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        Legendary Mercenary

    
    
    
    
                


In the desolate aftermath of a nuclear explosion, a wasteland mercenary is reborn into another world, his veins coursing with the blood of giants. Once more, he treads the path of a hired gun—but this time, he is not alone. By his side is a gentle and nimble cat-girl scout, agile and cunning, his most reliable ally. A tender and innocent mushroom girl watches over him in silence, enveloping him in a quiet, protective embrace. A proud and romantic swan-maiden swordsmaiden brandishes her blade and shield, deflecting every hidden dagger that dares to strike.

His life is not devoid of warmth and romance. The passionate proprietress of the mercenary tavern prepares him a meticulously crafted breakfast each morning. A seductive and talented female mentor shares candlelit dinners and intimate conversations with him. The iron-willed yet tender Empress of the Steel-Blooded Empire offers him unwavering support. And the fearless Queen of the Pirates, forever wandering the high seas, hoists her sails for him, bravely facing the endless tides.

Yet, when these enchanting women come together, their rivalry ignites like flames on a battlefield. The legendary mercenary soon realizes he is embroiled in a conflict more perilous than any war he has faced before. As tensions escalate and passions clash, he can only sigh in resignation, pondering how to quell this war without gunpowder.







            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                White seagulls soared across the blue sky, their massive wingspans resembling aircraft gliding through the heavens.

Beneath that endless expanse, atop a grassy hillside, lay a towering figure. He rested with his hands behind his head, a blade of grass lazily held between his lips as he occasionally chewed on it.

Standing nearly two meters tall, his muscular physique was sculpted like that of a war god—powerful yet streamlined, exuding an aura of raw strength. Even as he reclined in the grass, stretching his limbs in leisure, he resembled a lion basking in the sun, both majestic and at ease.

Beneath his neatly cropped hair was a rugged face. Perhaps it was the pleasant weather and the gentle breeze, but he seemed to be in an excellent mood. A slight smile curled at the corner of his lips, making him appear warm and approachable.

Like an honest man.

Or at least, Caius thought so.

"Mmm~" A contented sigh escaped him.

After a refreshing nap, Caius sat up, stretched lazily, and gazed down the hillside.

From his vantage point atop the high coastal slope, he had a panoramic view of a grand and bustling city.

Ocean City.

A magnificent metropolis, famed for producing two legendary figures and serving as a beacon for ambitious youths from the countryside.

Half of the city sprawled across the mainland, while the other half extended into the sea, built upon an intricate network of harbors and artificial islands. Compared to the landbound districts, the oceanic half was evidently wealthier—likely the domain of the affluent elite.

Ocean City was vast. Even from his elevated position, Caius could not see its limits.

At the city gates, a long line of adventurers and merchant caravans stretched endlessly, waiting for entry.

A smirk played on Caius’ lips. He reached for the massive backpack beside him—easily over a meter tall—and slung it over one shoulder with ease. The clinking of metal from within hinted at its substantial weight. On one side of the pack, a massive warhammer, easily over a meter in length, hung securely.

Yet despite the immense load, Caius lifted it effortlessly with one hand, slinging it onto his back as if it weighed nothing.

"Time to go!" He strode forward, making his way toward Ocean City.

It had been sixteen years since he was reborn into this world.

Most people who saw his towering frame would be utterly baffled—sixteen?!

The old blacksmith who had taken him in and raised him had passed away peacefully, leaving Caius once again alone in the world.

In his previous life, he had come from the Wasteland—a technologically advanced yet war-ravaged world, now reduced to a desolate hellscape. There, mercenaries thrived, engaging in constant bloodshed and warfare.

The once-mighty Federal Government had become nothing more than a puppet of corporate capital. Ordinary citizens had no economic power, no voice, and were relentlessly exploited. Survival meant scraping by in the shadows of megacorporations and the chaotic wasteland. Life there was cruel, ruthless.

Caius had clawed his way up from the dirt, building a top-tier mercenary squad through years of blood and fire. But in the end, the corporations betrayed them, sending him and his team to the grave.

Their mission had seemed simple: escort cargo to a corporate-controlled fortress city. Along the way, they clashed with numerous wasteland gangs, wiping out entire raiding parties. After countless skirmishes, they finally reached their destination, expecting to claim their well-earned payment.

But the "cargo" turned out to be a nuclear warhead.

As soon as the mission was completed, the nuke was armed, and in the blink of an eye, Caius, his mercenary squad, and the entire fortress city—home to over 300,000 people—were reduced to ashes.

Damn corporate wars.

Still, he had come to terms with it.

At least being instantly vaporized in a nuclear blast was a cleaner death than getting his throat slit or taking a bullet to the chest.

From the moment he became a mercenary, Caius had known his days were numbered. The idea of retiring peacefully had never crossed his mind. He just hadn't expected to go out in such a… dramatic fashion.

Dying in a nuclear explosion? Not a bad way to go.

The only question that lingered in his mind—had any of his squadmates reincarnated as well?

He could only hope.

For now, though, all he could do was take things one step at a time and carve out a new foundation in this world.

This world, while not as devastated as the Wasteland, was still just as merciless.

Magic existed here. Swordmasters could cleave mountains in half. Monsters roamed the land, more fearsome than the mutant beasts of the Wasteland. Power dictated fate. Ordinary people were just as powerless here as they had been back in his old world.

So Caius had no intention of being ordinary.

After the old blacksmith passed, he left Caius a small inheritance and his smithy.

For someone like him, managing a forge for sixteen years was already a miracle. But spending his entire life there? Unthinkable.

So he transferred ownership to the old man’s relatives, gathered his savings, and took the equipment left behind for him.

Then, he set his sights on Ocean City.

Like any young man seeking his fortune in the big city.

But he wasn't here to start a mundane career.

He was here to return to his roots.

Mercenary work.

Just thinking about leaving behind the quiet blacksmith’s life and stepping back into the bloodstained world of warriors made his heart race.

Adrenaline surged through him. The thrill of battle called to him.

Perhaps he was never meant for a peaceful life.

If he didn't put his body to use, wouldn't that be a waste?

Sixteen years old. Nearly two meters tall. Stronger than he ever was in his past life.

At this rate, he’d probably hit 2.1 meters before twenty. A certified giant.

And not just for show, either.

Because he wasn’t human.

He was a giant.

From the moment he reincarnated as a newborn, a fragment of ancient memory had awakened within him—a Giant’s Inheritance. It told him of his lineage, of his origins.

But the knowledge remained fragmented, locked away. So far, he only knew that he was a giant and had gained a few insights into his race. The rest remained a mystery.

The stronger he became, the more of his inheritance he could unlock. Caius had a feeling that the true power of the Giants’ Inheritance would be nothing short of extraordinary.

Even now, the immense strength and resilience he possessed were gifts of that inheritance.

There was just one problem—he had absolutely no talent for magic.

Despite his fascination with the spells and sorcery of this world, no matter how much he tried, he simply couldn’t cast magic.

So aside from becoming an adventurer and mercenary, he had another goal—becoming a mage.

It would be a waste not to learn magic in a world of swords and sorcery.

Caius’ pace quickened. Before long, he reached the city gates.

His towering frame didn’t draw too much attention. After all, he wasn’t the biggest one here.

Take the stone-skinned warrior ahead of him—probably from the Boulderkin race. Standing at 2.5 meters, he looked like a living statue, his defense undoubtedly formidable. Compared to that, Caius almost felt… small.

After paying the ten silver coin entrance fee, Caius finally stepped into Ocean City’s outer district.

The wide streets, the bustling crowds—he took it all in with a deep breath.

Worth it.

After traveling two thousand kilometers over half a month, he was finally here.

But first—food.

After surviving on dried meat for weeks, he was ready for a proper meal.

And as luck would have it, he spotted the perfect place.

A mercenary tavern.

A gathering place for warriors like him.

            

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
                Mercenary Tavern—Hailan No. 11

This was a branch of the Mercenary Tavern, which also bore another well-known name:

The Mercenary Guild!

Unlike traditional guilds, the Mercenary Tavern was specifically designed to serve mercenaries, operating in the form of a tavern. After all, mercenaries were mostly rough men who lived for alcohol. Drinking, bragging, and then picking up a task at the front desk or from the bulletin board—this tavern-style setting was naturally the best fit.

At this moment, the tavern was packed with seasoned mercenaries, drinking, eating, and speaking loudly, creating a noisy atmosphere. The air was thick with the scent of alcohol.

And a faint hint of blood.

Perhaps it came from the tooth embedded in the wooden counter at the front desk, or from the mercenaries wrapped in blood-stained bandages.

Either way, it wasn’t exactly a pleasant smell.

But Caius loved it—it felt just like home.

Compared to the wasteland gang bars of his past life, where smoke, booze, and vomit mixed into a putrid stench, this place was practically fresh air.

At least, the owner here seemed to clean up regularly.

He pushed open the door and stepped inside, and the noise in the tavern noticeably quieted.

Caius could feel eyes turning toward him.

With his massive build, he stood out anywhere—unless he was among towering monsters.

But he enjoyed the attention.

In his past life, he had wanted to be a big guy but never had the chance. He barely managed to be “medium-sized.”

Ignoring the stares, he walked straight to the front desk.

Everyone was watching him, their gazes filled with curiosity, scrutiny, and the kind of provocation and disdain that veteran mercenaries had for rookies.

Tsk, this familiar feeling was back again.

Caius grinned and gave the barmaid a simple, honest smile. “Hello, I’d like to register as a mercenary.”

“Oh, we got ourselves a newbie,” the barmaid said. She was a striking woman with sun-kissed skin, wavy hair, and a curvaceous figure.

A true beauty.

“I’m Yvlan, the owner of Hailan No. 11,” she introduced herself, her sultry gaze unabashedly lingering on Caius’ broad chest, the corner of her lips curling in an amused smirk.

“Caius,” he responded succinctly.

Yvlan continued, “We have a tradition here—newbies have to buy a round for everyone.”

Caius blinked. “A round? Drinks?”

“Mhm~” Yvlan chuckled. “Of course. Though if you’re willing to buy food, I’m sure they’d be even happier.”

“Haha!” The tavern erupted in laughter.

Caius immediately realized he was being teased.

But he didn’t mind. He laughed along and said, “I’ll treat everyone after I complete my first mission.”

The surrounding mercenaries widened their eyes, then burst into even louder laughter.

“Kid, you’re serious?” A burly man with a thick beard slapped his thigh, watching Caius with interest.

Caius sat down at the bar, turned to the crowd, and said, “Of course! It’s just a round of drinks, right?”

“Don’t underestimate it. There are a lot of people here. Even the cheapest black rye ale would cost at least fifty gold coins.”

This world’s currency consisted of gold, silver, and copper coins, with an exchange rate of 1:10:100.

The tavern was large, spanning three floors, with around six hundred people present. A mug of black rye ale cost eight copper coins, which indeed added up to over fifty gold coins.

Caius did have plenty of gold—his inheritance from his old man, plus the sale of a blacksmith shop, and the savings he had built up over the years.

But he wasn’t about to spend it here.

Still, he put on a nonchalant expression. “Fifty gold is nothing. I’ll be a legendary mercenary someday. By then, I’ll be raking in millions per mission.”

“Forget just this tavern, I could treat the whole city!”

The tavern burst into laughter again.

Though the laughter was mocking, Caius knew it was the kind of laughter people let out when they heard something amusing.

He knew exactly how to deal with these battle-hardened mercenaries.

After that, the hostile gazes directed at him lessened considerably.

A new mercenary meant more competition for jobs—very few welcomed that.

But Caius’ little performance made many dismiss him as a naïve rookie who hadn’t yet been beaten down by reality. To them, he would probably die on a mission soon enough, so he wasn’t worth considering as a rival.

And really, how do you integrate into a mercenary crowd?

Easy—join in on their boasting!

Sure enough, the bearded man who had laughed the loudest was now looking at Caius approvingly, even inviting him to drink together.

This move saved Caius a lot of unnecessary trouble. The initial hostility toward him faded, and the tavern returned to its lively atmosphere.

Plus, if someone took him for a clueless rookie and tried to scam him, well, that was just more profit for him.

A win-win situation, wasn’t it?

“Interesting,” Yvlan murmured, watching Caius chat and joke with the bearded mercenary. Then, she pushed a document and a card toward him.

“This is the mercenary contract. Sign it, and you’ll officially become a mercenary.”

“You’ll start as a Bronze-ranked mercenary. You must complete at least three Bronze missions per month. If you fail, you’ll lose your mercenary status.”

“This is your guild identity card. Prick your finger, write your name, and you’ll be able to use it to access other Mercenary Taverns and accept tasks.”

Caius nodded, taking the contract and card. As he filled it out, he asked, “How do I get promoted to a higher rank?”

Yvlan rested her chin on her hand, leaning against the bar. The deep neckline of her dress revealed an impressive view, though it was unclear whether it was intentional.

“Oh? You’re serious about becoming a legendary mercenary?” she teased.

“Of course. You didn’t think I was joking, did you?” Caius grinned.

That rugged face and honest smile were incredibly deceptive—he looked like someone incapable of lying.

Yvlan raised an eyebrow, then explained, “Complete enough Bronze missions, then apply for a promotion challenge. Finish at least three rank-up tasks, and you’ll advance.”

“It’s the same for the higher ranks.”

“Got it.” Caius nodded and handed the completed form back to Yvlan.

She glanced at it, then took out an official Mercenary Guild seal and stamped his card.

Caius pricked his finger and let a drop of blood fall onto the card. It flashed briefly before the blood mark was absorbed.

Through magical means, the card would now be linked to him, serving as a kind of enchanted ID.

“Eighteen copper coins,” Yvlan said as soon as he took the card.

Caius blinked. “Wasn’t it ten?”

Yvlan winked. “Don’t you want to buy your lovely guildmaster a drink?”

Caius chuckled and tossed her a few silver coins. “Of course, I’d be delighted.”

Yvlan accepted them happily. She was more than willing to build a good relationship with this handsome, well-built giant of a man. He looked like a promising prospect.

And perhaps, not as simple as he appeared~

She quietly slipped him a piece of paper.

Caius glanced at it.

Oh? Now this was a good job.
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                After finishing his meal, Caius booked a room at the mercenary tavern. Since he had just arrived and hadn’t found a permanent place to stay, this would have to do for now.

The cleanliness of such places varied depending on the owner’s habits. Fortunately, Yvlan was particular about keeping things tidy, ensuring that the rooms didn’t have any unpleasant smells.

After placing his belongings in the room and taking some essential equipment for his upcoming task, Caius headed out.

This time, the job was relatively simple—an escort mission.

It wasn’t too different from escorting a nuclear warhead in his previous life, except that this time, he was transporting a wagon of magic potions. The destination was Hydis Magic Academy in Grilla City, 135 kilometers away.

The employer was the owner of a magic potion shop.

It was said that this batch of potions was quite valuable, making the commission high—a total of 1,500 gold.

After Yvlan, acting as the intermediary, took a portion as commission and security fees, about 1,200 gold remained.

Given the high value of the cargo and the frequent robberies near Ocean City, such jobs typically required a sizable team for protection.

Yvlan also suggested that Caius recruit a few others to help with the job.

But Caius refused.

More people meant less money.

His appetite was large—he wanted to claim all 1,000 gold for himself.

Yvlan didn’t try to persuade him further.

That was just how mercenaries were. If they weren’t greedy, they wouldn’t be mercenaries.

Of course, having a big appetite meant having the strength to match. Otherwise, the question was whether he could even handle it.

She was curious to see if Caius could complete the mission alone.

If he failed, she would take a hit to her reputation.

But if he succeeded, she would have a powerful mercenary under her wing, giving her the leverage to take on more high-paying jobs.

It was a gamble—but in Ocean City, people loved to gamble.

The caravan was scheduled to depart in the afternoon.

By the time Caius arrived at the city gates, the convoy was already prepped and ready.

The caravan had its own guards, but there were only five of them, so they needed additional security.

When the caravan’s head guard saw that Caius had come alone, he was visibly surprised.

“Just you?”

“Just me. That’s enough.” Caius grinned.

Bold words.

The head guard, Geoffrey, scrutinized Caius with a skeptical gaze, clearly unconvinced of his abilities.

However, this was when Caius’ massive frame worked in his favor.

At the very least, Geoffrey figured someone with a build like that couldn’t be a complete rookie.

Besides, while robberies were common around Ocean City, the route he had chosen was longer but also much safer.

It was newly established, with Imperial patrols regularly passing through—something bandits wouldn’t dare to mess with.

If luck was on their side, the journey might be uneventful.

Geoffrey had initially advised the potion shop owner that their small guard team was enough.

However, given the high value of the potions, the owner insisted on hiring extra protection.

So whether Caius was here or not didn’t really matter—Geoffrey just thought the shopkeeper had wasted money.

“Well then, let’s head out.”

The caravan rolled out of the city, following the trade route toward Grilla City.

Caius lounged on one of the wagons, taking it easy.

The carts were pulled by domesticated beasts known as draught beasts—powerful, docile creatures perfect for heavy transport.

At the front of the caravan, Geoffrey, ever the vigilant leader, sat against his shield with his sword in hand, watching their surroundings intently.

Caius, on the other hand, sat beside the cargo of the second wagon, yawning.

The thirty-kilometer radius around Ocean City was a protected zone, with regular patrols ensuring safety.

That meant the first part of the journey was guaranteed to be peaceful.

Caius figured he might as well take a nap—he hadn’t had much rest since arriving in Ocean City.

But someone wasn’t going to let him sleep.

“What’s your name, Meow?” A crisp, playful voice rang out.

Caius opened his eyes and looked up to see a small figure crouched atop the cargo.

She couldn’t be more than 150 cm tall, with a pair of furry cat ears twitching on her head. Behind her, a long, fluffy tail swayed absentmindedly.

Caius recognized her instantly—she was from the Catgirl subrace of the Beastkin.

In this world, outside of the Beastman Empire, beastkin generally had low social standing.

As for this particular Catgirl…

She was absurdly cute.

Short chestnut-colored hair, a fitted leather cuirass, a small dagger strapped to her waist, bright, lively eyes, and flawless, porcelain-like skin.

She was undoubtedly a playful and wild little feline.

Caius mused over this and then answered, “Caius.”

The Catgirl tilted her head, then flashed a playful grin, revealing tiny sharp canines.

“I’m Kiki! Meow~”

Caius couldn’t help but chuckle. This little one even had a verbal tic.

Before he could continue the conversation, Kiki had already started another one.

“I’m the scout for the team. I’ll be heading out to survey the route soon, Meow.”

“The big guy up front is our captain, Geoffrey. He’s a strong shield and sword user, Meow.”

“The two over there are Warren and Walter, swordfighters, Meow.”

“And that’s Martina, an archer with crazy good aim, Meow.”

“What about you? What’s your profession, Meow?”

Caius thought for a moment before answering, “I’m a Warrior Mage.”

Kiki blinked in confusion. “Huh? Meow?”

“A mage who fights like a warrior,” Caius explained.

“So… you just hit people with your staff, Meow?” Kiki giggled, waving her arms as if swinging a weapon.

“Haha, that’s one way to put it.” Caius grabbed the hefty warhammer beside him. “This is my magic wand.”

“I call it ‘Angel.’”

“Because it sends people straight to heaven.”

“Pfft—HAHAHA!” Kiki had a low tolerance for jokes. She clutched her stomach, rolling around on top of the cargo, laughing uncontrollably.

Her laughter was bright and infectious.

With her messing around like this, Caius didn’t feel like sleeping anymore.

That was another perk of his giant physique—his boundless stamina. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have managed to travel 2,000 kilometers in just half a month to reach Ocean City.

“You’re pretty funny, big guy, Meow.” Kiki grinned. “I thought you’d be like those big, dumb muscleheads who are as tough as stone—Meow!”

Before she could finish, a small bird flew by.

Kiki’s ears immediately perked up. With a burst of energy, she leaped several meters into the air, swiping at the bird.

But the bird reacted swiftly, twisting in midair and escaping, leaving only a few drifting feathers behind.

Kiki landed lightly back on the wagon, looking disappointed. “It got away, Meow…”

Caius watched the Catgirl, an idea forming in his mind.

He wanted to mess with her a little.

He caught a few of the falling feathers, then hopped off the wagon, plucked a long blade of grass, and tied the feathers to the tip.

A makeshift cat teaser was ready.

“Kiki, look here,” Caius called.

Kiki tilted her head curiously, only to see Caius swaying the feathered grass in his hand.

Her pupils instantly dilated.

Her ears stood on end.

Her body tensed.

Her tail twitched.

And in the next moment—

She pounced.

“Meow!”
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                Caius held a cat teaser stick, flicking it left and right. Kiki's gaze followed every movement, her eyes locked onto the feathered toy. The moment she thought she had an opening, she lunged forward, her tiny hands reaching out to grab it.

But each time Caius gave a slight twist of his wrist, the toy slipped right past her grasp.

Immediately, chaos erupted inside the beast-drawn carriage.

The other mercenaries watched in shock as Kiki leaped up and down, completely entranced by the toy. They knew that catfolk were naturally curious, but they hadn't expected this particular trait to be so... pronounced.

Clearly, this world wasn’t big on playing with cats.

Finally, Kiki managed to snatch the cat teaser stick. Her face was flushed with excitement, and her wide eyes sparkled as she looked up at Caius.

“Fun, right?” Caius chuckled.

“It’s so fun, meow!” Kiki nodded enthusiastically, but her expression quickly fell as she looked at the broken stick in her hands. “I broke it, meow…”

She had been too excited. The simple toy, made of grass and feathers, hadn’t stood a chance against her eager grip.

“It’s fine. If you like it, I can make you a sturdier one.” Caius waved it off casually.

“Really? You’re a good big guy, meow!” Kiki beamed.

Caius blinked.

Did he just get hit with a ‘nice guy’ card?

After that, the dynamic between Caius and Kiki had clearly shifted. The distance between them had lessened.

Caius leaned against the carriage, lazily chewing on a blade of sweetgrass. The herb tasted like a mix of mint and honey, refreshing and mildly sweet. It was commonly found along the roadside, and he had long since made a habit of chewing on it to stay alert.

Back in the forge, when the old man had him working through the night, sweetgrass had helped him stay awake. It had become a ritual of sorts.

More importantly, the lower leaves of the plant could be used to roll cigarettes. The old man had been fond of making his own smokes with it. Caius had taken a puff once—it was strong, stronger than the cigarettes found in the wasteland.

Then the old man had beaten him and sternly warned him not to touch the stuff until he was of age.

Caius hadn’t minded. In his past life, where survival meant living on the edge, cigarettes and alcohol had been constant companions. But since the old man had set a rule, Caius had simply waited.

Now, with the old man gone, there was no one left to stop him. He had already figured out how to roll the cigarettes himself.

And yet, he hadn’t lit a single one.

Somewhere deep down, he felt a sense of ceremony was needed. The first one should be ignited amidst the glow of sword clashes and the scent of blood.

Perhaps that was the romance of a mercenary’s life.

Meanwhile, Kiki was perched on top of the cargo, chattering away right above his head. The little catgirl was a talkative one, always fidgeting. Through her, Caius learned a few things.

For example, despite her petite size, Kiki was already seventeen—an adult by catfolk standards. She insisted she wasn’t a child and didn’t want to be underestimated.

She also mentioned that their leader, Geoffrey, had a daughter—a cute little girl who had just turned three.

And then there was a force in Ocean City she absolutely despised: the Seth Chamber of Commerce. Unlike human traffickers, they didn’t trade in humans—they dealt in beastfolk. When Kiki had first set out on her journey, she had nearly been captured and sold. That experience had left her with a deep hatred for them.

Caius agreed wholeheartedly.

Back in the wasteland, human trafficking and organ harvesting were rampant. He had personally wiped out more than one of those operations.

Unlike the Diesel Gang, who simply robbed people and usually spared their victims if they paid up, slavers were monsters. They didn’t just rob you—they killed you, skinned you, and harvested your organs. Some even ground the remains into synthetic meat to sell to unsuspecting fools.

That kind of short-sighted cruelty was the worst kind of evil.

And for Caius, it was personal. One of his old teammates had died that way.

So, whenever he encountered slavers, he never left any of them alive.

It was a way for a bloodstained mercenary to give something back to the world.

“By the way, what rank are you, meow?” Kiki suddenly asked.

This world had a strict system for measuring power. Unlike the wasteland, where reputation and kill count defined strength, here everything was categorized neatly.

There were ten known ranks. The first five were named after the most well-known metals:

Brass, Silver, Gold, Platinum, and Mithril.

The latter five had more poetic names, rooted in sword and sorcery:

Ballad, Title, Epic, Legend, and Sacred.

The first five were easy to understand. They were ranked according to the value of their respective metals.

But the latter five? They carried deeper meanings.

A “Ballad” meant one’s strength was worthy of being sung by traveling bards, spreading their name far and wide.

A “Title” signified that one had carved a lasting mark in history, earning a personal moniker that people would remember.

An “Epic” was a being so powerful that their deeds would be recorded in grand stories, passed down for thousands of years.

A “Legend” was one of the strongest beings in existence, whose every action shaped the present and influenced the future.

As for “Sacred,” Caius had no clue. The old man hadn’t explained it either. Maybe it was the domain of gods.

Who knew?

“I’m Silver, five-star,” Caius replied.

Each rank was divided into ten smaller tiers, represented by stars.

Rumor had it that this ranking system originated from mages. Whenever they advanced, a new “starlight” would circle their bodies, making the promotion visually striking.

Warriors, on the other hand, manifested their progress through patterns of vital energy on their bodies.

Mages were simply flashier.

Caius had always wanted to be a cool, awe-inspiring mage. He had trained tirelessly toward that goal.

But no matter how hard he worked, his muscles only grew bigger. The starlight never appeared.

“Silver five-star, huh? That means I’m stronger than you, meow~” Kiki smirked, her furry ears twitching as her fluffy tail swayed.

Caius found it amusing. He had seen other catfolk before, but their tails were usually thick like rope. Kiki’s was different—soft and bushy, like a feather duster.

Definitely cuter than those rope-tail types.

“Well then, you better protect me,” Caius teased shamelessly.

To his surprise, Kiki took it seriously. She blinked her big eyes and declared, “Don’t worry! As your senior, I’ll take good care of you, meow!”

“Kiki, scout ahead,” Geoffrey finally interjected, unable to listen to their nonsense any longer.

If they kept talking, she’d forget about her actual job.

“Oh! I almost forgot, meow~” Kiki stuck out her tongue playfully before leaping off the carriage. “I’ll be back soon, meow!”

“Go ahead, I’m gonna get some shut-eye.” Caius waved her off, closed his eyes, and was snoring within minutes.

Beside him, Oggfort rubbed his forehead in exasperation.

A newbie, huh? No sense of vigilance whatsoever.

The mission might not be particularly dangerous, but dozing off so soon after leaving the city?

That was the kind of mistake that could cost lives.

Geoffrey didn’t bother waking Caius up. He wasn’t his friend. If he wanted to act careless, let reality teach him the hard way.
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                The usual scouting range for a scout is about three to five kilometers from the caravan, depending on the scout's abilities.

But Kiki was no ordinary scout. As a Catfolk, she was naturally agile, and with her innate ability, Spirit Wind, her speed was exceptional. This allowed her to cover a wider area in a shorter time.

For this reason, she proudly called herself an elite scout.

Before long, Kiki had covered eight kilometers. Along the way, she detected no threats—this stretch of road was safe to pass.

This made sense; they were still within Ocean City’s protected zone. With the city’s patrols in the area, few would dare cause trouble here.

So, Kiki pressed forward. She sprinted ahead, finally leaving the protection zone.

However, barely five kilometers out, she spotted danger.

A herd of foraging Tusked Boars.

Tusked Boars were a common magical beast on the continent, widely distributed. Once they reached adulthood, their rank was usually Brass, though on occasion, some individuals could reach Silver, depending on their size.

Among the boars ahead, there was one particularly massive beast.

“Meow, that big one must be at least Silver, right?!” Kiki muttered as she observed from the treetops.

This was clearly a large boar family, with at least twenty to thirty members. The biggest of them stood over two meters tall, its striped fur gleaming with a faint silver sheen—no doubt a Silver-ranked beast.

There were also seven or eight other large boars that had likely reached Brass, while the remaining ones were smaller and hadn’t yet reached that level.

These boars weren’t a direct threat to the caravan. The real problem was their signature attack—Boar Charge. While the caravan’s guards could handle them, if a charging boar happened to crash into a wagon carrying valuable cargo, that would be a disaster.

Kiki decided to lure them away—just enough to keep them off the trade route.

Having made up her mind, she summoned a breeze of Spirit Wind, a green glow surrounding her. In a flash, she dashed right up to the largest boar and smacked its forehead with the sheath of her shortsword.

Thud!

The hit wasn’t too heavy, but it was enough to anger the beast, triggering its rage state.

“Come on, you dumb pig! Chase me!” Kiki teased, making a playful face before darting away.

The enraged boar let out a furious squeal, immediately leading its herd in pursuit of Kiki.

She deliberately slowed her pace, keeping them on her tail, leading them several kilometers off the road before suddenly accelerating, leaving the boars behind. Circling back, she returned to the trade route.

With the boars no longer a concern, she resumed her scouting mission.

Brave Kiki, never afraid of challenges! Onward!

Kiki moved with light, agile steps, leaping swiftly between tree branches.

Then, a gust of wind blew past her. Her sensitive nose twitched, and she immediately frowned.

The scent of blood?

Something had happened up ahead.

Determined to investigate, Kiki slipped through the trees, climbed over a grassy hill, and finally found the source of the scent.

Her mouth fell open in shock.

On this side of the hill, the grass was lush and dotted with small white and yellow flowers—a peaceful, beautiful scene. But on the other side, the ground was soaked in blood, the earth darkened by gore.

Dozens of Great Horned Cattle lay disemboweled, their innards strewn across the field. Some were so mutilated they were barely recognizable, with limbs and flesh scattered in different directions. The overwhelming stench made Kiki’s sharp senses burn, her eyes watering.

What in the world happened here?

Kiki dared not get too close. She observed from a distance.

These cattle were likely livestock from a local herder, as evidenced by the leather tags on their ears and bells around some of their necks.

Judging by the wounds, they had been attacked by a magical beast—and a vicious one at that.

The sheer size of the claw marks suggested a large creature.

And its mouth must have been enormous. One cow had its neck cleanly bitten through—just a small strip of flesh still connecting the head to the body.

But this didn’t make sense.

Magical beasts hunted livestock, sure, but usually only to eat. They would kill one, take it away, and leave. They didn’t engage in senseless slaughter.

Magical beasts knew how dangerous humans were. They wouldn't risk sticking around to eat and provoke retaliation.

Yet here, the entire herd had been massacred. A rough count showed at least thirty or forty dead cattle.

And while Great Horned Cattle were only Brass-ranked domesticated beasts, their sheer size meant they could stampede when threatened. A coordinated charge from a Brass-ranked herd could even deter a low-tier Silver-ranked magical beast.

But this? This was complete devastation.

Kiki’s mind raced.

This could have been the work of a high-tier Silver-ranked beast gone berserk.

Or worse—a Gold-ranked monster!

A Gold-ranked beast... Even Captain Geoffrey was only Silver Nine-Star. Sure, Kiki had heard stories of how he once led a squad to slay a Gold-ranked magical beast—but that victory came at a steep cost.

Three teammates lost their lives in that battle. The previous scout had died in that very fight, allowing Kiki to take his place.

If this really was a Gold-ranked beast, they couldn’t hope to win in a direct confrontation. Avoidance was the best option.

But decisions were for the captain to make. Kiki figured she should return and report.

She had a bad feeling about this.

Maybe she could convince the captain to take a detour. It would add distance to their journey, but at least it would lower their chances of encountering this terrifying slaughterer.

With that thought, Kiki turned to leave.

And then—

A foul wind surged behind her.

The fur on her tail bristled in alarm. Her pupils shrank.

Purely on instinct, she leapt into the air.

A huge claw slashed through the spot where she had just been standing, dirt and debris scattering.

She landed lightly on all fours but didn’t hesitate—springing back once more, retreating dozens of meters before finally stopping.

Her chest heaved as she looked forward—fear filling her wide eyes.

A three-meter-tall monster stood before her.

It was covered in black, needle-like fur, standing upright like a man. A bloody X-shaped pattern marked its chest. Its head was that of a grotesquely large wolf, and its gaping maw stretched unnaturally wide, almost reaching its ears. Jagged fangs gleamed, saliva dripping and tinged with blood.

What… is this thing?!

A Werewolf?

No—Werewolves didn’t look like this!

This wasn’t a beastman. It was a monster, an upright nightmare, radiating pure bloodlust.

It had missed its strike, and for a moment, it seemed surprised—but then, its expression twisted into amusement.

Kiki’s tail remained bristled, a deep chill creeping into her spine.

That look in its eyes…

It wasn’t hunting to eat. It was hunting for fun.

The creature’s grotesque grin stretched wider, almost splitting its head in half. The sheer malice of that smile made Kiki’s skin crawl.

No way—no way I can win this!

Without a sound, she slowly stepped back.

The monster didn’t move—but its eyes remained locked onto her.

Then—

It twitched.

Kiki bolted.

The moment she moved, so did the monster.

It lunged with a low snarl—but Kiki’s speed saved her once more, the attack narrowly missing.

Twice denied, the beast grew enraged, dropping onto all fours to chase after her.

Kiki pushed her magic to the limit.

“Meow, I’m doomed!”

“I’m gonna die, meow!”

“Captain, save me, meow!”
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                The caravan advanced in an orderly manner, while Geoffrey waited for news from Kiki.

However, this time, for some unknown reason, Kiki had been gone for a long time, causing a sense of unease to rise in Geoffrey’s heart.

Could something have happened?

That shouldn’t be the case. Although Kiki was highly curious, she was also very smart and discerning. During missions, she would suppress her curiosity as much as possible.

Aside from her curiosity, she possessed all the excellent qualities of an elite scout. If there was any danger, she would definitely report back immediately. Even if everything was safe, she would return periodically to update them.

But now, so much time had passed, and Kiki still hadn’t returned. This was far beyond her usual scouting time.

Geoffrey furrowed his brows slightly, unconsciously picking up his greatsword and shield. The others also waited tensely, praying that they were just overthinking things or that Kiki had merely been delayed due to unfamiliarity with the new route.

Kiki was lively and adorable, the heart of their team. None of them wanted to lose her.

Only Caius remained sound asleep.

"Something’s happening!" At that moment, Martina, the archer who had been crouched on top of the carriage keeping watch, suddenly stood up and spoke.

She saw a small figure dashing out of the distant forest.

Archers had excellent vision. The forest’s edge was about seven or eight miles away, so she activated a blue glow in her eyes.

[Eagle Eye]!

This was a must-learn magical skill for archers.

Aside from mages, many professions could learn magic, though they could not master it as well as mages or achieve as powerful effects.

With Eagle Eye activated, Martina’s vision greatly improved, allowing her to see clearly.

It was really Kiki!

However, she couldn’t smile.

Because she could clearly see that Kiki was sprinting while clutching her arm, fresh blood seeping through her fingers. Her small face was pale, and her expression was full of panic.

She was injured?!

Before Martina could process this, another dark shadow burst out from the forest, chasing after Kiki with a speed faster than hers.

When she finally saw the figure clearly, Martina’s face filled with terror.

"A magical beast is chasing Kiki!"

"Damn, it’s catching up! Kiki isn’t its match!"

The group was shocked upon hearing this and hurriedly grabbed their weapons, preparing to go rescue her.

However, Geoffrey’s voice suddenly rang out: "Don’t go!"

The group looked at him in confusion, only to see an extremely grim expression on his face. There was even a trace of... fear?

At that moment, Geoffrey had also clearly seen the dark shadow and an image of bloodshed flashed through his mind. A deep, bone-chilling fear gripped him, robbing him of the courage to face it.

He could lead the team against magical beasts below three stars in the Gold rank, but he absolutely could not face that monster!

"Captain, Kiki—"

"Don’t go! You can’t save her!" Geoffrey shouted before turning to the driver, "Quick! Turn around!"

"Are we really abandoning Kiki?!" Martina shouted angrily.

"If we don’t, we’ll all die!" Geoffrey’s face grew even paler, because he realized Kiki was leading the monster toward them!

Seven or eight miles—it was just a matter of minutes. If they didn’t flee now, it would be too late!

"What is that thing? Captain, why are we abandoning Kiki?!" Warren, the swordsman, asked anxiously. If Geoffrey couldn’t give a good reason, he and his younger brother Walter would charge out to save her.

"That’s not a magical beast, you idiot. That’s a Wolf Demon!"

"A Wolf Demon from the Bloody Lands!!!"

In an instant, everyone’s faces turned pale.

They had never seen one before, but they had all heard the stories.

Brutal, bloodthirsty, delighting in slaughter. There had once been an adventurer team with all members at the Silver rank, the vice-captain at Gold two-star, and the captain at Gold four-star. They encountered a single Wolf Demon.

The result? When the search team arrived, they found only severed limbs and pools of blood.

All eight members of the team had been torn apart, their remains so mangled that they couldn’t even piece together a single corpse.

A skull and a severed foot were found over eight hundred meters apart!

That alone spoke to the sheer brutality of such a creature.

The escort team, including Kiki, had only five members. The rest were Silver six or seven-star, with only Geoffrey at Silver nine-star. There wasn’t a single Gold-ranked warrior among them. No matter how they looked at it, they were no match for the Wolf Demon!

Staying meant death!

At that moment, everyone fell silent.

Warren and Walter sheathed their swords and stopped speaking. Geoffrey shouted at the driver to go faster.

Martina crouched atop the carriage, looking toward Kiki with sorrow.

The Wolf Demon was getting closer and closer to Kiki. It was clear what would happen next.

Before long, the Wolf Demon lunged at Kiki with its sharp claws. Martina almost couldn’t bear to watch.

But at the last moment, Kiki rolled to the side and, without pausing, continued sprinting. A flash of green light surged over her, boosting her speed, while the Wolf Demon, having overcommitted to its leap, skidded forward uncontrollably.

As a result, Kiki managed to widen the gap between them again.

Martina was surprised. The Wolf Demon was faster than Kiki—she must have been using this method to dodge its attacks and escape all this way.

However, her heart soon sank again.

Kiki was still over a kilometer away. Perhaps seeing her teammates had given her hope and pushed her to her limits, making her run even faster than usual.

But the Wolf Demon was still right behind her. Having failed multiple times, it was now furious, its body glowing red as its speed increased.

At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before Kiki brought the Wolf Demon to the caravan.

The pack beasts were steady but slow.

Martina’s emotions were in turmoil—she wanted Kiki to escape and survive, but at the same time, she feared that Kiki might reach them and doom them all...

"Captain..." She looked at Geoffrey, torn and unwilling.

But Geoffrey remained silent.

"Help me, meow..." Kiki’s desperate plea reached their ears as she drew closer.

Yet Martina could only grit her teeth, close her eyes, and turn her face away as if she hadn’t heard.

She could see that Kiki had reached her limit. She wasn’t going to make it...

And if, by some miracle, she did, Martina might have to notch an arrow and aim at her...

Kiki felt like her lungs were about to explode.

She had barely survived by dodging and had even been clawed on the arm. Exhausted, she was now running purely on willpower.

When she saw her team, hope ignited in her heart. She thought they would pick up their weapons and fight the monster together.

But to her shock, they turned and ran, not even looking back.

In that moment, she wanted to cry.

"Don’t leave me..." She reached out, as if trying to grasp the carriage now over a hundred meters away.

With hope fading, her willpower collapsed along with her body.

She stumbled, rolled, and could no longer rise.

The Wolf Demon’s roar was right behind her.

She was going to die...

But just then, a powerful gust of wind roared, and a massive figure appeared before her, like a battering ram smashing into the Wolf Demon.

The very ground trembled.

The Wolf Demon was sent flying like a hurled rock.

Kiki stared in shock at the towering figure before her and his wide, toothy grin.

"Need some help, little kitty?"
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                "Big guy..." Kiki muttered instinctively, then pouted as tears welled up in her large eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

Seeing this, Caius crouched down, gently ruffled her small head, and gave her cat ears a playful rub, feeling quite satisfied.

"Now’s not the time for tears."

"Get behind me." With that, he stepped past Kiki and strode forward, his eyes locking onto the Wolf Demon that was shaking its head and climbing back to its feet. The corners of his lips curled into a smirk.

"This guy... should fetch a good price, right?"

Chaos erupted in the convoy.

Just moments ago, Caius had suddenly charged forward, his foot crashing through the floorboards of the carriage, causing it to topple over. The wagon overturned, spilling some of the magic potions inside.

Worse yet, the carriage in front had flipped at a critical moment, forcing the ones behind to brake sharply, narrowly avoiding a similar fate.

However, the immense centrifugal force was too much for the wooden wheels, and they snapped.

Now, there was no running.

No one knew if Caius had done it on purpose.

But Geoffrey was already about to explode with rage.

That was until he saw Caius send the Wolf Demon flying.

The words of anger stuck in his throat, replaced by utter disbelief in his eyes.

This guy... can actually match a Wolf Demon in raw strength?!

And even win?!

No… not exactly a clean win. After all, the Wolf Demon had been caught off guard and was mid-air when struck.

But this undeniable fact remained—Caius’s strength surpassed that of the Wolf Demon!

Was this kid really a rookie?

Or was he a terrifyingly strong newcomer?

No matter what Geoffrey thought, the battle had already begun.

Caius reached behind his back and drew his war hammer.

The hammer’s long handle was about 1.8 meters in length, while its hexagonal head was nearly a meter wide. It looked incredibly heavy, yet in Caius’s grip, it seemed almost small.

What’s more, he was wielding it single-handedly, making one wonder—wasn’t this supposed to be a two-handed weapon?

He gripped the hammer tightly and strode toward the Wolf Demon, rolling his neck as his bones cracked audibly.

The Wolf Demon grinned menacingly. Whether it was due to its natural facial structure or just its expression, Caius didn’t care—either way, it was ugly as hell.

"ROAR!!!"

With a thunderous snarl, the Wolf Demon transformed into a black blur, darting left and right at a speed nearly imperceptible to the naked eye. It was clearly trying to disorient Caius.

If he missed even once, those dagger-like claws would be waiting for him!

Too bad for the Wolf Demon—thanks to the old man’s brutal training and his own exceptional physique, Caius’s reflexes far surpassed those of ordinary men.

He remained motionless, seemingly frozen in fear, but his sharp eyes tracked the Wolf Demon’s every movement.

When the Wolf Demon lunged at his side—

Caius reacted instantly. Despite his massive frame, he moved with startling agility. Twisting his waist, his veins bulging, he swung his war hammer. The weapon sliced through the air with a deafening whoosh, aiming straight for the Wolf Demon’s skull.

"CLANG!!!"

A thunderous impact rang out, accompanied by a shower of sparks. The Wolf Demon was sent flying again.

But this time was different. This time, the Wolf Demon propelled itself backward deliberately. Caius’s strike hadn’t landed cleanly.

Glancing at the five white scratches now marking his hammer’s head, Caius clicked his tongue.

Tough bastard.

In that brief clash, the Wolf Demon had reacted swiftly, slamming its palm onto his hammer to deflect the blow, engaging in an instant test of strength.

The result was clear—Caius had won, but only just.

After its deflection, the Wolf Demon used the hammer as a springboard to retreat, preventing Caius from inflicting serious damage.

The Wolf Demon stared at its trembling claws in shock.

This human’s strength… was even greater than its own.

But its shock lasted only a moment before its face twisted into another menacing grin. With a guttural snarl, it lunged at Caius once more.

This time, it wasn’t playing around. It charged in a straight line, reaching Caius in the blink of an eye, claws slashing downward in a deadly cross-cut.

Caius raised his hammer to block, another deafening clash ringing out as sparks scattered.

The Wolf Demon’s claws were tougher than steel!

But the war hammer in Caius’s hands was clearly no ordinary weapon—it merely gained a few additional scratches.

Neither Caius nor the Wolf Demon backed down.

A two-meter-tall warrior and a three-meter-tall Wolf Demon stood face-to-face, trading ferocious blows!

Caius’s war hammer howled through the air, wind whipping around them.

The Wolf Demon’s claws glinted coldly, slicing through the air with a shrill whistle.

Each impact sent sparks flying, illuminating their faces.

One grinned wildly. The other, viciously.

In an instant, they clashed dozens of times. The Wolf Demon’s stance wavered under the relentless assault—Caius’s hammer blows were simply too powerful. Its claws couldn’t withstand them, forcing it to shift its body to absorb the force.

But Caius wasn’t unscathed. His vest was in tatters, and bloody gashes marked his chest, shoulders, and arms. Fresh blood seeped from the wounds.

The Wolf Demon’s claws weren’t as strong as Caius’s hammer, but they were sharp—far faster than his swings. Each time it found an opening, more wounds appeared on him.

If not for his free hand deflecting and parrying some of the strikes, his injuries would have been far worse.

Still, his body was far tougher than that of an ordinary person. If not, he’d have been torn apart already.

But it was precisely because of this resilience that Caius chose to go head-to-head.

Because he could take the hits.

The Wolf Demon? It couldn’t take even one direct hammer strike!

That was the difference between a blade and a blunt weapon!

A sharp weapon could inflict multiple shallow wounds—but a single heavy blow could cripple an opponent!

