don't you two hop in and see what we do best?" Kerry suggested.

It wasn't everyday someone got the chance to ride in a firetruck. Irapesha and I accepted the invitation. I climbed into the backseat, but since the dragonewt didn't fit, she clung to the side of the truck instead.

We arrived at the three-story apartment in which the entire third floor was gushing smoke. Some people were hanging by the windows, seriously considering jumping out.

The firefighters went right to work, and after assessing the safety and risk of the burning building, split into their designated tasks. A group ran straight into the building to evacuate those on the lower floors. The firetrucks raised their ladders closer to the people hanging on the third floor and rooftop. Meanwhile, the rest were putting out fires where they could.

"Incredible. Their discipline is impressive… Please, allow me to help!" Irapesha said to Kerry.

"No can do. You're still a civilian and not certified. I can't let you put yourself in that situation yet. Stay here," he urged.

Once the fire chief left, I could tell Irapesha was aching to do something.

"You're going in, aren't you?" I asked her.

Irapesha cast her eyes to a broken window. A firefighter on the ladder of his truck seemed desperate to go inside, but the flames and smoke were too overwhelming.

"I won't if you tell me not to," she said.

"Don't let me stop you. I'll pretend I didn't see a thing." I winked.

The dragonewt raced into the building just as firefighters were pouring out of it with the injured. Even the lift was quickly moving away. Something was very wrong if they were all retreating.

"Get back! Get back!" Kerry exited the truck and screamed for everyone to take cover.

He threw me behind the truck and himself on top of me as an explosion rocked the entire block. Scalding debris and cinders were sent all over the place. The entire third floor had exploded. I glanced up in time to see Irapesha landing so hard, her talons cratered the asphalt beneath her feet. Two unconscious people were in her arm, and although she herself was charred black except for her red scales, she was no more injured than when she first went in.

"Jesus…" Kerry uttered, waving the smoke away from his face. "There's nothing crippled about you, lady."

Irapesha put the two people in her down, who were quickly taken care of by firefighters fixing oxygen masks on them.

"Not scared for my safety this time?" Irapesha teasingly asked, wiping the soot from her eyes.

"You and Cresta need a life lesson in self-preservation." I rolled my eyes.





Chapter 24 - Remmy Wants to Play


Lately, Irapesha had been coming home much later and happier now that she took interest in something. Kerry and the Vandice Fire Department brought her on as a trainee while she was enrolled in a local fire academy to become a qualified firefighter. I couldn't be more happy for her. The most ironic thing to me was that she was a dragonewt fighting fires.

Whether this was going to be good for her in the long run remained to be seen.

When I had brought it up to Ines, she thought it was a great idea. She explained that many veterans ended up in law enforcement at the end of their service. The unfortunate ones might end up homeless or suffering from PTSD and other mental illnesses, so this made Irapesha one of the luckier ones.

It was a late Tuesday morning. Cresta, Irapesha, and Tamara were gone, Remmy was still cooped up in her room, and Ange was sleeping in. Our resident college student Ines had left to go to her campus to take care of an academic mishap concerning credits. Despite how crowded the dorm had become, it could still get quite lonely and quite sometimes.

Once I finished mopping the kitchen floor, I decided to pay Remmy a visit in her room and carried a glass of milk and oatmeal up.

"Remmy! I brought you something to eat," I called, knocking on the door with my foot since my hands were full.

It opened with a gentle creek, and I walked in just as the tentacle that opened the door retracted back to her body. She was playing a first-person shooter, mouse precisely flicking from one end of the mousepad to the next, and staring at the screen with the focus of a laser.

"Are ya winning, daughter?" I asked on the way in.

A slimy tentacle extended itself and slapped me square across the cheek.

"Gross. I hope you know the origins of that meme is sexual in nature," Remmy viciously remarked.

Something about her disposition and manner of speech had changed.

"Wait… Gamer-Remmy?" I called out while rubbing the side of my cheek.

"Oh, looks like I lost the bet. He figured it out." The Remmy in front of me split into a second one that took a seat on the bed.

"That means you owe a new manga series to read," the new Remmy said, only to split a third one which sat beside her.

"But I was… hoping we could play… a party game together…" The third Remmy sighed.




"Okay,

 

that's


 
my Remmy. What the hell happened? You guys can split again?" I asked the room for any answer at all.




The three of them glanced at each other as if to decide on a collective answer to give.

"Since three days ago," they answered simultaneously.

"Too many voices are echoing in my head and it's all Remmy!" I clutched my noggin in agony. "You're doing fine, right? Are you going through a rough patch? Do you need someone to talk to?"

My worry was coming from a place I had already helped Remmy out of. After all, the splitting into multiple forms was a defense mechanism against the trauma of being made a living alchemy experiment by demons.

Manga-Remmy hugged her regular counterpart from behind and squished their cheeks together.

"Remmy's fine. I think she just missed us, and that's why we're back," she said.

Remmy looked me in the eyes and nodded.

"Not that I mind. I keep seeing her make noob mistakes like keeping her crosshairs low. It frustrated me so much that I couldn't do anything about it. I can now though— So fuck these shitters! THAT'S WHAT I'M TALKING ABOUT, BABY!" she roared into the computer screen after winning the match.

"I guess this room will be a lot rowdier from now on." I chuckled.

Remmy became amorphous to escape from her clone's hold and reformed in front of me.

"Is it okay… to have them around?" she asked.

"Of course, it is! They're you, which makes them tenants of this dorm." I put a hand on her head like I did so casually with Cresta and Tamara, but all I got on me was a palm smeared with slime.

"We actually have something to ask you," the gaming one said.

The girls glanced up at me with a request, but it was Remmy prime who spoke in their place.

"Can we… go to a video game store… together?"

"Oooh! Look at all these physical boxes! I want them all. I want every single one to build a collection!" Gamer-Remmy exclaimed.

"Oh, god. I should have just stayed home. Or stayed inside Remmy…" Manga-Remmy rolled her eyes, dragging her feet on the way in.

On Remmy's request, we visited a video game store in person. The closest one I found was the store inside Vandice mall, the same one I had brought Cresta and Ange to buy clothes at. It wasn't very big, but there weren't exactly department-store sized video game stores thanks to so many things going digital. The few that existed now sold older games or did trade-ins, and had been mostly converted into gaming lounges with a bar.

I had an inkling that the reason Remmy wanted to come out here was because she couldn't find a specific game online, and a physical store was the last place to check. For her to fidget and glance around the shelves made that pretty evident.

"What are we looking for anyway? Can I help look?" I asked.

"It's okay. I can search on my own." Remmy began to split into more clones. Two, four, eight, sixteen… All of them fanned out across the store in search of a game. The employee on shift rushed out from the counter to stop her.

"E-Excuse me! Please, don't create more copies of yourself! I don't mean to single out a netherfolk, but we have other guests around and too many people in the store is a fire hazard," the college-aged employee explained.

"Sorry…" All of the clones returned to her body except for the two that came with us.

"If you need help finding something, you can always ask me," he said, relieved that we weren't crowding the store anymore.

"I was… hoping you can find… this game…" She held out a small piece of paper which the guy squinted at.

"Hmm… Oh! That's a rare game you're looking for since it wasn't very popular. Maybe someone traded it in at some point. You can look through this pile of games here." The employee led us to a waist-high box where grocery stores normally put a load of watermelons into. It was instead filled with used and worn games from decades in the past that no one played anymore.

Remmy began to rummage through the piles with dozens of tentacles helping her. It looked like something she wanted to do on her own, so it wasn't my place to butt in. In the meantime, I wandered off to the lounge and found Gamer-Remmy challenging people to Smash.

"This idiot's been playing since the moment we got here," Manga-Remmy said.

"Oh, come on. You guys suck! We can do 3v1 and you still wouldn't win," she taunted those around her.

"Geez, Remmy. You don't have to patronize people in a casual game—"

Someone shoulder checked me as they walked by. A larger dude with thick-rimmed glasses and shaggy hair snorted in my direction.

"Smash isn't casual. God, I hate when people call it a party game," he growled.

"Oh, no. I'm not getting into this talk." I tried to be the better man and walk away, but he grabbed my shoulders to force me to face him.

"It's the most competitive video game ever made!"

Tendrils of slime wrapped around the man's arm and pulled him away from me.

"Hey, Fatso. If you're looking for a fight, sit down and put a controller in your mouth instead!" Gamer-Remmy sneered.

"Fine, but I'm not going easy on you just because you're a netherfolk and girl! Just so you know, I'm a three-time tournament champion around these parts."

Despite talking a big game, he lost. Badly. Gamer-Remmy's controls were too precise and mechanical. She systematically slaughtered him, leaving the guy in tears and walking away in shame. Everyone had actually lost against her, but he seemed to be taking it a lot more harshly.

"Looks like the three-time tournament champion just got three-stocked. Loooooseeerrrr!" She bursted into laughter.

"I never knew Remmy had such a toxic side when it came to video games…" I put a hand to my face and groaned.

"This is par for the course," the other Remmy said.

"We should get back to your main body. Remmy might've already found the game she was looking for. Lose the controller already," I urged the toxic gamer.

"Fine." She tossed the controller onto the couch and hopped off.

However, when we got back to Remmy, we found her being bullied by the same guy who just lost at Smash to her clone. He held something high over his head like a childish game of keep-away. Because Remmy wasn't a confrontational kind of person, she didn't try to speak or reach for whatever he was holding.

"Not so tough now, huh? You were so cocky earlier, dumb bitch!" He taunted her.

"Hey, what do you think you're doing!" I shouted, coming between them.

Before he could utter a word, a dozen slimy tentacles mummified his body and pulled him to the ground. Both Remmys came to her defense by incapacitating the guy and taking away what he had in his hand.

"Sore losers are even worse…" they said together.

"Are you okay, Remmy?" I turned around to a shaken slime girl.

Remmy nodded.

One of her copies handed her the game case. It was a cute-looking game with varied colors of slime blobs on the case cover, smiling happily and bouncing around on a grassy field. The description read that it had a multiplayer component to it, which might have been why she wanted to pick up the game now that her clones were back.

The others were happy for her, too, and it warmed my heart to see them interacting so casually.

"Aren't you glad your friends are back?" I asked, catching their contagious excitement.

"I am." Remmy smiled.

Back in the comforts of our home, the trio of Remmys beelined it to their room to play the newly purchased game. I, on the other hand, noted the single black sedan in the parking lot and knew Professor Markel had paid a visit.

Sure enough, he was inside being kept company by Ange and Irapesha in the living room. They were sitting around the coffee table and having tea together when I entered.

"Ah, Akira. Good timing. Irapesha was just telling me how you cooked an egg on her abdomen," Professor Markel said.

"I, uh… It was for research purposes," I lied.




"

 

Personal


 
research, I take it?" He raised a brow, eliciting laughter from the other two. "Because that didn't show up in your report. Anyway, you may want to refrain from conducting such experiments with your next tenant."




"I'm getting another new tenant so soon?!"

"Irapesha and I have been playing the guessing game while we waited for you to come home," Ange chimed in.

"Unfortunately, the professor has a poker face worthy enough to fool anyone," Irapesha added.

They say that, but the bags under Professor Markel's eyes looked a lot heavier this time around.

"So, who's the lucky tenant?" I asked.

"I don't know," the professor said.

"What?" everyone uttered and blinked incredulously at him.

"This is beyond my control, and we're currently working out the details. Whoever it is must be a very important figure, enough to bully High-King Tarcosa into sweating bullets to make this happen," he explained.




Now

 

we


 
were sweating bullets.







Someone that could bully

 

the


 
strongest being in all of Weyera?

 

That


 
Tarcosa? Sounded like my next tenant was going to be an even greater handful.








Chapter 25 - The Seventh Tenant is a… What?!


"Alright!"

I just finished furnishing the room for our new tenant after spending the entire week putting the furniture together. If anyone ever told me assembling IKEA furniture was easy, I'd slap them. Their diagrams and instructions must have been written by an intern technical writer or something. I had better luck eyeballing everything and building from there instead.

"I brought the bedsheets!" Tamara trotted in with a stack of sheets in her arms and Rakka with a pillow on her head.

"Thanks for the help, you two. I'll make sure to let the new tenant know you guys had a hand in putting her room together."

"Hehe. I can't wait to meet them," the sheep girl said, bouncing with joy.

Tamara was always eager to meet and befriend new people. From what Elaine had told me, she went from being bullied to the most popular kid in school. While her being a netherfolk certainly contributed, it wasn't hard to see how far that personality's gotten her.

When Ange entered the room to check on its progress, Tamara raced up to her and both of them knocked their horns against each other. Never did I wish more at that moment to also have horns and do the same. It was apparently what Tamara's race often did to show affection, and Ange was more than happy to be on the receiving end.

"I see you have put in more effort into this room than when I arrived," Ange said.

"Cresta would beg to differ," I replied, recalling her reaction when I was dressing nicely for Ange's arrival.

"Have you received word when they are to come?" she asked.

"Still no word from Professor Markel. I'm wondering if they got stopped by paperwork or something—"


Ping!


Speak of the devil. An emergency notification reached my phone directly from the professor. Tamara and Ange crowded around me to read it. The text was short and drew more questions than answers.

"My condolences," it read.

"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" I asked aloud.

Cresta popped her head into the room. "Guys, look outside!"

The four of us planted our faces against the room window. Several helicopters and military soldiers had formed a perimeter outside the dorm.

We raced out to the parking lot just as a grand carriage pulled by four horses with obsidian fur and burning manes rode in. Ines, Remmy, and Irapesha joined us. A few of them seemed to already know who it was.




"Oh. It's

 

her


 
," Irapesha remarked curtly.




"I suspected as much, but I had hoped to be wrong." Ange sighed.

A black sedan entered not long after, and Professor Markel spilled out of the vehicle in a panic, cursing to himself. He was about to open the carriage door when it was kicked open and smacked him in the face.

From the carriage came a woman with deep cocoa skin and long, pointed ears. She donned a purple dress with black accents and golden embroidery. Jewelry adorned every finger on both hands and earrings decorated the length of her ears. So haughty was the elf's demeanor that her nose was perpetually angled to the sky to look down on everyone. Her long, platinum-white hair was done in curls, gathered to the right side of her head and flowing down her chest like a waterfall.

"This is to be my new home? It doesn't look like much. Several hundred times smaller than my castle, but fine. This shall have to do. And where is my so-called caretaker?" the regal elven woman asked.

Ange hooked a finger under my chin to close my opened mouth. The click of my teeth snapped me out of it, and I stepped forward to meet the new tenant.

"R-Right here! I'm Akira. It's nice to meet you," I said, extending a hand and saw that we were of equal height.

She squinted at my hand as if appalled that I dared think she would ever shake. I awkwardly retracted the hand back to my side.

"Someone introduce me already," she ordered.

Professor Markel came around, rubbing his nose after getting smacked by the door.

"Standing before you is Queen Valeanor Messier of the Kingdom of Altoria, and she has strong-armed her way into this world… whether we like it or not," he grumbled at the end.




"You put

 

royalty


 
into my dormitory?!" I exclaimed, then cleared my throat and knelt. "Y-Your Majesty."




"Yes, finally! It gladdens me that you understand how to treat a queen," Valeanor said, puffing out her chest.

The professor sighed. "Well, we haven't knelt to kings and queens in almost 250 years. You're in for a big surprise if you expect the same treatment you had back in Weyera."

"Er… Should I not kneel?" I awkwardly asked.

"Do what you wish. She is yours to deal with now, so good luck." He made an about face to head back to the car. "I'll prepare a dossier for you when I can. This was far too sudden."

The special task force pulled the horses and carriage away as they left, leaving me with an elven queen to welcome into the dorm.

"Hello, my dears! This meager manor has been graced by my presence, and you shall all be much better off for it." Valeanor smiled.

Remmy and Ines rolled their eyes and were the first to return to the dorm.

"Hey, do not ignore me!" She stomped the ground like throwing a tantrum.

"Valeanor, I'm told you bullied King Tarcosa to clear a way through to this world," Irapesha said, regarding the queen with the casualness of old friends.

"Oh, Irapesha!" Her voice rose several octaves to an annoyingly patronizing pitch. "How wonderful it is to see that you are not dead. Your little king owes me so much, and this is the least he could do."

Tamara, with Rakka in her arms, approached Valeanor to introduce themselves to her.

"I'm Tamara, and this is Rakka. I hope we can get along!" Tamara beamed.

Valeanor fell to her knees and wheezed. "Y-You're so precious!"

"Stay away from the strange dark elf, little one." Ange pulled Tamara away like a mother defending her child from stranger danger.

"And the demoness is here, too! I was told a succubus lived here, but I didn't expect her to be you, Angeline."

"Er… You two have history?" I butted into their reunion.

"Indeed." Valeanor nodded. "I'm the reason Angeline is alive to enjoy this new life of hers."

When I turned to Ange for answers, she uttered an exhausted scoffed and said, "We can talk about that later. I'm sure Valeanor would like to see her new home."




"

 

Queen


 
Valeanor! And yes, show me to my bedchamber at once," she demanded, strutting past us.




"I kinda like her. I think she's going to fit right in!" Cresta exclaimed excitedly.

"You really think so?" I sighed in disbelief.

The instant we stepped inside, Valeanor had already determined that this place didn't suit her tastes. She drew a finger over the stairs' handrail and frowned from the thinner layer of dust. Everywhere her eyes landed brought her disappointment. If the dorm had feelings, she would have shamed it into depression.




"How do you expect someone like

 

me


 
to sleep in such… paltry accommodations?" Valeanor asked, gazing into her room from the hallway. The queen walked no farther as though taking another step in would reduce her to a lowly peasant.




"Paltry?" I repeated in exasperation after spending the whole morning making it look nice.

