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Chapter 1 - A Dormtory Whole

Life at the dormitory had returned to a relative normal since Valeanor's near-deportation incident.
As part of a lucrative concession made between High-King Tarcosa and the U.S. government, our resident monarch was made to receive the same injection Ange had been given to suppress her magic. I wasn't privy to the particulars of their deal beyond that.
Although it was irresponsible of me, I didn't care what went down as long as Valeanor was allowed to stay.
Unfortunately, due to some of my mishaps, Professor Markel warned me that I had painted a sort of crosshair on my back. In addition to having a demon in my dorm, who had already gotten a strike for using a class-red magic spell, the incident involving Valeanor left other caretakers wondering if I was getting special treatment.
The truth was a simple yes.
There was no doubt in my mind that I'd been getting off easy, and it had a lot to do with Tarcosa taking particular interest in me.
After finishing up a disciplinary report for the professor, I sent the email and shut off my computer for good today.
"My fingers hurt. I've never typed so much in my life. Am I in college? This feels like college. I have a professor breathing down my neck after all…" I exhaled my weary soul right out of my mouth.
"You certainly got the disillusioned student voice going on. Just missing the whole party life to keep your mind off the stress."
Lying leisurely on my bed and reading one of my manga, without a worry in the world to her name for once, was Ines. She reached over to the nightstand to grab her iced coffee and sipped delightfully, not even minding that her moist fingers could cause water damage to those precious pages.
"Don't you have… I dunno, schoolwork? Papers that you complain so much about?" I asked the room invader.
"I caught up and worked ahead, so I'm spending the day de-stressing. Tomorrow's when I'll be back on the grind. Aren't there more important things for you to address? Like, hello! Pretty girl alone in the room with you." She waved from the bed in the most unseductive manner possible.
"Work kind of has a way of putting a damper on social etiquette. Speaking of which, what was that about you needing my help anyway?"
Ines put the manga down and crawled to the edge of the bed like she was prepared for this. In fact, waiting for me to bring it up was probably her plan all along.
"The Caretaker Program has only been around for what? A few years, right? Living with you guys got me thinking it's got the right idea and good intentions, but it's failing to execute properly. For example, it took a pretty big effort to save Valeanor from being deported. That doesn't normally happen. Did you know a deported netherfolk gets zero chance of reapplying? Think about it. They aren't given any chance to reform or make amends whatsoever. I researched pretty damn deep to find out, but each dorm averages one deportation a year," she explained.
"Seriously? Well… when you put it that way…" Having something like this to think about gave me pause.
There were likely a whole lot of netherfolks being sent back to Weyera due to a slip up or mistake. Or like Valeanor, used magic out of the goodness of her heart and was punished for it. Then to be disallowed from ever applying again?
A lot of it rested on the caretaker's shoulders. It was our job to ensure they eased into living here, and tenants were already stressed to hell and back from moving to another world.
"So what can be done about that, and where do I come in? I doubt any other caretaker is lucky enough to have Tarcosa watching over them like me," I told the aspiring therapist.
"That's where people like me can come in." Ines pointed to herself. "I'm not saying I was instrumental in helping you every step of the way, but just having the expertise of a behavioral or occupational therapist around troubled netherfolks can go a long way. Seems the only one who can make that happen is the caretaker since you guys manage the dorm."
Although Ines was too modest to accept that she did play a big part in helping me, the college girl did bring up a good point. While not always on the mark regarding the tenants' problems, she had on more than one occasion set me on the path to finding a solution.
"I'm sure Professor Markel and the people behind the Caretaker Program thought of this though. Wouldn't they have already tried to do it your way?" I asked.
Ines threw her arms in the air and rolled over on the bed. The curly locks of dark brown hair draped down and were only centimeters from the floor.
"Any number of things could have happened. Politics, funding cuts, disagreements… the whole works. It went well for us because I entered as a tenant instead of being employed."
"Don't forget, by mistake." I pointed out.
"Come on… You really gotta bring that up now?" She pouted. "Look, things worked out in the end for all parties!"
Ange entered the room having just ended a phone call.
"That was the tenth company propositioning me to sign a contract to shoot pornography." The succubus sighed.
"You said no again?" I raised a brow.
"Of course, I did. There are only two people I wish to lay with and those two are in this room. Though that is another matter entirely. Their contracts were pitiful sums," she said, taking a seat next to Ines on the bed.
"Yeah, shit pay is a pornstar's life." Ines chuckled. "How much were they offering you anyway?"
"The largest contract was 200 million dollars over five years."
Ines spat out a mouthful of coffee onto my bed.
"My fresh sheets!" I cried.
Ines climbed out of bed and grabbed a hold of my shirt with money signs in her eyes. "Dude, forget the bed sheets. Your girlfriend could make bank taking dick. The porn industry's looking for a real succubus!"
"If Ange doesn't wanna, then she ain't gonna. This is also my girlfriend you're talking about here. Besides, she's probably already making a lot online. Actually, how much have you been making since you started?" I asked Ange.
"Five million a month," she answered proudly.
"Five biggies a year sounds about—"
"Did you say month?!" Ines and I shouted at the same time.
Ange nodded. "I worry for my fans' financial well-being and have since put a cap on their donations. The money I have earned so far is placed into a bank account, conferring a portion to Tamara's college fund and charities back in Weyera."
We were laying eyes on an angel. Ange was probably doing more to help rebuild Weyera than anyone at this point.
"You're an angel," we said, causing the succubus to blush deeply.
A knock came to the door.
It was Tamara's voice that came through. "Ange! Let's go downstairs to play with Cresta and Val in the backyard!"
"I'll be right there, dear!" Ange stood up and smoothed out her shirt. "Your praises are very welcome. I expect to be showered with more later."
Left alone in the room together again, Ines climbed back onto the bed and sighed.
"Maybe I'm in the wrong profession," she mumbled, returning back to the manga.



Chapter 2 - A Cat's Toothache

"Uu… Morning, Akira…" A drowsy Cresta entered the kitchen as I was making breakfast. She hopped onto a seat and laid her head down on the counter, looking pretty worse for wear. An unusual thing in the morning for the high-energy catssassin.
"What? Irapesha holding you back from eating too many burgers lately? I'll make you a salisbury steak instead. Not a burger, but with some mushroom gravy, it'll make for a nice substitute," I said from the stove.
In addition to a light stew with extra helping of meat, the hearty meal should perk Cresta right up.
"Actually… Can you make me something soft? Like really soft? Eggs or porridge sounds nice," Cresta groaned painfully.
"Huh?"
The ladle slipped from my hand.
Just now, I was pretty sure I had heard something outrageous from Cresta. Something that probably heralded the end of the world. Cresta? Asking for eggs and porridge over meat?
"Cresta!" I went over to shake the lethargic netherfolk. "Speak to me! What's wrong, buddy?"
"Ahhh! Stop shaking me! It's making my teeth hurt!" she cried.
Teeth?
"Open your mouth," I said.
She did so. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Then again, I wasn't a dentist. Her pearly teeth and fangs looked fine as far as my untrained eyes could see.
"How long have your teeth been hurting? Is it just one place?" I asked
Cresta shook her head and pointed to five different places. "It started getting worse a month ago. I've been ignoring it since it wasn't that bad, but now it is…"
"Have you been brushing your teeth?" I placed both hands on my hips.
Although Cresta didn't give me an immediate answer, the sad look in her eyes was enough to confirm my suspicions.
"You haven't been brushing your teeth," I answered in her place.
"But I don't wanna!" She clung onto me and buried her teary face into my stomach. "That white pasty stuff is nasty, and sticking a brush in my mouth feels wrong!"
"Now you have to deal with cavities, and the only way to get rid of them is to go to a dentist!" Try as I might to wrench Cresta off, she wasn't letting go.
Thankfully, Irapesha had come downstairs to pry her away.
"What's going on here? Are you misbehaving again?" Irapesha asked, holding Cresta like a duffel bag in one hand.
"Perfect timing, Irapesha! Help me drag Cresta to the dentist for her sake."
 
Fortunately for the stew, Ines had woken up to finish cooking in my place. With Irapesha accompanying Cresta so she wouldn't run away, I drove us to a dentist in the city. The surprise on the woman's face when I showed up with two netherfolks was a frameable moment. Her jaw just dropped.
Irapesha and I waited in the lobby. Gentle elevator music almost put me to sleep the second I sat down. My dragonewt companion stared patiently at the fish inside a fish tank. If someone told me she was counting the scales on every fish, I'd believe them.
Only ten minutes later, the dentist returned and heaved a sigh.
"Cresta has seven cavities," she said.
"Seven?!" I put a hand to my face and added to the sigh.
That meant Cresta had to have been neglecting her dental health far longer than that. Well… given that she expressed displeasure towards both toothpaste and toothbrush, it might have been a problem since coming to Earth.
"I'm actually impressed by the resilience of her teeth." The dentist looked down at some x-rays. "Netherfolk teeth, or rather, Cresta's in particular, are incredibly tough. Most of her cavities are superficial and have only eaten away a very tiny portion of the enamel. Only one cavity on her right fang is getting a little close to the dentin. I can squeeze her in and get that done today if you like?"
"I don't need to make an appointment for her? Will that be alright?" I asked.
"You're in luck. We just came off a surge of appointments after Halloween and Christmas. We'll be happy to work on Cresta's teeth today. I think she would feel a lot calmer with you two in the room." She glanced over her shoulder to the operating room where Cresta currently laid.
When we followed the dentist in, it was pretty obvious why the request was made. Cresta was scared shitless. Her eyes were spinning circles, teeth chattering, and curled up on the chair.
"The nice lady jammed things into my mouth with a gentle voice… I trusted her…" Cresta mumbled in fear.
"I never thought I'd get the chance to call you a scaredy-cat," I said, holding back my laughter.
"H-How much longer do I have to suffer?" she asked.
"Until your cavities are filled. Your teeth will stop hurting, and you can eat whatever you want again! We can even stop by Rocket Burger after this," I offered.
Cresta glanced over to Irapesha who had been controlling her intake of fast foods.
"Very well. Behave and hang in there until you're done, then you can eat whatever you like." Irapesha nodded in approval.
For the most part, the procedure went off without much of an issue. Cresta screwed her eyes shut and gritted through the fillings. She did, however, crushed the armrests and scared the crap out of the dentist.
Then it came time to work on the final cavity which was the most damaged part. Cresta was injected with something to numb the gums around the area. Irapesha gave her a hand to hold, since both armrests were destroyed. I would have volunteered if my hands wouldn't have met the same fate.
The needle injection was fine, however…
As soon as the dentist pulled out a drill and it began whirring, Cresta's eyes went wide.
"Cresta, stay still!" Irapesha was having trouble controlling the dental patient's struggling with only one arm.
However, as soon as the drill reached Cresta's fang—
Kerchak!
Something flew past my head like a bullet. The head of the drill had broken off and struck the window. All of us cast our eyes to the drill in the dentist's hand which was partially inside Cresta's mouth.
"Did… Did her tooth just break that?" I stammered.
"No… that shouldn't be possible. This drill was old, so that might be it. Let me bring a brand new one." The dentist went to retrieve a new drill to begin the process again.
I stood at the corner of the room, away from the trajectory of the last drill head just in case. When the dentist went in on Cresta's fang, something snapped and hit the window again. There were now multiple web-like cracks in it.
"These cost upwards of thousands of dollars…" The woman stared at her broken drills in disbelief.
"Well… at least property insurance covers netherfolk damages!" I reminded her of the bright side.
It took five drills to eventually remove the decayed region. We were lucky that each one lasted only long enough to grind little by little rather than breaking instantly. Once the hole was filled with composite filling, the drill was able to smooth it out without problem and the procedure was finished.
The visit racked up a little over $15,000 in damages which would be billed to the United States' taxpayers. All because my tenant didn't brush her teeth. Professor Markel was going to give me an earful, I just know it.
"I took the liberty of checking Irapesha, and her teeth were perfectly healthy! I think it goes without saying, please brush your teeth twice a day with toothpaste and floss," the dentist pleaded with the traumatized Cresta.
"If you brush your teeth, you won't have to visit the dentist again," I reminded her.
"I'll brush my teeth from now on! No more drills!" Cresta vowed aloud.
After hopping into the car, Cresta pressed her fingers together and appeared reluctant to say something. But I knew.
"Rocket Burger, right?" I started up the engine.
Cresta lit up and nodded furiously in excitement.
"I suppose indulging in a few burgers won't hurt," Irapesha said. "However, once we get home, it's straight to the bathroom to brush your teeth."
She sulked. "Okay…"



Chapter 3 - Jungle in the Dorm

This morning, I awakened in the Amazon rainforest.
When I opened my eyes, there were stems and vines crisscrossing all over my room like a jungle. They were under the bed, in the bathroom, and some of the overgrowth blanketed over me. Unless this dorm was transported to another world during my sleep, I was pretty sure we were still back on Earth.
"What is going on?" I asked myself, climbing off of the bed and brushing away some leaves that had fallen on me. "Ange, wake up! Something crazy happened!"
The succubus stirred after lightly shaking her shoulder. Both eyes snapped open in shock, glancing around the room's new nature make-over.
"Should I be worried?" Ange plucked a leaf from her forehead and appeared to recognize it.
"Why does that look tell me you know what happened?" I raised a brow.
"Please, I am just as clueless as you. I do, however, recognize that this is a Weyeran plant." She leaned in to sniff a flower hanging from a vine and smiled at the nostalgic scent.
"Alright, I'm going to investigate…" I said.
Escaping my room proved to be more difficult than I thought. The floor was covered in root-like growths. They were too soft to be wood, but too thick to be regular stems. Each step was made meticulously so that I wouldn't fall flat on my face.
Once I got to the door, I saw that a lot of it had gotten in because it was left partially open.
The hallway and downstairs were no better. Greenery as far down both wings as the eye can see.
"Help! Someone!"
Ines' distressed voice reached my ears. I hurried over to her room to find the occupant restrained to the bed and entangled in vines.
"What the hell is going on? Why did I wake up to something like the start of your hentai collection?" Ines yelled.
"I don't have something like that! Hang on. I'm coming over to help!" I said, creeping forward slowly so as to not fall victim like her.
"Oh, don't worry." She rolled her eyes. "I'm not going anywhere."
All these damn roots were making it difficult to keep a stable footing. The rooms weren't big to begin with, but it felt like a whole damn journey.
"Akira—"
My heart leapt from its rib cage. I stumbled forward, got my foot wedged in the roots, and fell on top of Ines. The ensuing struggle left us both entangled in an uncompromising position.
"Well, hello there. Is that a vine between your legs, or are you just happy to see me?" Ines eyed me with disappointment.
Standing by the door was Remmy, who had called out to me and was now looking troubled for scaring me.
"Geez, Remmy. You scared the crap out of me." I sighed.
"Sorry… I was about to ask… what's with all this stuff everywhere?" Remmy poked at a vine along the doorframe.
"Beats me," I said. "Say, can you wake up Cresta and have her cut us out of here?"
The slime girl left the room and was replaced by a succubus whose smile curved into a wicked grin.
"Well, well. What have we here? Bondage play first thing in the morning?" Ange licked her lips.
"No! We have a big problem in the dorm, and now isn't the time to get into kinky fetishes!" I retorted.
In my struggle, the vines shook loose and detangled me. I rolled off Ines and the bed, smashing my face into the carpet of roots on the floor.
"Ow…"
Ange picked me up. Since she was in flight, it allowed her to move around more easily.
"Help me out of this, too!" Ines tugged and pulled to no success.
"I'm not even sure if I can tear them off you." Ange put me down safely outside the room, then returned to try and free Ines.
Remmy shouldn't have been missing long to wake Cresta up. Just what was taking them so long?
I opened the door to Cresta's room to find Remmy scratching her head over how to get this room's tenant down. As it turned out, Cresta was quite at home, lying on a hammock made of vines near the top of the ceiling.
"She won't wake up," Remmy said.
"Figures." I sighed and cupped both hands to call the lazy cat. "Cresta, it's time to wake up! We got work to do!"
Cresta's eyes opened slowly, but instead of being surprised like we were, she stretched leisurely and let out a big yawn.
"Morning! I like what you did with the place. It feels like I'm really living out in the open again," she said, joyously flicking her tail back and forth.
"I had nothing to do with this. Get down here! I need you to start trimming the hedges, because you're the only one who can!" I shouted.
"Ehhh? But I don't wanna. Having my room like this is nice!" The assassin laid back in the hammock and let her legs hang off the side of it.
That damn cat.
If Cresta wasn't going to help, I just needed to find someone who would. I left her room and knocked on Irapesha's door which appeared mostly untouched by nature's grasping reach.
The dragonewt opened the door to a wave of scalding hot air blasting my face.
"Should have figured this stuff wouldn't survive in such an inhospitable room," I said, wiping the sweat already beading on my face.
"Calling my room inhospitable is a bit rude." Irapesha put a hand on her hips and finally noticed the jungle behind me. "What's happened?"
Remmy and I stepped aside so that Irapesha could come out to see for herself.
"I see. All of this can easily be removed with my breath. Shall I?" she suggested.
"No, don't do that!" I screamed, startling Remmy and causing Irapesha to snap her mouth shut. "California's got enough wildfires, and we don't need the dormitory burning down."
A breath as powerful as the time Irapesha purged her body temperature put the fear of hell in me.
"Can't you… I don't know, use your claws or something?" I asked.
"Cresta would be more suited than I. Where is she?" Irapesha responded with a question of her own.
I thumbed behind me.
"Insubordination, is it? Allow me to fetch her." She marched into Cresta's room and emerged a few seconds later, carrying a dejected and pouting cat girl under her arm.
"I'll do it, but we leave my room alone!" Cresta bargained.
"Deal," I said.
Cresta brandished her claws and whirlwinded down the hall. She returned to us clapping her hands of the dust for a job well done. All the vines and roots on the ceiling came crashing down. I briefly heard Ines scream, presumably from falling down after everything was cut.
"I think you left a spot though." I pointed to Valeanor's room where roots, extending from underneath her door, were still connected to the same growth leading into Cresta's room.
"Oh, I left them untouched on purpose. Cutting them would sever the main roots, and my room would lose all the vines and stuff," she said.
Irapesha, Remmy, and I traded glances.
"Which means the culprit is…"
We went straight to Valeanor's room to find the dark elf queen awake in bed, mummified from head to toe by plants. Only her panicked eyes were visible, casting to us a pleading look for help. When Cresta and Irapesha cut her loose, Valeanor gasped for air.
"Thank goodness! I thought I would never be able to escape those wretched bindings."
I crossed my arms. "All of this was your doing, wasn't it?"
"I-I would never!" Valeanor gasped and recoiled at my accusation.
Our gazes turned to the potted plant at the balcony that was the root of it all. She saw us staring and the jig was up.
"I… may have requested Levidear seeds and plant growth serums from the catalog…" she confessed in an uncharacteristically meek fashion.
"Oh," Irapesha uttered with realization. "Levidear is a gargantuan woodland in Weyera. It's long since been decimated from the war, but back then it was nicknamed 'Jungle of the Titans' for its sheer size and splendor. Their leaves and vines are actually delectable."
I squinted at Valeanor in particular, who shrunk and hung her head shamefully.
"It's fine if you want to grow these, but do it outside so our dorm doesn't turn out this way again," I scolded the green-thumbed elf.
"Of course…"
We spent the better part of the day picking up the mess. I had to call a landscaping company to help remove masses of plant matter. It came to my attention later that there was one tenant unaccounted for. I returned upstairs and knocked on Tamara's door.
"Hey, Tamara! You okay in there?" I called.
"Onf shecond!" Tamara answered with a mouthful of something.
Tamara threw open the door to the same scene of plants overgrowing in her room. However, the little sheep girl and Rakka appeared to be dealing with it just fine. Their mouths were stuffed full, having a feast and gorging themselves on the edible plants.
She gulped down the leaves, eyes glittering with glee.
"You won't believe what happened this morning!" Tamara began. "Rakka and I woke up to Levidear plants everywhere. They taste sooo good!"
The sheep girl lifted armfuls of leaves to show me.
"Looks like we're going to be having salad for the next couple of days," I said, patting her on the head.



Chapter 4 - Tenant with a Surprise

I snapped awake in the middle of the night after a salad nightmare. Fortunately, reality was a lot less green.
"Some water would be nice." I sighed.
I got dressed and went downstairs to find Cresta snoring sloppily face-down in Irapesha's lap on the couch. The television was playing an animal documentary which the dragonewt seemed mildly invested in.
"What are you still doing up? It's like…" I checked the clock after rubbing the crusts from my eyes. "Two in the morning."
"Professor Markel had come by ringing the doorbell in the middle of the night," Irapesha answered.
Oh.
A slew of angry emails and texts likely awaited me…
She continued, "We didn't want to wake you, so we answered the door in your stead."
Irapesha shut off the television and threw Cresta onto her shoulder. She handed me a folder which Professor Markel had dropped off.
"A new tenant?" I asked.
Flipping open the folder revealed a white-haired woman with long, pointed ears and a silver brooch between her clavicles that looked like a reptile's eyeball.
"So it seems. I haven't read it, merely kept it guarded for you until you received it," Irapesha said.
I blinked absentmindedly at her until it clicked in my head. "Have you been staying up this whole time, waiting to give it to me?"
"The professor said it was a matter of privacy, only the caretaker may read it and must not fall into another's hands. I convinced him that I would give it to you and that it wouldn't meet another's eyes. Although… keeping others away from it was troublesome." She let out a low growl at the sleeping feline slung over her shoulder.
"You should have just slipped it under my door. Sorry for making you stay up!" I apologized profusely, but she didn't seem to mind and put a hand to my shoulder.
"And risk other people chancing upon it? There is nothing to apologize for. I am used to staying up. If you will excuse me, I'm going to put this troublemaker to bed and head to sleep myself. Goodnight, Akira." The dragonewt nodded and went upstairs.
Cresta being nosey about tenants… I expected nothing less.
I heated some leftover briskets to read about the new tenant in the kitchen.
"The new tenant's name is Ivory, no family name. Her age was… unknown? Genderless, but preferred to take on the appearance of a four foot tall elven woman. She belonged to a race of living… MIMICS?!" Both hands went straight to my mouth.
Thank god I didn't take this upstairs to my room where Ange was sleeping.
Ivory was a living mimic. Her kind were created by demons to fool and ensnare the unsuspecting as a way to strike paranoia into people. Ever since the war ended, the race faced trouble integrating into Weyeran society due to how annoying they were. Only recently, thanks in large part to— as usual— High-King Tarcosa, had there been a push to grant living mimics their sovereignty as sentient and sapient entities.
"Well… This is new and will most certainly come as a surprise to everyone in the dorm…" I rubbed my eyes again, wondering if I was dreaming.
Somehow, the mimic's crooked smile gave me the impression that they weren't exactly the most behaving thing.
As I read on, it became clear that my hunch was correct.
Living mimics were born pranksters. Most of their lives were spent in castles, dungeons, and tombs, lying in wait for the gullible to come near before springing into action. Since they could take the form of almost anything, it was nigh impossible to track one down without the risk of being caught in their jaws.
"Damn it all…" I groaned. "Why can't I just have sweet, normal tenants like Tamara and Remmy?"
Once I finished up, I headed to my room to file the folder away into a locked cabinet, emailed the professor that I received it from Irapesha, and finished the late night barbecue dinner that had gotten cold.
By now, it was three in the morning. I brushed my teeth and figured soaking in the communal bath would be nice for once. It had also been a while since I was up this late. With everyone asleep, I enjoyed the quiet respite.
 
Morning arrived at last, and the doorbell rang as Ange and I were heading downstairs to make breakfast. I knew right away it was the new tenant.
Everyone came running out and crowding behind me.
When I opened the door, two soldiers in military fatigues were carrying a heavy, iron-banded chest up to us. Talk about fancy luggage. Professor Markel was walking up from behind, glancing into the papers in his hand.
"Dropping off the new tenant?" I asked him.
He nodded. "You could say that. I hope you've read the documents, Akira."
"I have but…" I scanned the car for my tenant, but they were nowhere to be seen. "Where are they? Don't tell me…"
The professor gestured to have the chest brought closer.
That had to be Ivory… right?
I reached forward only for the chest to snap open, and the one from the pictures sprung out like a jack in the box. Even though I knew the surprise was coming, I fell onto my ass and clutched my throbbing heart.
The living mimic flashed a wide, toothy grin at me. "Hi, hi, hi! Name's Ivory. Nice ta meetcha!"
I knew right away Ivory was going to be a difficult tenant.
The living mimic skipped into the dormitory with spring in their step and humming delightfully. Aside from the clothes on their back, they had no suitcases or luggages to bring in. Professor Markel left after wishing me good luck which consequently put me on caution mode.
"Ivory's fun! I like her!" Cresta exclaimed, helping me back onto my feet.
"Who don't you like?" I questioned in return.
We all headed back inside, and the tenants went back to doing their own things. Receiving new people at the dorm had become so normalized now that it wasn't much of a celebratory thing. Ines went back to her room to work, Remmy returned to her games, Tamara was in the backyard playing with Rakka, and so on and so forth.
Meanwhile, I stood in the living room, scratching my head over where Ivory had gone. One side of me figured they would be exploring the place. The other, who knew beforehand the capriciousness of our new tenant, was on guard…
"Cresta, I don't suppose your nose can sniff out where Ivory is?" I asked the cardboard box resident.
"Oh, she went to your room!" Cresta answered as a matter of factly.
Why my room? Maybe Ivory needed to speak with me privately.
"I'll come with. I haven't said hi yet since she kinda just walked right past us earlier." Cresta hopped out of her box to follow me upstairs.
When we got up there, I noticed the door to my room was shut. I didn't recall closing it earlier. Unless Ange was inside?
"That's weird. My nose is telling me Ivory's right in front of you. Maybe she's standing right behind the door?" Cresta knitted her brows in thought.
"Ivory! If you need to talk with me, I'm coming in— huh?" As soon as I opened the door, I came faced with a gaping chasm of darkness before my eyes instead of my room.
My entire consciousness drew a blank. I had no idea what I was looking at.
"What the hell is this?" I asked Cresta while waving an arm through it.
The door transformed into Ivory and shouted, "Boo!"
I leapt into Cresta's arms with a fright.
"Ahahaha! You fell for the oldest trick in the book. I haven't done a door mimic in such a long time!" Ivory fell to the ground, clutching their stomach and laughing.
"Holy fuck. You scared me half to death! Can you really change into anything?" I dared to ask.
"Got that right. You haven't seen it all yet. Just wait until I turn into a bed mimic! Those get people all the time," Ivory said.
Just kill me now.
My actual door was fine. It looked like they had superimposed themself onto it or something. A real mimic that could turn into literally any inanimate object. What a recipe for disaster.
They wore a simple, white one-piece dress. Including the hair, it was easy to tell what their favorite color was. The only thing out of the ordinary was the brooch in the pocket between their collarbones.
"It's sooo cool that you can change into anything!" Cresta said with stars in her eyes. "Can you change into a cardboard box?"
"Dunno why you wanna see something boring like that, but sure. Watch." Ivory transformed into a cardboard box similar to the one downstairs.
Though a certain physical trait of the mimic stuck out to me. The reptilian-eyed brooch hadn't changed. It remained with Ivory on this form and on the chest they arrived in.
Right as the transformation completed, Cresta hopped right in.
"Oooh… so comfy and warm…" The cat girl rubbed her cheek against the rim of the box.
"Oi! You're getting fur in my mouth!"
Like someone had slapped on a pair of eyes on the box's side, they glared up at Cresta for diving in.
It seemed even in object form, Ivory could talk and see. Living mimics were something special. While having netherfolk tenants was crazy enough, I never in a million years expected to have a mimic of all things to live here. Especially when the perception of them as ambushing monsters from video games weren't so far from the truth…
"Alright, quit bothering your new dorm mate." I pulled the struggling Cresta out, who had become deadweight inside the box.
Ivory returned to the usual humanoid form which took the appearance of a young elven teenager.
"Since you're going to be living here now, let's find you a room. The left wing's currently stacked, so I hope you don't mind a succubus, dark elf, and sheep as your neighbors," I said, directing them to the right wing of the dorm.
"Nah, don't mind me. Mimics don't need a room or anything, so save yourself the trouble," they said.
I tilted my head. "You sure?"
"How do I explain it… Mimics live in all sorts of places, right? We don't need a room, just any space with some objects around will do just fine. I'll make myself comfortable in the living room as an end table or something."
The three of us went down to the living room to find Ivory a suitable spot. As we were about to suggest some corners, the mimic plopped right down and transformed into a stool by the island counter.
"This will do!" they said.
"I don't know how I feel about that…" I muttered.
Something told me this wasn't exactly the best place.
"Caretaker, I'm absolutely famished. Will you be a dear and prepare something? My palette is craving a sweet meal." Valeanor made strides as she entered the kitchen and unwittingly sat on top of Ivory.
"Ah—" Cresta and I were too late to stop her.
"Hm? What is it?" She noted our pause with confusion.
"This glorious plumpness… It's a dark elf, isn't it?" Ivory's voice came through muffled.
Valeanor glanced down to a pair of eyes meeting her gaze.
"AAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!" The blood curdling scream was followed up by Valeanor launching off the seat and crashing into me. We tumbled hard into the floor while Cresta and Ivory's laughter assailed our ears.
"I think… we're going to need to set some more ground rules." I sighed.
After calming Valeanor down by promising to bake her a cake, Ivory and I had a serious discussion about housemate etiquette. Ange, having found a hobby in baking, asked Cresta to help her while we spoke.
"Ivory," I began, putting on my scolding voice. "I know being a mimic and shapeshifting is in your nature, but if the incident with Val was any indication, we can't have you changing into just anything. We're going to come up with a list of things right now."
Ivory set a new record on how soon I needed to drop the caretaker hammer for misbehaving tenants. Although, I should probably assume some responsibility for not warning Valeanor sooner.
"Fiiiiiiine. Guessing that means chairs are outta the picture? What next? Closets, doors, and toilets?" The mimic listed off enough things that proved they were pretty aware of what was unacceptable—
Wait.
"Toilets? You wouldn't… would you?" I narrowed my eyes on them.
Ivory glanced off to the side and started whistling.
As we were working together on a list, I noticed Remmy peeking in curiously from the foyer.
"Hey, Remmy! We can take this somewhere else if you want to play on the consoles," I said.
The slime shook her head, fearful about having interrupted us.
"Oh, I thought I saw a slime when I came in earlier. Come here and lemme get a good look atcha!" Ivory beckoned.
Surprisingly, Remmy found the courage to approach the new tenant.
"It's… nice to meet you. My name is… Remmy," she introduced herself with great effort.
"You know, the two of us are a lot alike. We can turn into the same things, can't we?" Ivory hopped off the couch and transformed into a vase.
Without a word, Remmy reshaped her slime body into the exact same vase.
"Ahaha! Nice! Color needs a little work, but we're practically twins!" the mimic exclaimed.
Both of them were having fun, changing into numerous inanimate objects together. A pillow cushion, a standing fan, a dinner plate, and then finally…
Much to my exasperation, Ivory turned into a dildo.
"You little shit, don't turn into sex toys! We're adding that to the list!" I yelled.
Ivory changed back, cackling.
On the other hand, Remmy returned to her humanoid form and blushed, both cheeks taking on a shade of red against the blue slime. She shook her head, refusing to follow suit but was enjoying Ivory's antics nonetheless and laughing more than usual.
A slime and mimic. Not a combination I'd ever expected to see, but it seemed like they were becoming fast friends.



Chapter 5 - Ivory, the Living Mimic

The past few days since Ivory arrived at the dorm, I'd been especially careful about potential jump scares. Giving them a list of things not to turn into was futile. There were so many things they could possibly take the form of.
Thanks to that mimic, I now opened doors and cabinets with extreme caution, no longer wore slippers, double-checked cups before using them, and paused in every room to play a silly game of Where's Waldo? Most of the tenants didn't seem to mind. They enjoyed Ivory's silliness for the most part. Ines and I, on the other hand, were mere humans with preconceived notions of mimics from fantasy fiction that didn't portray them in the best light. That was putting it lightly.
I cracked open my room door to peek outside.
A pair of yellow eyes peered back. "What are you doing—"
"Oh, shit!"
Ange flinched when I screamed. She threw open the door and folded her arms, seemingly unamused that I panicked at the sight of her.
"Oh, god… My life's probably been shortened a good decade from that." I sighed.
"I terrified you just now, didn't I?" The succubus smirked. "Aren't you perhaps a little too jumpy about Ivory's presence? I understand they're a mimic, but it isn't as though they will eat you."
"You know damn well I scare easily and can't help it!"
For the very same reason I could still be scared from playing a video game, just because it wouldn't hurt me didn't make it any less terrifying. Things like that were designed to do just that to begin with.
Before I left, Ange stopped me to get another word in. "Tamara wants to speak with you about something. I tried to coax it out of her, but she seems unsure of herself. I can't imagine why."
"Huh. Alright, I'll see what's up."
I left to go downstairs. Cresta, Tamara, and Remmy were in the living room, preoccupied playing video games on the T.V. No sign of Ivory anywhere.
"Hmmm…" I rubbed my chin, glancing around the room for where they might be.
"Did you lose something?" Cresta asked from the couch. "I can help you sniff it out!"
"Sure, Cresta. Where the hell is Ivory lying in wait right now? The stool?!" Rapping my knuckles on the island stool elicited no response.
"Dunno. I haven't seen Ivory all morning," she said, which I suspected was a downright lie through those fangs of her.
The only way to distinguish Ivory from an actual object was the brooch. It was the one thing they couldn't change about themself.
Having looked up and down the living room and kitchen, I finally gave up and took a seat on the couch next to my tenants. Maybe Ivory was asleep somewhere else.
"How's school treating you, Tamara?" I asked the sheep girl, who was making exaggerated arm movements with the controller as she played Mario Kart with the other two.
"A lot of fun! I just wish classes were easier… There's a lot of things I don't understand, but Elaine and Ines have been helping me a lot," Tamara replied with a smile, but it looked like she had more to say and wasn't confident enough to spit it out.
Lately, Tamara had been growing distant. I thought it was just her teenage phase as all adolescent humans went through. Even I had a short stint of being rebellious to my parents. Tamara, though, would throw glances mine and Ange's way with a sad look.
My instant reaction was to suspect something going on at school.
"Ah!" Tamara groaned after getting last place in their game, with Remmy at an obvious first and Cresta in second.
"You know if anything's bothering you, we're all here for you, right? Is it bullies at school again or bad grades?" I pressed further.
She shook her head until all that woolen hair became a mess. "It's not that… Tomorrow, we're supposed to bring our parents to school. Elaine told me not to worry about it, but…"
"That's it? You should have told me sooner. I'll definitely go with you!" I promised.
"R-Really?" Tamara hugged her knees and fiddled with the controller, probably to distract herself from tearing up as evidenced by her quivering voice.
Bringing parents to school. Not an unusual thing for schools in this day and age to do. I'd probably have to call Elaine myself about it later and let Professor Markel know. Now it made sense why Tamara didn't bring it up to Ange. I either had to go alone or pull one of the other tenants to accompany me. Cresta was a no, since she had work tomorrow.
"There, there." Cresta consoled Tamara while detangling her hair. "We're all family, so of course Akira was going to say yes!"
"It's just… whenever people talk about their parents… and when they ask me about mine… I-I don't have anything to say…" Tamara put the controller down and sulked.
Remmy reduced herself to blob form and sat on Tamara's lap to give the girl something to hold. On the other hand, I squeezed her chubby cheeks that were like marshmallows.
"You should talk about your real parents. Thanks to them, you're here today living with us. I thank them everyday for blessing this dorm with the most adorable tenant I ever had. Then, once you're done gushing about your mom and dad, talk about how cool your caretaker is. You have a lot of good things to say about me, right?" I grinned.
"Hehe… You're right! I can't wait to show you off to my friends and class tomorrow!" Tamara beamed.
Ah, yes. This is what every parent lives for, I thought to myself, feeling the warmth of her smile and joy.
"Hey, hey! Since you're already here, play a couple of rounds with us," Cresta insisted.
Well, I didn't really have anything else to do.
Remmy extended a slime tentacle to pick up and hand me a controller.
"Wow. All that sappy stuff was really touching! How come you ain't that way with me?" someone below me said. I followed the voice to the controller in my hand, flashing me a toothy grin. "Boo!"
"God fucking—" I flung it to the other couch, and a cackling Ivory transformed back to their humanoid form.
"Gotcha!" everyone exclaimed at once and broke out into a raucous laughter.
"Were you guys setting me up for that the entire time?!" I cried.
"The part with you and Tamara came out of left field, but that was real," Cresta said, clutching her stomach and in tears from laughing. "We were waiting to invite you to Mario Kart the entire time to scare— uu… not my cheeks again! What about Remmy and Ivory?"
I pinched Cresta's cheeks so hard they turned red and puffed up.
Sighing, I got out of the seat, marched right over to Ivory and stuck a finger in their face. "Ivory… Okay, I'll hand that one to you this time."
"Ahahaha! It was good, wasn't it? This one was Remmy's idea!" Ivory outed their partner in crime.
When I turned to Remmy, she had a controller up to her face.
"I wanted… to try pranking you," she said.
If one day Ivory successfully influenced Remmy to be a full-time trickster, it would be a very tragic day for me. I wondered how I could get back at the mimic. Putting them in Ikea? Too bad Halloween was over, otherwise they would have made for great decoration outside.
"You guys carry on, I'm going to go get Tamara's thing for tomorrow in order." I let go of Cresta's cheeks to look for Ines.
The college grad was in her room, head deep in textbooks and in the middle of typing up a paper. She had a hot patch stuck to her forehead, glasses on and squinting at the monitor as ten fingers clacked away at the keyboard.
"What are you writing this time?" I asked as I entered the room with some snacks and coffee for her.
"Oh, you're a saint." Ines stuffed a handful of rice crackers into her mouth, then chased it down with scalding coffee like it was cold. "I'm typing up a research report on the effects human interactions have on netherfolks when exposed to new environments. Did you need something?"
"I was about to ask if you could go with me to Tamara's school tomorrow. She has to bring parents, so I thought I'd go as her caretaker. But… it looks like you're a little too busy for that," I remarked of her workload.
"Ahhh! I'd love to go, but this takes precedence. Ange can't because of the school incident, right? What about Irapesha? She exudes the mama aura, and Tamara's pretty close with her," Ines suggested.
Irapesha hadn't crossed my mind until Ines mentioned her. I went to knock on her door, and the dragonewt answered after a moment of shuffling inside. As always, incredibly hot air and particles of sand blasted my face when the door swung open.
"I'm not bothering you, am I?" I asked.
"No, I was merely meditating. Have you need of me?" Irapesha asked in return.
"Tamara and I do, actually. We were hoping you could come to her school tomorrow and act as her guardian with me."
The dragonewt thought for a moment and nodded. "To see Tamara's place of education? Very well. It shall be a humbling experience for me, too."
"Great! I'll make some calls so that everyone involved is on board."
Irapesha was the most behaved and disciplined tenant in this dormitory. Nothing could possibly go wrong.
At least… I hoped that was going to be the case.



Chapter 6 - Parent, Guardian, Caretaker

As Tamara, Irapesha, and I were eating breakfast before school, Ivory, in the form of a bookcase at the corner of the room, awakened from their slumber with a yawn. The living mimic transformed back to humanoid form and shook off the sleepiness.
"Ivory!" Tamara greeted her fellow dorm mate.
"Huu… You guys aren't usually up this early. What's the occasion?" Ivory asked, climbing onto a seat of their own.
"We're going to visit Tamara's school in a bit, so Akira's getting a head start making breakfast for everyone before we leave," Irapesha explained.
"School? Can I come?" they asked excitedly.
"We're not going to play around, so no. Stay here and be a good bookcase. You want me to make you something to eat before we leave?" I offered from the stove.
"Nah, I'm good. You guys do your thing!" The mimic got up and left the room, having given up a little too easily it was almost suspicious.
Thinking nothing of it, I finished cooking and ate my portions by the time we needed to head out.
"Alright…" I took a deep breath to steel myself.
Tamara glanced underneath her seat and panicked. "Oh, I forgot my backpack. I'll be right back!"
Irapesha and I waited at the car, both dressed as appropriately as we could on short notice. While I had on a simple dress shirt and slacks, the dragonewt wore a sleeveless blouse to accommodate the wing and pants with a hole cut into it for her tail.
Not exactly the best mode of dress we could come up with…
It also didn't help how nervous I was about potentially being among parents who were likely all twenty years older than myself.
"I'm ready!" Tamara hopped into the back.
"Remember to be on your best behavior, everyone. That includes me, too." I gripped the steering wheel with shaky fingers and set off.
When we arrived, the school was filled with embarrassed students leading their parents into the building. Well, their embarrassment lasted for only a moment until we stepped out of the vehicle and became the center of attention. Their just barely audible whispers dealt me the most mental damage.
"Are they netherfolks?"
"That's a human with them though."
"Don't tell me, that guy and the big dragon girl…"
My embarrassment was made ten-fold worse when Tamara grabbed mine and Irapesha's hand.
"Thank you guys for coming with me. I'm already feeling a lot better with you two!" Tamara smiled brighter than the shining sun.
At least the embarrassment was worth it.
The three of us entered the school to the stares and murmurs of everyone. At the height of the digital age, we were subjected to phones being pointed at us for pictures and videos. Good to know most parents already failed to teach their kids restraint and manners, and were doing it themselves, too. Only a polite few were thoughtful enough to ask first.
"Tamara!" A group of students swarmed us.
"Oh, my gosh. Are they your parents?" one girl asked in a thick valley accent.
"Wow. He looks young enough to be in school with us," another student added.
"Hehe… They sometimes feel like my parents." Tamara scratched a horn and turned red. "Akira is my caretaker, and Pesha's my dorm mate!"
The school bell rang and signaled that classes would begin soon. Everyone, fearing the wrath of the school faculty and parents, finally cleared a path for us to get going.
"I apologize, but I need to use the restroom. I've already committed to memory on how to get back. You two go on ahead first," Irapesha said as we got to the door of Tamara's classroom.
When Tamara and I entered, every student had taken a seat and the parents were at the very back of the room. Her friend, Alyssa, waved at us from her seat and smiled. My tenant went to take her seat, and I joined the other parents in the back. It didn't seem as though the teacher was in yet.
"Oh, my! Aren't you rather young to be a parent? Which one is your child?" a woman asked as I got there.
My brain went into panic mode trying to converse with adults my parents' age. "I, uh… Tamara, the girl with horns."
The jaws of her and the other parents who heard dropped.
"A netherfolk daughter, I-I see. Then that must mean your wife—"
Irapesha entered the classroom to the adults' shock.
"Have I missed the introductions?" she asked, joining the rest of us. "It's a pleasure to meet you. I am Irapesha Bloodtalon. Please, do not be alarmed by my missing arm and wing. They were taken from me during the war."
"Oh… ohhh! Now that I get a good look at you two, I can see the resemblance. Your daughter has your wife's horns and your eyes!" one of the parents complimented in a poor attempt to make conversation.
"Now wait just one moment! The misunderstandings are all over the place!" I cried, then explained to them who I really was.
"That makes more sense!" Someone's beer-belly dad expelled a hearty laugh. "Caretaker and tenant aside, you both hafta be very close to come to Parents' Day for Tamara."
Irapesha nodded. "Our relationship is indeed a peculiar one. At one time, Akira cooked an egg atop my abdomen and ate it."
"You— what?" they exclaimed.
I shot her a glare, appalled that she would so casually say that.
A particularly unsavory-looking mother cleared her throat. "I'm sure netherfolks are great and all, but excuse me for not liking it. As far as I can tell, they're a danger to our children."
Some voiced their agreement, but it was clear that the sentiment was split down the middle.
"Hey… now isn't the time to say something like that. The kids are right there," another chimed in to mediate.
"What if they get into a little rough housing and those horns of hers stabs your child? What then?" she asked.
I wanted to retort, but the classroom door swung open.
The tension cleared once Elaine entered the room and class finally began. She threw me and Irapesha a warm, welcoming smile before starting lessons.
The entire day consisted of a partial lesson to show parents and guardians how the school handled academia, showing us schoolwork that a respective family's student excelled in, and later having us speak in front of the class about our jobs.
Half-way through the school day, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me when I saw Tamara's school bag twitching. Upon closer inspection, there was the familiar brooch of a certain troublemaking mimic.
"Ivory…" I muttered under my breath.
When lunch time came, students and parents vacated the room to join each other outside rather than stay in the confines of the classroom.
"Tamara, Irapesha. You two go on ahead, I'm going to stay behind and talk to Elaine," I said.
That was a lie. I waited until they left, went to the bathroom for a few minutes, then returned to a fully empty classroom after Elaine had gone, too.
Standing next to Tamara's desk, I folded my arms and sighed. "How long are you going to pretend to be a backpack?"
"Damn. I coulda sworn I had everyone fooled," Ivory said, transforming into their humanoid form.
"I told you no, and you decided to sneak out with us anyway? As Tamara's backpack of all things. Have you any idea how much trouble we could all be in?" I reprimanded them and thought back to the worried parent who wasn't fond of netherfolks.
"I don't see what the big deal is! I haven't changed into anything else, have I? Staying cooped up in the dorm all day isn't my idea of fun," they argued defiantly and turned the other cheek.
There was something about Ivory that I couldn't put my finger on. It was as though they were hiding a secret from me with all the deflection.
"Okay, we're taking you back to the car. You're going to stay there until school ends, got it?"
"And leave Tamara without her bag?" Ivory sneered.
This damn mimic.
"Fine. Stay as the backpack. When we get home, you're apologizing to Tamara. Don't, for our sake, turn into anything else until the day's over," I said.
Lunch ended and the classes filled with students and parents again. The swing of the day was coming to a close, and it was finally time for parents to give their say to the class. We had all sorts of occupations among the parents. Veterans, cooks, retail workers, CEOs, bankers… and this was only one classroom. I was the last to go.
With Irapesha and Tamara's support, I calmed myself down and walked to the front of the classroom. This was literally school all over again, introducing myself to the class.
"Many of you probably already know from Tamara. I'm Akira Katagiri, a Caretaker of netherfolks from Weyera. Two of my tenants are here in this classroom. Your fellow classmate Tamara and in the back, Irapesha. It's, uh… a lot of hard work but rewarding at the end of the day," I explained unsteadily.
Both the students and parents applauded gently.
"Thank you, Akira. If you would be so kind, I think people have some questions for you," Elaine said from her desk.
"What? How come I'm the only one who has to take questions?" I stammered.
"What could it hurt? Your job is very unique after all." She winked.
Everyone, including the parents, threw their hands up. Elaine took the liberty of choosing people herself and pointed to a young boy first.
"What do you do as a caretaker?" he asked.
"Er… Like the name implies, I take care of my tenants. All of them are new to Earth, so I cook, clean, teach, and help introduce things to them that they wouldn't otherwise know," I answered.
"Do you have a netherfolk girlfriend?" Of course, a girl asked that question.
"I… I do. She's a… succubus…" I couldn't hide my embarrassment from answering that one.
The boys in the room whooped and hollered.
A few more questions later and Elaine decided to wrap it up with one of her own.
"You say your job is rewarding. What's the most rewarding thing about being a caretaker, Akira?" she asked.
My eyes fell to Tamara and Irapesha, and the answer came naturally.
"As cliche as it sounds, the most rewarding part is seeing my tenants happy. Not all of them came here because they wanted to, but all of them wished Weyera was still a place they could live in again. After being with them for long enough, they've stopped being tenants and are more like friends instead. That's probably the best answer I can give," I explained to the class.
Tamara suddenly raised her hand.
"Yes, Tamara?" Elaine handed the floor to her.
"I just wanted to tell Akira that everyone at the dorm and I wouldn't have it any other way. But instead of friends, you're all like family to me," she said.
Irapesha walked up to and put a hand on the girl's head. "That's right. Akira works hard, perhaps a little too hard for everyone's sake. All to make sure we have a home here."
Damn it, guys. If you go on spouting sappy stuff like that, I'd end up tearing up.
The class applauded again, even the parent who spoke out against netherfolk earlier.
It might have been my imagination, but Ivory's eye-like brooch on the backpack appeared to have a sad look. Was it something we said?
As the school day came to an end, we had to wrench ourselves from the mobs of people trying to get a word in with us. Tamara was certainly the most popular kid at school today.
"Pesha, Akira!" Tamara threw her small arms around us before we got to the car. "Thank you for coming with me! I love you guys sooooo much!"
"No problem, squirt." I patted her on the back.
"You're very welcome, Tamara." Irapesha grinned.