After hundreds of clashes, Caius’s upper body was drenched in blood, but his eyes never wavered.

Not because he was ruthless, but because, in a fight like this, even blinking was a luxury.

Years of mercenary life had ingrained these instincts deep into his bones—he could never forget them, even in death.

A mere oversized mutt like you—what are you gonna do to me?!

With a furious roar, Caius let the Wolf Demon’s claws rake across his chest, blood splattering as his war hammer swung upward like a cannonball, slamming into its abdomen!

The Wolf Demon’s massive body folded like a shrimp, its eyes bulging. The sheer force sent it soaring into the air.

Trading injury for a kill—one of the essential skills of an elite mercenary!

It hurt.

But it worked.

With the Wolf Demon airborne, unless it could fly, it was already dead.

The three-meter-tall Wolf Demon soared several meters into the air. But as it began to descend, Caius was already waiting at the landing spot.

Ignoring the deep, bone-revealing gashes across his chest, he tightened his grip on the heavy war hammer.

As the Wolf Demon fell—

He swung.

A single strike!

The Wolf Demon was sent flying once more, the crisp crack of shattering bones echoing through the battlefield—accompanied by Caius’s wild laughter.

One strike. Then another. And another.

The Wolf Demon, like a battered ball, was repeatedly launched into the air, only to crash down again. Up, down. Up, down.

The onlookers watched in stunned silence, their gazes following the Wolf Demon’s helpless trajectory—rising, falling, rising, falling.

By the fifteenth time it was launched into the air, its body had lost all structure, hanging limply as if its bones had been pulverized.

Then came one final blow.

The Wolf Demon was sent soaring high. Caius, his stance shifting, planted his feet firmly. With both hands gripping his hammer, he raised it high above his head.

The crowd took in the sight of his back—broad, muscular, his vest torn to shreds, revealing the thick, sinewy muscles beneath.

At that moment, they saw something terrifying.

As his muscles tensed and bunched together, they formed the grotesque semblance of a devil’s face.

The Wolf Demon plummeted, its chest nearly touching the ground.

And before it could land—

The war hammer came crashing down!

BOOM!!!

The earth trembled. Dust and debris erupted into the air.

The impact was so powerful that everyone watching felt their hearts seize in unison.

Slowly, the dust settled.

Sitting on the ground, Kiki stared blankly at the towering figure emerging from the haze.

There he stood, unwavering, before a massive crater. Within it—nothing but mangled flesh and blood.

The bloodstained war hammer stood upright, its head buried in the ground.

Caius rested one hand on its hilt. At some point, a cigarette had found its way between his lips.

Taking a deep drag, he exhaled slowly, letting the smoke curl around him.

Then, turning his bloodstreaked face toward the crowd, he grinned.

A simple, foolish grin.

"That post-victory smoke I've been holding off for so long? Damn, it feels good!"
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                It had been a long time since Caius last smoked, and the first drag felt a little unfamiliar. He choked slightly, nearly coughing.

Luckily, he managed to hold it in and took the opportunity to steady his breath amidst the lingering dust.

Otherwise, this perfect moment to look cool would have been wasted.

Seeing Geoffrey and the others staring at him in shock, Caius was satisfied. Holding the cigarette between his lips, he swung his warhammer.

The blood on the warhammer was flung off, leaving not a single drop behind.

Carrying the hammer on his shoulder, he strode over to Kiki and crouched down. His massive figure blocked out the sunlight, casting a shadow over her.

"Can you still stand?" Caius asked.

Hearing his words, Kiki quickly snapped out of her daze and struggled to get up.

However, after several attempts, she still couldn't manage. It was clear that she was seriously injured.

Aside from the wounds on her arm, that last fall had twisted her ankle, sending sharp pain through her as she gasped.

But the little Catgirl was tough—she didn't cry out, just bit her lip as tears silently rolled down her cheeks.

It was unclear whether it was from pain or frustration.

Caius looked at her and understood her feelings.

He had seen everything Geoffrey had done earlier.

It was understandable—given the situation, sacrificing Kiki was the only way to save the entire convoy. Moreover, Geoffrey had a daughter; his choice was rational and justifiable.

But some things weren’t about right or wrong—they just left a bad taste in one's mouth.

"Alright, little kitty, let me do it." Caius took another drag, then flicked the cigarette away and crushed it underfoot. With a single motion, he scooped up the petite Catgirl into his arm.

The rough movement made Kiki curl up in pain, but she didn’t say a word. She just gazed at Caius’s profile with her big, teary eyes.

"Don’t mind if I’m dirty, alright?" Caius smirked at her.

"I don’t mind, Meow..." Kiki quickly lowered her head, mumbling.

Her little face seemed a bit flushed.

With one arm carrying the Catgirl and the other resting his warhammer on his shoulder, Caius returned to the convoy.

Seeing the others still standing there dumbfounded, he raised his chin slightly. "Don’t just stand there. Clean up the battlefield."

"Ah… oh!" Warren and Walter were the first to react, looking at Caius with a mix of awe and complicated emotions.

"It’s dead… completely dead," Martina muttered, staring at the bloodied remains of the Wolf Demon in the crater.

Warren and Walter finally breathed a sigh of relief and ran over to retrieve the body.

Well… they had to scrape it out. The Wolf Demon’s head, which had taken the brunt of the hammer’s impact against the ground, was now flattened. Red and white matter stuck together in a gruesome mess, a testament to the sheer force behind Caius’s final strike.

"Smashed up like this… can it still be sold?" Caius muttered.

"Uh…" Martina swallowed and shook her head. "Not really sure…"

"Forget it. Just shove it into a sack." Caius waved dismissively.

"And that guy—Geoff…?"

"It’s Geoffrey…" Geoffrey corrected him.

"Alright, Geoffrey, hurry up and fix the carriage. We can’t afford delays." Caius ordered.

Geoffrey opened his mouth but ultimately swallowed his words.

Not just because of Caius’s strength, but also because he could tell—Caius didn’t hold him in high regard after what had just happened.

He had nothing to say. He could only suppress his frustration and silently start repairing the carriage.

There were spare wheels and wooden planks in the wagon, and these simple carriages were easy to fix.

In less than half an hour, the repairs were done, though some cargo had been damaged.

Martina did a quick check and reported, "Thirty bottles shattered."

Caius chuckled sheepishly. "Sorry, I used too much force."

Martina forced a smile but said nothing more. At worst, they would lose some money. Compared to Caius killing the Wolf Demon and saving their lives, it was nothing.

The convoy quickly set off again.

But the atmosphere was awkward.

"Alright, you’ll be fine. In three to five days, you’ll be back to running and jumping around." After bandaging Kiki’s wounds and giving her a healing potion, Martina reassured her with a smile.

But Kiki only nodded slightly, turning her head away and avoiding her gaze. Instead, she snuggled closer to Caius.

Martina’s smile stiffened. She sighed, climbed onto the roof, and resumed keeping watch, leaving Kiki alone.

Everyone knew Kiki was heartbroken—after all, they had abandoned her.

Now, she only trusted Caius, not them.

They all understood, and they felt guilty. Though they had wanted to save her, the fact remained that they hadn’t.

There was no arguing that.

It was clear that once this mission was over, the team would have to find a new scout.

"How do you feel?" Caius leaned against the carriage, chewing on a sweetgrass stem as he asked Kiki.

Cigarettes were nice, but beastfolk with sharp noses probably wouldn’t like them, so he refrained.

"Much better… it doesn’t hurt as much, Meow…" Kiki murmured, leaning against him.

Caius had cleaned up and changed into a fresh vest.

As Kiki nestled against his solid chest, listening to the steady, powerful heartbeat beneath, the panic from her earlier near-death experience began to subside.

"I wasn’t asking about your injuries," Caius said.

Kiki paused, looked up at him, then lowered her head again, seeming dejected.

"I… I don’t know…"

She was truly heartbroken—even her usual speech pattern had changed.

"After this mission, do you still want to stay in the guard team?" Caius asked again.

Kiki was silent for a long time before answering, "I don’t want to…"

"Then where will you go?" Caius asked.

"I don’t know… But I don’t want to stay here anymore…" Kiki said softly. "Maybe I’ll go home… I don’t want to, but I kind of miss home…"

Caius nodded.

When people were emotionally wounded, they often longed for home—because, for most, home was a safe haven, both physically and emotionally.

It was clear that Kiki was truly hurt.

So Caius decided to help her regain her spirit.

"Going home would be a shame. You left at such a young age to make a name for yourself, didn’t you?" Caius said.

Kiki looked up at him.

She had thought that way when she first left home, but now, she felt like home was better.

At least her family wouldn’t abandon her…

"But if I don’t go home, I don’t know where to go… The outside world is dangerous. I might get caught and sold by the Seth Chamber of Commerce, Meow…" she said, shrinking her neck slightly.

Perhaps distracted by talk of the future, her verbal tic had returned.

"In that case, why not join me?" Caius grinned.

At that moment, he felt like a bad uncle trying to lure the little Catgirl… No, he wasn’t a bad uncle.

He was only sixteen—how could he be considered an uncle?

"You know, I'm a mercenary. And a good mercenary needs their own team."

"So, I'm planning to form one."

"If you join now, when the team grows into a guild, you'll be one of the founding members~"

Hearing this, Kiki’s fluffy tail started swaying. Clearly, she was tempted.

Catgirls were really easy to read.

"Then… then will you abandon me?" Kiki looked up at Caius, her eyes full of hope.

At this moment, she resembled a child longing for security.

And what Caius needed to do was give her that absolute sense of security.

"Little kitten, let me teach you something." He lowered his voice.

"Some things are more important than life itself."

"In the mercenary business, this is even truer."

"Money, fame, reputation—these things matter more than life."

"Back in my homeland, I’ve seen countless people dreaming of becoming living legends, only to die because of it."

"After all, the job we do isn’t for those who value their lives too much. If you’re too afraid of dying, you’re not fit to be a mercenary."

"But among all the things more important than life, one stands above the rest."

"And that is—comrades."

"This world is cruel, it's fucked up. And that’s exactly why comrades are so precious."

"I don’t care much about my own life, but a true comrade will put your life above their own. They’ll take a fatal blow for you without hesitation."

"And you have to be willing to do the same for them."

"Because only in this way can a bunch of reckless fools, who don’t care about their own lives, survive together in this messed-up world!"

"Only then can they make a name for themselves, gain wealth, status, and fame—those things that are worth more than life itself!"

Caius’ words left Geoffrey and the others momentarily dazed.

They weren’t mercenaries, but living in this world, they understood the same truth.

Yes, when faced with danger, the first instinct was to sacrifice a teammate to protect oneself and the rest of the group—it made perfect sense. But if everyone in a team thought this way, how could there be any true unity?

Who would ever want to be the one sacrificed?

Conflicting mindsets like that would shatter a team in an instant.

If you're so afraid of danger, then just go be a farmer. Why bother being a guard? Picking up a hoe is a lot safer than picking up a sword or a bow.

Caius’ voice continued.

"Little kitten, I can't promise you much."

"But there’s one thing I can swear on my chest."

"If you're my comrade, then I will never let you die before me!"

"This is the one and only promise I can proudly make to you!"

Kiki was beyond excited. Her blood was boiling with emotion. She struggled to sit up, her small hands pressing against Caius' chest, her little face flushed with excitement.

"I-I want to join, Meow!"
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                Seeing Caius poach his teammate right in front of him, Geoffrey felt a wave of bitterness in his heart.

He didn’t say anything. After this experience, Kiki definitely wouldn’t stay. Following Caius might actually be a good choice for her.

The rest of the journey was much more peaceful.

There was only one Wolf Demon. When they passed by the torn-apart cattle herd, everyone felt a lingering fear.

If it weren’t for Caius, they would have been in serious danger.

The situation back then had been extremely urgent. Even the scouts in their group couldn’t outrun the beast. Even if they had sacrificed Kiki, there was no guarantee the convoy would have escaped safely.

After all, creatures like the Wolf Demon were vicious. Even if it had killed Kiki, it would have turned its sights on the team next.

The outcome?

Either the team would be forced to abandon the convoy, leaving the drivers and pack animals to distract the Wolf Demon while they fled—leading to mission failure and heavy losses.

Or… the Wolf Demon would ignore the convoy entirely and target the people directly. In that case, the only survivor might be Geoffrey, the fastest runner.

Or perhaps, none of them would have made it out alive.

So, their feelings toward Caius were complicated.

They were grateful—deeply so—but also in awe of him.

Caius, on the other hand, clearly looked down on them for abandoning a teammate. He had no interest in engaging with them, which made them feel uneasy.

Geoffrey understood—it was a matter of pride.

This young man, both in his actions and words, carried a wild arrogance that Geoffrey lacked.

If he looked down on you, he made it obvious. There was no pretending, no hypocrisy.

So, no one dared to bother Caius or Kiki.

The 100-kilometer journey would take two days and a night. After the Wolf Demon encounter, the rest of the trip was smooth.

By nightfall, aside from two minor encounters with passing magic beasts—both easily driven away—nothing significant happened.

When night came, the convoy stopped to rest.

The three carriages were arranged in a triangle, and a bonfire was lit in the center.

Everyone chewed on dry rations, but their eyes kept drifting toward Caius.

The guy had taken some time to go hunting earlier. In no time at all, he had come back carrying two wild boars. He had already processed them on the road, and now, one of them was roasted to crispy perfection.

The aroma of roasted pork filled the air.

Everyone looked at the sizzling, golden-brown roast in front of Caius, then glanced at the tough, dry jerky in their hands.

They couldn’t help but swallow hard.

Caius poked the roasting boar with a knife, watching the juices sizzle out. Satisfied, he nodded and tore off a leg.

It was a carefully chosen young wild boar—tender meat, just the right size to avoid waste.

"Here," he said, handing the leg to Kiki.

Kiki was practically drooling, looking every bit the little glutton.

"Thanks, meow~!" she said, her ears twitching as she gave Caius a sweet smile.

The little Catgirl was growing cuter by the second. Caius couldn’t resist ruffling her head.

Surprisingly, Kiki didn’t resist. Instead, she rubbed against his hand affectionately.

Caius chuckled, then grabbed a leg for himself and started tearing into it.

His appetite was enormous. In no time, he had devoured a whole roast pig.

Kiki, too, ate until she was stuffed, letting out a satisfied burp.

As for the others, they were dying of hunger but felt too awkward to ask Caius for meat. They could only gulp down their saliva and try to convince themselves not to think about it.

Watching this, Caius smirked.

He had left them hanging long enough.

Stretching lazily, he looked at Geoffrey. "You guys are just eating dry rations? That enough for you?"

"Uh… well… it's fine," Geoffrey stammered, a little surprised.

Was Caius actually talking to them?

He had thought the big guy would ignore them for the entire trip.

Truth be told, Caius still had no respect for those who abandoned their comrades.

But why dwell on it?

He wasn’t going to be their teammate anyway.

Instead, he knew how to get what he needed from them—information.

The awkward silence during the day had been suffocating. Geoffrey and the others had wanted to break the tension, but they didn’t dare. Now that Caius had started talking, it was like offering them an easy way out.

So, Geoffrey was more than willing to chat.

"I hunted an extra boar. It's in the carriage. If you want some, go deal with it yourself," Caius said, leaning against the wagon.

Everyone looked at each other, stunned.

"Not interested?" Caius raised an eyebrow. Despite his rugged, honest-looking face, at this moment, he had a teasing, almost roguish expression.

"We’ll eat!" they all blurted out at once, rushing to get the boar.

Soon, they too were enjoying roast pork—though their cooking skills clearly weren’t as good as Caius’. Their meat didn’t look or smell half as appetizing.

"You called that thing a Wolf Demon?" Caius asked casually, seeing them relax.

With full stomachs and a more open atmosphere, they were more willing to talk.

"Yeah," Geoffrey nodded. "It’s a creature born from the Bloody Land. Lately, something strange has been happening—some distant lands have been corrupted and turned into Blood Soil."

"Blood Soil?" Caius frowned.

"Yeah. Monsters crawl out of it—Wolf Demons are one of them."

"What’s the Bloody Land?" Caius asked. He had never heard of it before.

"It’s… another world. A terrifying one."

"Its power seeps into other worlds through certain mediums. It corrupts the land, turning it into ‘Blood Soil,’ which spawns monsters."

"In extreme cases, it can even open Blood Rifts, directly linking to the Bloody Land and possibly triggering a Blood Tide."

"I don’t know the exact details, but it’s like a beast tide—only much worse."

"What rank is the Wolf Demon among these creatures?" Caius pressed.

"I’ve only seen three types: Bloodfish, Bloodeye, and Wolf Demons."

"Bloodfish rely on sheer numbers—they’re weak alone but terrifying in swarms. Thankfully, they can’t stray far from Blood Soil."

"Bloodeyes look like giant red octopuses with a single eye. They’re stronger than Bloodfish and can mess with your vision—really troublesome."

"But the Wolf Demon… it’s the deadliest of the three. They act alone, their combat ability is terrifying, and they supposedly grow stronger through killing. Once one targets you, it won’t stop until one of you is dead."

"The Mage Guild says even a newborn Wolf Demon is hard to handle without at least a Gold Five-Star rank…"

At that, Geoffrey shot Caius a complicated look.

This guy had claimed he was only Silver Five-Star…

Luckily, someone else voiced the question he was thinking.

"Big guy, are you really just Silver Five-Star, meow?" Kiki asked, her eyes full of curiosity.

Caius grinned. "Of course. Don’t believe me? Watch."

He activated his vital energy.

Five veins of vital energy appeared around him, swirling like a vortex, shimmering with silver light.

Geoffrey and the others were stunned.

He wasn’t lying!

"Silver Five-Star… meow…" Kiki murmured. Then, unable to hold back, she asked, "But why are you so strong? Why is your strength so insane, meow?"

Caius scratched his head.

He couldn’t exactly say it was because he was a giant, with strength growth dozens of times that of a normal person.

That was the beauty of giant physiology—unparalleled strength and resilience. He still wasn’t sure if giants had magical talent, but that was a question for another time.

Thinking for a moment, he smirked.

"It’s because I have Divine Strength!"

He flexed, showing off his biceps, which bulged like small mountains.

His arm was thicker than Kiki’s waist.

"Meow… holy crap…" Kiki couldn’t resist touching his bicep, her eyes gleaming with awe.

Geoffrey and the others chuckled, nodding.

Some people were just born different.

Caius was clearly one of them.

With his physique, he was destined to become a powerful warrior.

…That is, if he only wanted to be a warrior.
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                At night, the group chatted for a while before resting early to prepare for the journey ahead.

Kiki was the first to fall asleep.

After all, she had just been through great peril and was utterly exhausted in both body and mind.

Thus, when Caius was about to find a place to lie down, he turned his head and discovered that Kiki had already curled up on his lap, fast asleep.

Seeing the little Catgirl using his lap as a pillow, Caius simply shrugged—

It didn’t bother him at all.

Surely, no one would refuse an adorable little Catgirl napping on their lap, right?

So, Caius decided not to move. Leaning against the carriage, he settled in for the night. He was a rough and tough guy—he could sleep on an anvil if needed.

He took out a blanket and gently draped it over the little Catgirl.

Perhaps sensing his movement, Kiki curled up even tighter and instinctively snuggled closer to Caius.

Caius chuckled, then crossed his arms and closed his eyes.

But he didn’t actually sleep. Instead, he began breathing in a special rhythm.

This was the breathing technique his old master had taught him. Back in the blacksmith workshop, it allowed him to maintain his stamina, ensuring that every hammer strike carried full force.

Years of training had made it second nature to him. He kept it running at all times, especially when resting, using it to replace sleep. It restored his stamina and energy far more efficiently than normal sleep.

Moreover, it kept him alert to his surroundings. Any unusual movement, and he would wake instantly, ready to react.

That was why he could fall asleep so quickly on the carriage earlier.

During combat, this breathing technique kept his vital energy boiling, as if he had activated a berserker state, greatly enhancing his combat power.

Because of this, Caius had long suspected that his old master wasn’t just an ordinary blacksmith.

An ordinary blacksmith wouldn’t have that many scars.

Unfortunately, no matter how many times Caius asked, the old man never gave a straight answer.

Even until his dying breath, Caius never learned his true identity.

But having been a mercenary in his past life, Caius could tell that those scars were definitely not from smithing—they were caused by cold steel in battle.

So, he was eighty percent certain that his old master had once been either a mercenary or a soldier.

With his booming voice and fiery temper, there was no way he had been an assassin, that’s for sure.

It was a shame, really. If not for all those injuries, Caius figured the old man could have lived another thirty years.

And he always felt that something was off about his master’s death.

Three years before passing, the old man had been full of life, his muscles putting many young men to shame.

Yet within those three years, he withered like a deflating balloon, becoming visibly thinner at an alarming rate.

If not for his sharp mind remaining intact, Caius would have suspected poison.

He had asked the old man about it, but the reply was always the same: he had lived long enough—over a hundred years—and his time was simply running out. His vitality was returning to nature.

Lacking any evidence to the contrary, Caius had no choice but to accept it. Still, something about it never sat right with him.

Thankfully, he wasn’t truly a sixteen-year-old kid. While his master’s passing saddened him, he didn’t let it drag him down.

Dying of old age was the best possible end for the old man, especially for a soldier or a mercenary.

In the wastelands, mercenaries who lived long enough to die of old age were rarer than three-legged toads.

With a blink of an eye, morning had arrived.

Caius took a moment to sense his vital energy—it had strengthened slightly.

When actively practiced, this breathing technique stimulated the vital energy, akin to training. Over time, it strengthened his body.

Reaching Silver Five-star at just sixteen? This breathing technique played a huge role.

Too bad his master had only taught it to him at fourteen. If he had started earlier, he could have advanced even further by now.

But the old man’s reasoning was—“The younger you are, the more you need to build a foundation. The breathing technique is an external aid, but your bones and body are your own.”

And by “building a foundation,” he had meant swinging a hammer and forging iron every single day.

Caius still remembered that his pacifier had been forged from a piece of Ethereal Steel by the old man himself—solid as a rock!

As the sky brightened, Caius stretched his neck, ready to get up and stretch.

But the moment he moved, he heard a soft murmur from his arms.

Looking down, he realized that at some point, the little Catgirl had climbed into his embrace. She was now curled up, hugging her tail, using his stomach as a pillow, sleeping soundly.

Perhaps disturbed by his movements, she shifted comfortably in his arms, turned over, and continued sleeping.

Unable to resist, Caius reached out and gently poked Kiki’s cheek. “Time to wake up, little Catgirl.”

Kiki’s long eyelashes trembled as she slowly opened her eyes, her emerald pupils shining like flawless jade.

She looked a little dazed, her hair a messy fluff from sleep.

“Big guy…” Kiki murmured drowsily, half-opening her sleepy eyes as she gazed at Caius, her voice soft and delicate.

Clearly, she wasn’t fully awake yet.

“Never mind, why don’t you sleep a little longer?” Caius chuckled.

“Mmm…” she hummed lightly, her eyes gradually closing again. Instead of getting up, she nestled against his shoulder, using it as a pillow.

Her slender arms wrapped around his neck, her body snuggling even closer. She clung to him like a real cat, completely relaxed.

Caius: “…”

How did she end up clinging to me?

Hearing the soft, rhythmic purring beside his ear, Caius ultimately decided not to wake her up.

She really was just like a real kitten—adorable and endearing.

An hour later, the sun was fully up, and everyone had awakened. The caravan set off once more.

With the help of magic potions and a night of rest, Kiki had recovered well. Her complexion looked much better.

Back to her usual lively self, Kiki sat atop the carriage, chatting with Caius.

A bright, sweet smile adorned her face, as if she were in a particularly good mood.

And in truth, she was.

Last night had been the best sleep she had ever had.

Catfolk loved sleeping. Being active meant they got tired easily, making them prone to naps.

But last night, she had slept more peacefully and comfortably than ever before.

It was because Caius had been practicing his breathing technique, which raised his body temperature.

The wilderness was freezing at night, with temperatures dropping to single digits, necessitating campfires.

But fires could burn if too close and didn’t provide enough warmth if too far. For someone with restless sleep like Kiki, it was a nightmare.

This time, though, it was different.

Caius’s body radiated just the right amount of warmth, making Kiki feel incredibly cozy.

Instinctively, she had inched closer and closer until she had snuggled completely into his arms.

And with Caius’s large frame, her small body fit perfectly in his embrace—so snug, so safe.

When she woke up and realized she was holding onto his neck, her face turned red instantly.

But since Caius didn’t seem to mind, her carefree nature took over, and soon she was happily chatting away with him again.

The last leg of their journey went smoothly, and by evening, they arrived at their destination.

Gazing at the towering walls of Grilla City, Caius felt a surge of anticipation.

The delivery was for a Magic Academy, right? Perhaps he could take a look inside.

Maybe… he could find a way to master magic himself?
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                "Grilla City seems much larger than Ocean City." As they entered the city, Caius glanced around and commented.

Compared to Ocean City, this place appeared far more prosperous. The streets were cleaner, the buildings more aesthetically pleasing, and the entire city carried an air of artistry.

However, Caius still preferred Ocean City. Ocean City was wilder, and he had never been one for the arts.

"Ocean City is a second-tier city, whereas this is a first-tier city and a key focus of the Empire’s development. Naturally, it’s larger and more prosperous," Geoffrey explained.

After chatting along the way, the group had grown more comfortable with each other. At least, on the surface.

Caius nodded and followed Geoffrey and the others through the long main road, eventually arriving at the inner city.

Compared to the outer city, the inner city was even more magnificent. Like Ocean City, it was divided into districts for commoners and the wealthy.

If anything, this place was cleaner and had an even stronger artistic atmosphere.

"We’ve arrived—Hydis Magic Academy," Geoffrey announced.

Before them stood a grand enclosure that appeared to be made of white marble. Through the gaps in the fence, neatly trimmed lawns were visible, along with young people clad in elegant, uniformed attire—students of the Magic Academy.

"Can we go inside?" Caius asked eagerly.

Geoffrey looked at him oddly. This big guy actually seemed excited?

"Yes, our buyer is inside the academy. However, outsiders need to show identification and register before entering. It’s a bit of a hassle."

"Doesn’t matter. As long as I can go in, I’ve been wanting to see a Magic Academy up close," Caius grinned broadly.

To prove his identity, all Caius needed to do was present his mercenary ID card.

The person responsible for verification was clearly a mage. With a wave of his hand, the blood-mark on Caius’s card glowed faintly, and a red magical thread emerged, linking to Caius, proving his identity.

As long as the card was legitimate, so was the person.

But when Geoffrey and the others saw the brass-colored card in Caius’s hands, they couldn’t help but twitch at the corners of their mouths.

A brass-ranked mercenary? This big guy really was a rookie...

Then again, he was no ordinary rookie.

It wouldn’t be long before that card turned silver—or even gold.

After the somewhat tedious inspection and registration process, Caius was about to step inside when the mage stopped him.

"What?" Caius asked.

"Outsiders are prohibited from carrying weapons inside," the mage said, eyeing the massive warhammer strapped to Caius’s back.

"Oh, then please take good care of it for me. She’s my treasure," Caius said, casually lifting the warhammer with one hand and handing it over.

The mage instinctively reached out, but as soon as Caius let go, he felt an overwhelming weight. Nearly stumbling to the ground, he barely managed to stay upright thanks to Caius catching him.

"Careful there, sir," Caius teased with a playful glint in his eyes.

The mage: "..."

This big guy wasn’t as simple and honest as he seemed.

After Caius and the others entered the academy, the mage glanced down at the warhammer left behind.

The hammerhead was hexagonal, devoid of any intricate patterns. It was plain and dark gray, its only decoration being an engraving of angelic wings on the handle.

Curious, the mage attempted to lift it, gripping it with both hands and exerting all his strength—yet he couldn’t move it an inch.

"So heavy?! That guy’s really just a brass-ranked mercenary?" The mage was stunned.

Resigning himself, he waved his hand, intending to use magic to shift the hammer aside so it wouldn’t be in the way.

But as soon as his magic touched the hammer, it was immediately repelled, unable to affect it in the slightest.

The mage’s shock deepened.

This hammer had anti-magic properties?!

Anything with anti-magic properties was never easy to come by.

Such materials were strictly controlled by the Empire—money alone wouldn’t be enough to acquire them.

That kid must have some serious background... Good thing he hadn’t looked down on him just because he was a brass-ranked mercenary. Probably some noble’s son out on an adventure.

Shrugging, the mage left the hammer where it was, waiting for Caius to retrieve it later.

"Such a beautiful Meow!" Kiki exclaimed excitedly, marveling at the castle-like academy, the lifelike fountain statues, and the students in their lavish uniforms. Her eyes were filled with admiration.

"It really is beautiful," Caius agreed.

The environment was impressive. The students exuded youthful energy, the campus overflowing with an academic atmosphere. Compared to the corporate academies of his past life, this place was far better.

Those corporate academies, while luxurious, always carried a mechanical coldness.

The students there were practically corporate drones in training—arrogant, cutthroat, and utterly devoid of true student spirit.

Caius liked this place much more.

He had never received a formal academy education in his past life. The closest thing he had was a basic education chip, and its AI teacher lacked any interaction—just rigid, monotonous lessons.

He had always wondered what it would be like to be a student.

Of course, it was just idle curiosity. He knew this place wasn’t for him.

After getting used to the battlefield, how could he possibly sit quietly in a classroom and listen to lectures?

Not a chance.

As they walked, many students took notice of them, curiosity evident in their eyes. Clearly, these young people who had yet to experience the harshness of reality found mercenaries fascinating—perhaps even cool.

Or maybe they were just intrigued by Caius’s massive build.

"I wish I could study here too, Meow..." Kiki sighed wistfully beside him.

"You want to be a student?" Caius asked, surprised.

"Mhm," Kiki nodded. "Lots of kids dream of studying at a Magic Academy, but most human academies don’t accept Beastfolk..."

"Doesn’t the Beastfolk Empire have its own Magic Academy?" Caius asked.

"It does, Meow, but there aren’t many. Most Beastfolk don’t have strong magic talent, Meow."

"To get into a Magic Academy, you either need incredible magic talent or a ton of money. I have neither, Meow..."

Sensing the little catgirl’s disappointment, Caius ruffled her hair and grinned. "Then stick with me. We’ll make enough money to buy you a spot in an academy."

"Really?!" Kiki’s eyes lit up.

"Of course. I want to see what a Magic Academy is like too," Caius nodded, determination in his gaze.

If he wanted to learn magic, getting into a Magic Academy was a good option.

But he wasn’t about to give up being a mercenary. So buying a spot—or finding another way to enter—was the best solution. That way, he wouldn’t be tied down by the role of a student.

Money wasn’t everything, but Caius firmly believed that with enough of it, he could buy his way into an academy.

Soon, they arrived at a building—the academy’s library, where their buyer was waiting.

However, the librarian blocked their way, stating that outsiders were prohibited from entering.

To complete the transaction, they would have to wait for the recipient to come out.

Caius was surprised. He had assumed these magic potions were ordered by the academy itself, but it seemed they were a private purchase.

The buyer’s name was Holan. Anyone who could buy such a large quantity of magic potions had to be wealthy.

Geoffrey paid the librarian a few gold coins to fetch him.

After a moment, the librarian returned, informing them that Holan was currently instructing students on magical research and would be available after class.

A professor, huh? Teaching at a Magic Academy must pay well.

Since class had just begun, they had about an hour to wait.

With time to kill, Caius decided to explore the academy with Kiki, curious to see more of this grand institution.
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                "You want to tour the academy? Let me take you around. I've been here quite a few times and know my way around," Geoffrey offered.

"Hydis Magic Academy is one of the top ten academies in the Empire, a first-rate Magic Academy. It's ranked much higher than Ocean City Magic Academy and has far more rules—some areas are off-limits to outsiders."

Hearing this, Caius nodded. "Then let's go together."

"We're coming too!" Warren and Walter chimed in.

Just as Martina was about to speak, Geoffrey interjected, "You'd better stay behind. Someone needs to wait for the recipient."

Martina pouted, a little disappointed, but still nodded in agreement.

Apart from Kiki, who was new to the team and visiting for the first time, the others had accompanied Geoffrey on delivery trips to Hydis Magic Academy before. They weren’t particularly interested in sightseeing.

The main reason they wanted to follow along was Caius himself.

The strength he had displayed made it clear he was destined for more than just being an obscure Brass-rank mercenary. Building a good relationship with him now seemed crucial.

But for the sake of the mission, Martina had no choice but to stay behind and wait.

"By the way, you mentioned Ocean City also has a Magic Academy?" Caius asked curiously.

"Yeah, it's called Ocean City Magic Academy, but it's only a third-rate Magic Academy. It doesn't compare to Hydis Magic Academy at all," Geoffrey explained.

Caius nodded, contemplating. Perhaps he could start by exploring Ocean City Magic Academy to understand how such institutions operated.

"Up ahead is the grand training ground. It's a public space where students exchange magical knowledge," Geoffrey suddenly said.

Caius looked over—impressive! The field was enormous.

In the Wasteland Corporation, academy training grounds were usually 400 to 800 meters long, but this one easily exceeded 1,000 meters. It was incredibly spacious.

The lush grass of the training field was dotted with students engaging in various activities. Some were having picnics, others napped under trees, some played with their pet beasts, while others gathered to discuss magic.

One student raised a hand, conjuring a head-sized water sphere. Another proudly displayed their newly formed stone armor. Others had visible currents of wind swirling around them, lifting them slightly off the ground.

Watching these students freely demonstrate their magic, Caius couldn't help but feel envious.

He had always wanted to learn wind magic. The village's guard captain had once told him that wind magic was one of the few branches capable of enabling flight at an early stage.

Caius was passionate about flying. In his previous life, his mercenary squad had stolen an armed helicopter from a corporate lackey, and that machine had become his personal ride.

But if he could soar through the skies using his own power, Caius imagined it would be far more thrilling than being crammed into a cockpit.

After crossing the vast training ground, they arrived at a building that resembled a cathedral.

Compared to a church, however, this structure was grander and longer. Through the stained-glass windows, Caius could see large classrooms inside—each resembling a parliamentary hall, with a wide podium at the front and rows of seats arranged before it.

Just then, he spotted a class in session.

Each curved table could seat five people, but the classroom wasn't full. Some tables had only two students, others three, and in total, there were only about forty students, spaced apart comfortably.

Caius thought the seating was quite roomy—even someone of his size would find it comfortable.

He wanted to try sitting down himself.

But Geoffrey informed him that outsiders weren't allowed inside the academic buildings.

For the next forty minutes, Caius and Kiki followed Geoffrey and the others around the academy before returning to the training ground.

The academy was enormous. Forty minutes wasn’t nearly enough time to see everything.

Unfortunately, many areas were off-limits to outsiders. They could only admire the scenery and experience the atmosphere from designated pathways.

The library, pet beast garden, magic practice area, dueling grounds, and academy magic shop—Caius couldn't see any of them.

"One day, I'll be able to enter those places!" Caius declared confidently.

Geoffrey and the others simply smiled without comment.

Confidence was good, but without magical talent, it was meaningless.

Hydis Magic Academy was not like Ocean City Magic Academy—it wasn’t a place where money alone could buy admission.

Unless, of course, one had enough wealth to influence the academy itself…

They all agreed that with Caius's physique, he could undoubtedly become an outstanding warrior. But a mage? That seemed far less likely.

However, Kiki seemed to believe in Caius wholeheartedly. Clenching her tiny fists, she chimed in, "Then… then I'll get in too, Meow!"

"Haha, we'll go in together then!" Caius laughed heartily.

"Mm!" Kiki nodded eagerly, and Geoffrey and the others didn’t have the heart to dampen her enthusiasm.

Just then, a commotion erupted from the training ground.

Curious, Caius turned to see students gathering in one direction, their voices rising in excitement.

Intrigued, he followed the crowd.

It seemed classes had ended, and students were exiting the academic buildings. However, they were all stepping aside, creating a clear path down the center.

Then, as a wave of murmurs spread through the crowd, a particular group of students emerged.

What made them stand out?

First, their attire.

While ordinary students wore blue uniforms, this group wore white as the primary color, accented with gold. Their outfits were simpler in design yet exuded an air of elegance and nobility.

Then there was their demeanor—each of them carried themselves with an air of pride, walking with their heads held high, faint smiles playing on their lips as they basked in the reverence of those around them.

Lastly, they bore silver-white unicorn emblems on their sleeves.

Seeing them, one word immediately came to Caius’s mind—

Nobility!

Yes, this group exuded the unmistakable aura of wealth and power.

But what truly caught Caius's attention was the figure leading them.

A tall young woman.

Unlike the others, her outfit was predominantly gold with silver-white accents, exuding an even greater sense of nobility.

She seemed around seventeen or eighteen, yet carried herself with grace and poise. Her fitted uniform accentuated her nearly flawless figure.

As she walked, her golden hair shimmered like waves in a sea of sunlight, flowing elegantly with each step.

A silver-white rapier was fastened to her waist.

Her chin was slightly lifted, radiating confidence and pride.

Though expressionless, her golden eyelashes and striking blue eyes gave her the ethereal presence of a celestial being.

Her beauty was breathtaking, even to Caius.

Perfect.

Back in his past life, corporate technology had reached the pinnacle of cosmetic surgery. Changing one’s face was a simple matter.

Many Wasteland celebrities went to extreme lengths for beauty, some even replacing their entire faces with custom-designed synthetic implants that made them look like characters from fantasy holovids.

If you had the money, you could be as beautiful as you wanted.

Caius had seen countless beauties before.

But compared to this girl?

There was no comparison.

The artificial perfection of those corporate-engineered faces paled before her natural radiance.

Those fake faces were like AI-generated images—no matter how flawless, they always looked unnatural.

Caius could even tell which celebrities had faces made by the same corporation, despite their different designs.

But this girl?

Her beauty was real—beyond the reach of technology.

It was the kind of beauty that, once seen, could never be forgotten.
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                "Beautiful, isn't she?" Warren noticed Caius staring and couldn't help but grin mischievously, lowering his voice as he spoke.

However, Caius simply shook his head.

Warren was taken aback. "You don't think so?"

Caius grinned. "Don't you feel that calling her 'beautiful' is a bit... inadequate?"

"Now that you mention it... you're right!" Warren took another look and nodded in agreement.

After all, the female students standing behind her were all quite attractive, but in comparison, calling her just 'beautiful' seemed insufficient.

"Who is she?" Caius asked.

"Hilda Kiel!" Warren immediately replied. "She's a legendary figure at Hydis Magic Academy!"

"She enrolled just a year ago, but don't underestimate her!"

"Not only did she skip grades, but in just one year, she was elected as the president of Hydis's student council!"

"Is that impressive?" Caius asked.

"Of course, it's impressive!" Warren said excitedly. "In a Magic Academy, you can't attain that position without real ability. It's even recognized within the Empire’s official system!"

"Moreover, she's a dual prodigy, excelling in both martial arts and magic. Before turning twenty, she has already reached Platinum rank—stronger than even our captain!"

"Ahem..." Geoffrey, who had been silent until now, coughed with a dark expression.

Warren let out an awkward laugh before continuing, "In short, she's a goddess among mortals, an almost perfect existence!"

"She even has a Title—'Swan Blade Maiden.'"

"If you're her enemy, the snowstorm you see might not be real snow but rather the countless sword slashes she unleashes!"

"And..." Warren suddenly leaned in close to Caius, lowering his voice. "Rumor has it that her background is extraordinary. Even the prince of Chadath Kingdom bows his head in her presence!"

"Wow, that impressive?" Caius pursed his lips.

The Kingdoms under the Empire wield significant power. If even a prince of Chadath Kingdom had to bow before her, just how deep did Hilda's background run?

Caius chuckled. A deep background, formidable strength, and immense charm—that made for an interesting challenge.

Noticing Caius’s intriguing expression, Warren was momentarily stunned before whispering, "Bro... you’re not thinking of pursuing her, are you?"

"Many noble heirs have tried and ended up in miserable situations..."

"Pursue her?" Caius laughed and turned toward the library. "Why would I? I'd rather spend my time completing more missions."

"I'm so handsome—if anything, she should be the one chasing me."

Everyone: "..."

At that moment, Geoffrey and the others were truly baffled. This guy had the appearance of an honest, down-to-earth man, so how could he be this arrogant?

This wasn’t confidence.

This was sheer narcissism!

Everyone followed behind Caius, looking exhausted, except for Kiki, who was giggling with delight.

She found Caius’s self-assuredness—bordering on narcissism—very appealing.

Because strong confidence was a necessary trait of a powerful individual!

Catfolk girls admired strength.

And they weren’t the only ones.

Geoffrey and the others didn’t take Caius’s words seriously, assuming he was just joking.

As they arrived at the entrance of the library, they saw many students leaving in groups.

It was the end of class, after all.

Caius quickly spotted their client.

She was a woman who looked about twenty-six or twenty-seven, with long deep-blue hair, exquisite features, and an elegant posture.

She also wore gold-rimmed glasses, exuding a mature charm.

"Instructor Holan, the potions you ordered have arrived and are currently in the unloading area of the academy," Geoffrey said smoothly, clearly familiar with Holan.

Holan frequently purchased magic potions from the shop, and Geoffrey was always the one escorting the deliveries.

"Thank you," Holan said warmly, nodding with a smile. Her gaze briefly landed on Caius.

It couldn’t be helped—his physique was far too eye-catching.

However, she merely glanced at him before shifting her attention away.

That was until Geoffrey, with an apologetic tone, said, "However... there was a bit of an issue this time. Some of the goods were damaged..."

Holan paused, her elegant brows furrowing slightly. "How much damage?"

"Twenty bottles of low-grade magic potions and ten bottles of mid-grade magic potions..." Geoffrey stole a quick glance at Caius as he spoke.

The latter, however, simply stood with his hands on his hips, leisurely admiring the campus scenery—this academy was so... academic!

Hearing this, Holan visibly relaxed.

She had ordered five hundred low-grade magic potions and fifty mid-grade magic potions, all meant for experiments and potion refinement.

When she first heard there was damage, her heart had skipped a beat.

The academy was running an experimental project on potions, and results had to be produced within a short timeframe. Otherwise, they wouldn’t receive further funding, which would spell disaster for her.

Fortunately, only thirty bottles were lost—an acceptable margin.

Still, it left Holan slightly displeased.

Leaning against the doorway, her crimson lips pursed slightly as she shook her head. "This won’t do. These potions are important to me, and I’ve been a loyal customer of yours..."

She left the sentence hanging, clearly waiting for Geoffrey to respond.

Geoffrey immediately said, "Don't worry, we'll compensate you or replace the lost potions in full!"

Hearing this, Holan nodded in satisfaction. "Then just replace them as soon as possible."

"Of course! Thank you very much!" Geoffrey quickly responded, breathing a sigh of relief.

He didn’t try to argue. After all, his job was to deliver the goods safely to the buyer.

What happened along the way was irrelevant—the buyer only cared about the end result.

Holan then followed them to the unloading area, as she needed to inspect the shipment and oversee the unloading process.

While Geoffrey and the others struggled with unloading the goods, Caius leaned idly against the side, making no move to help.

After all, he had already handled the most important task. The rest of the mundane labor naturally fell to Geoffrey and the others.

His mission was escorting the goods, not unloading them.

After all, he was a mercenary, not part of the magic potion store’s security team.

However, just as the unloading neared completion, Caius suddenly remembered something. He walked to the back of the third carriage and pulled down a large sack.

The sack was nearly as tall as a person, bulging with its contents.

Most notably, the sack's surface was soaked with blood, sticky and reeking of a foul stench, with flies swarming around it.

Seeing this, Holan, who had been overseeing the unloading, wrinkled her nose and instinctively covered her mouth. "What is that?"

She didn’t want her potions to be contaminated by whatever was inside that sack. If that happened, she would demand replacements.

"Oh, Wolf Demon remains," Caius said casually.

He was planning to take them to Grilla City later to see if he could sell them at the market.

Grilla City was larger than Ocean City, so he figured he could get a better price there.

However, the moment Holan heard the words "Wolf Demon," her eyes widened.

"Wait a moment!"
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                Holan's sudden voice startled Geoffrey and the others, making them shudder slightly as they all turned to look at her.

Holan strode forward with her long legs, stopping in front of Caius and pointing at the bloodstained sack. "Is this really a Wolf Demon?!"

"A Wolf Demon from the Bloody Lands?"

"Mhm." Caius nodded, his eyes lighting up as he revealed a simple, honest smile. "Are you interested?"

"Interested? Very interested!" Holan immediately responded, her face full of excitement.

Her current research project was focused on the Bloody Lands and the Bloody Creatures within them.

She needed samples of Bloody Creatures to experiment on and develop highly targeted magic potions.

Hunting Bloody Creatures wasn't difficult, but the problem was their scarcity in this region. The nearest Bloody Lands were over a thousand kilometers away from Grilla City, making it nearly impossible for such creatures to appear nearby.

There wasn’t enough time to send someone on a distant hunt, so she could only ask around and search the markets and black markets of neighboring cities for any Bloody Creature corpses for sale.

So far, she had only managed to acquire a few Bloodfish corpses, but that was far from enough.

Her competitor, another magical research team, had somehow gotten their hands on a Bloodeye.

The stronger the Bloody Creature, the more effective the potions created from them.

If she failed to outperform her rival this time, the academy’s funding would ultimately go to the other research team instead.

That would make things incredibly difficult for her.

