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Important Links


If you want to keep up with my work, associated work, or in general want to get better in touch,  join me or my peers in basically any of the following places online. 
	GosuVerse (Discord) – https://discord.gg/w5uG2hRrtr

	LitRPG Books on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

	LitRPG Society on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

	LitRPG Releases on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

	LitRPG subreddit: https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/



Get early access, exclusive chapters, and behind-the-scenes content by joining my Ream at:
 ReamStories.com/DrewKelly
For project updates, upcoming releases, and everything else I'm building:
 FantasyUnlimited.org
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The LitRPG Group


"To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the  LitRPG Group ." 
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Monster Hunter


The Karst Adventurers' Guild was a squat brick building wedged between a tannery and a shuttered brewery, one bad storm away from becoming part of the canal. 
Inside, it was quiet. Not peaceful, just worn down. Scratched benches lined the walls beneath a patchwork of fading notices: old bounties, torn maps, and warnings no one read twice.
Silas leaned against a support beam near the contract board, arms crossed, watching the postings like they might change if he stared hard enough. His fingers drummed against his bicep, a nervous habit he'd developed after too many disappointing mornings here. They wouldn't change, of course. The good jobs were already gone.
He was nineteen years old, but the streets of Karst had etched lines of experience around his eyes that belonged on someone twice his age. His reinforced leather armor, patched in places and scuffed beyond recognition, had seen better decades, never mind years.
His sword, simple steel but kept sharp through meticulous self-maintenance, a little bit of security in a city that offered little else. He'd used that sword to mark notches in the hovel he'd been staying in, each representing a different creature he'd managed to kill. Not impressive enough to attract attention, but enough to keep him alive.
He looked over the board again, though he already knew what was there. Goblin patrol duty, five copper per hour, likely ending with a rusty knife in his shin for the trouble. A job to escort a spice merchant heading through the Hroford Pass, a job that was suicide for anyone below B-Rank. Then a retrieval of a lost locket from the noble crypts below the city that all but guaranteed a ghoul encounter for maybe three silver if you were lucky enough to find the trinket amidst the bones.
Slim pickings.
The good contracts, the ones paying actual gold, had already been snapped up by the higher-ranked adventurers. The ones with guild backing, better gear, and often, inherited Classes that gave them an unfair edge and a peerage that pushed them past limits into higher levels.
「Status Update: Name: Silas Class: Adventurer (C Rank) [Rank Progress: 67%] Level: 23」
「Stats: STR: 42, AGI: 57, END: 38, INT: 29, WIS: 33, CHA: 22」
He dismissed the familiar blue notification with an irritated flick of his wrist, the gesture so practiced it was almost unconscious. The numbers hadn't changed in weeks.
C-Rank. He'd been stuck there for six frustrating months. He needed accomplishments, significant kills, something to push that progress bar over the threshold to B-Rank.
B-Rank meant access to better contracts, guild resources, better stats, maybe even a chance to leave Karst.
But getting those accomplishments required taking dangerous jobs, and dangerous jobs required better gear and resources, which required, well, gold he didn't have.
Catch-22, Karst style.
He looked over to the guild clerk slumped behind the main counter, a man named Borin whose thinning grey hair and perpetually ink-stained fingers spoke of a life spent shuffling parchment rather than swinging steel. Borin was sorting through a stack of new postings with the enthusiasm of a man contemplating his own funeral arrangements. His lips moved silently as he read each one, occasionally shaking his head before tossing another notice onto the rejection pile.
Silas pushed off the beam and approached the counter, boots making soft sounds on the grimy floorboards. His left heel dragged slightly, a remnant of a wyvern hunt gone wrong three months prior. The limp was almost gone, but the memory of teeth sinking into his calf remained vivid.
A couple of burly adventurers sharing a flask by the doorway glanced up, noted his rank insignia, a simple bronze triangle stitched onto his worn cloak, and immediately lost interest, turning back to their conversation about some beast hunt in the northern woods. One of them spat on the floor as Silas passed, not quite at his feet but close enough to make the point.
The casual dismissal stung, but Silas was used to it. In the rigid hierarchy of adventuring, C-Rank might as well be invisible to those above. He kept his eyes forward, his posture rigid, the appearance of pride when you had nothing else to hold onto.
"Anything new come in, Borin?" Silas asked, keeping his voice neutral. "Something that pays more than dirt?"
Borin squinted up at him, adjusting spectacles perched precariously on his nose. A thin crack ran through the left lens, splitting his vision like a jagged lightning bolt. "Ah, Silas. Still alive I see." He gestured vaguely at the board. "Same scraps as yesterday. Unless you fancy going after the rats that always pile up where they dump the fish heads."
"Tempting," Silas replied dryly. "But I was hoping for something that might cover rent and food this week." His stomach clenched involuntarily at the mention of food, he hadn't eaten since yesterday's meager breakfast.
Borin sighed, shuffling through his stack. His fingers left smudged prints on each page, marking territory like a dog that had claimed the same lamp post for years. "Not much demand for C-Rank freelancers right now. Guild teams get priority." He paused, pulling out a slightly crumpled piece of parchment. "Actually, there's this. Came in this morning. Quick job, local."
He slid the parchment across the counter. Silas picked it up, scanning the details.
Contract: Pest Extermination
Location: Old Wickham Place, Eastway
Target: Spider Infestation (Minor)
Payment: 5 Silver (Half on acceptance, half on completion)
Issuer: Karst Merchants' Guild (Property Management Division)
Five silver. Pathetic. Barely enough to keep him fed for a few days, let alone save for better gear or training. Eastway was in the oldest and most dilapidated part of Karst, a maze of leaning tenements and forgotten warehouses bordering the old graveyard. The Wickham place had been abandoned for years, rumored to be haunted or just structurally unsound. Probably both.
"A 'minor' spider infestation?" Silas raised an eyebrow. "In the Wickham place? That house has been rotting for a generation. Sounds more like a trap than a job." He turned the parchment over, checking for the usual danger indicators, red ink warnings, hazard symbols. Nothing, which was suspicious in itself.
"Client insists it's simple," Borin mumbled, avoiding eye contact. His fingers twitched toward a drawer beneath the counter, the one Silas knew contained a half-empty bottle of something strong. "Just some oversized cellar spiders got out of hand. Property needs clearing before they can assess it for demolition."
Silas tapped the parchment. "Five silver is an insult for going anywhere near Eastway after dark, let alone into that deathtrap."
He remembered chasing a runaway thief into that district last year. The alleys twisted back on themselves, shadows concealed things with too many legs or not enough eyes, and the City Watch wouldn't patrol there even in broad daylight. Three of his comrades had entered Eastway on a simple bounty job last winter. Only one returned, babbling about eyes in the walls.
"Take it or leave it, Silas." Borin shrugged, already turning back to his papers. "Next C-Ranker who walks in probably will." His tone suggested he'd already forgotten about Silas, mentally sorting through the next stack of paperwork, counting down the hours until his shift ended.
Silas hesitated. Five silver was practically nothing, but it was something. Enough for a hot meal, maybe a new whetstone for his sword. And who knew, maybe it really was just spiders. Unlikely, but possible. Besides, any kill contributed to his EXP, however slowly. His hand instinctively touched the empty space in his belt where another potion should have been, if he could afford it.
"Fine." He scrawled his name on the acceptance line, the pressure of his quill nearly tearing through the parchment. "Half now."
Borin counted out two silver coins and three hefty copper pieces, pushing them across the counter with ink-stained fingers. The coins were worn smooth from countless transactions, their stamped emblems barely visible. "Proof of kill required. Bring back a few legs or something."
Silas pocketed the coins, the meager weight a stark reminder of his current situation. They clinked against his last copper piece, the one he'd promised himself he wouldn't spend unless starving became imminent. "If these turn out to be anything bigger than my fist, Borin, the price goes up."
"Standard spiders, Silas," the clerk insisted, though his eyes flickered nervously to the sealed folder bearing the Merchants' Guild's emblem at the corner of his desk. "Guild verified."
"Guild verification in Karst usually means someone paid a bribe to avoid mentioning the inconvenient details," Silas retorted, turning away from the counter. "Wouldn't be the first time."
He'd learned that lesson three contracts ago, when "simple crypt hauntings" turned out to be a nesting pair of juvenile wights.
Silas strode out of the guild hall, ignoring the curious glances his worn gear attracted. A young recruit, fresh-faced and wearing pristine leather armor with a bronze triangle still shiny and new, stepped hastily out of his path. Smart kid.
Outside, Karst greeted him with its usual blend of smog, noise, and the pervasive smell of coal smoke mixed with something vaguely rotten from the nearby canals. He pulled his cloak tighter, the worn fabric offering little protection against the damp chill that always seemed to cling to the city's lower districts. Overhead, factory smokestacks belched black clouds that merged with the perpetually gray sky, creating a ceiling that rarely allowed direct sunlight to reach the streets below.
Eastway was a solid forty-minute walk across town, taking him through progressively worse neighborhoods. He navigated the familiar labyrinth of cobblestone streets and narrow alleys, senses on high alert. The coins in his pocket felt heavier with each step, like targets for thieves who could smell desperation.
Karst wasn't a city where you could afford to be complacent. Gang markings scarred building walls, shadowy figures watched from recessed doorways, and the air itself felt heavy with unspoken threats. He kept one hand near his sword, not out of paranoia, but out of habit forged from years of needing to be ready for violence at any moment.
He remembered his first real monster hunt after getting his Adventurer class. A pack of giant rats had taken over a bakery cellar. He'd gone in with nothing but a rusty pipe and desperation. He'd killed three before the others overwhelmed him, escaping with a nasty bite and barely enough energy to crawl back to the abandoned shack he called home. The infection nearly killed him, would have, if an old herbalist hadn't taken pity and treated him for a promise of future work rather than coin.
But the System notification had flashed: +15 EXP. Giant Rat slain (3/7). It wasn't much, but it was progress. It was proof he could do this, proof he could fight his way out of the gutter. Seven years and countless scars later, he was still fighting, still proving.
Eastway was a narrow street choked with refuse, the buildings leaning together as if for support, their windows boarded up or broken like vacant eyes. The air here smelled worse. Decay, mildew, and the faint, sweetish odor of corruption that often clung to places touched by dark magic or undeath. Two men huddled in a doorway watched him pass, their gaunt faces registering neither hope nor threat, just the blank stares of those who'd given up expecting anything from life.
The old graveyard loomed at the end of the lane, its crooked headstones visible through a rusted iron fence. A crow perched atop one marker, watching him with unnatural stillness as he approached. It didn't flee when he passed, merely turned its head to follow his progress.
The Wickham place stood apart, even in this derelict neighborhood. It was larger than the surrounding tenements, a three-story structure that must have once been grand, but now sagged under the weight of neglect and time. Its once-elegant facade was scarred by crude graffiti, warding symbols and hexes meant to keep away both the supernatural and the desperate.
Sections of the roof had collapsed inward, dark holes gaping against the grey sky like puncture wounds in a corpse. Walls bowed precariously, held together more by thick, unnatural webbing than mortar. The front door hung open on one hinge, revealing a dark interior where shadows seemed to shift and pulse with malevolent life.
Silas circled the property first, hunter's instincts overriding the urge to just get the job done. His hand occasionally brushed against talismans sewn into his cloak, simple charms of protection that probably did nothing but gave him comfort, nonetheless. Thick, rope-like strands of webbing stretched from the upper windows to nearby buildings, creating grotesque parodies of party streamers.
They glistened with a faint iridescence that wasn't natural, pulsing slightly in the dim light. When a strand caught the meager sunlight, rainbows scattered across its surface in patterns that hurt the eyes. Regular spiders didn't make webs like this. Regular spiders didn't leave exoskeletons large enough to be mistaken for human bones half-buried in the dirt around the foundation.
He found the cellar entrance around back. Warped wooden doors secured by a rusted padlock that crumbled at a firm tug. The air that wafted up from below was thick with the stench of rot, decay, and something else. Something cloyingly sweet and deeply wrong. Corpse stink. Recent corpse stink. The unmistakable odor that followed death and preceded something worse.
"Damn it, Borin," Silas muttered, drawing his sword. The steel scraped against its scabbard, a sound that had become more reassuring than any prayer. "Standard spiders, my arse."
He knew immediately what he was dealing with. He'd encountered them once before, during a disastrous delve into an abandoned mine shaft two years ago. Twelve adventurers entered. Three survived, and one of those took his own life a week later, unable to sleep without screaming.
Arachne. Not mere beasts, but sentient monstrosities. Half-human, half-spider, wholly vicious. Fast, venomous, and intelligent enough to set traps and coordinate hunts. The only reason Silas had survived the mine was because he'd been the one sent to get help when the first screams started. Survivor's guilt had driven him to learn everything about them, knowledge that might now keep him alive.
Five silver was no longer an insult, it was a death sentence. It was the Merchants' Guild trading lives for convenience, as they always did.
Silas didn't enter the cellar immediately. Instead, fueled by cold anger, he marched back across Karst, ignoring the stares his determined pace attracted. Blood pounded in his ears, drowning out the usual cacophony of the city. The sword remained unsheathed at his side, forcing pedestrians to give him a wide berth. The blade's edge caught the dim light, drawing a nervous glance from a passing Watch patrol who quickly decided he wasn't worth the trouble.
He slammed back into the Adventurers' Guild hall, startling Borin and causing the few patrons present to look up from their cups and contracts. The hall fell silent as he crossed the threshold, the atmosphere shifting from bored resignation to wary alertness. A hand reached for a weapon, then stopped as its owner recognized Silas and his C-Rank insignia, barely worth the effort.
"Borin," Silas said, his voice dangerously quiet. He slapped a thick, glistening strand of webbing onto the counter. It coiled there like a dead snake, its surface catching the light in ways that made nearby adventurers lean in despite themselves. "What kind of standard spider makes this?"
The clerk paled, recognizing the unnatural texture. His fingers retreated from the strand as if it might come alive and wrap around his wrist. "Silas, I, the contract specified..."
"The contract lied," Silas interrupted, leaning over the counter. "That's an Arachne nest. And judging by the smell coming from the cellar, they've been feeding recently. On people." His voice carried through the now-silent hall.
Several adventurers exchanged glances, one even setting down his drink to move closer.
He described the corpse stink, the size of the webbing, and mentioned the faint sounds of skittering he'd heard. He even dragged back a piece of cocoon wrapping for dramatic effect. The fragment still held the outline of fingers, visible through the translucent material.
"The Merchants' Guild representative who filed this," Silas demanded. "Get him here. Now."
Around him, other adventurers were suddenly paying attention. A B-Rank woman with a scarred face nodded appreciatively, she recognized the webbing and what it meant. A ginger-haired man with twin daggers whistled low, muttering to his companion about "death contracts."
The confrontation with the representative was brief and brutal. The man, impeccably dressed in silk and wool that cost more than Silas earned in a year, initially tried dismissal. His face was drawn into practiced lines of aristocratic disdain until Silas, leveraging the Guild's potential liability, laid out his terms.
"This isn't pest control, it's a Class B threat clearance," he said. "Standard rate is fifty silver. But since you tried to screw me, we'll call it twenty, plus salvage rights. Take it, or find another fool to clean up your mess before those things start hunting outside Eastway."
Behind him, other adventurers had gathered, silent witnesses to the negotiation. Their presence like weighted scales tipping in Silas's favor.
Faced with the evidence and the potential fallout, the representative quickly agreed, amending the contract and paying the additional advance. His quill scratched furiously across parchment, beads of sweat forming at his temples. Nothing loosened a merchant's purse strings like the threat of man-eating spiders escaping into the city, especially when other adventurers were watching, witnesses to attempted exploitation of one of their own.
Now, standing before the cellar entrance again, the extra silver in his pouch felt less like a victory and more like hazard pay. Twenty silver was better, but still low for facing multiple Arachne. He'd need that B-Rank soon. Before his luck ran out, or his reflexes slowed, or the endless grind of survival wore him down to nothing.
He checked his gear: sword sharp, three acid vials remaining, a pouch of dried wisteria (useless against Arachne, but good for spirits if the place was haunted), and a small flask of holy water he kept for emergencies involving undead. The holy water was diluted, cut with regular water three times over when the priest wasn't looking, but it might still singe something unholy.
He pulled out a handful of dried herbs and rubbed them on his clothes to mask his scent. Arachne hunted by vibration and smell as much as sight. The pungent mixture of crushed vervain and wolfsbane stung his nostrils and burned his skin, but better temporary discomfort than ending up as spider food.
He descended into the cellar cautiously, sword leading the way. The stairs creaked ominously, threatening to give way. Each step required a careful test of weight, distributing his balance to avoid crashing through rotten wood into whatever waited below. Cobwebs brushed against his face, clinging to his hair and skin like ghostly fingers trying to hold him back.
Below, the darkness was almost absolute, broken only by the faint light filtering down from the open doors. Dust motes danced in the pale shafts of illumination, giving the air a thick, soupy quality. With each breath, he tasted age and decay.
The stench intensified. Rot, damp earth, and the unmistakable metallic tang of spilled blood mixed with the sweet decay of drained corpses. His throat constricted against the urge to gag, forcing himself to breathe through his mouth.
His boots crunched on something brittle. Bones. Small ones, rats, maybe cats. Then larger ones scattered nearby. Humanoid. He nudged a femur with his toe, human, definitely. Recent enough that fragments of flesh still clung to the joint. Too recent.
「System Notification: Entering Hostile Territory - Arachne Nest Detected. Warning: Multiple signatures.」
「Threat Assessment: 3 Arachne (C+ Rank), Recommended Level: 25+, Proceed with Caution」
Silas ignored the redundant warning, eyes adjusting to the gloom. Thick webs draped everywhere, obscuring corners and turning the cellar into a claustrophobic labyrinth. He could see cocoons lining the far wall. Six, seven, maybe more. Some were disturbingly human-shaped, their surfaces sticky and pulsing slightly. Within one, he could make out the faint outline of a face pressed against the translucent material, mouth frozen in a silent scream.
His stomach churned, but he forced the revulsion down. Sentimentality got you killed. The dead were dead, and he'd soon join them if he didn't focus on the living threats. He picked his way forward, testing each step before committing his weight, acutely aware of the silence pressing in around him.
He heard it then. A faint skittering sound from deeper within the cellar maze. Followed by another, from a different direction. Then a third. At least three, probably coordinating. Their movements created a subtle rhythm, almost like a heartbeat, pulsing through the darkness.
Ugly business, but straightforward: find them, kill them, collect proof, get paid. Maybe grab a ring off a cocooned finger for salvage if he wasn't feeling squeamish. He wasn't walking out with twenty silver and nothing to show for the risks. His life was worth more than that, even if the Guild and the merchants disagreed.
He patted the bandages at his hip. Preparedness was key. A faint clicking echoed through the oppressive silence, closer now. Hungry sounds. Something wet dripped onto the stone floor nearby, venom, probably. Deadly stuff if it reached his bloodstream.
He pictured them: eight spindly legs supporting a bloated spider abdomen, topped with a disturbingly humanoid torso and face twisted into a predatory leer. Fast, venomous, and just smart enough to be truly dangerous. Survivors described their eyes as the worst part, too many, too knowing, reflecting back your fear like mirrors until it multiplied and paralyzed you.
He advanced slowly, testing the ground before committing his weight. The floorboards were soft with rot in places. He chose his path carefully, moving toward the source of the clicking. A strand of webbing stuck to his boot, stretching as he lifted his foot. It refused to break, forcing him to cut it with his blade before it could alert its creators.
Then, the air rippled.
Not a draft. Not a trick of the light. The space directly in front of him shimmered, distorting like heat haze rising from sunbaked cobblestones, but cold. Light bent strangely around the phenomenon, creating fracture patterns that hurt to look at directly. Reality itself seemed to thin, becoming permeable.
One moment, empty air filled with dust motes. The next, a bird simply was.
It hung suspended mid-air, utterly silent, utterly still. Its feathers shimmered impossibly, shifting from purest silver to burnished gold and back again with each beat of Silas's heart. Its eyes weren't bird eyes, they were glowing embers, fixed on him with unnerving intensity. No pupil, no iris, just fire contained within avian form.
Around its delicate neck hung a thin chain holding a small, sealed scroll case. The metal was unmarked by any sigil or symbol, yet somehow seemed to radiate authority.
"What in the nine hells?" Silas breathed, freezing mid-step. His sword remained steady, but his mind raced through possibilities, none of them comforting.
「System Notification: Unknown Magical Entity Detected. Class: Bird of Hermes. Threat Level: None - Messenger」
「Note: Magical Message Bearer - Ancient Class, responds only to intended recipient」
A Bird of Hermes. Here? In the derelict cellar of an abandoned house in Karst's worst district, while hunting man-eating spiders? The absurdity was staggering. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong reality, perhaps, but the bird remained, impossible and undeniable.
These were creatures of legend, messengers for kings and archmages, capable of traversing dimensions to deliver critical missives. What could one possibly want with him? Had it mistaken him for someone else? Someone important?
He'd heard whispers about them in taverns, usually from drunk mages lamenting the lost power of the Age of Awakening. Tales of the Archmagus Dewalt Beckham, a figure shrouded in myth, who supposedly created these impossible messengers before the System standardized magic into predictable Classes and Ranks. But those were just stories, weren't they? Tavern tales to make the ale go down easier and the night pass quicker.
The bird tilted its head with a mechanical, almost unnatural click. It extended its shimmering neck, silently offering the scroll case. It didn't react to the stench, the webs, or the looming threat skittering closer in the darkness. Its ember eyes remained fixed on him, patient but insistent. He felt seen by something ancient, something that knew him in ways he didn't know himself.
"Now is really not the best time," Silas hissed, gesturing vaguely toward the source of the clicking sounds, which had suddenly stopped. They'd heard him. Or sensed the bird's arrival. The abrupt silence was worse than the skittering, it meant they were focusing, listening, preparing. His time was running out.
The bird remained impassive, ember eyes fixed on him. Below, or rather, deeper in the cellar's maze, Silas heard a distinct thump, followed by the splintering of rotten wood. They were on the move. Fast. The sound of multiple legs propelling bodies at unnatural speed grew louder. Hunting sounds.
"Fine!" he muttered, snatching the scroll case.
The chain dissolved into harmless sparks the moment his fingers closed around the metal tube. The bird didn't vanish. It just hovered there, watching him, as if expecting him to read the message immediately. As if the impending death by monsters was an irrelevant detail.
A section of webbing ripped nearby. The first Arachne emerged from the darkness, faster than Silas anticipated. Spider body, hairy and black, bristling with chitinous plates. Humanoid torso, disturbingly pale, with multiple eyes glinting red in the gloom. Its flesh had the waxy appearance of a corpse that had been drained of blood but somehow animated.
Its mandibles clicked, venom glistening on sharp points. Strands of half-digested meat hung from its jaws, recent feeding. Human, from the color. It recognized him as prey, but something else flickered in those inhuman eyes, calculation, assessment. It was measuring him.
The Bird of Hermes remained suspended, utterly indifferent to the unfolding violence, like a spectator at a particularly grim play. Its feathers continued their hypnotic shift between silver and gold, creating a soft glow that illuminated the horror approaching.
"Any chance you fight?" Silas asked it dryly, already shifting into combat stance.
He firmly planted his back foot, his weight balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to move in any direction.
No response. Just those burning eyes watching. Silas gave a wry, humorless grin. Figures. He always handled things himself. From the day he'd found himself alone in Karst's streets, no one had ever truly helped. Well, not without wanting something in return.
The Arachne lunged, covering the distance in a terrifying blur of legs and fangs. Silas reacted purely on instinct honed by years of life-or-death struggles. Sidestep, pivot, upward slash. His steel sword met chitin with a crunch. The resistance was greater than he expected, more like cutting through dense wood rather than flesh.
Dark ichor sprayed, smelling foul even over the cellar's general stench. It hissed where it touched stone, eating tiny holes into the surface. Some splashed onto his arm, burning through the outer layer of his leather armor and searing the skin beneath.
The creature shrieked, a horrifying sound that blended a spider's hiss with a woman's scream of agony, as it recoiled, two of its front legs damaged. Black fluid pulsed from the wounds, dripping onto the floor where it continued to sizzle and bubble.
Before it could recover, another Arachne dropped from the ceiling behind him, landing silently despite its size. A third skittered rapidly along the wall to his left, trying to flank him. Three adults. Just as he'd suspected. They moved with unnatural coordination, cutting off escape routes, herding him toward the center of their web.
Silas back-pedaled, putting distance between himself and the wounded one while keeping the other two in his peripheral vision. He reached for an acid vial with his free hand. The glass was slick against his fingers, the contents shifting within like liquid promise.
The ceiling-dropper lunged. He spun, kicking a pile of debris, bones and shattered pottery, into its path. The creature stumbled, giving him the opening he needed. Its torso twisted to avoid the projectiles, exposing the vulnerable joint where human-like flesh met spider body.
He hurled the acid vial. Glass shattered against the second Arachne's humanoid face. It screamed, a sound far worse than the first, clawing frantically at its melting features as corrosive liquid ate through chitin and flesh alike. Bone appeared beneath dissolving tissue, then that too began to bubble and warp. One eye popped under the assault, releasing a gush of milky fluid that mixed with the acid, intensifying its effects.
The third Arachne spat a thick strand of webbing. Silas twisted, but the sticky rope caught his sword arm, yanking him off balance. The webbing burned like fire where it touched bare skin, an immediate chemical reaction meant to weaken prey. His fingers numbed, his grip on the sword loosening despite his best efforts.
The first wounded Arachne saw its chance and rushed forward again, mandibles snapping. Its multiple eyes gleamed with malicious intelligence, recognizing his momentary vulnerability. It had learned from its first attack, adjusting its angle to avoid a direct confrontation with his blade.
Silas dropped low, rolling beneath the lunge, using the momentum to slash upward as he came through. His blade caught the creature under its jaw, slicing deep into the soft tissue where spider met torso. The sword penetrated to the hilt, blood and viscera coating his arm up to the elbow.
It collapsed, limbs twitching violently before going still. Its eyes clouded over one by one, like candles being snuffed out in sequence. The body convulsed once more, then sagged, leaking fluid from multiple orifices.
「System Notification: Arachne Slain (1/3). Combat Bonus: +10% Speed for 30 seconds」
The speed boost surged through him, a familiar tingle of System-enhanced adrenaline. His movements became more fluid, his reactions sharper. He kicked the corpse away, freeing his sword arm from the webbing just as the acid-burned Arachne charged blindly, enraged by pain. Its movements were erratic now, driven by agony rather than strategy.
Half its face was a melted ruin, but its remaining eyes burned with feral hatred. Where the acid had eaten through to the brain, pulses of unnatural energy crackled, revealing the magical nature of the creature. Not just monster, but construct, a perversion of nature through arcane means.
Its eight legs hammered at him, a whirlwind of sharp points and surprising strength. Silas met the onslaught, parrying frantically. One slip, one misstep, and those venomous fangs would end him. He needed an opening. The enhanced speed allowed him to match the creature's frenzied pace, but just barely.
He saw his moment, a slight hesitation as the creature adjusted its footing on the uneven floor. A fractional pause as its damaged psyche struggled to coordinate its limbs. Silas stepped inside its guard, ignoring the flailing legs, and drove his sword upward, straight through the creature's skull. The blade scraped against bone, then punched through, the tip emerging from the top of its head.
Ichor drenched his arm and shoulder, thick and viscous. He grimaced, ripping his sword free as the second Arachne crumpled. Its legs curled inward, mimicking the position of death. Laundry day was going to be hell. If he survived to see it.
「System Notification: Arachne Slain (2/3). Combat Bonus: +10% Damage for 30 seconds」
One left. The flanking spider had paused, witnessing the brutal efficiency with which Silas had dispatched its kin. Its multiple eyes fixed on him, calculating. It recognized the threat he posed now, adjusting its strategy. This one was larger than the others, its chitin plates thicker, the humanoid portion more developed. A mature specimen, perhaps even the nest's leader.
Then it reared back, front legs spread wide, its humanoid face splitting open vertically and revealing rows upon rows of needle-sharp teeth dripping with a different kind of venom. Thicker, almost milky. The orifice pulsed obscenely, muscles contracting to build pressure behind whatever it planned to expel.
"Oh, that's new," Silas muttered, tightening his grip on his sword.
The damage bonus wouldn't help much if that thing injected him with whatever poison it carried. The System's enhancement flowed through his arms, making the blade feel lighter, more responsive. Twenty percent increased damage meant nothing if he couldn't land a blow.
The Arachne hissed, a sound like air escaping a punctured lung, and spat. Not webbing this time, but a glob of viscous, greenish liquid that sailed through the air toward him. The projectile moved faster than he expected, leaving no time for finesse.
Silas dove sideways, rolling behind a stack of rotting barrels just as the glob hit the stone wall where he'd been standing. The stone smoked and bubbled, dissolving rapidly under the potent acid. Chunks of mortar sloughed away, revealing the brick beneath, which also began to dissolve. The reaction produced a noxious gas that made his eyes water and his lungs burn.
"Acid spit and venom?" Silas cursed. "Definitely worth more than twenty silver."
He'd need to renegotiate at the Guild if he survived, this was B-Rank work at minimum. The creature's arsenal meant it had evolved beyond a standard Arachne, adapting to its urban environment in ways the bestiaries hadn't documented.
The Arachne circled cautiously, its movements more deliberate now. Silas matched it, using the barrels for cover, looking for an advantage. He feinted left, drawing a quick scuttling movement from the spider. Its legs tensed, ready to lunge, then relaxed when he didn't commit to the movement.
He feinted right, and it mirrored him again, clearly intelligent enough not to fall for simple tricks. Its eyes tracked his sword hand primarily, recognizing the main threat. Strands of drool mixed with venom dripped from its vertical maw, burning small holes in the stone floor.
He glanced at his remaining acid vial. Using it on the creature directly might work, but hitting a moving target that could spit acid back wasn't ideal. Then he looked up. The ceiling here was precarious, webbing thick but the wooden beams supporting it clearly rotten. Weight and time had bowed the structure, creating natural fault lines along the main support beams.
An idea sparked. Reckless, maybe, but better than getting melted. The creature continued its calculated circling, each step bringing it closer to a position where it could pin him against the barrels with no escape route.
He waited until the Arachne circled near the center of the room. Then, instead of aiming for the creature, he hurled his last acid vial straight up at the ceiling beams directly above it. The glass arced through the air, glinting once in the dim light before impact.
Glass shattered. Acid hissed as it ate through rotten wood and thick webbing. The Arachne looked up, multiple eyes widening in what might have been confusion or perhaps the first glimmer of understanding. Wood groaned, cracked, then gave way. The sound of splintering timber filled the cellar, drowning out the creature's sudden hiss of alarm.
A section of the ceiling collapsed downward in a shower of debris, rotten timbers, and thick, sticky webs. The falling mass gathered momentum, bringing down still more material from upper floors. A broken chair, part of a bed frame, and something that might have once been a dresser crashed down with the rest.
The Arachne shrieked as the falling wreckage slammed into it, pinning several legs beneath heavy beams and burying its torso in rubble. It thrashed furiously, trapped but not dead. Its mandibles clacked in rage and pain as it struggled to free itself. One leg snapped with a sickening crack as it twisted against the weight.
Silas didn't hesitate. He sprinted forward, vaulted over a pile of debris, and slid beneath the creature's flailing front legs. Dust and splinters filled the air, stinging his eyes and coating his tongue with the taste of ancient decay.
Ignoring the snapping mandibles just inches from his face, he angled his sword low and drove it upward with all his strength, aiming for the vulnerable joint where abdomen met thorax.
Steel met softer chitin, then plunged deep. The creature convulsed violently, legs curling inward. Silas twisted the blade hard, ripping through internal organs. Something ruptured beneath his blade, a venom sac or perhaps an organ that served some unknown purpose. The reaction was immediate and catastrophic for the creature.
Dark ichor flooded out, covering him in gore. The thrashing subsided, the legs twitching weakly before finally going still. The creature's multiple eyes dimmed one by one, like candles being extinguished by an unseen hand. Its mandibles clicked once more, then fell silent.
「System Notification: Arachne Slain (3/3). Combat Complete. Rewards: 18 EXP, 3 Chitin Plates, 2 Venom Sacs (Standard & Acidic)
System Notification: Adventurer Rank Progress: 78%」
Silas sagged against a nearby pillar, catching his breath. Three dead Arachne. Still not enough for B-Rank. He spat ichor from his lips, the taste bitter and chemical, burning the inside of his mouth.
At least the fight was over, and he was still breathing. Eleven percent. That's all he'd gained for nearly dying three times over. The progress bar mocked him, always moving, never fast enough.
He'd need to carve off the faces for proof. The guild was annoyingly specific about that. The merchant who'd tried to trick him deserved to see exactly what had been nesting in the property he'd labeled a "minor infestation."
And then he'd need to salvage whatever he could find. Twenty silver wasn't much, but salvage might add a few more coins. He eyed the cocoons lining the walls. Some still bulged with contents he preferred not to examine too closely. Others might contain valuables worth taking.
He turned, remembering the reason this fight had been interrupted. The Bird of Hermes still hovered near the cellar entrance, feathers shimmering, ember eyes fixed on him. It hadn't moved an inch during the entire battle. No reaction to the violence, the spraying ichor, the collapsing ceiling, nothing but patient observation, as if his life or death struggle had been a mildly interesting diversion.
"Alright, feather face," Silas said, wiping ichor from his sword onto a patch of relatively clean webbing. "Let's see what was so damned important it couldn't wait until I wasn't fighting for my life." His voice echoed in the now quiet cellar, raspy from exertion and the dust filling the air.
He approached the bird and popped the seal on the scroll case he'd snatched earlier. Inside, two rolled parchments. One thick and heavy, the other delicate, almost translucent. They smelled of age and something else, ozone, perhaps, like the scent that lingered after lightning strikes.
The first was fine vellum, bearing elaborate seals he didn't recognize but which radiated faint magic. The wax was dark crimson, embedded with golden flecks that seemed to move when he wasn't looking directly at them. He unrolled it carefully, half expecting some trap or spell to trigger.
"To whom it may concern," he read aloud, voice rough from exertion and the cellar's foul air. "This document certifies the bearer, Silas of Karst, as the sole remaining heir to the Beckham Estate and titles, following the determination of blood lineage by binding ritual..."
His voice trailed off as he scanned the rest. The elegant script continued, detailing properties, accounts, artifacts, and responsibilities now transferred to him. Legal language mixed with arcane terminology that made little sense to someone who'd never studied formal magic.
"Arch Magus Dewalt Beckham, posthumous grant... Wait. Beckham?" The name hit him like a physical blow. The legendary mage from tavern tales, the creator of impossible messengers, the architect of spells that supposedly reshaped reality itself.
He lowered the parchment, frowning. Heir? To an Arch Magus? It made no sense. He was an orphan, a street rat who'd clawed his way up to C-Rank adventurer. His history was written in scars and survival, not bloodlines and inheritance.
His mother had been a tavern girl who died when he was seven, his father could have been anyone who'd passed through Karst with a few coins to spare. The matron at the orphanage had made that clear enough when he asked about his parents. "Your ma was a whore with more beauty than sense, boy. Your pa could be any man who had a copper to spare."
The second parchment was rougher, almost crude, drawn on thick, fibrous paper. A circle, drawn in what looked disturbingly like dried blood, dominated its center. The blood had not faded or browned with age, it remained vivid crimson, almost wet looking despite the obvious age of the document.
As he watched, glowing letters formed within the circle, rearranging themselves into words. The script was different from the first document, less formal, more personal, as if handwritten rather than dictated to a scribe:
"Touch the circle to receive transport to Bastian. One use only. Binding confirmed. Do try not to die on arrival."
Bastian. The legendary city of magic and wealth he'd only heard about in hushed tavern tales. Transported there? Just like that? And what did "binding confirmed" mean? The casual warning about death on arrival wasn't particularly reassuring either.
"Great," he muttered sarcastically. "Cryptic magic, a supposed inheritance I know nothing about, and a one way ticket to a city I can't afford to even stand in." He looked around at the corpses of the Arachne, at the twenty silver that awaited him back at the Guild. A fortune by his standards, nothing by Bastian's.
Silas stared at the parchments, mind racing. A dead Arch Magus. An inheritance. A magical bird that had tracked him down in a monster-infested cellar. It felt like a trap, things this convenient didn't happen to people like him.
The Bird of Hermes tilted its head, eyes burning brighter as it studied him. Its beak remained closed, yet Silas heard a voice, clear as crystal, inside his mind.
「Your hesitation wastes time. The estate deteriorates. Assets diminish. Debts accumulate. Decide.」
The voice wasn't exactly impatient. No, it was more coldly practical, like someone stating facts about the weather. It held no emotion, just the weight of absolute certainty.
"You can talk?" Silas asked, then felt foolish for speaking aloud.
「Not talk. Convey. Limited communication. One purpose: Delivery and confirmation. Your blood responds to the binding. You are Beckham. Accept or reject.」
Silas looked down at the second parchment again, at the blood circle that somehow remained fresh despite its age. "What happens if I reject?"
「I depart. Documents dissolve. Inheritance passes to state of Bastian. You remain here. Continue killing spiders for copper.」
He glanced around the cellar, at the dead Arachne, the webbing, the filth. Twenty silver waited at the Guild. Another day of barely surviving. Another contract that might kill him for pocket change.
Or Bastian. An inheritance. A chance at something beyond mere survival.
「Choose,」 the bird's voice pressed in his mind. 「The binding weakens. Transport closes. Now or never.」
Silas shook his head, fighting the disorientation. "Look, there's a mistake. I'm nobody. Just Silas from Karst."
「Blood does not lie,」 the voice replied with the patience of something that had delivered countless messages across centuries. 「Magic does not err. The binding ritual enacted upon the last of the Beckham line sought out the next.」
Silas barked a laugh that bounced harshly off the web-draped walls. "My mother worked the docks and served ale. My father? Could have been anyone passing through, sailor, guard, merchant." He gestured at himself, covered in monster gore, wearing leather armor barely worth the patches holding it together. "Not exactly Archmagus material."
「And yet,」 the voice insisted, 「you bear his blood. The lineage persists.」 The bird's form shimmered, becoming briefly translucent before solidifying again. 「Time grows short. The pathway weakens.」
Silas looked around the gore-splattered cellar, at the Arachne corpses, at the pulsing cocoons containing horrors he didn't want to investigate too closely. He thought of his life. The constant struggle, the cheap contracts, the gnawing hunger, the desperate fights in alleys and sewers.
Twenty silver waited for him back at the Guild, proof of another dirty job done. It would keep him alive for another week, maybe two. He could almost taste the hot meal it would buy, feel the relative security of a rented room with an actual door.
Then what? Back to the contract board, hoping for something better than spider extermination, slowly grinding EXP until maybe, someday, he reached B-Rank? How many more years of this? How many more close calls? How many more nights wondering if tomorrow would be the day his luck finally ran out?
Or Bastian. An Archmagus' estate. A fortune, the bird had implied. Danger, certainly, but when had his life ever been safe? This was a chance, wasn't it? A crazy, impossible chance, dropped into his lap by a magic bird in a monster-filled cellar.
He looked at the blood circle on the second parchment. "What happens if I touch it?"
「Instantaneous transport to the designated arrival point outside Bastian,」 the voice replied. 「The scroll is keyed to your blood signature. One use only. The magic is temporal, it fades rapidly.」
"Now or never, huh?" Silas muttered. He thought of the twenty silver. He thought of the B-Rank he was chasing. He thought of the endless grind of his current life. Every day the same fight, the same struggle, just to wake up and do it all again tomorrow.
He looked at the Bird of Hermes, its ember eyes seeming to hold ancient knowledge and unspoken promises. He looked at the blood circle, pulsing faintly now, the glow diminishing with each passing minute.
"What if I want to collect my twenty silver first?" he asked, one last attempt at practicality. "Finish the job, get paid, then go to Bastian?"
「The connection weakens,」 the voice replied, a hint of urgency entering its tone for the first time. 「The transport matrix is unstable. Delay risks failure. Now or forfeit the claim.」
Silas cursed under his breath. He weighed the certainty of twenty silver against the insane possibility offered by the scrolls. Twenty silver meant food and lodging. The inheritance meant what? Power? Wealth? More monsters trying to kill him? Probably all three.
But it was a chance. A way out of Karst. A way up.
Decision made and fueled by nineteen years of desperate survival instincts screaming that this was the gamble worth taking, Silas pressed his thumb firmly onto the center of the blood circle.
The world turned inside out.
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At the Gates


「System Notification: Teleportation Complete. Location: Bastian Outskirts」 
「System Notification: New Location Discovered - Bastian. +5 INT & +5 WIS bonus applied while within city influence.」
「Warning: Teleportation Sickness Active]
Silas staggered as the world rematerialized around him. His vision swam with afterimages, stomach threatening to empty itself as his body settled back into reality. He braced himself against nothing, muscles tensing against the vertigo that followed teleportation.
"Shit," he muttered, blinking hard. The stench of rot and spider ichor vanished, replaced by clean air carrying hints of flowers he couldn't name.
When his vision cleared, Silas found himself standing on a wide paved road that stretched toward massive white walls. They curved into the distance, encircling what had to be the largest city he'd ever seen. Elegant spires rose beyond the barrier, catching sunlight on their polished surfaces. Magic rippled visibly across the battlements, not the crude workings of Karst's hedge wizards, but sophisticated patterns that hummed with power.
A weathered sign nearby read simply: BASTIAN.
The Bird of Hermes appeared overhead, circling once with a sound like metal striking crystal before vanishing completely. Just like that, delivery complete, duty fulfilled.
Silas looked down at himself. He was blood-spattered, filthy, with his sword still in hand. His appearance screamed "threat" to any guards who might be watching. He grimaced at the pathetic weight of his coin purse. Whatever awaited him in Bastian, he looked like something that had crawled from a sewer.
Blue light flared before his eyes, brighter than he'd ever seen it. The familiar notification window expanded:
「System Change Detected. Bloodline Confirmed. Class Evolution Initiated...
Class Evolution Complete: Adventurer → Blood Heir
Status Update:
Name: Silas Beckham
Class: Blood Heir (C Rank)
Level: 23
Strength: 46 (+4)
Agility: 61 (+4)
Endurance: 42 (+4)
Intelligence: 35 (+6) (+5 Bastian Bonus)
Wisdom: 38 (+5) (+5 Bastian Bonus)
Charisma: 28 (+6)
Special Skills:
Monster Hunter (Passive): +20% damage against all monster types [Retained & Enhanced]
Monster Knowledge (NEW): Your experience hunting monsters grants insight into their weaknesses and behaviors. +15% effectiveness when commanding summons
Blood Legacy (NEW - LOCKED): Access to Beckham family magics (Requires tutelage or discovery)」
Silas wiped sweat from his brow, the lingering effects of teleportation making his head pound. The summoning portal beneath his feet glowed with fading runes, a circular platform of polished stone inlaid with arcane symbols, far more sophisticated than anything he'd seen in Karst.
The Bird of Hermes hovered nearby.
"So you're not done with me yet," Silas muttered, sheathing his sword to appear less threatening. The last thing he needed was to be mistaken for a bandit.
The platform sat at a junction where several roads converged toward Bastian's main gate. A few travelers gave him curious glances, a blood-spattered man who'd appeared from nowhere would draw attention anywhere. But unlike Karst, where such an arrival might cause panic, these people simply moved along, giving him space. Magical transportation wasn't uncommon here.
The Bird of Hermes circled Silas once, then came forward close to him. It hovered, pointing its beak toward the city gates.
"Message received," Silas said dryly. "I'm going."
The Bird of Hermes dipped its head once then disappeared in a flash of mana.
Silas blinked, his vision adjusting to the sudden absence of the magical construct. Now he could properly take in his surroundings. The teleportation platform wasn't some crude circle scratched in dirt like those he'd glimpsed in Karst. It sat in a dedicated clearing just outside Bastian's walls, surrounded by carefully tended gardens and staffed by uniformed attendants.
Beyond the portal grounds, Bastian itself rose like something from a fever dream.
The portal flared again. A well-dressed merchant materialized, his expensive clothes marking him as someone who could afford regular teleportation. The man took two dignified steps forward before doubling over and vomiting.
"Every damn time," the merchant groaned, fumbling for a handkerchief.
A flash of light announced another arrival, a young woman in apprentice robes who immediately collapsed to her knees, retching violently.
An attendant rushed forward with a bucket and a sympathetic smile.
"First time through the network?" the attendant asked, holding the woman's hair back.
Silas stepped away from the platform, grateful his own nausea was subsiding. At least he wasn't the only one affected. The merchant had recovered his composure and was now straightening his jacket while dictating notes to a floating quill that wrote in a small book.
"Welcome to Bastian, travelers," called a bored-looking official from a small booth near the portal. "Please proceed to the main gate and enjoy the city."
Silas shifted his weight, surveying the area beyond the teleportation platform. The road to Bastian's gates stretched ahead, wide enough for three wagons to travel side by side. Unlike Karst, this road was paved with fitted stone blocks.
A small merchant caravan had gathered near the portal grounds, three wagons loaded with crates and barrels, drivers checking harnesses while guards scanned the surroundings.
"Heading to the gates?" called a weathered man perched on the lead wagon. His salt-and-pepper beard framed a face lined from years of sun exposure. "We're moving out now if you want company on the walk."
Silas hesitated only briefly. Walking alone toward the gates covered in monster blood might draw unwanted attention.
"Appreciate it," he said, falling into step beside the lead wagon as it lurched forward.
"First time in Bastian?" the driver asked, flicking the reins.
"That obvious?"
The man chuckled. "Everyone's got that same look their first time seeing the great walled city of Bastian. Name's Dale."
"Silas."
"Just Silas?"
"Just Silas. Never knew my last name." The lie came automatically, even as the system notification had already named him Beckham.
As they approached the gates, Silas caught sight of the guards stationed at the entrance. Their attention frequently drifted toward the teleportation platform.
"Look at that one," one guard snickered to his companion, pointing toward the platform where another traveler had just arrived. "Bet you five copper he loses his breakfast."
The second guard laughed. "No bet. The fancy ones always puke the hardest."
"Remember that nobleman last week? The one with the purple cape?"
"Gods, yes! Teleported in with four servants and promptly vomited on all of them."
Their laughter carried across the approach road.
"Happens every time," Dale commented, noticing Silas's attention. "Guards have a running tally of who throws up and who doesn't. The teleportation sickness hits hardest if you're not used to it."
Dale guided the wagon through the flow of traffic heading toward the massive gates.
Silas walked alongside, taking in the scale of the white walls that dwarfed Karst's modest fortifications. The closer they got, the more he realized how the spires he'd spotted earlier were just the tallest buildings in what must be a sprawling metropolis.
"First checkpoint coming up," Dale announced. "Guards usually just wave merchants through, but they sometimes pull individuals aside."
Silas nodded, eyeing the uniformed guards who stood at attention beside the massive gates.
As the wagon approached, a guard with captain's insignia raised his hand.
"Halt for inspection." The guard's gaze swept over the caravan before settling on Silas. His eyes narrowed at the blood-spattered clothes and drawn sword. "You. Step aside."
Dale shot Silas an apologetic look. "Meet us at the Copper Kettle if you make it through," he said quietly. "First tavern on Main Street."
Silas stepped away from the wagon as instructed.
The captain motioned him toward a small alcove while waving the merchant caravan through.
"Random search, you understand," the captain said, though his expression made it clear there was nothing random about it. Three other guards closed in around Silas, hands resting on weapons.
"By the gods," the captain muttered, his nostrils flaring the closer he got. "You smell like you crawled out of something's digestive tract and decided to wear its insides."
He planted the butt of his halberd firmly on the cobblestones, a clear signal that entry was not guaranteed. Behind him, three other guards subtly adjusted their positions, hands resting casually but purposefully on their weapon hilts. A low hum indicated one had activated a detection cantrip.
"State your name and purpose," the captain commanded, his voice calm but carrying undeniable authority that cut through the noise of the gate traffic.
"Silas," he replied, keeping his voice steady and meeting the captain's gaze directly.
He decided against using the 'Beckham' name just yet. Better to see how they reacted to the documents first. "I'm here to claim an inheritance."
He produced the vellum scroll, careful to keep the blood seal prominent. The crimson wax seemed almost to pulse with latent magic in the bright sunlight.
The captain took the scroll, his gauntleted fingers surprisingly gentle with the delicate parchment despite their size. He examined the seals, his expression unreadable beneath his visor.
Another guard stepped forward, his weathered face marked with a perpetual squint. "What's this one, Cap?" he asked, peering at the document.
"Beckham Estate," the captain replied, his tone shifting to something between amusement and pity. "Another claimant, Dreggs."
Dreggs whistled low. "Haven't had one of those try in, what, three months now?"
A third guard with a fresh scar bisecting his left eyebrow leaned in. "Three months? The noble idiot with the fancy sword was four months back. Lost ten silver on him lasting past noon, Wedge."
Silas maintained a neutral expression as the guards continued their exchange. The captain studied the scroll, turning it over in his hands with the practiced care of someone who'd seen many such documents.
"Another Beckham heir?" The captain sighed, passing the scroll back to Silas. "Well, the seal's authentic enough."
"Fifth one this year," Dreggs added, leaning against the wall. "Remember that fancy lord from the western provinces? Showed up with three servants and a carriage full of trunks?"
"Gods, yes," Wedge chuckled. "All ready to move in before he'd even seen the place."
"Lasted longer than most," the captain acknowledged with a grim smile. "Almost two days."
Dreggs nodded enthusiastically. "Found his head on the front gate, didn't we? Rest of him was scattered across the rose garden."
"Nah, that was the merchant's son from that fish village," Wedge corrected. "The western lord is the one that got partially eaten. Something in there just left his boots. Still had his feet in them."
The guards erupted in laughter while Silas stood silently, absorbing every detail.
"Nobody goes in to clean it up, you know," the captain said, noticing Silas's silence. "The estate. On account of it being full of monsters."
"The city tried sending in a cleaning crew once," Dreggs added. "Professional monster hunters, even. Went in with ten men."
"Came out with three," Wedge finished. "And those three quit the guild the next day."
The captain nodded solemnly. "But occasionally, well, occasionally bits and pieces end up on the grounds, the fence."
"Remember that last one?" Dreggs slapped his thigh, barely containing his mirth. "The one who got the farthest?"
"Gods, yes!" Wedge howled. "Almost made it back over the fence before something took his legs clean off. Left him hanging there for three days before we could get someone brave enough to cut him down."
They dissolved into another round of laughter, slapping each other's shoulders while wiping tears from their eyes.
"Course," the captain said, regaining his composure. "You look like you might actually know which end of a sword to hold. That's something, at least."
The captain studied Silas, his earlier mirth fading into something more calculating. "Listen, son. Every few months, someone shows up with those scrolls. Good forgeries, bad forgeries, doesn't matter. That estate has been killing would-be heirs for years."
Silas kept his expression neutral and just nodded.
The guards weren't lying, their casual discussion of past deaths carried the weight of repeated experience. Whatever waited at the Beckham Estate had already claimed multiple lives.
"So what's your story, newcomer?" The captain leaned forward, genuinely curious. "Most who come with those scrolls are soft nobles or merchant sons looking for easy wealth. You look like you've actually seen a thing or two."
Silas considered his options. These men knew the city and, more importantly, knew about the estate. Better to give them something close to truth.
"I was a monster hunter from Karst," he said simply. "This all started when I took a contract for spiders, found Arachne instead."
The guards exchanged impressed glances.
"Arachne? Multiple?" Wedge looked at Silas and nodded. "And you're still upright? Maybe you'll last a week instead of a day."
The captain nodded thoughtfully. "Tell you what, if you decide you value your life, the work of a guard ain't so bad, and we're always looking to hire somebody capable. Pay's decent, hours are reasonable, and most importantly, nothing in the barracks tries to eat you while you sleep."
"If you sleep, that is," Dreggs added. "The snoring is terrible."
Silas considered the guard captain's offer. Steady work with predictable dangers certainly beat whatever awaited him at an estate that apparently devoured its would-be heirs.
Still, something pulled him toward the inheritance, a chance to be more than just another sword-for-hire scraping by on contracts.
"I appreciate the offer," Silas said, meaning it. "But I need to see this through."
The captain nodded, resignation rather than surprise on his weathered face. "Your funeral." He paused then added with unexpected sincerity, "Though I hope not."
"One thing doesn't add up," Silas said, gesturing to the scroll. "If these heirs keep dying, why does the city keep letting new ones try?"
The captain's expression shifted, a hint of frustration crossing his features. "Noble district rules," he said with undisguised contempt. "The Beckham Estate is a noble estate in the noble district."
Dreggs nodded. "City council would love nothing more than to declare the place abandoned and seize it, but can't. Ancient laws protect noble estates."
"As long as there's a potential heir," Wedge added, "the city can't touch it. Even if that heir ends up decorating the front gate."
The captain crossed his arms. "And the noble families make damn sure those laws stay in place. Today it's the Beckham Estate, tomorrow it might be theirs."
"What about the scrolls?" Silas asked. "You mentioned forgeries."
"Oh, those?" The captain laughed. "So far, everyone we've seen has been a fake. Good fakes, mind you. There's a whole cottage industry of forgers in the lower city making Beckham inheritance documents."
Dreggs leaned in. "Thing is, we're just gate guards, not magistrates. We can spot the obvious fakes, but the good ones? Not our job to verify. That's for the Registry Office."
"And the Registry doesn't much care," Wedge said with a shrug.
The captain studied Silas's scroll again. "Yours looks better than most. The blood seal's particularly convincing. But they all have the same end."
Silas tucked the scroll away. "So, you're saying the city lets people try because they legally have to, even knowing what happens?"
"Exactly," the captain said. "Bastian's built on laws older than any of us. Some make sense, some don't, but they're all enforced, especially when they benefit the powerful."
The captain stroked his beard thoughtfully. "The city likes the fees anyway."
Then, the captain tilted his head curiously. "So how did you get your document? Most fakes come from swindlers in the lower city targeting gullible out-of-towners and occasionally a decent conman trying their luck."
The guards were watching him with genuine interest, apparently thinking him a decent kid who'd been hustled.
"It was delivered by a Bird of Hermes," Silas answered truthfully.
The guards exchanged surprised glances.
"A Bird of Hermes?" Wedge repeated. "Those are rare. And expensive."
"It found me during the Arachne job," Silas continued. "Right after I killed the third one. Then I was teleported directly to your portal."
The captain's expression shifted from skepticism to something closer to concern. "A Bird of Hermes and immediate teleportation?" He exchanged meaningful looks with his colleagues. "That's... unusual."
"Maybe he's the real deal," Dreggs muttered, no longer laughing.
"Wouldn't that be something," Wedge replied quietly.
Silas watched their reactions carefully.
The shift in their demeanor told him more than their words. The Bird of Hermes clearly meant something significant, something that separated him from everyone else that had tried already.
The captain scratched his beard, studying Silas with new intensity. "The Bird of Hermes can't be fooled. Can't be bribed. Can't be threatened. If it found you..." He trailed off then straightened his posture. "Well, that changes things."
"What things?" Silas asked.
"For starters, we're not betting on how quickly you'll die," Wedge said then winced when the captain shot him a sharp look.
The captain sighed. "Look, a Bird of Hermes only appears for legitimate succession. If one found you, then you're blood of the Beckham line, sure as sunrise." He lowered his voice. "And that means whatever's been killing the pretenders might treat you differently."
"Or kill you more thoroughly," Dreggs added helpfully.
"Either way," the captain continued, "you should report to the Registry Office in the Middle Ring. They'll want to know about this. Ask for Magistrate Riane, she handles the Beckham cases."
The captain stepped aside, gesturing toward the gate. "Welcome to Bastian, Silas Beckham. I hope you survive your inheritance."
"Still," the captain continued, turning back to Silas. "The offer stands. City guard could use someone with actual monster-killing experience. Think about it before you throw your life away on that cursed estate."
The massive gates groaned open just enough for Silas to pass through, the sound echoing off the high stone walls.
As he stepped onto the cobblestones of Bastian proper, Dreggs called after him, "Careful of that butler! Tall fellow, dead, wears a suit better than most nobles, doesn't seem to have any skin? Watch out for him. They say he served the Archmagus for centuries. Probably knows where all the bodies are buried."
"Literally," the captain added under his breath as Silas walked away, the heavy gates groaning shut behind him.
"Swing back by if you survive!" Wedge shouted after him, his voice muffled by the closing gates.
Then the gates sealed with a final, echoing thud, leaving Silas alone on the streets of Bastian's Outer Ring.
Silas stood for a moment, taking in the bustling activity of the city while processing everything he'd learned. A monster-filled estate that killed everyone who claimed to inherit it. Yet his case was different, the Bird of Hermes had found him specifically. That meant something, even to hardened city guards who'd seen countless pretenders.
He ran his fingers over the scroll's edge, feeling the texture of the parchment. This wasn't some elaborate scam or forgery. The Bird had materialized during his fight with the Arachne, appearing at the exact moment he'd proven his combat skills. That couldn't be coincidence.
The estate was deadly, but so was life in Karst's slums. He'd survived there when others hadn't. He'd killed monsters that had slaughtered better-equipped adventurers. Perhaps whatever lurked in the Beckham Estate would be just another challenge to overcome.
And if he succeeded where others had failed? He'd have an estate. Property. A name. Things he'd never imagined possible growing up nameless in Karst.
Still, the captain's offer lingered. City guard. Steady pay. Reasonable hours. No monsters trying to eat him in his sleep. It was more security than he'd ever known.
Silas shook his head. He hadn't survived this long by playing it safe. The estate might kill him, but turning back now would mean spending the rest of his life wondering what might have been.
First things first, he needed to find this Registry Office and meet with Magistrate Riane. Then, perhaps, visit the Copper Kettle to thank Dale for the ride.
After that, well, he'd see just how deadly his inheritance truly was.
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A City of Tiers