Chapter 7 - The Slime and Mimic

We had been getting a lot of rain this past week. Thanks to that, the grass had grown excessively in both the front and backyard. Rakka grazing naturally was usually enough to keep the yards at bay, but not this time. Although I understood that California as a whole desperately needed that water, it didn't make it any less frustrating having to break out the lawnmower.
"Baaa…"
"I know, Rakka… I hate wasting food, too. But an uncut yard is like untrimmed pubic hair. I gotta take care of it before it gets out of hand," I explained to the confused mana beast.
As soon as I revved up the lawnmower, Val threw open the window of her room from the second floor. I was about to wave good morning to her until she slammed it shut. Moments later, the elf came rushing out into the backyard.
"How is a lady supposed to enjoy her morning with all that racket?!" Val came out screaming.
I stopped the lawnmower.
Well. Even when you lived out in a remote area with no neighbors around, someone was still bound to complain. I picked today because Cresta and Irapesha went to work, Tamara was at school, and Ines and Ange went to the store.
"Sorry, Val. Trash day is tomorrow, and I'm trying to get all the grass put in the bin," I said.
It looked like she was about to protest some more until her eyes flicked to the garden beds.
"Actually… This may be fine. Caretaker, I need you to build me a compost bin," Val demanded.
"What? Why?" My eyes narrowed to slits.
Val gestured for me to follow her over to the garden beds, within which the leaves on her many flowers looked sickly and pale green.
"As you can see, the soil has grown weak. Composting cut grass that you would otherwise throw away will nurture my flowers," she explained.
"I see the problem, but…" I scratched the top of my head over the matter that was beyond my capability. "Might be best to ask Cresta and Irapesha's carpenter friends."
However, the two of us ended up bickering over a compost bin being built now rather than later. In the midst of our arguing, Ivory had come out.
"Whatcha guys yelling about? Anything I can help with?" the mimic asked.
I shook my head. "Not right now, Ivory. Val's being difficult. Let's be reasonable here. I can try to hammer away at a few wooden planks, but you can bet it will come out poorly. Don't you remember the last time?"
"How hard is it to smash something together?" Val asked, folding her arms to match my stance.
"How about I just give you a hammer instead?!" I sighed, then turned in the direction of Ivory but they were already gone. "Sorry, Ivory. We were just— Ivory?"
Val pinched my ear to make me face her. "I'm not done talking to you yet, Caretaker!"
"Wait! Stop pulling— owowowow!"
We ended up getting nowhere, so I left to pick up Cresta and Tamara. Upon arriving at Rocket Burger, the feline fast food employee brought out a giant paper bag that was bursting at the seams.
"Are you trying to clog your arteries for breakfast, lunch, and dinner?" I glanced into the bag to see it packed full of burgers and fries.
"They named me employee of the month of March and said I could grab as much as I wanted!" Cresta licked her lips and devoured a burger right in front of me.
"I want one, too!" Tamara said from the passenger seat.
"Here you go, buddy. A veggie burger with lots of greens!" She handed Tamara what was essentially a salad between two buns.
"I wanna try one, too!"
Everyone jumped, seeing Ivory transform into their humanoid form in the backseat. Tamara's burger slipped from her hands and made a mess on the floor mat.
"Were you back there this whole time?" I asked, clutching my beating heart.
"Snuck in before ya left!" Ivory snickered.
"Oops. I didn't even smell her this time around because of all the hamburgers," Cresta said.
"Wahh… That scared me half to death…" Tamara started picking up what had fallen.
I didn't even see how Ivory got in. If they kept pulling stunts like this, there was going to be a whole lot more problems down the line.
"Ivory, don't sneak into the car like that. If you want to come along, especially don't turn into an object and hide like that. Look at the mess you caused for Tamara," I said as I helped to clean the seat.
"Sorry…" Ivory frowned and stayed quiet the whole way home.
 
I took a nap as soon as we got back. Mowing the lawn and hauling all that grass into a pile for Val sapped a lot more energy out of me than I expected. However, the nap was anything but restful.
There was a strange weight that followed me to my dreams, like I had done something wrong today. I awakened in cold sweat, alone in my room with nothing but my racing thoughts. The time was just past seven in the evening.
Downstairs, the tenants were dining on the burgers Cresta had brought home earlier and watching television. Val was happily humming to herself, lathering a whole lot of ketchup onto her meal.
"Sorry for oversleeping. Anyone still want me to make dinner?" I asked.
"We've all eaten already," Ange said, flying over to fix my disheveled hair. "There is one more for you inside the fridge if you're hungry."
I opened the fridge to find a bacon and cheese Rocket Burger. Probably the worst possible option from Rocket Burger for anyone trying to have a healthy diet.
"Maybe I'll pass…"
As I cooked something for myself, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was missing. Actually, not something. Someone.
"Has anyone seen Ivory?" I asked everyone.
All I got were shaking heads and worried looks.
"Come to think of it, I haven't seen her all day," Ines said.
"I saw her wandering the backyard earlier," Tamara added.
I turned to Cresta, and she shook her head.
Even the one person who was supposed to be able to sniff out anyone and anything with her keen senses had no idea. I had everyone help me look up and down the dormitory, in their own rooms, and even around the premise of the dormitory just in case, keeping our eyes peeled for the brooch which was Ivory's most notable physical trait in any form.
We were unsuccessful.
I convinced most of the tenants to sleep because it was getting late and stayed up myself to keep looking.
By midnight, I slumped down on the couch and replayed the day to figure out why Ivory up and disappeared. When? How? Why? Nothing came to mind.
My thoughts were interrupted by Remmy coming back downstairs.
"Not tired?" I asked the slime girl.
"Slimes don't need sleep, remember?" Remmy answered. "I can stay up for as long as I want and not feel tired. Are you… still searching for Ivory?"
I nodded. "After oversleeping, I have all the energy in the world. Don't want to go to bed without finding Ivory either. I just don't understand why they're missing. Or hiding."
Honestly, I was at the edge of my sanity and so close to just calling Professor Markel for help. But with everyone sleeping, that wouldn't be a great idea. Although losing a tenant also wasn't such a good thing either.
"Have you been ignoring Ivory?" Remmy asked.
"Have I— No? Er… At least, I don't think so?" I thought back only to realize that wasn't quite true.
There was this morning when I was with Val, then when I went to Rocket Burger. I didn't even notice Ivory getting into the car. Worse— I scolded Ivory when they were just trying to join the conversation.
"Remmy, I think I messed up." I buried my face into my hands and sighed.
The slime girl sat next to me.
"What would you tell her… if you found her?" she asked.
"Apologize, obviously. But I need to find her first." When I got up to search for Ivory again, Remmy grabbed ahold of my hand.
"Try apologizing… now."
"Now…?"
Nothing in Remmy's eyes suggested that she was kidding. Apologize? Why here? Unless…
"Is Ivory in this room right now?" I asked.
Remmy didn't answer, but she swung my hand like a child urging me on.
It was worth a try.
"Ivory, if you're in here and can hear me, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to ignore you today. With so many people in the dorm now and on top of my chores, I've been having a hard time finding time for even just one person. I shouldn't have ignored you this morning, and I shouldn't have told you off so harshly in the car. If you can find it in your shapeshifting heart to give me another chance, I want to make it up to you," I said to the room.
"How?" Ivory's disembodied voice asked.
They were definitely in here, but I couldn't pinpoint where they were.
"Hmm. How about we hang out now? Want to go for a ride?" I thumbed outside.
Ivory finally emerged, having superimposed themself onto the fireplace. Of course, I couldn't find them. Their brooch was hidden underneath all the logs.
"How long were you there?" I plucked a tissue out for Ivory to wipe their sooty face.
"Since we got back home earlier." They hesitated to answer. "I only told Cresta and Remmy, but I also told them not to tell you."
I figured that was the case. What happened to any child that was neglected by parents? They acted out in ways that defied logic. For Ivory, by hiding, they were finally able to get my attention.
This time, I wouldn't be angry about it. I shouldn't. I reminded myself that there were always better ways to resolve a problem.
Remmy smiled and waved at her friend from behind me, and Ivory waved back.
"The three of us don't need any sleep, and the night's waiting for us. I'll fire up the car, so come out when you're ready," I told Ivory in case they needed some time.
"Wait," Ivory said. "Lemme be useful!"
I had no idea what Ivory meant until we got outside. They changed into a bicycle right then, perfect height and all.
"A bike, huh? I'm going to need a—" As I said that, Remmy changed into blob form and plopped onto my head. "This feels very weird, but I guess we're ready to set off like this, right?"
"Let's go!" Ivory chimed the bell and with energy back in their voice again.
The three of us rode out behind the dormitory to a hiking trail long abandoned and closed up. Trees and grass back here were overgrown, with no maintenance to the path for years. Who knew if mountain lions could be lurking behind the curtain of waist-high shrubs.
"You know what I'm really liking about Earth?" Ivory asked. "At least you guys got a sky up here. Like, damn. I haven't seen stars in ages."
"Hopefully it stays this way if we humans know what's good for us," I replied, acknowledging that pollution was a huge problem.
We came to a rest area overlooking the city of Vandice in all its glory. There were dusty tables and benches for us to sit down at, and Ivory transformed back into their humanoid form. They raced up to the fence which separated them from a steep fall into the cluster of trees.
I joined Ivory with Remmy still a blob in my arms and gazed up at the stars. It was quite the sight, a blanket of twinkling lights above and a sea of lights below. Bringing the others up here every now and then would make for a nice trip.
Ivory gripped the fence and rested their chin on the wooden post. "Sorry about making you worried earlier. I was just… I dunno. Hiding is kind of my go-to. Makes me a world-class hider in a game of hide-and-seek!"
"You hid because you were frustrated, right? I know a certain someone that tends to hide themselves in their room a lot," I said, pinching and pulling Remmy's slime form to her chagrin.
Remmy bounced out of my hands and into Ivory's instead. The mimic patted the blob of slime, causing ripples to travel down the amorphous body.
"My name… isn't Ivory and this isn't my body," Ivory began with a somber sigh. "Ivory was once a real elven woman with this appearance, but I kind of stole her identity after she died."
"Did you… kill her?" I hesitantly asked.
"I'm not that kinda mimic, I swear! Don't even have the guts. Literally, I actually don't have guts!" The living mimic turned around and pressed their back to the fence to gaze up. "Ivory was someone who… Well, let's just say she was the only one to ever find me."
Come to think of it, mimics were the kind of creatures that laid in wait. Wasn't there a possibility that they might never be chanced upon? No way would they just sit there waiting forever?
"You're telling me that you stayed as an object until Ivory found you?" I pressed further.
"That's right! I mean, what else am I supposed to do? We mimics were specifically created to ambush people. So I waited… and waited… and waited… Things get kind of weird after sitting still for a while. Like the world starts distorting. I sometimes wondered if I was really alive?" Ivory's brooch seemed to lose its luster even under the starlight.
"You are alive!" Remmy declared, then hopped off to take a humanoid form in front of the mimic. "Even if you start thinking that isn't true… The rest of us know it for a fact."
In a way, both of them were cut from the same cloth. One was created from experiments, and the other was used in experiments. It was good that Remmy was able to find kinship in Ivory. They were probably the quickest she had ever become friendly with.
I placed a hand on Remmy's shoulder. "That's right. You standing right here with us is proof of that. Hell, if we ever play hide-and-seek, count on us to find you no matter what you turn into."
"Hey, hey! Don't tempt me with a good time. I might take that as a challenge then!" Ivory smirked.
 
The following day, I brought the incident up to Ines in her room when she had time to spare. My caretaker's intuition was telling me there was more to Ivory that I hadn't noticed.
"That sounds to me like a case of identity crisis," Ines said.
"Is that something treatable or will Ivory just have to work it out on their own?" I asked, skimming over the articles on her computer.
"Hard to say. This isn't a mid-life crisis or existential dread. From what you told me and what was on the dossier, Ivory was first and foremost created to transform into things from the very start. I imagine this wouldn't be a problem if mimics weren't intelligent, but being smart enough to be conscious of themselves brings a whole host of problems," she explained, and then navigated to a disorder called 'body dysmorphia'.
The disorder was characterized as perception of flaws in one's body, whether real or imagined. At a glance, this only seemed related to an uneducated fellow like me. I wasn't exactly sure how it involved Ivory.
"You're going to have to fill in the blanks for me, buddy." I squinted at the psychology jargon on the screen which were hieroglyphs to me.
"From a young age, we're constantly forming perceptions about ourselves. Things stay relatively static and change is gradual, like hair color, body shape, your poor fashion sense, and the like. If you shaved your head bald, you'd feel like something was off looking in the mirror, right?" Ines asked.
"You got the point across without needing to harp on my style… Okay, sure. So, you're saying that because Ivory changes all the time, they haven't been able to solidify their own perception or sense of self?" I answered confidently.
She nodded, impressed that I followed along. "The problem with shapeshifting into inanimate objects for too long carries an inherent risk of identifying as an unliving entity. Which is why they mostly stay in the form of the elven woman named Ivory—"
"Because Ivory was the closest living thing they can be," I concluded.
"Bingo, mister!"
Ivory wanted to be a living thing despite already being alive? This was sort of like a Pinnochio story without the lying and nose-growing part.
"Wait a minute… It just occurred to me that Ivory changing into a humanoid is unique to that particular form. Couldn't they mimic one of us instead?" I wondered out loud.
"Mimics take the form of inanimate objects." Ines frowned. "Take a guess. How do you think our resident mimic ended up taking Ivory's form?"
"That's right. When the original Ivory died, she went from living to inanimate…" I swallowed hard as the blood drained.
Ivory's first real friend was probably that elf.
I thanked Ines and was about to leave the room until she grabbed my hand. A worried look fell across her face.
"What about yourself? You doing alright?" Ines pressed a hand to my forehead.
"Me? I'm fine! Do I not look fine?" I asked.
She chuckled. "You worry about everyone else too much, you're going to forget about your own health. The whole forest in the dorm, parents' day at Tamara's school, and Val's thing last month… You should just take a day off and lie in bed before it catches up to you. Don't hesitate to say something if you need help, okay?"
Was I not looking so well? I assured Ines that I was alright and went downstairs.
The tenants were outside playing volleyball with a makeshift net on two wooden posts and a Remmy clone as the ball. She had another clone playing alongside Ivory on one team against Cresta and Irapesha on the other. A rather stacked team, if you asked me.
I wasn't sure how Ivory's psychological issues would manifest going forward, but we had good people in the dorm around to help.
"Get in on this!" Ivory waved to me. "Three versus three. Me and all the Remmys will take you guys on!"



Chapter 8 - Ivory, Mimic or Elf?

On this fine early Saturday afternoon, a couple of us decided to come out to one of the many parks in the city. The large park had wide, flat fields for picnic spaces, a nearby jungle gym which was filled with children playing on it, and a whole lot of people taking their dogs out for a stroll or playing fetch.
"I'm going to go check out the duck pond!" Tamara exclaimed, trotting off with Rakka.
"Tamara, dear! Don't run off too far!" Ange put both hands on her hips when the sheep girl didn't hear her. She threw me a scolding look and pouted. "You could stand to be a little more responsible for her safety."
I was sitting leisurely on a bench without a care in the world. Ines had promised to take care of the house chores in my place if that's what it took for me to get a day off. Even though she was busy herself, that woman was willing to shoulder some of my workload. Before heading home, I should probably pick her up something nice to eat.
"Tamara's fine. She has Rakka with her, and that mana beast is like the perfect guard dog." I glanced over to them by the pond, the pair having drawn not just a crowd of ducks but also a group of children who wanted to play. She was a natural at drawing attention and making friends. Her carefree and friendly demeanor also put worried parents at ease.
Being young made the whole netherfolk thing less of a problem than it seemed.
Ange sighed and sat down next to me. We intertwined our fingers, and she leaned her head against my shoulder.
"I'm beginning to realize we're acting more and more like her parents by the day." The succubus smiled.
"Really? Because it feels more like I'm the dad to everyone in the dorm!" I joked.
"Oh? Is that how you wish to play then, daddy?" she teased.
"Oi, oi! No flirting in front of the children!" Ivory grinned, returning with Remmy from buying large pretzels from a street vendor.
Remmy's pretzels were already drifting around within her slime body, quickly disintegrating from the corrosiveness.
"I wouldn't expect a mimic to understand love. How about a lesson in what you can turn into in this world?" Ange smirked.
"Yeah, I'm good. Keep your mangy mitts off me, succubus!" Ivory recoiled.
Ange got up to keep an eye on Tamara and Rakka. The other two tenants took a seat next to me. They had become almost inseparable the past few days.
Ivory licked their lips. Suddenly, their stomach laterally split open into a gaping maw with sharp rows of teeth. They tossed the pretzels in, wrapping paper and all, and munched happily.
My brain went blank.
"You've been here for a week, and I'm only just now learning… Is that your real mouth?" I asked in horror.
"Hah! Did you think my face was up here all this time?" Ivory pointed to their grinning elven face. "It's all my body, but I don't see, eat, or hear from up there."
"Wait a minute… then—"
"This is my eye." They tapped the side of the brooch.
When I took a closer look, the reptilian eye moved to meet my gaze.
Ivory transformed into the same iron-bound chest from when they first arrived. It creaked open, whipping out a large tongue and revealing thumb-sized teeth along the edges.
"This was my favorite form in dungeons. I scared Ivory half to death like this when we first met!" The mimic cackled.
"Is it your most preferred form?" I asked
Ivory returned to the elven form. "I don't have a preference or favorite, but I like this one the best."
After speaking to Ines, I was beginning to understand Ivory a little more. Maybe not having a form they could default to was part of the problem. The mimic instead chose to assume the body and identity of someone else. What if they could reconcile that and accept being Ivory, both the elf and the mimic?
"Ivory? Ivory!" Remmy was desperately shaking the living mimic who had gone despondent.
"What happened?" I asked her.
"Ivory suddenly went quiet for some reason…" she said in panic.
I snapped my fingers in front of Ivory's face, then remembered that the head received no sensation or stimulus. It was then, as I turned my gaze to the brooch, that I realized the eye was shut.
"Ivory!" I tried shaking them awake to no avail.
A dreadful thought crossed my mind. The living mimic was as still as a corpse.
"We could hear you screaming from across the park!" Ange came running back with Tamara and Rakka in tow.
"Something's happened to Ivory. We can't wake them up, and they won't respond to us!" I explained to Ange.
The succubus leaned down and pressed a hand to the shut brooch.
"Ivory's magic pulse is very faint," she said. "We should get them home now."
"Sorry, Tamara. Looks like we're going to have to come back to the park another day." I frowned.
Tamara shook her head. "It's okay. Ivory is more important right now!"
We drove straight home and laid Ivory on the couch. Ines and Val rushed downstairs to see what the commotion was.
"Are you guys okay?" Ines asked.
"I don't know," I answered honestly. "For now, we should… probably call… Sorry, guys… I think I'm feeling a little tired…"
As everyone crowded around me, their worried faces began to blur. My head became foggy. Every ounce of strength left me all at once.
All I heard was my name being called repeatedly as I blacked out.
 
I woke up on the ground, lying flat on the hard and damp stone inside a dark corridor. Droplets of water dripped onto my face. Moss and vines grew along the walls. The only light offered to me were flickering torches on the verge of going out.
"No way…" Slowly, I climbed to my feet and leaned against the wall to steady myself.
Having gone through this several times before already, I knew this could only be one thing— Ivory's memories. Ange must have thrown me in here.
"Did I faint?" I asked myself.
Ines had been getting on my ass to take a break. Everything probably caught up with me when I saw Ivory go still. Just thinking back on how they looked like an actual dead body sent chills up my spine. However, the fact that I was in here now was proof they still lived.
Several questions crossed my mind. Why did Ivory go still like that to begin with? Their eye in the brooch never closed before. What was the significance of that?
"Ivory!" I screamed down the hall only to be answered by my own echoes.
Should have figured it wasn't going to be that easy.
The first door I found along the corridor was just a rotting plank. Opening it led into a mostly empty room with only a vanity mirror inside. A reflection of Ivory showed up. I whipped around thinking it was them, but no one was behind me. Checking the mirror a second time, I raised a hand to my face and the reflection did the same.
"What?! Oh, no… Did I just get genderbent?"
I was somehow Ivory in this dreamscape. Pointed ears, short, feminine appearance… There was no mistaking it. The only difference was that I wore a white robe with intricate designs like a mage in fantasy would, not the simple one-piece dress.
My curious hands went straight to the chest and was disappointed that Ivory was flat chested.
"No boobs, huh." I sighed in disappointment.
"Akira?"
I jumped and slammed my back into the wall.
"I'm sorry! I was just curious, that's all!" I apologized profusely.
It turned out to be Remmy by the door.
"Remmy? How?" I asked.
"I asked Ange to let me in… I wanted to help Ivory no matter what," Remmy said.
Her conviction brought a smile to my face, thankful that I wouldn't be alone.
"How did you know I wasn't Ivory? You see me as the elf, right?" I joined the slime girl outside and picked up a torch to help light our way through.
"You don't have the brooch." Remmy pointed to my neck.
That much was true. I didn't have the same brooch as Ivory, the living mimic did. Which meant that I was taking the role of the real Ivory in this dream.
Everything started to make sense. Years back, it was Ivory who had found the living mimic in this dungeon. Now Remmy and I had to find the mimic Ivory if we were to get through to them.
A daunting task laid ahead of us. Ivory was stuck as an object for god knows how long in this place. They could be anywhere.
Remmy grabbed my hand. She was shaking.
"Don't worry. We're going to find Ivory. Even if we have to turn this damn place upside down." I offered a reassuring squeeze.
The slime girl nodded, filling with resolve.
Ivory, whatever happened and wherever you are, we're coming to find you.



Chapter 9 - Treasure Hidden in the Depths

Remmy and I broke open every door we came across, scoured the rooms inside, and scrutinized every piece of item that Ivory might have turned into. Who knew how long it had been. Our sense of time here was warped, not that we had any sort of device to tell anyway. The two of us could have been searching for days now and would have no idea.
It was beginning to dawn on me that if anyone came into this place, they could have easily gotten lost. Or worse, they might not have been able to escape. Wouldn't that mean the real Ivory starved to death down here after finding the living mimic?
One thing I did notice that I wasn't sure if our Ivory knew— This body… the real Ivory was no elf. The form I took felt demonic, or maybe there was something demonic inside me.
I discovered a key inside one of the robe’s pockets. Why it was here or what it was for, I had no idea.
"I gotta say, this place feels about as real as Irapesha's dreams. Not to mention, this body…" I raised both hands up to my face to feel how smooth my skin was.
While I didn't exactly mean to molest Ivory in any way, the curiosity of being in a woman's body was beginning to get the better of me.
"Do you think Ivory… spent so long in this place that they… committed everything to memory?" Remmy asked.
It terrified me to think that Ivory spent that much time studying the place. However, the fact that I could see minor things like spiders crawling on their cobwebs and feel tiny droplets of water plop on my head had to mean one thing.
An idea came to mind. "Speaking of which, Remmy. Are you able to bring out your clones in this dream to help us search?"
Remmy squeezed her eyes shut and clenched both hands like she was constipated. The surface of her slime body made tiny ripples but nothing happened. She eventually gave up and hung her head, ashamed that she couldn't do more to help.
"Don't worry about it. This just means we have to rely on ourselves," I consoled her.
Although I said that to give her hope, this dungeon was seemingly endless. We must have checked almost a hundred rooms. What sort of labyrinth was this?
Ivory… If you're somewhere in here, what would you be hiding as? How can we help you right now?
My slime girl companion, eager to continue the search for her friend, raced ahead to open the next door. The floor beneath her feet gave way, and she disappeared into the abyss.
"Remmy, no!" I dove forward with my hand outstretched. A slime tentacle shot up from the darkness to grab me, and Remmy slowly reeled herself back up. I breathed a sigh of relief as soon as she was back on the surface.
"I saw something below… like a large chamber," she said.
"Really? Hold on… I need to catch my breath. Seeing you fall down almost gave me a heart attack…" Once I'd caught my breath, I grabbed a nearby torch and threw it into the hole. The fire illuminated the walls on the way down until it disappeared. An echoing clatter followed not long after.
Remmy could probably go down without getting hurt. Me, on the other hand, would just go splat.
"What about a parachute?" I asked.
Without hesitating, her slime body looped around my shoulders like a backpack, then extended into a large umbrella-like blanket of gooeyness. We dove in together and went into free fall for a few seconds before she poofed up to slow our descent.
"Well… This isn't as scary after diving a dozen times with Irapesha that one time, but it still doesn't help my heart…"
"It feels like we're going on an adventure together." Remmy giggled.
"Alright, miss adventuring slime. That's quite a thing to say when I'm dangling who knows how high in the air and the only one in danger!" I fired back.
We landed in what appeared to be a grand dining chamber, with magically lit chandeliers above us and empty plates on a long table to taunt our hunger. As our search continued in this new place, I started to wonder why Remmy was so driven when it came to Ivory.
"Say, Remmy," I began. "What is it about Ivory that you like so much?"
"I don't know how to explain it… I know Ivory is really nice to me like Cresta and everyone else. But when I'm with Ivory, it's like I have a big sister. They've been sad since coming here, so it's hard to leave them alone," she answered thoughtfully.
"Wait, Ivory's been sad since the moment they arrived at the dorm?" I asked.
Remmy nodded.
What? How did I not see it? Ivory had been smiling—
Oh.
Because that face didn't belong to the living mimic. It belonged to the real Ivory, who probably died smiling. The mimic's real face was the eye brooch and the abdominal mouth which was usually hidden.
All this time I'd been mistakenly judging Ivory by what was on the surface, not underneath. I didn't think to try and ask what was wrong, because I always assumed they were already content and happy until it was too late.
"So you knew Ivory was down in the dumps and tried to cheer them up?"
"Sometimes it's enough to just be next to Ivory. Then there are times where they just want to be left alone, but I don't let them be because it's always more fun together," Remmy said.
It took a slime to see through the mimic's facade.
Ines told me that Ivory had an identity crisis. What we needed to do all this time was simply validate their existence.
I cupped both hands over my mouth and yelled, "Ivory! Where are you!"
My words echoed down the chamber and back. No one answered but myself.
"Ivory!" Remmy did the same. "Come back so we can play! I want to show you all my manga and games collection! The other mes wants to play volleyball with you again!"
Eventually, Remmy was out of breath— if that was even possible for a slime. She concentrated hard again, and I realized it was another attempt to split herself.
"I don't… want to leave… Ivory alone!" the slime girl exclaimed.
Five Remmys split from the original form, each just as surprised as the next that this happened.
"Hmm? Looks like the timid little thing needs our help again," the haughtier one of the Remmys said.
Another hugged Remmy from behind. "Don't get pissy because Remmy wants to hang out with someone other than you."
"This is your influence." A third, grinning Remmy nudged the side of my arm.
"Everyone, I hope this isn't too much to ask… Please help me find Ivory!" the original Remmy pleaded to her duplicates.
"Hmph. Fine. But only so I can get back at that mimic for being a ball hog during volleyball." The more resistant one of the group folded her arms.
"Tsundere." I sneered.
With five extra Remmys to aid us, we fanned out in search of our missing mimic. No one left any stone unturned and doors unopened.
"Over here!" one of the Remmys shouted.
We entered a bedroom more extravagantly furnished than the ones above, like all the nice stuff was moved down here. Sitting at the foot of the bed was a chest. The signature physical feature of the brooch was where the lock should be. However, the eye was shut.
"Ivory!" Remmy knocked on the chest, shook it, and looked it up and down but couldn't find a way to wake them up.
I didn't know why, but my hand moved to the key that was inside my pocket. Like a strange force compelled me to reach for it.
Someone's footsteps alerted us to the door. Standing there, dressed in the same robes and in the form of an elf was none other than Ivory. Her cheeks were gaunt and breathing heavily. Our existence didn't register to her, but she stumbled into the room and sat down in front of the chest.
"It seems you're the last one in this god-forsaken place," the elven woman whispered to the mimic. "I'm glad I was finally able to find you. It must have been painful spending all this time alone here, so long after the war ended. For whatever time I have left, let's be friends. It's the least I can do to atone for what my demonkin has done to you."
"Ivory?" I asked.
Ivory turned in my direction and smiled, sending chills up my spine, but with it came a wave of emotion that drew tears from my eyes. She fished the key out from her pocket, and pressed it into the brooch. It glowed with magic and entered the eye as though it were an illusion.
Suddenly, Ivory vanished.
A guilt-ridden voice whispered into my ears, "Please take care of my friend."
"Did the real Ivory come down here to save all the mimics?" Remmy asked me.
"It's our turn to do the same." I pulled the key out from my pocket and followed the same gesture that the real Ivory did. Once the entire key was pushed in, the eye in the brooch snapped open, and my body transformed back into my original one.
"Boo!" Ivory, the living mimic sprung an ambush, opening wide its large jaws to scare me.
Too bad I was already prepared for that.
"Hm? Whatcha guys staring at?" they asked, turning back into the elven form in a white one-piece dress.
"Ivory!" Remmy threw herself onto the mimic as the others around her smiled at a job well done.
Everything went dark.
I awakened in the living room, where Ange grabbed my face.
"It's about time you woke up," she said, gesturing to the clock that showed it was nearly morning.
"What happened?" I asked groggily.
The succubus cast her eyes to the other couch. Remmy and Ivory sat together, their hands locked tight and still asleep. Slowly, the two stirred from their slumber.
"Ugh, guys… I just had the weirdest dream," Ivory murmured. "I saw Ivory… saying goodbye to me."
As the living mimic started crying, Remmy drew them into her arms.



Chapter 10 - Friends Along the Way

I was biking through the city on Ivory when a couple of bells rang out behind me. We pulled over to the side to let a family, also leisurely biking this fine afternoon, pass on ahead first. A child glanced over her shoulder and waved as they breezed by.
The two of us finally reached a small comic book store. When I hopped off, Ivory shapeshifted back into the elven form, freaking out a couple of pedestrians nearby.
"Man…" Ivory rubbed the back of their neck. "You need to put on some weight. Those ass bones were really grinding into me."
I went red up to my ears. "I eat plenty! My bad for having a fast metabolism. Besides, it's hard to find time for myself when I'm working 24/7 for you guys."
Having as many tenants as I did now was more than just a handful. Not only did I have to cook more often and in bigger servings— with Cresta and Irapesha being pretty big gluttons already— it also meant my chores around the dormitory increased. Ines and Ange pitched in where they could to lighten the load, but both of them could only do so much.
My free time had reduced significantly, but I specifically freed up my schedule today for Ivory.
"Oooh! That's a whole lot of books." Ivory ran into the store and picked up a comic to flip through its pages.
"Careful with those. Crease the pages, and we might incur the wrath of the employees or other comic book readers in here," I warned.
"Did you know, there was a subgroup of living mimics that only transformed into books? It's the best kind of trap because people bring books up to their faces to read. When they unwittingly open up a mimic— CRUNCH! There goes your face!" The living mimic cackled.
A terrifying thought crossed my mind of this whole comic book store being infested with mimics. I brushed the outrageous idea aside and sighed.
"You doing better lately?" I asked Ivory as we browsed the manga section.
"Yeah." Ivory paused in front of one section and kneeled down to check out the selection. "After you told me what happened, I was honestly… kinda happy. I mean, I still wish Ivory was around, but learning that she selflessly rescued mimics from the dungeon makes her a hero to me. I just… wonder why she didn't tell me."
After waking up, I asked Professor Markel to put me in contact with Tarcosa. The high-king was able to dig up information about who Ivory was. It turned out she was an elf who worked alongside demons and was the key creator of many monstrous creatures. Among them being living mimics. Whatever happened in between was unknown, but it seemed she had a change of heart.
The magic key inserted into Ivory, at least from what Tarcosa had told me, was a forced awakening agent created by a demon order of alchemists known as the Workshop. They were a group that was once led by Irenis, another elven alchemist, the same man who experimented on Remmy as a living ingredient during the war. Most of them had been executed by the Granieda Empire after the war so their foul experiments couldn't continue in secret.
"Found 'em!" Ivory plucked a huge stack of comic books from the shelves and hugged them to their chest.
"Alright, let's go pay for them—"
"Nah. I'll pay. Can't keep relying on you for everything," they said.
As Ivory went ahead, I picked up a few comics for myself.
We returned to the dorm with Ivory whistling happily to themself. They stopped at the door and turned to me with a request.
"Here's the fun part— deliver me to Remmy!" Ivory transformed into a large gift box with a bow on top, and the stack of manga sat within their bowels. "Go forth, my steed!"
"Steed…" I rolled my eyes.
So much for not trying to rely on me for everything. Well, nothing wrong with making a few exceptions.
I carried Ivory up to Remmy's room and knocked on her door. The slime peeked out, then her eyes fell to the box in my hands.
"Why are you carrying Ivory around?" Remmy asked.
"Uh—"
"Surprise!" Ivory popped the lid. "I bought you presents! Take a look."
The otherwise innocent scene was somehow ruined for me by Remmy literally looking into Ivory, who was still a box.
One slime clone split from Remmy's main body and gasped.
"Whoa! These get sold out in an instant, I couldn't even find any in stock online!" she exclaimed.
"Don't come out without my permission!" Remmy forcibly merged with her sighing clone. "Did you both go out to find these… just for me?"
Ivory nodded. "Heard you agonizing about reading the next volumes, so I got Akira to help me track 'em down for ya! We're friends, so I wanted to do something for you in return."
"Thank you…" The slime girl hid her blushing face behind the comic book.
"Oh, Akira! I got you something, too!" Ivory pulled out a succubus doujin for me.
"Oh, thanks!" I exclaimed monotonously. "Just the fetish I'm into!"
The two went inside Remmy's room to hang out, while I went back to mine to put the comic away. Ange was at the computer, dressed in a white blouse and black skirt, with a pair of thick-rimmed glasses over her eyes, and wearing the stern look of a Christian school teacher.
"Why are you dressed like that?" I asked.
"Today is 'punish the naughty children' day, and my students have been very bad. Haven't you?" Ange asked into the computer, which I quickly realized she was camming.
So it was that sort of role play.
She saw the book in my hand and narrowed her already sharpened eyes at me. "It seems you have also been a bad boy. Bringing something like that to class, you must be begging to be punished."
"Wait… I can explain!"
After managing to talk my way out of it, Ange let me go with a slap on the wrist and wanted to read the comic together later. Amusingly, donations were coming in like crazy for her when I was being scolded. Not really a fetish I'd like to explore, but to each their own.
I went downstairs in time to see Irapesha coming home with Tamara riding on her shoulder, holding a plastic bag full of cookies.
"How did you two end up coming home together?" I asked as the dragonewt let down her passenger.
"VFD paid Tamara's school a visit because a student got stuck climbing a tree. I was given permission to end my shift early today because the whole department became smitten with the little one." She playfully lifted Tamara up by the horns.
"They thought Pesha was my mom and gave me cookies!" Tamara exclaimed.
It seemed our misunderstanding with the school suddenly extended to the city fire department now. Tamara really lived a spoiled life under the care and affection of everyone in the dorm.
"Alright, just don't eat too much. You'll ruin your appetite for dinner," I warned.
Irapesha nudged the sheep girl forward. "You heard the caretaker. Go on."
We went into the kitchen where Tamara stowed the cookies away into a cabinet and skipped out to the backyard to play with Rakka.
"If I didn't already know we were living on Earth," Irapesha began, "I would have thought it was still Weyera with all the fire that happens in these lands."
"Yeah… That sounds like California," I said.
"We're always on standby to take care of wildfires and fires in the cities. I can't help but be impressed by the speed at which human firefighters act. Their tenacity would have made good soldiers, like the humans stationed in Weyera." She nodded approvingly.
I cooked something for Irapesha to eat, but her phone rang before even taking a bite. She tipped the whole plate into her mouth and thanked me for the meal.
"Aren't you off the clock now?" I asked.
"A firefighter is never off the clock. Besides, I wouldn't want to be doing anything else." Irapesha flashed a toothy grin and left.
Tamara returned to the kitchen too late and frowned, seeing that Irapesha was missing.
"Aww… I wanted to eat with Pesha… Today felt like the first time in a while we got to hang out," she said.
"What say we all go out together this weekend? Irapesha would probably like that." I knelt down to squeeze her chubby cheeks.
Someone had just come home, and Cresta walked in still in her Rocket Burger uniform.
"I just saw Pesha hoofin' it back into the city." Cresta took one look at Tamara and recognized right away what happened. She put the small girl on her shoulders. "You know what this calls for? Time to drop in on Pesha for a surprise visit!"
"Really? Can we?" Tamara asked.
"Don't do that!" I scolded Cresta. "You know damn well she's going to punish you for that."
"I got binoculars. We'll stay far enough away from the fire!" she said, bolting out the door with Rakka following close behind.
I couldn't stop them even if I tried. The word 'safety' didn't register to them when a raging wildfire was like a warm bath to netherfolks.
Ange came flying downstairs in panic. "Did I just hear Cresta is taking Tamara out to a fire? That fool of an assassin… Get back here!"
 
Hours later, the group returned covered in soot and ashes. Irapesha was holding Cresta by the scruff of her neck, and Ange held Tamara by her hand.
"Bringing someone as young as Tamara out there couldn't be more irresponsible. Clearly, living in this world has chipped away at your restraint. I will see to it that you are thoroughly disciplined," Irapesha said.
"I'll… never do it again… I promise…" Cresta croaked apologetically.
Ange guided Tamara down the hall toward the bathroom. "Come now. Let's get washed up before dinner."
Judging by the beaming look on Tamara's face, everything turned out just fine.