Not only would many of her projects be forced to shut down due to a lack of funds, but she and her team would also have to endure the mockery of the rival team.

The path of magical research was already difficult enough. If things continued like this, whether her research team could even survive was uncertain.

Most likely, they would end up disbanding due to a lack of progress.

After all, magical research burned through money, and the academy wasn’t going to fund an extra team that wasn't delivering results.

Holan herself could manage, but some of the younger members in her team relied on the research funding to get by. If the team disbanded, they would be in serious trouble.

But now, a large sack of fresh Wolf Demon remains was right in front of her—it was practically her lifeline!

With a Wolf Demon sample, she was confident she could develop an even more effective blood-targeting magic potion!

By then, the one crying would be that old bastard Callum! Hahaha!

"Since you’re interested, how many Gold coins are you willing to pay?" Caius asked with a smile. That was the most important question to him.

His words snapped Holan out of her fantasies, and she was about to respond immediately.

But then, she thought about her research team's dwindling funds and hesitated.

She could chip in some of her own money, but the problem was… she was broke.

The extra funding she had applied for from her Clan hadn’t been approved yet, her salary as an instructor hadn’t been paid, and she had already spent a lot of her own money to purchase potions. Right now, she barely had anything left.

Looking at Caius’s expectant expression, Holan gritted her teeth and said, "I'll offer… two thousand Gold coins!"

The money she had left, combined with the research funds her team had remaining, totaled just over three thousand.

Until she secured victory in the competition and received the academy’s funding, she still needed to keep the team running. Her team members needed to eat too, so… this was all she could afford.

Under normal circumstances, the corpse of a Wolf Demon—something that usually required a high-rank Gold-tier warrior to take down—would easily sell for at least five thousand Gold coins.

At any other time, she could have easily afforded it, but right now, she could only hope that Caius was clueless about market prices and would let her get a bargain.

There was a good chance of that happening since the trade of Bloody Creatures wasn’t widespread yet. Many people hadn’t even seen one before.

Unfortunately for Holan, while Caius didn’t know the exact market price, he was an expert at negotiation.

Seeing Holan struggle to offer her price while looking at him with hopeful eyes, he immediately knew that this sack of mangled flesh was worth more than that. The only issue was that the beautiful instructor in front of him probably didn’t have enough money.

So, he fell silent, not giving an immediate response.

Holan’s heart skipped a beat.

The longer Caius hesitated, the more anxious she became. And since they were in the academy, if her competitor, that old fox Callum, saw this, he would definitely bid against her.

Callum had seniority and far more wealth than she did.

After about three minutes of silence, Holan started to feel restless.

If worst came to worst, she would just borrow money—no matter what, she had to get her hands on this Wolf Demon corpse.

But just as she was about to speak, Caius suddenly raised a finger.

"Fifteen hundred."

Holan: "???"

She had expected Caius to make an outrageous counteroffer, but she never thought he would voluntarily lower the price.

Was he not trying to make a profit?

But then, she saw the simple and honest smile on Caius’s face.

It was clearly a sincere and straightforward smile, yet it somehow gave Holan the feeling of dealing with an old fox.

"But there’s a condition," Caius added.

Holan was momentarily stunned before instinctively stepping back with caution. "Tell me first. If it’s too much, I won’t agree."

"Relax," Caius waved a hand. "I just want some information."

What was the most valuable thing?

In Caius’s opinion, intelligence was one of the most valuable commodities!

There were dedicated information brokers in the wastelands, and some pieces of intel were worth terrifying amounts of money.

Good intelligence could bring him greater benefits and help him avoid unnecessary losses and dangers.

The Wolf Demon might sell for a higher price elsewhere, but Caius wasn’t looking for a one-time deal.

"What kind of information?" Holan still remained vigilant. However, the next moment, she heard Caius ask—

"What’s your favorite color?"

Holan: "???"

That’s it?

Though surprised, she still answered, "Pur… Purple."

Caius pursed his lips and nodded. "Figured."

Holan: "…"

What did that mean?

Was she just… teased?

But before she could think further, Caius continued, "There are three things I want to know."

"First, what types of monsters exist in the Bloody Lands, their specific values, and how they can be monetized."

"Including the Wolf Demon remains I have here."

"Second, aside from being a student, what other legal and reasonable ways are there to enter Hydis Magic Academy?"

"By 'enter,' I mean join—without being considered an outsider, and having the ability to move freely."

Upon hearing this, Holan's lips parted slightly. "You… want to enter Hydis?"

"Yes," Caius nodded without hesitation. "I’d like to experience it."

"Experience? This isn’t a place for sightseeing," Holan said seriously, her tone now strict. "This is a sacred institution for training elite mages—only those truly eager to grow belong here."

"I understand. That’s exactly why I’m asking. If I didn’t respect Hydis, would I bother emphasizing 'legal and reasonable'?" Caius lifted his chin slightly.

Holan: "…"

"Fine…" Holan nodded. "I’ll tell you what I know. What’s the third thing?"

Caius: "Where’s the restroom?"

Holan: "Wha… What?"

She thought she misheard.

Caius shrugged.

"I just walked around and couldn’t find it. Now I really need to go. Urgent. Directions, please."

Holan: "…"

She was certain now.

This big guy wasn’t the least bit simple or honest!
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                The restroom was inside the academic building, and there was also one in the library. In fact, any area restricted to "outsiders" generally had a restroom, which explained why it had been so hard to find one earlier.

However, with Holan’s permission, Caius could now come and go freely.

After finishing his business, Caius walked out of the library, looking noticeably more at ease.

Taking advantage of his brief visit, he had glanced around the library’s interior and reached a conclusion.

As expected of an ocean of knowledge—there were an absurd number of books.

Caius suspected that somewhere within this collection, he might find a way to learn magic. He made a mental note to dive into this sea of knowledge when he had the chance.

Holan looked at him helplessly.

She always felt that this big guy was a bit unreliable. He had the face of an honest, naive man, but his words and behavior carried a roguish charm, like a seasoned trickster. Yet, he still looked so young…

“Are we doing the transaction now?” Caius asked Holan.

“Of course!” Holan seemed eager. With a flash of light from the ring on her finger, a pouch filled with gold coins appeared in her hand.

A Spatial Ring, huh? Caius recognized it immediately. His old man had one too—though his was bigger, heavier, and looked more like a signet ring. Right now, it was sitting on his thumb.

Caius liked to use it as a knuckle duster.

As for why he didn’t store anything in it—well, it was full. Crammed with various metals from his father’s blacksmith shop.

“There are fifteen hundred gold coins here. Count them,” Holan said.

“No need. I trust a mentor’s integrity,” Caius replied, taking the gold and fastening it to his belt.

His words pleased Holan, making her view him a little more favorably.

“So, when will you tell me what I want to know?” Caius asked with a smile.

“Wait a bit. I need to send the corpse pieces to the lab first,” Holan said, glancing at the still-bloody sack.

So much Wolf Demon blood had been wasted—it made her heart ache.

Before her experiment succeeded, she wanted to make use of every part of the Wolf Demon’s remains, down to the last shred of flesh and drop of blood.

Caius nodded, letting Holan handle her work.

Holan first took out a large bag, covered in magical runes. Clearly, it was a Magical Device.

After sealing the Wolf Demon’s remains inside, not a single drop of blood leaked out.

Then, she grabbed the bag, tapped her foot lightly, and soared into the air, flying deeper into the academy.

Caius watched her depart and sighed. “Flying must be nice.”

It was obvious—Holan was a mage, and likely a rather high-level one.

Geoffrey and the others had refrained from asking questions, since Caius wasn’t really one of them.

Kiki, however, curiously leaned in beside Caius. “Big guy, I think you sold the Wolf Demon remains too cheap, meow.”

Even Kiki had noticed.

Caius chuckled. “I know, but it’s fine. There’ll be chances to make it back from her in the future.”

Kiki tilted her head, half-understanding, and nodded.

Before long, Holan returned.

“Can we talk now?” Caius asked.

“This isn’t the place for it. Follow me,” Holan said, leading the way back into the library.

Caius turned to look at Geoffrey and the others. Geoffrey, perceptive as ever, said, “Go on. We’ll wait for you at the school gate.”

“Alright,” Caius nodded and followed after Holan.

Kiki, naturally, tagged along like a little tail. Caius didn’t stop her.

As the library doors shut, Geoffrey shook his head. “Let’s go.”

“What about Kiki?” Martina asked.

“She’s not one of us anymore,” Geoffrey replied.

…

Following Holan to the depths of the library, Caius was surprised to find private rooms—likely designated for nobles to study in peace.

There were even snacks available.

Setting down a plate of pastries, Holan asked, “Coffee, tea, or milk?”

“Milk, meow~” Kiki immediately raised her hand.

Caius, however, asked, “Got any booze?”

Holan rolled her eyes. “What do you think?”

Caius grinned. “I think yes. So, I’ll take a rum, on the rocks, with a splash of cherry juice.”

Holan: “…”

What an insufferable man.

Ignoring his request, she brewed him a cup of tea and poured Kiki a glass of milk before asking, “Which matter do you want to discuss first?”

“Tell me about the Bloody Lands.”

Holan nodded and began explaining in detail.

Her account didn’t differ much from Geoffrey’s, though it was more comprehensive. As for what lay within the Bloody Lands, even she wasn’t entirely sure. Few ventured deep inside, and even fewer returned alive.

Thus, the world’s understanding of the Bloody Lands was mostly limited to the disasters it brought and the creatures that emerged from it.

Thanks to Holan, Caius learned about even more types of Bloody Creatures.

For example, Blood Demons, Plague Demons, Lion-Headed Demons, and Bloodthirsty Demons.

And these creatures were highly valuable. Take the Wolf Demon, for instance—its market price ranged from four to five thousand gold coins. Selling it for fifteen hundred? Caius had taken a major loss.

“So? Do you regret it now?” Holan smirked, sipping her tea. Her arched brows carried a hint of mischief, as if she was trying to see a flicker of regret on Caius’s face.

Clearly, this beautiful mentor had a bit of a devious side.

But she was disappointed—Caius showed no sign of regret. Instead, he chuckled and said, “Not at all. Doing business with a beautiful woman is never a loss. After all, they’ve already paid in advance—with the pleasure of their beauty.”

Hmm… and also with those potions I broke.

Holan blinked.

Yep. No mistaking it this time—she was being flirted with.

But she didn’t find it unpleasant. Instead, she laughed and countered, “Oh? So you’re saying my beauty is worth exactly 3,500 gold coins?”

That was the difference in price for the Wolf Demon’s body.

Caius chuckled.

As expected, mature women were hard to deal with.

“Of course not. That was just for a single glance. Haven’t you noticed? I haven’t dared to blink this whole time.” He pointed at his eyes.

Holan frowned in confusion at first but soon caught on. She couldn’t help but cover her mouth and laugh.

Meanwhile, Kiki happily munched on her cookies, her innocent face clueless about the playful exchange.

Not that she cared. The milk here was delicious.

She loved milk, meow~

Caius’s humor lifted Holan’s mood, making her find him even more pleasing to the eye.

“Beyond that, I don’t know much else about the Bloody Lands. That’s not something an academy mentor has access to,” Holan said, taking another sip of tea.

Caius nodded. “Alright, then onto the second matter—this one’s most important to me. How do I get into Hydis?”

“Why?” Holan asked. “You’re a mercenary. Why do you want to enter a Magic Academy?”

During her brief absence, she had already checked with the academy’s gatekeepers about Caius. Anyone carrying a Wolf Demon’s body was worth investigating.

“Because I love learning,” Caius said, utterly serious.

Holan looked at him skeptically.

Three seconds later, Caius shrugged and corrected himself. “Alright, fine. I admit it.”

“It’s because the mentors here are just too beautiful.”

“You understand—no one can refuse a beautiful mentor. I’m no exception.”

Holan laughed again.

This big guy might be a rogue, but he was a charming one.

Talking to him was surprisingly pleasant.

But Holan knew better—Caius was throwing up smokescreens.

He kept praising her, but he hadn’t actually revealed anything useful.

What a slippery guy.
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                "Hydis Magic Academy is a top-tier magic academy, so its admission process is different from other academies," Holan explained.

"The academy employs a special advancement system. All students are top talents who have risen from one of Hydis' affiliated magic academies."

"There are thirteen affiliated magic academies in total. You’re from Ocean City, right? Ocean City Magic Academy is one of them."

"Each year, the top one hundred students from the affiliated magic academies earn direct admission into Hydis Magic Academy."

"So if you want to enter Hydis Magic Academy, this is one way."

"However, as you said, you don't want to be a student. And considering that you’re a mercenary, I doubt you’d be willing to sit in classrooms all day studying..."

Caius snapped his fingers. "Exactly. So what should I do?"

Holan leisurely picked up a cookie. In just this short time, the little catgirl who had followed Caius had already devoured most of the snacks on the plate.

With a graceful motion, Holan took a bite from the square-shaped cookie, then sipped her tea elegantly before continuing.

"So, there are two other ways for you to enter Hydis Magic Academy."

"One, internal recruitment."

"If a mentor or someone with internal recruitment privileges takes a liking to you, they can directly admit you into the academy. Your role would depend on their decision."

"You could be a student, a research assistant, or even an adjunct instructor—it all depends on the mentor’s arrangement."

"However, the mentors at Hydis Magic Academy have extremely high standards. If you don’t have talent, no matter how hard you try to stand out, they won’t choose you."

Hearing this, Caius’s eyes lit up, staring eagerly at Holan.

Holan raised an eyebrow before chuckling. "Don’t even think about it. There’s no way I’m recruiting you."

"Why not?" Caius asked.

"Each mentor only has one internal recruitment slot per year. I’ve already allocated mine. She’s a member of my research team and needs it more than you do."

"If you’re willing to wait another year..." Holan’s beautiful eyes gleamed with amusement. "Maybe I’ll consider you then."

Caius chuckled and waved his hand. "Let’s talk about the second method."

Holan pursed her lips, finished her cookie, brushed off the crumbs from her fingers, and continued.

"The second method is also the one I think suits you best."

"Become an academy-affiliated field agent."

"Besides students, the academy also employs personnel within its system. Every year, a number of field agent slots are released."

"And what exactly do these field agents do?" Caius asked.

"Think of them as mercenaries who prioritize academy tasks," Holan explained.

"The academy has many missions, some of which students cannot complete. For example, long-distance, high-risk escort missions, capturing or hunting dangerous magical beasts, and other hazardous or complex tasks."

"You know that the academy protects its students. But when a mission arises that students can't handle, that’s where field agents come in."

"This also benefits you. First, you're already a mercenary, so the role aligns with your profession. Second, the rewards for academy missions are generally more lucrative than other missions of the same level."

"Moreover, field agents enjoy greater freedom. Aside from one or two mandatory missions per month, all other assignments are voluntary."

"In short, this is like a guaranteed job for mercenaries—you’ll never lack missions, and you won’t be as restricted as students."

"You’ll have free access to various academy areas, won’t be treated as an outsider, and will receive benefits like a fixed monthly salary and..."

As Holan continued listing the perks, Caius’s eyes shone brighter and brighter.

He knew he had haggled for the right deal!

The value of all these benefits was worth far more than a single Wolf Demon!

If he could secure the field agent position, both his financial concerns and academy-related issues would be resolved!

So Caius made a swift decision. "I’m in!"

Holan chuckled. "However, there are quite a few people competing for this position."

"The number of field agent slots is fixed. New slots only open when agents leave—either by resigning or... dying."

"This year, the academy is filling 185 field agent positions."

"But in Grilla City alone, at least 3,000 people are vying for these slots. Including surrounding areas, the number is likely over 10,000."

Caius widened his eyes.

So this is the power of job security?

"That’s some intense competition..." Caius nodded. "So how does the selection process work?"

"It’s simple. The academy distributes slots to various guilds and third-party organizations. The guilds then conduct their own selection tests. The process varies by location—the academy only handles the slot allocation."

"Some slots are given directly to favored individuals, some are auctioned, some require bidding, some are awarded for completing specific tasks, and some are won through duels."

"Two years ago, there were only 30 slots available, and one of them was auctioned for 120,000 gold coins."

Caius twitched at the number.

This competition was even fiercer than he expected...

"More importantly," Holan suddenly added, "you’re currently ineligible to compete for a slot."

"What do you mean?" Caius asked.

"Although the academy doesn’t limit how slots are allocated, there is a minimum requirement."

"You must be at least Gold-rank, or a Gold-ranked mercenary."

Hearing this, Holan’s eyes gleamed as an idea struck her. "Oh, right! I just remembered—each mentor also has one recommendation slot. The allocation method is up to the mentor."

"I had planned to auction off my slot. Though it wouldn’t fetch as much as the one from two years ago, I was hoping for at least 30,000 to 40,000 gold coins..."

After finishing, Holan smiled meaningfully at Caius.

Caius raised an eyebrow.

Classic Holan.

After a brief pause, he spoke earnestly. "Can I pay in advance with my stunning good looks?"

Holan blinked, then burst into laughter.

"You have some nerve!" she said.

Caius humbly replied, "Flattery will get you everywhere."

Holan: "You think I was complimenting you?"

Caius: "Wasn’t it? Beautiful words from a beautiful mentor."

Holan rolled her eyes. "Smooth talker."

She then finished her tea and continued. "I’ll give you the recommendation slot, but I have three conditions."

Caius: "Name them."

"First, as I mentioned, you must be at least Gold-rank or a Gold-ranked mercenary. The slots will be allocated next month. If you don’t reach the required level by then, I can’t give you the slot even if I want to."

"No problem!" Caius nodded.

"Good. Second condition," Holan continued.

"Once you become a field agent, you must prioritize my missions. Some specific tasks will be non-negotiable."

Caius raised an eyebrow. "And these 'specific tasks'...?"

Holan: "I haven’t decided yet, but they will be tasks of great importance to me."

Caius: "And if they’re suicide missions?"

Holan: "I wouldn’t send you on a suicide mission. But to account for uncertainty, how about this—"

"For certain missions, you can’t refuse outright. Instead, you flip a coin."

"Heads, you must accept."

"Tails, you can choose. How’s that?"

Caius laughed. "I like the unpredictability and challenge. Deal!"

Holan smirked.

"Third condition."

"Make me a cup of tea. The leaves are in the second cabinet up top—High Mountain White Peach Blossom. One and a half sugar cubes. Preheat the cup for the best flavor."

Caius: "..."

Ah, women.
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                "Not bad, you have quite a talent for tea art. Ever thought about becoming a tea master?"
Holan chuckled as she spoke.

Caius kept a straight face. "Not necessary, thanks."

Seeing his expression, Holan laughed so hard that her shoulders trembled.

"Alright, the deal is done. If there's nothing else, I'll be on my way."
Saying this, Caius stood up.

Holan was a bit surprised. She had thought he would take the chance to chat a little longer, especially since their conversation had been rather enjoyable—at least, she was having a good time.

But as soon as the deal was completed, Caius simply got up, patted himself off, and prepared to leave.

"Hey, tell me, all those compliments you just gave me… you weren’t just being polite, were you?"
Holan rested her chin on her palm, sounding a little displeased.

Caius turned his head slightly and flashed a sincere smile. "Every word was the truth. But you know, I only have a month."

"I just registered as a mercenary yesterday. Right now, I’m still a lowly Brass rank, so I need to work hard on my promotion."

"Of course, chatting with a beautiful mentor isn’t a waste of time. But I doubt you'd want to lose a capable personal mercenary over it, would you?"

"Heh, fair enough."
Holan smiled again. Then, with a flick of her fingers, a bundle of envelopes flew toward Caius.

He caught them, looking puzzled. "What’s this?"

"My personal commission," Holan said. "Aren’t you heading back to Ocean City? I need you to deliver some letters for me."

"The top two envelopes contain the letters you need to deliver. The recipients and addresses are written on the back."

"The third envelope is your recommendation letter. Keep it safe. Write your name on it, and when you reach Gold rank, bring it back to me for my seal."

"So, what do you say? Take the job?"

Hearing this, Caius let out a hearty laugh. "Of course!"

"Your payment?" Holan raised an eyebrow.

Caius pulled out the last envelope. "This right here."

With the recommendation letter in hand, even though it wasn’t sealed yet, it was as good as his. He loved this feeling.

Holan nodded with a smile.

She realized she had been smiling a lot in front of this big guy. Quickly regaining her composure, she put on a serious face and said, "It takes a day to get back to Ocean City. You have three days."

"No problem. I’m off!"
Caius turned, waved his hand, and strode away with Kiki following behind.

Watching Caius’s departing figure, then looking at the steaming floral tea in her hands, Holan’s previously restrained smile reappeared.

"Interesting big guy."

……

As they stepped out of the library, Caius stretched lazily, feeling rather pleased.

"Big guy, does this mean you’ll get into Hydis Academy soon, meow?"
Kiki asked excitedly.

Though she didn’t fully grasp the conversation between Caius and Holan, she had understood one thing—Caius had secured a chance to enter Hydis Magic Academy.

Right now, Kiki’s eyes were filled with admiration. She thought Caius was a smart big guy.

Indeed, selling the Wolf Demon cheaply had paid off!

However, Caius shook his head. "Not yet. We still have to compete for the other external admission slots."

"Why, meow?" Kiki tilted her head in confusion. "Isn't the recommendation letter enough?"

Caius chuckled, ruffling the little catgirl’s head. "Did you forget about yourself?"

"There’s only one recommendation letter. I still need to secure a spot for you too."

"Oh!" Kiki suddenly realized. Then, looking at Caius with sparkling eyes, she said emotionally, "Big guy, you’re so kind…"

"Call me Caius. Stop with the ‘big guy’ thing."

"Got it, meow~"

"Caius, meow~"

After retrieving his beloved warhammer, Caius left the academy. Outside, Geoffrey and the others were already waiting.

They didn’t ask about his conversation with Holan. Without much delay, the group mounted their beast-drawn carriage and set off on their return journey.

With no cargo, the carriage moved much faster. What was originally a two-day trip would now only take a day and a night.

Ironically, they hadn’t encountered bandits on their way there, but they did on their way back.

A full gang of eighteen bandits.

As a result, Caius now had twelve curved blades, six sets of bows and arrows to sell, plus an extra two hundred gold coins and fifty silver coins in his pouch, along with some miscellaneous copper coins.

Honestly, he often felt that the world was full of kind people.

The group didn’t stop to rest that night, taking turns to keep watch as they traveled straight through. By the time they arrived in Ocean City, the sun was shining brightly—it was around ten in the morning.

"Little kitty, time to wake up."
Caius sighed, looking helplessly at Kiki, who was curled up in his arms.

She had taken the last night watch shift, so she’d slept all the way here.

But why had she ended up climbing onto him in her sleep again?

Upon entering the city, they parted ways.

Kiki needed to go with Geoffrey to the magic potion shop to terminate her employment contract before rejoining Caius.

Before leaving, Geoffrey handed Caius a task token—a wooden token issued by the Mercenary Guild to quest clients. Once a mercenary completed a task, they had to return the token as proof of completion.

If a token was lost, the client would have to provide an alternative confirmation or appear in person.

And if the client was gone… well, then tough luck on completing the quest.

With the token in hand, Caius bid farewell to Kiki and headed straight for the mercenary tavern—Hailan No. 11.

The moment he pushed open the door, the familiar weight of gazes fell upon him.

But this time, most people only glanced at him before looking away. Coincidentally, the burly, bearded man who had chatted with him before was also there.

"Well, kid, where the hell have you been these past few days? I thought you were dead!"
The big man bellowed, drawing laughter from the nearby mercenaries.

His words were crude, but there was no malice in them.

Caius grinned. "If I die, it’ll only be after I become Legendary!"

The laughter grew louder.

Ignoring the banter, Caius strode to the bar and flicked his fingers. The task token landed neatly in Yvlan’s empty cup.

Yvlan poured it out, glanced at it, then nodded. "Task complete. Payment settled."

"So you were off on a mission, huh?" The bearded man mused.

"You didn’t just help some old lady find her dentures, did you?"
A lanky mercenary joked, triggering another round of chuckles.

Caius merely smiled, saying nothing. He knew that earning these veterans’ respect required strength, not words.

Then, a dull thud echoed through the tavern, accompanied by the clinking of metal.

The laughter gradually died down as the mercenaries stared at the pouch Yvlan had placed on the counter.

It was full of gold coins.

They were all seasoned mercenaries. Just from the weight, they could tell—there was at least a thousand gold inside.

Caius picked it up and casually weighed it in his palm, letting the coins clink melodiously.

"You wouldn’t believe it, but that old lady’s dentures were gold-plated and encrusted with gems. Paid handsomely."
His voice dripped with sarcasm.

The lanky mercenary’s face turned red as the tavern erupted into laughter once more.

Caius grinned and placed the pouch back on the counter. He looked at Yvlan and tilted his chin. "Remember what I said?"

Yvlan raised a brow. "You’re serious?"

"Of course. And if I’m buying, I’m buying the best—rum sounds perfect."

Yvlan blinked. "You do know the price, right?"

Caius smirked. "I love jokes, but not right now. Do it."

Yvlan burst into laughter. "Rejoice, lads!"

"This big fool is treating everyone to rum!"

The tavern roared with cheers.

Caius leaned back, savoring the moment.

This was exactly why he loved being a mercenary.
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                On this particular day, the entire Hailan No. 11 was filled with a lively and cheerful atmosphere.

Don’t be fooled by the fact that it was just a mug of rum worth eight silver coins—this free rum brought the simplest and most fulfilling joy to these mercenaries.

Normally, most mercenaries could only afford to drink rye beer, so when someone was generous enough to treat them to rum, they were beyond delighted!

Delighted to the point of exhilaration!

One mug was not enough—after the first, they had to pay for the second themselves. But they didn’t care. What mattered was the excitement of the moment!

As a result, even before noon, quite a few mercenaries were already drunk.

Some even got so carried away that they jumped onto the tables, holding hands and breaking into a lively tap dance.

A bearded man raised his mug, belting out a song at the top of his lungs. And truth be told, his rough voice had a certain charm to it.

The tavern’s musicians, who usually slacked off, were now happily strumming their harps and beating their drums in accompaniment. Many mercenaries joined in, singing along with the bearded man.

"Oh, happy Gorlan, swinging his sword, sailing his ship, Drinking his rum, singing his song amidst the ocean waves~ He says, hey! Brother! I ain’t no sailor, nor a pirate, I’m just an old mercenary who loves his drink! Hey, mate on the ship ahead, got any booze to spare me?"

The song "Gorlan: The Sea's Old Mercenary" echoed throughout the tavern. It wasn’t exactly a masterpiece, nor was it particularly pleasant to the ears—just a simple and catchy drinking song. But its infectious melody soon had Caius humming along unconsciously.

"Kid, this drink is on me!" The slightly tipsy bearded man raised his mug and slung an arm around Caius’s shoulders with a hearty laugh.

"Cheers!"

Naturally, Caius didn’t refuse. He took the mug handed to him by Yvlan and clinked it against the bearded man’s.

"Cheers!"

"Ah—now that hits the spot!"

"Haven’t seen a rookie this well-suited to being a mercenary in a long time!"

"Lads, shouldn’t we toast him?"

"Damn right!" The mercenaries roared with laughter, raising their mugs high.

Look at this treatment—if you’re willing to spend, you’ll be treated like royalty!

Mercenaries were never stingy when it came to toasting the one footing the bill!

After downing several mugs in succession, Caius’s face took on a slight flush.

The mugs here were massive, more like small barrels. The bottom alone was the size of a fist, and each held over a liter of alcohol.

Still, despite the slight flush, Caius didn’t even feel tipsy. One of the perks of his giant-blooded physique was his monstrous alcohol tolerance!

Of course, he wasn’t about to show that off—after all, tipsy mercenaries were the most entertaining mercenaries.

At times like these, they spoke their minds, especially when faced with a generous benefactor.

They were more than willing to share information.

That was one of the reasons Caius had treated the entire tavern!

The other reason? Simply because it felt good.

This was his first time celebrating since returning to the mercenary life. Without his former comrades to raise a toast with, he might as well celebrate with the entire tavern of mercenaries.

After all, what was five or six hundred gold coins? Caius didn’t even bat an eye at such an amount.

As he strolled around the tavern, clinking mugs and exchanging banter, he picked up quite a few tidbits of information.

Some were broad—like the rivalries between gangs in Ocean City and the scheming among chambers of commerce.

Some were more practical—such as which magic potion and weapon shops offered the best value, which chamber of commerce had posted a series of quests, which mercenary groups were best left undisturbed, and the characteristics and personalities of various gang leaders.

For just a few hundred gold coins, Caius gained a rapid understanding of Ocean City, this wild and untamed metropolis.

If he had tried to gather this information on his own, he might have spent far less money—but the time cost would have been astronomical.

And to Caius, money was important, but there were many things ranked above it.

Fame, joy, tobacco—among them, time was at the top of the list.

After all, the time spent gathering intelligence could instead be used to complete missions and earn who knows how many five-hundred-gold rewards.

By the time he had made his rounds, noon had arrived. Some mercenaries were already passed out drunk, while others, still riding the buzz, continued their boisterous chatter, filling the tavern with noise.

Caius rather enjoyed this atmosphere.

He made his way to the counter and ordered some food. Yvlan brought his meal to him, along with the now much lighter coin pouch.

"That’s a total of 531 gold and 2 silver," Yvlan said.

"You’re really generous, huh?"

"Generosity wins friends," Caius chuckled and turned to the mercenaries. "Ain’t that right, lads?"

"Damn right!" the mercenaries cheered in response.

Yvlan couldn’t help but smile. This big guy was quite to her liking.

She leaned in slightly and whispered, "One big gesture is enough. Do it too often, and people will start thinking you’re an easy mark."

"Of course, I know," Caius nodded before digging into his meal.

He understood all too well.

Just like with Holan—if he had accepted Holan’s initial offer outright, she would have felt like she got a steal. But by negotiating the price down himself, he let Holan know that he was willingly letting her have the deal.

That made the favor all the more significant.

People often lived by their feelings, and the indirect benefits of a good impression far outweighed a mere few hundred gold coins.

He was good at navigating these nuances, and his focus wasn’t limited to the gold right in front of him.

Making money?

To Caius, there was nothing easier in the world. That was how confident he was.

Just then, Yvlan asked, "By the way, I heard you took down a Wolf Demon?"

"Oh? The boss lady sure has sharp ears," Caius remarked between bites, though he wasn’t surprised.

After all, Yvlan was practically half a broker. Middlemen like her dabbled in information trade, so it was only natural for her to be well-informed.

Anyone who ran a mercenary tavern wasn’t an ordinary person.

"Eli sent someone to tell me. He wanted me to thank you," Yvlan said.

"Who?" Caius asked.

"The magic potion shop owner who hired you for that escort job."

"Ah, I see. So, besides a verbal thank-you, is there any material gratitude?" Caius inquired.

"You’re really shameless!" Yvlan rolled her eyes.

Just like Holan—beautiful women even made eye-rolling look good.

“Eli asked me to tell you that if you ever visit his shop, he'll give you the biggest discount possible,” said Yvlan.

“That sounds great!” Caius chuckled and nodded. Then, as if remembering something, he asked, “So, do I qualify to take the Silver-ranked mercenary promotion task now?”

“Of course. Do you want to take it now?”

“Yes, the sooner, the better. I need to reach Gold rank within a month.”

“Alright, wait here.” Yvlan nodded and turned to find a task for Caius.

Just then, Kiki, who had severed her employment with Eli, arrived at the tavern. It was her first time entering such a place.

A petite and adorable catgirl stepping into a tavern full of burly men was certainly an unusual sight.

So, when Kiki pushed open the door and walked in, many pairs of eyes immediately fixed on her.

Kiki's fur bristled slightly.

The way these people were looking at her was terrifying, meow...

It wasn’t hard to guess what was on the minds of a bunch of drunken men when they saw a small and cute catgirl.

Of course, not everyone was interested in beastfolk. On this continent, beastfolk were often discriminated against.

Most mercenaries merely stared at her without taking action, though some whistled and made teasing remarks.

“Hey, little girl, are you lost?”

“We don’t serve milk here!”

“Hahaha!”

Kiki grew nervous and instinctively wanted to leave. But when she spotted the broad back of a familiar figure sitting at the bar, she mustered up her courage and walked further in.

Before she could call out to Caius, a tall and thin man stepped in front of her.

His clothes were disheveled, his face flushed red—clearly drunk. The way he looked at Kiki was filled with vile desire.

It was the same mercenary who had earlier mocked Caius’s task, calling it an old lady’s tooth-hunting errand.

“Heh heh, little kitty, are you lost? Want uncle here to take you home?”

A dangerous aura emanated from the drunkard, making Kiki instinctively reach for the dagger at her waist while taking two steps back.

“Oh? A little wildcat, huh? Looks like I’ll have to teach you a lesson~”

He leered as he took a step forward, and three other mercenaries moved in as well, blocking Kiki’s escape. Their faces bore wicked grins.

Other mercenaries merely watched. Some shook their heads knowingly.

They were all too familiar with this scene. Whenever Kalan and his gang got drunk, they couldn't keep their hands to themselves. They’d been thrown out by the tavern owner countless times for similar behavior, yet they never learned their lesson.

Most of the bystanders were simply waiting to see how this would unfold.

But before Yvlan could step in to stop them, a towering figure appeared behind Kalan, placing a large hand on his shoulder.

“Buddy, she’s mine.”

The drunken Kalan turned his head slightly and sneered when he saw Caius’s simple, honest-looking smile. He spat on the ground.

“Yours? So what?”

“You’re just a Brass-ranked mercenary. You think buying a drink entitles you to my respect?”

“Get lost, or I’ll teach you the rules of this place!”

He dismissed Caius entirely and turned back to continue harassing Kiki.

Caius grinned. If the man had chosen his words more wisely, he might have gotten away unscathed. Unfortunately, arrogant mercenaries always had to pay the price—unless they had the strength to back it up.

Everyone watched, waiting to see what would happen next.

And Caius did not disappoint them.

With a thunderous crash, the entire tavern trembled.

Kalan’s scruffy, unshaven face was smashed straight through a wooden table and embedded deep into the floorboards, leaving half his face stuck there.

Caius had slammed him down with one powerful motion.

Yet, Caius still wore his characteristic simple, honest smile. The only difference was the chilling glint in his slightly narrowed eyes.

“The rules of mercenaries are written in blood.”

“I don’t need your so-called respect. But I do need your teeth to decorate the floor.”

Before Kalan could struggle to rise, Caius delivered a ruthless kick to his stomach. The man curled up like a shrimp and was sent flying, crashing into the tavern wall with a resounding crack.

“Boss lady, put the damages on my tab,” Caius said without turning around. He then picked up a massive one-liter beer mug and walked toward Kalan.

It was clear that he had no intention of stopping. The decisiveness and ferocity of his actions made everyone in the room suddenly realize—this newcomer was not to be trifled with.

Even more shocking was that Kalan, a Silver-ranked eight-star mercenary, had been as fragile as a child in Caius’s hands.

“No killing,” Yvlan reminded him, though she made no move to intervene. It was evident she approved of Caius’s actions.

Caius grinned, revealing his white teeth. His smile twisted into something sinister.

“Relax, I’m not a murderer.”

“I’m just curious—can a human mouth fit around this beer mug?
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                As it turns out, a human mouth can indeed fit a large tankard.

However, it requires the removal of the front teeth and a dislocated jaw.

At this moment, Kalan lay amidst the shattered remains of tables and chairs before Caius, his face bruised and swollen, with a large tankard stuffed into his mouth—half of it lodged inside. Blood trickled down his chin, and several teeth lay scattered on the floor.

"Mr. Kalan, I sincerely appreciate your contribution to my research. You have satisfied my curiosity." Caius wiped the blood off his fist, his face adorned with a bright smile.

Yet, in the eyes of those around him, that smile carried an entirely different meaning.

It was now clear that he was neither an easy target nor a mere brawny newcomer with no real strength—he was a smiling tiger that could devour anyone in his path!

Yvlan watched the scene unfold with keen interest.

She had always found Kalan rather detestable. However, as an official of the Mercenary Guild, she had no grounds to bar him from the tavern unless he committed a serious offense.

Now that Caius had given him a thorough beating, she suspected that she wouldn’t be seeing him around for quite some time.

Moreover, she could tell that Caius was making a statement.

First, he had bought drinks for the entire tavern; then, he had picked an unlucky fool to make an example of. A carrot and a stick—more than enough to make those eyeing him as an easy mark reconsider their intentions.

The results were evident. At the very least, the mercenaries in the tavern now regarded Caius with newfound respect, and those who thrived on chaos even seemed to admire him.

Take that burly bearded man, for instance.

"Nicely done, Caius! I've been sick of that bastard for ages!" The bearded man, holding a tankard, swaggered over and leaned against Caius' sturdy frame, gesturing at the unconscious Kalan.

"No manners at all, harassing women like that—he's a disgrace to mercenaries!" he spat disdainfully onto Kalan.

"Hahaha!" Laughter erupted from his teammates, the absurdity of the moment striking their funny bone.

Caius joined in the laughter as well.

Yvlan soon had the mess cleaned up. The damaged walls, tables, and chairs cost Caius a mere ten gold coins as compensation.

As for Kalan, he was thrown out. To avoid disturbing the other patrons, he and his three companions—all sporting bruised faces, though in slightly better condition than Kalan—were discreetly tossed out through the side door.

After all, they had realized their hopeless odds after just one punch from Caius, choosing to keep their mouths shut rather than resist in vain.

Such incidents were commonplace, and soon the tavern returned to its usual lively atmosphere. Mercenaries resumed their banter and drinking, as if nothing had happened.

But they all knew—another formidable figure had arrived in Ocean City.

And soon, the news would spread like wildfire among the boastful and gossip-hungry mercenaries.

"Big guy, thanks, Meow~" Kiki beamed at Caius, clutching a cup of milk—evidence that, in fact, the tavern did serve milk.

To her, Caius had looked absolutely dashing when he stepped in to defend her and delivered a brutal beating to those rogue mercenaries.

His straightforward punches were like siege artillery shells, each one making her heart pound with excitement.

"Call me Caius." He continued eating his meal.

Tonight’s dish was seafood rice, which Caius found far tastier than chicken rice—likely because Ocean City was situated by the sea, making its seafood exceptionally fresh. That much could be gathered from the mercenaries’ conversations.

He swiftly finished the last bite—mercenaries had good table manners, always clearing their plates.

Wiping his mouth, Caius turned to Yvlan. "Boss, help register this little catgirl as a mercenary."

"You mean me, Meow?!" Kiki raised her hand excitedly.

Yvlan had taken a liking to the adorable catgirl and promptly processed her mercenary registration.

"Are you forming a mercenary team?" Yvlan asked, handing Caius a compiled list of advancement tasks.

"Yeah." Caius nodded, glancing at the tasks—then frowned. "This many?"

He had expected only three advancement tasks, but there were twelve, including three Gold-ranked missions.

"You want to reach Gold rank quickly, don’t you? So I figured I'd prepare everything for you in one go," Yvlan explained. "After completing the three Silver advancement tasks, you’ll need to consecutively finish six more Silver missions to qualify for Gold rank."

"Note—these must be completed consecutively. If you fail even once, you'll have to start over."

"And those three Gold missions? They’re the ones I’ve chosen for your Gold rank promotion."

"These are the best high-paying jobs I have. You better complete them properly."

Hearing this, Caius chuckled. "So, I’m your star mercenary now, huh?"

"Heh, depends on your performance." Yvlan lit a cigarette, her crimson lips pursed as she took a deep drag before exhaling smoke directly into Caius’ face.

If a man did that, it would be a provocation.

But if a woman did it…

Heh heh heh…

"Then I humbly accept the title." Caius pocketed the task list.

Yvlan nodded in satisfaction.

In truth, she had given him these prized missions not just because she thought highly of him, but also for another reason.

Caius had slain a Wolf Demon—alone, in direct combat, without any trickery. That feat had far exceeded Yvlan’s expectations.

Thus, she judged that Caius’ strength was well above Gold rank—at least Gold five-star.

Ocean City was vast. There were at least seven or eight taverns like hers in the outer city, not to mention the even larger mercenary taverns in the inner city.

In this competitive environment, she was merely a small-time broker.

But she had ambition.

The top brokers weren’t just skilled negotiators—they also commanded elite mercenaries capable of handling high-stakes missions.

And that was what Yvlan lacked. Her tavern mostly catered to Brass- and Silver-ranked mercenaries, with only two Gold-ranked ones—one of whom had recently died.

She desperately needed more elite fighters.

Caius’ arrival perfectly filled that void, so she was more than willing to offer him preferential treatment to keep him around.

Those high-paying jobs had been piling up for a while. If they remained unfinished, her reputation would suffer, and even fewer high-profile clients would seek her services.

And since Caius aimed to reach Gold rank within a month, she decided to take a gamble—betting that he could complete these missions brilliantly within that time frame.

If he succeeded, her name would spread far and wide, attracting more high-profile commissions.

In Ocean City, even a woman could dream of becoming a legend.

Caius sought to become a Legendary Mercenary.

And she?

A Legendary Broker would do just fine.
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                "By the way, boss lady, Hydis Magic Academy will be granting slots for external assignments in a month. Can you get one here?" Caius suddenly asked.

"Hydis?" Yvlan raised an eyebrow while wiping a glass. "Then I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. My tavern isn’t big enough to qualify. Those slots will be in the hands of the old-timers in the inner city."

"As for the outer city… probably only that mercenary tavern in the east will get one slot."

"No way. Even someone as capable as you doesn’t qualify? Are they blind?" Caius exaggerated.

Yvlan was quite pleased by the remark and huffed, "Who says they aren’t?"

"They look down on me because I’m a woman. They think I can’t handle big things."

She seemed somewhat indignant but soon shook her head and sighed. "But they’re not entirely wrong. In this line of work, men do have an advantage."

Caius’s eyes flickered.

He caught the deeper meaning behind Yvlan’s words.

Men have an advantage in this line of work?

No, compared to men, women actually have more advantages—especially beautiful women.

However, it was clear that Yvlan had no intention of leveraging that "advantage." Otherwise, this place would undoubtedly have a lot more "customers."

Caius had already noticed—no mercenary in the tavern dared to whistle at Yvlan.

Because of that, he actually admired this beautiful tavern owner quite a bit. But right now, she clearly needed a little motivation.

Taking a sip of his drink, he said, "So, you’re just giving up?"

Yvlan paused her glass-wiping for a moment before turning to face Caius. His face bore a faint smile, which inexplicably irked her.

"Of course not. Otherwise, do you think I gave you those jobs because you’re handsome?" Yvlan glared at Caius.

"Isn’t that the case?" Caius stroked his chin, then turned to Kiki. "Am I not handsome?"

Kiki: "Very handsome, meow!"

Caius turned back, raising his chin at Yvlan in a teasing manner. "As everyone knows, catfolk never lie."

Yvlan chuckled. This kid could really talk. She had never heard of this so-called "everyone knows."

She sighed helplessly. "So, what do you want to do?"

"If I get you the qualifications, can you secure an external assignment slot?" Caius asked.

"Of course!" Yvlan’s competitiveness was stirred. "The slots are mainly distributed by the Guild."

"Hydis Academy grants the slots to the Guild, and the Guild distributes them to its branches."

"The tavern essentially acts as a branch of the Mercenary Guild."

"Branches follow a rating system, evaluated every month. Only those rated at least two stars in a given month have a chance to get a slot."

"A chance, mind you."

"And that’s assuming there are enough slots available. If not, higher-rated mercenary taverns get priority."

"Hailan No. 11 is a tavern I opened two years ago. Our monthly rating has always been two stars."

"That meets the minimum requirement, but in the past two years, I haven’t managed to get even a single slot!"

She was clearly frustrated, her tone sharp.

"Because there’s another tavern in the outer city that maintains a stable three-star rating. Last time, they got two slots, and I still got nothing."

"So, if I want to secure a slot, I have to raise the tavern’s rating to three stars within the next half month."

"How do you do that?" Caius asked.

"It depends on the tavern’s monthly revenue and the level of commissions it takes. I did the calculations—my monthly revenue already meets the three-star standard. But our commission level isn’t high enough," Yvlan said.

"If I can accept ten Gold-tier missions this month and maintain an 80% completion rate, then my rating next month will be three stars."

"If Hydis Academy grants over 150 slots, I will definitely get one!"

Snap!

Caius snapped his fingers, leaving Yvlan puzzled.

"Done. I have insider info—this time, there will be over 180 slots." Caius grinned.

Yvlan was stunned. This guy had only just arrived in Ocean City, and he was already making connections and getting insider information?

Then, growing excited, she asked, "So, you mean…?"

Caius stood up, waved at Kiki, and headed for the door. His confident voice rang out, "I’ll handle the rating, you handle getting me the slot."

Yvlan, startled, hurriedly vaulted over the bar and chased after him. "How exactly are you going to do that?"

"Just so you know, those three Gold-tier missions were the only three I managed to get as free commissions. There are no more."

To upgrade the tavern’s rating, they needed free commissions—missions submitted by a third party, accepted and distributed by the tavern.

Guild missions, on the other hand, were public, long-term assignments issued by the Guild itself. These didn’t count toward a tavern’s rating or a mercenary’s rank advancement.

"Sponsorships. That’s my specialty. Just wait and see." Caius walked off without looking back, leaving Yvlan standing at the entrance, watching his departing figure.

