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Edge Stormbringer; [Devourer] LVL 24

[HP: 1048] [MP: 284] 

[STR: 102] [DEF: 78] 

[INT: 64] [M.ATK: 71] [M.DEF: 57]

[RES: 51] [LUC: 43] 

[AGI: 86] [EVA: 71]

EXP Required: 98,546

Silver: 154,698
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The Vayne Estate stood along the western outskirts of Llorona, surrounded by neatly maintained gardens and a stone wall that separated the property from the surrounding countryside.

The main residence was a large, three-story building constructed from pale stone. Tall windows overlooked the courtyard, while a wide staircase led toward the entrance. Several smaller buildings stood behind the estate, serving as accommodations for servants and storage for the family’s belongings.

A carriage passed through the iron gates and stopped near the entrance.

Maristella Vayne stepped out.

Her long brown hair reached the middle of her back, neatly arranged to complement her elegant blue dress. Sapphire-blue eyes examined the familiar residence, while her light brown skin caught the afternoon sunlight. The fitted dress complemented her hourglass figure without appearing unnecessarily extravagant.

She adjusted her sleeves before approaching the entrance.

A servant opened the doors. “Welcome home, Lady Maristella.”

“Thank you. Is my father available?”

“Lord Vayne is in his study.”

“Very well.”

Maristella entered the residence, her footsteps barely audible against the polished floor. The interior was as she remembered. Expensive furniture decorated the entrance hall, while portraits of previous Vayne family members lined the walls. Fresh flowers rested upon several tables.

She had barely reached the adjoining sitting room when a familiar voice interrupted her. “Well, look who’s here.”

Alaina Vayne sat comfortably upon a cushioned sofa, enjoying a small plate of pastries. Her expensive gown stretched over her pregnant stomach, and several pieces of jewelry decorated her fingers. LVL 53 Archmage was above her head.

She examined Maristella with an unpleasant smile.

“Good afternoon, Alaina.”

“Is it? I suppose that depends on who’s asking.”

Maristella maintained her pleasant expression. “I trust you’re feeling well.”

“Wonderful, actually.” Alaina placed a hand against her stomach. “The child has been quite active lately. Roger is convinced we’ll have a strong Specialist.”

“That would be lovely.”

“Of course, there’s always the possibility of something unfortunate happening.”

Maristella glanced toward her. “Unfortunate?”

Alaina smiled. “Well, you know. Some children are simply born without much potential.”

The implication was obvious.

Maristella’s expression remained unchanged. “Regardless, I hope your child is born healthy.”

“How gracious of you.”

Alaina examined her dress. “You know, Maristella, I’ve always admired your dedication to appearances. Most Moderates wouldn’t bother dressing so extravagantly.”

“I represent the Vayne family.”

“Naturally.” Alaina laughed softly. “Although one does wonder how much representation someone without a Menu can actually provide.”

Maristella clasped her hands together. “Fortunately, managing business affairs doesn’t always require one.”

“How fortunate indeed.”

Alaina reached for another pastry. “Your brother has been incredibly busy lately. Between his responsibilities as heir and preparing for fatherhood, he hardly has time for anything.”

“I’m pleased he’s doing well.”

“He’s doing exceptionally well.”

Another pointed remark. Maristella understood perfectly. Alaina enjoyed reminding her of the difference between their positions.

Roger was the firstborn, the heir, and a LVL 55 Hunter. His future had been established long before his marriage.

Maristella, despite receiving the same education, possessed none of those advantages. She was a Moderate. Something no amount of wealth, education, or family influence could change.

“If you’ll excuse me, Alaina. Father is expecting me.”

“Of course. Wouldn’t want to keep him waiting.”

Maristella inclined her head politely and continued toward the staircase. Only after turning the corner did her pleasant façade disappear.

Arguing would accomplish nothing. Alaina was Roger’s wife, and soon she would be the mother of the next generation of Vaynes. Causing unnecessary conflict would only embarrass the family.

Maristella straightened her posture and continued walking.

**********
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Alexander sat behind his desk, examining several documents. 

The study contained tall bookshelves, a large fireplace, and a window overlooking the western gardens. Several business records rested beside a collection of correspondence.

“Enter.”

Maristella opened the door. “You wished to see me, Father?”

Alexander looked up. “Sit.” 

She obeyed.

He finished reviewing the document before placing it aside. “How familiar are you with Prist Port?”

Maristella paused for a second; thinking back on what she learned. “A settlement with an active harbor and considerable commercial activity as of late. Although our family has no business relationships there.”