"Where is your room?" she asked.

"My room is actually at the center! You want to see?" I made the mistake of showing her because she took greater interest in mine than the other one.

"Still not large enough for my likings, but I shall take it." The elf entered with her arms folded, inspecting every inch of the room.

"Now hold on a sec—"

"Are you sure?" Ange slapped a hand over my mouth and flashed a teasing smirk Valeanor's way. "This demon and human have soiled the bed countless times with our very wet, sweaty lovemaking sessions."

Valeanor choked and staggered out of the room. Back pressed to the banister, it looked like she was disgusted to have even wallowed in the air within.

"Excuse me?! How… How obscene! Oh, by the gods— why wouldn't you tell me such a thing?" Her anguished groans were music to Ange's ears as evidenced by her bemused smile.

"Okay, let's try not to traumatize the new tenant right off the bat." I broke away from Ange to calm Valeanor down. "How about this. I'll make some renovations to combine two rooms together to make a larger one. Until then, you can use my room for now, and I'll change out the bed sheets so you don't feel so icky about sleeping in there."

"V-Very well… That shall suffice," she stammered, her cheeks flushed and unable to meet my eyes.

What a handful.

Over the course of the day, I moved my personal stuff into Ange's room to stay with her until the renovation for Valeanor's larger room was finished. The queen had no shortage of demands and made great effort to continue reminding me. Furniture had to be rearranged to her specifications. She preferred candles to electrical lights, bed sheets and curtains had to be of the silken variety, and demanded multiple bookshelves to fill a collection of botanical tomes brought over from Weyera.

When I returned to the dorm from a long shopping journey to find suitable silken sheets, Valeanor was nowhere to be found in my room. My ears were drawn to a conversation in Ange's room, where Valeanor was sitting at the desk in front of my computer. Cresta and Ange flanked her sides, both pointing to the screen in what was a very deja vu moment.

"As you can see," Ange began, "you dark elves are one of this world's most sexually fetishized race."

"They like showing that your ears are the most sensitive parts!" Cresta bellowed with laughter.

"Why are you guys showing her porn?!" I screamed.

Valeanor turned to me, face full of disgust and shaming intent. "You… You beast… Don't you dare come any closer! I know what your kind wants to do to an elf such as myself!"

"Oh, good grief…" Sighing at this new rite of passage that Ange and Cresta have come up with, I could only fathom how to repair the impression Valeanor has on humans now.





Chapter 26 - Valeanor Messier


Valeanor was not adjusting well. This wasn't to say she was having a bad time here, or that she wasn't getting along with the others. She was. Everyone humored her in their own way and played up to her snobbishness.

After Irapesha went to training, Cresta begged me until I agreed to whip up some hamburgers for her to eat. Enter Queen Valeanor Messier, drawn in by the savory smell of beef and tangy sauce like a bee to a flower. She watched the ravenous feline devour the meal in a matter of seconds.

"May I inquire as to what you are eating?" Valeanor asked.

"Iht borghfer," Cresta replied with a full mouth and open, sending bits of the burger flying out.

"By the gods… Your table manners aside, I am rather curious about Earthen cuisines. Burgers are what you call food for the rabble, yes?" She curiously inspected the plate of beef patty goodness. A slender finger with a long nail poked at the cushiony bun that was blanketed in sesame seeds.




"Of all the meals

 

Your Highness


 
is interested in, you're lucky burgers exist along the entire spectrum and aren't

 

just


 
for the rabbles," I answered.




Valeanor sat one seat apart from Cresta to avoid the messy eater.

"My palette demands something more refined, something fit for a queen than a sandwich. Go on now. Get to it," she urged.

"What would I even make?" I threw open the fridge, trying to come up with a recipe that might suit her gourmet tastes.

Since we had some leftover rice and beef stock, I whipped her up a Japanese omurice that would make my mother proud. When I placed it in front of Valeanor's face, however, she was markedly unimpressed.

"Rice and eggs?" Valeanor monotonously said.

"Here's the best part." I drew the knife across the egg which split the creamy and golden interior over the fried rice, then poured demi-glace sauce over the top for a deep-brown finish.

Valeanor gasped, eyes glistening as much as the sauce.

"How did you achieve such a thing? Is it magic?"

"No, but having my cooking be equated to magic is probably the best compliment I've ever received. These guys just gobble everything down and ask for more." I gestured to Cresta, whose face was covered in sauce after gorging her fourth burger.

"This is… so heavenly…" The queen elf took one bite from the omurice and fell into a rapturous state of ecstasy.

"Here, try this. It's a gourmet sauce that costs a whole lot of money to buy!" Cresta handed Valeanor a bottle of… ketchup sauce.

"An expensive red nectar?" She squeezed some onto her finger to taste and lit up like the sun. Impressed by its taste, she drenched her meal in it until the plate was red. "Your tribute is acceptable, but don't you dare think to simply feed me rice and eggs next time— Unless it is this of course!"




The demeanor of the regal dark elven queen faltered with each spoonful scooped into her mouth. She squealed with such joy that I started getting hungry. Though I was beginning to wonder how much her palette tasted the omurice, and how much was actually just a newfound love for

 

ketchup


 
.




"You just convinced her that ketchup was a gift from god," I whispered to Cresta as she came by to drop her plates in the sink.

"Hehe! I like Val! She's funny," Cresta said.

Since Valeanor occupied my room and by extension the bathroom in it, Ange no longer had access to it and went back to using the communal bathroom. Before, she would often waltz around the room naked to tease me, but because it wasn't available to her for the time being, she had enough sense to throw on a bathrobe. Though haphazardly at that.

During a chance encounter, Valeanor exited her room and walked into Ange who was just coming back from a bath.

"You, sex demon! Must you wear your clothing so indecently?" Valeanor pointed an accusatory finger at Ange.

"What? Why should it matter what I wear at home?" Ange asked, opening her bathrobe to reveal even more cleavage. "You should be proud of your own, no matter how small they are in comparison to mine."

"Oh, I never— How dare you imply that mine are small." She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms under her chest to make them appear slightly larger."

"Okay, ladies. Let's not fight about boob sizes! All sizes matter in this household!" I went between them before a fight broke out.

When I pushed them apart, my hands missed the shoulders and grabbed each breast instead. I realized too late and received a hard slap across my cheek. Valeanor had struck true and hard, then retracted her arms to her chest to protect herself.

"Ow… I deserved that…" My cheek burned so much, I didn't want to touch it.

"I'm sure you're the reason this caretaker has become so lecherous!" Valeanor said of the succubus.

Ange erupted into a hearty laughter.

"If only that were true," she said, wiping a tear from her eye.

"Maybe it's just me, but it seems like you two are a lot friendlier than I thought despite being former enemies?" I asked Valeanor.

"Perhaps if it was any other demon. As it happens, it was I who helped Ange escape from her ilk and sent her to that shambling bag of bones Tarcosa," the Valeanor casually replied.

"Really?"

"Valeanor treated me very well. Though I'm sure it was due to our aligning interests to end the demons' reign of terror," Ange added, then grew somber from a sad thought crossing her mind. "I owe you an apology. It is because they caught wind of my actions that—"

The elven queen spun around to head back into her room.

"You needn't apologize. We won. That is all that should matter," she said, shutting the door behind her.

"Valeanor may be difficult, but she has sacrificed more than any of us have in the Calamitous War." Ange placed a hand on my cheek to heal away the wound but left me with more questions than answers.

Later at night, everyone with the exception of Valeanor was downstairs playing video games on the TV. Irapesha came home with a fat order of burgers for dinner.

"I figured you deserve a treat for holding back for as long as you did," Irapesha said to Cresta, setting the meal onto the counter for everyone to pick what they wanted.

"Oh… Uh… Thanks, Pesha! You're the best!" Cresta exclaimed.

"Did you eat hamburgers today?" Irapesha put her one arm on her hip and glared.

"No…" She averted her gaze to avoid Irapesha's discerning slit pupils.

"Remmy!" Ines chased after one of the slime clones."You can't just take five for yourself because you can split into multiple slimes!"

Ange lifted Tamara and Rakka onto a seat, but a shift in movement from the hallway caught their attention. Valeanor was awkwardly peeking in and seemed unsure of joining.

"Why don't you bring our new tenant over to join us?" I suggested to Tamara, knowing full well that Valeanor was weak to the sheep girl.

"Okay!" Tamara hopped off and raced out of the living room, then returned a second later, pulling Valeanor in by hand.

"Wait— A queen such as myself has no interest in playing!" Despite her protests, Valeanor allowed herself to be led in.

Tamara pushed Valeanor up to the island counter and dragged out a seat for her. "Let's eat together! Have you tried hamburgers yet? Cresta really loves them. They're so juicy and savory!"

"F-Fine. I suppose I shall avail myself to one." Valeanor picked up a burger from the bag, dragging several ketchup packets out with it. She one between two fingers, recognizing only the image of a tomato on the red packet. "Is this what I think it is?"

"It's ketchup. There's plenty more inside the bag. Should I have asked for more packets?" Irapesha asked, holding a teary-eyed Cresta up by the scruff of her neck and burger in the other.




"It seems they are more abundant and inexpensive than I was told…

 

Someone


 
has some explaining to do!" she exclaimed.




"Uh-oh… Pesha, let me go! Quick, before she— Uaaahhh!" Cresta was held still and forced to accept her punishment from Valeanor, having her cheeks pinched and pulled to their limits.





Chapter 27 - Carnival Trip


This morning we had set out to go on an adventure. At least that's what I had told my tenants. What I really meant was a carnival. As the winter season was coming to an end, we were entering the carnival season in the transition to spring.

I saw an online brochure of carnivals all over Southern California, put in the request to Professor Markel to take the dorm out to one, and were now headed to the closest one with everyone.

…Including some tag-alongs that were supposed to keep themselves discreet.

I glanced out my side of the window to see a black sedan two lanes over. There were several others on the road at varying distances. It was obvious Professor Markel assigned them to watch over us.

Although I didn't expect anything to go awry and understood it was protocol, this felt a little much. My only hope was that they stayed out of the way enough not to bother the tenants. Not that a certain tenant wasn't already bothered anyway.

"Ugh. This carriage is too cramped. That meddling old human… How dare he take away my beloved steeds," Valeanor said. She had one leg over the other, arms folded, and made her displeasure painfully apparent.




Normally, Ange would sit in the passenger seat to be next to me. But because the elven queen

 

had


 
to sit where she thought was most important, we agreed that it was best given to her instead.




"There's no way those horses and a wooden carriage would be allowed on the road." I rolled my eyes, imagining those massive beasts and a carriage barreling through the lanes.

"I just can't believe I have to sit in this metal carriage for over an hour without servants to massage my legs, a cellar of wine, and a grand marble bath," she groaned.




"I'm sorry— You had

 

what


 
in your carriage?" I asked, flicking my gaze between her and the road.




"It was a pocket dimension," she began with a smile, excited to have found an opportunity to brag. "Crafted by my court magisters to contain an entire mansion within. This paltry vehicle is possibly a hundred times smaller!"




What the hell. That sounded cool as shit. Now

 

I


 
was mad at Professor Markel for not letting her keep it so that we could use it. But given her comparison of 'a hundred times smaller', I doubted she would be satisfied with anything less than a megayacht.




"Is that the carnival?" Tamara and Cresta asked, both their faces pressed to the window in the backseat. The latter's tail was swaying faster and faster the closer we got, and the former whose tail was a tiny cotton ball of fluff shook with anticipation.

A ferris wheel and large blow-up mascot of a clown greeted our arrival. It was too bad we came during the day. When the lights turned on at night, it would be quite the show. I only wanted us to come early because it would be less crowded, but maybe I was too hopeful.

The parking lot was packed to the brim, and finding a spot was a bitch and a half. I finally found a spot way in the back next to a rancid dumpster that might have missed trash day, but it was better than nothing.

"Carnival!" Tamara screamed, leaping from the van and holding Rakka above her head.

"Last one there has to buy us all cotton candy!" Cresta picked Tamara onto her shoulders and raced towards the entrance.

"Don't run off ahead on your own!" I yelled, but they were already too far ahead to hear me. "Damn it."

"Would you like me to bring them back?" Irapesha asked.

"Nah. Let's just catch up to them."

Valeanor lagged behind. She clutched her shoulders, no doubt chilled to the bones.

"Are you cold? I did tell you to wear a jacket instead of that robe." I was about to take off my hoodie for her to wear until she turned the other cheek.

"Me, cold? Nonsense. This is nothing. Besides, a queen must be presentable to the populace. Why would I wear anything else?" Valeanor put on a brave face, but a frigid gust cracked her poise and caused her to shiver more intensely than a shake weight.

Ange threw me a look and shrugged.

I shedded my hoodie and offered it to Valeanor in the most monotonous way possible. "My queen, please take this in my place to shield yourself from the cold."

"Hmph. If… If you so insist, then I shall accept it! Honestly, you should have been more considerate of me sooner!" She snatched the hoodie and threw it on, then walked ahead with the others.

"She has no idea that you wore extra layers knowing exactly that this would happen." Ange squeezed my hand as we followed after them.

"Figured Valeanor's too proud to admit when she's wrong, so I just gotta work around that." I sighed.

"That explains why you were sweating your balls off in the car when the heater was on," Ines teased.

Before we left, I had a feeling this would happen and wore several more layers than necessary. Underneath the hoodie I'd just given Valeanor was two more pullovers just in case she wanted to complain again.

People had a hard time not staring. After all, we were a huge group of netherfolks. Many were just curious, snapping a picture and going back to what they were doing. Some that were seemingly afraid of those different from them shuffled away and made a wide berth to avoid us.

"Eight tickets," I said to the carnival employee.




"

 

Nine


 
tickets, buddy. You're lucky pets are allowed." The guy thumbed over to Rakka.




"Oh, right." After I paid, Remmy walked through the entrance and decided to split into four additional Remmys in front of everyone. I turned back to the unamused employee who had his hand outstretched. "Make that… four more tickets, please…"

We entered to fanfares playing on the speakers, carnival-goers in an argument with game attendants about rigged games, and sloshed adults having trouble keeping up with their children. This was exactly the American carnival experience I was expecting.

"Alright, you guys. There's no way I can keep an eye on all of you, so please—" One quick glance around, and most of my tenants were gone.

"I'll watch over Cresta and Tamara, so don't worry about us!" Ines waved, catching up to the duo who were weaving through the crowds.

None of the Remmys were anywhere to be seen after she entered ahead of us. All that was left by my side were Ange, Irapesha, and Valeanor.

"We have come here to play, but when does the fun begin? I see no jesters, no dragon rides… Your magic horns play music that is blistering to the ears. Have you no living orchestra or enchanted instruments?" Valeanor asked.

"Well, uh… The fun begins now. We can play games, go on rides, or clog our arteries with fried butter!" I ran up to a food stall and threw my arms out like I was presenting an award, but my audience was unmoved.

We explored the amenities as a group, taking photos, buying snacks and souvenirs, but it was clear by Valeanor avoiding things that she wasn't enjoying herself as much as we were.

Eventually, Irapesha came across a high striker. The goal of the game was to hit a platform with a hammer to knock a puck as far as it could go.

This was deja vu with Cresta at the arcade.




"Irapesha, wait!" I called out as she approached the game. "These games are made for human strength, so try not to hit

 

too


 
hard."




"I thought the point was to hit it as hard as I can? How much of my strength should I exert then?" she asked.

There was no textbook quantitative number for me to look into, so I threw one out at random. "Uh. Maybe 10% of your strength?"

"Very well."

The dragonewt flexed her one arm. Two of the carnies supervising the game foresaw the danger and took a few steps back. From a single strike, Irapesha smashed the platform, broke the rubber hammer, and knocked the bell into orbit.

Everyone stared in disbelief, and those who were in line walked away now that the game was inoperable.




"You call

 

that


 
10%?" I groaned into my hands. When I thought to apologize to the carnies, they were already packing their things to leave.




"They don't pay me enough to deal with this." One man threw a cat plushie into Irapesha's hand and left.

"Guess I'll go on my lunch break," the other said.

"I apologize…" Irapesha put the stick portion that was left of the hammer down.




"Ange, Valeanor? You two want to try something that

 

doesn't


 
involve destruction?" I asked, but one of them was missing.




Ange was just as perplexed. "She was standing next to me a minute ago."

Just then, the loudspeakers on a nearby pole crackled to life.

"Will the netherfolk caretaker please report to the missing person's booth. We have a lost elf waiting for you. I repeat: netherfolk caretaker, please report to the missing person's booth. This elf is getting on our nerves."

"Coming out here was a mistake." I sighed.

We found Valeanor at the missing person's tent, being pampered by several carnies. Two were massaging her legs and a third was feeding her fresh fruits. One of the supervisors, a tall man with graying sideburns, was tapping his foot impatiently by the radio and was ready to call into the intercom again if I had taken too long.

"Uh… I'm the caretaker, here to pick up the elf," I said.

"Ah!" Valeanor lit up when I came in. "My caretaker has arrived. Thank you, gentlemen. Be blessed that you have laid your hands on my royal being."

"Please, take her so we can get back to work," the supervisor pleaded at the edge of sanity.

"I'm so sorry for the trouble!" I bowed before leaving.

Ange and Irapesha were eating corndogs when I returned with Valeanor in tow. The elven queen wasn't apologetic in the slightest. In fact, she was glowing after receiving what she considered royal treatment.

"You can't just take advantage of the employees here just because you're a netherfolk! If this gets back to Professor Markel, he might send you to another caretaker. You don't want that, do you?" I scolded her.

"I don't see the problem. They were perfectly content serving me, as they should." Valeanor folded her slender arms made baggy by my hoodie and pointed her nose to the air.