Chapter 11 - Cat Toys

My chest felt heavier than normal waking up this morning. It was too light to be Cresta who sometimes snuck in, and Ange had slept in her own room last night.
Rubbing the crust from my eyes and expelling an unflattering yawn, I threw the sheets off and heard the sound of some things hitting the ground with a thud. Glancing down, I saw why right away.
All lying dead on the floor were a couple of birds and a squirrel. Their feathers and fur were strewn on the sheets and ground.
"What the…"
My door creaked open, and Cresta tiptoed in with another dead bird in her mouth. She locked eyes with mine two steps into the room.
"Morning, Akira!" Cresta exclaimed, the poor animal slipping from her mouth as she greeted me. I watched the bird plop down with a gross thud to join the other dead ones.
My jaw dropped.
"CRESTA, WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?!"
I dragged Cresta downstairs and had her sit on her knees in front of the casualties.
"I can't help myself. When I get the urge to hunt, I gotta hunt!" Cresta cried.
"You didn't even think to spare the family of finches!" I scolded her.
"Oh! I made sure to leave the eggs untouched," she quickly added.
"And who's going to incubate them? Or even if they hatch, who's going to feed them?"
Cresta opened her mouth to answer, fangs still bloodied and a small feather stuck between her teeth, then clammed up.
Hunting the wildlife to extinction wasn't the only problem. There was also the rest of the dormitory. The bottom of stools and counters were scratched up by claw marks the size of daggers. Stuffing spilled out the back of the couches and underneath the cushions. Her seventh box had been ripped up and its pieces scattered across the living room.
Not to mention…
Standing next to me was Ivory, arms folded and glaring just as hard at Cresta.
"So… why is Ivory here, too?" Cresta asked reluctantly.
"Show her." I gestured for the mimic to turn around.
Ivory did so, revealing deep grooves along the length of their back. Although mimics didn't bleed, it looked like someone had taken a knife through some dough. I could only imagine how painful that must have been.
"If I have to snap awake to ten claws on my back again, I'll go nuts!" Ivory exclaimed.
"But you look so scratchable as furniture—!"
Sighing, I squished her cheeks together. "Don't go scratching your dorm mates."
Maybe I should buy Cresta some cat toys. There should be a pet store in the city. Would she even play with them? Cats ignored toys all the time, and a lion-sized monster like her would decimate anything I buy her.
It was probably better than leaving things as is.
"Alright, Cresta. Get your shoes. We're going shopping. Ivory, you want to come with?" I offered them.
"Nah. You guys go ahead. I need to work out these kinks," Ivory said.
The mimic began to shapeshift into a rubber ball to roll around as. Cresta's eyes dilated, watching them roll from one side of the living room to the other.
"Oh, no you don't. Let's go, Cresta!" I dragged her away by the armpits before she went feral on Ivory.
We drove out to the pet store and got there around opening. A few people were outside, waiting to be let in with their own pets to get some grooming done, purchase supplies, or acquire pet toys like me.
As soon as we walked inside, Cresta zoomed over to the small pets section and planted her face against the glass cages containing lizards.
"Are we getting live toys for me to hunt?!" Cresta asked excitedly.
"No, that would be cruel! We're here to buy toys of the non-living variety." I pointed to the other aisles lined with a plethora of toys.
When Cresta followed my gaze, her excitement waned.
We went over to browse the selection. At the very least, the incredible variety piqued her interest. While Cresta looked through the toys and trinkets, a pet store employee peeked into the aisle. A woman, a few years older than me, wearing thick-rimmed glasses and cheeks dotted with freckles, called out to us.
"Hi! Would you like any help finding something?" she asked, filled with the bubbly energy of someone who hadn't yet been disillusioned by their soul-sucking retail job. Or maybe she was just that passionate about working at a pet store.
"No, we're fine," I said.
The woman, whose name tag read Sara, patted the dust from her blue-apron and beamed at me.
"I'd be more than happy to help! Are you searching for toys for a puppy? Kitty? Or maybe some smaller animals like hamsters, lizards, or rats?" Sara asked.
The oppressive weight of Sara's eagerness to please a customer left me in a bind. How was I supposed to tell her?
"It's… for her." I thumbed behind me.
Sara peered over my shoulder and went pale.
"Oh, a ca… big cat… n-netherfolk?"
The gears twisted and turned as Sara tried to make sense of what she was seeing.
"Akira, none of these are interesting." Cresta pouted. "Can we get some live toys instead?"
"How many times do I have to tell you? Those aren't toys. They're actual pets. The not-to-be-hunted kind!" I retorted.
We came out here for nothing. I should have known a fickle cat like Cresta wasn't going to be easily impressed.
"Wait! I'm sure we can find something. How about I show you some of our most popular toys?" Sara offered.
The three of us walked around the store just chucking things into a basket. Money wasn't an issue. Finding something that Cresta could be interested in was. While Sara was explaining to me how a remote-controlled mouse worked, Cresta up and disappeared.
We found her in another aisle, on all fours and sizing up a black cat whose owner was too afraid to break up the fight. They were hissing at each other, hair standing on end and fangs bared.
"Cresta, down! No fighting!" I shouted.
"Tell that to this punk," Cresta said, unwilling to back down. "You're brave, I'll give you that. But you should know I'm a trained assassin!"
The other cat hissed again in response.
"What? I'm not lying! Akira, he doesn't believe me!" Insulted, she turned to me for back-up.
"You can understand cats? Wait— that's not important. Cresta, I'm taking away your burger privileges if you don't come back here this instant!" I warned.
"Kuh… Fine. It's your lucky day, small fry."
We managed to avoid a catastrophe at the pet store and purchased a treasure trove of toys. I drove us straight home to avoid any more potential fights.
Back in the relative boring safety of the dormitory, Cresta and I scoured through everything Sara had picked out for us. The first toy I pulled out was the remote-controlled mouse.
"I don't get it. What's the point of getting something fake when you could get a real one instead?" Cresta asked, picking the toy up by the tail
"Because I don't want you gifting me more dead animals! Besides, I'm sure this can trigger your hunting senses." I snatched it back and placed it on the ground, then turned it on with the remote.
The robotic mouse zipped around the living room, and I could already tell by Cresta following its every move that she had taken interest in it.
However—
Smash!
A powerful, downward swipe destroyed the toy. Plastic and metal parts went flying.
"I liked that one! Did we buy more?" Cresta asked.
"No… We did not." I sighed.
The next toy I fished out was a laser light. It casted a thin green beam that ended with a circular dot on surfaces.
"What do you think about this one, Cresta?" I asked, but received no answer from her.
It was then that I realized she was dead-focused on the dot. I flicked it to one side and so did her head. She twitched everytime I pointed the laser somewhere else. This toy seemed to be doing the trick.
Cresta pounced on the laser sight, pawing at the ground where the dot was. Since it wasn't a physical toy, she couldn't destroy it like the remote-controlled mouse.
"You like it?" I asked again.
No answer. The cat was concentrating solely on catching the laser.
Suddenly, Cresta lowered herself flat to the ground, rear end shaking in the air and the rest of her body as still as a statue. The only other part of her moving were the dilated eyes, flicking to wherever the laser went. A gut feeling told me I should stop, but someone snuck up from behind me.
"Whatcha doing?" Ivory asked.
I flinched. Cresta launched herself head-first into and through the wall. Everyone in the dorm clamored downstairs to see what the commotion was.
"What happened?" Irapesha asked, then noticed Cresta in the process of wrenching her head out of the hole.
"That was fun!" Cresta finally popped her head out and saw everyone else. "You guys should try it, too!"
"Nope. This toy is also a no." I tossed it into the trash bin, much to Cresta's disappointment.
Since the entire dorm was in the living room now, they each picked something out of the bag to mess with. It started to seem hopeless. Cresta was essentially a giant cat playing with toys designed for things ten times smaller and a thousand times weaker than her.
Irapesha found a teaser wand that was like a small fishing rod with a feather toy attached to the end of the string. She flung it around curiously, unbeknownst to her that doing so had caught Cresta's attention.
"Is a gimmick like this supposed to entertain Cresta?" Irapesha asked.
"Well, it's already working." I pointed at Cresta just as she tackled Irapesha.
The bone-crushing, football lineman of a charge knocked the unsuspecting dragonewt rolling across the living room. Ange magically opened the sliding door for both of them to crash outside instead of through the glass.
"We should rethink having these toys in the dormitory," Ange concluded my exact thoughts.
"Agreed." I sighed.



Chapter 12 - A Blooming Surprise

Irapesha and I were on our way home towards the end of the afternoon after being invited to Kerry's barbecue. As a tradition, the city's fire department got together every year at their fire chief's home for a party. I had the pleasure of being invited solely to chaperone my netherfolk tenant.
Americans were obsessed with barbecuing and their love for it lent to a rich culture of food that varied from each state. Different ingredients, methods of preparations, sauces… We must have tasted ten different states' worth of barbecue since most of Vandice's fire department came from out of California.
Then there was the beer. Holy shit, there was so much beer. I wasn't old enough for alcohol, but I felt myself grow a beer belly watching them all drink.
However, the most surprising thing was Irapesha's particular fixation to how they cooked. She had wanted to do away with the grills and breathe fire on all of it instead.
"I still take issue with your human invention called the grill. It's very—"
"Inefficient, I know! You have been telling me that for the better part of three hours!" I groaned.
"Say, why don't we host a barbecue? I'm sure the others would very much enjoy that," she said.
"Are you going to tell me—"
"Yes," she interjected before I could finish. "Why use a grill when we can make use of my breath? Or should I offer my stomach like you did with an egg?"
I shrunk in my seat, feeling the heat rise to my face.
"I really wish you hadn't told the entire fire department about that… I can't show my face to them ever again." I sighed.
A barbecue at the dorm did sound like fun, but I wasn't very versed. Might need to do a little research before then.
We arrived home to a rather quiet dorm. Cresta and Tamara didn't race downstairs to greet-tackle Irapesha like they normally did.
The dragonewt by my side tensed up.
"Something's wrong," Irapesha said.
My mind went straight to assassins, but there was no way. We had a much stronger resident assassin of our own here.
"Baa! Baa!"
Rakka rounded the corner from the kitchen and flew into my chest. The mana beast was distressed.
"What's wrong, girl? Where did everyone go?" I asked.
"Baa!" Rakka flew back to the kitchen.
Irapesha and I followed her in, but we were given pause at the door left ajar to the backyard. Because flailing around outside was a giant plant monstrosity with many whipping vines, a bulbous flower, and all of my tenants trapped in smaller bulbs on the ground with only their heads sticking out.
"WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED?!" I ran outside screaming.
"Ah, Caretaker!" Val was the first to regard me. "As you can see… one of my plants has grown a little out of hand. Would you be so kind as to release us before the Isilus Mandragon drains us to death?"
"But how—"
"Wait!" Irapesha yanked me away, then pointed to a small bump in the ground where I was just standing.
She picked up a rock and flicked it over. The tiny bump sprung out like a bear trap, clamping down with thick petals just like the ones that encased my tenants. I was a split second away from becoming trapped like the others.
We casted an accusing glare at Val.
"Now, now. I know how this looks, but this is as much a surprise to me as it is to all of you!" Val exclaimed.
"You're saying you didn't plant this thing?" I folded my arms.
"No!"
To my side, Irapesha rubbed her chin and expelled a puff of flames from her nostrils.
"Valeanor called it an Isilus Mandragon. They are notorious trapping alraunes that can capture and hold even the strongest of prey," she explained.
Alraune?
"Astute, Irapesha. I expected nothing less from Granieda's greatest." Val nodded.
This was not the time to be having a casual conversation. Another dangerous plant had made its way to my dorm, and I had Val to thank for that.
"If you knew what this was, why did you risk coming into the backyard?" I pressed her.
"It only grew this large by draining our magic while you two were out. They are typically the size of a fingernail otherwise," Val said.
The main flower was a crimson red, likely ten feet tall and four wide. If what Val said about draining magic to grow was true, then this could only continue to get bigger.
"Uweh… I feel sick…" Ivory moaned, looking paler than usual.
"I'm normally the one doing the draining, so having it done to me is rather unpleasant." Ange wriggled uncomfortably within her own bulb, achieving little other than to tilt side to side.
"I have homework to do!" Tamara wailed. "I don't want to be stuck all day!"
"That makes two of us." Ines sighed.
Remmy was nowhere to be seen.
"Akira, we're out of milk again."
We spun around to find Remmy coming into the backyard. It seemed the slime girl was the only one not trapped.
"I think we have more important issues to worry about than milk right now. Where have you been?" I asked.
"In my room, winning." Remmy's answer came terse and with a hint of pride.
Of course, Remmy was too engrossed in her games to have noticed something bad had happened.
"Where's Cresta? Shouldn't she be able to free everyone with ease?" Irapesha asked.
Without answering, the entire dorm simultaneously turned in Cresta's direction. She had fallen asleep, snoozing blissfully with a smile on her face.
"Our would-be rescuer remarked how it 'looks so comfortable!' and allowed herself to be caught." Ange rolled her eyes.
Irapesha and I put a hand to our faces.
"Okay, how do we get everyone out? Can we burn it?" I asked Irapesha.
"I can—"
"No, absolutely not!" Val screamed, swaying wildly to demonstrate her displeasure. "You will harm my beautiful garden in doing so! The Isilus is also an incredibly rare specimen. There must be another way!"
If there was another way, no one was offering an alternative.
"All in favor of burning the plant say aye!" I raised my hand.
A round of aye's erupted from everyone except Val, who hung her head as tears welled at the corners of her eyes.
Irapesha planted her feet firmly on the ground and took a deep breath. However, the earth began to shudder. The giant Isilus flower bulb trembled. Its petals unfurled one by one.
"It's blossoming!" Val exclaimed with unrestrained excitement.
"Is that a good thing or a bad thing?!" I asked.
A torrent of flames shot forth from Irapesha and engulfed the flower to Val's terror.
"Stop! I beg you! I command you to stop!" Val cried, her frenzied pleas were so intense that it startled Irapesha to a ceasefire.
I nodded to Rakka, who was ready to leap in on my order. The mana beast unleashed a breeze as cold as the peaks of Everest, putting out the fires and blanketing the flower in a layer of snow.
At last the flower reached full bloom, revealing a figure in the center. There sat a small girl, shorter than even Tamara and Ivory, with cloudy green skin like jade, and wrapped around her waist was a skirt of pink and orange petals. A crown of flowers wreathed her head and long green hair with a leafy-texture draped down her body.
"Is that… a dryad?" I asked reluctantly.
Irapesha shook her head. "No. That's an alraune. All that magic the Isilus drained must have given birth to her. We must destroy her before she grows to become a menace."
"I think not!" Val broke free from the bulb at last. She raced up to the alraune and enveloped the girl in her arms. "Can't you see how confused and scared she is?"
The alraune girl was shaking. Parts of her body were charred from Irapesha's fire.
When the flower traps loosened, the others joined Val in meeting the humanoid plant. Cresta was the only one who didn't, still asleep and now lying on the ground after being released.
I kneeled in front of her. She was two feet tall at best. A tangle of roots that were her arms and legs rested limply by her side. As I reached out to her, so did she, binding the roots and vines together to form a hand that grabbed my finger.
"Whatever we choose to do, I have to call this in to Professor Markel," I said.
 
A whole ass task force arrived at the dorm in haste out of an abundance of caution. Imagine my surprise when they took that caution to the next level, and the professor entered the dorm in a hazmat suit and respirator mask.
We were all gathered in the living room while he and a team of scientists carefully inspected the terrified alraune girl.
"Well, it doesn't appear to be expelling any toxins." Professor Markel ripped the mask from his face and sucked in a deep breath.
"You thought she would release poison or something?" I asked, suddenly scared for my life.
"Can never be too careful. There are numerous plants in Elza that can kill you from a whiff. You said this is an Isilus Mandragon?" He turned to Val.
"Yes, and I hope you don't intend to take her away." Val pushed the scientists aside and scooped the alraune into her arms, cradling her like a baby.
The professor heaved a sigh and gestured for me to follow him into the kitchen.
"I'm guessing we can't keep her?" I whispered.
"It's more complicated than that," Professor Markel began, the weariness of the job showing in his eyes and strained voice. "The plant from which this girl was born from is high on the list of dangerous flowers that is to be exterminated on sight, as ordered by King Tarcosa."
Which explained Irapesha's willingness to burn it without hesitation.
He continued, "The problem is… She is the very first netherfolk to be born in this world. Even more troubling is that she was born in the United States."
"Why's that a problem?" I asked. "Shouldn't that be great? We can just treat her as another netherfolk tenant. Val and some of the others have already grown fond of her, too."
The professor sucked on his teeth and casted a sidelong glance at the tenants playing with the newborn alraune. They were smitten by her. Nothing about her seemed dangerous.
"Under our Constitution, anyone who is born on U.S. soil is a naturalized citizen. Weyeran natives enter our world as immigrants, and she is not an immigrant having been born here. It is unprecedented. What I'm trying to say is… by law, she is not allowed to stay at this dormitory. We may have to take her."
Well, Val was not going to be happy about that.



Chapter 13 - Isla

Professor Markel allowed the alraune girl to stay in my dorm for the time being. He would give me a heads up if they were coming to take her, which didn't inspire any confidence. I'd have preferred it if they didn't take her at all because I was having a hard time breaking the news to Val, who was quickly growing fond of the new girl.
"No, no, no. Dear, you must drink properly. Do as I do."
From the kitchen, Val and the alraune girl sat together. The latter was being shown how to drink from a cup. The girl watched intently as Val lifted the glass of water to her lips to sip on. When urged to try again, she wound the roots on her limbs into hands to pick it up.
Val beamed, seeing progress being made— then the alraune girl splashed the water over herself.
"Well, we were close." Val sighed.
"Why are you trying to teach her to drink normally anyway?" I asked from the stove.
"Would you want her to quench her thirst by splashing water all over the place?" she asked.
"Fair point… But the kid was just born yesterday. She doesn't know what cups are. All she probably knows is that her source of sustenance is in there."
The alraune girl picked up another glass of water.
"Oh, did you want me to show you again?" Val asked. "Very well. I shall—"
She splashed water on Val's face, drenching her down to her shoulders. I looked away, trying to keep from laughing at the soaked elf.
"Laugh at me, will you? Perhaps you would like a drink, too!" Val exclaimed as she cornered me to pour water over my head.
"Wait, you're going to get water in the pot and ruin my Cajun gumbo!" I yelled, holding her wrists back.
"Val, I need to write about everyone I live with for homework and you're the last one left! Are you busy?" Tamara peeked in from the hallway and barely saved my gumbo.
Val gave me a look that reeked of 'consider yourself lucky' and let go to join Tamara in the living room. As they took a seat on the couch, the alraune girl hopped off the stool and shuffled over to me.
I picked up the two-foot tall humanoid plant, and she responded by wrapping arm roots around my shoulders to stay steady. Her eyes fell curiously to the bubbling pot.
"You hungry?" I asked. "Not sure what to feed you except for water though."
The girl extended a root towards the pot, and I quickly jumped back.
"No, don't do that! It's hot!" I warned.
My outburst, however, startled the alraune girl. The leaves and roots on her body began to sag.
The youngest person I had in this dorm before the alraune was Tamara, but she was already old enough to be independent and do her own things without help. How was I supposed to take care of an actual child?
"What an inept caretaker you are." Val came over to unburden the alraune girl from me. She turned on the kitchen faucet to let the water run at low flow. Roots from the girl's hair extended until they reached the water, soaking the stream until only droplets slipped by.
"Can I hold her?" Tamara asked, trotting up to us.
Val leaned down to pass the alraune girl to Tamara, who clung to her bed of woolen hair like a baby koala to her mother. No longer the youngest of the dorm, the sheep girl exercised her newfound big sister energy to give the new kid a piggyback ride around the living room.
"Tamara, you said you need to write about everyone living in the dorm? Does that include her, too?" I pointed the ladle at the alraune.
"That's right! Oh, but she needs a name before I can write about her! Does she have a name?" Tamara asked, returning to us expectantly.
The three of us threw a look to Val.
"Me?" Val swapped gazes between us, then finally landed on the alraune girl in question. "An Isilus… How about Isla? Do you like that, Isla?"
The alraune smiled and uttered the name, "Isla!"
 
I was still on the computer when Ange emerged from the bathroom, beaming more than usual. She hid her hands suspiciously behind her back.
"What's got you so happy?" I asked.
"Don't panic, but…" Ange tiptoed over and showed me a pregnancy test with two red lines.
My mind blanked out.
"WHAT?!" I jumped out of the chair. "Pregnant? When? Oh, my god… I knew we should've kept using condoms. What are my parents going to think? I'm too young to have a baby! Holy shit, I feel faint. Okay, don't panic. I've already vowed to be committed to you, so we'll get through this somehow and raise the baby together!"
Ange doubled over in laughter.
"Calm down! It's not real. Look."
I watched as Ange rubbed the second line into a smudge which had been clearly drawn. To further prove it was a joke, she waved a red pen in my face with her other hand.
Everything came to a screeching halt. Like someone slammed the brakes on a semi-truck going 100 on a full load, and it all smashed right into my body.
"It was… just a joke?" I asked.
"Ines suggested I check regularly. What convenient devices these are. Normally, an offspring comes as a surprise to my kind. Should I not have? I'm sorry if that shocked you." Ange lowered her voice to a concerned whisper.
"Sorry. It was just a lot to take in for a joke."
A minute and a lot of deep breaths later, I finally calmed down.
"I'm so sorry. I didn't know you would take it so deeply. I should have been more conscious about making a joke in poor taste," Ange said.
"No, it's not your fault. The thing is, Professor Markel told me that they might have to take Isla away. Being born here makes her a citizen, not a netherfolk immigrant. When I thought about how our child would be born here, I…"
"You're afraid our baby would be taken away," she finished my thought which hurt a lot more to think about than I expected.
Things were complicated. I understand Professor Markel and the government's perspective on the dangers a wildcard like a newborn netherfolk could pose. Their idea of taking care of bad apples was to deport them back to Weyera. They couldn't deport a natural citizen.
What a headache.
As I sat back down, Ange embraced me from behind.
"We will be just fine," Ange said, gently drawing her fingers through my hair. "Your rather passionate reaction tells me you will make for a great father one day."
"You think so? Thanks for the vote of confidence, but right now, I'm not sure I can keep one of our own from being taken away." I sighed and turned my gaze back to the computer screen.
"Have they gotten back to you?" she asked.
I nodded.
Maybe it was due to the extraordinary circumstances of this situation, but Professor Markel and High-King Tarcosa compiled a comprehensive report on the Isilus Mandragon in record time for me.
The Isilus Mandragon. An exceptionally dangerous alraune that thrived in lands rich with prey. There were two phases to it. A plant phase and an alraune phase. As a plant, the Isilus would camouflage itself as the flowers around it. That explained why it had taken the appearance of roses in Val's garden patch.
In order to grow, it must drain the magic of living beings, typically to the point of death.
I gulped hard. If Irapesha and I hadn't returned when we did, who knew what would have happened to the tenants.
The primary bulb would increase in size and serve as a cocoon for the second phase. At which point, a metamorphosis occurred where the ovule incubates an alraune. The true danger came at full maturity. The Isilus alraune ejected pollen into the air to propagate, spawning more of itself that could number in the hundreds. In other words, the Isilus Mandragon was like an invasive weed in Weyera.
For our world to one day co-exist with netherfolk, allowing an Isilus alraune here would jeopardize countless lives.
Listed at the bottom of the document was a number of possible reasons an Isilus got to our world. The most likely scenario was that it came through as pollen, clinging to one of my netherfolks. Or me when I had traveled to Weyera.
As a result, new protocols were being introduced: all belongings and persons coming through the interworld portal would be scanned for microparticles.
"What's your take on the Isilus and Isla?" I asked Ange.
"I think Isla is rather adorable. Of course, not as precious as Tamara. However, you must understand that her species was used as weapons of war. Cast enough of her pollen across a kingdom and you would run into an infestation in a matter of years. But, as you have given me, I am in favor of offering the girl a chance to live here," Ange explained.
I felt the same way, and I was sure the others did, too.
 
The next day, I found half the dorm gathered outside in the backyard and Isla was nowhere to be seen.
"Where did Isla go?" I asked, stepping out to join them.
"What are you talking about? Isla is right here." Val glanced down to a potted plant which turned around to face me.
"Akira!" Isla exclaimed my name.
I kneeled down to meet Isla at eye-level. How could I even consider someone so adorable to be a weed?
"Which troublemaker put you in this ceramic pot?" I asked.
"Hey, hey! Who are you calling a ceramic pot, bub?"
I turned the pot around and found the reptilian-eyed brooch glaring at me.
"Ivory… I see you're making yourself useful," I teased.
"Isla over here has a hard time walking. Guess those leg roots of hers haven't grown thick enough yet," Ivory explained.
Part of me wanted to say 'makes sense' but it really didn't. Netherfolks were all too mysterious and full of surprises. Hell, the newest one grew out of a plant in my backyard.
"So, what's everyone all doing out here anyway?" I asked, taking a gander at the leftover mess from the other day.
The Isilus Mandragon upturned a lot of dirt, and there was still the issue of all the pods and the giant flower in the middle of the backyard. We were going to need Cresta and Irapesha's help once they got home from work. Val's garden took the biggest hit. Most of the flowers were crushed and strewn everywhere.
"We're helping Val fix her garden, but it's really hard work." Tamara wiped the sweat from her brow, and Rakka expressed the same sentiments with a weary bleating.
"It hurts to see all my hard work wilt and perish like this. I don't blame Isla, but a part of me does feel at fault. Perhaps I accidentally brought her pollen to this world." Val frowned.
"Isla, help!" Isla wriggled within the pot, sending a magical gust across the backyard.
Like out of a fairy tale, saplings sprouted from the ground and into full bloom to replace the ones that had been ruined. Our jaws dropped. A beautiful and colorful garden returned to the backyard, some of which were foreign flowers I'd never even seen before and more.
"Isla… did you just do all this?" Val asked, eyes wide and moist as she was overcome with emotion.



Chapter 14 - Flowers and Sunshine

"Right. Thanks, Professor."
I hung up the phone and sighed. The tenants sitting around in the living room were at the edge of their seats, holding their breaths. Val held Isla tighter, who was still potted in Ivory like a houseplant.
"What's the verdict?" Cresta gulped.
"Isla… has been granted permission and residency to stay as a tenant!" I exclaimed to raucous cheers and elations of the entire dorm.
While everyone was celebrating, a puzzled Isla glanced at the faces of her new dorm mates as they piled on her out of relief.
I continued, "Professor Markel used Ines as a precedent. Although she's a United States citizen and resident, by allowing her to live means it's also okay for Isla."
They also intended to rewrite some policies surrounding the Caretaker Act to account for Earth-born netherfolks going forward. While discussions surrounding interspecies children between humans and netherfolk were already being conducted, they didn't expect one to literally sprout from the soil.
"Look at you, Isla!" Ines picked up the alraune and grinned. "You're a citizen of the United States! Er… You probably don't even know what that means, but that's fine…"
"Happy?" Isla asked, tilting her head sideways.
Val nodded, stroking Isla's cheek which she leaned into the touch and giggled.
"That's right. This is a happy occasion. You're part of our family now," Val said.
I tapped Val on the shoulder and asked, "Can we talk?"
We left the living room to speak privately outside in the backyard.
"Is this about my request?" Val asked.
"Yeah. Professor Markel denied your adoption proposal. It's already tough for foreign citizens to adopt U.S.-born children, and since Weyeran netherfolks are under a special immigration status and after the whole mind-control fiasco… chances are infinitely slim," I explained.
Val's pointed ears drooped lower than they had ever been. She wanted so much to adopt Isla. To make things official and take responsibility, maybe to make up for what she believed were failures back in her world.
"I figured as much." Val sighed, turning her gaze to the forest of exotic plants and flowers at the corner of the backyard.
It had become a beautiful addition to the dormitory. Some of them were hard to describe. One particular flower curled like fingers with small, soft spines along the petals. Another was tube-like and whistled from the most gentle breeze. They were breathtaking, yet mysterious and dangerous at the same time. Unfortunately, Professor Markel and a team of specialists intended to come and excavate it all away in the coming days.
"That doesn't mean you still can't be like a parent to Isla. Right now, she's only a kid. Just treat her the way you would have if you became an officiated family. But, uh… leave the haughty queen-like attitude at the door," I teased.
"Hmph. Treating her well is a matter of course." Val waved to Isla inside, who blossomed a bouquet of flowers in each hand like pom-poms to wave back.
 
After driving Cresta and Irapesha to work in the morning, I took a couple of us to the park while Professor Markel and his team worked on the dorm's backyard.
As part of an effort to make Vandice as green as possible, the city park amusingly served as the biggest red herring. Surrounded by trees at the edges, built with multiple courts for basketball, tennis, and soccer, the area also involved a scenic hike, playground, and lake with almost a zoo of aquatic life. Smoke and mirrors to mask Southern California's biggest polluters. At least we had a great place to come and enjoy our morning under the warm sun and early chill.
Joggers up for an early start made laps on the sidewalk, children availed themselves of the jungle gym, and street vendors and ice cream trucks were aplenty making a quick buck on the weekend.
"Tamara, don't go too far with Isla! If you lose her, she might blend in with the trees to hide!" Val shouted as they raced off.
"We'll be fine!" Tamara promised, ferrying the Ivory-potted Isla away to the playground with Rakka following close behind.
"I'm going to be worried sick." Ange rubbed the base of her horns.
"What's wrong with you two? We're at a park. Helicopter moms don't make for great parents," I warned.
Both of them glared at me with such oppressive force that I sunk deeper into the bench. I should have kept my mouth shut. They traded glances and agreed to follow after the trio to keep a closer eye on.
"Am I in the wrong?" I asked myself aloud.
"Doesn't matter what world, women's motherly instincts are always on high alert, right?" A middle-aged man in a peacoat walked up to the bench with a thermos in one hand and a newspaper tucked under his arm. "Seat taken?"
"No! Please, be my guest. And yeah, I feel you. Netherfolk or not. Even my mom used to hover over me no matter how safe a place was," I replied absentmindedly, thinking back to my elementary years.
"I'm Jeremy." He put the thermos down and extended a hand.
"Akira." I shook his firm, gloved hand.
"Caretaker?"
I nodded.
"It's as difficult as it is rewarding," I answered.
"I bet." Jeremy followed up with a chuckle. "I'm just a postal worker. You, your whole job description is about making sure they stay safe. Makes sense to be worried, you know?"
Holy shit, this guy was right. At some point, I'd just taken the dad role stereotype of letting my kids do whatever. Maybe Val and Ange's worry was their way of picking up my slack. But things were going perfectly fine.
My eyes wandered to Jeremy's newspaper. The headlines on the frontpage warned of increased kidnappings across the country. I really didn't need to see something like that right after five of my tenants ran off.
"Made a friend, Akira?" Ines asked, returning with four splits of Remmy from their trip to grab some ice cream.
"Oh, don't let me be in the way. I'll get going. You folks have a nice day!" Jeremy rolled up his newspaper and smiled at me before taking off.
What an odd man. Coming from Japan, it wasn't exactly normal to strike up conversations with strangers. Maybe this was an American thing.
"Well, well. Did you buy all those for yourself, Remmy?" I noted an ice cream cone in each hand, totaling eight between four of herselves.
"For the others." All four Remmys shook their heads and pouted that I would think her a glutton.
It wasn't looking like the others were coming back in time before the ice cream melted. When I searched for them, Ivory and Tamara were pushing Isla on a swing. The alraune girl's arm roots clung tightly to the chains. Her smile was wide and bright. The petals and leaves that decorated her head swayed wildly as she swung.
On the other hand, Val and Ange were being confronted by a group of parents with nothing better to do, keeping them from getting any closer.
"Again?" I sighed.
"For just being netherfolks, I bet. Not everyone is okay with them being around. You wanna go tell them off? I'll come with you and put on my angry lady voice," Ines offered.
We were about to go when Ines picked up the thermos from the edge of the bench. She pointed it to me, thinking it was mine.
"I didn't bring a thermos— Wait, I think it belonged to the Jeremy guy who was just here," I said.
"What the… this thing is getting really hot!" Ines let go. The lid popped open upon impact. Smoke spewed out like a broken hydrant, turning the clear morning into a foggy forecast.
"Akira!" Ange called out in panic.
A gust of wind cleared away the smoke from Ange flapping her wings in our direction. She and Val raced over, their brows knitted with worry.
"What happened?" Val asked.
"I'm not sure, I—" My eyes snapped to the swingsets.
Tamara and Isla were gone. The swing wobbled without anyone on it, and Ivory was on the ground rubbing the back of their head.
Two men were sprinting across the park towards the exit, to a van in which the side door slid open to receive them.
"Isla!" Val cried, her furious eyes glowing with magic.
Ange, too, with fangs bared, had taken flight.
"Wait, wait!" I shouted. "If either of you use magic, then it's over. You're gone! Do you understand me?"
"Then what do you want us to do?!" they yelled at the same time.
The van was too far away. I might lose them going to it.
"Shit… Ines, get the van and follow my GPS." I tossed her the keys. "Val, Remmy, go with her. Ange, stay on the kidnappers' tail from the sky and don't use magic!"
We split quickly, and I went to check on Ivory and Rakka, the latter of which was about to fire a beam of ice magic at the two kidnappers.
"Rakka, stop! Down, girl!" I got there in time to press her mouth closed.
"Ughh… Feels like someone clocked me over the head…" Ivory groaned.
"Tamara and Isla are being taken away! Can you turn into a bike again?" I asked.
Without another word, Ivory transformed into a road bike for me to hop on.
"Baa!" Rakka bleated from the basket in the front.
"Akira, Ange!" Tamara cried right before she and Isla were thrown into the van.
They sped down the street just as Ange and I reached the sidewalk. While chasing after them, I put a call through to Professor Markel and gave him the short.
"Stand down, Akira. We don't have military vehicles readily available in the city. I've patched through to the police. They're sending multiple squad cars now," the professor said.
"I'm not going to just sit back. We're going after them!" I yelled into the phone.
"We? Who's we? Aki—"
I hung up and gave chase anyway.
My heart was racing so fast it was on the verge of exploding. Everything was fine one moment, then hell the next.
As I sped down the bike lane, the van was getting farther and farther away. They had the advantage of little traffic on the weekends. If only Cresta and Irapesha were here. Those two could have caught up in a second. No. Neither of them would have let Tamara or Isla be taken to begin with.
Now I ran the risk of Val and Ange doing something reckless to save them. I could tell from down here how close Ange was to losing her patience.
Enormous roots suddenly protruded out of the van and wrapped around the vehicle, crushing it like an aluminum can. Whatever happened sent the car screeching to a stop as it hit a traffic light.
Ange landed next to me. Sweat caked my entire body. Thank god for all that exercise Cresta and Irapesha put me through. I would have keeled over miles back. As soon as I hopped off Ivory, they transformed into a flanged mace in my hand.
"What the… Ivory, I don't need something like this!" I tried to let go, but they turned into a heavy metal mace glove to stay on.
"Of course, you do. Show 'em who's boss. Beat them up for kidnapping our friends!" Ivory exclaimed.
Two men emerged from the van, each holding my tenants hostage. One of them I recognized as Jeremy from the park.
Ange stormed forward, but I grabbed her hand.
"They have Tamara and Isla! Just let me charm them!" she snarled, losing her temper at me for the first time.
"They aren't going anywhere," I said, then turned to them. "Going after netherfolks is suicide. The police are coming, and then the military after that. Is this really a fight you want to take?"
"Netherfolks don't belong in this world! They should stay in theirs where they belong. It isn't our problem they fucked up their own!" Jeremy shouted.
So, they were against netherfolks coming into this world? What the hell were they trying to achieve by kidnapping some? Neither of them had weapons. It didn't look like they had violence in mind. Police sirens were growing louder in the distance.
I clicked my tongue. It didn't matter. Tamara and Isla were in danger. I had to think of something before either of them tried something rash.
"Ivory, I got a better idea than fighting them. Turn into a frisbee for me," I whispered.
Ivory did exactly as I asked, startling the men across the streets. I tossed the mimic-turned frisbee towards them, and—
"Tamara, Isla, shield your head! Ivory, turn into a bookshelf!"
The frisbee transformed into a giant bookshelf, crashing into and knocking both to the ground. Tamara and Isla rolled away, and Ange swooped in to pick them up.
Ines pulled up next to us, followed by four police cars from behind the kidnappers' van. They poured out of their vehicles to restrain them. Val came running out to check on Tamara and Isla.
"Are you two okay?" Val asked, kneeling down next to them.
Tamara broke down crying, rubbing her face into Ange's chest and holding Rakka so tight that her knuckles turned white.
"Shh… You're safe now," Ange assured her.
They were shaken and in shock, but otherwise just fine. Val raised a wrathful glare to their kidnappers.
"Val, no!" I held her back as she tried to confront them.
I saw why now. People were beginning to gather from the commotion. From the buildings, sidewalk, and behind the police tape quickly being rolled out, they came from everywhere. Had Ange and Val used their magic, there would have been no hiding it.
"Isla? Isla, are you okay?" Ines' frantic cries drew our attention back to the alraune girl.
Isla's breathing was shallow. Her roots sagged more than usual, the vibrant colors of her petals dulled, and leaves were beginning to wilt and fall off. Val pushed us aside to get to Isla, cradling the girl in her arms.
"What's happening?" I asked.
"I don't know…" Val shook her head. "Water? Does she need water?"
Ines fetched a bottle of water and tossed it to me. I hurried to unscrew the top and poured some on top of Isla's head, but she didn't soak the water. They cascaded down her face instead. She struggled to breathe. Yet even in her sickly state, she coiled thin roots around mine and Val's fingers in a plea for help.
Something was very wrong with Isla, and we had no idea why.



Chapter 15 - The Flower That Wants to Blossom

We brought Isla back to the dormitory, hoping that she would recover after resting. Maybe we were too hopeful. Her condition worsened over the course of the day, and Professor Markel had to fly a netherfolk doctor in from another state.
Val, Professor Markel, and I waited in an unoccupied bedroom that I originally intended for Isla, but now served as an infirmary to treat her. A fair-skinned elven man named Lesker, a magic-casting healer who once served in Tarcosa's court, emitted from his hands a glowing light and over Isla like he was scanning her.
The poor girl occasionally tossed and turned, as though tormented by nightmares. I felt so helpless that there was nothing I could do except pray that whatever Lesker was doing worked. Every flower on Isla's hair had lost their petals and shriveled up, the once vibrant leaves turned brown and brittle, and limbs had all but unwound into dry roots.
The magic from Lesker's hands suddenly diminished. He stood up with a sigh, his sad eyes still fixed on Isla.
"Well?" Val asked impatiently.
"Isla has grown weak," Lesker began, folding an arm across his chest and resting the other hand under his chin. "For what reasons, I am uncertain. Her body is fine, physically. There are no injuries with which to heal. No sign that she was injected with anything during the kidnapping that may weaken her. It is a mystery. At this rate, she might—"
Without warning, Val grabbed Lesker by his coat.
"Am I hearing you correctly? You're unable to help her?" Val clenched her jaws and stared him right in the eyes.
"Val!" I pulled her away from the doctor. "I know you're stressed, but this isn't the way to go about it."
She slapped my hand away.
"Can't you see Isla is suffering? You're supposed to be our caretaker! Help her!"
Val's words plunged into my heart like poison-tipped arrows, filling me with shame. There was nothing I could do.
We exited the room, leaving Val to stay and comfort Isla alone. Everyone was just outside, eager to see their new roommate well. Their smiles flipped when we were the only ones who came out. Remmy in particular, looked like she wanted to say something, but backed away from the crowd instead.
"Is Isla going to be okay?" Tamara asked, tugging on my shirt and searching my eyes for answers.
I put on a brave face and said, "Yeah. She's going to be okay. We're looking into everything we can to help her, so don't worry. Val wants some time alone with Isla. Give her a bit, and you guys can go inside later."
My gaze caught the armed officers who accompanied Professor Markel, at the top and bottom of the stairs, more outside, and several in the living room. Cresta and Irapesha weren't concerned, but everyone else couldn't stop throwing uneasy glances their way, in turn putting the officers on edge.
"Professor, can we talk outside?" I asked.
He nodded. While the tenants dispersed to their rooms and other parts of the dormitory, Professor Markel and I walked out the front.
"I'll pay a visit to High-King Tarcosa and see if he—"
"Forget about that for a minute. What the hell is this? It looks like you're raiding my dormitory! How do you think that makes the tenants feel?" I gestured to the task force behind me.
"They are a precaution for everyone's safety. You saw what the alraune did to the kidnapper's van. She uses magic, too. For an undisciplined child, it is especially dangerous," Professor Markel said.
"Her name is Isla, and netherfolks are justified in using magic when their lives are in danger. That kidnapping was a clear-cut case. Can you get them out of my dorm before one of your men gets twitchy?"
We stood there glaring at each other. Maybe that was immature of me. I was thankful the professor was mature enough not to challenge my naivety. He radioed the task force to vacate the premises.
As his officers and Dr. Lesker returned to their vehicles, Professor Markel followed after them. He stopped half-way across the parking lot and turned to me.
"Sentiments regarding netherfolks are at an all-time high thanks to the success of your dorm and colorful tenants. Unfortunately, that also means bias against them has grown just as worse within a loud minority. The kidnapping is a consequence of that. I'm sorry we weren't able to act sooner." Professor Markel nodded apologetically, then entered the vehicle pulled up next to him.
 
After everyone had gone to sleep, I climbed out of bed and left my room. Down the east wing of the dorm, Isla's room still had lights on. Val was probably in there, comforting the girl. When I got downstairs, a breeze tickled my feet. Someone left the backyard door open.
I thought to close it until I noticed Val outside, cradling the sleeping Isla at the threshold of upturned dirt from the other day's excavation. From here, a gentle melody reached my ears. It was a soft hum that produced more notes than an orchestra.
Part of me wanted to join them. Although dark, it was fairly cool so they didn't need a jacket. Light from the moon and stars offered a beautiful view.
The other part of me didn't want to interrupt them.
Instead, I went back to my room and turned on the computer to look through the notes again. There had to be a way to help Isla that we were overlooking. With an energy drink in hand and a succulent burger from Rocket Burger, I poured over all the documents that had been sent to me, including Dr. Lesker's diagnosis of Isla.
However, the longer I stared at the words on the screen, the more everything blurred together. I must have memorized everything at some point, but I still hadn't found a clue.
What was I missing? What?
I spun in my seat while rubbing my eyes, hoping it would jog my memory. When I took my hands away, I was facing Ange, who remained fast asleep.
Her species was used as weapons of war.
Ange told me that.
"Oh, my god. The answer was right in front of me this entire time," I muttered.
Demons used Isilus Mandragons against kingdoms across Weyera like a weed. What did weeds do? They sucked life out of the ground.
I walked over to Ange and kissed her on the forehead. My succubus girlfriend stirred, but she didn't awaken. She turned onto her side and curled up, her lips curving into a slight smile.
Rushing downstairs, I almost ran into Val who was on her way in from the backyard.
"Goodness, what man runs madly around the house past midnight?" Val asked.
"It's magic!" I exclaimed in a hushed tone so as to not wake up Isla.
"I'm afraid I don't follow." Her eyes narrowed into slits.
"Isla needs magic in order to survive. Weyera has magic, but Earth doesn't. Have you noticed? Everytime Isla used magic, she grew weaker. After raising the garden, after using her roots to stop the van. Remember?"
Those slits snapped open.
"That must be it, but… How did Dr. Lesker… No, how did I not even realize it? How did you?" Val asked.
"Weyerans never had to think about it. Magic was a natural thing in your world. As natural as breathing oxygen. My question is how were you and Ange able to use magic without feeling weak?"
"Our magic is recurring," she began. "The Isilus Mandragon, however…"
"Is parasitic," we said at the same time, our eyes turning to Isla, who was just now waking up.
"You have been holding back from taking our magic? At the cost of your own health? Isla, you have to take my magic. Do you understand me? If you don't…" Val trailed off as tears rolled down her cheeks
"Isla won't hurt… family. Isla… not a monster," Isla said weakly.
If Isla wouldn't take someone's magic, then what could we do? We found out how to help her, but it amounted to nothing if she didn't listen.
"Remmy says she can help." Ivory descended from the second floor, holding a blob-form Remmy in their arms.
"When I was experimented on, I remember being used to feed Isilus Mandragons… It was scary… Sometimes I thought they would drain me to death… Sometimes I wished they did," Remmy said, her gelatinous form shuddered as she recalled those painful memories.
"Not anymore. Isn't that right, pal?" Ivory grinned.
"I'm not sure if it works for alraunes, but I want to try because Isla is my family, too." The slime bounced eagerly in Ivory's arms.
"Remmy." I picked up Remmy when Ivory passed her to me. "You're the bravest slime both our worlds have ever known."
 