“Correct.” Alexander folded his hands. “That will be changing.”

“Are we expanding our operations?”

“Potentially. Which is why you’ll be relocating there.”

Maristella paused. “Relocating?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Until you’ve established something worthwhile.”

She stared at him for a moment before lowering her eyes. “I see.”

“The Vayne family has maintained its position through productive relationships. Every member of this family is expected to contribute,” he told her.

“Of course, Father.”

“Roger has responsibilities here. Your mother manages matters requiring her attention. And you...” He stopped briefly. “You need to become useful.”

Despite the pain; her expression remained composed. “I understand.”

“Do you?”

She raised her eyes. “You’re sending me to establish commercial relationships with Prist Port. I assume I’ll be expected to identify profitable opportunities and maintain correspondence regarding my progress.”

Alexander studied her. “Precisely.”

“May I ask why you’ve chosen me?”

“Because you have the education necessary to handle negotiations, and little reason to remain here in Llorona.”

Silence followed. Maristella looked toward the documents on his desk. She had spent years studying administration, trade agreements, household management, and commercial negotiations. Whenever opportunities arose, she assisted wherever her family permitted.

Yet she had never been entrusted with an assignment of this magnitude.

“Why now? Why somewhere so distant,” she thought.”

Have I disappointed you, Father?”

Alexander’s hand stopped moving. For a moment, he looked directly at her. He glared at her. “This isn’t about disappointment. It’s about responsibility.”

“I see.”

“You cannot depend upon this estate indefinitely, Maristella. The world will not accommodate you simply because you carry our name.”

She lowered her head. “Understood.”

Alexander returned his attention to the documents. “Your departure is scheduled for this evening. The arrangements have already been made.”

“This evening?”

“Is there a problem?”

“No, Father.”

“Good.”

Maristella stood and bowed politely. “I’ll do everything within my ability to ensure the family benefits from this opportunity.”

Alexander paused before looking up at her again. “Do not involve yourself with anyone who promises you an easy path to success.”

Maristella looked at him curiously.

“Especially those who claim they can elevate your standing,” he continued.

Her confusion deepened, but she nodded. “I’ll remember that.”

She departed; Alexander remained still until her footsteps disappeared. Then he slowly closed his eyes.

The remains of House Nocturne’s invitation had already been reduced to ashes. Unfortunately, destroying a letter did not eliminate the people behind it.

“Forgive me, Maristella.” He opened his eyes and returned to his paperwork.

**********
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That afternoon, Roxanne Vayne entered her husband’s study. Alexander sat beside the fireplace, a glass of wine resting untouched upon the table beside him.

“You’re still working?”

“Unfortunately.”

Roxanne approached his desk. “Maristella told me she’s leaving tonight.”

Alexander looked toward her. “Yes.”

“She seemed rather confused.”

“I expected as much.”

Roxanne settled into the chair opposite him. “Alexander. Was there truly no gentler way to explain things?”

Alexander placed his documents aside. “Would it have changed anything?”

“It might have made her departure less painful.”

He didn’t offer a response. 

Roxanne examined her husband. They had been married long enough for her to recognize when something troubled him. “She thinks you don’t want her here.”

Alexander looked down in shame. “Better that than the alternative.”

“Perhaps.”

Roxanne glanced toward the fireplace. “The Three Houses won’t appreciate your decision.”

“They never appreciate being refused.”

“Especially House Wintermere,” Roxanne mused.

Alexander laughed bitterly. “House Wintermere controls transportation services. House Raines handles trade and commerce. House Nocturne deals in entertainment.”

He leaned forward. “Had either of the other two approached me concerning Maristella, I would’ve complied.”

Roxanne nodded. “Business is business. Transportation contracts, administrative work, commercial negotiations. Those are reasonable opportunities.”

“Precisely.” Alexander’s expression darkened. “But Nocturne?” He shook his head. “They expect me to hand over my daughter and pretend I don’t understand what they’re asking.”

“She’s a Moderate,” Alexander continued. “An educated, beautiful young woman from a respectable family. To people like them, that makes her valuable for entirely different reasons.”

“I know,” Roxanne replied.

“They’d dress her in expensive clothing, give her some meaningless position, and call it an opportunity.” His fingers tightened around the armrest. “And eventually she’d find herself in some brothel or serving as a plaything for whichever influential bastard decided he wanted her.”

“Alexander—”

“I will not allow it!”

His voice carried enough anger that Roxanne briefly glanced toward the door.

Alexander lowered his head. “I love both my children equally. Roger understands that.”

“I know you do.”