"Maybe if they were a bunch of dark elf fetishists," I quietly mumbled "Look, please just stay next to us and don't wander off."

"Fine." She rolled her eyes.

"Here, Akira." Ange held a corn dog up to my face. "Irapesha and I fetched something to eat while you were away."

I took a bite of the delicious morsel and lamented not making this a date with Ange instead.

"We will put more fat than muscle on you from eating such indulgences. Though I suppose it isn't so bad every once in a while." Irapesha blew fire onto her corn dog to char it a little darker before digging in.

We left the administrative area and returned to the main thoroughfare of the carnival's play area. They had a lot to do for regular humans like myself, but nothing that caught Valeanor's attention. Ange seemed content just being by my side, and Irapesha still felt guilty about destroying a game, so I only had one tenant to try and make happy.

I had to get creative. There must be something she might enjoy here.


Behind the ferris wheel, a large space had been partitioned off by a chain link fence to be a petting zoo. They had pygmy pigs, sheeps, donkeys, and goats all conducting a symphony of cute noises. This sort of attraction was mainly targeted to young children, but maybe Valeanor would enjoy petting baby animals.

"Why don't we meet some animals from the petting zoo?" I suggested to Valeanor.

"Ugh. What do you take me for? A peasant farmer? Why would you think I have any interest at all playing with farm animals?" Valeanor remarked with disinterest.

"Oh, come on. Look at them. They're so cute." I purchased some feed from a handler and lured some animals my way.

"Baa!" A familiar sheep ate from my palm.

"Rakka?!"

"She must have gotten separated from Tamara." Ange knelt down to pet the mana beast.

"Or to get free food," I said, noting how she went straight for the feed that spilled from my hand.

Perhaps in defense of their young, some of the adult goats and sheeps started headbutting Irapesha's stocky legs.

"Are they food?" Irapesha picked a baby goat up by the scruff of its neck, only to have it whine and headbutt her.

"No, they aren't food! Put it down before we get in trouble!" I yelled.

"Excuse me, please don't pick up the animals!" the supervising handler shouted.

Valeanor was standing away from the pens, refusing to come any closer. She pinched her nose with one hand and the other was on her hip. If there was any clearer indication that she didn't want to be here, that was it.

"Alright, I give. What do you like and what do you want to do?" I asked, sighing out my nose.




"Not

 

this


 
, that's for sure. Let's see… Long hot baths, extravagant feasts at ball parties… is a gladiatorial fight that too much to ask?" Valeanor shifted her moon-lit eyes to me as if I had the power to make any of that happen.




"In short, yes. You lived such a lavish lifestyle that I'm unable to grant you any of that except for the hot bath," I replied.

"Disappointing. I wasn't even asking for much."

If that wasn't asking for much, I dreaded what asking for much really was in her mind.

"How about hobbies? Things you liked to do for fun on your own?" I prodded, hopeful in making a breakthrough.

Valeanor thought for a moment and fell into a nostalgic trance. Her lips creased a smile, the first she had made since coming out to the carnival.

"I used to tend a personal garden on the terrace of my castle, just outside of my bedchamber. I never allowed any of my servants near it for fear they may make a mistake. Oh, how I loved to watch them bloom," Valeanor reminisced in a soft tone.

"You're telling me, the haughty Queen Valeanor had a green thumb?" I raised a brow, doubtful of her story.

"But I remember it," Ange chimed in. "It was a beautiful garden. She had shown it to me once when I was brought to her castle."

Valeanor placed a hand to her chest and proudly declared, "It was a collection of hundreds of flowers unique to certain climates of Weyera. I used magic to create microclimates so that they would grow in my garden away from their place of origin. What a delight they were to awaken to and fall asleep by."

A queen with a penchant for gardening.

I'd yet to receive Valeanor's dossier from Professor Markel since he was still collecting details with Tarcosa's help. This did, however, explain the many botanical books she stuffed into the shelves.

"Hmm… What do you think of flowers on Earth?" I pointed to a boutique selling bouquets and individual flowers. Garlands fashioned along thick stems hung like curtains over an awning which extended to the edge of the walkways.

"Horrifying. They are unhealthy and dying. It is a testament to a flower's fortitude that it has survived so long in human hands," Valeanor said, then proceeded to lambast the florist.

Passionate was one way to describe her. On the plus side, could this be the breakthrough I was looking for?

We found one of the Remmys playing a dart game. A giant plastic bag as tall as herself filled with prizes was slung over her shoulder. The other four most likely had the same luck.

"You're really cleaning house," I said, walking up to Remmy as she struck another bullseye and parted the other darts.

"These games are so easy, I can win them with my eyes closed." Tentacles emerged from the slime girl's body and flung the rest of the darts into the center. The crowd went wild in cheers. She accepted the prize from the begrudging carnie who now had to close the game booth after running out of things to give out.

I thought she wanted to keep all the prizes, but to my surprise, she began handing them out to people instead. Remmy even gave one out to each of her dormmates. A dragon plushie to Irapesha, a toy crown to Valeanor, and furry handcuffs to Ange.

"Is this a slight?" Valeanor lifted the crown to her eyes on one finger, unimpressed by the plastic toy.

"Thank you, dear." Ange stroked Remmy's head.

The rest of the Remmy clones clamored back with their own bags stuffed with prizes.

"We're back!"

"Whew… Winning all these was a lot of work."

"There's so much, I don't know what to do with them."

"Think we can make a buck selling it all?"

"You guys are so lucky there's room in the van," I reminded them.

An orange and purple glow blanketed the sky from the sun coming down. We decided to find the rest of the tenants and get going. Cresta, Ines, and Tamara had just paid to play a ring toss game when I found them.

"There you are, Rakka!" Tamara hugged the sheep and plopped her back on top of her head. "Did you have a nice lunch?"

"So you left him there on purpose?" I asked.

"Ehehe~ Rakka said she was hungry, and I didn't know what to feed her. That was when we came across a petting zoo for her to sneak into," she innocently explained.

Cresta and Ines received their rings from the game attendant. Ines went first, missing most of her shots. Nearly all of them bounced off the side of the bottles. The entire goal of the game was to loop a ring into the neck of a bottle, but it was incredibly difficult. Mainly because the rings were already narrow to begin with.

"Another bucket, please!" Ines slammed several more bucks on the counter.

"You know this is a pretty hard to win game, right?" I warned the two.

"I know… but when Tamara said she wanted the giant sheep plushie, I couldn't resist…" she muttered.

The human-sized sheep plush dangled tantalizingly amongst the other, much smaller toys. According to the game attendant, it required three successful ring tosses. Or we could pay $300 for it.

"I might be able to get it in one try!" Cresta confidently exclaimed. She picked up three rings, and instead of tossing them like a frisbee, she underhand tossed each one right onto a bottle with laser-like precision. Everyone's jaws, including the game attendant, dropped. "Too easy! I'll take the giant sheep now."

"Yay!" Tamara jumped with joy.

"I'm sorry, but I can't have you guys playing this game anymore. Just take this and leave," the carnie said, shoving the enormous toy into Cresta's hands.

Cresta then gave it to Tamara who had a difficult time holding onto it due to their difference in sizes. Meanwhile, Ines threw her arms in the air in frustration, having purchased extra rings for nothing.

"Now that we have everyone together again, is there one last thing you guys want to do before we leave?" I asked the group.

"I want to try riding that!" Tamara pointed to a merry-go-round.

Children and adults alike rode on the myriad of plastic mounts like ponies, dragons, and carriages. Fanciful music and flashing lights only served to make it appear more tacky than it was. Even so, those who were riding it with a companion were having the time of their lives.




"There's your dragon ride,

 

Your Highness


 
." I grinned.




"Must we?" Valeanor groaned, but quickly changed her tune when Tamara pouted. Unable to resist the smaller girl's beady eyes, Valeanor allowed herself to be pulled along by the other tenants to the ride.

I was about to follow after them until Ange tugged on my arm.

"We haven't been alone all day. Why don't we skip this ride and go on that instead?" Ange said of the ferris wheel.

Hesitant to leave, I turned to the tenants who had gotten in line. Ines, who hadn't run off with them yet, pushed us in the direction of the ferris wheel.

"Go with your girl, dude. I'll make sure no one gets lost. We'll meet back at the entrance, so you guys have your fun," she insisted.

With no other reason to decline, I went with Ange on the ferris wheel. We sat across from each other at first, but Ange moved to my side as the pod went up. Down below, the merry-go-round played its fanciful music, and I could only imagine Tamara having a grand time with the others.

Ange linked our arms together, followed by our hands, then leaned her head against my shoulder. The scent of her shampoo filled the carriage and washed my stress built up from a day filled with high tension. An ever so gentle sway in our tiny box was beginning to lull me to sleep, making heavier my eyelids with each rhythmic creak.

"You spend so much time worrying about others, I sometimes wonder if you forget about me. Perhaps I should cause a little trouble here and there to regain your attention," Ange teased, with our fingers intertwined she rubbed my thumb with her own.

"Sorry… The more tenants we get, the more on edge I become. Last thing I want is something going horribly wrong and us getting in trouble for it."

"And yet nothing has gone too wrong, no? You deserve to rest, just shut your eyes and listen to the sound of my voice," she whispered, her soft voice and arms enveloped me, making me realize how tired I actually was.

This was her magic again.

"Ange, wait… I can't fall asleep yet… we still…"

"Ines has told me how much you have been stressed. With what happened with me, with Irapesha, and in Weyera… I can only imagine. Let her drive us back and you rest, alright?"

Too exhausted to resist, I let myself be embraced by her magic and drifted off to sleep.





Chapter 28 - The Queen's New Grove


Trying to make vacation plans was tough. The caretaker job had me stuck in a hole with a magic shovel that kept digging deeper and deeper. My workload increased with every tenant that arrived, making it increasingly difficult for me to find free time. Looking months or even years ahead meant I had to take into account new tenants coming.

When Ange brought up the idea of a vacation for just the two of us, I didn't expect to be the most excited about it. However, those grand plans hit a roadblock almost instantly.

Not only did I need to submit a large amount of paperwork about where, why, how, and who, I also needed to find a substitute caretaker on my own. The substitute that took my place when I went to Weyera was done on my behalf due to the urgency of Tarcosa's personal request.

I wasn't getting any fast track love this time around.

"We're done with the room," one of the renovators said from the other side of the door.

I followed them eagerly to the newly renovated bedroom for a certain royal pain in the ass. Furnished with a bathroom and walk-in closet, it combined two regular tenant-sized rooms to rival the size of my room that Valeanor currently occupied.

It only took two weeks to complete. These guys really meant business, and I expected nothing less from Professor Markel's approved contacts.

Not to mention… It had cost a pretty penny. Fortunately, the costs of renovation went directly to the government instead of me. A netherfolk's needs were top priority, and the dormitory was government property and not mine.

"Thanks, guys. That was really quick work." I made the mistake of shaking hands with each of them and was left with a hand throbbing in pain.

A construction worker's grip strength was no joke.

"Now to see if the queen herself is willing to accept this…" I took a deep breath and steeled myself in front of her door. "YOUR HIGHNESS, THE NEW ROOM IS READY!"

Valeanor threw the door open in a huff. "You need not scream to tell me! Honestly, they could have put me with any other caretaker…"

"You were the one who specifically requested me," I reminded her.

"I-I did not! Go on, show me to my new bedchamber already! I shall be the judge of whether it is ready," she said, storming off so that I couldn't see her blushing.

The elven queen entered the new room with scrutinizing eyes. She was like a museum curator, appraising a relic for its worth. The object, however, was an entire room. It had been furnished with a custom-made bed with silken sheets, sliding doors leading out to a small balcony facing the backyard, and Victorian-style drawers and seats. Scented candles lit the room and emitted a scent of otherworldly flowers. We entered the bathroom to a marble pool about three bathtubs wide because Valeanor wouldn't settle for anything less.





Human baths are far too pathetic and cramped


 
, she once told me.




Valeanor's most prized possessions were the pretty pottery and vases arranged on the balcony. I wondered if she intended to grow anything inside them.

"What do you think? Can I have my room back?" I asked.

"Hmph. This shall suffice. Assist me in bringing my belongings into this room. Bring the dragonewt to give us a hand as well," Valeanor said, nodding at the renovations.

Lucky for her, Irapesha didn't have work today and was more than happy to give us a hand. We moved Valeanor's stuff into her new room and my stuff back into my room in no time at all.

"Nothing like being back in the comforts of my own room…" I threw myself onto the bed.

The place still had Valeanor's rosy scent to it from all the candles. I was beginning to understand why she liked them. Shutting my eyes left me feeling drowsy…

Then the elf barged right back and ruined that peace.

"I have another request," Valeanor said. "Your people should hold a catalog of items from Weyera. I would like to have one myself to acquire several things."

"I'd also like to buy some things from back home," Irapesha poked her head in and added.

"Catalog, huh. I guess it would be nice to buy some more magic items," I said, considering my options.

A short call to Professor Markel and the catalog was delivered to us in the evening. As soon as it arrived, every single tenant in the dormitory crowded around me to shout out what they wanted.

"Stop shoving! Everyone sit down! Heel!" I got them to take a seat around the living room and was surprised by how many people were living here.

I hadn't had time to stop and process it until now. It was bonkers to me that I started with Cresta, two people in a big dormitory where our voices would echo. Now I couldn't go anywhere without bumping into anyone or hearing a commotion from somewhere in the dorm.

"Everyone has something they want to buy, so we're going to pass this around one at a time. Remember, it's your money that you're spending. Choose carefully." I handed the catalog to Valeanor first since she was the one who had brought it up.

The others waited patiently, but fidgeted in their seats for a chance to pick something up from their home. Among them was Ines, sitting snugly between Cresta and Remmy as they discussed an enchanted nail file for the cat girl's claws.

"Why are you here?" I asked Ines. "Aren't you busy?"

"I want something from Weyera, too. You can't expect someone to sit still after hearing about magic items— and, oh! By the way, I need your help later for my term paper. Thanks in advance." Ines winked.

I rolled my eyes. Well, she helped me a lot in the past, so it was only right I returned the favor.

As Valeanor skimmed over the thick catalog, her expression gradually grew more disappointed. Sad even. Like she wasn't able to find what she was hoping for in it. After marking a few things and sighing every once in a while, she passed the catalog off to Ange who was the only one other than me to notice her leaving the room.

"There you go, dear. I have little interest in anything else." Ange passed the catalog to Tamara, then got up from the couch. She pulled me aside to the kitchen and away from the others. "It seems our resident monarch didn't find what she wanted. I've never seen her look so dejected."

"You were sitting next to her. Did you see what she was searching for?" I asked.

"Flowers. Seeds. Something that she might get her hands on to grow. I believe she misses her garden."

It didn't take long for me to realize why that was. Introducing an alien flower into this world with little clue as to how it might propagate and affect the environment was dangerous. Pollinators like insects and birds could carry that pollen all across the States. The world had enough invasive species growing in places where they shouldn't.

"Hmm… I might be able to get Professor Markel to help with that." I pulled out my phone.

The next day, Professor Markel was waiting in the parking lot after I returned from driving Tamara to school and Cresta to work. He wasn't with his usual armed escort. Instead, he was alone, sitting in the open trunk of his personal SUV. Two dogs leapt out and ran circles around me.

Startled at first by their energy, Professor Markel whistled sharply and called them to give me room to breathe. The dogs returned to his side and sat obediently on either side of his legs. Though it was quite obvious they wanted to play.

"Pixie and Donnie. Sweetest bloodhound siblings you'll ever meet, but they have too much energy for their own good," Professor Markel said.

"Your dogs?" I asked.

He shook his head. "We're experimenting with a program that teaches dogs to sniff out magic."

A shiver ran down my spine.

"Unfortunately, the program failed and had its funding cut. Now I'm fostering this good boy and good girl until I find them a new home," he added.

"What exactly was the program hoping to accomplish?"

"Every netherfolk has trace amounts of magic in their bodies. Like our own scent, their magic gives off a unique scent. We can't always rely on netherfolk to be straight-laced, upright citizens with the best intentions. With more and more coming in every month, there is bound to be one stirring up trouble. Humanity needs to be prepared for that," the professor explained.

I didn't let the relief show on my face. Something like that could easily be used to find out Ange's condition.

I knelt down to Pixie, whose brown fur coat was darker on her back that made it look like a saddle. She inched forward and managed to lick my nose before I reared back. The bloodhounds' droopy faces and deep jowls gave them a goofy appearance, but they were both very well-behaved and, quite frankly, were tugging on my heartstrings.

"I'd take 'em off your hands, but mine are pretty full as it is." I tugged on each of their long, floppy ears.




"Oh, no worries." Professor Markel pulled out from behind him three transparent plastic boxes the size of his palm with grains inside and a folder with Valeanor's name on it. "These are the only species of flowers that we have identified as safe

 

so far


 
. Still don't know everything about them, so do not under any circumstances plant them anywhere else but within the dorm's vicinity."




"They're not going to grow into tentacle plants or something, right?"

"Your manga and light novels have rotted your brain. I know what you read, Akira." The professor's eyes were filled with disappointment and disgust since my parents weren't here to shame me.

"Stop prying into my personal entertainment!"

"Anyway, how is the new tenant?" he asked.

"Doing surprisingly well, all things considered. She might act like a royal pain, but she's more like the awkward, extroverted shy kid at school trying to fit in," I explained.

"Oddly specific. If you're doing a good job, then keep it up. I need you and your dorm at your best because national news wants an interview with you soon." While I was left stunned, the professor whistled for the dogs to jump back into the car, then entered the driver's seat himself.

"National… news?" I only recovered my senses when the ignition started. "Get back here and explain yourself, you old shit!"

Professor Markel was already driving away, grinning as he sped down the road.