Dr. Lesker returned to the dorm in the morning at my request, this time without Professor Markel and an army. We had Remmy and Isla sit next to each other on the living room couch. The others watched worriedly from the side.
"Do you think it's possible?" I asked the doctor after explaining to him our plan.
"Hypothetically? Yes. In practice? We will just have to see. Slimes are rich in mana due in large part to their cores, much like the sun. However, take too much and it might cause lasting damage," Dr. Lesker said.
Then we would be putting Remmy at risk. I suddenly didn't feel too good about this.
"Remmy, are you sure you want to do this?" Cresta asked, hugging the slime girl from behind the couch. "Couldn't we take mana from someone else? Or maybe bring a potion from Weyera?"
"It would take days or weeks for something like that to be cleared through, and no one is made out of more magic than Remmy," I answered.
"Mrrr… Fine. If it hurts too much, just tell us to stop, okay?" The catssassin squeezed her slime friend so hard, she deformed in shape but bounced right back after being let go.
"Alright. Beginning mana transfer…" Dr. Lesker's hands began to glow a different color, more blue and chaotic like electricity.
Immediately, Remmy tensed up and let out a pained cry. When the doctor retracted his hand, she extended a slime tentacle to pull it back.
"Keep going… for Isla's sake," Remmy urged.
With Lesker serving as the conduit, that bluish energy moved from one hand to the other where Isla was resting under.
"You can do it, Remmy! You're my twin from another mother! We're two peas in a pod! I know you got this!" Ivory shouted and transformed into a flag with the words '#1 slime'.
The others joined in with words of encouragement to both Remmy and Isla.
I swallowed hard. Watching Remmy shaking and whimpering as magic drained from her body made me sick. Something cracked, so quietly that only Cresta heard. Her ears twitched and eyes widened. I had only seen it because, while everyone was looking at Isla, my gaze was on Remmy.
The slime core that floated listlessly within Remmy's gelatinous body had an ever so slight chip.
"Hey, I think we should stop!" Cresta warned Dr. Lesker.
"No!" Remmy exclaimed. "Not until Isla is awake!"
Looking up, I found Cresta returning my gaze with grave concern.
"Come on, Isla… Remmy is doing everything she can," I whispered.
As though to answer my prayers, Isla was beginning to come to. Flower buds replaced the wilted stems on her hair and leaves became a vibrant green again.
Another crack. This one loud enough to make Cresta twitch. A tiny piece of the core had broken off and disintegrated.
"Alright, that's enough! Cut the mana transfer!" I yelled.
Dr. Lesker snapped the connection. Cresta checked on Remmy and Val checked on Isla. The alraune girl's eyes opened slowly and adjusted to the light. Her roots wound into limbs to hug Val.
It worked. Thank god.
"How's Remmy?" I asked Cresta, who held the weary slime blob.
"I want… to hide in my room… and play games all week… Is Isla okay?" Remmy mumbled.
"Thanks to you." I smiled.
Val let Isla down, so that the alraune girl could crawl over to Remmy and hug her in the same way.
"Remmy!" Isla exclaimed as she rubbed her cheeks against the slime.
"I'm glad you're okay, Isla…" Remmy sighed.
"Caretaker." Val pulled me aside to the kitchen while the tenants rejoiced. "I owe you an apology for yesterday…"
"Don't worry about it. If you insist on making it up to me, I'll happily accept you calling me 'Lord Akira' for a day. Just let me get the camera," I teased.
Val balled up a fist, then let it down with a sigh. Unable to contain her smile, she settled on jabbing a finger into my chest.
"Don't get too full of yourself. I believe it is Remmy who deserves all the praise today," she said.
A commotion in the living room stole our attention. They were hoisting Remmy and Isla into the air like beach balls on their way out to play in the backyard. Dr. Lesker sunk into the couch to rest. I was about to go thank him until Isla waddled back to us on her own two feet, without the help of Ivory or someone carrying her.
"Play?" Isla asked.
Val hip-bumped me to answer her.
I picked Isla up and pinched her cheek, causing the flower bulbs in her hair to blossom into pretty roses as she giggled.
"Okay, but not too much. You need to rest and not use magic anymore." I wagged a finger in her face, and she responded by coiling roots around it instead. 



Chapter 16 - Sick Day

The world had sprung a new tenant on me in the form of an alraune spawned from the very ground. As the caretaker of this dorm, the duty to ensure their needs were met and well being taken care of were a given. Which was why I was currently in the backyard, watering Isla with the hose on the mist setting.
Isla rooted her legs to the soil and stretched her short arms to the sky, swaying like she was dancing as water rained down on her. Unbeknownst to her blissful shower, the state of California was undergoing a drought. But she didn't need to know that, and neither would she even know what that meant. All that mattered was the big, bright smile as droplets of water trickled down her leaves, petals, and face.
"How's that? Are you full yet?" I asked, loosening my grip on the trigger to cut the water.
"Hmm… Akira!" Isla exclaimed after a pause.
It didn't seem as though Isla knew a few other words beyond our names and 'play'. Her language was infantile, but she was definitely a lot smarter than the childlike appearance and demeanor let on. Unfortunately, because she had only been around for a week and a half now, I hadn't yet deciphered the nuances of her speech unlike with Rakka.
"I'm sorry, Isla. I don't know what you're trying to tell me," I said apologetically.
The flowers on her hair began to sag.
At least I knew that meant she was either disappointed or sad.
"Isla is saying thank you," Val said, strutting up to us with as much haughty arrogance her royal countenance could muster. "It is all in her body language."
"Akira!" Isla flailed her arms, flinging water at me.
"In that case, you're very wel—"
A wave of dizziness struck me like a wrecking ball. Everything started spinning. Isla and Val were calling my name, but their words distorted with an echoey bass.
I must have hit the ground, because the last thing I saw was the sky and their worried faces.
 
"Look who's awake," Ines said from my bedside.
"Akira? Oh, thank goodness." Ange sighed and squeezed my hand.
I was in my room, gazing up at the ceiling. Instead of Isla and Val, it was Ines and Ange in my vision now.
"What happened?" I tried to sit up, only to have them both push me back down.
"You passed out," Ines began. "Running a fever at 104. One more degree higher and we're calling the ambulance."
"Wait… I got sick?"
"Hell, I'm surprised you didn't get sick sooner. I've been telling you to get some R&R. Looks like all that stress finally caught up to you," she said.
I couldn't recall the last time I got sick. Even eating junk food and living lethargically for most of my life, I could only count the number of times I became ill on one hand. That was just how uncommon it was for me to get sick.
My body was burning like a furnace. If someone had turned up the heater and encased the house in a sauna, I would have believed them. Just trying to breathe was difficult, stifling even.
When I saw the alarm clock, my body moved on its own.
"Holy shit, it's already five? I have to get started on dinner. Someone help me up." I extended a hand to them, but neither of them were budging.
"You are not getting up from that bed. I will mind control you to stay still if that's what it takes." Ange folded her arms.
"But it's getting late! I have to cook something for the dorm to eat. How about I prepare something easy? Like, uhh… pasta. All it takes is half an hour—"
"No!" they shouted in my face.
"Banding against a sick person seems unfair?" I said, trading glances between the two.
"I've already made a call for sushi delivery. We'll be fine. You need to get some rest," Ines urged before leaving Ange and I alone in my room.
Sick, huh? There was a time when I would fake being sick just to skip school for a day. Lying around and doing nothing felt like blasphemy to me now.
"Are you going to scold me, too?" I asked Ange.
The succubus flashed an impish smile and stroked my hair.
"Why would I? Your being sick is quite the opportunity. My little Akira is ill and in need of care. Don't worry. I'll nurse you back to health. Anything you need, just ask." Ange cooed.
"Hmm… Maybe this isn't so bad… Can I lay on your thighs? I feel like that will help speed up my recovery," I said.
Ange climbed onto bed and positioned herself behind me so that I could lie down on her plump thighs. They were so much better than pillows. No stuffing compared to the cloudy bliss that also emanated warmth to the back of my head like a heat pack. She dunked a small towel into a bowl, wrung out the excess water, and placed it over my forehead and eyes.
The treatment was made better by Ange lightly brushing my cheeks with the back of her nails. Tingles traveled up and down my body more satisfying than any massage could achieve.
"See? Being taken care of in return isn't so bad. If you're a good boy, I'll continue to pamper you as much as you'd like," Ange whispered.
"Yes, please. I'm a good boy…" I replied eagerly.
Muffled giggling made me tense up. The towel fell away as I lifted my head. Cresta, Tamara, and Ivory were peeking through the door, shit-eating grins on all their faces.
"What a good little boy!" Cresta teased.
"You laugh, yet I'm the one on the cloud of comfort. You cannot shame me!" I taunted back.
With a flick of her wrist, Ange shut the door with a magical gust so that we wouldn't be interrupted. I dozed off at some point to her humming me to sleep. By the time I came to, Ange was gone. In her place, lying on top of my chest, was a blob of blue slime.
"Remmy?" I sat up in the bed, causing her to roll off to the side.
"I heard you're stuck in bed. Being alone isn't fun… so I thought we could play something together." Remmy picked up a Nintendo Switch from the nightstand and handed me one of the joy-cons.
With the controller in hand and trying to hold back a goofy smile, I said, "Sure. But I hope you don't plan on going easy on me just because I'm sick."
We played a whole number of games like Mario Kart, Smash, Sports, Clubhouse, and more that Remmy, for a lack of a more humiliating way to describe it, outright slaughtered me in. The gaming god Remmy Rampage struck again, even using me to set new records for herself.
"Okay, well… You really didn't hold back." I frowned at being last place at Mario Kart again.
"You're losing your edge," Remmy said.
"You're just too sharp!" I retorted, drawing laughter from the ball of slime. "About what you did for Isla the other day, you feeling alright? The marble in your chest is a little cracked."
"I'm okay. It's going to heal slowly… on its own," she assured me, but a hint of doubt in her just barely trembling voice told me otherwise.
If a slime core was essentially the heart, then Remmy was anything but okay. I needed to keep an eye on her and look for a way to repair it. The issue with Isla hadn't been resolved yet, just delayed. She still needed to drain magic to survive, and if we didn't find another source for her, using Remmy again and risk shattering the core was out of the question.
Remmy looked at the clock.
"It's almost eight, which means back to the grind… I'll leave the Switch with you… in case you want to play. Want me to leave a clone?" Remmy asked.
"No, you don't have to do that." I chuckled. "Thanks for checking in on me, Remmy. And thanks for helping Isla."
The slime girl took on a shade of pink and flattened a little, then transformed into her humanoid form to hurry out of the room.
I booted up the Switch, figuring I could score a win when Irapesha and Cresta barged into my room, carrying in a tray of food.
"Rejoice, Akira. We're here to feed you," Irapesha said.
"I like the sound of that. Ange, where are you? Help!" I shouted for my life while eyeing the suspicious bowls.
"Hey, don't go calling for help!" Cresta pouted. "Fridge is empty. Ange and Ines went to buy groceries anyway. Besides, we put our blood, sweat, and tears into making these for you! Look, Ines even taught me some porridge recipes. I think it turned out great!"
They put the tray on the bed, which had side legs that elevated it over my body so that I could eat without getting up. There were two bowls. One of them was a savory congee, garnished with chopped green onions and chives, a pickled plum, and small chunks of a fish grilled to a crispy finish that were quickly getting soggy.
"This… actually looks pretty good. You made this, Cresta?" I asked.
"What do you mean actually? Of course, I did! Just because I flip patties doesn't mean I don't know how to cook other things," Cresta said.
"What about this?" I pointed to a steaming, deep red liquid that had a thick consistency. "Is it tomato soup? Looks a little too red though…"
When I scooped a spoonful, it dripped down with the viscosity of oil and made my stomach churn.
"That is dragon's blood," Irapesha proudly stated.
I gave her a thousand-yard stare.
"Oh, no! It isn't my blood if that's what you're thinking," she added.
"Yeah, like that totally makes this any better! How did you get your hands on dragon's blood?!" I asked.
"As soon as we heard you had gotten sick, Cresta and I went straight back to Weyera and hunted down a pakarian wyvern. Their blood doesn't coagulate or thicken into a solid when cooked. It can be drunk like a smoothie," the dragonewt said.
They went… WHERE?!
"You just… waltzed into the portal and back?" I asked.
"It's not like they can stop us." Cresta shrugged as if it was no big deal.
I reached for my phone. There were ten missed calls and many texts from Professor Markel. It hadn't rung or buzzed because the notifications were set to silent.
Oh, hell. That was going to be a miserable phone call later. A strongly-worded letter was already likely waiting for me once I checked my emails.
"Wait… you two hunted a pakarian wyvern… does that mean…" I gazed out the window, and sure enough, a giant headless and featherless poultry as tall as the second floor was sitting in the backyard.
"Should we… not have?" Cresta asked as her ears went flat.
"I really appreciate it, but you guys can't be traveling between worlds on a whim. One, it's dangerous. And two, we risk you losing residency at the dorm. Don't let there be a next time, okay?" I looked them both in the eyes until they agreed.
"Our deepest apologies, Akira. We only wanted to try and help you. It was my idea, so don't be too angry with Cresta," Irapesha said.
It hadn't escaped my notice that they were trying to demonstrate their independence by helping me. Just in all the wrong ways. If anything, this just proved to me they needed a lot more guidance.
"The intentions were good. Let's just restrict how you help within the means of this world, alright?"
"Roger that!" Cresta saluted, then pointed at the blood soup. "You gonna drink that?"
"That is for our caretaker." Irapesha slapped her hand away. "We want him healthy again in no time, remember?"
"Oh, god… am I really going to have to drink this?" I sighed.
 
Much later at night, I emerged from the bathroom feeling better and my fever on the downtrend. Irapesha's dragon blood soup was miserable going in as much as it was going out, but I was a lot less sluggish than before.
As I climbed into bed next to Ange, my door creaked open. Tamara came in with Isla in her arms.
"What's the matter? You two couldn't sleep?" I asked.
"I went downstairs because Rakka was banging on the door, and Isla looked like she wanted to come in. She kept calling for your name, so I brought her up here," Tamara explained, then trotted over to deposit Isla into my hands.
"Akira!" The little alraune girl stretched her roots, attaching to me like a koala to a tree.
"Can I sleep with you guys tonight, too?" Tamara asked with puppy eyes.
"Looks like I'm not getting rid of any of you so easily, huh? Okay, fine."
Tamara climbed into the gap between me and Ange to snuggle in. Immediately, the succubus' motherly instincts turned to face inwards, embracing the sheep girl from behind. In no time at all, the three of them fell right to sleep. I pulled the sheets over their shoulders and closed my eyes to join them.



Chapter 17 - Boundaries

I emerged from my bedroom in time to see Cresta being dragged out of Remmy's room by a cluster of slime tentacles. Her claws scraped against the floorboards, desperately and vainly resisting.
"Cresta… I'm busy setting a new speedrun record on Paper Mario… please come back later," Remmy could be heard saying from within.
The door slammed shut in Cresta's teary face.
"Are you bothering Remmy again?" I asked with arms folded.
"Remmy won't play with me! I thought we were best friends!" Cresta wailed at my feet.
The door to Remmy's room opened, and the slime occupant poked her head out.
"We are friends… but Cresta picked my lock when I told her I was busy," Remmy said before shutting the door again.
"You claw-picked her door?" I glared.
"W-Well, you know what they say. Best friends look out for each other! How do I know if Remmy's okay without seeing for myself?" Cresta pouted.
Cresta broke the number one roommate rule: never invade the privacy of your roommates. Someone's bedroom was their temple. Their holy place. Not to be pillaged or traipsed upon. The rule of thumb was if a door was wide open and the occupant was inside, you were welcome to walk right in. If it was shut, knock and ask permission to enter. If it was locked, knock and especially don't try to unlock it.
"You know what? I think this calls for a dorm meeting," I said.
In the afternoon, I gathered everyone into the living room for an emergency dormitory meeting. This was our largest yet, totalling nine tenants now that we had Isla and Ivory.
Cresta, Remmy, Ivory, and Ines were fooling around on the couch to the left of the fireplace. Ange, Tamara, and Irapesha sat patiently together on the L-shaped couch. Val, holding Isla, occupied a rocking chair with a small spray bottle to wet the alraune girl's leaves.
"You all may be wondering why I gathered you here today. There's something very important that we, as a dorm, need to discuss. The key to living in harmony is by setting rules and boundaries between each other. That way, we keep the roommate squabbles to a minimum," I explained.
"Oh, oh!" Ivory shot a hand up.
"Yes?" I pointed to Ivory to give them the floor.
"Like setting up a schedule about when and who uses the kitchen so we aren't all packing in one place like a can of sardines?" they asked.
"Yeah, kind of! Though I don't have to worry about that. The number of people who can cook can only be counted on less than one hand anyway."
Remmy timidly raises her hand to add something. When I pointed to her, a second head popped out of her neck to speak.
"Or like Cresta barging into our room, right?" the second Remmy said.
Cresta went bug-eyed and tensed up.
"Yes. That's precisely it. Which is what sparked this whole meeting. So together, as roommates and friends, let's have a constructive discussion on some things that might peeve one another that we'd like addressed. Anyone want to start?" I asked, opening the floor to the tenants.
Everyone except Cresta, Isla, and Ines shot their hands up.
"Uh, Akira. I think we need to talk first," Ines said, casting me a concerned look.
"We're about to. How about we have Isla serve as our speaking stick? We'll let her decide who speaks, and everyone has to listen," I suggested.
"You want to pass Isla around like a baton?" Val squinted at me.
Isla looked on board with the idea, extending her roots across the coffee table to Ivory, who reached out and reeled in the alraune girl into their arms.
"I don't got much to say, but I'd like for Cresta to stop scratching up my back," Ivory said.
"I can't help it!" Cresta exclaimed defensively. "You're a lot tougher than anything else in the dorm!"
"Cresta, Ivory's the one holding Isla right now," I gently reminded her.
Isla returned to Val's embrace.
"My garden is well on the way to returning to its former glory. However, a rather pesky kitten continues to make use of the garden beds as her napping place. She also sometimes uproots my beloved flowers in her sleep," Val said.
Cresta sank in the couch and pressed her index fingers together out of embarrassment. Isla chose to hug Irapesha next.
"I also take issue with too many of Cresta's burger ingredients in the fridge and cabinets. I don't have anywhere to put protein. They can't go in my room because the whey powder clumps up when it gets too hot," Irapesha said.
"Wait, you're using protein supplements? Why?" I asked.
"What a strange question. To continue to grow stronger," she answered as a matter of factly.
"You're telling me… You can still get bigger?"
The dragonewt nodded.
I took a long gander at Irapesha. She was already a giant woman to begin with. Big mommy status, if you would. If she got bigger, then the rest of her proportions followed suit.
"Alright, Cresta. We're getting rid of some excess burger buns from the cabinets to make room for Irapesha's whey containers," I said.
"Aww…" Cresta's lower lip started quivering like she was on the verge of tears. "How come everyone has a problem with just me?" she asked, meeting each of her fellow roommates' gaze in turn. "You know what? Don't answer. I'll excuse myself…"
Cresta stormed out of the dorm entirely and slammed the front door.
"Cresta?" Isla called out while extending her short arm roots as far as she could to the foyer.
"The meeting isn't over yet either. I'll go fetch her." I headed for the door until Ines snatched my arm.
"Okay, everyone. Let's disperse. I'm going to have a talk with Akira alone." Ines clapped her hands twice to spur the tenants up.
"Is Cresta okay? I'm worried about her…" Tamara said.
"Don't wring him too hard, you hear?" Ange patted Ines on the shoulder, then took Tamara by the hand. "Come, dear. Cresta will be fine. You know she's a strong girl."
As soon as everyone was gone, Ines pinched me by the ear and dragged me to the seat Val was just occupying.
"Ow, ow, ow! Did I do something wrong?" I asked, rubbing my ear.
"You did everything wrong. The meeting turned into a one-sided intervention for Cresta." Ines folded her arms and frowned.
"Okay, maybe I could have steered the conversation better. But if everyone had something to say about Cresta, it's not like I planned for it like that!"
"Sure. And do you think it could have been done differently? Without Cresta being the center of attention?" she asked.
I opened my mouth to retort, but only a groan came out.
"Like anonymously or something… Shit, you're right. I'm sorry." I sighed.
"I'm not the one you should be apologizing to. You made Cresta feel alienated. In the wrong or not, no one likes that," Ines said.
"Is that why you sent everyone away before confronting me?"
An empathetic grin was all Ines answered me with.
"Let's go grab our housecat, yeah?" Ines thumbed to the door.
On our way out, Remmy stopped us at the foyer.
"Cresta… probably doesn't want to see me right now… Can you tell her, I'm sorry?" Remmy asked.
"I'm the one who's at fault. You don't need to apologize, but I'll tell her. Hang tight, and we'll bring Cresta right back." I assured Remmy.
Together with Ines, we drove out to Vandice. All the tenants had their phones installed with a friend finder app, which tracked their GPS location as long as the device was on. Sure it was a creepy, helicopter-like parent thing to do, but taking care of netherfolks was extraordinary in and of itself. After the scare with Isla and Tamara, this was necessary.
Cresta was currently at the pet store where we had gone to buy toys for her last time.
We rushed up to a dog barking frantically, its leash pulled taut by the owner trying to hold their pet back. A few of the employees were whispering amongst each other at the registers, and a crowd had gathered at the back of the store.
"Akira?" Rushing out of an employees-only room in a panic was Sara, phone pressed to her ear and a bag of cat treats in the other hand. "Oh, thank goodness. I didn't know whether to call animal control or the Department of Defense."
"Where's Cresta?" I asked.
"This way." Sara led us to a fenced off pen where prospective owners were given an opportunity to bond or play with a potential adoptee.
However, there were no adopters. Only a small group of confused, mildly amused pet store patrons and staff. We pushed past them to find Cresta flat on her back under a pyramid-shaped cardboard structure, surrounded by cats that were cuddled up next to her.
"You guys are unwanted, too?" Cresta asked.
"Mew!" a young calico responded.
"Looks like we're all in the same boat," she sulked as another cat rubbed its face against her cheek.
"Bonding with fellow cats now?" I asked, walking up to the fence with both hands to my hips.
Only Cresta's eyes snapped up to meet me.
"At least they accept me." Cresta pouted.
"Is it okay if we step in?" I asked Sara.
The bright-eyed employee nodded.
Ines and I entered the pen, causing most of the cats next to Cresta to hiss and dart away. Those that were brave or undeterred by our presence started climbing all over us like we were new toys.
"Cresta, where do I begin? I'm sorry. I didn't mean to put you on the spot like that. You're not unwanted. Everyone loves you. Especially me. You're my first tenant, and I
love you to death," I said.
"Then how come everyone's got a problem with me? It sounds like the dorm would be a lot happier without me there to annoy them." Cresta picked up two cats by the scruffs of their necks and pulled them closer to cover her face.
Ines shot me a look, warning me to pick my words carefully.
"I'm telling you now, everyone would hate it if you just up and left. Like just earlier. Right after Irapesha finished, Isla chose you to speak next. Tamara was the first to ask if you were going to be okay, and Remmy wanted me to tell you she's sorry."
At the mention of her friends, Cresta's ears perked up.
"They did?" Cresta asked, gazing up from the cats that shielded her.
"Yeah! The thing is, you can't go barging into someone's room. We went over this a long time ago when you picked my lock, remember? Imagine if Val came blasting magic at the gates to Tarcosa's castle. You think he'd be very happy about that?"
Whatever image appeared in Cresta's head drew laughter.
"I guess not." Cresta heaved a sigh. "Okay, no more picking locks."
"Also no sleeping in Val's garden beds that are in use, and no scratching Ivory anymore," Ines chimed in.
"Loud and clear, but what about my buns?" she asked.
"Can we negotiate to remove half so that Irapesha has room to put her stuff?" I bargained in return
Cresta had to think about that for a second, but she ultimately agreed.
"Okay…"
"This is what setting boundaries means. A give and take. Talking one on one. I didn't consider the second part and made it look like everyone was against you. They aren't. So, what do you say about coming back with us? Give me a paw for yes." I offered Cresta a hand, and Ines did the same with hers.
Cresta took both our hands. Ines and I stood up, pulling the trouble-making catssassin to her feet.
"Looks like we're adopting this one." I grinned at Sara.
"Is that so? Then let me get the paperwork ready for you," Sara teased in return.
We bought some burgers from Rocket Burger on the way home. Right through the front door, Remmy, Tamara, and Ivory as a flower pot with Isla inside were waiting for us at the foot of the stairs. The four of them rushed to mob Cresta.
"I thought you were going to leave us forever!" Tamara exclaimed.
"Were you guys waiting for me the entire time?" Cresta asked, stunned by their touching show of affection.
"We wanted to make sure… you were going to be okay," Remmy said.
"Look, if you wanna scratch me so badly, then the best I can offer you is once a week. At least it helps me with places I can't reach," Ivory added, transforming back to their humanoid elven form and handing Isla over.
Cresta cradled the alraune, whose roots stretched up to wipe a tear rolling down her cheek.
"Cresta, friend!" Isla beamed like the sun.
Blinded and overwhelmed by their kindness, Cresta drew all four of them into a bear hug.
"You guys… You're the best roommates in both worlds! I'll be better from now on, I promise!" Cresta exclaimed.



Chapter 18 - Netherfolk Allergies

"Ah… cheew!"
Tamara sneezed so hard, her bed of woolen hair jumped with her. A bit of snot hung from her nostrils, and when I plucked some tissues from the end table to press to her nose, she blew with the force of a hose.
"Man, you've just been sneezing up a storm since this morning. Don't tell me you have allergies?" I tossed the clump of tissues away and picked out more to wipe Tamara's nose dry.
"Uweh… I feel terrible… My eyes are watery, my nose is runny… I just want it to be over." Tamara groaned, snatching two more tissues to wipe her eyes.
It wasn't just Tamara, most of my tenants were also coming down with a bad case of allergies. Ange hid in my room with a box of tissues, Cresta laid sprawled out on the floor in the middle of the living room, Val braved through it all to take care of her garden and Isla in the backyard, and Irapesha thought to sweat it off by pumping iron in the gym.
The only ones doing fine were Ines, Ivory, Remmy, Isla, and myself.
"Akira…" Remmy entered the living room, her slime body appearing sluggish and melty. "Was one of the milk jugs expired? I don't feel so good…"
"Expired? I don't think so. Let me—"
Val returned from the backyard with an Ivory-potted Isla in hand. The second she pulled off the sunhat, I was greeted with bloodshot eyes, tear-stained face, and snot cascading down her chin. I stifled a laugh, seeing her in such a terrible state. She wasn't amused.
"I… cannot stand another second… suffering this allergy! Do something, Caretaker!" Val exclaimed. She began to draw quick mouthfuls of breaths, then sneezed violently.
"There's nothing I can do about allergies! You just have to weather the storm until it passes," I said.
"Uugh…"
Everyone turned to Remmy, whose entire body began to tremble.
I rushed over to check on her, and she looked to be on the verge of falling apart. Could it be the cracked core, or—
"Ahh… chooo!"
The instant Remmy sneezed, she exploded. Slime went everywhere all over the room, sticking to me, the ceiling and walls, and the other tenants. Tamara, with a mask of slime on her face, gaped at where Remmy had been standing a second before and was no longer there. Only the core remained, rolling to a stop at my foot.
"REMMY?!" We cried in horror, and even Cresta snapped awake from shock.
I dove to the floor to start gathering clumps of slime to put Remmy back together, but the globules began to move on their own. They slowly converged back to the mildly cracked marble core, reshaping into the blob form of our resident slime girl.
"I… I think I have allergies, too…" Remmy mumbled.
"Geez. You scared a decade off my lifespan… Okay, you guys hang tight. I'll think of something," I said.
After making a few phone calls, Professor Markel promised that an HVAC technician team would be coming in the next few days to install a whole home air purifier unit. In the meantime, I made a quick trip to a large department store to buy small air purifiers for the dormitory. The employees gave me a look like I was insane when I asked for ten.
With Ines' help, we got them set up in each tenant's room that was dying of allergies. We also put one in the bathroom and another in the living room.
Now I had tenants crowding around the living room air purifier as if expecting to be magically cured of their allergies.
"Akira… It's not working!" Cresta complained. She was sitting directly in front of the waist-high tower device with Remmy and Tamara.
"They work by filtering air around it before spitting it back out. The more you surround it, the worse you suffocate and screw over its efficiency. Get away from it and in the meantime, we can try some allergy medicine. Zero idea if human medicine will do any good for netherfolks, but better than nothing." I handed gel capsules to each who were eager to do anything to be rid of allergies.
If I were in their positions, I'd feel the same way.
"Weird. Wonder why we aren't affected?" Ines asked, sidling up to me by the kitchen counter.
"Your guess is as good as mine. Ivory isn't affected either. I thought Remmy was the same, but she exploded in the morning," I explained and left it vague on purpose.
"Exploded?" She squinted suspiciously at me.
Allergies were a body's reaction to foreign substances. Not everyone was affected in the same way to the same thing, so for Ines and I to be fine isn't out of the ordinary. I was sure it had to do with pollen, which meant those having to breathe were affected.
"Ivory, can you come here for a sec?" I called out.
The living mimic transformed into elven form and skipped up to us.
"Yo! What's cooking?" Ivory took a seat on the stool.
"Do mimics like yourself need to breathe?" I asked.
"Breathe? Nah. I'm fully anaerobic, baby! Sure I can 'breathe', but I'm not actually breathing. You get what I mean?" The mimic took several deep breaths to show me.
Then why was Remmy, who also didn't need to breathe, affected by allergies?
"Akira!" Isla interrupted my thoughts by tugging on my pants.
I instinctively picked her up, thinking she wanted to be held, but apparently that wasn't it. The plant girl waved her leafy hands in my face like they were pom poms.
"What is it, Isla?" Ines asked.
"Isla's trying to warn us. You can tell by how panicky she is," Ivory said.
"I still don't understand what she's trying to say though." I frowned, having yet to decipher her emotions.
Isla glanced around frantically until the bottle of allergy pills caught her attention. She grabbed it with a cluster of roots and placed the bottle on her head.
"Isla, allergy!" she exclaimed.
"Maybe Isla's saying she has allergies, too?" Ines wondered aloud.
A plant having allergies? But Isla looked perfectly fine.
"I'm going to… go upstairs," Irapesha said as she lumbered unsteadily out of the living room.
"Hang on. I'm going to check on Irapesha. Watch Isla for me." I handed her off to Ines and Ivory, then went after Irapesha.
The dragonewt was at the bottom of the stairs, hand braced against the railing. I hadn't seen Irapesha all day since she was in the home gym, but she looked worse than the others.
"How are you feeling?" I asked, coming to her aid and thinking to help her upstairs.
Just like when we were in Weyera, holding Irapesha up was like trying to budge a mountain. Immovable unless it wanted to be moved.
"My nose feels bloated. I've been breathing through my mouth since morning," Irapesha said in a tone that was much more nasally than usual.
"Sounds like your sinuses are congested. If you take a hot bath, the steam might help clear it up," I suggested.
"Very well. I shall… ah… I think…" She wrinkled her nose.
"Are you about to sneeze? Hold on, lemme grab you a—"
"Ahh… aahh— choo!" Irapesha sneezed a great burst of flames before my eyes that singed my eyebrows.
I blinked incredulously, still feeling the heat against my face even though the fire was brief. However, Irapesha wasn't done just yet. She reared her head back, preparing for another sneeze.
"Oh, god— please, not here!" I cried just as Irapesha sneezed again, expelling a ball of fire. The stairs caught fire and triggered the sprinkler systems in the foyer.
"Forgive me… It's not stopping!" Irapesha warned, sneezing again, and again, and again. Each time, a bigger burst of flames shot out.
I ran back into the living room to grab the box of tissues, and everyone had their eyes on the hallway where Irapesha was sneezing fire.
"Here! Blow into this!" I plucked half the tissues from the box and stuffed them into Irapesha's hands.
Holding the ball of tissues to her nose, Irapesha blew and incinerated them in an instant. Cinders and ashes flew across the hall, only to clump together from being doused by the sprinklers. I angrily tossed the tissue box to the ground because it wasn't helping.
"It's getting worse and worse!" I clutched my head in distress, no longer sure what to do.
The others in the living room clamored over from the commotion only to get drenched.
"I think it's stopped," Irapesha said, breathing deeply through her nose. "I can breathe again."
"Allergy!" Isla raised her arm roots to catch the water raining down on her before the sprinklers sputtered to a stop. In doing so, however, the flowers in her hair spewed out a yellowish powder. It was a very little amount and dissipated as fast as it appeared.
Just when I thought the worst was over, Irapesha had one last sneeze to get out. The ball of fire shot upstairs and demolished the door to my room, then the sprinklers turned on again.
"Alright… Everyone to the baths while I clean this up." I sighed.
 
Both Professor Markel and the Vandice City Fire Department came to the dormitory as was standard procedure. They were all mildly amused when I recounted what happened.
"First time in my fifteen years as a firefighter I hear of an allergy causing a fire!" Kerry bellowed with laughter.
"Well, that same repeat-sneezer works for your fire department." I groaned.
"Any idea what caused it?" Professor Markel asked.
"I have an idea." Gesturing behind me, Ivory was just now walking out with Isla in hand.
"Allergy, allergy!" Isla continued to repeat.
A pollen that only affected netherfolks who breathed it in. Remmy's case was a little different. Although the slime girl didn't breathe, her body interacted with the pollen much like how dust gets caught on her body. That caused a negative reaction.
"Chances are Isla's pollen is giving them an allergy," I explained. "I've got air purifiers up and running, but until we get a massive one in our HVAC, it might not be enough to filter it all out."
Without saying anything, Professor Markel kneeled down in front of Isla and produced something from his pocket. It looked like a test kit with a cotton swab, plastic bag, and small vial. He used the swab to rub a flower on Isla's head, causing her to wriggle as it seemingly tickled her. Once finished, he placed the swab into the vial, sealed it with a lid, and then placed it into the plastic bag.
"I'm going to run some tests on this. Keep an eye on our tenants and continue to report any more adverse reactions to Isla's pollen. This may be how we determine whether her species can cohabitate with netherfolks on Earth. I expect full disclosure, Akira." The professor nodded to me and wasted no time taking off back to the base.
Since there was no fire to deal with, Kerry and his team asked me to give Irapesha their regards before leaving.
"I don't like it," Ivory said after they had left. "What the old guy was talking about— what if he finds something he doesn't like. Does that mean he's going to take Isla away from us?"
Isla's leaves and petals drooped.
"I know. I don't like it either. Look, the others are just having a bad allergic reaction. I had allergies in the past, too. Got over it eventually. It comes and goes with the season, so there's nothing to worry about." I ushered them back into the dorm.
Ange was waiting for me in the foyer right as we came in. Her hair was still slightly moist from taking a bath, and the scent of fruity body wash tickled my nose. She appeared worried. Especially with a hand clutching her forearm.
"What's the matter?" I asked.
"We may have another problem," Ange said, peeling her hand away to reveal a slight yellowish rash. "While in the baths, we discovered this strange blemish on us. Everyone, with the exception of Ines, has it."