Her fists clenched slightly as she murmured, "Maybe… it really is possible?"

……

"Big guy, can you really do it?" Kiki hopped along beside Caius, joyfully inspecting her newly acquired mercenary ID while curiously asking.

"With me, nothing’s impossible." Caius laughed heartily, then began organizing his thoughts.

First, he had to deliver Holan’s letter. That was urgent—only three days to complete, and today was the second day, so he had to take care of it soon.

Second, he needed to reach Gold-tier mercenary rank within a month. That was a given. He had already reviewed the requirements, and they weren’t difficult for him.

Third, he needed to secure sponsors—or rather, secure missions.

According to the rules posted in the tavern, a mission qualified as Gold-tier either by its level of danger or by the rank of the target involved.

So, his next step was to find people capable of issuing Gold-tier commissions and have them submit their requests through Yvlan’s tavern. That way, private jobs would become Guild-registered missions.

Then, by completing those missions, they would count toward Yvlan and Hailan No. 11.

Even though middleman fees made this route pricier, Caius didn’t care.

Yvlan would know how to handle the business, and at worst, he could take a slight pay cut. Gold-tier missions ranged from 1,000 to 5,000 in commission fees—losing a bit wouldn’t hurt him. He wasn’t strapped for cash.

What mattered most was building his reputation—and securing an external assignment slot for Kiki.

As for finding people to issue Gold-tier commissions…

Caius figured the lovely Instructor Holan might be willing to help.

Or, he could go for another method—one he had used in his past life, which was very practical and effective.

The downside? It tended to get him beaten up.

What method?

Simple—he’d camp outside Yvlan’s competitor, the other three-star tavern, and poach their clients.

Since commission issuers had to visit a mercenary tavern to submit requests, he’d intercept them at the entrance—grabbing, persuading, even sweet-talking them into transferring their tasks to Hailan No. 11.

A bit underhanded? Maybe.

But Caius didn’t care. Business was business.

Besides, if he became well-known, he might not even need to steal clients—they would come to him naturally.

With everything sorted out, Caius snapped his fingers. "Let’s go, Kiki. Time to deliver that letter."

"Got it, meow!"
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                As Caius walked down the street, he flipped the envelope over to check the back.

The address was 1103 Haila Street, Outer District, Ocean City.

The recipient was...

"Belle?" Caius blinked.

Just a single name, Belle, without a surname. That was rather unusual.

Having no surname usually meant having no Clan.

Recalling what Ms. Holan had said—that this student needed the spot more than she did—Caius speculated that the recipient might not come from a well-off family.

Still, he didn’t dwell on it. After all, he was just here to deliver a letter. His conjectures were nothing more than professional habit.

A mercenary couldn’t rely solely on brute strength; a sharp mind was just as essential.

Before long, Caius arrived at the address.

It was a large courtyard, but large didn’t necessarily mean luxurious.

The courtyard before him looked rather shabby. The fence was wooden, and the house was a two-story square building arranged in a triangular layout. It was built with a mix of wood and stone, and the outer walls were covered in creeping vines, showing clear signs of age.

Inside the courtyard, there was a sandbox where a few modestly dressed children were playing.

Above the entrance hung a slightly rusted tin sign, loosely attached, with several large characters written on it.

“Lunla Orphanage?” Caius glanced at the envelope, then at the address.

Confirmed. This was the place.

"Should we just go in, Meow?" Kiki asked.

"Yeah." Caius nodded and pushed the door open.

As Caius and Kiki stepped into the courtyard, the children noticed the unfamiliar visitors and immediately abandoned their simple wooden toys, dashing back into the house.

Caius followed, but instead of barging in, he knocked on the door.

Soon, footsteps approached from inside. Caius waited patiently for a moment before the door creaked open.

An elderly woman with silver hair stood before him.

"And you are?" she asked, her gaze filled with curiosity.

"Hello, I’m from Hydis," Caius replied smoothly.

The title of mercenary wasn’t suitable for addressing an ordinary elderly citizen. To many commoners, mercenaries weren’t exactly viewed as upstanding individuals.

From his past life experience, Caius knew better, so he chose a different approach.

It wasn’t a lie—he had indeed just come from Hydis Magic Academy.

"Hydis Academy?" The old woman’s face brightened with a warm smile. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he sensed a hint of expectation in her eyes.

"Child, what brings you here?" she asked.

"Oh, I’m here to deliver a letter. It’s addressed to someone named ‘Belle.’ Is she here?" Caius spoke gently, his demeanor completely different from the ruthless one he had when thrashing Kalan earlier.

"A letter for Belle?" The old woman’s smile widened with delight. She turned back toward the house and called out, "Nana, you have a letter! It’s from Hydis Academy!"

Immediately, Caius heard the hurried sound of footsteps rushing down the stairs.

But the footsteps soon turned into a loud crash.

The old woman gasped and forgot all about Caius at the door as she hurried inside, her voice a mix of concern and mild scolding.

"Oh dear, be careful! So clumsy—how can I let you go so far away like this?"

"Are you hurt?"

"I’m fine, Lunla Grandma…"

Caius had sharp ears and caught every word.

So, this kind old woman was Lunla. She must be a kind-hearted soul to have taken in so many children.

But what intrigued him more was the other voice.

It was soft and light, like the gentle brush of a cat’s paw, making Caius’s heart itch with curiosity.

He found himself anticipating what the owner of this voice might look like.

And soon enough, he saw her—or rather, almost saw her.

A tall girl appeared before Caius.

He called her tall because she stood a full head taller than Kiki.

Kiki was just over 1.5 meters tall, and this girl was probably around 1.75 meters.

But she was wrapped up tightly from head to toe.

She wore loose-fitting pants that seemed to be handwoven. The fabric was coarse and oversized, hanging baggily on her frame and nearly touching the ground.

As a result, Caius couldn’t see the shape of her legs—only that they weren’t short.

Her upper body was even more bundled up.

Despite the summer heat, she wore a high-collared, hand-knit linen sweater.

The collar resembled those worn by cloaked vampires in movies. However, while a vampire’s cloak flared open at the sides, this girl’s sweater collar fit snugly around her lower face, covering everything below her nose.

That wasn’t all—her chestnut-colored short hair, styled like a perfectly rounded cap, covered her upper face entirely, even obscuring her eyes.

To top it off, she wore a round, puffy beret.

With the high-collared sweater below and the mushroom-like cap above, her 1.75-meter-tall figure stood stiffly in place.

For a moment, Caius thought a giant mushroom had sprouted in front of him.

What kind of outfit was this?

He nearly burst out laughing.

Thankfully, he was a tough man and managed to hold it in.

Laughing at someone upon their first meeting wouldn’t be appropriate.

Although her attire was outdated and unfashionable, and she was completely covered up, Caius had a keen eye for beauty beyond mere appearances.

First, the only part of her face he could see was the tip of her nose.

It was small, delicate, and from this angle, quite refined and well-shaped. This suggested she had a good nose structure overall.

And judging by her nose, he could infer her skin condition.

Her nose was fair and smooth, with barely visible pores, indicating clear and flawless skin.

As the saying goes, "Fair skin covers a hundred flaws." With skin this pristine, she was unlikely to be unattractive.

Next, her physique.

Despite being bundled up, Caius could observe her hands and feet.

She wore simple fabric shoes, approximately a size 38.

Most women’s shoe sizes were under 38.

Yet at 1.75 meters tall, her foot size should typically be around 40. Wearing a size 38 meant she had notably small feet.

Her hands, mostly hidden in oversized sleeves, only revealed a small portion of her fingers—round, slender, and neatly trimmed.

From the size and shape of her fingers, Caius deduced that she wasn’t overweight.

From this, he was nearly certain:

This girl, despite revealing less than 2% of her body, had a great figure.

Seriously, 1.75 meters tall with long legs and a slim build?

As long as she wasn’t as thin as a stick insect, she was bound to have a nice figure.

As for her looks…

Though he couldn’t see her full face, her height and proportions alone meant she had a solid baseline.

Plus, her voice was so pleasing.

If a passing grade was 60, this girl had to be at least a 70.

Holan and Yvlan were around 90.

As for Hilda… she was a 99 in Caius’s personal ranking system.

Why not a perfect score?

Because the final point depended on personality.

To get a full 100, he’d have to get to know her better first.

            

    
        Chapter 22

    
    
    
    
                "Hello, are you... uh, are you Lady Belle?" Caius asked politely.

"Y-Yes..." The girl nodded lightly, her voice barely audible. She seemed nervous, even stuttering a bit.

Because of her high-collared sweater, her voice sounded a little muffled, yet there was still a soft, gentle tone to it. It made Caius want to pull down her collar just to hear her real voice properly.

Of course, he wasn't that rude. He was a well-mannered mercenary, after all.

He called it—Mercleman, short for Mercenary Gentleman.

"Here, this is for you." Saying that, Caius handed over the two envelopes.

The girl quickly reached out with both hands to receive them. As she lifted her arms, the sleeves of her sweater slid down slightly, revealing her slender wrists.

Confirmed. Very fair-skinned. Not chubby, but not overly thin either!

Once again, Caius marveled at his damn keen sense of observation. It was seriously amazing!

Don't get the wrong idea—having sharp observation skills was completely normal for a mercenary. It was definitely not because he was some kind of pervert.

Thus, in Caius' mind, this timid, earthy-looking "mushroom girl" just earned another five points.

Not too plump, not a walking twig, plus her height—hmm.

This wasn’t some plain mushroom girl. This was a hidden gem!

Of course, what kind of treasure was inside still depended on what her face looked like.

Yes, Caius was that kind of person—both lowbrow and noble at the same time.

What, where was the nobility?

It was in the fact that he was always extremely gentle and patient with girls.

After handing over the letter, the mission was complete, but Caius didn’t leave immediately. Instead, he smiled and said, "Aren’t you going to open it? This is personally entrusted to you by Mentor Holan."

Caius could guess what was inside.

What he was really looking forward to was Belle’s reaction. Maybe, in a moment of excitement, she would lift her head, and he could finally see her face.

Hearing this, Belle nodded slightly. Then, looking both excited and nervous, she carefully opened the envelope, seemingly forgetting that Caius and Kiki were still there.

Inside, she found a letter and a badge engraved with the emblem of Hydis Magic Academy.

She stared at the letter… though Caius had no idea if she could actually see it. Her bangs covered her eyes completely, yet she seemed to have no trouble reading it.

Her hands started trembling slightly, and then she suddenly covered her mouth… the mouth already hidden behind her high collar.

A faint sobbing sound escaped.

"Well?" Granny Lunla asked anxiously from the side.

"I... I got into... Hydis Magic Academy..." Belle choked out. In the next moment, she threw herself into Granny Lunla’s arms, sobbing uncontrollably, as if years of pent-up emotions had finally been released.

Caius felt a pang of emotion.

In his previous life, he had seen many children born in the wastelands work tirelessly to get into corporate academies. And when they finally succeeded, they would cry tears of joy in their families' embrace. Even battle-hardened mercenaries couldn’t remain indifferent to such moments.

But once those kids entered the academy, they often forgot where they came from. Eventually, they became the corporation’s dogs, oppressing the wastelanders—before becoming just another corpse under his blade.

He hoped this mushroom girl in front of him wouldn’t end up like them. That she wouldn’t forget where she came from.

"Alright, mission accomplished. Wishing you all happiness every day. Goodbye." Saying this, Caius waved his hand, preparing to leave with Kiki.

But at that moment, a soft voice called out, "W-Wait..."

Caius turned back. "Something else?"

Belle stood there, hands clenched together. She was still sniffling from crying earlier, her small nose twitching, and her chest rising and falling with her breaths. Even her loose sweater couldn't hide it.

Hmm. Not bad. Another five points.

Eighty points now. Keep going, young lady.

"A-Are you a senior at Hydis Academy?" Belle asked.

"Something like that," Caius replied lazily.

"Thank you..." she said.

"Rather than thanking me, you should thank Mentor Holan. She thinks highly of you." Caius waved his hand with a smile.

Although he didn’t know much, saying good things was easy.

But Belle didn’t respond, which made Caius frown slightly.

Did he say something wrong?

That shouldn’t be the case. Based on his assessment, Holan clearly valued Belle—otherwise, she wouldn’t have sent him all this way to deliver a letter, let alone include the academy badge. That was practically a guaranteed admission offer.

Shouldn’t she be happy?

The next moment, Belle took a step forward, holding out the letter and the badge toward Caius.

His heart skipped a beat. He didn’t take them.

Oh no. Please don’t tell me she wants me to return them.

That would mean she was giving up her chance to enter Hydis Academy. If that happened, Holan would definitely be affected.

As mentioned before, people live by emotions. If Holan was troubled by this, then Caius—who still needed her help—would be affected too.

Although he didn’t think Holan was the type to hold grudges, if she became depressed over this for a long time, it wouldn’t be the right time to ask her for favors.

In short—Caius did not want this to happen.

But fate had other plans.

Belle’s trembling voice reached his ears. "C-Can you… return these… to Mentor Holan for me?"

Caius wiped his face and asked, "Why? You don’t want to go to Hydis Academy?"

"I…" Belle’s voice trembled even more. "I want to… but…"

"I can’t leave Granny Lunla…" As she spoke, her sobs overwhelmed her.

"Oh, you foolish child!" Before Caius could say anything, Granny Lunla rushed over anxiously.

She quickly apologized to Caius before pulling Belle aside, speaking to her in hushed tones under the eaves.

Of course, with Caius' sharp hearing, he caught every word.

"Haven’t you always wanted to go to Hydis Academy?"

"Isn’t this your dream?"

"Now that you can go, why are you hesitating?"

"But…" Belle sobbed quietly. Even her crying was soft and restrained.

"You and the little ones need someone to take care of you… I can’t leave you…"

Hearing this, Granny Lunla fell silent. After a long moment, she finally said, "Even if I can’t sell at the market anymore, I can still weave clothes. The orphanage can survive…"

"No, it can’t…" Belle whispered, her voice soft but firm.

"Knitting sweaters won’t feed the little ones… Granny Lunla, I won’t go to school…"

"I don’t want to go to school…"

"Please, let me stay here and take care of everyone…"

"I don’t want to go…" She said it again, but her voice became more choked.

Caius could hear the unwillingness in her voice.

Did she not want to go? Or was she simply unable to?

He let out a slow breath, took out a cigarette, and lit it.

Why did things like this always happen around him? In his past life, and now again in this one.

No wonder old Chris used to say he’d never become a Legendary Mercenary.

Because Legendary Mercenaries didn’t meddle in affairs like this.

But then, a thought struck Caius.

This world was different.

Here, strength ruled. If one reached the peak, they could crush all obstacles.

Even becoming a legend was not the end.

So why should he follow the rules of his past life?

Screw that.

This world… was amazing.

            

    
        Chapter 23

    
    
    
    
                Under Lunla Grandma’s comforting presence, Belle gradually stopped crying.

In the end, she handed the envelope and academy emblem to Lunla Grandma, then bowed to Caius before returning inside.

Faintly, voices of her and the little girls inside could be heard.

"Belle-sis, are you leaving?"

"No, sis isn't leaving…"

"That's great! Belle-sis isn’t leaving!"

Children couldn’t understand the pain within. Their innocent words were like steel needles piercing Belle’s heart—it must have hurt.

Yet, her voice remained gentle, carrying a smile.

"Mm, not leaving, not leaving…"

Caius listened in silence, then frowned slightly.

The cigarette in his mouth was almost burnt out. He hadn’t spat it out in time, and since it didn’t have a filter, his lips were slightly scorched.

Beside him, Kiki’s eyes were slightly red from what had just happened. At this moment, she was at a loss on how to look at Caius.

Tossing the cigarette butt aside and crushing it underfoot, Caius ruffled the little catgirl’s head before looking at Lunla Grandma as she approached.

"Child, I'm entrusting this to you…" she said, solemnly holding out the envelope and emblem to Caius, her expression tinged with sorrow.

Her hands trembled slightly, her gaze never leaving the envelope and emblem, eyes filled with pain.

But Caius merely chuckled, taking the items without putting them away. Instead, he said, "Let me reintroduce myself. My name is Caius. I’m a mercenary."

Lunla Grandma was taken aback. "You… you’re not a student of Hydis?"

"Not exactly," Caius grinned. "I’m just a mercenary delivering a letter from Hydis Magic Academy."

"Now, I have a proposal. Would you like to hear it?"

Lunla Grandma, though surprised, was a seasoned elder. She quickly regained her composure. "Go ahead."

"As you can see, I’m a mercenary, and not just any mercenary—I’m an excellent one."

"Do you know what makes an excellent mercenary?"

Before Lunla Grandma could answer, Caius continued, "An excellent mercenary can complete any task!"

"And I emphasize—any task!"

Hearing this, Lunla Grandma caught the deeper meaning in his words, her eyes lighting up with hope. "Then… can you help her?"

"I accept your commission!" Caius declared immediately.

Lunla Grandma hesitated. Had she issued a commission?

Was this considered a commission?

But she could tell—Caius was willing to help them.

"Tell me the details first," Caius said.

"Mm…" Lunla Grandma nodded and began, "The orphanage used to receive support from the city, but ever since the new City Lord took office, the funding program was canceled."

"The city’s administrative office no longer provides grants to keep the orphanage running."

"Fortunately, a few kind-hearted people adopted some of the children, but there are still four left with no home. They are too young, not even ten yet."

"So, I’ve been selling vegetables at the market to scrape by."

"But then, a new city regulation came into effect, requiring vendors to pay taxes and stall fees. It costs 150 Gold a year, which we simply can’t afford, so we were banned from selling at the market."

"Without a permit, selling produce privately is illegal. The vegetables we grow now can only be for our own consumption."

"But just eating vegetables isn’t enough. We need rice, salt, oil, winter clothing, stored food…"

"I’m old. There are many things I can no longer do, and knitting sweaters doesn’t bring in much money. Right now, the orphanage relies on Nannan attending school while working at a magic potion shop to support us."

"Nannan met a great mentor—one from Hydis. She came to Ocean City Academy looking for talented students to join her magic research team and took notice of Nannan."

"Nannan is a bright child, and her mentor is kind, helping us a great deal."

"Without her, we would have suffered even more, and the children wouldn’t have been able to eat meat."

"Even though I heard from Nannan that their research team has encountered financial difficulties recently, her mentor still hasn’t stopped supporting us."

"Originally, I wanted Nannan to attend Hydis Academy, to follow her mentor and secure a better future."

"But recently, another new city regulation came into effect. Ocean City Academy has become a closed-campus institution, preventing Nannan from working while studying to support the orphanage. Now, we rely solely on her mentor’s aid."

"Yesterday, Nannan told me that their research project has hit a major roadblock, and funds are running out."

"Her mentor still insists on helping us but is under immense pressure. Nannan doesn’t want to burden her anymore, so she’s thinking of dropping out to work instead…"

"Nannan is exceptional—she could go to Hydis Academy, but she can’t stop worrying about us."

"At her age, she should be out exploring the world, not shackled by us… We are the ones holding her back…" Lunla Grandma’s eyes turned red with sorrow.

"And even though Nannan hasn’t said anything, I can tell she’s being ostracized at Ocean City Academy. One day, when she came home, I saw a bruise on her forehead. When I asked, she just said it was nothing."

"She’s gentle and kind, but she’s also stubborn."

"No matter how I ask, she won’t say a word. But I know—she must have suffered."

"She claims she doesn’t want to study anymore, not just because of us, but because she’s being bullied at school."

"So… more than anything, I want to commission you to look into what’s happening at school and help her."

"She truly wants to continue studying. She loves learning. I beg you, please help her…"

Caius was stunned. He had thought Lunla Grandma was telling him all this to ask for help getting the orphanage through hard times so that Belle could study without worry.

But now, it seemed that wasn’t the case.

Lunla Grandma’s real concern was that Belle wasn’t dropping out solely because of the orphanage. The bigger reason was that she was being bullied at school.

"What about the orphanage and the children?" Caius asked.

"I can sell the land," Lunla Grandma said. "I hold the deed to the orphanage. If I sell it, I can take the children back to my hometown and stop burdening her. I can also pay you a commission."

"I was ready to accept my fate, but since even you are willing to help her, as her elder, I must help her too—even if it costs me my life!"

Caius was filled with respect. He pressed his lips together and nodded. "Then I have a better idea."

"Why don’t you sell the land to me?"

Lunla Grandma was clearly unprepared for this possibility.

"Yes, to me. To be honest, I just arrived in Ocean City recently and need a place to stay," Caius said. "I think this spot is nice. There’s even a lake in the back—perfect for fishing."

"If you’re going to sell it, why not sell it to me? I’ll give you a fair price, no tricks. I’ll renovate the place, and you won’t have to leave. There are three houses—enough for everyone."

"That way, your financial problem is solved, and you don’t have to move. It’s a win-win."

"And as for school bullying… That’s my specialty!"

How to deal with school bullies?

Simple.

Bullying the bullies back!

A true bully of bullies!

Caius had experience in this—he even enjoyed it.

Lunla Grandma stared at him, her nose tingling, tears welling in her eyes.

"Thank you… thank you…"

"No need," Caius waved a hand with a grin. "This is helping myself too. Mentor Holan values Belle, and I am Mentor Holan’s personal mercenary. It’s my duty to help."

"Alright, let’s discuss the price of the deed."

"Kiki."

"On it, Meow!"

"Go ask the Boss Lady how much land usually sells for in Ocean City."

"Got it, Meow!"

            

    
        Chapter 24

    
    
    
    
                Lunla Orphanage, inside the house.

Caius sat stiffly on the chair.

There was no helping it—this chair was a bit too small for his large frame. But more than that, he was more concerned about the nervous girl in front of him, gripping her small hands tightly.

She stood there like a lamppost, while four little girls hid behind her, peeking at Caius cautiously.

When she learned that Caius was willing to help and that she could continue her studies, the mushroom-haired girl couldn’t help but hug Grandma Lunla and cry again. It was clear how much she didn’t want to give up on school.

Because of that, she no longer insisted on dropping out. Caius was sure that if he lifted the hair covering her eyes, he’d see them filled with hope.

"Hey, there are chairs here. Why are you still standing?" Caius asked.

"I… standing is fine…" Belle’s small voice replied.

Grandma Lunla explained, "This child is just like that—she's not good at dealing with strangers and gets nervous easily."

"I can tell. But it’s no big deal—she’ll get used to it with time," Caius said casually.

The room then fell into silence since Kiki hadn’t returned yet.

But Caius wasn’t awkward at all. He simply sat there, openly observing the furnishings inside.

The room was simply furnished, even a bit shabby, but it was impeccably clean, with not a speck of dust on the floor.

Looking out the window, he saw a vegetable garden in the backyard, with plants growing vibrantly. The children weren’t skin and bones, likely thanks to this garden.

It was a shame that they couldn’t sell these excellent vegetables.

At that moment, Caius heard a faint scraping sound. Turning his head, he saw Belle had somehow moved to his side. She was pressing her finger against the base of a wooden cup, slowly pushing it toward him.

When she saw Caius looking, she quickly retracted her hand.

"D-drink… water…"

Caius chuckled, picking up the cup and downing it in one go.

The moment he put the cup down, Belle stealthily reached out again, grabbed the cup, and quickly ran off to refill it.

When she returned, Caius deliberately turned his head away.

Sure enough, he soon heard the familiar sound of wood scraping against wood.

The corners of his mouth curled into a smile.

This girl was kind of fun.

So, with a mischievous smirk, he suddenly turned his head.

Belle, who had just pushed the cup in front of him, trembled in fright and immediately pulled her hand back.

How amusing~

Caius drained the water again.

And Belle came to "steal" the cup again.

Steal, refill, push—the cycle repeated.

Caius got into the game. As long as Belle poured water, he would drink it all in one go.

Belle, on the other hand, was inexplicably stubborn. No matter how many times he drank, she insisted on refilling the cup, as if it was an unshakable duty of hospitality.

So, the cycle continued. Grandma Lunla watched with a bit of exasperation but also found it oddly entertaining.

Belle rarely interacted with strangers, let alone engaged in such a back-and-forth exchange. This was a valuable opportunity for her to practice social interaction.

So, she didn’t stop them.

By the time Kiki returned, Caius was already full of water.

"Where’s the restroom?" he asked.

He had drunk a bit too much, and his bladder was full.

When he returned, sure enough, the cup was full again. Meanwhile, Kiki was now sitting in the chair he had occupied earlier, blinking her big eyes as she watched Belle slowly push a second cup toward her.

"What are you doing, Meow?"

Caius chuckled and turned to Kiki. "So, how is it?"

Kiki took a sip from her cup and said, "Boss Lady said that land in the outer city is about 2,100 gold per acre right now."

"How big is the orphanage?" Caius asked Grandma Lunla.

"Exactly two acres," she replied.

Caius nodded. "That’s 4,200 gold. How does that price sound to you?"

"That’s… too much…" Grandma Lunla waved her hands. "If you really want it, 2,000 gold is enough. My late husband only paid a little over 2,000 gold for this land back then. It's not worth that much now…"

"The market is different now, and there’s no such thing as ‘not worth much,’" Caius said with a smile.

He knew Grandma Lunla understood he was helping them, so she intentionally lowered the price. Otherwise, this orphanage was in a prime location—next to the market entrance, with a city lake behind it, a main road in front, and a commercial street beside it. There was no way it should be priced solely by land area.

If he built a nice house here, the price could easily skyrocket several times over.

After thinking for a moment, he said, "How about this—3,500 gold?"

"Consider it me getting a good deal, with the rest covering the commission."

Grandma Lunla hesitated briefly but eventually nodded.

3,500 gold was a lot. Sure, Caius could earn over 1,000 gold from a single job, but that was because he took on commissions meant for an entire team by himself.

With frugality, 3,500 gold could last a six-person household for four or five years. Not to mention, Caius was letting them continue living here.

And so, the deal was settled. Caius paid 2,000 gold upfront, with the rest to be settled after he completed his next job.

In truth, Grandma Lunla only needed 100 gold as a deposit, just enough to get through an urgent situation—to provide the kids with better nutrition for a few days and cover Belle’s school expenses. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have asked for any deposit at all.

But Caius forced 2,000 gold into her hands.

Because he knew the truth.

This was practically taking advantage of the situation.

Normally, this amount wouldn’t be enough to buy land here.

Land was always valuable, no matter the world.

Not to mention, the orphanage’s buildings, though a bit old, were still usable. And Grandma Lunla hadn’t even factored those into the price.

So, Caius had scored a great deal.

Not only did he do a good deed, but Holan would also likely support him at the Academy, offering various conveniences. Plus, he had just secured a base for his soon-to-be-formed mercenary squad. It was a win-win-win.

Of course, his main reason was simply wanting to help them.

People say mercenaries are heartless, but after witnessing true cruelty and indifference, Caius understood the value of kindness even more.

Besides, anyone Holan valued must have great potential. Not to mention, Belle was easily an 80-plus beauty.

When in a good mood, Caius didn’t mind being helpful.

And if the person in need was a beauty, being helpful made him feel even better~

A simple calculation.

The only downside was that his money pouch was now significantly lighter.

But that was no big deal for Caius—he was about to take on some jobs anyway. He’d earn the money back in no time.

These Silver-tier missions were ridiculously easy for him.

Material collection quests—Silver-tier Tusked Boar hides, two jars of wild Red Velvet Bee honey, Iron-tailed Giant Lizard scales.

Difficult?

Not at all.

Years ago, Caius could take down these Silver-tier Magic Beasts with his bare hands.

Now, doing these missions was basically like picking up free money.

If lucky, he could finish three Silver-tier advancement quests by tonight!

With that thought, Caius decided to stop playing the water cup game with Belle and motioned to Kiki to leave.

"Alright, it’s settled. I have things to do, so I’ll be going now. I’ll come back in a few days."

"Oh, right—your things." With a flick of his hand, an envelope and an academy badge flew toward Belle.

Belle fumbled to catch them, staring blankly at Caius.

He turned his head slightly and grinned. "Opportunities aren’t easy to come by. I’m still struggling to get into Hydis Magic Academy myself."

"Treasure it, girl. I hope that when I enter Hydis, you’ll be at the gate to welcome me."

With that, he strode off with Kiki, not giving Belle a chance to reply.

"The land deed... we didn’t take it…" Lunla Granny murmured.

It was only then that Belle realized it, but by the time she rushed out, Caius was nowhere to be seen on the street.

Did he leave that fast?

She simply stood there quietly, then slowly lowered her head, gazing at the academy emblem in her hand, still warm from his touch.

"Thank you..."

A soft whisper carried away by the breeze. Her chestnut-colored short hair lifted in the wind, revealing a face as pure as an angel’s.

But as if the heavens were jealous, the wind died down in an instant, hastily letting her hair fall back, once again concealing her delicate features.

No one saw it.

Not even Caius, who was hiding in a nearby alley, leaning casually against the wall.

Kiki, slightly out of breath, asked, "Why did we have to run all the way here to hide, meow?"

"This is called ‘leaving in style, concealing one’s merits and fame,’ a perfect demonstration of our selflessness and greatness!" Caius declared with a straight face before breaking into a wide grin.

"Most importantly—it looks really cool!"

            

    
        Chapter 25

    
    
    
    
                After finishing lunch in the afternoon, Caius grabbed his heavy hammer and took Kiki with him out of the city to complete some quests.

They hitched a ride with a friendly farmer who was returning to his village.

Now, that farmer was the very definition of simple and honest. He gave Caius a ride for twenty miles without asking for a single coin.

Meanwhile, Kiki, who had eaten and drunk her fill, even managed to take a nap along the way. Now bursting with energy, she transformed into a little chatterbox, meowing non-stop in Caius’ ear.

"Big guy, which quest are we doing first, meow?"

"Call me Caius... You know what, never mind. Whatever makes you happy."

"I’m always happy, meow! So which quest, meow?"

"We’ll see which target we run into first. There are three targets for this quest: Iron-tailed Giant Lizard, Tusked Boar, and the Red Velvet Bee hive."

"Got it, meow! Do you want me to scout ahead, meow?"

"No need. It’s just the two of us, better to move together."

"Okay, meow~"

Upon arriving at the forest, they bid farewell to the farmer and ventured in under the darkening sky.

The nighttime forest was when Magic Beasts were most active, making it the most dangerous time as well.

But to Caius, that wasn’t a problem at all.

Since childhood, the old man had sent him into the mountains to train, so he felt more at home in the wild than in the city.

The dim night did nothing to hinder his sharp senses.

As for Kiki, there was no need to even mention it—Catgirls had outstanding night vision.

The two moved through the forest in eerie silence. Kiki understood why—Catgirls were naturally nimble and light-footed.

But Caius, with his massive frame, was also unnervingly agile. His movements were almost soundless, and he was even faster than Kiki.

"They're coming," Caius suddenly whispered, raising his hand. Kiki instantly stopped, both of them hiding in the underbrush.

A moment later, a group of boars noisily emerged from the thicket.

There were sixteen Tusked Boars in total, three of which were Silver-ranked. One of them was particularly large, likely at the high end of Silver rank, around Silver Six-star or higher.

Still, there was a long way to go before reaching Gold rank.

Caius didn’t bother with stealth or assassination tactics. He simply charged forward and slammed his hammer down, instantly taking out the largest boar.

That heavy hammer could flatten even a Wolf Demon, let alone a mere Silver-ranked boar.

The remaining boars immediately scattered in fear, which was where Kiki came in.

Activating Spirit Wind, she surged forward with a burst of speed, leaped onto the head of a Silver-ranked Tusked Boar, and drove her dagger straight into its eye.

The boar was barely above entry-level Silver rank. The dagger pierced through the eye socket and into the brain. With a quick twist of her wrist, Kiki finished the job, and the boar collapsed on the spot.

"Not bad," Caius nodded in approval.

He hadn't invited Kiki to join him just because she was cute.

That was just a bonus. What truly mattered was her natural talent.

The fact that she had narrowly escaped multiple Wolf Demon attacks and made it back alive proved that.

Without such combat instincts, she would have been torn apart long ago.

Caius saw potential in this little Catgirl. With a bit of training—cough—discipline, she could definitely become formidable.

"Hehe, quest complete, meow~"

"Are we heading back now, meow?" Kiki flicked her cat ears and asked.

"Of course not. Returning after each quest is a waste of time. In the mercenary business, efficiency is key," Caius replied.

"Ohhh!" Kiki nodded eagerly. Learning something new, meow!

For the rest of the night, Caius and Kiki roamed the forest, hunting down their targets.

By dawn, they had completed all three quests.

"Alright, time to head back to the city!" Caius declared, slinging the massive boar hide over his shoulder and setting off towards Ocean City.

The boar hide was stuffed with two large jars of honey and a pile of Iron-tailed Giant Lizard scales.

The entire load weighed several hundred kilograms, but Caius carried it as if it were weightless.

And atop that makeshift sack of boar hide lay a sprawled-out Catgirl.

"Ugh… I feel awful, meow…" Kiki whined weakly.

After an entire night of hunting, Caius felt fine, but Kiki was exhausted.

That would have been manageable, but when they were gathering honey, Kiki got stung on the hand by a Red Velvet Bee. Now, her left hand was swollen like a steamed bun, making her utterly miserable.

Fortunately, Red Velvet Bee venom wasn’t lethal with just one sting.

Besides, looking at Kiki’s swollen little paw, Caius found it oddly adorable—it reminded him of soft, pink cat toe beans.

"Kiki, try smacking me with that stung hand," Caius said.

"Why, meow?" Kiki tilted her head in confusion. What kind of weird request is this?

"Just try it," Caius chuckled.

"Oh…" Still puzzled, Kiki went along with it. She lifted her swollen hand and gave Caius' cheek a gentle pat.

Then—

"Meowww!" Kiki yelped, clutching her wrist as a sharp sting shot through her hand. Meanwhile, Caius just grinned in amusement.

He had to admit—it really did feel like getting patted by a soft little kitten.

"Wanna try again?" he teased.

"No way, meow! It hurts, meow…" Kiki pouted pitifully.

Caius burst out laughing but soon tossed her a bottle of healing potion.

Kiki examined it, then hesitated. "Can I not drink it, meow? These potions are expensive. I want to save it for later, meow~"

"Suit yourself," Caius hummed, unconcerned.

After all, a single bee sting would heal in a couple of days.

Before long, they arrived back at the tavern.

For quests that didn’t require direct interaction with the client, mercenaries could simply bring the collected materials to the tavern for submission.

So when Caius walked in carrying that enormous boar hide sack, he naturally drew a lot of attention from the other mercenaries.

"Boss Lady, turning in the quests," Caius called out to Yvlan.

"Follow me." Yvlan led him to the back of the tavern, where a spacious area was designated for material processing, unloading, and storage.

Caius set the exhausted Kiki down, untied the boar hide sack, and emptied out the materials for verification.

"All checked. Quests complete," one of the staff members confirmed.

Yvlan immediately pulled out three pouches of gold, clearly prepared in advance.

"Two quests pay five hundred gold, and the honey quest pays six hundred gold—total of sixteen hundred gold."

Caius took the pouches without even counting, tying them to his belt before heading out with Kiki.

"One room, two seafood platters, and three roasted lamb legs delivered upstairs," he ordered. "Oh, and some medicine for Red Velvet Bee stings."

Despite having only been here a few times, he acted like a seasoned regular, making Yvlan chuckle as she swiftly arranged everything.

Inside the room—

Caius had already finished eating. Since Kiki could only use one hand, she was much slower.

As she ate, her other hand rested in Caius’ palm as he carefully applied the medicine.

For someone so massive, his touch was surprisingly gentle.

"Does it hurt?" he asked.

"Not at all, meow~" Kiki grinned, revealing her tiny fangs. "Big guy, you're really gentle, meow~"

"Heh, you wouldn’t say that if you were my enemy."

"But I'm not! I’m your battle partner, meow!"

"Not qualified yet, little Catgirl. A real partner wouldn’t get their hand stung because they smacked a bee hive while trying to catch a bird."

"Ugh… Next time, I won’t, meow…"

"Alright." Caius put away the potion bottle, rubbed the little catgirl’s head, and then said, "I'm going to take a nap. If you’re not sleeping, wake me up when the sun sets."

"I want to sleep too, meow~"

"Then go ask the Boss Lady for another room." Saying that, Caius had already closed his eyes.

Kiki looked at him, her cat ears twitching. Then, without hesitation, she flipped over and sat on Caius's stomach like a little bird.

Caius raised an eyebrow and looked at her. "What are you doing?"

"Getting two rooms would be a waste, meow~" Kiki said, her eyes darting away.

Caius gave her a suspicious look but couldn't be bothered to argue. Instead, he just lay back down and said, "Then go take on a few missions first. Pick ones that require gathering materials from the forest. It'll be faster to level up that way."

"Got it, meow!"
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                When he woke up, it was already evening.

Looking at the fiery orange clouds outside the window, Caius gave his biological clock a silent nod of approval.

Waking up whenever he wanted—now that was the life.

He got up and, unsurprisingly, found Kiki curled up in a ball, hugging her fluffy tail as she lay on his stomach.

Was this just a cat thing?

In his past life, the hacker in his team had a cat that did the same thing. Every time he woke up, it was either lying on his chest or stomach—sometimes even straight up on his face.

There were nights he woke up gasping for air, thinking someone was smothering him with a pillow.

Thankfully, in this life, his physique was maxed out. A tiny catgirl weighing less than a hundred pounds sleeping on his stomach? Barely noticeable.

He pinched the scruff of her neck and lifted her up—still sound asleep, not even stirring.

Caius rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

As a scout, having such low alertness was unacceptable. Looks like she needed some training.

What he didn’t know was that Kiki only slept this soundly when she was curled up on him.

Because it felt safe. And warm.

“Wake up, little catgirl. Time for a mission.”

“Meowu~” Kiki let out a soft whimper and blinked open her eyes.

After gathering his gear, Caius headed downstairs.

Ocean City was just as lively at night.

It was different from other places. Small towns near the villages he had stayed in before had curfews by eight or nine at night.

But cities like this, where the gates remained open and the streets were bustling well into the night, where even taverns never closed—these were wild cities.

And this was the kind of atmosphere Caius liked.

“You’re up?” The Boss Lady lounged seductively against the bar, flicking her wrist and sending a silver mercenary ID card flying toward him.

“Don’t forget to mark it with blood.”

Caius caught it between two fingers, pricked his finger to register the card, and put it away with a grin. “Tavern never closes?”

“As long as the Mercenary Guild is open, the tavern stays open,” Yvlan replied with a smirk.

“Dedicated, huh?” Caius chuckled and ordered a rum and four roasted lamb legs to eat on the road before heading out with Kiki.

As he walked, he called back, “Boss Lady, watch my stuff for me.”

His bag was still in his room.

“Got it,” Yvlan answered lazily, resting her chin on her hand as she watched Kiki hopping along behind Caius.

She pursed her lips.

She remembered—they had booked only one room, right?

“That big guy… Can the little catgirl even handle him…?” she muttered to herself.



For the rest of the night, Caius and Kiki were out gathering materials—some from Magic Beasts, some herbs and plants, and even some insects. Nothing difficult, just tedious.

Still, by dawn, they had completed everything.

Kiki had taken on six Bronze-ranked collection tasks for plants, while Caius had completed four Silver-ranked collection tasks.

Looking at the cage holding a scorpion the size of a washbasin, Caius sighed and glanced at Kiki.

She was sitting on the ground with her ears drooping, one slender leg propped up on a rock. A fresh wound on her calf was swollen red.

Caius couldn’t help but wonder—was Kiki just cursed with bad luck?

Last time, during a bird-catching mission, she had smacked a bush, and, of all things, uncovered a hidden Red Velvet Bee nest.

Red Velvet Bee nests were notoriously well-hidden. Caius had searched for ages and found nothing—then Kiki’s one slap had revealed it instantly.

Of course, her tiny hand got stung into a swollen mess.

And this time, while Caius was flipping over rocks to find the Red-tailed Scorpion for his mission, Kiki had been happily chasing fireflies nearby.

She always seemed so relaxed around him, her guard completely down.

And, as luck would have it, as she passed by a fallen hollow tree, a Red-tailed Scorpion lurking inside took the chance to sting her right in the leg.

If Caius hadn’t been prepared, carrying the right antidote and reacting fast, her leg would have been done for.

Despite being only a Bronze-ranked Magic Beast with weak combat ability—easily crushed under Caius’ boot—the Red-tailed Scorpion was highly venomous. A single adult scorpion’s venom was potent enough to paralyze even a Silver-ranked Tusked Boar.

Which was why it was classified as a Silver-ranked mission.

“Big guy…” Kiki pouted, her eyes misty. “Am I gonna die…?”

“No,” Caius replied flatly, rinsing his mouth.

The moment she got stung, he had given her the antidote, then cut open the wound with his knife to suck out most of the venom.

It was a risky move. If he had even the slightest wound in his mouth, he would’ve been poisoned too.

But a good mercenary knew how to protect their mouth—hence his perfectly white teeth.

“But I feel so weak… meow…” Kiki whimpered.

With most of the venom extracted and neutralized, she wasn’t in any real danger, but the lingering poison still left her limbs weak.

“You’ll be fine. You won’t die,” Caius reassured her, lifting her up and settling her onto his shoulder.

Kiki obediently sat on his shoulder. Then, suddenly, her eyes lit up, and her ears perked back up.

She realized—this spot was perfect!

Caius had broad shoulders with well-defined muscles, making for a firm yet comfortable seat.

Like a heated cushion.

“I’m telling you, you need to be more alert. No messing around during missions,” Caius said as he walked back, carrying a hammer in one hand and a large bag of collected materials in the other.

“Got it! I won’t do it again, meow!” Kiki promised.

“There won’t be a ‘next time!’” Caius said firmly, making Kiki shiver.

“My comrades need to be reliable. You’ve had accidents in both missions. How am I supposed to trust you to stand on your own?”

“Missions might seem easy, but you have to take them seriously. Just because I’m here doesn’t mean you can slack off.”

“I don’t mind now, but it won’t always be just the two of us. Right now, small mistakes don’t matter. But if you stay like this, one day, you might get our comrades killed.”

Kiki’s ears drooped again as she silently accepted Caius’ reprimand.

“Do you understand?” he asked.

“I understand! No next time!” Kiki immediately replied.

“Really?” Caius glanced over—straight at her smooth, bare thighs.

The little catgirl was wearing shorts.

Kiki nodded vigorously. “I won’t hold you back anymore, meow! I swear!”

“I believe you.” Caius finally smiled.

As long as she took it to heart.

Honestly, it wasn’t a big deal. Maybe she was just unlucky, but ironically, because of her, Caius had completed the missions faster.

Finding the bee nest and the Red-tailed Scorpion should have taken much longer—these missions were simple but time-consuming.

He just hoped she wouldn’t rely on him too much. Otherwise, it’d be hard for them to make it to the top together as Legendary Mercenaries.

By the time they returned to the tavern, dawn was breaking. This was the quietest time in the tavern, with several mercenaries still slumped over tables, snoring away.

“Boss Lady, turning in the mission,” Caius called out loudly, waking several people.

Some had morning tempers and were about to curse, but upon seeing it was Caius, they swallowed their words.

For this, Caius had to thank Kalan—his reputation was firmly established.

The other mercenaries might be wary of him, but the Boss Lady sure wasn’t.

Having worked all night, Yvlan was dozing on the counter. Caius’ voice jolted her awake, and her elegant brows shot up.

“You little shit, can’t you keep it down?!” She smacked Caius on the chest, venting her irritation.

Not painful at all—

Actually, scratch that. It did hurt.

Turns out, the Boss Lady was pretty strong. That small fist packed a punch.

No wonder no mercenary dared mess with her. Caius guessed she was at least Gold-ranked.

He grinned, unfazed. “I’m in a hurry.”

“Get to the back!”

“Got it!”

            

    
        Chapter 27

    
    
    
    
                This commission totals 2,500 gold.

Five hundred gold is from Kiki’s six brass-ranked tasks.

Receiving the five hundred gold, Kiki’s eyes lit up as she held the coins, happily jumping up and down, as if the weakness from the poison had completely disappeared.

“So much money, meow!”

“Being a mercenary is actually this profitable, meow!”

In the escort squad, a single escort mission only guaranteed fifty gold at best. With the cargo value commission, it usually amounted to just a little over a hundred gold. To buy that beloved little short sword, she had been saving up for over a month.

“Heh heh, this is just the beginning.” Caius chuckled.

Mercenary work was indeed lucrative.

But it was also highly dangerous.

If an average silver-ranked mercenary were to take on Caius’ tasks, it would take them several days at least, and they might even get injured.

After all, the forest wasn’t a place for a picnic—it was teeming with magic beasts.

On their way, Caius and Kiki had already encountered several silver-ranked magic beasts, but after receiving a hammer strike from Caius, they all squealed and ran away.

“Stop giggling and go take a nap after eating. Adjust your internal clock—we're heading out tonight.” Caius said.

An excellent mercenary could adjust their schedule at any time. After two consecutive days of being active at night, Caius also needed to realign his schedule.

The next two tasks were rather troublesome; they required him to travel far to gather medicinal herbs, meaning he would still need to sleep at night.

However, Caius had plenty of stamina. Even after a whole night of missions, he was still full of energy. He could always catch up on sleep in the carriage tonight, but Kiki clearly wasn’t used to it yet.

Hearing this, Kiki obediently nodded, finished her meal, and went off to sleep.

After eating, Caius sat at the bar, frowning at the task descriptions while sipping his drink.

