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Chapter 1: The Nymph

"The Daemon you pick today will in all likelihood be your partner for the rest of your life. It's vital you choose carefully and don't rush into anything."

As he trekked through the woods, Grey felt excitement and nerves building in his chest. The day had finally arrived; soon, he would get his first Daemon and become a fully qualified mage. Grey was a tall man with silver hair and sharp features. Some people said he looked like a villain when he smiled, but he didn't see it.

Finally, after all my training, the day had finally come. I just hope I'm ready. Shaking his head to dismiss the negative thoughts, he tried to focus on what his teacher said.


Noleland walked through the forest with the casual confidence of an experienced mage. Noleland was the strongest mage in the village. Noleland didn't act like other mages, but one couldn't argue with his strength. He didn't even look the part; his brown hair was cropped, and his frame was much more muscular than the classic image of a wizard his students had expected before meeting him. No doubt the result of his tuition style that focused as much on physical training as magical. 

"I'll protect you if things get out of hand, but I can't tame it for you. You must defeat your Daemon personally, or it'll never respect you as its master."

"So would it be best to get a weak Daemon? To avoid danger?" Rose asked while playing with her blonde hair. She was the youngest of the three, a soft featured girl with an easy-going smile. She wasn't smiling now; her features were tight and focused as she surveyed their surroundings for potential dangers.

Kai laughed boisterously. "Speak for yourself, but I won't settle for anything but the strongest. I'm gonna be a great mage someday; I can't have my first Daemon be a weakling." Kai was short and stocky, but undoubtedly strong. Grey hadn't beaten the senior student in a spar even once during all his training. A fact that the arrogant man refused to let him forget, rubbing it in at every given opportunity. He had black slicked back hair and a near permanent cocky grin.

"I want a cute Daemon," Rose said, smiling softly. "I want a good friend more than a vicious fighter."

"You're both right, but you're also both wrong," Noleland repeated. "If you try to tame too strong of a Daemon, you'll just get yourself injured. But if you settle for a weak Daemon, it will serve no purpose in battle. As I've said many times before. It's about knowing your limits."

"Will you help us pick our Daemons?" Grey asked.

"I'll give you advice. But the final decision is yours," Noleland said. "Do whatever you think is right. Now be quiet; I think I hear something."

Noleland crouched low, peering around a tree. Following his eye line, Grey saw a small pool of glowing water. Is that a woman?

"She's beautiful," Rose cooed. She was looking at the lone occupant of the pool, a Water Nymph floating in the water with a calm expression. The Water Nymph was a slender woman with long, flowing aqua blue hair and bikinis made of leaves. Her sapphire eyes seemed to shine as she stared at them, beckoning them to approach her.

"A water nymph? They are not an awful choice, not the strongest in direct combat power, but they have some useful abilities. Does anyone want to battle with her?"

"Nah, I'm all about power," Kai refused, shaking his head.

"I'll keep waiting as well," Grey said. He wasn't opposed to taking a nymph. The young woman was beautiful, and he knew Nymphs often had interesting abilities, but he could tell Rose wanted her a lot more. Standing beside Grey, her eyes were practically sparkling as she took in the beautiful, blue-haired woman.


"Alright, Rose. She's all yours; attack whenever you're ready. Whatever you do, don't go in the water," Noleland advised. Rose gave a determined nod, stepping out into the clearing. 

Raising her hand with her palm facing outwards, she summoned a glowing orb into the air, sending it sailing towards her target. Magic Missile is a low-ranking spell used by many mages for offensive purposes. It's one of the simplest spells to learn, simply launching a ball of condensed mana at a target to bludgeon them. The Nymph attempted to dodge. But Rose's control of the attack was too good; the orb's path bent midair to hit her.

The Nymph growled, splashing her hands in the water. The splash looked harmless, but the wave kept growing as it approached the mages.

"Get back. This isn't our fight, but that doesn't mean we can't get caught in the crossfire," Noleland ordered. The trio of watching mages retreated to the dubious safety of the treeline.

Rose raised her hand, activating her next spell. A bluish translucent barrier of force appeared: Ward. Ward negates magical attacks, scattering their mana, provided they aren't powerful enough to overwhelm the mage. The water that hit it was robbed of its momentum, falling to the ground limply. Rose's feet were soaked, but that was all.

Its attack had failed. The Nymph changed tactics, retreating into the water. Rose waited; another Magic Missile at the ready. But she didn't come back up.

"Nymphs can breathe underwater. You can wait till you're blue in the face-she won't come out," Noleland advised from the sidelines.

"What should I do then? Magic Missile isn't strong enough to punch through the water, and you already told me I can't follow her in there," Rose said, never taking her eyes off the water.

"I can't help you. This is your fight."

Grey wished he could help Rose. He could use the spell Thunder Clap. Thunder Clap creates a sonic boom to stun an opponent that would work just as well through the water as through air. Properly cast, it wouldn't stun its user, as a small secondary spell created a muffling effect near the ears at the exact moment of casting. Unfortunately, Rose didn't know that spell; Magic Missile was the only combat spell she knew.

"Don't worry; she's not given up yet," Noleland whispered. Seeing Grey's confused expression, he just pointed to the scene again. "Watch."


Dismissing the Magic Missile, Rose started casting a different spell. An image of Rose appeared before her, albeit slightly smaller. Faux Image; it allows the user to create an illusion made of light that's human sized or smaller. As it's made of pure light, it couldn't interact with the environment; any attempt would result in it passing right through it, giving away its true nature to anyone sufficiently observant.


Grey suspected she intended to lure the Nymph out of the water with the illusion. Underwater as she was, she likely couldn't see Rose clearly. But she also couldn't attack unless Rose entered the water. But if the illusion did that, it wouldn't move the water; it would be obvious. 

Rose grabbed a rock. Oh, I get it. The moment the illusion touched the water, she threw the rock in the same spot.


Plop! 

Splash!

The Nymph burst from the water, grasping at thin air. Rose reacted quickly, firing a Magic Missile at her exposed head. It hit her square in the head, knocking her onto her back. Defeated.

"She's down, Rose. Use the gem!"

"Right." Rose threw the gem, hitting the Nymph in the chest. Her body glowed a bright blue before it disappeared, sucked inside the gem. "It worked. It worked!"

Rose jumped up and down, cheering. "You did it!" Grey joined in, emerging from the bushes.

"Yes, yes. Well done, Rose. Now grab the gem, check there aren't any cracks or other signs that she damaged it," Noleland ordered. Rose nodded, quickly getting to work inspecting the gem.

"Looks good to me," she said, smiling brightly.

"Well then, it's official. Congratulations. As of this moment, you're a real mage."


Chapter 2: The Headless Girl

After the successful capture, Noleland used a potion to heal the Nymph. Even with treatment, she would still need some time to recuperate inside the gem, but wouldn't have any lasting injuries. Daemons - especially captured Daemons - can heal from virtually anything, provided it wasn't a fatal attack. Despite this, Rose returned to the village so she could begin her treatment and get to know her new partner.

The remaining members of their group continued their trek, traveling deeper into the forest to continue their search for Daemons. It was getting late now. Even though the sun was high in the sky. The dense canopy meant little light made it through as they searched.

"So, Grey, you still haven't said what type of Daemon you want," Noleland said conversationally. He seemed indifferent to the likely danger, acting as if he was taking a stroll through the village on a lazy Sunday afternoon.

"Ha! He'll be lucky to get anything at all," Kai shouted obnoxiously. Grey glared at him, the smug boy sticking his tongue out. "What? It's true; I'm the strongest, after all."

"Now, now, Kai. Grey is a trained mage, the same as you. I'm sure he'll be able to find a fine Daemon," Noleland said. Kai turned his nose up.

"I'm not really sure what Daemon I want," Grey admitted, scratching his neck, deciding to ignore Kai. "There's just so many species and subspecies."

"That's true. But remember, just because a Daemon exists doesn't mean you'll be able to find one in this forest," Noleland said, holding up a finger. "Daemons only appear in environments suited to them. So don't expect to come across, for example, a- Urk!"


It all happened so fast. 

One moment, Noleland was lecturing them about Daemons. The next, a suit of thick black armor with no head appeared, roundhouse kicking him. Taken by surprise, Noleland was knocked unconscious.

"It took down Noleland!" Kai shouted, casting a Magic Missile. The attack hit, but it didn't seem to even notice the spell popping against its side weakly. Kai's eyes sparkled. "It's strong!”


"Wait! I think it's injured," Grey yelled, reaching out with his hand to try to stop Kai. Kai dodged his hand, shooting him a contemptuous glare. The Daemon had taken off into the bushes, disoriented. 

"Like I care. No way I'm letting a Daemon like that escape!" Kai burst through the bushes. With a few quick gestures, he activated his spell, Missile Swarm. It was like Magic Missile, except it summoned 4 missiles at once. They all went zooming toward the armored figure, a red streak following behind them.

The figure was still thrashing about, but only 3 hit it. Unlike Rose, Kai had never cared for fine control of his abilities. He couldn't adjust course once the attack was fired; instead, he relied on sending so many missiles that at least one would always hit.

The headless suit of armor turned towards him. Somehow, despite not having a head, it managed to look pissed.

"Yeah, that's right, that was me. You're gonna be my Daemon, so you better get used to it," Kai announced, striking a pose like an action hero in a play.

The armor charged.

Kai responded with another Missile Swarm. With the armor running towards him, every single one hit its mark. But it wasn't enough; each hit only gave it a small dent. Kai tried summoning another set. He could use the strongest spell out of the 3 apprentices, but he was also the least versatile. Kai didn't have a single non-offensive spell. His philosophy was that power was all that mattered, and the only type of power he respected was the ability to pound his opponents into dust. Grey hated to admit it, but their spars proved it often worked. Grey often managed to get the jump on the shorter man with a clever tactic, but never had the power to end the fight decisively in time.

Flash Step

Grey cast his spell, granting him a brief burst of speed. With it, he tackled Kai before the armor barreled into him.

"Hey, you idiot! What are you doing? If you interfere, it'll never become my Daemon," Kai whined like a petulant child.

"It'll never be your Daemon if it kills you, either," Grey shouted. The Daemon slammed into a tree, uprooting it. It fell with a loud crash. Kai blanched at the sight. "This isn't a fight we can win. We should run away before something bad happens."

"Oh please. What's going to happen?"

The armor split open, flying towards them with unnatural speed. Grey raised his arms to shield his face. Gauntlets locked into place around his forearms, followed by a chest plate and boots. Before he knew what was happening, he was completely encased in the thick armour.


Chapter 3: Possession is nine-tenths of the Law

Kai stared wide-eyed at his friend, who was now wearing the magical armor. Grey was frozen stiff as a brick, dark eyes spinning around wildly. He was grinning so wide it looked painful, showing off his teeth that suddenly looked far too sharp. Kai always made fun of Grey for having a villain's face, but this was something else. Between his expression and the spiky black armor, he looked like an evil demon coming to reap the souls of the wicked.

"Hey, Grey, stop that. You're freaking me out," Kai said. Grey didn't react. His eyes kept spinning around, moving so fast it was disorientating just to look at. "Seriously, man, this is weird. Stop it."

Grey turned to Kai unblinking, his eyes finally stopping to focus on Kai. "Oh, is it?" His voice was harsh and cold, making Kai flinch despite himself. 


"Oh, thank - heeeh." Kai's breath was stolen by a sudden punch to the gut. Dropping to his knees, he looked up at his friend in bafflement. "What the fuck?" 

Grey looked down at Kai, eyes cold and calculating. "It was not you- you are a mere child." His eyes started moving wildly in their sockets again; it was as if he was trying to look at everything at the same time.

"Grey, what are you talking about?"

"This body has a lot of mana." Grey looked at his gauntlet covered hands admiringly. "I will keep it for a while, at least until I can locate my head."

Kai grabbed Grey's leg. "Stop ignoring me. Who are you, and what have you done to my-to Grey?"

'Grey' sneered down at Kai. "I do not have time for such a useless human." He broke Kai's grip with contemptuous ease.

Turning, he leaped dozens of feet in a single bound. Kai reached out weakly to stop him before collapsing forward, holding his gut.

"Hey… come back… here."

+++

My head is spinning. "What's going on?" Grey's words echoed in his own head. He thought he was speaking aloud, but he wasn't sure. He felt like he was submerged in a pool of warm water, even his head. He wasn't struggling for air, however. In fact, he didn't seem to need to breathe at all. He couldn't see anything. Not even darkness, just… nothing.

This vessel belongs to me now, human.

A voice echoed in his head. A cold, feminine voice.

"Um, who are you? And where are we?"

Where is my head?

"Um, is that a joke? Because I've never heard it before…" Grey trailed off awkwardly, too confused to know what else to say.

Joke? No, my head is not a joke. I need it. If you cannot help me find it, we have no reason to converse further. She spoke calmly and evenly, her words betraying almost no emotion.

Grey finally understood what was happening. The suit of armor had done something to him, and now they were mentally linked. "Damn it, Kai, this is what happens when you don't listen to me!"

Kai? Is he the one with my head?

"No, he's just my… friend? ... I guess. He's the idiot who tried to hit you with Missile Swarm - "

The attacker.

"Yeah. Sorry about that; I tried telling him not to. He wants to make you his Daemon, which is totally wrong. You're already injured."

He is of no consequence. His attacks could not pierce my armor; my only interest is finding the head thief.

"Sorry. You were headless when we found you," Grey explained. Found didn't seem the right word, but he suspected saying you were headless when you appeared out of nowhere and attacked us wouldn't be the best thing to say.

I sense you are telling the truth… That made Grey feel thoroughly uncomfortable. Was she reading his mind? Or was it just lie detection? Either way, it was incredibly invasive.

"Did you get a good look at the head thief? Maybe I could help you find him?"

Are you trying to be funny?

"What? No!" Probably not mind reading then, or she wouldn't have to ask. The lesser of two evils, I suppose.

She sighed dramatically. He didn't just hear it; he felt it. As if every part of him was enshrouded in disappointment.

When my head is severed, I cannot use its senses. Obviously.

"Oh, that sucks… though I suppose it beats the usual consequences of headlessness."

Very true, she deadpanned.

"What I don't get is why steal just your head? Surely anyone strong enough to take your head could simply tame you as their Daemon. "

I do not think that was their goal. It happened fast, but I believe there was several of them. Were that not the case, I would not have been defeated, the armor said pridefully.

"So they were after your head specifically. Or at least, they didn't plan on taming you." Daemons would never serve someone who ganged up on them. If they did so from the start, it meant taming her was never their goal. "Does it do anything special?"

Why yes, in fact, it does; it allows me to see.

"Yes, yes. Aside from that. "

… you are a strange man. But you are earnest; I can sense that much. As a matter of fact, my head is the key to several of my abilities. In particular, my tracking abilities are linked to my head… unfortunately.

"Shame. If you had your head, it would be much easier to find your head."

Hilarious.

"Isn't it just?"

I am laughing my head off- oh wait!

"Nice," Grey praised, smiling. At least, he thought he was smiling. He couldn't feel his body. "Well, I'm pretty sure this would come under poaching. If we report this to The Watch, we may be able to put a watch out for your head. "

Hmm, you truly believe that could work. However, I have little experience with such; I would prefer a more direct approach.

"You want to hunt them down yourself?"

That is what I was trying to do before your foolish friend attacked me.

"Yeah, how was that going for you?"

Not very well. But I feel progress was being made.

Grey raised a metaphorical eyebrow at that. "You were running around like a headless chicken."

Please stop making puns.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to offend you."

You did not. You are simply not funny.

"Oh wow. You've trapped me in a prison of my own mind, and now you're critiquing my comedy. Real nice."

I apologize. It is a flaw of mine. You humans can be so sensitive; it is hard not to offend you sometimes.

"We can add being bad at apologies to your list of shortcomings. That and your neck," Grey teased, mentally smirking at his pun.

Perhaps for your list, we should start with not quitting while you are ahead.

"Right back at you on that one," Grey quipped, unable to help himself. "Anyway, I think I can help you. More directly."

Go on …

"Well, running around blind isn't achieving anything. But I could guide you. Become my Daemon, and I'll help you search for your head."

Hmm, and I assume that should we succeed in locating my head, you will expect me to continue serving you out of gratitude. Her tone was still calm, but Grey could tell she wasn't impressed by the idea.