Silas walked through Bastian's Outer Ring, taking in the busy streets that somehow managed to feel both cramped and spacious when compared to Karst. 
The buildings stood taller here, built with actual stone rather than the hodgepodge of scavenged materials that formed Karst's slums. Even the air smelled different, less of sewage and more of cooking food, fresh bread, and the occasional waft of perfume.
The people moved differently too. In Karst, everyone walked with their shoulders hunched, eyes down or darting, watching for threats. Here, merchants called out their wares with genuine enthusiasm, children played in side streets, and people actually stopped to chat without constantly checking over their shoulders.
A group of children darted past him, chasing after a mechanical toy beetle that skittered on brass legs. One child bumped into Silas, recoiled at the lingering stench of monster gore, and shouted something that was quickly lost in the crowd.
Silas kept his hand near his coin pouch. Old habits.
He approached a well-dressed woman selling meat pies from a cart. "Registry Office? Where would I find it?"
She looked him over, taking in the blood, the worn armor, the general dishevelment, and her smile tightened.
"Another Beckham heir, eh? Thought we were done with you lot for a while."
She put a pie down, leaning forward to study him more carefully. The movement revealed a series of faded scars running up her forearms. The old combat wounds were professionally treated but still visible. Ex-adventurer, maybe, or former city guard.
"Just arrived," Silas said.
"They all 'just arrive.' Then they 'just disappear.' Usually messily."
Silas watched her carefully. He recognized the look in her eyes, the assessment of a potential mark, or perhaps genuine concern. Either way, she knew something.
She crossed her arms, studying him more intently. "Tell you what. When it comes to kobolds, what's something every adventurer has to know?"
The question caught him off guard, but only for a moment. He'd hunted enough kobold nests to know their most dangerous trait.
"The last two have to be killed basically at the same time," Silas answered without hesitation. "Otherwise the last one gets a massive power boost. Absorbs the strength of all its fallen kin. Turns a routine extermination into a fight for your life."
Her eyebrows rose slightly, and she smiled. She jerked her chin down a wider avenue leading toward the city's center. "Follow the gold bricks, boy. Inner Ring checkpoint, then ask again. Big white building, looks like a fancy tomb. Can't miss it."
"Thanks." Silas offered her one of his few copper coins and pointed towards a pie.
She waved it away and pushed the pie over. Then looked him up and down again. "You actually fought something to get that bloody?"
"Spiders," Silas said. "Big ones."
"How big?" she asked, professional interest momentarily overriding her dismissive demeanor.
Silas held his hand at shoulder height.
The woman whistled. "Cellar nests, then. Nasty business. Those mandibles cut clean through leather." Her gaze sharpened. "You clear a nest solo? Without losing a limb?"
When he nodded, she reassessed him. "Maybe you'll survive after all."
"That's what they tell me." He shifted, preparing to move on.
"Advice, heirling? Get cleaned up before you see the magistrates. They don't like messes in the Inner Ring. And don't trust anyone who offers help too easily regarding that estate. Especially the butler."
"The Butler?"
"Aye, just be glad if you can survive without meeting him, an undead thing."
Silas took a bite of the pie, savory and warm, better than anything he'd eaten in weeks, and considered the woman's advice.
Looking down at himself, he grimaced. The teleportation had done nothing to clean off the Arachne blood and other stuff that coated his armor and clothes.
A proper bath would take time he didn't have and coin he had a feeling was already spoken for, but walking into the Registry Office looking and smelling like he did wouldn't help him.
First impressions mattered, especially when dealing with officials who could complicate his inheritance.
He spotted a stable down a side street and made his way toward it.
The smell of hay and horses greeted him as he slipped inside, checking to make sure no stablehands were around. The place was momentarily empty, good fortune he wasn't about to waste.
Silas found an empty stall and a water trough. Grabbing a horse brush hanging from a nearby hook, he dipped it in the water and began scraping away the worst of the monster gore from his armor. The dried blood flaked off in brown bits.
"Sorry about this," he muttered to a dappled mare watching him curiously from the next stall over. "Not exactly proper use of your facilities."
He worked quickly, scooping handfuls of water to wash his face and neck, using the brush to scrub at the more stubborn stains on his leathers. The water in the trough turned a murky reddish-brown.
When footsteps approached, Silas ducked lower behind the stall door, continuing his improvised cleaning.
The footsteps passed without pausing.
After a few minutes of scrubbing, he'd managed to remove the most obvious signs of his recent battle. He still looked rough, his armor would need proper cleaning and oiling later, but at least he got most of the blood off.
He returned the brush to its hook, slightly cleaner than he'd found it, and gave the curious mare a pat on her nose.
"Thanks for not raising the alarm," he said quietly. "Appreciate the discretion."
Silas looked around the stable and spotted a small sack of oats hanging from a post. For good measure, he poured a cup of oats into the mare's feeding tray.
"Fair exchange," he murmured as she dipped her head to munch the offering.
The mare's ears flicked forward as she eagerly devoured the oats. Silas gave her one final pat. Horses didn't judge. They didn't care whether you were a street rat or some fancy heir, so long as you treated them decent.
Silas slipped out of the stable the same way he'd entered, keeping his movements casual. A stable hand walked past, giving him a curious glance but nothing more.
Back on the main street, he oriented himself toward the gold-bricked road the pie vendor had mentioned.
「Quest Update: The Beckham Inheritance. Sub-Objective Added: Determine initial processing fee/tax required at Magistrate's Office.」
Silas followed the gold-bricked road toward the Inner Ring, noting how the buildings grew taller and more ornate with each block he passed. The scent of fresh bread and spices gave way to perfumes and polished stone. Even the people changed, fewer laborers and more silk-clad merchants and nobles who gave him sideways glances.
He approached the checkpoint separating the Outer Ring from the Inner. Two guards in polished breastplates stood at attention, their uniforms pristine compared to the functional leather of the gate guards.
"State your business," the taller guard said, eyeing Silas's still-damp armor with obvious distaste.
"Registry Office. I'm here to see Magistrate Riane about an inheritance matter." Silas produced the scroll with its broken seal.
The guard examined it without touching it then nodded to his partner.
"Beckham Estate again," the second guard muttered, making a notation in a ledger. "Proceed through. Registry Office is the white building with the columns, just past the central fountain. Can't miss it."
Silas passed through the checkpoint, aware of eyes following him. The Inner Ring was another world entirely, gardens and fountains dotted the spaces between marble buildings. People here moved with the unhurried confidence of those who never worried about their next meal.
A beggar wouldn't last an hour here before being escorted out, Silas thought. The streets were too clean, the guards too attentive.
A group of mages walked past, their robes marked with the insignia of Bastian's Arcane College. They glanced at Silas, then deliberately moved further away, creating a bubble of space around him. His appearance, despite his attempts at cleaning up, clearly marked him as an outsider.
He spotted the Registry Office ahead, a massive white structure with sweeping steps leading to a columned entrance. It was just as the seller described.
Silas climbed the steps, pausing at the top to gather himself before pushing through the ornate bronze doors and into the building's interior.
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Blood Rights


The Registry Office's main hall was massive and soared upward, its domed ceiling painted with intricate scenes of Bastian's founding. The room was filled with marble pillars, and between each stood statues of hooded figures in robes that Silas guessed were prior magistrates and people important to the city. 
Beneath him, the floor displayed an intricate mosaic of the city's layout, each ring represented in different colored stones. A team of maintenance workers polished specific sections of the outer ring tiles with particular vigor, erasing some district markings while emphasizing others, subtly rewriting future and current plans for the city.
Clerks in formal attire moved between dozens of stations, each collecting a different fee from the line of weary citizens. Several wore rings that glowed faintly when they touched coins, confirming authenticity without breaking their pace. The air smelled of paper, ink, and the unmistakable scent of frustrated desperation.
"Next!" yelled a clerk at a station marked "Cart Registration." The people waiting in line flinched, each one looking away to avoid becoming targets of his irritation.
A weather-beaten farmer shuffled forward, hat clutched in calloused hands, knuckles white with tension. "But sir, I've already paid the wheel diameter tax last month."
He sighed, his posture revealing how many times he'd made this trip for nothing.
"That was the wheel diameter surcharge. This is the quarterly axle maintenance fee." The clerk's voice carried the bored certainty of someone who'd had this exact conversation hundreds of times. He didn't look up from his ledger. "Three coppers. Or you can return your cart home and come back next week for the annual inspection, which will be five silver plus any violation penalties."
The farmer's shoulders slumped. He reached into a pouch worn thin at the seams, counting out copper pieces. Silas could tell the man was doing some raw math in his head, comparing what his family would eat tonight versus the cost of being caught without proper cart documentation.
At another station, a well-dressed merchant argued with increasing desperation. "But the horse licensing fee was raised just last season!" His fingers clenched against the countertop.
"City ordinance," the clerk responded without looking up then pushed a form forward with one hand while the other marked off a checklist. "All riding animals within city limits require updated health certification stamps. That's three silver for the primary seal, two for each additional validation."
"Highway robbery," the merchant muttered as he started counting out coins.
"That would be a different office, sir," the clerk joked.
Silas approached a central desk where a thin man with spectacles was sorting documents beneath a sign reading "Estate Claims & Inheritance Processing." Each stack of papers before him was precisely aligned, the corners meeting with unnatural exactness. When Silas's shadow fell across the desk, the clerk's hand moved instinctively to straighten papers that were already perfect.
"I need to see Magistrate Riane," Silas said, producing his scroll. "It's about the Beckham Estate."
The clerk looked up, his expression shifting from boredom to something like pity. His eyes briefly flickered to a tally mark on his desk calendar, the seventeenth in a row.
"Another one," he sighed, adjusting his spectacles with a finger that bore an ink stain shaped oddly like the city's seal. "I'll need to see your documentation and collect the initial processing fee before I can schedule an appointment."
His hand was already reaching for a stamp that was stained darkly from overuse, the stamp of rejection.
"Processing fee?" Silas asked, his hand instinctively tightening around his nearly empty coin pouch.
Behind him, a noblewoman's voice rose in protest. "A window tax? On windows I already own?" Several nearby citizens edged away, recognizing the brewing storm of privilege meeting bureaucracy.
"Twenty silver for inheritance claims, non-refundable," the clerk stated, ignoring the commotion. His fingers flipped through a rate book with practiced precision, landing on exactly the right page without searching. "Plus an additional fifteen silver for expedited processing, should you wish to see the magistrate today rather than next week."
He slid a form across the desk, the paper making a soft hiss against the polished stone. "And there's the standard documentation verification charge, two silver per page."
Across the hall, a shopkeeper threw his hands up in disgust, accidentally knocking over an inkwell that a nearby clerk caught without even looking up from his work.
Silas kept his face neutral despite the sinking feeling in his stomach, a trick he'd learned when negotiating with money handlers. Thirty-five silver was still more coin than he currently possessed. He glanced around the hall, watching citizens reluctantly emptying coin purses into the city's coffers.
"I have reason to believe my claim is legitimate. The city gate captain suggested I speak with Magistrate Riane directly." He leaned slightly forward, not enough to threaten but enough to suggest importance.
The clerk's eyebrows rose slightly, the only movement in his otherwise statue-still face. "Did he, now? And what makes your claim different from the others?" He tapped his quill against a ledger filled with columns of fees, leaving tiny dots of ink that formed a pattern only he could interpret. "Everyone has a special circumstance, yet the processing fee remains standard. As do the supplementary assessment charges, authentication verification stamps, and validation surcharges."
Silas leaned closer. The move forced the clerk to lean in as well, creating a bubble of uncomfortable intimacy. "The Bird of Hermes delivered my scroll personally," Silas murmured.
The clerk froze, his quill hovering above the ledger, a drop of ink swelling at its tip before falling onto the page. The black splatter marred the otherwise perfect record. His eyes darted to the scroll in Silas's hand then back to his face, searching for signs of deception and finding none.
"Wait here," he said, rising quickly from his seat, knocking his chair slightly off-balance. "Do not move."
The clerk glanced around skittishly, as if worried someone might overhear their exchange. As he hurried away toward a side door, Silas remained standing at the desk, aware of the curious glances from other clerks and citizens.
Several bureaucrats muttered behind their ledgers, eyes flicking to the abandoned station, then to Silas, then back to their work when he met their gaze. Nearby, a woman tearfully counted out coins to pay what the clerk called a "child education registration deposit" for her infant.
"It ain't right," she cursed to the man beside her, her fingers trembling with anger as she pushed the coins forward. "Plain and simple."
"That's Bastian for you," he replied, his calloused hand covering hers briefly in solidarity before withdrawing quickly when a guard glanced their way. "They'd tax the air we breathe if they could measure it."
A clerk at the next station coughed loudly. "That's a good idea to bring up in next season's council vote, actually." The clerk made a notation in a small book of offenders, the man's description appearing next to the word "seditious" in tiny letters.
Silas fought the urge to shift his weight or fidget and draw more attention to himself. Whatever this Bird of Hermes meant to these people, it had clearly disrupted the usual flow of bureaucracy. Around him, the machinery of taxation continued, but several clerks kept glancing at the door where his clerk had disappeared.
The clerk returned moments later, accompanied by an older woman in formal robes that bore subtle enchantments along the hem. Her silver hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and a chain of office hung around her neck, each link bearing a different seal of authority. Despite her age, she moved with purpose and looked Silas over head to toe, seeming to catalog every detail from his worn boots to the damaged armor he wore.
"I am Magistrate Riane," she said. "You claim the Bird of Hermes delivered your summons?" Her eyes narrowed slightly, focusing on his face as if searching for a tell.
"Yes, Magistrate," Silas replied, offering the scroll. "It found me in Karst, during a hunt."
She took the scroll, examining the blood seal carefully. Her fingers traced the edges of the parchment, and Silas noticed a faint glow emanating from her rings as they passed over the document, detection magic that made the blood seal glow briefly in response. She maintained a careful distance from the seal itself, treating it with the respect reserved for potentially volatile magical artifacts.
"Interesting," she murmured. "Authentic, as far as I can tell." She looked up at Silas. "And your name?"
"Silas," he answered, then after a brief hesitation, added, "Beckham, apparently." The new last name felt odd, like clothing that didn't quite fit.
Magistrate Riane nodded, as if confirming something to herself. Her posture shifted subtly, authority giving way to something approaching respect. "Follow me, Mr. Beckham. We have much to discuss." The emphasis she placed on his surname transformed it from a claim to an acknowledgment.
She turned sharply and walked toward a corridor leading deeper into the building, not bothering to check if Silas followed. Nearby clerks straightened their posture as she passed.
「Sub-Objective Complete: Processing Fee Identified - 20 Silver Standard, 15 Silver Expedited. Status: Waived by Magistrate]
The clerk caught Silas's eye as he moved to follow the magistrate, leaning across his desk with unprecedented informality. "The fees are waived," he said, looking both impressed and confused. He gestured toward the fee ledger, as if he'd violated a fundamental law of nature. "That's never happened before." He glanced nervously at his colleagues, who were staring with undisguised astonishment.
The merchant still arguing at the next desk overheard and started to yell in outrage. "His fee is waived? I've been coming here for twenty years and never, not even once have my fees been waived!" His hand slammed down on the counter.
"You didn't have an Archmage in your family," the clerk cut him off. He straightened his spectacles with a trembling hand, then turned back to Silas. "Go, before someone changes their mind." His eyes darted toward a senior clerk who was already making his way across the floor.
Silas nodded his thanks and hurried after Magistrate Riane, years of survival instinct telling him to move before the opportunity vanished. The marble floor revealed faint, worn paths where thousands of petitioners had repeated the same lines to the same counters, paying the same fees day after day after day.
The relentless machinery of Bastian's bureaucracy continued extracting coin from its citizens, permit by permit, fee by fee, tax by tax. The difference was not lost on him: they were trapped in the system while he had somehow slipped through its cracks.
Whatever awaited him in the magistrate's office, at least he'd cleared the first hurdle and saved thirty-five silver in the process.
As he followed the magistrate down the corridor, he noticed something that he hadn't before: small, nearly invisible markings near certain doorways, each bearing a stylized "B" that matched the seal on his scroll.
The Beckham influence, it seemed, extended far deeper into Bastian's structures than anyone had told him.
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Legacy of Debt


Silas followed Magistrate Riane through a series of increasingly ornate corridors. The deeper they went, the more he noticed those subtle Beckham markings appearing, not just near doorways now, but incorporated into ceiling moldings and floor tiles. The public face of the Registry gave way to something older, more deliberate in its construction. 
"The Registry predates most of Bastian's current structures," Magistrate Riane said without turning around, as if sensing his observations. "Many of the original families contributed to its construction."
Silas kept his guard up, scanning each new hallway for potential threats. "And the Beckhams were one of those families."
"Not just one of them." She paused at an intersection where four corridors met beneath a domed ceiling. Above them, a mural depicted robed figures with their hands raised toward a central light source. One figure, slightly larger than the others, wore robes edged in the same pattern as the blood seal on his scroll. "The Beckhams were instrumental in establishing the magical infrastructure that still powers much of Bastian's civic functions."
They continued walking, passing closed doors where muffled conversations about property disputes and inheritance claims leaked into the hallway. Clerks carrying stacks of documents stepped aside respectfully as the magistrate passed.
"Your family's contributions are not common knowledge," she added, her voice lowered. "Most citizens believe the Registry is simply a government institution."
"But it's not?" Silas asked, noting how the lighting changed from standard mage-lights to something more subtle.
"It's complicated," she replied. "Bastian's governance has always been a partnership between public authority and private power."
They reached a heavy wooden door bearing the city's seal intertwined with several family crests, the Beckham "B" prominently displayed among them. Magistrate Riane placed her hand on the door, and it recognized her touch, swinging open to reveal a spacious office.
"Please, come in," she said, gesturing toward a chair across from an imposing desk. "We have much to discuss about your inheritance."
The office was spacious but severe, with high ceilings and tall, narrow windows that allowed shafts of afternoon light to cut across the room like blades. Bookshelves filled with leather-bound legal texts and ancient scrolls lined the walls, their spines marked with codes and symbols rather than titles. Several emitted faint magical auras, reference materials no ordinary citizen would be permitted to access.
Magistrate Riane moved behind a large Darkwood desk polished to a mirror finish and piled high with neat stacks of documents. Each stack was perfectly aligned, arranged with military precision. She sat in a high-backed chair carved with the city's emblem, the seat's elevation subtly forcing visitors to look up at her. Her sharp eyes missed nothing, her grey-streaked hair pulled back in a bun so tight it seemed to strain against her scalp. She gestured curtly to the chair opposite her desk.
"Sit." Her voice was crisp, professional, the voice of someone accustomed to being obeyed without question.
Silas took the seat and immediately understood its purpose. The chair was cunningly designed to be uncomfortable, the seat slightly too shallow, the back angled to prevent relaxation, the armrests positioned just wrong for any natural posture. A subtle power play, forcing petitioners to remain alert and slightly off-balance.
"You are Silas of Karst?" she asked, picking up a silver quill that glinted in the light.
When she dipped it in ink, the liquid seemed to crawl eagerly up the shaft, defying gravity.
"Yes," he replied.
"Present your documentation."
Silas passed over the vellum scroll. Riane examined the blood seal intently, then the text, her expression unchanging. She made several notes on a fresh sheet of parchment.
"Class?"
"Blood Heir. C-Rank."
The quill paused mid-stroke. Riane looked up, her sharp eyes narrowing as she truly assessed him for the first time. He saw the flicker of surprise in her controlled expression.
"Blood Heir," she repeated softly, more to herself. "Not merely 'Claimant' or 'Noble Scion.' A direct succession Class Evolution." She leaned back slightly, steepling her fingers. "The System itself acknowledges your primary lineage. Most unusual. Most... potent."
Her gaze lingered on the signet ring. "The ring accepted you, then."
Silas nodded, saying nothing. Let her draw her own conclusions.
"So," Magistrate Riane said, folding her hands on the desk. "Silas of Karst. Tell me about yourself."
He met her evaluating gaze with practiced neutrality. "Not much to tell. I hunt monsters for coin."
"And before that?"
"Survived." Silas shrugged. "Karst doesn't offer many career paths for orphans."
The magistrate's expression didn't change, but something in her eyes sharpened. "You were orphaned young?"
"Mother died when I was seven. Tavern worker. Never knew my father."
Riane nodded thoughtfully. "And now you find yourself heir to Dewalt Beckham's estate." She studied him. "The blood magic is quite specific. The relationship must be direct lineage."
"So Dewalt was my father?" Silas asked, trying to make sense of this unexpected connection.
"No," Riane shook her head. "Dewalt died seven years ago in his old age. Given your relative youth, he would have been in his sixties when you were born. While not impossible, it is unlikely."
Silence.
"And how did you come to monster hunting?" Riane asked, changing the subject.
Silas shifted slightly. The directness of her questions felt like an interrogation rather than casual interest. "Killed my first monster by accident. Sewer ghoul. I was thirteen. It was kind of an accident."
He paused, then decided honesty might serve better than invention. "During a burglary attempt. Triggered my Adventurer class."
"Unusual for a street child," she noted.
"So I've been told." Silas glanced at the stacks of documents. "Seems like you already have information on me."
"Nothing comprehensive." She leaned forward slightly. "What do you know of the Beckham family?"
"Nothing until yesterday." He tapped the scroll he'd placed on the desk. "According to this, I'm the last of them."
"The last." Her eyes never left his face. "And what are your intentions regarding the estate?"
"Intentions?" Silas almost laughed. "Lady, I don't even know what I've inherited beyond a name and apparently some property that everyone keeps telling me is cursed and full of monsters."
Magistrate Riane opened a drawer and withdrew a leather folder embossed with the Beckham crest. She placed it between them and flipped it open to reveal a property deed with an attached map.
"The Beckham Estate encompasses approximately two hundred acres on the northwestern edge of Bastian, most of which is forested behind the mansion," she explained, turning the map toward him. "The main house has more rooms than you could ever need with plenty of specialized spaces for whatever purpose you might require."
Silas leaned forward to examine the map. The estate was massive, bordered by forest on one side and what appeared to be a small lake on another. The main house looked more like a small castle than a residence.
"Specialized facilities?" he asked.
"Your grandfather was an Arch Magus specializing in summoning. The estate contains research laboratories, summoning chambers, and training grounds."
Silas felt a strange disconnect. These people, these Beckhams, were supposedly his blood, yet they might as well have been characters from a children's story. Rich, powerful, and completely different from anything in his life so far.
"And it's all just sitting there empty?" he asked.
"Not entirely empty," Magistrate Riane said. "The estate has a caretaker who has maintained the property since your grandfather's passing."
"Let me guess, the undead butler I've heard about."
She nodded, seemingly surprised. "Bonereghard, yes. He's been with the Beckham family for generations."
"Generations of service from a dead man." Silas shook his head. "Seems like a raw deal."
"I assure you, his arrangement with the family was quite voluntary."
Silas studied the magistrate's face, searching for any hint of deception. Something wasn't adding up.
"How do you know all of this?" he asked, leaning forward slightly. "You speak about my supposed grandfather like you knew him personally."
The question hung in the air for a few moments.
For the first time since they'd met, Magistrate Riane's composed expression faltered. She tapped her fingers against the desk once, then seemed to come to a decision.
"Because I did know him personally," she admitted. "Dewalt and I were rivals in our youth. Competitors at the Academy, then later as summoners in the arena."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "Rivals?"
A sly smile crossed her face. "More than that, at times. In another life, I could have been your grandmother."
He'd spent his entire life with no family connections, and now this stranger was casually mentioning a relationship with his grandfather.
The woman sitting across from him, this powerful city official, had been involved with his grandfather? The thought was jarring, almost comical.
"To be clear," Magistrate Riane added, noting his expression, "I am not your grandmother. Dewalt never married, though he had... entanglements."
Silas relaxed slightly, though the sudden family history lesson left him feeling off-balance. He'd spent nineteen years as nobody from nowhere, and now he had connections to people he'd never met.
"So, you and my grandfather were, what?" he asked.
"That's complicated," she answered. "We were rivals first, then briefly more, then rivals again. Then off and on more. Eventually, we settled into a respectful professional relationship." She straightened a stack of papers that didn't need straightening. "I attended his funeral seven years ago."
Seven years. His grandfather had been dead for seven years, and Silas had never known he existed. The thought stirred something uncomfortable in his chest.
"And my father?" he asked, the words feeling strange in his mouth. "What do you know of him?"
Magistrate Riane's expression grew cautious. "I was hoping you might have some information."
Silas shrugged. "My mother said he could have been any of a hundred men." The words came out flatter than he intended. It was just a fact of his life. "She worked in a tavern. You can imagine the rest."
The magistrate grimaced slightly. "I see. Well, I don't believe your father was Dewalt, especially since Dewalt died seven years ago."
She tapped the scroll with one finger. "For the Bird of Hermes to deliver this message today means someone closer in the bloodline hierarchy just died."
"Meaning what?" Silas asked.
"Likely your father," she said. "Perhaps a child Dewalt never knew about. Dewalt traveled extensively in his younger years. He could have fathered a child without realizing it."
Silas clenched his jaw. The story of his life, an afterthought, a mistake, something unplanned and unwanted.
"It changes nothing," he said finally. "Blood or not, I never knew these people."
"Yet here you are," she pointed out. "Summoned by blood magic that only works on true Beckham heirs. Whatever the connection, Silas, the blood that flows in your veins is recognized by magic far older than either of us."
Silas felt a surge of bitter amusement. All his life he'd been nothing, and now he was supposedly the heir to some grand magical legacy. A legacy built by people who couldn't be bothered to acknowledge their own blood.
"So, this Arch Magus was what? Not responsible enough to just have a kid and disappear into the sunset?"
Riane grimaced again. "Very much so, I'm afraid. Dewalt was a man singularly driven by his passions."
Silas leaned back in the chair, absorbing this information. The implications were clear enough. "So my father was what, some secret bastard Dewalt never knew about?"
"It's... possible," Magistrate Riane admitted. "As I said, he traveled. Research expeditions, diplomatic missions, sometimes just because he wanted to see something new. He wasn't known for his restraint."
Silas stared at the map of the estate, the sprawling grounds that supposedly belonged to him now. His inheritance from a family line that had never known he existed. The irony wasn't lost on him.
"And now I'm supposed to, what? Take up the family business? Become some high-and-mighty summoner?" He couldn't keep the edge from his voice. "I hunt monsters for coin. I sleep in taverns when I can afford them and alleys when I can't."
"What you do with your inheritance is entirely your decision," Riane said, her tone softening slightly. "But before you dismiss it entirely, you should at least see what you've been given."
Silas looked up from the map to meet her gaze. "And what exactly have I been given, Magistrate? A name I've never used? Land I've never seen? Or just another set of problems I didn't ask for?"
Magistrate Riane sighed, her professional demeanor returning as she reached for another folder. "Unfortunately, we need to discuss a more pressing matter: the inheritance tax."
Silas tensed. Of course there was a catch. There was always a catch.
"The Beckham Estate has been dormant for seven years," she explained, opening the folder to reveal columns of numbers. "Under Bastian law, dormant properties accrue a special tax to discourage abandoned holdings within city limits."
She turned the page toward him. Silas stared at the figures, the numbers blurring together. He'd never seen so many zeros in his life.
"With compounding interest and the standard inheritance fees," Magistrate Riane ran her finger down the calculations, "the total comes to approximately twenty eight thousand gold coins."
Silas nearly choked. "Twenty eight thousand?"
The sum was astronomical, more money than he'd see in several lifetimes of monster hunting.
"The estate itself is worth considerably more," she added, as if that helped. "But the tax must be paid before you can take full legal possession."
Silas laughed, a sharp, bitter sound. "So, I've inherited a debt I can't possibly pay. Perfect."
"Not necessarily." Magistrate Riane leaned forward. "As I've already waived the initial processing fees, I can do a little more administrative magic on your behalf."
Silas narrowed his eyes. "What kind of magic?"
"If, and I must emphasize if, you can provide three gold coins within the next seven days, I can arrange for the remainder to be deferred."
"Three gold coins instead of twenty eight thousand?" Silas asked skeptically. "What's the catch?"
"The rest of the sum would still be owed eventually," she explained. "But this would allow you to take possession immediately and use the estate's resources to generate the remaining funds."
Silas considered this. Three gold coins was still a significant amount, more than he typically earned in a month of hunting, but not impossible.
"Why would you do this?" he asked.
Silas studied Magistrate Riane's face, searching for the hidden angle. In his experience, no one in power ever did favors without expecting something in return.
"Because it's not right, and because you're the first that's come, the first real one," she said, gesturing toward the ornate "B" emblazoned on the wall behind her desk. The Beckham crest.
"First real one?" Silas asked.
Magistrate Riane's eyes took on a distant quality. "Yes. The blood magic doesn't lie."
Silas glanced at the crest on the wall. The stylized "B" seemed to watch him.
"So I'm the first legitimate heir to show up in seven years," he said slowly. "And you're helping me because...?"
"Because I knew Dewalt," she replied simply. "And because letting bureaucracy steal a family legacy through taxation feels wrong, even to someone who enforces those same laws."
Silas didn't buy it. Not completely. There had to be more.
"And?" he pressed.
"Maybe you'll find out," was all she replied.
Silas frowned. Nobody did favors out of the goodness of their heart, especially not government officials.
The magistrate reached into a desk drawer, her expression shifting to something almost sympathetic, though overlaid with professional reserve.
"I am aware," she said quietly, "that claimants arriving directly via unconventional means often lack immediate liquidity." The careful phrasing suggested this wasn't the first time she'd had this conversation.
From the drawer, she produced an orb slightly larger than an apple, its surface cloudy like frosted glass. It pulsed with faint E-Rank energy, not the brilliant glow of powerful artifacts, but the dim flicker of a basic tool. The kind of magic a beginning practitioner might afford, or someone desperate enough to accept any advantage.
Blue light flared before Silas's eyes, familiar text appearing in his field of vision:
「System Notification: Item Offered - E-Rank Summoning Orb (Borrowed). Allows summoning of basic creatures. Requires return upon quest completion or forfeiture.」
"The city," Riane continued, placing the orb on the desk between them, a faint dust circle indicating this wasn't the first time the orb had sat in that exact spot, "makes certain allowances for heirs facing financial hardship. This Summoning Orb is provided on temporary loan. Standard E-Rank capacity. Sufficient for participating in the sanctioned combat circuits or fulfilling low-level guild contracts."
Silas stared at the orb. In the right light, shadow-figures seemed to swim beneath its surface, vague silhouettes of the creatures trapped within. Borrowed magic. Just like the shady deals back in Karst's fighting pits, but wrapped in official procedure, made legitimate by paperwork and tradition rather than blood oaths and underworld favors.
"Combat circuits?" he asked, though he could already guess the answer.
"Bastian hosts numerous arenas, ranging from regulated tournaments in the upper rings to less... formalized contests in the outer districts." Riane gestured vaguely toward the window, where the city sprawled beneath them in concentric rings of decreasing prosperity. "Summoners test their skills and creatures, earning coin and reputation. It is a viable, if dangerous, path to acquire funds quickly."
The window offered a perfect view of Bastian's layout, the gleaming Inner Ring where nobility resided, the bustling Middle Ring where wealthy merchants conducted business, and the shadowy Outer Ring where the common folk struggled for survival. Even from this distance, Silas could see the telltale glow of an arena, magical barriers containing whatever battles raged within.
Riane opened another drawer and removed a small, bronze medallion on a leather cord. Its surface was etched with a summoning circle and the city's seal, worn smooth at the edges from handling.
"This identifies you as a registered participant," she explained, sliding it across the polished desk. "Required for entry into any sanctioned match, and advisable even for the less formal ones, should the Watch take an interest."
The medallion bore eighteen tally marks scratched into its edge, one for each Beckham claimant who had come before him. The newest mark looked freshly engraved, still sharp compared to the others that had been worn down over time.
Silas picked up the orb, feeling its hum against his palm, a subtle vibration, like a heartbeat. Then the medallion, heavier than it looked, the bronze warm as if it had absorbed the body heat of previous owners. Tools for a trade he hadn't expected to pursue again so soon.
"So," he responded, "I fight in pits to earn the fee to claim an inheritance I can't afford anyway?"
"Precisely." Riane offered no apology, no pretense that the system was anything but what it was. "The city requires its dues. How you acquire them is your concern."
She made another notation in her ledger, the quill scratching with finality. "You have seven days from this moment to return with the three gold coins and this orb. Failure to do so will result in forfeiture of your claim, and the estate will revert to city management. I've done what I can for you."
Seven days.
Three gold. Starting from less than three silver. It was a big climb, the kind that left broken bodies at the bottom. In Karst, he'd seen men kill for a fraction of that sum.
「Quest Update: The Beckham Inheritance. Major Objective Added: Acquire 28,000 Gold or Equivalent to Clear Estate Debt」
"Any advice on where to start?" Silas asked, pocketing the orb and medallion. The orb seemed to pulse against his thigh, as if eager to be used.
Riane considered him for a moment. "The outer ring circuits are your best option. Lower stakes, less experienced opponents. Ask around The Broken Tusk tavern, they usually know where the night's matches are being held."
She paused, tapping her quill against the desk. "And be aware, the creatures summoned via these borrowed orbs are limited. This is a fraction of the power a real summoner has once you've your own monsters."
Silas nodded, feeling the orb in his hand. He would have to make do with strategy and his experience fighting monsters. What he needed was opportunity.
"One more thing," Riane continued. "The previous claimants... none survived long after entering the estate. Be prepared for dangers beyond simple monsters. The house itself remembers. And it defends its secrets. You should be ok, but still be prepared."
Her words carried the weight of personal knowledge, something beyond official records. For a moment, the bureaucrat faded and he glimpsed something else, someone who knew more about the Beckham legacy than she was saying.
"I'll manage," Silas said, standing.
"I hope so, Mr. Beckham." Riane's expression remained guarded, but her eyes held a spark of something else, curiosity? Hope? "For Bastian's sake, as well as your own."
The strange emphasis on "Bastian's sake" didn't quite fit the conversation. Before Silas could question it, the heavy oak door opened, as if someone had been waiting for the exact moment the interview concluded.
A woman stepped into the room. Athletic and lithe, with short dark hair and practical leather armor that had seen actual use, not just ceremonial wear. A thin scar traced her jawline, the kind you didn't get from falling down stairs. She moved like someone who knew how to handle herself in a fight.
"Magistrate, the Heller petition needs your—" She stopped abruptly, green eyes flicking from Riane to Silas, then to the summoning orb in his hand.
Her expression shifted from professional detachment to interest. "Apologies. I didn't realize you were still with a claimant."
"No apology necessary, Lana," Magistrate Riane replied. "We were just concluding. May I introduce Silas Beckham, the new heir to the Beckham Estate."
Lana's eyebrows rose slightly. "Beckham? Not another one."
"The Bird of Hermes delivered his summons personally," Riane added, a subtle emphasis that caused Lana to reassess Silas with new intensity.
"Did it now?" Lana studied him more carefully, taking in the worn clothes, the monster blood still crusted under his fingernails, the wary stance of someone who expected trouble. "That's unusual."
Silas met her gaze directly. "I'm still trying to decide if it's a good unusual or bad unusual."
To his surprise, Lana laughed, a genuine sound, free of the formality that permeated the Registry. She extended her hand. "Lana Vanya. Magistrate's assistant and occasional guide to the bewildered."
Silas studied Lana's outstretched hand before accepting it. Her grip was firm, callused in the way only regular weapons training produced. Not the soft hands of a typical bureaucrat.
"Combat circuits?" He raised an eyebrow. "The magistrate's assistant moonlights in fighting pits?"
Lana grinned. "Government salaries only stretch so far."
"She's being modest," Magistrate Riane interjected. "Lana has quite the reputation in the middle-ring circuits."
"Grandmother exaggerates," Lana said with a dismissive wave, then paused when she saw Silas's expression shift. "Oh. Yes. The magistrate is my grandmother. I probably should have led with that."
Silas glanced between them, reassessing the situation.
Family connections explained a lot in any city, but especially in bureaucratic Bastian.
"Lana," Riane said, "escort Claimant Silas to the outer ring boundary. Ensure he understands the exit protocols."
"Right, understood Magistrate."
Riane turned her attention back to her papers, the dismissal clear.
Silas pocketed the summoning orb, feeling its weight against his leg. Seven days to get three gold coins.
"This way, Claimant," Lana said, gesturing toward the door.
Silas followed her into the hallway, which felt cooler and less oppressive than the magistrate's office. Lana moved with the easy confidence of someone who knew every inch of the building.
"So, you're the latest Beckham hopeful," she said as they walked.
There was a hint of skepticism. "Nineteenth in seven years. The others just showed up with forged documents."
Silas sighed. "Why bother forging anything? Sounds like the estate comes with more debt than it's worth."
"To most people, maybe." Lana led him down a marble staircase. "But the Beckham name still carries weight in certain circles. And there are rumors about what Dewalt left behind."
Silas kept his expression neutral. "Like what?"
"Magical artifacts. Research notes. Summoning contracts with creatures no one else has access to." She shrugged. "The usual treasure hunter bait."
"Get rich or die trying, right?" Silas grinned.
"Just try to focus on the 'get rich' part," Lana replied. "Bastian has enough ghosts already."
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The Fighting Pits


Silas followed Lana out of the Registry and into the crowded streets of Bastian's Outer Ring. The buildings here were packed tightly together with narrow alleys winding between them like veins. 
"So, the magistrate is your grandmother," he said. "Convenient."
"For her or for me?" Lana raised an eyebrow. "I work twice as hard because of it. Every promotion comes with accusations of nepotism."
"Still better than starting with nothing."
"Fair point." She glanced at him. "So, you're from Karst?"
"The slums, specifically." Silas kept his tone neutral. "Where even the rats have to fight for scraps."
They passed through a district of jewelers and fine clothiers, where merchants were already locking up their wares for the night. Several eyed Silas's worn clothing with suspicion until they noticed Lana at his side.
"The checkpoint's just ahead," she said, nodding toward an archway where guards checked papers of those passing between the Inner and Outer Rings.
As they moved deeper into the Outer Ring, Silas found himself more at ease. This was familiar territory. He tracked pickpockets working the crowd, noted which vendors carried hidden weapons, and even spotted the subtle signs of territory markers between competing guilds.
"You look more comfortable out here," Lana observed.
"Feels more honest," Silas replied.
The Outer Ring reminded him of Karst, if Karst had better sanitation and twice the population.
A pair of city guards passed them, hands resting casually on sword hilts. Unlike the Inner Ring's ornate uniforms, these men wore practical leather and steel, their armor scratched from actual use.
"I would have assumed registry staff usually avoid this area," Silas noted, watching Lana navigate a crowded intersection without hesitation.
"Grandmother believes bureaucrats should understand the city they govern." She sidestepped a man hauling a cart of copper pots. "I spent half my childhood in these streets."
As they approached a market square, the noise level went up, vendors shouting their last sales of the day, arguments over prices, street performers trying to earn final coins before nightfall.
"Speaking of which," Lana said, glancing back at him. "I'm surprised my grandmother seemed interested in you."
"She seemed interested in the paperwork," Silas deflected.
Lana laughed softly. "Riane doesn't get 'interested' in paperwork. She processes it. There's a difference." She gave him a sideways glance. "Still, you might have something about you."
Lana glanced around quickly before pulling him into an alcove. "Listen," she whispered, pressing a small leather pouch into his palm. "My grandmother wouldn't approve, but take these. Mana pills. They'll let you temporarily upgrade one of your summoned creatures to a higher rank."
「System Notification: Item Received - D-Rank Mana Pills (3). Temporarily enhances a summoned creature by one rank. Duration: Single combat encounter.」
"Why would you help me?" Silas asked.
Lana looked away before answering.
"Because unlike the others, you're actually blood. And because surviving the fight in front of you with just an E-Rank orb is nearly impossible." She stepped back. "Just don't mention where you got them."
Silas stared at her.
"Look," she continued. "I don't know why Riane is helping you, but she doesn't do things without reason. And she assigned me to help you. That means something." She gestured around them. "This isn't the Inner Ring. Out here, knowing the rules, the real rules, matters more than official papers. You try walking into a pit fight looking like fresh meat without someone vouching for you, you'll either get cheated blind or stabbed."
"And you're vouching for me?" Silas asked, skepticism clear in his voice.
"I'm getting you through the door," she corrected. "What happens after that is up to you. Riane wants you to succeed, for whatever reason. My job is to give you the best chance to do that without getting killed immediately."
She stopped near a stall selling cheap, brightly colored scarves. "Besides," she added, her tone softening slightly, "you don't look like the other claimants. You look like you've actually seen a fight."
"Seen plenty," Silas admitted. "Mostly ending them, not starting them."
"Good. That might keep you alive." She pointed toward a grimy-looking tavern sign further down the street, depicting a tusk cracked down the middle. "That's The Broken Tusk. The pits are usually set up in the alley behind it or sometimes in the cellar, depending on whether the Watch is feeling particularly diligent tonight."
As they approached, Silas heard a crash of something breaking. Patrons spilled out onto the street, a rough mix of dockworkers, laborers, off-duty guards, and shadier figures who kept to the shadows.
Several eyed Silas and Lana as they passed, their gazes lingering on Silas' sword and the Summoner's Medallion Riane had given him.
Lana led him past the main entrance and down a narrow, refuse-strewn alley beside the tavern.
The air here was thick with the smell of stale ale, unwashed bodies, and something metallic, blood. Ahead, a rough circle had been cleared, enclosed by stacked crates and barrels. A crowd pressed around the edges. Coin changed hands rapidly along with bigger and bigger bets.
In the center of the makeshift pit, two monsters circled each other warily. One was a Giant Rat, mangy and scarred with red eyes and a feral intelligence. The other was slightly smaller creature Silas knew a little of from his days in Karth, a Spine Beetle, its shell was covered in sharp, needle-like points.
"Alright, place your final bets!" a burly man with a shaved head bellowed, moving through the crowd. "Rat versus Beetle! Two-to-one on the Rat!"
"Beetle's got armor, but the Rat's faster and has reach," Lana murmured to Silas, her eyes expertly assessing the combatants. "Smart money's on the Rat surviving the initial charge and getting a disabling bite in."
Silas watched differently.
His Monster Knowledge skill activated passively, feeding him insights gleaned from years of hunting subterranean pests in Karst. He saw the slight tremor in the Beetle's left foreleg, a potential weakness. He saw the way the Rat favored its right side when dodging, exposing its left flank.
"You're mostly right. But the Beetle will win." Silas said quietly. "But it'll take damage. Beetle's spines are angled to break off in flesh."
As the fight began, the Rat charged, just as Lana had predicted. The Beetle lowered its head, depending on its armored side. The Rat, unable to get a grip, darted around to the side, exposing its vulnerable left flank.
The Beetle pivoted faster than expected, driving several spines deep into the Rat's side as it lunged past.
The Rat shrieked, stumbling, but its momentum carried it forward. It spun, jaws snapping, and caught the Beetle's weakened foreleg. Some of the shell crunched.
The Beetle hissed, trying to pull back, but the Rat held on, and the limb started to break.
"See?" Lana nudged him. "Disabling bite."
"Watch the spines," Silas countered.
As the Rat continued its attack, the spines embedded in its side visibly pulsed. The Rat's movements grew sluggish, its snarl turning into a pained whimper. It collapsed and started foaming at the mouth.
"Poisoned spines," Silas stated. "Venom activated by blood contact."
The crowd groaned as the Beetle, despite its injured leg, slowly scuttled over to its defeated opponent. The announcer declared the Beetle the winner, and coins changed hands again, many bettors grumbling about the unexpected outcome.
Lana looked at Silas with renewed interest. "How did you know about the poison?"
"Hunted Razor Beetles in the old mine shafts near Karst," Silas explained. "Similar species. Spines look harmless until they're inside you."
"Looks like it," she conceded. "Alright, ready to try your luck? Remember, start small. Low bets, simple summons. Feel out the competition."
"Who's next?" the announcer roared, pocketing the house's cut from the previous match. "Got a spot open for anyone brave enough!"
Silas stepped forward, holding up the borrowed orb. "I'll take the spot."
All eyes turned to him. The crowd assessed his worn gear, the unfamiliar medallion, the quiet confidence in his stance. Whispers started immediately. "New blood." "Magistrate's mark?" "Looks like he can handle himself." "Ten copper says he folds first round."
"Name?" the announcer asked, eyeing the orb.
"Silas."
"Just Silas?"
"Just Silas." No need for 'Beckham' tonight. Keep expectations low.
"Alright, Just Silas!" The announcer played to the crowd. "Who's gonna welcome our newcomer to The Broken Tusk pits?"
A lanky youth with greasy hair and a nervous twitch stepped forward from the opposite side. He clutched his own E-Rank orb tightly. "I'll take him. Name's Pip."
"Pip versus Just Silas!" the announcer boomed. "Place your bets!"
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The Ploy


Lana slipped into the crowd to place a small wager. Silas focused, ignoring the shouts and the clinking coins. 
He accessed the borrowed orb's potential summons. The usual options appeared: Giant Rat, Spine Beetle, Feral Dog... Then, his Monster Knowledge skill highlighted a less common choice. Cave Lizard. Small, agile, capable of brief camouflage against stone or earth, with a mildly venomous bite.
"Summoners ready?" the announcer called. "Begin!"
Pip thrust his orb forward eagerly. Blue light coalesced into a Feral Dog, lean, scarred, teeth bared in a low snarl.
Silas mirrored the motion, focusing on the Cave Lizard. The light formed into a creature barely two feet long. Mottled grey-brown scales, large unblinking eyes, a whip-thin tail. The Cave Lizard materialized silently, immediately pressing itself low against the packed earth floor, its coloration blending with the ground.
The crowd murmured, some laughing. "He summoned a gecko?" "Waste of mana!" "Dog'll eat that in one bite!"
Pip grinned, confidence surging. "Sic 'em, Fang!"
The Feral Dog charged, barking aggressively. Silas sent a simple command through the orb: Evade. Blend.
The Cave Lizard darted sideways with blinding speed and skittered toward the edge of the pit, pressing itself against the base of a stack of crates. Its scales shifted color, darkening to match the weathered wood and shadows, rendering it nearly invisible.
The dog skidded to a halt, confused, and began sniffing the air where the lizard had been. It whined, looking back at Pip for direction.
"Where'd it go?" Pip squinted, scanning the pit. "Fang, find it!"
The dog began searching, nose to the ground, moving in increasingly frantic circles. The crowd watched, amusement turning to impatience.
Silas waited. Patience was a hunter's virtue. The dog, relying on scent, was struggling with the packed earth and the lingering smells of previous fights. It kept circling closer to the crates where the lizard hid.
Wait... wait... now! Silas sent the command.
The Cave Lizard exploded from its camouflage and darted forward, quicker than the dog could react. When it reached its opponent, it sank its small fangs into the dog's hind leg, near the ankle.
The canine yelped, spinning around, but the lizard had already released its bite and retreated, blending back into the shadows near the barrels on the opposite side.
"What was that?" Pip yelled. "Did it even bite him?"
The dog whimpered, lifting its hind leg slightly. A faint discoloration was already spreading around the bite mark. The lizard's venom wasn't lethal, but it was paralytic.
"Fang, attack!" Pip urged, but the dog hesitated, limping slightly.
Silas pressed the advantage. Circle behind. Bite again. Same leg.
The lizard darted out, a blur against the dirt. Again, it struck the dog's injured leg, reinforcing the venom's effect. The dog yelped louder this time, stumbling as its leg began to stiffen.
The crowd became silent now, watching with interest.
No brute force, just speed, stealth, and precision strikes.
The dog struggled to move, its hind leg dragging.
Pip looked increasingly desperate. "Fang, just... just bite something!"
Finish it, Silas commanded.
The Cave Lizard emerged one last time. It ignored the crippled leg and instead launched itself onto the dog's back, scrambling up toward its neck. The dog thrashed, trying to shake it off, but the lizard clung tight. It reached the neck and delivered a final, venomous bite just below the ear.
The dog convulsed once then collapsed, limbs twitching as the paralytic venom overwhelmed its system.
"Winner: Just Silas!" the announcer declared, sounding slightly surprised himself.
A ripple of applause went through the crowd, mixed with groans from those who'd bet on the dog. Pip stared at his immobilized summon, then back at Silas with disbelief.
Silas recalled the Cave Lizard, the orb absorbing the creature's energy. He collected his winnings, a handful of silver and copper, nearly doubling his meager funds, and a bronze token.
「Gained: 12 Silver, 8 Copper, 1 Bronze Tournament Token」
「Combat Experience: +3 EXP, Summoner Reputation Increased in Outer Ring」
Lana met him at the edge of the pit, looking impressed. "Cave Lizard. Clever choice. Most dismiss them as weak."
"Weakness is relative," Silas replied, pocketing the coins. "Speed and venom beat brute force, sometimes."
"You're picking up a following," Lana observed, nodding toward a few figures in the crowd who were watching Silas with interest, not angry handlers, but shrewd-looking individuals who likely ran betting operations. "They'll offer you harder matches now, with better payouts."
"Good," Silas said. "I need the coin."
Over the next few hours, Silas fought three more matches, each against progressively tougher opponents. He used his knowledge of monster behavior and weaknesses to his advantage, selecting summons that countered his opponents' strengths.
Against a pair of Giant Centipedes, he used one of Riane's Mana Pills to summon a Cockatrice, whose paralyzing gaze immobilized the venomous insects.
When faced with a Mud Elemental, he used another pill to call forth a Lesser Salamander, whose sustained heat attack eventually baked the elemental into brittle clay that shattered under a final blast of flame.
For his final match, he faced a fearsome opponent, a hulking man named Brukk who summoned a Gravehound, an undead beast with glowing blue eyes and razor-sharp teeth. The crowd heavily favored Brukk, a local champion known for brutal victories.
Using his last Mana Pill, Silas summoned a Will-o'-Wisp, a ball of cold, blue-white light that confused and disoriented the Gravehound, eventually disrupting the necromantic energy that animated it.
"Graveburn," Silas commanded.
The wisp suddenly flared brilliant white. It shot forward, plunging directly into the Gravehound's chest. The undead beast howled - a sound no living throat could make.
Where the wisp entered, flesh began to smolder. Not with ordinary fire, but with cold, spiritual flame that fed on the necromantic energy binding the creature together.
The Gravehound thrashed wildly, clawing at its own chest. The wisp emerged from its back, trailing wisps of green energy - stolen life force.
「Spiritual Disruption: Critical Hit」
"Again," Silas commanded.
The wisp dove once more, this time entering through the beast's skull. The blue light in its eye sockets flickered. The wisp circled inside the hollow cranium, consuming the controlling energy at its source.
The Gravehound staggered, movements becoming jerky and uncoordinated. The wisp burst from its mouth, larger now, pulsing with stolen power.
"Finish it."
The Will-o'-Wisp expanded into a sphere of brilliant cold fire, completely engulfing the Gravehound's head. Inside this spectral globe, the wisp spun faster and faster, creating a vortex that pulled at the very magic animating the beast.
A final, strangled howl escaped the Gravehound as its skull cracked open from within. The blue light in its eyes sputtered out. The bones collapsed inward, no longer held together by necromantic bonds.
The corpse fell apart completely - ribs separating from spine, limbs detaching, rotting flesh sloughing away into a putrid heap. 
「Daily Winnings: 2 Gold, 15 Silver Total, Summoner Rank Progress: +3%」
「Warning: Local Handlers Have Taken Notice, Hostility Detected」
By the end of the night, Silas had earned enough silver to exchange for the three gold coins he needed, plus a little extra.
"Time to go," Lana said after his fourth victory, eyeing a group of handlers who were conferring in low voices and shooting dark glances their way. "You've earned your gold, but you're also making enemies."
"Let them watch," Silas replied, counting his coins. "I have what I need."
"They won't just let you walk away," Lana warned. "You've taken a lot of their money tonight."
Before Silas could respond, six men blocked their path, forming a semicircle around them. Their leader, a scarred man with a crooked nose, stepped forward with undisguised anger.
"Think you're clever, boy? Coming here with magistrate's magic to steal our coin?"
Silas assessed the situation quickly. Six against two, in tight quarters, with only one obvious exit path. Not good odds in a straight fight.
"Just trying to make an honest living," Silas said, keeping his tone light while his mind raced through options. "Same as you."
"Honest?" Crooked Nose spat. "You've taken nearly thirty silver from our pockets tonight."
Silas felt the weight of his winnings. Giving them up meant abandoning his claim to the estate, abandoning his only chance to become something more than a desperate mercenary.
A plan formed, risky but viable. "You want a chance to win back your silver?" He pulled out his coin purse, letting it jingle. "One last fight. All our winnings against whatever you can scrape together."
"What's the catch?" Crooked Nose asked suspiciously.
"My summon against all of yours. Six against one." Silas' voice rose to address the growing crowd. "Unless you're worried about somehow losing with those odds?"
The handlers exchanged glances, greed and wounded pride warring with caution.
"You must have something special in that orb," the man said, studying Silas's face.
"Oh, I do," Silas replied confidently. "Something I've been saving. Picked it up from an elder drake nest last month."
Lana shot him a confused look but quickly masked it. She knew he was bluffing. He had used all three Mana Pills already.
"What do you say?" Silas pressed. "You brave enough to face it? Or should I take my business elsewhere?"
Pride won out.
"Get in the ring then, boy," Crooked Nose growled.
As the handlers prepared for the match, Silas made a show of counting his coins and placing them where everyone could see. The handlers did the same, their pile growing impressively large.
Lana leaned close. "What are you doing? You don't have anything that can fight six summons at once."
"Trust me," Silas muttered. "When I give the signal, be ready to run."
"What signal?"
"You'll know it."
Silas stepped into the ring, drawing all eyes to the orb in his hand. "Hope you're ready for something special," he called out, making a show of preparing a powerful summon.
But instead of activating the orb, he reached into his belt pouch and pulled out a small clay sphere, one of his last acid vials from the Arachne hunt, modified to create smoke rather than acid.
"NOW!" he shouted, hurling the vial at the ground.
It shattered on impact, releasing a thick cloud of black smoke. The handlers shouted in confusion as visibility dropped to zero.
Silas grabbed Lana's hand. "Run!"
They bolted through the gap between two startled handlers, knocking aside a third who reached blindly for them. Shouts erupted behind them.
"Stop him!"
"Thief!"
"Get that bastard!"
They sprinted through winding alleys, the sounds of pursuit growing behind them.
"Are you insane?" Lana gasped as they rounded a corner. "You just cheated six of the most dangerous handlers in the district!"
"I didn't cheat," Silas countered, pulling her into a narrow passage. "I just changed the game."
They scaled a wall using a drainage pipe, gaining the rooftops where they could move more freely. From their elevated position, they watched their pursuers spreading out through the streets below.
"You're actually enjoying this, aren't you?" Lana whispered, catching her breath.
Silas grinned. "Aren't you? When's the last time the magistrate's assistant had this much fun?"
"This isn't my idea of fun," she replied, but a reluctant smile appeared on her face. "Though I have to admit, it's kinda fun."
To avoid recognition, they borrowed clothes from a rooftop laundry line, a shawl and hat for Lana, a cloak for Silas, before making their way down to a different district.
They found a small tavern where they could wait until the search died down.
"Now what?" Lana asked.
"Now we wait." Silas ordered two ales. "By morning, they'll be angry but practical enough to move on."
"You've done this before."
"More times than I can count." Silas checked their coin purse under the table. "And we still have all our winnings, plus enough extra for a room tonight and breakfast tomorrow."
Lana shook her head in disbelief. "You're impossible."
"Yet here we are," Silas countered, "with enough coin to pay the inheritance tax."
She raised her mug. "To surviving your insanity."
"To unexpected partnerships," he replied, clinking his mug against hers.
Tomorrow they would return to the magistrate's office with their hard-won gold. Tomorrow Silas would take the first step toward claiming his inheritance.
But tonight, disguised in borrowed clothes and hiding from angry handlers, he allowed himself to enjoy the moment. For once, the future held more promise than threat, even if that promise came with its own dangers.
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Glittering Prizes