Sighing, I returned to the dorm and went upstairs to give Valeanor the seeds. When the elven queen opened the door, I was greeted by a bespectacled face and her normally flowing hair was tied into a bun. She looked almost like a librarian, and the appearance was completed by a book tucked under her arm.

"Caretaker, I hope you did not seek an audience to simply gawk at me." Valeanor raised a brow.

"I could say yes to mess with you, but I actually came to give you these." I revealed to her the small boxes of Weyeran seeds, eliciting a sharp gasp.

She snatched them right out of my hands, knowing full well what they were without me saying anything.

"You brought these for me?" she asked quietly and in disbelief.

"After what you told me at the carnival and seeing all those empty vases, I figured you wanted to grow some flowers again like old times. There's not much I can give you, but I hope this is a start," I said.

The elven queen smiled. Carefully, she popped the lid off one of them and scooped up miniscule amount in the long, painted nail of her pinkie finger.

"This one is an episcus antharian. They most closely resemble roses of your world. And this is an liverwic daisy. Their stems grow in a spiral. Taken care of long enough and in time, they may grow to the size of Tamara." Valeanor spoke with such affection for these flowers, it was crazy to think this was the same person who always reminded us she was a queen.

This side of her, however, I rather adored.

"So you can grow them, right?" I asked.

She cleared her throat. "You're right that this is a start. I expect more in the future. You may leave now."

Maybe it was a little too early to expect gratitude from her, but I was happy for her nonetheless. But as I turned to leave…

"Thank you, Caretaker." Valeanor's words were barely audible as I left, but I know for sure she was genuinely grateful.





Chapter 29 - Flowers and Hugs





After cleaning up the kitchen, I was about to go upstairs until I saw a gigantic sheep plush— the same one Cresta had won for Tamara at the carnival— at the top of the stairs. It just stared at me.

 

Menacingly


 
. At least until realization hit me that it was actually moving. The stuffed sheep wobbled back and forth, then tipped forward over the steps




A much smaller, humanoid sheep was clutching onto it from behind. Her foot missed the step as she moved forward.

"Ahh—"

"Tamara?!" I threw out my arms to catch them, but the unwieldiness of the giant plush knocked me to the ground, with them on top of me.

"Good morning, Akira! And… sorry about that…" Tamara was peeking over the shoulder of the toy with an apologetic smile, safe from the fall having been cushioned by it and me.

We picked each other up, and I was more amused than anything seeing the difference in their sizes. Compared to Tamara, the plushie really was almost three times her size. She was walking blind, holding it from the back. Even without me around she would have been fine falling on top of it.

"If you were bringing it down, why didn't you just toss it from the top instead?"

Her smile flipped into a frown and cheeks puffed up like a chipmunk. "I can't do that! I'd feel bad throwing it around. Cresta won this for me, you know?"

"You're thirteen years old, feeling bad for a stuffed animal?" I put my hands on my hips.

"It's important to me," she simply replied, cheeks ballooning up to the brink of bursting.

"Okay, okay." I pressed a finger to each of her cheeks to pop the pout. "Where were you trying to take it?"

Tamara picked up the stuffed sheep and trotted into the living room. I followed her in just as she plopped it onto the couch like a member of our dorm family. Among the other possessions strewn about like Cresta's cardboard box at the corner of the room, Irapesha's enchanted grip trainer and Remmy's console controller on the coffee table, and Ines' fleece blanket folded neatly on the couch armrest, the place was really filling up as proof that they were getting used to living here.

"Come here and give Pakka a hug!" she urged me, feet kicking and barely touching the ground.





So she named it already,


 
I thought.




"I don't know if Pakka will mind that I haven't showered up yet—"

"Do it later! I want everyone to rub their scent on it!"

As much as I'd like to see Tamara pouting again by refusing, I relented to her request. At least no one else was around. This was incredibly embarrassing. The last time I hugged a toy was when I was six.

Casting my dignity aside and reaching deep for my inner child, I went over and embraced the stuffed sheep, only for Tamara to squeeze between me and the toy.

"Oh, so this is what you were after all along, squirt?" I asked, tightening the hug

"Being hugged from both sides is the best feeling ever." Tamara beamed.

Rakka joined us by landing on top of the stuffed sheep and bleating joyfully.

"Tamara, when you're done with your hugging session, we have our tutoring session next," Ines said, entering the kitchen to pour herself a glass of water.

"Oh! I almost forgot. I'll get my stuff!" Tamara slipped out of my arms to race upstairs with Rakka following close behind.

Well, it was pleasant while it lasted.

"You're tutoring Tamara? Aren't you busy with graduate work?" Joining Ines in the kitchen, I tried hard not to stare at her in the tight pink shirt and panty that bit into the fat of her cheeks. It didn't help that she was hunched over the sink while nursing the glass of water, as though purposefully arching her back to show off her feminine curves

"Since Tamara isn't originally from this world, there's a lot of fundamentals that Tamara doesn't know. Puts her at a disadvantage when it comes to academia. I'm just doing what I can when I have free time," she explained.





That


 
I had no idea. Tamara had only just begun school a month and a half ago, so I wouldn't know how she was doing until her report card came in. It was just another matter-of-fact issue that didn't cross my mind when it came to netherfolks.




"Sorry for having you do that… I feel like it should be my job—"

A sharp pain struck my ass and made me jump back. In a swift motion, Ines had slapped my ass and squeezed one side of the cheek.

"What was that for?!" I rubbed my stinging butt.

"You're taking on too much by yourself, it's going to catch up to your health. Trust me. Letting me tutor Tamara is one less thing for you to worry about, so don't sweat it." Ines winked, flaunting her ass in my face as she left the kitchen.

Ange had said the same thing. It seemed they had been talking together about my stress lately, and although the bouts of exhaustion came and went like a breeze, I wasn't the only one concerned about my health.

Drawn to the foyer by Ines' light footfalls heading upstairs, I glanced out the kitchen to find her sashaying and went red in the face. She had apparently been jogging every morning with Cresta and Irapesha, and by the look of it, those workouts were making dividends.

"I can't handle older women at all, yet I've been blessed to live with them." I sighed.

A nice shower followed by a hot bath to soak in did the trick and refreshed me enough to tackle the rest of my day. I exited the bathroom to Ange and Valeanor, who had supposedly been waiting for me.

"Is this an intervention?" I asked the two netherfolks.

"Our dear queen wanted me to deliver to you a request, but I told her she must ask you herself." Ange nudged Valeanor from behind, maybe a little too hard because it startled her as she staggered forward a few steps.

"H-Hmph. One of my stature shouldn't have to make requests herself. Besides, it's n-not as if I couldn't go without," Valeanor stammered, coiling her hair with a finger.

Every other time and the royal pain in the ass would have demanded something from me. For her to be so hesitant about it was new and more refreshing than the bath.

Valeanor's haughty demeanor faltered. She took a step back only to walk into Ange who nudged her again. With nowhere to run, she recomposed herself to speak with me.




"

 

Ahem


 
. I request that you take me to one of your human flower boutiques. I would like to purchase some seeds and nurture those that are native of this world," she said.





So that's what it was?


"Flowers, huh. I think there is a boutique in the city. We can head down right now if you're ready," I offered and was rewarded with Valeanor's delighted smile.

I drove Ange and Valeanor into the city. The flower shop wasn't hard to find but parking was. Smack-dab in the center of the city and supposedly visited by hundreds at a time, the shopping plaza was filled to the brim with cars and people.

As we walked there, passersby couldn't help but gawk and make comments about my tenants.

"It's an elf!"

"Succubus, too. She's so hot!"

"I wonder if elf ears are sensitive like in anime?"

Valeanor shuddered at their comments. "I am being violated by their mere words..."

"I thought you liked praise from the public masses?" I teased.

"Those are far from praises, and you know it!" she fired back.

Meanwhile, Ange soaked in all the lustful gazes and lascivious comments like it fueled her very being.

We entered the boutique to the breathtaking sight of colorful flowers hanging from pots, on standing vases, and an array of mixed species arranged together and bundled in wrapping paper for sale. I was reminded by all the hearts and red-colored decorations that Valentine's Day was coming up.

"By the gods. I could live here. They are all such a feast to my eyes!" Valeanor exclaimed, enamored by what Earth had to offer when it came to flowers.

"Why is it that almost everything here is red?" Ange was the only one who had taken interest in the human holiday. "Any deeper in color, and it would be the spitting image of the demon lord's bloodletting workshop."

The distasteful comparison earned her weird looks from other customers in the store.

"I'm disappointed to learn that Valentine's Day reminds you of that. In my world, it's a holiday on February 14 that celebrates romantic love and friendships," I explained.

"Hmm… Is that so? Have you something planned for us?" The succubus tapped her chin with interest, leaning into my shoulder.

"I, uh… Well…" I was at a loss for words under her oppressive gaze and teasing smile, then pointed to a bouquet of pink and yellow roses. "L-Look at these beautiful roses! Their color reminds me of your pretty pink skin and glowing yellow eyes!"

When I picked up the bouquet to show Ange, she was blushing up to her ears.

"I-I agree… They are quite an attractive color. I wouldn't mind if you buy them for me…" Ange shrank behind the bouquet of roses between us so that only her horns were visible.

Taken by surprise, my heart skipped several beats having seen a cute side of my succubus girlfriend I didn't know existed. It felt especially good since she was usually the one putting me in a weak spot. Maybe she wasn't good with compliments, and I had only caught her off guard.

"I have finished collecting all that I need," Valeanor declared, dispelling the tension between me and Ange.

We spun around to find that she was carrying three paper bags filled with mixed flower seeds in smaller packets, most of them common, but a few rare ones mixed in. I paid for everything, including the yellow and pink roses to give to Ange.

"Oh, Akira… I was only joking. You didn't have to, but I thank you nonetheless," Ange said, cradling the bouquet like she held a baby.

"You don't have to thank me! This much is expected in a relationship, right?"

The succubus was so elated that her eyes had moistened. It only occurred to me then that, although we were in a relationship, we hadn't done much in the way of romance aside from physical intimacy.

In the car ride home, Ange had her nose buried in the roses and her gentle eyes were elsewhere than the present. While this was supposed to be a trip for Valeanor, it turned out that everyone came away with something. The green-thumbed queen was eager to get her hands dirty the moment we returned. Without so much as a thanks, she did just that, marching to her room with the prizes in hand to get started.

"We don't have anything to put these in, do we?" Ange remarked of the flowers and frowned.

Before I could open my mouth, Valeanor came back with a cylindrical glass vase and sachet of flower feed.




"You will need this to take care of them. Sprinkle the feed every few days to extend their lifespan and keep them healthy.

 

Keep. Them. Healthy.


 
Or I will take them away to care for instead," she warned, shoving into my hands the sachet and vase because Ange's were full with the bouquet. "This isn't for either of your sakes, so don't misunderstand my intentions! It's for the flowers!"




"Thanks, Val!" I shouted to her back as she stormed upstairs.

"Do not be so presumptuous as to shorten my name, Caretaker!"

"Valeanor isn't very honest with her feelings, is she?" Ange giggled.

"But it's nice to know she also isn't always catty. Anyway, let's get these settled. Where do you want them? In the kitchen, or maybe your room—"

Ange pinned me against the wall, with a hand on my cheek and the other on my shoulder, her tail having unburdened the flowers from her grasp.




"I, on the other hand, can be

 

very


 
honest."








Chapter 30 - The Pesky Kitty


Although it was nice to have my room back from Val, I haven't entirely gotten rid of her.

The elven queen in question took advantage of the fact that I left my door slightly ajar to peek into my room. She probably thought she was being sneaky and that I wouldn't notice. Unfortunately for her, I mastered the art of pretending to study in class. If I managed to fool faculty and parents alike, what hope did a spoiled queen have?

Amusingly, I was currently reading her and Irapesha's papers that Professor Markel had finally sent. Suffice to say, they were substantially greater than any of the other tenants combined. Though I shouldn't be surprised in the slightest given their backgrounds.

"Okay, Val. You've been standing there for half an hour. Did you need something?" I asked from the desk.

"H-How long have you noticed? Never mind that— If you had noticed, why did you keep me waiting and not present yourself from the start?" Val kicked the door open and came in with her hands behind her back.





I thought it would be funny


 
, was what I wanted to say. Seeing her flustered was a rare treat, but I knew better than to push her buttons too much.




One of the things I had just read about Val was that she had been crowned monarch at birth. Which was a surprise to me since she behaved mildly well despite having been spoiled her entire life. To be honest, I expected someone more insufferable.

"You're right! My bad. Next time I notice, I'll speak up," I said

Val was hiding something. She was already fidgeting suspiciously where she stood, like some drug dealer with something to hide. Not to mention, she wasn't the type to come to just hang out like Cresta or Ines.

"Good. That is the proper thing to do. With all that I saw on your magic screen, there is no way I can know if you and Angeline are philandering like animals in heat!" She wrinkled her nose towards my bed.

"N-Now hold on there. You were peeking into the room and would've known— Forget that, I don't have to explain myself for what I do in the privacy of my own room. Did you need something from me?" I inquired, shifting gears to change the topic.

She beamed as soon as I brought it up. "Well, I'm glad you asked! Since you were so kind as to acquire me seeds from Weyera, I thought you deserved the honor of first laying eyes on my progress!"

Unbeknownst to Val, a sneaky feline assassin had snuck up behind her and already saw whatever she was holding first. The pair of cat ears twitched with interest, orbiting behind the elf with a curiosity befitting her race.

Val brought forth before my eyes a glass vase, meticulously filled with multiple sedimentary layers. A tiny red sprout upon a short stem had breached the surface of the topsoil. If I remembered correctly, she called it an episcus antharian. What was just a baby flower to me was everything to Val, and the glee on her face showed how proud she was.

"What do you think?" Val asked, eager to hear my thoughts on the flower.

"It… looks very pretty! How long will it take to fully grow?"

"Oh, I suppose it can't be helped that you are so curious! The episcus antharian will take three months to fully mature. When it has, you shall marvel at its crimson drapes of flowers, bountiful and edible leaves, and—"

"Val! I wanna see, too!" Cresta threw her arms around Val from behind, startling her and causing the vase to slip from her hands.

I reached out to catch the vase too late and watched it pass between my hands, shattering on the ground. The three of us were frozen solid, eyes transfixed on the broken glass and spilled dirt.

"I-I'm sorry— I didn't mean to!" Cresta immediately let go and backed away several steps.

The silence that followed was somehow much louder than the crash. Maybe it was because of the tenants rushing upstairs to see what the commotion was, or maybe my heart was throbbing loudly between my ears.

"What happened?" Irapesha squeezed her way through the other tenants and saw the mess. She knew right away what had happened at a quick glance between me and Cresta.

Val quietly knelt down to scoop up the episcus bud, ignoring the shards that nicked her fingers. A piece of glass had sliced in half the sproutling's fragile stem.

"Val, wait. Let me clean it up for you, so you don't hurt yourself," I said, kneeling down next to her.

Without a word, Val stood up, walked past Irapesha and out of my room, and returned to her own room. Cresta bit down on her lower lip, both ears drooping and tail tucked between her legs.

"I'll go check on Val—" Tamara was about to make a run for Val's room until Ange held her back from behind and advised against doing so.

"No, sweetie. Valeanor will want some time alone. It is best not to bother her now," Ange said, then corralled the others back downstairs so that it was me, Cresta, and herself left.

"I really didn't mean to spook her like that…" Cresta mumbled.

Instead of scolding Cresta, I clamped both of my hands on her cheek and squished them together until she looked like a fish.

"You have footsteps quieter than an ant, but I can't let you take all the blame. I saw you and should've said something. I just didn't expect you to throw your arms around her like that." I sighed.

"What flower did she show you?" Ange asked. She used magic to separate the broken glass and sediments into a separate pile.

"Val called it an episcus antharian," I answered as I fetched a small cardboard box from the closet.

Her eyes widened for a brief moment, then came to an understanding of something in her mind.

"Ah. The episcus is a hearty plant, easily growing in the harshest of environments and soil. Even after intense deforestation or wildfires, it is usually the first to regrow. To Weyerans, it represents a new beginning," Ange explained.

When I thought about how excited Val wanted to show me the episcus, things began to make a lot more sense. Not only was coming to Earth supposed to be a new start for her, she believed I was important enough to share that new beginning with. Seeing it destroyed must have shattered her heart into more pieces than the glass vase.

"I'll speak with Valeanor and heal her hands, my love." Ange placed a hand on my chest and offered a reassuring smile. "In the meantime, why don't you help Cresta find a way to ask for forgiveness?"

Ange was the only person who could enter Val's room without getting an earful.

After I cleaned up the mess, I went downstairs to a sulking Cresta and other tenants trying to cheer her up. Although Ange convinced Val out of her room, the elven queen was quite clearly giving Cresta the cold shoulder throughout the rest of the day. The assassin, for all that she was able to strike at someone's weak point, found no window of opportunity to apologize and any attempts were met with the other cheek.

Apparently Cresta had one last ditch effort and asked me to stall Val before she returned to her room.

"Hey, Val! Can you come here for a sec?" I called out to her from the door to the backyard as she entered the living room.

"I do not recall giving you permission to shorten my name." Val huffed.

"Forgive me, Your Majestic Hiney-ness." I exaggerated a bow. "I just wanted to ask what you think of turning a part of the backyard into a garden?"

She lit up. "I think it would be a splendid idea! As long as a certain cat doesn't use it as her litter box.




All I could think of was,

 

ouch


 
.




When Val had come to my side, Cresta entered the living room on cue. Now Val had no choice but to face her. Cresta was holding something in her hand, but she had it hidden behind her back. Val followed my eyes and her expression soured seeing who had come in.