"Nope. Actually, I have something else in mind. There's this family relic I want to track down. I have a map, but the security is top-notch. No one made it inside in generations. I want you to help me get it, then I'll help you, and you can go free."

You are telling the truth. Although I must admit, it sounds like you wish to go graverobbing -

"Hey, it's my family. Just think of it as an inheritance!"

I do not know what that means. Regardless, the deal is acceptable. Swear on your honor that you will work to aid me in any way I ask and that when I have my head, you will release me. Then I will end the possession.

Grey remembered Noleland's lessons, specifically those on making pacts. Usually, Daemons would be bound to a master permanently, but short-term relationships are not unheard of. One key thing, Noleland stressed, was to be clear with wording. If a Mage broke their agreement with a Daemon, they often took it poorly. They might abandon their master, or in the worst cases, Daemons may turn violent over betrayals. Being completely clear was an absolute must.


"I swear I will aid you in any way you ask that doesn't involve me doing something illegal or that'll likely get me killed or severely injured. Conditional on you helping me get my family relic and protecting me to the best of your ability. Then once we have your head, I will allow you to leave my service; if you so choose." 

So particular with your words. You should know my kind does not engage in such chicanery. Regardless, I accept your terms.


Chapter 4: Good Morning Sunshine

Grey awoke to the feeling of the cool breeze brushing past his face. It was a warm evening, so the fresh air was a welcome presence. For a moment, everything felt peaceful. 


Until he noticed he wasn't in his bed. Sitting up, he found himself in a grassy clearing surrounded by trees on all sides. It was already dark; the sun having long since set. Noleland and the others were nowhere in sight.  


"Well, this isn't good," Grey muttered, looking around. "Wait, the gem!" 

Pulling it out of his pocket, Grey inspected the red orb. Inside it, he could see the magically shrunk form of the armor. She's really my Daemon. For now, at least. I can get another Daemon too, that's good.

He released his new Daemon. "Hey, so just to keep us on the same page. I need to go back to my village. Both to get supplies for the family shrine and to tell the others I didn't die. You didn't kill them, right?"

The armor stood still, unmoving.

"Oh, I guess you can't talk without your head, right? Um, shake your body like your head if that makes sense." The armor turned from side to side. No.

"Okay, great! Glad to hear it; now, would you like to stay out for the walk?"

No.

"Fine by me. I'll call you out if I get attacked; for now, you can just hang out."

One long walk - in which Grey got lost no less than 4 times - later, Grey found his friends. Noleland was back on his feet, leading Kai through the canopy near the edge of the village, calling out his name.

Shouting back, Grey ran to them.

"Ah, Grey. Good to see you; guess I won't have to search for your corpse after all," Noleland said, laughing to himself. Grey shuddered at the casual way he spoke of his death.

"What happened? It looked like that suit of armor had possessed you or something," Kai asked.

"Um… a suit of armor possessed me."

"What? Are you serious?" Kai looked him up and down. "How aren't you dead?" Grey was surprised to see Kai looked genuinely concerned.


"We… reached an agreement." 

"An agreement?" Kai parroted with a frown.

"Yeah. She was only angry because someone stole her head; I'm going to help her find it. In exchange, she's agreed to help me with some stuff, acting as my temporary Daemon partner."

Noleland hummed appreciatively. "Hn, impressive negotiating. Even if it's only a temporary bond, she is a remarkably powerful Daemon; such an alliance could prove a great boon." 


"Whatever. Let's hurry this up. I still need to find my Daemon," Kai whined, his flash of concern forgotten. 

"Not today. We've got Grey back, but I'm still injured, and so are you, and it's late. For now, we're heading back," Noleland said, voice leaving no room for argument.

"Tsk, you get a super Daemon, Rose gets a Daemon, and I get nothing." Kai crossed his arms with a huff.

"Now, now, Kai. It's not the end of the world. Give me a while to recuperate, and I'll take you back out. This is just a delay; you'll still become a full mage soon," Noleland reassured, putting his hand on the irate boy's shoulder.

Kai sniffed, turning away from his teacher's sympathetic gaze. "Whatever."

"Now, Grey. While we walk, I want you to tell me everything that happened in as much detail as you are able."

By the time Grey finished recounting the events of his possession and negotiation, they were back in the village. They briefly stopped off at Noleland's to talk about contracts. Grey tried to focus, as he knew it was important, but he was so exhausted he soon started dropping off. 


Noticing this, Noleland ordered him to return home and sleep. He warned him that the time spent in the armor would likely have drained him, so he would be best served by a good night's sleep before pursuing other goals. Grey was inclined to agree. Even though Grey had only been awake a few hours since he left the clearing, he felt exhausted. 

Along with the other students, Grey lived in a small set of dorms near Noleland’s house. His house was a studio apartment with scarce furnishing. What few possessions he did have he'd sent to his mother's house in preparation for his journey, making it even barer than usual. Still, compared to sleeping outside, it was positively luxurious.


As soon as his head hit the pillow, he fell into a deep slumber, not waking until the following morning. 


Chapter 5: The Journey Begins

Stepping out of his house, Grey was surprised to find Rose sitting on his wall, waiting for him. She was dressed in a bright flowery top and leggings, kicking her legs impatiently. When she saw him, her full lips spread into a beautiful smile.

"So you're off already?" In the morning sun, her blue eyes sparkled excitedly.

"Yeah. I'm feeling better now, so the sooner, the better. Right?" Rose nodded.

"Right. I'm actually about to head off myself, but I was wondering if you'd be up for a little spar. Since we both have Daemons now, we can fight like proper mages," Rose said, holding out a blue gem. Grey scratched his cheek.

"I'll… ask. It's kind of outside the scope of our agreement." Grey quickly released his Daemon. A headless girl dressed in a frilly gothic lolita-style dress with a plunging neckline that showed off her perky chest appeared. Her long baggy sleeves hid her hands, and she had on a pair of eye-catching fishnet stockings.

Somehow, despite having no face to show her expression, she looked bored. So that's what she looks like when she's not in armor form. "Hey… you," Grey came to the embarrassing realization he never asked his new Daemon partner her name. "So I was wondering. Would you be up for a little sparring with Rose? I figure it could be a good way to practice working together before we reach the shrine proper." 


For a moment, she stood perfectly still. Then she turned into armor, encasing Grey as she had before. Only this time, he didn't find himself lost in a world of darkness. 

"I take it that's a yes?" Rose said with a smirk. Grey grinned; scratching the back of his neck with his gauntlet-covered hand, he let out a small chuckle.


"Looks like." 

"Alright, time to bring out my new Daemon. Let's go, Agua!" The Nymph- Agua- appeared in a burst of blue light.

"I'm ready to serve," she said, head bowed submissively. She had tied her blue hair back in a ponytail and was dressed in an airy blue dress.

I guess she'd get cold, only ever wearing leaves. Daemons clothes are actually created by their magic. With proper control, they can create almost anything they want. Evidently, Agua had decided to wear something a little more conservative now she was in a populated area. That or Rose gifted her an outfit; some mages do that. Don't recognise the outfit. Must be magically created or new.


"Alright, Agua. This is our first battle as partners; let's do our best!" Rose cheered, pumping her fist enthusiastically. 

Agua gave a subtle nod, features placid. "It will be so."

"Open with a Water Gun!" Agua's cheeks puffed out, a blast of concentrated water shooting out. Grey ran out of the way, watching as the water carved a trench in the ground from the force.

"That thing is the real deal. I can't risk taking a direct hit," Grey muttered to himself.

Such an attack would be damaging, but not fatal. Even so, I am inclined to agree that avoidance is less costly. His Daemon's voice rang in his head.

"Oh, cool, so we can talk when I'm wearing you. Good to know," Grey said happily. "But for now, we need to focus. I'd like to win this fight. What's your name, by the way?"

Normally, Grey would do the sensible thing and wait for her to mention it to someone else. But since she could only speak to him, that wasn't an option.

Mimi, she replied flatly, clearly unimpressed.

"Pretty name."

Please focus.

Using a quick Flash Step, Grey closed the distance to the Nymph. He aimed a punch at her gut, but she flowed around his attack with practiced grace.

"Don't forget me!" A Magic Missile smacked Grey in the face, knocking him onto his back. Agua attempted to follow up with a kick, but Grey rolled out of the way.

Jumping to his feet, Grey changed his target. Chasing Agua was unwise- as the mage Rose was naturally more fragile. Targeting the mage was a standard tactic, one Noleland advised they always do if they had the option. He punched her in the stomach, but his fist passed right through her body. An illusion!

Shame, with my head, I would have seen right through something so trivial. Actually, you should be able to access the ability when wearing me, too, Mimi chimed in. Grey had fallen for Rose's trap. A blast of water hit him in the back, knocking him flat on his face. A Magic Missile soon followed, pounding into the weak spot made by the previous attack.

"Man, you're so easy! Have you ever not fallen for one of my illusions?" Rose mocked, standing a small distance away. Grey groaned, pushing himself up off the floor.

"Alright, let's call it there. You win," Grey admitted, climbing to his feet. Walking over, Rose offered him a hand.

"You didn't do bad," she said, smiling sympathetically. "It's hard fighting like that. Almost like it's 2-on-1."

"Yeah, it'll take some getting used to. I never did see myself as a front liner," Grey muttered, accepting her help. It was only their first time fighting together, but the same was true for Rose. Rose and Agua worked together much more naturally. While Grey's strength was enhanced by Mimi's armor, his lack of knowledge of her abilities meant he couldn't fight at his best. He made a mental note to discuss her capabilities in more detail later.

Yes, that was quite clear. You are not the most physically gifted. Though I must say, I am impressed you can tolerate wearing me for so long. Usually, the mana drain is too extreme.

"Yeah, I've been told my stamina is pretty great," Grey said, earning an odd look from Rose. "Telepathy."

"Ah!" Rose turned to Agua. "Speaking of Daemons. You did great, Agua. I'm so proud of you!"

"Thank you. I'm glad to have served," Agua said, bowing formally. Rose giggled.

"Isn't she just the cutest?"

"Mistress…" Agua murmured, blushing hotly. This only made Rose giggle more.

"We're going to get on great. I can just tell," Rose said, petting Agua's hair. Agua looked like she wanted to disappear, and then she did. Flowing into her gem in a beam of light. "Oh gosh, you don't think I embarrassed her, do you?"

"Hard to say," Grey deadpanned. Rose stuck her tongue out playfully.

"Alright, guess this is it, then. I'll be heading off towards Stratus City," Rose said, smiling wistfully.

"I'll go there eventually, but I'm visiting my family shrine first."

"So you're really going to keep chasing that old legend?" Grey shrugged.

"I know a lot of people don't believe in the Sakura Blade. But after so many generations, finally, someone in my family is in a position to prove it's real. I just have to know." Rose gave him a complicated look. It was only natural; his family guarded information about the Sakura Blade jealousy. No one outside his family even knew where the shrine was. "Maybe I'll meet you at Stratus City."

"Maybe. Not sure how long I'll stay before I move on; it could be awhile before we see each other again." Rose paused, looking into the distance. "Hey, before I go, let's make a promise."

"What do you have in mind?"

"We'll both get into the next Mage King Tournament." The Mage King Tournament is a tournament held every four years to determine the strongest mage in the country. To take part, a mage must first get approval from the Arena Masters. Many mages train their whole lives and still don't qualify. The next tournament would be in a little over a year.

It was a lofty goal, to say the least.

"I'll… do my best."

Rose clicked her tongue. "That's the best you can do. Come on, have a little confidence."

"Fine, I'll do it. We'll meet at the Mage King Tournament… then we can have our rematch in the stadium." Rose hummed, not convinced.

"B plus. Well, whatever." Rose grabbed Grey, pulling him abruptly into a hug, which he returned earnestly. "I'm going to miss you, Grey."

"Me too." Pushing him away, she jumped back just as suddenly, her shoes grinding against the dirt. "Remember, you've got to meet me at the Mage King Tournament."

"Yeah, then I'll kick your ass." She ran out of his gate, making a beeline for the forest. Turning around, she held her finger and her thumb in the shape of an 'L' on her forehead.

"Then I'll kick your ass all over again, loser!"


Chapter 6: The Shrine

The ancestral shrine was hidden deep in the woods. A series of nine torii arches led into a valley in the mountains, at the end of which the shrine sat nestled between the sheer mountains. The path between the torii was made of thick stone slabs that showed little signs of aging. Despite being hundreds of years old, the path had only been walked on by a few people.

Grey reached it quickly, but this was because he had been several times before with his father. One of the few activities his father would consistently do with him. The shrine had a powerful enchantment that made it impossible - or at least very difficult - for anyone who didn't already know where it was to find. If you didn't have someone lead you to it the first time, then finding it could take years.

Finding it was only the first challenge. The next was getting in. The torii leading to the shrine hummed with magical power. Stepping between the torii, Grey was stopped. A pale white light formed around his body, resisting his attempts to move. With a grunt of effort, he broke through, passing the first torii.

The second wouldn't even budge.

"Alright, let's see if my hunch is right," Grey said, releasing Mimi. She quickly wrapped herself around him.

So this is your family's shrine. It is rather impressive, she thought at him, using his eyes to look around.

"Yeah. This is the part I need you for. Each of these toriis is a barrier. I could force my way past the first, but that's it."

So you believe my ability to penetrate barriers will allow you to bypass these defenses. Very shrewd. Dullahans are naturally able to subvert wards and other defensive spells. In theory, the Tori should be no different.

"More or less. Though if what I read is right, there will be more trouble after the torii, too," Grey explained.

Are you sure it is wise to proceed then? If you are only capable of passing the first torii and I can only subvert the others thanks to my unique attributes, is it not possible we would be in danger facing the later defenses?

"Honestly? Maybe," Grey admitted with a shrug. "But this is the furthest anyone in my family has gotten in generations. My father always tried brute force. But he never even got past the fifth torii despite all his obsessive training. I think strength isn't the point; you need to be creative."

Very well. I shall not argue. I have already agreed to join you in this endeavor.

"Right, then let's go!" Grey stepped through the second torii; he didn't even feel it. "Hah! I knew it; this is going to be easy."

Continuing forward, Grey passed through each barrier without trouble. Only the ninth provided any resistance, requiring he tapped into Mimi's strength enhancement to break through.

Reaching the end, Grey found himself in a large courtyard. Large grey stone pots lined up on either side of a path made of red tiles leading to the shrine. Sheer cliff flanked him on either side.

"Can you do that eye thing? I have a bad feeling we're going to get ambushed." Grey's eyes started moving wildly, shifting without rhyme or reason. His perception expanded; suddenly, he could see in every direction at once, somehow even seeing through the back of his head. He saw in greater detail than usual too, noticing tiny details he couldn't usually see, like the subtle irregularities of the cliffs' faces. "Ugh, that's seriously trippy. How do you walk like this?" 


He took an unsteady step forward, trying to get a sense of equilibrium. 

It takes practice. Do not worry; should a battle take place, I shall dismiss the effect.

"Please do," Grey said. It used mana, so using it unnecessarily during battle wouldn't be wise. Grey's stamina may be above average for a young mage, but wasting mana was never a good idea.

Chunk

The tile beneath Grey's foot sunk into the floor.

Darts.

Lots of darts. They were coming from the left and right, small holes appearing in the wall to let them shoot.

Grey knew Mimi's armor wouldn't be enough; his face wasn't covered, and if his hunch was right, only one dart needed to hit to deliver their poison. Lesser Ward only worked against magical attacks, and even so, it only worked in one direction at a time. The angle of the darts meant Flash Stepping was as likely to throw him into harm's way as to get him out of it.

Thunder Clap.

Grey completed the spell, releasing a Thunder Clap in all directions. The darts were light, so when they hit the wave of pressurized air, they faltered and fell to the ground.

Grey wiped his forehead, letting out a sigh of relief. "That was close."

Indeed. I was quite certain you were going to die, Mimi chimed in, voice perfectly neutral.

"Your concern means a lot to me," Grey muttered.

I am concerned, Mimi said, making Grey smile. If you die, I will be left blind again.

"You're just all heart, aren't you?" Grey bent down, inspecting the tile that sunk into the ground. "Dammit, how are we supposed to know which ones are trapped?"

Hmm. Even with me enhancing your vision, there is no indication of a trap that I can discern.