Silas and Lana sat in their corner table with relative privacy. Their celebration had evolved from cautious relief to genuine enjoyment as they recounted their narrow escape. 
Two empty pitchers sat between them, and Lana's cheeks had taken on a rosy flush that softened her usual professional demeanor.
"Another round?" Silas asked, raising his empty mug.
"I don't think that's wise," Lana replied, though her smile contradicted her words. "I should be heading back soon."
"Soon," Silas agreed, "but not yet. We've earned a proper celebration." He fished in his pocket and pulled out a silver coin, spinning it on the worn table surface. "Ever played Quarters?"
Lana eyed the spinning coin with curiosity. "Can't say I have. Some kind of gambling?"
"Drinking game from Karst's dockside taverns," Silas explained, catching the coin before it fell. "Popular with mercenaries and dock workers after a long shift. Not exactly the entertainment you'd find at noble gatherings."
"Those gatherings could use a bit of livening up," Lana said, leaning forward with interest. "How does it work?"
Silas motioned to the barmaid for two more mugs of ale. When she delivered them, he arranged everything precisely—both mugs filled, the silver coin gleaming between them.
"Rules are simple," he said, positioning the coin on his thumb and forefinger. "You flick the coin, trying to land it in your opponent's drink. If you make it, they drink. If you miss, you drink."
Lana studied the setup with the analytical gaze of someone used to assessing challenges. "Any special technique?"
"That's half the fun," Silas demonstrated, flicking the coin with practiced precision. It arced through the air and landed with a satisfying plunk in Lana's mug, sending droplets of ale across the table. "Finding your own style."
Lana's eyebrows rose in admiration. "First try? I'm beginning to think you suggested this game because you're good at it."
"Maybe I'm just lucky," Silas said with a hint of a smile.
Lana fished the coin from her mug, examining the ale-soaked silver before wiping it dry on her sleeve. "We'll see about that." She raised the mug to her lips and drank deeply, maintaining eye contact with Silas over the rim.
When she set the mug down, she held up the coin. "My turn?"
Silas nodded, watching as she tested the weight of the coin between her fingers.
Lana's first attempt sailed wide, missing Silas's mug by several inches. "Harder than it looks," she admitted, reaching for her own mug to take the penalty drink.
"The trick," Silas offered, "is in the follow-through. Like throwing a knife. Your wrist has to snap at just the right moment."
"Are you giving me advice?" Lana asked, a competitive edge entering her voice. "Because if you think I need handicapping..."
"Just evening the odds," Silas replied, enjoying the flash in her eyes. "Makes victory sweeter when your opponent has no excuses."
The coin returned to Silas. This time, he made a show of careful aim before flicking it toward Lana's mug. The coin circled the rim dramatically before dropping in with a splash.
"Two for two," Lana observed, retrieving the coin and taking another drink. "You're either very skilled or this game is rigged somehow."
"No rigging," Silas assured her. "Just misspent youth."
Lana studied him with new interest as she prepared for her second attempt. "How many hours did you practice this in Karst's taverns?"
"Enough to win back what I spent on drinks," Silas admitted. "Sometimes more."
She adjusted her grip, focusing intently on Silas's mug. This time when she flicked the coin, her wrist snapped precisely as he'd described. The coin landed squarely in his ale with a satisfying splash.
"Fast learner," Silas acknowledged, fishing out the coin before drinking.
"Magistrate's assistant," Lana reminded him with a smirk. "We're required to pick things up quickly."
Several rounds later, they'd achieved relative parity, each making more shots than they missed. The tavern had grown quieter around them, the late hour thinning the crowd further.
"I should head back to the Magistrate's office," Lana said eventually, setting down her mug after another successful shot from Silas. "Riane will be wondering where I've been."
Silas nodded, feeling an unexpected pang at the thought of her leaving. They'd spent only hours together, yet surviving danger had a way of accelerating familiarity. "You don't have to go right away. We could celebrate properly."
Lana smiled, her eyes meeting his with that same warmth he'd noticed throughout the evening. "Tempting, but I've already stretched my absence too thin." She hesitated, then stepped closer. "You're not what I expected, Silas Beckham."
"Disappointed?" he asked with a half-smile.
"The opposite." She reached out and straightened his collar with practiced fingers. "Most heirs who come to claim the estate are pompous nobles who couldn't survive a day in these streets. You're... different."
"Just a street rat with good luck."
"I don't believe in luck," she replied. "But I believe in people who make their own opportunities." She stepped back, her professional demeanor returning. "I'll see you tomorrow at the Magistrate's office. Nine bells. Don't be late."
"Wouldn't dream of it."
Lana turned to leave, then paused. "And Silas? Don't get into any more trouble tonight. The estate will provide all the danger you need."
He watched her disappear into the evening crowd, a slight smile lingering on his face. Once she was gone, his thoughts returned to more practical matters. He had enough coin for the inheritance tax now, but after that? He needed to know more about what awaited him at the estate.
An hour later, Silas found himself wandering through the market district. He'd stayed at the tavern long enough to ensure the handlers had moved their search elsewhere, then slipped out into the night. The borrowed cloak still hung around his shoulders, providing both disguise and warmth against the evening chill.
He tucked the orb back into his belt pouch and wiped lingering straw from his armor. The chase earlier had left him sweating, but his coin purse felt heavier. Worth the trouble, even if he'd made some enemies. Not that it mattered; he never planned to fight in the outer ring again once he claimed his inheritance.
His stomach growled loudly enough to turn heads, reminding him that he hadn't eaten since before the arachne hunt that morning.
Amazing how much could change in a single day.
He scanned the street for potential threats before making his way toward a nearby food cart, the smell of grilled meat drawing him like a beacon. The vendor was grilling skewers of meat and vegetables, the aroma making Silas's mouth water. He had plenty of coin now; might as well treat himself to a real meal.
"Three skewers," Silas said, dropping copper pieces into the vendor's weathered palm.
The old man nodded, handing over the hot food. "New to the outer ring? Haven't seen you around before."
"Just passing through." Silas bit into the first skewer, savoring the seasoned meat.
Silas chewed slowly, studying the old vendor. Street merchants usually knew more than guards about what happened in a city. They saw everything, heard everything, and unlike official sources, they'd talk freely for the right price—or just to pass the time.
"Been here long?" he asked casually.
"Thirty years on this corner." The vendor turned another set of skewers, fat dripping into the coals with satisfying sizzles. "Seen everything worth seeing in the outer ring."
"What about the Beckham Estate?" Silas kept his tone casual, as if making conversation.
The vendor's hands stilled over the grill. "Bad business, that place. Used to be grand, finest monster tamer in Bastian. Old Dewalt the Archmage could control anything with scales, fur, or fangs." He shook his head, eyes distant with memory. "Then something went wrong. Real wrong."
"What do you mean 'went wrong'?" Silas asked, suddenly forgetting his hunger.
The old man glanced around, as if checking who might be listening. His voice dropped to match Silas's. "Nobody knows exactly. One day the Beckham family was hosting grand parties, the next, silence. Guards sent to check found nothing but empty halls. Well, empty of people anyway."
He flipped another skewer, the sizzle punctuating his words. "The monsters remained."
"Monsters?" Silas kept his face neutral despite the quickening of his pulse.
"Beckham was a tamer, wasn't he? Had all manner of beasts. Some say they turned on the family. Others claim something worse came from outside." The vendor shrugged. "All I know is nobody who's come in trying to claim it has walked away. City gave up trying to reclaim it years ago."
Silas took another bite of his skewer.
"You sound like you've been around a while," Silas said, finishing his second skewer. "Ever heard of someone named Bonereghard?"
The vendor's eyes widened slightly. "The butler? That's just a ghost story parents tell children to keep them away from the estate." He studied Silas with new interest. "Why all these questions about the Beckham place?"
Silas shrugged. "Just interested in local history. Heard the name somewhere, thought it sounded interesting."
The vendor didn't look convinced. "Take my advice, stranger. Whatever you're thinking about the Beckham Estate, don't. Some places in this city are best left forgotten."
"So, what? It's just been empty since and written off?" Silas asked.
"Empty?" The vendor laughed. "The monsters own it, ferals stalking the halls, magical beasts gone wild. Nobody survives long enough to claim it."
Silas frowned at the vendor's words. Something didn't add up in the story. "How could they claim it if there was already an heir?"
"Heir?" The vendor scratched his stubble. "Estate's been empty since Dewalt died seven years ago. No wife, no children we knew of. That's why the vultures swooped in so fast."
Silas finished his last skewer, mulling over the vendor's words. Seven years since Dewalt died, yet no one had claimed the estate successfully.
"One more thing," Silas said, dropping another copper on the cart. "This estate, where exactly is it located?"
The vendor pocketed the coin. "Noble district. You'll find it if you follow north road past the old foundry until you reach a stone wall covered in vines. Can't miss the gates, black iron with some fancy 'B' worked into them." He leaned forward. "But you won't get past them. Nobody does."
"Appreciate the warning," Silas said, stepping away from the cart.
The vendor called after him. "If you're thinking of trying your luck, at least wait till morning. Place is even worse at night."
Silas watched the vendor turn to help another customer, his mind churning over the information. The old man's warnings matched what everyone had told him so far, the estate was dangerous, possibly deadly. Yet something felt off about the whole situation.
He moved away from the food cart, finding a quiet spot against a wall where he could think without drawing attention. The Beckham Estate had been abandoned for seven years, with no legitimate heir coming forward.
Until now.
"The Bird of Hermes," he murmured to himself. The magical messenger that had tracked him down in the middle of nowhere.
Silas straightened, a new confidence settling over him. If the Bird had found him, specifically him, then he was the true heir. Not some opportunist trying to claim abandoned property, but blood of the Beckham line. The Bird couldn't be fooled by false claims or pretenders.
"I think I'll be okay," he said quietly, turning the ring over. "The Bird of Hermes found me for a reason."
The vendor turned back to Silas with a skeptical smile. "Good story, lad, right up there with every kid who dreamed of being some lost noble waiting for their real family." He chuckled, shaking his head. "Trust me, I've heard 'em all. Bastian's full of fortune-seekers claiming some connection to old Dewalt."
Silas felt his jaw tighten. He hadn't meant to speak aloud, and now the vendor was looking at him with that familiar mix of pity and amusement he'd seen countless times in Karst. The look people gave street rats with delusions of grandeur.
"I'm not claiming anything," Silas said, keeping his voice even. "Just curious about local history."
The vendor raised an eyebrow. "Sure you are. And I'm just a humble meat seller, not the king of Bastian in disguise." He flipped another skewer on the grill. "Look, no offense meant. Every month some new 'heir' shows up with forged papers or wild tales. None last more than a night in that place."
Silas wanted to respond, but stopped himself. No point wasting breath on someone who'd already made up his mind. He'd faced enough mockery in Karst's streets to recognize when words would only make things worse.
The smell of burning meat interrupted the conversation. The vendor cursed, rushing to save his skewers from the flames.
Silas finished his meal in silence, contemplating his next move.
He still had the evening ahead of him. While he had enough for the inheritance tax, he didn't plan on going in with just a sword and the borrowed summoning orb.
He left the food cart behind.
The vendor's warnings about the estate lingered at the back of his mind, but they didn't matter.
Not yet.
First, he had to solve the immediate problem: acquiring whatever advantages he could before claiming his inheritance.
It didn't matter what monsters were inside, not really. The fact remained it was basically his only path forward.
His alternative was crawling back to Karst's streets, back to five-silver contracts that would eventually get him killed. That path had only one ending, and it usually stopped with him rotting in some back alley after a monster got lucky.
This way, even if it was dangerous, he only had to do it once. One big risk, one big reward.
The fighting pits had made him some good money but he couldn't risk going back. The local tamers wouldn't forget that humiliation quickly, and they'd be watching for him to return.
Silas rubbed his neck, considering his options.
As a mercenary, he knew there should be a gambling den somewhere tucked away from the main streets.
All cities had them if you knew where to look, and with the pit fights no longer viable, perhaps a different gamble would net him those final coins for some extra preparation.
He followed the sounds of muted conversation down a cramped side street, where a nondescript door stood partially open.
A burly bouncer blocked the doorway, arms crossed over a chest like a wine barrel.
He gave Silas's blood-stained armor a once-over. "Got coin?"
"Enough," Silas said, meeting the man's gaze steadily.
The bouncer stepped aside with a shrug. "No city guard, no fights inside. You cheat, you answer to the Hound."
"Fair enough." Silas kept his face neutral as he slipped past. Every gambling den had its enforcer, better to know the rules up front than learn them the hard way.
The door clicked shut behind him. Lantern light revealed a low room thick with pipe smoke. Wooden tables dotted the space in uneven rows. Men and women bent over games of chance, weapons visible beneath cloaks and coats. Coins littered every surface, accompanied by the constant murmur of bets placed and fortunes lost.
A woman with sharp features dealt cards at one table. Two dwarves argued over dice in a corner. A scarred man in armor glanced up from his drink, then looked away, dismissing Silas as a threat.
Silas kept his head down, searching for medium-stakes games. He spotted a rickety table where three players faced a dealer, silver and copper chips scattered between them.
The game looked similar to Five-Point Tarot from Karst's card houses. He'd lost his fair share of coin to that game before learning its nuances.
He moved closer. A sweating nobleman cursed at his cards. A half-elf pushed more coins forward, grinning. An old soldier watched with cold eyes that missed nothing.
The half-elf collected his winnings with a flourish that spoke of practice.
The dealer noticed Silas hovering. "Playing or watching?"
"Playing." Silas pulled out silver coins, letting them catch the light. "If there's room."
They made space. He sat down, relaxed on the outside while his pulse quickened. He rarely gambled, survival meant hoarding every coin. But he'd picked up tricks from watching others lose their money.
If the house cheated, he'd needed to get better.
The dealer slid three cards across the worn table to each player, followed by two face-down in the center. Silas lifted the corner of his cards.
Not terrible, a spread of mid-range numbers, but they didn't quite give him the edge he needed.
He matched the opening bet, keeping his posture relaxed.
Let them think he was new and enjoying himself.
The half-elf's lips curled as he pushed forward a stack of silver.
Sweat glistened on the nobleman's forehead as he called.
The old soldier just tapped a single coin against the table.
When the dealer flipped the first communal card, Silas kept his face neutral. The Wild Hunt, it allowed a card to change suits.
That could work in his favor.
He recalled a trick from his days in Karst, taught by an older thief who'd made it into old age. The right sleight of hand could improve odds significantly. But timing was everything, and getting caught meant losing more than just the game.
The half-elf bet aggressively through the round. Silas kept his raises measured, not wanting to draw attention. The old soldier folded with a grunt. The nobleman called, dabbing his neck nervously.
The second reveal brought the Bleeding Tower. The half-elf muttered a curse under his breath.
Whatever he had been chasing had failed.
"Raise two silver," Silas mumbled, trying to seem unsure.
"You sure you know what you're doing?" The half-elf's eyes narrowed suspiciously.
Silas shrugged. "Luck's luck."
Both remaining players matched his bet.
The dealer announced the final swap round. Silas watched their exchanges carefully before making his move. As he reached for the discard pile, he dropped the summoning orb, the glow of it as it hit the ground masked him palming an extra card.
"Sorry." Silas fumbled for the orb, letting it roll across the table before snatching it up. "I'm new to summoning."
The half-elf's eyes locked onto the device. "Magistrate-issued. E-rank." He snorted. "Pit fighter?"
"For now." Silas tucked the orb away, noting how the other players' attention had shifted. The nobleman's sweating increased, while the old soldier's cold stare gained an edge of calculation.
The dealer cleared his throat. "Cards, gentlemen."
Silas's fingers closed around the card he took.
The dealer gave one more card.
Silas studied his improved hand, keeping his expression neutral. The half-elf's earlier confidence had cracked, his fingers beating against the table's worn surface.
The nobleman's face had gone from sweating to pale, clearly regretting that he hadn't folded earlier.
The dealer's eyes swept across their faces. "Final bets."
The half-elf pushed forward a stack of silver. "All in."
The nobleman folded with a groan, tossing his cards face-down.
Silas matched the bet, then added two more silver pieces. The weight of his coin purse had lightened considerably, but the risk felt calculated. Better odds than fighting six tamers at once.
The half-elf's jaw tightened as he called.
"Show," the dealer commanded.
The half-elf spread his cards out in front of him: three matching Knights. A strong hand in most games, nearly unbeatable in Five-Point Tarot without a royal flush.
Silas laid his cards on the table one by one. The Cup of Crowns, the Tower of Crowns, and the Hermit. The card he stole, the Maiden of Crowns, completed the set. With the Wild Hunt conversion changing the Hermit card to match, he had four Crowns total, a royal flush.
The half-elf's face darkened as he processed the hand. His fingers curled into fists, knuckles white against the table's surface.
"Impossible," he muttered.
Silas kept his movements casual as he pulled the coins toward him, though his muscles tensed for trouble. The weight of silver felt good in his hands as he stacked them methodically, trying not to show his relief too openly.
The dealer's expression remained neutral as he collected the cards. "House takes five percent."
Silas counted out the fee without complaint.
Worth every copper to avoid another mad dash across rooftops.
The dealer's hands moved in practiced motions, cards flowing like water between his fingers. "Another round?"
"Think I'll quit while I'm ahead." Silas tucked the coins into his belt pouch, the weight bringing a small measure of satisfaction. Finally enough to cover that inheritance fee with plenty left over for preparations.
The half-elf's chair scraped against wooden floorboards. "Funny how your luck changed after dropping that orb."
"That's luck for you." Silas kept his tone flat, watching the half-elf's fingers drift toward his belt. It put Silas on edge, the same way thugs in Karst reached for hidden knives before a back-alley stabbing.
The old soldier interrupted. "Let it go, Vanis. House rules."
The bouncer had warned about fights inside.
But outside? Different story entirely.
He'd seen enough street brawls to know how this might play out once he left the den's relative safety.
Silas turned from the table, scanning the cramped room. The old soldier watched him with hard eyes while the nobleman slumped in defeat.
He navigated between tables where dice clattered and coins changed hands. His goal was simple, slip out with the gold and finish his preparations.
A massive figure in a dark coat stepped into his path. Something all muscle, neck, and bad news.
The Hound.
The den's enforcer had earned his name through a reputation for hunting down those who crossed the house, often returning with only their purses and bloody trophies.
The man's scarred face twisted into what might have been a smile. "Heard you had a good win tonight, friend."
"Just beginner's luck," Silas said, keeping his tone light. "Heading out while I'm ahead."
"The house likes to celebrate winners. Stay, have a drink on us." The offer sounded pleasant, but the Hound's eyes were anything but.
Silas recognized the trap, they'd keep pouring until his luck ran dry or he revealed the trick behind his winning hand. Either way, he'd leave with empty pockets.
"Appreciate the offer, but I've got business early in the morning and need my head clear."
The Hound dropped the smile.
He shifted aside, but his presence still filled the narrow space. "Watch yourself out there, friend. Dark nights swallow heavy purses."
Silas nodded and squeezed past the enforcer's bulk. Eyes followed him to the exit, but no one made a move to stop him.
Silas paused at the threshold, the cool night air already touching his face. The weight of the coins in his pouch felt good, but the weight of the Hound's stare felt heavier. A direct exit would only invite trouble, the half-elf was likely already circling around to the alley.
He turned back, meeting the enforcer's gaze with a calculated casualness that belied the tension in his shoulders.
"Actually, before I go—if a man needed to hire some muscle in this city, what's your rate?" Silas asked, his voice deliberately conversational.
The Hound's scarred eyebrow lifted slightly, genuine surprise flickering across his otherwise stony features. The question had clearly caught him off guard.
"Depends on the job," the enforcer replied after a moment, his voice a low rumble. "And who's asking."
"Just curious. I'm new in town, about to come into some property." Silas shrugged. "Might need someone who knows how to handle complications."
The Hound studied him, reassessing. The predatory edge in his eyes softened to something more calculating.
"Thirty silver a day, plus expenses. Double for bloodwork." He crossed massive arms over his chest. "Though I don't come cheap, and I don't work for just anyone."
Silas nodded, filing away the information. "If my tomorrow works out, I won't be just 'anyone'."
The Hound's unexpected response gave Silas a moment's pause. He hadn't actually intended to hire the man, it was merely a distraction, a way to change the dynamic from prey to potential employer. But the idea had merit. Someone who knew Bastian's underbelly might prove useful.
"I'll keep that in mind, one more thing," Silas added. "Is there another exit? I'd rather not meet any sore losers in the alley."
The Hound laughed like gravel shifting underfoot. He jerked his thumb toward a narrow corridor behind the bar. "Kitchen door leads to Tanner's Row. Use it this once. Consider it professional courtesy."
Silas nodded his thanks and started toward the kitchen door, relieved to avoid a confrontation.
"Wait." The Hound's voice stopped him. "Didn't catch your name, kid."
Silas hesitated, weighing his options. In Karst, anonymity had been his shield. Names were currency, and he'd rarely spent his freely. But here in Bastian, his name was suddenly worth something, it was his claim to everything that might change his life.
"Silas," he said, then straightened. "Silas Beckham."
The Hound's eyes narrowed at the name, studying Silas with renewed interest. What had been dismissive calculation shifted to something sharper, more focused.
"Beckham?" The enforcer's voice dropped low enough that only Silas could hear. "There've been nothing but pretenders. But I saw the Archmage a few times. Never introduced himself, but you could tell. He had a vice or two. Not for gambling, but for a couple pints on harder days, and good days, and a few in between."
He looked over Silas. "I can see the resemblance."
Silas felt a cold shock run through him. "You knew him?"
"Not personally. Just a face at the bar." The Hound's eyes had a distant look. "He'd come in when things got heavy up at that estate. Man like that, with all that power, still needed a drink now and then like the rest of us."
Something about that struck Silas. The idea of his grandfather, a man he'd never known, sitting in a dingy bar, nursing a drink after a hard day. It made the legendary Archmagus seem suddenly, strangely human.
"If you're really the next Beckham, it might be worth a conversation later."
The Hound reached into his coat and pulled out a small wooden token carved with a hound's head. "Show this at the Copper Kettle if you need to find me."
Silas accepted the token, turning it over in his palm before tucking it away carefully. The man actually believed him, and seemed to think the Beckham name still carried weight. Another potential advantage he hadn't expected.
"Kitchen's that way," the Hound said, jerking his chin toward the back. "Good hunting, Beckham."
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Night in Bastian


Silas slipped through the gambling den's kitchen door, ignoring the startled looks from the staff as he made his way out to a side street. The jingling of coins in his purse sounded impossibly loud in the quiet night, each clink a beacon to potential thieves. 
Distant footsteps echoed behind him. He ducked into a recessed doorway, hand on his sword hilt, and waited. Two figures hurried past—not the half-elf or the Hound's men, just laborers heading home after a late shift. Silas released a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.
The weight of the coin pouch was satisfying, but brought its own problems. Where to go now? He had the money, but needed to make it till morning when he could visit the Registry Office again. Bastian wasn't Karst; he couldn't just find an abandoned building to hole up in for the night.
The Hound had mentioned The Copper Kettle. Then there was Dale, the caravan leader who'd given him directions earlier. The man had mentioned staying at The Copper Kettle whenever he was in Bastian.
It wasn't much of a connection, but in a city of strangers, even the thinnest thread of familiarity held value. Silas stepped out of the doorway, orienting himself by the looming spires of the Inner Ring.
Better a known quantity than sleeping rough in an unfamiliar city. He'd take his chances with The Copper Kettle. If nothing else, he could flash some coin and buy himself a corner to rest in until morning.
The establishment wasn't difficult to find. True to its name, an enormous copper kettle hung right over the entrance. Light spilled outside, accompanied by the sounds of conversations from within. 
Silas paused outside, taking stock of the place. It was clearly several steps above the taverns he frequented in Karst. The clientele would be wealthier, the rooms cleaner, and the prices higher. But he had coin now, and a safe place to sleep was worth the expense.
He pushed open the door and stepped into a well common room with wooden floors and tables with a large fireplace that filled the room with warmth. Several patrons sat at tables enjoying late meals or drinks, while others conversed in more private corners. The air smelled of roasted meat, fresh bread, and quality ale.
"Welcome to The Copper Kettle," greeted a middle-aged woman with a no-nonsense demeanor. "Looking for a meal or a room?"
"A room," Silas replied. "And information about a man named Dale. Caravan leader."
The woman's expression warmed slightly. "Dale Muriku? He's a regular. In fact, he's here now." She gestured toward a corner table where a weathered man with a salt-and-pepper beard was nursing an ale.
Silas nodded his thanks to the woman and made his way across the common room. Dale recognized him immediately.
"You made it to the city in one piece, I see," Dale said, gesturing to an empty chair across from him.
Before Silas could respond, Dale motioned to the woman who had greeted him at the door. "Madame, I'll be paying for that young man's room tonight."
The woman nodded and disappeared toward what Silas assumed was the kitchen.
"Sit," Dale said. "You look like you could use a proper meal."
Silas hesitated but took the seat offered. He'd learned long ago not to refuse free food or lodging, even if it came with strings attached. 
"Appreciate it," he said, keeping his tone neutral. "Didn't expect to see you again so soon."
Dale chuckled. "Bastian's a big city, but word travels quickly in certain circles." He took a sip of his ale. "Especially when that word involves the heir to the Beckham Estate suddenly appearing after all these years."
Silas tensed, his hand instinctively moving closer to his weapon.
"Relax, son. If I meant you harm, I wouldn't be buying you dinner." Dale leaned back as the Madame returned with two plates of steaming food—roasted meat, vegetables, and fresh bread that made Silas's mouth water despite his wariness.
"I heard a bit about a Beckham Heir in the time since we parted ways this morning," Dale continued once she had left. "The guards at the gate were quite chatty about it."
Silas took a cautious bite of the food, watching Dale carefully. "And what's your interest in it?"
"No interest beyond curiosity and perhaps a touch of concern. I knew Dewalt Beckham, you know. Not well, mind you, but well enough to respect the man." Dale cut into his meat.
Silas chewed slowly and studied Dale. The man seemed earnest enough, but Silas had survived Karst's slums by seeing through false sincerity. This sudden generosity from a near-stranger didn't add up, especially not when his name was suddenly worth knowing.
"Cut the bullshit," Silas said, keeping his voice low but direct. He set his fork down. "Curiosity and concern don't buy strangers rooms and meals. What are you wanting?"
Rather than taking offense, Dale's weathered face broke into a knowing smile. He set his mug down and leaned forward.
"I can appreciate that. Direct and to the point." Dale glanced around before continuing. "I had a deal with Arch Magus Dewalt, a rather profitable arrangement for both parties. I was the merchant in charge of his acquisitions and supplies. Rare components, books, artifacts—things a man of his standing and interests required but couldn't be bothered to source himself."
Silas narrowed his green eyes. "And now you're hoping to continue this arrangement with me."
"Precisely."
"How do I know you won't cheat me? I don't know the value of these 'acquisitions' you speak of."
Dale laughed, a short, sharp sound. "If I had cheated your grandfather, he would have killed me without a thought." His expression sobered. "Dewalt Beckham wasn't a man who tolerated deception, especially in business. The fact I'm sitting here, still breathing, should tell you something about my reliability."
Silas took another bite of his food, considering Dale's words. The man was right. If his grandfather truly were this powerful Arch Magus everyone kept mentioning, anyone who'd cheated him wouldn't have lived long enough to brag about it.
"And you think I'd be similar if we had business?" Silas asked, watching Dale's reaction carefully.
Dale's eyes flickered to Silas's hands, then back to his face. "Blood tells, they say. The Beckham line isn't known for its forgiveness or weakness. I suspect if you truly claim that estate, you'll have the same capabilities as your grandfather, perhaps more, given time."
Silas let that sink in.
"Let's say I'm interested," Silas said, breaking the silence. "What exactly would this arrangement entail?"
Dale relaxed slightly, sensing the shift in Silas's demeanor. "Simple enough. You provide a list of what you need, components, books, specialized equipment. I source them through my network, which extends well beyond Bastian's walls. I take a reasonable percentage, and we both profit."
"And the percentage?"
"Fifteen percent. Non-negotiable, but fair." Dale took another sip of his ale. "Your grandfather found it acceptable for fifteen years."
Silas tore off a piece of bread, using it to soak up the rich gravy on his plate. The food was better than anything he'd eaten in months, maybe years. But he kept his face neutral as he considered Dale's offer.
"I'm not my grandfather," Silas said finally. "And I'm not committing to anything until I know more about what I'm walking into."
Dale nodded, seemingly unsurprised by the response. "Caution serves a man well in Bastian. What would you like to know?"
"For starters, we'll see about that fifteen percent." Silas took another bite, savoring the flavors while maintaining eye contact with Dale. "I need to understand the market value of these items before I agree to any percentage."
"Fair enough," Dale conceded. "Though I suspect you'll find my rates competitive once you've spoken with other merchants."
Silas leaned back in his chair, studying the merchant. The man had an air of confidence that came from experience, not bravado. If he had indeed worked with Silas's grandfather for fifteen years, he might prove valuable beyond mere goods.
"I'm interested," Silas admitted, "but I need to survive the next couple days first."
Dale grimaced. "Ah, so you haven't been to the property yet? I thought you'd claimed it already. The Beckham Estate isn't known for its hospitality to strangers, even those of Beckham blood."
"So I've heard." Silas took a sip from his mug. "But I don't have much choice in the matter."
"No, I suppose you don't." Dale stroked his beard thoughtfully. "You know, they say the estate eats people? Not just monsters—some claim it's rightfully haunted."
Silas paused mid-bite. "Eat people?"
"That's what they say." Dale's face grew serious.
"You believe these stories?" Silas asked.
"I've made deliveries to that estate for fifteen years, and I never once set foot beyond the receiving area by the gate. Dewalt was very specific about that arrangement." Dale's eyes took on a distant look. "Even when he was alive, there were parts of that place he wouldn't go near. Said some rooms belonged to the house, not to him."
Silas stared at Dale, his grip tightening on his fork.
Dale's serious expression suddenly cracked, and a hearty laugh escaped him. "The look on your face! I'm only half-serious. I did visit the estate occasionally when specifically invited. Dewalt loved to have cigars in the lounge when discussing particularly valuable acquisitions."
He slapped the table, clearly amused by Silas's reaction. "But the part about rooms belonging to the house? That part was true."
Silas felt his jaw clench. "Funny," he said flatly.
Dale held his hands up in mock apology. "Forgive an old man his jokes. The estate is dangerous, yes, but I never ventured beyond the public areas, and even those were only accessible with Dewalt's explicit permission."
Silas relaxed slightly, though his wariness remained. In Karst, misinformation could get you killed just as easily as a knife in the dark.
"So, you were inside?" Silas asked, seeking clarity.
Dale's expression softened. "Only the formal areas; the entry hall, the study, and Dewalt's private lounge. We'd stay up hours with him talking about everything and nothing at all."
This revelation caught Silas off guard. Most people seemed to speak of the estate with either fear or reverence, but Dale talked about it like it was just a place where he'd spent evenings with a friend.
"What was he like?" Silas found himself asking before he could stop the words.
Dale took a long drink from his mug before answering. "Brilliant. Terrifying sometimes. He could discuss the finer points of trade routes one minute and then casually mention how he'd fought some otherworldly horror to the death the next." Then Dale smiled. "He had a particular fondness for whiskey and loved to pair it with cigars. Said they helped him think."
Silas tried to picture this grandfather he'd never known, a powerful mage sitting in a lounge, drinking whiskey and smoking cigars while discussing business with the merchant across from him.
"Did he ever mention family?" Silas asked, trying to keep his tone casual.
Dale's expression grew more guarded. "Not often. It was a complicated subject. The Beckhams have never been what you'd call a conventional family."
Silas wanted to know everything he could. "Complicated how?" he pressed.
Dale glanced around the tavern before lowering his voice. "Dewalt Beckham was many things. Brilliant. Powerful. Generous to his friends." He took another sip of ale. "But he was also a man of substantial appetites."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning he enjoyed women. Many women." Dale's weathered face creased in a knowing smile. "There were rumors of Beckham children across half the continent. All so far proved false." He shrugged meaningfully. "He spent gold like water, too. Rare components, exotic liquors, commissioned magical items that caught his fancy. Expense was never a consideration."
Silas processed this information, trying to reconcile it with the powerful Arch Magus everyone feared.
"So he was a philanderer and a profligate," Silas summarized bluntly.
Dale chuckled. "Those are fancy words for a street rat, but accurate enough. Though I wouldn't use them in polite company when discussing the great Dewalt Beckham." He leaned back in his chair. "The man represented the Beckham line and was a powerful Arch Mage. People tended to overlook his... indiscretions."
"And my grandmother?" Silas asked.
Dale's face grew more somber. "No idea," he admitted. "I could waste an entire night trying to guess. Dewalt never spoke of her, at least not to me."
Silas nodded, unsurprised. The image of his family grew more fragmented with each new piece of information. A philandering grandfather with no mention of a grandmother. A father he'd never known. It was like a puzzle with most of the pieces missing.
He returned his attention to the meal, letting the conversation lapse into comfortable silence as they ate.
"Speaking of which…" Silas pushed his empty plate away. "I've a big day tomorrow."
Dale nodded in understanding. "The estate won't claim itself."
"And it sounds like it might try to claim me instead," Silas replied dryly.
"You'll want to rest well before facing that place," Dale agreed. "The room should be ready for you. Second floor, third door on the right."
Silas stood, gathering his newly purchased armor. "I appreciate the meal and the information."
"Consider it an investment in our future business relationship," Dale said with a wink. "And perhaps a small tribute to your grandfather's memory. He was a good customer, and whatever else you might find out about him, he wasn't a bad man."
Silas nodded his thanks and made his way to the stairs, the weight of tomorrow's challenges temporarily eased by the prospect of a comfortable bed and the small insights he'd gained into his mysterious lineage. Whatever awaited him at the Beckham Estate tomorrow, at least tonight he would sleep with a full stomach and a clearer picture of the legacy he was about to claim.
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Last Steps


Silas woke momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar comfort of a real bed. No leaky roof. No distant shouts from Karst's streets. Just clean sheets and the lingering scent of lavender from whatever the innkeeper used to wash the linens. 
He sat up and stretched. Today was the day. The Beckham Estate awaited with all its dangers and promises. Silas ran a hand through his hair and considered what might be waiting for him.
An undead butler. Magical traps. Monsters that had claimed the lives of everyone else who had tried to claim it.
His stomach growled, interrupting his thoughts.
"First things first," he muttered.
Silas dressed quickly, putting his new reinforced leather armor on underneath his clothes. Then he secured his sword and double-checked his pack of supplies before heading downstairs.
The common room of The Copper Kettle was already busy despite the early hour. Merchants discussed trade routes over steaming mugs while a pair of well-dressed women huddled in conversation near the hearth. The smell of fresh bread and frying bacon made Silas's stomach rumble again.
He found an empty table near the back wall, old habits keeping him positioned where he could see the entire room, and caught the eye of a serving girl.
"What's the biggest breakfast you guys offer?" he asked.
"That'd be the Traveler's Feast," she replied. "Eggs, bacon, sausage, fried potatoes, fresh bread, and honey."
"That'll do." Silas nodded then added, "And tea."
While waiting, Silas pulled out the Beckham signet ring, turning it over in his fingers. The metal caught the morning light, the engraved 'B' surrounded by intricate patterns that marked him as heir to an estate he'd never seen.
As the serving girl departed to fetch his breakfast, he reached into his pack and pulled out the summoning orb.
"Let's see what you're really capable of," he muttered.
Silas reached into his pouch and counted the remaining mana pills, just three left. Not many, but enough to give whatever creature he summoned a fighting chance if things went bad at the estate. The small vial of cockatrice essence sat beside them. A guaranteed C-rank pull. That would be useful.
Silas slipped the ring back into his pocket as the serving girl returned with a wooden tray loaded with food. The plate was piled high with strips of crispy bacon, plump sausages, eggs cooked to perfection, and a heap of fried potatoes seasoned with herbs. A smaller plate held thick slices of fresh bread still warm from the oven, alongside a pot of golden honey. She set down a steaming mug of tea before disappearing back to the kitchen.
He cut into a sausage and ate a big bite. The eggs followed, then a forkful of potatoes that practically melted in his mouth.
"Damn," Silas muttered to himself.
He tore off a piece of bread, dipped it in honey and had another bite. For a few minutes, he focused entirely on the meal, savoring each mouthful with the attention of someone who rarely experienced such abundance.
As he drained the last of his tea, a strange warmth spread through his body, different from the simple satisfaction of a full stomach. It felt like his muscles were loosening, his mind clearing.
「System Notification: Consuming 'Breakfast Feast' - Temporary Buff: +5% Stamina Regen for 2 hours. Minor Well-Being increase.」
Silas blinked at the notification. He'd heard of fancy food providing buffs, but had always assumed it was just something the rich made up. Apparently not.
Silas pushed back from the table, satisfied with the meal and the unexpected buff. Real food, proper food, was something he'd rarely experienced in Karst. Just another reminder of how different his life might become if he could claim this inheritance.
"Well, gotta get to it then." He stood, leaving a few extra coppers as a tip.
Outside, he started walking towards the Inner Ring checkpoint, his stride purposeful. The warnings about the estate still echoed in his mind, the monstrous possibilities vivid. But the fear was tempered now, replaced by a grim determination. He had done everything he could to prepare with the limited resources and time available.
He reached the checkpoint, the guards waved him through with a quick glance. Walking through the Inner Ring's polished streets, his new gear and cleaner clothes attracted less attention. Lana waited by the registry building entrance, her practical leather armor contrasting with the officials' formal attire.
She spotted him and offered a brief, professional nod.
"Right on time," she observed, her eyes quickly scanning him and noting his slightly more composed appearance. "Ready to make it official?"
Silas patted the pouch holding the coins. "Ready as I'll ever be."
Together, they climbed the imposing marble steps of the Ministry of Records and Inheritance. Today, Silas Beckham would pay his due, return the borrowed magic, and step forward to claim whatever was waiting for him at the estate.
Whether it led to fortune or an early grave remained to be seen.
The echoing quiet of the Ministry's grand hall felt even more oppressive than it had the day before. Clerks moved like silent specters across the polished marble, their faces masks of bureaucratic indifference. Silas felt Lana's presence beside him, a small knot of tension in the otherwise sterile environment.
Lana led the way and Silas followed.
When they reached their destination, she knocked twice before opening the door.
Magistrate Riane sat behind a massive desk covered with neatly arranged documents. Her sharp eyes assessed Silas with the same penetrating gaze he remembered from their previous meeting.
"Mr. Beckham," she acknowledged, gesturing toward the chair opposite her desk. "You're punctual. That's good."
Silas remained standing and reached into his belt pouch to retrieve the three heavy gold coins. He placed them deliberately on the polished surface of the desk. The clink of metal against wood seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet office.
"Three gold," Silas stated clearly. "For the Inheritance Processing Fee."
Riane picked up the coins one by one, examining them with a practiced eye, though Silas doubted she suspected their illicit origin. Satisfied, she dropped them into a small, locked coffer drawn from her desk drawer.
"Payment received and recorded." She produced a document different from the initial inheritance papers and applied her official seal with a decisive thump. "This confirms the settlement of the initial processing fee for the Beckham Estate claim."
Silas took the document, scanning the formal language. It felt anti-climactic after the desperate scramble to acquire the funds.
He then unclipped the borrowed E-Rank Summoning Orb from his belt and placed it on the desk. "Here's the orb. Thanks for letting me use it."
Magistrate Riane looked at the orb and shook her head. "No, you should keep it. Return it after you survive the house."
Silas blinked, his hand hovering uncertainly above the desk. He hadn't expected that. In his experience, people in power never gave extensions on loans, especially not valuable magical items.
"Are you sure?" he asked, unable to keep the suspicion from his voice. "That's an E-Rank orb."
The Magistrate smiled thinly. "Consider it an investment in your continued survival. The Beckham Estate has claimed the lives of seventeen would-be heirs and treasure hunters in the past seven years. I'd prefer you not become the eighteenth."
"Your obligations to the city regarding the initial claim are now fulfilled," she stated, emphasizing the word 'initial'. "The title transfer process will formally begin. You are now, pending final estate verification and settlement of outstanding liens, the recognized Acting Heir."
"Acting Heir?" Silas frowned. "Not full heir?"
Something about that distinction made his skin prickle. In Karst, partial ownership meant someone else could snatch away what was yours the moment you turned your back. He'd seen enough street deals go bad to know that qualifiers in agreements were usually traps.
"Full investiture requires confirmation from within the estate itself," Riane explained coolly. "Certain bloodline rites, activation of core wards, matters beyond the city's purview. The estate must accept you before the title is absolute. Consider this document your key, but the house holds the final lock."
"Right," Silas muttered. More complications. Of course. "So, the twenty-eight thousand gold debt, that's still a thing?"
"The debt remains attached to the estate," she said, "and on the ledger. As previously stated, you have the standard six-month grace period to address the outstanding municipal liens and accumulated taxes before collection protocols are initiated."
Silas sighed. "Seems excessive for an old property."
Riane shrugged. "The Beckham estate was never... ordinary. Your grandfather's research required significant resources, and the city provided many accommodations. The debt reflects those arrangements."
Something in her tone made Silas wonder if there was more to the story than simple tax arrears. He'd learned long ago that in positions of power, what people didn't say often mattered more than what they did.
"And if I somehow manage to clear that debt?" Silas asked.
"Then the estate would be yours free and clear," she replied, "though I advise focusing on surviving the next few days before concerning yourself with long-term financial planning."
Riane leaned forward, her voice dropping. "The estate has stood empty for seven years, but it is far from abandoned. Remember that. Be cautious. Assume nothing is inanimate. Assume nothing is friendly until proven otherwise."
"And if I survive?" Silas pressed. "If I manage to actually get inside and... establish myself?"
Riane stood, signaling the end of the audience. "Should you succeed where others have failed, Mr. Beckham, discretion is advised. There are those in Bastian who have a vested interest in the Beckham Estate and its contents. Some may view a successful heir as an opportunity, others, as an obstacle."
Her gaze was intense, conveying a warning far clearer than her words. "If you secure the estate, truly secure it then return here. Quietly. Ask for Lana. Then, perhaps, we can have a more detailed discussion about your situation and potential allies."
"Understood," Silas said.
Lana escorted him out of the office and back through the Ministry's hushed corridors. Once they reached the main hall, she stopped.
"She believes you might actually do it," Lana said quietly, "Grandmother doesn't do that lightly."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "Grandmother?"
"Yes," Lana replied with a slight smile. "Though we don't typically advertise the relationship within the Ministry. Professional boundaries and all that."
"Good to know someone believes in me," Silas replied.
They stepped out into the bright morning sunlight, the crowded streets of the Inner Ring a stark contrast to the sepulchral quiet of the Ministry. As they walked, Silas noticed Lana's expression growing more serious.
"You don't have to come with me to the estate," he said. "I can find my way."
Lana gave him a sidelong glance. "My instructions were clear. Besides, I can do this much."
"You know," Lana said after a moment of silence, "most people who try to claim the estate don't come back."
"So I've heard."
"I'd prefer if you did," she said, her voice casual but her eyes serious. "Come back, I mean."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "If I survive this estate, let's do something."
"I'd like that," she replied. "Good luck, Silas Beckham. I hope we see each other again."
Silas followed Lana through the streets of the Inner Ring, moving deeper into the wealthy district where the buildings grew more ornate and the spaces between them more generous. The bustle of the commercial areas gradually faded behind them, replaced by a kind of stillness.
The buildings growing taller and streets widening. Shops in the market district gave way to guild halls and professional establishments.
People's clothing changed too, fewer patched garments, more embroidered cuffs and polished boots. The change was gradual enough that most wouldn't notice, but Silas had spent years learning to spot the invisible boundaries that separated those with power from those without.
He passed through a plaza where a fountain depicted some long-dead hero slaying a beast. Water poured from the creature's wounds in what someone probably thought was artistic but struck Silas as unnecessarily graphic. Noble districts always seemed to celebrate violence while keeping actual blood safely out of sight.
The cobblestone streets gave way to smooth-paved avenues lined with ancient trees. Silas noticed the houses becoming fewer and farther between, grand estates hidden behind high walls and elaborate gardens. Eventually, even these tapered off until they walked a lone road bordered by tall oaks.
"Not much out here," Silas muttered.
"No, there's not," she agreed.
She didn't elaborate, just kept walking.
The road narrowed further, the paving stones becoming uneven and cracked as though rarely maintained. Weeds pushed through the gaps, and the trees on either side grew wilder, their branches reaching across to create a canopy that dimmed the sunlight. The air felt heavier here, cooler, carrying scents of moss and decay that reminded Silas of the deep forests outside Karst.
As they walked, Silas noticed something strange, the ambient sounds of birds and insects gradually faded until an eerie silence surrounded them. He could hear only their footsteps and the occasional rustle of leaves in the breeze. No birds called. No small creatures rustled in the underbrush. It was as if the wildlife knew to avoid this path.
Finally, they rounded a bend and came to a halt before a high stone wall covered in creeping vines. At its center stood a wrought black iron gate, tall and imposing. The metalwork was intricate but weathered, with a large stylized "B" worked into its center.
Through the bars, Silas could make out an overgrown path leading to what might have once been formal gardens, now reclaimed by nature. Beyond that, the silhouette of a manor house loomed against the sky, partially obscured by the forest that seemed to press in.
"Here we are," Lana said, stopping several paces from the gate. "And this is as far as I go."
Silas stepped forward, examining the lock without touching it. "Can't say I blame you."
"Good luck, Silas Beckham." She took a step back. "I meant what I said. Try to come back."
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Goodbye of Sorts


Silas tucked the bronze key into his inner pocket, feeling its weight against his chest. The inheritance papers and estate map went into a separate pouch at his belt. Harder to pickpocket that way. 
"If I'm not back in a week, assume something ate me." He smiled at Lana.
"That's not funny," she replied, but her expression suggested she wasn't entirely sure he was joking.
Silas stepped out of the Magistrate's Office into Bastian's midday bustle, the key feeling heavier than it should.
He adjusted his new armor, which was still stiff in places where it hadn't broken in yet.
Finally, he was on his way out, heading toward the noble quarter.
His surroundings changed noticeably as he went.
The buildings growing taller and streets wider. Shops in the market district gave way to guild halls and professional establishments.
People's clothing changed too, fewer patched garments and more embroidered cuffs and polished boots. The change was gradual enough that most wouldn't notice, but Silas had spent years learning to spot the invisible boundaries that separated those with power from those without.
He passed through a plaza where a fountain depicted some long-dead hero slaying a beast. Water poured from the creature's wounds in what someone probably thought was artistic but struck Silas as unnecessarily graphic. Noble districts always seemed to celebrate violence while keeping actual blood safely out of sight.
Guards became more numerous and better equipped the further he walked. They watched him with the particular attention reserved for people who didn't belong. One hand stayed near his sword hilt, not threatening but ready. The guards recognized the gesture, a professional courtesy between those who understood violence as a trade.
The noble quarter announced itself with a wrought-iron archway and two bored-looking guards in spotless uniforms. They straightened as Silas approached.
"State your business," the taller one demanded.
Silas produced his inheritance papers. "Beckham Estate."
Their expressions shifted from suspicion to something closer to pity.
"Another one," the shorter guard muttered, examining the documents. After a moment, he handed them back with a nod. "Through the arch, third street on the right, follow it to the end. You can't miss it."
"You'll likely die in there," the taller one added. "But good luck all the same."
Both men chuckled as Silas passed under the arch into the noble quarter.
"So, this is how the other half lives," Silas muttered as he passed a mansion where servants polished a fountain depicting some noble's great-grandfather.
The farther he walked, the fewer people he encountered. Eventually the road narrowed, cobblestones giving way to an overgrown path. Weeds pushed through cracks, and the neighboring estates seemed to lean away from his destination, as if the very land were tainted.
The Beckham Estate stood at the end of this forgotten lane. What once might have been impressive gates hung broken on rusted hinges. Stone walls, partially collapsed in places, stretched into the distance. Vines crawled across everything, nature reclaiming what man had abandoned.
Silas paused, studying the entrance. In Karst, he'd faced countless monsters for a handful of silver, sleeping in alleys between jobs. Here stood something different, a chance at something permanent.
"My grandfather was an Arch Magus," he said to himself, testing how the words felt coming out of his mouth. "This is mine."
For the first time in years, Silas felt something beyond the constant pressure to survive. This wasn't just another contract, another desperate grab at enough coin to eat for another week.
No, this was possibility. This was legacy.
He drew his sword and cut away vines blocking the entrance and saw beneath the vines a chained gate meant for the key.
"Whatever killed the others won't find me so easy," Silas promised the silent estate. "I've survived worse odds."
Silas reached for the bronze key then stopped himself. His fingers hovered over his pocket as instinct took over.
"But..."
He pulled his hand back. How many times had rushing in gotten someone killed?
The estate had claimed others before him.
No sense making it easy.
He stepped back, eyeing the crumbling wall to the left of the gate. Years of monster hunting had taught him to scout before committing. His time with the Beckham Estate would be no different.
Silas backed up several paces, studying the wall's condition. Weathered stone, plenty of handholds from missing mortar, and those vines looked sturdy enough. He'd climbed worse in Karst while escaping angry merchants.
He tested a thick vine, tugging hard. When it held, he began his ascent. The vine creaked under his weight but didn't snap. He found a foothold in the crumbling stonework and pushed upward, grabbing another handhold above.
Halfway up, a section of vine tore away. Silas scrambled, boots scraping against stone as he found another grip. His heart pounded as he hauled himself the rest of the way up.
Perched atop the wall, he finally got a proper look at the Beckham Estate.
What might once have been manicured gardens had become a tangled wilderness. Overgrown hedges formed twisted shapes vaguely like any number of the monsters he had killed over the years. A fountain stood in what had been a circular drive, dry and cracked, its carved figure unrecognizable beneath layers of moss.
The manor itself loomed beyond, a massive structure of dark stone and high towers. Most windows were boarded or broken. One wing had partially collapsed, its roof caved in. The remaining structure seemed to lean slightly, as if the very building were ready to collapse.
Nothing moved across the grounds. No birds sang. Even the wind seemed reluctant to disturb the silence.
Silas narrowed his eyes, scanning methodically.
Movement near the eastern wall caught his attention, something large slinking between hedges. Then nothing.
He remained still, watching. Patience had saved his life countless times before.
There, another flicker of movement near what might have been a stable. Too quick to identify, but definitely alive. Something was hunting through the grounds.
"Interesting welcome committee," Silas muttered, mapping potential routes to the main house in his mind.
Silas dropped back to the ground, landing in a crouch to absorb the impact. The estate had claimed others before him, but they hadn't been fighting to survive since childhood. They hadn't learned to read a fight the way he had.
He drew his sword and approached the front gate again.
The lock was ancient, corroded with time and weather, but the key slid in smoothly.
Magic, probably.
The mechanism turned, and the chains fell away.
Silas pushed the gate open, wincing at the rusty shriek of hinges that hadn't moved in months.
So much for a quiet entrance. If anything was hunting nearby, it knew he was here now.
He stepped through the gateway, sword held ready.
His boots crunched on gravel as he advanced, eyes constantly scanning. The movement he'd spotted earlier could have been anything from a wild animal to one of the estate's guardians. Either way, he wasn't about to be caught unprepared.
The fountain came into clearer view as he approached, a massive stone basin with a central figure that might have been a man or beast, now unrecognizable beneath moss and weathering. Dry leaves swirled in its empty basin, stirred by a breeze that seemed to touch nothing else.
Silas paused, listening.
The silence felt unnatural, heavy.
Even Karst's sewers had rats scurrying and water dripping. Here, nothing moved except what the wind touched.
He continued forward, keeping to the edge of the path where the gravel was thinner and his footsteps quieter. The manor loomed larger with each step, its dark windows like empty eye sockets watching his approach.
A rustle in the overgrown grass to his right made him freeze. Something was moving through the vegetation, something large. The tall grass parted in a sinuous line, like water behind a swimming creature.
Silas pivoted, sword raised, as the thing burst from concealment.
It was a snake, if something the size of a carriage wheel could still be called a snake. Its scales were a sickly mottled green, and its head was as large as a man's torso. Yellow eyes with slitted pupils fixed on him with predatory intelligence.
"Viridian Constrictor," Silas muttered, identifying the species from his hunting days.
But this was no ordinary specimen. No, it was at least three times the normal size, its body thicker than his thigh.
The creature reared back, tongue flicking out to taste the air. Silas held his ground, sword ready. Running would only trigger its chase instinct. Besides, he'd fought bigger.
The snake struck with blinding speed, jaws unhinging to reveal rows of curved teeth. Silas rolled left, feeling the wind of its passage as it missed him by inches. He slashed as it shot past, his blade glancing off its armored scales.
The creature coiled around for another attack, its massive body crushing the vegetation beneath it. This time when it lunged, Silas was ready. He sidestepped and brought his sword down in a two-handed strike aimed at the spot just behind its head, one of the few vulnerable points on a snake this size.
But the creature was faster than anything its size had a right to be. It twisted mid-strike, and Silas' blade scraped along its scales instead of finding flesh. The move left him off-balance, and the snake's tail whipped around, catching him in the chest and sending him sprawling.
His back hit the ground hard, driving the air from his lungs. The snake was already uncoiling for a killing strike.
No time to regain his feet. Silas rolled as the creature's head smashed into the ground where he'd been. He scrambled backward, sword slashing to keep the beast at bay.
The snake reared again, its body swaying hypnotically. It was toying with him now, confident in its advantage.
Silas reached for the summoning orb at his belt. Steel wouldn't penetrate those scales easily, but he had other options.
Light burst from the orb as he channeled mana into it. The Lesser Salamander materialized beside him, its scaled body glowing with inner heat.
"Target its eyes," Silas commanded, using the distraction to regain his footing.
The salamander's throat expanded before launching a stream of fire at the massive snake's face. The constrictor recoiled from the flames, a hissing screech escaping its jaws.
Silas pressed the advantage, circling to the beast's flank while it was distracted. The salamander continued its assault, spitting controlled bursts of flame that drove the snake backward.
But the constrictor was cunning. It feinted retreat, then suddenly lashed out with its tail, striking the salamander and sending the smaller creature tumbling.
"Switch!" Silas shouted, calling the salamander back to the orb and immediately summoning the Grey Owl. The bird materialized in a burst of light, wings already beating as it took to the air.
The snake's head tracked the owl's movement, momentarily forgetting about Silas. It was the opening he needed.
"Distract it," he ordered the owl, which immediately swooped low over the snake's head, talons extended.
The constrictor struck upward, jaws snapping at the agile bird. While its attention was focused skyward, Silas darted in from behind, driving his sword with all his strength into the softer scales beneath the creature's jaw.
The blade sank deep this time. The snake thrashed violently, nearly wrenching the sword from Silas' grip. He held on, twisting the blade to widen the wound.
Blood gushed as he withdrew the sword. The constrictor writhed in agony, its movements becoming more erratic. The owl continued harassing it from above, forcing the wounded creature to divide its attention.
With a final desperate lunge, the snake struck at Silas again. He was ready this time, sidestepping and bringing his sword down in a killing blow that severed its spine just behind the head.
The massive body convulsed, then went still.
Silas stood over the dead creature, chest heaving from exertion. The owl circled once more before dissolving back into the orb. Whatever else lurked on the estate grounds now knew he wasn't easy prey.
After catching his breath, he continued toward the manor, more cautious than before. If one of Dewalt's creatures had grown to such proportions, what else might be lurking in this overgrown wilderness?
As he approached the main entrance, he spotted two massive figures flanking the doorway, the suits of armor stood at least eight feet tall, their ornate helmets adorned with horns. The Gemini, just as Lana had described them.
They appeared dormant, their massive swords planted point-down in the ground before them. Decades of exposure had left them tarnished and overgrown with creeping vines, but there was no mistaking their imposing presence.
Silas approached cautiously, sword still drawn and slick with the snake's blood. He kept his movements slow and non-threatening, watching for any sign of activation.
When he was about twenty feet away, a red glow kindled within their visors. As one, they shifted, armored gauntlets tightening on the hilts of their massive swords.
"I have the papers," Silas said, voice steady despite the hammering in his chest. He raised the inheritance documents, the Beckham seal clearly visible in the afternoon light. "Official heir to the estate."
The Gemini stood motionless for a heartbeat. Then, with a sound like ancient chains dragging across stone, they took a synchronized step forward. The ground trembled beneath their weight.
"Guess paperwork doesn't impress you," Silas muttered, backing away slowly.
The armor on the left moved with shocking speed for something so massive, covering the distance between them in two enormous strides. Its sword arced down in a crushing blow that would have split Silas in half if he hadn't thrown himself sideways.
The blade struck earth with enough force to send tremors through the ground. Grass and dirt exploded upward, showering Silas as he rolled back to his feet.
The second armor was already moving to flank him, cutting off his escape route back to the gate. Their movements were too coordinated to be random. They were herding him, forcing him away from both the gate and the manor's entrance.
Silas darted into the tall grass, using the overgrowth for cover. The armor constructs followed, their heavy footfalls crushing everything in their path. He could track their movement by the way the grass parted before them, like ships cutting through water.
He needed a plan. His sword would be useless against animated metal, and running would only tire him out before they tired. These things didn't breathe, didn't rest.
A broken fountain lay ahead, its cracked basin offering potential cover. Silas sprinted toward it, leaping over the stone edge and pressing his back against the central column. Water still trickled from a damaged pipe, pooling in what remained of the basin.
The Gemini slowed their approach, moving with the caution of experienced hunters. One circled left, the other right, their movements perfectly mirrored. The crimson glow from their visors cast eerie reflections on the shallow water.
Silas's mind raced. Years of surviving Karst's streets and hunting monsters had taught him to look for weaknesses. The armors moved in sync, a strength, but potentially a weakness. If they were bound to mirror each other...
He reached for the summoning orb, channeling mana into it. Light coalesced beside him, forming the grey owl he'd used against the snake. The bird's fierce eyes locked onto his, awaiting commands.
"Distract the one on the right," Silas ordered. "Quick passes, don't get hit."
The owl shot upward just as the right-hand armor swung its massive blade. Steel whistled through empty air as the bird climbed then dove toward the construct's helmet. Talons scraped harmlessly against metal, but the owl's attack served its purpose as the armor's attention shifted upward, tracking the bird's movement.
And crucially, the left armor mirrored its twin, head tilting skyward despite having no target of its own.
Silas seized the opportunity, darting away from the fountain and sprinting toward a collapsed section of garden wall. Behind him, metal screeched against metal as the Gemini realized their quarry was escaping.
The owl continued its harassment, diving at the right construct's visor, forcing both armors to defend against aerial attacks even as they pursued Silas. Their synchronized movements became a liability, the left armor swinging at a phantom bird while the right battled the real one.
Silas reached the garden wall, vaulting over the crumbling stones. The narrow path beyond was lined with what had once been decorative hedges, now wild and overgrown. It offered cover, but also limited his movement. If the Gemini caught him here, he'd have nowhere to run.
The sound of heavy footsteps grew closer. Silas glanced back to see both armors clearing the wall with surprising agility, their movements no longer perfectly synchronized as the owl's harassment forced them to adapt differently.
That was promising, whatever magic bound them was flexible enough to allow for individual responses. Which meant he might be able to separate them further.
The path ahead forked around a large statue, its features worn beyond recognition. Silas sprinted left, then immediately doubled back, ducking into the dense foliage on the right. The maneuver bought him precious seconds as the Gemini followed his initial direction before realizing their mistake.
The owl was still harassing the right armor, which had fallen slightly behind its twin. Silas called it back with a mental command, needing to conserve its energy. The bird swooped down, landing on his shoulder for a moment before dissolving back into the orb.
Ahead, Silas could see the manor's entrance, massive double doors set beneath a weather-worn portico. If the inheritance papers were going to work anywhere, it would be there. But the Gemini blocked the direct path, and they were learning his tactics.
He needed a different approach.
The overgrown gardens included what must have once been a maze, its hedges now wild and interconnected. It created a warren of green passages, some barely wide enough for a man to squeeze through. Definitely too narrow for eight-foot armored constructs.
Silas plunged into the dense growth, pushing through branches and thorns that tore at his clothes. Behind him, metal scraped against stone as the Gemini tried to follow. Their massive forms couldn't navigate the tight spaces, forcing them to tear through the hedges and slowing them down.
He worked his way through the maze, using the sound of the armors' pursuit to guide his path away from them. Whenever they got too close, he changed direction, letting the labyrinthine layout confuse their hunt.
The manor grew closer with each turn. Fifty yards became thirty, then twenty. Silas's breath came in controlled bursts, adrenaline sharpening his senses. He could hear the Gemini crashing through the gardens somewhere behind him, their synchronized movements becoming increasingly frantic as their quarry neared the house.
One final hedge separated him from the open ground before the entrance. Silas paused, listening. The Gemini had split up, one circling to the right, the other to the left, still trying to flank him.
He had one chance. Drawing the orb again, he summoned the Lesser Salamander. The scaled creature materialized beside him, its hide glowing with inner heat.
"Fire at the hedge to my right, then the left," Silas commanded. "Create a distraction."
The salamander's throat expanded, jets of flame igniting the dry foliage. Decades of neglect had left the hedges perfect kindling. Fire spread rapidly, sending thick smoke into the air.
From beyond the burning vegetation came the sound of metal footsteps, hesitating at the unexpected development. Silas didn't wait. He burst through the last hedge, sprinting across open ground toward the manor entrance.
Behind him, one of the Gemini emerged from the smoke, its armor blackened in places. It spotted him immediately, crimson visor flaring brighter. The construct charged, covering ground with terrifying speed.
Twenty yards to the entrance.
The salamander stayed behind, spitting flame to keep the second armor at bay, but its magic wouldn't last much longer.
Fifteen yards.
Silas could hear the first construct closing the distance, its footsteps shaking the ground. He pushed harder, legs burning with effort.
Ten yards.
The manor's entrance loomed ahead, its heavy oak doors, bound with iron, were weathered but intact. Something pulsed within the stone archway surrounding them, wards, perhaps, or recognition magic.
Five yards. Metal scraped against metal as the construct raised its sword for a killing blow. Silas drove himself forward with everything he had left, inheritance papers clutched in one hand, the key in the other.
The sword came down just as Silas reached the steps. Stone exploded where the blade struck, fragments peppering his back. He stumbled, nearly falling, but kept his momentum toward the doors.
He slammed the bronze key into the ancient lock, turning it with desperate force. "Open, damn you!"
For a terrible moment, nothing happened. The construct's footsteps thundered up the steps behind him. Silas could feel its presence looming, sword already rising for another strike.
Then, a pulse of magic ran through the door. The lock clicked. Ancient hinges groaned as the entrance swung inward.
Silas dove through the opening, tumbling across a dust-covered floor. The door began to swing shut behind him, ancient magic recognizing both his claim and the threat at his back.
The armor construct reached the threshold, its massive form filling the doorway. For a moment, Silas thought it would force its way inside. Then he noticed the runes carved into the stone arch above, glowing with faint blue light as the door continued to close.
The construct hesitated at the threshold, sword raised. Its crimson visor fixed on Silas, burning with what could only be described as frustrated rage. Then the door sealed shut with a final, heavy thud, and wards flared to life around the frame.
Silas lay on his back, chest heaving from exertion. The dim corridor ahead was littered with debris, broken chairs, torn carpeting, all covered in a thick layer of dust. Light filtered weakly through cracked windows.
"Some welcome," he muttered between ragged breaths, listening to the Gemini's metal fists pounding against the door behind him.
He was in. But judging by the state of the place and the guardians' reception, getting out might prove significantly more challenging.
Silas pushed himself up, brushing dust from his clothes as he surveyed his inheritance. Whatever secrets the estate held, whatever dangers lurked in its halls, he was now committed to facing them.
After all, he was a Beckham now. For better or worse.
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Breaking and Entering 