“But Roger was born with opportunities Maristella will never possess. He can defend himself. He can build relationships without people immediately questioning his worth.” He looked toward the window. “Maristella has spent her entire life proving she deserves things Roger receives without asking.”

Roxanne looked down. “And now you’re making her prove herself again.”

Alexander did not deny it. “The world has already decided what she is, Roxanne. If I treat her as though our name protects her from everything, she’ll never be prepared for what awaits her when we’re gone.”

“She’s stronger than you realize.”

“I know.”

“Then perhaps you should tell her the truth.”

Alexander stared into the fireplace. “If she knew the truth, she’d insist on staying. She’d refuse to let us risk our position for her sake.”

Roxanne knew he was right. Maristella had always placed the family’s interests ahead of her own. Even when others mistreated her, she remained determined not to embarrass them.

“Prist Port is far enough away, If she establishes herself there, perhaps House Nocturne will eventually lose interest,” he finished.

“And if they don’t,” Roxanne asked.

He had no answer at first. Roxanne stood and approached her husband. She placed a hand upon his shoulder. 

“Then we pray she finds people who value her for who she is.” Alexander covered her hand with his own. “That’s all I want.”

Roxanne leaned down and kissed his forehead. “She’s our daughter, Alexander. Remember that when you speak to her next time.”

He looked away. “I’ve never forgotten.”

Roxanne gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze before leaving. 

Neither noticed Alaina standing beyond the partially open doorway. She had heard everything. And unlike her in-laws, she found the situation interesting.

**********
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Night had settled over the Vayne Estate. A carriage waited beneath the lanterns near the main entrance. Several pieces of luggage had already been secured. 

Maristella stood beside the carriage, examining the residence one final time. 

The windows glowed warmly against the darkness.

She wondered whether her parents would come downstairs. Perhaps Roger would appear. Even Alaina might offer some final remark. 

Minutes passed and nobody came.

Maristella adjusted her gloves. “Lady Vayne?”

She turned as three Specialists approached. The first was a Knightess wearing polished armor, with a sword secured at her waist. Beside her stood a Monk dressed in practical traveling clothing. The third, a Summoner, carried a dagger and examined the surrounding grounds.

“We’ve been assigned to accompany you to Prist Port,” the Knightess explained.

“Thank you. I appreciate your assistance.”

“The arrangements have already been paid for. We’ll be responsible for your protection during the journey.”

“Understood.”

Maristella looked toward the entrance again. Still nobody.

The Monk approached the carriage door and opened it. “Are you ready, Lady Vayne?”

She hesitated briefly. “Yes.”

Maristella entered the carriage and settled onto the cushioned seat. Through the window, she watched the estate. 

She remembered childhood afternoons spent running through the gardens with Roger. Her mother’s lessons concerning etiquette. Her father’s stern instructions whenever she made mistakes. Despite everything, this was her home. And she loved the people living inside it.

“I’ll make you proud, Father.”

The carriage began moving. Maristella straightened her back and folded her hands neatly upon her lap. Whatever awaited her in Prist Port, she intended to succeed.

The Vayne family deserved nothing less. Alexander stood beside his study window, watching the carriage travel toward the estate gates. Roxanne remained nearby.

Roger entered moments later. “It’s done.”

“The arrangements?”

Roger nodded. “I used an independent contractor. No affiliations with Wintermere, Raines, or Nocturne. The Knightess, Monk, and Summoner have been instructed to prioritize Maristella’s safety.”

“Good.”

Roger approached the window. The carriage was nearly beyond the gates. “I still don’t like this.”

“Neither do I,” Alexander admitted.

“Then why did we have to make her believe she’s unwanted?”

Alexander looked toward his son. “Because if the Houses believe we’re desperate to protect her, they’ll understand how much leverage she gives them.”

Roger clenched his jaw. “I could’ve gone with her.”

“And abandoned your responsibilities here?”

“She’s my sister.”

“And you’re my son.”

Silence followed.

Alexander approached him. “I won’t sacrifice one child to protect the other, Roger.”

Roger looked away. “I just hope she’ll be alright.”

Roxanne moved beside them. “She’s intelligent. Resourceful. And considerably more determined than she lets people believe.”

Alexander watched the carriage disappear. “Perhaps Prist Port will give her the opportunities she’s never received here.”

Roger nodded reluctantly. 

Roxanne took her husband’s hand. “And perhaps she’ll find happiness.”

Alexander remained quiet for several moments. Then he spoke softly. “I hope so.”

**********
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Elsewhere within the estate, Alaina sat alone in her bedroom. Her fingers rested against her pregnant stomach as she considered everything she’d overheard.