"I need a book on traps or something; this isn't exactly my specialization," Grey thought aloud. He looked at the tiles closely, trying to figure out which were safe and which weren't. The tiles were all perfectly uniform red squares, no variation at all. "I do have another idea… but it's kinda out there."

Go on.

+++

Grey stood at the border to the ninth gate, as far back from the courtyard as he could without actually leaving. Testingly, he touched the barrier; it was still blocking him.

It works both ways. Good.

"Alright, let's do this," Grey said. Crouching down, he put both hands on the floor, focusing on enhancing Mimi's powers, specifically the one that opened barriers. Mimi's power could be used through touch, but it could also be used at a distance with proper focus. Grey pumped his mana into the ground, spreading it evenly throughout the tiles. The traps moved, meaning that they were affected by Mimi's magic. If that was the case, then Mimi's magic could "open" them.


Sink 

Dozens of tiles fell into the ground, accompanied by the sound of stone grinding on stone. Grey rushed to head through the ninth barrier, arms raised to guard his head. A plethora of traps triggered simultaneously. Darts, arrows, fire, and even rocks rocketed out from the walls, aiming to kill any poor soul who thought to walk along the path.

"Whoever designed this path is a psychopath," Grey thought, watching the chaos unfold. Even with Mimi's armor, he wouldn't stand a chance of surviving. They would be flattened. Fortunately, he wasn't relying on Mimi's armor.

A wave of arrows bounced off the barrier, but nothing broke through. The spell was designed to stop powerful mages from breaking through; compared to that, a few arrows were nothing.


Perhaps they merely wished to avoid grave-robbers… like you. 

"Not grave robbing, inheritance collecting," Grey reminded her. "It's totally cool, ethically speaking."

If you say so, she sent, unconvinced.

"I do," Grey added, unwilling to not get the last word in. "Anyway, that seems to be the end of the traps. We'll avoid the trapped tiles to be safe. They may replenish themselves somehow. Don't worry; I saw the safe path." Grey walked out confidently, beginning the walk through the fatal traps.

It is impressive that they are still functional after so long without maintenance, Mimi thought thoughtfully.

"Yeah, it is pretty impressive. Guess my ancestors wanted to be sure that only the best of the best could claim the Sakura Blade." Grey turned sharply, taking a single step, then turned again.

What is so special about this Sakura Blade?

"That I don't know. All the texts say that it's incredibly powerful. Besides that, they're horridly vague," Grey admitted with a casual shrug. "Whatever it is, I'm sure it'll be a big help to find your head."

One can only hope.


Chapter 7: Rise and Shrine

The large wooden doors swung open smoothly and silently, revealing the interior of the shrine. Beams of light shone through the skylight, illuminating the dust in the air. Paintings and statues depicting Grey's ancestors lined the walls, interspaced with the odd stone pot or dragon statue, all covered in a thick layer of dust.

"This place could really use a clean," Grey said, scraping some dust away with his shoe. He took a tentative step forward. He found it hard to believe there would be more traps - what could they hope to achieve that the first dozen hadn't? - but that was no reason to not be cautious. "See anything suspicious?"

I do not.

At one end of the room, there was a raised pedestal. Approaching it, Grey inspected it cautiously. It looked like the sort of place an ancestral weapon would be found… but there was no weapon. On the pedestal was a giant block of ice with something red inside. 


"What the hell? Why hasn't this melted? It’s way too - " 

The moment Grey's hand touched the ice, it shattered into a thousand pieces.

"Ack, who the - what are you?" Grey shouted, falling flat on his ass. A woman with red skin sat on the altar, giggling into her hand. She was an Oni. She had red skin and muscular arms. Her hair was brown with pink highlights, straight, and fell to her mid-back. A few stray locks fell into her face, hiding her soft features and full, pouty lips. She had a pair of thin horns poking through her hair. She wore a leopard print tube top that emphasized her enormous chest and a knee-length skirt with slits on either side. Her feet were bare, showing off her naturally black nails. 


The moment Grey laid eyes on her, he knew she was strong. Stronger than him, even with Mimi enhancing him. 

Very graceful, Mimi commentated in Grey's head.

"Yo, I'm Katana," she answered, beaming down at him. "Who're you?"

Grey introduced himself perfunctorily. "Why were you frozen in a giant block of ice?"

"Some bastard froze me, duh doy," she said, stretching her arms with a satisfying crack.

"Wait, did my ancestor do this to you?" Grey asked, horror creeping into him.

"How should I know?" she asked rhetorically, nonchalantly scratching her cheek. "Or how long I've been here.”

"This shrine has existed for over 300 years."

"Yeah, that sounds about right," she said, grinning broadly. "Time sure flies when you're in a state of near death."

She meant it as a joke, but Grey couldn't help but be horrified at the implications of what he was hearing. "I don't understand; why would my ancestor do this to you?"

Katana shrugged lazily. "Said something about a ritual to guard the Sakura Blade or whatever. Doesn't really matter now. I'm stuck; I can't get through those barriers. I've tried everything; I punched them, kicked them. I even tried eating them, but nothing worked! So, I gave up and took a nap on the altar; no idea why I froze, though. Weird, huh?"


Grey tilted his head, momentarily baffled. "Wait. So the Sakura Blade is here? Can you help me find it?" 

"Heh, sorta. The thing is ... my being here is kinda punishment… for eating the Sakura Blade."

She ate the Sakura Blade! Grey gaped in horror as he tried to imagine eating a sword. "How? Why? What were you thinking?"

"That's what he said!" She laughed raucously, holding her shaking belly. "Then he sealed me in here." She smiled challengingly. She shifted, so she loomed over Grey, a feat made possible by her standing on the pedestal. "If you want the Sakura Blade, you're gonna have to take it from me by force!"


"Hold on a second!" A loud voice called out. Turning to the source, Grey saw a man with oily, slicked-back hair and a conniving grin. "He's not the only one to make it into here, ya know? My name is Grant, and I'm not leaving without the Sakura Blade!" 

Him. He is one of the men who attacked me! For the first time since he had met her, Mimi sounded furious.

"Are you sure?”


Definitely. I remember that strange emblem on his shirt. Mimi focused Grey's eyes on the emblem. It looked like an S with fire behind it. Be very careful with this man. He could be dangerous. 

Mimi activated her 360° vision without asking, searching the entire area. Grant was the only one present, however. Grey silently pondered how he found the shrine; it was supposed to be only known to members of his family. Grey hadn't noticed him until now, either. Something strange is going on. Grey thought, taking in the mysterious newcomer. 


"My, my. Alone for 300 years, and now suddenly 2 visitors in one day. Isn't fate strange?" Katana cackled, rocking back and forth on the pedestal. 

"Hey, he's not a part of this family. I've never seen him before in my life," Grey protested, pointing angrily at the goon. "He's an imposter!"

"I've never seen you either, brat! Maybe you're fake, huh? Whatta bout that?" Grant sneered, running his hand over his greasy hair.

"Me, the fake? How dare you? I've lived in Stonework village my whole life!"

"Or so you claim. Maybe you just used that dullahan to cheat your way in." Grant thumbed his nose, face scrunched up in anger. "Besides, what does being a village boy have to do with being part of my family?"

"If you were a part of my family, you'd know we've lived in Stonework village for generations!" As far as Grey knew, not a single member of his family lived outside the village, except his father.

Then again, no one but his family should know where to find the shrine. Its magic ensured that it remained hidden. That Grant had somehow found the shrine was disturbing. Did he follow me?


"Enough. I totally don't care either way," Katana said. Adjusting herself, she settled down with her legs dangling over the pillar. "Fight. Fight each other, then I'll take on the winner." 

"Hey, what kind of system is that?" Grey protested, pointing an accusing finger at her. "Shouldn't we have some sort of test or something?"

"Boring!" Katana rolled her eyes, letting out an impatient huff. "Quit complaining and fight!"

"Sounds fair to me," the goon said, brandishing a gem. "Alright, dude, let's boogie."

Throwing the gem, he released his Daemon. It looked like a beautiful black-haired woman on top, but her bottom half was a long green snake. She was wearing nothing but a bikini top the same shade of green as her tail and a headband with the same flaming S symbol her master wore.

"Go, Lamia, crush him with your tail!" Lamia slithered forward with shocking speed, crossing the courtyard in an instant.

It would be wise to avoid her attack.

"Gee, ya think?" Grey Flash Stepped away, avoiding her grasping tail, only to be hit in the side by a Magic Missile. "Ouch, dammit."

Grant had predicted his movements, aiming his attack where he would go. Just like when he fought Rose the day before. Mimi's armor had absorbed a lot of the force, but that didn't mean it didn't hurt.

I can't rely on Flash Step too much. It's too predictable.

Lamia was already on the offensive again, interposing herself between Grey and her master. She spat venom from her mouth, forcing Grey back even further. Grabbing a pot, he threw it with his enhanced strength straight for the goon. Lamia intercepted it, seizing it with her tail and crushing it.

She will not let you attack her master. They have worked together for too long to make such a fundamental mistake.

Grey had been counting on this. With another Flash Step, he appeared right in front of her. With her tail occupied, she failed to defend herself from a haymaker to the chest.

"Gauk!" The breath was knocked out of her. Predictably, the goon tried to intervene with a Magic Missile. He wasn't as skilled as Rose, however. Grey grabbed the snake woman, using her as a meat shield. "Hisssssss~"

Look out!

Her tail ensnared his leg, yanking him into the air.

Thud

His head bounced off the ground, stunning him.

"I wish you came with a helmet," he murmured, shaking his head to regain his bearing.

That would be nice. Helmets are a vital component of armor, Mimi chimed in unhelpfully. Lamia's tongue darted out of her mouth, licking the blood from his forehead.

"Ew, drinking my blood? That's so weird!"

"Hah! I hope you're ready to have thossssse be your lassssst wordssssss, peasssssant." Lamia's body tensed, her muscles bulging as she literally grew.

"Oh, what the hell? Drinking blood makes her strong. That's so unfair. I'm already losing!" This was not good. Grey was already being grappled; he couldn't afford to have her get any stronger.

He shot a Magic Missile at her face; she dodged it with barely a tilt of her head.

"Thissssss is going to be ssssssso much fun," she hissed, tongue rattling with each 's'.

"Any chance it'll be fun for me?"

"No." She slammed him bodily into the ground. The tiles broke where he hit it, Mimi's armor the only thing keeping him from splatting like a bowl of spaghetti.

Now would be a good time to do something smart, Mimi suggested, her voice pained.

"I'm working on it!" Lamia lifted him again, preparing for another slam. Grey grabbed her head, gripping tightly.

"Sssseriousssssly, that'ssss the bessst you can do?" She pulled him off with contemptuous ease, the gap in strength insurmountable.

It didn't matter. Grey had only needed a second. Activating the spell, he released Thunder Clap an inch from her ear. The sonic boom made her cry out in agony. With her grip loosened, Grey broke free.

Seeing this, Grant quickly fired off another Magic Missile. Grey avoided it easily. Man, that spell never works.

Then he cast a spell Grey hadn't seen before and disappeared. "Invisibility? No, wait; his Daemon is a lamia. It must be camouflaged. Mimi, enhance my vision." It was common for masters to learn to use the magic of the Daemon, a process made much easier by being able to study them as they used their inherent abilities. While some claimed it was a waste of time, it was situationally useful.

You will not be able to move.

"Doesn't matter; just do it!" Grey's field of vision exploded. Behind him, he could see Lamia picking herself up and shaking off her injuries. It wouldn't be long before she was back in the fight. More importantly, he could see the subtle shifting of light. Grant was trying to escape.

Deactivating 360 vision, Grey Flash Stepped towards him, arm outstretched for a haymaker. Thinking himself invisible, he had dropped his guard. He was downed in a single hit, head banging against the stone.

"Massster!" Lamia shouted, approaching fast.

"Stop! He's unconscious; this fight is over. Return to your gem, or I'll kill him." Grey had never killed anyone before. Honestly, he wasn't sure he had it in him to kill a man in cold blood, even if he was the bastard who hurt Mimi. He hoped Lamia didn't call his bluff as he glared at her with blood dripping down his forehead into his eye.

She stopped. She stared deep into Grey's eyes, trying to divine his goals.

Grant ran out from behind him.

No, wait-

Grey followed, leaping to tackle him. All he hit was empty air. "What the hell?"

"Sssee you later, sssuckerssss!" Lamia yelled, holding her master's prone body as she sped away.

"Hypnosis," Grey spat. "Should I chase them?"

That depends. Have you been holding out on me, and you can actually use Flash Step several times in rapid succession?

"No."

Then I am afraid there is no point. Lamia is simply too fast. She was already disappearing around the corner. Even carrying her master, she was ridiculously fast; Grey would never catch her.

"Don't worry. We'll find him again somehow, I promise." Grey had no idea how he was going to do that. Finding him the first time was pure luck, but that didn't mean he was just going to give up.

"Shame you couldn't catch him," Katana said, smiling owlishly. "Bet you wish you knew where he was going."

"Did they say something?" Grey asked, spinning around on his heel to face her.

Katana hummed happily. "Nnnnope."

"So that was purely hypothetical," Grey muttered bitterly.

"Nnnnope."

"So you know where they're going?" 


"Nnnope." 

Please, let me hit her, Mimi chimed in. Grey was tempted to let her.

"Just tell us what you know," Grey demanded.

"Sorry, brat. But that's privileged information; if you want to find out, you'll have to beat it out of me." Katana's lips spread into a broad grin.

Now can I hit her?

"Correction, we can hit her," Grey said, clenching his fist. He felt for his mana. It had been a long day, and Grey had already fought once. He wouldn't last much longer. I've got to end this quickly.

Katana let out a high-pitched sigh. "Fu, here I wanted a good fight. But you already look exhausted. So how about we make this a little more interesting?"

This could be a trick. Be careful.

"What do you have in mind?”

Katana back flipped onto her pedestal, landing with her arms spread wide like a ballerina. "I'm the guardian of this shrine. So if you want to prove yourself worthy to wield the Sakura Blade, all you have to do is touch this pedestal."

"I accept." If this was the condition that she required to accept Grey as the rightful owner, it was only appropriate he met her challenge. Anything less would be disrespectful.

Fufu. Acting honorable. How quaint. But I like it. We will win the right way, partner.


Chapter 8: Sakura Blade

"We start on the count of 3, got it? 1…" Katana smirked, clearly feeling pleased with herself. "2…" she drawled dramatically. She shifted into a crouching position, ready to pounce. "3!" 


"360 vision," Grey ordered, expecting a trap. 

"Solar Flare!" Katana's body exploded with light, blasting out in every direction. Which was unfortunate, because Grey could see in every direction. He fell to the ground, wailing in agony. Katana laughed raucously. "Hahahaha, you're so predictable!"

Grey blinked, spots filling his eyes. Can you continue?

"Yeah. Just… give me a minute." Grey needed a plan. She had already seen him fight, but he hadn't seen her fight. He assumed she would fight like an ordinary Oni, relying on brute strength rather than magical abilities. Evidently, he was wrong. Rushing in half-cocked was foolish. She's no ordinary Oni.

"Take all the time you need," Katana said, leaning back on her hands. "It won't make a difference."

Her powers appear to be light-based. As a dullahan, I am vulnerable to light aspect attacks, Mimi explained. Oni couldn't usually use light aspect abilities; Grey suspected her abilities must relate to the Sakura Blade. That or just something she picked up after living so long.

"Noted. Right, okay, I have an idea forming." Grey rushed out to the front of the shrine.

"Eh, running away already? Boo, this isn't fun if you run," Katana whined. Grey ignored her. He gathered what he needed and then returned.

Grey threw a projectile at Katana. In reality, it was a dart, but he had used Faux Image to overlay an image of an arrow. He wasn't as talented with illusions as Rose, but it was passable when moving fast.

"Really? An illusion? How disappointing," Katana said. A blast of light shot from her eyes, blowing the dart out of the air. "Lame!"

Grey Flash Stepped. He didn't aim for the pedestal; instead, he went for a plant. He threw the heavy pot. 


"Ugh, really?" She prepared to catch it. 

Grey cast Magic Missile, smashing the pot to pieces. Katana was buffeted with dirt, shards of the china, and the plant itself. She closed her eyes to avoid the debris getting into them. Grey Flash Stepped.