"Val, wait! I really want to apologize, so I brought you a gift. It's my most treasured belonging, so…" Cresta hesitated to show it.

"Well?" Valeanor tapped her foot impatiently.

To our astonishment and confusion, Cresta revealed the fat cat plushie from way back during the first arcade trip. She had named it 'Little Akira' after me. My prayer back then didn't work. Mini-me was mostly shredded up with stuffing spilling out of random parts and the right arm was hanging by a thread.





That


 
was her most treasured belonging?




Both of us stared speechlessly at the toy, and I was sure we had very different feelings brewing.

Val grew infuriated. She clenched her fists, sucked in a deep breath, and furrowed her brows. It seemed like she wanted to smack the toy out of Cresta's hands.

Instead…

"I have no need for such trivial possessions. Please, leave me alone." The elven queen stormed out of the room.

Cresta held Little Akira to her chest and sobbed. "I just wanted to be friends with Val… I feel so bad about what I did this morning! She's never going to forgive me, is she?"

I put a hand on her head and ruffled the neatly brushed hair into a mess. Now I had two tenants who weren't getting along again.




"Your heart is in the right place, but you're not going to reach

 

her


 
heart with things like stuffed animals," Ines said from the couch, who had been lounging on her side the entire time.




"What do you think Cresta should do?" I asked.

"Cresta, you want to get closer to Val, right?" She got up and sat on the backrest of the couch to face us.

The cat girl nodded at mach speeds.

"Then you need to think about what Val likes and make an effort to understand things from her point of view," Ines explained.

While Cresta fell into thought, I figured it out in an instant. Ines caught on that I did and made the zipping gesture across her lips.

If Cresta was to earn Val's forgiveness, I shouldn't give her the shortcut. Otherwise, I'd be doing it for her. However, she was having a much harder time figuring it out than I expected.

I wanted to give her a hint and saw Little Akira as a chance.

"You know, Little Akira's gotten really dinged up. Want me to sew him back up for you?" I asked.

"Can you really?" Cresta held the toy so delicately, fearful of causing anymore damage to it. "He's so beaten that I've been afraid of holding him lately—"

A light went off in her head.

"I'm going to ask Remmy if I can borrow one of her computers. I leave my most prized possession in your capable hands!" she exclaimed, handing Little Akira to me and racing upstairs.

Hopefully, Cresta had come to the right conclusion.

"Color me surprised that you're actually qualified to do what you're learning to do." I took a seat on the couch and sat Little Akira to the side.

Ines dropped back down and invaded my personal space by laying her head on my lap. With jazz music playing on the television speakers and a book in her hand, she flipped to the next page with a satisfied grin, then picked up the sewing kit underneath the coffee table to hand me.




"Don't mind me. Just getting on your good side so you can help me out with my graduate master's thesis later. Might be a little selfish on my part, but I need you and this dorm to pave my way to becoming the first therapist for netherfolks. I'll do

 

anything


 
to convince you."




Ignoring her flirtatious advances, I snatched the sewing kit to begin repairing the cat plush.

The next day, I tried to return Cresta her Little Akira plush which I sewed back to health. However, she was nowhere to be seen. The last place she should have been was Remmy's room, so that's where I checked first.

"Remmy, have you seen Cresta?" I rapped lightly on her door.

A slimy tentacle opened the door for me. Remmy was playing video games as usual, but the second computer next to her had many tabs open on the topic of flowers.

"She left two hours ago after saying, 'I got it!" and I haven't seen her since," Remmy said.

"Could that troublemaker actually have figured it out?" I wondered aloud, clicking through the tabs.

The front door creaked open. Hurried footsteps rushed upstairs. When Remmy and I peeked out, there Cresta was holding an armful of purple flowers that looked like fuzzy dusters.

"Val! I brought you a gift!" Cresta shouted at her door.

"Will you please stop pestering— " Val gasped when she threw open the door.

"I spent all night trying to figure out how to apologize to you. I really am sorry about breaking your vase and your flower. Which is why I picked these flowers called hyacinths. On Earth, they're supposed to represent sorrow and forgiveness. I promise to be more careful next time, so… Will you forgive me?" She extended them for her to take.

Val took one of the flowers and was immediately stricken by how beautiful they were. Being the difficult elven queen she was, she pretended not to care too much even though glee was written all over her face.

"Hmph. You appear to have reflected on your mistake. Very well, I forgive you." Val opened one eye to peer down at the teary-eyed Cresta and became flustered.

"Really? Can we be friends? I wanna call you Val like Akira and the others do!" Cresta exclaimed.




"W-Why are you on the brink of tears? And I never gave you or them permission to call me by that; refer to me by my full name,

 

Val-ean-or


 
! More importantly, we must hurry and pot the hyacinths before they wither! Come, quickly now!" She ushered the excited Cresta into the room, having seemingly forgiven her.




As the door shut, a part of me suspected that they were going to be fine.

"Didn't you want to give Little Akira back to Cresta?" Remmy asked.

Not wanting to interrupt either of their budding friendship, I said, "I can do it later."





Chapter 31 - Interview


"Hoo… haa… hoo… haa..."

Professor Markel watched on from the door to my room as I did breathing exercises in front of the mirror to calm my nerves.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"What do you think I'm doing? Trying to calm myself down! The only interview I've ever done was for the caretaker job. Never mind going on international television!" I cried and took a seat on the bed before my anxiety knocked me out cold.

Today was the day of the interview. The U.S. government and Professor Markel had set the event up with an international news organization months in advance. I had only recently been informed. My only saving grace was that the interview was going to be conducted in the comforts of the dorm. Government property was easier to secure than at a news station, so the professor told me.

"I'm sure you will do fine." Ange flew leisurely into the room and sat behind me to massage my stiff shoulders. "All you have to do is answer a few questions. Isn't that right, Professor?"




"Yes, well… Journalists and news anchors might as well be sociopaths. Be careful not to let them twist your words. Even the most unbiased certainly

 

always


 
have an agenda," he warned.




I gulped hard, and Ange gave the professor a piercing glare that made him leave the room.

"Looks like I'm not helpful here. I'll go check downstairs to see if they're ready."

When Professor Markel had left, Ange came around front to pull me off the bed by my hands. She straightened the disheveled tie and smoothed out the creases on the shirt, then lifted my chin up to kiss me.

"Still nervous?" Ange asked.

"Uh, yes? You think a kiss is going to—"

She kissed me again.

"How about now?"





Now


 
my face was red hot, and it was hard to meet her demon eyes under that affectionate gaze.




"This is just making me more nervous! I— "

Ange wrapped her arms around me, and shoved her tongue down my throat until someone from the news team called from downstairs.

"We're ready to have you now!" a woman shouted.

I tapped out on Ange's shoulder, and she finally let me go with a smile.

"I'm horny and nervous. Great combination, thanks." I sighed, then made my way downstairs to a host of people getting things into place.

All of my tenants were behaving in the kitchen, but I could tell they were all— except Remmy— excited about the interview.

Furniture in the living room had been partially rearranged and couches removed. In their place were three seats, one where an interviewer would sit and two where I, the interviewee, was going to sit alongside the tenants in turn. Multiple cameras and light diffusers were set up around the room.

I walked mechanically to my seat and swallowed the lump in my throat.

"Mr. Katagiri!" A tall lady in a gray dress suit and at the prime of her life extended her hand to me. "I'm Shannon Geere. May I call you Akira?"

"Y-Yes. I'm Akira," I replied to several laughs, then cursed under my breath at nervous mistake number one.

"No need to be nervous," she said as we shook hands. "Just think of this as a conversation."

One person signaled to Shannon, who quickly scooted to her seat. Another behind the cameras began a countdown.

"We're live in three… two… one."

Shannon put on an entirely different face that lit up the room as much as the lights. "Good morning, world! This is COX News, and I'm Shannon Geere, bringing you an exclusive interview with the hottest topic in the world today— netherfolks from Weyera. The Caretaker Act has helped many netherfolks ease into Earth in recent years. They are the reason you may see a real cat or slime girl during your daily commute to work, and they may soon be brewing your morning lattes. I bring to you today one such caretaker at the tender age of 18, Akira Katagiri! Thank you so much for having us today, Akira. How are you feeling?"

"Thanks! I'm doing fine… just a little overwhelmed," I said, tugging on the collar of my shirt and wiping the sweat from my forehead.

"Before we get into interviewing the tenants, I'd like to ask you a few questions: is this job difficult for you? Until recently, you were still attending high school in Japan, right?" Shannon asked.

"I was! At first, being a caretaker was definitely hard. I hardly knew how to take care of myself, but I got the hang of it after receiving my first tenant. Now I'm doing great with seven of them," I explained.

"That's incredible, and thank you for your hard work. Which leads us into our first netherfolk guest— Cresta Waurassel, will you please join us?"

The excited catssassin leapt from her seat in the kitchen and, instead of coming straight to the seat next to me, she grabbed a hold of a camera and flashed a smile. The film crew, troubled by her sudden invasion, were throwing hand gestures at her from the side.

"Hi, everyone! I'm your adorable, lovable, oh-so-cute Cresta!" she exclaimed before finally letting go of the camera and joining me.

Too bad I was too nervous to give her a scolding. It would just have to be something I did once the cameras were off.

Shannon cleared her throat and continued. "Now the purpose of this interview is just to get a glimpse into how your life is faring. It says here, you're working at Rocket Burger, is that correct? Why did you choose to flip burgers and not aim for anything higher?"

"Why would I wanna do anything else? Rocket Burger has the best damn burgers I ever clamped my fangs on. Their new Ultra-Supreme Meal is so juicy, thinking about it makes me want one right now!" Cresta said, visibly salivating and needing to wipe the corners of her mouth.

I put a hand to my face. Suddenly we turned into an advertisement for Rocket Burger. They should really start having Cresta sponsor them as their mascot.

After a few more questions and a headache later, we moved onto Irapesha.

"You're a… dragon?" Shannon squinted at her papers.

"Dragonewt." Irapesha nodded.

"That's a… firefighter?"

"Is that so strange?" She turned to me for answers in a deja vu moment.

"It's funnier if you tell them you fight fire with fire," I whispered.

Next was Remmy.

Shannon adjusted the glasses on her face to get a better look. "Forgive me if I'm mistaking you for someone else, but aren't you Remmy_Rampage?"

"Uhm… I am…" She shrunk into blob form and plopped onto my lap to escape the attention.

Then Ines.

"You're not a netherfolk, are you?" Shannon asked.

"Nope! I just wanted to say hi to my family! Mama, I love you! Te quiero, mami!' she shouted into the camera.

One of the camera crew members had to wrench her away when she started naming her entire family lineage.

Tamara trotted up to the seat with Rakka, just as eager as Cresta to greet the world.

"My name is Tamara Chrisrande, and this is Rakka!" The small girl introduced them with the sheep in her arms.

"Oh, aren't you the cutest thing! You're the youngest of the dormitory, yes? How is school treating you, sweetie?" Shannon asked.

"School is a lot of fun! My best friend Alyssa and my favorite teacher Ms. Elaine always looks after me. I can't thank them enough!" She smiled into the camera and melted the hearts of everyone in the room.

When it was Val's turn, she walked in stride to her seat.

"Valeanor Messier. You were a queen in Weyera? It is a pleasure to meet a dark elf of royal blood. Especially one who is so beautiful," Shannon said, buttering up the elf.

"Ah, you sound like one who knows how to treat a monarch properly. A rare find these days." Val turned her nose up as if expecting more lavish compliments.

"Actually, this country dealt with the last monarch by rebelling against him." She chuckled.

"Excuse me— what?!" The elven queen choked on her own spit.

The last person to interview was Ange. Everything was going well so far. Most of the questions were harmless and only pertained to how they were adjusting to life on Earth. I just had to hope Ange wouldn't say anything that might embarrass me.

However, as soon as Ange took the seat next to me, I noticed a glint in Shannon's eyes that wasn't from the camera crew adjusting the light diffusers.

"Next we have Angeline Varcaz. For all you viewers who might be wondering— the answer is yes, she is in fact a succubus. The very first demon who earned a special visa to live on Earth," Shannon explained to the camera, then turned to Ange. "It must be very lonely being the only one of your kind here, isn't it?"

"Not at all." Ange shook her head.

"The others have such fascinating personal lives. One training to be a firefighter, another in the fast food industry… What is it that you do?" she asked.

"I'm a camgirl."

Silence.

Utter silence.

Even Professor Markel put a hand to his face.

"I'm sorry. I must not have heard correctly. Can you repeat that one more time?" Shannon leaned forward so as to better hear her.

"What Ange means is that she streams! She's a streamer! You know how that's all the rage now?" I answered in Ange's place.

"I see…" She appeared to have lost interest and swapped to another page in her papers. "How about we move onto the biggest elephant in the room? Is it true that you two are in a relationship with your caretaker? Has that not caused any complications with your living arrangements?"

Ange shook her head and giggled. "It is true, and it is the best possible living arrangement for me. We happen to be very in love and have sex everyday."

"Oh, my." Shannon blushed, and so did the other people on the news team.

"Ange, damn it! This is going to be on the news!" I whispered.

"You have no concerns that she is a succubus?" Shannon flipped back to me. "Maybe your relationship is only the result of whatever magic has charmed you? You can't be too sure if there is love between you two. Especially when it comes to what we call on Earth as a sex demon."

I was taken aback. Something about the interviewer's tone shifted, almost like she was shaming Ange now.

When it seemed like I was too slow, she added another. "As her caretaker, don't you think a succubus— a demon at that— is far too dangerous to let roam the streets? That perhaps it was too soon for the United Nations to try and integrate a demon to our world?"

Ange thought to respond, but bit down on her lip. She became troubled over being accused as something so dangerous. Although she wasn't angry, I became peeved in her place.

"What? Of course not. You can't judge every demon the same way," I contested.

The interviewer's eyes narrowed into slits. "You don't think a demon is dangerous? Even after what she did at Vandice Middle? The very same school your youngest tenant, mind you, attends? Or if, as a succubus, she forcibly seeks out sources of sexual relief beyond your notice? The public deserves to know. If demons are coming into this world to live among us, humanity should be allowed to have a say in that decision. We may live in harmony one day, but what happens when they go into a murderous rampage like in Weyera?"

Shannon had come prepared and came in swinging.

From the shift in cameras, I could tell many of them had zoomed in one me and were waiting for an answer.

I knew I had to be careful with what I said next. We came out of a war against demons that also took the lives of many humans. But Ange was ashamed of herself and her race enough. My own girlfriend was ashamed of herself on her race's behalf. There was information in Ange's documents that proved she sacrificed much in turning against them, but I couldn't say a thing because those details were classified.

While searching my mind for the right words, my eyes landed solely on Professor Markel. He took that as a cue to interrupt and end the interview until I put a hand up to stop him. I couldn't let Shannon get the final say.

"Angeline Varcaz, or as we at the dorm know her by Ange, is not dangerous," I said to Shannon.

As Shannon opened her mouth to interject, I interrupted her by standing up to talk into the camera instead.

"She is one of the kindest, most gentle souls I've ever met. She has a bigger heart than you can imagine, and isn't a sex-obsessed, murderous demon like you want to make her out to be. And just so that you don't put anymore words into my mouth to detract from this interview— We're done here. Thank you for coming. You may leave my dormitory."

I nodded to the professor, who then whispered into a device clipped onto his coat. In a matter of seconds, the special task force entered the kitchen to declare the interview over and start clearing people out.




Shannon was

 

absolutely livid


 
about being forced to leave, and I watched with joy from the foyer as she blew a lid to a poor intern on the way out.




"You handled it better than I thought. Good on you. We can consider this interview a success despite Shannon's unhinged and unsubstantiated accusations." Professor Markel patted my shoulder and left with the crew.

As soon as they were gone, the tenants surrounded me and Ange.

"You were so cool defending Ange like that!" Cresta exclaimed.

"That lady was really rude. She deserved it!" Tamara agreed/

"Oh, my god." I dropped to my knees and groaned. "I said all of that live on international news… I'm so freaking embarrassed right now…"

Ange hugged me from behind, and I felt the creases on her lips form a smile. "I thought you were very courageous. You even made my heart flutter."

The next morning, several of the tenants were up early and watching television in the living room. Ines, Ange, and Cresta had opened a news channel different from the one that had interviewed me. They were playing the segment of my outburst.




"A

 

nd just so that you don't put anymore words into my mouth to detract from this interview— We're done here. Thank you for coming. You may leave my dormitory.


 
"




"AAAAHHHH! I DON'T WANT TO HEAR MYSELF ON TV!" I snatched the remote from Ines' hand to change it to the next channel, only to see myself again, and again, and again.

"You're a hit! The clip is even going viral online." Ines showed an online video of me on her laptop that garnered millions of views in a few hours.

"Nyahaha! Look! Everyone's trashing the news org for going off on you!" Cresta pointed to the TV.

A pair of news anchors had a hard time containing their laughter when the video of me ended.




"

 

That just now was Akira Katagiri, caretaker of netherfolks from Weyera of Vandice Dormitory. Bless his heart for giving those netherfolks a new life in this world.


 
"







"

 

Right you are


 
.

 

I also think that interview will make for great material on how interviewers should not act on live broadcast.


 
"




It turned out COX News which interviewed us yesterday was getting shit on by every other station. At least there was some justice to be had.

Ange beckoned me to take a seat next to her on the couch. I did, and she leaned her weight into me.

"Thank you for defending me. Everyday you remind me why it is you who I love," she whispered.





Chapter 32 - Valentine's Date with a Succubus


Valentine's Day.

This holiday elicited a very different reaction depending on what kind of person you were. For most of my life, all I'd been getting were chocolates from female classmates. Even then, I barely got enough for a handful. It got to the point where my guy friends gave each other chocolates for fun, just so that we wouldn't go home feeling sad.