“What’s wrong? Encountered a problem?” Now fully sober, Yvlan leaned in and asked.

She was standing a little too close. Caius could smell the perfume on her.

She leaned against the bar, her upper body tilting slightly. If Caius looked up at this moment, he would see the deep cleavage peeking through her V-neck.

Unfortunately, Caius didn’t look up.

Instead, he kept his eyes on the task list and said, “Not really. It’s just that, if I remember correctly, the white peach blossoms from the high mountains grow on Aronas Mountain, west of Grilla City, right?”

He had already memorized the maps of this region, including all the towns and areas nearby.

“Mm-hmm.” Yvlan nodded. “Only thirty-six miles from Grilla City. What about it?”

“I just feel like this trip takes up too much time. I need to make good use of it, so I plan to complete the task at the Mercenary Tavern in Grilla City instead…” Caius began to explain, but before he could finish, Yvlan grabbed the collar of his shirt, her voice rising with excitement.

“What?! You’re not coming back to submit the task?!”

Caius blinked, looking at Yvlan, who was staring at him with wide eyes, before explaining further.

“Making a round trip is too troublesome. The last silver-ranked task is forty miles south of Grilla City. The two task locations are more than 150 kilometers apart. If I come back to Ocean City just to submit the task and then return, I’d waste another whole day.”

“Completing both tasks will take at least three days.”

“Remember, I only have one month.”

“So turning in the task directly at the Mercenary Tavern in Grilla City is the most efficient option. Since it’s a guild task, not a commissioned one, I can submit it at any tavern.”

Guild tasks, as the name suggested, were issued by the guild itself and usually involved gathering various materials the guild needed.

Commissioned tasks, however, had to be submitted at the location they were taken from because the materials needed to be delivered to the client via the tavern.

Grinning, Caius suddenly flashed a mischievous smile.

“The gold-ranked task I took here will also be completed here. It won’t be counted under another tavern. Why are you getting so worked up? Afraid I’ll run away?”

Yvlan was momentarily stunned, realizing that she had overreacted. The surrounding mercenaries were already giving her knowing, amused looks.

Hurriedly, she let go of Caius’ collar, but her gaze still lingered on his now-exposed, well-built chest muscles.

Her cheeks heated up, but she retorted, “Afraid you’ll run away? Hah. I just… don’t want you to go too far and forget your way home.”

“Oh?” Caius’ grin widened. Leaning on the bar with one elbow, he rested his chin on his palm. “Home? Are you asking me to treat this tavern as my home?”

“Boss Lady, should I take that as a hint for something?”

The mercenaries’ eyes instantly widened.

Damn, this guy actually dared to flirt with the Boss Lady?!

Everyone immediately prepared to enjoy the show.

Sure enough, as soon as Yvlan heard this, her brows shot up, and she ground her teeth. From beneath the bar, she pulled out a frying pan the size of a washbasin.

Seeing this, Caius downed the rest of his drink in one gulp, then bolted out of the tavern like the wind.

Yvlan chased him to the door, frying pan in hand. “You brat! If you’ve got guts, don’t run!”

Caius’ laughter echoed from afar, leaving Yvlan both frustrated and amused. In the end, she simply shook her head and returned inside.

All the mercenaries were staring at her.

She snorted and slung the frying pan over her shoulder. “What are you looking at? Never seen a beautiful woman hit someone before?”

The mercenaries quickly averted their gazes, though a few stifled laughs could still be heard.

Not many people had ever seen the Boss Lady get flustered like this.

What Yvlan hadn’t expected, however, was that just as she put the frying pan away and settled back behind the bar, Caius strode right back in.

The mercenaries stared at him in admiration.

This guy was truly fearless—he ran away after flirting with the Boss Lady, and now he was back before even finishing a drink.

Yvlan’s eyelid twitched. Her hand instinctively reached under the bar again. “You really don’t take me seriously, do you…?”

But before she could do anything, Caius suddenly looked serious and asked urgently, “Boss Lady, do you remember what my second task submission was?”

Yvlan was caught off guard. Something had happened?

She quickly recalled. “I think… it was collecting thirty Mona Redblooms. Why? What happened?”

Caius glanced around mysteriously, as if he had some secret to share.

Curious, Yvlan leaned in closer to listen, but before she could hear anything, Caius suddenly took out a Mona Redbloom and gently tucked it behind her ear.

Yvlan froze. The entire tavern went silent.

Grinning, Caius said, “I thought I had under-collected by one, but turns out I had an extra.”

“Boss Lady, the Mona Redbloom really suits you~”

With that, he bolted away again, grabbing a few more task sheets on his way out.

“Ohhh~~~”

The mercenaries whistled and jeered.

Yvlan’s face turned bright red.

The mercenaries had already covered their ears, bracing themselves for the Boss Lady’s signature roar.

But to their surprise, it never came. Nor did she charge out with her frying pan in hand. Instead, she quietly wiped down the tables, collected the dishes Caius had left behind, and retreated into the kitchen.

What?

The mercenaries exchanged glances, swallowing nervously.

In the kitchen, a female employee watched in confusion as Yvlan repeatedly splashed cold water onto her face.

At that moment, Yvlan could feel the heat creeping up her cheeks. Twice. She had been teased by the same man twice in such a short span of time!

In the past, anyone who dared flirt with her would have been sent flying by her frying pan.

But this time… she felt more embarrassed than angry.

"That damn brat…" she muttered through clenched teeth. Yet, as she removed the Mona Redbloom from her temple and looked at its vivid red petals—then down at her own crimson dress—a small, uncontrollable smile tugged at the corner of her lips.

It did… sort of suit her, didn’t it?
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                After teasing the Boss Lady, Caius was in an excellent mood.

Humming a tune, he walked along while checking the task list.

Two material collection tasks—one for high mountain white peach blossoms and another for dragonkin insects.

Caius remembered that high mountain white peach blossoms could be used to brew floral tea, which Holan loved to drink. He decided to gather some extra.

As for the dragonkin insect… despite its imposing name, it was just a tiny beetle that fed on fungi—completely harmless, even kids could catch them barehanded.

The reason it was classified as a Silver-tier task was that these insects could only be found in the Red Mushroom Forest, forty miles south of Grilla City.

The Red Mushroom Forest was far more dangerous than the forests around Ocean City. Even its outer region was home to numerous Silver-tier Magic Beasts, while the inner region had Gold-tier ones.

However, as long as he didn’t encounter a Platinum-tier Magic Beast, Caius could handle most threats.

Besides these two tasks, Caius planned to take on a few others along the way.

“Caius?” A voice called out to him.

Caius turned and saw an old friend—Geoffrey.

His eyes lit up as he walked over to greet him. “Yo, Geoffrey! No tasks today?”

“No, there haven’t been any long-distance commissions lately,” Geoffrey replied with a smile.

“I see… By the way, your boss’s name is Eli, right?” Caius asked.

“Yeah, his shop is just around the street corner. I was heading there now.”

“Perfect, I need to restock on some potions. Let’s go together.” Caius casually draped an arm over Geoffrey’s shoulder.

“Sure.” Geoffrey glanced at the burly man who acted so familiar and nodded.

Soon, the two arrived at a magic potion shop—Eli Potions.

Upon entering, Caius immediately spotted a middle-aged man with neatly combed hair and a monocle, sitting behind the counter reading a book. His gentlemanly demeanor was evident.

“Welcome to Eli Potions,” the man said instinctively upon noticing new arrivals. When he saw Geoffrey, he looked curious.

“Captain Geoffrey, and this is…?”

“Boss, this is Caius,” Geoffrey introduced. “Caius, this is our boss.”

“Oh, so it’s you!” Eli quickly stepped out from behind the counter and shook Caius’s hand warmly.

“Apologies! One of my employees quit recently, so I’ve had to watch the shop myself and couldn’t personally thank you,” Eli said sincerely, which gave Caius a good impression of him.

“No big deal, don’t worry about it,” Caius waved dismissively.

“No, no, you don’t understand. Captain Geoffrey may be my employee, but he’s also my friend. If he and the others had been lost to the Wolf Demon, I would’ve been devastated.”

“As a token of my gratitude, from now on, whenever you buy potions from my shop, I’ll only charge you the cost price!”

“That’s fantastic!” Caius laughed heartily and even raised an eyebrow at Geoffrey. “You’ve got a great boss!”

“Who wouldn’t agree?” Geoffrey chuckled and nodded.

“Perfect timing. I need ten bottles each of healing potions, stamina potions, and clarity potions—all mid-grade,” Caius stated.

“No problem!” Eli immediately went to fetch the potions. Shortly after, he returned with a basket filled with neatly arranged bottles.

“These are all personally brewed by me—the best mid-grade potions available. Would you like to test them?” Eli asked.

“No need. Eli, your potions are well-known among the city’s mercenaries.” Caius grinned.

Hearing this, Eli’s heart swelled with pride, and his smile grew even wider. “You flatter me.”

“How much?” Caius pulled out his coin pouch.

“We agreed on cost price—thirty mid-grade potions, let’s round it down to four hundred gold coins!”

Damn, that’s a low cost!

Caius knew that mid-grade potions typically sold for over a hundred gold coins per bottle. But the production cost was only around ten gold coins each—meaning a tenfold profit margin.

For a moment, Caius was tempted to open his own magic potion shop.

He paid quickly and stored the potions but didn’t leave immediately. Instead, he struck up a conversation with Eli.

Eli was evidently quite the conversationalist, and Caius found himself enjoying their chat.

“By the way, Eli, the employee who quit—was her name Belle?” Caius suddenly asked, recalling something.

“Yes. How did you know?” Eli looked surprised.

“Oh, I know her.” Caius smiled.

He had previously heard from Granny Lunla that Belle worked part-time at a magic potion shop to support the Orphanage while attending school. When Eli mentioned an employee leaving, Caius immediately made the connection.

“What do you know about her?” Caius asked.

Granny Lunla had asked him to help Belle, and to do that, he needed to understand her situation first.

“Not much,” Eli admitted. “I only know that she comes from a difficult background and has to balance school with work.”

“But she was an exceptional employee. She completed every task given to her flawlessly. I heard she’s also an outstanding student at the academy.”

“You know, I once asked her to organize the shelves, and not only did she do that, but when I returned, I found the entire store spotless—even the glass windows gleamed.”

“It’s rare to find someone so diligent and competent.”

“Most importantly, she has a natural talent for potion-making. Once, while I was away, a customer came looking for a potion that had sold out. Belle found the ingredients and brewed it herself. The customer was so impressed that they returned to thank me personally.”

“That was when I realized she was no ordinary girl—no wonder she’s an exceptional student at the Magic Academy.”

“It’s a shame… I had planned to train her as a potion master, but before I could teach her anything, the Ocean City Academy went into lockdown, forcing her to resign.”

Eli sighed with regret, while Caius listened intently.

“What about her personal life?” Caius pressed.

“I didn’t pay much attention, but she seemed… rigid. I once told her to stand at the counter to give customers a good impression, and she literally stood there all day.”

“So afterward, I told her she could sit and rest when no customers were around.”

“A bit dense, huh?” Caius chuckled.

“Indeed,” Eli nodded. “She also wasn’t very talkative. She struggled to communicate with customers, so I eventually had her focus on organizing shelves while I handled the counter.”

“Oh, right!” Eli suddenly remembered something. “One time, a few Ocean City Academy students came in—seemed like they knew her.”

“But those girls… ugh, they were awful.”

Caius immediately perked up.

He hadn’t expected such an unexpected lead and quickly asked, “How many of them? Were they male or female? What were their names?”

Eli shot Caius a curious look before continuing, “Four girls. I didn’t catch their names because I ended up kicking them out.”

“They deliberately knocked Belle over and then blamed her for breaking some potions. If the florist next door hadn’t seen it happen and told me, I might have wrongly accused her.”

“So, I refused to serve them and ordered them to leave my shop.”

Caius nodded, then patted Eli’s shoulder. “Eli, has anyone ever told you that you’re a real man?”

“Haha! Thanks for the compliment!” Eli laughed heartily.

Caius chuckled as well, then said, “To be honest, this matter is very important to me.”

“Important? Don’t tell me she’s your…” Eli suddenly looked enlightened, flashing a knowing smile.

Caius knew he had misunderstood, but he didn’t bother correcting this ‘beautiful’ misunderstanding. Instead, he smirked. “So, I need to know what those girls looked like. I’ll teach them a lesson and make sure they stay away from her!”

“No problem!” Eli, clearly approving of Caius’s actions, led him further into the shop and personally sketched portraits of the girls.

Looking at the lifelike drawings, Caius was impressed. “Eli, your drawing skills are amazing!”

“Haha! I actually have a side job as a fashion designer, so I’ve picked up a bit of artistry,” Eli said modestly, though it was clear he enjoyed the praise.

“Thank you, Eli. As thanks, I’ll take on a Gold-tier task for you—free of charge!” Caius declared.
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                "No, no, no, there's no need! It was just a small favor!" Eli quickly waved his hands and said.

"Belle was once my best employee. She helped me a lot, and I always felt a little guilty that her meager salary didn't quite reflect her worth. So if I can help her in any way, I'm more than happy to do so."

"No, no, no, you've done me a great favor. This is a token of appreciation from a skilled mercenary, and I must insist that you accept it." Caius said seriously.

His plan was as sound as a ringing bell, but unfortunately, Eli didn't quite catch on.

Seeing Caius's sincerity, Eli thought for a moment and said, "Alright, I do have a commission that requires a skilled Gold-ranked mercenary."

"That's perfect!" Caius grinned and said, "Head over to the Mercenary Tavern in the eastern part of the city to post the mission. Tell the Boss Lady I sent you. Pay the commission fee to her first, and once I complete the mission, I'll refund you in full!"

Eli was puzzled. "You don't take private commissions? This way, you wouldn't have to give a cut to the Mercenary Guild."

"Of course, I do. But I have a bit of a connection with the Boss Lady. She needs a Gold-ranked mission under her belt." Caius winked.

Eli, being a seasoned businessman, immediately understood Caius's intent and chuckled. "Then I'll leave it to you!"

"Of course! Doing business with a gentleman like you is my pleasure!"

Listening to their crafty laughter, Geoffrey, standing nearby on standby, suddenly felt like an innocent little lamb among a den of foxes.

Thus, not only did Caius gather information on the school bullies, but he also secured a Gold-ranked freelance commission. With this, he was only six Gold-ranked freelance missions away from boosting the tavern's ranking.

"Farewell, Mr. Caius. I look forward to your next visit." Eli watched as Caius departed, his eyes brimming with satisfaction.

Making connections with a Gold-ranked mercenary was something to be pleased about.

However, moments later, Caius returned.

"Mr. Caius, is there something else?" Eli asked, puzzled, only to see Caius lean in, smirking mischievously.

"Oh, one more thing. Have you ever seen Belle’s face?"

Eli was stunned for a moment before exclaiming in surprise, "Now that you mention it… I actually haven't. Because she always—"

"I get it. She's always wrapped up too tightly…" Caius sighed in disappointment, then waved his hand. "Nothing else. Goodbye, Mr. Eli."

"Goodbye, Mr. Caius."

Leaving Eli Potions, Caius looked down at the portrait in his hands.

The girls depicted in the painting were rather ordinary-looking, except for one who was quite pretty—about a 75 on the attractiveness scale.

But to Caius, she deserved a 50-point deduction.

That’s right, because inner beauty matters more than outward appearance.

Caius firmly believed that the soul was more important than looks.

Of course, having both would be even better.

Now, the next step was figuring out a way to enter Ocean City Academy.

Hmm… He already had an idea. He had noticed a mission at the tavern earlier—a delivery task for Ocean City Academy.

That would be his way in. Once inside, he could find those girls.

And then…

"I'll need a few sacks." Caius muttered to himself, rubbing his chin as he walked.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he noticed something and turned his head—somehow, he'd wandered all the way to Lunla Orphanage.

Without hesitation, he pushed open the door and strode inside.

The children playing in the yard immediately screamed and ran back into the house.

"Run! The bad guy is here!"

Caius: "???"

Bad guy?

Since when?

With a swift step, Caius leaped over a few little girls and blocked their path.

Spreading his arms wide, the fastest girl couldn’t stop in time and crashed into his embrace.

Caius caught her gently, then grinned. "Hey, little one, why am I a bad guy?"

The little girl was a bit scared but still mustered her courage, lifted her chin, and said, "You made my sister go far away and not stay here. That makes you a bad guy!"

Caius burst into laughter. So that was the reason.

He released the girl and ruffled her hair. She resisted fiercely, dodging left and right, while the other little girls rushed over, trying to free their sister from Caius’s "evil clutches."

"Well, what if I beat up the people bullying your sister?" Caius asked with a grin.

The little girl froze for a moment, then grew excited. "You know that my sister was bullied?!"

"Oh? So you know too?" Caius asked.

"Of course! Sister never said anything, but we all know!" the little girl said, her mood suddenly dampening.

"We sleep together, and I noticed her secretly crying at night…"

"She’s also been hurt. She said she fell, but I don’t believe that. No one falls and hurts their ear. That’s from someone twisting it. I know because a big kid used to do that to me."

"She was definitely bullied at the academy. That place is bad. I don’t know why she still wants to go to school…"

"She was going to stop going to school. That way, she wouldn’t get bullied. But then you made her go back. You’re a bad guy!"

"But… if you really beat up the people who bullied her, then I…"

"I’ll admit you’re not a bad guy!"

"Haha," Caius laughed. "You said it! I accept your commission!"

"What’s a commission?" The little girl was confused, but Caius ignored her and walked into the house.

She quickly followed. "Your name is Caius, right? I’m Tina!"

"Nice to meet you, Tina."

"Is Belle home?"

"She went to buy rice. Only Grandma is here." Tina replied, clearly the leader of the kids, as they all followed her.

"I see. That’s perfect." Caius nodded and stepped inside, where he saw Grandma Lunla weaving clothes.

Seeing Caius, Grandma Lunla put down her work and was about to stand up.

But Caius said, "No need to get up. I just wanted to ask—when does Belle return to school?"

"School is on break for a few days. She’s going back tomorrow." Grandma Lunla said.

"Tomorrow?" Caius paused, then nodded. "I see…"

A bit tight on time, but not an issue.

"I’ve found the ones who bullied Belle. It’s these people." Caius handed her the portrait.

Grandma Lunla looked surprised—Caius worked fast!

She took the portrait, and upon seeing one of the faces, her brow furrowed.

"What is it?" Caius asked.

"I’ve seen this girl before." Grandma Lunla pointed to the one Caius had deducted 50 points from.

"She was the one who came to pick Belle up when I took her to school. She was so friendly that I thought she and Belle were close. I even asked her to look after Belle…" As she spoke, Grandma Lunla’s eyes reddened.

She felt as if she had personally handed Belle over to a demon.

"People aren’t always what they seem. Don’t be sad. She’ll get what’s coming to her soon enough." Caius reassured her.

"Please, I leave this to you…" Grandma Lunla wiped her eyes. "But be careful. Some students at Ocean City Academy come from powerful backgrounds. That girl is said to be the daughter of a high-ranking official."

"Don’t worry. Even if she were the mayor’s daughter, it wouldn’t matter." Caius smirked.

Revenge?

A mercenary feared no such thing. When he was done, they wouldn’t even know who hit them.

Just then, the door opened, and Belle stepped inside with a small bag.

Upon seeing Caius, she froze, as if someone had cast a petrification spell on her, completely at a loss for what to do.
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                Caius stared at the cup being slowly pushed toward him, speechless.

"Enough. I'd rather have alcohol than water."

"I'm just here to ask you something. No need to be so nervous."

With that, he turned to Belle.

Belle remained quietly standing there.

Although her eyes were hidden, Caius knew she was looking at him. Unable to help himself, he asked, "Aren't you going to ask me what I want to know?"

At his words, Belle shrank her small face into her high-collared sweater. Then, a soft voice emerged.

"What... do you want to ask?"

Caius: "..."

"I want to know the names of the people who bullied you," Caius said.

After a long silence, Belle finally spoke.

"No one bullied me..."

Caius wiped his face and said, "Tell me the truth. That way, I can lock onto the right targets and help you better."

Belle remained silent, fiddling with her small hands.

Great. A quiet one.

Caius frowned and said, "If you don't tell me, I can't help you. You won't be able to attend school normally, let alone go to Hydis."

"Then Granny Lunla and your little sisters won't be able to have a better life. Is that what you want?"

In reality, the two matters were unrelated. Even if Belle was being bullied in Ocean City, she could still go to Hydis Magic Academy, since Holan had arranged a direct admission for her.

But Caius was deliberately "threatening" her.

Sure enough, upon hearing Caius' words, Belle became anxious. Her voice turned hesitant. "I don't want..."

Before she could finish, Caius cut in, "Good. Then point them out."

"Who's this?" Caius grabbed a portrait and asked, giving Belle no chance to retreat.

Belle turned her head and glanced at it before whispering, "Frieda..."

"Mm. And this one?"

"Alana..."

"This one?"

"Linsa..."

"And this one?" Caius finally pointed at the girl who had deducted fifty points, asking her name.

When Belle saw the girl, she actually took half a step back, showing just how much of a shadow this girl had cast over her.

"Man... Manasa..."

Caius nodded in satisfaction.

On the side, Granny Lunla let out an inexplicable sigh of relief as she watched this unfold.

Although Caius’ tone sounded like a threat, harsh and overbearing, it was surprisingly effective.

Whenever she asked Belle about these things, she was always gentle, afraid of hurting her feelings. But now, it seemed that Caius' approach was actually more effective.

If it were up to her, she would never have the heart to talk to Belle like that.

She could barely bear to stop spoiling the girl, let alone interrogate her.

"The culprits have been identified. Now, it's time for justice." Caius stood up and asked Belle, "What time do you go to the academy tomorrow?"

"Five in the morning," Belle replied.

After speaking, she felt a strange sense of relief. It was as if, now that she had spoken up, things would be alright. Her speech returned to normal, though her voice was still soft.

"That early?" Caius asked.

Belle nodded, letting out a tiny hum of confirmation, so quiet that even Caius almost didn't hear it.

"Alright then. I'll come find you at five tomorrow, and we'll go together." Caius said.

With that, he collected the portraits and strode outside, moving briskly.

Just as he was about to leave, Belle suddenly remembered something and rushed after him, calling out, "Wait..."

"What?" Caius turned back.

"You forgot the deed..." Belle said, pulling out a neatly folded, old piece of paper from her pocket.

Caius merely glanced at it before turning away, continuing forward, and leaving behind a single sentence: "Hold onto it for me. I'll take it after I pay the rest."

With that, he walked out the door of the Orphanage.

Belle watched his departing figure for a while before softly replying.

"Okay."

Then she returned inside and went to Granny Lunla, smoothing the folds in the blanket covering her.

"He left?" Granny Lunla resumed knitting.

It was autumn now, and winter was approaching.

"Mm." Belle nodded slightly.

"What do you think of him?" Granny Lunla suddenly asked.

Belle was taken aback. After a brief silence, she said, "He's a good person."

Granny Lunla chuckled and gently stroked her face. "I think so too."

……

"Wake up, little cat! Time to work!" Caius called out urgently.

Kiki rubbed her eyes groggily and looked outside.

The sun was shining brightly.

"What time is it, Meow?"

"Noon." Caius picked up his backpack as he spoke.

"We're leaving at noon, Meow?"

"Originally, I planned to leave after dinner, but plans have changed. We’re leaving now." Caius said.

He had thought Belle would leave for the academy in a few days, but it turned out she was heading there early tomorrow morning. That meant he had to hurry.

Looked like another sleepless night.

He planned to complete those two Silver-tier missions tonight and return before Belle left, so he could go with her to the academy.

In reality, he didn’t have to rush. A few days' delay wouldn’t have mattered.

But after hearing Eli’s words, Caius had come to understand just how vile Manasa and her gang were.

Framing others was second nature to them, and that was just outside the academy. Who knew how much worse things were for Belle inside?

He couldn't just stand by. Delaying even a day meant Belle would suffer another day of bullying.

As he packed his things, Caius sighed.

This damned sense of responsibility. I really am a good man!

Once everything was ready, Caius hurriedly dragged Kiki downstairs.

"Caius, you—hey?" Yvlan was about to speak to him when he suddenly rushed out of the tavern with Kiki, leaving her confused.

"Why does he look like he's running from disaster...?" Yvlan muttered.

But the next second, Caius dashed back in front of her. Like a magician, he pulled out a Mona Redbloom and, before Yvlan could react, gently tucked it behind her ear.

"Beautiful!" Caius grinned in satisfaction before dashing out again, leaving Yvlan stunned in the wind.

It wasn't until teasing voices rose around her that Yvlan finally snapped out of it.

"You brat! Get back here!!!"

Hearing the lion's roar from behind him, Caius laughed heartily and ran even faster.

Once out of the city gates, he didn’t slow down—instead, he sped up.

Kiki, who was being dragged along, found herself lifted into the air.

Then, with a flick of Caius' hand, Kiki landed on his shoulder.

The little catgirl quickly clung to Caius' neck, full of nervousness.

Because Caius' speed was ridiculous. Faster than a carriage, he covered ten to twenty meters in a single stride. The scenery around them blurred as it raced past.

Kiki feared that if she loosened her grip even a little, the rushing wind would fling her off.

In response, Kiki’s body glowed, and a visible azure light surrounded Caius.

Immediately, the air resistance decreased, and his speed increased even further.

"Aren't we taking a carriage, Meow?" Kiki asked.

"Nope. Carriages are too slow. We’re running!" Caius replied.

"Huh?! It’s over a hundred kilometers! Are you serious, Meow?!"

"Of course!" Caius grinned.

"Hold on tight, little cat. I’m speeding up!"

Kiki was shocked. Faster than this?!

And indeed, she soon learned what real speed meant as veins of vital energy ignited around Caius.

"Too fast! Too fast! I'm gonna fall, Meow!!"
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                "Phew..." Caius let out a long breath, nodding as he surveyed the Mushroom Forest, where the ground was covered in red mushrooms. Steam rose from his body.

Running for an hour, covering over 160 kilometers—this speed was acceptable.

And that was while carrying a heavy hammer, a bag full of gear, and a little Catgirl.

If he traveled light, he could be even faster.

It was still early in the afternoon, plenty of time left.

Luckily, he'd had the foresight to buy some stamina potions.

After drinking one to replenish his strength, Caius took out three bottles from his bag.

The mission required three pounds of dragonkin insects.

Each of these insects was only slightly larger than a soybean, making it quite a challenge to collect enough.

Fortunately, Kiki was incredibly useful this time.

The Mushroom Forest was full of fungi, and Caius had learned from Yvlan beforehand that dragonkin insects favored a type of mushroom called Azure-Eye Mushroom.

These mushrooms were blue, with circular rings, making them easy to spot.

Find the Azure-Eye Mushrooms, and you'd find the dragonkin insects.

And Kiki, being quick and agile, found catching insects both fun and easy.

She crouched on all fours, eyes scanning the ground. The moment she spotted a blue mushroom, she leaped forward and pinched it.

"Got five, Meow!" Kiki said as she placed five dragonkin insects, which had been munching on the mushroom, into a bottle.

"Nice work. Keep it up," Caius praised.

Encouraged, Kiki became even more motivated, catching insects at a much faster rate than Caius.

"While you're at it, keep an eye out for Purplecap Mushrooms—we need thirty," Caius instructed. He had intentionally picked a similar task to complete both at once, maximizing efficiency.

"Got it, Meow!" Kiki replied.

After spending over an hour, the two of them finally filled three large bottles with dragonkin insects and collected thirty Purplecap Mushrooms.

"Alright, next destination—Aronas Mountain!"

Hearing this, Kiki quickly clung to Caius. In the next instant, he shot forward like an arrow, dashing straight toward Aronas Mountain.

This time, it took an hour and a half to reach the base of the mountain. One was south of Grilla City, while the other was west, meaning they had traveled nearly 200 kilometers.

By the time they arrived, it was around four or five in the afternoon.

After drinking another stamina potion, Caius packed the other mission materials securely and hid them in a tree. Then, carrying only his heavy hammer and the little Catgirl, he began scaling the mountain with his bare hands.

He chose this approach because he needed to descend quickly later, and he didn’t want to risk shattering the bottles filled with collected materials. The last thing he wanted was to crawl around picking up scattered mushrooms and dragonkin insects.

High Mountain White Peach Blossoms, as the name suggested, grew at high altitudes, often clinging to steep cliffs. The only way to gather them was by free climbing.

Aronas Mountain stood over 6,000 meters tall, with snow appearing around the 4,000-meter mark. The temperature was noticeably colder.

Kiki trembled from the chill.

Dressed in a short-sleeved shirt and shorts, she had little resistance to the cold.

Seeing this, Caius activated his vital energy, warming his body. Only then did Kiki feel better.

This time, Kiki’s job was to act as Caius’ eyes.

With strong winds blowing and his large frame catching the gusts, Caius had to focus entirely on climbing.

Meanwhile, Kiki, clinging to his back, was responsible for spotting their target.

"I see one! There's a white peach blossom tree up to the left, Meow!"

"Got it. Hold on tight!" Caius said, tightening his grip. His muscles tensed, revealing well-defined contours.

Kiki could feel his muscles shifting beneath her.

With a burst of strength, Caius launched himself upward, his fingers digging into the mountainside like iron claws. He clung to the rock like a gecko, swiftly making his way toward Kiki’s indicated direction.

Before long, he had harvested an entire white peach blossom tree.

Thirty-two High Mountain White Peach Blossoms.

Caius picked up the pace.

Thanks to Kiki’s guidance, they managed to collect two hundred High Mountain White Peach Blossoms in just over an hour.

The mission only required a hundred, but Caius had other plans for the extra ones.

He glanced at the horizon.

The sun was beginning to set.

A golden glow bathed the sky in hues of orange and red, while the clouds resembled flames, as if half the sky was ablaze.

Watching the sunset from atop the mountain was truly a special experience.

But now was not the time for sightseeing.

"Time to go down!" Caius announced.

With that, he released his grip on the mountainside, letting himself free fall.

Kiki’s pupils shrank in terror. She clung to Caius’ neck and let out a piercing scream.

"We're falling, we're falling!"

"Hahaha!" Caius laughed heartily, spreading his limbs to stabilize his descent.

As he neared the rock face, his legs moved at high speed, and in an instant, he began running down the near-vertical mountainside. At the same time, he scooped Kiki into his arms to shield her.

Speeding downward, he reached the base of the mountain in no time.

Just before impact, he raised his heavy hammer and slammed it into the mountainside.

BOOM!

The force sent him rebounding backward, reducing the impact of his fall.

A thunderous crash followed as he landed, the ground trembling beneath him. He crouched, hammer in hand, cracks spreading from the point of impact.

His legs were slightly numb from the shock, but otherwise, he was fine. He stood up as if nothing had happened.

In his arms, Kiki was curled up, still trembling.

He had held her tightly to prevent her from being flung away mid-fall.

"You can open your eyes now," Caius said.

Kiki hesitantly opened her eyes.

"Are we dead?" she asked, her voice trembling.

"Nope," Caius replied, setting her down. "Now pull yourself together—we're heading back."

Kiki’s legs were still wobbly, but after a short rest, she recovered.

Retrieving their hidden materials, Caius packed everything up and set off back to Ocean City, carrying Kiki once again.

They ran the whole way back.

By the time they arrived, Caius had downed five of his ten stamina potions, and even Kiki had drunk one. Only four remained, showing just how much energy they had burned through.

Even with stamina potions, exhaustion was inevitable.

Drinking so many in such a short time had weakened their effects, so by the time Caius returned to the Hailan No. 11 Tavern, his eyelids were already drooping.

He was exhausted—after all, he had stayed up all night doing missions as well.

Around 10 p.m., at Hailan No. 11.

"Back already?" Yvlan looked surprised upon seeing them.

Caius didn’t say much. He simply dumped the mission materials on the floor and yawned. "Check them quickly—I’m about to pass out."

Noting his exhaustion, Yvlan immediately had someone verify the materials.

Then she was stunned.

The two Silver-ranked missions, both of which should have taken a long time, were already completed!

And in just half a day. That efficiency was insane!

"Didn’t you say you’d turn in the missions in Grilla City?" Yvlan asked, puzzled.

"Changed my mind. I was in a hurry, so I just came straight back..." Caius yawned again.

"The carriage was that fast?" Yvlan pressed.

"Didn’t take a carriage. I ran." Caius smirked. "Are we done here?"

"Yes... all done..." Yvlan was still in shock.

He ran?!

Considering the distance for both tasks and the round trip, didn’t Caius just run eight or nine hundred kilometers in half a day?!

Good heavens, what kind of monster is he?!

But Caius clearly had no time for chit-chat. After collecting his reward, he carried the already sleeping Kiki upstairs.

"He must be exhausted..." Yvlan chuckled, shaking her head.

Yet, just as Caius reached the top of the stairs, he came back down and gestured for Yvlan to come over.

"What is it?" Yvlan asked as she approached.

Caius didn’t say a word. He simply extended his hand, and a High Mountain White Peach Blossom appeared, which he gently tucked behind Yvlan’s ear.

Yvlan was stunned. She stared blankly at the towering figure before her, clearly exhausted, and for a moment, she didn’t know what to say.

"Stay beautiful," Caius grinned before heading back upstairs, yawning.

"Even when he’s that tired, he still has the energy to flirt with me… Seriously..." Yvlan muttered, unsure whether to be annoyed or amused.

She then took the High Mountain White Peach Blossom from her ear, examined it for a moment, and then put it back.

"Maybe I should buy a white dress..."
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                Caius had a dream—one where he found himself surrounded by a world of fluff.

The flowers, trees, plains, and even the clouds floating in the sky were all covered in soft, plush fur. It was an incredibly cozy and relaxing place.

Lying on the furry grassland, Caius enjoyed the gentle massage of the plush fibers. But in the next moment, the fluffy terrain suddenly surged like a wave and swallowed him whole.

Breathing became increasingly difficult, and finally, he jolted awake.

The first thing he saw was something fluffy.

Propping himself up, Caius realized—it was Kiki’s tail.

That big, fluffy tail had landed right on his face, its plush fur covering half of Caius’s face and nose, making it hard for him to breathe.

With a helpless expression, Caius sighed. This girl had a terrible sleeping posture.

Even though he had placed her on the other side of the bed before sleeping, she had somehow climbed back onto him by morning.

Brushing Kiki’s tail aside, Caius rolled out of bed and reached for the pocket watch in his bedside pouch.

Despite its sophisticated appearance, pocket watches had been invented centuries ago in his previous world. While this world didn’t follow a technological path, its industrial development was still quite advanced, thanks to magic.

Magic had replaced technology, making Magical Devices comparable to the black-tech wonders of his past life—often even more versatile and powerful.

Take this pocket watch, for example. It was an old keepsake from the old man, who supposedly crafted it himself. It was incredibly precise, even driven by a magic crystal.

Handcrafting such delicate components without a lathe spoke volumes about the old man’s mastery of blacksmithing.

Glancing at the time, Caius’ eyes widened in shock.

“Six-twenty?!” He quickly packed his things while calling out, “Get up, Kiki, we’re late!”

Half-asleep, Kiki groggily stirred before finally snapping awake.

Caius figured they were both just too exhausted yesterday, causing their internal clocks to fail.

Had it not been for Kiki’s tail smothering his face, he probably would have slept straight into the afternoon.

After all, he had promised Belle to meet at five. Caius had always prided himself on being punctual.

Gathering their things, Caius and Kiki rushed toward the Orphanage.

The Boss Lady greeted him along the way, but he barely had time to return a quick acknowledgment.

"Such enthusiasm," Yvlan remarked, thinking Caius must be heading off on a mission.

Well… technically, she wasn’t wrong, but that wasn’t the main point.

At six in the morning, Ocean City was at its quietest, with only a few pedestrians on the streets.

It was the transition from autumn to winter, and given Ocean City’s seaside location, the air was rather chilly. The early morning temperature barely reached double digits, prompting Kiki to sneeze.

When Caius finally saw the Orphanage’s entrance, he spotted a lone figure standing there, holding a small bag.

It was Belle.

Seeing that she hadn’t left yet, Caius sighed in relief—only for tension to creep into his heart immediately after.

He wasn’t sure why, but he felt inexplicably nervous.

Standing before Belle, Caius scratched his head with an awkward grin. “Sorry, I overslept.”

Belle was dressed in her usual plain, rustic attire. Her sweater was different from last time, but only slightly—just a lighter shade, though the design remained the same.

Oh, and there was still that mushroom-like hat on her head.

It had originally been flax-colored, but now it was a lighter, off-white shade, matching her sweater.

From a flax-colored mushroom girl to an off-white mushroom girl.

Belle simply gave a small nod in response to his apology, then opened the bag in her hands and handed Caius a wooden flask.

Caius was at a loss.

Water again?

Yet, perhaps out of guilt for being late, he accepted the flask and took a sip.

The moment the liquid touched his tongue, his eyes widened. He gulped down two more mouthfuls before exhaling warmly, then looked at Belle in surprise.

“Rum?”

Belle nodded lightly and then pointed toward the road ahead. “Time for school.”

“Oh, right. Let’s go.” Caius nodded, taking another sip before handing the flask to Kiki so she could warm up, too.

The little Catgirl wasn’t too fond of alcohol but still took a couple of sips before sticking out her tongue. “I still prefer milk, Meow.”

Walking alongside Belle on the empty streets, Caius held back for a while before finally asking, “Where did you get the rum?”

“Bought it,” Belle replied softly.

“You like drinking?” he asked.

Belle shook her head without speaking.

But Caius understood.

She had bought it just for him.

Because… he had casually mentioned before that he preferred alcohol over water.

A strange feeling settled in his heart.

He had casually mentioned it once, and Belle had prepared a flask of rum for him, yet he hadn’t even managed to keep their appointment on time.

“Did you stand outside the whole time waiting?” Caius asked.

He hoped Belle’s answer would be: No, I waited inside.

But alas…

“Mm.” Belle gave a small nod.

Caius rubbed his face.

How foolish. It had been even colder at five in the morning, yet she had stood there waiting for over an hour.

Now he felt even worse.

So in his mind, he silently deducted another twenty points from that girl—Manasa.

Damn it, it’s all Manasa’s fault!

“We won’t be late, will we?” Caius asked.

Belle shook her head. “Classes start at eight.”

Caius’ eyes widened. “Then why did you come at five?!”

Belle remained silent for a long moment before whispering, “So I wouldn’t run into… Manasa.”

Caius: “...”

Damn it, it’s all Manasa’s fault!

An awkward silence followed.

Normally, Caius wouldn’t mind quiet moments like this.

But right now, he felt extremely uncomfortable.

The quieter Belle was, the more restless he became.

It was like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

“Uh… This was just a one-time accident. I’m usually very punctual,” Caius blurted out, breaking the silence.

But even to himself, his words felt weak and unconvincing.

Belle simply nodded lightly, seemingly muttering a faint “Mm,” though her voice was so soft that Caius wasn’t sure if he heard it correctly.

Left with no other choice, he decided to change the subject.

“When will you be going to Hydis?” he asked.

Belle lowered her head in thought before turning to him. “In half a month, after the final exams.”

“I see…” Caius nodded, then asked, “How are your grades?”

“They’re… alright.”

“You guys have ranking exams, right? What place were you last time?”

“First…”

Caius’ eyes widened again. “You call that ‘alright’?”

“Being too modest is just being fake, you know,” he teased.

Belle paused for a moment before lowering her head.

Just as Caius was about to ask why, she softly whispered, “Sorry…”

Caius: “...”

What was she apologizing for?

After a moment of confusion, he finally understood and hurriedly waved his hands. “No, no, I wasn’t saying you’re fake! It was just a joke… Damn it, it’s all Manasa’s fault!”

Belle: “?”
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                "Why?" Belle asked.

"Why what?" Caius replied.

"Why... blame Manasa?" Belle said.

"Uh..." Caius twitched at the corner of his mouth before responding, "Just don't worry about it. The point is—it’s all Manasa’s damn fault!"

Look at what she had done to this girl! She was bullied to the point where "self-doubt" might as well be tattooed on her forehead!

Hearing this, Belle turned back around and silently continued walking forward.

After a while, she turned back to Caius and said, "Actually... it’s not Manasa’s fault."

Caius was stunned. "What do you mean?"

Belle lowered her head, staring at the cold ground, her voice tinged with sadness. "I took her spot..."

"Instructor Holan came to the academy to select students for the magic research team. She was supposed to choose Manasa because Manasa had always been the top student in the magic research program."

"But that time, I also took the elective exam for the magic research program and ranked first. So, Instructor Holan chose me instead..."

"That’s why she hates me. I can understand..."

Caius’s eyebrows twitched repeatedly. Finally, unable to hold back, he reached out and placed both hands on Belle’s shoulders.

Belle was startled by his sudden movement, letting out a small squeak as she trembled slightly.

Caius firmly turned her to face him, his expression serious. "Girl, you need to understand—being too kind will only make people dislike you."

"By your logic, you should actually blame Instructor Holan. If she hadn’t come to the academy, none of this would’ve happened!"

"No... no..." Belle quickly shook her head. "Instructor Holan is a good person, she—"

"Yes, she’s a good person!" Caius cut her off. "Then what about you? Are you a bad person?"

Belle shrank her neck and eventually shook her head.

"Then that settles it, doesn’t it?" Caius said.

"Now, let me ask you—if you had placed second in that exam and Instructor Holan had chosen Manasa, would you have bullied her?"

Belle shook her head again.

"Exactly! You wouldn’t. So why does she get to bully you?"

"You ranked first—that’s your ability!"

"Instructor Holan chose you—that’s also your ability, and it shows she has good judgment!"

"So why should she get to bully you?"

"Just because you’re kind? Just because you get bullied and don’t fight back?"

"You did nothing wrong, girl. Not even a little bit. So don’t take on blame that isn’t yours. Instead, you should smash it right into the face of the one bullying you!"

"Do you understand now, girl? This is why—it’s all Manasa’s damn fault!"

Kiki immediately raised her paw. "It’s all Manasa’s damn fault, meow!"

"See? Even the little cat gets it." Caius grinned widely.

"So, do you get it now?"

Belle tilted her head up, staring at him blankly.

From this angle, Caius could see the lower half of her face peeking out from under her high-collared sweater. He could just make out her lips and a hint of her face.

Caius would bet his life on it—Belle was definitely not ugly!

Five points added!

Eighty-five points now. Keep going, girl! Try to surpass Hilda!

After a while, Belle finally snapped back to reality.

She clenched her small hands slightly before giving a light nod.

Caius chuckled. "Now, say it with me—It’s all Manasa’s damn fault!"

Kiki: "It’s all Manasa’s damn fault, meow!"

Belle: "Um..."

She hesitated before whispering, "Grandma Lunla says... cursing is bad..."

"Alright, Grandma Lunla has a point." Caius smacked his lips, not insisting further.

The cold wind howled as Caius took out his wooden flask, downed the last of his rum, and then pulled out a cigarette, lighting it up.

Kiki: "Can I try, meow?"

Caius: "Here."

Caius handed the cigarette to Kiki, who curiously examined it before taking a puff. She immediately burst into a fit of coughing.

"Ugh... so awful... cough cough... don’t like it... cough cough..."

"Hahaha! That’s why kids shouldn’t smoke." Caius retrieved the cigarette, placing it back in his mouth.

Kiki took a moment to recover, wiped away her tears, then pouted and said, "I’m not a kid, meow!"

"I’m already seventeen, meow!"

Caius was stunned.

Wait a minute—this little girl is older than me?

So... should I be calling Kiki 'big sis'?

Maintaining a composed expression, Caius calmly lied, "Seventeen is still a kid. I’m eighteen."

With that, he turned to Belle, cigarette between his lips. "How old are you?"

Belle: "Nineteen."

Caius: "Cough! Cough, cough, cough!"

He choked on his cigarette, breaking into a coughing fit.

Kiki burst out laughing, while Belle hesitated for a moment before gently patting his back to help him breathe.

Truthfully, Caius’s face was red purely from embarrassment.

Damn it, I should’ve said I was twenty!

Just moments ago, he had been calling Belle 'girl,' but it turned out she was three years older than him. Thinking about it made his face burn.

But as someone with a thick skin, Caius quickly put the matter behind him.

"So that’s Ocean City Academy. Looks alright," Caius remarked, gazing at the academy in the distance.

Ocean City Academy was built at the boundary between land and sea, with half of it extending into the water and the other half on solid ground. There was even a shipyard nearby. From a distance, it looked quite impressive.

It was already 6:40 AM. They had spent about twenty minutes walking here.

By now, students were starting to trickle into the academy’s entrance.

Caius had initially considered sneaking in.

However, he quickly realized that students were required to show their academy badges.

Belle didn’t wear a uniform, but she had her badge pinned to the sleeve of her sweater, so no mage stopped her.

Caius, however, was stopped at the entrance.

Fortunately, he was prepared.

Seeing Belle pause and glance back at him, Caius waved her off. "No need to wait for me. Go on ahead."

Belle gave a small nod and walked deeper into the academy, while Caius took out a mission slip stamped by Yvlan and handed it to the mage guard, along with his mercenary ID.

"Hello, I’m here to complete a task."

The mage checked the documents and then raised an eyebrow. "You’re a new face. You know the rules, right? As an outsider, there are places you can’t go..."