Katana moved to block him, arms raised defensively. "Solar Flare!" Light exploded from her body. Grey expected this; his eyes were already closed. "Damn it!" She tackled him, bringing him crashing to the floor. Eyes shut, Grey went down like a sack of potatoes. "Ow, what the -"

Katana looked to her arm, where Grey had jabbed her with a dart. "You're so predictable."

"Huh." The poison acted fast; Katana's movements slowed. Her muscles relaxed, making her weak as a kitten.

Pushing her off of him, Grey waltzed over to the pedestal. She couldn't even try to stop him. "Looks like I won."

"Looks like." Katana let out a content sigh. Lying on the floor like she was, she looked like she was about to take a nap.

The poison wouldn't take too long to wear off. It might have killed a human, but as an Oni, Katana was much hardier than that.

Grey dropped to his knees, exhaustion overcoming him. The drain on your mana is becoming too severe. I will remove myself for now so that you may recover.

Pulling off of him, Mimi assumed her gothic lolita form. Ugh, I must look so lame. I won, yet now I'm on my knees. Sitting back, Grey leaned against the pedestal and let out a tired groan. His muscles felt like they were on fire.

"Hahaha, wow, you kicked my ass, yet you're the one who looks like they're about to die," Katana laughed to herself, still lying prone. "But I don't get it. Why throw the dart in the first place? It didn't do nothing?" 


"I had to make you think that was all I had planned for them. Otherwise, you would have had your guard up; you saw me go outside." Katana nodded in understanding, closing her eyes peacefully. 

"You're a sneaky brat," she said at last. Grey didn't argue with the analysis of his personality.

"Okay, I beat you. Can you tell me where to find Grant?"

"No."

"Oh, come on! You said you would help me," Grey complained, glaring at the prone woman. "Why not?"

"I dunno where he is," she said, smiling lazily. "But the Sakura Blade can do some funky stuff, including tracking people. If you cut it out of me, you should be able to do the same." 


"What?" Grey recoiled. 

"Go ahead. I enjoyed our fight; time for the big finish," Katana said, laughing to herself.

"Will you survive if I do that?" Grey knew Oni could regenerate, but there had to be a limit. "Can't you just regurgitate it or something?"

"No, and nope. But no way I'm staying here for 300 more years," she said. Her smile faltered for an instant. "The bastard who sealed me made it impossible for me to leave. Those barriers don't just stop people from getting in, you know? Now get on with it. Kill me already”


Grey used the pedestal to help him stand, almost knocking it over. "My ancestor was wrong to keep you locked up here. But I won't make things worse by killing you." 


"Don't look like you have a choice. I heard you talking earlier. You promised the armor-chick, so if you want to keep your promise, you need the weapon. So come on; the waiting is killing me," Katana joked. Grey squirmed uncomfortably.


"Maybe, Mimi could-" 

I am sorry. I cannot be worn by another Daemon; it would be fatal for both of us. Mimi cut him off, having predicted his suggestion. Only humans could synchronize their mana with other creatures so freely.

"There has to be another way."

"There isn't. Like I said, I've tried everything. Those barriers are unbreakable." Katana closed her eyes, waiting for Grey to end her life. Grey stared at her. He couldn't believe this was what his ancestor had done. Growing up, he had always been told what a great man his ancestor was. How he was not just a powerful mage, but an honorable and fair one. This was anything but.

I'm sorry, Mimi, but this is the only way.

Grey took out a gem, touching it to Katana's skin. The Oni was pulled into it. Weakened as she was, she couldn't resist. She was bound to his service.

"You couldn't break through the barriers with your own strength. But Mini can; we'll take you to freedom," Grey said. Inside the gem, she would be wrapped in Mimi's aura without her own interfering. "Mimi, I'm sorry. I know; I promised I'd use my ancestor's weapon to help, but…"

Do not apologize. It may be problematic in the short term; despite this, I am pleased with your decision. I am sure Katana will prove useful in locating my head.


"Yeah... About that..." If father knew what I was about to do, he'd go ballistic. 


Chapter 9: Kai's First Daemon

Kai punched a tree, growling angrily. In the distance, he could still make out the fleeing form of the Stonemaiden as it climbed a sheer cliff face to escape him. It was well out of range of any attacks he could muster.

"What the hell is going on?" He had been in the forest with Noleland for hours but hadn't caught anything. The Stonemaiden was the first Daemon he saw all day, and she fled instantly. "This forest is supposed to be full of powerful Daemon. Where are they?"


"Have patience. It is simply not your destiny to tame her," Noleland advised calmly. "You will find a Daemon. It will just take time." 

"How much time?" Rose and Grey had left for their journeys days ago, leaving him as the lone remaining apprentice. No one had said anything, but Kai knew everyone in the village was judging him. Just one week before, he had been known as the young up-and-comer, the most likely to succeed and become a great mage. Everyone knew he would be the one to make it to the Mage King Tournament.


That had all changed; ever since Grey left, everybody looked at him with such pity. Now, he was a pathetic failure of a mage. The last one in the apprentices' dorms. Too weak to even find a Daemon. Left behind by his former companions to rot. 

"It will take as long as it takes," Noleland said, in that tone that Kai knew meant he was trying to sound wise. Really, it meant he didn't know. "Your first Daemon is important. You cannot rush it; destiny will guide the way."

"I don't care about stupid destiny. All I want is to just catch a damn Daemon and be done with it; I don't even care what it is," Kai groused, crossing his arms.

"Now, now, Kai. You should know how important having the right first Daemon is. You might not get a second, after all."

Mages can't have as many Daemons as they want. At a certain point, their soul simply won't be able to make a bond. Fortunately, mages can sense when they have a free "slot" to bond with a new Daemon. Unfortunately, they can't sense how many slots they have. They could have one or half a dozen. Most mages can only manage two. But more competitive battlers often have much more. Very few can go behind 6 however, and more isn't always better. The previous champion of the Mage King Tournament had only 2 Daemon partners, beating several much larger teams.

All this meant that, more than any other, the first Daemon bonded was very important. A mage could release it, but that would mean starting from scratch. In Grey's case, he'd formed a temporary bond with Mimi, but he had another slot available, anyway. Kai had no guarantee he would be the same.


Something moving in the distance caught Kai's eye. Looking closer, he saw a blonde woman in a bright pink and white crop top and pleated mini skirt. She had on knee-high socks and was carrying a pair of pom-poms, one pink, one white. "Is that a Daemon?"


"It's a Cheercheer. They are support Daemons, popular with healers and the like. They can't attack directly, so wouldn't be a good choice for your first Daemon." 

Kai frowned, watching her closely. She was swaying as she walked, as if she was disoriented. "What's she doing?" The Cheercheer fell into a bush with a weak cry. Kai rushed over, Noleland hot on his heels. "What's wrong with her? Is she injured?"

"I'm not sure." Noleland poured a potion down her throat, but nothing happened. "Odd. That should've helped at least a little." He cast a diagnostic spell, his frown deepening at the result. "According to my spell, she's uninjured."


"So… she's faking?" Noleland stared at Kai dryly, then gestured to the flush girl. 

"What do you think?" Noleland continued examining her while Kai watched helplessly. He hated how useless he felt, unable to do anything at all to help the injured woman.

Damn it. All I know are combat spells. 


"I'm afraid she's suffering from mana poisoning." 

"Mana poisoning?"

"Something's interfering with her natural mana. Her body and soul aren't in sync, so she's become sick," Noleland explained. He felt her pulse. "If we don't do something quickly, she won't make it."

"What do we need to do?" Noleland sighed.

"You'd have to bond with her. She could then feed on your mana to right her system." Kai plucked a gem from his belt, readying to capture the sick Daemon. Noleland grabbed his band before he could. "Make sure you're happy with this decision, Kai. If you bond with her, it'll stabilize her, but you won't be able to just release her immediately. We don't know what did this to her; you might have no choice but to stay bonded to her forever. Considering your goals, I wouldn't judge you if that wasn't something you wished to do."


Kai jerked his arm free, scoffing. "As if I'd just let her die. Even if I can't have any other Daemon, I'll still find a way to achieve my goal." 

Noleland smiled proudly, offering no further protest. Kai pressed the gem to the Cheercheer's forehead, capturing her officially. He knew Cheercheers were poor battlers, but that didn't matter. He would find a way to become a great battler, then he would win the Mage King Tournament. He didn't care how hard it was. He would succeed.

Kai looked at the gem in his hand. Naturally, the Cheercheer couldn't resist at all. Now that she was in the gem, she would be put into stasis, preventing her from getting any worse before he got her to a healer.


She's safe. That's what matters. Everything else will work itself out. 

Kai focused, trying to feel for another empty slot. If he had one, then all he would need would be to go out and catch another Daemon another day.

There wasn't one.


Chapter 10: Freedom

"Come on out, Katana," Grey shouted, releasing Katana from her gem.

"Where - is this an illusion? Am I dead?" Shaking her head, she tried to orientate herself. 

"No, and nope. This is the forest behind the shrine; I've taken you out." Katana picked up a leaf, crushing it between her fingers. It was real. The poison must've knocked her out, but he didn't kill her. 


"Wow, you must've punched those barriers super hard!" She punched her hand excitedly. 

"Actually, Mimi has a special ability to -"

"So you're my master now, huh?" She laughed raucously, uninterested in the details. Grey was amazed she had recovered from the poison so quickly. "I won't complain. Anything to get out of that damn shrine!"

"No, again." Katana spun on her heel to look at the man who had captured her.

"You sending me back to the shrine?" Grey shook his head, throwing her gem at her.

"Break it; free yourself."

Katana caught the gem, staring at it in bafflement. "You're serious?" Grey nodded, closing his eyes calmly. "You're giving up on the Sakura Blade? You know it's like, stupid strong, right?"

"Yes, I do. But that's not as important as your life. What my ancestor did was abominable. I won't follow in his footsteps."

Katana looked at the gem in wonderment. He was serious. He was really going to let her go. All she had to do was break the gem, and she would be free. She remembered her time in service to Silver, the ancestor of the man before her. All he cared about was power; he would never let a Daemon escape. He punished any disobedience harshly; her imprisonment was hardly unique.

"Why are you releasing me? You caught me fair and square; it's only natural to keep me as your Daemon."

Grey smiled sadly. "A proper master has only happy, willing Daemon." He said like he was quoting someone. Katana was baffled; she never imagined any master saying something like that. Masters didn't care what their Daemon wanted; that was just a fact of life.

"So… you'd just let your Daemon leave you whenever they want…" the words felt foreign in her mouth. "If Mimi said she wanted to leave you, you'd let her?" He nodded calmly, gesturing to her gem again. He was waiting for her to break it.

"Oof." She threw the gem back at him with too much force, winding him when he failed to catch it.

Oopsie. Katana grinned like a Cheshire cat. "No way you're getting rid of me that easily. Like it or not, I'm your Daemon now!"

"But you don't have to be." His confused expression made Katana's grin grow even wider.

"Exactly."


Chapter 11: Like a walk in the park

"Well, it's good to have you with us, Katana," Grey said. He took a seat on a fallen tree trunk, letting out a frustrated huff. "Unfortunately, it looks like we're back to square one in terms of finding Mimi's head. Grant was our only lead, and he's long gone."

"I can lead you to Grant," Katana said, pleased to be helpful so soon after joining the team. "He's in that direction. I can't use all the Sakura Blade's powers safely, but I can use some. Like my solar flare."

"Interesting; what else can you do with the Sakura Blade's powers?"

"Mostly just light-based attacks and stuff," Katana answered, puffing out her ample chest. "But using too much power hurts, so I don't like doing that."

"I see. Does tracking also put a strain on your body?" He knew Oni could regenerate, but even in the short time he had known her, he had realised Katana was reckless.

"A little." She wiggled her hand in the air. "But I'll be fine." Her face scrunched up in concentration. Grey felt a tug at his mana. He let it flow into his new partner. Fortunately, she didn't need much mana, since he didn't have much to offer yet. He'd had to stop after the first torii to recover before taking on the others. "See, easy. Follow me."


Grey fell into step beside her, beginning the long track through the forest. "If you're going to be my partner, I guess we should talk about your terms." 

"My what now?"

"Your terms of service, I mean." Katana gave him a blank look. He might as well have asked her to tell him what the exact mass of the earth was. "Did you call it something different in the past, when you served my ancestor? I mean, the rules you want me to follow as your master."

Grey had a bad feeling about where this was going. "I have no idea what you're talking about. You're my master. You set the rules. Not me." He frowned, disappointed but not surprised. He was rapidly learning that the ancestor he had heard stories about growing up was not a good person.

"Yes, that's true. For the most part. But it's common courtesy to set limits on the sort of stuff you'll do," Grey explained, making a mental note to research this when he got a chance. Daemon contracts were such a fundamental part of their relationships with masters he just assumed they had always been used. "For example, a friend of mine has a Water Nymph, who needs regular visits to bodies of water. As such, my friend needs to always camp near ponds and have baths when staying in inns where possible."

"Huh, that's kinda nice. But I don't think I need any of that stuff," Katana shrugged causally. "I spent 300 years trapped in a tiny shine; compared to that, anything will seem luxurious, ya know?"


"Yeah, sorry again about that." 

Katana scrunched up her lips. "Alrighty, I got one. No more apologizing for things other people do, just because you're related doesn't make it your fault."

Grey stared at her. He hadn't even noticed he did that. His first instinct was to apologize, but that would be silly. "Got it. There we go, you thought of one and we can always set more later. No rush. We should also go over the specifics of the abilities you have that I haven't seen."

Katana had a complicated expression on her face again. For a while she was silent, Grey giving her time to think. "...you're a weirdo, ya know that?"

"I've been told."

They kept talking as they wandered through the woods. At first, it was about contracts and Katana's abilities, but soon the conversation turned more casual. Unsurprisingly, Katana liked food, and she had a long list of foods she wanted to eat again. Some of them Grey had never heard of, but he was confident that if they travelled around enough, he would find them somewhere. She got very excited when he told her this. She got even more excited when Grey mentioned some food she had never had before, extracting a promise to help her try those foods as well.

Katana was grateful for the more light conversation, being noticeably tired from the day's events and having to track Grant. She appreciated what Grey was doing, but she needed to relax.

Does he even know how to relax? Even while they spoke about food, Grey seemed so… tense. She appreciated his earnestness, but it was a little over the top.

Once Grant stopped moving for a while, Grey suggested Katana rest in her gem for a bit. She protested a little, pointing out Grant could move again.

"Even so, I think it would be wise for you to rest and recover for a bit. I can always call you again if I'm walking for too long without progress," Grey said, holding his gem out. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was obvious Katana was exhausted. He was too, but he didn't have the option to rest.

Katana sighed, accepting the offer. The poison hadn't fully left her system, and while it wasn't paralyzing her anymore, it still had her feeling sluggish. A little rest would be more than welcome.


"Alrighty. Hollar when you need me!" With that, she disappeared in a flash of red light. 

Following Katana's directions, Grey walked through the woods. Once he had recovered some more of his mana, he wore Mimi again, who was occasionally flipping on her 360-sight, to try to get used to its effects.

Smack

Grey fell face-first onto the floor, disoriented. I am sorry.

"Don't apologize. I told you to do it; I'll never improve without practice," Grey muttered, getting back to his feet. He continued at a sedate pace, trying to process the overwhelming amount of information he was receiving. "So, there's something I've been wondering about," Grey started tentatively.

Go on.

"Why did you accept my deal?" He asked, referring to their original Daemon contract.

Why would I not? It seemed logical; we both benefited from it.

"No, I mean. Why accept it from me? It wouldn't have been that hard to find a stronger master, even without your head," Grey said. He stepped over a root, almost tripping despite the extra care he took.

I notice you waited until you had secured another Daemon before asking this, Mimi pointed out wryly. But you are not wrong. Although, perhaps you do not see the entire picture.

"Meaning?"

Few can wear my armour for any real amount of time. It draws on your mana in a similar way to casting a prolonged spell. Fortunately, it naturally only draws a fraction of what you are capable of outputting consistently; otherwise, it would render you incapable of casting spells, Mimi explained. Grey had noticed the feeling before, which is why he couldn't wear Mimi indefinitely. While it is true, you lack raw power and so get a smaller boost to strength than others might, you also have unusually large mana reserves. This means you can employ the benefits for much longer.

"Huh. So we make an ideal team then; my super stamina complements your mana draining," Grey thought aloud, feeling his confidence skyrocketing.