Chapter 19 - Stomach Ache

In the following days, we tried to figure out what the rash was or how it affected the tenants. I kept a digital journal, documenting everything from how they were feeling to something as mundane as a lack of appetite.
Right now, I was in my room following up the final tenant for the day. After checking the yellowish rash that was behind her neck, we began with the usual round of questions.
"Feeling any different today, Tamara?" I asked.
The sheep girl shifted uncomfortably in the seat, clutching her stomach with both hands.
"I've got a tummy ache since this morning." Tamara frowned, eyes occasionally clenching shut as her belly rumbled.
"Since this morning? Have you gone number two in the bathroom yet?" I asked further.
Tamara nodded.
This could be something. Tamara wasn't the first tenant to show any sort of discomfort, but—
"Uhm… Akira, Tamara?" Remmy peeked shyly from the door.
"What's wrong?" I turned to Remmy. "Did you have something more to report about the rash?"
"No… but I accidentally gave Tamara expired milk… In fact, the whole stock in my mini-fridge has expired," she said.
Tamara's eyes lit up. "Oh, I remember now! I was hanging out with Remmy in the morning and saw her drinking milk, so I asked for some. I thought it tasted a little clum… py… uu… Thinking about it makes my tummy churn…"
I put a hand to my face.
"Sorry, Tamara… I didn't realize…" Remmy hung her head apologetically.
"Keeping that many jugs in the mini-fridge, of course the ones in the back are going to expire. The real question is, why are you keeping expired milk around?"
"I forget I'm the only one that can drink expired… I'll be more careful next time," she promised, shrinking into blob form.
"It's okay, Remmy! I can handle— uugu… never mind, I can't handle it…" Tamara keeled over as her stomach growled like an angry lion.
"Let's get you some stomach ache medicine before your life starts flashing before your eyes." I knelt down to give Tamara a piggyback ride, then headed downstairs.
The medicine cabinet was kept in the kitchen, behind a wooden towel rack on the wall. When I plucked the bottle from the shelf amongst numerous other medicines, it felt a lot lighter than I last remembered. It was empty. All of the chewable tablets had been eaten.
"Akira, there is a strange green growth behind the toilets again," Irapesha said on her way into the kitchen from the hallway. "Apologies. Are you busy?"
"No, it's just that the medicine for Tamara's stomach ache is all gone." I tossed the bottle into the bin.
"Oh. Cresta's eaten it all," she answered so casually it took me a second to process it.
"Why…?"
"Says it helps with indigestion every time she eats a burger."
My judging gaze shot to the snoring catssassin, who was napping in her new cardboard box at the corner of the room. The sloppy way she slept left her midriff exposed, revealing the bulging belly of someone who had been eating way more than they exercised.
"Woe is the life of a domesticated cat, fated to become fat." I sighed.
To my side, Tamara started cracking up, half in pain and half in laughter.
No sense in waiting around. I should hit up a convenience store to grab Tamara some medicine.
On my way to the van, Irapesha followed us out.
"You don't have to come with us. It's going to be a short trip. The green growth you mentioned is probably just mold again. I'll pick up some sanitizing wipes or mold removal spray for it while I'm there," I told her.
"I'll accompany you since the little one is ill," Irapesha declared curtly.
They climbed into the backseat, where Tamara curled up in Irapesha's lap like a puppy. Either she never had a stomach ache before, or this was a particularly bad one. Well, expired milk would do that to you.
I pulled up to a gas station convenience store at the edge of the city. Irapesha carried Tamara onto her back and headed inside with me.
"Hey, Akira! What's going on?" Dirk, the bespectacled college-aged clerk behind the glass partition and counter, greeted me.
I'd become somewhat of a local celebrity in Vandice given my occupation. The employees here also saw me pretty often, because it was my go-to to get gas or pick up some snacks. Apparently, Cresta often dropped by on her way to and from work.
"Just getting some medicine for a tenant's stomach ache." I gestured behind me as Irapesha ducked, coming through the door.
"H-Hot damn…" Dirk gulped at the sight of the dragonewt. "Is she single?"
"I'm incapable of dating outside of my race. Mating rituals with partners that aren't dragonewts incur a high chance of maiming. Or death," Irapesha warned matter of factly, walking past us and into the store.
"Good… to know," he mumbled.
"Better luck with the next tenant," I teased.
At the very back of the store, we browsed through the wide selection of medicine all the while Tamara groaned uncomfortably on Irapesha's back.
"How do you know which to purchase? Why are there entire essays written on each product? Do they tell a story?" Irapesha asked.
"They list out ingredients, how much and how often to take, and include potential negative side effects. It's for full disclosure reasons… I guess?" I explained as best I could.
"Why would there be potential negative side effects for medicine intended to restore you? Human medicines sound inefficient," she huffed.
"Wait until you hear about costs and insurance…"
I picked out Tums and Pepto Bismol just in case, and we returned to the front where a small line had formed. A harsh and loud pop made everyone flinch. I thought someone popped a balloon until the people in front of us dispersed in panic, all except for one man in a ski mask at the very front.
"Give me all the fucking money in the register! Hurry up!" he shouted.
Dirk threw glances at me. A robbery? At a time like this?
"What's taking so long? Can't we just drop money onto the counter and leave?" Irapesha asked impatiently.
"Uhh… There's a crime underway, Irapesha. The store's getting robbed!" I whispered.
Irapesha loosed a quiet snarl and lowered Tamara into my arms before stomping up to the front.
"My friend is sick, and you're holding up the line," she told the man.
"Mind your business—" The rest of the sentence lodged in his throat. "F-Fucking netherfolk…"
I could tell by the unhinged jaw he didn't expect a netherfolk when choosing to rob this gas station. Though I wouldn't expect criminals to be very smart to begin with.
Instead of doing the sensible thing of apologizing and leaving, the guy turned the gun on Irapesha. She grabbed a hold of the barrel as multiple shots rang out, but the dragonewt wasn't at all fazed.
"My scales are stronger than steel. Can your bullets puncture through steel?" Irapesha asked as the bullets clattered to the ground.
The would-be robber tucked tail and ran for the door, but Irapesha snatched him up by the back of his collar with a single claw.
"Alright, Irapesha. Gently… let's not break anything while we're here," I said.
"Of course, Akira. If you will excuse me…" Irapesha gazed at someone hiding behind the aisle near the entrance. "Would you be so kind as to open the door?"
The woman jumped out just briefly enough to trigger open the automatic doors. Irapesha flung the robber out, sending him rolling into a bollard meant to stop cars and not people.
"Cops're on the way, but geez! I think I want to take my chances with death now," Dirk said, poking his head out from under the counter.
I put the medicine and a gallon of milk on the counter. "Just say thanks and ring us up already."
As we're leaving, we ran into Professor Markel by chance in the parking lot while he was filling up on gas.
"Do I dare ask what happened here?" The professor raised a brow.
"Robbery gone wrong." I shrugged, ushering Irapesha and Tamara to the van. "Just out getting medicine."
Professor Markel's eyes followed the tenants as they went.
"Find anything out about the pollen?" I asked, drawing his attention away from them.
"I was actually heading back to the lab to write up the report for you. Toxicology came back this morning. The pollen is more like a fungal growth. Humans are completely unaffected— Well, it's more accurate to say anyone without magic and lungs are unaffected," Professor Markel explained.
Magic? Come to think of it, something from Isla or the Isilus Mandragon would be parasitic in nature. It made sense. Going off that logic…
"Then the flipside should mean that anyone with magic is affected by the pollen?"
"It is what we're assuming. We have yet to move forward with trials on netherfolks. After all, exposing them to potentially hazardous substances is… not exactly the most morally ethical thing to do. Your tenants, on the other hand, have been affected whether they like it or not. Do you have any input?" He turned the questioning back to me.
"Other than a yellow rash on random parts of their body? Nothing. It just seems like a cosmetic issue to them," I answered truthfully.
The pump that the professor's car was parked next to beeped. It must have finished filling the tank. He placed the nozzle back onto the terminal and pulled out hand sanitizer to squirt onto both hands.
"Well, let's keep each other updated. From your reports, they are like family to you. Good. Most caretakers treat their jobs with a professional outlook, you— your intimacy has allowed them to better assimilate to life on Earth a lot quicker than others. I'll look into the yellow rash with Tarcosa. Maybe he's seen examples in Weyera. Keep up the good work, Akira." With a nod and smile, Professor Markel jumped into his car to drive off.
"Intimacy, huh? Is it really all that good?" I wondered aloud to myself.
I had to lie, screw up, hurt, and nearly lose several tenants because of that intimacy. Treating them like friends was all I knew to do… but even I understood it jeopardized the way I conducted this job. Doing what was right for my tenants and for the whole of the dorm was hard.
When I got back to the van, Irapesha was holding the medicines in each hand. Her brows wrinkled with uncertainty. Tamara sat by her side, eager to take medicine that would rid the discomfort.
"This potion is very viscous and pink. I'm not sure if Tamara can drink it all," Irapesha said.
"Wait, she's not supposed to drink the whole bottle! Just a small gulp. Here, let me…" I climbed into the already cramped back of the van.
After uncorking the bottle, I poured a little into the cap for Tamara to drink.
"Mm! Tastes like bubble gum!" Tamara smiled, flashing her teeth that were painted pink.
"Bubble gum?" Irapesha squinted at the box.
"And you can chew on this tablet." I handed Tamara a chewable Tums tablet which she popped into her mouth.
"Oh! It tastes like candy! Can I have more?" she asked.
"I thought this was medicine. You're giving her candy?" The dragonewt glared at me now.
"It tastes like candy so children will take it, alright? I'm not explaining all the nuances of Earth culture to you sitting in a gas station's parking lot!"
By the time we got back to the dorm, Tamara was beginning to feel better. She took off running upstairs to Remmy's room to tell her the good news, or so that the slime girl didn't feel guilty for her stomach ache anymore.
Irapesha picked up Cresta, snapping her awake to bring her to the gym.
"Funnya~ Wha… Pesha? Wha's going on?" Cresta asked groggily underneath Irapesha's arm.
"We're cutting back on your burger intake again. Akira also said you're getting fat, so you and I will be spending the rest of the afternoon in the gym," Irapesha said.
As they passed by me, Cresta shot me a teary look.
"Wait, you called me fat?" Cresta pout.
"It's for your own good, and stop eating all the stomach ache medicine this time around!" I shouted to their backs.
After they left, I threw open the sliding door to let in some fresh air. Off to the side, sitting on lounging chairs and under the shade of an umbrella were Ange and Val. They had sunglasses on, dressed in a bikini and sarong as if at the beach, and sipping on glass beverages.
Val, who had Isla resting on her belly, noticed me first and lifted her sunglasses. "Ah, Caretaker. I would offer you a drink, but Ines said you aren't quite the age to partake. A shame. Some among us drink as early as ten years of age."
"I've seen how my dad acts when drunk, and I'm not keen on finding out how much of his genes I inherited. Who taught you two to make something so fancy?" I asked, noting their tall glasses filled with limes and mint leaves.
"Ines did, love. She taught us all kinds of alcoholic beverages. If I didn't know better, everyone on Earth is an alcoholic with how delicious they can be. I'm especially curious about Sex on the Beach." Ange grinned.
"S-Sex on the beach?" I gulped.
Both of them erupted into laughter.
"It's the name of another sugary alcoholic beverage, but I can see you're about the other, more literal meaning." Ange giggled at my expense.
Of course. Leave it to Ines to teach my tenants what I couldn't.
Isla sneakily tried to extend roots up to one of their alcoholic beverages, but Val quickly pulled the clusters away.
"No, bad Isla. This is the furthest thing from water," Val scolded.
"Say, change of topics. You two wield magic, right? How exactly does magic work for netherfolk?" I asked.
Ange and Val looked at each other as though debating who should explain.
"I'm the one pretending to have lost her magic," Ange said to her drinking companion.
"How does one explain physical strength for humans?" Val began with a question of her own and ignited one hand with a fiery spark. "All are capable, some train on it while many more will neglect it, and every once in a while someone is born gifted. Each and every one of us possess a degree of magic that can be transformed into volatile or restorative energies."
"But… what makes that happen?" I pressed her.
"What makes your brain fire electrical signals for you to ask such silly questions? I don't know, my dear Caretaker. It just happens, and we make use of the phenomenon without putting much thought into it," she explained.
Speaking of the brain, mine was having a hard time processing it.
I left the conversation there to start on chores, beginning with the mold in the communal bathroom that Irapesha brought to my attention. Sure enough, small patches of mold were propagating behind the toilet tank. If left long enough, it might start to cause health concerns.
Thankfully, a spray containing bleach and a hard scrub later cleared it completely, leaving behind a squeaky clean surface that I could eat off of.
"Whew. Time to get dinner ready." I cracked my neck and headed out with the cleaning supplies.
Several of the tenants were gathered in the living room. Tamara's breathing had grown shallow, and she clutched tightly onto Ange, who was holding her just as hard in return.
"What happened?" I asked on the way in.
"Akira, thank goodness. Tamara stumbled downstairs, complaining of nausea and stomach pain. She's burning up right now. I thought you bought her medicine?" Ange's desperate and pleading gaze snapped to me.
Val placed a hand over Tamara's forehead. "No, it's something other than an upset stomach. This is mana deficiency. It must be the rash from Isla's pollen."
"Isla… hurting friend?" Isla timidly asked.
"That's not true!" The elven queen patted the alraune girl on the head. "You don't mean to, we all know that. It's not your fault at all."
Pollen…
I looked down at the mold removal spray still in my hand.
"It's not pollen," I said, recalling Professor Markel's words. "It's a fungal growth. Mold is a type of fungi! Let me see the back of Tamara's head!"
Ange laid the whimpering Tamara on the sofa, turning her onto her side to reveal the yellowish patch on her nape. I leaped into the kitchen to unscrew the top of the spray bottle, poured a little into a cup, and then added some water to dilute it.
Wetting a paper towel in the mixture, I returned to Tamara to gently dab the yellowish rash. The paper came away slightly yellow. A few more wipes removed the color from her skin entirely. Only little bumps remained.
Immediately, Tamara's breathing returned to normal.
"I can't believe it worked…" I uttered in disbelief.
"Isla?" Val's panic drew our attention to the backyard where she repeatedly shouted. "I can't find Isla! She was next to me a second ago and vanished!"
We couldn't find Isla anywhere in or around the dormitory. It was as though she really did up and disappeared. Walking back out to the backyard, I dreaded to think she took off into the hills. We would never be able to cover that much land.
Val stood quietly by the raised garden beds with a hand to the wooden container. She was the only one who had yet to remove the yellowish fungal growth on her arm. Everyone else accepted the treatment of wiping it away with the bleach mixture. Not Val.
I approached, thinking to assure Val we would find Isla, but she turned to me with an apologetical demeanor.
"I'm sorry, Akira." Val lowered her head.
It came so out of left field that I almost didn't recognize that she apologized and said my name.
"The Queen Valeanor Messier apologizing? Maybe I might win the lottery next," I teased in an attempt to make light of the situation.
"Your jokes have always been a source of welcome levity, but this is serious. I had known from the start exactly what this was," Val said, peeling her right sleeve up until she revealed the small discolored patch on her upper arm.
In truth, I might have suspected she did. There wasn't anyone who was more knowledgeable about Weyeran flora than her.
"What exactly is it?" I asked.
"It bleeds magic," Val began after a deep breath. "By attaching to a host, the organism expunges mana from anyone with magic. That is the reason for Tamara's mana deficiency… it is my fault."
"You kept this from us?" an accusing voice rang out.
I spun around to a furious succubus, hands clenched and eyes twitching.
"I did what needed to be done to keep Isla nourished," Val said.
"At the cost of Tamara's health? What if she had died?" Ange asked, full of hurt.
"I would not have allowed it to progress to that point. I thought by all of us having it, we would be enough to—"
"You thought wrong! That is my little girl you hurt… I would do anything for her— give anything to protect her. How would you feel if I uprooted Isla from ever draining mana again?"
"You wouldn't dare." Val narrowed her eyes, and a familiar rumbling sensation of volatile magic in the air straightened the hair on the back of my neck.
"That's enough, you two! Irapesha, Cresta! A little help out here?" I shouted into the dorm.
My two war veteran netherfolks rushed out to us. Cresta restrained Ange from behind, and Irapesha lifted Val a foot off the ground by the strap of her overalls.
"Val, you're in the wrong for keeping this from everyone. But you two aren't doing Tamara or Isla any favors by fighting. There's a rogue netherfolk out in the wild, and we need to find her. So set your differences aside and focus!" I scolded them.
Both Val and Ange faced away from each other with a scowl.
"They were getting tipsy this morning, and now they're at each other's throats? What happened?" Cresta asked.
"I'll explain later. We still need to find Isla. Is your nose working?" I asked her.
Cresta lifted her nose to the sky and began sniffing.
"The bleach is still messing with my nose, but I think I caught a whiff of Isla! Kinda smells like roses," she said, nostrils flaring with each huff.
The four of us followed Cresta as she led us beyond the confines of the backyard and into the undeveloped hills behind Vandice city. It didn't take long before her powerful sense of smell zeroed in on Isla, and we found her cowering at the base of a tree where a mountain lion had her cornered.
"Isla!" Val cried.
"I thought I smelled the piss of an upstart kitten out here. Beat it, punk! This is my territory!" Cresta growled at the predator.
They stared each other down, but neither were willing to back away. The mountain lion lunged at Isla, but Cresta was faster and tackled the beast. She bared both fangs and claws, causing the mountain lion to take off running.
"That's right! Never show your face around here again if you know what's good for you!" she yelled
"Geez, Cresta. You building a rapport with the local wildlife or what?" I expelled an exasperated sigh.
Cresta flashed a smile. "Gotta show 'em who's boss!"
"Isla, are you hurt?" Val rushed to Isla's aid now that the danger was over, cradling her like a baby. "You poor thing. Why did you leave like that? What if we hadn't arrived in time?"
The tiny plant girl shook her head, but her leaves and petals remained sagging, seemingly not at all glad to be found despite her frightful encounter just now.
"Isla's feeling guilty because of what happened to Tamara. Isn't that right?" I turned to the alraune in question.
Isla nodded.
"What? That's nonsense. You haven't hurt anyone. Everyone back home is fine!" Val tried to convince her.
Living roots peeled back Val's sleeve to reveal the fungal growth on her arm.
"Isla wants to stay with friends, but Isla doesn't want to hurt anyone…" Isla mumbled.
"Then you don't have to hurt anyone," Val began tearfully, brushing the roots of Isla's hair. "Just me. I'll continue feeding you magic, alright? I shall see this little rose bud blossom into a beautiful flower."
Remmy, Ivory, and Tamara clamored to catch up. They were accompanied by Ines, who sighed as she came up from behind them. Even Rakka had come out with them.
"What can I say? They were worried about Isla," Ines said.
Maybe because they were among the youngest of the dorm, but the trio were so overwhelmed with relief that they mobbed Isla.
"Don't leave, Isla! You're the baby sister I've always wanted, and I don't blame you for what happened to me!" Tamara cried.
Ange pursed her lips and looked away.
"Never thought I'd say this, but being a glorified flower pot for you has been the most fulfilling thing I've ever become!" Ivory added.
Remmy simply smiled. Out of everyone, she was the one who sacrificed the most to help Isla. The proof of that was the still cracked core inside her.
"Well, Isla. You can keep trying to run away, but Cresta will just find you again and bring you back. No one wants you to leave. You're just going to make us worried again. So, want to come back?" I asked, lifting her petals.
Isla's cheeks puffed out with a pout, but as the tears welling around her eyes streaked down only to be soaked by her own roots, she deflated.
"Family?" Isla cocked her head sideways.
"Family sticks together." I nodded.



Chapter 20 - Cherishing the Sapling

A week after Isla tried to run away, Professor Markel dropped in for a visit on a Friday afternoon. We made ourselves comfortable in the backyard, drinking tea and watching Val water a much happier, dancing Isla.
"Your report was probably the most comprehensive thing you've written all year. I'm impressed, Akira. You do have it in you to be articulate for someone who skipped college to play video games all day," Professor Markel said, sparing no mercy to poke fun at me.
"Oh, lay off me. I wrote that cover letter not expecting to get this job. So, what's the verdict?" I asked.
"Although the remedy to Isla's fungal spores is a simple fix, we can't knowingly let people be poisoned just because we have an antidote. Tarcosa has one method, and that is to magically neuter and spay her," he said.
I nearly spat out my drink.
"You want to maim her?"
"The risk is Isla spawning thousands of Isilus Mandragons when she matures. I'm not giving you a choice. I'm telling you, Akira. She won't be able to expel the fungal spores anymore, but Tarcosa promises to supply mana potions to supplement her diet," Professor Markel explained.
"And what if one day that supply stops or dries up?" I glared.
The professor finished his tea, brushed the cookie crumbs from his lap, and stood up.
"I can't always take your side. Isla has two weeks. The surgical operation in Weyera will take up to a month. I do have some good news." He handed me a padded certificate holder, containing Isla's United States citizenship document with her picture on it.
"Isla's an official citizen?" I gasped. Holding the piece of paper in my very hands felt so surreal.
Even I wasn't a citizen. Just a dude from Japan with a work visa.
Yet somehow, having Isla's certificate of citizenship filled me with emotions I didn't think possible. This was what I was working towards all along. For netherfolks to find a new life in this world. It started getting hard to see with the tears blurring my vision. I wiped my eyes to get a better look.
The date of birth and sex was on it and everything. Isla Katagiri—
I had to read it again to make sure my eyes weren't deceiving me.
"Why does Isla have my last name?" I asked
"What do you mean why? Isla is a minor, so that makes her a dependent. Since she was born in your dormitory and under your care, that makes her your child and responsibility. Congratulations, Akira. You're now the father of a healthy Isilus Mandragon alraune. Since you're a Japanese national, by their common law, Isla also has dual citizenship in Japan." Professor Markel patted me on the shoulder and headed for the backyard exit.
It wasn't until the professor was out the door that I snapped out of it.
"You get back here right now and explain yourself, Professor! I'm only 18! I turn 19 in July! I'm too young to be a father… damn it… he's already gone… How the hell can he just drop this bomb on me and leave?"
"Why are you screaming like a madman?" Val asked, then gasped upon gazing at the document in my hands. "You're—"
"Akira is papa, family!" Isla exclaimed and latched onto my arm with her roots to hug me.
"Well… My mom always wanted me to have kids early…" I lifted Isla up as beautiful flowers sprouted all along her hair.
 
I told myself to stay calm while sitting in front of the computer, preparing to facetime with my mom after almost a whole year of not seeing her.
We would call each other all the time, and I'd give updates about how my career and how things were going. Dad was never around for phone calls, but Mom said he always listened intently when she relayed everything back to him. In short, they were about as proud of me as any parent could be of their child making bank and changing the world.
Now to find out if they would still be proud after learning that I became a father at eighteen years of age to a netherfolk.
"Alright, Isla. Let's meet my mom," I said.
"Mom!" Isla repeated after me from my lap.
"No, not mom. Grandma. You're the grandchild, so that makes her your grandma!"
I clicked the call button which played a loud, whimsical tune for a few seconds. The music stopped abruptly, and my mom— well, her eyes and forehead— appeared on screen.
"Aki!" Mom's affectionate and slightly raspy voice, which had always lulled me to sleep as a child, came through a little staticky. "Can you see me?"
"I can see you, mom. Your camera's facing the ceiling. Might want to lower it a few inches," I said.
A shuffling whipped the camera in wild directions until it settled on her face, just above the shoulders. My 41 year old mom, Chisato Katagiri, had a crown of black hair at the roots that then became a bleached blonde. There should be another fifteen inches past the camera if she hadn't donated it yet. A half-finished cigarette was stuck out the side of her mouth.
"Mom… What did we say about smoking before I left for the States?" I sighed.
"Oh, shit." My mom ducked out of frame, presumably to put it out in an ashtray, then returned a moment later like a kid whose hand was caught in the cookie jar. "Completely slipped my mind! Look, I just got out of a sixteen hour shift at the hospital, getting puked on all day. Let me off the hook, yeah?"
I rolled my eyes slowly and deliberately so that she saw how disappointed I was.
Mom's appearance and habit were from an era of her youth she had put behind after having me. The style, mannerisms, and speech were all that was left. Even my name came from her childhood, after an anime because she thought the main character had the coolest bike.
"You know, you and Dad don't have to work anymore. We can all live pretty comfortably on my salary," I said.
"Work sucks, but sitting around and twiddling my thumbs is even worse. 'Sides, I like what I do. But enough about me. How are things going? What did you wanna call for?" she asked, leaning forward with her pierced right ear absent of any piercings tilted in my direction.
Here it comes.
I steeled myself for the revelation.
"Well… I—"
"Mom!" Isla jumped into frame from my lap.
"Mom? Oh, is she a new tenant? She's so adorable!" My mom squealed.
"No… Mom, this is Isla. It's a long story, but… Isla is my adopted daughter," I explained.
We had a long pause of silence.
"You're shitting me," she finally said before a cowl of excitement burst forth. "You're not shitting me? Oh, my god. I have a granddaughter? That's great! Isla's her name? Isla, baby! It's your grandma— shit… Aren't I a little young to be called a grandma? Ah, screw it. Lemme get a closer look at her!"
I lifted Isla up. Her roots clung onto the edges of the monitor, and she began to rub her cheek against the screen where my mom's face was.
"Mom!" Isla giggled.
"She called me 'mom'. My heart is going to explode. Aki, where the hell did you find such a cute kid?" she asked, while pulling out a phone to snap pictures of Isla.
"Not going to be able to explain this in one sitting." As I pulled Isla off the monitor, Cresta and Ange poked their heads into my room.
"Did you say mom? I want to see your mom!" Cresta let herself in followed by Ange, who trailed behind with an uncharacteristic shyness.
"Hello, you two! I saw your interviews on TV. It was great! Especially Aki's outburst— ahaha! Must have gotten that confrontational blood from me." My mom grinned.
"Please… I'd prefer to wipe that from my memory forever…" I groaned.
It was going to haunt me for the rest of my life, I just knew it.
"Hi, Akira's mom! Your mom looks badass. Can she fight?" Cresta asked me.
"I've left those days behind me. Nowadays, I'm the one stitching people up instead of sending them to get stitches," Mom said, then her eyes flicked to Ange.
Ange froze up, which was completely unlike her. My mom had seen plenty of her pictures before, including from the interview, but never face to face like this.
"You're my son's girlfriend?" she asked
"Akira is always taking care of us." Ange bowed slightly. "He must get his kindness from you. I hope to one day return the favor, and—"
"No need to be so stiff! Aki's already got a kid. Now I'm waiting for you both to get married, and you'll soon be calling me mom, too!" She bellowed with laughter.
Ange's nervousness vanished, like the politeness switch had been flipped off.
"Your approval means the world to me, Mother-in-Law. I will be sure to provide you with many grandchildren, and siblings for Isla to grow up with!" Ange exclaimed.
"That's the spirit!"
"It's still way too early for children! Anyway— Ange, Cresta… Can you guys wait outside? I still need to talk to my mom about something," I said.
They left after saying bye, leaving me and Isla alone with my mom again.
"What's wrong, Aki?" Mom sensed it right away.
"It's about Isla. I'm worried because she has to leave for Weyera for a month. I can't give too much information, but long story short, there's a chance she might not come back."
The shift in mood didn't go unnoticed by Isla. She settled quietly back into my arms.
"I used to be scared, too. Of you leaving Japan and never coming back," my mom said after a pause.
"Really?"
"Yeah!" She nodded. "Did I prepare you enough to live on your own? Was there more I could have done? What if you like the States so much that you won't ever visit again? I asked myself these questions all the time, but only because I wasn't used to the whole parenting thing yet. Eventually I realized it's not my place to doubt you. My job has always been to cheer you on no matter what. Isla needs that from you now more than ever. Isn't that right, you sweet little plum tree?"
"Family!" Isla waved flower pom poms to show her approval.
I'd been letting my concern get the better of me and consequently brought down Isla, too. This girl, though really young, was really sensitive to the emotions of people around her. The way her leaves and petals reacted were proof of that. Just like my mom was strong for me, I needed to be strong for Isla.
"Thanks, Mom. I needed that pep talk. Next time I visit, I'll bring a couple of the tenants. Don't think I can bring the whole dorm though," I said.
"Isla and Ange for sure. No compromise." Mom smirked.
We ended the call, and I was already feeling much lighter than when it started. Glancing down at Isla, everything still felt surreal and weird about having a daughter. But as she took her eyes off the screen and looked at me expectantly, all I wanted was to ensure a future for her.
I carried Isla out of my room and walked into Val, who appeared to have been waiting for us to come out.
"I've come to a decision: when Isla goes to Weyera, I shall accompany her," Val declared.
"You… will?"
"Your obligations are here, taking care of the dormitory. I will not have Isla undergo the trial on her own. At least in that way, you may rest assured someone shall be there to watch over her. Do you object?" she asked.
"No, that sounds like a great idea! I think more than anyone, Isla wants you there, too." I passed the bouncing plant girl into Val's arms. "If you two are leaving for a whole month, then we're going to have to send you off with a bang. Irapesha did want to have a barbecue…"
It gave me an opportunity to fire up the grill. Though I wasn't exactly versed in barbecuing.
"Don't forget the pakarian wyvern," Val reminded me.
"I haven't forgotten the damn wyvern…" I muttered.
 
Half the dorm came with me to the supermarket to buy food and supplies for the barbecue. I planned it for the coming weekend so that we could invite as many people as possible. Feeding dozens of people was going to be the greatest undertaking of my life so far.
"All aboard!" Ivory exclaimed, transforming into a shopping cart.
"First stop— the butchery!" Cresta grabbed the handles to the Ivory-cart.
As soon as Tamara hopped in, Cresta sped off into the building and veered them into an aisle.
"Excuse me! No netherfolk racing in the store!" an employee chased after them.
"I'll not miss their energy while we're away," Val said.
We grabbed a shopping cart of our own and put Isla in the infant seat, then went around collecting all that I needed for a barbecue. I entered the canned foods aisle for some peas and corn when something chucked into the cart made it rattle. The first items to hit the cart were four large bottles of ketchup.
Val folded her arms, glaring me down from asking. "This is not for the barbecue. It is for me to take back to Weyera."
"Well, I hope it's enough," I jokingly remarked.
Once we gathered everything, and I got my Nascart mimic to behave, we lined up to pay for our stuff. Isla had her attention on the balloons floating listlessly above the candy between each checkout lane.
"You want a balloon, Isla?" I asked, picking a vibrant holographic one for her.
"Balloons? More balloons!" Isla exclaimed. She snatched the one from my hand and extended her roots to grab more balloons from neighboring checkout lanes.
"I think that's too many balloons," Tamara warned.
"Isla, no!" Val and I shouted, reaching for her too late.
The horde of balloons carried her out of the cart and up to the ceiling. Our giggling plant girl waved joyfully from above. Ivory and Cresta teared up from laughter. Shoppers watched on in horror, and the employees gave up caring.
"Come down, Isla. We have to pay for those if you want to keep them!" I called.
A long root stretched down to find purchase on the shopping cart. The troublemaker reeled herself back into the seat, still holding onto the many balloons. She handed one of them to me written with the words, 'Best Dad'.
"Papa!" Isla beamed.
I brought my free hand up to my face.
"How am I supposed to be angry with you?"



Chapter 21 - Barbecue

With everyone holding their own paper plates full of food in one hand and a drink in the other, the barbecue was in full swing. Tin trays filled with meats of all kinds at the start had now been consumed to half their capacity. Friends from across the city dropped by to say hello for a quick meal, but most joined us for the joyous occasion.
What I could only describe as millennial pop music, discord with a lot of electronic notes and upbeat rhythms, played from a stereo. Courtesy of Ines' personal playlist. Not exactly my jam, but I could see how people my age enjoy them at times like this.
Elaine, Tamara's teacher, walked to the gazebo, striking up a conversation with Professor Markel and Ange who happily welcomed her. Over by the salad bar, on a separate table from all the meats, sat Tamara and Alyssa, scarfing down their favorite greens while setting up a telescope. Kerry from the fire department was showing two Remmys how to play darts, but as soon as he gave the slime girls the projectiles, his jaw dropped at the bullseyes they proceeded to nail.
They were among the few I made out in the chaotic yet calming sunny afternoon. I hadn't had this many people in the backyard before, but now I knew it made the perfect place for a party venue. Though the thick clouds in the distance might cut the barbecue short…
As I watched from behind the grill, a piece of steak sizzling on the grate that was one more minute out from being flipped over, Irapesha sauntered over with a giant slab of pakarian wyvern. Patches of ice from being magically frozen clung to it, and droplets of blood slipped onto the patio floor.
"That's not going to fit on the grill," I warned.
"I don't want it on the grill. I was going to ask if I can cook this myself," Irapesha said, pointing a sharp claw to her mouth.
By breathing fire on it?
Eagerness was written all over Irapesha's face. I think she just wanted to show off to her coworkers.
"Alright, fine. But away from anything flammable and towards the sky!"
The dragonewt flashed a child-like smile before recomposing herself. She hollered to Kerry, Joseph, and their carpentry friends. As soon as their attention fell squarely on her, she lifted the cut of meat the size of a cabinet with one hand and breathed out a geyser of fire.
I jumped back because she hadn't moved away to cook it. Enough people in the yard erupted into cheers that I thought I was the crazy one. Then I locked eyes with Professor Markel, whose face was buried in his hand.
The flames ceased once Irapesha shut her jaws, leaving behind a charred pakarian that glistened from its own golden fat.
"Is… Is it done?" I asked, wiping my sweat-drenched face.
"It is. Now I just need to cut it, but…" Irapesha grimaced at her missing arm.
"I gotcha, Pesha!" Cresta landed in front of us with Val on her shoulders. She let down the elven monarch, who stumbled dizzily trying to stay steady.
"I'm going to be sick…" Val slapped a hand over her mouth and gagged.
Irapesha and I threw the troublemaker a glare.
"What? You wanted me to get Val down from her room, so I did!" Cresta exclaimed.
"Not jumping out from the second story down! What if you lost footing and hurt Val?" I retorted.
"Psshh. Cats always land on their feet. More importantly, it's pakarian wyvern time!"
The catssassin flexed her claws and sliced off a chunk of meat, then placed it onto my plate. I gawked in disbelief at the basketball-sized portion she gave me, which took up the entire plate and squished everything else out.
"You've been losing weight. Finish it all to grow stronger," Irapesha insisted to me.
"Mm. Thanks, you two. I sure can't wait to dig in and grow big and strong like you," I said.
Not sensing my sarcasm, they puffed out their chests in pride, then went around to carve others a similar-sized helping.
"Cresta, Irapesha… some of us do not have your lion's share of a voracious appetite…" I could hear an exasperated Ange saying.
"Caretaker, I believe your steak is burning," Val said.
I followed her pointing finger to the blackened steak on the grill.
"Shit— Not the steak!" When I flipped it, the steak was as hard as a rock. Sighing, I plated and set it aside.
It looked like I would be eating the pakarian wyvern instead.
"So, what were you doing upstairs this whole time? Being a recluse is Remmy's thing," I teased.
"I was packing for my return to Weyera," Val answered as a matter of factly.
"A week early?"
Grinning, she wagged a finger in my face. "Packing now ensures that I have ample enough time to consider what else might have slipped my mind. Preemptiveness, dear caretaker. It may even win wars."
"You're not fighting wars anymore… By the way, have you seen Ivory?" I asked.
Val glanced over her shoulder. In the living room, my living mimic tenant was wholly engaged in a losing battle against Remmy's clone over a video game. Isla sat on Ivory's head, cheering them on with flower pom poms.
We split ways, with Val heading over to check on Tamara and Alyssa, and I went inside.
They were playing Mario Kart. Poor Ivory couldn't drift for the life of them and kept falling off the road, only to be helped back up by a lakitu.
"Fuck this game, fuck this game, fuck this game— Fuck!" Ivory flung the controller, but Remmy caught it with a quick tentacle before it hit the wall.
"If games are giving you anger issues, then you're doing it wrong," I scolded Ivory.
"Don't worry," Remmy assured me. "Ivory doesn't break controllers while I'm around to catch them."
"Then you're enabling the behavior!"
When I took a seat, Ivory's attention flicked to the pakarian wyvern in my hand.
"You gonna eat that, buddy?" Ivory asked.
"It's too much for me to eat, so you can have—"
Without waiting for an answer, the living mimic unhinged their abdominal jaw for the tongue to swipe it in and consume it whole. They licked their lips and dagger-like teeth.
"Some of it…"
"Huuu~ I love pakarian wyvern. It's got some latent magic in it that's better than seasoning!" Ivory rubbed their now slightly bulging stomach.
"Maybe I'll go for some salad," I said.
"Papa… Isla not food… " A shadow fell across Isla's face as she trembled at the sight of me.
"I'm not going to eat you, Isla! Wait… did you just learn to talk?"
Until now, I'd only heard her speak names and single words between pauses.
"Me and… Tamara've been teaching her— shit! But Isla still has a hard time… getting the hang of… god damn it, not again!" Ivory groaned as they fell off the road again.
"That's great! I feel like a trash dad for not being the one to teach her, but it sounds like she's taken strides thanks to you two." I picked Isla off Ivory's head.
"Trash dad!" Isla repeated after me.
Ivory erupted into laughter.
"Ahahaha! She called you trash!"
"No, don't call me trash dad! Of all the phrases you could have picked up on…" I sighed.
After a little coaxing, I convinced Ivory and Remmy to put the game down to come outside. We rejoined the others in the backyard in time to another Remmy stuffing my charcoal steak into her gelatinous body.
"Remmy, wait! I was going to throw that away!" I said.
"Cresta taught us that no food goes to waste, and I can digest almost anything." The Remmy by my side gave me a thumb's up.
Thunder cracked in the distance. The dark clouds from earlier had caught up to us, taking away the afternoon sun.
"Aw, man. I still wanted to play!" Cresta's ears drooped, but she no longer flinched at the harsh sounds.
"We just got the telescope set up, too…" Tamara mumbled dejectedly.
"Throw a cover over it and come inside. It's a passing storm, so it should clear up around the evening!" I shouted.
As the guests began to pack their things and leave, we were showered by a heavy deluge that kicked people into overdrive.
Isla wasn't bothered in the slightest. As I ran around putting tin foil on the food, she sprouted a giant leaf to serve as an umbrella to shield me while on my shoulder. Together, with the help of my tenants, we brought everything inside the kitchen.
"Where's Cresta and Irapesha?" I asked the room while taking a headcount.
"Still outside, cutting pieces of the pakarian wyvern," Val said.
I returned to the backyard to find them with Rakka, mulling over what to do with the monster meat.
"Just have Rakka freeze it and come inside!" I yelled, and Rakka replied with an affirmative bleat. "See, even Rakka agrees!"
"But I'm still hungry!" Cresta replied while in the middle of shaving meat off the bird onto an empty tin tray.
Something other than rain tickled my skin. It felt dusty in texture, but quickly slushed up from the downpour. Which was odd, because I was underneath Isla's leaf-umbrella. Glancing up, I saw why. Pollen shook loose from underneath the leaf.
"Maybe Akira is right, we should…" Irapesha wrinkled her nose and shuddered.
"Are you about to sneeze? Oh, no… Face away from the dorm!" I shouted and shielded Isla.
Irapesha whipped around too late and sneezed. The fire incinerated the clothes off Cresta and roasted the pakarian wyvern extra crispy, then blasted the fence we had previously repaired.
The tenants behind me erupted into laughter at Cresta's expense.
"Cough! That's… not funny!" Cresta wheezed, looking perfectly fine if not a little burnt.



Chapter 22 - Goodbyes are New Beginnings

The day came at last for Isla and Val to leave. They would be gone for an entire month which, seeing as some of the tenants were having a hard time letting either of them go, might be an agonizing wait.
"I'm gonna miss ya, kid!" Ivory exclaimed while group hugging with Isla and Tamara.
Val was just now emerging from the dormitory with Irapesha, who was pulling luggage in one hand and another by the tail.
"It's like you're packed for vacation or something. Just what the hell do you have in those suitcases?" I asked.
"My personal effects among other things. I intend to come back with two more filled with clothing I long to wear again." Val smiled, drifting into la la land about new outfits from Weyera.
How much more closet space was Val going to need after already claiming two rooms' worth of square footage.
Ange flew down to embrace her friend, and Val returned the sweet gesture by doing the same.
"I would wish you well, but I think High-King Tarcosa will need those well wishes for entertaining your month-long stay." Ange grinned.
"I will take full advantage of his hospitality. In the meantime, make sure our dear caretaker takes care of my garden." Val narrowed her eyes on me.
"You gave me a whole goddamn encyclopedia! I got this!" I assured the uppity monarch.
"And make sure Cresta doesn't sleep on the garden beds. It compacts the dirt and hinders proper root growth." She flicked that burning glare to Cresta, who started whistling off to the side.
A black SUV rolled into the parking lot and pulled up to the edge of the walkway. The passenger side window rolled down to a grouchy Professor Markel, quickly sipping on what must be coffee from his thermos before stepping out.
"Long work night, Professor?" I teased him, expecting to be brushed off, but instead got a laborious sigh expelled through the nose.
"Interns," Professor Markel snarled. "I can't do this job forever, so I need to train my inevitable replacements. Enough about me. Have you all said your goodbyes?"
Ivory carried Isla up to me, letting the plant girl wrap her roots and vines over my body like a cocoon of webs. They tightened, but not so much that it hurt. She rested her head over my chest and seemed almost unwilling to go.
"I know it's going to be scary. Unlike the others, you weren't born in Weyera. It's a whole foreign world to you. It was like that for me, too, when I moved countries. But Val will be with you, and there are a lot of nice people over there. When you come back, we'll throw another party like the barbecue last week. You're a brave sapling, aren't you?"
Isla raised her head, put on a brave face, and nodded. The entanglement loosened and retracted back into the tiny body. I gave her one more squeezing hug, then handed her back to Val.
As they headed for the car, I nudged Remmy, who had been quiet this whole time, forward.
"Isla, Val…" Remmy began, hiding her face behind two handmade cards. "One month is a long time… so, I… had everyone write something… for each of you… in case you get… lonely."
The past week, Remmy had been designing the cards. She worked up the courage to talk to everyone about putting in some words of encouragement.
However, still too shy about it, Remmy stretched her slime arms to hand the cards over. Isla wouldn't let that be and grabbed ahold of both her hands to shake. Val had to be the one to take the cards, smiling softly at the first thing she read inside it.
They entered the vehicle and immediately rolled down the windows.
"Isla, be brave! Bye, papa! Bye, everyone! Byyeeeee!" Isla waved out the window as the car drove away.
I took a few steps ahead so the others didn't see me tear up. Although I knew they were going to come back, seeing my tenants leave like that was a harsh reminder that they would one day leave for good. The dormitory was temporary. Over time, everyone here would drift apart to chase their own dreams and find their own place in the world.
A hand lightly grasped my arm and another stroked my back.
"Worried?" Ange leaned her head against mine, gazing in the same direction that Val and Isla had gone.
"Not worried. Just realizing that losing even a day with you guys would suck," I said,
"Oh? I wouldn't mind a little bit more attention. Come. They may be gone for a time, but the rest of us are still here." Ange hooked an arm around mine to guide me back into the dorm.
We returned inside to Cresta and Irapesha in the living room, eyes glued to the television. It was a breaking news segment. Apparently a netherfolk in Canada had run away from their dormitory a week ago and sparked a nation-wide search. Anti-netherfolk sentiments had consequently grown worse because of it.
The missing netherfolk in question was Jeriah, a male elf and mage formerly a soldier in the Granieda army. He looked relatively young, whatever young was to an elf. The photo was obviously taken from his dossier, the same ones I receive from Professor Markel about tenants.
"Do you two recognize him?" I asked the veterans.
"Nope." Cresta shook her head. "There were a little over a hundred-thousand in Granieda's army. Maybe he used to be part of the Royal Black Guards. You know him, Pesha?"
"I feel like I should recognize him, but my memory is failing me. Elves are naturally predisposed to magic, so an elven mage does not narrow things down at all." In spite of not recognizing him, Irapesha continued to stare hard at the image of Jeriah until the channel went to commercials which snapped her back to her senses. "And Cresta, you aren't supposed to mention the Royal Black Guards."
"Is that something I shouldn't know?" I chimed back in.
Both of them turned to me, then to each other. Cresta made an oopsie-face and shrugged.
"Perhaps I'm overthinking things. The Royal Black Guards are just another relic of the past from the bygone war," Irapesha said, shutting the TV off and heading upstairs.
Curiosity got the better of me.
After everyone had gone to sleep, and Ange was snoozing soundly behind me, I decided to do a little digging. Switching the browser to incognito mode provided the privacy I needed so that the others wouldn't accidentally stumble onto my history. The first thing I searched for was 'Royal Black Guards'.
Other than LARP groups and fictional stories claiming the name, little about what I was looking for came up. I should have expected this. Irapesha made it sound like some tight-lipped secret, so of course there wouldn't be anything found about it.
I wracked my head over why something so obscure was bothering me so much. Part of me wanted to ask Professor Markel, but the other was afraid of getting scolded. If I couldn't find anything, then that was that. No sense in trying to dig any further.
 
Ange, Tamara, and I drove out to an arts and crafts store to help our little sheep purchase supplies for her final school project. The outdoor shopping center was packed full, so I had to park at a lot across the street.
"Why are there so many metal carriages? I've never seen so many before. Not even at school!" Tamara marveled at the ungodly number of cars parked across several lots in front of retail buildings.
"Today's a Saturday, so I'm sure a lot of people are coming out with their families. Kind of like us," I said of our parents and daughter-like trio.
Then there was our 'dog'.
"Baa!" Rakka bleated.
"Yes, yes. I haven't forgotten about you, Rakka." I rolled my eyes, taking full stock at how many people were staring at our odd combination.
The pedestrian light turned red, and I stuck out a hand to stop Ange and Tamara from walking into traffic.
"Why have we stopped?" Ange asked.
"What do you mean, why? This is normal unless you want to get hit by a car. Unlike carriages back in Weyera, these don't teleport. Not to mention, there are a lot of braindead drivers in this world," I added.
"In that case, we'll go on ahead. Come, dear. Hold on to me," she said, picking up Tamara and taking flight across the street.
"Meet you inside!" Tamara shouted from above.
"Hey, wait a minute! What about me?!"
They were already gone, but at least Rakka waited patiently for the pedestrian light by my side.
"You might not be a tenant, but you're my favorite for how well-behaved you always are." I kneeled down to pat the mana beast.
"Baa~"
Once the pedestrian light switched, we raced across to catch up with Ange and Tamara. The two were inside, pushing a shopping cart filled to half capacity with paint brushes, super glue, and boards of balsa wood.
"Hmm… I'm not sure what else I need…" Tamara knitted her brows together and thought hard.
"What are you making for your school project anyway?" I asked.
"A replica of my farm back in Weyera! Ms. Elaine told us to make something important to us, so I want to build my first home to the best of my memory before I forget," she explained.
"Then…" Ange picked up the last ball of white yarn from the shelf. "You will need this to make Rakka and all the sheep you used to raise at the farm."
"Oh, that's a good—"
"Excuse me… is that the last one?" a little girl dressed in blue asked from behind.
Although she was the same height as Tamara, she looked much younger. In her hand was a crochet kit.
Tamara unburdened the yarn ball from Ange to give it to the kid.
"Are you sure?" she asked.
"Yeah!" Tamara nodded. "I was going to make sheeps out of it, but don't worry. I can always use my own wool! What do you plan on making with it?"
"A scarf for my grandma. She gets cold easily. She likes the color white, too. Is… Is that your sheep? Can I pet it?" the girl asked.
Sure." Tamara smiled. "Rakka won't bite—"
Rakka backed away, but not from the girl's hand. Her eyes were fixed on someone at the end of the aisle. They were dressed in a heavy jacket for such mild morning weather with a hood pulled over their head.
"Sorry. Are you this child's guardian? We were just giving her a ball of yarn from the shelf," I called out.
They didn't answer. Something about them seemed really off-putting.
"Dear, where are your parents? You should go and find them," Ange urged, pulling both the girl and Tamara behind herself.
"I never thought I'd see demons here," the person suddenly said.
All around us, crochet hooks, scissors, and wooden needles shuddered as they came alive and slipped off the shelves. Without warning, the projectiles fired at Ange. She planted her feet firmly on the ground and unfurled her wings to shield us.
"Ange!" I shouted worriedly.
A pair of scissors punctured the leathery webbing of the right wing, just inches away from my face.
"Get Tamara out of here!" Ange said through gritted teeth.
And leave you?
"Tamara, take the girl and run!" I urged her.
"But Ange!" Tamara cried.
"We'll handle it. Go!"
Tamara took the girl's hand and ran down the other end of the aisle. As soon as they were gone, Ange dropped to one knee and clutched her left shoulder. I went around the front to check on her. She had cuts all over her body.
"Rakka, freeze him!" I ordered.
"Baa!" Rakka opened her mouth to unleash a bolt of ice, but the mysterious figure flicked their wrist to redirect the spell into the ceiling.
"A mana beast? And I'm guessing you're the caretaker?" the stranger asked.
I got up and stood between the man and Ange.
"Who are you? Another demon assassin after Ange's life?" I questioned back.
"Demon? Please. The only demon here is the one you're protecting. You must be under her control, but don't worry. You'll be free once I deal with her," a voice full of vengeful malice said.
If not a demon, then… a runaway netherfolk?
"Are you Jeriah?" I asked, startling our assailant.
They pulled off the hood to reveal the same face that was on the news. The pointed ears and light complexion were a dead giveaway. However, instead of bright blue eyes and a big smile eager for a new start in the mugshot, the Jeriah in front of me was scowling. His dagger-sharpened gaze was fixated on Ange for a singular purpose— her life.
"And you're Akira, the caretaker with a demon in your dormitory. I saw that interview on television. Couldn't believe my eyes. A demon on Earth? I'm disgusted just being across from her," Jeriah said spitefully.
Goosebumps formed all over my skin. I'd felt a hate similar to this from Cresta when she first saw Ange, but this guy was oozing with more. Like it was sadistic and wrathful, with much less room for forgiveness.
"I get it. Demons are the reason Weyera is all sorts of fucked up, but killing one isn't going to bring it back. Ange isn't like other demons either. She's kind, caring, and has a lot of love to go around. You saw just now that she put herself in front of other people, didn't you?" I asked.
"Akira, you have to leave," Ange pleaded. "I can tell if he wants to get to me, he wouldn't mind getting through you!"
I shook my head.
"Not happening. My mom really wants to meet you, and… look… in my culture, introducing a significant other to parents is kind of a big step in our relationship…"
The succubus blushed, then her demeanor flashed with panic.
I followed Ange's gaze to the end of the aisle, where an exacto knife flew towards us. My feet wouldn't move. My hands, however, snatched the stack of balsa boards from the cart in time to block the knife. The force broke several pieces of wood and was barely enough to stop the projectile.
"Flimsy ass balsa wood," I muttered.
Ange steadied herself on my shoulder. With her fangs bared, she extended a hand bristling with magic at Jeriah.
"Don't you dare think to hurt him—"
"No!" I snatched her wrist, causing whatever spell she was channeling to fizzle out. "You can't use magic, otherwise the professor will find out! That goes double for you, too, Rakka!"
"B-Baa…" Rakka bleated with uncertainty.
"Then what am I supposed to do? Let you get hurt?" Ange cried.
"Forget about me for a sec and think about Tamara! How would she feel if you two were taken away?"
There were a couple of teenagers behind Jeriah, whether he knew or not, with their phones out to film what was going on. If Ange and Rakka were seen casting magic, then their lives here were as good as done.
"Refusing to use magic? That makes it easier for me to exterminate the demon." Jeriah flourished his hands and commanded more than sharp objects to life.
I chucked the balsa board at him. When he flinched to dodge, the items he lifted into the air wobbled and some dropped. I seized the distraction and took off running with Ange. We dove around the corner as crafting supplies crashed into the back wall.
People were screaming all over the place. Telekinetically-controlled household objects raised to the ceiling like a swarm of hornets and chased after us. They crashed around us with enough force to shatter into pieces.
This guy was really out to kill us.
Ange and I wheeled out of the aisles into the stretch of empty space leading to the registers, where everyone scrambled to hide behind counters or take their chance escaping out the entrance. Many were crouching on the ground with hands shielding their heads, too petrified with fear to even move.
Something hard hit the back of my legs, sending us both crashing to the ground.
"First, it's one demon. Then two tomorrow, then five next month, and ten next year until there's enough of them to start another war. That's not a risk I'm willing to take!" Jeriah levitated on a platform of random objects smashed together.
Flying behind him was a turbulent storm of mass posed to be our coffin. I tightened my grip on Ange's hand, and she responded by pressing the other to my cheek.
"Go," Ange commanded me.
My knee jerk reaction was to say no, but my body began to move beyond my control. I let go of her hand and started walking to the exit.
"Damn it, Ange!" I shouted.
Three steps in, I somehow regained control of myself. When I spun around, Tamara was standing over Ange to protect her from the mass of objects.
"Tamara! Dear, you must leave!" Ange exclaimed.
"Not without you!" Tamara yelled, facing the swarm unflinchingly.
"Tch." Jeriah grimaced. "Using children to protect yourself. Par for the course to a demon—"
"I'm not being controlled. I'm doing this on my own free will because I love Ange!" she shot back.
"You— what?"
My phone started buzzing at the worst possible time. I pulled it out to find a single text from Professor Markel.
It read, 'Duck'.
I made a run for Tamara, throwing my arms over her, Ange, and Rakka, pushing them down to the ground.
Bolts of magic fired into the store, shattering the windows and exploding into the orbiting mass that Jeriah now used to shield himself. Blown-up bits and pieces showered over us.
"Breach! Phalanx on the VIP!" someone shouted from behind.
An earthquake of heavy boots stampeded into the store. We were surrounded in an instant by the same special task force that had once come for Ange and Val.
A circle of riot shields clicked together and emitted a magical barrier over us. Two dozen other operatives had Jeriah in their crosshairs, holding guns embedded with a glowing crystal instead of magazines.
"Jeriah, it's over. Put everything down and come quietly," Professor Markel ordered as he slowly walked into the store.
"Am I the only one that's sane here? You've all been mind-controlled by the succubus. Fine!" Jeriah cocooned himself with everything his magic could muster.
Then the entire store shook violently. Pipes and vents burst from above. The ceiling began to cave in.
"Open fire!"
All at once, the operatives unleashed a hail of gunfire that chipped away at Jeriah's protective layer until—
One blast found its way through an opening. Everything returned to its inanimate state and fell to the ground in a mountain pile, and Jeriah came down soon after. The barrier parted way for Professor Markel, whose calm demeanor morphed into panic as my vision blurred. He frantically called my name until I passed out.