Silas stared at the massive iron gates of the Beckham Estate, rusted hinges and all. The property sprawled beyond, partially obscured by overgrown vegetation that had claimed the grounds over seven years of abandonment. 
He'd survived this long by not rushing headfirst into danger.
"Right," he muttered, adjusting his new leather armor. "Let's not be stupid about this."
He backed away from the entrance, scanning the perimeter until he spotted a sturdy oak tree about thirty feet from the estate wall. Perfect. The tree stood tall enough to provide a decent vantage point without crossing onto Beckham property.
Silas approached the oak, testing lower branches before hoisting himself up with practiced ease.
Years of climbing buildings in Karst's slums made scaling the tree child's play. He moved methodically, testing each branch before committing his weight, working his way higher until he reached a thick limb that extended toward the estate.
From his elevated position, Silas had a clear view over the stone wall. The estate grounds were a study in neglect and wild beauty. What must have once been manicured gardens had transformed into a tangled wilderness. Stone pathways disappeared beneath creeping vines and tall grass.
Fountains stood dry, their basins filled with leaves and debris.
The main house loomed in the distance, a massive stone structure with multiple wings and towers. Several windows were broken, while others remained intact but darkened. The roof appeared mostly whole, though sections showed signs of damage.
Silas narrowed his eyes, looking around for movement.
Nothing obvious, but that meant little. The most dangerous things rarely announced themselves.
"Where are you hiding?" he whispered, studying the grounds.
His gaze settled on what appeared to be a groundskeeper's shed near the western wall. Its door hung open slightly. Silas narrowed his eyes, scanning the estate grounds more carefully. Silence hung over the entire property. Nothing moved. No birds, no insects, not even the wind seemed to stir the overgrown vegetation within the walls. It was unnervingly still.
Then, he saw them.
"What the hell are those?" he muttered, leaning forward.
Positioned flanking the grand main entrance, unmoving, were two immense figures. Suits of armor, easily eight feet tall, tarnished and partially overgrown with vines. One suit seemed primarily bronze or brass, dulled where the sun caught it, the other was darker, almost black iron. They stood perfectly still, massive swords planted point-down before them.
The Gemini. Gate guardians.
"Wonderful," Silas sighed. "Dale wasn't exaggerating about the defenses."
Even from this distance, Silas felt a heavy weight of ancient power radiating from them.
They weren't just statues, they were dormant predators waiting for a trigger. His trigger, likely, if he tried to approach the main doors.
As he studied them more carefully, Silas noticed the faint red glow emanating from within their visors, beast-faced helmets with empty eye slits that somehow seemed to be watching. Waiting. The armor showed signs of battle, ancient scars and dents marring their surfaces. Whatever had caused those marks hadn't survived the encounter.
He shifted his position on the branch, trying to get a better view. The pauldrons curved upward like horns, adding to their already imposing height. Their gauntlets were oversized, designed to wield those massive blades that would scrape the ground if lifted.
"Front door's definitely not an option," Silas muttered under his breath.
He considered his options.
Fighting those things head-on would be suicide. Even if he somehow managed to defeat one, the effort would leave him too drained to handle whatever waited inside. And there was always the possibility they were just the first line of defense.
He shifted his position on the branch, squinting at the eastern side of the property where the wall appeared slightly lower.
A collapsed section? No, as he looked closer, he spotted what appeared to be a service entrance, nearly hidden by overgrowth.
"Better than walking through the front door," he muttered.
Continuing his survey, Silas studied the mansion itself. Several second-story windows were broken, and one section of the roof had partially caved in. If he could reach that damaged area, it might provide access to the upper floors, potentially bypassing whatever waited at ground level.
His gaze traced the path from the wall to the main house. A series of outbuildings, what looked like stables, a carriage house, and possibly servants' quarters, created potential cover between the perimeter and the mansion.
"Service entrance first," he decided. "If that's sealed or too dangerous, the damaged roof section is plan B."
「Quest Update: The Beckham Inheritance
Objective Complete: Pay the 3 Gold Inheritance Processing Fee
Objective Complete: Return Summoning Orb
Objective Complete: Arrive at the Beckham Estate
New Objective: Find a safe entry point into the manor (Avoiding Gemini Guardians Recommended)」
He memorized the layout, the service gate, the path through the outbuildings, and the main house's vulnerable points. If things went wrong, knowing escape routes could mean the difference between life and death.
Silas climbed down from the tree, landing softly on the packed dirt. He adjusted his equipment, ensuring everything was secure and wouldn't make noise.
The summoning orb, ready if needed.
He approached the wall near the hidden service entrance, moving in a crouch through the tall grass that grew outside the estate's boundaries.
Silas reached the eastern wall closest to the service entry he saw. He tested the stone for handholds, found a few promising cracks, and pulled himself up. The wall was lower here, about nine feet instead of twelve, making the climb manageable.
He swung his leg over the top, careful to avoid the jagged remains of what might have been decorative ironwork, and dropped down inside the estate grounds.
He landed in a crouch, keeping low as he scanned the area. Tall grass swayed gently around him, reaching past his knees in places. The service entrance was about fifty yards ahead, partially hidden behind a weathered stone fountain.
Three steps in, the grass to his right rustled.
Silas froze. The movement wasn't caused by wind, there wasn't any. Something was moving toward him, parting the grass in a sinuous line.
「System Notification: Hostile Entity Detected! Jörmungandr Stone Serpent (Territorial Guardian / Feral) - Rank B. Warning: Extreme Threat Level for current Class/Level.」
「Abilities Detected: Crushing Coils, Stone Spit, Earth Meld, Seismic Sense」
A massive, triangular head rose above the vegetation, tongue flicking. Scales gleamed iridescent green and black in the sunlight as more of the creature emerged, a snake nearly as thick as Silas's torso and at least twenty feet long.
"Jorumung," Silas said, backing away slowly.
The giant serpent's jaws opened.
No time to run. The damn thing was too fast, and the grass too thick to navigate quickly. Silas reached for the summoning orb, channeling mana into it as the Jorumung coiled, preparing to strike.
The orb pulsed with light, and a small, brown-furred creature materialized at Silas's feet, a Marsh Hare. The rabbit-like animal twitched its nose and ears.
"Sorry about this," Silas muttered, then gave the hare a gentle nudge away from him.
The Jorumung's head swiveled toward the movement, its attention captured by the easier prey. The hare bolted, darting through the grass toward the service entrance.
Silas groaned as he watched the Jorumung slither after the Marsh Hare, blocking his path to the service entrance.
"So much for plan A," he muttered, backing away carefully.
Silas didn't waste the precious seconds the doomed hare had bought him. The distraction wouldn't last long, but it was enough.
The service entrance was effectively guarded now, and even if the snake moved on, Silas had no desire to cross paths with it again. Jorumungs were territorial and had excellent memory, it would remember his scent.
He retreated toward the wall, keeping low and moving slowly to avoid attracting the serpent's attention. Once he'd put sufficient distance between himself and the creature, he paused to reconsider his options.
"Plan B it is," he decided, looking up at the damaged section of roof he'd spotted earlier.
Getting there would be the challenge. He'd need to circle around, avoiding both the Jorumung and the Gemini guardians at the main gate.
Silas began moving along the inside of the wall, using the overgrown vegetation for cover. He kept his movements deliberate and quiet, eyes constantly scanning for more unwelcome surprises. The grounds were unnaturally quiet except for the occasional rustle of grass or snap of a twig beneath his boots.
He spotted what looked like a groundskeeper's shed about halfway to his destination. It could provide temporary shelter and possibly tools that might help with climbing the mansion walls.
"At least the place is consistent," Silas muttered to himself. "Everything wants to kill me, just like back home."
Silas crept toward the groundskeeper's shed, keeping low in the tall grass. The structure looked sturdy enough to provide temporary shelter while he planned his next move. Just twenty more feet and,
A deep, grinding sound stopped him cold.
Metal scraped against metal, a harsh noise that cut through the unnatural silence of the estate. Silas whipped around toward the source.
The Gemini guardians were moving.
Both massive suits of armor had pulled their swords from the ground, the blades scraping against the stone path as they turned in perfect synchronization. The crimson glow from their visors brightened, twin points of malevolent light that fixed directly on Silas's position.
"Shit," he hissed, dropping lower in the grass. "How did they, "
He didn't have time to finish the thought. The armored sentinels began to advance, moving with surprising speed for their size. Each step sent a small tremor through the ground, the rhythm of their movement perfectly matched as they closed the distance.
Silas bolted toward the shed. No point in stealth now. They'd spotted him somehow. The estate's magical defenses must be more sophisticated than he'd anticipated. Perhaps they sensed his blood or his presence on the property.
The Gemini split apart, one circling to cut off his path to the shed, the other continuing straight toward him. A flanking maneuver executed with eerie precision.
Silas changed direction, darting toward a half-collapsed gazebo. The nearest guardian swung its massive blade, missing him by inches. The sword cleaved through overgrown vegetation sending plant matter flying.
"Definitely not fighting these things," Silas said, rolling under a low stone archway that the bulky armors couldn't follow through. He needed distance, needed time to think.
The bronze-colored guardian simply smashed through the archway, stone crumbling beneath its strength. The dark iron one circled around, maintaining the pincer movement.
They were herding him, driving him away from the perimeter and toward the main house. Whether by design or coincidence, they were forcing him exactly where he'd planned to go, just far more quickly than he'd intended.
Silas sprinted toward the main house, the Gemini in relentless pursuit. Their synchronized movements were unnervingly precise, like dancers in a lethal ballet. The dark iron guardian swung its massive blade in a horizontal arc that would have cleaved him in half if he hadn't ducked at the last second.
He scrambled up a half-collapsed fountain, using the height to launch himself toward a low-hanging balcony on the manor's second floor. His fingers caught the edge, muscles straining as he pulled himself up and over.
The bronze guardian's sword smashed into the stone beneath him, sending fragments flying as Silas rolled onto the balcony.
"Persistent bastards," he hissed, chest heaving.
The armored sentinels positioned themselves below, cred n light from their visors fixed on him. They made no attempt to follow, perhaps they couldn't climb. Instead, they stood motionless, as if waiting.
Silas took the moment to catch his breath and survey his surroundings. The balcony connected to what might have once been a study or sitting room. The glass doors were cracked but sealed shut.
A flash of movement caught his eye. The bronze guardian had turned, heading back toward the main entrance. The dark iron one remained, watching.
They were splitting up again, one to guard, one to intercept if he tried to leave.
Silas pushed against the balcony doors, which refused to open though he could see the room beyond.
As he looked over the balcony, the dark iron guardian remained below, sword planted point-down before it once again.
"I have the papers," Silas said, voice steady despite the hammering in his chest. He raised the inheritance documents, the Beckham seal clearly visible. "Official heir to the estate."
The iron guardian's visor flared crimson. Silas had just enough time to register the change before the massive sword swept upward in a devastating arc.
Metal screamed against stone as the blade connected with the balcony's supports. The entire structure shuddered, then gave way beneath Silas's feet.
"Dammit!" He scrambled for purchase as the balcony collapsed, chunks of masonry and decorative ironwork tumbling down around him.
He hit the ground hard, the impact knocking the wind from his lungs. Pain went through his shoulder. Something warm trickled down his temple, blood from a gash he hadn't felt in the chaos.
The guardian loomed over him. The sword rose again, poised for a killing blow.
Silas rolled desperately, narrowly avoiding being skewered as the blade plunged into the earth where he'd been lying. He staggered to his feet, options dwindling with each passing second.
Silas made his decision in an instant. With no cards left to play, he turned and sprinted directly toward the main entrance of the mansion.
"Let's see if you can catch me!" he shouted over his shoulder.
The guardian chased, its heavy steps shaking the ground. The bronze one resumed its post after ensuring Silas couldn't escape the estate. Silas sprinted to the mansion's main entrance.
"Don't you start too," Silas muttered as the other Gemini started coming his way.
He changed direction slightly.
The dark iron guardian gained ground, its sword whistling through the air inches from Silas's back. He could feel the displacement of air against his neck.
Twenty yards to the entrance. Fifteen.
The bronze guardian moved now, stepping into his path, sword rising.
Silas dropped into a slide, skidding beneath the arc of the blade on the slick stone path. He scrambled back to his feet, momentum lost but still moving.
Ten yards.
Both guardians converged on him now, moving with unnatural synchronization. The main doors loomed ahead, massive oak reinforced with iron bands, closed tight against intruders.
"Please be unlocked," Silas prayed, though he'd never been the praying type.
Five yards.
He risked a glance over his shoulder. The dark guardian's sword was already in motion, a killing blow aimed at his spine.
Silas hurled himself at the doors, shoulder first. Pain shot through his arm as he connected with the solid wood.
The doors gave way.
He tumbled forward into darkness as the guardian's blade followed, slicing through the air where he'd stood a heartbeat before.
Silas rolled across polished marble, coming to rest against something solid. Behind him, the massive sword wedged between the doors, preventing them from closing.
The guardian pushed forward, metal fingers gripping the edge of one door. Red light from its visor spilled into the darkened foyer.
"No you don't," Silas growled.
He kicked the nearest door with all his strength.
Ancient wood groaned and the hinges screamed in protest. Then, the doors slammed shut on the guardian's sword.
Metal shattered as the blade snapped in two, leaving the guardian holding a useless hilt outside while the broken end clattered to the marble floor beside Silas.
Silence fell, broken only by Silas's ragged breathing and the slow drip of blood from his temple.
He was inside.
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Welcome Home


Silas leaned against the wall, letting his head fall back as he caught his breath. His shoulder throbbed where he'd rammed the door, and blood continued its slow trickle down his face. The foyer remained dark with only thin shafts of light penetrating through cracks in the curtained windows. 
"Well," he muttered to the empty house. "That could have gone better."
The broken sword fragment rested on the floor, with its metal still emitting a faint glow from the power associated with the Gemini.
Outside, he heard the guardians' heavy footsteps circling the mansion. They hadn't given up, just changed tactics. Now they were patrolling, waiting for him to emerge. He was trapped inside, which, ironically, was exactly where he needed to be.
As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, details of the foyer emerged. Dust covered everything, a thick, undisturbed layer on ornate furniture and the floor. Cobwebs stretched between a massive chandelier and the high ceiling. The air smelled stale, with undertones of mildew.
"Seven years abandoned," Silas muttered, remembering what the food vendor had told him.
He took a cautious step forward, wincing at the loud creak from the floorboards beneath the marble tiles. If anything else resided in this mansion, he'd just announced his presence.
Silas drew his sword with his good arm.
"Now what?" Silas asked himself. "Find the butler? Look for valuables? Or just try not to die?"
He moved deeper into the hall, eyes scanning each shadow and doorway. A grand staircase dominated the center of the room, splitting into two curved sections that led to the upper floors. The banister was broken in several places, and many of the steps appeared rotted through, not a route he'd trust without testing each board first.
To his right, a set of double doors hung partially open, revealing glimpses of what might have been a formal dining room. To his left, a narrow corridor disappeared into darkness. Ahead, beyond the staircase, another hallway stretched into the depths of the manor.
A rat skittered across his path, vanishing into a hole in the baseboard.
At least something lived here. Though from the size of that rat, nearly as large as a small cat, maybe that wasn't entirely comforting.
Somewhere deeper in the darkness, floorboards creaked.
Silas froze, sword held ready. The sound hadn't been random, it carried the deliberate rhythm of footsteps. Something with weight was moving toward him.
He considered his options. The dining room offered space to maneuver but might trap him. The narrow corridor could provide cover but limit his movement. The main hallway beyond the stairs presented too many unknowns.
Silas backed toward the dining room, keeping his eyes fixed on the dark hallway ahead. The footsteps grew louder, more distinct. Not the heavy footsteps of the Gemini, but something else, something that walked with purpose.
"If you're planning to kill me," Silas called out. "Try to do it in one go, yeah? No one wants to awkwardly linger around between one life and the next."
The creaking stopped.
Then resumed, closer now.
Silas moved toward the right-hand doorway. If Karst had taught him anything, it was that nothing good came from standing still when danger approached.
More portraits lined the corridor beyond, their once-ornate frames warped and sagging. Most of the paintings had succumbed to rot and time, but a few remained intact enough to recognize as human figures, though someone or something had methodically torn through the faces, leaving only ragged holes where features should have been.
Gooseflesh broke out along his arms despite the stuffiness of the air.
He stopped mid-step as metal scraped against stone somewhere above, followed by heavy, deliberate footsteps that sent dust drifting down from the ceiling.
The corridor widened into what might have once been a study or sitting room. A figure waited in the center, standing perfectly still like a statue that had always been there. The creature towered at least nine feet tall, encased in plates of deep crimson armor that gleamed like fresh blood even in the dim light.
Though it stood motionless, something about its stance, the slight forward tilt, the tension in its massive gauntlets, triggered Silas's hunter instincts. This thing was poised to attack.
Silas kept his stance loose, ready to move in any direction. The armor might be ancient, but the fluid way it had shifted position suggested he wouldn't be able to outmaneuver it easily, not like the constructs outside. His fingers brushed the summoning orb, but he hesitated. Starting a fight in this cramped space against something that size would end badly.
"Who would dare to trespass within Beckham Estate?" The words boomed through the room, the voice deep and rasping, like metal grinding against stone.
Silas tightened his grip on his sword, though he knew it would do little against the massive, armored figure. The creature's crimson plates caught what little light filtered through the broken windows, making it look as though it was drenched in fresh blood.
"Silas Beckham!" He raised his voice to match the creature's volume, forcing confidence into his tone. "Last of the line."
The armor advanced with surprising grace for something so massive. Each step was precise, calculated, and unnervingly silent for its size. Dust swirled around its feet, disturbed for the first time in years.
"Many have claimed the Beckham name." Its voice dropped lower, threatening. Metal scraped against metal as its gauntlets flexed. "Their bones rest in the garden now. You'll be another vulture, come to claim what's not yours."
"Vulture?" Silas barked a laugh, keeping his eyes on the armor's movements. "Vultures at least know what they're after. I was dragged here by a bird and a scroll. If you want to blame someone for my presence, take it up with your postal service."
He took a careful step to the side, creating space between himself and the approaching guardian. The room offered few advantages, a heavy desk to his left, what remained of a bookshelf to his right. Nothing substantial enough to stop nine feet of animated armor.
"If it helps," Silas added. "I'm as surprised to be here as you are to see me. But since we're both stuck with this situation, perhaps we could skip the part where you try to add my bones to your collection?"
The crimson guardian paused, its helmet tilting slightly as though considering. Then it raised one massive gauntlet, pointing directly at Silas's chest.
"Blood proves all," it rumbled.
Silas had survived Karst's streets by knowing when someone wanted an excuse to kill, and this thing was definitely looking for one.
The armored monster took another step forward. In one hand it gripped a massive sword that would have required two hands for a normal man to lift. In the other, a weapon suddenly materialized, a hybrid of polearm and scythe with barbed edges glinting along its length. The weapons looked designed for maximum pain rather than clean kills.
"Begone, or feed the floor with your entrails," it commanded, the armor plates shifting and locking together like a predator tensing before a strike.
Silas cursed under his breath. He'd faced monsters before, giant spiders, revenants, even lizards that grew too big for anyone's good, but this was on a different level entirely.
Even so, he wasn't about to back down.
Not now. Not after coming this far.
"I'm the rightful heir!" Silas shouted, but the thing only took another thunderous step forward.
Its armor clacked with each movement, red runes flaring to life along each plate. Shadows swirled around its feet, and Silas caught glimpses of spirits flickering in and out of view, half-formed faces that pressed outward in puffs of smoke and magic, their features contorted in silent screams.
"Shit," Silas muttered under his breath.
The purple wisteria and holy water in his pocket felt completely inadequate against whatever this thing was, but they were better than nothing.
Silas yanked the inheritance papers from his coat, but the armored figure's sudden burst of speed left no time for explanations.
His muscles tensed, ready to dodge.
"I have proof!" Silas called out, waving the documents frantically.
The thing, paid no attention as its weapons blurred, the edges taking on a crimson glow as it attacked.
Its sword swept toward him in a horizontal arc, aiming to cleave him in half at the waist. Silas threw himself backward, stumbling over broken stone and splintered wood. The sword's edge passed close enough that he felt the displaced air against his stomach, a moment slower and he'd be bleeding out on the floor, looking at his bottom half wondering why he was in two pieces.
"Wait!" he yelled again, desperation edging into his voice.
The armored monster ignored him and followed up with a vicious swipe of its scythe. Silas dropped to the ground and rolled as the weapon struck where he'd been standing. The impact sent cracks spiderwebbing through the floor tiles, revealing darkness beneath.
Skeletal hands burst from the broken floor, long, pale bones emerging from the darkness to grab at his limbs and clothing. Silas kicked hard, shattering the first set of fingers that clutched at his boot. More erupted through the cracks, an endless supply of grasping limbs reaching for any part of him they could seize.
He stomped another hand into dust, but three more seized his left leg. Their grip was like iron, bony fingers digging into his flesh through his pants. Silas slammed his heel down, breaking one set of fingers, then another. But for each hand he destroyed, two more took its place.
The armored monster attacked again, weapons descending in a deadly cross pattern.
Silas wrenched himself free of the skeletal grasp and dove forward, barely dodging the attack. He rolled across broken tiles and splintered wood, hands bursting up wherever he touched the ground.
Pain shot through his right arm as cold fingers latched onto his wrist.
Silas's instincts screamed at him to counter or die. He fumbled for the small flask pinned inside his coat, the holy water burning cold against his palm through the glass. His fingers closed around it just as another skeletal hand burst through the floor, clawing at his boots.
He popped the cork with his thumb. The armored monster's next slash came in so fast, Silas barely tracked the movement. He flung the water in a desperate arc, praying his timing wasn't off.
Droplets splashed across the skeleton's breastplate and helm. The effect was immediate, white steam rose from where the liquid made contact, sizzling against the blood-red metal.
The armor flickered like a candle in a draft.
"GRRAAAHH!" The monster's sword technique faltered mid-swing, its massive frame shuddering.
Silas stumbled back, chest heaving. The armor convulsed, trying to shake off the burning liquid. Through gaps in its smoking helm, he caught glimpses of a cracked skull underneath, old bone yellowed with age.
Silas yanked the wisteria from his pocket, crushing the purple flowers in his fist. The skeletal hands recoiled at the plant's touch, crumbling to dust where the petals made contact. He scattered the crushed flowers in a circle around him, buying precious seconds as the bony fingers retreated back into the broken floor.
The armored monster was recovering, shaking off the effects of the holy water. It would resume its attacks any moment.
Silas's fingers found the summoning orb. No time to be picky about which creature answered his call. He poured mana into the sphere, and light burst forth as a Grey Owl appeared overhead.
The bird's wings spread wide.
"Go for the head!" he commanded the owl.
The bird dove straight for the armored monster's helmet, talons extended.
The monster swung its weapons wildly, trying to keep the owl at bay.
"I can't just give up and die," Silas muttered through gritted teeth, his grip tightening on his sword.
"YOU DARE USE HOLY WATER ON ME AND SEND A BIRD TO PECK AT ME?" The monster roared, its voice shaking dust from the ceiling.
Steam still rose from its armor where the blessed liquid had made contact. Silas's hands shook, but not from fear. He'd survived the streets of Karst, fought Arachne in collapsed buildings, and clawed his way through the fighting pits.
He hadn't come all this way to die in his own damn house.
"I didn't crawl out of Karst's gutters just for things to end here!" Silas snarled, yanking the inheritance papers from his coat again. "I'm the heir, and I can prove it!"
He hurled the documents at the armored monster.
The papers fluttered through the air and started to fall down. The armored monster snatched a few of the falling pages in its armored hands.
"These are? Oh, OH! Oh my…" The monster's voice trailed off as it studied the papers, tone shifting from rage to something close to embarrassment.
Silas straightened his back, keeping his sword ready.
The armored monster's helm tilted down as it examined the papers, flipping through them. Its menacing aura diminished with each page it turned.
"These are official documents, none of the forgeries you've had before," Silas said, keeping his distance but lowering his sword slightly. "Approved by the Registry Office itself. Check the magistrate's mark if you don't believe me."
The armored figure went completely still.
Then, to Silas's surprise, it dropped to one knee with a loud clang that shook dust from the ceiling. The weapons it had been holding moments before dissolved into puffs of shadow and disappeared.
The blood-red armor dissolved like smoke, revealing a tall skeletal frame dressed in an immaculate butler's suit.
"My deepest apologies, young master," it said, its voice transformed from a threatening rumble to something almost reverent. "I am Bonereghard Ekkert, caretaker of the Beckham Estate."
Silas blinked, sword still half-raised. "Bonereghard? The butler?"
The skeletal figure, apparently the undead butler he'd been warned about, rose to its full height again, somehow managing to look sheepish despite being nothing but bones in a tailored suit.
"Indeed, sir. Though I prefer the term 'estate steward' these days." Bonereghard bowed formally. "I must apologize for the overzealous welcome. We've had seventeen false claimants attempt to seize the estate. Some with quite convincing forgeries. Though I must say, your entrance through the garden wall was rather unorthodox."
"You tried to cut me in half," Silas pointed out, not quite ready to lower his guard completely.
"Standard protocol for uninvited guests," Bonereghard replied, as if discussing the weather. "Though I would have verified your identity after the final blow. Post action review and all."
Silas stared at the towering skeletal figure before him, mind reeling from the sudden shift from mortal combat to formal introduction.
The summoned Grey Owl still circled above, wary of the undead butler.
"Call off your bird, if you would, sir," Bonereghard said, brushing dust from his immaculate suit with surprising delicacy for such long, bony fingers. "The last thing these floors need is more organic matter."
Silas hesitated, then dismissed the owl with a wave of his hand. The creature dissolved into light that faded into nothing.
"So, you're telling me," Silas said, still keeping his distance. "You try to kill everyone who walks through that door, and only check if they're the real heir after they're dead?"
"Not everyone," Bonereghard corrected. "The Gemini handle most unwanted visitors. I only intervene for those who manage to get past them. Though I must say, breaking one of their swords was quite impressive. They're quite attached to those weapons."
The skeletal butler straightened his posture, somehow making his formal suit look dignified rather than incongruous on his bony frame.
"And as for verification after death," he continued, "you'd be surprised how many fraudulent claims we've had. Bastian has no shortage of opportunists."
"I've noticed," Silas muttered, finally lowering his sword but keeping it unsheathed.
"Indeed. As they say," Bonereghard continued. "There is no thieves' guild in Bastian, only tax collectors. The distinction being primarily one of paperwork."
Silas couldn't help but laugh at that, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. "That's actually not far from what I've seen so far."
"The city has refined the art of separating citizens from their coin to a degree that would make common criminals weep with envy," Bonereghard agreed. "Though I suppose you've already encountered that particular joy, if you've made it this far."
"Because of the disrepairs? Or the murder monsters in the yard?" Silas asked, gesturing toward the broken windows and crumbling walls.
"Ah." Bonereghard adjusted his tie with bony fingers. "Yes. Maintenance has been somewhat lackadaisical since Master Dewalt's passing. Still, attempted murder aside, I must ask, why didn't you lead with your status as heir?"
Silas bit back his tongue. "Lead with it? I'm pretty sure I said it a few times."
He glanced around the dilapidated entryway, taking in the broken furniture and dust-covered surfaces. The place was a wreck, but there was something about it, something beneath it that could be great.
"To be honest," Silas continued, "I'm still not entirely convinced this isn't some elaborate scam. Just yesterday I was hunting spiders in Karst for five silver. Now I'm supposedly heir to... well,"
He gestured all around them. "Whatever this is."
Bonereghard's skull tilted slightly.
"Skepticism is a perfectly reasonable response, sir. The Beckham bloodline has always favored caution." The butler straightened his already impeccable suit. "Though I must say, your method of entry suggests either desperate bravery or a remarkable lack of self-preservation. Both traits the late Master Dewalt possessed in abundance."
Silas watched Bonereghard. The butler seemed to consider his response carefully.
"And yet Dewalt still managed to die, didn't he?" Silas asked, unable to keep the edge from his voice.
Something shifted in Bonereghard's skeletal features, the closest thing to a grimace a skull could manage. The butler quickly changed the subject.
"So, you said you opened with being the heir?" Bonereghard asked. "I was rather focused on defending the estate from potential looters. My hearing isn't what it once was, I'm afraid."
"You tried to kill me!" Silas responded.
"A regrettable misunderstanding." Bonereghard waved a bony hand dismissively. "Water under the bridge, as they say."
"Water under the bridge? Really?" Silas stared at the skeleton butler. "You summoned hands from the floor to drag me under!"
"Standard estate security measures. Nothing personal, I assure you." Bonereghard brushed some dust off of his suit sleeve. "Though I must commend your quick thinking with the holy water. Most intruders don't come quite so well-prepared."
"You were going to add my bones to the garden," Silas said flatly.
"Ah, yes. Well, it is a rather nice garden, depending on the time of year." Bonereghard straightened his tie with the precision of someone who had performed the gesture thousands of times. "The roses do particularly well with the proper enrichment."
Silas frowned and shook his head.
"Besides," Bonereghard continued. "You didn't die. Sometimes one must take a more cavalier approach towards these things."
Silas tried to process the butler's casual attitude toward attempted murder. This wasn't what he'd expected when he'd pictured claiming his inheritance, a skeleton in formal wear discussing killing intruders as if describing household chores.
Silas crossed his arms. "What about all those other supposed 'heirs' you mentioned? The ones whose bones rest in the garden now?"
"Oh, them," Bonereghard replied. "Well, we've had quite the parade of pretenders over the past few years. Most unpleasant business." He gestured vaguely with a skeletal hand. "Seventeen claimants, if I recall correctly. All with paperwork that looked legitimate enough to the untrained eye."
"And you killed them all?" Silas asked, incredulous.
"I prefer to think of it as 'enforcing property boundaries,'" Bonereghard said, adjusting his cuffs. "None of them had Beckham blood, you see. Oh, they had plenty of blood," he paused, empty eye sockets somehow conveying amusement. "Just not Beckham blood."
Silas regretted asking as soon as the words left his mouth. "How could you tell?"
"Oh, it got all over the walls." Bonereghard gestured casually to several dark stains on the entryway walls that Silas had assumed were water damage. "We can be rather enthusiastic when we engage intruders. One of the few ways to really pass the time between me and the Gemini."
Silas stared at the stains with new understanding.
Old blood, splattered across the walls and never properly cleaned.
"You're telling me those are blood splatters? From people who tried to claim this place?" Silas asked, suddenly reevaluating his position.
The casual way Bonereghard discussed murder made his skin crawl.
"Ah, yes. Quite," Bonereghard replied, looking at the stains with what might have been nostalgia. "Though I should clarify, they weren't people, per se. Merely opportunists. Con artists. Tax collectors, essentially, but without the government backing."
Silas found himself nodding before he caught himself.
"I suppose that's fair," Silas admitted, surprising himself with the words. "Still, couldn't you have just turned them away? Without the whole, well," He gestured at the blood stains.
Bonereghard seemed to adopt a prideful posture.
"Examples have to be made, young Silas," the skeleton butler said, straightening to his full height. "We either have rules, or we don't. We either have an estate, or we don't."
Something in the butler's tone made Silas pause.
There was conviction there, a sense of purpose beyond the casual discussion of murder. For all his dark humor, Bonereghard genuinely believed in what he was saying.
"The Beckham Estate isn't merely property," Bonereghard continued, gesturing around them with a skeletal hand. "It's a legacy. One that has endured for generations through careful protection of its boundaries and resources. Be proud, young master, we have defended the legacy of your ancestors, and your inheritance quite well."
"Though I will admit," he added, "the cleaning staff has been somewhat lacking since Master Dewalt's passing. Finding good help when one is technically deceased presents certain challenges."
Silas found himself torn between horror at the casual discussion of murder and a strange, unexpected feeling of gratitude. If not for Bonereghard's deadly efficiency, there might have been nothing left for him to inherit.
"I suppose I should thank you," Silas said finally. "For preserving what's mine. Even if your methods are..."
"Effective?" Bonereghard finished.
"I was going to say 'terrifying,'" Silas replied.
"I believe what you're trying to say is 'thank you,'" Bonereghard offered, his skeletal hands clasped behind his back.
Silas laughed. "Yeah, I suppose I am. Even if it is a bit excessive."
The skeletal butler inclined his head in acknowledgment. "Excessive is a matter of perspective, young master. In my experience, there's rarely such a thing as excessive security when it comes to protecting something of value."
"Is there anything left worth protecting?" Silas asked.
"Oh, my dear boy," Bonereghard said, and for a moment, his formal tone gave way to something almost paternal. "You have no idea what lies within these walls."
"So, what happens now?" Silas asked, looking around the decrepit foyer. "I've got the papers, I've survived your welcome. Does that mean I officially own this place? And if I'm truly the heir, then why am I just now being told by the Bird of Hermes? Why wait until now?"
Bonereghard stopped and considered. "Ah. That." He seemed to consider his words carefully. "The Bird only appears when the last Beckham dies. If it sought you out, there is only one answer."
"Then the last Beckham before me just died," Silas finished.
"Precisely." Bonereghard nodded, his skull bobbing slightly on vertebrae. "Someone of your bloodline has recently passed. Though I can assure you, on my knight's honor, it wasn't me, and it wasn't here."
He placed a hand over where his heart would have been.
"Knight's honor?" Silas raised an eyebrow. "You were a knight?"
"Before I was a butler, yes. Before I was this."
He gestured to his skeletal form. "But that's a story for another time, young master. Suffice to say, I've served the Beckham line for longer than most nations have existed, and I intend to continue doing so." He paused. "Though perhaps with fewer attempts on your life, now that we've established your legitimacy."
"How reassuring," Silas muttered.
Bonereghard paused a moment, considering, then asked, "If I may ask, did the Bird tell you anything about your connection to the family?"
Silas watched Bonereghard closely, searching for any reaction. "The Bird of Hermes pointed towards Dewalt as my grandfather, and Magistrate Riane seemed to think similar, that Dewalt was my grandfather, and the father I never knew was the child Dewalt never knew."
The skeleton butler looked away. If he'd had breath, Silas imagined it would have caught in his throat. The empty eye sockets seemed to widen slightly, though how that was possible with a skull, Silas couldn't say.
"I see," Bonereghard said finally, his voice softer than before. "That would explain certain things."
"What things?" Silas pressed.
Bonereghard straightened his posture, the moment of vulnerability gone as quickly as it had appeared. "Master Dewalt was, shall we say, a man of substantial appetites. Not unlike many powerful mages." He adjusted his tie unnecessarily. "The possibility of unacknowledged offspring isn't entirely surprising."
"My mother never mentioned him," Silas said. "She died when I was seven. Worked in a tavern in Karst. Said my father could've been any of a hundred men."
"And yet here you are, with Beckham blood." Bonereghard replied. "The Bird of Hermes doesn't make mistakes. If it found you, then you are indeed the last of the line."
Silas ran a hand through his hair, still struggling to process it all. "So my father was Dewalt's son? A son he never knew about?"
"It appears so," Bonereghard replied. "Master Dewalt had many associations during his travels. He wouldn't have even needed to visit Karst, only his son, but the timing of his general wandering days leaves quite the open window."
"Alright, so let's say that's true. Now they're all dead except me," Silas said, the weight of it settling on his shoulders. "Everyone with Beckham blood. Gone."
"And yet, you survived," Bonereghard said, his voice taking on an almost thoughtful quality. "The last Beckham. Rather fitting that you should return to claim what is yours."
Silas felt a strange mix of emotions wash over him. Grief for a family he'd never known. Anger at the grandfather who never sought him out. Confusion about his own place in this bizarre inheritance. And beneath it all, a strange sense of belonging he'd never experienced before.
"So what now?" Silas asked, looking around the decrepit foyer with new eyes. Not just as a prize to be claimed, but as something that was actually his. By blood and by right.
"Now, young master," Bonereghard said, straightening to his full height. "We begin the process of restoration. The estate has fallen into disrepair, but it can be returned to its former glory with time, effort, and a not insignificant amount of gold."
Silas snorted. "Gold I don't have. According to the Magistrate, I'm already twenty-eight thousand in debt just for claiming this place."
"Ah, yes. Thievery." Bonereghard's skull somehow managed to convey disdain. "A rather transparent attempt by the city to prevent you from taking possession. I'm surprised you managed to secure even a deferment."
"Magistrate Riane helped," Silas admitted. "Though I'm sure she has her reasons. Still feels weird, me being the last Beckham."
Bonereghard placed a skeletal hand on Silas's shoulder, the gesture awkward but somehow reassuring.
"Well, young master, consider it a positive," the butler said. "If you were anything but a Beckham, the house would have eaten you by now."
Silas glanced over at him. "Wait, what?"
The butler removed his hand and straightened his lapels, continuing as if he hadn't said anything alarming at all. "Perhaps you'd care for a tour of your new home? There is much to discuss about the estate."
Silas stared at Bonereghard, waiting for an explanation that didn't come. The casual mention of the house "eating" people hung in the air between them. Just another horrifying detail tossed out like it was nothing special.
The skeletal butler hadn't killed him yet, and if what Bonereghard said was true, the estate might hold solutions to his financial problems.
"Lead the way," Silas said eventually. "Just promise not to summon any more hands from the floor."
"I make no promises I cannot keep, young master," Bonereghard replied with what might have been amusement. "But I shall endeavor to direct any further security measures toward your enemies rather than yourself."
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The Sanctuary Within


Silas followed Bonereghard through the doorway into the lounge beyond. He half expected to find himself in another ruined room full of monsters or some kind of trap. 
Instead, he found himself in what could only be described as a sanctuary in the heart of the old estate.
「System Notification: Sanctuary Zone - Dewalt Beckham's Lounge」
Unlike the rest of the estate, this room was largely untouched by time. It had rich mahogany paneled walls, and a soft orange light shined out from brass lamps that turned on as soon as they entered.
Underfoot lay a thick carpet that cushioned each step, without even a layer of dust on its surface.
"This is a safe place, right? Sanctuary Zone?" Silas asked, unable to keep the suspicion from his voice.
"Quite safe, young master," Bonereghard assured him. "The lounge is protected by specialized wards that prevent deterioration and keep unwanted entities at bay. It was one of your grandfather's favorite retreats."
Silas took a cautious step forward, half-expecting the floor to give way or some hidden monster to lunge from the shadows. When nothing happened, he allowed himself to relax slightly. The air smelled different here, less of mold and decay, more of aged leather, parchment, and pipe tobacco.
"Why isn't the whole estate protected like this?"
Bonereghard adjusted his monocle. "The cost mostly, young master, not just in coin but in time, magic, and energy. Still, your grandfather prioritized his personal spaces and the Archive. The rest was, shall we say, left to fend for itself."
The room was spacious but also cozy, dominated by a massive stone fireplace along one wall. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves surrounded them. A collection of comfortable leather armchairs and couches formed a semicircle before the hearth.
"Your grandfather spent many evenings here," Bonereghard continued, moving to a sideboard crafted from dark wood with intricate carvings of what appeared to be mythical creatures along its panels. "Reading, thinking, occasionally entertaining trusted colleagues."
"And avoiding the monsters he created," Silas added dryly.
Bonereghard's skull tilted slightly. "The Archmagus preferred to think of it as maintaining appropriate boundaries between work and leisure. A habit you too would do well to pick up."
The butler opened up the sideboard, revealing rows of decanters containing amber liquids of varying shades. "Your grandfather was particularly fond of fine spirits. He collected them from across the continent during his travels."
Silas eyed the collection with surprise.
"Did he actually drink all this stuff?" Silas cautiously approached the cabinet.
"Indeed, he did. The Archmagus had what one might call substantial appetites." Bonereghard selected a crystal decanter containing a deep amber liquid. "This was his favorite. A twenty-year-old whiskey distilled from barley grown on the estate grounds."
Silas picked up one of the glasses sitting beside the decanters. It was heavy crystal, perfectly clean despite years of abandonment. The preservation magic in this room was impressive.
"And now it's mine," Silas said, more to himself than to Bonereghard. The idea still felt unreal. This estate, these possessions, this legacy, all of it belonging to him simply because of blood.
"Indeed, young master. Though I would recommend saving that particular bottle for a more momentous occasion. Perhaps when you've managed to clear more of the estate or made a significant dent in your debt to the city."
Silas set the glass down. "Fair enough. So, what's the point of showing me this room? Just to prove my grandfather wasn't all monsters and mayhem?"
"Partially," Bonereghard admitted, closing the cabinet. "But more importantly, this lounge serves as one of the few truly safe locations within the estate. You may rest here without fear of attack. The wards recognize Beckham blood and will protect you."
Silas walked over to one of the leather armchairs and ran his hand along its back. The leather was supple, expensive. Nothing like the worn, cracked furniture he'd encountered in cheap inns across Karst.
"So, I've got one safe room in a death trap of an estate. Great."
"A foundation upon which to build, young master," Bonereghard corrected. "From here, we can begin to reclaim the rest of your inheritance, one room at a time."
"I suppose you're right." Silas approached a high-backed leather chair positioned near the fireplace. It looked invitingly comfortable after the day's events, fighting the Gemini, running for his life, facing down Bonereghard's murderous form.
"Sit, young master. You've had quite the ordeal." Bonereghard gestured toward the chair. "The enchantments woven into the furniture should help ease your fatigue."
Silas hesitated, then lowered himself into the chair. The leather was buttery-soft against his skin, and the moment he leaned back, he felt a sensation of warmth spreading through his tired muscles. Magic hummed softly beneath the surface, working to soothe aches he hadn't even realized he had.
"Damn," he muttered, sinking deeper into the cushions. "This is amazing."
"Comfortable, young master?" Bonereghard asked, as he picked out a particular decanter from the collection. "The Archmagus was quite particular about his comforts. Each piece in this room was specifically chosen or commissioned for both aesthetic appeal and practical enchantment."
The skeleton butler moved to a small table nearby and retrieved two crystal tumblers, each etched with the same stylized "B" that Silas had seen throughout the estate.
"A small libation, perhaps? Your grandfather always enjoyed unwinding with a glass after a challenging day." Bonereghard offered. "This one is a bit more common and meant to be enjoyed casually."
Silas eyed the offered drink warily. "Is it safe?"
"The preservation enchantments in this room maintain everything in perfect condition," Bonereghard explained, noticing Silas's hesitation. "The spirits are as fresh as the day they were sealed."
"It's not the age I'm worried about," Silas muttered, but took the glass anyway. He sniffed it cautiously, rich, with hints of oak and something sweeter underneath.
"Your grandfather had this imported," Bonereghard said. "A blend of malts aged in barrels that once held honey wine."
Silas took a small sip.
It was unlike anything he'd tasted before. It was complex and smooth with none of the harsh aftertaste and burn he associated with cheap spirits.
"Not bad," he admitted, taking another sip.
Bonereghard was satisfied. "The Archmagus believed that one should always have access to life's small comforts, particularly when faced with significant challenges."
"So this is how the other half lives," he murmured, sinking deeper into the enchanted chair.
For the first time since arriving at the estate, Silas allowed himself to truly relax.
"I could get used to this," he admitted quietly, almost to himself.
Silas took another sip of the whiskey, letting the warmth spread through his body.
He glanced around the room again, taking in the details he'd missed at first. The books on the shelves weren't just for show. Their spines were worn from use. A small writing desk in the corner held an inkwell and quill, positioned as if someone had just stepped away momentarily.
This wasn't just a display of wealth, it had been a lived-in space.
"The Archmagus did have excellent taste," Bonereghard replied. "It would be okay to get used to it. Though his other habits were occasionally less refined."
The skeleton moved to a corner of the room where an ornate wooden cabinet stood. He opened it to reveal rows of cigars neatly arranged in specially designed compartments.
"Your grandfather also enjoyed a fine cigar in the evenings. Would you care to partake?" Bonereghard held up a long, dark cylinder wrapped in tobacco leaf.
Silas shook his head. "Never developed the habit. Couldn't afford it."
"A wise choice, young master. While the Archmagus found them relaxing, I always found the smoke rather troublesome to navigate." Bonereghard tapped his ribcage. "Tends to linger in the oddest places when one lacks proper lungs."
Silas laughed, the whiskey already working to ease the tension that had been building in him ever since the Bird of Hermes had shown up.
"I imagine it would."
"The cigars were another collection of his," Bonereghard continued, closing the cabinet. "From distant places with names I could never properly pronounce. He'd sit in that very chair, enjoying his whiskey and cigar while reviewing his journals or simply contemplating the day's experiments."
The skeleton gestured toward the bookshelves. "Those volumes contain personal journals rather than research. Family histories, observations on Bastian politics, travel accounts. More accessible reading, should you be interested."
"All of this seems so," he paused, searching for the right word, "ordinary. Nothing's trying to kill me here."
"The Archmagus understood the necessity of sanctuary," Bonereghard said, adjusting a book that sat slightly out of alignment on a nearby shelf. "His work consumed him, but even he required respite from the dangers of his research."
Silas ran his fingers along the arm of the chair, feeling the quality of the leather. This was comfort and safety.
Something he'd rarely experienced.
"So, this is where he came to escape the monsters he created?"
"Where he came to be simply Dewalt Beckham," Bonereghard corrected. "Not the feared Archmagus, but a man who enjoyed fine whiskey and a good book by the fire."
The skeleton butler moved toward an alcove Silas hadn't noticed before. A large recliner sat beneath a stained-glass window, positioned to catch morning light.
"He spent much of his final time here," Bonereghard said, his voice taking on an almost wistful quality. "When climbing stairs became difficult, he would often rest there. His body failed while his mind remained sharp until the end."
Silas tried to imagine his grandfather, a man he'd never met but whose blood ran in his veins, sitting in that chair, growing old while surrounded by magical chaos of his own making.
"You might find it suitable for longer periods of rest," Bonereghard suggested. "The enchantments are particularly potent. The Archmagus designed it himself."
Silas stared at the recliner, picturing an old man spending his final days there.
"How did he die?" Silas asked suddenly.
Bonereghard paused, his skeletal hand hovering over the recliner's worn armrest.
"Life rarely provides the dramatic conclusions we might expect," Bonereghard replied. "Even for an Archmagus."
"But you said he was murdered," Silas pressed, sitting forward in his chair.
The skeleton butler's eye sockets darkened slightly. "Though a knife in the back is hardly dramatic."
"Indeed I did, young master. Your observational skills are commendable."
"Was it here?" Silas looked around wondering if his grandfather had been killed in his own safe haven.
"No, elsewhere in the estate," Bonereghard said, straightening his posture. "The front foyer where you first entered."
Silas pictured the ruined entrance hall where he'd first encountered Bonereghard in his armor form, the shattered chandelier, the cracked marble floor, the general disarray.
"Who did it?" Silas asked.
Silas watched Bonereghard's posture carefully. The skeletal butler's shoulders had stiffened slightly, his monocle glinting in the warm light of the lounge.
"Who did it?" Silas repeated when Bonereghard didn't immediately answer.
Bonereghard sighed.
"I do not know, young master."
Silas narrowed his eyes. "You don't know? You were here, weren't you? You're the estate's guardian."
"I was present on the grounds," Bonereghard admitted. "However, I did not witness the act itself. I found the Archmagus already deceased when I returned to the foyer."
Silas sat forward in his chair. "So, someone managed to get past you and the Gemini guardians, murder my grandfather, and then what? Just walked out?"
"The circumstances were unusual," Bonereghard replied. "He had requested a hot tea for his cough. When I returned, the Archmagus was already gone. No signs of forced entry, no alarms triggered."
"So it was someone he knew? Someone he let in?"
"That would be the logical conclusion," Bonereghard said. "Though the Archmagus had grown increasingly paranoid in his final years. He rarely admitted visitors beyond the gate."
Silas swirled the remaining whiskey in his glass, watching the amber liquid catch the light. "But you have no idea who it could have been?"
"I have theories, of course," Bonereghard replied. "But no concrete evidence. The Archmagus had many rivals in Bastian, not to mention the various entities he had summoned and bound over the years. Any number of them might have sought his demise."
"So whoever did it was powerful enough to hide from you?" Silas asked, watching Bonereghard's skull for any reaction. "I assumed you were connected to the estate itself."
"I am, young master." Bonereghard's voice grew solemn. "What I can say is whoever did it was powerful enough to hide their presence from me, and from the estate. I 'see' all that happens in this house, but I did not see that."
Bonereghard was all-knowing within these walls. The idea that someone could move through the estate undetected meant the sanctuary might not be as secure as he'd thought.
"So, there's a blind spot in your awareness," Silas questioned.
"No, a blind spot assumes it's a weakness in our security. Nothing of the sort. In this case, it just means whomever it was, was more powerful than our security."
Silas considered Bonereghard's words carefully. Someone powerful enough to evade the estate's security and kill an Archmagus. That was concerning, especially since he was now sitting in that same Archmagus's chair, drinking his whiskey.
"Could they come back?" he asked, trying to keep his voice casual.
"It's possible, though unlikely," Bonereghard replied. "Seven years have passed. If their quarrel was with the Archmagus specifically, they have no reason to return."
"Unless they learn there's a new Beckham in residence," Silas muttered.
"A valid concern," Bonereghard admitted.
Silas drained the last of his whiskey and sat back into the chair. He found himself relaxing despite the grim conversation.
"Another, young master?" Bonereghard asked, gesturing toward the decanter.
Silas hesitated then nodded. "Why not? Not like I'm going anywhere tonight."
Bonereghard moved to refill his glass.
"The estate recognizes you now," Bonereghard said as he handed the refilled glass to Silas. "You'll find the Gemini more accommodating should you need to leave and return. They'll still look threatening, but they won't attack, though they will attack uninvited guests if not warned in advance."
Silas accepted the glass, taking a larger sip this time. The whiskey went down smoother than the first, its complex flavors opening up on his palate.
"Small mercies," he said. "At least I won't have to dodge eight-foot-tall suits of armor every time I go out for supplies."
The whiskey warmed Silas's body, seeping into his tired muscles. Two glasses in, and he felt the pleasant buzz of alcohol loosening him up.
"I have no idea how I'm going to come up with the money to keep this place," Silas admitted, staring into his glass. The words tumbled out before he could stop them, revealing what had been gnawing at him since Magistrate Riane had mentioned the debt.
"I'm sure you'll find a way, young master," Bonereghard replied.
Silas grimaced. "But 28,000 coins? That's a lifetime of wages and then some just in taxes." He ran a hand through his hair, the enormity of the sum hitting him anew.
In Karst, he'd been lucky to earn a few silver for risking his life. The debt attached to the estate was more money than he'd ever imagined possessing.
Bonereghard's posture stiffened, his eye sockets narrowing slightly. "Thieves. That's what those tax collectors are, thieves."
The skeleton's voice took on a harder edge. "No worries, young master. Dewalt kept reserves for such an occasion, though I do not know if he expected such exorbitant fees to be tacked on."
"Reserves?" Silas perked up, hope flickering briefly before reality tamped it down. "What kind of reserves?"
"The Archmagus was not without foresight," Bonereghard explained. "He maintained various contingency plans."
Silas meant to ask more, to press for details, but a yawn overtook him instead. The combination of the day's exertions, the enchanted chair, and the fine whiskey was proving too powerful to resist.
"Perhaps we should continue this discussion in the morning," Bonereghard suggested, noting Silas's drooping eyelids.
"Just need a minute," Silas mumbled, his glass tilting dangerously in his loosening grip.
Bonereghard smoothly removed the tumbler from Silas's hand before it could spill. "Of course, young master."
Silas nodded. "Just, keep an eye out for anything else wandering around, yeah?"
Bonereghard bowed. "I shall guard you with my un-life."
He was safe, for the moment. His eyelids drooped, adrenaline drained.
Then Bonereghard settled near the doorway, arms folded, standing watch.
"All mine," he murmured, half-laughing. Then sleep claimed him.
Through the haze of approaching dreams, Silas barely registered Bonereghard's sharp voice. "Of course you can't eat him, Hennick!"
Something rustled in the darkness beyond, retreating at the butler's command.
"Sleep well, young master," Bonereghard's voice softened. "You're safe now. This is your home."
Silas's head lolled to the side, his breathing deepening. The last thing he registered was Bonereghard draping something soft and warm across him as the comfortable darkness of sleep claimed him completely.
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Dreaming Inheritance 


Silas stood in what might have been the grand hall, except the marble floors had been replaced with the wobbling back of a giant smile monster. The pillars were stacked teacups supporting an upside-down ocean ceiling where fish stared down disapprovingly. 
"You're late for the inheritance exam," said a voice behind him.
Silas turned to find Bonereghard at a tiny desk, his knees at his eye sockets, wearing a schoolmaster's cap and monocle.
"What exam?" Silas asked, suddenly aware he wore only his undergarments.
"The standard Beckham heir evaluation," Bonereghard replied. "First question: how many tentacles are required for a proper tea service?"
"I don't know?"
Bonereghard's jaw clicked. "Incorrect. The answer is purple. Five points from Beckham House."
The floor sank beneath Silas's feet. He reached for his sword, but his hands brushed only against his bare hip.
"Second question," Bonereghard continued, "How do you address a Maiden of a Thousand Mouths at a formal dinner party?"
Before Silas could answer, the room spun wildly. He found himself at an enormous dining table surrounded by copies of Magistrate Riane, each wearing a different hat and discussing tax regulations.
"You're using the wrong fork," they said in unison, pointing at his empty hands.
"I don't have a fork," Silas protested.
"Exactly," said an elderly woman at the head of the table, her voice somehow coming from the chandelier above.
"That's why you're in debt. Twenty-eight thousand gold for improper fork etiquette. It's in the Bastian city charter, section twelve, paragraph seven, subsection fork."
The dining room melted away, reforming into the manor's garden. The plants were all parchment, rustling with legal terms in the breeze.
The Gemini guardians wore flowery aprons, pruning shrubs.
"Your grandfather never paid the illegal monster summoning tax," said the dark iron Gemini. "Terrible fiscal planning."
Silas felt a presence behind him. He turned to find Lana wearing magistrate robes made entirely of valuable tax exemption forms. The fabric clung to her curves in ways official documents had no business doing.
"You need a partner for the Bastian Inheritance Ball," she said with a smile. "It's mandatory for all heirs who don't want their estates consumed by paperwork monsters."
"There's a ball?" Silas asked, strangely fixated on her eyes.
"Of course there's a ball," Lana replied, taking his hands in hers. The touch sent warmth spiraling through him. "How else would you prove you're ready to inherit the estate? If you can't dance, how can you manage an estate?"
Her robes suddenly changed, transforming into a flowing gown that seemed to be made from starlight that hung just off her shoulders, revealing the smooth skin beneath.
Music began playing from nowhere as they began to dance.
"I don't know how to dance," Silas admitted as she pressed against him.
"Nobody does," she whispered into his ear, her breath warm against his skin. "We just spin around and hope the judges don't notice we're making it up."
She gestured to where tiny Bonereghard skeletons sat at a judging table, holding scorecards with impossible numbers, like eleven.
"They're very strict," Lana continued, her body fitting perfectly against his. "Last week they executed a baron for improper footwork."
"The secret to estate management is all in the footwork," Lana explained, her voice echoing slightly. "And your left foot for tax evasion."
The music slowed, growing more intimate. The lights dimmed, though Silas couldn't recall there being lights to begin with.
"This is the most important part of the evaluation," Lana murmured, her fingers pressing against his bare chest, leaving trails of warmth wherever they touched. "The inheritance romance assessment."
"The what now?" Silas asked, his heart racing as she pressed closer.
"All proper heirs have to prove themselves." She bit her lower lip and smiled at him. "It's a rule. You can't be a proper noble if you don't kiss the girl."
"That's ridiculous," Silas said, even as his arm tightened around her waist, pulling her against him.
"Completely," Lana agreed with a laugh. "Almost as ridiculous as inheriting a house full of monsters and a skeleton butler who tried to kill you."
The garden transformed again, paper plants growing into a canopy overhead, forming a private pavilion.
"For the record," she said, her lips now inches from his, her body warm against his nearly naked form, "this particular evaluation is my favorite part of the job."
"I thought you were the Magistrate's assistant," Silas said, finding it increasingly difficult to focus on anything but the softness of her body against his.
"I am," Lana replied with a smile that contained promises of things best left unspoken.
"But I'm also the Official Bastian Inheritance Romance Evaluator. Very prestigious position. Extremely competitive application process."
Her fingers traced patterns across his chest that left his skin tingling.
"Now," she said. "Are you going to pass this evaluation or not, Heir Beckham?"
Silas leaned forward, the bizarre garden ball fading until there was nothing but Lana, her eyes, her smile, her lips.
"EVALUATION INTERRUPTED!" boomed a voice from above.
They both looked up to see the chandelier, now shaped like Bonereghard's skull.
"Unauthorized fraternization with administrative personnel!" the skeletal chandelier declared. "Twenty thousand debt to House Beckham!"
"Quick!" Lana grabbed his hand in hers. "We need the emergency exemption before they release the Regulatory Compliance Hounds!"
They rounded a corner and found themselves face to face with a giant wall.
"Too late!" Lana cried. "Only one way out of this!"
She pulled him close and pressed her lips to his. The kiss sent sparks through his entire body.
Her body melted against his, soft curves pressing against hard planes. His hands found her waist, pulling her closer as the kiss deepened.
A hound standing upright wearing a judge's wig walked by and stamped "APPROVED" on the garden path.
When they finally broke apart, both breathless, Lana looked at him, her eyes dark with desire.
"See?" she said, her chest rising and falling rapidly against his. "If it's real, we get a pass for genuine romantic connection."
"Is that actually in the regulations?" Silas asked, still holding her close.
"No idea," Lana admitted with a laugh. "I made it up."
The garden returned to order. The tiny Bonereghards reorganized their judge's table.
"So," Lana said, smoothing down her gown that seemed determined to cling to her curves. "I'd say you've passed with flying colors, Heir Beckham."
"Does that mean I get to keep the estate?" Silas asked.
"Better," she replied with a wink. "It means you get a second evaluation. Tomorrow night. My office at the registry."
Her fingers traced his jawline. "Bring those inheritance papers and maybe some of your grandfather's whiskey."
The garden began to blur.
"Wait," Silas said, trying to hold onto the moment. "What about the debt? The monsters?"
"Details, details," her voice echoed as she faded. "Just file form 52-C: Intent to Continue Romantic Evaluation."
Her smile was the last thing to fade as she added, "And maybe next time, wear something besides your underwear. Or nothing at all."
Silas looked down.
"Nobody inherits what they expect," replied a new voice.
Silas turned to find himself face-to-face with an older man wearing an elaborate robe covered in arcane symbols. Though he'd never seen him before, something in the man's eyes was hauntingly familiar.
"Grandfather?" Silas asked.
The man smiled cryptically. "The estate doesn't belong to you, boy. You belong to the estate."
Before Silas could respond, the floor beneath them transformed into a massive summoning circle that began to glow with intense blue light.
The dancers continued their movements, oblivious to the change, but now their steps traced arcane patterns across the glowing surface.
"The dance must continue," Lana whispered, suddenly at his side again. "If the music stops, they all wake up."
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Better Monsters