You could say that. The other reason I chose you is that you are weak. Grey deflated at that; his newfound confidence dashed.

"Odd criteria, don't you think?"

I disagree. Consider my situation. Without my head, I am very vulnerable; if I were to attempt a deal with a stronger mage, they may overwhelm me and forcefully bind me to their service. While I have no issue with having a master, I should like to ensure I get my head back first. Your lack of strength means that even if you were to try, I am confident you could not force me to stay against my will.

"I wouldn't do that anyway," Grey replied resolutely. "Master Noleland taught us that the best masters always have willing Daemons."

An admirable sentiment. Unfortunately, not a universally held one. She wasn't wrong. Many agreed with Noleland's teaching, pointing out that it was much easier to train a willing Daemon. Unwilling Daemons have a tendency to run away or attack their masters. Despite this, many masters would happily take a powerful Daemon as their servant, willing or not. If they were stronger than it, obedience could always be taught, regardless of their feelings.


"Well, regardless, I'm glad you chose me. And I promise I won't try to force you to stay." 

I know that now.

Grey smiled to himself, feeling a sense of peace through the bond.

For what it is worth; I am glad you are the master I met. Grey smiled bashfully, scratching his cheek.

"I'm glad-"

Smack

Grey picked himself up off the ground again, rubbing his sore nose. He'd tripped over a root. "That was my fault; I let myself get distracted."

Yes. Mimi's laughter reverberated inside his head. It was.


Chapter 12: Infiltration

"Well, this isn't ominous at all," Grey mumbled, looking at the strange facility Katana had led him to.

It was built near the top of the mountain, hanging haphazardly over the edge, with no visible support beams. Its walls were sharply defined, made of metal with big bay windows and harsh lighting. Only one path led up to its wooden front gate, where a pair of mean looking guards waited in the pouring rain.

While he was walking, it had started drizzling, soon developing into a full-blown storm. Lightning flashed in the sky, thunder sounding a beat later.

"Is it safe to be out here in this weather?" Grey asked, staring at the flashing clouds.

"Oh yeah, definitely. My senses are way better than humans. If lightning tried to strike me, I'd dodge it. Easy peasy," Katana said, beaming proudly as she struck a pose as if she was about to karate chop some unseen foe. She was soaking wet, just like Grey, despite having only been in the rain for a couple of minutes. Her top clung to her like a second skin, showing off her exaggerated curves. Katana wasn't bothered by the rain. After so long, it was good to feel rain on her skin again. Oni are much more resilient to temperature and environmental factors than humans are.


"And you could protect me, too?" 

“Huh? Oh right! Hahaha. No, no. You'd totally die,” Katana said, laughing to herself.

"... Thanks."

"No problem!" She spoke so innocently that Grey honestly couldn't tell if she was mocking him or just stupid.

"Anyway, we need to figure out a way inside. Ideally, without being seen, so we can snoop around and search for Mimi's head," Grey said, moving under a rocky outcropping to shield him from the rain. "Even if we could get past those guys, there's no way we wouldn't be seen."

Katana grinned proudly, levitating off the ground. "I can do it easily. I'll fly up the mountainside, then jump in through those big ol’ windows. Since you can't fly, I can carry you in.”

While she hadn't used it during their fight, levitation was a common ability of Oni. Oni aren't the fastest fliers, but they can carry a lot of weight without trouble.

"I don't think that's a good idea. I can't camouflage myself like you can," Grey pointed out, thinking back on their earlier conversation.

"Aw, poor master. Must make it really hard to sneak up on people."

"Yeah, that keeps me up at night," Grey deadpanned. "Okay, alternative plan: camouflage yourself as much as you can and fly up the mountain. Do some recon, learn what you can without getting too close." Katana's hearing was much better than a human’s, so even without physically entering, she would be able to learn a lot.

"Okie dokie, master daster." She gave a silly salute, then changed colour to match the mountain's rock. Her camouflage was inferior to Grant's near-invisibility, but, considering their goal, it would be sufficient. He hoped. Grey felt a tug on his reserves as his mana flowed to her, her camouflage improving subtlety. Leaping into the air, she kept floating despite having no visible means of propulsion. Taking a seat in a dry patch, Grey tried to relax for a moment. It wasn't easy, considering everything that had happened.

She's an odd person. I guess not all Daemons can be as serious as Mimi. She seems nice though and isn't holding what my ancestor did to her against me. Hopefully, we can get along well from now on.

It was still a little hard to believe that she was willing to be his Daemon partner. But regardless, he was happy. He finally had a permanent Daemon. Even if Mimi left, he wouldn't be left alone. He also claimed the Sakura Blade, sort of, something no one in his family had achieved in generations. I wonder how father will react when he hears I found it, Grey thought with a smirk.

Grey had only just started his journey, yet he had already achieved so much.


Maybe I really will be able to enter the Mage King Tournament. When he had made the promise, he hadn't really believed it possible. He was going to try, but he wasn't arrogant enough to think he could just waltz into the most challenging tournament in the world. But with Katana by his side, suddenly it felt possible. 

Then again, a lot of his success to date had been because he had Mimi by his side. A part of him wanted to believe he could convince her to stay, but he wasn't sure. She said she was glad she found me, but-

"I'm back!"

"Gah." Katana dropped out of the sky, landing with a flourish. Grey leapt to his feet before realising it was her. "You did that on purpose!"

"Yup!"

At least she's honest. Grey shook his head, deciding to move on. "How did it go?"

"Good news: Grant's definitely in there. His scent was all over the place," she said, bouncing with excitement, making her breasts jiggle. Based on the pleased smile she gave Grey when she caught him looking, that was deliberate, too. "Bad news: he's not alone. Lots of voices and lots of smells." She waved a hand in front of her face, sticking her tongue out in disgust. "That place is yucky."

"Any sign of Mimi's head?"

"No, but I heard some people talking about a 'Captain' Dusk; sounds like he's out or something," she said, putting air quotes around the word captain. "Sounds like that's what they call their masters."

"Good to know." Grey nodded, processing the information. Scratching his chin, Grey considered what he had learnt. "Such a big facility means they probably get a lot of visitors they don't know. But the guards won't let just anyone in. Maybe-"

"Here." She held out a bag, grinning widely.

"What is it?" Grey asked, looking inside curiously.

"I stole you a uniform," she cheered. Grey stared at her.

"You went inside!"

"Yep, I figured you could go undercover. There are so many humans in there; they can't all know each other," she justified. Grey suspected she only came up with that excuse after the fact.

"I said to do recon. This was incredibly risky; you could've gotten caught," Grey scolded. She didn't even pretend to care.

"Welp, I didn't. So come on, come on, put it on, put it on." She gestured to the bag eagerly. Grey sighed, looking inside.

"Well, I guess since you've already got it, I might as well." Reluctantly, he started taking the clothes out of the bag. "So you want to go in your gem or something?"

"No can do; someone needs to stay on the lookout." She crossed her arms, shaking her head somberly.

"Then why are you facing me?"

"I can multitask." Her lips spread into a Cheshire grin, eyes hungry. "Besides, I'm curious."

"... Did you seriously steal this just to watch me change?"

"Yup!" She didn't even try to deny it.

"Turn around!" Grey stabbed his finger through the air. Katana huffed irritably.

"If it helps, I could get naked too?"

"This isn't the time or the place," Grey said. Katana pouted, then turned around.

"Wouldn't have taken you for the shy type." Grey began stripping off his regular outfit.

“I didn't say we couldn't do that. Just not now,” Grey said, smirking. Katana giggled girlishly.

"I'm going to hold you to that, master."

"Don't worry. I always keep my promises."

Quickly donning the uniform, Grey was pleased to find it fit perfectly. She didn't even need to ask my size.

"Alright, I'm changed. Stay quiet and follow my lead," Grey instructed. He didn't want to put Katana back in her gem in case a fight broke out.

"Boring!" Despite her protests, Katana followed obediently.


Grey walked up to the imposing steel gate with Katana at his side, waving to the guards. The one on the left, a lanky young man with yellow eyes, waved back hesitantly. His partner, a stocky, bald man, shot him a glare before shouting at Grey. 

"Oi, what's your business?" Grey turned to the stocky man with a disarming smile.

"I have an urgent message to deliver."

"Alright then, hand it over," he grunted, sticking out a grubby hand.

"Sorry, but I've been given explicit orders to not give it to anyone but Captain Dusk." The stocky one crossed his arms with a huff.

"He's out; you'll have to wait."

"Oh, come on, Bruce. We can't make him wait in the rain," the lanky one said.

"Why not, we are?"

"How long will he be?"

"He should be back before noon tomorrow," the stocky man said, grinning with schadenfreude.

I need to figure out a way inside, and fast. The last thing I need is to actually meet the captain.

"Master, I'm cold," Katana said in a whiny voice. She then sneezed for added drama.

"Can't you put her away?" The lanky one asked.

"Uh." Grey swallowed, mind racing. It was clear he felt bad for them being forced to wait outside, and that went doubly for Katana, who he was currently looking at like she was a lost puppy. "Her gem broke. I was hoping to get it looked at inside." 


"Well, you'll have to wait until Dusk's back to do that too," the stocky one cut in gruffly. Katana sneezed cutely, shivering dramatically. 

She's not a bad actor.

The lanky one gave his partner a reproachful look. "Oh fine, whatever." He opened the gate, grumbling under his breath, "Bloody sugar cubes, afraid of a little water."


Chapter 13: Undercover

Walking into the lair - because what else could this place be - Grey was met with his next problem. He didn't know where to go. All the halls looked similar, chrome with dreary lighting. No signs or anything else to tell him where anything was.

"So where to, master?" Katana whispered, tugging on his sleeve. The moment they got past the guards, she dropped the meek act, grinning proudly at her deception.


"Can you smell Grant?" 

"Yup, want me to take you to him?"

"No, the opposite. Best I can tell, he's just a grunt; plus, he knows who we really are," Grey explained, looking around nervously. Espionage was stressful. "Make sure we don't run into him, but stay a step behind me."

Not everyone had Daemons, but those that did all had them walking behind them - presumably as a way of showing status. If Grey was going to fit in, it was important he did the same.

"On it," Katana said, pointing down a long hallway. Walking with purpose, Grey covertly watched for reactions from those around him. Fortunately, everyone seemed too wrapped up in whatever they were doing to notice him. Unfortunately, there was only one door at the end of the hall, and it wasn't a normal one.

It had a yellow gem embedded just above the doorknob. Before walking through it, people pressed their own yellow gems against it. It must be some sort of magical lock or something. Mimi's powers would probably work, but I can't exactly bring her out now. I need somewhere to hide, a closet or -

Katana pulled a yellow gem out of her pocket, handing it to Grey with a cheeky grin. Little thief. Did she just pick someone's pocket? He tried the stolen key. The door swung open, welcoming him inside. This is going well, somehow.

He walked into the mystery room, Katana following behind him. "What are you doing in here?" An old man with wild hair called, rushing over. He wore a lab coat with Reeves sewn into it; presumably that was his name.

"I've been sent by Captain Dusk to get a status report," Grey said. He wished he was wearing Mimi's armour. There was so much to see in the room, he couldn't take it all in. It was a classic alchemist's set up, with boiling cauldrons, flasks and vials filled with liquids of various colours. The walls were lined with complicated alchemical diagrams that went right over Grey’s head; alchemy had never interested him. He preferred the more immediate effects of casting spells to the long, drawn-out process of creating potions.

"Again?"

"Apparently, the last one wasn't thorough enough," Grey lied, shrugging helplessly. The alchemist sneered.

"Wasting my precious time with endless reports. Alright, alright, follow me, let's get this over with quickly." The alchemist ushered him over to a cauldron. He waved his arms dramatically at a wall covered in diagrams and other figures. Grey didn't understand what he was looking at in the slightest; Reeves must've noticed this as he soon resumed talking. "Write in your report that Project Genesis is proceeding nicely; for that, we can thank our latest raw materials."

Raw materials. Does he mean Mimi's head? Grey wanted to ask, but he wasn't sure how to without sounding suspicious.

"We still haven't quite managed to control the process by which Daemons spawn, I'm afraid. But we have made this." He presented a crystal tablet to Grey, small lights of various colours glowing on it.

"What is it?"

"Those lights represent areas where ambient mana is coalescing."

Wait, does he mean?

"By viewing this, we can predict with 81% accuracy where Daemons are likely to spawn, narrowing it down to an area of less than 250 square meters. My hope is that, with more resources, we may be able to predict even more. We could know the exact time, place and species, days in advance!"

Daemons aren't born. Grey had never seen it happen, but, according to reports, they just sort of appeared. One second open air, the next, a Daemon exists. The reason for this varies depending on who you ask. The classical myths claim that Typhon, the first Daemon, births them as spirits and they only appear in the physical world when they're strong enough. Others claim they are actually the result of wild mana coalescing, spontaneously creating life. The Daemon themselves don't know, which Grey always took as evidence for the second theory. Bizarrely though, they can almost always speak, fight and do other things from the moment of their ‘birth', which suggested they did exist in some form before they appeared.

Regardless of the reason, they don't just appear anywhere. People often get the cause and effect wrong, thinking that building cities prevents them from spawning. It's actually the opposite; they don't appear in certain areas, so they were safe for humans to settle and build cities. Daemon may be calm when tamed, but when wild, they can be shockingly destructive. Not everyone is as tough as mages, after all.

"We've already started using this on a small scale; my assistants are using them to aid in the collection of further raw materials."

"Raw materials? As in Daemons?"

"We kept some live specimens, yes," he said, waving his hand flippantly. "But many Daemons have unusual organs we wish to study. In cases like that, keeping them alive is oftentimes inconvenient."

He said it so casually, as if murdering sentient creatures meant nothing to him. It made Grey sick to his stomach just talking to a man like this, but he couldn't afford to blow his cover surrounded by enemies. If even a fraction of them had Daemons, Grey wouldn't stand a chance at escaping should a fight break out.

"I see. But you must keep some living samples; it's my understanding that certain organs deteriorate when the Daemon dies," Grey said, trying to keep his voice even. Mimi had told him she would die if her head was killed, so it had to be alive. How long that would stay the case, Grey didn't know.

"Hm, oh, yes, yes. We keep some alive; they're cared for in the back." Grey did not like the way he said cared for, as if it was some dark joke only he understood.

"I trust they're being kept securely," Grey probed in what he hoped was a subtle fashion.

"Oh yes, very secure. I designed the wards myself; no one can get in or out without my say so." Reeves was losing interest in the conversation, looking at some papers as he spoke. Grey suspected he wasn't really reading them; he just wanted Grey to leave.

"Really? So you have the only gem key?"

"Gem key? No, no, no. I've set up special wards; can't be too careful with live samples. They react to my personal mana signature and General Steele's; it's impossible for anyone to get in or out without my permission."

Every human and Daemon had a unique personal magic signature. Replicating it was impossible, even for bonded masters and their Daemon. The closest thing possible was to channel another's mana, but even that required they voluntarily allow you to draw on it.

Grey tilted his head. He had no idea who Steele was, but considering he was a general and Dusk was a captain, he could guess that he was in charge or at least higher ranked. "What if someone needed to get in there when neither of you were around?"

Reeves' eyes narrowed. Not good.

Then he spoke. "I was told I would have absolute authority in this lab. Tell Captain Dusk I don't care what he does with my research, but this is my lab, and I will run it the way I want. If he doesn't like that, he can take it up with the general!"

Reeves leaned forward to the point his nose was almost touching Grey's, poking his chest to emphasise his point. Grey took a step back, raising his hands in a placating gesture.

"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Grey said, smiling disarmingly. Reeves gave a curt nod in response. "Well, this all looks very impressive. I'll be sure to mention you by name in my report." To The Watch. Grey finished mentally. He would rescue Mimi's head, then tell someone, everyone, what they were doing. They needed to be stopped. It couldn't wait.

Beside him, Grey checked on Katana. She did an impressive job of keeping any emotion out of her expression; despite this, it was clear she was as disgusted by this man as Grey. The feeling was unmissable through their bond.

"Wonderful." Despite his words, it was clear he didn't care in the least. "Is that all you need?”

"As a matter of fact, it is. I've heard everything I need to hear."

Reeves straightened out his jacket, having calmed down significantly. "Good, good. Now get out."