House Nocturne wanted Maristella, Alexander had refused. And now the family was secretly sending their precious Moderate daughter somewhere beyond the Houses’ immediate reach.

Alaina laughed. “How sentimental. They’ve forgotten the natural order of this world.” 

She had married Roger because he was a promising heir with wealth, influence, and a respectable future. She had no intention of allowing his family’s attachment to a Moderate to jeopardize those advantages. 

Besides, information like this could be valuable. Alaina opened a small drawer beside her bed and retrieved a Comm Coin. An item capable of making audio-only calls limited to the region she was in.

She activated it.

A faint sound emerged from the Coin as the connection formed. “Hello?”

Alaina smiled. “Good evening. I need to relay a message to House Wintermere.”
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Edge sat cross-legged upon the floor of his room at the Crescent Inn. Several materials were scattered across the floor boards. Iron Ore, Silver Ore, pieces of Monsters, and various other materials he’d collected during his adventures into the forest occupied most of the available space.

Treva hovered above the bed, watching him organize everything. “What exactly are you doing?”

“Experimenting.”

“With what?”

Edge opened his standard Menu that didn’t freeze time. “The Alchemist Growth Tree.”

Treva descended toward the materials. “Are you finally taking Craft seriously?”

“Hey, I’ve used it before.”

“Once.”

“Successfully.”

“You created a Potion.”

Edge laughed before he selected Craft from his available Abilities.

A blue screen appeared.

[Craft]

[Select Item]

Edge browsed the available options before selecting something simple.

[Iron Knife]

[Required Materials:]

[Iron Ore: 2/2]

[Proceed?]

[Yes/No]

“Well, that’s convenient.” He selected Yes.

Two pieces of Iron Ore rose from the floor, surrounded by a faint blue light. The materials dissolved into particles before gathering into the shape of a small knife. A moment later, the completed item dropped into his hand.

[Craft Successful]

[Iron Knife]

[ATK+14]

[Durability:100/100]

Edge examined the blade. “Not bad.”

Treva approached. “Considering you don’t actually know how to forge a knife, I’d say that’s impressive.”

“Right?”

He turned the weapon over. The craftsmanship was simple. Nothing comparable to the equipment Vinia produced, but the blade was functional. Edge looked toward his remaining materials.

“So, theoretically, if I have enough ingredients, I can make whatever Craft allows?”

“Provided you meet the necessary requirements.”

“And if I actually understand the materials, I can make better stuff?”

“That’s what Vinia explained.”

“Awesome.”

He selected another item. Several attempts followed. A small buckle. A basic metal fitting. Another knife. Before long, his room resembled a poorly organized workshop.

Treva landed on the bed. “You’re enjoying this far too much.”

“Treva, do you understand how much money I could save?”

“You’re already wealthy.”

“That’s not the point!” He held up another completed item. “Why pay somebody to make something when I can make it myself?”

“Because they might actually know what they’re doing?”

Edge looked at the knife in his hand. “...Fair.” He placed it beside the others. “Still, this is pretty cool.”

His attention returned to the Alchemist Growth Tree. One particular Ability caught his eye.

[Convert]

[AP Required: 200]

Edge leaned forward; his eyes sparkling. “Ooh! What do we have here!”

“What?”

“Found something interesting.”

He examined the description. Convert allowed him to turn Monsters into usable materials. Edge immediately thought about the countless creatures he’d killed. 

All those battles, and he’d generally been more interested in EXP, Requests, and whatever Items he could collect afterward. Due to his LVL, he was unable to earn any more EXP from the regular encounters.

“Treva.”

“Yes?”

“No one sells them here; how much do Monster materials usually cost?”

“That depends on the Monster, the material, and its Grade.”

Edge slowly smiled. “Oh, we’re about to save and make so much fucking money.”

Treva stared at him. “Please don’t tell me you’re planning something ridiculous.”

“Define ridiculous.”

“You.”

Edge laughed. “So harsh!”

[Alchemist Ability: Convert Learned]

Edge closed his Menu and stood. “Alright! Time to go shopping!”

Treva looked toward the materials scattered across the floor, “Shopping,” she asked unimpressed.

“Yeah.” He returned everything to his Inventory, “Except the merchandise is free.”

Treva covered her face. “It’s gonna be a long day.”

**********
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Sunlight passed through the forest’s branches overhead.

Treva sat upon his shoulder. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Find Monsters. Convert them into materials. Make stuff.”

“That’s straightforward.”