"Don’t worry, I know the rules!" Caius grinned and offered a cigarette.

The mage took it, sniffed, and his eyes lit up with a pleased smile.

Good stuff!

"Go on in. The library’s straight ahead, then turn right." The mage not only let him through but even gave him directions to his mission location.

This mission was simple—delivering books from the library to another city.

But Caius wasn’t here for the mission.

Watching Belle’s figure disappear into the distance, he turned to Kiki. "Time is short. Kiki, go pick up the delivery. I’m going to scout around and will be back soon."

"Got it, meow!"

Having a reliable catgirl really made things easier.

Kiki ran off to pick up the delivery while Caius took advantage of the relatively empty surroundings. He reached into his waist pouch and pulled out a dark, polished stone etched with a magical rune.

It was a magic stone imbued with the [Concealment] spell, a gift from a village guard captain. Though only Silver-grade, it was a fairly common standardized magical device.

However, such items were typically military-regulated and not readily available for purchase. The guard captain had previously served in the army as a scout, which was how he had come into possession of this magic stone. After retiring, he returned to his hometown and became the self-appointed head of the village’s protection squad—an unofficial, unregulated role.

For the average person, this magic stone was quite a rare treasure. Had Caius not been on good terms with the captain and preparing to leave the village for greater adventures, the man wouldn’t have been willing to part with it.

The magic stone’s effect created a localized force field that concealed its user’s presence, reduced light refraction, and darkened the surrounding area. In the darkness of night, it granted near-invisibility.

Now, with the sky still dim and morning mist lingering in the air, this stone would help Caius avoid detection.

Its activation was simple—just an infusion of magic power.

Anyone of a certain rank possessed magic power. For warriors, it was called battle aura; for mages, it was known as mana. But in essence, they were the same thing—merely different names for the same energy.

Caius not only possessed magic power but had quite a substantial amount of it. However, he had yet to discover how to convert it into spellcasting.

He infused the magic stone with his power, triggering its effect. Then, with agility, he leaped onto the rooftop, stealthily following after Belle.

            

    
        Chapter 34

    
    
    
    
                Belle walked at a leisurely pace, and Caius followed unhurriedly from the rooftop of a nearby teaching building.

Since the buildings were interconnected, Caius could easily leap from one to another.

Fortunately, apart from Wind-element mages, most mages did not possess the ability to fly in their early stages, so the Ocean City Academy was not filled with mages soaring through the sky. Otherwise, with spellcasters flying overhead, he would be discovered in an instant.

After all, the effect of the magic stone was Concealment, not Invisibility.

Rumor had it that there existed magic stones with true invisibility effects. Caius felt that he needed to get his hands on one.

Following Belle into one of the teaching buildings, Caius surveyed his surroundings before leaping lightly onto a large tree. The tree was sizable enough to hide him completely.

Thanks to the magic stone’s effect, he blended almost seamlessly with the shadows of the tree canopy. Unless someone had a bizarre urge to climb the tree, he was practically undetectable.

Crouching on a sturdy branch, Caius peered through the gaps in the foliage, observing the classroom inside the building.

The transparent crystal windows resembled glass, allowing Caius to see Belle walk up to the second floor. She carried her bag into a classroom.

Caius then leaped back onto the rooftop, moving to the other side where he found another large tree to conceal himself. The reason for switching sides was that one side had a corridor, while the other had windows directly facing the classroom, allowing for a clearer view.

At this moment, Belle was the only person in the classroom.

It was just past seven o’clock. Class would begin at eight, meaning Belle would remain in the classroom for an hour.

After sitting down, she took a few books from her bag and placed them on the desk. Then she pulled out a water cup, took a sip, and set it aside.

Next… she simply started reading.

Caius waited for two minutes. She remained motionless, absorbed in her book. Another minute passed before she turned a single page.

Caius smirked and snapped off a small twig, about the length of a finger. He flicked it gently, sending it tapping against the window with a soft “pop.”

Belle flinched and immediately turned toward the window.

Caius parted the foliage and waved at her with a grin.

Belle: “?”

She appeared startled. After recognizing Caius, she glanced around nervously, confirming that she was alone in the classroom. Only then did she seem somewhat relieved.

After that, she seemed unsure whether to continue reading or to keep watching Caius.

Caius found it amusing. She was really quite clueless.

A glance at the time—7:10 AM.

Students were starting to enter the teaching building.

Each class lasted about an hour, meaning Belle wouldn’t be free until nine. That left two hours.

Caius didn’t hesitate. He jumped down from the tree and casually made his way toward the library.

He couldn’t enter the teaching buildings, but this was the academy’s open grounds, so he could walk around freely.

Seeing Caius leave, Belle finally exhaled and patted her chest as if relieved.

She didn’t know why Caius had been there, but she knew it wasn’t good. If he was discovered, he would definitely be kicked out.

Luckily, nothing had happened.

Back at the library, Kiki had already pushed out a small cart stacked with books.

There were at least 150 volumes—quite heavy. Caius’s task was to transport them to the Goathorn City Library, sixty miles away.

It was merely a Brass-level mission, not worth much. However, Caius only took it as an excuse to infiltrate Ocean City Academy and gather intelligence.

Now that he had confirmed Belle’s location, as well as the surrounding terrain, routes, and distribution of greenery, all he had to do was return before her class ended to continue his observations.

Without delay, Caius took Kiki and the stack of books and headed out.

Why not send Kiki ahead while he stayed behind?

Because Caius planned to take action inside the academy and needed a solid alibi.

His plan was to drop Kiki ten miles from Goathorn City and have her wait for him there.

Then, he would double back, sneak into the academy, and carry out his retribution.

Afterward, he needed to rush back, retrieve Kiki, and enter Goathorn City together.

This way, even if Manasa’s father investigated, he would have a watertight alibi.

What? Your daughter got beaten up? My sincerest sympathies, but I was in Goathorn City at the time. The library staff there can vouch for me~

As for gate records… Caius had already looked into it. Unless under special circumstances, the outer gates of Ocean City weren’t checked or recorded. As long as one paid the toll, they were allowed in.

When Caius entered, he had simply paid a ten-silver entry fee. The guards hadn’t even looked up, let alone recorded anything.

The plan was airtight. Time to execute.

After walking two miles outside the city, Caius activated his sprinting mode and bolted toward Goathorn City.

It took him less than fifteen minutes to reach a forested area ten miles from Goathorn City. This was part of the city’s protected zone, surrounded by farmland and orchards, making it relatively safe.

“Kiki, wait here. I’ll return as soon as I finish my task,” Caius instructed, having already explained his plan to Kiki.

Kiki nodded obediently. “Alright, Meow~”

Caius chuckled, ruffling her hair before dashing back toward Ocean City.

By the time he returned, barely half an hour had passed.

Technically, this journey should have taken most of the day, so Caius was relying on this time discrepancy.

Avoiding crowds, Caius, with his heavy hammer on his back, reached a secluded corner of Ocean City Academy.

Few people were around here, and scaling the academy’s outer wall would get him inside.

If he was going to do something illicit, entering through the main gate and registering was obviously out of the question.

Otherwise, he’d be caught instantly.

Gazing at the over-three-meter-high wall, Caius took his hammer off his back. “Alright, baby, it’s your turn.”

With that, he leaped while gripping his hammer, effortlessly clearing the wall.

The reason for this elaborate maneuver was that the walls were enchanted with magical runes that detected movement. If someone climbed over, an alarm would trigger, alerting the guards.

However, Caius’s hammer, Angel, possessed an Anti-Magic effect.

As long as he held it, the hammer generated an Anti-Magic field spanning three meters, neutralizing the wall’s detection runes.

Landing soundlessly, Caius waited for three seconds.

No alarms. Perfect.

Shouldering his hammer, he activated his magic stone.

It was class time, but there were still students on the training grounds.

Weaving through the academy’s greenery, using the dense foliage for cover, he made his way back to the large tree.

He could see that the classroom was now full.

A lecturer stood at the front, conjuring a Magic Circle from time to time to explain spell formations and Magic Array structures.

Caius’s gaze landed on Belle. She was diligently taking notes.

But then, for some reason, she suddenly turned her head toward the window.

Her short hair partially covered her eyes, yet Caius was certain—she was looking right at him.

How did she notice him?

Caius had his doubts. Could she be perceiving the world in a different way?

It was said that powerful mages possessed extraordinary magic senses.

But he was carrying Angel. The Anti-Magic field should prevent her from detecting him through magical perception.

Maybe… this was what they called a telepathic connection?

Belle was visibly startled to see him again, but she quickly turned back, pretending to focus on the lesson.

Yet, it was clear she was now distracted. Her pen, which had been moving continuously, had come to a complete stop.

It was amusing, but Caius had bigger concerns.

Because he had spotted his target—sitting right behind Belle.
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                Caius remembered the classrooms at Hydis Magic Academy, where the desks and chairs were curved long tables and benches, each row seating up to five people.

It was the same at Ocean City Academy.

The classroom was spacious, and even with forty or fifty students, it still wasn't full. Naturally, students sat with their friends.

Most formed small groups of twos and threes, while some squeezed six people into a row.

Only Belle sat alone in an entire row.

It was obvious—she was being ostracized.

It wasn’t hard to figure out why. No one wanted to sit with the plain and unremarkable "mushroom girl."

Of course, her appearance wasn’t the main issue. The real reason was that someone had taken the lead in isolating her, and eventually, the entire class followed suit.

And the instigator was sitting right behind her.

Ocean City Academy operated under a gender-segregated system—male students had one campus, and female students had another. In theory, this should have made management easier and student relationships more harmonious.

However, sometimes, these things had nothing to do with gender.

Right behind Belle sat Manasa and her clique, a group of five girls.

There was one girl Caius didn’t recognize, but she was clearly part of the group.

To be honest, Manasa was even more beautiful than in the portraits, and perhaps due to makeup, she exuded a charm uncommon in ordinary girls.

However, at this moment, she wore an expression of disdain and ridicule as she looked at Belle sitting in front of her.

The instructor on the podium turned around and began writing something on the blackboard.

Manasa seized the opportunity to whisper something to her companions. The girls giggled together, as if they were anticipating a show.

Then, Manasa extended her finger, a faint green light appearing at her fingertip. With a slight flick, a gust of wind lifted Belle’s books off her desk and scattered them onto the floor.

Hearing the noise, the instructor turned back. A book had even slid to his feet.

“Student, even if you don’t like my class, there’s no need to throw your books in protest, is there?” The instructor picked up the book and smiled at Belle.

He meant no harm—it was just a joke.

But this seemingly harmless remark inadvertently pushed Belle further into the fire pit.

The class had initially fallen into silence upon witnessing the scene. However, when Manasa started laughing, the entire class followed suit. Whether they truly found it funny, only they knew.

“All right, all right,” the instructor quickly motioned for them to quiet down, then said to Belle, “Come and take back your book.”

“Sorry…” Belle clutched her small hands, stood up, and spoke in a barely audible voice.

She retrieved her book and returned to her seat without a word.

But Caius noticed that this time, she kept one hand firmly pressed on her books. She was gripping them so tightly that her fingertips had turned pale.

For the entire lesson, Belle remained in that posture, her hand never leaving her books.

Manasa tried two more times but failed to blow Belle’s books away with her wind magic. Pouting, she switched to another tactic.

When the instructor turned to write on the board, she propped her leg up on the desk and began rubbing her shoe against Belle’s back. Before long, Belle’s originally beige sweater had turned gray.

Belle shifted in her chair, trying to evade her, but Manasa simply lifted her chin. The other girls followed suit, crossing their legs onto the desk, their dirty soles pointed directly at Belle.

Belle had nowhere to hide. She leaned forward as much as possible, but the space was limited—there was no way to escape completely.

Caius’s eyelids twitched as he clenched his back teeth.

“Slap her, girl. Just turn around and slap her,” he muttered through gritted teeth. But Belle remained silent, enduring it all.

Caius couldn’t understand how she could put up with this. If it were him, he would’ve flipped the desk already. If he didn’t rub their faces against the floor all around the classroom, it would be because he had become a monk.

Just watching was agonizing enough. Yet Belle endured an entire class in silence.

By the time the lesson ended, her back was covered in dust.

The second period was an outdoor class. The students left the classroom in cheerful groups, but Belle remained seated, only standing up and slowly packing her things after everyone else had gone.

Once she had finished, she got up and walked outside. But as she reached the door, she turned to look at the tree outside the window.

Caius was gone.

He had already leaped onto the roof, then onto another tree, watching as she turned her head.

Not seeing Caius, Belle didn’t linger and walked outside.

However, as soon as she stepped into the hallway, Manasa and her group emerged from around the corner.

The corridor was wide, yet the five girls deliberately walked side by side, arms linked, forcing Belle to walk against the wall, smearing her arm with dust.

To make matters worse, as they passed Belle, Manasa lifted her chin slightly. The girl closest to Belle immediately understood. As she walked by, she "accidentally" bumped her hip into Belle.

Belle, already walking close to the wall, was shoved into it, hitting her forehead on the side.

“Oh dear, how careless of me!” The girl exclaimed dramatically, without the slightest hint of apology.

Belle remained silent, merely steadying herself, while the girls laughed and skipped away, as if their sole purpose in waiting had been to give Belle that shove.

Caius’s fists clenched.

When he was furious, he would smile. At this moment, a smirk formed at the corner of his lips.

"All right, you want to play? Let's play."

With that thought, he flashed into the greenery, concealing himself along the path leading to the training grounds.

Because they had delayed themselves bullying Belle, the girls lagged behind the rest of the class.

This gave Caius the perfect opportunity.

Once in position, he waited as the girls exited the building, chatting obliviously.

He overheard their conversation.

"That thud just now must've hurt. I bet she'll have a bump on her forehead, haha!"

"Hmph!" Manasa sneered. "She dared to take my spot? A little bump is nothing. I'll make sure to ruin her face!"

"Uh… isn't that a bit much?"

"What, do you want to side with her?"

"N-No, I just meant… it’s not enough."

"Hmm… you’re right. It's not enough. So I was thinking, we’ll strip her and toss her into some filthy slum. When a bunch of disgusting men see her… heh! I guarantee she’ll be ruined for life!"

Manasa grinned maliciously, and the other girls gulped, hesitating.

But when Manasa glanced at them, they immediately forced smiles and echoed her sentiments.

"Yeah, exactly! She deserves it!"

Hidden in the greenery, Caius’s eyes turned ice-cold.

At that moment, Belle stepped out of the building.

The girls deliberately slowed down, clearly planning to continue tormenting her.

Seeing this, Belle stopped walking.

Manasa frowned. She had no intention of being late for class because of Belle. There would be plenty of opportunities later. She scoffed and led her group forward.

Caius smirked.

Perfect timing.

Making sure there were no witnesses, he slipped through the foliage and moved beside the last girl in the group.

One by one, he took them down, dragging them into the greenery before they even noticed they were alone.

When Manasa finally turned around, she was the only one left.

And behind her stood Caius.

Belle watched in stunned silence.

Caius grinned. "Go to class, or you'll be late."

"Oh… okay…" Belle nodded absentmindedly and continued forward.

Caius chuckled, shaking his head.

"Silly mushroom girl."
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                It had to be said that the greenery at Ocean City Academy was truly impressive. There was a large expanse of green space, lush with vegetation. Caius figured this was probably the "little grove" that many schools had.

It was the perfect place for what he had in mind—a secluded spot where he wouldn't have to worry about being discovered for a while.

Caius glanced at the ground.

At that moment, five students, including Manasa, were tightly bound, their hands and feet restrained and stuffed into burlap sacks. Only their heads were exposed, their eyes blindfolded, and their mouths gagged with torn pieces of sackcloth.

With a soft murmur, Manasa was the first to wake up.

This was intentional—Caius had controlled it precisely, ensuring she woke up first.

How? Simple. He had struck the other four unconscious girls on the side of their necks again to make them stay out longer. That way, Manasa would regain consciousness first.

This was what Caius called "controlled precision."

The four other girls were accomplices. A lesson like this… well, two slaps to knock out a couple of teeth should be enough. The real focus was Manasa, the true mastermind.

Caius planned to hit hard—hard enough to make her leave Ocean City Academy for good.

Even though he himself would be leaving in half a month, that didn’t mean he couldn't act now.

When Manasa woke up, her head throbbed with intense pain. Caius had not struck the side of her neck but the back of her head instead.

She instinctively tried to reach for the pain, only to realize that her hands and feet were bound, her eyes covered, and her mouth gagged. Panic set in instantly.

She struggled to summon her magic for self-rescue but found that there was no response from within her—her magic felt utterly lifeless.

Caius gripped his heavy hammer, [Angel]. Within the Anti-Magic Field, mages could not invoke their magic.

Though stepping out of the Anti-Magic Field would allow spells to be cast again, and pre-cast spells would remain unaffected, only exceptionally powerful mages could override the field’s suppression. In her current bound state, Manasa was far from being one of them.

A mage unable to cast magic was no different from an ordinary person in Caius’s eyes.

"Oh? Awake already..." Caius's deep voice rang out.

He deliberately made his voice hoarse, though it wasn’t the most sophisticated disguise. Still, it was enough to fool a frightened young girl.

Hearing his voice, Manasa let out muffled whimpers of fear.

Caius stepped forward and yanked the cloth from her mouth.

Manasa coughed twice before trembling as she spoke. "Who are you? Why are you doing this?!"

"Why?" Caius chuckled darkly. "You should ask your dear father that question. Heh heh heh..."

Caius didn’t actually know her father. But he needed a cover story, didn’t he?

A direct act of revenge would make Manasa connect the dots to Belle. So… he had heard that Manasa’s father was a high-ranking official in Ocean City?

In this corrupt city, having such a despicable daughter meant the father was unlikely to be a decent man either. So the role Caius chose to play was that of an enforcer hired by one of her father’s enemies.

"Your father offended our boss. Our boss paid a bit of money to teach him a lesson. And so… here I am."

"And what could be more painful for a father than losing his daughter?"

"Wouldn’t you agree, Miss Manasa?"

As she listened to Caius’s hoarse voice, fear overtook Manasa, making her tremble uncontrollably.

"No… You can’t kill me!"

"You can’t…"

"Shhh…" Before she could finish, Caius covered her mouth. His raspy voice, tinged with amusement, whispered, "You need to keep your voice down, understand? Otherwise, we won’t be able to negotiate."

"If someone finds you now, I can guarantee they’ll only find a few corpses."

"Nod if you understand."

Manasa was already scared out of her mind. A girl not yet twenty, facing such a situation, was understandably terrified beyond measure.

"What… what do you want?" Manasa trembled. "I have money. A lot of money!"

"If you let me go, I can give you a fortune!"

"I promise, I won’t expose you!"

"Hahaha." Caius laughed. "Do you even believe that yourself, Miss Manasa?"

"Besides, do you even know who I am? How would you expose me?"

"Should I take that as a threat?"

As he spoke, Caius drew the small knife from his belt. The cold blade traced lightly against Manasa’s neck—not cutting her, but letting her feel its sharpness.

Manasa froze in terror.

"No… I… I didn’t mean… to threaten you…"

Smack!

A loud slap echoed through the grove, leaving a bright red handprint on Manasa’s powdered cheek.

How big were Caius’s hands?

Well, he was nearly two meters tall. His hands weren’t small.

That slap left her momentarily stunned. As the burning pain spread across her face, tears welled up in her eyes.

Yet Caius spoke indifferently. "Cry out loud, and you die."

Manasa immediately bit her lip, holding back her sobs.

"Do you know why you’re still alive?"

Manasa trembled as she shook her head.

"Because you’re beautiful…" Caius’s eerie smile widened as the back of his knife traced her cheek, slowly moving downward.

Of course, he had no intention of doing anything disgraceful. He had his own principles.

But for a spoiled, high-born girl like Manasa, this kind of fear likely surpassed even the terror of having a knife at her throat.

Sure enough, as the cold knife edge touched her body, Manasa’s trembling intensified.

She shook her head desperately, pleading.

"No… please… don’t…"

"I’ve heard that when women say ‘no,’ they actually mean ‘yes.’ Seems like you’re quite eager?" Caius’s grin darkened.

"No… no, I… I want… I want…" Manasa was on the verge of losing her mind.

"Oh? So desperate already?" Caius swore—it was hard to keep a straight face.

Listening to his taunts, Manasa was on the brink of collapse. She knew he was toying with her, that no matter how she answered, she would be wrong.

And that realization pushed her to the breaking point.

A pungent smell filled the air.

Caius wrinkled his nose in distaste before standing up slowly.

"Tch… pathetic."

Caius wore a look of disdain before standing up and slowly saying, "But I'm not interested in you. You're not my type."

Manasa: "..."

"Actually, giving your father a lesson doesn't necessarily mean killing his daughter, right?" Caius said to himself. "After all, I'm not some monster, so I just need to have a 'slight' and 'friendly' conversation with you, that's all."

"What... what are you going to do?" Manasa asked in fear.

Caius grinned, "There's plenty I can do."

"Break your limbs, hide you in some corner of the slums, and then tell your father about it. Then you can wait for him to rescue you with high expectations."

"But let me remind you, men in the slums have basically never seen pretty women, so their welcome ceremony should be quite intense. I hope you can handle it."

"Or else you'll just have to rely on your dad to pick up your pieces~" That devilish voice echoed in her ears. Imagining the scene Caius described, she completely broke down.

"No, please, don't..."

"I'll do anything, just don't take me there..."

"Anything?" Caius raised his eyebrows and asked sarcastically.

"Yes! Yes! Anything!" Manasa nodded hurriedly, thinking that being insulted by one person was better than being insulted by a group.

People always prefer compromise, and Caius understood human nature very well. So he nodded, "Alright, I'll give you this chance."

"Now, hold it in your mouth." Saying that, Caius handed a pebble to Manasa's mouth.

Manasa quickly did as she was told, thinking that Caius was up to some new trick. But the next moment, she heard Caius's cold voice.

"And then, bite it."

Manasa froze, holding the pebble, which was about the size of an egg, in her mouth for a moment before her body began to shake violently. "I... I can't do it..."

"Human potential is enormous. You have to believe in yourself," Caius encouraged her gently.

"No..." Manasa shook her head continuously. Caius shrugged, "Alright then, it's the slums for you."

Saying that, Caius grabbed Manasa's hair and dragged her outside as if he were really going to take her to the slums.

Manasa struggled violently, "I'll do it! I'll do it!"

Caius let her go and crouched down in front of her with interest, "Come on, start your performance."

"You can only stop when the stone or your teeth break."

Manasa had to do as she was told. She struggled to bite the pebble, with her teeth clashing against it, making a grating sound.

"Crunch... crunch..."

After a while, blood flowed from her mouth. But it was just from her gums; her teeth and the pebble were still intact.

How could a Silver-ranked mage bite through a hard pebble without using magic?

But Caius thought it was possible.

"A friendly reminder: You can place the pebble in your mouth and then forcefully bring your jaw down onto the stone. This method has a high likelihood of success."

"Trust me, it might hurt a bit, but it's very effective," Caius said.

Manasa shook her head vigorously upon hearing this.

Caius said, "Alright then, it's the slums."

Manasa immediately panicked, "I'll do it! I'll do it!"

To make Manasa perform, Caius even found a stone for her to put under her chin.

"Don't forget to use the strength of your waist. Otherwise, if it doesn't break in one go, you'll suffer a lot," Caius laughed like he was watching a play.

Manasa knelt in front of the stone, her chin resting on the boulder. Her blindfolded eyes could not see anything, but she could feel the hardness under her chin and the pebble clashing with her teeth.

She panted, her lower body already warm and wet.

Caius's impatient voice came from her ear, "Hurry up, I'm losing patience."

"I'll count to three, and this is your last chance."

"Three... one!"

Manasa was surprised; where was the number two? But she couldn't think about it anymore and struggled to lift her upper body, bite down on the pebble, and then forcefully press her jaw against the stone.

"Crack!" A sound echoed, and Caius couldn't help but click his tongue in surprise.

It sounded painful.

Manasa's body collapsed, obviously unconscious. Her mouth was full of blood.

Caius pried her mouth open and looked inside. Well, the pebble and her teeth were broken together. He counted and found that a total of eight teeth on her right jaw were broken.

It seemed that Manasa wouldn't be able to use her right cheek to eat anymore.

"Lucky you," Caius shook her head and a few bloody teeth and pebble fragments fell out of her mouth. Caius picked up one of the relatively intact teeth and put it away before patting his hands and standing up.

This trick of biting teeth against stones was something he often used on those corporate dogs in his previous life. After all, they wouldn't tell him what he wanted to know without breaking a few teeth.

The difference was that when dealing with corporate dogs, Caius would do it himself. And this trick worked well on bullies too.

This way, whether it was due to the threat from an unknown killer or the loss of half her teeth, she wouldn't be able to continue

As for those girls... Before leaving, Caius made sure to deliver an additional chop to the back of their necks and a slap, ensuring they would remain unconscious until the next morning. And when they finally woke up, they would feel as if they had slept wrong, their bodies aching terribly.

Ah~ What a fine man he was, punishing evil and upholding justice!
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                Caius left the academy the same way he had entered it.

In short, apart from Belle, no one noticed.

As for the scene, Caius had cleaned up before leaving, leaving no traces behind.

Except for the slap marks on a few girls' faces.

However, by the time someone found them, their faces were so swollen that they looked like pig heads, making it impossible to discern the slap marks.

Having completed his mission, Caius was in an exceptionally good mood—so good, in fact, that he felt euphoric!

He didn’t know why, considering there was no commission, yet he still felt amazing.

Perhaps this was the charm of doing good deeds.

Humming a tune, he went to find Kiki.

“How did it go, Meow?” Kiki asked curiously upon seeing Caius.

“Heh, their teeth are half shattered. I’d say they’ll be stuck drinking porridge for quite a while,” Caius grinned.

“Hahaha!” Kiki burst into laughter. Though she hadn’t witnessed it, she could easily imagine how hilarious the scene must have been.

Soon, the delivery mission in Goathorn City was complete. Caius even took the time to chat with the librarian there to leave an impression and dined at a famous local restaurant, establishing a solid alibi.

By the time he returned to Ocean City, it was almost nightfall.

Caius let Kiki return to the tavern on her own while he made his way to the Orphanage.

Around eight in the evening, lights were still on inside the Orphanage.

Caius pushed the door open and stepped in, but before he could knock, the door in front of him opened.

It was Tina.

“Caius!” Tina beamed excitedly at the sight of him, which made Caius pause for a moment.

“Show some respect, call me ‘big brother,’” Caius corrected, then asked in puzzlement, “What, you’re not scared of me anymore?”

Tina shook her head, her eyes shining. “Not anymore! You’re not a bad guy—you’re a good person!”

“My sister told me! You taught those bullies a lesson!”

Caius raised an eyebrow, surprised. “Belle’s back?”

“Yeah, she’s inside!” Tina immediately grabbed Caius by the hand and led him in.

Inside, Belle had changed back into her linen sweater and was sitting beside Granny Lunla, knitting together.

Seeing Caius, Belle paused her work and stood up.

“Isn’t the academy under strict supervision? How did you get back?” Caius asked.

Belle seemed a bit nervous, clasping her hands together. “Manasa... something happened to her. Classes are suspended…”

Caius raised an eyebrow and chuckled. “Heh, they figured it out this fast? I thought it’d take until tomorrow.”

Belle said nothing, just quietly gazing at him.

Caius returned her gaze before finally asking, “Did you hit your head?”

He recalled Belle bumping into the wall earlier. Granny Lunla had mentioned she had a bruise on her forehead, likely from that.

But Belle shook her head and pointed to the top of her head. “I had a hat on. It’s fine.”

Caius smirked. “So that’s why you’re wearing a hat?”

“Mm.” Belle nodded.

Caius clicked his tongue and shook his head. “You’d rather protect yourself like this than fight back?”

“If you’d just given them a good scare, they wouldn’t have dared to keep bullying you.”

Belle remained silent, quietly clutching her hands together.

Seeing her like this, Caius didn’t press further. Instead, he said, “I’m thirsty.”

Hearing that, Belle immediately turned to fetch a cup.

Moments later, she carefully placed it in front of him.

Caius tilted his head back and took a sip—only to widen his eyes in shock, nearly spitting it out.

“Cough… Cough cough…” He forced himself to swallow before coughing a few times and pointing at the cup. “Rum?!”

Belle nodded slightly.

Caius laughed. “You really are clueless.”

Belle tilted her head slightly, looking confused.

Caius explained, “I like drinking, sure, but when I’m thirsty, I need water. Alcohol only makes you thirstier, got it?”

Belle nodded. “Mm.”

Watching their exchange, Granny Lunla couldn’t help but chuckle. She found it amusing.

Caius then noticed the sweater Granny Lunla was knitting and turned back to Belle. “Also, next time something like this happens, you have to fight back.”

“Look, Granny Lunla is working so hard to knit you a sweater, and you just let them trample all over you. Is that right?”

Belle shook her head.

“You know it’s wrong, so—” Caius was about to continue when Belle suddenly pointed at herself.

Caius was confused. “What do you mean?”

Belle softly said, “This one… is what Granny Lunla made.”

“The one I wore this morning… I made that one myself.”

Caius: “…”

He almost laughed in exasperation.

So she changed clothes because of that?!

“And just because you made it yourself, it’s okay for them to trample all over it?” Caius scolded, raising his eyebrows.

Sensing his anger, Belle lowered her head, clutching her hands together again.

“Hands at your sides!” Caius ordered.

Belle flinched, momentarily unsure where to place her hands before finally hiding them behind her back.

Seeing her reaction, Caius couldn’t stay mad. He let out a sigh before speaking in a half-serious tone. “Fine… Your punishment is to knit me a sweater!”

Unexpectedly, Belle pointed to the half-knitted sweater on the chair. “I’m already making one.”

Caius froze. “That’s for me?”

“Mm.” Belle nodded.

This time, Caius was silent for a long while.

Belle looked up at him anxiously, then, bit by bit, shuffled closer before gently tugging on his sleeve.

Caius looked down at her.

A soft, mosquito-like voice came from her lips.

“Don’t… don’t be mad.”

“If you don’t like it, I won’t knit it…”

“Who said I don’t like it?!” Caius snapped instantly. “I love it! If you dare stop knitting, I’ll…”

“I’ll freeze to death in the streets without clothes!”

Belle quickly waved her hands. “I’ll knit! I’ll knit!”

Seeing her rush to pick up her knitting needles as if afraid he’d actually freeze, Caius couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

“I’ve never met anyone as silly as you.”

Belle didn’t refute him, simply standing there quietly.

“Alright, go on with your work. I just came by to check in and report back,” Caius said.

Belle sat back down and resumed knitting. Surprisingly, her hands moved skillfully—faster even than Granny Lunla’s.

Caius suddenly found himself looking forward to this sweater—though it was just a simple one.

Turning to Granny Lunla, he said, “I’ve dealt with those bullies. They won’t be around for a long time.”

Granny Lunla looked worried. “Will they come after you?”

“They won’t. They can’t trace it back to me,” Caius said confidently. “And they definitely won’t find Belle.”

Hearing this, Granny Lunla relaxed, her face full of gratitude. “Child, you’ve worked so hard…”

“No need. As an excellent mercenary, once I take on a commission, I see it through to the end!” Caius declared, turning to Tina, who was perched on his leg, staring up at him.

“Besides, I brought you a gift.”

Tina chewed on her finger, curious.

Caius pulled something from his pocket. “Look!”

Tina blinked. “What’s this?”

“The tooth of the bully who messed with your sister,” Caius grinned. “That guy is now, quite literally, searching for his teeth!”

“Wow!” Tina’s eyes lit up as she grabbed the tooth and ran to show her friends.

Before long, Caius saw a few little ones toss the tooth onto the ground and stomp on it repeatedly.

Amused, Caius asked, "What are you all doing?"

Tina akimboed her hands on her hips and huffed, "This way, we can say we helped beat up the bad guys too!"

Hearing this, Caius burst into laughter, turning to Belle and saying, "You should learn from Tina—this is how you do it!"

Belle shrank her neck slightly and remained silent.

Meanwhile, Granny Lunla chuckled kindly.

After venting their frustration, the little girls gathered around Caius, pestering him to tell mercenary stories. Since he had nothing better to do, he began recounting tales from his past life as a mercenary, completely captivating the young girls.

Winter was approaching, and the night wind was growing ever colder.

Yet inside this small house, warmth spread.

Listening to Caius’s vivid storytelling, accompanied by the occasional gasps of surprise from the little girls, the mushroom girl’s eyes, hidden beneath her short hair, glimmered with amusement.

Beneath the high-collared sweater, her small lips curled into a breathtaking arc.

Unfortunately, Caius did not see it.
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                Nightfall, Hailan No. 11.

"Why isn't Big Guy back yet, Meow..." The little Catgirl lay sprawled across the bar counter, yawning listlessly as she mumbled.

"Wasn't he with you?" Yvlan walked over, looking somewhat frustrated.

Today, she had specially put on a white dress, preparing to dazzle a certain someone.

Yet, aside from a hurried greeting in the morning, she hadn’t seen even a shadow of that Big Guy.

His cat, however, had returned.

"No, he went to the Orphanage, Meow..." Kiki yawned again and said.

"The Orphanage..." Yvlan pondered for a moment, wondering if she had any tasks related to an Orphanage.

She couldn't quite remember, but she didn't dwell on it. Instead, she looked at the sleepy Kiki and smiled, "If you're tired, just go to sleep. Same old room—I already had it tidied up for you."

"I can't sleep without Big Guy, Meow..." Kiki stated matter-of-factly.

Yvlan blinked, a peculiar glint flashing through her eyes. Then, she leaned in and whispered, "You and Big Guy... how far have you gone?"

Kiki tilted her head in confusion. "What do you mean, Meow?"

"I mean..." Yvlan bit her lip, then asked, "Have you two slept together?"

At her words, Kiki immediately nodded. "Yes, Meow!"

A flicker of disappointment flashed through Yvlan’s eyes, but on the surface, she maintained a knowing smile and teased, "Was it comfortable?"

Kiki nodded enthusiastically. "Mmhmm! Very comfortable, Meow!"

"Big Guy is really warm. Sleeping on him makes me feel so safe, Meow!"

Yvlan suddenly felt that something was off. She raised an eyebrow and asked, "Wait, when you say sleep... you really just mean sleeping, right?"

Kiki: "???"

"What else would it be, Meow?"

Yvlan looked a little exasperated. "So, you two don’t do anything else at night?"

Kiki tilted her small head before shaking it. "No, Meow."

"We're always really tired when we get back, Meow."

"And Big Guy always falls asleep before I do, Meow."

Yvlan’s eyes brightened, and the corners of her lips curled slightly. "Is that so? Well, mercenaries are like that—once their heads hit the pillow, they sleep like logs."

"Big Guy isn’t like that," Kiki countered. "He's more like a dragon. He breathes loudly, but he doesn’t snore, Meow."

"Oh? You've seen a dragon?" Yvlan asked curiously.

"Mmhmm. A sleeping dragon. But I only dared to take a quick peek before running away, Meow," Kiki recalled.

"Then you're quite lucky. I hear dragons are terrifying. A single dragon can easily destroy an entire city," Yvlan remarked.

"Mmhmm, really scary, Meow. Before it slept, that dragon burned everything around it, then lay down on the scorched land to sleep. Even from far away, I could feel the heat, Meow," Kiki said.

"I think its breath alone could dry up a lake, Meow."

"I wonder if Big Guy could beat a dragon, Meow."

"You're giving me too much credit there." Suddenly, a large hand landed on Kiki's head, gently ruffling her fur.

"Big Guy! You're back, Meow!" Kiki turned around excitedly and immediately leapt onto Caius, perching naturally on his shoulder.

She liked this spot.

Yvlan also smiled when she saw Caius. "You're really efficient. Just three more Gold-ranked missions, and you'll reach Gold, right?"

She was deliberately asking the obvious. As she spoke, she casually spun around while washing a glass, making her off-white dress flare out like a blooming flower before settling down again.

There was a hint of anticipation in her gaze.

But Caius simply chuckled to himself and said, "Of course. I’m aiming to become a Legendary Mercenary—gotta keep up the pace."

Yvlan hesitated slightly before changing the topic. "By the way, Eli came looking for me. He said you gave him a free Gold-ranked commission."

As she spoke, she turned around again to place some plates, her dress lifting and falling once more.

"Yeah, he helped me out. Make sure to refund him the payment, and I'll cover the guild's commission," Caius said, yawning.

The soothing atmosphere at the Orphanage had relaxed him, making him drowsy.

Yawns were contagious. Seeing him yawn, Kiki yawned as well. Then, hugging Caius's neck, she rested her small face against his head and murmured, "Big Guy, I’m sleepy, Meow..."

Caius nodded. "Then let’s get some sleep. We need to head to Grilla City first thing in the morning."

Turning to Yvlan, he said, "Same old room."

Yvlan sighed in resignation. "Already prepared for you."

"Thanks. Give me Eli’s task details tomorrow," Caius said with a smile before heading upstairs with the drowsy little Catgirl.

"Got it," Boss Lady replied listlessly.

Watching his back disappear, Yvlan chuckled wryly and glanced at her dress.

"What am I even doing... Seriously..."

"Oh, right." Suddenly, Caius poked his head out from the stairwell. Yvlan looked at him questioningly.

"The dress is beautiful. Stay stunning!" Caius grinned, then quickly ducked back, as if afraid she’d throw a frying pan at him.

But she didn’t. Yvlan stared blankly at the empty stairwell before bursting into laughter.

Then, she hurriedly covered her mouth, glancing around to make sure no one had noticed. Only after confirming that no one had seen did she relax, though she couldn't wipe the smile off her face.

Upstairs, Caius paused, surprised not to hear Boss Lady’s usual roar of indignation.

But he didn’t dwell on it, assuming she was simply refraining from making a scene at night.

Humming a tune, he returned to his room, tossed the little Catgirl onto the bed, and collapsed onto it himself.

His massive frame sank into the soft mattress, causing Kiki to bounce twice before naturally curling up on his stomach.

Caius glanced down to see her already curled into a tiny ball, rubbing herself against him comfortably. Within moments, soft purring sounds filled the room.

He was used to it.

With that, Caius shut his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

...

Morning.

Caius sat at the bar counter, enjoying his breakfast—corn cereal with milk.

It was a seasonal dish, and he loved it.

Kiki also liked it, though she didn’t like corn or cereal. So she ordered a corn cereal breakfast without corn or cereal.

"Picky eater. No wonder you're so tiny," Caius remarked.

"I’m not picky. I just don’t like eating plants, Meow," Kiki retorted.

Caius chuckled.

Yvlan also smiled and brought over a cup of milk and a grilled fish fillet for her.

Sunlight streamed through the tavern windows, painting a tranquil morning scene—one man, one Catfolk, and one beautiful Boss Lady.

A peaceful moment—if not for the drunken mercenaries snoring away at the tables.

After finishing his meal, Caius accepted the task list from Yvlan.

Eli’s commission was a material-gathering job requiring him to travel 120 kilometers to Nemo Forest to collect Hops Flower.

Hops Flower was a rare herb used in high-grade potions, difficult to find.

And with Gold-ranked Magic Beasts roaming Nemo Forest, the mission wasn’t exactly easy.

But it wasn’t hard either.

Taking the task sheet, Caius bid farewell to Yvlan and set off.

Caius had three Gold-tier promotion tasks. One involved hunting a Gold-tier Magic Beast, which could be found in Nemo Forest—perfect for completing alongside Eli's task.

The second was a delivery job. Caius needed to pick up a crate of expensive premium liquor from the docks and deliver it to a well-known tavern in Grilla City.

The last task was rather unique—a debt collection job. The objective was to help a creditor recover a total of 4,800 gold coins, including interest. Caius would receive a quarter of that amount as payment, which meant a reward of 1,200 gold coins.

The debtor was in Ocean City, but inside the Inner City, and he was a Gold Two-Star debtor at that. The Inner City was a wealthy district, and entering required a permit. Alternatively, one could pay an entry deposit of 1,000 gold coins, which was non-refundable but allowed unrestricted access for ten days. After that period, another 1,000 gold coins would be needed to re-enter.

Caius had already asked Yvlan to help him apply for a temporary permit. As an official of the Mercenary Guild, she could acquire it far more easily than Caius could by applying through the Outer City administration.

Since the permit would take a few days to process, the debt collection task had to wait. In the meantime, Caius planned to pick up the shipment from the docks and use the next few days to strengthen himself.

            

    
        Chapter 39

    
    
    
    
                Caius's promotion method was quite peculiar.

What was so strange about it?

Let's start with his training method. The typical way of training varies between Warriors and Mages. Warriors enhance their physicality by exercising, strengthening their vital energy, and circulating magic power throughout their bodies to temper themselves. On the other hand, Mages meditate to develop and fortify their spiritual faculties, thereby increasing their magic power reserves and potency.

Caius’s breathing technique, by all accounts, belonged to the training methods of Warriors. Strong Warriors often incorporate breathing techniques into their training to amplify their results. Caius initially believed he was a Warrior, but oddly enough, when he activated his vital energy, mobilized his magic power, and tempered his physicality, the surrounding magic power would also be absorbed into his body.

And this magic power would be stored inside him.

That’s right—completely stored, with no way to release it!

This was the bizarre aspect of Caius’s promotion method.

Whenever he engaged in intense activity, his internal magic power would accumulate more and more. Once it reached a certain threshold, it would settle within him. However, the condensed magic power was beyond his control; it simply remained inside him, sedimented.

At first, Caius worried that if the stored magic filled his Magic Core to its limit, he might explode and die. However, reality proved otherwise. Once his Magic Core was completely filled with sedimented magic power, a powerful Magic Torrent would erupt, triggering an explosive surge in his cultivation!

Since Caius began formal training at the age of fourteen, this phenomenon had only occurred once. At that time, he was at Silver One Star, a level he had reached naturally within a year through breathing techniques and rigorous training.

Then, his Magic Core reached capacity. After the Magic Torrent burst forth, his rank skyrocketed to Silver Five Star, skipping four minor stages in an instant!

Naturally, Caius was curious—was this related to his Giant physique?

After all, his promotion method bore some resemblance to "Compression and Explosion" or perhaps "Accumulation and Breakthrough."

But here was the issue: why did the accumulation of magic power lead to an enhancement of his physicality instead of his magical abilities?

Caius’s theory was that magic power, under the influence of vital energy, could temper the body. So when the Magic Torrent erupted, his body underwent a significant refinement.

However, he remained baffled—why could he absorb magic power, circulate magic power, but neither control it nor condense it into Starshine? More importantly, why was he completely incapable of casting spells?

That, he simply could not comprehend.

So, the current situation was as follows: Caius had to continue training and using his breathing technique to sediment magic power. Until his Magic Core was completely filled with this sedimented magic, his advancement remained painfully slow.

Moreover, as his Magic Core filled up, the amount of "free magic power" he could manipulate diminished drastically.

In other words, if his Magic Core was 99% full of sedimented magic, he would only be able to control the remaining 1% of his magic power.

During this period, he had to rely solely on his physicality and vital energy to fight.

Only when his Magic Core reached full capacity and triggered another Magic Torrent would it purge all the sedimented magic, allowing him to freely control his magic power again. However, as he continued sedimenting magic power, his freely available magic would gradually decrease, repeating the cycle.

Of course, after each Magic Torrent eruption, his Magic Core’s capacity would expand, and the strength of his magic power would increase significantly.

At present, his magic power strength was just as formidable as his physicality—far surpassing others of the same rank.

Caius estimated that his magic power intensity could rival that of a high-tier Gold Mage.

The unfortunate part was that, despite his vast reserves and immense magic power, he still couldn’t use magic to its full potential. His magical abilities were rudimentary at best.

For instance, he could coat his body in magic power to create a protective Magic Skin.

Or he could reinforce his fists with magic power to harden them.

At most, he could infuse magic power into his blood to slightly enhance his bodily functions.

That was it—no fancy spells, no brilliant magic, not even a simple Magic Missile.

Any magic power that left his body would immediately dissipate, rendering him incapable of casting spells.

Thus, despite possessing an overwhelming magic reserve and strength, he couldn’t release magic, making it impossible to be considered a Mage.

Caius could only console himself with the thought that he had, in a way, achieved a unique form of Magic-Warrior dual cultivation.

However, he had a feeling that his peculiar situation was linked to his Giant physique.

Perhaps, once he advanced further and unraveled the mysteries of the Giant Inheritance within his mind, he would understand the reason behind this anomaly—and maybe even learn real magic.

For now, he had no choice but to accept it as it was.

At present, his Magic Core was already 95% filled with sedimented magic. Caius estimated that in no more than half a month, he would reach full capacity.

If he engaged in a few high-intensity battles and employed his breathing technique during combat, his training speed would accelerate significantly.

...

Arriving at the docks.

Ocean City was a coastal metropolis with a thriving maritime industry. However, most of the lucrative trade was concentrated in the wealthy districts, demonstrating that the most profitable industries were monopolized by the rich. The land-based portion of Ocean City likely accounted for less than one-tenth of the city’s total economic flow.

Caius observed massive ships docked at the port.

These weren’t just traditional wooden sailing vessels—some were Magitech Ships, which combined advanced Magical Technology with seafaring craftsmanship.

What was Magical Technology?

It referred to machines powered and guided by magic energy, producing effects similar to spells. Holan’s magical research major covered such technologies.