This year, however, I was no longer single. For the first time ever, I got to spend this holiday with a significant other and not alone at home with a box of store-bought candy.

Ange came downstairs in a long-sleeve black blouse clinging to her body and burgundy skirt that extended halfway down her shins. The colors matched her unusual pink skin tone nicely. Both articles of clothing had to be tailored to account for her wings and tail, which sprouted out from behind and really brought out how pretty she was.

I made a silent thank you to my mom for giving birth to me.

"Where are we headed first?" Ange asked.

"I bought tickets to a movie for us to see! Right after, I have a table booked at a nice Italian restaurant. Then the rest of the night is ours," I relayed excitedly.

The note of things to do and more were tucked into my pocket. I wanted to show Ange how reliable I was as a boyfriend and was deserving of her. To that end, I had planned this entire day beforehand. I really didn't want to screw this up.

Even Ines lent me a hand in planning my date with Ange. I couldn't thank her enough.

The two of us set out into the city with the van. Not the most romantic vehicle, but it was going to have to do.

Everywhere I turned, couples had overtaken the city like a flood. They occupied restaurants, parks, and streets, holding hands and making no effort to hide their affection. Though the moment we stepped out of the car, Ange drew so much attention that women had to slap their boyfriends to snap them out of it.

"So what exactly is a movie? Is it like what you see on the TV? Can we also watch porn on it?" Ange grabbed ahold of my hand as we walked to the theater.

"What— No! Well, yes… I guess you can, but we're not going to see porn. It's similar to television, yeah. We watch something on a gigantic screen in a dark room. It's typically a lot of fun if what you're seeing is something you want to watch," I explained.

"Hmmm. A dark room, is it? Sounds like the perfect place for us to have a little fun, don't you think?" She clung tighter, squeezing my arm between her breasts.

"Let's try to save the spicy stuff for home… I'm not sure I want to be branded an exhibitionist…"

Unbeknownst to Ange, I had chosen for us to watch a new horror flick. There was no guarantee that she would be scared of such things, being a demon herself. The goal was to spook her into clinging to me, so that she would seek comfort and security in my arms. That sort of thing— cliched as it is— was exactly the sort of thing I wanted to experience.

However, when we entered the auditorium, I was surprised to find it almost at maximum capacity.

"Wow. I guess the movie is a lot more popular than I thought. Thankfully, it's reserved seating. Our seats should be somewhere in the middle," I said, but there turned out to be a bunch of rowdy high school boys where we were supposed to sit. "Excuse me, guys. That's our seat."

One of them took a look at me and sneered.

"I don't see your name on it," he said, then grinned to his friends.

"Don't go snitching on us," the one next to him added. "We snuck in here, so thanks for the seats."

Great. They were going to make things difficult right off the bat for me?

"It's reserved seating," I tried to reason with them. "If you don't get off, I'm going to have to call someone. You don't want to get removed, do you—"

"You don't want to get removed, do you?" another repeated mockingly.

"How about you leave, and your succubus friend can sit on my lap? We can probably show her a better time," the first one said, throwing glances her way that could pass off as sexual harassment.

The group erupted into laughter. They didn't look that much younger than me. Possibly only a year or two. Damn kids these days were getting so much more annoying. I didn't want to start a fight with students. I also didn't want to look pathetic in front of Ange, but—

"It seems we have a couple of misbehaving urchins." Ange narrowed her eyes that began to glow.

A chill ran up my spine as I realized what she was about to do.

"Wait, wait!" I waved a hand in her face to stop her. "You don't have to! Let's just talk to an employee outside."

The high schoolers threw popcorn at my back on the way out.

I found an employee whose face was blanketed in pimples just outside the auditorium, replacing the full trash bin of popcorn cartons and empty cups. He had earphones on, with music playing just loud enough that Ange I could hear. It took until I waved frantically in his face did he finally notice me.

"Hey, there are a couple of guys that took my seats. Can you guys do something about it?" I asked.

"Sorry, man. Not my problem. I just vacuum the floors and throw away trash," the pimpled-employee said.

My mind went blank for a second.

"Can you at least get someone else to help? Hey!"

The guy put his earphones on, set the music so loud that I could hear it, and walked away with the bag of trash and custodial cart.

I put a hand to my face.

"It's alright. We can watch another movie," Ange said, massaging my shoulders.

We ended up sneaking into another auditorium of a romance comedy that was practically empty. The only people here were couples that weren't exactly watching the movie. I was still too infuriated to even think until I heard a squeak from Ange raising the armrest between our seats. She flicked a finger to unzip my pants, then sat on my lap with her legs wrapped behind my waist.

"You told me people come to movies to watch what's on the screen, but I don't see anyone doing that. Shall we do the same?" Ange cooed into my ears, sending shivers up my spine.

After the film ended, Ange walked out glowing. I, on the other hand, was absolutely embarrassed that we did all that in the theater with people around us.

"I think the climax of the film was very enjoyable." Ange smiled, wiping her lips with a napkin.

"Oh, shut up… We didn't watch a single scene, and you know it. Guess I'm checking off sex in public from my bucket list," I mumbled.

It had gotten a little darker than expected. When I checked the time, it turned out to be half an hour later than the schedule I created. The reservation I made was soon.

"Crap. We have to hurry or else we won't make it!"

Driving there was a pain in the ass. Traffic got worse by the minute in the afternoon. We eventually arrived at the restaurant twenty minutes late. Inside, a whole lot of people were seated in the waiting area, and many more were standing, waiting impatiently for their reservation slot.

A middle-aged woman with heavy make-up made eye contact with me from her mahogany stand.

"Name and time of reservation," the hostess said, her eyes dropping to the clipboard in hand.

"Akira Katagiri. 5 PM," I answered.

She pressed a finger to the clipboard, going down the list, then back up and frowned upon finding my name. "I'm sorry, sir. You're almost half an hour late. We enforce a strict 10-minute policy before giving the table to the next group. Shall I write you in for a later reservation?"

My heart sank.

I specifically planned for the movie and restaurant reservation to be an hour apart so we had ample enough time to get here. However, going to watch another movie and running into traffic messed up the timeframe of everything. Things were beginning to fall apart.

"When is the next available reservation?" I asked, holding on hope that the date could be salvaged.

The hostess checked the clipboard again, and the frown flipped into a smile. "That would be 8 PM, sir. Shall I write you in?"

I turned to Ange who shook her head. We both came to the conclusion that it would be far too late, and we might as well go elsewhere.

"No." I sighed. "Thanks anyway."

We returned to the car, and a soft hand fell on top of mine as I grabbed the gear shift.

"What's next on that list of yours?" she asked.

"Star-gazing in the hills behind the dorm," I answered dejectedly. "Nice place, too. But it's still way too early and something's probably going to get in the way."

Ange lifted me by my chin to look her in the eyes. "You didn't have to treat me to a fancy place to make me happy."

"I know. I just wanted to show you a good time, but it's starting to feel like the world is conspiring against us today."

Ever since Ange and I got together, I fantasized about having a picture-perfect relationship. It was easy to forget we were anything but normal and often led to me being worried that I couldn't be all that she wanted.

"I actually have a surprise for you of my own." Ange checked something on her phone and nodded happily to herself. "What say we stop by Rocket Burger before going to see the stars?"

"Burgers, really?" I decided against protesting. At least nothing could really go wrong there.

We drove to Rocket Burger and were greeted by Cresta at the register.

"Welcome to Rocket Burger! May I take your order?" Cresta asked enthusiastically.

"You're not going to eat our orders, are you?" I teased.

"I would never! Not unless you ask me to." She flashed a toothy grin.

The succulent burgers weren't much of a comfort. We could have been having a michelin-star dinner but had to settle for fast food instead. Yet whenever I stole glances at Ange, she never failed to catch me staring and smiled. Even as her cheeks bulged from mouthfuls of burgers and fries, lips stained by ketchup and grease, she shined with a luminescence that no star could cast.

In the midst of our meal, familiar faces began to show up.

Ines, Remmy, Tamara and Rakka, Irapesha, and Val entered Rocket Burger, each armed with chocolate that looked homemade in their clear plastic bags. Even Cresta came around from the back to join them one, too.

"Happy Valentine's Day, Akira!" they exclaimed together.

I was left speechless. My eyes started getting hot.

"Hold on… Did you all plan this?" I began to choke up and almost forgot to gulp down my mouthful.

"Nope," Cresta said, then patted Ange on the back. "She did. She and Ines taught us all how to make chocolates so that we could surprise you."

Sitting across the table, with both hands cradling her chin and gazing affectionately at me, Ange had placed a bag of chocolate of her own between our fast food trays.

"This was supposed to happen at home, but I think circumstances have spared us some time." Ange winked.

"Ines is a really good teacher! I can't believe I was able to make chocolate this delicious. Try some of mine!" Tamara held some up to my face.

"Don't you dare think this is anything special. I only did it because Angeline asked me to." Val stood at a distance and stuck out her bag upon an arm stretched to its limit.

In addition to fast food, the table was now filled with Valentine's Day chocolate baggies.

I teared up at the sight of it all. At how considerate they were. None of them had to go through that trouble, but they did anyway.

We spent hours at Rocket Burger just hanging out until it was time to leave. Ines called taxis to take the tenants back. Before entering her taxi, she came back to me and Ange, who were by the edge of the sidewalk of the restaurant next to the van.

"What do you think? Chocolate was pretty bomb, right?" Ines asked.

"If you told me it was gourmet chocolate, I'd believe it. What I can't believe is that you taught them all. That must have been tough getting them in order," I joked.

"It's my abuelita's recipe. She actually dumbed down the recipe for me, but I asked for the full instructions and studied up. Don't underestimate a graduate student's work ethic, and besides— doing this for you two was every bit worth it."

The comment made my heart skip a beat and speed up. Glancing over at Ange, who was leaning forward against the hood of the van and chin propped up against her palm, I suspected she knew there was more behind Ines' words.

I cleared my throat, more to swallow my own shyness than anything. "I-In Japan, we celebrate White Day next month to return the favor. Might not be as great as yours, but look forward to it anyway."

"I sure will, and you know… Usually I install a dating app and find someone to hook up with for a day. Get the sex and cuddles out of the way, then delete the contact and app the next day. Won't be needing to reinstall it tonight, so… I'll see you guys back after your date?" Ines grinned.

It took me a moment to realize what she had meant, but Ines had already raced back to the taxi before I could ask for clarification.

"Next year, the date should involve all three of us," Ange suggested as she climbed into the car with an impish smirk.

"I have a hard enough time handling you already." I rolled my eyes.

Ange and I drove to the park on the hill behind the dormitory as planned. A secluded place with rusted grills and old wooden tables that no one came to use anymore. The parking lot, however, often saw use by people coming to stargaze.

There were other cars belonging to couples that had come with the same plan. Fortunately, we didn't have to leave the comforts of the van thanks to the sunroof. So we pushed down the seats in the back to lie down in and laid side by side to watch the starry sky.

"I think between us, you have me beat. I really didn't see that coming," I said.

"It's not a competition, love." Ange squeezed my hand. "Just being with you is enough for me. I'm sure you feel the same way. No need to go through extravagance to prove it."

Today might not have gone as I planned, but Ange and everyone in the dorm really did get their messages across.

As I shut my eyes to enjoy the peaceful moment, several of the cars started rocking back and forth. There was no question what was going on.

Ange suddenly climbed on top of me, letting her curtain of black hair drape down to my face, and breasts aching for release behind the blouse atop of my chest.

"Oh, I see this is how Valentine's Day is supposed to progress. I think I shall have myself a fill of you before having Ines join us," Ange said, licking her lips and fangs.





Chapter 33 - Netherfolks and Carpentry





Val scrutinized the raised garden bed I had built to her specifications.

 

Tried


 
to build. I was no carpenter, so everything was new to me. As such, all I did was purchase wooden planks, nails, and a hammer from a hardware store.




The result? A shoddy construction job.

There were gaps between the boards and nails were sticking out of the corners.

"To put it kindly, my disappointment is immeasurable," Val said at last.

"Of course you're disappointed! What did you expect from someone who doesn't know how to work with wood to begin with?" I sighed and tossed the hammer over my shoulder.

"I was expecting you to accomplish everything I had asked in a competent manner. Though I suppose that was too much to ask for." She walked circles around it, eyes shaming every inch of the poorly made garden bed.

"Normally 'do everything' is told to someone as a joke, but I don't sense any sarcasm coming from you…"

The prototype of my u-shaped, raised garden bed was a bust. We couldn't even reuse the planks because they had become brittle as a result of my poor craftsmanship. At least I could break them down and use them as firewood in the dorm.

We could have saved so much time and effort, but Val was insistent that I not call experts or purchase ones pre-built from retailers.

"Can we just buy some instead?" I pleaded with her. "I'll even put in express, same-day delivery. The poor warehouse workers won't be pissing anywhere other than into their bottles anyway."

"Absolutely not. It must be built before my very eyes and by hands whom I tru— approve of." Val had almost said something that sounded like a compliment.

"You were about to say you trust me, weren't you, Val?" I asked.

Despite the dark pigmentation, her cheeks took on a visible shade of red.

"I was not! Also, how dare you continue shortening my name! Thanks to you, the others have also caught on. Refer to me by Queen Valeanor or Your Majesty!" she exclaimed.

"As you wish, Your Majestiest Majesty." I bowed.

"Ugh. You are such a disagreeable caretaker…"

While the two of us were trying to figure out what to do and how next to proceed, Irapesha had returned from a training session with the fire department. She entered the backyard, drawn in by our bickering.

"I find you bicker more often with Val than you do with Ange," Irapesha said of me.

"At least Ange is reasonable with what she wants. Val, on the other hand, would probably wonder why I can't bring down the moon for her!" I took a shot at her spoiled nature, eliciting from the elven queen a long, drawn-out groan.

We explained to Irapesha what we were trying to make, and she seemed to have taken interest in our efforts.

"Actually, several of my coworkers are part of a carpentry club. They even have a workshop in the city. If I ask, they may even help build it for you," Irapesha explained.




"Those firefighter buddies of yours are saving the entire world

 

and mine


 
. Only, there's one problem…" I shot Val the stink-eye.




The stickler of a queen threw her arms up in resignation.

"Fine! I suppose it will be better than watching our not-so-handy caretaker fail," she huffed.

We drove out to the carpentry workshop of one of Irapesha's firefighting coworkers. It was a small warehouse packed with evenly-spaced out workbenches, numerous and varied stacks of planks on one side of the building, and a whole lot of sawdust and wood shavings on the floor. My ears were assaulted by the sound of harsh hammering and buzzsaws in action. A few people were in the process of building furniture and others shared their latest work with pride.

Imagine our surprise when we saw Joseph and Cresta there.

"Val, Akira! What are you guys doing here?" The catssassin kicked up a storm of sawdust coming up to us.

"This one wants a garden bed built, so we came here looking for professionals." I pointed to Val. "And I can ask you the same thing. Don't tell me you and Joseph are friends with the folks over at the fire department?"

"Oh, Kerry and I've been friends since I was discharged. Small world this town, huh?" Joseph bellowed a laugh from his worktable, putting together what appeared to be a three-tiered shelf made of red oak.

"I come by sometimes to help them. Watch!" Cresta ran over to a stack of lumber, unveiled her claws, and slashed them into smaller sections from a single swing.

"Cresta! I don't think cutting all their wood down to size is helping!" I pinched her cheeks red as punishment. "What did I say about indoor strength?"

"Uuu… But they asked me to!"

Val got into the personal space of a carpenter who was fixing on the final leg of a four-legged nightstand.

"Hmm. So this is what peasants do for fun?" she asked him.

"Don't call them peasants!" I retorted.

Irapesha placed a hand on my shoulder and nodded. "It's alright. She saves them a lot of time from cutting it herself. They were marked beforehand to be cut that way."

One of the carpenters walked by to give Cresta a high-five, then picked up a couple of freshly-cut planks to use.

"You put the little lady in the wrong line of work flipping burgers," Joseph remarked, picking up a piece of wood and gliding a finger across the cut surface.

"Believe me, it wasn't my choice. Anyway, I came hoping some of you guys could help me build a raised garden bed. I know it's your time off, so feel free to tell me to screw off," I told him.

"Can do," he said, then whistled to the other guys for a hand. "We owe Irapesha and the little lady a lot. It'll be our pleasure to help ya."

They showed Val and I several blueprints from garden beds the carpentry club had already built in the past. There were many kinds, from ones that used metal and were built like a bathtub, and to a circular garden bed made of stone and had a compost bin at the center. Since Val was only looking for a simple build made of wood, that was what they went to work with.

We sat back while the real carpenters got to work. They didn't miss a beat. Every movement was purposeful. The only ones allowed to help were Cresta and Irapesha, mainly because a lot of the tools were dangerous, and neither of them could get hurt by meager means anyway.

Instead of using the many power tools at their disposal, Cresta was asked again to help cut wood to their specifications. They nearly gave me a heart attack asking Irapesha to fire-treat the planks with her breath. Fortunately, she wasn't having troubles regulating her body temperature anymore, and her flames this time around were as controlled as a blowtorch.

"Yeah, I'm pretty sure netherfolks will be replacing automation in a few years," I mumbled to myself.

Meanwhile, Val was watching the humans intently in particular. It was almost as if she had little faith they would do well. That doubt gradually diminished as the carpenters repeatedly checked in with her about whether they were doing it correctly and how she wanted it.

Once they had finished, two really nice, u-shaped garden beds were put together before us. They were modular, able to come apart and put back together easily without the need to hammer any nails.

Val was, suffice to say, impressed with what they had made.