“I know. I’m a genius.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Edge chuckled; a Wolf emerged from the bushes ahead. Edge smiled deviously, its ears flattened as it noticed him.

“Perfect timing.”

The creature lunged anyway, giving into its killer instinct. 

Edge avoided the attack and struck it with a single punch. The Wolf collapsed. He approached the immobilized body. “Convert.”

A blue light surrounded the defeated Monster. Its body gradually dissolved into particles, leaving several materials behind.

[Convert Successful]

[Obtained]

E-grade Wolf Fang x2

E-grade Monster Bone x5

Edge stared at the results. Then he started laughing. “No way!”

Treva examined the materials. “It worked.”

“Of course it worked! Look at this!”

Edge summoned the Wolf Fang. “Do you know how many times I’ve killed these things without even thinking about what I could make from them?”

“Quite a few.”

“That’s an understatement.” He deposited everything into his Inventory. “Alright. Next customer.”

Over the next several hours, Edge treated the Forest of Origin like a personal supply warehouse. A group of Rats approached him near a fallen tree. 

Their bodies dissolved into usable materials upon their defeat. “Nice.”

Farther into the forest, a Goblin attempted to ambush him. Edge knocked its weapon aside before defeating it. “Keep ‘em coming.”

Treva hovered nearby. “You’re being even more enthusiastic about gathering materials. I didn’t think it was possible.”

“Treva, this is basically free money. Convert only uses 1MP and all I have to do is a simple punch or kick.”

“You still have to fight the Monsters.”

“Which I was gonna do anyway!”

He continued walking. The process became almost routine.  Wolf Fangs, Monster Bones, Rat Tails, and Slime Oil accumulated inside his Inventory. He picked up any fruit or vegetables he came across.

**********
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By the afternoon, Edge had accumulated far more than he’d expected. He sat by a lake with an E-Grade Ward Crystal active.

Treva watched him examine his Inventory. “Are you satisfied?”

“Not even close.”

“Of course.”

Edge selected Craft.

A familiar blue screen appeared. He examined the materials he’d collected before choosing a simple item.

[E-Grade Bone Needle]

Required Materials:

E-Grade Monster Bone: 1/1

Quantity: 159

Edge confirmed. The material disappeared, and a small needle formed in his hand. He examined it; it was thick with a pointed end. 

He threw it at a tree and it buried itself into it. “Well, that’s useful.”

Treva tilted her head. “For what?”

“Weakening and quick kills?”

Treva snickered. “What, you’re gonna start killing your enemies from long range.”

“No.”

“Then why did you make it?”

“Because I can.”

Treva sighed. Edge laughed and selected Craft again. Another Bone Needle appeared.

Treva watched the growing collection. “Edge.”

“Yeah?”

“Why are you making so many needles?”

“Practice.”

“You’re going to have more needles than anyone could possibly need.”

“Sounds like a business opportunity.”

“Who would buy a hundred Bone Needles?!”

“People who need needles.” Edge grinned. “Supply and demand, Treva.”

**********
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The next day, Edge continued experimenting. The work was repetitive, but he found himself becoming increasingly familiar with the process. He no longer spent several moments examining every selection.

His hands moved automatically through the Menu. Treva eventually stopped questioning him. She occupied herself nearby while Edge continued producing Bone Needles.

“How many is that?” she eventually asked.

“Ninety-six. I’m curious about something.”

He selected Craft once more. The ninety-seventh Bone Needle appeared. Then the ninety-eighth. And the ninety-ninth.

Edge stretched his fingers. “Alright. One more.”

He selected the same item.

[Craft Successful]

[Bone Needle Created]

Suddenly, another screen appeared.

[Congratulations!]

[Craft has been successfully used 100 times to create the same Item.]

[Alchemist Ability Acquired: MP Craft]

[Description: Recreate any object previously created through Craft using MP alone. Crafting Materials are not required.]

Edge froze, Treva noticed, “What happened,” she asked.

He slowly turned toward her. “...Treva.”

“Yes?”

“I think I just broke something.”

She flew closer and examined the notification.

Her eyes widened. “MP Craft?!”

Edge read the description again. “Wait. Hold on.”

He opened his Menu and located the newly acquired Ability. It was there with no AP expenditure.

“You’re telling me,” Edge began, “that because I kept making the same stupid needle, I learned how to create Items using MP?”

Treva examined the description. “I guess.”

Treva paused, “Wait ... how come I didn’t know about this ability,” she thought.

Edge looked at the Bone Needles. Then back toward his Menu. “Let’s test this.”

He stored the remaining materials in his Inventory and activated MP Craft.