Chapter 23 - The Royal Black Guards

An unpleasant, rhythmic beeping played incessantly next to my left ear. My whole body felt rigid. It was like I knew I was in pain, but my body was too groggy to experience anything other than a dullness. Like I'd be content just not moving at all yet was somehow restless at the same time.
"Where am I… What happened?" I asked even though I wasn't sure if anyone could hear me.
"Vandice Medical Center," a woman's voice answered me from the foot of the bed, but I was too zoned out to be surprised. "You took a scissor to the back of your right thigh and a box cutter slashed your upper trapezius."
The machine beeped faster as my memories came rushing back.
"Ange? What about Tamara and Rakka?"
"All three of them are fine. They're in much better shape thanks to you. In fact, you already have visitors that are eager to learn you're awake," the doctor said, opening the door to my whole dorm pouring into the room.
Even Ange, Tamara, and Rakka were with them. Ange had stitches on the webbing of her wings where she was cut up, but she was otherwise fine.
Everyone entered with tears in their eyes and wanted to dogpile on me, but thank god for the doctor and Irapesha stopping them.
"Akira, I thought you were going to die!" Cresta exclaimed.
You think I'm that fragile?" I chuckled.
"Hey, hey! Those stitches you got, the doc used me as a suture needle and didn't even notice!" Ivory cackled to mine and the doctor's horror.
"Ivory, damn it. I hope you were sanitized!" I groaned.
They backed away to let Ange through. She placed a hand on my cheek like before, then slapped me. Everyone flinched. Thankfully, whatever pain medication they pumped me full of was doing work.
"Yeah. I deserved that," I said, rubbing the side of my cheek.
"You have to stop putting yourself in danger. I'm not sure how much more my heart can take." Ange sighed.
I wanted to reassure her, but Professor Markel entered to interrupt the reunion.
"I'd like everyone except for Cresta, Irapesha, Ange, and Akira to leave the room," Professor Markel said.
When my tenants hesitated, Ines and the doctor corralled the younger tenants to leave with them. The professor waited until they were out of the room. He brought out a palm-sized circular disc which he placed an opalescent crystal on.
"Jeriah is alive and hooked up to every machine possible to keep him alive while we fly in another healer. Irapesha informed me about the Royal Black Guards, and it seems it is both yours and my first time hearing about this. So, we're going to have someone give us the full explanation," Professor Markel said, barely keeping a lid on his anger.
Wait. It was that much of a secret that even the professor didn't even know?
Irapesha read my face and nodded. "Only a handful of people knew about the existence of the Royal Black Guards. They were active before I was captured. So it was odd to find them missing when I returned to the castle. High-King Tarcosa will know more than I."
The crystal levitated, humming as it spun in place until an opaque column of light burst forth. That light took the form of High-King Tarcosa as though he were standing right next to us. His expression was anything but jovial this time.
"Tarcosa!" Cresta exclaimed.
"Greetings, everyone. I'm sure you must be worried about Val and Isla. They arrived safely to my castle, and the operation is going well. You may rest easy, knowing Isla is in good hands," High-King Tarcosa said.
The tension on my shoulders vanished. That put to rest only one of my worries.
He continued, "I heard what happened from the professor. Let me first extend my sincerest apologies. I'm sure you have many questions, but I should begin by confirming the one that's on your mind. Jeriah Everard was once part of the Royal Black Guards."
"Irapesha told us a little bit about it. Since you were the guy who created them, maybe you can fill in the blanks?" I asked.
"Of course." Tarcosa nodded, and on the last head bob, he cast his eyes to the ground as though to avoid our gazes. "The Royal Black Guards were no simple guards. Far from it. Their duties were anything but white or gray. It was unquestionably black. Consisting of five members who were incredibly gifted in unique forms of magical prowess, I tasked them to be— for a lack of a better designation— brutal and heartless torturers."
"Torturers of high-ranking demons," Irapesha calmly added as if to provide some semblance of justifying their grim service.
"And… what was the point of torturing high-ranking demons?" I hesitated to ask.
"To gain strategic and tactical information, regarding movement of demon forces, plans no matter how well or ill-plotted from the demon masters, and our greatest hope, the whereabouts of their ruler. However, in doing so, they became demons of their own," the high-king said.
"I have never heard of such things. Not even within my own kin," Ange chimed in, perturbed by the revelations.
"No," he continued, "because they were my greatest kept secrets that I wished to bury. Because all five of them eventually stopped torturing for the sake of the empire. They tortured for the sake of torture. I turned them into monsters to the point where they could not adjust to regular life anymore when I disbanded the Royal Black Guards."
"That sounds like key information you should have disclosed to me," Professor Markel mumbled through a clenched jaw.
"I knew their troubled minds would disqualify them from ever coming to Earth, but I wanted to do right by them. So… I forged some of their documents and omitted their involvement as Royal Black Guards."
"Fuck that!" I blurted out.
Everyone in the room stared at me, appalled. I didn't want to stop there.
"You could have told us sooner, and maybe we could have done something. But you didn't. There are five insane netherfolks that want Ange dead. One of them crossed the fucking country to kill her, and now he's on life support. These are real lives. Not playthings!"
"I'm sorry, Akira. We were at war—"
"And you've brought that war to Earth— to my dorm— when we should be at peace," I reminded him harshly.
The entire room fell silent.
"That's right…" Professor Markel was the first to come alive. He dialed into his phone at the speed of light.
"What is it, professor?" I, and the rest of us, turned to him.
"There are four more netherfolks who were former Royal Black Guards, and I— Hello? Yes, this is Professor Markel, who the hell else would call on my number? Something came up, and it's urgent. I need you to pull up the statuses of…" The professor trailed off, then whirled around to face Tarcosa. "Names. I need the names of those four."
"If I give you those names, promise me that you won't hurt them like Jeriah," Tarcosa pleaded, but not to the professor.
To me.
"You're asking me? I'm pissed at you, and you know I value my tenants above everyone else!" I exclaimed.
"It is your empathy, Akira. That is your strength. I may not deserve it, but if I have your word, I will rest easy knowing you will try your best to help them. Grant me this selfish request." The high-king bowed.
I chewed on my lower lip.
At the end of the day, Tarcosa wanted to give the Royal Black Guards a better life.
When I locked eyes with Ange, the fear on her face softened. She smiled as if knowing exactly how I was going to answer.
"Whatever happens, count on me to help you." Cresta patted me on the shoulder and sent a sharp pain running down my spine.
"They are deeply hurt, suffering from their ghosts like I once did. But I owe Angeline for helping me overcome my nightmares. I would like to help them," Irapesha said.
Sighing, I answered, "Fine. You have my word, Tarcosa."
He followed up with a sigh of his own.
"The other four are Mercutia Retch, Thane Boldyn, Saralash Va'tish, and the captain of the Royal Black Guards, Clarissa Raynard."
Professor Markel repeated the names into the phone. That one minute was the longest wait of our lives. I hoped with all my heart that they were doing well in their dorms, living their best lives and finding a new purpose on Earth.
However, the professor's face went pale.
"Clarissa is the only netherfolk accounted for. Mercutia, Thane, and Saralash have all gone missing last night," he said.



Chapter 24 - The Barrier Prodigy

Professor Markel had called in the cavalry.
I cracked open the front door to find four special task force operatives and two netherfolk spellcasters on guard. There were more behind the backyard. My ears twitched to the sound of beating helicopter wings. One had been up there keeping me awake since two nights ago.
The severity of the situation demanded extra precautions to be taken, or so Professor Markel had told me.
This came in the wake of me refusing to go under lockdown and stay at the military base until the three former Royal Black Guards were found. It would stress out some of my tenants too much. They weren't after anyone else other than Ange, but there was also no telling how desperate they might become in trying to get to her. It also looked like the stress was already getting to some.
"I'll be alright, dear. If anything, it would be safer for you to keep your distance from me," Ange said to Tamara, who was clinging to her from behind as they came downstairs.
"No! Rakka and I are going to protect you, and that's that." Tamara clenched the back of Ange's shirt tighter.
"Baa!" Rakka bleated in agreement.
The succubus gave me a troubled look at the foot of the stairs, then turned a sharp corner into the kitchen.
I shut the door and sighed. When I thought to head in with them, Irapesha made herself known from the second floor landing.
"Do you have a moment?" Irapesha asked.
"Sure," I said.
Irapesha didn't lead me into her scalding room. It was Remmy's room that we went into. Cresta and Remmy were at the computer, staring hard at the screen as we came in. As I got closer, it turned out that they were facetiming a female elven netherfolk, whose piercing blue eyes flicked to me as soon as I entered the camera's view.
"You must be the caretaker, Akira. It is a pleasure to meet you. Even all the way in Malaysia, your name is spoken highly of by others who hailed from Weyera," the elven woman said.
"Uhh…" I searched the room's occupants for answers.
"Allow me," Irapesha began. "This is Duchess Clarissa Raynard. You may also recognize her name as Captain of the Royal Black Guards."
How could I not recognize the name? Tarcosa had revealed the names to us days ago. The netherfolk before me was the very one who tortured demons as easily as she breathed. Clarissa led that organization.
She had a light complexion. Her skin was almost glowing. The tip of her right ear had been cut off. Whether by accident or in a fight, I couldn't be sure. Long, brown curls were brushed to one side of her head and cascaded down her chest.
It was Clarissa's soft, unnerving smile that I couldn't shake off.
"Thank you for the introduction, Irapesha, but duchess implies I own territory. My duchy is now a barren wasteland with a river of lava flowing through it. You may call me simply Clarissa."
"How did you guys even find her?" I asked.
"Three Remmys pouring over three computers can be pretty resourceful," Cresta said, patting her friend on the back.
Dormitories weren't exactly private information, but where each individual netherfolks lived on Earth were. Professor Markel declined to provide that information to us. What good would it do anyway? Yet Remmy managed to dig it up.
Regardless, this was a chance to gain some insight from Clarissa.
"You probably learned what happened to Jeriah and the others by now?" I asked.
"Of course. I keep tabs on all of the former Royal Black Guards. It is a shame what Jeriah did to you and your tenants. Hopefully, the other three will be captured with no incident or find a change of heart," Clarissa said.
"Hope? You mean you don't agree with them?" Irapesha chimed in dubiously with a question of her own.
She shook her head. "I have renounced that hatred and dark history of my past. Here in Malaysia, the temples and kind communities have given me a chance to reflect. At the time, I was vengeful at losing everything. Now, I wonder what it was all for."
If Clarissa had changed, then maybe there was a chance of her helping us. She knew her peers better than anyone else.
"Clarissa, your former subordinates are on their way here. Probably to try and kill Ange like Jeriah attempted to. This isn't going to go well for anyone. Can you reach out to them? Tell them to stand down?" I asked.
"If there was any way for me to reach them, don't you think your handler would have found them first?" Clarissa countered in return.
"How about who they are as a person? Anything you can tell us?"
Clarissa opened her mouth and hesitated.
"Please, Clarissa. The demon they seek to harm has found a place here. There are people who love her. A child who regards her as a mother," Irapesha implored the captain.
"And what of all the motherless children in Weyera?" Clarissa asked, then uttered a quiet sigh. "To think, the Bloodtalon makes a plea for a demon's life. Very well. Thane Boldyne is a lupine beast, whose druidic powers allow him to take the form of even dragons. Within the Royal Black Guards, he helped strike fear by—"
"No, I don't mean the kind of magic or strength they had. I want to know about their passions, pet peeves, favorite foods, and random stuff about their lives. You kept tabs enough to know simple things like that, right?" I asked.
Clarissa's eyes narrowed into dagger-thin slits.
"Thane spent much of his time among wildlife such as natural reserves and parks on his caretaker's permission. The fauna was his solace. Saralash is a living slime, much like the one by your side. She was also another alchemical experiment during the war. There's something about milk that she cannot get enough of, I cannot fathom why."
Remmy sat up at the mention of another slime having gone through the same traumatic experience.
What set them apart though was how they dealt with that trauma. Remmy became reclusive and created clones to keep herself company. Saralash became a Royal Black Guard to inflict pain back to her tormentors.
"What about Mercutia?" I asked about the last one.
"Mercutia is an elven magister much like myself and Jeriah. Youngest of us all. Poor girl lost her father at the start of the war, then her mother when they were relocated to a refugee camp that was attacked later. She grew up knowing only of loss. I've gifted her puzzle sets for years now. They seem to be the only thing that keeps her calm," Clarissa explained.
Why puzzles?
Before I could ask another question, Cresta started sniffing rapidly.
"What's your nose revving up for?" I asked Cresta.
"I smell magic. It's usually just Rakka, but the scent is different this time," Cresta said.
"Don't let me keep you." Clarissa's ominous smile was the last we saw as the facetime call ended.
Everyone all felt the collective chill creep up our spine. We raced downstairs and grinded to a halt in the kitchen. Ange protected Tamara with wings and arms around her, both of them pressed up against the wall, gazing at the intruder inside our dormitory. Another elven woman, much younger in appearance than Clarissa, with two Chinese-style hair buns on her head, sat on the couch and was in the process of emptying a puzzle of a beach onto the coffee table.
"Mercutia," I muttered under my breath.
"Early cat gets the rat!" Cresta dashed forth before anyone could stop her, but she smashed face-first into an invisible barrier and fell flat on the ground. "Ugu… That's a Tarcosa-level shield you got there…"
Irapesha picked Cresta back onto her feet, then placed a hand on the barrier that encompassed Mercutia.
"You are the barrier prodigy. I know the others personally, but I have only heard of you," Irapesha said.
"What prodigy? I only manifested my magic after my mom died." Mercutia furrowed her brows and began to piece the puzzle together, beginning with the edge frame while grouping up similar colors together.
Habits of a seasoned puzzle-piecer if I'd ever met one.
"How did you get in with all the guards outside?" I asked cautiously.
"The fun thing about barriers is that I can keep someone trapped for as long as I want. With how strong my barriers are, enough to rival High-King Tarcosa, the only way you're getting out is if I let you. I can seal you all in completely and watch you slowly suffocate." Mercutia twisted her hand like turning a dial, putting each of us in a barrier.
All of us bashed our fists against the barrier to no success. Even Cresta shredding into it with her claws did little to tarnish it. Rakka blasted fire and ice magic to no avail. Remmy couldn't find any opening at all to escape from.
Mercutia even trapped Ivory, who was fast asleep in the corner as a chair.
"1,200 pieces," she continued. "I'll put the succubus' life to an end once I finish."
"Stop! Take my life, fine. But leave Tamara out. Let her go free!" Ange cried.
I got to think of something before one of us suffocated. But what?
"Okay, Mercutia. You made your point. As a human, there's jack shit I can do to you. That puzzle is mine though. You're really going to take that satisfaction away from me? The least you can do is let me work on it with you," I said.
Mercutia stopped piecing them and thought for a moment, then vanished my barrier. She returned to working on the puzzle, and I gave my tenants a nod to leave it to me.
I took a seat next to Mercutia and was surprised that she dropped her own barrier to let me. The rectangular frame had already been completed and most of the colors separated into groups. She worked fast, that was for sure.
"Haven't done a puzzle with anyone since Captain Clarissa gave me my first one. It was a windmill. 300 pieces. We worked all night on it," Mercutia recalled fondly.
I picked up a random piece and was conflicted over what to do. On one hand, I expedited Ange's doom by helping. On the other…
"Do you often do puzzles with your caretaker?" I asked.
Mercutia shook her head. "She doesn't like puzzles. Calls it a waste of time."
Absentmindedly, I pressed the piece in my hand into place. Mercutia fixated on it for a few seconds as if discerning whether it was in the correct spot, then expressed surprise that I actually took it seriously.
As I retracted my hand from the table, I accidentally knocked several pieces to the ground.
"Sorry," I said.
Mercutia went to pick up the fallen pieces. I snatched a piece on the table and stuffed it into my pocket before going down to help her.
"Are you not going to ask me why I house a demon?" I asked.
"It doesn't matter why. It only matters that demons have to die," Mercutia said, the swiftness of her answer causing Ange to flinch.
Harsh.
"You don't even think they deserve a chance at atoning?" I continued to ask.
"No."
This wasn't getting anywhere, and with each second that passed, the puzzle came closer to being completed. We were a fourth of the way done when Mercutia paused at a piece in her hand.
"Ange I can understand, and it's clear we can't break through your barriers. I'm the caretaker of this dorm, so you can understand how worried I am about everyone. You got me begging here, can I convince you to at least let the others leave?" I pleaded.
Mercutia was for sure about to say no until her stomach growled.
We sat there, awkwardly facing each other until another rumble was too much for her to bear.
"Do you have… any dim sum?" Mercutia asked.
"Dim sum?" I repeated with an instinctive eagerness to serve.
"My dormitory is in Shanghai. My caretaker often cooks Chinese food for me. I really like dim sum like phoenix claws and shrimp dumplings," she said.
I had neither of those, but I did have something similar…
There was a bag of gyoza which I boiled, then pan-fried with soy sauce and chopped garlic to a crispy finish. I could feel her and my tenants' hungry eyes burning into my back.
"Is this jiaozhi?" Mercutia asked as I gave her the plate and a sauce bowl.
"Close. It's gyoza. They're made with a thinner wrap than Chinese jiaozhi," I explained.
Mercutia's first bite was met with delight. The satisfying crunch was music to my ears. It didn't look like she made any progress while I was cooking, likely too hungry or entranced by the smell to do anything.
"What do you say? Can I convince you to release some of my tenants in return?" I asked.
The elven woman did the same dial-turn hand motion, freeing all of my tenants. Ange was the only exception, whose barrier opening was only large enough for Tamara to escape from.
"Be a good girl and go with them. I'll be alright," Ange assured Tamara.
They hugged each other tightly before letting Cresta pull Tamara out.
"Are you sure you want us to leave?" Irapesha asked me.
"I do. Have everyone pick up a plate of gyoza to eat, too. Tell the officers outside and Professor Markel if he's here to not do anything rash. I don't want another Jeriah incident if I can help it," I said.
Irapesha relented. She went to pick up Ivory and exited the dorm with everyone else.
I rested a hand on Ange's barrier, who flashed me a soft smile. She mouthed out the words 'thank you'.
"Akira… I got done with my essay. Spoil me with dorm mother-like affection and food, please!" Ines entered the kitchen, yawning into her hand and walking right into a barrier. "Ow— what the fuck?"
"Damn it. I forgot you were here." I put a hand to my face.
"What the hell do you mean, you forgot?! Treat me as a precious tenant, too! What's going on and who's that?" Ines asked about Mercutia.
"We're… sort of in a hostage situation…" I gave Ines the quick-short of it, and after explaining to Mercutia that Ines was innocent and harmless, she willingly released her.
"Puzzles, huh? I used to love doing these with my abuelita. Don't have the time to put them together anymore." Ines sighed, picking up a piece with a nostalgic gaze.
Mercutia was getting really close to finishing. However, she scratched her head over a missing piece on a wave. The blue color groups were completed, so it must be confusing her that one was gone. Her composure was shaken, and it began to visibly distress her the closer she got to finishing.
"Ines here is in school to become a licensed therapist with a focus on treating netherfolks. You can open up to her," I insisted to Mercutia.
"I don't need to talk to anyone, okay? Please, just shut up." Mercutia growled.
"Say, how many have you done? Puzzles, I mean," Ines asked.
"Since I immigrated to Earth two years ago, I've completed 5,432 puzzles. This will be 5,433. My last one," she said.
That many?! All Mercutia's waking moments were engrossed in putting puzzles together.
"Why last?" I inquired, casting a worried look to Ines.
"I violated so many rules to get here. They're going to deport me back to Weyera for sure. That's fine. At least I'll leave with the comfort that Earth won't have to deal with a demon threat, and I can continue hunting demons back home."
"Puzzles aren't fun for her," Ines leaned in to whisper to me. "This is obviously a coping mechanism. It's not healthy, and I can't imagine what might happen if she runs out of new puzzles to do."
What a life. To dedicate so much to fighting demons. It was no way to live at all. That life almost nearly ruined Cresta and Irapesha until they moved on.
Tarcosa, you have no idea how badly you hurt your loyal subjects by sending them here like this, especially without the help they desperately needed first. Even if Ange wasn't here, they could never have fully adjusted.
"Have you ever considered doing something other than puzzles? Playing video games? Sports?" I asked.
"Finding a boyfriend?" Ines chimed in.
"Don't want to," Mercutia said.
Behind us, Ange dropped to her knees and broke out into sweat. She steadied her breathing to a slower rhythm. She was running out of air, and I was getting desperate.
"Mercutia. Ange isn't just a demon. She's my girlfriend. That sheep girl, Tamara, sees Ange as her mother. That's the kind of person you're about to take away from us," I said.
"And what about my mom and dad?! I won't ever get to see them again because of demons like her! God… just… Where the hell is that last piece?" Mercutia screamed, growing more and more unhinged by the second.
Taken back by how hurt she looked, I almost wanted to just give it back to her.
Ines grabbed Mercutia by the shoulders.
"Listen to yourself. You put so many puzzles together because it's the only control in your life you have. You don't do anything else because you're afraid of screwing up. It must have been really hard to lose your parents, but you can't let their memory stop you from moving on."
"What do you know? I bet you still have parents to go back to!" Mercutia slapped Ines' hands away and put her in a barrier, then got up to flip the couches over in search of the missing piece. When she couldn't find it, she curled up into a ball, rocking back and forth in tears. "It's not fair… I just want my mom and dad back…"
Mercutia didn't see it. Ange pressed her hands and forehead against the barrier. Her lips mouthed out the words 'I'm sorry' before passing out.
"Ange!" I smashed my fists against the barrier that still contained her.
What do I have to do to get through to Mercutia? At this rate, Ines was going to suffocate, too.
Sobbing quietly, Mercutia cradled herself where she sat. She had no barrier on herself. If I wanted to… My eyes turned towards the kitchen where a knife could easily end this.
No. I have a choice here.
"Mercutia, you don't have to let your past control you anymore. You're the one in control. I'm giving this back to you," I said, showing the final puzzle piece.
"You… had it the entire time?" Mercutia wiped the tears from her eyes as though in disbelief that it was actually there.
"You can finish that puzzle, kill us, then probably succeed in killing Ange. Or you can take my hand instead. There's more to this world than just piecing puzzles together. Tarcosa, your parents… they wanted more for you. Tamara is an orphan. Ange is the reason her parents aren't around today, but she forgave the demon that made her an orphan. I'm not asking you to forgive Ange or any demon. I'm asking you, for your sake, to take a chance in leaving your past behind."
"You want me to leave… my parents behind?"
"That's not what he means!" Ines shouted. "But right now, whenever you think about your parents, all you can think about is how you can torture the next demon, or how much you need to finish the puzzle. Remember them, but without everything else that keeps hurting you!"
Mercutia clenched her fists, then unclenched one to pick up the puzzle piece in my hand.
At that moment, I thought I had lost. Thought that I had lost Ange and Ines, until Ines fell forward. The barriers were gone.
I rushed to Ange to check on her, but she wasn't breathing.
"You know CPR?" Ines asked.
"Don't you dare fucking die on me, Ange." I laid her flat and breathed into her mouth, then proceeded to perform chest compressions.
It didn't register in my head that a flood of people poured into the living room. Their screams went unheard. Someone touched my shoulder, and I shoved them out of the way to continue performing CPR.
"Get up, Ange. Come on!" I shouted in her face.
Ange's eyes snapped open. She sucked in a deep breath, followed by a coughing fit. I was too relieved to say anything, but Tamara tackled her with a hug. Ange intertwined her fingers with mine, and with the other hand, rested it on Tamara's back.
"Thank fuck…" Shaking, I tugged on Ange's hand and planted a kiss on her knuckles.
Two netherfolk operatives pushed past us to apprehend the despondent Mercutia. She let it happen.
"Wait! Let her go. I made Mercutia a promise," I said.
Confused, neither of them listened to a single word.
Cresta and Irapesha caught on first, and apprehended them instead, pushing the two away along with the task force that were just now trying to barge in.
"Akira!" Professor Markel bellowed from the back. "What's the meaning of this? That netherfolk tried to kill you and your tenants!"
"But Mercutia didn't. She let them go because she's willing to change, and if we're going to punish her, then what example are you setting for other netherfolks?" I asked, then turned to face the mourning elf.
Mercutia hadn't put the final puzzle piece in. It stayed in her palm.
I extended a hand to Mercutia.
"Instead of distracting yourself with puzzles, how about I introduce you to my tenants instead?" I smiled.



Chapter 25 - Mercutia

Although I somehow managed to convince Professor Markel to look the other way with Mercutia for now, the guards had to stay for mine and the tenants' safety. Even as I drove us out to a restaurant for lunch, a number of them followed us and stood vigil for any potential threat from Thane and Saralash.
Once again, I offered a humble apology and silent thanks to the taxpayers that allowed three security vehicles, a sniper to watch from afar, harpies and drones to scour the skies, and twelve armed personnel to protect us while we ate Chinese food in relative comfort.
"Akira, are you going to eat that?" Cresta asked, pointing to the phoenix claws on my plate.
"No, these are mine. Haven't you had enough?" I guarded the savory chicken feet from her gaping abyss of a stomach.
"But they're so good! All of it is. I've never eaten and wanted to keep eating before!" she exclaimed while drool slipped down her mouth.
"Somehow, I doubt that…"
Sighing, I parted with the chicken feet and poured them onto her plate. Cresta devoured them with abandon. Well, she wasn't the only one enthusiastically gorging themselves
My tenants and I sat together around the large, circular table. A glass turntable rotated the food in the small wooden containers from one end to the other. Our tower of empty containers awaited to be carried away, and we would soon need to ask for more to fill their hungry stomachs.
"How am I supposed to use this? Who in their right mind gives you sticks as utensils?" Irapesha tried her luck with chopsticks again and struggled to pick up any food at all.
Everyone else had forgone using them, opting instead for forks or their own hands. The only ones who were using chopsticks properly were myself and Mercutia, who sat to my left. She delighted in eating siu mai, and anyone looking at us happily eating together wouldn't think she had tried to assassinate us yesterday.
"Excuse me!" I hollered to an approaching dim sum cart. "Can I get your whole cart, please?"
"O-Oh? If you say so!" The old asian lady picked up dim sum by the stacks to place onto our table, then replaced the empty containers into her cart.
It was open season as soon as the food reached the table, with everyone snatching what they desired most.
Instead of going for the food first, Mercutia picked up the teapot as it came swinging by on the turntable. She was about to fill my empty cup until I placed a hand over it, signaling a polite decline.
"Alright, Mercutia. I think you owe us an explanation. Professor Markel can't do anything unless I acknowledge that you attacked us. I won't. So, the most he can punish you for is trespassing and leaving the premise of your dormitory without permission or supervision of your caretaker. It'll be a slap on the wrist, all things considered."
"Haven't I already made myself clear without any explanation?" Mercutia lifted her gaze to Ange, who was sitting across the table, helping to pick food for Tamara since her arms were too short.
"How do you feel about it now, breaking bread with a demon at the same table?" I asked.
"I don't want to answer…" She looked elsewhere, searching the table for more siu mai.
The container was in front of Ange, and there were only three pieces left. When the succubus reached for it, Mercutia averted her gaze and hastily picked a pork bun near our end of the table. Unbeknownst to Mercutia, since I didn't look away, Ange had noticed and decided against taking the last pieces. She rotated the table until the dim sum was right in front of our new guest.
"Let me ask you a different question then." I picked up the whole container and placed it next to Mercutia to her surprise. "If you had gone through with your plan, you might not have been able to eat like this ever again. Would you have regretted it?"
Mercutia nodded, then turned to me after a pause with a shaky demeanor.
"What's going to happen to me now?"
"You're going to stay at my dorm for a while. I called your caretaker. Ma Ying's pretty worried about you. Freaked out for a good five minutes on the phone before calming down. Good thing you're here for a vacation, right?" I winked.
We hashed out some paperwork and submitted a vacation itinerary to Professor Markel. Suffice to say, he caught out drift.
"I-I don't understand. Why are you helping me? I almost killed the demon." Confusion was written all over Mercutia, and I didn't blame her.
I glanced across the table to Ange, and the intrusive thoughts of her going blue from suffocating invaded my mind.
"Because I want to help you, but it isn't all selfless. Thane and Saralash are coming for Ange. She's one of the best things to ever happen in my life, to Tamara, and the dorm. We need your help as the barrier prodigy to protect her," I answered honestly.
"What if I betray you? Doesn't that bother you?" she asked.
"A little, but I trust that you trust me. Isn't that why you kept that last puzzle piece after I put everything away?" While Mercutia fell into thought, I snatched the last siu mai to spitefully tease her.
 
Once we got back to the dormitory, I unlocked Val's room so that Mercutia could stay in there for now.
"Who did you say this room belonged to again?" Mercutia asked on her way in.
"Queen Valeanor Messier," I answered.
The elven girl choked on her spit.
"Mercutia." Irapesha made herself known from the door. "It's been a long time, hasn't it? I don't have work tomorrow. Care to share stories?"
"Y-Yes, Commander Irapesha!" Mercutia straightened her back to stand at attention.
"At ease, soldier. We've long hung up our uniforms." The dragonewt smiled.
"I'm here, too! Got some amazing nacho fries from Taco Bell to share. Bet you don't have this in Shanghai!" Cresta exclaimed from her commander's back.
As I left them to reminisce and shut the door behind me, Tamara and Rakka were peeking out of their room with a glare that could burn a hole through you. Though it was clearly directed at the new occupant.
"Relax, you two. Mercutia won't hurt us anymore," I assured them.
"But she'll hurt Ange. I mean, she already has! Is it really okay for her to be here?" Tamara asked.
"Ange is the one who said it was okay. I wouldn't have let it happen if she wasn't comfortable with it. You're just looking out for her safety, right?"
Tamara and Rakka nodded.
I walked over and placed a hand over each of their beds of woolen hair. For some reason, doing that put a pout on her already chubby cheeks.
"You adopted Isla, didn't you?" Tamara asked an odd question at a time like this.
"Huh? Oh, yeah. It wasn't by choice, but I think things are working out on that front. Why?"
She patted her chest with both hands. "What about me? When are you and Ange adopting me?"
Oh.
"Tamara, you're thirteen!" I countered.
"I'll be fourteen soon!" Tamara hastily replied.
"Okay, but that doesn't change that we're only a few years apart. We're practically sibling age!"
"That's not fair. I want a dad, too!"
"Want a dad, do you?" I picked Tamara up playfully by her croissant horns. "Fair warning: dads do a whole lot of stupid stuff, like using their daughter's horns as a battering ram!"
"Who are we going to lay siege to first?" Tamara asked, brimming with excitement.
We— or rather, I— rushed downstairs with Tamara under my arms and Rakka on my head. Our target was Ivory, who had currently taken the shape of a stool by the kitchen counters.
First, I quietly tiptoed over to open the door into the backyard.
Then…
"Attack!" Tamara bellowed.
We rammed into Ivory, hooking Tamara's horns over the mimic's stool legs and carrying them outside.
"Oi— what the hell?!" Ivory awakened in the middle of being rammed through.
I must have hit a rock, but my foot snagged on something and all of us went tumbling. Tamara erupted into laughter. Ivory returned to their elven form and grabbed my head to complain to my face.
"Har, har, you dolts! Get off me already before I turn into something you don't want up your ass!" Ivory warned.
"What were you thinking?" An unamused Ange, however, emerged into the backyard to pull Tamara up and brush the dirt from her clothes
"Sorry," we apologized and hung our heads.
Joining us outside a lot sooner than I expected were Irapesha, Cresta, and an ashamed Mercutia. The sight of the latter spurred Tamara to come to Ange's defense.
"Mercutia would like to speak with Ange if that is alright," Irapesha said.
I urged Ivory to bring Tamara and Rakka inside, and it took Cresta's big sister energy to whisk them away back into the dorm. Those of us that remained in the backyard under the warm, late-spring sun were feeling the heat.
"It almost seems like you mind-controlled everyone here with how much they protect you." Mercutia kicked off the talk with an underhanded insult.
"I would never," Ange shot back.
"Do you regret it? Everything that your kind has done in Weyera?" she asked.
"Of course, I did, for a time. Every day of my life. But I don't have time for that anymore. It's all behind me. Now I worry about stalker fans, keeping Valeanor's garden alive in her absence, and my silly boyfriend the caretaker wielding a girl whom I treasure as my own blood like a sieging ram."
I looked down at my feet to avoid Ange's wrathful gaze.
She continued, "People like you and I weren't only given a second chance, but a third. I know I don't intend to waste it."
"It's not every day I hear a demon regretting their actions. Then again, it's not every day a girl like Tamara protects a demon." Mercutia sighed with her eyes shut, but as they snapped open, a magical barrier formed around each of us.
Everyone panicked for a moment, but the barriers went down as quickly as they formed. A show of force that although she could, she wouldn't.
"I hope that's proof enough for you to trust me," the elf added.
Ange walked forward and paused just a step past Mercutia.
"Thank you," she said, then returned inside the dorm.
Mercutia exhaled a quivering breath
"Well done, soldier." Irapesha nodded approvingly.
"Demons still terrify me…" Mercutia mumbled.
"You got it off your chest. Must be feeling better, right?" I offered.
"I do, but… Hey, you said you spoke to Captain Clarissa, didn't you? How was she?" the elven girl asked.
Irapesha and I traded glances.
"Doing well, I guess? We didn't get a chance to talk all that much. She did say that she had a change of heart over the years. If your captain can change, so can you," I said.
Mercutia fell silent.
"What? You don't believe me?"
"It's just that the captain hated demons more than any of us. To the point that it was all she could talk or think about. But maybe you're right. If she can change… then so can I." Mercutia smiled to herself.
I did get that vibe from Clarissa, but…
When I searched Irapesha's face, she said, "Mercutia is right. I remember Clarissa as being vehemently opposed to any idea of exchanging prisoners of war that would lead to freeing demons. I want to say it came as a pleasant surprise that she's changed, yet I regrettably remain unconvinced."
We were about to head inside until something cast an enormous shadow over us. It was brief. Like it had flown under the sun. Then two harpies in military uniform landed in front of us.
"We're under attack! You have to get inside now!" one of them screamed.
"By what?" I asked.
A screech from above drew our eyes to the skies. Several flying netherfolks were chasing after a much smaller target, diving towards us.
"Thane?" Mercutia gasped.
Thane? Thane Boldyn? But the netherfolks were pursuing a falcon, not a…
My jaw dropped. The 'falcon' began to double in size until it reached the gargantuan shape of a black dragon, whose body shifted like magma between its brilliant scales. A shimmering blue barrier encased the entire dorm, causing the beast to unfurl its wings to stop, but the momentum carried it crashing into the magical shield. The impact shook the earth and knocked me off my feet.
Giant talons the size of claymores and razor-sharp fangs bared down at us. The dragon reared back and breathed fire onto the barrier to little success, but I could feel the sweltering heat from down here. Its jaws clamped shut, and the fires ceased, but a voice came bellowing out instead.
"Mercutia!" the great black dragon boomed, its words a guttural rumbling like thunder. "We're disappointed in you. Didn't we vow that all demons must perish? If you cannot finish it, then I will!"
The entire dormitory raced out to see what was going on. They went bug-eyed at the sight of the enormous dragon clawing at the barrier.
"It's not safe out here! Get back in the dorm!" I shouted.
Ange quickly corralled the tenants back inside. As she did, Thane tracked her with his piercing draconic eyes until she disappeared into the dorm.
"Holy shit… it's a real dragon…" Ines muttered.
"Get inside already!" Ange came back out to drag Ines away.
Cresta stayed behind, hand over her eyes as she peered up at the dragon.
"Damn. That's a lava drake. They have enough firepower to burn an entire countryside!" she said.
"Thane knows… it takes a lot out of me to maintain a barrier this large… I'm not sure how long I can hold it for," Mercutia warned.
The spinning blades of helicopters grew louder from a distance. Multiple armored vehicles sped across the fields, and soldiers poured out of it to fire magical weaponry at Thane. A volley of magic bullets rained down on him, but they were all like dust against a windshield.
Thane craned his head over to them and breathed a jet of magma. Netherfolk mages at each vehicle raised a barrier of their own to block the lava-like spittle, which slid to the ground and set fire to the area around them. From their hands, they conjured water out of nowhere to put the fires out.
The ensuing steam created a thick fog that obscured everything outside of the dorm's barrier. Thane used the cover to leap into the line of soldiers and armored vehicles. One crashed into the barrier just next to us and another flew over the dorm.
"Even the task force isn't enough? Where the hell is the rest of the cavalry?" I cursed under my breath.
As I pulled out my phone, Cresta grabbed my wrist.
"Let me and Pesha fight! At this rate, more people are going to get hurt!" Cresta exclaimed.
"No way in hell am I letting you two fight that! You have to worry for your own safety—"
Three task force operatives smashed into the barrier. Among them, a netherfolk, hastily jumped to his feet to cast a barrier over themselves before being engulfed in flames. Irapesha ran to the edge of our barrier where our guards were on the verge of being cooked alive.
"Akira, let us out. Now!" Irapesha growled.
"Fine! Prioritize getting Thane away from the dorm!" I shouted, then nodded to Mercutia to drop her barrier.
As soon as it came down, Thane noticed right away. The breath of fire stopped, and he tried to take flight into the air. Powerful beating winds blew away the dense steam, and now nothing stood between him and the dorm.
Except for a hyper assassin and yoked up dragonewt.
As Thane reared his head to breathe another geyser of flames, Cresta rushed forth to slice into the webbings. The dragon came crashing down.
"Now's your chance!" I yelled to the harpies, who flew across the field to carry their fallen and injured companions away.
Ticked off from being grounded, Thane spewed magma at the dorm. However, Irapesha met him head on with her own fire. Sweat steamed off my face the second they appeared.
"It's time to muzzle this mouth of yours!" Cresta uppercutted the dragon from below, snapping shut his jaws.
Thane staggered back, dazed from the cheap shot.
"Stop this foolishness, Thane. If there is any part of the soldier left in you, then this is a direct order from your former commander and the High-King: stand down," Irapesha ordered, causing even Cresta and Mercutia to straighten up.
"Many of us were overjoyed to hear that you were alive and well," Thane began with a growl. "We all looked up to you. The Bloodtalon whose claws were soaked in the bright crimson blood of the countless demons she slayed. What happened to you, Commander Irapesha? Why do you protect it?"
Irapesha clenched her one hand. "I am not that monster any longer, but a firefighter for the Vandice City Fire Department. The one whose life you're trying to take is my friend, and her name is Angeline Varcaz. This is your last warning, Thane— stand down, or I'll be forced to punish you."
"Then you are not the commander I take orders from!" he bellowed, stepping forward to confront her but becoming confused when he didn't budge an inch.
The dragonewt sighed. "You heard him, Cresta. It's time to put an errant soldier in his place."
"Ines taught me a new slang a while back! I think it goes something like— yeet!" Cresta, who had both arms wrapped around Thane's tail, dug her heels into the dirt and flung the whole dragon over the hills.
I couldn't believe what I saw and stood there, utterly dumbfounded.
"Mercutia, let's go." Irapesha marched with Cresta in the direction of where Thane was thrown.
Just then, my phone rang. It was Professor Markel.
"Professor?" I answered the call. "Where the hell's our help? Irapesha, Cresta, and Mercutia are out here risking their necks, and people on your side are getting hurt!"
"I know that, but I just received the full dossier on Thane Boldyn from Tarcosa. Thane's transformations grant him all the traits of what he becomes. I'm putting together a squad of magisters now, so hang in there!"
The call ended.
"You can't be serious…" I stared blankly at my phone.
The other three weren't around me anymore. Fires raged like an inferno in their direction and smoke blanked the skies black.
"Baaa!" Rakka bit and tugged at my pants.
"Rakka? It's not safe out here. You have to go inside," I urged.
"Meeh, meeh!" The sheep flew towards the fighting against my protest.
"Rakka!" Tamara rushed out no farther than the porch until Ange caught her. "Rakka! Is Rakka out there?"
I clicked my tongue and chased after them. The instant I crested over the hill, a burst of hot air knocked me off my feet. This entire stretch of the hill had been set ablaze. Trees burning like torches, not a single grass was left standing, and the skies had taken on a shade of hazy black and orange with all the cinders in the air.
Cresta, Irapesha, and Mercutia were a little singed, but otherwise okay. Thane, on the other hand, had been roughed up. He did more damage to the surrounding area than to the three. Rakka vainly flew from fire to fire in an attempt to put it all out with breaths of cold magic.
"Why?" Thane asked. "Why do you protect the demon? No one was there to protect my wife and son when they attacked my village!"
"Thane, don't!" Mercutia gasped.
The ridges between Thane's scales glowed brightly like the color of flowing lava. He unleashed a torrent of sludge that combusted as it left his jaws. Cresta threw herself on top of me, and both of us went rolling behind a tree stump. A shield draped over us as the fires licked at my heels.
"What are you doing here?!" Cresta cried.
"I was looking for Rakka!" I shouted over the roaring flames.
When it was over, all who remained standing in the sea of fire was Thane. Irapesha, however, was crouched over, protecting both Mercutia and Rakka. They were both badly burned. Although her clothes had all but burned off, the dragonewt didn't so much as waver and stood tall to face the much larger dragon.
"Forgive me for not being able to empathize with you, Thane. To lose your family is a terrible thing. But I have tasted the flames of your resolve and found it flawed. Your warpath has hurt innocents. I will not allow that to stand, and…!" Irapesha boomed, charging to meet Thane in battle.
The dragon swiped at Irapesha with a massive talon. She sidestepped and stomped down on it with one foot, then grabbed a horn on his head to twist him into the ground.
"I don't tolerate insubordination!" Irapesha snarled.
To my side, Cresta shuddered. "Yeesh… I felt that in my soul."
"They took your arm, your wing… our home!" Thane bared his fangs.
"Does it look like I am any less crippled to protect my new home?" she asked.
The dragon's form began to shift, and Irapesha lost hold of the horn. A giant fist knocked Irapesha back. Thane became something like a four-armed wolverine beast and made a mad dash for the dorm. When Cresta lunged to intercept him, he swatted her away like a fly.
"Not the dorm!" I leaped from my hiding place, too, and put myself in front of the charging creature.
"I'll run through you if I have to, human!" Thane roared.
A block of ice suddenly entombed Thane's hind legs, followed by a loud pop from afar. Two of his arms froze up next, and again, another pop from afar. An elven mage, clinging to the back of a flying harpy, landed next to me and smiled. He fearlessly walked up to the raging beast, struggling to break free, and raised both hands just inches away from the fangs.
In the next moment, a tether of bluish mists formed between them, flowing away from Thane and into the elf. Whatever spell it was began to sap away his energy and fury. Soon, the shapeshifter lost the wolverine form and was reduced to a lupine man, much like a werewolf with a human-like face.
The harpy reached for a radio on her vest and said, "Target secured. Requesting medical staff and a containment unit."
I walked up to Thane, who could no longer struggle. Well, his body didn't struggle. The furious demeanor showed otherwise.
"Harboring a demon will only bring you ruin," Thane said.
"Look around you, Thane." I waved an arm across the fiery destruction that he wrought. "Did a demon do this? Or did you?"
As the harpy and elven mage lifted Thane to his feet, he took stock of the hellscape that was once a lush and verdant green. When the realization dawned on him at last, he hung his head in shame.
More special military personnel arrived on the scene to take charge of the scene. The Vandice Fire Department, with the help of netherfolks, pulled out all four of their firetrucks to stem the fire from spreading.
They were in the process of escorting Thane into an anti-magic truck when Mercutia caught up to ask for a moment.
"Thane! It was Captain Clarissa, wasn't it?" Mercutia asked.
Me, Cresta, and Irapesha immediately snapped to her.
"Clarissa? Did she have something to do with this?" I asked.
Thane paused for a few seconds and nodded. "Two months ago, Captain Clarissa reached out to me. She said our battle against demons wouldn't end until every last one is rooted out."
It was all the guards had time for. They shoved him into the back of the armored car and started up the engine. We could still see his sad face in the slit after the car doors shut.
"I'm beginning to wonder, Thane… If maybe she was wrong," Mercutia said.
"She was never wrong. Some don't want to change. At the very least… I hope you find peace here, because the rest of us never could," Thane said before they drove away.
"What was that about a message?" Irapesha asked.
Mercutia frowned and turned to me. "May I speak with my caretaker… with Ma Ying first?"