Chapter 14: Evacuation

Grey knew Reeves wouldn't let him hang out in his lab much longer, no matter what he said. So he left before he overstayed his welcome. Tempting as it was, he couldn't just force Reeves to open the door. He noticed at least 4 lab assistants with gems. Even if they were weak, they would call for help with their communication gems. Mimi and Katana were strong, but Grey didn't feel confident taking on an army of evil mages. Grey needed to trick them somehow.

"At least we know where Mimi's head is," Grey said, once he was confident he was alone. He wasn't sure exactly where he was going; the winding hallway seemed to go on forever. An endless grey expanse tunneling into the mountain. Various rooms had been built, including bunks and what looked like training rooms, but most were, thankfully, empty.

"Hmm, I'm not so sure. I couldn't smell Mimi in there like at all," Katana said, still walking slightly behind him in case someone saw them. 

"That could be because of the way they're containing her," Grey said. "Alchemists tend to keep clean labs too, which could disguise the smell. The only way we can find out is if we get into that vault somehow." 

"Getting in is going to be super hard," Katana whined.

"Yes, it will. And I really don't want to hang around here any longer than we have to. The longer we're here, the more likely something goes wrong," Grey muttered, falling silent as he passed a pair of grunts. "I'll think of something. For now, we just need to blend in; if we look like we belong here, hopefully, no one will talk to us."

"Easy," Katana said.

"You!" A young woman no older than 20 years of age with cropped red hair raced down the hall, waving wildly. She had sharp, angular features and the eyes of a hunter. Grey's heart hammered in his chest, his hands twitching towards his gems.

"Me?"

"Yeah, you. You're late."

What the hell? What could they possibly need me for? I'm not even a real member! Grey internally screamed. "Um, what for?"

"Follow me," she said rather than explain.

"Who are you?" Grey risked asking.

"I'm the lieutenant serving under Captain Dusk," she explained, not actually answering his question.

Grey followed the lieutenant through the long, winding corridor. He returned Katana to her gem, worried someone would recognise her as they rushed about. The lieutenant took him to a small office, where a man with similar features to hers and matching red hair was waiting. He looked to be a few years older. Too young to be her father. An older brother?

Even though he was just sitting there, he still looked imposing. Like he could kill Grey in an instant; he was just waiting for a reason.

"Well?"

Grey didn't say anything. He still had no idea what the man wanted. If he was going to kill me, he would have done it by now. He's had plenty of opportunities. It has to be something else. I just need to figure out what. Grey took a calming breath as he tried to make sense of the situation he had suddenly found himself in. "Um …"

"You have a message for me?" It was Captain Dusk. Grey had told the guards at the gate he had a message for him. Evidently, they had passed this information on.

Wasn't he supposed to be out? What's he doing back so soon? Grey's mind was racing, trying desperately to think of something to say. He couldn't just say any old nonsense; it was supposed to be for Captains Dusk's ears only. But if he said the wrong thing, he would blow his cover. That could work …

"Local authorities are starting to take notice of your presence near the city," Grey lied fluidly. Well, it could be true. And it will be true soon if I have anything to say about it.

Dusk snarled, slamming his fist on the table. "Dammit. How certain is this information?"

"Certain enough that they sent me." Dusk bit his nails, scowling at Grey. Grey met his gaze cooly, trying to appear more confident than he felt.

"Dae."

"Yes, captain," the girl - Dae - said, snapping another salute.

"Prepare the grunts. We're going to have to move the base sooner than we planned."

"Right away," Dae said, rushing out of the room. Dusk turned to Grey, eyebrow twitching with irritation.

"What are you doing just standing around? Get moving; we don't have time to waste!"

"Eh, me? What do you want me to do?"

"Isn't it obvious? Help with the evacuation, grunt!"


Chapter 15: Jailbreak

The fort resembled a kicked over anthill. Everywhere around Grey, people were running about, rushing to pack up. It had worked even better than Grey had hoped. Before, he could have never hoped to gain access to the inner lab. The chaos changed that. He even had orders that could be interrupted as a reason to do so.

Grey made a beeline for the alchemist's lab. Throwing open the door, he started shouting before anyone could ask any questions.

"Everyone, prepare for an emergency evacuation." He rushed over the Reeves. "I've been ordered to help with the transport of the live samples."

Reeves narrowed his eyes. "What's going on now?"

"The local authorities got wind of us. We're expecting an assault any minute now," Grey explained. Reeves huffed in annoyance.

"Can't get anything done without fools interrupting me. Alright, come with me, grunt," Reeves ordered, walking to a steel door without looking to see if Grey was following. With a wave of his hand, the heavy door opened. A burst of warm, stale air hit Grey in the face. The room smelt of strong chemicals, making Grey scrunch up his nose.

Boxes of various sizes and shapes lined the walls. Each one had a thick lock on it, holding the lid in place. Are those Daemons? Grey thought, watching in horror as a box shook. How long had they been kept like that? Sealed in a dark box, barely able to move.

"What are you waiting for? Grab a box, and load them into the cart!"

"Don't - don't they have gems?" Grey asked before he could stop himself.

Reeves rolled his eyes. "Gems require a master to work. If we bonded these Daemons, it would contaminate the data," he said dispassionately. "Now stop asking stupid questions; I don't have time for this. It's bad enough my research is being disturbed by this nonsense; I can't waste time holding your hand!"

Grey obeyed, loading up the cart. It took a long time; there were a lot of Daemons. Fortunately, aside from the basic mechanical lock, they had no security. No other grunts were available to help with the loading, either. Apparently everyone else was needed elsewhere in the lair, leaving the work of hauling the Daemon to Grey and a couple lab hands. He made sure he didn't miss any, getting them all into the same cart. Then, checking he was alone, he released Mimi.


She quickly encased him. 

"Unlock these boxes, your heads in one of them," he said. The locks all snapped open, the boxes flying open. Dozens of Daemons leapt free of their prisons, looking around in bafflement.

"What's going on?" A Stonemaiden said. Stonemaidens’ look remarkably like human women, except their skin is grey and hard as rock. Her hair was bright red, with a wiry texture.

"I'm freeing you guys. Grab anyone that can't walk and run," Grey explained. He didn't bother coming up with a lie. His cover would be blown soon, no matter what he said.

The Stonemaiden looked at him for a moment, features neutral, before grabbing a box and running.

"Alright, where's your head, Mimi?" Grey asked. Dullahans could sense their heads over short distances; her senses should have even returned.

It is not here.

"What? This is everyone," Grey said, looking around in a panic. "Where else could your head be?"

It is possible this facility is not unique. If this organisation has other branches, it is possible one of them is currently in possession of my head. Grey cursed under his breath.

If General Steele was the big boss, it made sense there was at least one more captain, if not several. Any of them could have Mimi's head. "We need to go back and find out where their other bases are."

No, now is not the time to worry about that. We need to focus on escaping.

"But-but," Grey tried. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a box with the lid still closed. Quickly opening it, he saw a severed head. "Gah!"

That is my head! Grey's momentary terror at the severed head passed, as he realised it was Mimi's alive head.

"Okay. So, um, now what?"

I do not understand. That is definitely my head, but something is wrong. I cannot feel any connection to it at all.

"Is-is it dead?"

If that were the case, I would be. No, this is something else. They must have done something to it, severed my connection.

Grey's knuckles turned white with anger. Shaking his hand, he touched Mimi's gem to her head, pulling it inside. "We need to get you to a healer as soon as possible."

… There is no other option. We must flee.

He heard shouting outside- the scientists had realised what was happening. The former prisoners had created a ruckus as they left.

Leaping out of the carriage, Grey tried to use the chaos to make his getaway.

"You!" Dae screamed, chasing after him.

Her again? What are the odds? Grey bemoaned internally.

"What are you doing? We need to recapture the escaped Daemon," she shouted. She looked him up and down. "Why the heck are you wearing dullahan armour?"

She was smarter than she looked. She identified Mimi at a glance. Grey kept taking small steps away from the carnage he had caused. "Um, funny story -"

"You, you're the one who released the Daemon. You used your dullahan to break their locks." Grey's mind raced, desperate to think of a way to explain the situation. Nothing came to him. It was incredibly cut and dry.

He swung for her. If he couldn't talk his way out of it, a hard punch to the face was the next best thing. Dae rolled out of the way, grabbing a gem from her belt. "Go, Mousy."

She released a Huntmouse. It looked like a 4 foot tall woman with small mouse ears, whiskers, a mouse-like tail and buck teeth. Not the most intimating foe.

Then again, she doesn't need to beat me. If this takes too long, more could arrive and overwhelm me together. I need to end this in one hit.

Grey Flash Stepped forward, drawing on Mimi's strength enhancement for a clothesline. Mousy fell to the ground, her gem recalling her to prevent further injuries.

Well, that was easy, Grey thought.

I feel… tired. Mimi glowed around Grey, her gem recalling her.

"What the hell?"

Dae smirked, drawing another gem. Checking Mimi's gem, he saw the safety had activated, refusing to let him release her. Dammit. It must be some sort of special ability of her Huntmouse! Mimi won't be able to rejoin the fight until I get her to a healer.

Grey released Katana. "Let's kick some ass," she cheered, flexing her muscles threateningly.

"No, there's no point. She's just trying to waste our time, so help can arrive; fly us out of here," Grey ordered.

"Oh no you don't. Go Libra!" A woman wearing a blindfold with markings of a golden set of scales on her stomach appeared. She was wearing a dark blue bandeau top and matching floor-length skirt. Her arms were slim, but she moved with the grace of a swan.

I have literally no idea what this is. Not good. Grey was familiar with most of the common Daemon species and a fair few of the less common ones. He had learnt about them as part of his mage studies for years. Seeing one he didn't even know the name of meant it was exceptionally rare. As a rule, rare Daemon were more powerful. 


"Katana, let's get out here. Now!" 

Grey tried to move, but his legs were glued to the ground. His whole body suddenly felt heavy, as if he had weights strapped to every inch of him. At least I know what she does.

"Master, I can't fly like this," Katana said, voice strained.

This is why she got rid of Mimi. I could've used her strength enhancement to run away, but now I can't even move. Grey collapsed to his hands and knees.

"Use your eye beans," Grey ground out. Bolts of light shot at Libra, but she leapt out of the way, landing silently. She wasn't affected by the weight change.

"Magical Missile!" Dae shouted. The bolt headed for Grey. Under normal circumstances, it would be arbitrary dodging such a slow-moving projectile. But still struggling to hold his weight, the best Grey could do was let himself fall before countering with his own spell. Dae hopped to the side, then shot another Magic Missile. Katana was forced to intercept with her eye beams.

Libra used the opportunity to tackle her. "Ack, how the hell do you weigh so much?" 

Katana was pinned, Libra using her unnatural weight to make herself immovable. Grey tried to shift himself; his muscles burned with effort as he crawled forward. This is only a lieutenant. Fear gripped him. The situation seemed hopeless; he couldn't even move. Dae was already casting her next spell. No. There's always a way to win. No mage is unbeatable. I just need to think. Stop panicking and think!

"The blindfold! 360 vision!" Grey shouted, referencing their fight in the shrine. Katana understood; grabbing the cloth between her teeth, she tore it in half. Simultaneously, her body glowed with a hot white light. Grey closed his eyes. Libra was a second too slow.

"Gah!" With her blindfold gone, she took the full force of the light. Her concentration briefly broke, the spell faded. Grey rolled away from Dae's spell.

Katana didn't let the opportunity pass. She drove her fist into Libra's exposed chest, hitting the scales. The Daemon glowed with light, her gem recalling her.

"Quick, get us out of here," Grey said, running to his Daemon. Katana grabbed him, then she took off.

"Stop. Get back here! I'm not done with you yet!" Dae shot another Magic Missile, but Katana swerved to avoid it. More grunts arrived to help, throwing their own spells into the mix.

"Hurry, we've done all we can," Grey said. The wind blew his hair around. He was so focused on getting away; he forgot to feel scared of the fact there was only Katana's grip separating him from a miserable death.

Scree

A high pitch screech pierced the air. Grey covered his ears in agony. "Oh, what now?"

A woman with bat-like wings, blood-red eyes and fangs was chasing them. A Vamp. Looks like someone had a flying Daemon.

"Nothing to worry about." Katana spun around and shot off several eye beams. Vamps are naturally weak against light based attacks, only one needed to hit to end the fight.

It flowed around the attacks with practiced ease. Katana couldn't even get a glancing hit.

"You cannot escape Mistress Dae," it rasped.

So it's another of Dae's Daemon. Damn, she's even stronger than I thought. Her own magic wasn't very impressive, but controlling 3 powerful Daemon sure was. Grey was glad he ran away before the grunts could get involved.

Rearing back its head, it shot a stream of poison. Katana did her best to dodge, but with Grey in her hands, she was just a little too slow. A single drop grazed her arm, sizzling when it hit her skin.

"Katana, are you okay?"

"I'm fine," she said, sucking in a harsh breath. "Don't worry. I can handle this joker any day."

She shot more light beams, but as before, the vamp dodged them effortlessly. Returning fire with her poison, she kept Katana firmly on the defensive. She tried to counter with a Solar Flare, but the vamp was ready, covering her eyes just in time. Dae had already seen the attack, after all.

Normally not having her master nearby to advise and support her would put the Vamp at a disadvantage. But with Katana forced to hold Grey, she was moving too slowly. I need to do something fast. Katana can't hold out forever.

"You can't escape, just give up," the Vamp said in a voice Grey recognised. It was Dae's voice. She was talking through the Daemon. "If you surrender now, I'll let you live."

"How generous," Grey said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

"You and I both know this is a fight you cannot win. Surrender is the only prudent choice."

They were hundreds of meters above the forest. If Grey fell, he wouldn't stand a chance. But there was no way Dae would let Katana put him down safely. "And what will you do with us if we surrender? Do you really expect me to believe you'll just let us go?"

"We'll allow you to go. You'll need to be disarmed, naturally."

"Disarmed?" Her lips curled into a smile that did not fit her face. "You can't possibly mean-"

"It's only natural. Daemon are weapons like any other." Grey looked at Katana. She looked scared, but worse than that, she looked resigned.

Katana thinks I'll take the deal. She didn't even look angry. She accepted the decision as if it was the only logical thing to do. As if his sacrificing her was a given. Just like my ancestor.

"Master, it's-"

"Katana," he cut her off. "End this quickly."

"I'm trying -" Grey pushed away from Katana, entering free fall. He screamed despite himself. "Grey!"

Katana's panic quickly gave way. The vamp was staring in shock. She was wide open. Springing forward off of nothing, Katana feinted with eye beams, ending the fight with a hard fist to the gut. The vamp's eyes bulged before it was forcefully returned to its gem.

Canceling her flight, Katana shot down in a dive toward her screaming master. She couldn't believe he had done something so reckless. Any normal master would've taken the deal. It was only natural; masters always value their lives over that of their Daemons. Yet Grey chose her. He put himself in danger just so she would have a chance at winning the fight. He really is different. Pushing herself down as fast as she could, Katana raced to catch-up with her plummeting master. "You crazy bastaaaaaard!"


Grey's stomach lurched, terror gripping him as the ground rushed towards him. He couldn't do anything to arrest his motion. None of his spells were useful, not that he could muster the concentration to focus on casting, anyway. "Save me, damnit!" 

He hated how hysterical he sounded. I'm going to die. Why did I do that? I'm so fucking stupid.

Strong arms wrapped around him. "Are you out of your mind?" Katana arched, arresting her momentum slowly. "I can't believe you did that!"

"Hehe haha, yeah. I can't either," Grey laughed to himself like a madman, delirious from fear. "I knew you'd catch me."

"You're an idiot," Katana said, ascending higher in case an enemy master spotted them.

"Yup!" Grey laughed raucously, Katana joining him soon after. "Man, I really thought I was going to die for a second there, Tana."

"Tana?"

"Yeah, I figured we've both put our lives in each other's hands now. No need to be so formal." Grey laughed, considering the ridiculousness of the statement. "Do you like it?" Katana giggled.

"No," she shouted over the wind. "I love it."


Chapter 16: A Dark Dae

"Dad, I-" Dae began.

"Sir. When referring to a captain, call them sir," Captain Dusk said, cutting her off. 


"I'm sorry, sir. About the attack, I did everything I could," Dae said, bowing with her fist on the floor. "He was too strong." 