[MP Craft]

[Select Previously Crafted Object]

Potion: 10MP

M-Potion: 50MP

Wolf Dagger: 124MP

Iron Knife: 75MP

Slime Rod: 200MP

Bone Needle: 15MP

E-Grade Lure Crystal: 75MP

He selected Bone Needle and confirmed. Mana gathered above his palm. The energy condensed into the familiar shape of a Bone Needle before solidifying.

[MP Craft Successful]

His MP decreased. A completed needle rested in his hand. Edge said nothing before he burst into laughter.

“ARE YOU SERIOUS?!”

Treva covered her ears. “Edge!”

“IT ACTUALLY WORKS!”

He held up the needle. “No Monster Bones! No ingredients! Just MP!”

“Yes, I can see that!”

Edge immediately examined the other Items available for recreation. “E-Grade Lure Crystal...”

Treva followed his gaze. “Don’t.”

Edge smiled. “Treva.”

“No.”

“I can make Lure Crystals without gathering Mana Ore!”

“EDGE!”

He laughed and closed the selection. “Relax! I’m not using one right now.”

She folded her arms. “You better not.”

Edge returned his attention to MP Craft. He thought about everything Vinia had taught him concerning equipment and the materials required to produce it. The possibilities were enormous. And the most interesting part was how he’d obtained the Ability.

“So that’s how it works...” Edge murmured. “The World System. It doesn’t just reward you for killing Monsters or raising your LVL.” He examined the notification again. “It rewards you for actually getting good at something.”

Treva smiled. “That’s right. Learning an Ability is one thing. Developing it through experience is another.”

Edge considered that. He remembered the countless Skills and Magic he’d practiced since arriving in Ellaria. Every battle, every experiment, every improvement. And now Craft had rewarded him for putting in the work.

His smile widened. “Oh, I’m absolutely abusing this!”

Treva’s expression collapsed. “Of course you are. Just remember you still need enough MP.”

“MP recovers.”

“And you’ll still need materials to create something for the first time.”

“Which I can get through Convert!”

Treva opened her mouth, then closed it.

Edge laughed. “See?! The system practically wants me to do this!”

“That’s not what this means!”

He raised both arms triumphantly. “Never again will Edge Stormbringer have to spend his hard-earned Silver on Items!”

Treva stared at him. “You’re going to spend every day making things, aren’t you?”

“Every. Single. Day.”

“Good for you, just keep your promises to Shay, Vinia, Clyde, and Monroe.”

Edge opened his Inventory, already considering what he wanted to learn to Craft next.

A mischievous grin spread across his face. “Man, I fucking love this world!”
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April 23rd, 1458

Kalara sat beneath the shade of a building across from Shay’s. Her orders were simple; watch Edge Stormbringer and Scarlett Madz. To her, the former was more interesting than the latter. 

Edge walked down the street with three children following him.

“Give it back,” a young boy demanded. 

Edge held a wooden sword above his head. “You abandoned your weapon in battle.” 

“You took it!” 

“Same difference.”

The boy jumped repeatedly, trying to reach it.

A little girl grabbed Edge around the waist, “I got him!” 

Edge looked down and scoffed dramatically. “The betrayal.” 

The third child attacked his leg with another wooden sword.

Edge staggered. “AGH! My one weakness!”

The children laughed as Edge dropped onto one knee. The first boy reclaimed his weapon.

“We defeated the Devourer!” 

Edge fell onto his back. “I have been slain.”

Treva floated over him. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

Edge opened one eye. “I’m dead. Show some respect.”

Kalara covered her mouth, a smile escaped her. “Idiot.”

The children ran away when one of their mothers called them. Edge stood, dusted himself off, and continued toward Shay’s. 

Two women intercepted him before he reached the door. Kalara recognized one of them but the other was unfamiliar. Both were attractive and clearly knew Edge.

The brunette ran a hand down his arm. Edge grinned when something was whispered. The second woman laughed. Several minutes later, all three walked toward the Crescent Inn.

Kalara stared in disbelief, “Again?”

She had already watched him disappear into the inn with more women than she cared to count. Some returned more than once.

Vinia certainly did. Cetina had become attached to him despite them not sleeping together. Others seemed content with something temporary. What surprised Kalara was that Edge rarely seemed to chase them.

“Lucky bastard.” Kalara muttered.

Several hours later, Edge emerged from the Crescent Inn alone. He looked too pleased with himself.

Kalara rolled her eyes. “Of course.”

**********
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The next afternoon, Edge stood outside the tavern with several male Specialists. Kalara watched from an alley. One Warrior slapped Edge on the back.