Chapter 26 - The Ghosts They Carry

As soon as we got home, I let Mercutia into my room and left her alone so she could speak with Ma Ying in private. In the meantime, I waited downstairs and played with the other tenants for an hour when cars screeched to a halt outside.
I figured it was the professor coming to debrief me on the Thane situation, then he and several officers barged through the front door.
"Where's Mercutia?" Professor Markel asked.
"My room. Talking to her caretaker through facetime. Is something wrong?" I looked at them with uncertainty.
"Alone? You should be up there supervising her!" The professor and his two task force operatives pushed past me to rush upstairs.
I followed them and one was already twisting the doorknob. It was locked. The second escort planted one leg firmly on the ground while his other was poised to deliver a kick.
"Wait, let me unlock—!"
He kicked open the door, drawing a wince from me at the harsh wooden crack on the lock and frame.
They stormed inside, where Mercutia sat at my computer, face glued to the screen, and both hands clenched atop her lap. It wasn't her caretaker from Shanghai she was speaking to, but the Captain of the Royal Black Guards, Clarissa Raynard.
Clarissa smiled. "Why, hello again. I did not expect to see you so soon again, Caretaker Akira. Unfortunately, I cannot stay long. I have a flight to catch. Bye-bye for now."
"Clarissa, don't do anything rash— Damn it!" The professor cursed under his breath as the video cut, then snapped to his escorts. "Get back to the car and connect me with the Secretary of Defense. Now!"
They rushed out without so much as an affirmation.
"Secretary of Defense? Just how serious is this?" I asked.
"Mercutia would know, wouldn't she?" He cast a chiding gaze to the elven girl, who shamefully twiddled her thumbs.
"I thought I could convince Captain Clarissa to stop… She wouldn't even listen to me, her own adopted daughter." Mercutia clutched the side of her arm, digging her nails into the skin.
It looked like Saralash wasn't the only threat left. Clarissa was coming after us, too.
"What do we do? If the last two come after us at the same time, I'm not sure Irapesha and Cresta could take them. Even if they could, there's no way this dorm is going to stay standing," I said to the professor.
"Angeline is who they are after." He marched to the other end of the room and pulled back the blinds. "We can shelter her away from the dormitory in one of our facilities. If they can't find her—"
"Then they may go after the others and use them as hostages until I reveal myself," Ange said from the broken doorway.
A guard came no further than a few feet away behind Ange.
"The Secretary of Defense is setting up a meeting with the Malaysia Defense Minister. They're waiting on you," he said.
"A decision needs to be made soon. We're still on the look out for Saralash and hope our friends across the Pacific can intercept Clarissa before she leaves the country." Professor Markel sighed and left in a hurry.
Once we were alone and the front door closed as shut as possible in its state, Ange folded her arms across her chest.
"I'm famished. May we go for some sushi? Just the three of us," Ange suggested suddenly.
"You're joking. At a time like this?" I asked.
 
We ended up leaving the other tenants at the dorm, while I, Mercutia, and Ange drove into the city for sushi. Naturally, our adventure was followed by a group of guards. I wasn't sure what came over Ange to make such a request, but as we sat at a table with a conveyor running through and she picked every dish imaginable, it almost felt like a last meal.
Our armed escort stayed outside while we ate, but they drew a lot of attention and made the patrons tense.
"The seas in Weyera have since become boiling hot, scalding like a cauldron over a fire. You cannot find a river or creek anymore. They are all dried up. Suffice to say, there are likely few fish alive. Yet here it is so plentiful." Ange gazed over her shoulder to a fish tank that ran along the length of the sushi place.
Koi and other similar-sized fish swam through the artificial coral bed and decorations placed into the water. They were meant to add to the atmosphere of the sushi restaurant, but…
"Yeah… I'm sure the fish are enjoying the view, too," I joked.
"You two must be angry at me," Mercutia said, staring at her plate of untouched tuna rolls. "Seeing Cresta and Commander Irapesha fight so passionately, I can't help but feel guilty that we've ruined your peace here. So, why are you treating me to sushi instead of getting yourselves to safety?"
"Every step of the way during the war, we have let anger and fear dictate our lives. It doesn't have to be that way here. Could you ever have imagined to one day break bread with a demon such as myself?" Ange asked.
That brave front was betrayed by shaky hands. I saw what was going on here now. Ange was trying to stay strong for all our sakes. Even for Mercutia, who was after her life once.
When Ange placed her chopsticks down, I put my hand on top of hers.
"Mercutia, like you, Ange came here for another chance and to make things right. Not just for herself, but for others like Tamara. We're treating you to sushi to show that we've already forgiven you," I said.
The elven girl finally picked up her chopsticks. She hesitated at first, staring at the glistening raw slice of glistening fish. Then, after another second of pondering, she stuffed a piece into her mouth.
"It's good. I wish I could have eaten with the other Royal Black Guards… with… Captain Clarissa," Mercutia muttered.
After having sushi for lunch, we emerged from the restaurant to our escorts a little on edge.
"Are we returning to the dormitory?" one man asked.
"Not yet. We're going clothes shopping," I said.
The other frowned. "You guys know there are angry netherfolks after you, right?"
"Mercutia made a one-way trip here from Shanghai without bringing any clothes. You're not going to deny a lady something to wear?" The embarassed netherfolk in question shifted awkwardly when I thumbed over to Mercutia.
Our escorts sighed. The leader of them, a man of dark complexion and thick mustache, twirled a finger in the air to signal to a harpy perched on the roof of a building above.
We went to a clothing outlet next, where Ange led Mercutia along to find her something nice to wear. The summer season was fast approaching, so much of the outerwear were sundresses, crop tops, and anything that wasn't suffocating. As we passed through the swimwear section, I couldn't help but fantasize about what Ange would wear.
Bikini was at the top of the list, but one piece swimsuits somehow had a better effect of accentuating curves than bare skin.
Then there was me.
I spun around to the men's section of swimsuits. All the banners of hunky male models taunted my not-up-to-snuff body. Despite joining Irapesha and Cresta in some of their gym sessions, I guess I just wasn't built to gain muscle.
"Akira, come here!" Ange hollered to me.
When I caught up, Mercutia was just emerging from the changing booth in a white and yellow flower-pattern sundress. The hair buns felt out of place.
"I-I'm not very big on dresses…" Mercutia stammered with fingers pinching the seams.
"It looks good. Why not?" I asked.
"Ma Ying's family are tailors specializing in traditional Chinese dresses. They recently started using me to model their outfits for other netherfolks. It's where the money will be in the future, they say, but wearing them all the time is a little embarrassing," she groaned with displeasure.
That also explained the buns, and judging by Ange's stare, she was thinking the same.
"How about we bring down your hair?" Ange suggested. "I'm sure you would—"
"Don't touch me!" Mercutia cried, raising a barrier and startling Ange who tried to reach for her.
"I'm sorry, dear. I shouldn't have," she apologized.
The barrier vanished, but the tension didn't.
"N-No… I'm sorry…" Mercutia lowered her head.
It got awkward between the two until I offered to help Mercutia let down her hair. After learning a thing or two brushing and grooming Tamara's forest of wool, I'd become confident in taking care of a woman's precious hair. They draped down as elbow-length curly locks, which suited her more than the buns, especially in a sundress.
"I'll go find something more suitable to your tastes," Ange said, leaving us behind.
Mercutia breathed easier when Ange was gone.
"Still not used to demons, right? It was the same for my tenants, too. Well, one in particular. Cresta and Ange used to be one thin strand away from snapping each other's necks."
"What about that girl, Tamara?" Mercutia asked.
"Tamara surprised us the most. She came to live here wanting to forgive Ange. They got close, and like you and Clarissa, are pretty much like mother and daughter at this point," I explained.
Mercutia faced into the changing room mirror since the curtain was drawn open.
"She picked this out for me. I-I actually kind of like it…" Mercutia said quietly.
"I've returned," Ange announced, holding an armful of outfits.
"Ange… That's a little too much to try out, isn't it?" I asked.
"Nonsense. Mercutia is here on vacation,
remember? We should be as hospitable as possible," she said.
We tried an ungodly amount of clothing. Ange didn't spare me either, picking outfits she thought I would look nice in, since all I had to wear were what my parents bought me for the past 18 years. I reached into the pile of clothes and pulled something out that looked like underwear.
"Wait, this is a speedo. I'm not wearing this!" I complained.
"Why not?" Ange pouted. "The other option is swimming trunks. What's the difference between showing a little thighs?"
"It feels like underwear!"
Ange put both hands on her hips. "What does that make bikinis? You had us try on swimsuits, now it's your turn. Try it!" she urged, backing me into the changing room.
"Hold on now… There's no telling who else had their wiener in that!" I had my back up against the wall, craning my neck away from the speedo being lifted up to my face.
Our antics earned a giggle from Mercutia. She stifled it as soon as we turned her way, but it still showed on her face. Slowly, she began to crack. Her stiff frown became just malleable enough to flip.
By the end of the clothes shopping spree, we left behind two piles for a poor employee to find. Mercutia held a few outfits that Ange picked out, but she wore the first sundress to the checkout line.
"Are you sure you want to keep that, dear?" Ange asked Mercutia as we got to the register.
"It's a lot comfier and less tight than the qipaos I'm used to. Th-Thank you for choosing this for me," Mercutia said.
Stunned by Mercutia's words of gratitude, Ange had forgotten to move when a register opened and the employee called to us. We paid for our stuff and came away with large plastic bags of clothing in each hand. On our way out, however, Mercutia paused right before the exit.
"What's the matter? We better get going before the guards get antsy again." I gazed up at one of the harpies flying circles around the store.
"Clarissa hasn't always been so cold. She was kind once. I don't want her or Saralash to be sent back to Weyera like Thane and Jeriah. They were all like family to me when I lost mine. I'm not sure if any of them deserve the same kindness you've shown me, but… I have to try. Will you please help them?" Mercutia asked, almost pleadingly.
"My answer is obvious. What about you, Ange?" I asked, bumping her by the hips like she always did to me.
Ange stumbled forward and shot me a glare, then cleared her throat.
"They may come for my life, but I don't appreciate that they have put Tamara in danger. So I ask you this: do you love them?" Ange asked.
"I love Clarissa like a mother, and Saralash like a sister. Jeriah and Thane… they were like goofy uncles to me, turning into odd creatures and levitating toys around me. Distant sometimes, but I loved them all the same. I can't help those two anymore, but the rest I want to," Mercutia said.
Ange smiled. "Then—"
The harsh chime of a breaking news segment appeared on the television behind the employee registers. We raced back into the store to get a closer look. The camera was from a helicopter, a bird's eye view of a familiar black vehicle turned over on the side of the road with the engine smoking. Police cars and several ambulances were on the scene, pulling people out of the wreckage.
"This is the footage we received half an hour ago," the reporter began in a grim tone, "that appears to have been an attack perpetrated by a lone netherfolk. The three inside the vehicle were taken to a hospital and listed in critical condition. We're just now learning the names of the victim—"
"Is that?" Ange gasped.
"Professor Markel…" I repeated the first name to be read.



Chapter 27 - Slime Hearts

We raced into the hospital and were stopped inside the lobby by two armed personnel from the laboratory. They were just as spooked by recent events.
"How's the professor?" I asked.
"Doctors told us he's in critical but stable condition. We don't know anything else. A netherfolk with healing magic is currently being dispatched here from the lab," one of them said.
Ange opened her mouth, but I shot her a look not to. She also had healing magic and could very easily help them. Doing so, however, would only reveal to them that she still possessed magic when it shouldn't be possible after the injection. These were just the hard decisions we had to live with.
"You three need to return to the dormitory immediately," the other added worriedly. "If the netherfolk attacked the professor outside the city, there's no telling how close they are now."
"The last one attacked us at the dorm… is it safe anywhere?" I sighed.
"Hold on… We're just now receiving bodycam footage from the guards in the professor's car," the first one said, pulling out a small device from his pocket that was like a phone.
The screen switched on, and we were staring at a steering wheel. Whoever's camera it was had been positioned around the chest, revealing the dashboard and part of the windshield. They were driving down a street with little traffic, then a stretchy pink tentacle punched through the passenger windshield.
Screams assailed our ears before everything was flipped sideways and the sound of bending metal joined the cacophony. Whatever happened next, the camera blurred and stopped recording.
"Saralash…" Mercutia folded her hands tightly together.
The blood in my veins went cold. It was too late. Saralash was no doubt somewhere outside waiting for us to be on the move again, then she would attack the van like she did the professor's car.
Coming out today might have been a fatal mistake.
With little other choice, I turned Ange and Mercutia around so we could head back to the dormitory.
Our escorts were waiting outside when we returned to the van, and the hurried cadence in their movements was evidence that they were just as tense. I kind of wished they didn't let it show on their faces.
"We'll protect you with our lives. If we can make it back to the dormitory, at least Cresta and Irapesha should be able to keep you safe," the harpy said.
"Don't forget to stay safe yourselves," I replied, drawing a smirk and nod from her as she unfurled her wings to take off like a rocket.
As we began the drive back, Mercutia erected a barrier around the van right away. It gave me some sense of security, and now I was wondering if we should stay away from the dorm to keep everyone else out of danger.
"Mercutia, what can you tell us about Saralash? Just the first things that come to mind?" I asked.
"I've never met anyone as nice as Saralash before, but just the same, that kindness becomes so sadistic around demons that it terrifies me. I know she really likes milk, but I'm not sure why," Mercutia said.
You and I both.
"What about her capacity to fight? How deadly is she compared to the others?" Ange asked.
"We would often come across physically gifted demons. Clarissa always relied on Saralash to restrain and take care of them. I wonder—"
Thunk!
I thought a bird had flown into the windshield, but that was impossible. Mercutia's magical barrier was raised around us. It wasn't until I noticed Ange's gaze fixed to her side of the passenger window, because past her was a pinkish appendage glued to the barrier.
"It's Saralash!" Mercutia exclaimed.
A curtain of shadow shrouded over us. I slammed the brakes as an airborne car smashed into and bounced off the barrier. Dozens of slimy appendages surrounded the van, some shaped into sharpened spines like they were ready to skewer us.
Outside, other cars screeched to a stop or tried to drive around. Panicking people, who took their chances on foot, ran for their lives as their vehicles were picked up to be used to batter the barrier.
Two armored vehicles rammed through the empty cars, and operatives from the lab poured out to open fire at the tentacles. Shots that hit their mark froze the appendages, shattering them into pieces. However, their efforts were in vain because they regrew right away.
Whipping tentacles smashed the ground and cracked asphalt. The operatives leaped behind abandoned cars for cover. Those unlucky enough to be caught in their frenzied flurry of attacks were sent flying or lifted into the air. One soldier flinched and raised his weapon to shield himself from an incoming tentacle, but it struck another barrier instead.
Sweat began to bead on Mercutia's forehead. She was struggling to keep the barriers up.
"Where's the main body?" someone cried.
"Follow the tentacles! Find the main body or we won't be able to subdue her!" another barked frantic orders.
The harpy from earlier landed on the barrier, just above the hood of the car and glanced over her shoulders to the unfolding battle.
"We'll clear an opening. Don't take your foot off the pedal until you get back to the dormitory!" she shouted to us.
Our escort opened fire together, destroying the slime tentacles as soon as they regenerated. When the road cleared, I slammed my foot on the gas. We were gaining speed and zoomed through the streets past the tentacles.
"Akira, watch out!" Ange shouted.
A cluster of tentacles erupted from a sewer grate in the ground to form a blockade. The harpy soared in, firing away at the tentacles and throwing her body against the frozen appendages to shatter them. We passed through without issue until another tentacle snatched her from the air and threw her into the side of a building.
The next thing I knew, our van was airborne. An airbag punched my face. We crashed sideways to the ground, skidding through a traffic light and into the middle of an intersection.
Dazed and disoriented, I pushed against the suffocating cushions.
"Mercutia? Ange!" I called out.
Neither of them answered me.
I couldn't see Mercutia from behind my seat. The airbag had deployed for her, too. Ange was unconscious to my side, one horn caught on the partially deflated airbag. The van was lying on its side, and the only way out was through my side. Unfortunately, it wasn't happening. The crash must have broken something.
I ripped my seatbelt away and positioned myself to kick the window. As I collapsed both knees to spring my heels up, the door was suddenly ripped away. A pink, slimy tentacle stared me in the eyes.
"Shit—"
It yanked me out by the waist and tossed me across the street. While reeling from the pain, I picked myself up on a news stand in time to see Ange being pulled out next. The tip of another appendage sharpened into a needle-like point, poised to skewer her.
"Saralash, don't do it!" I yelled, and was surprised that my words gave it pause. "Killing her isn't worth it. You're going to give up your chance to lead a normal life on Earth, for what? Old grudges against a race that isn't relevant anymore? Against someone who never had a hand in torturing you?"
The sharp instruments blunted. One coiled around Ange's neck, and others emerged from seemingly out of nowhere to bind her wrists and ankles.
"This isn't about revenge anymore. It stopped being about revenge when I ate Irenis," a feminine voice dripping with sadistic drawl said.
"Irenis… The elf alchemist who experimented on Remmy? He experimented on you, too? I thought the Empire of Granieda had him executed?" I asked, searching both ends of the streets in hope that help was coming, but I instead found one of the magic rifles on the ground near me. It must have been thrown away or discarded in the scuffle.
Slime gathered to form a pink humanoid in the shape of a woman. Her features were anything but human. She almost looked like Remmy, except the core in her chest was worn like a gold medallion, and the center of which was a ping pong ball-sized, multi-faceted crystal. The lower half of her body was like an octopus, with thick writhing tentacles that could crush steel, and her upper body was oozing with slime that melded back into herself.
Saralash giggled, causing her body to ripple. "Oh, he was executed alright. Slowly, painfully, and as excruciatingly as possible. When we captured him, Captain Clarissa gave me the honors of doing as I pleased. He used to take pleasure in clipping slime off my body and chipping away at my core. Since he liked me so much, I thought the best end I could give him was to gestate inside me and watch himself corrode away over the course of several months. I'm just so sad that I couldn't do it a second time."
I shuddered at what sounded like nostalgic joy for her.
The others acted out of rage. Saralash had the same anger underneath her words, but it also seemed like fun for her.
"You know, that succubus you got there has a bit of a sadistic streak herself. It's more like she enjoys teasing me until I'm beet red. The demons you're treating like toys are just like you and me. Can you imagine ever hurting someone like Mercutia? Because you knocked the car over and didn't bother to check if she was okay!"
"Mercutia's been through worse. This succubus, however, let's see how much we can break her." Saralash grinned.
The appendage around Ange's neck was beginning to tighten slowly.
"Don't hurt her, you walking hentai monster!" I jumped to pick up the gun and fired several shots. Most of them missed, but one hit and shattered the tentacle that was choking Ange.
Saralash snarled and sent a cluster of tentacles after me. I couldn't shoot them all down. The gun had no recoil, but I was untrained and panicking too much to hit enough to make a difference.
The force of a truck bodied me out of the way, causing the tentacles to puncture the sidewalk where I was just standing. I looked up to find Cresta on top of me.
"Missed me?" Cresta flashed a toothy smile.
"I'm not going to question your good timing." I panted.
"We came as fast as we could," Irapesha said as she lifted an upturned car to pull the trapped passengers out from underneath.
"I'm here, too." Remmy, in blob form, peeked out from Irapesha's back and was clinging to her like a backpack.
"You brought Remmy? Do you know how dangerous it is out here?" I asked.
"I asked them to, because I wanted to talk to Saralash," she said, returning to the humanoid form to confront her larger, pink counterpart.
"Oh?" Saralash's slime body shivered with curiosity. "I know who you are, Remmy. If you're here to convince me to change my mind, then you have come for nothing. It doesn't matter that we were both experimented on. So what if we shared the same suffering and walked different roads. My resolve is made and nothing you say can steer me away from that."
The slime on my tenant sagged like melting ice cream.
"I thought we could make friends with you, but if that's how you feel, then I guess we have no choice," Remmy said.
"We?" Saralash raised a brow.
Remmy divided into five other slimes to attack Saralash at once. Cresta and Irapesha flinched in shock.
"Did you expect that to happen, too?!" I asked.
"No!" they answered together.
Six Remmys threw themselves into Saralash, becoming a singular amorphous mass of purple slime from their mixed color. The fight was unlike anything I'd seen before. They were like a balloon being forcibly molded and shaped. Saralash reformed her humanoid upper body, only for the Remmys to amass and envelope her.
Ange, released from the appendages, fell to the ground.
"Cresta!" I pointed to Ange. "Mercutia is also still in the car!"
Cresta raced in to fetch Ange while Irapesha ripped open the side of the van door to pull Mercutia out. They brought them back and away from the fighting. I pressed a hand to Ange's wrist and was relieved that there was still a pulse.
"Damn it. I want to help Remmy, but how the hell do we get into a fight like that?" Cresta growled.
Throwing caution to the wind, Cresta went in anyway. A mostly pink slime tentacle reshaped to grab her and slam the assassin repeatedly into the ground. I grabbed the gun, thinking to help, but the crystalline magazine had gone dull. It wouldn't fire.
"Saralash… can't be fought normally… physical attacks, blunt force, sharp weapons… they do nothing to her," Mercutia said as she came to.
"Then magic was the only way?" I muttered.
"You're a nuisance!" Saralash seized control of the body, holding Remmy by the neck and forcing her at an arm's length away. "If I have to kill you to get to the demon, then so be it. I take no joy in this!"
A sharp spine materialized from the pink slime and punctured Remmy's body, shattering the cracked core in her chest.
"Remmy, no!" Cresta shrieked, the cry of terror was like a hot iron going through my own chest.
Remmy, the blue slime girl, stiffened and glanced down at her chest. Parts of her slime, beginning at the feet, stopped adhering to the main body and slipped to the ground where it crumbled apart like sand.
"I wanted to show you… instead of hurting people… playing games can be… a lot of fun, too," Remmy said before the rest of her deteriorated into a pile of sand.
"Remmy?" I walked ahead in disbelief, then fell to my knees to clutch handfuls of sand that was my precious third tenant. The grains slipped past my fingers. She wasn't coming together anymore. All that remained of her was the marble core broken into three pieces.
"You…"
Everyone turned to the voice that had spoken. It was Ange, conscious now, rising into the air with hands simmering and sparking with volatile magic. Her eyes were like the sun, reminiscent of the wrath that she displayed seeing Tamara bullied at school.
"Remmy was a sweet and gentle girl. She didn't deserve that… but you, if it is a demon you wanted to face… then a demon you shall have!" Ange cried.
When Saralash sent spines of hardened slimes at Ange, everyone panicked to help. They couldn't. Slime glued their feet to the ground. The succubus, however, raised both hands and somehow brought them to a stop inches away from skewering her. The tips turned to ice and the length of the spines frosted over.
Ange backhanded them, shattering the spines to pieces.
While they did battle, I rushed over to check on Cresta, who had fallen despondent and in tears.
"Remmy? Where did Remmy go?" Cresta asked repeatedly, voice quivering and eyes distant. She wasn't all there, too much in grief to realize what was going on.
My hand clenched the three pieces of the core that was left of Remmy. Where was a snide remark when I needed one? Now, nothing. I was speechless, still yet to comprehend that she was gone. I'd failed Remmy.
"Akira, snap out of it!" Irapesha shouted from afar, herself and Mercutia also trapped in the same manner by pink slime. "You're the only one who can move. Find another gun and free us!"
As I searched the ground for another gun, I instead found many people with their phones whipped out. They were filming the fight between Ange and Saralash. The proof that Ange still had her magic was out of the bag now, and I was going to lose another tenant.
Everything was falling apart faster than I knew how to fix. Was ending Saralash's life… taking away another of Mercutia's family the only way?
I cursed under my breath and wrenched a rifle from the hands of an unconscious guard. When I fired at the slime encasing the netherfolks, the goo hardened. Irapesha broke out by simply flexing her legs. She freed Mercutia and Cresta by punching the now brittle entombments, but the latter had lost all will to fight.
"Cresta, I know you're mourning," Irapesha began empathetically. "We've lost so many friends during the war, but if you don't snap out of it now, then you will lose more."
"Remmy… was my best friend…" Cresta whimpered.
I hugged Cresta and stroked the back of her head. She sobbed harder, soaking my shoulder in tears.
"It hurts, but I need you to stay with us. If we leave things the way they are, Ange is going to be taken away, too," I said.
"What do you want me to do?" she asked, wiping her eyes.
A fiery explosion rocked the side of a building behind the gathering crowd. Debris plummeted over them, and many tripped trying to escape. Mercutia threw out both hands to conjure a barrier in time, but it left them buried under a mound of rubble.
"There should be a much larger task force coming to stop this soon. I need you guys to damage control and protect people. Or get them to safety. We're in a lot more trouble if innocents get hurt," I explained.
"Should we not face the source of the destruction? Saralash?" Irapesha asked.
"No. You're just going to get stuck again. I'll take care of Saralash and Ange, so Cresta…" I pressed the pieces of Remmy's core into her hand.
Cresta knew exactly what they were. She folded her fingers over the pieces and brought them close to her chest while fighting back tears.
All four of us split. Mercutia and my tenants went to help people, and I chased after Ange and Saralash who had taken their fight farther down the street. The slime woman had become like a sea urchin of thrashing spines that pierced anything they came across. Ange held her own, firing magic that easily defended herself from the ceaseless assault.
"Ange, follow me!" I yelled, racing past them and vaulting over slime appendages like a hurdle.
Puzzled at first, Ange threw caution to the wind and followed after me. Saralash was hot on our trail, forming spines into jackhammers that smashed into the asphalt behind us.
"Akira, you idiot! You're putting yourself in danger again!" Ange exclaimed.
"Scold me later! Focus on getting back to where our escorts were!"
Ange picked me up and flew us both down the street while a shower of deadly spines rained after us. Most of the operatives were down for the count, but the harpy woman from earlier was just coming to consciousness. She pulled the helmet off her head and gaped at our approach, then picked up her rifle to provide covering fire.
"Hydrant! The fire hydrant!" I pointed to the yellow protrusion on the side of the road.
We landed hard on the ground next to it, and Ange shot a bolt of magic to break open one end. A geyser shot out at Saralash, followed by the water freezing over and encasing her in a coffin of ice.
Incapacitated and unable to move, the harpy soldier turned her rifle to Ange next.
"That was magic just now, wasn't it? Professor Markel told us you should have received an anti-magic serum. Why are you still able to cast magic?" she asked.
Ange bared her fangs. I could tell by the glow in her eyes she wanted to charm the harpy. I grabbed her hand, wresting her away from making a mistake by having her look at me instead. That glow vanished.
Our respite was short-lived. Saralash's icy trap shattered. The slime woman fell on top of a car, caving in the roof. She breathed heavily and had trouble maintaining herself in humanoid form.
"It isn't over… until I or the demon… !" Saralash stopped short and panted exhaustively. Her eyes frantically searched up and down the street.
Was she looking for something?
Multiple armored vehicles barreled through, stealing Saralash from her desperate search. A flock of airborne netherfolks, harpies and magically levitating elves, readied spells in their hands. The cavalry was finally here.
"Weapons hot on the slime netherfolk!"
Outnumbered and outmatched, I thought Saralash would just surrender. Instead, the slime woman rendered herself amorphous and drained into the curbside sewer grate.
The operatives were stunned.
Saralash was gone. Just now, she was looking for something. But what? When I thought back to Remmy, my heart was heavy but an idea came to me. Could it be… milk?
"Ange, take us to the nearest convenience store. Now!" I exclaimed.
"Wait! I'm not done with you—"
We ignored the harpy, and Ange picked me up high into the sky. We found the closest convenience store first, a 7-11 at the corner of the street. With a swarm of flying netherfolks on our tail, Ange booked it as fast as she could, but they were gaining.
"Why a convenience store?" Ange asked.
"Just a hunch, but…"
"Stop!" One of the operatives caught up, at least until he smashed his face into a barrier.
Down below, Mercutia raised barrier after barrier to trap the swarm behind us.
"Saralash is inside, isn't she?" Mercutia asked.
"I think so." I nodded.
Mercutia erected another barrier, this one much larger that shrouded the entire convenience store. Some of the soldiers fired into the barrier to little success, but she was able to walk right in. Ange and I traded looks, then walked in ourselves.
Behind us, numerous human and netherfolk soldiers gathered in an attempt to break through.
"My barrier has held off entire demon sieges. They aren't getting through unless I let them," Mercutia assured us.
The automatic doors rolled open, and a bell chimed from above. Something rustled at the back of the store, so we followed the sound until we found Saralash in the beverage aisle. The lower half of her body was a puddle. Only her upper half remained humanoid. She was desperately pouring milk over herself.
The ivory nectar mostly flowed away from her, but some absorbed into the slime body.
"I'll end her," Ange growled, but I grabbed her shoulder and shook my head. "Why? She killed Remmy!"
"Because we're not murderers. And I'm sure Mercutia wants to speak with her," I said.
Ange bit down on her lip until she drew blood.
Saralash reached for another carton, but Mercutia trapped her in a barrier to keep her from getting it. I almost pitied the slime woman. She looked so sad when her appendages bumped desperately for milk that was so close.
"Mercutia… Why do you help them? Aren't we family?" Saralash asked weakly.
"Because you've hurt their family. Can't you see how hurt they were to see Remmy killed?" Mercutia fired back.
"We were doing this for you!" she shouted so angrily that her voice echoed in the mostly empty store.
Mercutia was taken aback.
"Me…? What do you mean"
"It was… Captain Clarissa told us not to tell you, but it was the plan all along. To ensure that you can live safely in this world without fear of demons. The rest of us, Thane and Jeriah, too, agreed to do everything we can protect you—"
"I never wanted any of you to protect me!" Mercutia cried. "Thane's gone. Jeriah's in the hospital, and he's going to be gone. There's an army waiting outside to take you away. I didn't want that at all… You're going to end up leaving me all alone… because you thought I needed protecting?"
Ashamed, Saralash avoided looking Mercutia in the eyes.
"Mercutia… demons are a plague on—"
"No! That might have been true once, but the demon you're talking about now has a name. It's Angeline. She… She bought me this dress. See? Isn't it cute? She's not dangerous like you make her out to be…"
"Mercutia begged me to help you. I'm sorry I couldn't do more." I kneeled down beside the slime woman, just behind the barrier.
Saralash scoffed. "You're apologizing to me? After I killed that girl? Save your apologies, human. If you turn me in, they will no doubt confine me in Weyera. I'll not be caged again like I once was. There is only one way this ends: I die here."
"What? No! There has to be another way!" Mercutia dropped the barrier to fall into Saralash's arms. She responded by lifting a slime appendage to wipe her tears away, then turned to me.
"Remmy is not dead," she said.
"What?" Ange and I choked.
"A slime is not truly dead until the magic is completely gone from the core. Have you ever wondered why she and I are attracted to milk? It is calcium. It regenerates our cores and allows us to take forms. Submerge her pieces in a bath of milk, and siphon the magic from my core to make her whole again. The succubus can do it. Taking lifeforce is their speciality after all."
Ange looked away.
"But what… will happen to you?" Mercutia asked tearfully.
"I will be put to rest, along with this agony I've carried for years. I don't do this for them. It has always been for you." Saralash forced the faceted crystalline core from her chest until the last tethers of slime fully snapped from the body.
It dropped to the floor with a thud and rolled away.
Like with Remmy, Saralash couldn't hold her form. The bottommost part of her body began to harden and crumble like a wet sand castle. Mercutia cried uncontrollably, trying to put her friend back together.
"I love you, Mercutia. As does everyone, and especially Captain Clarissa. You were a beacon of light in the depths of our black hearts," Saralash said.
"I love you, too… " Mercutia whispered back.
Saralash leaned back as the rest of her body caved in on itself. She stared at the flickering ceiling light.
"Playing video games, she said. That didn't sound… so bad… at all." Saralash chuckled before finally dissolving away.
Mercutia, clutching tightly to Saralash's core, buried her face into Ange's chest and wailed. The succubus cradled her until there were no more tears to shed.
"It doesn't have to end this way. We can also submerge Saralash's core in milk, right?" I asked.
"No… I want to stand by her wishes," Mercutia answered me with resolve.
We walked out to dozens of armed operatives and their guns trained on us. As soon as Mercutia dropped the barrier, screams to get on the ground assailed our ears. Cresta and Irapesha were racing up from behind them.
"Cresta! We can revive Remmy!" I shouted.
"Y-You can?" Cresta stammered in disbelief.
"I said get on the ground!" an officer yelled.
In the span of two blinks, Cresta shredded every gun in the area. Their broken weapons clattered to the ground. She scampered to us, eyes filling with hope.
"You're not lying? Please, tell me you can bring Remmy back!" Cresta pleaded.
"Ange, can you…?" Mercutia asked her, revealing Saralash's slime core.
"Very well, dear." Ange winced at the sight of it, but she agreed out of respect for both of them.
As she hovered a palm over each of the cores, the soldiers surrounding us grew tense.
"The succubus is using magic!" the officer hollered to the airborne netherfolk operatives. "Don't just watch— do something!"
The mages in flight were about to channel spells until Irapesha glared up at them.
"Stand down!" Irapesha ordered.
And they did so out of instinct. After all, Irapesha served at the highest post of the Empire of Granieda's united military force.
Meanwhile, Ange conducted a spell to absorb the magic from Saralash's core in one hand, then transfer it to Remmy's smaller and broken pieces. As the last flowing tendrils of magic that coiled through her arms waned, the crystalline core in Mercutia's hands cracked. The luster had all but dulled.
Mercutia curled her fingers over the core, collapsed to her knees, and wept again. Ange kneeled down to hold the mourning girl. Disarmed and helpless, they relented to standing by to watch.
In Cresta's hands, Remmy's core pieces had lit up like a lamp bulb. It was the color and life that Saralash gave up.
With the carton of milk I picked up within the store, I poured a little onto Cresta's palm. Very tiny, fuzz-like blue tendrils emerged from the pieces and wriggled towards each other.
"Remmy!" Cresta cried with relief.
"It worked. It really worked." I sighed.
The squad of operatives parted as a black sedan rolled in. Two people, an Asian man and Caucasian woman dressed in suits, their eyes shielded by sunglasses, surveyed us and the destruction. They were both young. Compared to Professor Markel at least. But they were still older than me.
"Is Saralash inside?" the woman asked, then gestured to someone nearby to hurry inside and check.
The other man marched up to us and produced a device that looked like a temperature gun, pointed it at Ange, and frowned.
"Wait! Ange is harmless. You're after the wrong netherfolk!" I stood firm to guard her.
"Sorry, my man. I don't make the rules. Least I can do is let you put this on. Until further notice, Angeline Varcaz is under house arrest and may not leave the dormitory premise under any circumstances. Is that understood?" he asked, handing me a golden armlet with a green jewel embedded into the outer cuff.
Ange nodded and stuck out her right arm for me to put it on. When I did, the band constricted until it fit snug just below the deltoid.
The operative who entered the convenience store returned and whispered something into the woman's ear. She nodded to dismiss him.
"Who exactly are you two?" I asked.
"Old coot didn't tell you? Name's Reginald." He shook my hand with a powerful grip, then thumbed over his shoulder. "That's Grace. We're the interns— well, not anymore. With Professor Markel deepthroating a respirator, we're going to be your new handlers from now on. Nice to meet you, Akira! By the way, big fan. I am anyway. Grace? Ehh… Not so much."
Reginald slinked away as the woman named Grace stormed up to me.
"Akira, you're under arrest. Until we get this bureaucratic mess sorted out, a substitute caretaker will be assigned to your dorm. Turn around and put your hand behind your back," Grace ordered.
"Oh, joy." I groaned.



Chapter 28 - What Makes Family

Reggie threw his hands in the air— and almost the controller— when I passed him and took first place in another match of Mario Kart.
"If you don't master those shortcuts, you're never going to beat me." I grinned.
"Geez. I destroyed my friends in college. Now I'm the one getting creamed. How the hell are you so good?" Reggie sat the controller down, tired of being beaten game after game.
"My video game-addicted tenant is a pretty brutal teacher."
The answer was bittersweet. I had no way of knowing how they were doing while incarcerated at the laboratory, but I had nothing other than hope.
"She sounds like a blast." Reggie chuckled, then pulled out a carton of cigarettes.
"Hey, come on. I'm sitting right here, Reggie!" I sighed.
"Sorry, man! Force of habit." As Reggie jumped to his feet to stretch and walk off stiff joints, he picked up an ashtray from the coffee table to bring to the other side of my room. A cigarette was already lit in his mouth by the time he reached the small, round dining table that furnished my prison.
Prison. That was what they called it on paper, but they were only detaining me in an unoccupied bedroom in the lab.
Reginald Chau, whom I'd grown accustomed to calling Reggie, was a handsome, laid-back 31 year old man with short black hair slicked to a small rat's tail behind his head. It was a style from an era to make himself appear younger but just screamed old. The guy was an enigma.
"Are my tenants alright? You know Clarissa is still after them," I reminded my Professor Markel replacement.
"Relax, man. They're going to be fine. We've beefed up security and have enough drones in the air searching for her to scare the conspiracy theorists. It's about all we can do until she shows up. For now, leave it to Grace. If anyone can find a needle in the haystack, it's her," Reggie assured me.
The door swung open and Grace marched in with a folder pinched between her arm and chest, both brows knitted tighter than a tourniquet.
"I can't find her," Grace said.
I shot Reggie a glare, and he took such a long drag of his cigarette that it burned to the filter.
"There are no records of Clarissa," she continued. "The other four turned up with credit card trails, travel records, and CCTV shots of them. With Clarissa? Nothing. She simply vanished from Malaysia. The caretaker and chief monk at the temple she frequents don't know anything either."
"Letting me go back to my tenants is still a no?" I asked, trying my luck for the millionth time.
"No," they answered at the same time.
"You're here for your own safety. The professor told us about how eager you are to jump into danger, and man, he wasn't kidding," Reggie said.
Grace sat down next to me and opened the folder. It contained documents pertaining to Clarissa Raynard's identity and background, legal papers, and netherfolk-immigration status. My handler's eyes were strained from a lack of sleep.
"When High-King Tarcosa hid the truth about the Royal Black Guards from us years ago, he unwittingly created a crisis that could undo all that the Interworld Caretaker Act has been working towards," she explained.
"Is it that bad?" I asked reluctantly.
Grace produced a laptop from her briefcase, which she opened in front of us to reveal protests happening all across the country. People marched the streets to express their disapproval of netherfolks. The more inflamed picketed at netherfolk dormitories and were met with fierce military presence.
"The incidents with Mercutia and Thane occurred at the dormitory, so they were self-contained. But there's no scrubbing the videos from Saralash and Jeriah's attacks," Reggie explained, smothering the cigarette bud into the ashtray and peeling himself from the wall to join us.
"How we proceed next determines the future of netherfolks in this world, because all eyes are on the United States. Can we handle it? Or are we going to turn into another India with the Chennai incident?" Grace pinched the bridge of her nose out of frustration.
Her full name was Grace Simmons. Grace was two years younger than Reggie, but she had a resume that put most people Professor Markel's age to shame. As a corporal intelligence officer during the war in Weyera, she was among the first volunteers to cross the portal under heavy magical artillery from demons to establish a line of communications between both worlds.
Weyera didn't have radio towers after all. It was thanks to Grace that humanity had the eyes and ears to mount an offensive into the other world. They would have had to go in blind and deaf otherwise, likely resulting in massive casualties. The madwoman went onto participating in the frontlines to make sure technical links between humans and netherfolks were steady.
Grace understood the dangers of facing an unknown threat.
"I know this is outrageous of me to ask, but please…" I implored them both. "Let me go back to my dorm to be with my tenants. I was there during the last four. I should be with them when Clarissa comes."
"I say we tell him," Reggie said after a pause.
"Reg, it's because Professor Markel's always letting him do things off the book, then letting him off the hook is what got us here." Grace rolled her eyes and groaned.
"My man Akira's looked assassins in the eyes since he started as a caretaker. Jumped into Weyera like a maniac to help someone he didn't even know. Remind you of someone?" he teased.
Grace chewed on her lower lip, then clacked away at the laptop until another screen popped up. A blurry image of someone appeared, and it slowly sharpened itself until I was face to face with a tenant whose haughty demeanor I hadn't seen in a while.
"Val!" I beamed.
"Oh, Akira? I didn't know you would be joining us in this meeting," Val said with surprise.
"Tell Akira what you told us about Clarissa Raynard," Grace urged.
"Hmph. Your tone still does not befit one addressing a monarch such as myself, young lady. But very well. Weyeran royalty had close ties with the Raynard family, who ruled the Esclepsia Duchy. At the time of the war, Clarissa was the matriarch of her family. Esclepsia rose to prominence because their mines were rich with crystallized magic. The very same materials that power our technology, including— eventually— your human firearms. The Raynards were the primary suppliers to my and Tarcosa's kingdoms. That made them a very high value target for the demons to cut us out from during the war."
"Right. I heard about that. Clarissa's hate for demons is similar to yours in that they razed her lands," I said.
Val continued. "That is not the full story. Clarissa had three children. Two adult sons and a baby daughter who was born while the war was still kindling. When her sons were felled by assassins, Clarissa grew desperate in protecting her newborn. Demons sought to kidnap and use the child as leverage, so she sent her to Granieda to be raised discreetly by farmers. Unfortunately, they perished when the flames of war crossed into the empire's countryside."
Then Clarissa's hate stemmed from losing all her children. She eventually came to adopt Mercutia. Together, they formed the Royal Black Guards and sought vengeance on all demons who wronged them.
"For Clarissa to outlive her children…" I muttered.
"You're still not getting it yet, Caretaker?" Val flashed a teasing smirk.
"Get what?"
The elven monarch snickered into the back of her hand.
"I never mentioned that the child perished. Tell me, who in your care has lost their family?" Val asked.
Among my tenants? That would be Tamara, but that didn't make any sense.
The only other person was—
"Mercutia?" I sputtered the name as the implication of Val's words dawned on me. "But Mercutia told me herself that she was adopted!"
"That is what Clarissa would like her to believe," Val said.
"But… why? Why hide that from your own child?"
Her face wrinkled with uncertainty. "Whatever the reason, Clarissa was especially insistent that Tarcosa not tell Mercutia the truth either."
When Ange vowed to adopt Tamara, and I— though not by choice of my own— adopted Isla, it was the happiest those two could be. I could only imagine the relief and joy Mercutia would have if she learned that Clarissa was her real mother. So, what was the point of hiding it?
"That's all fine and dandy, but maybe you can finally tell us what Tarcosa wouldn't. What's Clarissa capable of?" Reggie butted in to ask.
"Esclepsia was never razed by demons. That is a lie that Tarcosa and I tell. The truth is, to give the demons no more reason to come after her or her family, Clarissa Raynard razed the crystallized magic mines herself with what your people call 'class-red' magic power," Val explained.
The same level of magic that Val was almost deported back to Weyera for not disclosing. That magic…
A chill crept up my spine.
"Everyone at the dorm is in danger!" I jumped to my feet.
"That's a pants-shitting revelation, but they aren't in danger at the moment," Reggie said in a gentle tone to calm me down.
"I would love to chat some more, but I'm needed elsewhere in the castle. What kind of high-king cannot dry his own laundry? That utter buffoon of a ruler… Before I leave, how about some good news? Isla's operation is a success! She's currently resting. The cute little sproutling misses you and everyone else dearly. Caretaker, you better make sure there is a dormitory for us to return to. Otherwise, I will lodge a complaint with your handlers." Val smiled, but her tone was without a hint of joking in it.
"Yeah, I'll do my best…" I rolled my eyes. "Tell Isla we all miss her, too."
The haughty queen nodded before the video call ended.
Grace shut the laptop and turned to me. "Now you know. If there is anything you can figure out from what we were just told, I'm all ears."
"I wish I could tell you anything. Seriously. But I'm just as lost. All I can think of right now is telling Mercutia the truth about Clarissa. She deserves that much," I said.
"Absolutely not." She shook her head.
Even Reggie recoiled in shock.
"Why not!" I asked.
Grace scoffed. "And risk Mercutia siding with her own birth mother? Then we would have two powerful netherfolks to contend with."
"Mercutia wouldn't just do that. Even if she did, that's a choice she needs to make on her… own…"
Parents always wanted what was best for their child. It was true of me and my mom, of Ange and Tamara, and of me and Isla.
If Clarissa also wanted what was best for Mercutia, how did hiding their blood relation achieve anything? Before Saralash gave her life for Remmy, she said they were ridding demons from Earth for Mercutia's sake.
It felt so close to the tip of my tongue that I could taste the answer.
"Fuck. what am I missing?" I sighed, wracking my head over the answer.
A shrill alarm made everyone in the room wince, but while I had my hands pressed to both ears, Reggie and Grace buried their faces into their smartwatches. They traded glances and Reggie bolted out of the room in a hurry first.
Grace picked up her phone to make a call and was on the way out until I grabbed her arm.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"There's a massive magic signature coming from your dormitory," Grace said.
"Take me with you—"
"Out of the question."
"You trusted me enough to have Val fill me in about Mercutia and Clarissa. You want to trust me, don't you? So bite the bullet and let me come with you guys. It's my dorm. They're my tenants." I held tighter and stared into her piercing eyes which seemed to search mine as though testing my resolve.
"For the record, we're nothing alike. I don't know what Reg and Professor Markel sees in you. You can come, but you need to follow orders. Have I made myself clear?" Grace asked.
"Crystal," I lied through my teeth.