The four men that were there even took time out of their day to truck it all back to the dorm, pieced it together there, and helped fill it with the necessary sediment and soil. By the time we were done, the backyard was looking a lot less empty now thanks to the raised garden beds occupying most of the right corner.

Once Val finally gets around to planting her flowers, the place would look a lot more aesthetically pleasing.

"Phew. That was a lot of work. Felt good completing a big project." Joseph wiped the sweat from his forehead as I handed each of the men a glass of water and some snacks.

"Really, we can't thank you enough," I said and nudged Val to do the same.

The elven queen stepped forward and swallowed her reluctance.

"Thank you, gentlemen. Watching you all work was very impressive. I… I also feel as though I owe each of you an apology. I was at first uncertain about whether humans can complete such a task," she said.




"I'm human!" I point to myself. "Where's

 

my


 
apology for this morning?"




Joseph dismissed her apology with a shrug. "Don't matter who's who as long as we got the know-how, right?"

We thanked them again with some extra homemade chocolates left over from Valentine's Day before they went home. It was still early in the afternoon, so Val was eager to get to work on her new garden beds.

Irapesha and I helped Val carry some of the flower pots from her room to the backyard. However, as we returned to the backyard, Cresta had sprawled herself out on top of the raised garden beds' mound of dirt. It looked like she could melt into a puddle if she could.

"Fnnh… The dirt is so nice and cool… I'm gonna just take a quick catnap…" Cresta purred, drifting off into slumber.

"Cresta, get off that right this instant!" Val yelled.





Chapter 34 - The Queen's Secret


Days after my Valentine's date with Ange, some of the tenants had been prodding me about what movies were. It occurred to me that other than the occasional outing to purchase things, I haven't been taking them out enough to grow accustomed to Earth.

So today, on an early and sunny Saturday afternoon, I decided to take all my tenants out into the city.

Which proved to be a mistake right out the door. From the start, just watching over Ange and Cresta was hard enough. I had seven netherfolk tenants to look after. Fortunately, Ines was free enough from her studies to come chaperone with me.

"Movie time!" Cresta picked Tamara up onto her shoulders as soon as they hopped out of the car and took off running across the plaza.

"Damn it, Cresta! Quit running off whenever we go somewhere!" I shouted.

"Take a load off, man! We're here to have fun. I'll go on ahead and make sure they stay out of trouble," Ines offered and raced after to catch up to them.

Sighing, I took stock of the rest of my tenants exiting the car one by one. Val, Irapesha, Ange, and…

Someone was missing.

When I glanced back into the car, Remmy was in the backmost seat. She had morphed into her small blob form.

"Remmy, what happened? What are you doing back there?" I reached in to pull the giant jello out.

"Can I… goto the arcade instead? I don't like being around… so many people…" The introverted slime shuddered as if she was a vampire and the sun was her weakness

Attracting attention was par for the course whenever any of the netherfolks go outside. Even now, having just exited the van, people were throwing glances our way.

Of the seven, Remmy would probably have the hardest time if she were to ever go her own way. Luckily, living in the digital age meant that she could order groceries and enjoy entertainment without ever leaving the house.

I didn't recall Remmy being so shy when we were at the carnival, but she did have a bunch of games to keep her distracted at the time.

"What about the other Remmys?" I held her up to my face to ask. "I thought they would come out whenever you didn't want to be alone?"

"I'm being bullied…" Remmy squeezed her eyes shut in distress.

What a way to live, being able to make copies of yourself only to have them tease you. Thankfully, I knew one way to solve this.

Plopping Remmy atop my head, I cupped both hands over my mouth and yelled, "Cresta, you forgot someone!"

Cresta came zipping back so fast that Tamara's eyes were spinning. Across the plaza, I saw Ines throw her arms up in resignation after having caught up to them, only for Cresta to have run back.

"Sorry, Remmy! I got too excited and didn't see you!" She plucked the slime from my head and handed her over to Tamara, who then placed it onto her own head.

"Let's go again!" Tamara whooped, and Cresta dashed them right back to the theater entrance.

"All is well again." I nodded to myself.

"Are you not close with Cresta?" Val asked Irapesha. "I thought you would be among the ones to follow after her."

"Cresta is still young and excitable. She needs to be among those who can match her youthful vigor," Irapesha explained with a hint of teasing.




The elven queen squinted. "Are you calling us

 

old


 
?"




"Irapesha is being considerate, staying by your side so that you wouldn't be left alone." Ange walked by and butt-checked Val.




"I have no issues with being alone!" Val folded her arms. "H-Hmph. If you three wish to accompany

 

me


 
, then I shall allow so as my escort. Go forth!"




I opened my mouth to say the line, but she shot me down with a glare.

"Oh, you be quiet," she said.

"Yes, ma'am. I'll behave."

As usual, the weekend of movie releases was always bustling. Long lines formed outside the building for the latest hit, waiting on auditoriums to be cleared before moving in.

I specifically chose a movie that had already been out for a while to see, that way we didn't have to wait long. The tenants just wanted the experience of watching on a giant projection screen anyway. When we purchased our tickets and walked into the building, Cresta raised her nose to the scent of buttery popcorn and soda.

She threw Irapesha a pair of pleading eyes.

"Very well. Akira tells me coming to see a movie is an occasion, and you have worked for your own money to spend. Spend at your leisure." Irapesha gave Cresta permission to buy whatever she wanted.

"I've been unshackled for the day! Time to try everything!" Cresta whooped, dragging Remmy and Tamara along to buy snacks.

"It's a shame we won't be able to do what we did last time," Ange said, squeezing my hand and tapping the side of her cheek as she gazed at some of the couples in the theater.

"Wait, we're not supposed to bring that up!" I became instantly flustered.

"And what is that supposed mean?" Val glared at me.

"Nothing!"

We were suddenly distracted by the laughter of little children around Irapesha, having taken interest in her physical draconic features. She delighted in playing with them, allowing them to stroke her scaly tail and tattered, leathery wing until their parents pulled them away in panic.

"Don't bother them! They can be dangerous!" a mother scolded her pouting son, dragging him away by the wrist.

"Madame, I assure you we are anything but dangerous," Irapesha tried to explain.

The woman and her friends had a few choice words.

"Obviously, they didn't teach you not to touch someone else's child where you came from."

"The last thing I want is for you to accidentally hurt my daughter."

"You should have kept those things back where they belong!" one of them shouted to me.

The last comment ticked me off.

"Maybe you're the ones who need to go back to school for a lesson in manners," I fired back.




The fury of half a dozen housewives with nothing better to do on a weekend other than to look after their children descended upon me. They laid in insults, asking why I wasn't in school, where

 

my


 
parents were, and how dare I tell them how to parent.




It wasn't until Val stepped in that they stopped. In fact, a single clack from her heel on the floor echoed much louder than it should have, and something like a magical pulse had rippled from her person to silence them. The same ripple reached my spine, and something like a cold hand clenched my bones to hold me up straight.

Val stood between us, arms on her hips, and nose turned up to the ceiling to look down on them. "Who are you to berate my caretaker? Leave my sight."

As if they were ordered to do so, the women seemed to comply and began to leave with their kids in tow. In spite of what happened, the children, who had been more than excited to play with Irapesha, waved goodbye to them on the way out of the theater.

"Now that is the Queen Valeanor I know." Ange smiled.

"I'm sorry you had to see that, but I could not stand to hear them make such unsavory comments to you both." Val turned around, giving me a glimpse of two glowing eyes. As they dimmed, so did whatever magic was holding me in place.

"Wait… what just happened?" I asked, slowly coming out of the daze and able to move again.

"I see your magic is still sharp as ever." Irapesha clenched and unclenched her fist after regaining control of her body.

When I turned to Val for answers, she cast her gaze away and sighed.

"I had hoped to keep it a secret, but you deserve to know. Details of my power are not in those papers of yours. You see, I was born with a special gift, greater than what a succubus can do, I can compel people to serve me against their will."





Chapter 35 - Liverwic Daisies


Days after learning that Val could Jedi mind trick us just for shits and giggles if she wanted to, I agonized over whether or not to report this to Professor Markel. Although she could sometimes be a royal pain in the ass, never once had she ever used that magic on us. I trusted her not to. Likewise, she trusted us.

But this was my job.

Outlined in section four, article twenty-one of the government caretaker's responsibilities stated that discovery of any undisclosed and/or hidden trait of a netherfolk must be reported. It was imperative to do so in case a tenant from Weyera possessed weapons of mass destruction-level magic.

Val had clearly neglected to disclose that she could magically compel people to do as she wished.

A power like that definitely would have made Professor Markel think twice about letting her into Earth. It risked compromising my mental faculties, thus jeopardizing the government sponsoring me and the dormitory.

If that was the case, how did Ange manage to pass through initial screening? She clearly had magic to order people around, albeit possibly not as strongly as Valeanor's.

"Hmm… I wonder if Tarcosa knew. That pint-sized king could very well have let Val slide through on purpose."

Ange entered the room with two cups of coffee and handed me one of them. The fruity smell of roasted and finely ground kona reached my nose, but did little to ease my worry

"It's almost time for me to stream." She put the last word in air quotes, then took interest in what I was reading on the desk. "What do you have here?"

"Just going over Val's briefs again. I just can't believe she kept it a secret. It's put me in a real bind over what to do," I explained in distress.

"If it matters, Valeanor feels terrible, and you know feeling guilty isn't a shining trait of hers to begin with."

The succubus took a seat next to me and crossed one leg over the other. Her mode of dress had gotten rather… sloppish. It reminded me of Ines, who often walked around in baggy sweatpants and, depending on the weather, an oversized hoodie or casual tank top. Comfort became the name of the game for them.

Their style wasn't bad, but Ange had set aside her lingerie-like outfit for human clothing more often lately. Gone were the days of her original sexy succubus outfit. The same applied to the other tenants. It just went to show how nicely they were adjusting to living on Earth.

"You have been staring at me for a while, my love. Is this an invitation?" Ange asked as she raised the mug of coffee to her smiling lips.

"It's too early for that." I switched gears to another topic instead. "You've known Val since the war, right? Were you aware of her power?"

She nodded. "I did."

"Then… how come you didn't tell me?"

"It isn't because I didn't trust you, but because Valeanor Messier is a dear friend who asked me to keep this secret. It also wasn't mine to share," she said.

I was slightly hurt that my own girlfriend didn't confide in me, but she actually had with regards to her own secrets on many occasions. It actually made me feel better knowing the two of them were close.

Ange was also right. It wasn't her secret. It belonged to Val.

This talk only made it harder for me to come to grips with what to do.

Not wanting to take up anymore of Ange's 'streaming time', I left the room before she could force me to join and went downstairs.

Val was in the backyard, tending to plants growing in the raised garden beds. She snipped away wilting leaves and petals. The sight of her, unafraid to get her hands dirty, dressed in overalls and a sun hat, didn't appear like a queen at all.

Among the many blooming flowers were the purple hyacinths that Cresta had previously gifted her in apology. All of them looked so healthy and carefully taken care of. Most other flowers came from the potted plants in her room. She had been transitioning a lot of them outside ever since the raised garden beds were built.

A scene like this would have been worth sneaking a picture of. Too bad my phone was in my bedroom, and Ange was currently camming in there.

I walked out into the warm sun. California's winter was short lived. Back in Japan, most places were likely still freezing. Being pleasantly engulfed in sunlight while not battered by intense humidity was a nice change of pace though.

"I suppose you have come out here to speak with me about my powers, have you not?" Val asked without turning around.

"Well… I was going to be more subtle than that. You know, start off with the weather deck and segue into how pretty the flowers are. Then once all that is said, I would finally bring it up," I explained.

"What kind of fool narrates what he plans to do before actually doing it?" She stood up and sighed in my face.

Ignoring her, I knelt down to be eye level with the flowers that she had tenderly raised.

"I always thought it was weird that the papers I'm given tell me all about your lives, but they leave out parts like Tamara wants to go to human school, or Remmy might be depressed, or that you like gardening. Feels like that information would help me a lot more than what's actually typed up by some desk jockey."

Val started bundling up a cluster of flowers she had snipped and bound them together with wax paper into bouquet. They had spiral stems, but the buds had yet to blossom.

If I remembered correctly, they were called liverwic daisies.

"I didn't tell you about my powers because I thought it unimportant. Much like how the details you've read in my dossier are unimportant. Why should it matter that I was a queen? I no longer have a kingdom to rule. This power is just a grim reminder of my past life." She pressed the bouquet into my hands, and I was treated with a honey-like scent coming from them.

"If you're not a queen, does that mean I don't have to refer to you as Your Majestiest Majesty anymore?" I grinned.

"It sounds so gross when you say it." Val rolled her eyes. "I understand the procedure to come here. You wish to confess my powers to the elder human, do you not?"

"Yeah, but… there's a chance they might send you back to Weyera for lying. This is a big interworld no-no that you did."

In spite of that, she appeared prepared to accept the consequences. Maybe that was just her queen persona filling in to act stoic.

"By not doing so, I put you at risk, and by extension everyone else," Valeanor reminded me.

I was fully prepared to take this to the grave just like with Ange's secret about still possessing magic. However, after being with Ange every step of the way until she confessed to Tamara about being involved in her parents' deaths, supporting Val to do the same of her secret seemed to be the right thing to do.

Then why did I feel so uneasy about this?

In respecting Valeanor's decision to come clean, I made a call to Professor Markel asking if he could come by. Government officials involved in things such as interworld security didn't just 'go out' whenever they wanted to. I had to explain to him in detail why.

But I should have known from the tone of his voice that it was going to be anything but a simple visit. They already knew anyway. The magic tracker embedded into every netherfolk before arriving to Earth had sold them out the moment it happened.

The professor arrived with the special task force designated to handle netherfolks. They were armed with magic weapons and enchanted equipment. It almost looked like they were about to raid the dormitory.

I recognized some of them. They used to be so friendly to me, but now each of them had their fingers on the trigger, ready to put a bullet in me if I so much as twitched.

"What the hell is going on?" Ines came running out of the dormitory along with Remmy and Cresta in tow.

Professor Markel unfurled a parchment to read aloud its contents. "Valeanor Messier, you have violated the terms set forth by the United Nations and High-King Tarcosa by not disclosing a class-red magic power that you possess. We ask that you come quietly. You will be detained for the time being for the safety of yourself, the dormitory, and Earth, while a council deliberates on whether or not you should be deported back to Weyera."

"Wait, deported?" I put myself between Val and the professor. "This is moving a little too fast. I thought we would get to talk about it first! You gave Ange an injection to remove her magic, so aren't you supposed to do the same for Val?"

Cresta, Remmy, and Ines joined me in her defense.




"Akira, you underestimate the gravity of the situation. We can't let incidents like this slide. You're a new caretaker, so I forgive you for not knowing. It's one thing for a netherfolk's powers to be known and accidentally used in a fit of passion. It's another for their powers to be

 

known


 

and used purposefully


 
. You will understand how careful we must be for everyone's sake once you have read this." He handed over a report sealed with tape that spelt out the word 'Classified'.




"I don't know what's going on, but I'll be damned if I let Val go!" Cresta unsheathed her claws, causing every special task member to raise their glowing guns at her.

"It's alright. I will go with them. It is my own fault that it has come to this." Val rested a hand on Cresta's shoulder to assure her and the others.

Not wanting to put us in any danger, she walked forward to turn herself in. They put chains on her wrists, and even then, guns were still trained on her.

I found my throat and tongue parched of anything to say. Where did I go wrong? I thought I was doing the right thing, but now one of my tenants was going to be sent back to Weyera. Was there really nothing I could do?

Before Val entered the back of what looked like a tank of a security truck, she glanced over her shoulder to me.

"I must admit, you are a lot more troublesome than having mere subjects and servants around. Thank you, Caretaker. In the little time I have lived with you and everyone else, I am glad to have made… friends." She cleared her throat and began to choke up. "Please, give my regards to the others, and take care of my flowers in my absence, will you?"

As they left, I held tighter the bouquet that Val had given me and watched the vehicles disappear into the distance.

I wasn't sure what to think anymore. It was like someone had ripped my heart out. No matter how it looked, I had failed Val.

"You're not really going to let Val just leave like that, are you?" Cresta asked me as she held back tears.

"I'm sorry, Cresta. There's nothing I can do…" I answered monotonously.

Cresta cursed under her breath and stormed back into the dormitory. Remmy and Ines chased after her.

I stayed outside until Ange emerged from the dorm to embrace me. She was shaking, too.

"You didn't want to say goodbye?" I asked her.

"We already have. I think Valeanor suspected this was going to happen," Ange said.

"How?"

"Liverwic daisies." She cupped my hand which held the bouquet of flowers and raised it between us. "They have a rather somber meaning in Weyera. They are given to family and friends when the person suspects they may leave for a long journey. Oftentimes, for good."

Holding Val's flowers in one hand and Professor Markel's report in the other, something clicked inside my head as I tried to come to terms with what just happened.

There was no way in hell I was going to let Val go that easily.




Chapter 36 - Blooming Amidst Adversity


It happened a year and a half ago in Chennai, India.

The caretaker, whose name was redacted in this document, took their tenant out to have lunch in the city. His tenant, name also redacted, was a former soldier who served in the Granieda Empire as a fieldmage. Their primary role in the army was to provide magical enhancements. All of their powers had been divulged beforehand during the tenant's screening process to enter Earth.

Except for one.

That one hidden power led to the incident known as the Chennai Curse, where a staggering 97 people were killed over a ten-day period.

My head immediately became woozy after reading that part. The young and naive me couldn't fathom that number of dead, especially when my tenants were all so gentle. At least… for the most part.

U.N security board branded this tragic event the greatest folly in modern history with relations to the netherfolks. An event so horrible that great reparation had to be paid to the victims and resulted in the entire Caretaker Program to be pulled from India.