Caius mused that if he ultimately failed to become a Mage, perhaps he could study Magical Research and tinker with Magitech Cannons instead.

Soon, he located the recipient of his delivery through the mission details.

It was Nick Degado, the owner of a small dockside warehouse.

When Nick heard Caius’s reason for coming, he welcomed him with surprising enthusiasm, which made Caius suspicious.

It was just a liquor delivery—was that really worth such excitement?

With his keen instincts, Caius felt something was off.

Upon pressing Nick for answers, the man finally admitted the truth with a grimace.

Nick had offended a local gang leader in Ocean City. The gang wanted to buy his liquor at a price far below market value, but he refused to sell.

Since Nick held some influence in the dockside district—owning a warehouse and all—the gang couldn’t openly start a conflict.

That gang was the Crab Gang. While they couldn’t attack outright, they had made a public threat: anyone who took on this delivery job would have their legs broken and be thrown into the sea to feed the crabs!

In Ocean City, any gang powerful enough to establish itself was filled with ruthless individuals. The leader of the Crab Gang was no exception. He was known as "Iron Claw," a formidable Gold Seven Star warrior!

With such a rank, plus nearly two hundred subordinates, few in the outer city dared to provoke him.

As a result, Nick’s liquor had been sitting in his warehouse, and no one dared to take the delivery task.

The buyer had already paid a deposit. If Nick failed to deliver the goods on time, he would not only have to refund the deposit but also pay compensation.

As a member of the Chamber of Commerce, his business depended on reputation. According to the guild’s regulations, any merchant who signed a contract, accepted a deposit, but failed to fulfill the agreement had to compensate three times the deposit amount.

With only three days left until the deadline and no one willing to take the job, Nick had resigned himself to a major financial loss.

Then, at this critical moment, Caius appeared.

In desperation, Nick made an offer—if Caius successfully delivered the goods, he would pay him an extra commission worth one-fifth of the liquor’s total value.

A staggering 3,400 gold coins!

That meant the liquor was worth a total of 17,000 gold coins!

No wonder Nick was so desperate.

If he defaulted, the deposit was half the total price. The compensation would be three times the deposit—1.5 times the total price—meaning he’d have to pay over 20,000 gold coins!

That was no small sum.

So, Caius readily agreed.
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                "Leave it to me, Mr. Nick! I'm a professional!" Caius said confidently.

The plump Nick wiped the sweat from his forehead, forcing a smile, though deep down, he was still skeptical.

If Caius couldn't handle the Crab Gang, then Nick would not only lose money but also this entire shipment of liquor.

Fortunately, since the job was posted through the Mercenary Tavern, if the mission failed, the Mercenary Guild would compensate him with a sum as consolation. It wouldn’t cover all his losses, but at least it wouldn’t be a complete disaster.

So, he was willing to take the gamble.

If Caius completed the mission successfully, then Nick would have a reliable mercenary to entrust future tasks to.

This was how merchants and mercenaries worked together, and it was exactly what Caius wanted.

If he succeeded, his reputation in the dock district would spread, and soon, the golden-ranked missions required by the tavern wouldn’t be a concern anymore.

With that, Caius loaded the liquor onto the carriage Nick had prepared, grabbed the little catgirl, and set off out of the city.

The moment the carriage left the dock district, a hidden Crab Gang scout immediately rushed back to report.

The gang’s hideout was the Crab Tavern, which also served as a branch of the Mercenary Guild. This was the very same tavern that Yvlan had mentioned—the one with a three-star rating.

On the tavern’s third floor, a burly man with an iron-forged crab claw for a right hand listened to his subordinate’s report, his face darkening. He spat his cigar onto the ground.

"Melbourne, take some men and finish him off. And bring my liquor back!"

"Got it, boss!" A bald man with a harpoon tattoo on his head immediately responded. He slung a harpoon over his shoulder, gathered his crew, and set off.

...

As the carriage passed through the city gates, Kiki glanced around warily. "Big guy, are those people really going to come, meow?"

"They will," Caius replied casually while guiding the carriage. "But they won’t make a move here. They’ll wait until we’re outside the protection zone."

Kiki nodded. After a moment, she scooted closer to Caius and whispered, "A carriage has been following us from a distance, meow."

"Doesn’t look like good people, meow."

Caius turned his head.

About two to three hundred meters behind, a carriage loaded with burly men followed them. The men all had fierce expressions, and one of them carried two harpoons on his back, his bald head marked with twin harpoon tattoos.

Caius chuckled. "Only ten people? They’re underestimating me."

"Little cat, stay back when the fight starts."

"I can fight, meow!" Kiki declared immediately.

"I know you can, but it’s unnecessary. I can handle this lot on my own."

"Just stay back so you don’t get splattered with blood."

"Alright, meow!"

Caius continued to drive the carriage as if he hadn’t noticed the Crab Gang members, while Kiki, a bit tense, kept sneaking glances behind.

Truthfully, Caius didn’t see them as a threat.

Not only because of his sharp mercenary instincts but also because he knew that unless the Crab Gang’s boss, Iron Claw, showed up—or they brought dozens, even hundreds of men—this small fry wouldn’t last against his hammer.

Judging from the people in the trailing carriage, the boss hadn’t come himself, which meant there was nothing to worry about.

As the carriage left the protection zone, the gang members’ carriage suddenly accelerated, charging toward them.

Caius, however, brought his own carriage to a halt, waiting for them.

The sooner he finished this, the sooner he could rest.

Seeing Caius stop, Melbourne felt provoked and immediately stood up on his carriage, raising his harpoon.

A rope was attached to the harpoon’s shaft.

At a fifty-meter distance, Melbourne hurled the harpoon straight at Caius’s back.

A smirk tugged at Melbourne’s lips.

This big guy was a sitting duck. Once the harpoon pierced him, Melbourne would pull the rope, dragging him off the carriage and along the ground for a few hundred meters. No matter how strong he was, he’d be done for!

But to his shock, just as the harpoon reached its target, Caius spun around with astonishing speed, catching the harpoon precisely.

Then, he yanked it hard.

Melbourne instantly felt an overwhelming force pulling him forward.

Unfortunately for him, he had a habit of wrapping the harpoon’s rope around his arm.

With a sudden jerk, he was sent flying straight toward Caius.

Melbourne panicked, but as a three-star gold-ranked mercenary, his reaction was quick.

Mid-air, he adjusted himself and drew his second harpoon, preparing to strike as he got close.

However, in front of Caius, being airborne meant he was already dead.

The Wolf Demon could attest to that.

As Melbourne neared, ready to thrust his harpoon, Caius swung his massive warhammer.

The metal hammer roared through the air with crushing force, smashing toward Melbourne.

In a desperate move, Melbourne curled up and used his harpoon to block.

But he had underestimated Caius’s strength.

With a single strike, Melbourne was sent plummeting to the ground, a sickening chorus of cracking bones filling the air. He tumbled across the dirt for dozens of meters.

Though both were gold-ranked, Melbourne was far weaker than the Wolf Demon. His physicality was nowhere near comparable.

Even the Wolf Demon would be bent like a shrimp if he took a direct hit from Caius’s hammer. A mere three-star gold-ranked human? He never stood a chance.

Melbourne wasn’t dead, but he was close. His arm—the one he used to block—was completely shattered. His steel harpoon was bent, and his ribs were likely broken. Blood spilled from his mouth.

One clash, and Melbourne was finished, left crawling on the ground, unable to stand.

Caius leapt down from his carriage, hoisting his warhammer, and strode toward the gang’s vehicle.

The Crab Gang members still aboard were frozen in shock.

Their third-in-command… was just gone?

Before they could react, the towering figure of Caius charged, his speed increasing until he was in a full sprint.

He was smiling.

Panic spread through the gang. They scrambled to steer the carriage away.

But dodging Caius’s hammer charge? Impossible.

Amidst screams and the sound of the carriage shattering, most of the gang members were sent flying.

Some managed to jump off in time, avoiding the initial impact.

But avoiding the hammer? That was another story.

Kiki peeked out from behind the liquor crates, ears twitching as she watched the gang members get launched through the air.

Now she understood why Caius told her to stay back.

Because they were getting hammered far, far away—and their blood was flying just as far.

For these silver-ranked thugs—some not even reaching silver—Caius didn’t need a second swing.

In less than a minute, all ten Crab Gang members were down.

Only two were still breathing.

Melbourne and one unlucky survivor Caius had intentionally spared.

After all, someone had to deliver the message.

Caius grabbed Melbourne’s head and dragged him to the survivor.

The man trembled, his eyes filled with terror.

"Crab Gang, right?" Caius squatted in front of him, grinning.

The man shook violently.

"Don’t be scared. I won’t kill you," Caius said with a warm smile. "I’m not a monster."

Then he snapped Melbourne’s neck.

"Now, go tell your boss: mess with me, and this is what happens."

"When the time comes, I'll go find him. He can either wash his neck clean or get ready to compensate me for my mental distress—and cover my hammer maintenance fees."

Seeing the guy stay silent, Caius’s smile instantly disappeared, as if a shadow had fallen over his face.

"Got it?"

"G-got it..." The guy finally snapped out of it and nodded frantically.

"Good." Caius's honest-looking smile returned, then he added, "Now… don’t be in such a hurry to scram. First, gather up everyone’s weapons, money, and anything valuable. Load them onto my carriage."

"Then you can scram."

The lucky survivor: "…"
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                "The Crab Gang really is a bunch of broke fools. No wonder they can't afford liquor." Caius weighed the pouch of coins in his hand and muttered.

Kiki let out a snicker.

Ten people had barely managed to scrounge up two hundred gold coins altogether—no wonder Caius called them poor.

Luckily, their weapons were worth something—daggers, machetes, harpoons, and such. Selling them could fetch another two to three hundred gold coins.

Oh, and the biggest prize this time was their carriage.

Even though Caius had smashed their carriage, the horses were still intact, albeit slightly injured.

It was a six-legged horse, the same type as the one Caius was driving—Brass-tier Magic Beasts, faster than ordinary horses. It could easily sell for five hundred gold coins.

Thinking of this, Caius felt quite pleased.

With two horses pulling the carriage, the journey was quicker, and by early morning the next day, they had arrived in Grilla City, successfully delivering the liquor to the buyer.

The buyer was delighted upon receiving the goods. Not only did he promptly pay the remaining balance, but he also gifted Caius a bottle of premium rum as a tip.

An unexpected windfall, wasn't it?

This rum was of a much higher grade than the bulk rum sold at Yvlan's shop—one bottle cost eighty gold coins, a considerable expense for the average household.

From his conversation with Grandma Lunla that night, Caius had learned that the orphanage, housing six people, only spent 15 to 18 silver coins a day—about two to three silver coins per person daily.

Most of their expenses went toward rice, oil, and salt. They grew their own vegetables, bought meat occasionally, and sometimes purchased yarn for knitting. They lived frugally, spending very little money.

Eighty gold coins could cover the orphanage's food expenses for over a month.

Thus, as soon as Caius stepped out of the tavern, he couldn't wait to take a swig of the rum.

But the moment he took a sip, Caius fell silent.

Because this rum tasted exactly like the one Belle had given him before.

This type of liquor was only sold by the bottle, never in bulk.

Which meant that Belle, who barely spent a single gold coin in three days, had dropped eighty gold coins just to buy him a bottle of rum—all because of one casual remark he'd made.

After a long silence, Caius shook his head.

"Silly girl."

Before long, he had finished the entire bottle.

Exhaling a mouthful of liquor-scented breath, Caius took Kiki to Grilla City's market, selling the weapons and the horse. Since he was in a hurry, he didn't haggle much and ultimately made just over seven hundred gold coins.

With that done, Caius decided not to head back immediately.

Since he had finally made it to Grilla City, there was no way he was just going to leave.

Of course, he had to visit Holan and maintain their relationship.

Upon arriving at Hydis Magic Academy, the gatekeeper mage recognized Caius, recorded his entry, and let him in.

After dropping off the final payment and Nick's carriage at the unloading zone, Caius headed straight to the library.

"Hello, I'm here to see Mentor Holan."

"Mentor Holan is still in class. You'll have to wait here. Would you like me to inform her?" The librarian looked at Caius, rubbing his fingers together with a knowing smirk.

"I'd appreciate it." Caius slipped him five gold coins, which the man happily pocketed, assuring him it was taken care of.

Caius had expected to wait until class ended for Holan to come out and meet him. To his surprise, the librarian returned shortly, looking somewhat astonished.

"You can go in now—Sixth Library Section."

"Oh? Alright." Caius was a little surprised but didn't dwell on it. He led Kiki inside the library.

Upon entering the Sixth Library Section, he saw a group of students seated around a long table beyond the bookshelves, each engrossed in copying something.

Holan sat on a high stool, her long legs crossed, wearing gold-rimmed glasses that lent her an air of both intelligence and allure.

When she saw Caius, she set down her book and smiled faintly.

"What brings you here?"

"I figured you might need me, Mentor Holan. I have no proof, but I still came." Caius grinned cheekily.

Holan rolled her eyes.

A few days apart, and this guy was still as glib as ever.

"Weren't you teaching a class? What's going on?" Caius glanced at the students, a few of whom looked up at him before returning to their notes.

"Oh, nothing much. Just trying to make some reckless students understand how dangerous it is to hunt a Silver-tier Magic Beast." Holan said.

"Dangerous?" Caius raised an eyebrow.

Holan: "..."

Seeing her expression, Caius quickly said, "Of course it's dangerous! Students should stay in the academy and study. Why risk hunting Magic Beasts?"

Holan nodded approvingly. "Exactly. Your task is to convince them to back down."

"I'm not even officially a field instructor yet, and you're already assigning me tasks?" Caius chuckled.

"Consider it early practice. What do you say? The payment is a cup of High Mountain White Peach Blossom tea, personally brewed by me." Holan smiled.

"Deal!" Caius agreed instantly.

Holan nodded in satisfaction before calling out, "Jelly, Aero, Miras, Glaros—come over here."

At her words, four students, appearing to be around seventeen or eighteen, set down their notes and walked over.

"Mentor Holan."

"This is an experienced mercenary. If you truly intend to hunt a banded python, you should consult him first."

Immediately, the students turned to Caius with curiosity in their eyes.

"Hey there, kids," Caius grinned broadly. "So, I hear you want to get yourselves killed?"

Holan: "..."

When did I ever say that!

But seeing that Caius had already gotten into character, she chose not to interrupt, tacitly approving his approach.

Hearing Caius’ words, the young man named Jelly immediately bristled. "It's just a banded python! The three of us are Silver Seven-Star, and I'm Silver Eight-Star! How is that certain death?"

Ah, the recklessness of youth~

But that was exactly what Caius needed—to provoke their competitiveness before utterly crushing their confidence.

"So, you think you can handle a banded python?" Caius smirked.

"Of course!" The students declared confidently.

The female student, Miras, even lifted her chin and added, "Banded pythons are generally between Silver Four-Star and Six-Star, with only a few reaching Silver Eight-Star and above."

"While Magic Beasts are usually stronger than humans, we have both numbers and skill on our side."

"As long as we find a Silver Six-Star banded python, we'll definitely succeed!"

"Impressive! You really know your stuff." Caius nodded before asking, "But have you considered this—can you make it out of the python's habitat alive?"

"Why wouldn't we?" Jelly asked.

"Because it's September," Caius said, his smirk fading. "Which means it’s the breeding season for banded pythons—and most cold-natured serpent-type Magic Beasts. Do you know what that means?"

"It means that if you encounter one banded python, you'll be facing an entire group of them, gathered together for breeding!"

"You four may be able to handle one banded python—but what about ten? Twenty? Fifty?"

At his words, the students' faces paled.

But Caius wasn’t finished yet.
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                "Didn't see that coming, did you? Because these things are hardly ever recorded in books, and even if they were, you obviously wouldn't know about them." Caius spread his hands as he spoke.

"And even if you were lucky enough to encounter a lone banded python, you have to understand that pythons are extremely active during the breeding season, especially now, at the tail end of it."

"If you run into a lone banded python, it’s either a frustrated male that couldn’t find a mate and is seething with rage, or a female that has already mated and is in a rush to find a nesting ground."

"Either way, its aggression is several times what it normally would be!"

"And besides, the forest isn’t just home to banded pythons."

"Do you know what banded pythons eat?"

"They eat another type of snake—one that poses no real threat to them but can easily kill a Silver-tier warrior with its venom: the red-banded trimeresurus!"

"Right now, it’s also the red-banded trimeresurus’ breeding season. During this period, their bright red scales shed and transform into a camouflaged color that blends into their environment. This is to better protect themselves, allowing them to mate and lay eggs."

"When you step into the forest, your very first step could land on a camouflaged red-banded trimeresurus. Its venom is a hemotoxin. Now, let me ask you—did you bring the right antidote for it?"

"No, right? Because pythons aren’t venomous, so you didn’t think to prepare for this?"

Jelly and the others turned red with embarrassment. Caius was right—they hadn’t prepared for it, nor had they even thought about it.

"We did prepare…" Miras said weakly. "We brought a general-purpose anti-venom…"

"Haha," Caius laughed exaggeratedly. "Great job. That’ll extend the time it takes for the venom to kill you, giving you enough time to dig your own graves. At least you won’t be left as corpses in the wild."

Holan's eyelids twitched as she listened.

How did she not realize before that this seemingly straightforward brute had such a sharp tongue?!

"You!" Jelly glared at Caius, but he was immediately met with Caius’ piercing gaze.

He found himself unable to meet Caius’ eyes, forcing him to lower his head in frustration.

"A general-purpose anti-venom isn’t a true antidote. It can only slow down the venom’s effects, giving you more time to survive."

"But clearly, you wouldn’t even know how to use that extra time."

"Now, let me ask you another question—do you know what creatures tend to share territory with the red-banded trimeresurus?" Caius continued, a mischievous grin on his face.

The students remained silent, waiting for him to continue.

He went on without hesitation, "There’s a tiny creature that I don’t even know the name of. It hasn’t been recorded in your encyclopedias because it’s far too insignificant."

"It’s a type of mite, about the size of a sesame seed."

"These mites are attracted to the scent of snakes and burrow into their scales, feeding on their blood. And yes, they also carry venom."

"Individually, the venom is negligible—just enough to numb the snake a little so it doesn’t feel pain when bitten. But what happens when there are thousands of them?"

"Let me enlighten you. These tiny creatures experience a population explosion during snake breeding season. A single patch of grass half as tall as a person could be hiding thousands—no, tens of thousands—of them!"

"They move silently. You could walk through the grass and end up with hundreds or even thousands of them clinging to you without even realizing it."

"Then, they start biting. They pierce your skin, but you won’t feel a thing because their venom gradually numbs your senses."

"With thousands upon thousands of bites, the venom accumulates in your body. Soon, your limbs will go numb, and eventually, even walking will become impossible."

"In the end, all you’ll be able to do is watch helplessly as your body gets covered in these mites—black specks clinging to your skin, impossible to shake off."

"And to make their feeding more efficient, they’ll crawl into your nostrils, your pores—anywhere they can burrow into your body."

"You’ll see bulging, wriggling lumps beneath your skin, like living goosebumps."

"And then… you won’t see anything at all—because your eyeballs are one of their favorite delicacies."

As Caius vividly described the scenario, not only did Jelly and the others turn deathly pale, but even the students taking notes stopped writing, their faces stricken with horror.

"I call these mites 'sesame mites.' Isn’t that a cute name?" Caius chuckled.

Jelly and the others instinctively took a few steps back, their eyes filled with terror.

"So… do you still want to go?" Caius asked.

Jelly and his companions exchanged glances, then shook their heads, looking dejected.

Caius was quite pleased with his lesson’s effect and added, "What you need to do now is focus on your studies at the academy and stop thinking about such reckless ventures."

"Hunting Magic Beasts isn’t some cool, glamorous thing. If I had the chance to study, I’d never choose to be a mercenary, running into terrifying creatures in the wild."

"Really?" Jelly asked skeptically.

Caius smirked. "Nope! I love danger and terror!"

Everyone: "……"

"If you’re interested, I can take you on a real experience in the future. But for now, just focus on your studies. Once you grow strong enough, all these terrifying things will seem as harmless as little kittens."

As he spoke, he ruffled Kiki’s fluffy little head.

Jelly and the others remained silent for a moment before nodding. "Thank you. We understand."

"Don’t thank me. If you want to thank someone, thank Instructor Holan—she’s the one who truly cares about you."

"Thank you, Instructor Holan," Jelly and the others said sincerely.

Holan finally snapped out of her thoughts and waved a hand. "No need. It’s my responsibility as your instructor. I won’t let you do anything foolish."

"Now, go back and take notes. Memorize everything you wrote down today. I’ll be checking tomorrow."

"Yes, ma’am!" Jelly and the others nodded before bowing to Caius and hurrying off to write.

"You’d make a great instructor," Holan commented as she looked at Caius with a smile.

"Haha, I think so too!" Caius laughed, hands on his hips.

"That… sesame mite you mentioned—is it real?" Holan asked quietly. Even she had never heard of such a terrifying insect.

Caius leaned in and whispered, "Nope. Made it up."

Holan: "……"

"You’re awful," Holan muttered.

Caius grinned. "Heh, but you can’t deny I did a great job, can you?"

"You did," Holan admitted, smirking.

"So, where’s my payment?" Caius asked eagerly.

Holan chuckled, then said, "Follow me."

She strode toward a private room, reminding the students to keep taking notes.

Caius followed, with Kiki trotting beside him.

Walking into the private room, Holan opened the cabinet to prepare tea, but after searching for a moment, he frowned.

"I might... have to delay your commission a bit," Holan turned around and said.

"Out of floral tea?" Caius asked.

Holan nodded, then watched in surprise as Caius pulled out a bottle of High Mountain White Peach Blossom from his waist pouch.

High Mountain White Peach Blossom could be brewed directly without needing to be sun-dried. The fresher it was, the sweeter it tasted; the older it got, the more bitter it became.

Some people preferred the bitterness and would let it dry out over time, while others enjoyed the sweetness and brewed it fresh.

Caius belonged to the latter group.

Coincidentally, so did Holan.

"Do you like it?" Caius asked with a smile.

"Did you buy this?" Holan asked in surprise.

"Of course not," Caius said solemnly. "I picked it myself, right from Aronas Mountain not far from here. Kiki can vouch for me."

"Really, Meow! He picked it himself, Meow!" Kiki immediately confirmed, but then shrank back slightly. "But coming down the mountain was so scary, Meow..."

Holan was touched.

Taking the bottle, he opened it and took a deep sniff, his expression turning slightly blissful. "It's well-preserved."

"Of course! I prepared this just for you, so I made sure to store it properly," Caius chuckled.

"For me?" Holan raised an eyebrow at him. "Not just an extra harvest while doing a mission?"

Caius: "..."

As expected of a seasoned Instructor—so hard to fool!

But Caius had a thick skin. He immediately replied, "Of course not!"

At that time, he had indeed thought of Holan's fondness for this tea and had deliberately picked extra. It wasn’t just a casual harvest—besides, these blossoms grew on cliff sides; there was nothing "casual" about picking them.

"Hmm... well, I'll choose to believe you, then~" Holan said, hugging the bottle as he turned around lightly, like a cheerful little girl. He delicately pinched each white peach blossom, removing the stems and impurities before placing the petals into the teapot.

It was clear he was in a great mood, even humming a little tune unconsciously.

Caius rested his chin on his hand, watching Holan’s graceful silhouette, feeling a different side of him—playful and adorable, in contrast to his usual composed intellect. His mood improved as well.

How did that saying go again?

A beautiful woman brings joy!

As for the little catgirl… she had milk, she had cookies, and she had a big guy keeping her company—she was absolutely ecstatic.
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                "Ah~ So relaxing~" Caius sighed contentedly after taking a sip of the steaming floral tea.

Holan chuckled, also taking a sip, then propped her chin on her elbow and asked, "How's your promotion coming along?"

"Just three more Gold-ranked missions to go. I should be able to wrap them up in five days." Caius replied.

"That fast?" Holan was surprised.

"Of course. I'm a man determined to become a Legendary Mercenary." Caius said confidently.

"Is that so? Well, that’s quite the difficult dream to achieve." Holan smiled.

No matter the profession, anything associated with the word "Legendary" was never easy to attain.

Caius said, "Exactly. Finding a woman who can become a Legendary Mercenary is even harder."

Holan: "???"

"So that's what you meant?" Holan was momentarily stunned before realizing his meaning, playfully giving him a light slap.

"Haha." Caius laughed without dodging.

A little physical contact at the right time could sometimes enhance an interaction.

Like right now.

After some playful banter, Holan seemed much more relaxed, as if the burden of being an Instructor didn't exist when she was with Caius.

Hmm... had it ever existed?

Although this big guy kept calling her "Instructor" with utmost respect, he had actually flirted with her quite a few times.

But his teasing was just the right amount—so much so that instead of calling it teasing, it was more like "flirting." Of course, Holan herself hadn't realized this.

Lazily resting her head on the table, she asked, "Do mercenaries have a lot of free time?"

"Not bad. As long as we don't take on missions, we're free all the time." Caius replied.

"Doesn’t that mean no income?" Holan asked.

"Haha, exactly. That’s why some lazy mercenaries take on a mission and then slack off for days. Only when their pockets are emptier than their stomachs do they think about taking the next job." Caius leaned back into the soft sofa.

"Slack off?" Holan’s eyes lit up at the term.

"More or less means—‘I quit.’" Caius explained animatedly, making Holan giggle.

"That’s quite fitting. Sometimes, I feel like slacking off too." Holan said softly.

"Oh? You don’t like being an Instructor?" Caius asked.

"It’s alright. I don’t love it, but I don’t hate it either. What I truly enjoy is focusing on magical research, not being an Instructor who has to balance research and teaching." Holan stirred her tea with a silver spoon, speaking slowly.

"How so?" Caius appeared to be listening intently, but inside, he was delighted.

When a woman was willing to share her life and interests with you, it meant she had a good impression of you.

And he liked that feeling.

"Academy rules. If you want to conduct magical research, you have to be an Instructor."

"Unless you reach the level of a Professor or an Archmage, you have to juggle both."

"Magical research alone is already exhausting, and on top of that, I have to look after a bunch of fearless young students."

"You saw it just now—truly exhausting."

"It really is." Caius nodded in agreement. At times like this, the best approach was to empathize, no matter what the other person said.

"Right?" Holan sighed. "But they’re my students, so I have to take responsibility."

Caius looked at her with admiration. "They’re lucky to have you as their guide. Not every gardener of knowledge possesses both wisdom and responsibility—let alone being such a beautiful gardener."

Holan’s eyes brightened.

She really liked the analogy of a "gardener of knowledge." Her eyes curved into a smile. "Thank you. Hearing that makes it all feel worthwhile."

"Haha, no problem!" Caius laughed heartily.

"By the way, have you been in contact with Belle?" Holan asked.

"Of course. She asked me to bring you her letter and badge—she said she doesn’t want to attend the Academy anymore." Caius nodded, speaking leisurely.

"What?!" Holan immediately stood up, her face full of anxiety. "Did you agree to it?"

But Caius remained calm and relaxed. "Of course not."

Holan let out a breath of relief, then looked at Caius with slight annoyance. "Why did you only bring this up now?"

Caius blinked. "Because I’ve already taken care of it."

Holan blinked as well. "Taken care of? What do you mean? How?"

"Have you ever truly understood her?" Caius asked instead of answering directly.

"Of course!" Holan nodded. But under Caius' unwavering gaze, she hesitated slightly and added, "Of course… I know some things."

"She’s talented—born to be a magic researcher. She’s a genius!"

"Every magical research task I gave her, she completed flawlessly. She—"

Before she could finish, Caius shook his head. "She’s been struggling."

Holan was stunned. Then she said, "I know her situation. She’s an orphan who grew up in the Orphanage, taking care of an old lady and several children. Life has always been difficult for her. That’s why I set aside part of my research funds to support them."

"But that’s not the main issue," Caius said, looking Holan in the eyes.

"Financial hardship isn’t the real problem. She’s lived through it all these years, and your support doesn’t change much."

"In fact, she saves the money you give her. Their lives remain difficult because they are used to it."

"Especially after the new district plan in Ocean City was finalized, they lost an important source of income. The money you give them—they don’t dare spend it."

"So their lives don’t improve. They continue to be frugal."

"And your recognition of her only added more pressure on her academic life."

"She’s grateful for everything you’ve done for her, so she does her best to complete the tasks you assign."

"But do you know what her life at the Ocean City Academy is really like?"

Holan shook her head and listened quietly.

Caius spoke slowly.

"You came to Ocean City Academy to recruit students for your team. For the students, it was a rare opportunity, so many competed for it. But you chose her."

"That was the beginning of her ostracization."

"If I’m right, after choosing her, you didn’t stay at the Academy but returned to Hydis. You communicated via letters, sending and receiving tasks remotely. You rarely met her, right?"

Holan silently nodded.

Caius continued, "Because you chose her and not the others, those students grew jealous. They bullied and harassed her, trying to stop her from coming to Hydis Magic Academy."

Holan’s hands trembled slightly, but she stayed silent and listened.

Caius lowered his head, looking at the still tea in his cup, as if seeing the reflection of that mushroom-hatted girl.

"During class, they would use Magic to toss her books away, kick her chair, and never stop for the entire lesson."

"She didn’t fight back. She just endured it until the class ended—but even then, it didn’t stop."

"On the road, they would deliberately bump into her, making her fall and get hurt. And that’s only what I saw in a single morning."

"Even outside the Academy, they framed her for things she didn’t do. If not for kind-hearted people and a good-natured shop owner, the compensation for an expensive magic potion alone would have made her already difficult life unbearable."

"To protect herself, she started wearing a mushroom-shaped hat to prevent head injuries."

"She knitted her own sweater so she wouldn’t ruin the clothes the old lady made for her."

"The entire class, following the lead of those bullies, isolated her, shunned her, mocked her."

"And despite all this, she still completed your tasks excellently. Do you think…"

Caius raised his head and looked Holan in the eyes.

"Should you be happy about that?"
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                "I..." Holan lowered her head, not daring to meet Caius' eyes, her small hands clenched slightly.

Caius sighed and said, "So, in that situation, she simply couldn't leave the orphanage peacefully to study at Hydis Magic Academy."

"Why didn't she resist?" Holan bit her lip and asked.

"Because the ones bullying her could easily wipe the orphanage off the map," Caius replied.

"Then... what about Ocean City Academy? Don't the instructors care?"

"As I said before, not every cultivator of knowledge possesses both responsibility and wisdom." Caius continued, "Those people wouldn't bully her in front of the instructors. In fact, they might even act friendly, draping their arms around her shoulders as if they were the best of friends."

"She's not good at expressing herself, nor does she resist, so the instructors never realized she was being bullied."

"And even if someone did notice... would an instructor really risk offending a high-ranking official of Ocean City for the sake of a single student?"

"I would!" Holan gritted her teeth and said firmly.

"Mm, that's why I said your students are lucky. But she... was unfortunate." Caius took a sip of tea as he spoke.

Holan fell silent. Just listening to Caius' words, she could sense the immense hardship and suffering involved.

Caius didn't interrupt her, allowing her time to process everything.

"So... what happened next? You said you resolved it..." After a while, Holan finally lifted her head, hope flickering in her eyes.

She wanted to believe that Caius had truly solved the problem.

And Caius did not disappoint her.

"Yes, I solved it." Caius grinned.

"Before those people could do something even worse, I stopped them."

"How?" Holan asked eagerly.

Caius then briefly explained his course of action.

"First, I infiltrated Ocean City Academy... Then... after that... they just..."

"..."

"..."

"That's how it happened."

"I also resolved the orphanage issue—I bought it. Now, the elderly caretaker and the children can continue living there, and I'll ensure their lives improve, eliminating their suffering at the root."

"As for those who bullied her, I imagine that if that high-ranking official has any sense at all, she won't let her daughter stay in that academy any longer."

At this point, Caius turned to Holan and asked, "Instructor Holan, do you think I was too ruthless?"

Holan looked at him and suddenly smiled.

"No, you did a wonderful job!"

"Absolutely, absolutely, absolutely wonderful!"

"Haha, I knew it." Caius snapped his fingers and grinned.

"Thank you for telling me all this, and for everything you've done for her. Thank you," Holan exhaled and looked at Caius sincerely.

"It was my duty." Caius smiled.

"Really?" Holan gazed at Caius curiously. "As far as I know, mercenaries don’t usually take on thankless tasks like this. After all, you don’t gain anything from them."

"Who says that? I gained a lot!" Caius countered.

"Oh? Do tell?" Now that she knew Belle was safe, Holan relaxed considerably, smiling as she spoke.

"Happiness, pride, the bright future of a talented magical research scholar, the gratitude of a beautiful instructor, and, of course, the delicious dinner she'll treat me to."

"Hmm... she will treat me to dinner, right?" Caius looked at Holan expectantly.

Holan couldn't help but laugh out loud.

This guy really had the thickest skin.

And yet, she didn't dislike it—nor could she refuse him.

Compared to a single meal, what Caius had done for Belle was the real gift. In comparison, her little show of gratitude felt utterly insignificant.

Thus, she smiled and nodded. "Yes, she will."

Caius: "See? I've gained so much."

Holan: "Haha, no doubt about it."

Kiki: "???"

The little catgirl tilted her head as she watched the two exchange smiles.

She found their conversation incredibly complicated.

Was this how smart people communicated?

A jealous meow.

"But not tonight," Holan said. "Hearing all this, I feel like I’ve been an irresponsible instructor. So, I’m setting off for Ocean City tonight."

"So, outstanding mercenary, would you accept an escort request from your instructor?"

"Of course!" Caius snapped his fingers.

"Then I'll go prepare. We'll leave at noon!" Holan said eagerly.

"No problem!" Caius nodded.

There were still a few hours before noon, and Caius planned to complete a Gold-ranked mission in the meantime.

The mission site: Nemo Forest.

Two tasks—one was to help Eli find Hops Flower.

The other was to hunt down a Gold-ranked Magic Beast—an Unicorn Bison and retrieve its horn.

Of course, if he could obtain the horn without killing the beast, that would be fine too. But that would be a much harder challenge.

Traveling from Grilla City to Nemo Forest was closer than from Ocean City—only 80 kilometers away. At Caius’ speed, he could make the round trip in less than an hour.

That left him with nearly three hours to complete the mission.

Once he finished the two Gold-ranked tasks, he would escort Holan to Ocean City, then head to the docks to deliver the final payment for the rum shipment to Nick. That meant three Gold-ranked missions completed in one go.

Then only one Gold-ranked promotion mission—Debt Collection—would remain.

Thinking about it, Caius sighed in satisfaction.

As expected of me—so efficient!

"Go ahead and get ready. I'm going to complete two Gold-ranked missions in the meantime. Let’s meet at the academy gate at noon." Caius stood up and said.

"Alright." Holan nodded.

Though she was a bit surprised by Caius’ "by the way" attitude toward the missions, she didn’t doubt that he could finish two Gold-ranked tasks in such a short time.

After spending time with him, she had come to understand this burly mercenary quite well.

A reliable big guy.

Bidding farewell to Instructor Holan, Caius left his carriage and final payment in the unloading area of Hydis Magic Academy. It was safe there—no need to worry about thieves.

After all, students who could attend Hydis Magic Academy wouldn't stoop to petty theft.

Then, with Kiki in tow, Caius took off at full speed.

Poor little catgirl—she had just finished a cup of milk, and it nearly came back up from all the bouncing.

Arriving at Nemo Forest, Caius glanced at the miserable-looking Kiki and gave her an apologetic smile.

Some people get carsick. She got Caius-sick. No one else could relate.

After letting her recover for a bit, Caius led Kiki into Nemo Forest.

The Unicorn Bison was a massive Magic Beast, making it easy to track.

Standing three to four meters tall and five to six meters long, they resembled rhinos but were even more massive and aggressive. Their heavy footfalls left tremors in the ground and wide, deep footprints.

Soon, Caius found a set of fresh tracks.

In his previous life, mercenaries in the wasteland were called Wasteland Hounds, not just because they were as ruthless and cunning as hunting dogs, but because those who could survive there possessed exceptional tracking skills.

Caius was one of the best among them.

With tracks this obvious, along with other telltale signs, it would be harder not to find the Unicorn Bison.

Before long, he spotted his target—

A Gold Three-Star Unicorn Bison.
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                Among those of the same rank, Magic Beasts are generally stronger than humans due to inherent racial advantages.

Take the case of a Gold Three-Star Unicorn Bison—its strength is at least five to six times that of Melbourne, whom Caius had taken down with a single hammer strike. Its defense is even more formidable, and its sheer size provides a natural advantage.

In other words, not even ten Melbournes would be a match for a single Unicorn Bison.

However, that’s not how things work in reality.

Magic Beasts possess innate magic, but the number of spells they can use is often limited. Low-ranking Magic Beasts typically have only one or two innate spells, with some having none at all.

Humans, on the other hand, have more versatility—Warriors can learn Combat Techniques, mages can learn Magic, and even the common universal spells that all professions can study number in the hundreds or thousands.

By leveraging skills and intelligence, humans—despite their physical disadvantages—can crush Magic Beasts of the same rank or even higher.

Of course, Melbourne truly couldn't defeat a Unicorn Bison.

And Caius? He didn’t even know a single universal spell.

All of this is just to emphasize that humans have a hard time defeating Magic Beasts in a head-on clash, and—

Caius is a complete monster!

Because when he laid eyes on that Unicorn Bison, his very first thought was—

I want to go head-to-head with this big guy!

The number of markings on a Unicorn Bison’s horn indicates its star level. The one Caius had found had three stripes, marking it as a Gold Three-Star.

As a Gold-rank Magic Beast, the Unicorn Bison had virtually no natural predators in this forest. That’s why it stood there so casually in an open field, chewing grass at a leisurely pace, as if it had no fear of being attacked.

And under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t have to be.

There were hardly any Platinum-rank Magic Beasts in this forest, so other creatures wisely avoided provoking a four-meter-tall, five-to-six-meter-long behemoth.

But Caius was different. He confidently strode into the Unicorn Bison’s field of vision, tossed his warhammer aside, and beckoned with his hand.

"Come on, let’s have a showdown!"

The Unicorn Bison didn’t understand Caius’s words, but it knew full well that he was provoking it.

And more importantly, it sensed a threat from him.

For a two-legged creature trespassing into its territory, there was only one response—a charge with its mighty horn!

Swallowing its mouthful of grass, the Unicorn Bison turned, its massive half-meter-thick horn aimed straight at Caius. Wide nostrils flared as it exhaled streams of hot air, and its front hooves scraped at the ground.

From her perch in a tree, Kiki watched nervously.

When she first heard Caius say he wanted to test his strength against the Unicorn Bison, her reaction was the same as any rational person’s—

"Are you serious, Meow?"

That beast wasn’t called "Bison" just because of its temper—it was a powerhouse of raw, brute strength!

Among Gold-rank Magic Beasts, the Unicorn Bison was known for being one of the strongest. And yet, here was Caius, a human, challenging it to a test of strength? It was downright absurd!

But Caius was confident.

Giants weren’t just about size!

"Moooo!" A deep, thunderous bellow rang out as the Unicorn Bison charged.

Its colossal frame surged forward like a tank, shaking the ground with every step. Even from her vantage point, Kiki could feel the vibrations.

Yet Caius made no move to dodge. Instead, he lowered his stance, arms spread wide, prepared to receive the impact. His face lit up with excitement.

The Unicorn Bison closed the distance, its razor-sharp horn gleaming coldly. Kiki had no doubt that even a city wall would be pierced by that charge.

And Caius… well, he wasn’t stupid enough to take that horn to the chest. That wasn’t a test of strength—that was suicide.

Just as the Unicorn Bison’s horn was about to impale him, Caius suddenly tilted his head and ducked. The horn grazed past his shoulder, narrowly missing him.

Instead of retreating, he pressed forward, wedging his shoulder between the Unicorn Bison’s head and horn. His muscles tensed, veins bulging as he clamped his hands down on the beast’s massive skull.

The full force of the Unicorn Bison’s charge became evident. Caius was pushed back, sliding across the ground.

Yet his stance was perfect—one knee bent, the other leg braced behind, his entire body forming a near-straight line from heel to waist to shoulder, maximizing his resistance.

He was pushed back for fifteen to sixteen meters before the Unicorn Bison’s momentum began to wane.

Slower… and slower… until finally, after being dragged back nearly thirty meters, the beast came to a stop.

Two deep trenches were carved into the ground where Caius had dug in his heels, his feet now buried ankle-deep in the earth.

The Unicorn Bison’s eyes were filled with disbelief.

It had failed to overpower this two-legged creature, despite being many times his size!

Had it not been for the initial momentum of its charge, it might not have even budged him at all.

His perfect stance had absorbed and neutralized most of the impact, effectively stopping the charge of a Gold Three-Star Magic Beast.

Standing at nearly two meters, Caius looked minuscule before the four-meter-tall Unicorn Bison.

But to the bison, it was as if it had rammed into an iron fortress.

"My turn now?" Caius pressed his forehead against the Unicorn Bison’s skull, grinning.

Then, with a fierce glare and a guttural roar, his muscles flexed, veins bulging as his blood surged, every fiber of his body coiling like a drawn bowstring. His pants tightened as his leg muscles expanded, even producing the sound of fabric straining.

With a forceful push from his bent leg, he drove forward.

The Unicorn Bison was stunned—it wasn’t moving forward, but backward!

"Huff! Huff!" Heavy breaths escaped as it desperately tried to plant its hooves, refusing to be overpowered.

But reality was cruel—it was still being pushed back.

Kiki, watching from the tree, felt like she wasn’t witnessing a battle between a human and a beast.

It was a clash between two Magic Beasts!

From the moment Caius took his first step forward, he had already won. His strength only grew, shoving the Unicorn Bison backward, retracing its path until they were back where they started.

Then, with another fierce roar, veins of vital energy spiraled around Caius, further amplifying his power.

And it didn’t stop there—

Magic surged!

Even with less than five percent of his free magic power available, it was enough.

Magic energy coursed through Caius’s body, granting him an even greater burst of strength.

"Now, up you go!!!"

With an earth-shattering bellow, the Unicorn Bison’s front hooves lifted off the ground, its body tilting uncontrollably.

With one final surge of power, Caius flipped the enormous beast over!

"Boom!"

The giant body crashed onto the ground, sending tremors through the earth.

Caius, drenched in sweat, grinned.

"You lost. And losers leave something behind."
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                Watching the staggering unicorn bison flee in a sorry state, Caius weighed the massive horn in his hand and nodded in satisfaction.

That strike had hurt, but at least it hadn’t been fatal to the unicorn bison.

It wasn’t out of mercy—rather, after this bout of strength, the magic within Caius had settled a bit further, bringing his Magic Core to ninety-eight percent capacity. Since the mission was also completed, he was in a great mood and decided to let the unicorn bison go.

Everything depended on his mood.

“Next, we just need to find some Hops Flower,” Caius said.

“Already found it, Meow,” Kiki suddenly spoke up.

“Huh?” Caius was stunned.

“That unicorn bison was just eating Hops Flower, Meow. Over there, I saw it, Meow.” Kiki pointed toward a patch of grass nearby.

“Damn, that’s some luck!” Caius burst into laughter.

Coming to the spot where the unicorn bison had been grazing, he found a large patch of Hops Flower. The beast had eaten half of it, but there was still plenty left—enough to complete the mission with extra to spare.

Caius harvested all of it and checked the time—less than an hour had passed.

“Let’s go back to the city.” Caius hefted his warhammer and gestured to Kiki.

With a nimble leap, Kiki landed on Caius’ shoulder.

Caius sucked in a sharp breath. “Hiss… Little cat, sit on the other side. This shoulder’s got some scrapes.”

Earlier, he had braced against the unicorn bison’s horn with his right shoulder. That thing wasn’t exactly smooth, and his shoulder had been left covered in abrasions.

Seeing this, Kiki quickly shifted to his other shoulder. Then she took out a bottle of intermediate healing potion and was about to pour it over Caius’ injuries.

Healing potions could be used externally or internally. For minor wounds, a topical application sufficed—no need to drink the whole thing.

Caius waved her off. “No need for that. A good night’s sleep and I’ll be fine.”

Kiki twitched her ears as she looked at the scrapes covering Caius’ shoulder.

This counts as a minor wound, Meow?

It looks pretty scary, Meow…

If these scrapes were on her body, they’d probably cover half her back.

However, before Caius even finished speaking, the wounds had already started scabbing over. Seeing how fast he healed, Kiki simply nodded and put away the healing potion.

On the way back, Caius hummed a tune, clearly in good spirits. Kiki glanced at his lower half and then couldn’t help but comment,

“Big guy.”

“Hmm?”

“I think you need to buy new pants, Meow.”

Caius looked down.

Well, his pants hadn’t held up in the end. His swelling muscles had torn them apart, leaving him looking like he was wearing a pair of shorts held together with scraps of fabric.

“Alright, you’ve got a point.”

So, upon returning to Grilla City, Caius wandered through the market, bought new pants, and replenished his supplies.

By the time Holan was ready and emerged from the academy, she found Caius already waiting with a carriage.

“You… changed pants?” Holan asked, unable to help herself.

It wasn’t that she particularly cared about his attire—it was just that the new pants were far too eye-catching.

Holan swore that Caius’ original pants weren’t like this.

The new ones were covered in maple leaf patterns—this one yellow, that one red, another orange—screaming autumn in full blaze.