Chapter 29 - Duchess

From the laboratory, our car sped down the road with Reggie at the wheel. Ten more vehicles and a squad of netherfolks were nipping at our ankles. However, before we got anywhere near the dormitory, a storm gathered overhead.
"That's not what the forecast told me," Reggie said, gazing up at the dark clouds forming unnaturally in the sky.
"Because it isn't— eyes front!" Grace shouted.
An army of hulking golems were barreling toward us. They were made of elements like fire, water, and earth. One of them, a violent whirlpool like a localized squall, fired a jet of water at the car.
"Hope you guys like bumpy rides!" Reggie drove off the road and into the grassy knoll to avoid the blast, crashing through an old wooden fence.
Bumpy was an understatement.
I smashed into the window and was thrown around in the car even with the seatbelt on. Glancing behind, several operatives jumped from their vehicles to do battle with the elemental golems. They carved a path with magical gunfire and spells for others to pass through, but the golems quickly regenerated.
Clarissa wanted to keep us away. I just hoped they were holding out at the dormitory.
The roof of my home peeked over the hill as we were beginning to crest over it. A brief shimmer from Mercutia's barrier which enclosed the building eased some of my worries. However, that relief was dashed away as soon as we came close enough to see golems surrounding the dorm and climbing over the barrier.
If Mercutia's magic wavered for even a second, they would come crashing down into the dorm.
"Geez. One woman army much?" Reggie whistled sharply.
"Reggie, eyes on the damn road!" Grace warned him a second time.
A hard impact knocked everything sideways, sending us screeching across the asphalt. My head was pounding. When I opened my eyes, an upside down Reggie was outside. He shouted something I couldn't make out and extended a hand to me through the car door.
The moment I grabbed it, he pulled me right out. We both tumbled to the ground. The wheels on the overturned car were still rotating. It wasn't going anywhere like that. Grace was next to me, rubbing the back of her head and cursing like a sailor.
"Put this on!" Reggie shoved what looked like ballistic body armor into my hands. The threads had a distinctly otherworldly glow.
After slipping it on, I was surprised to find that it was incredibly lightweight like wearing a t-shirt. My two handlers were wearing the same one. They drew a service pistol with a crystal embedded into where the magazine would be.
"What about my gun?" I asked.
"In California? Just chill and hang back. We'll get you there in one piece," Reggie said, then whispered something into his smartwatch.
Both Reggie and Grace marched forward to the dormitory undeterred, guns raised, firing into the approaching horde of golems. Their shots obliterated them and left nothing behind.
Fiery elementals lobbed balls of magma, but my escorts were quicker on the draw to shoot them down. The guns they had in particular, as I was just now realizing, weren't regular weapons. They appeared to be dispelling all things magical. Each time they expended the crystal, it was ejected and replaced with another.
An elemental, one made of water fired bolts that froze into icicles. I ducked to avoid them, but the two took the impacts head on. The body armors lit up intensely where it was hit, absorbing the spells which traveled through their arms and into the crystal of each gun to make it glow brighter.
Despite how well-trained they were, the army of elemental golems was successfully keeping us at bay from the dormitory. We weren't getting to my tenants at this rate.
"Any second now," Reggie mumbled at his watch.
"Any second what?" I searched them for answers.
"Put your hand up!" Grace ordered and did the same.
I did as told and a harpy swooped in to pick me up by the arms. Reggie and Grace were carried by a male dragonewt each. All six of us soared past the golems. The one holding me had bushy eyebrows that extended past her head like a great horned owl. She cocked her head down at me and grinned.
"Team Leviathan and Ford broke through. They should reach the dorm in ten minutes!" Reggie exclaimed.
"Soon as we land, we'll evacuate the youngest tenants first. Angeline Varcaz and Mercutia Retch will be the last to go," Grace relayed into her watch.
My tenants were in front of the dormitory building, watching everything unfold. The flying netherfolks brought us close to the barrier from above, where a hole opened up. We entered through it, and Mercutia quickly closed it shut before a golem could follow us in.
"Akira!" Ange embraced me the second I entered, then slapped me hard across the cheek when she let go. "What are you doing here? You could have gotten yourself killed!"
"Love you, too." I sighed with relief and welcomed the stinging pain on my cheek.
"Is this who I think it is?" Mercutia pushed to the front of my tenants, seemingly well aware of the answer already.
"Akira, remember what we told you. We're only here to ensure the safety of the dorm and subdue Clarissa Raynard. That's all," Grace reminded me harshly.
"Told you what?" the elven girl asked.
"To keep you in the dark about you still having family," I answered while staring Grace down.
She shot Reggie a look for backup, but he turned his back to us and lit a cigarette.
"I knew bringing you was a mistake," Grace grabbed me by the collar and whispered. "What happens if you tell Mercutia, and she decides to side with her mother?"
"Then that's her choice. I'm willing to shoulder the responsibility and consequences of that. Don't you see? All of this was to give Mercutia a choice. Clarissa could have told her at any point, but she didn't. Because she wanted her daughter to make that decision without any ghosts over her head."
Exasperated by my defiance, Grace drew another sidearm. This one wasn't loaded with a crystal, but with physical ammunition. Cresta and Ange tensed up and thought to disarm her, but I waved them off.
"You're putting our lives on the line here!" Grace exclaimed.
"I know the job I signed up for," I said.
My handler couldn't pull the trigger. It was just for show anyway. Even Reggie, who was unconcerned, chuckled quietly off to the side and showed more concern for his tobacco.
I looked Mercutia in her sad eyes. It was the demeanor of someone who believed they had lost everything. Of someone who came to someplace new in search of a fresh start, but remained haunted by a past now resurfacing with all the trauma once buried.
"Mercutia, Clarissa is your real mother," I confessed at last.
"My… real mother?" Mercutia drew such a sharp breath that her voice cracked. "That's… That's not possible. I saw my parents die when the demons attacked! I didn't even know Captain Clarissa until she invited me to join the Royal Black Guards!"
The barrier faltered along with her emotions. When the others noticed it shimmering in and out, the older tenants guarded the younger ones closely.
"When Clarissa had you, she was scared for your life because demons were desperate to go after her. She sent you away to be raised safely by another family. Clarissa has always loved you. So did the Royal Black Guards. They were probably created solely to protect you."
"But why would she hide this from me?" Mercutia asked, her voice quivering.
By Ange and Tamara's postures, they wanted to comfort the poor girl. I know the two sympathized with her the most. Ange inched closer to reach for Mercutia's hand, but a powerful explosion rocked the dormitory and knocked us off our feet.
The barrier around us fell away. Several of the golems that had been climbing over it went into free fall. Reggie and Grace shot as many as they could until their crystals ran dry, but there were too many.
"Cresta!" Irapesha clasped both hands together and bent her knees. Cresta leaped onto her commander's arms to be launched into the air. She demolished the last stone golem into smaller debris that clattered off the dormitory roof, then landed gingerly on her feet.
But that was the least of our worry. With the barrier down and Mercutia panicking too much to raise it back, the army of golems bore down on us— then they came to an abrupt stop.
"Hands off the girl, demon." Levitating over the statue army was Clarissa, whose hands and eyes glistened with magic.
Reggie finished replacing the crystal, so he and Grace unloaded a volley of anti-magic rounds at Clarissa. The leader of the Royal Black Guards, however, cast bolts of snaking magic that shattered their firearms. Cresta dashed into battle, but Irapesha grabbed the eager cat by the scruff of her neck.
"Pesha, let go! We have to stop her!" Cresta cried.
"This isn't your fight," Irapesha whispered.
Cresta stopped struggling and watched on.
"Mercutia, did they hurt you?" Clarissa took a step forward and paused at the elven girl's glare.
"Please, tell me the truth… are you really my mom?" Mercutia asked tearfully.
Without the hair buns, I could see the similarities between them now. Although Clarissa's hair was brown and Mercutia's was blonde, they shared the same curls and pointed cheekbones. Their sea blue eyes were the most striking features.
"No, I'm not. Your parents are Helga and Elam. They perished during the war. But I am your mother in that I adopted you after their deaths," Clarissa said.
"The war is over," I shouted. "Your fight with demons isn't real. You can tell Mercutia the truth. You can be a family again—"
"What do you know?" she boomed, creating a shockwave that knocked us down with a mere stomp.
The ones left standing were Irapesha and Cresta, whose feet anchored firmly to the earth, and Ange who flew an inch off the ground with Tamara in her arms.
Clarissa continued with rage in her voice. "There can never be peace as long as demons live! If we want to keep Earth from becoming another Weyera… keep families from being torn apart, then all demons must die!"
She brought both hands together to conjure a ball of fire large enough to engulf us and the dormitory. But before it could be set loose, a giant barrier enveloped the spell and shrunk until it was snuffed out completely.
"Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!" Mercutia threw a child-like tantrum. "The only one tearing families apart is you! Jeriah, Thane, Saralash… They were living their best lives until you told them to come here. To do what? Hurt one demon? Well, she's been more caring to me than you ever had since I was born! I'm not going to let you lay a hand on any of them!"
"The succubus has mind-controlled you, too? Accursed demon. Your people took my children from me! You're not taking another one away!" Clarissa screeched.
The roaring engines of armored vehicles rolling down the road mowed down countless golems. Reinforcement arrived, and Clarissa was out of options. Infuriated, she launched volley after volley of devastating magical spells, only for Mercutia to protect everyone with her barriers.
But she could only hang on for so long. Mercutia's magic began to wane. The barriers she erected shimmered out of existence. A rogue blast of fire came flying at her—
"Watch out!" I shouted.
Cresta and Irapesha moved to intercept, but it was Grace who put herself between Mercutia and the spell.
The incredible blast sent Grace rolling across the parking lot, scorched and smoking like burning firewood.
"Grace!" Reggie cried, chasing after to help her.
While Cresta and Irapesha battled the army of golems, I raced over to Ivory with one of the broken guns.
"Can you transform into this? Like right now?" I asked in a hurry.
"If you're gonna shoot the bitch for hurting Remmy, then you're goddamn right I can!" Ivory molded themself into an exact copy of the pistol.
I picked up one of the crystalline magazines from the ground which had barely any glow left and jammed it into the slot. The gun vibrated to life, or maybe that was Ivory shuddering from having a crystal stuck into them.
With maybe only one shot left at best, I carefully took aim at Clarissa. She was surrounded by a wall of golems and flinging spells like mad. I held my breath and pulled the trigger. The magical blast punched her right in the chest, and the entire golem army crumbled to dust at once.
Ivory returned to elven humanoid form, rubbing their tush. "Yo… A little warning next time?"
"Mom!" Mercutia rushed over to Clarissa, who had collapsed to the ground.
Panic washed over me. It dawned on me that I didn't know what this gun was capable of. I hurried to them, fearful that my actions might have made an orphan out of Mercutia for a second time. Did I kill her? Was the gun actually fatal to living people? Irapesha and Cresta were right there with them. Mercutia held the unmoving Clarissa in her arms.
Ange pushed through the group, took one look at Clarissa, and said, "Break my armlet. I can save her. Break my armlet and give me my magic back!"
"C-Can you?" Mercutia stammered. "But isn't this your last chance to stay on Earth? She tried to kill you… She—"
"Child, she is your mother," Ange reminded her, then faced me as if asking for permission.
"Okay… it's your choice." I bit back the urge to say no and turned to Cresta with a knowing look.
Cresta nodded and unsheathed an index claw to break the armlet off. Ange wasted no time, providing healing magic to Clarissa.
Everyone held their breaths… until Clarissa drew a sharp gasp that lifted the heavy weight from our shoulders. She remained unconscious, but she was breathing again.
"Thank you…" Mercutia cried, burying her face into Clarissa's hair. "Thank you so much…"
Tamara and Ange comforted the elven girl by wrapping their arms around her. Our relief, however, was short-lived.
"You can't do this!" Ines shouted, drawing everyone's attention behind us.
A gravely injured Grace, propped up on Reggie's shoulders, held her sidearm with a finger on the trigger. The gun was pointed at Ange, and she ignored Ines, who pleaded for her not to.
"You broke…the armlet…" Grace muttered with great effort.
I stepped in the way of the gun.
"You're not even going to let us explain ourselves?" I asked
Grace squinted at me as though testing my resolve. "Ah… fuck it…" She tossed the gun over her shoulder. "The armlet broke… as a result of Clarissa's magic spells. Happy? Now give me one of those cigs, Reg."



Chapter 30 - The Raynard Family

The dormitory mostly came out unscathed. Our parking lot, however, was going to need a lot of repairs. The poor caretaker, my temporary substitute while I was detained, had apparently hid in the bathroom during the whole ordeal. She passed out and needed to be carried away by ambulance.
The incident with the Royal Black Guards weighed heavily on everyone going on a week now. For Irapesha, it was the pain of seeing old friends and fellow soldiers treated like criminals. For Tamara, it was almost losing Ange, who held it together better than any of the tenants.
Cresta especially, with regards to Remmy…
There was murmuring coming from Remmy's room on my way upstairs. I knocked on the door and the talking stopped. The cat girl herself showed up a moment later. Speakers from the computer played fanciful audio of a paused video game.
"Got milk?" I asked, lifting the carton to her face.
"Perfect timing!" Cresta grabbed my hand and pulled me into the room. "Remmy opened her eyes today!"
Sitting inside a fish tank with a puddle of milk surrounding her was Remmy in blob form. Cresta reached in to bring the slime out, whose eyes took notice of me. She was so small, about the size of a baseball.
"Remmy? Are you still you?" I poked at the blue blob.
Remmy nodded as best as she could. The core within her gelatinous body was a whole marble again, no longer cracked or in pieces. Indescribable relief washed over me. I'd hug her if she was the hugging type, but I was just going to have to settle on subdued celebration.
"I've been playing video games for Remmy. Thought the music might cheer her up. I think I'm getting pretty good at shooting games now, too!" Cresta exclaimed.
Remmy squeezed her eyes shut and shook. A resounding 'no' if I'd ever seen one from a ball of slime.
The color on Remmy was a little off. Her blue body had a smidgen of pink suspended within. Like someone had squirted a droplet of dye that didn't diffuse at all.
"Akira?" Mercutia stood awkwardly just outside of the room. "I'm ready to leave."
"You guys going to see Captain Clarissa?" Cresta asked.
"Yeah. She's being sent back to Weyera tomorrow. It's Mercutia's last chance to see her. You guys behave while I'm gone. Don't mess with Remmy too much!" I warned.
"Don't worry. We're just going to play catch with Tamara in the backyard. Remmy's going to be the ball!" she said.
"That's the opposite of what I want you to do!"
We descended the stairs and found Ange at the front door, ready to see us off. A fresh armlet that sealed her magic pinched her upper right arm. She held Mercutia by the shoulders and smiled.
"Be brave, girl. She is your mother," Ange said.
Mercutia nodded and steeled herself with a deep breath.
Together, we drove straight to the laboratory. Reggie was outside waiting to scan us in. Before entering underground, I glanced toward the hangar where the doors were left slightly ajar. Engineers and scientists were going back and forth, preparing the portal to transport Clarissa back to a doomed world.
Mercutia was quiet the whole way. Who could blame her? She only recently learned who her true mother was, only for that same woman to soon leave.
Grace met us at the end of the corridor right before Clarissa's holding cell. Her left arm was in a cast and sling, hair cut short to salvage what wasn't singed away, and face caked in aloe vera lotion to help recover from the burns.
"I had to cancel a date looking like this. Guy was a neurosurgeon," Grace lamented her misfortune.
"Meh. You deserve better than a hedge fund apologist anyway," Reggie teased.
"Sorry… about all that happened." I apologized deeply with an instinctive bow. "Thank you for saving Mercutia. I'm not sure I can think of any other human who would throw themselves in front of a goddamn fireball."
"You can't? I can," she said, opening the door while eyeing me in particular.
We were led into a cell with Clarissa behind a glass pane as large and wide as the wall. Four guards, three humans and a netherfolk, tossed their cards to the table and jumped to their feet to stand at attention.
"Poker?" Reggie pulled up a chair. "Deal me in."
"Reg." Grace cleared her throat.
"Alright. Alright. Let's take this game outside." He gathered the cards and corralled the four out the door with him.
Mercutia walked up to the glass pane that separated her from her mother.
"Take as long as you need," Grace said before leaving with them.
Both Mercutia and Clarissa stared at each other through the glass, unable to come any closer than inches apart.
"Do you want me to leave, too?" I asked.
"No," they said at the same time.
"Well… Okay then…"
Like mother like daughter, I suppose.
"Do you regret it?" Mercutia asked her mother.
"My intentions have always been to keep you safe. Do I regret it? No. Had I the chance, I would go back in time to ensure I succeed," Clarissa said firmly.
"I don't care about that! I mean… when you abandoned me. When I lost my parents, I thought I was all alone. You didn't care to think how I was doing all those years?" she cried.
"Mercutia… of course, I cared. The war led me to making decisions I otherwise wouldn't have. You think I didn't want to nurse my own baby? To raise you? All I could do was give you a name. I already lost your brothers. I didn't want to lose you, too. When I finally saw you again, a teenager in search of a new home… I wanted to give you the world and all that came with the Raynard Duchy, but until we've wiped the world clean of demons—"
"It's always demons, demons, demons. You don't really care about me. You waited until I could be useful to you as a Royal Black Guard. Even then you kept it a secret… I came here with a million things to say, but now… I just see someone obsessed with killing demons until her last breath. I don't want someone like that as my mom."
Mercutia whipped around to leave until Clarissa pounded her fists against the glass.
"Wait!" Clarissa wailed. "Mercutia, please don't leave. I… I love you so much, my little girl… I just want to get a good look at you again. Please? I don't want to go without seeing you one more time…"
It was hard to stomach. Clarissa was both a mother in mourning and a coldhearted torturer. When I looked at her, I wondered if she could have had a change of heart under my care like with Cresta. Maybe some netherfolks were beyond saving.
But what about Saralash? She found it in her heart to repent and make things right. Even if just a little.
"Ange and Saralash cared more about me than you ever did…" Mercutia mumbled, intending for those words to hurt.
I snatched Mercutia's hand to keep her from walking out that door.
"You don't mean that. What Clarissa did to you was shitty, and I wouldn't wish a mother like that on my worst enemies. But it doesn't change that she loves you. At the very least, I don't blame her for that. She made the ultimate sacrifice only a mother could make to give you a life. Before you leave, do you really want your last meeting to be like this?"
Mercutia shook her head and began to choke up. She ran back, collapsing to her knees in front of the cell. Clarissa brushed a hand over the glass where her daughter's head was.
Knowing my own mom, who sacrificed so much to raise and put me where I was today, she always had my best interest in mind.
"Thank you, Akira… May I selfishly ask that you give us the room now?" Clarissa asked.
"No problem," I said.
On my way out, I lingered a few seconds longer to catch their heart to heart.
"I want to hear… about my real dad and my brothers," Mercutia said between sniffles.
"Well, let's begin with your brothers, Duncan and Perel. Those silly boys. Always rushing head first into danger." Clarissa smiled fondly.
I had a feeling they were going to be just fine, so I shut the door and joined the others outside for a game of poker.
 
The very next week, Irapesha, Ange, and Tamara accompanied me to send Mercutia off. The airport was packed. People and luggages barreled past us by the hundreds, in a hurry to make it to their flight. Though this was to be expected of an international airport on a Friday afternoon. For those with more time on their hands, they spent that giving us the side-eye and dirty looks. Netherfolk attacks were still fresh in their minds after all.
"Still have regrets?" I asked.
Mercutia smiled. "Not anymore. I'm glad I was able to be with my mother when she went back to Weyera. Reginald even let me hug her. I thought I wouldn't get to, so… thank you for that."
As we reached the final security checkpoint that only flyers were permitted to pass through, Mercutia hesitated to move another step.
"Hm? Could it be then that you have grown too accustomed to living with us? Can't bear to leave, I see." Ange teased.
The elven girl returned to us and faced Ange directly.
"My mother never apologized to you. It probably won't mean much coming from me, but on behalf of the Royal Black Guards, I'm sorry for all the pain and trouble we caused you. I had a lot of fun, and… I hope I can keep in touch." Mercutia lowered her head apologetically.
Tamara tackled Mercutia with a hug, the impact nearly knocking them both over. Taken by surprise, her hands hung limp for a moment until she returned the embrace.
"Don't forget to write to us!" Tamara beamed.
"I'll be sure to," Mercutia assured her.
When they let go, Ange clasped Mercutia's hands together within her own.
"I shall never forgive Clarissa. But thank you for seeing past what I am," Ange said.
As Mercutia turned to say goodbye to Irapesha, both of them straightened their postures like it was back in the military again. The stoic demeanors cracked to a more lighthearted one, and Irapesha planted a clawed hand on Mercutia's head.
"I've grown fond of Chinese food thanks to you. Perhaps we may feast again together some day," Irapesha said.
"Okay, but I have to remind you and Cresta that you're supposed to spit out phoenix claw bones, not munch on them like fried chicken!" Mercutia exclaimed in laughter.
We chatted for a little while longer, and it was clear Mercutia didn't want to leave. After bidding each other goodbye, she marched a few steps and, as though a bulb had lit up in her head, ran right back to us. To me in particular, hands on her knees and gasping for breath from the mad dash.
"What's wrong? Did you forget something back at the dorm?" I asked.
"No…" Mercutia panted, then fished into her pocket to give me a puzzle piece. "As I expected, it's been bothering me the whole time. Can you finish it and take a picture for me?"
"And if I don't?"
Her cheeks inflated like balloons.
"I'm kidding! I'll get it done and snap a picture for your caretaker to show you. Until then, have a safe flight and try not to suffocate anyone else in a barrier," I joked.
Relieved, Mercutia let out an exasperated sigh. She offered one last smile, a genuine and warm one that was filled with hope for her own future, then set off past the gate.



Chapter 31 - Two Slimes of the Same Feather

As soon as we got home and my tenants split up to do their own thing, I pulled out the unfinished puzzle from under the coffee table. It had been waiting for a while now. When I pressed the last piece into place, the beautiful beach landscape almost came to life. I could practically hear the gentle waves crashing against the shore.
A weight lifted off my shoulders. Maybe this was probably part of the reason Mercutia fixated on puzzles.
"Now I gotta get a frame and find someplace nice to put this," I said to myself.
Maybe Cresta would want to go for a ride. We needed to find a different arts and craft store since the nearest one was destroyed by Jeriah.
"Cresta! Want to go shopping?" I shouted upstairs.
"Uh… Akira, I'm in Remmy's room. You might wanna come in and check this out," Cresta called back.
"Why? Did something happen to—"
I opened the door to Remmy in blob form on the desk. However, the blue slime girl had something sticking out the side of her like a pimple. It was another blob, pink in color and much smaller, attached to her gelatinous body.
"Oh, it's the caretaker. Fancy meeting you again under such awkward circumstances," the pink slime said in a familiar sadistic drawl.
"Saralash?!"
 
After informing Reggie and Grace of what had happened, they came by right away. Neither of them could make heads or tails of it. The netherfolk scholar they brought, an elderly lamia man who served under Tarcosa, appeared just as perplexed.
Remmy had regained some control of her humanoid form again, but she still wasn't back to her original size and only stood at a meager foot. The netherfolk inspecting her returned to us with brows knitted tightly together.
"While I'm stumped as to how it happened, I do know that two slimes fusing together isn't uncommon. It has been observed in nature before, when two slimes are under duress or brutally injured, the healthier of the two often ends up consuming the other. Sometimes, if enough slimes fuse together, they become a slime king or queen," he explained.
"But Remmy is still Remmy, right? Does that make Saralash still Saralash?" I asked.
"Yes to both questions. They very much appear to be of sound, individual mind."
"What we really need to know is who is in control?" Grace butted in with a question of her own. "Because Saralash, out of the five Royal Black Guards, inflicted the most destruction and hurt many people. Is she still a danger?"
"Remmy is in control," the scholar answered promptly.
Relief washed over everyone.
"So, Saralash has been reduced to a zit." Reggie chuckled.
"I heard that. Would you dare say that to my face, human?" Sarash asked.
The small pink in Remmy's gelatinous body formed a face on her right shoulder. Reggie, the madman that he was, leaned in to do so with a smirk until Remmy shielded Saralash.
"No bullying," Remmy said.
"Oh, alright." Reggie shrugged and backed away.
For whatever reason, Remmy had grown protective of Saralash.
"Remmy, are you okay with this? Saralash was the one who almost killed you," I said.
Remmy nodded. "She's my friend now."
"Come with me." Grace pulled me out of Remmy's room like I was in trouble. "It's a damn miracle and a half no one died yet. If we didn't pull out all the stops to get netherfolk healers out there, someone might have. Professor Markel is still in a coma, and the names of the Royal Black Guards are being used as a rallying cry against netherfolk immigration."
"Then what are you going to do? Deport Remmy who didn't do anything wrong? Hell, you can credit her for cutting Saralash's rampage short. She could have done a hell of a lot more damage," I reminded her.
"And how do your other tenants feel about this?" she asked.
I choked on my next words.
Ange, Ivory, and Cresta had some choice words when they found out. Their reactions were varied and mixed.
"Even the guy you brought in says Saralash isn't a threat anymore. Remmy is in control. If anything happens, I'll let you two know. Don't you trust me?" I asked.
"No," Grace answered flatly and sighed.
"I'm fine with it," Reggie chimed in from the door.
"You're fine with anything as long as you can get a smoke break every two hours. Okay, just… keep Remmy and Saralash indoors until the protests die down. Keep us up to date. We don't have time to screw around for another hour," she said on the way downstairs with Reggie and the scholar.
When the hell was that going to be?
"But I want to go to the beach soon!" I shouted over the bannister.
"Until the protests die down!" Grace fired back.
When the three of them left, Remmy was back to playing video games like nothing was out of the ordinary.
"Are they gone?" Ange asked, peeking out of my room where she had been hiding in.
"You're really scared of Grace, aren't you?" I teased.
"Please." She scoffed. "When your livelihood hinges on whether or not someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed, it is not fate I wish to tempt. Without my magic— because of this damn armlet— I cannot compel her against deporting me if she so chooses."
"I'd like to hope you haven't been doing that… Anyway, I won't let her take you while I'm around."
Ange wrapped her arms around my neck and smiled. "I know. You want to see me in a swimsuit before letting anything touch a hair on my head."
"You're goddamn right," I declared.
"Hey, lovebirds! Remmy still here? They ain't taking her away, are they?" Ivory asked on the way upstairs with Cresta.
I gave them the short of what happened and what was said. They were relieved that Remmy wouldn't be sent back to Weyera, however…
When we peered into the room, a blob-form Remmy was in the middle of playing a game on the computer. Since she wasn't large enough to hold the controller by hand, she sat on the desk with multiple appendages on the buttons and joysticks.
"Choose the torture option. Do it!" Saralash urged her.
"But we won't get a special crafting item if this NPC dies," Remmy said.
"The true gifts along the way are the screams and pleas to end their misery. We need not whatever it is he has to give."
It was like having a Star Wars sith sitting on Remmy's shoulder, coaxing the jedi towards the dark side.
"I know we have a lot of reasons to dislike Saralash, but Remmy's fond of her. Let's try and get along normally," I pleaded to my worried tenants.
 
While driving Tamara home from school, we passed by a lot of demonstrators in the city protesting against netherfolks. As I came up to a stop at a redlight on the intersection, some of them who were picketing on the corner recognized me and shouted obscenities.
"We don't want your kind here!"
"Get outta here before we chase ya outta here!"
I rolled down the window and said, "Buddy, you're sitting on a lawn chair with an umbrella set up for shade. I'd be impressed if you could chase your own shadow."
One of them threw a drink from Rocket Burger. I brought the window up in time for it to splash harmlessly against the car door.
"Do something useful in your life and pick up your litter, alright?" I hollered as the light turned green for me to speed away.
"Are we really not wanted here?" Tamara asked from the passenger seat
My tenant had both hands folded together, twiddling her thumbs. First bullying, now ignorant protestors. It never seemed to end.
"When there's hundreds of people yelling at you, it's easy to forget there are millions more out there who support netherfolks. Besides, I want you here. Isn't that enough?" I grinned.
She also flashed a smile.
"I want to learn some cuss words! I hear you and Ivory say it all the time. How do I use them?" Tamara glanced at me expectantly.
The others and I managed to steer Tamara clear of any vulgarity at the dorm until now, but I suppose it was only a matter of time.
"Tamara, if I teach you profanity, Ange is going to give me a whipping. Here's a tame one. Try saying 'up yours!' to them," I insisted mischievously.
Tamara proceeded to roll down the window, stick her head out, and shouted at the protestors, "Up yours!"
She returned to her seat, dying of giggles.
"Feel better?" I asked.
"Yeah!" Tamara nodded happily. "But why is it 'up yours'? Up what?"
It was at that moment that I knew I had made a grave mistake.
"On second thought, let's pretend I didn't teach you that." I sighed.
We arrived home to a shouting match coming from the living room. Tamara trotted in first. I followed after her to find Remmy and Ivory engaged in a battle of Mario Kart. However, the ones yelling at each other were Saralash and Ivory.
"You will never defeat Remmy. You might as well put the controller down now. Who did you learn to play from? A cardboard box? I can tell, because it's about as empty as your head," Saralash taunted.
"Bitch! You're not even playing— Ahhhh! I didn't see the damn banana peel!" Ivory was one more fall away from hurling the controller.
Remmy came in first place as usual, and Ivory scored dead last behind the AI.
"I want to play!" Tamara dropped her backpack to the floor and picked up a controller to join them.
"Hah. Another easy win. It's like you're not even playing," Saralash sneered.
"I love ya, Remmy. But ya gotta let me punch her face. Just once. I'm begging ya!" Ivory pleaded, popping a vein on their temple and raising a clenched fist.
"You're going to hurt me, too…" Remmy mumbled.
"Looks like you're making yourself right at home," I said to Saralash, whose pink slime moved from Remmy's shoulder to the back of her neck to face me.
"Hmph. About as home as one can make it. How would you feel trapped within someone else's body without any control?" she asked.
"But you don't seem to dislike it."
The pink slime didn't respond and instead diluted herself across the sea of blue, giving Remmy a very light tint of purple.
"I thought she was never going to shut up. Thank fuck!" Ivory sighed.
"Fuck!" Tamara repeated enthusiastically just as Ange entered the living room.
"Excuse me?" The succubus, appalled, shot me a death stare.
"It was Ivory!" I pointed to the perpetrator, who was no longer there and likely transformed into an object in the room. "Well, shit."
"Shit!" Tamara exclaimed with more gusto.
"Stop repeating bad words, you're going to get me in trouble!"
Ange let me go after a stern talking to. As evening rolled around, and everyone was turning into bed for the night, I spent the late hours cleaning the bathroom once the last tenant cleared out. On the way up to my room, murmuring drew my attention to Remmy's room. The lights were still on, which wasn't out of the norm. Slimes didn't need sleep after all, but she was stuck with company.
I couldn't fight my curiosity and tiptoed close enough to listen in on the conversation.
"You should try being nicer… to the others," Remmy said.
"Why would I do that? I've no need to make friends," Saralash replied nonchalantly.
"I don't want them to hate you…"
There was a pause. I almost thought they caught on that I was listening in until Saralash heaved a sigh.
"Oh, child. Your worry for me is wasted, but very well. I shall… try to be more amicable. I only do this for you. The last thing I want is for them to avoid you by avoiding me. Happy?" Saralash asked.
"Yes," Remmy whispered.
"Good. Now let's continue that game from earlier with a new save file. We shall commit to an evil run instead," she said.
It sounded like Remmy and Saralash were just fine. I went to bed, my mind at ease knowing that.



Chapter 32 - A Dormitory Whole Again

A couple of us were having breakfast downstairs around the living room when Ange came down to join. She hugged me, hugged Tamara, and then sat down next to her with a comb to begin brushing the woolen bed of hair. Our most recent resident, however, didn't take kindly to that.
While Remmy and Ivory gamed away on the console, sat on the floor to be as close to the television as possible, the one who couldn't play turned to face us. The purple tint of Remmy's body returned to a deep blue as the pink gathered to a small splotch on her back, forming the face of Saralash.
"Demon. Your presence offends me. Remove yourself from my sights," Saralash demanded.
"And what will you do about it? Insult me until I do?" Ange reveled in the fact that her would-be assassin was stuck and unable to harm her.
Both of them began to bicker. It went about as well as one would expect. Their words were vicious but had no bite. A part of me was disappointed since their exchange had the potential to become more spicy if Tamara wasn't in the room. This had become a regular occurrence whenever the two were in the same room together. Most of us had stopped asking them to get along.
Usually, the only way their mutual verbal spar came to an end was by—
"Saralash, what did I say about being more friendly?" Remmy asked her unwilling bodymate.
"Would you be so kind," Saralash began with a heavy sigh, "as to remove yourself from my sights?"
"Awww. The little pimple has learned to be more courteous. Very well. Come, Tamara. Let's pester Cresta to help with your tougher tangles," Ange said.
"Okay!" Tamara scarfed up her breakfast before following Ange upstairs.
The pink slime glared at Ange until she was gone.
"Alright, Saralash. I feel like you're going to pop like a zit at this rate. Do we need to sign you up to anger management classes?" I asked.
"All of you continue to liken me to a cosmetic imperfection that only matters to humans. I feel I should be offended. The only management class I need is how to regain control of my body to slay the demon once and for all," Saralash said of Ange.
"The Royal Black Guards are done. You're still on about that?"
She grimaced. "Did you think I had a change of heart back then? I sacrificed myself for Remmy. Not for any sort of empathy I might have for a demon."
Maybe it was too much to ask.
As I got up to start cleaning the table, my phone rang. I wasn't expecting any calls, so it came as a surprise when Reggie was on the other end.
"Yo, Akira! How do you like your surprises?" Reggie asked.
"Rare and easy on the pepper," I answered.
"Well, I brought something better than steak! Come on out and get it," he urged with a little mischievousness in his voice.
Better than a good steak?
When I opened the front door, Val and Isla were standing before me. Immediately, the little sapling jumped to hug me, entangling me in growing vines and roots.
"Hi, Papa!" Isla exclaimed, burying her face into my chest.
"What? You guys are back already?" I stammered like a bumbling mess, elated by their early return.
"The operation was successful. Isla couldn't wait to go home, and Tarcosa assured us that it would be fine," Val explained with a smile.
Behind them, Reggie tossed a peace sign from the driver's seat. Grace, who sat in the passenger seat, nodded approvingly at me.
"Better than steak, right?" Reggie smirked.
"Steak is good, but I'd say this is pretty up there. Thanks for bringing them home. Now we can… finally go to the beach as a dorm," I asked cautiously.
"Without Angeline, I hope?" Grace corrected me, one brow raised like a teacher awaiting a student's silly answer.
However, there was only one answer a man of my age could possibly give.
"But I want to see Ange in a bikini!" I exclaimed.
"My man!" Reggie flashed a big, grinning bro nod until Grace's unamused demeanor wiped the smile from his face.
"She's under house arrest," Grace reminded me. "Don't. Bring. Her. Out."
They drove away and left me no room for negotiations.
Was Ange really going to be trapped in the dorm forever? They couldn't just keep her here. She was a living, breathing person. That placed a damper on more than just beach plans. I had to kiss my trip to Japan with her goodbye, too.
Sighing, I returned my attention to my adopted netherfolk daughter, the little happiness afforded to me this day. Though something about Isla seemed different.
"Is it just me or did you get taller?" I asked, noting that she was as tall as my waist now.
Height wasn't all that changed. Isla's skirt of leaves had grown thicker and more vibrant, a darker green in color. A bright flower with pink and yellow petals crowned her head, too.
"Isla did age considerably," Val said. "A consequence of living within Tarcosa's castle for a time which was heavy with magic. She likely absorbed the magic passively and grew in doing so. That won't happen anymore though with her receptors surgically removed in the operation."
"I'm a big girl now!" Isla exclaimed.
I stroked the flower petals on her head which drew a sweet giggle from her. "You speak in full sentences now, too! Don't grow up too fast, alright? For now, let's tell everyone the good news!"
As soon as we got inside, Tamara stampeded down the stairs to welcome Isla home.
"Isla, your big sister missed you!" Tamara tackled the smaller netherfolk, but was shocked when she pulled back to find them more similar in height now. "Whaaaat? How did you grow so much? I haven't grown an inch this whole year!"
"Good," Ange and I found ourselves instinctively saying, causing Tamara to pout.
"Isla's back? My pot buddy's back!" Ivory raced out of the living room to throw herself over Tamara and Isla.
The next to emerge next, however, gave Val an awkward pause.
Remmy poked her head in with Saralash staining the side of her cheek. They recognized each other immediately.
"Va'tish? Is that you?" Val gasped.
"Well, if it isn't Queen Valeanor. I would shake your hand, but that is not my choice anymore," Saralash said.
 
I explained everything to Val, from the Royal Black Guards all the way up to Remmy's fusion with Saralash, while surveying the destruction to our backyard. She was particularly aggrieved by her garden's destruction during the attacks, but found amusement in her old friend's unfortunate predicament.
"So, you guys actually knew each other well in Weyera?" I asked Val after all there was to say.
"Quite well." Val nodded. "Va'tish belonged to a subspecies of slow-corroding, sentient slime. It was my spies who found and rescued her, and we found that her mastery of shifting forms to do battle was very impressive. Truly the embodiment of a weapon arsenal. How ironic that she now cannot form even a single spine. A fitting enough punishment for what you did, all things considered."
"Hmph. As if I need to hear any more about what I deserve from the kingdomless." Saralash got the last word in before diluting herself throughout Remmy to hide.
"It's good to see you again as well, Va'tish!" she hollered to Remmy.
"Uhm… Is there anything we can do… to make her feel more… welcome?" Remmy asked.
"You really adore her, don't you?" I asked in return.
"Saralash isn't all that bad… just misunderstood," the purple-fied slime girl mumbled.
"Your only problem is her being at odds with Angeline. Fix that first before anyone else can get along with her," Val said.
Just then, Isla opened the sliding door and entered the backyard. She skipped over to hug my legs, glancing up at me with beady eyes.
"Papa, I'm hungry!" Isla exclaimed.
"We used to feed you by watering you, right? Has anything changed since the operation?" I asked.
"There has. Isla must be fed a diet of magic crystals— once per day. Here." Val produced a small but hefty leather pouch.
I untied the string that held the mouth of the bag together, revealing numerous crystals the size of a pinky's fingernail inside in an array of different colors. Isla began to drool, her eyes fixed on the pouch.
"Alright, Isla. Say, ahhh!" I plucked a crystal to give her.
Instead of taking it, the alraune girl's head split open horizontally down the middle like a venus fly trap. Threads of viscous saliva connected one side of the mouth to the other.
"Ahhh!"
"WHAT THE FUCK!" I fell back, and Isla snapped her mouth shut apologetically.
Val guffawed so loudly that she snorted like a pig, tearing up from the corners of her eyes. Even Remmy couldn't contain her laughter and pressed a hand to her mouth. Isla was the only one worried enough to check on me, and now I felt terrible for freaking out at her.
"I'm sorry, Papa…" Isla whimpered.
"No, it's not your fault…" I glared at Val for not warning me beforehand, then picked up the crystal I dropped and raised it to her face again. "Just leave my fingers intact, okay?"
Isla hesitated at first, then her head split open again. Slowly this time. The gaping maw was lined with rows of sharpened teeth like the jaws of a shark with a bad dental plan. I cautiously leaned forward thinking to toss the crystal in when a long, fleshy tongue shot out to snatch it from my fingers.
The head mouth closed shut, and her other mouth curved into a content smile that hiccupped once.
"This is going to take some time getting used to," I said, clutching my heart in its death throes. "Why can't you eat with your regular mouth?"
"But I never ate with my regular mouth," Isla said.
Come to think of it…
We always watered her like a plant. She never needed to eat normally like the rest of us.
"Oh, Caretaker!" Val's condescending voice assailed my ears like a fire alarm from the ruins of the raised garden beds. "Will you be a dear and clean this mess, restore it to its original glory, and make sure it isn't destroyed again?"
I rolled my eyes. "Sure thing, your royal pain in the butt."
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