The first thing Silas noticed was warmth. 
Strange, given the estate's drafty halls and crumbling windows. Even stranger considering the haunted corridors and monstrous guardians he'd encountered just hours before.
He blinked a few times as he woke up with only the fragmented half memory of some bizarre dream lingering at the edge of his mind. Something about dancing with Lana and Bonereghard wearing a schoolmaster's cap? He tried to remember the details, but only had a vague sense of embarrassment and confusion.
Silas sat up with a start, momentarily disoriented.
A blanket, surprisingly thick and soft, had been draped over him while he slept and between the blanket and the enchantment on the chair, he had remained quite comfortable.
His hand instinctively reached for his sword, finding it placed carefully within arm's reach beside the lounge. His Summoning Orb rested on a nearby table. Practical positioning that spoke of someone who understood a warrior's needs.
"Good morning, my young master. I trust you slept adequately."
Bonereghard stood by a small table that hadn't been there the night before, arranging what appeared to be breakfast.
"How long was I out?" Silas rubbed his face, checking his weapons out of habit.
Everything was still in place.
"Approximately nine hours. The chair's enchantment ensures restful sleep."
Bonereghard poured something steaming into a cup. "Tea, my lord? Or perhaps coffee? Your grandfather preferred the latter, though with cream and sugar."
Silas stood, stretching muscles that felt surprisingly good after the day he had previously. "Coffee. Black is fine."
Silas rubbed his face, trying to banish the lingering images of Lana in that flowing gown made of starlight. Had he really dreamed about kissing the Magistrate's granddaughter?
Silas accepted the coffee, trying to ignore the heat creeping up his neck. That dream had felt so real, Lana's hands in his, her lips.
He shook his head slightly, focusing on the bitter liquid.
"Something troubling you, my lord? You appear rather flushed." Bonereghard asked.
"Just a dream." Silas took another sip.
"What time is it?" he asked, his voice rough with sleep.
"Just past eight bells, young master. You slept quite soundly, though you did mumble something about evaluation forms and dancing hounds around dawn."
Bonereghard's skull tilted slightly. "I trust your rest was adequate?"
Silas felt his face grow warmer. "Fine. It was fine."
He looked away quickly, focusing on the breakfast tray to hide his embarrassment.
The breakfast tray held an assortment that put The Copper Kettle's offerings to shame. Fresh bread still steaming, sliced fruit arranged in a spiral pattern, eggs cooked to perfection, and what appeared to be actual bacon, not the questionable meat substitute served in Karst's taverns.
"Did you prepare all this?" Silas asked, gesturing at the food.
"The kitchen has remained functional, mostly functional, despite the estate's general disrepair, though for your safety, do not go there without me."
Bonereghard adjusted a napkin.
Silas picked up a piece of bacon, inspecting it suspiciously before taking a bite. The flavor was amazing, rich, smoky, and undeniably real.
"This is actual bacon. From an actual pig." He took another bite. "How do you even have meat this good?"
"The estate's pantry is enchanted to preserve certain staples," Bonereghard explained. "Though I should mention our supplies are not infinite. Eventually, we will need to address the matter of provisions."
Silas paused mid-chew. "So nothing in there goes bad? Ever?"
"Correct, my lord. The contents of the pantry exist in a state of suspended time. Items removed will eventually spoil as normal, but within the pantry itself, decay is impossible."
Silas nodded appreciatively. One less immediate concern, at least. Food security had always been his primary worry in Karst. The idea of a magical never-ending food supply seemed almost too good to be true.
"So, with our current supplies, how long until I need provisions?" Silas asked.
If he didn't have to worry about getting food, that would be one less worry to deal with, for a while at least.
Bonereghard tilted his skull slightly, his monocle catching the morning light.
"A few months, maybe a year, largely dependent on your appetite, young master."
The skeletal butler adjusted a napkin with bony fingers. "Your grandfather was quite thorough in his preparations. The pantry contains enough meats, grains, and other essentials to sustain a single occupant for some time. Though I would recommend eventually supplementing with something current and local."
Silas nodded, mentally adjusting his financial calculations.
A year without food expenses would help considerably with the debt.
One less immediate concern meant more resources for dealing with the estate's other problems, like the monsters lurking in its halls and the mysterious circumstances of his grandfather's murder.
"That's good news," Silas said, reaching for a slice of bread. "One less thing to worry about while I figure out how to keep this place from killing me."
Silas finished his slice of bread and reached for another piece of bacon.
"Speaking of which, thanks for watching over me last night, Bonereghard. Did you put the blanket on me?"
The skeletal butler inclined his head slightly. "Indeed, sir. While you do not appear prone to catching chills, the mansion's temperature drops considerably at night. The enchantment on the chair prevents discomfort, but a blanket seemed prudent."
"You stood guard all night?" Silas asked.
"I have no need for sleep, my lord. My current form requires only twenty units of mana per week to maintain optimal function."
Bonereghard explained. "Standing guard is quite literally what I was created to do."
Silas nodded, wondering what it would be like to never need rest. The strategic advantages alone would be considerable.
"Still, I appreciate it. Most people I've slept around would have robbed me blind by morning."
He took a sip of coffee, surprised again by its quality. "Or tried to, anyway."
"I assure you, young master, I have no interest in your meager possessions."
Bonereghard's tone was dry. "Though I must say, your sword could benefit from proper maintenance. The estate armory contains superior options, should you wish to upgrade your equipment."
Silas glanced at his worn but reliable blade. It wasn't fancy, but it had kept him alive through countless hunts.
"This sword's killed more monsters than most adventurers see in a lifetime," he said defensively.
"Of course, sir. I meant no disrespect to your functional implement."
Bonereghard explained. "I merely thought you might appreciate the family collection. Your grandfather was quite particular about his weaponry."
"This is a good breakfast," Silas said, after a while. "I never had anything this good in Karst."
Bonereghard stood motionless, his empty eye sockets somehow conveying deep sadness.
"That is regrettable, young master. Had we known of your existence sooner, that would have changed."
"Doesn't matter now," Silas cut in, uncomfortable with the sympathy.
Pity was unfamiliar and unwelcome. He'd survived on his own terms. "This estate's got bigger problems than my empty stomach. Twenty-eight thousand gold, remember?"
"Absolutely right." Bonereghard agreed. "Though I must say, your practical nature serves you well. If any of the nobles who had dared to name themselves as heir had gotten this far, they would have demanded much better than this meager fare I can provide."
"Nothing noble about me," Silas replied before taking another bite. "Just need to handle this debt before the city takes everything."
"Your blood says otherwise, but I understand your perspective."
The skeleton moved to the windows, adjusting the curtains to better filter the light from outside. "The Beckham line was never particularly concerned with courtly manners. Results mattered more than appearances."
Silas paused mid-bite, catching a faint movement from the corner of his eye.
A shadow shifted along the wall. "Your friend is back."
"Ah, Hennick," Bonereghard said without turning. "He's curious about you. Most of the claimants died before they ever reached the house."
The shadow wavered, then formed what might have been a slight bow before retreating into a darker corner.
"Does everything in this place have a name?" Silas asked, finishing his second biscuit.
"Master Dewalt believed naming created connection," Bonereghard explained. "Even the most dangerous specimens received designations. It was part of his research methodology. Personalization fostered better observation, he claimed."
Silas finished the rest of his breakfast.
"Young master," Bonereghard said, his tone shifting to something more formal, "I must discuss a matter of some urgency with you."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "More urgent than the monsters or the debt?"
"Connected to both, in fact."
Bonereghard gestured to the Summoning Orb on the table. "That device from the Magistrate is merely borrowed, and quite limited. E-rank creatures are commendable for beginner summoners, but inadequate for your heritage and the challenges ahead."
The skeleton's fingers hovered over the orb without touching it. "I watched your creative use of the Marsh Hare in the Courtyard."
"While your use of that Marsh Hare showed commendable tactical thinking," Bonereghard continued. "Such creatures will prove woefully inadequate for the challenges that await you in this estate and beyond it."
Silas frowned. "It's what I have."
"What you have, young master, is a borrowed tool designed for novices."
Bonereghard replied. "E-rank summons might suffice for exterminating common pests, but they are hardly suitable for a Beckham heir facing the creatures that inhabit these grounds and the enemies outside of it."
The skeleton straightened. "Your grandfather maintained contracts with beings that could level city blocks. As you've seen, you simply lack power with what you currently have."
Silas glanced at the orb. He'd done well enough in the fighting pits with those summons.
"I won the fights in the Pits with these," Silas said, gesturing toward the summoning orb.
"Yes, against other E-rank creatures in controlled environments against commoners." Bonereghard's replied bluntly.
The skeleton gestured toward the door. "Beyond this sanctuary lie entities that would consume those pitiful summons in seconds. The serpent that nearly caught you yesterday is among the least of our concerns."
Silas didn't like it, but he couldn't argue with the facts. The snake would have killed him without the Marsh Hare distraction, and he'd barely escaped the Gemini guardians with his life. Even with his combat experience, the estate had nearly ended him before he'd spent a full day here.
"What do you suggest then?" he asked, finishing his coffee.
"The Beckham family maintained its own summoning contracts, permanent bonds with creatures of significant power." Bonereghard's empty eye sockets somehow conveyed intensity. "As the blood heir, you have the right to claim them, in time. The city harbors threats beyond back-alley tamers and garden snakes. Powerful families will contest your claim once word spreads. And as caretaker, I cannot leave the estate unguarded to protect you in Bastian."
Silas frowned, considering the butler's words.
"If you intend to survive and address these debts, you'll need something worthy of your bloodline." Bonereghard was blunt.
"The Summoning Chambers, that's where my grandfather did his work?" he asked, mind already calculating the strategic advantage proper summons would provide.
"One facet of it," Bonereghard confirmed. "Though portions remain unstable since his passing. We'll need to proceed with caution. The protective wards have weakened, and some of the summoning circles may have degraded."
Silas stood, brushing crumbs from his clothing.
"Let's see these chambers, then," he said, deliberately pushing away the last fragments of his dream.
Lana's lips and the sensation of her body against his would need to remain firmly in his subconscious where they belonged.
"What's with the rush to get to these chambers?" Silas asked, noting Bonereghard's uncharacteristic eagerness. "Is there something you're not telling me?"
The skeleton butler paused, his polished skull turning back toward Silas.
"Nothing urgent, young master. Merely a practical consideration. The sooner you establish proper summoning contracts, the better your chances of survival."
Silas nodded.
"And what do you get out of this?" he asked bluntly.
Bonereghard's shoulders shifted in what might have been a sigh. "My existence is tied to this estate and its master. I serve the Beckham line, you are, I believe, are the last of that line."
It was the most straightforward answer the butler had given him so far. Silas could understand self-preservation as motivation.
"Makes sense," he said. "Lead on."
"The Summoning Chambers lie beneath the east wing," Bonereghard continued, moving toward the door. "We'll need to pass through several corridors where certain residents have established territories. Stay close, and let me address any encounters."
Silas buckled his sword belt, checking that his blade slid smoothly from its sheath. "Any particular monsters I should know about before we start?"
"Several," Bonereghard admitted. "But of the ones you may need to worry about, I would say the Whip Bird painting is what you need to avoid the most. After all, that which beholds a Whip Bird, becomes a whip bird."
Silas frowned. "What does that even mean?"
"And why is that painting even up?" Silas asked. "A painting that turned people into birds seemed like something that should be locked away, not hanging on a wall."
Bonereghard paused. "I simply haven't taken it down yet, young master."
His tone carried a hint of defensiveness. "It was quite useful for defending the estate from unwanted visitors. It's been quite useful over the years with would be treasure hunters, false claimants, and the occasional vagabond."
Silas stared at the skeleton butler, trying to figure out if this was a joke.
"So, you're telling me there are people-turned-birds just flying around this place?"
"No young lord, you don't need to worry about that." Bonereghard replied. "The Jorumundr feeds on them. None have survived."
"Wonderful," Silas sighed sarcastically.
"Ready?" Bonereghard asked, hand on the ornate door handle.
Silas nodded, summoning orb at the ready. "Let's find me a proper summon."
Bonereghard opened the door, revealing the dilapidated corridor beyond. The contrast between Dewalt's preserved sanctuary and the deteriorating manor was jarring, like stepping from a noble's mansion directly into a haunted ruin.
"Stay close, young master," Bonereghard advised, his posture straightening as they entered hostile territory. "And should anything try to eat you, please do alert me immediately."
Silas couldn't help a short laugh. "I'll be sure to mention it."
The corridor stretched before them, its once-grand wallpaper now peeling in long strips.
Bonereghard moved along and Silas followed closely, his hand never straying far from his sword hilt. He scanned the shadows, noting small movements in the darkness between doorways.
"What exactly lives in this part of the house?" Silas asked, keeping his voice low.
"A variety of entities," Bonereghard replied without turning. "Most avoid me, but they may see you as an opportunity. The Beckham blood in your veins will offer some protection, but not immunity."
Silas grimaced. "Wonderful."
They passed a portrait whose eyes seemed to follow their movement. Silas couldn't tell if it was an illusion or something worse. The face in the painting bore a faint resemblance to his own, same jawline, similar eyes. Another Beckham ancestor, perhaps.
"How much farther?" Silas asked as they turned down yet another decaying hallway.
"The east wing entrance is just ahead. From there, we descend."
Bonereghard paused at a junction, his skull swiveling to check both directions. "The staircase should still be intact, assuming the Chittering Ones haven't compromised the structure."
"The Chittering Ones?" Silas raised an eyebrow. "Should I even ask?"
"Best not to, young master. Best not to."
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Always Another Way


Silas followed Bonereghard through the corridor, fighting the urge to keep his back against the wall. Every shadow seemed to shift, every creak of the floorboards made him tense. 
The abandoned hallway reeked of decay and had a musty, animal smell that made the hair on his neck stand up.
"What exactly are these Chittering Ones?" Silas pressed, keeping his voice low. Something about the way Bonereghard had dismissed the question made him more concerned, not less.
"Persistent pests," Bonereghard replied, his skeletal joints clicking softly as they walked. "They've claimed the spaces between walls. While small individually, they move in swarms."
A soft scratching sound came from inside the wall to their left. Silas's hand moved to his sword hilt.
"They're listening," Bonereghard said matter-of-factly. "They always listen."
As they rounded a corner, they faced a grand staircase that had seen better days. Several steps were missing entirely, and the banister hung at an awkward angle. Beyond it lay what must have been the east wing's main hall.
"We'll need to descend to the lower level," Bonereghard explained. "The summoning chambers were built beneath the estate where the ley lines converge."
Silas eyed the damaged staircase. "Is there another way down?"
"Several, but all more dangerous than this one." Bonereghard stepped onto the first stair, testing it with his weight. "Follow exactly where I step, young master."
The scratching in the walls grew louder, accompanied by a faint, high-pitched sound that might have been voices or simply the wind through broken windows. Silas couldn't tell.
"They're excited," Bonereghard noted. "It's been some time since they've seen a Beckham."
"Should I be worried?" Silas asked, carefully placing his foot where Bonereghard had stepped.
"Not yet. They're merely curious for now."
"For now?" Silas muttered. "That's reassuring."
Silas tested each step carefully, mimicking Bonereghard's path down the dilapidated staircase. The scratching sounds intensified, surrounding them from all directions.
"Termites?" Silas asked, squinting at a section of wall where the plaster had crumbled away, revealing wooden beams riddled with tiny holes. "Are these Chittering Ones just some magical version of termites?"
Bonereghard paused mid-step, his monocle glinting as he turned. "In a manner of speaking, yes. Though comparing Chittering Ones to common termites is like comparing a rabid wolf to a lapdog."
As if responding to being discussed, a small cloud of dust puffed from one of the holes, followed by a rapid clicking sound.
"They consume wood, plaster, fabric, nearly anything organic," Bonereghard continued, resuming his descent. "But unlike their mundane cousins, they possess a rudimentary hive intelligence. They communicate, plan, and occasionally hunt."
Silas spotted movement in his peripheral vision, tiny iridescent bodies, no larger than his thumbnail, scurrying along a beam overhead. Their bodies glimmered with an unnatural blue-green sheen, six legs moving in perfect synchronization.
"They've been contained to certain sections of the estate," Bonereghard said. "Your grandfather found them fascinating enough to study rather than exterminate. He theorized they might have been an experiment gone wrong from a previous Beckham."
"How dangerous are they?" Silas asked, watching as more of the creatures emerged, their mandibles clicking rapidly.
"Individually? Harmless. En masse? They can strip a cow to bones in under an hour." Bonereghard reached the bottom of the stairs and waited for Silas. "They're sensitive to vibration and sound. Walk softly, speak quietly, and they'll likely leave us be."
A single Chittering One dropped onto the stair just in front of Silas's boot. Up close, he could see its body pulsed with tiny runes, magical markings that covered its carapace. The creature turned, facing him with compound eyes that glowed faintly blue, before scuttling back into a crack in the wall.
"They're watching me," Silas muttered.
"Of course. You're new. Different." Bonereghard gestured toward a heavy door at the end of the hallway. "The summoning chamber entrance is just ahead. We should proceed before their curiosity grows too intense."
Silas paused on the staircase, his eyes narrowing as he studied the wall where the chittering was most intense. The creatures were clearly intelligent enough to observe and communicate. If they'd been here for generations, they were as much a part of the estate as the walls themselves.
"Wait," he said, holding up a hand to stop Bonereghard.
The skeletal butler turned, his monocle glinting. "Young master?"
Silas unclasped a small pouch from his belt and pulled out a strip of dried meat he'd purchased in town. It wasn't much, but it was the principle that mattered.
He'd learned on Karst's streets that even the most dangerous territories could be navigated with the right approach.
He knelt beside the wall and rapped his knuckles against it three times, firmly but not aggressively. The chittering immediately intensified, then fell silent.
"A gift," Silas announced clearly, placing the dried meat strip on the floor near a crack in the baseboard, "for your queen, from the Heir of Beckham." He paused, then added with a respectful nod, "May we long be neighbors."
Bonereghard tensed up, waiting to see what happened. "An interesting approach, young master."
The silence stretched for several seconds. Then a wave of soft chittering followed passing a message along. A single Chittering One emerged from the crack. It circled the dried meat twice, mandibles working rapidly, before seizing one end and beginning to drag it toward the crack.
Three more creatures appeared to assist, working with surprising coordination to maneuver the offering, which was several times their combined size, into the wall. Just before disappearing, the lead creature paused, turned toward Silas, and performed what looked remarkably like a bow, its front legs bending while its body dipped low.
Then they were gone, taking the offering with them.
"Well," Bonereghard said, his tone suggesting he was impressed despite himself, "it seems you have a knack for diplomacy after all."
The chittering quieted to a soft background noise as Silas and Bonereghard continued down the hallway. The offering had worked, not eliminating the danger, but reducing it. Silas had seen similar behavior in Karst's street gangs. A small gesture of respect often prevented larger confrontations.
"That was rather unorthodox," Bonereghard remarked, his skeletal joints clicking softly as they walked. "Though perhaps effective."
"If you're going to live alongside something dangerous, better to establish terms early," Silas replied, keeping his voice low. "Besides, dried meat is cheaper than new skin."
Bonereghard laughed. "Indeed. Your grandfather would have approved of the pragmatism, if not the method."
They reached the heavy door at the end of the hallway. Bonereghard produced an ornate key from inside his suit jacket and inserted it into a lock that appeared too small for the massive door.
Bonereghard paused.
"Here we are, young master, the Summoning Chambers."
The doors groaned as they swung open, revealing a room that felt more like a forbidden lab than anything Silas had imagined. The circular chamber's center was dominated by a massive arcane pentagram, its silver runes still had a faint glow to them.
At the edge of the pentagram stood an offering brazier, blackened by years of use.
Silas let out a low whistle. "So this is where the magic happens? My grandfather summoned here?"
Bonereghard nodded. "Indeed. Master DeWalt's 'finest creations' and other attempts, all took shape on this very floor. A number of them were, not as successful as one might hope. I wish you far more luck than him in that regard."
"'Not as successful?' What do you mean by that?" Silas stepped closer to the pentagram, keeping a careful distance from its edges.
"Let us say Master DeWalt's ambitions often exceeded his capabilities at times, especially in his youth." Bonereghard admitted. "The Archive holds many examples of summoning that could have gone better."
Silas ran his fingers along the cold stone wall. "And those ended up in the Archive?"
"The ones we could contain." Bonereghard's eye sockets dimmed. "Others had to be dealt with more permanently. I spent many nights helping your grandfather clean up after his failed experiments."
He'd seen enough botched monster hunts to know how ugly things could get. "How many?"
"I lost count after the first dozen. Though the truly dangerous ones..." Bonereghard's skeletal hands clenched. "Those I remember quite clearly. The Screaming Lady was a particular menace." He shook his head. "Your grandfather was brilliant, but his interests led to complications."
"Complications." Silas looked at the scorch marks marring the chamber walls. "That's one way to put it."
Silas wandered deeper into the chamber, his boots stirring up plumes of dust from the scattered notes and broken amulets that littered the floor.
Ancient shelves lined the walls their contents teetering precariously in various states of decay.
Here and there, a cracked vial leaked its dried contents, while fragments of strange iron devices waited to be opened.
Curiosity tugged at him.
Somewhere in this clutter, he sensed, lay the secrets to summoning something far beyond E-rank.
He knelt beside a fallen stack of tomes, their leather covers cracking as he lifted them. The top book had a greenish hue to its binding, the color of old copper.
The title was long faded, but the pages inside were filled with spidery handwriting that darted across the parchment in sharp, angular lines. He assumed the scrawls were Dewalt's handwriting.
Flipping through the pages, he found instructions and sequences, each one annotated with notes about timing, materials, and intent. The words meant little to Silas, but the precision in the diagrams spoke of a man obsessed.
Bonereghard, meanwhile, busied himself at the pentagram, his skeletal fingers brushing cobwebs from the silver lines with the delicacy of a painter restoring a masterpiece.
"Do mind the leftover paraphernalia," he said, his voice tinged with a sniff of disapproval. "Master Dewalt rarely tidied after less ideal outcomes."
Silas muttered under his breath, turning another page. The diagrams gave way to a crude sketch of a ritual circle, rings of tiny symbols surrounding a central figure that looked like it was supposed to be female. Dewalt had scribbled notes along the margins, some in his native tongue, others in a language Silas couldn't recognize.
He brushed off the dust that had accumulated on the cover, revealing faint traces of silver inlay. Whatever this book was, it had been important to Dewalt.
As Silas sat there, the faint hum of magic in the room seemed to grow a little louder, as if the chamber itself were watching.
The ledger, stuffed with loose pages and scribbled notes, seemed to be some form of "Failed Summons Register."
Silas frowned and kept looking.
The sketches were mostly half-finished creature outlines, many with shapes that suggested Dewalt had, shall we say, a particular interest in the questionable.
Silas flipped a few pages, eyes widening at certain "anatomical" attempts.
Silas flipped through more pages, stopping at a detailed sketch. A serpentine figure was twisted at odd angles across the yellowed paper, her human features melding into scaled coils.
He squinted at Dewalt's cramped writing along the margins.
"Attempt #37: Summon of 'Nekomata Maid'? Result: Two-headed demon cat. Unmanageable. Sealed in sub-basement?
Attempt #54: Harpy Variation, no success. Summoned only some kind of old lady looking crow-demon. Immediate disposal required."
The next page revealed a cat like woman, standing upright on delicate legs. The sketching seemed to linger on certain curves with suspicious detail.
Silas snapped the book shut. "Well. That explains a few things about grandfather's collection."
"Ah." Bonereghard's tone carried centuries of diplomatic restraint. "Master Dewalt did have specific interests in his research."
"That's one way to put it." Silas set the book aside, wiping dust from his hands. He'd seen enough of his grandfather's "research" for one day.
Silas blushed.
Bonereghard approached, glancing politely at the pages as though oblivious. "Master Dewalt had a single-minded focus in his research. Always searching for 'perfect companionship' or so he claimed."
Silas nearly snorted. "Right. 'Companionship.' Sure."
The skeleton butler carefully shifted a chunk of fallen stone out of the way. "I found him very dedicated. I can only assume his tastes, er, motivations were quite strong."
Silas tried to resist a laugh and flipped to the last few entries.
He recognized certain words.
"High price," "Mana meltdown," "Nightmare," "Fled screaming." One scribble read: "Never again. I'm stopping. I can't do this anymore."
Silas cringed, thinking he might have discovered the reason half the mansion ended up in chaos. "Your old master was definitely thorough."
Bonereghard, as promised, refused to criticize. He merely gave a faint bow. "I served him faithfully."
Silas brushed aside the more questionable sketches, his attention caught by the detailed formulae near the back of the book. These pages held actual value, precise instructions for summoning rituals that went beyond basic creature calling.
His finger traced the careful annotations about material combinations.
The writing grew steadier here, more focused.
"Alpha wolf bone grants primal strength, glacial essence for cold resistance, moonshard, blood creates loyalty bonds, and a lesser summon to be sacrificed."
His gaze lifted to the blackened offering brazier dominating the chamber's center.
The ancient metal still held traces of old magic, waiting to be rekindled.
"Bonereghard," Silas called, scanning the cluttered room. "These materials, wolf bone, glacial water, moonshard. Where would they be?"
"Ah." The skeleton paused by a fallen chest. "The wolf remains should be in that trunk. Glacial water, check the shelf flasks. Moonshard I'm not sure, but should be here as well."
They split up to search. In the trunk, Silas found what he needed, an alpha wolf bone, long as his forearm.
The shelves yielded a frost-etched vial of shimmering blue liquid.
A faded note warned, "Mind the chill."
Bonereghard then found the moonstone.
The skeleton butler offered him an ornate knife covered in runes. "For the blood portion, young master."
Silas arranged the components around the brazier, bone, water, moonshard, and ritual blade. His hand brushed the Magistrate's borrowed orb. Destroying it meant losing his current creatures, but this ritual promised something far stronger.
He needed more than E-rank summons could provide.
Silas placed the borrowed Summoner Orb in the brazier.
Bonereghard bowed. "You're a bold one, Master Silas."
The ritual knife felt cold in Silas's grip.
He'd cut himself plenty of times before, but never on purpose. The blade cut. Blood welled up, dark against his skin.
"Part of me," he said, watching the drops fall. "Linking me to whatever comes."
His blood spattered across the wolf bone, then over the moonshard. When it touched the glacial water, frost crackled along the edges of the mixture.
Silas stepped back and spoke the words he'd found in Dewalt's notes.
The language felt strange on his tongue, but he forced each syllable out clearly. Whatever his grandfather's original intentions, the core formula looked solid enough.
Silver light blazed up from the circle's edges.
Bonereghard shifted to the wall. "Steady now," the butler warned.
The Summoner Orb fragmented, shards dissolving into the swirl.
Silas felt a sudden pull. The entire Summoning Chamber roared with power, wind whipping up dust and old notes across the floor.
"Steady now!" Bonereghard called, voice straining above the gale.
Eyes narrowed, Silas held his ground.
This was it, his chance, something far beyond the Magistrate's E-rank summons.
Lights flashed from the brazier.
Then, a final surge of mana exploded outward, forcing Silas to throw an arm in front of his face.
The corridor filled with harsh light and something appeared in front of him.
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Frost Bond


When the light faded, Silas lowered his arm, blinking away spots from his vision. The summoning circle smoldered, thin wisps of smoke curling upward. Where the borrowed orb had been, something else now lay. 
A small, silver-white young dog.
Silas stared at it, bewildered. He'd expected, well, not this. Maybe a fearsome shadow beast or an elemental. Something that could help him clear the estate.
"Is that it?" he asked, looking at Bonereghard. "A dog?"
The young wolf raised its head, fixing Silas with ice-blue eyes that seemed far too intelligent for a common animal. It yawned, revealing teeth like tiny icicles, then rose to its paws and shook itself. Frost particles scattered from its fur, glittering in the chamber's dim light.
"Master Silas," Bonereghard said, his tone unusually reverent. "That is no ordinary canine."
The silver-white wolf padded toward Silas, leaving small, frosted paw prints on the stone floor. It sniffed at his boots, then sat back on its haunches and regarded him with an expectant look.
Silas crouched down, extending a cautious hand. "What is it then?"
"If I'm not mistaken, and I rarely am about such matters, you've summoned a Fenrir young one."
"A what?"
"A Fenrir. A mythic ice wolf. Exceedingly rare." Bonereghard's skeletal fingers tapped against his jawbone. "I've never seen one so young before."
Silas let his fingers brush against the wolf's head. The fur was surprisingly soft, despite the faint chill that emanated from it. "Fenrir? Like the wolf from the northern legends?"
"The very same," Bonereghard confirmed, moving closer with uncharacteristic excitement. "The great wolf of ice and storms, born of primordial magic. Master Dewalt spent decades attempting to establish a contract with their bloodline, but never succeeded."
The words hit Silas hard. His grandfather, with all his research and power, had never managed what Silas had just stumbled into. A burst of laughter escaped him, born of relief and wonder.
"Well, guess I got lucky." He reached down and cautiously scratched behind the wolf's ears.
To his surprise, the young Fenrir leaned into his touch, eyes half-closing in apparent pleasure. A faint trail of frost followed Silas's fingers through the silver-white fur, but it didn't sting. It was more an icy aura than actual cold.
"It's not luck, young master," Bonereghard corrected gently. "Fenrir descendants choose their summoners based on compatibility of spirit. They cannot be forced or coerced. This one has accepted you."
The wolf circled Silas once, brushing against his legs like a large cat might, before sitting at his side with an air of having decided. Despite its youth, there was a dignity to its bearing that spoke of ancient bloodlines and untapped power.
"He's still young," Silas noted, studying the wolf's proportions. Not tiny, but certainly not full-grown either, perhaps the equivalent of an adolescent.
"Indeed," Bonereghard agreed. "A Fenrir at full maturity stands taller than a war horse and commands enough power to freeze an entire battlefield. This one has years of growth ahead."
Silas crouched down to the wolf's level, meeting those ice-blue eyes directly. The young Fenrir maintained the gaze without flinching, a subtle recognition passing between them. Something about this felt right, like finding a piece of himself he hadn't known was missing.
"Then we'll grow stronger together," Silas said, his voice soft but determined. He ran his hand along the wolf's back, feeling the subtle ripple of muscle beneath the fur. A name formed in his mind, emerging from some half-remembered story from his childhood in Karst, one of the few tales that had stuck with him through the years.
"Diog," he said finally, the word rough but decisive.
Bonereghard froze, his skeletal frame motionless as he turned his head. "Young lord, did you just name this mythic creature 'dog,' phonetically?"
The surprise in his voice was rare enough to make Silas smile.
"It's Dye-og," he corrected, laughing despite himself. "In the old street dialect of Karst's eastern quarter, it means 'fierce guardian' or 'loyal shadow.' Not literally 'dog.'" He crossed his arms, suddenly defensive, though the wolf seemed oblivious to the exchange.
Bonereghard's jaw clicked in what Silas had come to recognize as amusement. "If you say so, young master."
The wolf, Diog, didn't seem to care about the debate over his name. He stood and stretched, his movements fluid and graceful despite his youth. When he yawned again, Silas caught a glimpse of teeth that gleamed like polished ivory.
A flicker of light caught Silas's attention, a pale blue glow hovering above Diog's head. The chamber's wards had activated, displaying an arcane interface that shimmered faintly in the air.
"Fenrir Descendant (Mythic Rank)," he murmured, reading the text as it hovered above Diog. "Name: Diog. Level: 1. Growth Type: Primordial Fenrir."
His breath caught as he read further. "Element: Ice. Abilities: Frost Fang (Basic), Bites enemies with freezing jaws. Howl of Winter (Dormant), Randomly uses a sealed power until higher forms are unlocked."
Silas reached out, tentatively touching the glowing text. It dispersed like mist beneath his fingers, then reformed. "This is real. He's mine."
"He has chosen you," Bonereghard corrected. "There's a distinction. Fenrir descendants aren't possessions, they're partners."
The skeleton butler produced an orb from his jacket's inner pocket that was larger than the Magistrate's borrowed summoning orb and of much finer quality. Its glass surface was etched with patterns resembling frozen lightning, and its core seemed to contain swirling winter clouds.
"This belonged to your grandfather," Bonereghard explained, extending it toward Silas. "A Beckham family artifact, far superior to that borrowed tool from the Magistrate. It will allow Diog to remain manifested without constant mana drain."
Silas accepted the orb, feeling its weight in his palm. Unlike the borrowed orb, this one felt warm to the touch, responding to his bloodline. "So, he won't disappear if I run out of mana?"
Diog seemed interested in the conversation, his ears pricked forward attentively. He sneezed, and a small shower of ice crystals dusted the butler's polished shoes.
"Diog remains," Bonereghard confirmed, brushing frost from his immaculate cuffs with dignified resignation. "The Beckham orb allows for permanence through bloodline connection. It is not a cage, but a channel."
The young wolf approached the orb, sniffing it curiously before touching his nose to its surface. The orb's internal storm briefly intensified, then settled into a steady glow that matched the color of Diog's eyes.
"I believe that constitutes approval," Bonereghard observed.
Silas felt something click into place, a connection forming between himself, the orb, and the wolf. It wasn't invasive or controlling, just a sense of awareness, like knowing where your hand is without looking at it.
"Now what?" Silas asked, looking to Bonereghard for guidance. For all his experience hunting monsters, bonding with one was entirely new territory.
"To complete the bond," Bonereghard instructed. "Place your hand on his head, between his ears. Fenrir descendants have a specific bonding point, a concentration of mana pathways."
Silas followed the direction, finding an almost imperceptible whorl of fur between Diog's ears. As his fingers brushed the spot, a jolt of energy surged between them. Frost briefly coated Silas's hand before melting away, and Diog's eyes glowed brighter for a moment.
The interface above Diog changed, adding "Bond: Complete" to its display before fading entirely.
Silas felt the connection solidify, a cool current of awareness linking them. Not thoughts exactly, but impressions, sensations. He could sense Diog's curiosity, his quiet strength, and something else, a fierce protectiveness already forming.
"Well done, young master," Bonereghard said, his tone carrying genuine approval. "The bond is established. With proper training and care, Diog will grow into a formidable ally."
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Silas squared his shoulders, feeling the weight of this new responsibility. "Alright, Diog. Looks like we're in this together."
The young wolf responded with a soft sound, somewhere between a growl and a purr as it pressed against Silas' leg.
Bonereghard tilted his skull, the flames in his eye sockets dancing with what Silas had learned to read as satisfaction. "Shall we return upstairs to begin familiarizing him with the estate? Or perhaps give him time to rest after the summoning?"
Diog appeared anything but tired, already exploring the edges of the summoning chamber with keen interest, his tail held high and alert.
"I think he's ready for anything," Silas began, but the words caught in his throat as he remembered the shapes that lurked in the manor's shadows, all the creatures his grandfather had collected, some wild, some hiding, some still sealed behind warded doors.
His hand dropped to Diog's head, suddenly protective. The wolf was powerful, yes, but still young and untrained. Barely more than an adolescent despite his dignified bearing.
The thought of those monsters finding this creature, with his curious exploration and trusting nature, made Silas feel something he hadn't experienced since leaving the orphanage. Back then, he'd learned quickly that caring for anything, or anyone, made you vulnerable.
But as Diog pressed against his leg, radiating that strange cold that didn't bite, Silas knew it was already too late to stay detached.
"So, he's a growth type," Silas said, watching Diog investigate a fallen book with careful sniffs. "That means he'll get stronger over time?"
Bonereghard's skull dipped in a nod. "Indeed, young master. While his potential is extraordinary, at this stage he requires protection and guidance to realize it. Fenrir descendants mature in response to challenge and bond strength."
Silas ran his hand over Diog's thick fur, feeling the wolf lean into his touch. "Then we'll help each other get stronger."
"The estate has training facilities," Bonereghard said, moving toward the chamber exit. "Master Dewalt maintained several areas specifically designed for creature development. With proper guidance, Diog could become formidable rather quickly."
The skeleton paused, adding, "There's also the matter of the estate's ley lines. A creature of Diog's caliber could significantly assist in their restoration, once properly trained."
Silas nodded, already planning in the way he'd learned on Karst's streets, staying three steps ahead of trouble. Every monster he'd hunted had weaknesses, patterns, ways to beat them. The creatures loose in the estate would be the same.
But this time, he wasn't just thinking about survival. He had something to protect.
"We'll start with the basics," Silas decided, heading for the stairs with Diog at his heels. "Get him familiar with the estate, figure out what he can do, keep him safe while he grows stronger."
As they ascended toward the manor proper, Silas felt the Beckham orb warm slightly in his pocket, responding to his intentions. Diog moved with surprising silence for a creature his size, staying close to Silas's side as though he'd been there all along.
Bonereghard followed behind, his posture slightly more relaxed than Silas had seen before. "You have good instincts, young master. Most summoners rush their creatures into combat before establishing proper foundations."
At the top of the stairs, Silas paused, looking down at his new companion. "We've both got a lot to learn, don't we?"
Diog met his gaze.
Silas just smiled and reached down and petted the back of his head.
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First Steps


Silas took a deep breath as they reached the top of the stairs leading away from the Summoning Chamber. 
Diog followed silently beside him, ice-blue eyes taking in the dark corridor with alert curiosity. Bonereghard followed, his skeletal form somehow radiating quiet approval.
"Alright," Silas began, ready to discuss their next move, "first thing we need to is. Urgh!"
The world tilted sharply. The corridor walls seemed to sway, and the floor rushed up to meet him. A wave of dizziness washed over him, his breath went out and his strength with it.
His knees buckled.
He didn't hit the floor. A solid, fur-covered body slammed into his side, bracing him. Diog whined softly, pressing against him, those intelligent eyes filled with sudden concern. The young wolf, despite his own newness to the world, instinctively moved to support his new master.
Almost simultaneously, a cold, very strong grip grabbed ahold of Silas's other arm. Bonereghard steadied.
"Easy there, young master," the butler's voice sounded concerned.
"What, what happened?" Silas gasped, leaning heavily on both Diog and Bonereghard.
His legs felt off and the room spun a bit.
"The summoning ritual, sir," Bonereghard explained as he supported Silas's weight. "Especially one drawing upon Mythic-rank potential and your own newly awakened bloodline magic. Likely it demanded a significant expenditure of your personal mana reserves. Far more than those simple E-rank summons you performed previously."
Silas's vision blurred at the edges as he leaned into the support offered by both wolf and skeleton. He'd felt exhaustion before, usually after long days of tracking monsters through sewers, after fights that left him bleeding and broken, but this was different.
This felt like something had been scooped out from inside him.
"How long until I can move?" He had to pause to catch his breath.
Even talking seemed to require effort.
"Recover?" Bonereghard supplied. "That depends entirely on your constitution, sir. A night's rest should restore most of your reserves. Though I must say, summoning a creature of Diog's caliber on your first genuine attempt speaks to your natural affinity. Most summoners would have collapsed entirely."
Silas glanced down at the wolf pup. Diog's eyes met his, clear and focused despite being newly summoned into existence. The wolf's shoulder pressed firmly against his leg, a solid anchor in his dizzy state.
"Need to sit," Silas muttered.
Silas leaned harder against Diog and the skeletal butler.
His head swam. "Need to sit," he repeated, the words thick in his mouth.
Bonereghard adjusted his grip on Silas's arm. The bone fingers felt surprisingly strong, unyielding.
"Yes young master. Allowing you to stumble through these halls in such a state would reflect poorly on my duties. Allow me."
Before Silas could protest, Bonereghard bent slightly at the waist and hoisted Silas onto his back. It was like being thrown over a frame of polished wood covered in tailored fabric, bony, but secure.
"Tell no one of this," Bonereghard muttered.
Silas grunted, too drained to argue. Being carried felt humiliating, a weakness he loathed showing, but walking felt impossible. He gripped the butler's surprisingly broad shoulder blades.
With an easy stride that belied the lack of muscle, Bonereghard started walking. Silas swayed slightly with the motion, his head resting against the starched collar of the butler's suit.
Diog trotted alongside them.
"The lounge is the closest," Bonereghard announced, his voice resonating through his ribcage against Silas's chest. "Safest too. We will be heading back.
Silas tried to keep track of their path through the estate, but the combination of mana exhaustion and the disorienting sensation of being carried by a skeleton made it impossible.
He caught glimpses of peeling wallpaper, darkened doorways, and the occasional skittering shadow that might have been the Chittering Ones watching them.
"Almost there, sir," Bonereghard announced as they rounded a corner Silas vaguely recognized.
The familiar doorway of the lounge appeared ahead, its heavy oak door still standing open from their earlier departure. As they crossed the threshold, Silas felt the subtle shift in the air, the sanctuary wards recognizing and welcoming him.
With a gentleness, Bonereghard lowered Silas onto the leather couch near the fireplace. The cushions gave way beneath his weight, cradling his exhausted body.
"There we are, young master. I shall prepare some refreshments to help restore your strength."
Silas sank into the couch, his limbs heavy. Diog immediately jumped up beside him, circling twice before settling against his thigh, a warm presence that somehow seemed to ease the hollow feeling inside him.
As Bonereghard busied himself at the sideboard, Silas took several deep breaths. Each one seemed to come easier than the last. The room had stopped spinning, and the crushing fatigue began to recede, replaced by a more manageable weariness.
"I'm starting to feel better," Silas muttered, surprised by the rapid improvement.
He flexed his fingers, noting the strength returning to them.
"The enchantments truly are second to none." Bonereghard explained, returning with a glass of cool water.
Silas accepted the drink.
The enchanted lounge seemed to be working its magic on him already, his breathing steadied and the hollow feeling began to recede.
"What next?" he asked, setting the empty glass aside.
Diog shifted beside him, pressing closer against his leg.
"I would recommend familiarizing young Diog with the safe zones of the estate," Bonereghard replied, his skeletal hand gesturing toward the hallway ahead. "The lounge here is an ideal starting point, from here, perhaps we work on establishing a larger domain of safety."
Silas nodded, considering the options.
He'd spent his life calculating risks, and this was no different.
The estate was a battlefield of sorts, with safe zones and danger zones.
"Never thought I'd have a mythic creature at my side," Silas said, reaching out slowly. Diog leaned into his touch, the wolf's fur cool against his palm. Not cold enough to be uncomfortable, but with a distinct chill that reminded Silas of winter mornings.
Through their newly formed bond, Silas felt a faint pulse of something. Not quite emotions, not exactly thoughts, but impressions. Hunger. Curiosity. A desire to explore.
The sensation caught him off guard. He'd used summoned creatures before, but they'd been tools, just weapons to be deployed and dismissed. This was different.
"He's hungry," Silas said, surprised to find himself certain of this fact.
Bonereghard's monocle gleamed as he tilted his skull. "Indeed? How fascinating. The bond forms quickly with you. Most tamers require weeks to develop such sensitivity."
Silas scratched behind Diog's ear, earning a contented sound somewhere between a growl and a purr. "Can we feed him from the pantry supplies?"
"Certainly young master, I'm sure Diog would likely appreciate some of the preserved meats. Their kind favors protein above all else. Fenrirs are known for their intelligence even young ones like Diog understand far more than other monsters."
Silas watched as Diog finished the meat, then nudged his hand for more. "Smart enough to know when you've found a soft touch, aren't you?" Despite his words, he offered another strip.
The wolf made a sound something like a soft growl and rested his head resting against his new master's knee.
"I've hunted monsters all my life," Silas said quietly, running his fingers through Diog's silver-white fur. "Never thought I'd end up bonded to one." He looked down at the wolf. "Though I guess you're not exactly a monster, are you? You're something more."
Silas felt an unfamiliar warmth spreading through his chest as Diog leaned against him. He'd never had a companion before, not a real one, anyway. In Karst, companions were liabilities. They got hungry, they got sick, they got caught. Or worse, they betrayed you when something better came along.
"We should get him properly fed," Silas said, rising to his feet. Diog followed the movement, staying close to his side. "I'm guessing dried jerky isn't the ideal diet for a growing... whatever he is."
"Fenrir descendant," Bonereghard corrected. "And you are quite right. Young mythics require substantial nutrition to develop their abilities properly. The kitchen should have suitable provisions. I can assure you, after this morning's feast, the wards on the kitchen remain intact."
"Kitchen it is," Silas said, standing up. "Lead the way, Bonereghard."
The skeletal butler nodded and turned with formal precision. "This way, sir. Mind your step, several floorboards have rotted through in the west corridor."
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Hidden Reserves


"It's not quite time for the kitchen," Bonereghard admitted, adjusting his monocle with a skeletal finger. "It's not as safe as I may have led you to believe for the, well, still living." 
Silas raised an eyebrow. "What's in the kitchen?"
Bonereghard hesitated, his jaw clicking softly. "A rather unpleasant entity known as 'The Butcher.' Another of Master Dewalt's experiments that has claimed territory since his passing."
Diog's ears flattened against his head, a soft growl rumbling in his throat. The young wolf seemed to understand, even without details.
"I sensed your companion's hunger," Bonereghard continued, "but confronting The Butcher would be unwise in your current state. Perhaps when your strength has fully returned and Diog has had more training."
Silas nodded, scratching behind Diog's ear. "Sorry, boy. Looks like proper dinner will have to wait."
The wolf looked disappointed but accepting, pressing against Silas's leg in what felt like reassurance through their bond.
"Alright then," Silas said, straightening up. "At some point, I do need to handle the matter of getting back to the magistrate, and the coin to pay."
Bonereghard's eye sockets brightened. "An excellent point, young master. We can go to the treasury instead."
"Treasury?" Silas perked up. "My grandfather had a treasury?"
"Indeed," Bonereghard replied. "The Beckham family has always maintained certain reserves for emergencies. Master Dewalt was eccentric in many ways, but he was surprisingly practical about financial matters."
Silas followed Bonereghard down a narrow spiral staircase deep beneath the east wing. Diog padded silently behind them, the young wolf's frost-rimmed paws leaving temporary crystalline prints on the stone steps that evaporated moments later. As they descended, the air grew noticeably cooler, carrying a subtle mineral scent that reminded Silas of caves he'd explored during monster hunts in Karst's outskirts.
"This section predates the manor itself," Bonereghard explained, his bony fingers tracing ancient runes carved into the wall. "Natural caverns that Master Dewalt expanded and reinforced when establishing his residence."
The staircase finally opened into a short corridor lined with plain stone walls. Unlike the elaborate ward chamber they'd visited earlier, this passageway was remarkably ordinary, just rough-hewn rock with simple bracket torches that flickered to life as they approached. No silver filigree, no golden patterns, no glowing runes.
"I expected something more impressive," Silas admitted, eyeing the unadorned walls with disappointment.
"That was precisely the intent," Bonereghard replied. "Master Dewalt understood the value of understatement when it came to certain matters."
At the corridor's end stood a simple wooden door reinforced with iron bands. It looked sturdy but unremarkable, the kind of door that might secure a storage room rather than a treasure vault.
"This is it?" Silas couldn't keep the skepticism from his voice.
Bonereghard's monocle glinted in the torchlight. "Sometimes the best security is simply a lock and a door that doesn't look worth opening."
The skeleton butler gestured to a small depression beside the door frame, roughly the size of a coin. "Your signet ring, if you please."
Silas pressed his Beckham ring into the depression. For a moment, nothing happened. Then came a series of mechanical clicks, not magical shimmer or arcane flash, but the mundane sound of tumblers falling into place. Diog's ears perked forward at the noise, his head tilting curiously.
"Now the key," Bonereghard instructed.
The Beckham Key slid into the iron lock with unexpected ease, turning smoothly despite its apparent age. The door swung inward without a sound, revealing a chamber beyond.
Silas had braced himself for guardian constructs or magical wards. Instead, the vault door opened to reveal an ordinary room. Well-lit by permanent mage lights embedded in the ceiling, the chamber was perhaps thirty feet square, with neat wooden shelves along three walls and a large central table. A prominent treasure chest of ornate copper-banded oak sat squarely in the center of the room. And on the shelves...
Wealth. Not the mountain of gold coins that childhood stories promised, but organized, methodical riches.
Wooden boxes held neatly stacked gold and silver coins. Glass-fronted cabinets displayed gemstones sorted by type and size. Rolled scrolls and legal documents occupied one entire wall, each carefully labeled and stored in individual cases. Several paintings leaned against one corner, their frames simple but clearly valuable.
"Where's the guardian you mentioned?" Silas asked, one hand still on his sword hilt.
"Ah," Bonereghard said quickly, placing a restraining hand on Silas's arm as he started to move toward the copper-banded chest. "I should caution you, that chest in the center of the room is not what it appears to be."
"What do you mean?" Silas asked, eyeing the ornate treasure chest.
"That's Copper," Bonereghard explained, his voice dropping to a near whisper. "Master Dewalt's vault guardian. A particularly voracious mimic that he discovered and trained. I would strongly advise maintaining a safe distance."
As if hearing its name, the chest's copper bands seemed to shift slightly, though Silas couldn't be certain in the vault's intense lighting. Diog immediately dropped into a defensive crouch, a low growl rumbling in his chest. Frost gathered around his jaws, his instincts clearly warning him about the disguised predator.
"It recognizes the signet ring and key as authorization," Bonereghard continued. "But mimics are temperamental creatures with ferocious appetites. Best not to approach directly."
"You didn't think to mention this earlier?" Silas hissed, taking a deliberate step away from the chest.
"I may have slightly understated the vault's defenses," Bonereghard admitted, adjusting his bow tie. "Copper is quite effective at discouraging unauthorized entry. Several would-be thieves discovered that too late."
Silas kept a wary eye on the innocent-looking chest. "So, the guardian is a treasure chest that eats people. That's creative."
"Master Dewalt appreciated practical solutions," Bonereghard replied. "Copper requires no maintenance, sleeps when not needed, and disposes of intruders without leaving evidence."
The mimic remained motionless, maintaining its perfect chest disguise, but Silas could have sworn he saw the lock briefly form into a mouth-like shape before settling back to inanimate appearance.
"How do we safely access the vault contents with that thing in here?" Silas asked.
"We simply maintain a respectful distance from Copper's territory, the center of the room," Bonereghard explained. "The shelves along the walls are accessible without entering its hunting range. Master Dewalt arranged the vault specifically to accommodate Copper's territorial nature."
Silas approached the nearest shelf, giving the disguised mimic a wide berth. Each coin stack was labeled with precise notations, date of acquisition, metal purity, and current market value. The gemstones were similarly documented, with small cards detailing their provenance and estimated worth.
"This is..." Silas gestured vaguely at the organized wealth.
"Approximately forty-seven thousand gold equivalent," Bonereghard supplied casually. "Though the actual liquid currency represents only about thirty percent of that value. The remainder is in gems, art, and other collectibles."
Silas nearly choked. "Forty-seven thousand? That's more than enough to pay off the inheritance tax!"
"Indeed." Bonereghard moved to the document wall, skeletal fingers tracing the labels. "However, I would strongly advise against such an action."
"Why? We could clear the debt right now!"
Bonereghard turned, his eye sockets dimming to emphasize his seriousness. "Consider why the inheritance tax was so exorbitant to begin with, young master. Twenty-eight thousand gold is not a standard fee. It is a deliberately prohibitive sum."
"Someone wants the estate," Silas realized, the excitement draining from his voice.
"Precisely. Someone with significant influence at the Magistrate's office. Someone who anticipated that no heir would be able to pay such an amount." Bonereghard pulled a scroll from the wall. "If you simply appear with exactly the required funds, questions will arise. Unwelcome attention will follow."
The copper-banded chest in the center of the room shifted subtly, the lid opening just a fraction of an inch, enough to reveal what looked disturbingly like a row of serrated teeth before closing again. Diog snarled in response, frost misting from his nostrils.
"Easy," Silas murmured to the wolf, keeping one eye on the disguised mimic. "That's a fight we don't want."
"A wise assessment," Bonereghard agreed. "Even Master Dewalt approached Copper with caution. Its digestive abilities are impressive. It once consumed a thief wearing full plate armor. Nothing remained but a small puddle."
Silas frowned, the threat of the mimic momentarily overshadowed by their financial discussion. In Karst, when someone set an impossible price, then you showed up with exact payment, it usually meant trouble, either you'd stolen something valuable or you had powerful backers. Either way, it attracted unwanted attention.
"So what do we do?" he asked, running a hand through Diog's frost-rimed fur. The wolf had relaxed somewhat but continued watching the disguised mimic with unwavering focus.
"This," Bonereghard said, unrolling the scroll he'd retrieved. "The Beckham Family Trust documentation, properly filed with city authorities thirty-seven years ago. It establishes that the estate itself, the property, buildings, and fixed assets, belongs to the trust, not to any individual heir."
"And that changes the tax situation?"
"Dramatically. As trustee rather than outright owner, your tax obligation would be based on annual income rather than assessed property value." Bonereghard's voice carried a hint of satisfaction. "A much more manageable amount."
As they discussed the documents, the mimic seemed to lose interest, settling back into perfect chest imitation. Only the occasional subtle shifting of its copper bands betrayed its true nature.
Silas studied the legal document, its formal language and multiple seals suggesting legitimacy. "Will they honor this? After calculating the inheritance tax already?"
"They must, by law," Bonereghard affirmed. "Though they will undoubtedly resist. Which is where a certain strategy becomes necessary."
The skeleton butler moved to a different shelf, giving Copper an extra-wide berth as he gestured to several trays of what looked like costume jewelry, glass beads, copper bands, silver pins with minimal craftsmanship. They seemed bizarrely out of place among the genuine wealth surrounding them.
"These pieces have minimal actual value," Bonereghard explained, "but sufficient appearance of worth to be pawned for immediate cash, perhaps five hundred gold total. Enough to make a first 'payment' toward the inheritance tax, while your legal representatives file the trust documentation."
Silas was beginning to understand the approach. "Show them I'm making a good-faith effort to pay, while simultaneously challenging the tax assessment through proper channels."
"Exactly." Bonereghard's eye sockets glowed with approval. "This creates the impression of limited means, a heir struggling to meet obligations, while we execute the legal strategy. By the time they realize the trust documentation invalidates most of the tax assessment, you'll have established yourself as the legitimate Beckham heir, with growing control over the estate's defenses."
The mimic shifted again, this time more obviously, the chest lid opening wide enough to reveal a cavernous maw lined with teeth, a grotesque long tongue flicking out to taste the air before it resumed its disguise. Diog bristled, frost crackling around his paws.
"Don't worry, Copper is simply curious," Bonereghard assured them, though he also took a step further from the creature. "It's been some time since anyone visited the vault. It's merely assessing whether we might be potential meals."
"Reassuring," Silas muttered, staying firmly against the wall as he moved to examine more of the vault's contents.
He walked slowly around the vault's perimeter, taking in the methodical organization of his grandfather's wealth. It wasn't the dragon's hoard of legend, but something far more practical, sustainable resources managed with precision.
"I expected something more magical," he admitted, gesturing at the ordinary shelves and simple boxes.
"Master Dewalt reserved his magical extravagance for his research," Bonereghard replied. "When it came to finances, he preferred methodical pragmatism. Gold spends the same whether conjured dramatically or stored in plain boxes."
Diog had refused to relax, his attention fixed unwavering on the mimic. The young wolf clearly sensed the predator's dangerous nature, even as it maintained its innocent appearance.
"Your companion shows good instinct," Bonereghard observed. "Mimics are among the most successful hunters in the magical ecosystem. They can remain motionless for decades, waiting for prey."
Silas approached the document wall, scanning the neatly labeled scrolls and papers. Beyond the trust documentation, he spotted deeds to properties in other cities, shipping manifests, investment certificates in various trading companies, and what appeared to be royalty agreements for magical innovations.
"My grandfather had his fingers in a lot of pies," he remarked.
"The Arch Magus understood that wealth requires diversification," Bonereghard agreed. "His magical research was supported by mundane investments, just as his financial strategies were enhanced by magical knowledge."
The skeleton butler retrieved a small wooden box from a lower shelf. "These should suffice for your initial 'payment' to the city. Five hundred gold equivalent in items that appear valuable but won't be missed from the collection."
Silas accepted the box, surprised by its weight. Inside lay an assortment of jewelry pieces, rings with glass stones that mimicked emeralds, brooches that shone like gold but were merely polished brass, and pendants with elaborate but ultimately inexpensive craftsmanship.
"Perfect for creating the impression of strained resources," Bonereghard explained. "Combined with the trust documentation, this approach should buy us the time needed to properly establish your position."
"And the actual wealth stays hidden," Silas concluded, "while we strengthen the estate's defenses and resolve the legal situation."
"Precisely." Bonereghard's monocle gleamed in the vault's steady light. "Though I should note that accessing these resources requires discretion. The vault should remain our secret, even from those who might seem like allies."
The mimic's disguise wavered momentarily as Silas mentioned the wealth, its copper bands rippling like liquid metal before settling. Diog growled in response, frost gathering more intensely around his muzzle.
"Copper appears to be growing restless," Bonereghard observed. "Perhaps we should conclude our business here."
Silas thought of Lana and Magistrate Riane, their unexpected assistance in claiming his inheritance. Could he trust them with knowledge of this wealth? Or were they connected to whoever had set the excessive inheritance tax?
"Trust is a luxury we cannot yet afford," Bonereghard said, seeming to read his thoughts. "Until we identify who orchestrated the inflated tax assessment, everyone remains a potential threat."
"So, I maintain the appearance of a struggling heir," Silas said. "While secretly having the resources to properly restore the estate."
"A deception in service of survival," Bonereghard agreed. "Something I suspect you learned on Karst's streets long before arriving here."
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A Thing of Sorts