The reason I hadn't heard about it was due to a massive international government campaign to hide it from the media and public. Likely in the fear that it would reverberate to other countries and cause hysteria, thus leading to the program being discontinued in other places.

Seemed like they succeeded for the most part since even I didn't hear about it.

Instead of using the incident as part of a lesson to prospective caretakers, the security board decided to redouble efforts in properly screening both tenants and caretakers.

To understand the circumstances that led to the Chennai Curse, it was important to see both sides of the coin.

The caretaker had come from a lower caste family, and although the caste system was abolished from India many decades ago, the lingering societal ramifications of it were still felt today. He and his family were poor. They saw the Caretaker Program as a way to elevate themselves from their destitution, and the son showed excellent potential as a caretaker due to his kindness and empathy.

Another more affluent family, with members in positions of government, sent a son that proved to be less qualified to also apply to the program. But because the selection was made by a U.N board and not by the home country, he didn't make the cut. The role was given to the other young man. This was seen as an affront and resulted in constant harassment of his family.

Although the U.N pressured India to give the boy's family more protection, the Indian government, still ruled by many who had benefited from the abolished caste system to be where they were now, gave them the cold shoulder.

In spite of the harassment, the boy was given a dormitory and tenant to manage. Things went well for a month. The two had even grown intimate as per the reports. However, everything came spiraling down in a single night when the affluent family paid a mob to harass the boy directly at the dorm, where it quickly took a violent turn.

When the mob broke into the dormitory and it became clear that no help was sent their way, the tenant, for fear of their lives, unleashed a powerful magic spell that scared them away.

Nothing seemed to come out of it. Not until days later when the first few deaths occurred. By day ten, it was discovered that all 97 members of the mob had died of cardiac arrest. Among the dead were members of the influential family that proceeded to lay blame on the netherfolk.

The U.N. finally stepped in and the tenant confessed that she came from a bloodline of witches that had the power to curse people to death. Apparently, the caretaker had been long-aware of her power after she confided in him about it. He claimed responsibility, citing that he had purposefully neglected to report it and used his tenant to kill the mobs.

Out of an abundance of caution, the caretaker and his entire family was moved out of the country to a redacted location. He was stripped of his caretaker status, and the tenant was deported back to Weyera.

The Indian government was furious and sought to punish the two with the death penalty, but the U.N. refused to comply.

After all, they didn't want to risk getting cursed themselves by trying to execute a netherfolk with such power. The poor thing now remained in Granieda's maximum security prison, forced to take an anti-magic serum, and must serve out her crimes in solitude. All because of one family's greed.

"Wow. That's not fair at all." I sighed and put down the papers.

They were just trying to protect themselves. And for that caretaker to try and shoulder all the blame on himself… that was nothing short of heroic.

This turned out to be a lot heavier than I expected before breaking the classified tape seal. It did explain all the excessive precautions. Professor Markel was terrified. Everyone was. I didn't know the full magnitude of how bad it could be, but the ones working behind the scenes did.

Although at times like this, I wish I was more stubborn. Val wasn't like that. None of my tenants were like that.

But it was easy to proclaim that when it hadn't happened yet. Circumstances here were different than in other countries.

I took a sip of tea long gone cold and glanced over to my bed where Ange and Tamara were fast asleep in each other's arms. They had been quiet all day, and who could blame them? For Ange in particular, one of her closest friends was going to be deported back to Weyera. The other tenants were dealing with it in their own way, some not as well as others.

As I got up, Ange accidentally kicked the sheets off. I went over to pull it back over their shoulders. The way she held Tamara was like a mother cat holding her kitten. A cute sight that melted my heart.

Too bad I couldn't go to sleep with them.

Reading all that had left me wide awake, so I decided to go downstairs to busy myself with some chores. Before leaving the room, I took one more look at the liverwic daisies Val had given me, which I had placed into a glass vase earlier.

Downstairs, I was surprised to see the door to the backyard left open. Irapesha was outside with Rakka, gazing up at the starry sky with a longing look.

"What's going on out here?" I asked.

"I was feeling homesick. Thankfully, the scent of the flowers that Valeanor had planted soothes me. It seems Rakka feels the same way." Irapesha smiled at the mana beast nestled within the small forest of flowers.

"Baa!"

"Maybe that's what Val wanted to do this entire time," I mused thoughtfully.

"If only there was more we could have done for her in return," she said.

I leaned against one of the garden beds next to her and followed her gaze to the full moon beaming down at us. "You know… Up until now, I'd been cruising through as a caretaker without much of a problem. I thought I was the luckiest guy in the world, with a succubus girlfriend, cool tenants from a magical world, meeting demon-slaying heroes and kings. Suddenly, I lost one tenant and it feels like I've been doing everything wrong."

The dragonewt walked forward and stretched out her right wing. If she hadn't lost her other side, it would have been an impressive wingspan to show for. It seemed like she wanted to fly up and join the stars.

"My kind does not tolerate failure," Irapesha began. "It is what makes us dragonewts the perfect soldiers, killing machines to serve the Granieda Empire. I thought it was all I was meant to do until my death. It was why I was so devastated to lose my left arm and wing. Then you and Cresta came along to show me a new purpose. Tell me, would that mean you have truly done everything wrong?"

"If you put it that way, how the hell am I going to contest that?" My face went red from her praise.

She let loose a hearty laugh, then furled her wing onto her back. "Don't contest it. Embrace it. When you have found the courage to bring Valeanor back, Cresta and I, like the loyal soldiers we once were, shall stand by your side."

When I heard Irapesha talk, it filled me with confidence. Her charisma was second to none. If she ordered me into battle, I'd probably die a pathetic death, but I wouldn't look back.

This pep talk was exactly what I needed, because I knew exactly what must be done.

The next morning, I gathered everyone into the living room. They were all tired, still somber about Valeanor's departure from the dorm.

However, I had an important message to deliver to them.

I took a deep breath before addressing my tenants. "In twelve hours, Val will be crossing the portal back to Weyera. Professor Markel and the U.S branch security board granted my request to say goodbye to her, but that's not what we're going to do."

All at once, the tenants threw confused looks my way. Only Irapesha appeared to understand, and a smile flashed across her face.

"Instead, we're going to stop it from happening and bring Val back home. Who's with me? We're not going to let them take her away without a fight, are we?" I asked them.

No one needed convincing. Every single one of them erupted with excitement and eagerness.

"I expected nothing less from you." Ange giggled, trying to hide the tear welling around the corners of her eyes.

Cresta clenched both fists to pump herself up. "Let's show Val a thing or two for thinking she could just leave us!"

"It seems this will be an uphill battle. I would not have it any other way." Irapesha put a hand on my shoulder to reaffirm my conviction.

"Everyone, load up in the van! Let's not keep Val waiting!" I declared, leading the charge.





Chapter 37 - Daffodils


When we arrived at the airbase, a large number of soldiers were outside the hangar preparing to exchange Valeanor to the Weyeran army. Many of them wore plate armor and gilded robes, likely veterans of the Granieda Empire under King Tarcosa.

Irapesha and Cresta even mentioned some of them by name as I drove into the parking lot. A member of the special task force was waiting to receive me. He had an enchanted rifle slung over his shoulder and probably in full anti-magic gear.

The man clicked his heels together, causing Cresta to straighten out of instinct, which inadvertently caused him to flinch.

This was clearly a tense situation for them.

I just didn't see it the same way. They were taking our friend away after all.

"I will be escorting you to the send-off zone as per Professor Markel's orders. Please, follow me in an orderly fashion. Any provocations may result in use of force from both standing units present," the operative said, then whispered something inaudible into his helmet's mic.

Cresta's ears twitched, likely from listening in.

As we were being led out of the parking lot and to the front of the hangar, I leaned into Cresta to ask, "What did he say?"

"Just that we arrived, but what worries me most is what the guy on the other end said. I'm pretty sure it was the professor," Cresta explained.

"Was it about us?"

She nodded. "That we might try something."

I expected nothing less of Professor Markel. It sounded like he knew we hatched a plan. Well, he has been working in that position for years and probably managed a whole lot of caretakers other than myself.

"Are you sure you wish to do this on your own?" Ange asked with worry.

"I'm 100% sure," I whispered. "If you guys jump in, there's no telling what they will do. Me being human and a government asset for both worlds will make them think twice. Besides, I don't want to put any of you at risk of being deported, too."

The closer we got, the more agitated Cresta became. She began to sniff the air more intensely like a scent had firmly captured her attention. Even Irapesha was acting weird, glancing around as if something was off.

"What's wrong with you two? You're going to put the soldiers on edge like that," I warned.

"S-Sorry!" Cresta ducked her head, but couldn't stop wrinkling her nose. "I'm smelling a familiar smell around here…"

Hopefully, it wasn't any weird surprises.

We stopped at the side with human operatives and Professor Markel who regarded me with a nod. Some ways ahead, on the opposite side of the hangar doors, were the Weyeran unit, several of whom gave Cresta and Irapesha acknowledging smiles.

Between both groups, standing by herself, was Val. She hung her head in shame, wrists bound with magical shackles. This had to be the most humiliating position for a queen to be in.




I always teased her, but it was all for good fun. Val knew that. Seeing her like this made me feel even more guilty. After all, she had used her magic to save

 

me


 
from a bout of shaming. It made me realize how much the former queen cared about those around her.




And this whole fiasco was over a bunch of stupid housewives who had nothing better to do on a weekend.

All of us marched forward together into the hangar where the large portal to the other world hummed to life. The Weyeran netherfolk soldiers framed a path for Val, leading up the portal. She reached the first step and turned around to face us with a brave smile.

"If you have anything to say, do so now. You may approach Valeanor Messier to bid her farewell if you wish, but you must return behind the line afterwards," Professor Markel explained to us.

None of the tenants moved. It almost surprised Val, and she probably thought no one cared that she was leaving. At least until I walked forward with a single, small daffodil in hand to offer her.

"Do you know what this is?" I asked.

The elven queen took the flower from my hand, her eyes widening with recognition. "It is a daffodil. Might you be giving it to me before I leave?"

"I guess I might forgive you for not knowing. In my world, daffodils symbolize new beginnings. It just so happens your new beginnings belong here. None of us want you to go, Val."

When I turned around, what might as well have been a death squad of soldiers stood firm and were all staring at me.

"Akira… return to the line," Professor Markel breathed caution into each word.

"What are you thinking, you foolish buffoon?" Val gasped.




"Valeanor Messier is

 

my


 
tenant, and she is my responsibility! I'm sorry, Professor. I can't let you take her away. If you want to punish anyone for her using magic, then punish me for not keeping her in check!" I shouted down to them.




All at once, every member of the special task force drew their weapons. On the other side, the Weyeran soldiers did not react with the same threatening action. They appeared more baffled than anything.

"Valeanor violated an interworld pact by withholding vital secrets necessary in considering her residency on Earth. By standing there, you are jeopardizing securities put in place to keep people like yourself safe, Akira. Have you not read the file I gave you?" he asked, eyes behind those thick glasses squinting hard at me.

"I read it all! Three times over in a single night. I completely agree with you about the dangers that hosting netherfolks on Earth present, but you're wrong about two things: I am not that caretaker, and Val is not that tenant."

Professor Markel was at a loss of what to do since I wouldn't budge.

"I'm sorry, Akira." He screwed his eyes shut and sighed. "This isn't a risk we can afford to take. Apprehend him and—"

Without warning or a cue, every single one of my tenants came to our defense. They put themselves between us and the professor. Even after I had told them not to. Even when they could very well be sent back to Weyera. Even Ines who could get into very big trouble with the government being a mere civilian. Even Remmy who had come out of the confines of her room to console Val.

"Why are you all…" Val, touched by their sentiments, began to choke up and was unable to finish her sentence.

If we were in a less shitty situation, I would have poked fun at Valeanor to hell and back about her tearing up. But she couldn't be in a more degrading place, in chains and snotting up in front of us. She belonged back home at the dorm instead.

Cresta grabbed Val's hand and flashed a fanged smile."If you go back to Weyera, you're gonna leave behind all the delicious ketchup from this world. Think of all the burgers we can lather ketchup on to eat together!"

"Maybe it is due to how closely I served High-King Tarcosa, but I cannot stand idly by and watch a Weyeran monarch be treated in such a way." Irapesha, who easily towered over everyone, glared fearlessly at the task force whose rifles were trained on us.

Tamara took the elven queen's other hand. "Me and Rakka really like the flowers you planted outside. We want you to stay and show us how to grow more together!"

"Baa!" Rakka bleated in agreement.

"Why, you fools? It is the duty of a queen to sacrifice herself for her people… This is happening just like during the war. None of you needn't trouble yourselves to help me! You will make it harder for me to leave…" Val said between tears, clutching the daffodil tightly in both hands.

"It's going to be a whole lot of headache renovating your room back to how it originally was. We've got it built already, so you need to live your stay's worth. You may be a royal pain in the ass, Val, but I wouldn't want you anywhere else other than in my dorm," I said.

Tears dripped down the elven queen's cheeks, landing on the yellow petals of the daffodil.

The professor was not amused. He trembled with anger and lifted his glasses to rub his eyes. This was probably going to cost him his job. I was probably going to lose my job, and I might have pulled the dumbest move ever that would cost me my tenants.

However, I had to do what was right and in the best interest of my tenants. If I didn't, I would be the biggest hypocrite to those I'd helped so far.

"Professor, when I applied for the Caretaker role, one part of the job description stuck out to me— 'Help and be there for the netherfolks like a member of your family'. Here I am, doing my job." I walked to the front of the group to confront him.

"Hmmm. I say, why not?" a familiar, whimsical voice echoed through the hangar.

Cresta and Irapesha jolted like lightning had run down their spine. They spun around to find High-King Tarcosa, standing with his back to the portal and hands on his hips, looking like he was having the time of his life.

"Tarcosa?!" Everyone exclaimed together.

"You were supposed to be here an hour ago… Don't tell me you were actually invisible the entire time?" Professor Markel groaned.

That must have explained why Cresta and Irapesha were acting the way they did.

The pipsqueak king erupted into laughter. "I saw an interesting event unfolding and wanted to stay hidden to see how it would turn out! Akira certainly didn't disappoint."

"What's going on? Is Tarcosa supposed to be here?" I asked.

"It is protocol for every deportation that the High-King or his representative be present," the professor explained. "Protocols that shouldn't be broken or made an exception of. Especially a case like this."

Tarcosa levitated over us and landed next to Professor Markel. He threw an arm around his shoulder like an old drinking buddy.

"Oh, come now. We're both old coots who need to get with the times. Look at them. Have you ever seen an entire dorm come to their friend's rescue like this before? Is there any other dorm that can rival their cohesion?"

"That doesn't make it okay—"

"I know, I know. Which is why I am willing to make some concessions on their behalf. What do you say, Professor?" Tarcosa's words piqued his interest.

After a few seconds of thinking, Professor Markel ordered his task force to stand down and dismissed most of them from the hangar. The sudden shift in tone was a pleasant and jarring surprise.

High-King Tarcosa returned to us, beaming victoriously.

"The hell did you offer him?" I asked, utterly astonished by the turn of events.

"Some magical weapons of mass destruction, no biggie." He brushed aside the topic like it wasn't an outrageous thing.

In the hands of the American government? I only hoped Tarcosa knew what he was doing.

"Tarcosa!" Cresta was slightly bent at the knees, about to tackle the High-King, but he held a hand up in preparation to cast a barrier which caused her to stop short. She fidgeted awkwardly a few feet away, trying to hold back.

"Okay, fine. Just this once, you overgrown cat." Tarcosa sighed, allowing Cresta to rub her head against his chest and be pampered with scratches.

"It is good to see you again, old friend." Irapesha knelt before her sovereign.

"I'm glad to see you all doing well. Every one of you." Tarcosa smiled warmly to each tenant, but when he got to Val, his lips curled into a shit-eating grin. "You, as well, Valeanor. Look who's bailing who out now, you pompous chocolate sculpture."

The elven queen let out an audible groan and folded her arms. "Do not dare think this makes us even. You are still indebted to me for all that I have given to Granieda."

"Awww, you're so cold now. It's hard to listen to you act tough when you were about to cry your heart out a second ago— ow! Hey!" His cackling was cut short by Val lifting him by the ears like a misbehaving child.




"You little demon! So high and mighty because you still have a kingdom to rule. It was

 

my


 
fortune that kept Granieda afloat!" She growled, taking particular pleasure in tormenting the little king.




Tarcosa fought back by slapping her boobs, but it was clear she had him beat. "Let go, you damn dark elf! You're the one who came begging for me to take your wealth to avenge your fallen kingdom!"

Powerful rulers as they were, Tarcosa and Valeanor were very much just like an old bickering couple.

"Ahem." I cleared my throat to get them to stop.

The two separated and recomposed themselves as if nothing had happened. Tarcosa smoothed out the creases on his robes, then he flew up to the portal to wave us goodbye.

"I'm glad everything worked out," the king began. "You're too good at your job to let anything happen, Akira. But do know there is only so much I can do, so don't expect any more help from me. Thank you for taking care of everyone, past, present, and future."

High-King Tarcosa bowed gracefully and entered the portal. The Weyeran soldiers marched up the steps to follow after him, each saying their goodbyes to Cresta and Irapesha as they left.

"That king really does as he pleases…" I sighed.

When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Ange wiping away the tears that stained Val's cheeks.

"Tarcosa is correct. Tears are not befitting a queen such as yourself." Ange pulled Val by the hand back to the group.

"Well, Val? What do you say we head home?" I asked.

Quietly chuckling to herself, Val wiped one last tear from her eyes and picked up the daffodil that had fallen when she attacked Tarcosa. "For the last time, please stop shortening my name that way."
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