Captain Dusk had his back to her, watching as the grunts scrambled about to finish packing away the facility. In the aftermath of the Daemons' escape, all hell had broken loose. It had been hours, and several had been recovered, but several more had been lost. Rare specimens vital to Reeves's research. Replacing them would take weeks.

"Who is he?" Dusk asked at last.

"I don't know," Dae admitted, hanging her head. "No one's ever heard of him before."

"So a random no-name can just walk in here, release our valuable research specimens, beat your entire team and then fly off without so much as a broken leg." Dusk spoke softly, still staring ahead. A casual onlooker might mistake this for calm, but Dae was no fool. "Well?"

"It's possible he died. I saw him fall…" Dae drifted off awkwardly.

"Tracking Daemon found nothing," her captain replied sharply. "You failed, lieutenant."

"He had unusually powerful Daemon," Dae tried to explain, voice trembling. "We may not know who he is yet, but he must be someone." She could tell he wasn't impressed. "Perhaps-"

"Lieutenant," his voice was like ice, cutting Dae to the core. "We will be leaving soon. Soon, I will report to General Steele about what happened, and one of two things will happen. The first is that I tell him we know exactly who attacked us, who he works for, and how we're going to deal with him."

Dae waited, but he didn't continue. "What's the other?"

Finally, Dusk turned around, his eyes overcast by shadow.

"You don't want to know." Dae tried to speak, but words failed her. Her father sneered. "Dismissed."

With a quick bow, she made her way out of the room. Dae raced down the hallway as if she was being chased. She didn't know where she was going or what she was looking for. But one thing was for sure: she needed to get there fast.

"Lieutenant Dae," an oily grunt called, waving to her. "I have something to report."

"What is it, grunt? I'm busy." The grunt wasn't discouraged by her dismissive tone.

"Grant. My name's Grant."

"Get to the point."

"Yes, lieutenant-"

"Now!"

"I know who attacked us!" That gave Dae pause.

"How sure are you?" Grant swallowed, sweating buckets.

"Absolutely. I've faced him before," Grant said. He explained that he had been on a team sent to capture a dullahan. They'd messed up, though, only successfully capturing the head while the body escaped. Grant was ordered to follow it, but it ended up joining with a local mage. He lost track of him for a while, only finding him again when he went to his village. There he overheard talk of some shrine with a special weapon, so he investigated, tailing the mage. The shrine had been protected by some sort of barrier, but using magic Lamia harvested from the dullahan’s head, he broke through.

"The whole weapon thing was a bust, but there was a red Oni with pink hair. Sound familiar?"

"You think it's the same Daemon?"

"It would be one hell of a coincidence if they weren't," Grant said, puffing out his chest. "So, do I get, like, a reward or something?"

"So what you're saying is that you failed your mission, led a dangerous insurgent into our base who subsequently threw our entire operation into chaos," Dae summarized. "And you want a reward?"

Grant's eyes were wide as saucers. He tried to say something, but his throat had run dry. Sputtering weakly, he looked very much like he wished he had never stopped her.

"Come with me. Dusk is going to want a full debriefing."


Chapter 17: Stratus City

Touching down at the edge of the city, Katana put Grey down. Finally, they were safe. The organisation was clearly trying to avoid being detected, so it seemed reasonable they wouldn't follow Grey into the city. He hoped.

Grey stumbled, still jittery with nerves from his near death experience.

"Alright… first things first… We need to find a healer for you and Mimi," Grey said. He had never been to Stratus city before, but almost every settlement had a healer that would take care of injured Daemon.

Stratus city was one of the biggest cities in the region. Even in the outskirts, many of the buildings were multiple stories tall, with wide roads filled with carriages and lots of people milling about. A true metropolis filled with the sounds of city life. Wandering around such a busy place was disorientating for someone like Grey, who grew up in a small village, but he found what he was looking for. The healer's buildings always had tall poles with a bright pink letter H at the end to show what they were, even at a distance.

"Their injuries appear to be superficial," Healer Merry said, smiling brightly. She had taken him to a white sterile room in the back filled with medical equipment and diagrams of common Daemons’ bodies.

She explained that while Mimi was in no state to fight, all she was suffering from was mana exhaustion. Evidently, the Huntmouse's ability had sucked her dry. While this meant she couldn't fight, all she needed to recover was rest. "If you'll hand them to me for a second, I can have them healed right up."

Grey handed over the gems. Merry placed them onto the counter, then began casting spells while Grey watched with rapt interest. Healers are a subset of mages who specialise in the treatment of Daemon and people. Lots of mages know a basic healing spell, but higher-level spells are another matter entirely, requiring both intimate knowledge of the target's unique physiology and specialist training in magic.

Merry cast a quick spell on Katana's gem, then another on Mimi's. After Mimi's, she frowned. Picking it up, she cast a much longer and more complicated spell. Then another. She kept casting several spells in rapid succession; her frown growing with each attempt. Eventually, she asked, "What were you doing when she suffered this injury?"

"Her head was captured by poachers," Grey explained. "I'm not really sure what they did to her."


"I see." Merry cast another spell before letting out a frustrated sigh. "I'm sorry to say this, but while she's in no danger, I cannot fix her head-body connection." Handing his gems back, she smiled sympathetically. 

"Is there anyone I could speak to who might be able to help?" Grey asked as he clipped their gems into place.

"I'll contact a specialist and get back to you. Are you planning to leave the city soon?"

"I can stick around for a while."

"Good. Leave me your details, and I'll contact you as soon as I have something more concrete." Grey quickly filled out some forms, handing them to the healer. She then led him back to the waiting room.

"I'm sorry that I couldn't be more helpful."

"You did all you could, and I appreciate that. Do you know where I can go to speak with the authorities?" Grey hated to admit it, but he was in way over his head. During his little escapade, he had almost died at least twice. It was time to get some help.

"You looking for the Watch?" A brash girl's voice asked. "Follow me, little man."

The speaker was a girl with brown hair in a high ponytail. She had chiseled features and muscular arms. She dressed like a biker, with a heavy leather jacket, ripped shorts, and combat boots. She looked to be about Grey's age and was significantly shorter than him, making her nicknaming him little man all the more confusing. "The names Roxanne."

"Hello Roxanne, I'm Grey." Grey fell into step beside her. She walked through the city as if it was second nature, barely giving any thought at all to where she was going. By comparison, Grey couldn't help but feel like a yokel as he looked around at the tall buildings and maze-like roads.

"You in some sorta trouble?" Seeing no reason not to, Grey explained the situation with the organisation.

"Ya' an idiot."

"I'm not lying. That all happened," Grey said, annoyed by the girl's aggressive manner.

"I believe ya. But you're an idiot for thinking you could take them on solo," she scolded, giving him a reproachful look. "Ya get some Daemons and suddenly think you're hot stuff? Guess what, lots of people have Daemons. Ya only got away 'cause you were lucky."

"Well, I didn't really intend to fight them. But they had Mimi's head. Besides, if I hadn't done something, then the Daemon they had captive might have been killed," Grey argued, feeling a little defensive.

"That right? And if you had gone and got yourself killed, what’d've happened to your Daemons then?" Grey had never considered the idea he couldn't escape. Even when Dae had him pinned to the ground, he still refused to accept defeat. He hated to admit it, but she had a point. It's why he won, but it was also a stupid way to think.

"I don't know."

"That's right." She knocked on his head. "Next time, think about stuff like that. You're not just responsible for ya' own safety anymore, little man; ya need to take care of them, too."

Grey nodded somberly, looking at his gems. He stayed silent for the rest of the walk, thoughts focused on whether what he did was the right thing. It had turned out well, but did that make it right? He hoped they couldn't recapture the Daemon. Unfortunately, that likely was not the case. Perhaps if he had come with a better plan or reinforcements, he could've made sure that they stayed free. I can't keep running into stuff like this half-cocked. I need to think before I act or I won't be able to help anyone.

"Right, here it is." She pointed to a gigantic eye made of stone above the building. "That marks it as a Watch station, creepy, huh?"

"It is pretty creepy," Grey agreed. The building was enormous, like everything else in the city. It had a set of stairs leading up to it, with pillars holding up the green triangular roof. At the top of the triangle, a stone eye rested, seemingly watching him as he walked. The all-seeing eye of The Watch.


"But these are the good guys. The ones who can actually deal with those pricks," she stressed, giving him an amused look. "So tell them everything, then forget about it. Got it?" 

"Um, sure," he replied, trying to sound honest. With Mimi's head recovered, he technically had no obligation to continue attacking these guys. But after what he saw, the casual way they mistreated the Daemon they captured, he wasn't sure he could just walk away.

She looked at him searchingly. "They'll sort this out, just you watch. In the meantime, why don't you take on the arena?"

"There's an arena?" Grey parroted.

"Hah, don't know nothing, do ya, little man?" she mocked, grinning in a way that reminded Grey of Kai.

"Give me a break. I've been in town for like, an hour." Grey shrugged. Many cities had arenas with arena masters to test Daemon masters for the Mage King Games. Not all of them did, however. I should probably get a map of which do and don't from somewhere.

"Whatever." Roxanne sniffed, rubbing her nose. "Yeah, there's a tournament tomorrow. It's at the old arena." Roxanne pointed in the general direction. "If you pass the preliminaries, you'll be given a chance to take on the Arena Master."

"Think I can win?"

"If your stories are true, you might beat the preliminaries," Roxanne said, thumbing her nose. "But no way you'll beat the arena master."


Chapter 18: Resolve

Grey released Mimi. She appeared in her gothic lolita outfit, her head tucked under her arm like a football. Now that he wasn't so stressed, he could appreciate what she looked like. She looked pretty much exactly how Grey imagined a dullahan would look like. She had long black hair, sharp features, and piercing, red eyes that almost seemed to be glowing. She had pouty lips that were the colour of freshly spilled blood and pale, silky soft skin. Her ears poked through her hair and were just a little pointing, adding to her inhuman look.

"Well, I guess we need to talk." Mimi threw her head at him. Grey panicked at the suddenness, but caught it even as Mimi enveloped him. Her head turned into a helmet, evidence that the link with her body wasn't completely severed.

If that is what you wish, we will talk. What is it that you wish to discuss?

"I just thought I'd check if everything is still okay between us. Technically, our contract is complete. But I was thinking it might be beneficial to stay together until we can fix the connection between your head and body."

Mimi was silent for a moment. That is acceptable. Do you intend to take this "arena challenge"?

"Yes, but you don't have to join me if you don't want to." Grey felt the impression of a nod in his mind.

I will aid you. But there is something more important I wish to discuss.

"Go on."

The Steele Army was not a small group of poachers, as we initially believed. If my inference is correct, we merely infiltrated one cell of many.

"I think you're right. They're no amateurs. If I wasn't lucky, I'm pretty sure Dae would've killed us. I don't even want to imagine what fighting Dusk would've been like." Grey frowned at the thought. The criminal organization seemed to have lots of powerful masters and Daemon under its control. 


The wisest course of action would be to do as Roxanne instructed: leave dealing with them to The Watch. 

"Agreed. Trying to fight them is incredibly dangerous."

Hmm. Grey flexed his arm, feeling Mimi's enhanced strength. It was bizarre to think that, until recently, he had been an insignificant mage without a Daemon. Now he has two incredibly strong Daemon, one of which ate the Sakura Blade. So what is it you intend to do?

"Isn't it obvious? I won't bury my head in the sand. After seeing what I saw, I have to fight."

Would it really be so bad? Once I have received my treatment, I could act as your partner and focus on this tournament you are so interested in.

Grey was surprised by the offer. He hadn't expected Mimi to be willing to stay with him at this point. It was definitely an appealing option, but Grey's mind was made up. He shook his head. "I won't force you to fight with me, Mimi. I know I might come to regret getting involved in something so dangerous, but I can't just do nothing."

You are not lying, Mimi noted, sounding satisfied. Very well, I shall continue to accompany you in this endeavor.

"Even after what happened last time, you want to fight them again?" He felt Mimi's arrogant smirk from deep inside him. His own expression morphed to match hers. "Hang on a second. Was that a test to see if I'd run away if I could?"

Fufu, we should prepare for this arena of yours. It will be good training for what is to come.

Grey lips spread into a thin line. He could feel Mimi's lack of remorse. Rolling his eyes, he let out a small sigh. "Gosh, you're so indirect. You should know I don't engage in such chicanery. If I promise to help, then I'll help."

I wanted to be sure it was your decision. Grey smiled softly.

"Don't worry, you're not forcing me to do anything. Even if you left me, I would still fight."

So heroic, Mini teased. Grey blushed. Well, I do like that about you.

"Right… let's start preparing for the arena, okay?" Grey hoped she couldn't tell he was blushing, but considering the link between their bodies, he doubted that was the case.


As you wish, partner. 


Chapter 19: The Old Fashioned Way

Grey sat down on his bed with a hefty sigh. The room was pretty spartan, just a bed and nightstand with a small wardrobe tucked against the wall. The bed wasn't very soft either. But compared to camping in the forest, it was positively luxurious.

Katana popped out of her gem, standing in front of him.


"Hiya, master," she greeted, bouncing happily on the spot. Grey didn't miss the way her breasts jiggled wildly in her tube top. Tearing his gaze away from her chest, he forced himself to look his loyal Daemon in the eye. 

"Hi Tana, what's up?" Katana grinned, looking around the room. She hummed happily as she took in the mediocre room.

"Well, you've finally got a proper bed. Will I be sleeping in it tonight?" She gestured to the soft double bed.

"Oh, well, you can. But you don't have to. Mimi prefers to stay in her gem when she rests," Grey explained.

"I prefer to sleep with my master," she said, emphasizing the word master. "You might need me in the night, after all."

Grey didn't miss the subtle innuendo in her tone. He wasn't a virgin, but he still blushed a little at how forward she was. "Um, well, I guess that could be the case." Ugh, that was awful.

Katana grinned, leaning forward to show off her ample cleavage. "I've been meaning to ask. When are you going to tame me?"

Grey's embarrassment gave way to confusion. "You're already tamed."

"Eh? When'd you do that?" She touched her lips, shocked.

"With the gem. It creates the bond automatically," Grey said, showing her the gem. It was starting to turn a deeper shade of red, Katana's personal color. "Ah, right. My master mentioned once, they didn't use to do that. In the past, they were only for transporting Daemon. Now they also have enchantments to return you if you're injured, help form bonds, and some other stuff I'm probably forgetting right now."

"Oh, okay," Katana grinned toothily. "Sure you wouldn't rather do it the old-fashioned way?"

"We can do that, if you prefer," Grey said with a casual shrug. Katana seemed surprised.

"You're awfully casual, aren't ya?" Grey chuckled softly.

"I suppose. It's only fair that we do this your way."

"Because from now on, it's all going to be your way," Katana teased.

"Are you really okay with that?" She nodded excitedly.

"Yup! You're a nice master, and I enjoy being controlled," she admitted, grinning playfully. "Honestly, before that piece of shit iced me, I was always looking forward to the day I finally lost a fight."

Grey scratched the back of his head, chuckling slightly. It wasn't surprising. Most Daemons enjoyed being submissive. Once they find an owner they like, at least. Daemon who dislike their owner have been known to refuse orders, or in extreme cases, even attack their master. That's part of the reason why Noleland is so insistent that all his students get Daemon that serve willingly. The fight is really just a chance to impress them. Another common trait of Daemon, they like powerful masters.

"Okay, let's do this the old-fashioned way, then," Grey announced. Seeing no reason to delay, he got to his feet, standing an intimate distance from the submissive girl. "What's the old-fashioned way?"

Katana giggled cutely. "Hehe. I knew something was up. And you were acting so cool earlier! Hah! Alright, close your eyes."

Grey did as she asked. It occurred to him that, were she so inclined, she could easily snap his neck. He knew she wouldn't, though. It's a show of trust. It was pretty redundant at this point. After all, he had trusted her to catch him when he jumped out of her arms mid-air.

He felt something soft press into his lips. Opening his eyes, he saw Katana's face, her pillowy lips pressed against his own. She was blushing, her cheeks tinted a darker red than the rest of her skin. Ah, so that's how it is …

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in tight and deepening the kiss. She moaned softly, lips parting for air. Grey felt as the bond between them shifted. It was hard to explain the sensation; it was as if his magic was becoming more solid, his connection to her stabilizing as they kissed. It was similar to the way the gems bonded them together, but different, more intimate. Better.