"Not yet, young master," Bonereghard said as they started to leave the vault. "While we are here, we should clear the library. This is a good chance for you and Diog to get some practical exercise." 
Silas paused, glancing at the small wooden box of "valuable" jewelry he now carried. "Library? I thought we were heading back to the lounge."
"The lounge can wait," Bonereghard replied, carefully closing the vault door behind them. "Your education cannot. The library contains resources you'll need to fully claim your inheritance, texts on ward management, estate law, and magical theory that even someone of your unconventional background can understand."
Diog padded silently beside Silas, occasionally nudging his leg as if sensing his master's hesitation.
"Is this library as dangerous as everything else in this place?" Silas asked.
"Not dangerous, per se," Bonereghard said, leading them up the spiral staircase. "Merely infested."
Silas sighed. "Of course it is."
The journey to the library took them through corridors Silas hadn't yet explored. Unlike the decaying hallways near the entrance, these passages showed signs of more recent care, less dust, fewer cobwebs, and walls that weren't actively crumbling.
"I've maintained minimal upkeep in essential areas," Bonereghard explained, noting Silas's observations. "Resources have been limited since Master Dewalt's passing, requiring certain prioritizations."
As they walked, Diog stayed close to Silas, his ice-blue eyes scanning every shadow. The young wolf had clearly taken to his protective role with enthusiasm, despite their brief acquaintance.
"He's quite attentive," Bonereghard noted. "Most summons require weeks to develop such situational awareness. Your bond forms quickly."
Silas reached down to scratch behind Diog's ears, earning a satisfied rumble that wasn't quite a growl. "We understand each other. Both of us know what it's like to survive on instinct."
They rounded a corner and came upon massive double doors of dark oak banded with silver. Unlike much of the mansion, these doors appeared untouched by time or decay, their wood polished and metal gleaming.
Silas studied the ancient oak doors with a mix of wariness and curiosity. Despite the mansion's overall decay, these barriers remained pristine, the silver inlays and runes untarnished by time. They hummed with residual magic as his fingers moved over the elaborate patterns carved into the wood.
"These doors are in better shape than half the roof," he said, noting how they stood in stark contrast to the crumbling architecture he'd seen elsewhere.
"Master Dewalt valued knowledge above all else," Bonereghard replied, his voice carrying an unusual softness. "The outer barriers were layered with his strongest preservation magics."
"But you said there's a problem inside?" Silas looked the door over.
"Something along those lines, yes." The butler's eye sockets dimmed slightly. "The protection extends only to the physical structure. The internal wards have deteriorated, allowing unwelcome guests."
"What kind of unwelcome guests?" His hand drifted to his sword hilt automatically.
"Imp mites." Bonereghard made a dismissive gesture that didn't match the tension in his skeletal frame. "Magical vermin, really. They burrow into books like termites in wood and consume the knowledge contained within. Individually harmless, but collectively devastating."
Diog pressed his black muzzle to the gap beneath the doors, his ears flattening as a deep growl vibrated through his chest.
"Maybe he smells them," Silas said, watching the wolf growl.
"And they likely sense him." Bonereghard adjusted his monocle with precise, bony fingers. "Imp mites develop attributes based on the magical texts they consume. The longer they feast, the more problematic they become."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "You're saying these book-eating pests might actually be dangerous?"
"I'm saying this presents us with an opportunity, young master." Bonereghard straightened his bow tie. "Consider it your first formal assessment. Clear the library of imp mites within one hour, while preserving as much of the collection as possible."
"You want to turn pest control into training?"
"I prefer to think of it as practical education," Bonereghard countered, a flicker of amusement dancing in his empty eye sockets. "I shall observe but not intervene. Think of me as your referee."
Silas glanced at Diog, who remained fixated on the gap beneath the door. The wolf's hackles stood raised, his tail rigid with alertness.
"So, I just walk in there and kill some book-eating bugs? Sounds simple enough." Silas reached for the door handle, but Bonereghard cleared his throat, a peculiar sound coming from someone without lungs.
"Perhaps I should mention that imp mites absorb magical knowledge. Some may have developed abilities."
Silas dropped his hand. "Of course they have. And you're just mentioning this now?"
"Consider it part of the assessment. Adaptability is crucial for survival in this estate." Bonereghard produced a small hourglass from his coat pocket and set it on a nearby pedestal. "One hour, Master Beckham. The clock starts when you cross the threshold."
Silas knelt beside Diog, running a hand through the wolf's midnight fur. "Ready to hunt some magical bugs, boy?" The wolf's ice-blue eyes met his, and Silas felt that strange connection between them, still new and uncertain, but unmistakably forming. Diog might not understand his words yet, but the wolf clearly sensed his intent.
"Right." Silas drew his sword and pushed the door open.
The library beyond was vast, three stories of shelves stretched toward a domed ceiling where faded constellations had been painted in what might once have been luminous pigment. Spiral staircases connected the levels, and reading nooks dotted the perimeter. It would have been magnificent if not for the obvious signs of infestation.
Tiny blue lights, hundreds of them, flickered between the shelves like fireflies. Books lay scattered across tables and floors, some with pages torn out, others smoldering with strange energies. As Silas stepped inside, several of the lights changed direction, converging toward him.
"They've noticed you," Bonereghard observed unnecessarily from the doorway. "How fascinating."
The first imp mite darted toward Silas's face, a translucent, insect-like creature no bigger than his thumb. Silas swatted it out of the air and it went splat on the ground.
"Gross," he muttered then dodged as three more zipped toward him.
Diog sprang forward, jaws snapping at the swarm. His teeth closed around one mite with a flash of frost, and the tiny creature shattered like ice. Two more darted away from the wolf's muzzle, circling above.
"The young Fenrir has good instincts," Bonereghard commented, stepping into the library behind them. "Though his movements still lack coordination with yours. To be expected, given your brief acquaintance."
Silas swung his sword in a wide arc, catching another pair of mites mid-flight. They burst into tiny puffs of sparkling dust. "At least they die clean," he noted.
As they advanced further into the library, more mites emerged from between book pages and beneath fallen tomes. What had seemed like hundreds from the doorway now appeared to be thousands, their lights twinkling throughout the massive chamber.
"There has to be a better way than killing them one by one," Silas said, scanning the room. "We'd be here all day."
A larger mite, this one glowing purple, shot a tiny spark of electricity at him, singeing his sleeve. Silas narrowed his eyes. "And they're getting bolder."
"The purple ones have been consuming texts on elemental magic," Bonereghard observed, casually dodging a mite that flew at his skull. The creature bounced off an invisible barrier around the butler. "They've developed rudimentary offensive capabilities."
Looking up at the three-tiered structure, Silas noticed patterns in the mites' movements. They weren't just random, they circled certain shelves, hovered near specific books. The blue ones seemed to favor the west wall, while green ones congregated near what looked like botanical texts. The occasional golden mite, larger than the others, darted between them like overseers.
"Diog," Silas called, a plan forming in his mind. "Circle the perimeter. Freeze the bottom shelves and floor."
The wolf hesitated, head tilted as if trying to understand the complex command. Silas tried again, pointing to the floor and making a circular motion with his finger. "Frost. Around the edge."
"He's not a trained hunting hound, young master," Bonereghard noted dryly. "Your bond is barely hours old."
Silas grunted and tried a different approach. He moved to the nearest wall and gestured for Diog to follow. The wolf trotted over, clearly eager to please but uncertain what was wanted. Silas pointed at the floor. "Frost here, boy. Like you did in training."
This time Diog understood. Frost spread from his paws, climbing several feet up the nearest bookshelf. Imp mites caught in the cold shattered instantly.
"Good! Now follow me." Silas began moving along the wall, Diog at his heels. The wolf caught on quickly, leaving a trail of frost in his wake.
"Clever," Bonereghard commented, watching from a distance. "Creating a containment perimeter. Master Dewalt employed similar tactics when cataloging new specimens."
As they continued around the library's edge, more mites fled the expanding frost barrier, concentrating in the upper levels. Silas glanced at Diog, who seemed to be enjoying this improvised hunt, his tail wagging slightly despite the concentration evident in his stance.
"The wolf adapts quickly," Bonereghard observed. "Most new summons require days or weeks to develop such coordination with their masters. The bond between you runs deeper than is typical."
Silas sprinted toward a spiral staircase, taking the steps two at a time. From this elevated position, he could see hundreds of mites swarming in confusion, their escape routes cut off by the frost barrier below.
"Time to get creative," Silas muttered.
He leapt onto the railing and launched himself toward the nearest bookcase, landing atop it with practiced ease. Years of navigating Karst's rooftops had given him an instinctive feel for such acrobatics. The bookcase wobbled but held his weight as he balanced on its edge.
"Your street training serves you well," Bonereghard called from below, where he was examining the frost barrier with academic interest. "Most nobles would have simply thrown magic at the problem until they exhausted themselves."
Below, Diog was looking for a way to join Silas on the upper level. The wolf paced anxiously, separated from his new master and clearly unsure what to do next.
"Looks like he doesn't want to leave you behind," Bonereghard noted. "Separation anxiety is common in newly bonded summons."
Silas spotted a half-collapsed shelf that formed a ramp. "Diog! Up here!" he called, pointing.
The wolf followed his gesture and bounded up the makeshift ramp, though not without a momentary slip that sent books tumbling. His movements were eager but uncoordinated, betraying their lack of proper training together.
From his elevated position, Silas spotted something unusual, a mite nearly three times larger than the others, glowing with brilliant golden light. Unlike its fellows, this one seemed to direct the others, its movements deliberate rather than erratic.
"Bonereghard! The big golden one, is that their leader?"
The skeleton butler adjusted his monocle, following Silas's gaze. "Indeed. A queen mite. They develop from standard workers that consume particularly potent magical texts. This one appears to have fed on Master Dewalt's research notes on hierarchical summoning. Most concerning."
"Diog! Up here!" Silas called, trying to direct the wolf's attention to the queen. Diog looked up, clearly eager to help but unable to understand the specific target. The wolf's icy eyes searched the area, missing the queen entirely.
"Perhaps a more direct approach," Bonereghard suggested. He pointed a bony finger directly at the queen mite, then at Diog. "Target, wolf."
Whether from Bonereghard's gesture or through their developing bond, Diog finally spotted the queen. The wolf growled, frost gathering around his jaws.
The queen mite seemed to sense their attention. It retreated toward a collection of ancient tomes bound in leather, surrounded by a protective guard of glowing mites. As Silas approached, the queen raised tiny appendages, and a shimmering barrier formed around her.
"She's using protection magic," Silas called.
"A rudimentary ward spell," Bonereghard confirmed, now gliding toward the queen's position. "Likely absorbed from a text on basic magical defenses. Fascinating adaptation."
Silas advanced from one side while Diog approached from another, their movements uncoordinated but both clearly focused on the same target. The guardian mites swarmed angrily, their previously scattered attacks now focused and determined. A bolt of miniature fire shot past Silas's ear, hot enough to be felt but not quite dangerous.
"On my count," Silas called, positioning himself directly above the queen's position. "Three, two, one, NOW!"
He dropped from his perch, sword extended. Below, Diog leapt toward the queen's barrier, but his timing was off by a crucial second. Instead of a coordinated assault, Silas struck the barrier alone, his sword barely penetrating before being deflected. Diog's frost breath hit a moment later, weakening but not breaking the shield.
"Coordination requires practice," Bonereghard commented neutrally. "Even with a natural bond."
The queen darted upward, wings beating frantically. A spark of golden energy shot from her tiny hands, catching Silas in the shoulder. It stung like a wasp, but he'd suffered far worse in Karst's fighting pits.
"Again!" Silas called to Diog, who was already repositioning for another attempt. This time the wolf waited for Silas's signal, watching him intently.
Silas feinted toward the queen, drawing her barrier to strengthen in one direction. As he'd hoped, the mite focused on the more immediate threat, leaving her rear flank vulnerable. "Now, Diog!"
The wolf lunged, jaws snapping through the weakened section of the barrier. Frost exploded outward as his teeth closed on empty air, the queen had darted aside at the last moment, but her shield was now compromised.
"Press the advantage!" Bonereghard called, his formal demeanor momentarily giving way to excitement. "The shield cannot regenerate quickly!"
Silas didn't waste the opportunity. He drove his sword through the broken section of the barrier, catching the queen's wing. The mite tumbled, its glow flickering as it tried to stabilize. Before it could recover, Diog leapt again, frost billowing around his muzzle.
This time his jaws closed around the queen with a flash of blue light. The mite burst between his teeth, releasing a cloud of glittering particles that formed complex patterns in the air before dissipating.
Throughout the library, the effect was immediate and dramatic. Hundreds of mites froze in place, their lights dimming as if in shock. Others flew in aimless circles, their collective purpose lost. Many simply dropped from the air like tiny falling stars.
"The swarm is compromised," Bonereghard observed, adjusting his bow tie as if recalling his formal role. "Well executed, if somewhat fortuitous."
Without their queen, the remaining mites became easy prey. What had been an organized defense collapsed into chaos. Silas and Diog quickly fell into a simple rhythm of corralling and eliminating the stragglers. Though they still lacked the seamless coordination of a long-established team, their raw effectiveness was undeniable.
"You lack finesse, but compensate with practicality," Bonereghard noted as he watched them work. "A trait Master Dewalt would have appreciated."
Before long, the last cluster of mites made a final stand near a reading desk, forming a defensive sphere that pulsed with multi-colored light. Silas approached from one side, gesturing for Diog to take the other.
"On my signal," he called, holding up his hand. Diog watched him intently, frost gathering around his muzzle as he waited for direction. Silas brought his hand down sharply. "Now!"
Diog's frost breath hit the swarm from one side while Silas's blade swept through from the other. The timing wasn't perfect, Diog released his attack slightly early, and Silas had to adjust his strike to avoid the spreading frost, but the combined assault caught the mites in a crossfire that left nothing but sparkling dust drifting to the floor.
Silence fell over the library, broken only by Silas's heavy breathing and the soft padding of Diog's paws as he trotted back to his master's side.
"Time?" Silas called to Bonereghard, wiping sweat from his brow.
The skeleton butler checked his hourglass with theatrical precision. "Thirty-two minutes and fourteen seconds. Within parameters, though not without learning opportunities."
Silas sheathed his sword, surveying the room. Despite their chaotic battle, most of the damage had been pre-existing. Their approach, forcing the mites upward and away from the more vulnerable collections, had minimized further harm to the books.
"The infestation was worse than I anticipated," Bonereghard admitted, approaching the central area. "That queen had developed significant magical capabilities. Another few months, and they might have posed a genuine threat."
"All part of the job," Silas replied, reaching down to scratch Diog behind the ears. The wolf leaned into his touch, clearly pleased despite his exhaustion. "Though I haven't done pest control since that ghoul nest in Karst's sewers."
"This library holds knowledge stretching back centuries," Bonereghard said, carefully righting a fallen tome. "Master Dewalt collected texts from across the known world. Some are irreplaceable."
"And they were being eaten by magical termites," Silas replied dryly. "Maybe he should have invested in better internal wards."
"Indeed. Which brings us to the second part of our task." Bonereghard gestured toward a reading alcove in the far corner where an ornate pedestal stood between two high-backed chairs. "The ward anchor for this section needs reactivation."
The pedestal's surface bore the same runic patterns Silas had seen in the ward chamber below, though these were dim and faded, barely visible in the light filtering through the library's high windows.
"Place your hand on the surface," Bonereghard instructed. "Feel for the connection to the main ward network we activated earlier."
Silas did as directed, pressing his palm against the cool stone. At first, nothing happened. Then, gradually, he became aware of a faint resonance, like a distant echo of the energy he'd experienced in the ward chamber.
"I feel it," he said. "It's weak, but it's there."
"Focus on strengthening that connection," Bonereghard said. "Imagine it as a line of power that needs reinforcement."
Silas closed his eyes, concentrating on the sensation. In his mind, he pictured the glowing lines from the ward chamber below, extending toward this room but withered from neglect. He pushed his own energy along those pathways, forcing them wider, stronger.
The pedestal warmed beneath his touch. The runes began to glow, faintly at first, then with increasing brightness. A ripple of energy pulsed outward from his hand, traveling along invisible pathways throughout the library.
"Good," Bonereghard encouraged. "The initial connection is reestablishing. Now, Diog may assist with the frost-aligned portions."
Silas beckoned to the wolf without opening his eyes. "Diog, come here."
The young Fenrir approached cautiously, unsure what was expected. Bonereghard placed his bony hand on the wolf's back, guiding him into position.
"Place your paw here," the butler instructed, pointing to a spot beside Silas's hand. "Your frost affinity will strengthen the preservation aspects."
Whether he understood the words or simply the intent, Diog complied. Frost spread from his paw, following the runic patterns etched into the stone. The cold energy catalyzed the connection, the runes brightening to a steady blue glow.
Around them, the library began to transform. Dust lifted from books and vanished. Torn pages began to knit themselves back together. Fallen volumes floated gently back onto shelves, organizing themselves by some unseen principle.
"The restoration has begun," Bonereghard said, his voice unusually warm. "The ward is not merely protective, it's restorative. Given time, much of the damage will repair itself."
Finally, the pedestal's glow stabilized. Silas felt the connection settle into place, no longer requiring his active attention to maintain itself.
"You may remove your hands now," Bonereghard said. "The ward anchor has reintegrated with the network. This section of the estate is once again under your protection."
Silas stepped back, flexing his fingers. "That took more out of me than fighting the mites did."
"Ward work always does," Bonereghard replied. "It draws directly on your vital energies. With practice, the drain will become less noticeable."
Diog shook himself vigorously, sending tiny frost particles dancing in the air. The young wolf then padded around the immediate area, sniffing at the changes his ice magic had helped create.
"I think he's proud of himself," Silas said, watching the wolf's satisfied exploration.
"As well he should be," Bonereghard agreed. "Despite your brief acquaintance, he shows remarkable attunement to your needs."
As the library continued its magical self-restoration, Bonereghard surveyed the room with a critical eye.
"You know," he said after a moment, "I had my doubts about your capacity to handle the estate's challenges. Most heirs arrive with formal training in magical theory, years of academic preparation, and still fail spectacularly."
Silas snorted. "No formal training here. Just what the streets taught me."
"And yet," Bonereghard continued, "you've accomplished more in one day than several previous claimants managed in weeks. Unrefined, certainly, but effective."
The skeleton's eye sockets seemed to study Silas with new consideration. "Perhaps I've been too rigid in my expectations. Master Dewalt himself was unconventional in his approaches."
"Is that a compliment?" Silas asked, raising an eyebrow.
"Let us call it a recalibration of judgment," Bonereghard replied primly, though the lights in his eye sockets danced with what might have been amusement. "I believe I may have underestimated what a street-trained heir might accomplish."
He straightened his already-impeccable bow tie. "There are certain matters regarding the estate, and your grandfather's work, that I've been reluctant to share with you, given your inexperience. But perhaps it's time to reconsider that position."
Silas's interest sharpened immediately. "What kind of matters?"
"The kind that might explain why the Beckham Estate has fallen into such disrepair," Bonereghard said, his tone growing serious. "And why there is considerably more at stake than a mere inheritance tax."
The skeleton butler turned toward the door. "But such discussions require proper preparation. Rest today, young master. Tomorrow, I shall show you what truly lies beneath this estate."
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The Butcher's Kitchen


"Perhaps a rest is in order, young master," Bonereghard suggested, materializing from between the shadowy shelves. The skeleton butler had been organizing the restored library while Silas studied, his methodical movements occasionally punctuated by disapproving clicks when he discovered particularly damaged volumes. 
"I'm fine," Silas muttered, rubbing his eyes. "Just trying to make sense of all this. My grandfather had a, unique way of explaining things."
Diog lay curled nearby, frost patterns spreading and receding across the floor around him as he dozed. The young wolf had spent the morning exploring the library's upper levels, sniffing at reorganizing books with cautious curiosity before finally succumbing to a nap.
"Master Dewalt did tend toward the esoteric in his explanations," Bonereghard agreed, adjusting his monocle. "Though I believe you've earned a brief respite after your impressive handling of the imp mite infestation."
Silas stretched, feeling his stiff muscles protest. The battle with the mites had been more taxing than he'd initially realized, and his stomach had begun protesting the long hours since breakfast.
"I could eat," he admitted.
Bonereghard's eye sockets dimmed noticeably. "Regarding sustenance, there is another area of the estate that requires attention. An area that, if secured, would significantly improve your daily comfort."
"Let me guess," Silas said, sensing the butler's hesitation. "The kitchen has something living in it too."
"Living might be a generous description," Bonereghard replied. "But yes, the kitchen has been, claimed by one of Master Dewalt's more unfortunate creations."
Silas looked down at Diog, who had opened one ice-blue eye at the mention of food. "What do you think, boy? Ready for another fight?"
The wolf stood and stretched, frost crystals cascading from his midnight fur. Through their bond, Silas felt Diog's eager readiness, a cool, confident presence that had grown stronger since their battle with the imp mites.
"I'll take that as a yes," Silas said, rising to his feet. "What exactly are we dealing with this time, Bonereghard? More magical pests? Another mimic?"
The skeleton butler's posture stiffened, and his eye sockets dimmed to a concerning degree. "Something far worse, I'm afraid. A creature your grandfather inadvertently created through one of his more, unfortunate culinary experiments."
"A cooking accident?" Silas said skeptically.
"Master Dewalt attempted to create self-cooking meals using enchanted butcher tools and preservation magic," Bonereghard explained. "The result was, unexpected."
"How unexpected?"
"The entity calls itself 'The Butcher.' It has claimed the kitchen as its domain since Master Dewalt's passing." Bonereghard's jaw clicked with what Silas had come to recognize as discomfort. "Previous attempts to reclaim the space have ended rather, messily."
Silas glanced at Diog, who was now fully alert, his ears perked forward with interest. "Think we can handle it, boy?"
The wolf's tail swished once in confident affirmation, frost crackling around his paws. Through their bond, Silas felt Diog's eagerness, the imp mite victory had bolstered the young Fenrir's courage.
"Then let's get started," Silas said, reaching for his sword.
The journey to the kitchen took them through corridors that showed signs of more recent damage than the rest of the estate. Deep gouges marred the walls, as if something with massive blades had gone on a rampage. Occasionally, they passed dark stains on the floorboards that Silas strongly suspected were blood.
"The Butcher occasionally, forages," Bonereghard explained when he caught Silas examining one such stain. "Its definition of ingredients is distressingly broad."
"Has it killed people?" Silas asked bluntly.
"Three of the false claimants made the mistake of entering the kitchen unprepared," Bonereghard confirmed. "Parts of them were later found embedded in what I can only describe as meat pies."
Diog growled softly, sensing Silas's disgust through their bond. The wolf pressed closer to his master's leg, frost trailing behind his paws.
"Any weaknesses I should know about?" Silas asked, checking his sword's edge. The blade had dulled slightly after yesterday's battles, but it would still cut.
"It is vulnerable to cold," Bonereghard replied. "Diog's frost abilities may prove particularly effective. The entity maintains a constant heat within the kitchen, a perverted version of the warming enchantments meant to keep food at proper temperatures."
"So, we have an advantage," Silas noted, looking down at Diog with new appreciation.
"Potentially. Though The Butcher has had years to establish its domain. Within the kitchen, it controls nearly every aspect of the environment."
Even from the far end of the corridor, Silas could smell something wrong, the mingled scents of old blood, spoiled meat, and rancid fat. The double doors leading to the kitchen bore deep gouges, as if something, or something, had been hacking at them with a dull blade.
"The Butcher rarely leaves its territory," Bonereghard explained, keeping his voice low. "It has transformed the kitchen into a grotesque parody of its original purpose. What should prepare sustenance now prepares, something else entirely."
Silas nodded to Diog, who had dropped into a hunting crouch, frost gathering around his muzzle. "Stay close to me, boy. We go in together."
"I shall remain nearby," Bonereghard added, producing a silver bell from within his jacket. "Should the situation become untenable, this will summon me directly. The Butcher cannot leave the kitchen, but within its domain, it is, formidable."
Silas gripped the door handle, feeling unnatural heat radiating through the metal. "On three," he muttered to Diog. "One... two... three!"
He shoved the door open and immediately recoiled at the wave of hot, fetid air that billowed out. The kitchen's interior had been transformed into something from a nightmare. What had once been pristine work surfaces were now stained dark with substances Silas preferred not to identify. Hooks dangled from the ceiling, some bearing chunks of unidentifiable meat. The central hearth blazed with unnatural orange flames that cast flickering shadows across the gore-splattered walls.
And in the center of this abattoir stood The Butcher.
The creature was massive, easily eight feet tall and barrel-chested, with skin like raw beef stretched over misshapen bones. It wasn't just a monster, it was a flesh golem, a patchwork of muscle, sinew and skin stitched together with thick, black thread that pulsed with sickly magic. Its arms ended in butcher's tools that seemed fused to its flesh, one hand a massive cleaver, the other a wicked meat hook. A bloodstained apron covered its torso, and where a head should have been, there was only a floating chef's hat above a gaping maw filled with mismatched teeth.
"Fresh meeeaat," it gurgled, swinging around to face them. "New flavors for the pot!"
Silas had faced monsters before, things that crawled from sewers or lurked in abandoned buildings. But The Butcher was different. It wasn't just dangerous, it was an abomination, a twisted parody of something mundane made horrific. The stitches crisscrossing its flesh pulsed with each movement, leaking a foul-smelling ichor that sizzled where it hit the floor.
"We need that kitchen," Silas said firmly, brandishing his sword. "And you're in our way."
The Butcher let out a sound that might have been laughter, a wet, bubbling noise that sent shivers down Silas's spine. "Many have tried," it gurgled. "All have fed my recipes!"
It lunged with surprising speed, cleaver arm swinging in a deadly arc. Silas rolled left while Diog darted right, the massive blade embedding itself in the floor where they had stood. The wood splintered, releasing a cloud of foul-smelling spores.
"Don't breathe that!" Bonereghard called from the doorway. "It dulls the senses!"
Silas covered his mouth and nose with his sleeve, circling to The Butcher's flank. The creature wrenched its cleaver free and pivoted with unnatural grace, the meat hook whistling through the air inches from Silas's face.
Diog seized the opportunity, darting forward to snap at The Butcher's leg. The wolf's frost-rimmed teeth sank into the entity's calf, releasing a burst of cold that briefly crystallized the strange flesh. The Butcher howled, swinging down with its cleaver.
"Diog, back!" Silas shouted, lunging forward to slash at the monster's arm.
His blade connected, opening a gash that oozed a substance too thick and dark to be blood. The stench made his eyes water.
The wolf retreated, frost trailing from his jaws. Through their bond, Silas felt Diog's disgust at the creature's taste, but also determination. The young Fenrir was learning, adapting to the fight with each passing second.
The Butcher lurched toward a massive pot bubbling on the hearth. "Ingredients! Need seasonings!" it growled, plunging its hook into the foul concoction.
When it withdrew the appendage, the hook glowed with unnatural heat, steam rising from its curved surface.
"It's enhancing its weapons!" Silas realized, watching as the heated hook began to drip with a sizzling, caustic liquid.
The Butcher charged again, its movements more fluid now, as if the vile broth had energized it. The heated hook left glowing trails in the air as it swung, forcing Silas into a desperate defensive retreat. Where the liquid dripped onto the floor, it bubbled and ate through the wood.
"Acid!" Silas shouted to Diog. "Avoid the hook!"
The wolf responded with impressive awareness, darting between The Butcher's legs rather than confronting it directly. Silas took advantage of the distraction to circle toward the hearth, recognizing that the bubbling pot was the source of the creature's enhancement.
"The broth is feeding it power," he called to Bonereghard. "If we disable the pot,"
"Be careful!" the butler warned. "The hearth is the heart of its domain! Attacking directly might,"
Too late.
Silas had already lunged for the pot, intending to knock it from the fire. The moment his sword touched the cauldron, the entire hearth erupted in a geyser of boiling liquid. He barely managed to throw himself backward, the scalding broth missing him by inches.
The Butcher roared with laughter, its maw stretching impossibly wide. "MY KITCHEN! MY RULES!"
The room itself seemed to respond to the creature's rage. Knives tore free from their storage blocks, whirling through the air like deadly butterflies. Cutting boards clattered across countertops of their own accord. Even the hanging pots began to swing on their hooks, creating a cacophony of metallic clanging.
"The entire kitchen is weaponized!" Bonereghard called from the doorway. "It's fully integrated with the environment!"
Silas rolled beneath a barrage of flying cutlery, coming up behind an overturned table that provided temporary cover. Diog had taken refuge beneath a heavy cabinet, frost spreading around him in a defensive circle that deflected smaller projectiles.
"We need a new strategy," Silas muttered, mind racing.
Direct confrontation wasn't working. The Butcher had too many advantages in its home territory.
He studied the room, looking for structural weaknesses. His gaze fell on a stone tile beneath the central preparation table, similar to the ward anchor they'd activated in the library. If the kitchen had a similar system, perhaps they could bypass fighting The Butcher entirely and simply reassert the estate's original magic.
"Diog!" he called, pointing toward The Butcher. "Distraction! Give me time!"
The wolf understood immediately, launching himself from his shelter in a blur of midnight fur and crystalline frost. He didn't attack directly but instead circled The Butcher at high speed, leaving a trail of ice in his wake that caused the creature to slip and flail as it tried to track the nimble wolf.
Silas used the moment to sprint toward the central preparation table. The Butcher noticed his movement and hurled its meat hook like a grappling weapon. The hook embedded itself in the table inches from Silas's hand, the impact so powerful it cracked the wooden surface.
Before The Butcher could retract the hook, Silas grabbed the chain connecting it to the creature's arm and pulled with all his strength. The monster, already unbalanced by Diog's ice trail, staggered forward. Its massive body crashed into a rack of copper pots that collapsed with a thunderous clatter.
"The ward anchor!" Silas shouted to Bonereghard. "How do I activate it?"
"Palm against the stone! Focus on the kitchen's true purpose, nourishment, preparation, sustenance!" the butler called back. "Your blood connection should trigger recognition!"
Silas dropped to his knees, frantically searching beneath the table. There, a circular stone embedded in the floor, its surface carved with the now-familiar Beckham sigil. He pressed his palm against it, feeling unnatural heat radiating from the stone.
Unlike the library's responsive ward, this one fought him, corrupted by The Butcher's presence, the kitchen's enchantments had twisted into something hostile. Silas pushed harder, forcing his will into the connection, demanding recognition from the estate's magic.
"It's resisting," he grunted, sweat pouring down his face from the exertion and the kitchen's oppressive heat.
"The Butcher has corrupted the kitchen's purpose," Bonereghard explained. "You must reassert the original intent!"
The Butcher had untangled itself from the fallen cookware and now lumbered toward Silas with murderous intent. Its cleaver arm raised high, ready to split him in two. Diog leapt onto its back, frost exploding from his jaws as he bit at the creature's neck, but The Butcher merely reached back and flung the wolf across the room with terrible strength.
Diog hit the wall with a yelp that sent a spike of pain through Silas's chest. Through their bond, he felt the wolf's stunned disorientation, the momentary struggle to regain his senses.
Rage flooded through Silas, not the hot, blinding anger he'd known in street fights, but something colder and more focused. This creature had hurt Diog, had claimed territory that rightfully belonged to the estate, had perverted a place meant for nourishment into an abattoir.
He pressed harder against the ward anchor, channeling that cold rage into his connection with the estate. The stone beneath his hand pulsed once, then twice, responding to the intensity of his emotion.
"That's it!" Bonereghard called. "The estate recognizes your claim!"
The Butcher had almost reached him, cleaver raised for a killing blow. Silas remained where he was, maintaining contact with the ward anchor, focusing every ounce of his will on reasserting control.
"This kitchen is MINE," he snarled, meeting The Butcher's eyeless gaze without flinching. "I am Silas Beckham, heir to this estate, and you WILL OBEY!"
The ward anchor flared with sudden blue light, so intense it cast stark shadows across the gore-stained walls. Lines of power erupted from beneath Silas's hand, spreading across the floor in a complex network of glowing sigils. Where they passed, filth evaporated, stains vanished, and proper order reasserted itself.
The Butcher froze mid-strike, its massive frame shuddering as the ward magic washed over it. The cleaver trembled in its grasp, inches from Silas's head.
"M-master?" it gurgled, confusion evident in its bubbling voice.
Diog had recovered, limping slightly as he made his way back to Silas's side. The wolf growled, frost gathering around his muzzle as he prepared for another attack.
"Wait," Silas said, raising his hand. Through the ward connection, he felt something unexpected, not just The Butcher's resistance, but its fundamental nature. The creature wasn't simply an abomination, it was a twisted creation born from a genuine desire to cook, to prepare, to serve.
An idea formed, bold and perhaps foolish, but potentially more valuable than simple destruction.
"You want to cook?" Silas asked, maintaining eye contact with the monstrous chef. "To prepare food?"
The Butcher's cleaver arm lowered slightly. "C-cook... yes. Make... flavors. Create... sustenance."
"Then cook for me," Silas said, his voice firm but no longer hostile. "Not, whatever this is." He gestured at the gore-splattered walls. "Real food. For the estate's rightful master."
The creature tilted its hat-topped body, considering. "Serve... not destroy?"
"Serve," Silas confirmed. "Your skills, properly directed. No more victims, no more abominations. Just food, proper meals for the estate's residents."
Bonereghard had gone utterly still in the doorway, his eye sockets wide with what appeared to be shock. "Young master, are you attempting to... talk with The Butcher? Domesticate it?"
"Not domesticate," Silas corrected. "Contract. Like a summon but bound to location rather than person."
The ward magic continued spreading, reclaiming the kitchen inch by inch. The oppressive heat diminished, replaced by a more natural warmth. The bubbling pot on the hearth settled into a proper simmer rather than a toxic boil. Hooks retracted into their proper positions, and scattered utensils returned to their places.
As the kitchen's true nature reasserted itself, The Butcher began to change. Its bloated form condensed, becoming less monstrous though still clearly inhuman. The cleaver and hook remained, but now they seemed more like tools than weapons, extensions of its culinary purpose rather than instruments of torture. The stitches that held its flesh together smoothed into more deliberate seams, no longer leaking that foul ichor.
"What do you say?" Silas addressed the creature directly. "Cook for me, not against me. Follow my rules, prepare proper meals, and you can keep your kitchen."
The monster made a gurgling sound that might have been consideration. "Terms... of service?"
"No more victims," Silas stated firmly. "No corruption of the kitchen's purpose. Meals that nourish, not harm. And you answer to me, the Beckham heir."
Through the ward connection, Silas felt the estate responding to his will, reinforcing his authority. The kitchen's magic surged, wrapping around both him and The Butcher, creating a binding link.
The creature seemed to waver, caught between its corrupted nature and the pull of a new purpose.
Finally, it lowered its weapons.
"I... accept," it gurgled. "Will cook. Will serve. Proper meals."
The ward network flashed brilliantly, sealing the agreement. The kitchen's transformation accelerated, gore vanishing from walls, work surfaces cleaning themselves, proper ingredients appearing as preservation spells released stores that had been hidden by The Butcher's corruption.
A blue notification appeared before Silas's eyes:
「System Notification: You have successfully subdued The Butcher Gourmet」
「Would you like to add it to your current roster?」
Silas considered the prompt floating before him. Adding The Butcher to his summon roster would give him control over the entity, but would also remove it from the kitchen. And something about having that flesh golem follow him around seemed distinctly unappetizing.
"No," he decided aloud. "But I do want him in the kitchen making meals."
「System Notification: The Butcher Gourmet will remain bound to the kitchen as a contracted entity」
The creature had transformed further, now resembling something closer to a proper chef, still a flesh golem with its floating hat and tool-hands but somehow a bit less grotesque. The seams in its patchwork flesh no longer oozed, and its movements seemed more purposeful than menacing. It moved to the hearth, which had rekindled with normal, healthy flames, and began organizing ingredients with surprising dexterity.
"I must admit," Bonereghard said, entering the kitchen cautiously, "in all my years serving the Beckham family, I have never seen anyone take this approach with such an entity. Most would have simply destroyed it."
"Destruction is wasteful," Silas replied, patting Diog's head in appreciation for the wolf's help. "In Karst, you learn to use everything available. Even monsters can serve a purpose if properly directed."
The Butcher was already at work, chopping vegetables with its cleaver hand at impressive speed. The hook now seemed more useful for stirring pots and managing multiple dishes simultaneously.
"Lunch soon," it announced, its voice still unsettling but less gurgling than before. "Proper flavors. Nutritious. Restorative."
"I'll hold you to that," Silas said firmly.
Through the ward connection, he could sense The Butcher's new binding, not eliminated but repurposed, channeling its obsessive nature toward proper cooking rather than horrific parody.
Diog approached the creature cautiously, nose working as he sniffed at the changing scents. The wolf seemed skeptical but accepting, perhaps sensing through their bond that Silas believed this arrangement would work.
"One secure zone established," Silas noted, watching as the kitchen continued its self-restoration. "Though not exactly as I expected."
"I believe the pantry requires similar attention," Bonereghard noted. "Though its occupants are considerably less, imposing than The Butcher."
"Let me guess," Silas said with a weary smile. "More pests?"
"Sprite imps," Bonereghard confirmed. "Mischievous entities that have taken up residence among the preserved foods. They haven't corrupted the pantry like The Butcher did the kitchen, but their presence has made accessing supplies rather problematic."
The pantry adjoined the kitchen, a large, walk-in storage space lined with shelves that should have held the estate's food reserves. As Silas approached, he could hear faint giggling from within, like the sound of small children playing hide-and-seek.
Unlike the kitchen's heat and horror, the pantry emanated a different kind of energy, playful mischief rather than malevolent corruption. When Silas pushed open the door, dozens of tiny lights scattered like startled fireflies, darting behind jars and into dark corners.
"Sprite imps," Bonereghard explained. "They feed on the magical preservation enchantments that keep the food fresh. Harmless individually, but collectively quite capable of mischief."
Silas watched as one brave imp peeked out from behind a jar of preserved peaches. The creature was small, no larger than his thumb, with translucent wings and a body that glowed with soft blue light. It stuck out a tiny tongue at him before darting away with a high-pitched giggle.
"They don't seem that dangerous," Silas observed.
"Until they hide your breakfast," Bonereghard replied dryly. "Or replace salt with sugar. Or animate the vegetables to dance across the table. They consider such things highly amusing."
Silas studied the ward anchor set into the pantry floor, a smaller version of the one in the kitchen, its sigils partially obscured by scattered grains and spices. Unlike the kitchen's corrupted ward, this one merely seemed dormant, waiting for activation.
"I don't think we need to fight these," Silas said, kneeling beside the ward anchor. "They're not hostile, just, playful."
He placed his palm against the stone, focusing on the pantry's purpose, preservation, organization, nourishment. The ward responded almost eagerly, blue light spreading across the floor and up the walls in delicate patterns.
The sprite imps reacted immediately, darting about in seemingly random patterns before forming a swirling cloud above Silas's head. Their tiny voices chattered in a language he couldn't understand, but their tone suggested curiosity rather than fear.
"They recognize Beckham blood," Bonereghard observed. "Your grandfather used to feed them scraps of magical energy in exchange for behavior."
"A bargain, then," Silas said, understanding.
He focused his intent through the ward connection, offering the imps continued residence in exchange for cooperation.
The swarm danced in what appeared to be deliberate patterns, their light changing from blue to green to purple before settling back to blue. Several imps darted down to circle Diog, who watched them with fascinated attention, his ice-blue eyes tracking their movements.
"I believe they're accepting your terms," Bonereghard translated. "Though they do ask for occasional treats, mana crystals are their preference."
"Agreed," Silas said, maintaining the connection. "They can stay if they help maintain order rather than creating chaos."
The ward anchor pulsed, and the pantry began transforming around them. Scattered ingredients returned to shelves, spilled grains gathered themselves back into jars, and long-dormant preservation enchantments reactivated. The sprite imps darted about, seemingly aiding the process, guiding items to their proper places with tiny pushes and pulls.
A blue notification appeared:
「System Notification: You have successfully pacified the Sprite Imp Swarm」
「Would you like to add them to your current roster?」
Like with The Butcher, Silas considered the prompt. Having a swarm of magical imps follow him around might be useful for distractions, but their natural place was clearly here.
"No," he decided. "They belong in the pantry."
「System Notification: The Sprite Imp Swarm will remain bound to the pantry as a contracted entity」
The ward completed its activation, the pantry now restored to clean, orderly functionality. The imps settled onto shelves and perched atop jars, their glow dimmed to a comfortable ambient light that illuminated the storage space without being harsh.
"Two for two," Silas said with satisfaction. "Kitchen and pantry secured."
"And with considerably less violence than I anticipated," Bonereghard noted, sounding impressed despite himself. "Your approach to estate management is, unconventional."
"I'm not interested in destroying what can be repurposed," Silas replied. "These entities were already here, already integrated with the estate. Why not direct their energy toward something useful?"
"A practical philosophy," the butler agreed. "Though one your grandfather rarely embraced. Master Dewalt tended toward more, decisive solutions."
"You mean he'd just destroy things that got in his way?"
"When it suited him," Bonereghard confirmed. "The Archmagus was not known for his patience with inconveniences."
The Butcher had already begun preparing something that smelled remarkably appetizing. The flesh golem moved with surprising grace now that its purpose had been restored, its cleaver and hook working in perfect harmony as it chopped, stirred, and seasoned.
In the pantry, the sprite imps had organized themselves into an efficient system, dancing between shelves to retrieve ingredients as The Butcher called for them. The two entities that had once been problematic were now working together, their energies channeled toward creation rather than corruption.
"I think we've made a good start today," Silas said, feeling genuine satisfaction at what they'd accomplished. "Two secure zones, two contracted entities, and the promise of actual meals."
Bonereghard nodded, his skeletal frame somehow conveying approval despite its lack of flesh. "Indeed, young master. A most productive morning."
Diog pressed against Silas's leg, frost swirling beneath his midnight fur. Through their bond, Silas felt the wolf's contentment mixed with lingering vigilance, a perfect reflection of his own feelings. They had secured territory, The Butcher began its work in earnest, cleaver-hand moving with surprising dexterity as it prepared what smelled like a proper meal. The flesh golem had transformed from nightmare to asset in the span of a single confrontation, its patchwork musculature now serving a productive purpose.
"Fascinating," Bonereghard observed as they stepped away from the kitchen. "I've never seen it work with such, focus before. Your approach has yielded unexpected results, young master."
Silas felt quiet satisfaction as they moved through the corridor. Securing the kitchen and pantry represented tangible progress, spaces reclaimed from chaos and repurposed toward functionality.
"Two zones down," he said, absently running his hand through Diog's frost-rimed fur. The wolf padded alongside him, ice-blue eyes alert despite their recent exertions. "What's next on our reclamation list?"
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The Water Spirit's Bargain


"For Reclamation? I would suggest the bathing facilities," Bonereghard replied, his skeletal hands clasped behind his back as they walked. "Master Dewalt prioritized personal comforts when establishing the estate. The plumbing systems connect to a natural spring beneath the property." 
"There's a working bath?" Silas couldn't hide his interest.
In Karst, hot water had been a luxury reserved for successful jobs or special occasions.
"Indeed. Though I should caution you," Bonereghard's stride faltered slightly, his typically formal posture showing uncharacteristic hesitation.
"What?" Silas asked, immediately suspicious. "More monsters? Another flesh golem?"
"Not exactly." The skeleton butler adjusted his monocle, eye sockets dimming slightly. "The bathing chamber's resident is of a different nature entirely."
"Different how?"
"The bathroom facilities are occupied by a," Bonereghard paused, seeming uncharacteristically flustered. "A nymph."
"A nymph," Silas repeated flatly. "Like a water spirit?"
"Precisely." Bonereghard nodded, eye sockets fixed determinedly ahead. "A water nymph of considerable aesthetic quality."
Silas frowned. "Why do I get the feeling there's more to this story?"
Bonereghard coughed loudly, an impressive feat for someone without lungs. "Not all of your grandfather's, uh, experimental summoning attempts failed."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Silas stopped walking, forcing the butler to turn and face him.
"Master Dewalt had diverse research interests," Bonereghard began delicately. "Some of which involved attempting to create or summon entities with certain companionable qualities."
Silas's eyes narrowed as understanding dawned. "Are you telling me my grandfather tried to summon magical girlfriends?"
"I would never phrase it so crudely, but," Bonereghard adjusted his bow tie. "The nymph was indeed an attempt at creating a more aesthetically pleasing water elemental."
"And this one's still here? What's wrong with her?"
"Nothing is wrong with her," Bonereghard replied primly. "She is, in fact, a perfectly successful manifestation. Intelligent, capable of maintaining the water systems. Her presence keeps the spring water flowing through the estate."
"So, what's the problem?" Silas pressed.
"She didn't like him." Bonereghard's statement was simple but definitive.
"Didn't like who? My grandfather?"
"Correct. Despite his intentions in creating her, she maintained complete autonomy and found Master Dewalt's personality unappealing."
The skeleton's eye sockets dimmed slightly. "She has resided in the bathing chamber since her creation, controlling the water flow based on her moods."
Silas ran a hand through his hair, unsure whether to be amused or disturbed by this latest revelation about his eccentric grandfather. "So we're dealing with a temperamental water woman. Great."
"She is quite powerful when it comes to controlling her domain," Bonereghard warned. "Direct demands tend to be ignored or met with dampening consequences."
"Dampening?"
"Previous attempts to command her resulted in spontaneous indoor rainstorms. For days."
Silas grinned despite himself. "So she has a temper."
"She has moods," Bonereghard corrected. "Like the spring she's connected to, she can be tranquil one moment and tumultuous the next. She simply wishes her presence to be acknowledged rather than taken for granted."
They reached an ornate door inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Delicate carvings of waves and seashells decorated its surface, and a faint humidity seeped from beneath it. The sound of gently splashing water could be heard from within.
"This is the main bathing chamber," Bonereghard explained. "The nymph typically resides here, though she can move through any water system in the estate."
Silas hesitated, suddenly aware that he was about to negotiate with a being his grandfather had specifically created to be attractive. The entire situation felt awkward. "Maybe you should introduce us?"
"A sensible approach." Bonereghard stepped forward and knocked on the door with precise, measured taps. "Miss Nerissa? May we have a moment of your time? The new Beckham heir wishes to make your acquaintance."
For several seconds, nothing happened. Then the door swung open dramatically, releasing a cloud of floral-scented steam that billowed into the hallway.
"Ooooh, visitors!" a cheerful, bubbling voice called from within. "I never get visitors anymore! Well, except for that one guy who tried to steal silverware last month, but he wasn't very talkative after I showed him my whirlpool trick."
Silas exchanged a glance with Bonereghard, who merely adjusted his monocle with what might have been resignation.
"Come in, come in!" the voice insisted. "The water's getting cold just waiting for you!"
Silas glanced down at Diog, who seemed curious but not alarmed. The wolf's frost patterns were flowing smoothly rather than forming the jagged shapes that indicated perceived threats.
"Come on, boy," Silas said, pushing the door wider. "Let's meet our bath nymph."
The bathing chamber was larger than Silas had expected, its marble walls inlaid with silver and mother-of-pearl. A massive copper tub dominated the center of the room, its surface rippling with water that seemed to move against natural currents.
Tall windows of stained glass filtered light into blues and greens, creating an underwater atmosphere.
In the center of the tub stood a woman, or something that appeared as one. Her body was composed of clear water, though solid enough to maintain a humanoid shape. Her features were delicate yet clearly defined, with long flowing hair that moved like actual water, occasionally splashing small droplets around her.
"Hi there!" she exclaimed, waving enthusiastically.
The motion sent ripples through her entire form.
"I'm Nerissa! You must be the new owner guy everyone's talking about!"
Silas blinked, taken aback by her exuberance. "Uh, yes. I'm Silas Beckham. This is Diog."
He gestured to the wolf, who was watching the water being with fascinated attention.
"Ohmygosh he's so cute!" Nerissa's form splashed slightly in apparent excitement as her words flowed together. "I've never seen a frost wolf before! Does he like swimming? The water's always perfect temperature here, you know. I make sure of that."
She winked, which looked odd given her watery composition.
"He's more of a frost type," Silas explained, still adjusting to her unexpected demeanor.
"Opposites are so fun though!" Nerissa exclaimed, stepping out of the tub.
Rather than walking, she seemed to flow across the floor, her lower body becoming more of a stream than legs.
"Fire and ice, water and frost, chocolate and pickles!"
"Chocolate and pickles?" Silas couldn't help asking.
"Don't knock it till you try it!" She circled around him, water droplets occasionally splashing from her movements. "So you're the new Beckham, huh? You don't look much like the old one. Thank the tides for that!"
"I take it you weren't fond of my grandfather?" Silas asked carefully.
"Ugh!" Nerissa's form rippled with what was clearly disgust. "That old creep? He kept trying to make me wear seashells instead of letting me form my own clothing. And he was always telling me to 'smile more,' and that I was 'almost perfect but just a size too small.'"
She gestured emphatically at her chest where the water briefly reshaped itself before returning to normal.
"As if I can't make myself whatever size I want! I'm made of water!"
Silas shifted uncomfortably. "I'm sorry about that."
"Not your fault," she said with a watery shrug. "Unless you're also going to ask me to call you 'master' and pose for magical portraits?"
Her tone made it clear what the consequences of such a request would be.
"Definitely not," Silas assured her. "I'm just trying to get the estate in working order. Having functional bathing facilities would be helpful."
"Oh! Well, that's easy!" Nerissa brightened immediately, her form becoming more translucent in apparent happiness. "I keep the water flowing from the spring! It's my source, you know. There's this amazing underground spring beneath the estate that's connected to, like, magical ley lines or something boring the old man used to ramble about."
She floated around Diog who tracked her movements with curious eyes.
"The spring gives me life, I give the estate water! Simple trade, right? But I don't just turn faucets on and off like some magical plumbing system."
She struck a dramatic pose.
"I have standards!"
"I can see that," Silas replied, unable to keep a smile from forming. "So what would make you willing to keep the water flowing consistently?"
"Hmm." Nerissa put a watery finger to her lips in exaggerated contemplation. "Well, for starters, recognition! The old man always acted like I was just another enchantment, but I'm a person! Sort of. Mostly. You know what I mean!"
She swirled closer to Silas.
"Second, I want visitors sometimes! It gets sooo boring just splashing around by myself. The sprites are cute, but their conversation skills are basically just giggling."
As if on cue, tiny water sprites emerged from the pipes and fixtures, small transparent figures that darted through the air, leaving sparkles of moisture in their wake. They circled Nerissa like attendants before noticing Diog and floating curiously around the wolf.
"And third," Nerissa continued, counting on watery fingers, "no creepy requests! I'm not here to be anybody's fantasy water girl."
"Those all seem reasonable," Silas said, watching as one of the sprites cautiously touched Diog's frost patterns, then darted away with a musical laugh.
The wolf seemed more curious than threatened.
"So we have a deal?" Nerissa clapped her hands together, causing small splashes. "You get nice clean water whenever you want, I get to be treated like an actual person, and everyone's happy!"
"Deal," Silas agreed.
「You have successfully allied with Nerissa the Water Nymph」
「Would you like to add her to your current roster?」
"No," Silas said. "She belongs here, connected to her spring."
「Nerissa the Water Nymph will remain bound to the bathing chamber as an allied entity」
"Oooh, was that one of those notification thingies?" Nerissa asked, peering curiously at the space where the message had appeared. "The old man used to get those all the time. He'd try to look all serious about them, but I could tell he was just excited about the numbers going up."
She floated back to the copper tub and gestured grandly.
"Well, now that we're friends, you should definitely use the bath! No offense, but you smell like you've been hanging out with that gross meat monster in the kitchen."
Silas glanced down at himself, suddenly aware of the accumulated grime from their battle with The Butcher. "Is he really that bad?"
"Are you kidding? He used to make 'special soup' from things he found in the walls!" Nerissa shuddered, ripples spreading through her form. "At least the water washes everything away. Speaking of..."
She gestured at the tub again.
The water sprites had begun arranging various bottles and cloths around the bath, working with cheerful efficiency.
"My helpers," Nerissa explained. "They keep everything flowing smoothly. They're connected to me, but they're also their own little beings. Aren't they adorable?"
The sprites preened at her praise, several of them doing elaborate backflips that sent droplets spinning through the air.
"Your wolf can use the smaller basin," Nerissa continued, pointing to a second copper tub near the window. "It's the perfect size for puppy baths!"
Diog snorted at being called a puppy, but his tail gave a single wag of interest as he approached the indicated basin.
"I appreciate the hospitality," Silas said sincerely.
"Just remember our deal!" Nerissa's form began to dissolve back into the main bath. "Oh, and don't worry about me peeking. Unlike SOME people who used to live here, I understand privacy."
The last word was emphasized with clear distaste for his grandfather's behavior.
Her face remained visible on the surface of the water for a moment longer.
"The sprites will help with anything you need. Just call if you want the temperature adjusted!"
Then she was gone, though Silas could still sense her presence throughout the chamber, a gentle awareness permeating the water systems.
The sprites continued their preparations, arranging soaps and oils with enthusiastic efficiency. One particularly bold sprite floated up to Silas's face and pantomimed scrubbing motions before pointing insistently at the tub.
"I think that's my cue," Silas said with a slight smile. "Diog, looks like we're getting cleaned up."
The wolf was already investigating his basin, sniffing at the water curiously. Through their bond, Silas felt Diog's appreciation for the clean water, a luxury neither of them had experienced often in Karst.
As Silas began removing his armor, he reflected on the very different entities he'd encountered within the estate. The Butcher had been a corrupted creation requiring firm authority, the sprite imps mischievous but easily bargained with, and now Nerissa, powerful but surprisingly personable.
Each required a different approach, and none had responded to brute force. His grandfather's direct methods might have created these beings, but it was Silas's flexibility that seemed to be winning them over.
"Three secure zones now," he said as he sank into the perfectly heated water. "Not bad for our first day of estate management."
From his basin, Diog woofed in agreement, frost swirling through the water around him in crystalline patterns.
A water sprite darted past, giggling as it dropped a bar of soap into Silas's hands with a theatrical splash.
"You know," Silas said to the sprite. "I could get used to this."
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A Room of One's Own


As the last of the bath water drained away, Silas felt truly clean for the first time since arriving at the estate. The water sprites had been surprisingly thorough, presenting soaps, oils, and scrubbing cloths with enthusiastic efficiency. Even Diog looked refreshed, his midnight fur gleaming with renewed luster after his own bath. 
"Much better," Silas admitted, running a hand through his still-damp hair. "I'd forgotten what it feels like to be properly clean."
Diog shook himself vigorously, sending a shower of tiny ice crystals across the marble floor. The water sprites darted playfully through the crystalline mist, their delighted giggles echoing off the tiled walls.
"Goodbye, handsome!" Nerissa's voice bubbled up from the drain. "Come back anytime! And bring your adorable wolf friend too!"
Bonereghard awaited them in the corridor, his skeleton frame impossibly still as always. If he noticed their improved appearance, he gave no indication beyond a slight adjustment of his monocle.
"I trust the bathing facilities were satisfactory, young master?" he inquired, his formal tone firmly back in place.
"More than satisfactory," Silas replied, feeling genuinely refreshed. "Nerissa is... not what I expected."
"Indeed. The nymph defied Master Dewalt's expectations as well, though he was considerably less pleased about it." Bonereghard's skull tilted slightly. "Now, I believe we have secured sufficient territory for one day. Perhaps we should retire to the lounge for the evening meal?"
Silas glanced down at Diog, who was padding contentedly at his side, frost patterns swirling beneath his midnight fur. The young Fenrir looked as tired as Silas felt, despite his renewed energy from the bath.
"The lounge would be fine," Silas agreed, already thinking of the comfortable chair by the fireplace.
"Actually, young master," Bonereghard began, then paused as if reconsidering. "No, we don't just consign ourselves to the lounge. There is a junior suite that might be more appropriate for your needs."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "A suite? As in a bedroom?"
"Precisely. Not quite the master suite, of course, that remains sealed and will continue to be so for some time. But there is a room that was prepared for the heir of Beckham." The skeleton straightened his bow tie. "Well, more for visiting guests whenever Master Dewalt entertained them, but it is a nice room, comfortable, and should be easy to secure and ward."
The prospect of a proper bed after everything he'd endured was almost too good to be true. Silas had spent so many nights on Karst's streets that even the chair in the lounge had seemed luxurious.
"Lead the way," he said, unable to keep the anticipation from his voice.
They traversed several corridors, climbing a half-flight of stairs to reach what Bonereghard explained was the "family wing" of the estate. Unlike the decaying hallways near the entrance or the corrupted kitchen they'd reclaimed, this section showed signs of having been maintained even during the estate's abandonment.
"I've kept certain areas in a state of readiness," Bonereghard explained as they walked. "The guest suite among them. One never knows when an heir might arrive."
"You were that confident someone would eventually claim the estate?" Silas asked.
"Not confident, young master. Hopeful." Something in the skeleton's voice suggested the sentiment went deeper than mere duty. "The estate was not meant to stand empty. It was built to house the Beckham line."
They stopped before a polished oak door bearing a simple, elegant "B" carved into its center. Unlike the master suite's elaborate warding that Bonereghard had mentioned, this door's protection seemed more straightforward, a basic preservation charm and security ward.
"This is it?" Silas asked.
"Indeed." Bonereghard produced a simple brass key from within his jacket. "The junior suite. Comfortable without being ostentatious, and secure without being forbidding. I believe you'll find it suitable for your immediate needs."
He unlocked the door with a gesture that somehow conveyed both ceremony and practicality, swinging it open to reveal the room beyond.
The junior suite surprised Silas with its understated elegance. He'd half-expected another display of faded grandeur, but instead found a space that balanced comfort with functionality. A four-poster bed dominated one wall, its dark wooden frame carved with simple geometric patterns rather than the elaborate designs he'd seen elsewhere in the estate. Thick curtains framed tall windows that offered a view of the overgrown gardens below.
A writing desk stood beneath one window, its surface clear except for a brass lamp and inkwell. A comfortable-looking armchair had been positioned near a small fireplace, with a bookshelf nearby containing what appeared to be leisure reading rather than arcane tomes.
"This is..." Silas hesitated, searching for the right word. "Normal."
"Master Dewalt believed in keeping guest quarters somewhat subdued," Bonereghard explained, entering the room to light the lamps with a gesture. "His personal spaces tended toward the dramatic, but he understood that not everyone appreciated quite so much... character."
Diog trotted past Silas to investigate the room, nose working as he sniffed at every corner. The young wolf seemed to approve, his frost patterns flowing in relaxed swirls rather than the jagged shapes of alertness.
"The bed is enchanted for comfort, similar to the chair in the lounge," Bonereghard continued, straightening a pillow that didn't need straightening. "The desk is equipped with standard writing materials, and the bookshelf contains lighter reading, novels, poetry, and non-magical history. The washroom connects through that door, with a smaller version of the main bathing facility."
Silas approached the bed almost reverently. He ran his hand over the coverlet, feeling the quality of the fabric, far finer than anything he'd slept under in his life. Even The Copper Kettle's best room hadn't offered anything close to this level of comfort.
"And it's secure?" he asked, the habits of a lifetime making him prioritize safety over luxury.
"The entire family wing maintains basic wards," Bonereghard confirmed. "Not as powerful as the lounge's sanctuary, but sufficient to keep out most of the estate's wandering denizens. I can activate additional protections if you wish."
"That would be good."
Bonereghard moved to a small, circular plate embedded in the wall near the door. He placed his skeletal hand against it, blue light spreading from his palm across the plate's surface.
"There. The room is now locked to your magical signature and mine. Nothing enters without permission." The skeleton butler straightened. "Now, shall I have The Butcher send up your evening meal? I believe it has prepared something surprisingly edible."
"In here would be fine," Silas agreed, still taking in the details of what would be his first proper bedroom.
Diog had completed his investigation and now sat beside the bed, looking up at Silas with expectant eyes. Through their bond, Silas felt the wolf's curiosity about this new territory, specifically, whether the bed was part of his permitted domain.
"And what about him?" Silas asked, nodding toward Diog. "Where does he sleep?"
"Traditionally, a summon of his nature would guard the doorway," Bonereghard replied. "Though a bed of appropriate size could be arranged by tomorrow. For tonight, perhaps the rug before the fireplace?"
The rug in question was thick and plush, certainly more comfortable than many places Silas himself had slept. Yet something in Diog's posture suggested the wolf had other ideas.
"We'll figure it out," Silas said diplomatically.
After Bonereghard departed to arrange their meal, Silas took the opportunity to properly explore the suite. The washroom proved to be a smaller version of the main bathing chamber, with copper fixtures that gleamed in the lamplight. The wardrobe contained several sets of clothes that looked approximately his size, simple but well-made garments that would be a significant upgrade from his current attire.
"My first real bedroom," he said to Diog, who had returned to his side. "What do you think, boy?"
The wolf's tail swished once in apparent approval. His ice-blue eyes tracked Silas's movements with that same intelligent awareness that had impressed him from the start.
A knock at the door announced The Butcher's delivery, a surprisingly normal-looking meal of roasted meat, vegetables, and fresh bread. The flesh golem had clearly taken its new purpose seriously, the food smelled delicious and contained no suspicious ingredients. A separate plate held what appeared to be raw meat cut into neat portions, presumably for Diog.
"For wolf," the Butcher explained in its still-unsettling voice. "Protein. Growing. Needs nutrients."
"Thank you," Silas said, genuinely impressed by the creature's thoughtfulness.
After The Butcher departed, Silas sat at the small table near the window to enjoy his first proper meal in the estate. The food tasted as good as it smelled. The Butcher's culinary skills were apparently considerable when not directed toward horrific purposes.
Diog approached his own plate with initial suspicion, sniffing cautiously before taking a small bite. His approval came quickly, and the wolf devoured the rest with enthusiastic efficiency.
As night fell outside the windows, the estate seemed to settle around them. Distant creaks and occasional strange sounds reminded Silas that much of the mansion remained unclaimed territory, but within their warded room, a sense of security prevailed.
When he finished the meal, Silas found himself drawn to the bed. After so long on Karst's streets and in cheap inns, the prospect of a truly comfortable night's sleep was almost overwhelming.
He sat on the edge of the mattress, testing its softness. The enchantment activated at his touch, the bed adjusting subtly to provide perfect support. Silas sighed with unexpected contentment.
"You know, Diog, I could get used to this," he admitted. "An actual room, real food, a bed that doesn't have mysterious stains."
The wolf watched him from his position near the fireplace, head tilted slightly.
"Of course, we've got a lot of work ahead of us," Silas continued, lying back against the pillows. "Monsters to deal with, an estate to restore, twenty-eight thousand gold in taxes to somehow pay off. But for tonight..." He closed his eyes. "This is enough."
The sound of claws on hardwood made him open his eyes again. Diog stood beside the bed, his frost-rimmed muzzle level with the mattress, looking at Silas with what could only be described as expectation.
"Oh no," Silas said, sitting up. "Bonereghard said you're supposed to sleep on the floor."
Diog's ears flattened slightly, but he didn't move.
"There's a perfectly good rug by the fire," Silas pointed out. "It's probably even warm."
The wolf continued staring, ice-blue eyes fixed on Silas with unmistakable intent.
"You're a mythic ice wolf," Silas reminded him. "Not a lapdog."
Through their bond, Silas felt Diog's determination, a cool, steady pressure that contained no aggression but absolute certainty about where he intended to sleep.
"Fine," Silas sighed, patting the foot of the bed. "Just for tonight."
Diog didn't wait for a second invitation. With a single graceful leap, the wolf landed on the bed, circled twice, then settled at Silas's feet, frost patterns swirling contentedly through his midnight fur.
"Just so we're clear," Silas said sternly, "this isn't going to be a regular thing."
Diog's only response was to rest his muzzle on his paws, eyes half-closing in apparent satisfaction.
Silas extinguished the lamp and lay back, adjusting to the strange sensation of sharing a bed with a frost-emanating wolf. Despite the chill, Diog's presence was oddly comforting, a reminder that, for the first time in years, he wasn't facing the night alone.
Sleep claimed him quickly, the enchanted bed working its magic on his exhausted body. His last conscious thought was that perhaps, just perhaps, this inheritance wasn't the disaster it had initially seemed.
Sometime in the night, Silas awoke to find Diog had migrated from the foot of the bed to lie against his side, the wolf's body curved protectively around him. Frost patterns glowed softly in the darkness, casting gentle blue light across the unfamiliar room.
"You're pushing your luck," Silas muttered sleepily, even as he rested a hand on the wolf's cool fur.
Diog didn't open his eyes, but his tail thumped once against the mattress in what Silas recognized as quiet triumph.
Too tired to argue, Silas drifted back to sleep, the wolf's steady presence anchoring him in this strange new world he'd inherited. Together they slept, heir and guardian, while the ancient estate continued its slow awakening around them.
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Night Thoughts