Edge immediately shoved him. “Don’t touch me with that hand!”

The Warrior looked offended. “What’s wrong with my hand?” 

“I watched you come out of the bathroom!” 

The others began laughing, “I washed it!”

“Did you?” 

“Yes!”

Edge looked toward the others. “Anybody see him wash it?” 

An Archer raised his hand, “I didn’t.” 

“You weren’t in there!” 

“That sounds like something a man who didn’t wash his hands would say.”

The group erupted into laughter.

The Warrior glared at all of them, “Fuck y’all!”

Edge raised his cup. “To hygiene.” 

The others raised theirs, “To hygiene!”

Kalara shook her head. She had expected men to resent him. Some did; specially those jealous of the attention he received from women. Yet plenty treated him like they had known him for years.

Edge insulted them and they insulted him. They argued over Requests, women, equipment, food, and whose combat strategies were the stupidest. There was rarely any genuine hostility behind it.

**********
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Later, Kalara followed him through the market.

An elderly woman waved, “Edge!”

He stopped immediately. “Yes, ma’am?” 

“Come here.” 

Edge sighed but obeyed.

She handed him a jar. “Open this.”

Edge stared at it. 

“You called me across the market to open a jar?” 

He twisted the lid and it opened immediately.

The woman smiled. “Such a useful young man.”

Edge handed it back. “I kill monsters, y’know.”

“And now you open jars.”

Treva laughed and Kalara did too. Edge walked away muttering about being disrespected.

A few streets later, he helped an elderly man carry a crate. Then repaired a broken stool without accepting payment. Then stopped because another child wanted him to show off Magic.

**********
[image: ]


By sunset, Kalara realized she felt relaxed. Watching Edge should have been work. Instead, she found herself sitting on a rooftop with her chin resting against her knee.

For a little while, Kalara forgot Sebastian existed. Watching Edge move freely through Prist Port gave her a peace she hadn’t expected.

“That must be nice.” Her smile faded slightly. “To just... live.”

**********
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Sebastian waited in the Forest of Origin.

Kalara approached him, “Well,” he asked.

Kalara folded her arms, “Edge Stormbringer is socially integrated into Prist Port.” 

Sebastian raised an eyebrow. “That sounded rehearsed.”

“I’m reporting.” 

“Then report.”

“He likes people more than I expected. He’s good with children. Plays with them whenever they approach him. Helps elderly people without charging them. He spends time with Moderates even when there’s nothing they can offer him.”

Sebastian raised a brow. “He gets along with male Specialists too. Jokes around. Drinks with them sometimes. Trains with some of them. Doesn’t seem interested in establishing dominance unless someone challenges him first.”

Sebastian frowned. “And women?”

Kalara stared blankly. “What?” 

“You just hesitated.”

Kalara sighed. “He sleeps around.”

“How much?” 

“A lot.” Kalara continued before he could ask. “Women like him. He likes women. Leave it there.”

Sebastian rubbed his chin. “So he’s hedonistic.”

“Not exactly.”

Sebastian looked at her, Kalara thought carefully. “He enjoys himself, but he doesn’t seem obsessed with pleasure. He still trains, takes Requests, saves his Silver, learns constantly, and helps people.”

“What does he value?” 

Kalara became serious. “Freedom.” Sebastian’s eyes narrowed. “Choice. Loyalty when it’s earned. Strength, but not for status. He hates people who abuse power.”

That final statement lingered between them.

Sebastian slowly folded his arms, “This is unexpected.” 

“How?” 

“I assumed someone accumulating power as rapidly as he is would be colder.” Sebastian looked toward Prist Port. “Domineering. Territorial. Maybe a little more obsessed with establishing authority.”

Kalara chuckled. “He can be domineering.” Sebastian looked at her skeptically. “But mostly when someone pisses him off.” 

“That makes him more dangerous, not less.”

Kalara shrugged. “Maybe.”

Sebastian studied her. “You sound fond of him.”

Kalara glared at him. “I’m doing my job.” 

“Of course.” A Comm Coin screen appeared in front of him. “That will be all for now.” 

Sebastian turned away and left before answering the call. Kalara watched him go, shrugged, and went away as well.

“We have a problem.” A voice on the line told him.
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Chapter IV
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The streets of Prist Port were busy beneath the afternoon sun. 

A wagon carried crates of merchandise, barrels, and carefully wrapped equipment. Despite having visited several businesses throughout the settlement, most of the merchandise remained untouched.

Marcellus sat at the front of the first wagon, examining the records resting upon his lap. 