He trailed kisses up her cheek, towards her neck. "Master," she cooed, shifting to give him better access. Moving in, he began licking and sucking on her neck. Her fingers gripped his back, her breathing speeding up as she arched her neck into his mouth. "Master."

Grey moved down, trailing kisses along her collarbone. Experimentally, he pulled on the bottom of her top. She didn't stop him. He pulled it all the way off. She lifted her arms to help him remove it; her breasts flopping out into full view. Grey had seen breasts before, but then did guys ever really get bored of seeing boobs? They were so big and smooth, her bright red skin topped with perky pink nipples. Her skin was smooth and soft looking, practically begging him to sink his teeth into them. "Beautiful …"

Seeing his enraptured look, Katana shimmied her chest. Looking up, Grey saw her cheeky smile. "Enjoying the show, perv."

Grey smirked, pushing her onto her back. She fell with a scream that turned to a moan of pleasure when Grey jumped on top of her, taking her right nipple into his mouth and swirling his tongue around it. "I am. I like it when you dance for me," Grey said, looking up at her intensely. "It's like having my own personal stripper."

"Stripper," Katana parroted airily. "I'm a stripper for my master."

Grey sucked on her nipple, making it grow taut with blood. "That's right. Mine, and no one else's." Katana shivered, looking down at him with big doughy eyes.

"Master, the bond's formed," she moaned, eyeing fluttering shut. "All it takes is a peck."

"We can stop if you want," he said, blowing on her hard nipple. She gasped, but didn't say anything. From the look in her eye, he knew that was the last thing she wanted. "Just say the word."

He grabbed her other breast, caressing it with his palm. Katana reached up with her hands, only for Grey to grab them, pinning them above her head. "What are you -"

"You want to be controlled," he whispered, lips all but touching her own. Katana bit her lip, feeling tiny beneath her master. "Say it."


"I-I-" she hesitated, taking a shaky breath. "I want to be controlled by you, master." 

Grey kissed her passionately, his tongue slipping past her lips into her mouth and finding her own. Katana moaned, her body surrendering to him entirely. Their tongues danced, rolling over each other sensually. Breaking the kiss, Grey looked down on her as she panted for breath. "Don't move your hands."

He released her; she didn't budge an inch. She may as well have had handcuffs on. Now there's an idea.

Moving down, he pulled her skirt before throwing away the useless garment. She held her legs together, hiding her sex from him shyly. "And you were acting so cool earlier," he said, quoting her with a smirk. He took her thighs in his hands. Gently, but firmly, he pushed them apart, revealing her most intimate place to him.


Finally, he saw her vagina in all its glory. Her lips were glistening with juices, her sweet scent filled the air. Her sex was a darker shade of red than the rest of her skin, and completely hairless. 


"You're excited," he drawled, running a finger around its edges. Katana whimpered, her womanhood twitching with need. 

"I am," Katana admitted in a small voice.

Grey took her pussy in his hand. "This belongs to me from now on," he said, challenging her to disagree with him.

"It's yours, master. All of my body belongs to you," Katana moaned, grinding against his palm. Grey pulled his hand back, moving down so his head was between her legs. He parted her lips and licked. He ran his tongue over her from bottom to top, relishing in the taste of her love-honey. "Delicious." 


"Hah! That's embarrassing." Grey stopped. 


"It's nothing to be embarrassed about. It tastes amazing. Try it." Grey ran his index finger up and down her womanhood, coating it in her juices. He held the finger out to her, giving her an expectant look. 

Her lips parted. 


Katana let him put his finger into her mouth, pressing it against her tongue and moving it about. She tasted herself, watery but distinct. Grey hadn't lied; it was delicious. Katana wrapped her lips around his finger, sucking on it, her soft, wet tongue rolling around his digit to taste it all. 


"Told you," Grey chuckled, his deep timber filling her. He moved back between her legs, letting her rest her thighs on his shoulders. 

Pulling her lips apart, he resumed exploring her with his tongue. Running his tongue up and down its length, sucking her lips and licking her all over.

Except for her clit.


He would go right up to her clit, then turn back. Swirl around it, but not touch it. Constantly teasing her, only to back off at the last moment. Katana tried arching herself into him, but he pulled back. 

Seeing the smirk on his face, she knew he was doing it on purpose. He was teasing her. Deliberately denying her what she wanted, the anticipation was driving her insane. She wanted to grab his head and force him to lick her clit. 


But she still wasn't moving her hands. He had told her to keep them above her head. 

"Master… please," she begged, panting between the words. Grey glanced up at her, eyes sparkling with delight.


"What do you want?" She felt like she was losing her mind, completely lost in a haze of arousal. 

"Can I… can you… " Katana couldn't believe how fragile she sounded. How meek and obedient she was acting, begging to orgasm. Knowing without a doubt that he could make her, but only if he wanted to. He's got me under his thumb. I can't resist him at all, Katana thought, getting even needier at the feeling of helplessness. Grey blew on her clit, loving watching her squirm. "... Make me… let me… cum…" Grey stayed still, his eyes boring into her. Katana knew what he wanted. Continuing in a breathless voice she said "... Please."


The moment the word passed her lips, Grey sprung into action. Putting her clit between his lips, he sucked on it ferociously. His tongue lapped at it, swirling around its sides, lovingly pleasuring her. Her clit felt like it was on fire. After being teased so long, it took almost no time to reach the edge of her desire. Biting her lip, she struggled desperately to keep her voice in.


"Mmm, trying to hold back?" Grey mused, smirking up at her, his breath tickling her sex. "Can't have that." 

He pushed a finger into her, probing her insides as her wet tunnel clung to his finger. He tapped her g-spot, rubbing the rough patch inside his Daemon. She couldn't hold on any longer.

"Fuck. Fuck! Fuuuuu~" Her composure shattered. She arched her back as she experienced the most powerful orgasm in her life. Her juices squirted out wildly, but she was too lost in pleasure to care. Too focused on riding the waves of pleasure that felt like they would never end.

"That's it. Cum for me, baby." Grey kept up his ministrations, doing everything he could to make her pleasure last as long as possible. The feeling of thoroughly dominating the powerful Oni was intoxicating. The knowledge that he had made her cum- made her squirt- delicious.


When it finally subsided, she lied back, grinning stupidly down at the man who had done it to her. He crawled up, lying on his side next to her. 


"So, did you enjoy that?" He asked, voice dripping with arrogance. Katana could hardly blame him. He had been amazing. 

"That was… I mean… wow," she finally said, kissing him on his cheek. "Ack, you're wet. Is that my?" He nodded, planting another chaste kiss on her lips. Katana deepened it, eagerly licking at his lips to taste herself. Pulling her in, Grey rolled her on top of him so her sex was resting on his chest. She was still hot and dripping wet. Grey relished in the feeling before breaking for air.


"We're not done yet," he growled. He grabbed her hands, pulling them down. "I'm not satisfied yet." 


Katana giggled girlishly, biting her lips. "Well, I'd hate to leave you unsatisfied, master," she drawled, looking back at the tent in his pants. Grabbing the hem of his pants, she pulled down, letting his engorged manhood spring free. "I want you to…" She shifted down his body, pressing her crotch into his own, rubbing her wetness against his cock. "Take me. I can't wait anymore. Make me yours!" She soaked his cock with her juices, grinding against him like a bitch in heat.


Grey pressed his tip against her hole, pushing lightly. He teased back and forth, wetting the head, but never quite entering her fully. "Have you ever been fucked before?" 


"No, master," Katana mewled, pushing down towards him. He pulled back, stopping her from penetrating herself. "But I know I want this. I want to be yours." 

Grey leaned over, breathing hotly against her ear. "I know," he husked, making her angle her head. Seizing her arms, he rolled her over again, taking position on top of her once more. With her master towering over her, Katana felt tiny. Logically, she knew she was stronger than him, but she felt weak as she looked into his burning gaze. As if resisting Grey was impossible. She loved it. "But I want to hear you beg. Beg me to take your virginity."

"You're a cruel man," Katana whined, wriggling underneath him. It might've been convincing if she wasn't grinning so widely. "Making me beg for your fat cock in my virgin hole. Making me plead like a needy whore for the pleasure only you can bring." She ran her hands over her taut stomach. Reaching between her legs, she spread herself wide open for him. "Making me do such embarrassing things, because I'm your slave."


"A lot of women would want their first time to be romantic," Grey conceded, smiling down at his submissive partner. "They'd be horrified to be treated like this." 

Katana's heart was hammering so hard she could hear it in her ears. She could feel the excitement filling her, as the moment she had waited so long for was finally before her. The moment she gave in, and finally gave herself to a master of her choosing. She stared up at her master with big pleading eyes.

"Please, master. Please, use your slave. I want you to take my virginity with your massive cock," she breathed, lips quivering with each word. "I'll do anything."


Grey pecked her on the lips. "Good slave." 

When he said slave, he pushed into her. Katana gasped, the sudden feeling of being so full literally taking her breath away. It didn't hurt, as Katana had feared. Nor did it bleed, as Daemons don't have hymens. It felt good, her pussy naturally stretching to accommodate his girth.

It was also the first time Grey had ever called her a slave. The word sounded so sweet to her ears. Instantly, Katana knew she was hooked. The pleasure of his taking her virginity, compounded by the feeling of finally being made a slave, had her on cloud nine. She couldn't remember ever feeling so happy before. "Say it again."


"What?" Grey husked, looming over her. He started moving slowly, giving her time to adjust to his size. Even so, Katana felt amazingly full, her body struggling to take his size. "What do you want to hear again, slave?" 


"Ooooooh~ yes! That's it! I'm your slave," Katana moaned out, gripping his ass in her hands. "Being fucked as a slave feels so good." 


Grey chuckled, his breath tickling her ear. He ran his tongue down her neck; the sensation making her arch her head instinctively. "Using my slave's pussy feels good for me, too. You're a good slave, pleasuring your master." 

Katana beamed, happy to be succeeding at servicing her master despite her inexperience.


He bit down on her neck, gripping her red flesh between her teeth and sucking hard. Katana cried out, pain and pleasure mixing inside her. He had timed it with his deepest thrust yet, bottoming outside her as he tugged at her throat. 

"Shit! Hah, master, may your slave cum?" Katana cried out, speaking so fast she was barely intelligible.

"So greedy, begging to cum again already," Grey scolded, mock seriously, his voice muffled by her neck. He kept nibbling, keeping her tinkering on the edge.

"I'm sorry, master. I can't help it; your cock just feels too amazing," she whined, fighting to keep her orgasm at bay. "Please… I can't hold it forever!"

Grey started moving faster, grabbing her chest and massaging her sensitive nubs. He loved watching her struggle, doing everything she could to resist falling into ecstasy. Obediently focusing on doing as he commanded, even if it meant denying herself blissful release. He wanted to push her, to see how long she could hold out. Only when he was sure she couldn't hold on any longer, when he saw her resolve breaking, did he finally release her.

"Do it, cum around my cock, slave!" Katana shook violently beneath him, screaming like a banshee. All semblance of thought flew out the window as her womanhood squeezed around him, milking his cock for all it was worth. Once again, she squirted, her juices spraying around his cock and soaking the sheets. He kept pounding into her throughout, loving the feeling of her hot juices on his skin.

"Such a naughty slave; you've cum twice, when I haven't even once," Grey murmured, thrusting in and out of her so hard the bed slammed against the wall. Her insides felt like they were massaging his cock, clinging around him as he used her.

"I'm sorry, master. Your cock just feels too good," Katana mewled, giving him a smoldering look. "Your naughty slave just can't contain herself. Can you please forgive me?"

Hearing her sweet tone, Grey was sorely tempted to just give in. To give her whatever she wanted; no questions asked. But the look in her eyes begged him not to.

It was the look of a girl who wanted to be punished.

"Get on all fours, ass facing me," Grey spat, voice cold and harsh. Tana swallowed, heart pounding as she obeyed. Taking his position behind her, Grey stopped for a moment to take in the sight of her curves. Her perfect red globes were unbelievably sexy as they hung beneath her, her nipples all but touching the bed sheets. She swayed her fat ass hypnotically, juices dripping down the side of her legs. 


Grey pushed back into her from behind, loving how easily she accepted him. The juices from a pair of orgasms had her hot, wet, and ready to receive him. "You've been a bad slave."


"I'm so sorry, master," Katana cooed, looking back at him over her shoulder. "I've been such a bad girl." 

Grey shushed her softly, starting to move inside her. "That's enough apologizing. What matters now is what comes next."


"What comes next?" Katana asked in a small voice. 

"What does a proper, caring master do when their slave is naughty?" Grey asked, like a teacher lecturing a class.

"Do they… do they punish their slave?" Grey grabbed her tits, massaging the soft, yielding flesh. Strong fingers felt around them, slowly zeroing in on her nipples.

"That's right. They punish them." He twisted her nipples. Tana screamed out in shock and pain, arching her back at the sudden assault on her tender nubs.

"Hah! It hurts!" Her sex pulsed around Grey's member, confirming his suspicions.

"You like it, don't you? You like it when I hurt you?" Tana looked back at him, eyes watery.

"N-no… what kind of girl do you think I am?" she lied, unconvincingly. Her lust filled eyes gave her away. Grey soothed her nipples, coaxing away some of the lingering pain.

"A good girl; good girls love being punished, because it helps them become more obedient," he punctuated his words with several rapid thrusts. "Am I wrong? Are you a bad girl?" 


"You're…" Tana moaned. Her hands gripping the sheets so hard that her knuckles turned right. "You're right, master! I'm a masochistic slut who loves being punished. So please…" her arms gave out, leaving her face pressed into the bedsheets. "...don't stop. I want more!"


Grey couldn't hold back anymore. The sight of his usually playful Daemon submitting so thoroughly to him was intoxicating. He plowed into her hard and fast. Reaching out, he grabbed a fistful of her hair, using it for leverage as he fucked her. 

They couldn't even speak anymore, so lost in their lust fuelled haze they could only grunt and moan. The sound of their flesh slapping together filled the room. The bed creaked in protest of each thrust, threatening to break from the force.

"Fu-uu-" Grey groaned as his orgasm hit. His balls tighten as he finished deep inside her, painting his Daemon's insides with his seed. 


"Ah-hah!" Tana's shout was muffled by the sheets filling her mouth, already soaked with her spit. His seed felt burning hot inside her. He did it inside. He's used my most precious place, now I really am his slave. For the third time that night, she orgasmed, her body submitting to her master. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth stupidly as she came, unable to maintain any semblance of composure as the ecstasy overwhelmed her. 

Grey gave a few more lazy strokes, wanting to enjoy the sensation of being inside her a little longer. Falling to the side, Grey struggled to catch his breath. Katana laid next to him, snuggling in when Grey wrapped his arms around her. She pressed her back into his chest. Katana felt so light. Peaceful. At that moment, everything was perfect. They laid there in silence for a moment, spooning, enjoying each other's body heat and the feeling of closeness for a while. Both were too relaxed and exhausted to say a word. 


"That was amazing, master." 

"You were amazing, Tana," Grey muttered, pulling her in closer to him. He was exhausted, barely able to stay away as he cuddled his Daemon. The feeling of utter contentment tempting him to drift off into sleep. He could tell Katana was just as exhausted, if not more.

"Uh-ah-ah, it's slave, remember?" Tana purred, rubbing her butt against his cock. "You can't take something like that back."

Grey stroked some hair behind her ear. "You really want to be my slave.”

"Yes." There was no hesitation, no doubt. Rolling around, she met his eyes with clear determination. "This is what I want. You are my master, and I'm your slave. So please, let me serve you, master."

She looked him straight in the eye. Seeing her earnest expression, Grey couldn't deny her. Katana was being completely serious. She really wanted to be his slave. "Very well," he grabbed her ass, giving it a playful squeeze. "From now on, you're both my Daemon and my sex slave."
 

Katana squealed happily, catching his lips with a wet kiss, which Grey eagerly returned. "Thank you, master. I promise I'll do my best. I won't let you down!"


"I know you won't, slave," Grey said, stroking her hair soothingly. "We're going to have a lot of fun training you." 

"Training? What kind of training?"
 

Grey chuckled softly. "Sex slave training, of course. I have a lot to teach you, if you're going to be the perfect little slave," Grey said, grabbing her sex. Katana mewled softly, hips rolling with excitement.

"I will become the perfect slave, I promise." Grey kissed Katana on the lips softly. 
 

"I know you will."
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