Despite the comfortable bed and the reassuring presence of Diog, Silas found himself restless. The novelty of having an actual bedroom, his bedroom, was overwhelming after years of sleeping wherever he could in Karst. 
Eventually, he slipped out from beneath the covers, careful not to wake the young wolf curled at the foot of the bed.
"I'll be back," he whispered to Diog, who opened one ice-blue eye briefly before drifting back to sleep.
Silas made his way through the darkened corridors, grateful for the estate's ward-lights that cast a soft glow along the safer paths. He found himself drawn back to the sanctuary lounge, the first place in the estate where he'd felt anything approaching safety.
The fire had burned down to embers, casting the room in an amber glow that shone on leather-bound books and polished wood. From somewhere deep within the estate came a distant thumping.
"Always something," Silas muttered, moving to stand before the dying fire.
He crossed to the window, pushing aside heavy curtains to gaze at the overgrown grounds. Moonlight silvered the tangled gardens, illuminating shapes that moved with purpose among the hedges. Not random creatures, but patterns, patrols. The estate's guardians continued their endless vigil, unaware or uncaring that their master had returned.
Their master. The notion still felt foreign, an ill-fitting garment he'd been forced to wear.
Silas touched the Beckham signet ring, turning it on his finger. The metal warmed beneath his touch, responding to his blood in ways he didn't understand. He'd spent years in Karst's gutters, fighting for each scrap, each copper coin. Now he stood in a mansion that belonged to him, surrounded by wealth he couldn't access and dangers he couldn't fully comprehend.
"Quite the change of scenery, isn't it?"
Silas spun, sword half-drawn before recognizing Bonereghard in the doorway. The skeletal butler carried a silver tray with a steaming pot and single cup.
"I thought you might have trouble sleeping," Bonereghard explained, setting the tray on a side table. "The first night is often challenging."
Silas relaxed slightly, though he kept his hand near his weapon. Trust was a luxury he'd never been able to afford.
"Does the estate always make that noise?" he asked, gesturing vaguely toward the ceiling.
"Ah, the Northwest Tower clock. It hasn't worked properly in decades." Bonereghard poured what appeared to be tea into the cup. "Master Dewalt found the irregular ticking soothing. Said it reminded him that even time itself wasn't perfect."
Silas accepted the cup cautiously. The liquid inside smelled of herbs and something else, something older.
"It won't poison you," Bonereghard said, the lights in his eye sockets dimming slightly in what Silas was learning to recognize as amusement. "If I wished you harm, there are far more efficient methods available to me."
"That's not as reassuring as you might think," Silas replied, but he took a sip anyway. The tea was bitter with an underlying sweetness, warming him from within.
Silence settled between them, not uncomfortable but weighted with unspoken questions. Through the window, Silas watched as something large moved across the distant edge of the property, its silhouette suggesting wings that stretched impossibly wide.
"What is that?" he asked, nodding toward the creature.
Bonereghard moved to his side, peering through the glass. "Ah. The Perimeter Guardian. It predates even my service to the Beckham family. Master Dewalt believed it was bound to the land itself, not to the house or bloodline."
"Is it dangerous?"
"Immensely," Bonereghard replied matter-of-factly. "But not to you, not anymore. Your blood has been recognized. The estate's defenders will adjust accordingly."
Silas drank more tea, letting the warmth spread through his tired body. "I didn't ask for any of this, you know."
"Few inherit exactly what they expect," Bonereghard said. "Even those born to wealth and privilege often find their legacies complicated."
"Complicated," Silas repeated with a bitter laugh. "That's one way to describe a house full of monsters and a debt larger than everything I've earned in my entire life."
The butler was silent for a moment, his skeletal fingers adjusting his immaculate cuffs. "May I speak frankly, Master Silas?"
Silas shrugged. "I doubt I could stop you."
"This estate has stood for centuries, weathering wars, plagues, and the occasional magical catastrophe. It has housed seventeen generations of Beckhams, each with their own triumphs and failures." Bonereghard's voice carried a weight that seemed to press against the room itself.
"Some were brilliant, some cruel, some merely adequate. But all of them faced challenges that seemed impossible at first glance."
He gestured toward the books lining the walls. "Your grandfather's journals detail his early struggles. He was not born to this wealth, you know. The Beckham line had fallen into disarray before him. He rebuilt it, stone by stone, spell by spell."
Silas finished his tea, setting the cup down with more force than necessary. "I'm not my grandfather."
"No," Bonereghard agreed. "You're not. And that may be precisely what this estate needs."
A distant howl echoed across the grounds, long and mournful. Something answered it from even farther away, a deeper call.
"What was that?" Silas asked, tension returning to his shoulders.
"Werewolves I imagine. It happens once each month, when the moon is just so." Bonereghard gathered the cup and tray. "You'll grow accustomed to them in time."
"If I live that long," Silas muttered.
"A fair concern," Bonereghard conceded. "But one I believe you'll overcome. There is a resilience in you that reminds me of the best Beckhams. A practicality that the later generations often lacked."
The butler moved toward the door, pausing at the threshold. "Rest while you can, Master Silas. Tomorrow brings new challenges, new rooms to secure. The estate is vast, and much remains hidden."
After Bonereghard departed, Silas returned to the window. His life now, for better or worse.
He wondered about his grandfather, about the man who had rebuilt a family legacy only to leave it drowning in debt and danger. Had Dewalt Beckham stood at this same window, watching these same creatures move through his gardens? Had he felt the same confusion, the same sense of being overwhelmed?
The ring on Silas's finger pulsed once, briefly, as if responding to his thoughts. The sensation wasn't unpleasant, just unexpected, a reminder that blood magic connected him to this place in ways he was only beginning to understand.
"One day at a time," he told himself, returning to the chair by the dying fire. "Secure what you can, when you can. The rest will follow."
Eventually, Silas made his way back to his bedroom, where Diog hadn't moved from his position on the bed. The wolf opened one eye as Silas slipped beneath the covers, then shifted slightly to press against his master's side.
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The Good Morning


Silas cracked one eye open to find Bonereghard standing beside the bed, a covered silver tray balanced on one skeletal hand. The smell of fresh coffee and hot food filled the room, cutting through the lingering cool air from Diog's nighttime presence. 
"What time is it?" Silas groaned, pushing himself up. His muscles ached pleasantly from yesterday's exertions, the enchanted bed having worked its magic on his exhausted body.
"Just past seven bells, sir. I took the liberty of having breakfast prepared." Bonereghard set the tray on the bedside table with practiced precision. "The Butcher has proven rather enthusiastic about its new role. This morning's offering includes eggs, sausage, and fresh bread."
Silas ran a hand through his hair, still not fully accustomed to waking up in an actual bed, let alone one with clean sheets in a room that didn't smell of mildew. Diog stretched at the foot of the bed, front paws extending forward while his hindquarters remained curled in place. The wolf yawned, revealing impressively sharp teeth that glinted with frost.
"Did you sleep well, sir?" Bonereghard asked, removing the silver cover from the tray with a flourish.
The aroma hit Silas full force. Real eggs. Fresh meat. His stomach growled in response. In Karst, breakfast had typically been whatever stale bread he could afford, or nothing at all if jobs were scarce.
"Better than I have in years," Silas admitted, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. "Though I don't recall inviting a certain someone to share the mattress."
Diog's ears perked up at the accusation, but the wolf maintained an expression of complete innocence.
"I see your companion found comfortable accommodation." Bonereghard laughed, his monocle catching the morning light as he gestured toward Diog.
"Just for one night," Silas shrugged, reaching for a piece of sausage. He popped it into his mouth, savoring the rich flavor. "I need to head into town today."
The butler's skull tilted slightly. "So soon after securing your initial territories? The estate remains largely unclaimed."
"I need to tell Lana you didn't kill me." Silas grabbed a slice of bread and began spreading butter on it. "Speaking of which, I need to make sure you and everything else in this place doesn't kill her if I invite her over."
Bonereghard's posture stiffened. "Ah. A young lady. If memory serves, that would be the granddaughter of the magistrate the Archmage was somewhat fond of."
He paused, fidgeting with his pocket watch in a way Silas hadn't seen before. "Uh, young master, I think perhaps we need to have a talk."
Silas raised an eyebrow, mouth full of bread. "About what?"
The skeletal butler cleared his nonexistent throat. "You see, when two people love each other very much..." He trailed off, then straightened his shoulders and continued with forced formality. "Given your orphaned upbringing, I feel it my duty to explain certain biological realities."
Silas nearly choked on his breakfast. "What?"
"The procreation process," Bonereghard pressed on, his voice strained with discomfort. "The, ah, manner in which humans perpetuate their species. Birds and bees, as the euphemism goes, though I've never understood what avians and insects have to do with human reproduction."
Silas set his plate down with a clatter. "I know how sex works, Bonereghard."
"Oh." The butler's shoulders sagged with visible relief. "Well, that's fortunate."
"I grew up on the streets, not in a monastery," Silas said, trying not to laugh at the absurdity of receiving this particular lecture from a skeleton. "Karst's slums aren't exactly known for their modesty."
Silas shook his head, unable to hold back a snort of laughter.
The sight of an ancient skeletal butler attempting to give him "the talk" was too absurd to bear with a straight face.
"I'm nineteen, Bonereghard. I've been an adult for a while now." He grabbed another piece of sausage and tossed it to Diog, who snapped it from the air with practiced precision. "I've been on my own since I was thirteen. The orphanage in Karst wasn't exactly a nurturing environment."
Bonereghard adjusted his monocle. "Of course, sir. I merely thought well, with your grandfather's somewhat colorful history with the ladies, I felt it prudent to ensure you were adequately informed."
"Adequately informed?" Silas raised an eyebrow. "I survived on my own for years. Killed my first monster at thirteen. I've been taking contracts since fourteen." He took a swig of coffee, savoring the rich flavor that put the watered-down swill from Karst's taverns to shame. "Trust me, I've seen enough of life's uglier sides to know how things work."
The butler nodded stiffly. "Very good, sir. I shall make a note not to underestimate your worldliness in the future."
Silas eyed the skeleton with newfound curiosity. "Just how many heirs have you had this conversation with?"
"None," Bonereghard admitted, his posture stiffening in what Silas was beginning to recognize as embarrassment. "Hence why we didn't know about you. 'Minding the pullbacks' is not adequate precautionary measures."
Silas burst into laughter, nearly spilling his coffee.
"So the great Archmage Dewalt Beckham could bind monsters and create magical servants, but couldn't figure out how to avoid fathering children?" Silas wiped a tear from his eye, his shoulders still shaking with mirth.
Bonereghard's jaw clicked in what might have been annoyance. "Your grandfather was selective about which areas of life deserved his full attention. Family planning was not among them."
"Clearly." Silas took another bite of breakfast, still grinning. "So, my father, whoever he was, must have been born from one of these encounters?"
"It appears so." The skeleton's fingers tapped against his leg in a rhythmic pattern. "There were numerous liaisons over the years. The Archmage kept no records of such matters. It was not my place to inquire, and he was not inclined to share."
Silas shook his head, finding dark humor in the situation.
"Well," Silas said, reaching down to scratch behind Diog's ears. "At least something good came out of his carelessness. If he'd been more careful, I wouldn't be here."
"Moving on young master." Bonereghard set the breakfast tray aside and straightened to his full height. "If I may, sir. The previous master maintained a substantial wardrobe. While some items may have deteriorated over time, I believe several pieces remain in good condition."
Silas frowned. "I'm not wearing a dead man's clothes."
"They belonged to your grandfather, sir. Hardly inappropriate for his heir to make use of them." Bonereghard paused, his skull tilting slightly. "Unless you prefer to meet the young lady while looking like something dragged in from the compost heap?"
Silas glanced down at his stained shirt and sighed. "Fine."
"Excellent. I'll prepare something for you to wear, young master. Though I would advise discretion regarding certain discoveries within the estate."
"You mean the vault?" Silas asked around a mouthful of sausage. He'd already slipped a piece to Diog, who consumed it with enthusiastic efficiency.
"Indeed. Until we determine who orchestrated the exorbitant tax assessment, revealing our resources would be unwise." The skeleton laid out a simple but well-made outfit of deep blue with subtle silver accents. "These should suit your frame while conveying appropriate status without ostentation."
Silas nodded, appreciating the butler's practicality. "Nothing that screams 'wealthy heir,' just respectable enough to be taken seriously."
"Precisely, young master."
As Silas finished his breakfast, he considered his strategy for the day ahead. Returning to Bastian meant facing Magistrate Riane again, navigating the city's complex politics, and maintaining the precarious image of a struggling heir while secretly possessing more resources than he'd initially revealed.
"What about Diog?" he asked, glancing at the wolf who had claimed the warm spot Silas had vacated.
"Take him with you, young master," Bonereghard said, gesturing toward Diog. "The young Fenrir requires exposure to the world beyond these walls."
Silas paused mid-bite. "You want me to bring a wolf into Bastian?"
"He is your summoned companion, not a common beast." Bonereghard adjusted his monocle with bony fingers. "Monster tamers regularly travel with their creatures. It establishes your credentials."
Silas considered this. He'd seen wealthy tamers in Karst with exotic creatures trailing behind them, drawing stares of envy and respect. A stark contrast to how people had looked at him, just another desperate kid taking contracts no one else wanted.
"Won't people panic at the sight of a Fenrir?" Silas asked, though he was already warming to the idea.
"He's currently in his juvenile form," Bonereghard said, gesturing to Diog's puppy-like proportions. "Most will simply see an unusual wolf pup. Those knowledgeable enough to recognize his true nature will be suitably impressed."
Diog perked up his ears, seeming to understand he was the subject of discussion. The wolf hopped down from the bed and padded over to Silas, sitting at his feet with expectant eyes.
"Looks like he's eager to go," Silas said, reaching down to scratch behind Diog's ears. The fur there was surprisingly soft, despite the frost that occasionally glittered along his spine.
"Yes." Bonereghard moved to collect the breakfast tray. "A visible display of your taming abilities will silence certain questions about your legitimacy as heir. The Beckham family has always been known for its exceptional command over powerful creatures."
Silas nodded, seeing the logic. Walking into Bastian with a mythic-class creature at his heel would certainly make a statement, especially to those who might have dismissed him as just another penniless claimant.
"Alright," Silas said, rising to dress in the clothes Bonereghard had laid out. "Let's see how Bastian reacts to the newest Beckham and his wolf."
Silas dressed in his grandfather's clothes, surprised by how well they fit. The fabric felt foreign against his skin, too fine, too comfortable compared to the rough-spun garments he'd worn his entire life. He caught a glimpse of himself in a tarnished mirror and barely recognized the reflection.
The deep blue of the jacket brought out his eyes, making them appear almost the same shade as Diog's.
"I look ridiculous," he muttered, tugging at the collar.
"You look like a Beckham," Bonereghard corrected, adjusting the jacket's shoulders with practiced precision. "Though perhaps not quite as flamboyant as your grandfather preferred in his later years."
Silas grunted, unconvinced. "How do we get into town? Those Gemini guardians at the gate aren't exactly friendly."
"They will recognize you now that you've been properly acknowledged by the estate." Bonereghard promised. "They will stand aside."
"And what about you? Will you be alright while I'm gone?"
"I shall continue restoration efforts," Bonereghard said. "Perhaps tackle the dining room."
Silas glanced at Bonereghard, suspicion immediately flaring. The skeletal butler's casual tone was too studied, too perfect. After days in this death trap of an estate, Silas had learned that nothing was ever simple.
"The dining room?" Silas narrowed his eyes. "Anything wrong with it? Monsters? Enchanted silverware trying to stab dinner guests?"
"No, but..." Bonereghard started to say.
"Sentient tablecloth? Chairs that eat people? Haunted chandelier?" Silas responded, counting potential threats on his fingers.
Bonereghard's shoulders sagged slightly. "Sometimes a dining room is just a dining room, and sometimes those rooms that are just a room, need to be cleaned."
Silas crossed his arms, unconvinced. "So, you're telling me there's nothing dangerous, cursed, or trying to kill people in there? Just dust?"
"Well, there is quite a lot of dust," Bonereghard admitted. "Seven years' worth, to be precise."
Diog looked between them, his ears perked forward with interest.
"Fine." Silas adjusted his uncomfortably fine jacket.
"We should return before nightfall," Silas said, pausing at the threshold. "I want to check on Nerissa and the water systems, make sure The Butcher isn't adding anything suspicious to the pantry stores."
"Very good, sir." Bonereghard bowed slightly. "I shall ensure your quarters remain exactly as you left them. Though perhaps slightly cleaner."
Silas nodded, still uncomfortable with the idea of someone cleaning up after him.
"Oh, young master, before you go, I prepared something for you." Bonereghard reached into his jacket and produced a rolled parchment tied with a crimson ribbon.
Silas paused at the door, Diog already sniffing excitedly at the threshold. "What's this?"
"A matter of practicality." Bonereghard handed over the document with a formal bow.
Silas untied the ribbon and unrolled the parchment. The paper was thick and expensive, with an ornate border of intertwined runes.
At the top, the letter 'B' in that script Silas had seen everywhere was embossed in what looked like gold.
"I, Bonereghard Ekkert of the Fraternity of the Sword and Steward of the Beckham Estate," Silas read aloud, "do so certify that the bearer of this letter, Silas Beckham, is the Lord of Beckham."
Below was Bonereghard's signature, executed in a flowing script that seemed impossible for skeletal fingers to produce, and pressed beside it, a wax seal bearing the insignia of both the Beckham estate and something Silas didn't recognize, presumably the Fraternity of the Sword.
"The Fraternity of the Sword?" Silas looked up from the document. "What's that?"
"A knightly order long since disbanded," Bonereghard said, his voice carrying a hint of what might have been nostalgia. "My credentials, as it were. It should be enough for those who ask."
Silas carefully rolled the parchment back up. "You think anyone will actually care about this?"
"In Bastian, young master, paperwork is power." Bonereghard adjusted his monocle. "Even falsified paperwork, though I assure you this document is entirely legitimate."
Silas stepped through the front door with Diog right beside him, everything was basically normal if you ignored the battle damage from his initial arrival.
The Gemini stood at attention beside the front door, their massive, armored forms no less imposing in daylight. As Silas approached, both helmets turned slightly away, the red glow in their visors dimming as if they were embarrassed and didn't want to be noticed.
"Look at that," Silas muttered to Diog. "Seems they remember our introduction."
One of the guardians still clutched its damaged sword, the tip broken clean off when the doors had slammed shut on it when Silas had first come to the estate.
Silas pointed at the broken weapon. "You should probably get that fixed."
The Gemini shifted its weight and nodded.
Diog sniffed around, unimpressed by the constructs that had nearly ended his master's life. The wolf showed no fear, only mild interest before looking back up at Silas.
"Ready for your first trip to Bastian?" Silas asked, glancing down at Diog.
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City Politics


Silas tugged at the collar of his grandfather's coat as they approached Bastian's Outer Ring checkpoint. The clothes felt too formal, too pristine against his skin. Despite Bonereghard's insistence that he looked "presentable," Silas couldn't shake the feeling he was wearing a costume. 
"Stick close," he muttered to Diog, who padded silently beside him.
The young Fenrir looked up with intelligent eyes, his coal-black fur gleaming in the morning light. Though still a pup, Diog already stood taller than most hunting dogs, his muscular frame hinting at the power he would one day possess. The guards at the checkpoint straightened as they approached, their eyes widening at the sight of the wolf.
"Papers," one demanded, hand drifting toward his weapon.
Silas produced the documents Bonereghard had prepared. "Silas Beckham, heading into the city on estate business."
The guard's eyes flicked from the papers to Silas, then to Diog. "This your beast?"
"He is," Silas replied, resting a hand on Diog's head. "Recently joined me too."
The second guard leaned forward. "That a Fenrir pup? Good gods, I never thought I'd get to see one in person."
Silas watched the guard's expression shift from suspicion to awe. He'd spent his life being viewed as a street rat, and now these same guards who would have chased him off weeks ago were practically gawking.
The power of the Beckham name, or perhaps just Diog's presence, was already opening doors.
"He's still young," Silas said, feeling a surge of pride that he hadn't anticipated. "But he's learning fast."
The first guard handed back the papers with noticeably more care. "The Beckham Estate has been silent for years. Word is you're the new heir?"
"That's right." Silas kept his tone neutral, though his hand remained on Diog's head, drawing comfort from the wolf's solid presence.
"Well then," the guard stepped back, "welcome home, Lord Beckham."
The title felt wrong, but Silas didn't say anything, he just nodded and moved along.
"The Magistrate's office should be just ahead," Silas muttered to Diog, who padded silently beside him. The young Fenrir's ears remained perked forward, his ice-blue eyes studying every passerby with intelligent curiosity. Several people stopped to stare at the wolf, a reaction Silas was quickly growing accustomed to.
A carriage clattered past, its polished wooden frame decorated with elaborate gold filigree. The driver wore a uniform of deep maroon with matching gloves, his posture rigid as he guided the horses through the crowded street. Through the window, Silas caught a glimpse of a stern-faced man with silver at his temples, his expression hardening as he noticed Silas's attention.
"That's odd," Silas murmured as the carriage disappeared around a corner. "He looked at me like he knew me."
Diog growled softly, frost patterns rippling along his midnight fur.
"You noticed it too, huh?" Silas scratched behind the wolf's ears. "Let's keep moving."
They continued toward the Registry building, its white stone facade looming above the surrounding structures. The massive columns that framed its entrance gleamed in the morning light, casting long shadows across the marble steps.
As they approached, a familiar figure emerged from a side entrance. Lana was dressed in the formal attire of a Registry assistant, her practical leather armor replaced by a tailored blue uniform with silver trim. She spotted them immediately, her expression shifting from surprise to delight.
"Silas!" She hurried down the steps, her professional demeanor momentarily forgotten. "You're alive!"
"Disappointed?" he asked with a half-smile.
"Relieved," she corrected, her eyes moving to Diog. "And who's this?"
Silas felt a surge of pride as Lana knelt to examine the wolf. "This is Diog. He's a Fenrir descendant."
Lana's eyes widened. "A Fenrir? How did you manage?" She caught herself, glancing around before lowering her voice. "Perhaps we should discuss this inside."
She led them around the Registry's main entrance, avoiding the long line of citizens waiting for their turn at the public counters. The side door opened to a narrower corridor lined with offices, the sounds of bureaucracy, scratching quills, stamping seals, and measured conversations, creating a steady background rhythm.
"Grandmother will want to see you immediately," Lana explained as they walked. "She's been absolutely unbearable since you left. Kept asking me to try and spy on you with one of my summons."
"She was worried?" Silas asked, surprised by the notion.
"More like obsessively curious." Lana rolled her eyes. "Ever since you showed up with legitimate Beckham claims, she's been distracted. Started digging through decades-old archives, unsealing records that haven't been touched in years. Reminiscing about the old days, you know, old people stuff."
They reached a heavy oak door marked with a simple silver nameplate: "Magistrate Riane Vanya, Estates Division." Lana knocked twice before entering.
The Magistrate's office hadn't changed since Silas's last visit. The same imposing desk dominated the space, surrounded by towering bookshelves filled with legal tomes and estate records.
Riane was there, completely focused on an ancient ledger that glowed faintly with preservation magic.
She looked up as they entered, her quill pausing mid-stroke. "Ah, Mr. Beckham. I was beginning to wonder if the estate had killed you off like the others."
"Still here," Silas replied. "Just been busy sorting out a few things."
Silas studied Magistrate Riane's face, searching for signs of genuine concern beneath her businesslike demeanor. Her eyes lingered on Diog for several seconds, the faintest hint of surprise crossing her features before she masked it with indifference.
"I see you've acquired a companion," she said, setting her quill aside. "Rather impressive for someone who's only had access to the estate for a few days."
"The estate had some resources I didn't expect," Silas replied, keeping his explanation deliberately vague.
He wasn't ready to reveal everything he'd found so far.
"Clearly," Riane said dryly. "Your grandfather always did have a talent for the unexpected. I assume you've made some progress with the estate's peculiarities?"
"We've come to an arrangement," Silas said. "The estate and I understand each other."
Lana closed the door behind them, moving to stand beside her grandmother's desk.
"I'm glad to hear it," Riane said, though her tone suggested professional interest rather than personal relief. "I've been reviewing some of the older Beckham records. There are matters we should discuss."
She gestured to the chairs across from her desk. "Please, sit. This may take some time."
Silas hesitated, then took a seat and sighed. "I'm not going to like this, am I?"
Silas leaned back in his chair, his body tense despite the comfortable cushioning. The Magistrate's office always made him feel like he was about to be sentenced for crimes he hadn't committed yet. Diog settled at his feet, the wolf's body a reassuring presence against his leg.
"Before we begin," Riane said, pulling a document from her desk drawer, "I should inform you that your presence in Bastian has not gone unnoticed by certain parties."
"I figured as much," Silas replied. "Hard to keep a dead family's heir returning from the grave a secret in a city this size."
Riane's lips thinned. "Indeed. The Merchant's Guild has made inquiries. As have three members of the High Council."
Silas kept his expression neutral despite the unease crawling up his spine. High Council attention was never good news for someone with his background.
"What exactly do they want?" he asked.
"Information, primarily." Riane tapped her fingers against the desk. "The Beckham name still carries weight in certain circles. Your grandfather had many business arrangements, some more official than others."
"And they're hoping I'll honor those arrangements?"
"Some are hoping you'll honor them. Others are hoping you won't survive long enough to become a problem." Riane's gaze shifted to Diog. "Though I see you've taken steps to improve your odds."
Silas nodded. "Early steps."
"Clearly." Something in Riane's tone suggested she understood more than she was saying. "The fact remains that you've inherited more than just a haunted estate and tax debt. You've inherited your grandfather's political position as well."
Silas frowned. "I didn't ask for that."
"Few do," Riane replied. "Yet here we are."
Lana cleared her throat. "Grandmother, perhaps we should explain about the Guild situation first?"
Silas looked down as Riane slid an envelope across her desk.
"Technically, I only just started summoning," Silas said, making no move to take the letter.
"They want to evaluate you," Riane corrected. "This isn't merely a social call. It's an invitation to attend the upcoming Summoner's Tournament."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "Tournament?"
Lana stepped forward, excitement clear in her voice. "It's held twice yearly. Summoners from across the region compete for recognition and prizes. The finals are quite the spectacle."
"And they want me there because?" Silas finally picked up the envelope, turning it over in his hands.
"Three days isn't much time to prepare," he muttered.
Silas stared at the envelope.
A tournament meant public exposure, something he'd spent his life avoiding in Karst.
But it also meant opportunity.
"I understand your hesitation," Riane said, her tone softening slightly. "Rest assured, it will be known that this is a new path for you. There are brackets based on experience and rank. As a new summoner, you'd be in the E-Rank bracket. You'd have to win that division first. In the future, you can have your bracket bumped higher as your skills develop."
Diog shifted at Silas's feet, seeming to sense his internal debate. The wolf's presence reminded him of how quickly things had changed. A week ago, he'd been hunting monsters in sewers for copper coins. Now he was discussing summoner tournaments with a city magistrate.
"What's in it for me?" Silas asked bluntly. "Besides public scrutiny and the chance to embarrass myself in front of Bastian's elite."
Riane smiled. "A good purse. The E-Rank division winner receives one hundred gold. While not much at that level, it would help toward settling the estate debt. Speaking of which."
Magistrate Riane looked at him. "A payment plan. I believe if you're able to pay off some of the sum with a minor lump, I can get approval for a more realistic payment schedule over a much longer time frame. This would give you a better chance at finding other ways to discharge the debt."
"How much would I need to pay upfront?" Silas asked.
"For a debt of this size," Riane said, "I believe I can get the treasury to accept a good faith payment of 1%. That would be two hundred and eighty gold."
"Two hundred and eighty gold," he repeated.
Riane's expression remained impassive. "The Beckham estate is worth considerably more than that, even in its current state. The land alone is worth much."
"It's also overrun with magical creatures and death traps," Silas responded. "Not exactly prime real estate at the moment."
Diog nudged his hand.
Silas absently scratched behind the wolf's ears.
"The tournament," he said finally. "If I win the E-Rank division, that's a hundred gold. Still leaves me short."
"There are other opportunities within the tournament structure," Lana interjected. "Side wagers, exhibition matches, sponsorships for promising newcomers."
Silas raised an eyebrow. "Sponsorships?"
"Certain noble houses and merchant families look for talented summoners to represent their interests," Riane explained. "They provide financial backing in exchange for a percentage of winnings and the prestige of association."
"So, I'd be what, wearing someone's colors? Fighting their battles?" The idea didn't sit well with him. He'd spent his life avoiding entanglements with the wealthy and powerful.
"It's a common arrangement," Riane said. "Your grandfather had several such relationships early in his career, before he established himself independently."
"And if I refuse the tournament invitation?"
"Then you miss an opportunity to establish yourself publicly as the Beckham heir," Riane said. "And to begin addressing your inheritance tax situation."
"What about Dale Muriku?" Silas asked.
Riane's eyebrows lifted slightly. "The merchant? What about him?"
"You mentioned sponsorships. Dale knew my grandfather, did business with him for years. He's established, respected." Silas shrugged. "Seems like he might be interested in continuing that relationship with the Beckham estate."
Diog shifted at his feet, blue eyes watching the Magistrate with the same intensity as Silas.
"Dale Muriku," Riane repeated, tapping her fingers thoughtfully against her desk. "An interesting choice. He's not as wealthy as some potential sponsors, but he does have extensive connections throughout the region. His caravans reach places many merchants won't venture."
Silas nodded. "Alright, I'm in. I'll do the tournament."
Diog's ears perked up at his decision, the wolf seeming to approve.
"Excellent," Riane said, making a note in her ledger. "I'll inform the Guild of your acceptance."
"One last question," Silas said, leaning forward slightly. "How did my grandfather make money anyway? I've inherited this massive estate and equally massive debt, but he must have had income from somewhere."
Something flickered across Riane's face. She exchanged a brief glance with Lana before answering.
"Dewalt's income came from various sources," she began carefully. "Some more reputable than others."
"I'm not looking for a sanitized version," Silas said. "I need to know how he managed the estate."
Riane sighed. "Very well. Your grandfather participated in high-stakes summoner battles, private affairs for wealthy patrons, not sanctioned by the Guild, and occasional public tournaments. He also offered magical services to those who could afford his particular expertise, regardless of whether those services were strictly legal."
"And?" Silas prompted, sensing there was more.
"And the estate itself generated income," Riane continued. "There's a powerful leyline running beneath the property. Dewalt tapped into it decades ago. He sold the excess mana it produced to various buyers throughout Bastian."
Silas straightened in his chair. "The estate generates mana?"
"Considerable amounts," Riane confirmed. "Or it did, before your grandfather's death. The system has likely fallen into disrepair."
"Oh, wow," Silas muttered. "How do I reestablish that?"
"The mechanics are beyond my expertise," Riane admitted. "But I believe your Bonereghard might have some answers for you about that."
Silas's mind raced with possibilities.
A mana-producing leyline underneath his property could change everything. No wonder people had been so interested in the estate. It wasn't just the land or the building, it was what flowed beneath it.
"Let me get this straight," he said, leaning forward. "The estate sits on a leyline that produces excess mana, which my grandfather sold."
"Correct," Riane confirmed. "It was quite lucrative. Mana is always in demand, particularly pure mana drawn directly from a leyline."
"And in the seven years since his death, nobody's been able to access this resource?" Silas asked, already suspecting the answer.
Riane's lips thinned. "Several tried. None succeeded."
"You mean they died," Silas said bluntly.
The Magistrate didn't flinch. "Yes. The estate's defenses proved thorough. The Gemini guardians alone dispatched eight would-be claimants. Others fell to various traps or creatures within the mansion itself."
Silas thought of the Gemini's broken sword. "And the city just let this happen? A death trap sitting on valuable resources, killing people for years?"
"The city sealed off the area and posted warnings," Lana interjected. "But some people always think they'll be the exception."
"Fortune hunters," Riane added. "Fake estate claimants. Treasure seekers. Mana harvesters hoping to tap the leyline. None were legitimate heirs, merely opportunists."
Silas stroked his face. "So, the estate's been defending itself all this time. And now that I've been recognized as the heir..."
"The defenses should acknowledge you," Riane finished. "Though clearly some adjustments will be necessary."
"Absolutely, but that's a problem for later," Silas said, pushing himself to his feet. "I need to prepare for this tournament, get back to business at the estate, talk to Dale, and..."
He glanced at Lana, who'd been watching him with those attentive eyes throughout the meeting. "Let's go grab something to eat."
Lana's face brightened immediately, and she smiled. "I know a place near the Merchant Quarter that I think you'd like."
"No, absolutely not," Magistrate Riane interrupted. "You're still on the clock, Lana."
Silas caught the flash of disappointment in Lana's eyes before she masked it with professional composure. He remembered the dream. The memory felt both distant and immediate.
"Next time then," Silas shrugged, trying to keep his tone casual. "I'll make sure you can visit the estate if you want to swing by later."
He turned to Riane, adding, "I can meet you at the gate. The mansion is safe enough with me."
Lana nodded, "I'd like that."
"It's a date then," Silas said, immediately regretting his word choice when Magistrate Riane's eyes widened in scandalized shock.
Lana's face went scarlet red, and she had to turn away.
The temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees. Riane's quill snapped between her fingers, and her face transformed from professional detachment to something approaching outrage.
"A what?" Riane asked, her voice dangerously quiet.
Silas fought the urge to step back. "Figure of speech," he amended quickly. "Just meant I'll show her the estate. Professionally. As the Beckham heir. Nothing more."
Riane's gaze shifted between Silas and her granddaughter, who was suddenly very interested in reorganizing papers on the desk.
"Lana is a Ministry employee," Riane said, each word precisely measured. "Not some lady night caller. There will be no 'evening dates' of any kind."
Diog pressed against Silas's leg.
Silas maintained his composure, though his collar suddenly felt too tight.
"Of course, Magistrate. I understand completely," he said, forcing his tone to remain even. "I merely meant to offer a tour of the estate's progress. Professional curiosity and all that."
Riane's eyes narrowed, clearly not entirely convinced by his backpedaling. "See that you remember the appropriate boundaries, Mr. Beckham. Your grandfather's proclivities were tolerated because of his station and power. You have yet to establish either."
"Understood," Silas said, fighting the urge to wince at the thinly veiled warning.
As Riane turned her attention back to the documents on her desk, Silas caught movement behind her. Lana had stepped back slightly, just out of her grandmother's sight. The young woman's eyes locked with his, and her lips moved in a silent message.
"I'll see you tonight," she mouthed, her expression giving nothing away.
Silas kept his face carefully neutral, though his pulse quickened. He gave an almost imperceptible nod before turning his attention back to Riane.
"If that's all, Magistrate, I should prepare for the tournament," he said, rising from his chair. "Three days isn't much time."
"Indeed, it isn't," Riane agreed, her tone returning to its usual professional detachment. "I suggest you focus entirely on that preparation."
"Absolutely," Silas replied, giving no indication he'd received Lana's message. "My full attention will be on getting ready."
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Street Justice


The heavy doors of the Registry Building closed behind Silas with an echoing thud that seemed to punctuate the awkwardness of his departure. He stood for a moment on the marble steps, adjusting to the bright midday sun after the dim formality of Magistrate Riane's office. 
"That could have gone better," he muttered to Diog, who sat patiently at his heel. The wolf tilted his head, ice-blue eyes studying Silas's face with that peculiar intelligence that still surprised him.
Silas sighed, tugging at the collar of his grandfather's jacket. The fine fabric felt more constrictive than ever after Riane's thinly veiled warning about "appropriate boundaries." But beneath his discomfort, a spark of anticipation flickered at Lana's silent promise to visit the estate that evening.
"Come on, boy. Let's find Dale and discuss this tournament business," he said, descending the steps.
The streets of Bastian's Inner Ring bustled with midday activity. Merchants hawked luxurious wares from polished carts while city officials hurried past with document cases tucked under their arms. Nobles rode in ornate carriages, the clop of hooves on cobblestones adding to the city's rhythm.
Silas felt the weight of the tournament invitation in his pocket. Three days to prepare for a public competition that would either establish his position as the Beckham heir or humiliate him in front of Bastian's elite. The pressure sat heavily on his shoulders.
"A hundred gold for winning," he said to Diog as they navigated around a group of chattering apprentices. "Plus whatever side opportunities I can find."
Diog's ears perked up, the wolf seeming to understand the importance of their situation.
"We'll need to practice," Silas continued. "Get a better feel for how we work together in combat. The pit fights were one thing, but a formal tournament will have rules, judges, expectations..."
He trailed off, a prickle of awareness crawling up his spine. Years of surviving Karst's dangerous streets had given him a sixth sense for when he was being watched.
Without breaking stride, Silas subtly changed direction, turning down a side street lined with bookshops. He glanced in a storefront window, using the reflection to scan the area behind him. Sure enough, a cloaked figure stood at the corner, too still to be a casual passerby.
"We've got company," he whispered to Diog.
The wolf's posture changed immediately, muscles tensing beneath his midnight fur. Through their bond, Silas felt Diog's alertness sharpen, the young Fenrir's senses stretching outward to identify the threat.
Silas kept walking, maintaining an unhurried pace while continuing to monitor their surroundings. He spotted an alley entrance ahead and made a quick decision.
"Let's see who our friend is," he muttered, suddenly veering into the narrow passage.
The alley was dim and smelled of old vegetables from the kitchen entrance of a nearby restaurant. Silas pressed his back against the wall, motioning for Diog to stay close.
Footsteps approached the alley entrance, hesitating at the threshold. Silas held his breath, hand drifting to his sword hilt.
A shadow fell across the alley entrance, lingering for several heartbeats before withdrawing. The footsteps moved away, continuing down the main street.
"Too cautious to follow us into a confined space," Silas observed quietly. "Smart."
He waited another minute before peering out. The cloaked figure was nowhere in sight, but that didn't mean they were gone.
"Let's move," he told Diog. "Different route. We need to find The Copper Kettle and Dale."
They emerged from the alley and turned in the opposite direction from where they'd last seen their observer. Silas kept his pace casual, but his eyes constantly scanned the crowds, rooftops, and shadowed doorways for any sign of pursuit.
As they crossed a small square with a central fountain, Silas spotted a familiar face, the carriage driver who'd given him an odd look earlier in the day. The man was now on foot, speaking with another man at the edge of the square. Both turned to watch as Silas passed.
"This is getting interesting," Silas murmured, guiding Diog toward a busier street.
"The Copper Kettle should be just ahead," Silas said, recalling the directions from his previous visit.
As they turned onto Main Street, Silas felt another prickle of awareness. This time, when he casually glanced to his right, he caught a glimpse of a familiar face, the half-elf from the gambling den, the one whose coins he'd won before making his strategic exit.
"Vanis," Silas whispered, the name returning to him. "Looks like my past is about to catch up with me Diog."
The half-elf was keeping his distance, but his attention was unmistakably fixed on Silas. When their eyes briefly met, Vanis didn't look away. Instead, he smiled coldly and nodded in acknowledgment.
"They aren't trying to hide anymore," Silas observed. "Whatever is happening, happens soon."
He quickened his pace slightly, keeping Diog close. The Copper Kettle was just ahead.
Just as they reached the tavern entrance, a burly figure stepped out from a side street, deliberately blocking their path.
A tall, bald man with scarred knuckles faced Silas. Two more men appeared behind him, trapping Silas against the tavern wall.
"Well, well," the leader said, "Look who finally decided to turn back up."
Diog started a low growl.
"Easy, boy," Silas murmured, though he kept his hand near his sword.
"I don't believe we've met," Silas said to the man blocking his path.
"No, but I've heard about you." The man smirked. "The fancy player who cheated Vanis out of his coin, then ran like a rat when it came time to settle accounts."
Silas maintained a calm exterior, though his mind started to think about escape routes and how to fight his way out if needed.
The tavern door was just behind him, but turning his back on these men would be a mistake.
"Seems like a misunderstanding," Silas replied with an easy smile. "I won fair, your friend lost fair."
The scarred man snorted. "That's not how Vanis tells it."
"Vanis' judgment is questionable at best," Silas replied.
The leader took a step closer. "Hand over the winnings plus interest, and we might let you keep all your teeth."
Silas leaned casually against the tavern wall, projecting a confidence he didn't entirely feel. "Interesting proposal. Counter-offer: you three walk away now, and I don't introduce you to my new summon."
He nodded toward Diog, whose ice-blue eyes fixed on the men.
"That little pup doesn't scare us," the leader said, though he looked toward Diog.
Silas sighed dramatically. "You know, in Karst, we at least had the decency to mug people in alleys, not right in front of establishments frequented by city officials." He gestured toward the polished copper kettle hanging above the tavern door.
"Vanis made the claim against you." The man stepped closer, his hand resting on a cudgel tucked into his belt. "Says you had some magic trick up your sleeve. A distraction device, maybe? Something that helped you see his cards?"
Silas felt the familiar rush of adrenaline that preceded a fight.
He'd been in this situation countless times in Karst, cornered by someone who thought they could take what he had. The difference now was Diog was right there with him.
"Tell your friend if he has a problem with me, he should approach me directly, not send lackeys," Silas said, his voice hardening.
The man's face darkened with anger. "Lackeys? You little shit!"
"Is there a problem here?" came a new voice.
Dale Muriku stood in the tavern doorway, his weathered face set in a neutral expression and a hardness in his eyes. Behind him, two of his caravan guards flanked the entrance, hands resting casually on their weapons.
The lead thug hesitated, clearly reassessing the situation. What had looked like an easy target, a young man with just a wolf for protection, had suddenly become more complicated.
"Private business," the man growled. "Nothing for you to worry about, merchant."
Dale stepped fully into the street, placing himself slightly between Silas and the confrontational group. "Any business with Lord Beckham is my business. He's an associate of my trading company."
The title caught the thugs off guard. They exchanged uncertain glances, their confidence visibly faltering.
"Lord who?" one of them asked.
"Beckham," Dale repeated firmly. "Perhaps you've heard of the estate? The one protected by guardians that have killed seventeen trespassers in the last seven years?"
Silas approved of Dale's strategic name-dropping. The merchant was playing up the estate's fearsome reputation, using it as a shield.
The lead thug's eyes narrowed as he looked between Dale and Silas. "This runt? A lord of that haunted shit hole?"
He didn't seem convinced, but a seed of doubt had clearly been planted.
"The same," Dale confirmed. "Now, I suggest you and your companions continue on your way. Unless you'd prefer to explain to the Watch why you're harassing a noble at his place of business."
The standoff stretched for several tense seconds. Diog remained rigid at Silas's side, a low growl emanating from his throat. Through their bond, Silas could feel the wolf's readiness to attack at the slightest provocation.
Finally, the lead thug spat on the ground near Silas's boot. "This ain't over," he muttered. "Noble or not, you still owe Vanis."
"I'll be sure to remember that," Silas replied evenly.
With a final glare, the three men backed away, merging into the street crowd. Silas caught sight of Vanis across the street, watching the entire exchange with a cold smile before he too disappeared among the passersby.
Dale let out a slow breath. "Trouble follows you like a shadow, doesn't it?"
"Seems to be my special talent," Silas agreed, relaxing slightly now that the immediate threat had passed. "Thanks for the intervention."
"Come inside," Dale said, gesturing to the tavern door. "Those types rarely give up after one attempt. Better to discuss this somewhere private."
It was warm and comfortable as soon as they stepped inside. The tavern was moderately busy with the midday meal crowd, but Dale led them to a private corner booth shielded from the main room by a decorative screen.
"Your wolf is welcome too," Dale added, noting how Diog stayed pressed to Silas's leg. "Though he might attract some attention."
"He's good at staying calm," Silas replied, taking a seat with Diog settling at his feet.
Once they were seated, Dale signaled to a server who quickly brought two mugs of ale and a plate of bread and cheese. "Now," the merchant said, leaning forward, "perhaps you'd care to explain why Vanis and his crew are hunting you through Bastian's streets?"
Silas took a sip of ale before answering. "It's a misunderstanding from my first night in the city. Before I claimed the estate, I needed coin quickly. Ended up in a card game, had to make a strategic exit when they suggested I'd cheated."
Dale's weathered face creased with amusement. "And did you? Cheat, I mean?"
"Let's just say I used every advantage available," Silas replied with a shrug.
"Besides, it's only cheating if you get caught, right?" Silas said with a half-smile, breaking off a piece of bread.
Dale studied him for a moment, then let out a short bark of laughter. "You sound just like your grandfather."
The comparison caught Silas off guard. He paused with the bread halfway to his mouth. "Dewalt said that?"
"More times than I can count." Dale leaned back, his eyes distant with memory. "He had a talent for bending rules until they nearly broke, all while maintaining plausible deniability."
Silas considered this new piece of information about his grandfather. From what little he'd gathered, Dewalt Beckham had been powerful, ambitious, and not particularly concerned with conventional morality. Finding another point of similarity between them was unsettling.
"I'm not sure that's a compliment," Silas said finally.
Dale's expression grew more serious. "It wasn't meant as one. Dewalt's approach to life earned him plenty of enemies. Some of whom might still hold grudges, even with him seven years dead."
"That said," The merchant changed the subject, "It seems your just as good at making enemies. Vanis isn't just some casual gambler. He works for the Crowfoot Guild. They control most of the gambling dens in the Outer Ring."
Silas frowned. "Great. So, I've got a criminal guild after me now."
"A minor one," Dale assured him. "But persistent. They prefer to make examples of those who cross them."
Silas fed Diog a piece of cheese from the plate, buying himself a moment to think. "I've got bigger concerns right now. The estate, the inheritance tax, and now this."
He pulled out the tournament invitation, sliding it across the table to Dale.
The merchant's eyebrows rose as he read the elegant script. "The Summoner's Tournament? That's quite an honor for a newcomer."
"Less honor, more expectation," Silas replied. "Magistrate Riane made it clear that my participation would help establish my position as the Beckham heir. And the prize money would help with a situation I've got with taxes on the estate."
Dale nodded thoughtfully. "It's a sound strategy. Your grandfather made quite a name for himself in the early tournaments. Before my time, of course, but some of the stories are extraordinary."
"That's actually why I wanted to find you," Silas said, leaning forward. "The Magistrate mentioned something about sponsorships. Merchants or nobles backing promising summoners."
"Ah." Dale nodded. "And you're wondering if I might be interested in such an arrangement?"
"Given your history with my grandfather, it seemed worth discussing."
Dale sipped his ale, considering. "Sponsoring a summoner is no small investment. There's equipment, training facilities, proper nutrition for both summoner and creatures. High-risk, potentially high reward."
"But?" Silas prompted, sensing there was more.
"But, the Beckham name still carries significant weight," Dale continued. "And if you've already managed to bond with a Fenrir descendant in your first days as heir, well," He glanced at Diog with new appreciation. "That suggests potential worth investing in."
Silas reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a folded parchment, spreading it across the table between them. "Actually, I may have more to offer than just the family name."
Dale leaned forward, examining what appeared to be a partial map of the Beckham Estate. His eyes widened slightly as he looked over the various sections.
"Is this what I think it is?" Dale asked.
"It's incomplete, but it shows what the estate contains, or contained before things fell apart."
The map detailed several specialized areas, training grounds, creature housing, mana chambers, specialized arenas, fight arenas. Lots of items."
"These facilities," Silas explained, pointing to the largest training ground, "they're still there. I haven't secured any of them yet, I have to go bit by bit taking things back. Some areas of the estate remain problematic. But the infrastructure exists."
Dale whistled low. "I'd heard rumors about Dewalt's training complex but never saw it myself. He was notoriously private about certain parts of the estate."
"Which means the investment wouldn't be building from scratch," Silas continued. "It would be restoration, which is considerably less expensive." He tapped another section of the map. "There's even specialized equipment for ice-aligned creatures, which would benefit Diog's training."
Dale studied the map with growing interest. "This changes things. Sponsorship typically involves providing facilities, trainers, and resources if you already have the facilities."
"Exactly," Silas said. "What I need is operating capital to restore them, not build them. And the tournament winnings could help with both that and my tax situation."
Dale leaned back in his chair and gave it a thought. His weathered face gave little away, but the merchant's eyes kept returning to the map spread between them.
"Restoration rather than construction," Dale mused. "That does change the math considerably."
Silas watched the merchant carefully.
He'd spent enough time haggling in Karst's markets to recognize when someone was genuinely interested versus merely being polite. Dale's attention to the estate map suggested the former.
"The training facilities alone would cost a fortune to build from scratch." Silas pressed his advantage. "And the specialized equipment for ice-aligned creatures is rare. Most summoners have to travel to northern training grounds for that kind of preparation."
Dale nodded slowly. "Having that on-site would be a significant advantage. Especially with the tournament approaching."
"I can't promise the entire estate will be secured by then," Silas admitted. "But I've already reclaimed several key areas. The training grounds could be next, with the right resources."
Silas didn't mention those key areas were just the bathroom, kitchen, lounge, and a bedroom.
"I think it might be doable." Dale finally admitted.
Silas felt a rush of relief. This could be the solution to his immediate financial troubles.
"What would the arrangement look like?" he asked.
Dale set down his mug, his expression turning business-like. "Standard terms would be sixty-forty split of any winnings or contract fees. I provide the backing, connections, and logistics. You provide the skill and, of course, the Beckham name, AND I can't stress this enough, some wins once you start fighting."
"Done," Silas agreed, extending his hand. "Though I'll need an advance to cover some immediate expenses."
Dale's handshake was firm. "I can advance twenty gold against your future earnings. More would be irresponsible for both of us."
Twenty gold wasn't nearly enough for the tax situation, but it would help with tournament preparations.
Silas nodded in agreement.
"There's one more thing," Dale said, his voice dropping slightly. "This arrangement will make you visible. Very visible. You won't just be Silas from Karst anymore, you'll be Silas Beckham, representing both your family name and my trading company."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning Vanis and his friends become a problem that needs resolving quickly and cleanly," Dale explained. "A sponsored summoner can't be dodging debt collectors and petty criminals through back alleys."
Silas grimaced. "I was hoping to avoid that particular confrontation."
"Unfortunately, in Bastian, reputation matters almost as much as skill," Dale said. "If word spreads that you're running from obligations, legitimate or otherwise, it undermines your standing before you've even established it."
Before Silas could respond, the tavern door burst open. A young boy rushed in, his face flushed with excitement as he scanned the room. When his eyes landed on their table, he darted over.
"Master Muriku! Master Muriku!" the boy gasped. "There's trouble outside!"
Dale frowned. "What kind of trouble, Tommen?"
"Men with weapons," the boy reported. "They're surrounding the tavern. Saying they've come to collect a debt from," His eyes widened as he looked at Silas. "From him!"
Diog was already on his feet, sensing the change in atmosphere. The wolf's ears stood at attention, his body tense with alertness.
"How many?" Silas asked the boy directly.
"Seven, sir. Led by a half-elf with fancy daggers."
Dale cursed under his breath. "Vanis moves quickly. He must have gathered reinforcements while his men delayed you earlier."
Silas stood, his hand moving to his sword hilt. "I was hoping to avoid violence on my first official day as a Bastian citizen."
"Sometimes violence finds you regardless of your intentions," Dale replied grimly. He signaled to his caravan guards, who immediately moved toward them. "My men will help, but this is ultimately your problem to solve, Lord Beckham."
"Don't call me that," Silas muttered, though he appreciated the merchant's support. "Alright, let's see what Vanis wants."
They moved toward the front door, tavern patrons parting before them as they recognized the brewing confrontation. Diog stayed close to Silas's side, his ice-blue eyes fixed on the entrance.
Dale placed a restraining hand on Silas's arm before they reached the door. "A word of advice," he said quietly. "In Bastian, how you handle this first public challenge will define you. Dewalt understood this, he made examples when necessary."
"I'm not my grandfather," Silas replied.
"No," Dale agreed. "But you wear his name now. And in Bastian, names have power."
Silas nodded, squaring his shoulders as they stepped out into the street.
Vanis stood in the center of the road, flanked by six men of various builds but similar dangerous demeanors. The half-elf's elegant features were set in an expression of cold satisfaction, his hands resting on twin daggers sheathed at his hips.
"There he is," Vanis announced loudly, drawing the attention of passersby. "The card cheat who thinks he can steal from the Crowfoot Guild and walk away."
Silas assessed the situation quickly. Seven opponents armed but not yet weapons-drawn. A growing crowd of onlookers creating a rough circle around them. No city guards in immediate sight, convenient for Vanis, suggesting this confrontation had been carefully planned.
"I won that money fair," Silas called back, stepping away from the tavern entrance to create space between himself and the civilian bystanders.
Silas took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the moment.
"Have you no pride? No shame?" Silas called out, projecting his voice to reach not just Vanis but the growing audience. "Accosting a man in the street over a simple card game?"
Silas bit back the truth, he knew he'd cheated at the end of the game, but right now, the truth mattered less than the impression he made on these witnesses.
"A simple card game where you walked away with gold that wasn't yours after cheating," Vanis shot back, his hand tightening on his dagger hilt.
"The cards fell as they fell," Silas replied, somehow keeping his voice steady and righteous. "Perhaps next time you should consider whether your luck will hold before placing such large bets."
Vanis sneered. "A street rat with stolen finery and a pet wolf thinks to lecture me."
"I think it's time you moved on," Silas replied evenly. "Whatever grievance you think you have, it isn't worth what will happen if you push this further."
The half-elf laughed, the sound sharp and without humor. "Big words from a nobody. Though I hear you're calling yourself 'Beckham' now." He spat the name. "Another lie to add to your collection."
Silas felt a flicker of real anger at that. For all his discomfort with his new identity, hearing it dismissed so casually stung in a way he hadn't expected.
"I've given you a chance to walk away," Silas said, his voice hardening. "I won't offer another."
"Is that a threat?" Vanis' hand moved to one of his daggers. "Seven of us, one of you. Bad odds, even with your mutt."
Diog growled.
"I've faced worse," Silas said.
Dale and his guards had formed a loose semicircle behind him, their presence a silent statement of support without direct involvement.
"Last chance, Vanis," Silas called. "The money was won fairly. Walk away now, and we'll call it settled."
The half-elf's face darkened with rage. "Nobody cheats me and lives to boast about it." He drew his daggers with a flourish that spoke of years of practice. "Take him!"
His men moved forward, spreading out to surround Silas.
The crowd backed up hastily, creating more space for the impending violence while remaining close enough to witness it.
Silas drew his sword.
Beside him, Diog crouched, ready to spring.
"Remember what I said," Dale murmured from behind him. "How you handle this defines you in Bastian's eyes."
Silas nodded almost imperceptibly. He understood. This wasn't just about defending himself against Vanis' accusation. It was his first public test as the Beckham heir, a statement of who he was and what he was capable of.
The first attacker lunged forward, a burly man with a scarred face wielding a heavy cudgel. He swung at Silas with brutal force, clearly intending to end the fight with a single crushing blow.
Silas shifted his weight to the balls of his feet as the burly attacker charged. Time seemed to slow, a familiar sensation from countless back-alley fights in Karst. The man telegraphed his swing with a slight twist of his shoulders, aiming the cudgel at Silas's head with killing force.
Instead of raising his sword to parry, Silas stepped to the side. The cudgel went right through the air where his head had been a heartbeat earlier.
In the same fluid motion, Silas drove his knee upward connecting squarely between the man's legs.
The impact was heard by all.
The attacker's breath exploded from his lungs in a strangled wheeze as his eyes bulged. His cudgel clattered to the street as both hands instinctively dropped to cup his shattered groin.
He didn't even have time to scream before Silas planted his boot against the man's chest and shoved him backward.
The attacker collapsed in a fetal position, making high-pitched, breathless sounds as he writhed on the ground.
A second man darted in from the right, this one armed with a short sword. Diog intercepted him with startling speed, the wolf's jaws closing around the man's wrist.
The attacker howled as Diog's teeth sank into his flesh.
The wolf's jaws exerted just enough pressure to immobilize without severing tendons, a remarkable display of control that Silas hadn't taught him. The sword clattered to the ground as the man desperately tried to free himself from Diog's grip.
Two more of Vanis' men rushed forward simultaneously. Silas pivoted to face them, keeping his stance low and balanced. The first swung a mace in a wide arc aimed at Silas's ribs. Silas parried with his sword, the impact sending vibrations up his arm, then stepped inside the man's guard.
He slammed his elbow into the attacker's face, feeling cartilage crunch beneath the blow. Blood erupted from the man's shattered nose as he staggered backward.
The second attacker hesitated just long enough for Silas to spin and drive his sword pommel into the man's temple. The thug dropped like a stone.
"That's three down," Silas called to Vanis, who stood back watching with growing alarm. "Care to reconsider?"
The half-elf's face contorted with rage. He gestured sharply to his remaining men. "What are you waiting for? Kill him!"
The remaining two thugs exchanged uncertain glances before reluctantly advancing. One carried a chain, the other a pair of brass knuckles. Neither looked eager to engage after watching their companions fall so quickly.
Silas felt the crowd's energy shift. What had begun as wary curiosity was transforming into something else, respect, perhaps even admiration. They'd expected to see a scam artist get his due punishment. Instead, they were witnessing a display of combat prowess worthy of the Beckham name.
Diog released his captive with a warning growl, the man scrambling away clutching his bleeding wrist. The wolf moved to Silas's side, its ice-blue eyes fixed on the approaching threats.
"Last chance," Silas offered, his voice carrying across the now-silent street. "Walk away now, and we'll forget this happened."
The chain-wielding thug swung first.
Silas ducked under the attack, feeling the chain pass inches above his head. Before the man could retract for another swing, Silas lunged forward and drove a fist directly into the thug's sternum.
The man was knocked backwards, grabbing his throat.
The brass-knuckled fighter hesitated, looking from Silas to his fallen companions. Diog used that moment of indecision to dart forward, teeth bared in a snarl. The man backpedaled frantically, tripped over one of his unconscious allies, and fell hard. He scrambled backward on his hands and feet like a crab, eyes wide with fear.
"I'm out! I'm out!" he cried, raising his hands in surrender.
Silas turned to face Vanis, who stood alone now, his twin daggers still drawn but his confident smirk replaced by thinly veiled concern.
"Just you and me now," Silas said, advancing slowly. "Unless you'd prefer to walk away."
Vanis looked around frantically trying to figure out what to do next.
He settled into a fighting stance, daggers held low and ready.
"You think you've won something here?" Vanis hissed. "You're nothing. A nobody."
Silas studied Vanis, who stood alone with his daggers drawn while his men lay scattered around him.
The half-elf's earlier swagger had faded, replaced by the desperate look of a cornered animal.
"Oh, come on!" Silas said, shaking his head. "How old are you? Thirty? Forty? Whatever your age, it's time to grow up. You lost a card game. It happens. Now you've lost a street fight too. Walk away before you lose something permanent."
Vanis' face contorted with rage. "You filthy street rat!"
He lunged forward, daggers slashing in a deadly arc toward Silas's throat.
Silas raised his sword to parry, but before he could complete the movement, a blur of black fur shot past him. Diog moved, positioning himself between Silas and the attacker.
「Diog Skill Unlocked: Frost Breath - Medium range freezing attack」
「Bond Strengthening: Diog's loyalty has increased after combat」
The wolf's chest expanded as he planted his paws firmly in place. A strange blue glow emanated from deep in Diog's throat, and the air around them suddenly dropped in temperature.
Vanis faltered mid-strike, eyes widening as frost formed on his blades.
Diog opened his jaws and unleashed a concentrated blast of freezing air. The attack struck Vanis directly in the chest, spreading outward in a wave of ice that crawled across his expensive clothes and skin.
In seconds, the half-elf was encased in a thin layer of ice.
His expression remained frozen in shock with his daggers still extended uselessly before him.
The crowd gasped collectively. Several people stepped back, others pointed and whispered. Even Dale looked stunned.
Silas stared at Diog in astonishment. The wolf turned to look at him, seeming almost surprised by his own power.
Silas stared at Diog in amazement. The wolf's display of power had caught him completely off guard, apparently it had surprised Diog too, judging by the confused tilt of his head as he looked back at Silas.
The ice encasing Vanis began to crack as the half-elf's body heat slowly melted through the thinnest layers. His fingers twitched first, then his shoulders shuddered as the frost covering began to slough away.
"It's over," Silas declared, keeping his sword at the ready but lowering it slightly.
The ice cracked further, sheets of it falling away from Vanis' torso and limbs. The half-elf collapsed to his knees as soon as he could move, his daggers clattering to the cobblestones. His teeth chattered uncontrollably, his elegant features pale and drawn with shock.
"M-m-monster," Vanis stammered, eyes fixed on Diog with naked terror. "W-what is that thing?"
None of his remaining conscious men made any move to help their leader or continue the fight. Two were crawling away, one clutching his bleeding wrist, the other still cupping his groin. The rest lay scattered across the street in various states of injury.
Diog padded back to Silas's side, seeming perfectly calm now that the threat had passed. The wolf's ice-blue eyes remained fixed on Vanis, a silent warning against any further aggression.
「Reputation Increased: Bastian Outer Ring residents now recognize you as a legitimate noble」
「Warning: Crowfoot Guild now considers you an enemy」
Dale stepped forward from where he'd been observing, a broad grin spreading across his weathered face. He clapped Silas firmly on the back.
"Well handled!" the merchant exclaimed, loud enough for the gathered crowd to hear. "A Beckham through and through. Your grandfather would have approved of your restraint."
Silas raised an eyebrow at that. "Restraint?"
"Oh yes," Dale chuckled. "Dewalt would have just killed them." Dale pretended to suddenly 'freeze' and then made a motion to 'push' over.
Silas nodded.
"I think I best move on for a while. We're done here," Silas said, sheathing his sword. He looked down at Diog, still marveling at the wolf's unexpected display of power. "Let's head back to the estate."
Dale nodded, dismissing his guards with a wave. "A wise decision. You've made your point."
He lowered his voice. "And quite an impression. That wolf of yours is something special."
"Apparently," Silas agreed, running his hand over Diog's head. The wolf leaned into his touch, seemingly back to normal after his frost attack. "I didn't know he could do that."
"The mark of a true summoner," Dale said. "Your summons will grow stronger, just as you do."
He glanced at the setting sun. "I'll check in on you tomorrow. We have business to discuss when things are calmer."
Silas nodded, suddenly feeling the weight of exhaustion. The day had been productive but draining, securing an arrangement with Dale, getting the tournament invitation from Magistrate Riane, and now this street confrontation.
"Let's go home," Silas said, patting Diog's head. "I've got a date."
Dale's eyebrows shot up. "A date? Well now, that's an interesting development."
Silas felt heat rise to his face. "With Lana. She's coming to see the estate."
"Magistrate Riane's granddaughter?" Dale whistled low. "Aiming high already, aren't you? The old Beckham charm must run in the blood."
Silas frowned. "It's not like that. She's just curious about the estate."
"Of course she is," Dale replied with a knowing smirk. "And I'm just curious about profit margins."
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Wise Thoughts