A LVL 60 Economist; the merchant was a muscular, handsome man whose shoulders made his traveling clothes appear unusually tight. His gray hair was neatly maintained, while a full beard framed his face. Brown eyes examined the latest figures with growing disappointment.

“This is unfortunate.” He closed the ledger.

Shay had purchased a few cooking ingredients. Vinia had taken some Metal Ore and equipment materials, while Clyde purchased several bundles of fabric. Under ordinary circumstances, those three alone would have accounted for a considerable portion of his sales. Unfortunately, this visit had been different.

Marcellus looked toward the remaining crates. “Another disappointing report.”

The Merchant Trading Coalition would not be pleased. He already knew what they would say.

His prices were too low. His profit margins were insufficient. He was wasting resources supplying a settlement that could afford to pay considerably more.

Marcellus sighed; he business owners of Prist Port had supported him for years. He knew their circumstances, their employees, and the difficulties they sometimes encountered. Charging them unreasonable prices simply because he could had never appealed to him.

Unfortunately, the Coalition disagreed. He examined his remaining destination.

“The Shade Tavern.”

His last opportunity to salvage the journey. Marcellus directed the horse toward the establishment.

**********
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Inside the tavern, Monroe stood behind the bar, examining several barrels. Edge stood opposite him with Treva resting upon his shoulder.

“Another three?” Monroe asked.

“Yup.”

Edge opened his Inventory, producing several additional barrels.

Monroe examined the contents. “You’re becoming rather useful.”

“Rather?”

“Don’t get carried away.”

Edge laughed; Monroe checked the alcohol before making a note in his records.

“Quality seems consistent. How much are you charging?”

“Same as last time. 200 Silver.”

“You’re certain?”

“Grandpa, we’ve been through this.”

Monroe glared at him. “Stop calling me that.”

Treva giggled. Monroe shook his head and reached for his Silver. Before he could complete the transaction, the entrance opened.

Marcellus stepped inside. “Monroe! Good afternoon!”

The older tavern owner looked up. “Marcellus! It’s been a while.”

“Indeed! I was hoping you’d be interested in purchasing some additional supplies.”

Marcellus approached the counter; then he noticed the barrels.

His expression changed. “What’s this?”

“Alcohol,” Edge answered.

“I can see that.” Marcellus examined Edge before looking toward Monroe. “You’re purchasing from him?”

“Yes.”

“Instead of me?”

Monroe raised an eyebrow. “Is there a problem?”

Marcellus clenched his jaw. “So that’s how they’re handling things now!”

Edge looked toward Treva, she shrugged. “Handling what,” he asked Marcellus.

Marcellus turned toward him. “Who sent you?!”

“Excuse me?”

“The Coalition. Which representative arranged your assignment?”

Edge stared. “...The what?”

“Don’t insult my intelligence, young man!” 

Monroe placed his ledger down. “Marcellus.”

The merchant continued. “I refuse to inflate my prices, and suddenly another merchant appears supplying my regular customers?! They couldn’t have been more obvious!”

Edge slowly raised his hand. “Okay, I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about.”

Marcellus stopped. “What?”

“I made some alcohol, brought it here, and Monroe agreed to buy it. That’s literally the entire story.”

Monroe folded his arms. “Marcellus, calm yourself. Edge isn’t affiliated with the Coalition.”

The merchant looked between them. “He’s not?”

“No. He’s a Specialist who lives here.”

Edge smiled. “Edge Stormbringer. Professional Monster killer, occasional merchant, and apparently your worst nightmare.”

Treva covered her mouth. Monroe sighed.

Marcellus examined Edge’s sincerity before realizing his mistake. “...Oh.” He rubbed his forehead. “My apologies.”

“No problem. Although I’d appreciate knowing why you looked ready to punch me.”

Marcellus chuckled awkwardly. “A misunderstanding.”

“Clearly.”

Monroe gestured toward the entrance. “Why don’t you two discuss things outside? I still have customers to attend to.”

Edge looked toward Marcellus. “Sure. I’m curious about this Coalition anyway.”

Marcellus nodded. “Very well.”

**********
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The two walked along Prist Port’s commercial district, with Treva hovering beside Edge. Marcellus appeared more relaxed now that the misunderstanding had been resolved.

“I suppose I should explain myself.”

“Please do,” Edge replied.

“The Merchant Trading Coalition, or MTC, is an organization responsible for coordinating commercial operations throughout the continent.”

Edge listened.

“Transportation, merchandise distribution, supply arrangements, wholesale transactions. Merchants
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