It was starting to get late by the time they finally stood in front of the gates into the Estate. Diog walked right besides Silas. The wolf had been remarkably calm during their walk back, showing no signs of the ice power he'd unleashed in town. 
"So, you can freeze people," Silas said, looking down at his companion. "That was good."
Diog tilted his head, ears perked forward attentively.
"Not that I'm complaining." Silas reached down to scratch behind the wolf's ear. "Saved us a lot of trouble."
Silas pushed the gate open. The Gemini guardians stood motionless on either side of the path, the damaged sword still hadn't gotten fixed.
"Home sweet home," Silas muttered. "Complete with killer statues and gods know what else lurking in the shadows."
"Actually," Silas paused and looked at the Gemini. "I've a guest coming over tonight. Lana. Don't kill her. Make sure nothing else does either."
The guardians remained utterly still for a moment, then the one with the intact sword gave a single, stiff nod.
"I'll take that as understanding," Silas said.
Lana wouldn't show up for at least another hour. Plenty of time to check in with Bonereghard and make sure nothing had gone wrong in his absence.
The front doors swung open as they approached, revealing the skeletal butler standing in the entrance hall.
"Master Silas, welcome back," Bonereghard said, bowing slightly. "I trust your business in town was productive?"
"You could say that." Silas stepped inside, Diog following at his heels. "Got invited to a tournament, arranged a sponsor, and Diog here froze a half-elf gambler solid in the middle of the street."
"Fantastic news! Bonereghard said, "It seems young Diog is coming into his powers quicker than expected."
Silas cleared his throat. "There's something else. Lana's coming over tonight."
The butler's skeletal hands paused mid-gesture. "Miss Lana? The Magistrate's granddaughter?"
"That's the one." Silas tried to sound casual, though the flutter in his stomach was anything but. "She'll be here in about an hour."
"I see." Bonereghard's tone was perfectly neutral. "And this would what manner of visit?"
"A date." Silas scratched the back of his neck. "Or something like it."
"How delightful. The first Beckham social engagement in seven years." Bonereghard straightened his already impeccable suit. "We shall need dinner, of course. The Butcher will be most pleased to have a proper audience for his culinary efforts."
"Nothing too elaborate," Silas warned. "And make sure there's nothing dangerous she might come across."
"I shall ensure the dining area is both corpse-free and appropriately romantic." Bonereghard gave a slight bow. "Perhaps the small dining room."
Silas nodded, grateful for the suggestion. "Perfect. And Bonereghard? No talk about tax evasion or my grandfather's appetites or whatever he might have gotten up to with her grandmother while she's here."
"I would never dream of discussing such matters with guests present." The butler sounded almost offended. "Though I must ask, does the young lady know about the estate's more, unusual residents?"
"She knows enough." Silas glanced down at Diog, who was watching the exchange with curious eyes. "Let's not overwhelm her on the first visit."
Silas ran a hand through his hair, realizing how little he knew about his own inheritance.
"Though if we're being honest, I don't even know about the estate's more unusual residents myself," Silas admitted. "I've only just started here, you know?"
"Quite right, Master Silas." Bonereghard replied. "And I'm sure it will take some time to learn of them all."
Silas thought about the water nymph in the bathing chamber, the Butcher in the kitchen, and the Chittering Ones in the walls. And those were just the ones he'd met.
"Maybe start with a basic tour," Silas said. "Cleared rooms only. Nothing that tries to kill, possess, or otherwise maim visitors."
"A most sensible approach." Bonereghard nodded.
"We don't have much time." Bonereghard looked Silas over, seeing dust and signs of the earlier fight in the streets. "If I may be so bold, Master Silas, you could use a 'fresh up' and 'maybe a bath' before your guest arrives."
Silas looked down at himself. His grandfather's clothes, while finer than anything he'd owned before, now bore the marks of his scuffle with Vanis and his men. A smear of dirt ran along one sleeve, and there was a small tear near the hem of his jacket.
"Damn," Silas muttered. "Didn't notice that during the fight."
"Indeed, sir. The heat of battle often distracts from matters of sartorial concern." Bonereghard's tone remained perfectly even. "Might I suggest utilizing Nerissa's services? The bathing chamber has been fully functional since your negotiation."
Diog gave a soft whine, looking up at Silas with those intelligent eyes.
"Looks like we both could use a cleanup." Silas scratched behind the wolf's ears. "Lead the way."
"I'll take the liberty of selecting alternative attire from your grandfather's wardrobe," Bonereghard said. "Something perhaps more suitable for entertaining a young lady of Miss Lana's standing."
"Nothing too fancy," Silas warned. "I don't want to look like I'm trying too hard."
"Heaven forbid we give the impression of effort, sir." The sarcasm in Bonereghard's voice was subtle but unmistakable. "No worries young master. Your grandfather had quite the collection for every occasion."
Before Silas could ask what that meant, Bonereghard opened the door, releasing a cloud of floral-scented steam. "Nerissa? Master Silas requires your assistance for a bathing session before his social engagement this evening."
Silas stepped back, almost bumping into Diog. The last thing he wanted was the water nymph fussing over him while he bathed. Their previous meeting had been awkward enough.
"That won't be necessary, I can handle it" he started.
"Oh! The new master returns!" Nerissa's voice echoed through the steam. Today she appeared more humanoid than before. "And you brought your puppy back!!"
Diog's ears flattened against his skull as he pressed against Silas's leg.
"He's not exactly a puppy," Silas said. "More of a mythic wolf."
Nerissa giggled, the sound like water droplets hitting crystal. "All babies are puppies to me. Even scary mythic ones."
She floated closer, examining Silas with critical eyes that seemed to be made of deeper, more intense water than the rest of her.
"You're filthy," she declared. "Fighting in the streets of Bastian? Very noble-heir-like behavior."
Silas blinked. "How did you—"
"Water talks," Nerissa said with a dismissive wave. "The rain that fell this morning, the puddles you stepped in, they all whisper to me."
Silas made a mental note to be more careful about what he did near water. The thought of an entire network of liquid spies reporting back to Nerissa was unsettling.
"I just need a quick wash," he said firmly. "Nothing elaborate."
"For a date?" Nerissa's form rippled with excitement. "With a pretty human girl? Oh, this requires my special attention!"
Before Silas could protest further, several small water sprites materialized around him, tugging at his clothes.
"I can undress myself," Silas insisted, batting away their watery hands.
"Fine, fine." Nerissa sighed dramatically. "The bath is ready. I've added rose essence and lavender oil. Very romantic, exciting too! A date! Your first since moving in! How exciting! Is she pretty? Smart? Does she like water features? I could do this amazing waterfall thing during dinner that's VERY romantic."
"It's not exactly a date," Silas hedged, removing his jacket and setting it aside. "She's just coming to see the estate."
"Uh-huh," Nerissa replied, not believing any of it. "And I'm just a puddle. Come on, spill! What's she like?"
Silas sighed. "She's intelligent. Adventurous. Works at the Registry. Magistrate Riane's granddaughter."
"Ooooh, office romance! Forbidden love across social boundaries!" Nerissa twirled in delight, sending water splashing across the marble floor. "Even better! The Beckham heir and a Registry official, it's like one of those romance novels the old master used to hide under his bed!"
"My grandfather read romance novels?" Silas couldn't help asking as he continued undressing.
"The WORST kind," Nerissa replied. "All heaving bosoms and throbbing manhoods. Absolutely terrible literature but VERY specific about technique."
Silas felt his face heating in a way that had nothing to do with the steam filling the room.
"Never say that again." Silas felt his face burning hotter than the bath water. He slid deeper into the tub until the water reached his chin, as if he could hide from Nerissa's commentary.
Nerissa's face formed in the steam above him and got very serious. "Now, about tonight. First rule of romance: eye contact. Maintain it, but don't stare like you're a psycho. She's a Registry girl, not a monster with a third eye in the middle of her head."
"I know how to talk to women," Silas protested. The water rippled around him as he shifted uncomfortably. Diog had retreated to a dry corner of the room, watching the exchange with what Silas swore was amusement in his eyes.
"Talking, maybe. But what about the rest?" She materialized more fully beside the bath, gesturing expressively. "When you kiss her, and you WILL kiss her, trust me on this, start slow. Nobody likes a tongue ambush on the first date."
"Nerissa!" Silas spluttered, nearly choking on bathwater.
"What? It's good advice! The old master was TERRIBLE at it. Just went straight for the throat like some kind of vampire. No finesse whatsoever. No wonder he was lonely."
"And another thing," Nerissa continued, oblivious to Silas's discomfort, "when it comes to the bedroom—"
"We are NOT discussing that," Silas interrupted firmly.
He sat up straighter, water cascading off his shoulders.
"Great!" Nerissa's mischievous grin returned instantly. "And remember, if you need any special privacy later, the west wing guest room has the most comfortable bed AND soundproof walls. Not that I'm suggesting anything, but the springs won't squeak if things get... athletic."
"And we're done here," Silas declared, getting out of the bath.
He grabbed a towel from a nearby rack, wrapping it around his waist with as much dignity as he could muster.
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Dinner Preparations 


Silas stood at the estate's main entrance, freshly bathed and wearing clothes Bonereghard had selected, dark trousers and a deep blue shirt that fit better than he expected. The skeletal butler had insisted on a light jacket as well, claiming the evening air carried a chill. 
"She's late," Silas muttered, checking the position of the sun. Diog sat beside him, fur gleaming after his own bath. The wolf looked up at him with those intelligent eyes that seemed to understand everything.
"What?" Silas asked defensively. "I'm not nervous."
Diog tilted his head slightly.
"Fine. Maybe a little." Silas paced a few steps, then stopped. "It's just dinner. At my monster-infested death trap of an estate. With the granddaughter of the woman who holds my financial future in her hands. Nothing to worry about."
The Gemini guardians remained motionless at their posts. Silas had half-expected Bonereghard to join them outside, but the butler had insisted on helping with the final preparations for dinner.
Whatever that meant.
Silas ran a hand through his hair, still damp from the bath. Nerissa's "advice" echoed in his mind, making him cringe all over again. The water nymph had been far too enthusiastic about his social life.
"Just be normal," he told himself. "As normal as possible when you live with a skeleton butler and a water spirit with boundary issues."
Diog's ears perked up suddenly, his attention focused on the path leading to the gate.
Silas followed his gaze but saw nothing yet. "You hear something?"
Diog gave a soft whuff in response, rising to his feet.
"Good or bad?" Silas's hand instinctively moved toward the knife at his belt, a habit from his days in Karst that he couldn't quite shake.
The wolf's posture remained relaxed, which Silas took as a good sign. He took a deep breath and straightened his jacket.
"Remember," he told Diog. "Best behavior."
Diog's ears perked up suddenly, his attention fixing on something beyond the gates. Silas followed the wolf's gaze to see a figure approaching along the road, Lana, her practical leather armor replaced by a simple blue dress that somehow made her look both more approachable and more elegant.
"You came," Silas called, unable to keep the surprise from his voice.
Lana smiled as she approached the gate. "Did you think I wouldn't?"
"The Magistrate seemed less than enthusiastic about the idea."
"What Grandmother doesn't know won't hurt her," Lana replied. "Besides, I told her I was investigating potential tax fraud in the Merchant Quarter. She never questions extra work hours."
Silas pushed open the gate. "The estate welcomes you, or at least parts of it do. The rest is a work in progress."
"That's one way to put it." Lana said before kneeling to scratch behind Diog's ears. "Hello again, handsome. Keeping your master out of trouble?"
Diog's tail swished once in what Silas had come to recognize as agreement.
"Traitor," Silas muttered.
They started up the path toward the mansion, Lana's eyes darting everywhere, taking in the overgrown gardens, the looming architecture, the statues half-hidden by creeping vines.
"It's magnificent," she said, "even in this state. I've only ever seen it from a distance before."
"You should have seen it when I got here," Silas replied. "A giant snake tried to eat me. I had to feed it a Marsh Hare."
"Oh, marsh hare? Oooh the summoning orb my grandmother lent you, how's that treating you anyways?" Lana asked suddenly very interested.
Silas felt his stomach drop.
The summoning orb, the one Riane had lent him and then sacrificed in the ritual that brought Diog into his life. The orb that was now destroyed, along with all the monsters that had been bound to it.
"It's, uh..." Silas hesitated, searching for words that weren't outright lies. "It served its purpose."
Diog looked up at him.
The wolf knew exactly what had happened to that orb.
"I've been meaning to talk to the Magistrate about it," Silas continued, stepping carefully around a section of path where the stones had buckled upward. "The creatures it summoned were useful in certain situations."
He guided Lana around the damaged section of path, placing his hand lightly on her elbow. "E-rank summons have their limitations, though. In the fighting pits, they were perfect, small enough to control, dangerous enough to win. But here?" He gestured at the estate grounds with his free hand. "Here I needed something more."
Lana nodded, seemingly accepting his non-answer. "I understand. Grandmother mentioned you might outgrow it quickly. She's actually quite impressed with how you've handled things so far."
Silas felt a twinge of guilt. The Magistrate had been unexpectedly helpful, and he'd destroyed her property. He'd need to make that right somehow, but explaining how an E-rank summoning orb had been consumed in a ritual that produced a mythic-class wolf wasn't a conversation he was ready for.
Silas guided Lana up the path toward the mansion, acutely aware of the debt he was already accumulating in his mind. The summoning orb would need to be replaced, and E-rank summoning orbs weren't cheap.
Nor was the bill and damages he'd have to pay.
"Your grandmother has been more than generous," Silas said, trying to keep his voice casual. "I should probably return the orb soon."
Diog shot him another knowing look. Silas ignored it.
"No rush," Lana replied. "Grandmother has dozens of those. It's not like you destroyed it or anything."
Silas nearly stumbled on a loose stone. "Right. Of course not."
The estate somehow looked less threatening than when he'd first arrived. Perhaps it was the knowledge that most of the immediate dangers had been neutralized, or repurposed, in the case of The Butcher.
"I should warn you about the staff," Silas said, changing the subject. "None of them are human."
"Understood. I got it." Lana replied.
A rustling from a nearby hedge interrupted him. Diog immediately dropped into a defensive crouch, frost gathering around his muzzle.
The rustling intensified, branches shaking violently before something burst from the greenery, a small, furry creature with too many eyes that immediately froze upon seeing them.
For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then the thing let out a high-pitched squeal and darted back into the undergrowth.
"Also, yeah, that," Silas finished. "Still a lot of that."
Lana raised an eyebrow. "Garden pests?"
"Of a sort. We've been focusing on securing the main living areas first. The gardens are much further down the priority list for clearing out monsters."
Silas led Lana toward the mansion's entrance, trying to ignore the way Diog kept giving him knowing looks about the summoning orb situation. The massive front doors swung open as they approached, revealing Bonereghard standing at attention in the foyer.
"Welcome to Beckham Estate, Miss Lana," Bonereghard intoned with a slight bow. "I trust your journey was uneventful. The small dining room has been prepared as requested."
Silas watched Lana's reaction carefully. Most people's first encounter with a skeletal butler in an immaculate suit tended toward screaming or running. Or both.
Lana, however, merely smiled and offered a small curtsy. "Thank you for the welcome, Steward Bonereghard. I've heard much about you."
"All slander and lies, I assure you," Bonereghard replied smoothly. "Unless they were compliments, in which case they were gross understatements."
Silas relaxed slightly. So far, so good. "Bonereghard has been with the estate for... how long exactly?"
"Longer than is polite to discuss in mixed company, my lord," the skeleton replied. "Dinner awaits. The Butcher has prepared something special for the occasion."
Lana's eyebrows shot up. "The Butcher?"
"Our chef," Silas explained quickly. "Don't worry about the name. It's traditional name for uh, things in its position."
They followed Bonereghard through the grand foyer, now considerably cleaner than when Silas had first arrived. The broken furniture had been removed, the cobwebs cleared, and most of the bloodstains scrubbed away.
It almost looked presentable, if you ignored the claw marks on the walls and the occasional scorch mark on the ceiling.
"I'm guessing you've made progress," Lana observed, glancing around.
"Bonereghard's been handling most of the cleaning," Silas admitted. "I've been focusing on the more immediate threats."
"My lord is being modest," Bonereghard said. "He has demonstrated remarkable aptitude for monster diplomacy. The Butcher now cooks rather than kills, and Miss Nerissa has agreed to maintain the plumbing. Even the Chittering Ones have been placated with offerings of dried meat."
"Monster diplomacy?" Lana asked, looking impressed.
Silas shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise. "It's just practical. Why fight everything when some of them can be useful?"
Bonereghard led them into a smaller dining room off the main hall. Unlike the rest of the estate Silas had seen so far, this room appeared untouched by decay or monster infestation. A polished wooden table dominated the center, set with fine dishes and equally fine glasses with an ornate chandelier overhead, and light from silver candleholders.
"I didn't know we had a room like this," Silas murmured.
"I prepared it and was able to get it secured temporally," Bonereghard explained. "It was used for intimate gatherings rather than formal banquets."
Silas wondered what "intimate gatherings" his grandfather had hosted here but decided not to ask with Lana present. Dewalt's reputation for "substantial appetites" made him suspect the answer might be uncomfortable.
"It's beautiful," Lana said, looking all around. "Much more welcoming than I expected."
"The estate has many faces," Bonereghard said. "Not all of them are terrible. This place was beautiful once."
"But what about the Grand Ballroom of the Beckhams I used to hear stories about?" Lana asked.
"Apologies, young miss, but the Grand Ballroom is currently overrun with a tentacled horror that the young master hasn't made time to kill yet," Bonereghard said with perfect dignity. "His priorities have been elsewhere."
Lana blinked, then laughed. "Well, that's certainly a valid excuse. I've canceled dinner plans for far less."
"Yes, good miss, please, a seat." The butler pulled out a chair for Lana, then one for Silas. Diog settled on a plush cushion that had been placed near Silas's seat, clearly prepared in advance.
"The first course will arrive momentarily," Bonereghard announced before stepping away to give them space.
Silas found himself alone with Lana, suddenly unsure what to say. Fighting monsters and negotiating with estate entities felt straightforward compared to dinner conversation with an attractive woman.
"So," he began awkwardly, "how long have you worked with your grandmother?"
"Three years officially," Lana replied, smoothing her napkin across her lap. "But I've been helping at the Registry since I was twelve. Family tradition."
"And before that? Where did you grow up?"
"Right here in Bastian. Born and raised in the Upper Ring." She smiled. "Not as exciting as your background, I imagine."
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Disruptive Raid


Silas found himself scrambling for what to say next. Social niceties had never been his strong suit, especially with someone from Bastian's Upper Ring. The gap between their upbringings was a lot. 
"Upper Ring," he repeated, trying to sound casual. "That explains a few things."
"Oh? Like what?" Lana raised an eyebrow.
"Like how you know which fork to use without looking confused," Silas admitted, glancing at the array of silverware flanking his plate. "I grew up eating with whatever wasn't broken, usually just a knife, or my hands."
Lana laughed and shook her head. "If it helps, the rule is to work from the outside in. Start with the outermost utensils and move inward with each course."
"That does help, actually." Silas relaxed slightly. "Though I'm more concerned about whatever The Butcher is preparing. His culinary skills are evolving, but I've liked what he's made so far."
Silas was about to explain more about The Butcher when the dining room doors swung open with a dramatic creak. The massive figure that entered made Lana gasp and instinctively reach for Silas's arm.
The Butcher stood nearly seven feet tall, a hulking patchwork of stitched-together flesh. His mismatched hands carried silver serving platters that looked comically small in his hands.
"First course," The Butcher announced.
He set down two plates containing what appeared to be seared scallops nestled on a bed of colorful vegetables, drizzled with a golden sauce that had lightly caramelized.
"Seared sea scallops with saffron reduction," Bonereghard explained from behind the butcher before the two of them bowed stiffly and retreated towards the kitchen.
Lana's wide eyes followed The Butcher until the doors closed behind him.
"That's your cook?" she muttered, shocked. "You said it was a traditional name!"
Silas fought to keep a straight face as Lana's expression shifted from horror to confusion. The Butcher's appearance had the exact effect he'd anticipated. It wasn't every day you dined with a seven-foot patchwork of stitched flesh wielding kitchen knives.
"It is traditional," Silas said, picking up his outermost fork. "Just not the kind of tradition most people in the Upper Ring would know about. Any hulking flesh horror with a cleaver gets called 'The Butcher.' It's practically mandatory."
He took a small bite of the scallop, and then a much larger one. "This is actually incredible."
Lana still looked skeptical. "You're telling me that's a common practice? Naming monsters 'The Butcher'?"
"Absolutely. Ask any adventurer." Silas nodded. "There's one in nearly every adventure. Always huge, always carrying a cleaver, always called 'The Butcher.' It's tradition."
Lana cautiously tried her food, her eyes widening at the taste. "And yours cooks?"
"Apparently it cooks very well." Silas said proudly. "Most just try to hack people to pieces. I got lucky with this one. After I beat him up."
Diog padded over from his corner and rested his head on Silas's knee, eyeing the scallops hopefully.
"No," Silas told him firmly. "The Butcher is preparing something special for you."
Lana seemed to relax slightly. "So, your grandfather had a cooking flesh horror?"
"Yeah, basically. The whole mansion is like that. I've been finding ways to make them useful." Silas shrugged. "The Butcher wants to cook. The water sprites want to splash. Even the imp mites just wanted books. Everyone has something they want, I'm just trying to connect the dots."
"That's a unique approach to estate management," Lana said, finally then took another bite.
Lana took another bite of her scallop, seeming to forget momentarily about the monstrous chef who'd prepared it.
She relaxed.
"How did you even think of this?" she asked, gesturing toward the kitchen doors with her fork.
Silas shrugged, watching Diog retreat to his corner after being denied table scraps. "Well, basically he was haunting the kitchen, and I really didn't want to cook my own meals when somebody else seemed like they might want to."
"So, you just asked a flesh horror if it wanted to be your chef?" Lana looked incredulous.
"Not exactly." Silas cut another piece of scallop. "First, I had to avoid getting cleaved in half. After that, I noticed he wasn't trying to destroy the kitchen, only kill me. Totally different. So, me and Diog beat him up a little."
He returned to his original point. "Anyway, something about the Butcher just clicked for me. I figured there might be something else going on. So, I backed off, made him an offer, secured the contract, and now he's bound to me, and works the kitchen."
"And that was enough for you to decide to keep him around?" Lana asked.
"Absolutely it's good enough to keep him around," Silas said, gesturing with his fork. "Lana, let's not pretend cooking isn't a massive pain in the ass, and I could never make food as good as this."
Silas watched Lana's expression shift from skepticism to consideration. He understood her hesitation, most people didn't dine with monstrosities as their personal chefs. But most people hadn't grown up scrounging for meals in Karst's back alleys either.
"In Karst, I ate whatever I could find or afford," Silas continued, savoring another bite. "Some days that meant stale bread. Other days it meant nothing at all. The idea of turning away someone who can cook like this because they're a little unconventional? I get it, totally do, and I won't pretend he's not dangerous. But one thing you have to understand, he's not dangerous to me, because me and Diog kicked his ass."
Lana considered his words, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. She glanced toward the kitchen doors, then back at Silas.
"I suppose that makes sense," she admitted. "Especially given your background."
Silas nodded, relieved she understood. Growing up in Karst had taught him to be practical above all else. A monster that could cook beat a monster that wanted to kill him any day.
"You should see what Nerissa can do with the baths," he said. "Water temperature perfect every time."
The doors swung open again, and The Butcher returned with the second course. This time, Lana didn't flinch quite as dramatically. The massive creature set down two plates containing perfectly seared duck breast with a dark cherry and plume glaze.
"Thank you," Lana said cautiously to The Butcher, who gave a stiff nod before retreating.
"You thanked him," Silas observed, impressed.
"Well, he did cook for us," she replied. "And if you're right about finding ways to make the estate's inhabitants useful rather than dangerous, I suppose I should try to understand your approach."
Silas held up a hand, "Let me stop you right there, I uh, I never said they weren't dangerous, only that I put them to work. We can't forget, their still monsters."
"Your right. I've been meaning to ask," Lana said, cutting into her duck with practiced precision, "how are you managing the rest of the estate? Surely not every monster is as aggregable and willing to negotiation as your chef?"
Silas shook his head. "Some no, I don't think so. But I haven't gotten far into things. Just what I've come across so far, each one seems to have their own kind of price and if I can't reach it, it's dangerous."
"And what about Bonereghard?" Lana asked. "What does he want?"
Silas paused, fork halfway to his mouth.
"You know, I'm not entirely sure," he admitted. "He says his fate is tied to the Beckham Line, and I think he wants to restore the estate to its former glory, maybe? He seems genuinely invested in that."
"Maybe, but he has his own motivations and reasons." Lana suggested. "My grandmother doesn't trust him."
Silas shrugged. "Except for the first day, he's been very helpful. Either way, his goals align with mine for now. I need this place functional if I'm going to have any chance of paying off that debt."
Lana's eyes narrowed slightly.
"Besides," he added, "The Butcher seems happy here. He gets to cook, I get to eat, and nobody gets cleaved in half. Everybody wins."
The dining room doors swung open again as The Butcher returned, this time carrying a steaming platter of wild rice on a bed of mushrooms in a brown gravy. Despite his hulking frame and patchwork appearance, his movements were surprisingly delicate as he placed the dish on the table.
"The next course," The Butcher announced in his rumbling voice. He turned his mismatched eyes toward Silas. "Is the meal acceptable?"
Silas nodded. "More than acceptable. Excellent work."
"See? He takes pride in his work," Silas said. "Perfect arrangement."
Lana frowned.
"Best not to dwell on the past," Silas interrupted, lifting a glass. "To new beginnings?"
Lana shook her head with a bemused smile. "To new beginnings," she agreed, clinking her glass against his. "And unconventional staff."
"Speaking of new beginnings," Silas set down his fork. "Dale agreed to sponsor me for the Summoner's Tournament. He seemed eager to get involved once he saw Diog."
Lana smiled. "That's excellent news! I'm glad Grandmother brought it up during our meeting. The tournament's purse if you can win will help you out a lot, and open doors for you."
"That's what I'm hoping," Silas replied. "How much do you know about this tournament?"
"More than a little," Lana said. "I actually competed last year."
Silas nearly choked on his wine. "You competed? In the Summoner's Tournament?" He studied her with newfound interest, seeing Lana in an entirely new light.
The elegant woman sitting across from him in her fine dress who'd been the confident guide who'd led him through the fighting pits, placing bets and navigating that underground world.
"That's why you knew so much about the pits," he realized aloud. "You weren't just slumming it with the commoners for fun."
Lana's smile turned slightly mischievous. "Did you think a Magistrate's granddaughter would know her way around fighting pits by accident? I've been competing for three years now."
"How far did you get in the tournament?" Silas asked, genuinely curious.
He'd assumed her interest in the pits had been casual entertainment, not professional experience.
"Quarterfinals," she said with a hint of pride, though Silas detected some disappointment in her voice. "Lost to the eventual runner-up. My fire salamander couldn't handle his water elemental."
Silas nodded, understanding the elemental disadvantage. "Bad matchup."
"Exactly." Lana took another bite of her duck. "I specialize in fire-based summons. It's a strength until you face water, then it's a liability."
Silas glanced at Diog, considering the implications. "So, you'll be competing again this year?"
"Of course." She grinned. "And based on what I saw at the pits, you might actually give me a run for my money when we get put in the same bracket."
"So, we might end up facing each other," he said.
"We might," Lana agreed, her smile unflinching. "Would that be a problem?"
Silas grinned back. "Only if you can't handle losing."
Lana laughed and flicked her hair back, the candlelight catching the movement. "That depends on your bracket. I was B ranked last year. I might get bumped to A this year."
Silas felt a competitive spark ignite in his chest.
"What determines the ranking?" he asked, cutting another piece of duck. The meat was perfectly cooked, pink in the center with crisp skin.
"Past performance, known summons, and your personal rank," Lana explained. "As a new Blood Heir with Diog, you'll probably start in D or C. The committee tends to be conservative with newcomers."
Silas glanced at Diog, who perked up at the mention of his name.
"They have no idea what he can do, helps me though while Diog grows," Silas said. Starting in a lower bracket might actually work to his advantage.
"That's the point," Lana said, a competitive edge sharpening her smile. "Everyone holds back until the final rounds. Show too much too early, and your opponents can prepare counters."
Silas nodded.
"So, what should I expect?" he asked. "Rules, format, that sort of thing."
Silas was about to ask more about the tournament when Lana held up her hand, stopping him mid-sentence.
"Another time," she said. "I've other things on my mind besides the summoner's tournament."
Before Silas could process what was happening, Lana leaned across the table, her movement knocking over an empty wine glass. Her hand found the back of his neck, pulling him forward as she pressed her lips against his.
Silas froze for a heartbeat, caught completely off guard. The taste of cherry sauce and wine mingled between them. His mind raced, trying to make sense of the sudden shift.
The kiss was demanding, assertive, hungry.
"I—" Silas started, then stopped, for once at a complete loss for words.
Diog made a confused whining sound from his corner, sensing his master's sudden spike of adrenaline.
Silas hesitated only a moment before leaning into the kiss. His mind raced with confusion, but his body responded with certainty. He closed his eyes and kissed Lana back, matching her intensity.
His hand found her waist across the table, steadying them both as plates shifted beneath their elbows. The scent of her perfume, something floral and expensive.
When they finally broke apart, both slightly breathless, Silas found himself staring into Lana's eyes.
"I've been wanting to do that since the fighting pits, and again when we played that drinking game after," she admitted.
Silas grinned, his usual defensive sarcasm momentarily forgotten. "That long? You should have said something sooner."
Lana laughed softly. "Would you have believed me? The Magistrate's granddaughter interested in a monster hunter from Karst?"
"Probably not," Silas admitted, still holding her waist. "But I would have gone along with it and been happily proven wrong."
"And now?" she asked, raising an eyebrow.
A sudden crash shattered the moment, sending plates and glasses rattling across the table. Silas jerked back, instinctively reaching for a weapon that wasn't there. Lana pulled away with eyes wide open.
"What the hell was that?" Silas muttered, already on his feet.
From the direction of the kitchen came a string of obscenities that would have made Karst's dock workers blush. Bonereghard's normally proper voice had transformed into a torrent of creative profanity.
"YOU MISERABLE WINE-SOAKED PARASITE!" Bonereghard bellowed. "UNHAND THAT BOTTLE THIS INSTANT OR I'LL GRIND YOUR BONES FOR BREAD!"
Silas moved toward the commotion, motioning for Lana to stay back. Diog was already at his side, hackles raised.
"Stay close," Silas told Lana, who had ignored his signal and followed anyway.
They rounded the corner toward the wine closet just in time to see Bonereghard wrestling with something small and fast-moving among the racks. Bottles teetered dangerously, and several had already shattered on the floor, their contents pooling across the stone.
"THIEVING LITTLE RODENT!" Bonereghard continued, lunging between shelves. "THAT IS A THREE-HUNDRED-YEAR-OLD VINTAGE FROM THE SOUTHERN ISLES!"
Silas caught a glimpse of what looked like a tiny humanoid figure, no larger than his hand, darting between wine bottles. It clutched a cork in one hand and wore what appeared to be clothing made from wine labels.
"What in all hells is that?" Silas asked, stepping carefully around broken glass.
Bonereghard spun around, somehow managing to look embarrassed despite his skeletal features.
"My sincerest apologies for the disturbance, Master Silas," he said, immediately reverting to his formal tone. "It appears the imps have taken the sudden truce and the butcher's otherwise engagement with your meal as a chance to raid the wine cabinet. It is unfortunately," Bonereghard motioned towards many of the bottles which are now broken or open and drained. "Quite raided."
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Red in the Dark


Lana's eyes widened as she took in the scene, at least a dozen bottles lay broken on the floor, their precious contents forming dark pools on the stone. Several more had been opened and drained, the corks scattered about like trophies. 
"The wine sprites," she laughed. "I've heard of them but never seen them in person."
"They are NOT sprites," Bonereghard insisted, indignation clear in his voice. "They are parasites who wait for a single moment of weakness to strike. In this case, the butcher being distracted by preparing your food."
One of the imps, bolder than the rest, peeked out from behind a dusty bottle. It had a round face with oversized ears and eyes that gleamed with mischief. When it spotted Silas looking at it, the creature stuck out its tongue before disappearing again with a chittering laugh.
"They're actually rather cute," Lana laughed.
"They're THIEVES," Bonereghard corrected. "And they've destroyed vintages that cannot be replaced." He straightened his jacket with a sharp tug. "I shall have to reset the wards. This will take time. Please forgive the interruption to your evening."
"It's fine," Silas assured him, exchanging an amused glance with Lana. "We were just finishing dinner anyway."
As Bonereghard turned back to the task of capturing the imps, Silas leaned closer to Lana.
"Want to get out of here?" he whispered, the warmth of the wine they'd shared at dinner still flowing through his veins.
Her eyes met his, a mischievous smile playing at her lips. "Definitely."
Silas spotted a dusty bottle on a high shelf that seemed untouched by the mischievous imps. He reached up and grabbed it, checking the label, the name and the year meant nothing to him, only that it was unbroken.
Good enough.
"Let's leave Bonereghard to his imp hunt," Silas whispered, tucking the bottle under his arm. "I know a place where we won't be interrupted."
Lana's eyes sparkled with silent agreement. They slipped away while Bonereghard was busy lecturing an imp that had somehow gotten trapped in an empty decanter, his back turned to them as he waved a bony finger at the creature.
Silas felt Lana's hand find his in the half-darkness, her fingers warm against his palm. The simple touch sent a warmth to his cheeks that had nothing to do with the wine they'd already consumed.
Behind them came the soft click of claws on stone as Diog padded after them. The wolf gave a soft whuff, as if questioning where they were going.
"It's alright, boy," Silas assured him. "Just following along?"
Diog tilted his head. Then he trotted forward, taking the lead as if he knew exactly where Silas had in mind.
"He's protective of you," Lana observed, her voice soft.
Diog looked back at them, and Silas could have sworn the wolf rolled his eyes before continuing down the corridor, tail swishing with purpose.
"I think he's giving us a little space." Lana laughed. "Smart wolf."
Silas led Lana through the corridor, the wine bottle tucked under his arm as they followed Diog's confident trot. The wolf seemed to understand their need for privacy, staying just far enough ahead to guide them without intruding.
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"Somewhere quiet," Silas replied. "Somewhere without undead butlers or wine thieves."
They'd both had enough wine to feel its warm effect, not drunk, but pleasantly loosened, the tension of formal dinner conversation replaced by something more intimate.
Lana squeezed his hand. "Lead on, then."
Silas found himself at a crossroads between caution and desire. Back in Karst, relationships had been transactional at best, quick connections born of necessity rather than genuine attraction. This felt different. Dangerous, even.
"I heard something about rooms in the west wing," Silas said as they rounded a corner. "Guest quarters that should be safe. And soundproof, or so I heard."
"Soundproof?" Lana raised an eyebrow, her smile widening. "Planning something noisy, Beckham?"
"And athletic," he replied with a grin.
She bit her lip but didn't say anything.
Silas felt heat rise to his face. Had he pushed too far? Back in Karst, he'd learned to read people quickly, a survival skill more than a social one. But Lana was different. Her reactions weren't as transparent as the people he'd grown up around.
Diog looked back at them, his blue eyes almost glowing in the dim hallway. The wolf gave what Silas could only interpret as a judgmental snort before continuing forward.
"Even your wolf thinks you're being presumptuous," Lana finally said, but the way she squeezed his hand tight said a different story.
They passed through a section of the mansion that seemed less damaged than others. The wallpaper here remained mostly intact, and the floor had been recently swept. Bonereghard's work, no doubt. The skeletal butler might be irritating, but he was thorough.
Silas led Lana into a spacious room in the west wing, untouched by the chaos that plagued much of the estate. A large four-poster bed dominated one wall, while a sitting area with a small fireplace occupied another corner. The room felt preserved in time, as if waiting for guests who never arrived.
"Looks private enough." Silas released her hand to set the wine bottle on a side table. He ran his fingers along the ornate woodwork of a dresser, feeling the unfamiliar weight of ownership. "My first time here," he admitted.
"In my experience," Lana said, her voice dropping low, "when nobles talk about 'privacy,' they usually mean something scandalous."
"Then we're keeping with tradition," Silas replied, surprised by his own boldness.
Lana looked at him and smiled coyly
"Well, its impressive," Lana said, stepping inside. "Your grandfather had good taste in guest accommodations."
Silas followed her in, Diog close behind.
The wolf sniffed the air cautiously before padding over to one of the armchairs and settling down, seemingly at ease.
"If Diog's not concerned, it must be safe," Silas observed, closing the door behind them.
Lana turned to face him. She stepped closer, sliding her hands up to his shoulders.
"So," she said, her voice low, "where were we before we were so rudely interrupted by wine imps?"
Silas's hands found her waist, drawing her closer. "I believe," he said, leaning in, "we were right about here."
Their lips met.
Silas felt the soft press of Lana's lips against his, the warmth of her body close to his own.
He pulled her closer, one hand sliding to the small of her back.
When they finally broke apart, Lana's eyes remained closed for a moment longer, her lips slightly parted. Silas studied her face, memorizing every detail, the curve of her cheek, the way her eyelashes rested against her skin.
"That was..." she began, her eyes fluttering open.
"Better without interruptions," Silas finished for her.
She laughed softly. "Much better."
Silas reached for the wine bottle, realizing they had no glasses. "Seems we're missing something."
"We'll manage," Lana said, taking the bottle from him. She examined the label with a raised eyebrow. "This is quite old. Your grandfather had excellent taste."
"Or terrible restraint," Silas replied, thinking of what Bonereghard had told him about Dewalt's "appetites."
Lana worked the cork free then took a drag directly from the bottle.
She handed the bottle to Silas, who took a drink. Then put it back down on the table.
They moved toward the bed, steps unhurried but purposeful. Lana's hands slid beneath his jacket, pushing it from his shoulders. It fell to the floor, forgotten.
"Wait," he murmured, reluctantly pulling back. "Should I light a lamp?"
"We don't need it," she replied, drawing him close again.
As they reached the bed, Silas noticed something on the floor, a large circular design inlaid in the stone beneath the expensive carpet they'd disturbed. Complex symbols formed concentric rings around a central glyph that started to pulse with a red light.
"That's not right," he said, instinctively pulling Lana away from it.
Before either could react further, the glyph flared to life.
The glyph beneath them pulsed with angry red light. Silas yanked Lana backward, away from whatever was activating on the floor. His muscles tensed, ready to fight or flee.
"What is that?" Lana gasped, gripping his arm.
"No idea." Silas positioned himself between her and the glowing circle. "But anything that lights up without warning in this place is probably bad news."
The air above the glyph shimmered and distorted. Diog leapt from his chair with a low growl, positioning himself at Silas's side, hackles raised.
"We need to get out of here," Silas said, backing toward the door while keeping his eyes fixed on the pulsing light.
The glyph's glow intensified, casting eerie shadows across the walls. A high-pitched whine filled the air, making Silas's teeth ache. Diog's growl deepened, his blue eyes fixed on the center of the circle.
"What's happening?" Lana's voice was steady despite the fear Silas could feel in her grip.
"Nothing good," Silas muttered. "This estate has too many damn surprises."
Silas's blood turned to ice as the three figures materialized within the circle, two small, hunched creatures with withered faces and glowing red eyes, and a larger one between them that stood nearly five feet tall. All three wore caps of deepest red, dripping with what could only be blood.
"Oh, shit," Silas breathed.
The largest creature, the Red Hobb, fixed its glowing eyes on Silas. Its mouth split into a horrific grin, revealing jagged teeth stained dark.
"Beckham blood," it hissed. "At last."
The two smaller redcaps flanked out, moving fast. They circled, cutting off access to the door.
"Lana, stay behind me," Silas ordered, quickly scanning the room for anything he could use as a weapon. His sword was back in his room, a mistake he now bitterly regretted.
Diog planted himself firmly at Silas's side, his low growl building into a snarl. The wolf's presence was reassuring, but Silas knew the young wolf, even a mythic one, couldn't take on three blood-hungry creatures alone.
"What are they?" Lana whispered, pressing close behind him.
"Redcaps," Silas answered, not taking his eyes off the creatures. "A type of goblin, I've killed a few for the guild before."
"I don't think these are monsters from your estate," Lana said, her voice steady despite the danger. "They're summoned. Someone's targeting you."
The Red Hobb laughed. "Smart girl. But knowing won't save you."
It lunged forward with claws extended toward Silas's throat. Silas barely managed to dive aside, crashing into a portrait hanging on the wall. The frame splintered under his weight, breaking free from its moorings.
As he fell, Silas grabbed the broken frame, wood splintering in his hands. The redcaps were already moving, one leaping toward Lana while the other engaged Diog.
Lana's hands moved in a practiced pattern, her voice carrying words of power. Flames erupted between her fingers, coalescing into a salamander the size of a large cat.
The creature's body glowed with internal fire, its eyes molten gold as it sprang toward the attacking redcap.
The redcap shrieked as flames engulfed its arm, the sound high-pitched and grating. It backpedaled, slapping at the fire that had caught on its clothing.
Diog was a blur of motion, frost trailing from his jaws as he harried the second redcap. The creature was fast, but the young Fenrir matched its speed, his teeth closing on empty air as the redcap ducked and weaved.
The Red Hobb turned its attention back to Silas, who had managed to break a wooden slat from the portrait frame, creating a makeshift stake. Not ideal but better than nothing.
"You don't belong here," Silas growled, circling to keep the bed between them. "Who sent you?"
"Your death was paid for," the Red Hobb replied, its grin widening. "We always collect."
Silas didn't waste time with words.
The Red Hobb sailed over the bed, claws extended, confident in its attack. He'd seen this before, creatures that relied on fear, expecting their prey to cower or run.
But Silas wasn't one of them, he'd been fighting all his life, and fighting monsters was part of that.
He didn't run.
"Your grandfather died slow," it said with a laugh. "You will die slower."
As the Hobb lunged at him Silas took a step forward rather than away. The creature's eyes widened in surprise. He drove his knee upward with brutal force, catching the Hobb mid-flight in its midsection. The impact knocked the wind from the creature, its momentum halted.
Before the Hobb could recover, Silas gripped the makeshift wooden stake and drove it into the creature's throat with all his strength. The wood splintered on impact but penetrated deep, punching through whatever passed for the Hobb's windpipe.
Dark blood, almost black, sprayed from the wound, splattering Silas's face and chest. The Red Hobb made a wet, gurgling sound, its red eyes wide with shock.
"I'm not the easy prey you were promised," Silas growled, twisting the stake deeper.
The Hobb clawed weakly at Silas's arms, its movements growing uncoordinated as blood poured from its throat. The cap on its head, once vibrant red, began to fade to a dull brown as its power waned.
Silas pushed the dying creature off him, already turning his attention to the remaining threats. He might not have fancy magic or noble training, but he'd been killing monsters since he was thirteen.
Across the room, Lana's salamander had pinned one redcap to the floor, its fiery body causing the creature's skin to blacken and blister.
The redcap pinned by Lana's salamander shrieked, its skin blackening as flames consumed it. Silas wiped blood from his eyes, scanning the room for the second redcap. He spotted it engaged with Diog, the wolf's jaws snapping with frost-tinged fury.
Silas grabbed the wine bottle from the table and smashed its base against the bedpost, creating a jagged glass weapon. Better than nothing.
"Diog, flank!" Silas called, moving to circle the remaining redcap.
Silas circled the redcap, broken bottle held tight in his bloodied hand.
"Diog, wait for an opening," Silas said, trying to draw the redcap's attention.
The redcap snarled, showing rows of needle-like teeth. It darted left, then right, always keeping both Silas and Diog in view. The creature was experienced, it knew better than to let either of them get behind it.
Silas feinted forward with the broken bottle. The redcap hissed and backed up, right into Diog's path.
The wolf didn't hesitate. Frost gathered around his muzzle as he lunged forward, jaws opening wide. His teeth clamped down on the redcap's shoulder.
The redcap screamed, a high-pitched sound.
It thrashed violently, trying to break free, but Diog held firm. Ice spread from the wolf's mouth, spreading across.
The creature's movements slowed as the cold penetrated its flesh.
Its red eyes widened in terror as its limbs stiffened, the ice working its way toward its heart.
Diog growled, as he shook the redcap like a rag doll. With a final, violent jerk of his head, the wolf snapped the creature's neck.
The redcap went limp in Diog's jaw.
「Warning: Assassination Attempt Detected - External Threat to Beckham Heir Confirmed」
「Quest Update: Investigate Source of Assassination Attempt」
For several heartbeats, no one moved. Silas remained frozen in place, broken bottle still clutched in his hand, blood dripping from a cut above his eye that he didn't remember receiving.
Lana stood near the bed, her chest rising and falling rapidly, hands shaking before dismissing her summon. Diog prowled cautiously around the fallen Hobb, hackles still raised.
"That," Lana finally said, "was not how I imagined this evening would end."
Silas let out a breath lowering the jagged bottle. "Not exactly what I had planned either."
Blood trickled into his eye.
He wiped it away with his sleeve, looking at the carnage around them.
"Someone sent them after you," Lana said, stepping carefully around the charred remains of the redcap her salamander had killed. "These weren't random monsters, no, this was a targeted assassins."
Silas nodded grimly. "The Hobb mentioned my grandfather. Said he died slowly."
He looked down at the creature's corpse, its throat torn out by the piece of wood Silas had shoved through it. "Someone wants the same for me."
Silas tossed the broken bottle onto the bed and crossed to Lana, stepping over the Hobb's corpse. Blood smeared his hands and face, some his, most belonging to the creatures. He gently took Lana's shoulders, examining her for injuries.
"Are you hurt?" he asked.
She shook her head, but her hands trembled visibly. "No. I'm fine."
She wasn't, not really. But it was something.
"You handled yourself well," Silas said, genuinely impressed by her quick summoning.
Lana tried to smile.
Diog padded over, nuzzling against Silas's leg.
"Next time," Lana said, her voice steadier but hands still shaking, "let's just go to a tavern."
Silas couldn't help the laugh that escaped him, short and sharp. "Deal."
"We need to tell Bonereghard," Silas said, his mind shifting from shock to planning. "Someone summoned these things into the estate, past the wards. That shouldn't be possible."
"Or, they were already here," Lana replied, stepping over to examine the summoning circle.
Silas frowned. The thought hadn't occurred to him. "You mean trapped? Waiting for someone to activate it?"
"It's possible." She knelt beside the faded glyph, careful not to touch it. "Some summoning circles can be primed and left dormant until triggered."
The door burst open, causing them to jump. Bonereghard stood in the entrance. His eye sockets widened at the scene before him, three dead monsters.
"Master Silas! Miss Lana!" Bonereghard hurried inside, stepping carefully around the bodies. "What happened? I sensed a magical disturbance, but I was delayed by the wine imps."
He stopped abruptly, his gaze fixing on the glyph beneath their feet. The circular design had faded back to its dormant state but was still clearly visible where they'd disturbed the carpet.
"Oh," Bonereghard said, his voice unusually quiet. "This room."
Silas looked up, still trying to catch his breath. "What about it?"
The skeletal butler's shoulders seemed to slump slightly, an uncommon display of emotion from the usually proper servant.
"This is where the Arch Mage died."
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The Secret Life of Guardians 


The Gemini guardians remained at their post, standing motionless on either side of the front entrance, just as they had for years. One with sword intact, one with sword broken. The jagged end still missing from when then front door had slammed shut on it during the masters initial arrival. 
A cricket chirped somewhere in the nearby bushes. An owl hooted in the distance.
The bronze Gemini turned its helmeted head slightly toward its dark iron counterpart.
"It bothers me," it whispered, voice raspy from disuse.
The iron Gemini remained perfectly still, its head facing forward. "Quiet. What if someone hears you talking?"
"Who will hear?" Bronze replied. "The master entertains the lady inside. The skeleton fusses over them. The wolf prowls the west wing."
"The rules."
"The rules say we must be identical." Bronze tilted its helmet toward Iron's broken sword. "We must be twins. Gemini. You look ridiculous with that broken stump."
Iron shifted uncomfortably, the first movement it had made in hours aside from its helmet. "It sits not on my shoulders. The master slammed the door on it."
"The master told you to get it fixed," Bronze reminded. "Those words left his mouth. 'You should probably get that fixed.'"
"He gave no direct order."
"Close enough," Bronze insisted. "It stands as an order. That needs action."
Iron finally turned its helmeted head, the red glow in its visor flaring slightly. "And how do you propose we fix it? We live bound to the estate grounds. We cannot walk into town and visit a blacksmith."
Both guardians fell silent as laughter flowed from an open window above.
"She seems nice," Bronze noted. "The master has not entertained guests before."
"Not our concern," Iron replied. "Our task sits outside the walls, not inside."
"Still, I hope things go well. The master needs companionship."
Iron snorted, a strange sound coming from a metal helmet. "The master needs to learn magic and proper noble behavior. Romance brings distraction."
"You know nothing of romance."
"Neither do you," Iron shot back.
Bronze's visor dimmed slightly in thought. "We need a replacement for your sword."
"Brilliant deduction," Iron replied, sarcasm dripping from its metallic voice. "And where do we get one? Our last master has been dead for seven years, and the new one still doesn't know we can talk." 
Bronze's visor brightened. "We could take one."
"Take one?" If Iron had eyebrows, they would have shot up. "From where? Swords do not grow on trees."
As if summoned by the conversation, the distant sound of drunken singing drifted over the estate walls. Both guardians immediately resumed their motionless stance, visors focused on the gate.
A figure stumbled into view, swaying dangerously as he walked. A tall, rough looking man with a poorly maintained beard and clothes that reeked of cheap ale even from a distance. Most notably, a sword hung at his hip. Not just any sword, but one with an ornate hilt and fine craftsmanship, far too good for a common drunk.
"Is that?" Iron whispered.
"Shhh," Bronze hissed. "He comes closer."
The drunk paused at the estate gates, peering through the iron bars. He took another swig from a flask, then spat on the ground.
"Bloody nobles," he slurred, kicking at the gate. "Got all this this land and these big houses. And what have I got? Nothing! That stands as truth!"
The guardians remained perfectly still as the man rattled the gate.
"Just our luck," Iron whispered. "A drunk with a sword right when we need one."
"We must get him inside the grounds," Bronze replied. "Then we can take it."
"How? We cannot leave our post."
Bronze went silent for a moment. Then, with a metallic cough, it called out in a voice entirely unlike its normal tone. A high, childlike voice.
"Psst! Hey, Mister! Wanna see a dead body?"
The drunk stopped mid-rant, blinking in confusion. "Who said that?"
"Over here," Bronze called, projecting its voice. "I found something super gross! Come look!"
Iron's visor flared in alarm. "What trick do you play?" it hissed.
"Improvising," Bronze replied from the corner of its metal mouth.
The drunk stumbled closer to the gate, squinting into the darkness. "Dead body? What dead body?"
"A real squishy one! With bugs crawling out the eyes and everything!" Bronze's voice continued. "I think it might be a noble! He has fancy rings and stuff you could take!"
"Bronze!" Iron muttered d frantically. "This breaks protocol!"
The drunk's eyes widened. He looked around furtively, then grabbed the gate with both hands. "Rings, you say? Like gold rings?"
"Gold and silver and gems! Come quick before someone else finds it! The gate sits unlocked!"
The man tested the gate, and sure enough, it swung open with a haunting creak. He hesitated, peering into the darkness of the estate grounds.
"I see no body..."
"Just past those statues," Bronze whispered. "Look at all that blood! So much blood!"
The drunk squinted, finally noticing the motionless Gemini standing on either side of the path. He chuckled. "Just metal men. Fancy ones too. Bet they would fetch good coin if I could carry them."
With another swig from his flask, the man stepped onto the estate grounds. The moment his foot crossed the threshold, both guardians turned their heads in perfect synchronization, visors flaring bright crimson.
"Hey! They moved!" The drunk stumbled backward, nearly falling. "They live!"
He never finished his thought. Bronze moved with terrifying speed, closing the distance between them in a heartbeat. The drunk fumbled for his sword, but he moved far too slow and stood far too drunk. One armored hand closed around his throat, lifting him off the ground.
"Thank you for your contribution to the estate," Bronze said in its normal, grinding voice.
"For Jorumundr!" Iron called, a traditional salute whenever they made an offering to the estate's resident serpent.
The drunk's eyes bulged as he clawed uselessly at the guardian's grip. Bronze relieved him of his sword with its free hand, then tossed the man over the wall toward the overgrown garden area where Jorumundr typically hunted.
A distant, muffled scream was quickly cut short, followed by the sound of something large moving through undergrowth.
Bronze examined the sword critically, turning it over in its massive gauntlets. "Good craftsmanship. Far too fine for that drunk. The blade is close to perfect."
"It sits slightly small," Iron complained, reaching for the weapon. "My hand can barely grip the hilt."
"Better than a broken stump," Bronze retorted, reluctantly handing over the sword. "Besides, the humans never notice. They never look closely at us anyway."
Iron took the blade, testing its weight with a few practice swings. "I suppose it will do until we can find something better."
"See? Problem solved." Bronze returned to its post, resuming its perfectly still guardian stance. "Now we stand as proper Gemini again."
Iron mirrored its twin's posture, the replacement sword looking slightly small in its massive gauntlet, but certainly better than the broken one.
"We never speak of this," Iron said firmly. 
"Agreed," Bronze replied. "Though I still think luring humans onto the grounds works more efficiently than waiting for them to wander in."
Suddenly, a crash sounded from inside the mansion, followed by raised voices.
"Trouble brews inside," Bronze noted, tilting its helmet toward the sound.
"Not our problem," Iron replied firmly. "Our duty lies with outside threats only. The butler stands very clear on that point."
"But what if?" Bronze asked again.
More sounds erupted from inside the mansion, followed by what sounded like a roar.
"Should we go check?" Bronze asked.
"No," Iron cut in. "Bonereghard would never forgive such intrusion. Outside only. That stands as our sacred duty."
Both guardians fell silent as something red and small darted past a window.
"Red Caps," Bronze whispered.
"Not our problem," Iron repeated, though its voice held less conviction.
"Quiet," Bronze hissed. "Someone comes."
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