And paired with Caius’ rugged yet roguish aura, it was impossible not to notice.

“Yeah, what do you think?” Caius asked confidently. “Pretty stylish, right? The shopkeeper said this is the season’s hottest trend!”

Holan couldn’t help but laugh.

A narcissistic big guy.

The pants conversation didn’t last long, and soon, the group set off.

“I thought you had your own carriage,” Caius remarked as Holan sat beside him.

“I did, but I sold it,” Holan said with a shrug.

“You sold it?” Caius was surprised. “Are you short on money?”

“Mm-hmm~” Holan nodded matter-of-factly. “Magical research is expensive. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have haggled over buying a Wolf Demon corpse from you before.”

“So, what do you say? Care to sponsor our research team, oh distinguished mercenary?” Holan’s eyes sparkled with playful cunning.

This instructor had a charming side to her as well.

Caius immediately said, “Of course! I’d love to sponsor you with a million gold!”

Holan blinked. “Are you serious?”

Caius grinned. “As soon as I make that much.”

Holan rolled her eyes with a smile.

She had meant to tease Caius, but somehow, he had turned the joke back on her. This big guy was far from simple.

The journey was long, so Holan struck up a conversation with Caius.

“When did you arrive in Ocean City?”

“A few days ago.”

“What brought you here?”

“To work as a mercenary,” Caius replied. “I heard Ocean City has another name—Mercenary City—so I figured it’d be a good place to establish myself.”

“That’s true. Ocean City has the highest concentration of mercenaries in the region. But if you want the true Mercenary City, that would be Normanworth,” Holan said.

Caius was intrigued. “Where’s that?”

Holan looked at him in surprise. “You’re a mercenary and you don’t know about Normanworth?”

“Should I?” Caius asked.

“Of course! That place has produced seven Legendary mercenaries!”

“Whoa! Then I definitely have to go check it out!” Caius declared. “Once I get there, they’ll be welcoming their eighth Legendary mercenary!”

Holan laughed.

She liked his confidence.

“Well, you’ll need to work hard. Gold-ranked mercenaries barely make the cut there. And it’s not a place you can just waltz into.”

“Normanworth is on another continent, an independent city-state. To get there, you’d have to pass through three Empires and over a dozen smaller Kingdoms. Just getting through all the border checks is a hassle, especially with the Hepos Empire currently at war with the Ironblood Empire.”

“To reach Normanworth, you’d have to cross the Ironblood Empire.”

Caius considered this. The Hepos Empire ruled the region he was currently in, and empires in this land were like blackheads—squeeze one out, and another popped up.

As for the small Kingdoms, they were like fields of wheat—cut down one, and another grew in its place.

“Is there another route besides passing through the Ironblood Empire?” Caius asked.

“There is,” Holan said, gazing into the distance. “By sea. Like Ocean City, Normanworth is coastal.”

“But while this route is faster, it’s also far more dangerous. The Magic Beasts of the sea are even stronger than those on land, and countless pirates prey on ships along the way. If you want my advice, take the land route.”

“But if you crave adventure and challenge, then the sea route is a good option too.”

“Then I’m taking the sea route!” Caius grinned.

Holan gave him a sidelong glance and continued, “Though I hear the Ironblood Empress is incredibly beautiful…”

Caius: “Land route. Absolutely the land route!”

Holan smirked. “But the Pirate Queen of the sea is just as stunning…”

Caius: “Holan, Instructor.”

“Hmm?” Holan looked at him with amusement, thinking she had successfully messed with him.

Then Caius said, “Do you know any cloning magic? If you do, please, you have to teach me!”

Holan: “…”
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                The question of whether to travel by land or sea was never seriously discussed—it was merely a joke. After all, in the short term, Caius had no intention of leaving Ocean City.

Caius was the epitome of cherishing the present. The future could be pondered briefly, but who knew what tomorrow would bring?

As night fell, the temperature began to drop. However, when Caius had visited the market earlier, he had bought two blankets.

One for Kiki, one for Holan.

Taking the blanket, Holan smiled. "Didn’t expect you to be so thoughtful."

"Of course, I’m a gentleman," Caius replied.

"A gentleman? Aren’t you a mercenary?" Holan’s eyes twinkled with amusement.

"Can’t a mercenary be a gentleman? I call it a merc-gent."

"A servant-gentleman?" Holan teased.

"No, a mercenary-gentleman!"

Holan burst into laughter.

Just then, a distant howl echoed through the vast fields, lingering in the night air.

Caius turned toward the sound. A few eerie green eyes, like ghostly flames, flickered in the darkness of the distant forest.

"A wolf pack," Caius remarked.

"Are they dangerous?" Holan asked, though she didn’t seem particularly concerned.

"No, just an ordinary small pack. They know the power of humans and won’t venture too close to the trade route," Caius explained before something crossed his mind. "By the way, Instructor Holan, I’ve had a question for a while."

"Go ahead," Holan nodded slightly.

"The appearance of a Wolf Demon near Ocean City—what do you think it means?" Caius asked, his gaze fixed ahead.

A chill crept into the air at the mention of the Wolf Demon, as if the very name carried an aura of dread.

And rightly so.

"Are you suggesting that a Blood Soil has formed nearby?" Holan asked.

"I considered that possibility," Caius nodded. "That’s why I asked you about the Bloody Lands before."

"A Wolf Demon appearing here is likely just a wandering one," Holan said. "Unlike Bloodfish and Bloodeyes, which cannot stray far from a Blood Soil due to their reliance on its blood energy for sustenance and reproduction, Wolf Demons are of a higher tier."

"They can travel far from a Blood Soil, hunting across great distances."

"This area falls under the jurisdiction of the Empire’s patrols. They conduct regular sweeps, and if a Blood Soil had formed, nearby cities would have been alerted immediately. Since there has been no news, I suspect this Wolf Demon simply wandered here from a distant Blood Soil."

"Does this happen often?" Caius asked.

"Not really. Bloody Creatures don’t belong to this world, and their numbers are scarce," Holan explained. "However, the Bloody Lands are encroaching on our world. Blood Soils will only become more common in the future, and so will Bloody Creatures. Only by cutting off the source of the corruption can we stop the invasion."

Caius nodded, falling silent for a moment before asking, "If a Blood Soil really did appear nearby, what would happen?"

"It would be a catastrophe," Holan said gravely. "The emergence of a Blood Soil always heralds terror and death."

"There have been several large-scale Bloody Waves in history, each bringing unimaginable devastation to the continent."

"If a Blood Soil forms near us, we would need to unite all the surrounding cities to purge it. Otherwise, if it is allowed to grow, even a powerful city like Grilla City would be swallowed by the blood corruption."

"What’s the level of Grilla City’s strongest combatant?" Caius suddenly asked.

"The City Lord of Grilla City, the Windchanter—Mel Astraea," Holan replied.

Caius nodded.

Having an exclusive Title such as Windchanter meant that Lord Mel was a Title-tier powerhouse.

The ranking system was as follows:

Lower Five Tiers: Brass, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Mithril. Upper Five Tiers: Ballad, Title, Epic, Legendary, Divine.

A Title-tier warrior was already a formidable existence.

"What about you?" Caius asked next.

"Me?" Holan chuckled. "I’m just a humble Platinum-tier mage."

"Platinum-tier? That’s impressive. I’m only Silver Five-Star," Caius said enviously.

Though, what he truly envied wasn’t the Platinum tier—it was being a mage.

"Silver?" Holan was visibly stunned.

"You’re only Silver?" She looked at him in disbelief.

She had previously requested Caius’s registration details from the guild’s mage at the gate. The record only listed him as a Brass-tier mercenary, without specifying his exact combat rank.

A Brass-tier mercenary title didn’t reflect one’s true strength. Even a Platinum-tier powerhouse would still be registered as Brass upon joining the Mercenary Guild.

Given that Caius had slain a Wolf Demon, Holan had assumed he was at least a high-tier Gold-ranked warrior. But to find out he was only Silver?

"Mhm, Silver Five-Star." As he spoke, Caius activated his veins of vital energy. Five silver-glowing marks shimmered along his body, leaving Holan speechless for a long time.

Finally, she asked, "How old are you?"

Caius glanced at Kiki before replying, "Eighteen."

In truth, he was sixteen, but since Kiki was seventeen, he had lied about being eighteen—otherwise, he wouldn’t feel justified calling her "little kitten."

"You’re only eighteen?!" Holan’s eyes widened even further. "I thought you were at least twenty-five!"

Caius: "..."

"Do I look that old?" He pointed at his face, questioning.

"Uh... not exactly, it’s just..." Holan hesitated, unsure how to explain.

Caius didn’t look old—his face was that of an honest, straightforward young man not yet twenty. But his physique? Could an eighteen-year-old truly build such a body?

It wasn’t just his muscular frame—it was the way he carried himself. His speech, his composure, his interactions with people, and his wealth of experience all exuded an air of maturity. It was easy to overlook his youthful appearance and assume he was much older.

"Not everyone is like you, looking forever like an eighteen-year-old girl," Caius shrugged helplessly.

Holan, who had just been astonished, suddenly burst into laughter. "I won’t always be eighteen."

She said that, but it was clear she was pleased by the compliment.

No woman disliked being told she looked young.

Unless she was already younger than the compliment implied.

"Eighteen years old, Silver Five-Star. That’s about the same as my students—but none of them could take down a Wolf Demon alone," Holan mused.

That statement made Caius feel quite pleased. He grinned smugly. "Of course, I’m the best!"

"Now you’re just bragging," Holan laughed, covering her mouth. Then she asked, "With your talent, getting into Hydis Magic Academy wouldn’t be a problem. So why did you choose to be a mercenary?"

This was the second time she had asked this question. The first time, Caius had brushed it off with a playful remark, but Holan was still curious.

The more time she spent with him, the more intrigued she became.

"Because I love this profession—just like you love magical research," Caius replied with a gentle smile.

"To outsiders, mercenaries may seem like desperate souls forced into a life of bloodshed. But some of us are different."

"Like me."

"Money, fame, even becoming a Legend—those aren’t the real reasons I became a mercenary."

"Then what is?" Holan asked, her curiosity deepening.

Caius looked at her, then pulled out a cigarette, gesturing. "Mind if I smoke?"

"Go ahead," Holan nodded.

Caius lit the cigarette, leaning against the carriage, one hand on the reins, the other holding the cigarette. Smoke drifted away into the cold night air.

"What I love is freedom."

"Not the carefree kind."

"That’s the freedom sought by caged canaries in castles."

"What I want... is the freedom beyond the rules."
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                "Is there a difference between these two types of freedom?" Holan gazed at his profile and asked.

"Of course there is." Caius held a cigarette between his lips, exhaling smoke.

At this moment, despite the hint of youth still present on his face, he exuded a steady yet wild charm that made Holan momentarily dazed as she looked at him.

His voice drifted over.

"The first is escaping the constraints of rules." "The second is breaking through the constraints of rules."

"Let me give you an example."

"A little princess lives in a castle, enjoying a life of luxury, but she is not allowed to leave the royal palace. One day, she sneaks out and ventures into the vast world."

"Out there, she is free from the palace’s tedious formalities. She can run freely, try all sorts of novel things, and do whatever she desires."

"But one day, the king sends his guards to find her. She is just a little princess, not a mighty Valkyrie, so she has no choice but to run."

"If she is caught, she will be locked back in the castle. In the end, the guards find her and try to take her back by force."

"She curses at them, berates the guards, condemns the king, and denounces the castle that imprisons her. She sings praises of her ideals, only to be locked up again in her luxurious gilded cage."

"She cannot defy the rules, so she can only escape from them. If the rules come for her one day, she will still be bound."

"That is the freedom of a caged bird."

"And the other kind?" Holan listened intently.

"That’s another story." Caius chuckled.

"One day, a little princess lives in a castle, enjoying a life of luxury, but she is not allowed to leave the royal palace. So one day… she punches a hole through the palace walls and strides out."

Holan: "?"

Caius: "Then the king sends his guards to find her. She knocks them away effortlessly and goes out to play. When she gets tired, she returns to the palace, only to find that the king has locked her room with heavy chains the next morning. So… she snaps the lock and goes out again."

Holan: "??"

Caius: "As she plays, she realizes that her kingdom is being invaded. To ensure she can play in peace, she storms the invaders’ lair and razes it to the ground. Just like that, peace returns to her kingdom, and she can once again enjoy herself."

Holan: "???"

"This," Caius smiled, "is the freedom of one who exists beyond the rules."

"Mercenaries are meant to be like that."

"But so far, I haven't met any mercenaries who match my expectations, so… they cannot become legends."

"So, are you such a mercenary?" Holan asked with a smile.

"Of course!" Caius nodded.

"And how are you different from the usual mercenaries?" Holan inquired.

Caius stretched, easing the stiffness from sitting too long, and then answered.

"Other mercenaries are bound by money, fame, or women."

"I, on the other hand, am bound only to myself!"

"Other mercenaries, no matter how many they have slain or how ruthless they are, must still bow before the Empress of the Ironblood Empire."

"And you?" Holan looked at him expectantly.

Caius grinned. "If the Ironblood Empress pays me enough, I might kneel."

Holan: "..."

"I thought you’d say that as a man, you’d rather die than kneel." Holan chuckled.

Caius let out a low laugh. The ember at the tip of his cigarette glowed as he exhaled smoke.

"On the battlefield, not even death can make me kneel."

"Unless death can offer me enough payment."

"So what if she’s an Empress? If she sends a million soldiers to hunt me down, I can still curse her ancestors before I die."

"But if she’s willing to kiss me, I might kneel on one knee and call her 'darling.'"

Holan burst into laughter, her shoulders shaking.

"You really are a madman," she said.

"Thanks for the compliment." Caius smirked.

It was getting late, yet Holan realized she wasn’t sleepy at all.

The little Catfolk, Kiki, was already curled up on Caius’s back, fast asleep, but Holan still wanted to keep talking to him.

Perhaps it was his humor, or maybe his unique way of thinking and presence.

Whatever it was, it drew her in.

Most importantly, she realized that the freedom of a caged bird that Caius described… was exactly what she was experiencing now.

And so, she talked with him deep into the night.

"Don’t you need some sleep?" Caius asked Holan. "I heard mages need to maintain their mental state."

"Mm, I am a bit sleepy. I usually sleep early." Holan stifled a yawn.

"You can sleep now; we still have half the journey left. I’ll wake you when we arrive." Caius said.

"Alright." Holan wrapped her blanket around herself and leaned against Caius.

"You mind?" she asked, her big eyes twinkling playfully.

Caius smiled. "Suit yourself."

"Then… goodnight, mercenary."

"Sweet dreams, Instructor Holan."

Caius lightly shook the reins, slowing the carriage. Holan noticed this but said nothing, only smiling slightly before closing her eyes and drifting into sleep.

Normally, when traveling through the wilderness, she would sleep lightly.

But this time, she slept soundly and even had a dream.

In her dream, she became a caged bird. But this time, instead of sneaking out, she shattered the cage and soared into the sky.

It felt amazing.

But when she woke up, her mood soured.

Because she was awakened by the sounds of battle.

She opened her eyes to find that she was no longer leaning against that amusing giant but against his hammer.

She also felt something covering her ears. Turning her head, she saw Kiki holding her hands to Holan’s ears.

Seeing that she was awake, Kiki stuck out her tongue and withdrew her hands, looking forward.

It was then that Holan noticed the dozen or so bodies lying around the carriage.

Caius stood at the front of the carriage, fists clenched, fresh blood dripping from his knuckles. His maple leaf-patterned shorts swayed in the morning breeze.

Before him stood a group of thugs, their faces filled with fear and hesitation.

"Big guy, the Instructor is awake, meow," Kiki called out.

Caius turned back, offering an apologetic smile. "Sorry for waking you."

"It’s fine." Holan looked at the group of men, frowning. "Bandits?"

"No," Caius shook his head. "Crab Gang members from Ocean City. They want to kill me, so now I have to kill them."

Holan understood and nodded, then chided, "Why didn’t you wake me?"

"I could handle these guys alone. They robbed me of the chance to admire a sleeping beauty, so I’ve sentenced them to death." Caius grinned.

Holan chuckled, her morning grumpiness melting away.

Just then, a man hidden among the thugs took his chance. A fireball the size of a human head hurtled toward Caius.

Caius felt the heat but didn’t panic or dodge.

Yet before he could act, an icy wind swept through, extinguishing the fireball mid-air and freezing the entire gang solid.

Caius turned to Holan in surprise.

Holan crossed her arms, frost swirling around her.

Pushing up her gold-rimmed glasses, she smiled. "Don’t underestimate the instructors of Hydis Magic Academy, big guy."
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                Caius's eyes gleamed as he looked at the Crab Gang members frozen into ice sculptures.

The efficiency of this large-scale magic in clearing out small fry like Kalami was simply unparalleled. Even if he could take them down one by one with his fists, it wouldn’t compare. He was truly envious.

Holan, pleased with the look in Caius’s eyes, smiled and then tilted his chin toward Caius’s bloodied fist. “You’re hurt?”

“No, it’s their blood.” Caius shook his hand and replied.

After washing his hands, he gathered the money and equipment from the fallen and tossed them onto the carriage. With that done, the three of them set off once more. They were now only a few dozen kilometers from Ocean City—just past the grassy hill ahead, they would finally see it.

“What was that spell called just now?” Caius held back for three minutes on the road before he finally couldn’t resist asking.

“[Frostwave], a Platinum-tier ice spell,” Holan replied with a playful smile. “What? You want to learn it?”

“Yes! Yes, yes, yes!” Caius nodded enthusiastically.

Holan laughed heartily and said, “So this is the real reason you want to enter the Magic Academy?”

“Hehe, I guess I can’t hide anything from my smart Instructor.” Caius grinned.

“If you want to learn, you can. But you’ll need to pay a commission,” Holan said with a sly look.

“Whoa, seriously?” Caius’s eyes widened.

“Isn’t that the rule for mercenaries?” Holan winked playfully.

“Fine.” Caius chuckled and then shook his head. “But honestly, even if you were willing to teach me, I wouldn’t be able to learn it.”

“Why? No confidence in yourself?” Holan asked in surprise.

From her understanding, Caius was a very confident person. She had expected him to shamelessly pester her into teaching him.

“It’s not about confidence. It’s just… reality.” Caius spread his hands, looking a bit helpless. “My magic power is strange. It’s not like normal magic power, it’s…”

“Not normal magic power.”

Before Holan could respond, Kiki had already burst out laughing.

Holan was also amused. “So what’s so unusual about it?”

“It can’t be turned into magic,” Caius explained.

“I’ve spoken with a mage from my village before, and he was willing to teach me magic.”

“The process of casting magic involves condensing magic power into starlight, arranging that starlight into specific arrays, then using magical runes formed by magic power to interconnect everything into a [Magic Array Sequence]. Finally, by infusing magic power into the array, you amplify it to produce a more powerful spell.”

“Hmm, yes, that’s about right. Your village’s mage isn’t bad.” Holan nodded approvingly.

“He was a Gold-tier mage, formerly part of the Empire’s military. Our village has a lot of retired soldiers,” Caius said with a nod.

“He taught me the structures of several common spell arrays. Basically, as long as you can release magic power, you should be able to cast spells, right?”

“Uh-huh.” Holan nodded again.

“But my magic power… it doesn’t resonate. It can’t form starlight, and it can’t be projected outward or condensed.”

“Look.”

Caius extended a finger, and a blue light glowed at the tip.

He gathered his magic power at his fingertip. With the limited amount of freely controllable magic power in his body, he was now down to less than one percent.

As he condensed the magic at his fingertip, he slid his hand through the air, drawing a glowing blue straight-line rune.

Then, Caius withdrew his hand, and Holan watched as the rune quickly dissipated. From appearance to disappearance, it lasted less than the blink of an eye.

“This…” Holan’s mouth fell open in astonishment.

Then, she extended her own finger, and a similar blue light appeared, forming an identical straight-line rune before her.

This rune lasted for over ten seconds before gradually fading from the air.

This was what normal magic power was supposed to be like.

“Try releasing your magic power again,” Holan instructed.

Caius nodded and did so.

This was the last of his magic power. Before Holan had woken up, he had burned through his reserves to withstand a fireball. Now, his free magic power was completely drained.

Holan observed Caius’s magic power carefully. After a moment, she nodded slightly.

“You figured it out?” Caius asked eagerly.

“No,” Holan shook her head. “But I did notice something.”

“Your magic power is quite strong. The quality of the residual magic after dispersal surpasses Silver-tier levels.”

“But your magic power… it doesn’t seem active.”

“It’s inert, as if it’s still asleep. That’s why it can’t linger in the air—once released, it dissipates quickly.”

“So, even if I want to learn magic, I can’t,” Caius nodded and sighed.

But then, his eyes burned with determination as he looked at Holan. “But I won’t give up! That’s why I want to get into Hydis—to see if I can find a way to learn magic!”

“I thought you might just give up,” Holan said, admiration flickering in her gaze.

“No way! No matter what, I’m going to learn magic!” Caius declared firmly.

“Why?” Holan could see that Caius had a special obsession with magic.

“Because magic is just so much more convenient than fists. Just now, you unleashed a single Frostwave, and bam, everyone turned into ice sculptures. I was insanely jealous.” Caius sighed.

“It was elegant, powerful… and elegant.”

“Why did you say ‘elegant’ twice?” Holan asked, her beautiful eyes blinking.

Caius gave her a knowing look. “One for the magic, one for the mage.”

Holan laughed again. Being around this big guy always lifted her spirits.

“In that case, I might be able to help a little,” Holan said with a smile.

“Really?” Caius looked pleasantly surprised, though he had actually been steering the conversation in this direction on purpose.

“Of course. Don’t forget, I’m a professional magical researcher. In our magical research major, we study magic power and spells. Maybe we can find a way for you to learn magic.”

“Haha, that would be amazing.” Caius was thrilled.

This was exactly what he wanted.

“So, how are you going to thank me?” Holan rested her chin in her hand, smiling at him.

Caius immediately put on a serious expression. “I’ll work hard to earn a million!”

Holan burst into laughter.

“Then you better work hard.”

“Of course!”

“I’ll help too, Meow!” Kiki raised her hand enthusiastically.

Even though she wasn’t into magical research, she knew Caius needed help. And if that was the case, she would definitely help.

“Looks like I’ll have to work even harder to make another million,” Caius said with a smile.

“Why, Meow?” Kiki asked curiously.

“To take care of a cat.” Caius chuckled as he ruffled her little head.

Kiki nuzzled into his palm affectionately. She loved it when Caius petted her—it made her feel safe and warm.

With that, the trio’s little caravan continued onward, filled with cheerful laughter, heading straight for Ocean City.

They entered the city.

“You know where the Orphanage is, right?” Caius asked.

“Of course,” Holan nodded.

“Good. Kiki, you go with Instructor Holan to the Orphanage first. I’ll meet up with you after I finish my task.”

“Okay, Meow.” Kiki nodded and hopped off the carriage. “Let’s go, Meow~” she said to Holan.

Holan chuckled, nodded, and disembarked, walking with Kiki toward the Orphanage, while Caius drove the carriage toward the docks.

He sent them ahead because on the way to the docks, he might run into members of the Crab Gang.

If that happened, he’d have a nice little chat with those boys.
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                Arriving at the dock, Caius immediately heard the sounds of a heated argument. A crowd had gathered at the warehouse entrance.

As he approached, he saw not just onlookers but also members of the Crab Gang—about twenty or so of them.

At the forefront of the group stood a burly man with a steel crab claw for an arm, smirking arrogantly as he confronted the warehouse owner, Nick.

"That mercenary? Hah, you really think he's coming back with the remaining payment?"

"Let me tell you the truth, Nick—I had fifty of my men waiting for him on his way back. Even if he does return, it'll probably just be his head!"

"As for the payment?"

"Once Rodney is back, I'll trade your payment for that crate of liquor in your warehouse. How about that?"

"Hahaha!" The Crab Gang members burst into laughter, while Nick’s expression darkened.

Sean Dorian—the leader of the Crab Gang and the owner of the three-star-rated Crab Tavern.

Though Sean had the Title of [Iron Claw], he wasn’t a true Title-ranked powerhouse. It was more of a street moniker than a testament to strength.

Still, with his Gold Seven-Star rating and a gang of loyal followers, he strutted through the outer city as if he owned it—like a crab walking sideways.

Last time, he had failed to get his hands on the liquor he wanted. Clearly, he wasn’t ready to let it go. Early in the morning, he had already brought his men to cause trouble.

Nick had his own guards, but they were no match for Sean’s men.

"Well? Give it some thought?" Sean exhaled a thick puff of cigar smoke into Nick’s face, making him cough violently. The Crab Gang members laughed again.

Just then, a commotion broke out in the back of the crowd. A Crab Gang member was suddenly sent flying, crashing into his comrades like a bowling ball knocking down pins.

Sean’s expression darkened. "Which blind fool dares to mess with the Crab Gang?!"

Turning his head, he saw a massive man—bigger than himself—standing beside a horse-drawn carriage. The surrounding spectators instinctively moved aside, clearing a path for him.

The man wore a broad grin.

"You must be the boss of the Crab Gang," Caius said, striding forward fearlessly despite the hostile glares from the gang members.

Sean’s face turned grim the moment he recognized Caius.

He had never seen him before, but he had done his research. The mercenary Nick had hired was said to be a huge man. This had to be him.

And if he was here, it could only mean one thing…

"Where's Rodney?" Sean asked.

"You mean that mage?" Caius pretended to think, then grinned. "Dead. Died a miserable death."

"You know, his fireballs were pretty strong. Gave me a nice shave. My stubble’s never been this clean." Caius rubbed his chin playfully.

Sean’s chest heaved violently with rage.

His two most trusted subordinates were gone. None of the men he sent out had returned.

Well, one had—dragging back Melbourne’s corpse.

At that moment, Sean’s gaze turned murderous. With a slight nod, his men encircled Caius.

"Kid, you’re pretty cocky." Sean stepped up, exhaling another puff of cigar smoke directly into Caius’ face in an obvious provocation.

Sean was a well-built man, standing at 1.9 meters, his muscles thick and imposing.

But Caius was even taller by a few centimeters. His muscles were more defined, and unlike Sean, he lacked a beer belly.

"Do you even know whose turf you’re standing on?" Sean sneered, blowing out another cloud of smoke.

Caius remained unaffected, his grin growing even wider.

"Cocky? Hahaha, you’ve got me all wrong." He stuffed his hands into his pockets and leaned back slightly, making himself seem even taller despite the small difference in height.

"I’m actually a very friendly guy—especially to friends."

"But to enemies…"

Caius' expression suddenly turned savage. A crushing aura radiated from him, like a lion baring its fangs.

"I rip their heads off and shove them up their asses!"

"Now scram, you dumb bastard. I’ve got deliveries to make. I’ll deal with you later."

Turning away, he walked toward the carriage.

Three gang members blocked his path.

Without breaking stride, Caius grabbed one by the head and hurled him aside. The man screamed as he flew through the air.

The other two immediately backed off. They knew they weren’t a match for this beast of a man, and his sheer presence was suffocating.

Caius continued leading his carriage toward the warehouse. The gang members parted to let him through, glancing anxiously at their leader.

Sean’s face had turned deathly cold. Just as Caius passed him, he extended his iron claw and clamped it down onto the carriage, stopping the horses in their tracks.

"Did I say you could leave?" Sean growled.

Caius chuckled, then reached out and began prying open Sean’s iron claw with his bare hand.

Sean’s expression shifted.

This guy’s strength…

He couldn’t afford to lose face in front of his men. He roared as a burst of energy erupted from his body. Seven golden-lined veins of vital energy swirled around him, and he began forcing Caius’ hand back down.

"Arm wrestling, huh?" Caius grinned.

Suddenly, his own veins of vital energy flared to life.

Only then did the onlookers realize—this massive man was only Silver Five-Star.

Yet he was arm-wrestling a Gold Seven-Star!

Their hands locked in midair.

Sean’s veins bulged on his forehead, his face flushing red as he exerted all his strength.

Meanwhile, Caius remained as relaxed as ever, his smile unwavering.

What made it even more terrifying was that Sean’s iron claw could normally crush a man’s arm with ease.

Yet Caius’ hand didn’t budge. It was like trying to squeeze solid steel.

Caius’ eyes gleamed with contempt.

He had spent years forging metal with his old master. These hands could grab red-hot iron—what was a mere iron claw to him?

"Honestly, if it weren’t for the Anti-Magic laws in Ocean City and the enforcers nearby, I’d rip that claw right off your arm," Caius said flatly.

"Heh, and I’d use this claw to snip your head off!" Sean spat back, his voice icy.

"Oh?" Caius arched an eyebrow, then grinned wickedly. "Then I’ve changed my mind."

A terrifying surge of energy erupted from his body. The silver-lined veins of vital energy twisted and condensed, transforming into golden-lined veins—five of them!

His entire body swelled, his muscles bulging.

His once-loose clothing now clung tightly to his frame, and his grin turned utterly savage.

Poor Sean. He had chosen the wrong opponent for a contest of strength.

This moment of exertion had completed the final refinement of Caius’ Magic Core, triggering a Magic Torrent within him.

In an instant, his rank skyrocketed.

He was no longer Silver Five-Star.

He was now Gold Five-Star!

Sean stared at him in terror, unable to comprehend how Caius had jumped from Silver to Gold in an instant.

But Caius didn’t care.

His grip tightened, and Sean’s iron claw—normally unbreakable—began bending like putty.

His maniacal grin embodied sheer arrogance, and his cold voice sent shivers down Sean’s spine.

"No need to wait."

"I’ll rip your claw off right now!"
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                After his battle with the Unicorn Bison, Caius found that his accumulated magic power was just a tiny step away from advancing. He knew that his breakthrough would happen either today or tomorrow—certainly not the day after.

Sean accelerated this process by challenging him to an arm-wrestling match. Even though the increase was merely one percent, it was enough.

What Caius didn’t expect was just how explosive this breakthrough would be.

He initially guessed that his advancement would land him at Silver Nine-Star or Ten-Star, at most Gold One-Star.

Unexpectedly, he skyrocketed straight to Gold Five-Star.

Clearly, the longer the accumulation, the greater the improvement.

With each advancement, his Magic Core expanded significantly, allowing for an even greater reservoir of magic power.

He believed that the next breakthrough would be even more substantial, but naturally, it would also take longer.

The benefits of this promotion were obvious.

Caius’s strength surged dramatically, his free magic power reached one hundred percent, and the giant’s Inheritance in his mind had unlocked some secrets, just as he expected.

There were many interesting things he needed to digest once he got back.

But right now, his priority was to give Sean a brutal beating.

Of course, he wanted to kill him—Caius never showed mercy to his enemies.

However, killing was prohibited in Ocean City, as it was in most cities. Even the notoriously chaotic Ocean City was no exception.

So, Caius simply crushed Sean’s Iron Claw and tore it right off.

Sean’s Iron Claw was a prosthetic, but it was connected to his arm bones, tendons, and muscles, allowing him to control its movements.

With a sudden burst of strength, Caius ripped the Iron Claw away, taking with it Sean’s entire forearm, leaving the bones of his elbow gruesomely exposed.

Sean let out a bloodcurdling scream.

But before he could wail too long, his voice was abruptly cut off—Caius had grabbed him by the throat, lifting the two-hundred-pound man effortlessly with one hand.

“I warned you,” Caius said indifferently, his gaze shifting toward the members of the Crab Gang.

Everywhere his eyes landed, the gang members instinctively stepped back, unable to conceal the fear in their eyes.

Their once-mighty boss, Iron Claw, now dangled helplessly in Caius’s grasp like a fragile chick. None of them dared make a move against him.

Some, even at just a glance from Caius, dropped their weapons and raised their hands in surrender, showing they had no intention of fighting.

Caius turned back to Sean, smiling faintly.

“D-Don’t… don’t kill me… I-I was wrong…” Sean gasped, his one good hand clawing weakly at Caius’s arm.

He struggled desperately, but Caius’s grip was unyielding, like a true Iron Claw.

Caius shook his head, clicking his tongue. “Tsk, tsk. Look at you—was it really worth it?”

His grip tightened, and Sean’s eyes widened in agony, looking as if they might pop out of their sockets.

Just then, a furious voice rang out: “Move aside! What’s all this commotion?!”

Caius smirked.

The enforcers had arrived.

A group of uniformed enforcers shoved through the crowd, making their way toward him.

The leader of the squad opened his mouth, about to berate Caius for assaulting someone in broad daylight—until he saw who Caius was holding.

The words on his tongue took an abrupt turn. “What the he—what are you all doing?”

Caius immediately put on a harmless, goofy smile and released Sean. “Haha, officer, this is just a misunderstanding. We were just arm-wrestling.”

Arm-wrestling?

The enforcer glanced at the bloody, flesh-covered Iron Claw on the ground and cursed internally.

Did they take him for a fool?

Since when did arm-wrestling involve tearing off someone’s arm and choking them half to death?

But he kept his complaints to himself.

Despite the enforcers’ outward authority—where even gang members had to give way—everyone knew they were just another cog in Ocean City’s vast gray industry.

The enforcer recognized Sean but didn’t know who Caius was. However, anyone who could treat Sean like a ragdoll was clearly no ordinary person.

So, instead of making trouble, he turned to Sean.

Caius, meanwhile, slung an arm around Sean’s shoulder, grinning. “Right, bro? We were just arm-wrestling.”

As he spoke, his large hand patted Sean’s cheek lightly—but the underlying threat was unmistakable, even the enforcer could see it.

Sean, clutching his severed arm, shuddered under Caius’s gaze. Forcing a painful smile, he nodded repeatedly. “Y-Yeah, officer… just a friendly match… My arm broke ‘cause I’ve been eating too much seafood… My bones got brittle… Haha…”

The enforcer: “……”

Too much seafood made his bones brittle?

And with blood still gushing from his wound, he could still say this with a straight face?

But the enforcer knew how things worked. Since both men insisted it was a misunderstanding, he wasn’t about to stir up unnecessary trouble.

“Be more careful next time,” he muttered. “Your arm-wrestling matches are a little too intense.”

“Hehe, got it. No next time.” Caius grinned and nodded.

Satisfied, the enforcer waved his hand. “Disperse! Nothing to see here!”

After clearing the crowd, he gave Caius one last look before leaving.

Caius nodded and turned back to Sean, his warm smile returning.

“Now, about my compensation—the mental distress fee, the hammer maintenance fee, the additional task delay fee, and the nail restoration fee…”

“I’ll pay… I’ll pay…” Sean quickly nodded.

Caius tapped his chin, as if calculating. “How much was it again?”

“O-One thousand gold?” Sean hesitated.

“Hmm?” Caius raised an eyebrow, his hand creeping toward Sean’s neck again.

Sean panicked. “Two thousand! I-I meant two thousand!”

Caius clicked his tongue and held up his hand. “Look at my nails—your claw scratched them. You know how expensive manicures are these days.”

Sean: “……”

That was just a faint white mark—it’d disappear with a bit of spit!

And why would a six-foot-six brute like you care about manicures?!

But Sean didn’t dare complain. He knew Caius was squeezing him dry.

Clenching his teeth, he said, “Three thousand… That’s all I have left.”

“Hah?” Caius sneered, his expression turning rogueish. “A gang boss this broke?”

“Big bro, feeding over two hundred subordinates isn’t cheap,” Sean whined. “And I have a Mercenary Tavern to run—it barely makes any profit, just a front for business expansion. Most of the earnings go straight to the inner city. I only get the scraps… Saving three thousand gold was hard enough…”

Caius had no interest in Sean’s sob story. “Fine, three thousand it is. Have your men fetch it. Once I see the money, you can go.”

Sean hurriedly ordered his men to bring the money.

His subordinates, though hesitant, didn’t flee with the cash. Soon, a locked chest was brought over on a cart.

Sean opened the chest with a pained expression.

It was filled to the brim with gold coins.

Caius weighed the sacks—three thousand gold, maybe a little extra, but not much.

Sean, pale and sweating, forced a smile. “Big bro, now can I—”

“Scram.”

“Yes!” Sean, feeling like he’d escaped death, turned to leave with his men.

“Wait,” Caius’s voice halted him.

Sean trembled all over, then turned his head shakily. "Big bro, do you have any other instructions?"

Caius pulled out a cigarette, lit it, took a few puffs, and then walked up to Sean.

At this moment, Sean was hunched over in pain, looking like a fat wild dog.

Standing tall, Caius kept his hands in his pockets, bent down slightly, and blew a puff of smoke into Sean’ face.

Sean' eyes stung, and the corners of his mouth twitched, but he could only maintain his fawning smile.

"If you want revenge, I'm always ready. But next time, I'll tear down both you and that so-called umbrella protecting the Inner City."

"I wouldn’t dare... I wouldn’t dare..." Sean lowered his head, not daring to meet Caius's aggressive gaze.

"You better not." Caius patted him on the shoulder, then grinned. "And just so you know, I have people backing me up too."

"Ever heard of the Windchanter?"

Sean’ head snapped up instantly, staring at Caius in disbelief.

"Looks like you have." Caius smiled, saying no more.

"Alright, get lost."

Watching Sean and his men flee in embarrassment, Caius took one last drag from his cigarette and exhaled a thick cloud of smoke.

Of course, he had no connection whatsoever with Mel, the Windchanter and lord of Grilla City.

He was just borrowing the name to intimidate people.

This way, if Sean or his so-called 'umbrella' wanted revenge, they’d have to think twice.

It would save him a lot of trouble.

And even if they found out the truth, it didn’t matter—he could handle it.

Before long, he finished his cigarette.

Caius turned toward Nick, who stood not far away, and flashed a friendly smile. "Boss Nick, I’m here to deliver the task."
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                "Here is your extra commission." Nick handed a pouch of money to Caius.

Caius took it, weighed it in his hand, and then said, "Isn't this a bit too much?"

Judging by the weight, it was at least fifteen or sixteen pounds more than expected.

A single gold coin weighed about eight grams, considering it wasn't pure gold but mixed with other metals. That meant there were over a thousand extra gold coins.

"You completed the task exceptionally well. The extra is my personal token of gratitude and appreciation." Nick rubbed his hands together with a smile.

"You're really generous. I like dealing with generous people." Caius laughed heartily.

"Alright then, Boss Nick. If you ever need anything in the future, you can always go to Hailan No. 11 and ask the Boss Lady to issue a mission. I'll be taking assignments there for quite some time."

He then added, "Gold-rank and above missions only."

"Of course, I'll definitely be there!" Nick nodded enthusiastically, his eyes gleaming as he looked at Caius.

"Haha, then I look forward to seeing you. And please, spread the word among your friends—Ocean City has gained an outstanding mercenary."

"I'd be happy to!"

"Thanks, I'll be off now. Goodbye."

"Goodbye, Mr. Caius."

Watching Caius leave, Nick couldn't help but sigh.

Ocean City had welcomed yet another formidable figure.

Carrying a large sack of gold coins and a heap of equipment provided by the Crab Gang, Caius walked out of the dock, attracting plenty of attention.

So, he figured he might as well buy a new Spatial Ring.

Spatial Rings weren’t cheap.

The lowest-tier ones, just one cubic meter without spatial expansion, cost at least 800 gold coins.

His old man's ring had over a hundred cubic meters of space, plus spatial expansion, meaning the space inside adjusted dynamically to avoid wastage. That must have cost at least tens of thousands of gold coins.

What exactly did the old man do?

If he was in the military, he must have been a high-ranking officer. But why would he choose to return home to be a blacksmith?

As Caius pondered, he arrived at an equipment shop in the outer city.

This was a branch of the Chamber of Commerce, selling not only Spatial Rings but also various other gear.

However, since it was located in the outer city, both the selection and quality weren’t top-tier. The best equipment here was only suitable for Gold-rank mercenaries.

That was good enough.

Caius purchased a ten-cubic-meter ring with spatial expansion for 12,000 gold coins. He also sold the Crab Gang’s equipment to the store, gaining an additional 1,100 gold coins.

The main reason for buying the ring was convenience—carrying mission materials without having to haul large sacks or worry about damage or theft.

In fact, he could have emptied his old man’s ring, stored its contents in a warehouse, and freed up space.

But the ring was filled with high-quality refined metal materials and an entire set of blacksmithing equipment. Those were valuable, and Caius didn’t feel comfortable leaving them elsewhere.

He figured he would need those supplies for equipment in the future.

Tossing his gold coins into the Spatial Ring, Caius whistled his way toward the Orphanage.

Before long, he arrived.

The children weren’t playing in the courtyard, likely inside the house. Caius could hear the laughter of Holan, Kiki, and the kids—it must have been quite lively in there.

A thought struck him, and he quickened his pace.

But when he reached the house, he didn’t enter immediately.

Through a window on the other side, he saw the Mushroom Girl.

For some inexplicable reason, he chose to observe silently.

It was the kitchen window.

Caius saw Belle standing with her back to him, seemingly preparing fruit.

The fruit looked fresh, probably just bought—for Holan’s welcome, no doubt. After all, Holan was also a benefactor of the Orphanage.

After arranging the fruit platter, Belle carried it out. Caius noticed she had also prepared a small plate and hadn’t cut up all the fruit.

After bringing out the platter, she returned to the kitchen, finished cutting the remaining fruit, and placed them into the small plate. He had no idea why.

Then, she took out a wooden flask.

Caius recognized it—it was the one she had used to serve him alcohol before. He had returned it after drinking.

It was clean now. Belle placed it on the table, then retrieved a bottle of liquor from the cupboard.

Caius recognized the packaging—an 80-gold-coin bottle of rum!

Belle popped the wooden cork, carefully aligning the bottle’s mouth with the flask’s opening, leaning forward slightly, and steadily pouring the liquor in.

Caius chuckled.

She could’ve just drunk straight from the bottle—why the hassle?

Maybe she thought drinking too much at once was bad. The flask’s limited capacity would help control her intake.

As he mused, he suddenly saw Belle give the bottle a little shake.

It seemed empty.

She held the bottle up to check, ensuring there was nothing left inside.

Then, tilting it one last time, she managed to get a few more drops into the flask.

The last drop took a while to fall, but she was patient, waiting until it finally dripped in before sealing the bottle with the cork and placing it back. She clearly didn’t intend to discard it—probably planning to reuse it later.

What a frugal girl.

Caius nodded approvingly.

But the next moment, Belle picked up the flask and gave it a little shake, seemingly listening to the sound of the liquor inside.

The sloshing was loud—meaning the flask wasn’t full, maybe only half.

Belle stood still for a moment before heading to the living room.

Caius pricked up his ears.

"Grandma, can I have some money? The liquor isn’t enough."

"Alright."

"Thank you, Grandma. I’ll be back soon."

"Go ahead, be careful."

"Mm."

Caius: "..."

I just praised you for being frugal, you silly girl!

Hearing footsteps approaching the door, Caius stepped forward.

The door opened, and Belle walked out. After just two steps, she found Caius standing in front of her.

"Stop right there," Caius said sternly.

Belle froze, her small hands fidgeting.

"Hands where I can see them."

Belle quickly hid them behind her back.

"Where are you going?" Caius asked.

Belle lowered her head and, after a moment, whispered, "To… buy liquor."

"For me?" Caius shamelessly asked.

"Mm." Belle nodded lightly.

"How much?" Caius pressed.

Though unsure why he was asking, Belle answered truthfully.

"A hundred gold coins."

Caius: "..."

Why was it twenty gold coins more expensive?!

Was Ocean City’s cost of living higher than Grilla City’s?

Nonsense! She was clearly being scammed!

Caius wiped his face and said, "Silly girl, why not just get the one-silver-coin barley ale? Why waste money on expensive liquor?"

Honestly, he didn’t mind spending a thousand gold on good alcohol if he wanted to enjoy himself.

But when it came to Belle, he just couldn't stand seeing her get ripped off.

Even if it was just twenty gold coins—it was unacceptable.

Belle, hearing Caius’s tone of reproach, stayed silent, head lowered.

Caius sighed and shook his head with a bitter smile. He couldn't stay mad at her.

"I don’t like rum. I like barley ale. Got it?"

He then emphasized, "The one that costs one silver coin per barrel!"

Belle hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

"Mm."

"Say ‘I understand.’"

"I… I understand."

Satisfied, Caius nodded. "Alright, go back inside. No more liquor runs. If you must buy, go to Hailan No. 11 and ask the Boss Lady. She’s honest."

Belle nodded but then fidgeted slightly before raising a finger hesitantly.

Caius: "?"

Belle: "I… I'm a year older than you…"

Caius: "..."

He laughed. Really.

"So what? You’re still a silly girl!"
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                "The moment I stepped out, I saw you bullying my student."

A voice rang out.

Leaning against the doorframe with arms crossed, Holan smiled. His elegant demeanor was completely out of place in the modest room.

Caius smirked and said, "Then you've misunderstood. I'm doing this for her own good."

Of course, Holan knew what was going on—she had heard everything. Caius simply didn’t want Belle wasting money on him.

Though his actions were well-intended, the way he spoke made it seem like he was picking on Belle.

For some reason, whenever Caius talked to her, he was always witty and humorous, but with Belle, he came across as stern—almost fatherly in his strictness.

Maybe this was just his way of caring for others.

Why didn’t he treat her like that?

Because she didn’t need Caius to take care of her.

Holan thought to herself.

The group entered the house. Caius was about to find a wall to lean against—the chairs here were too small and uncomfortable. Given his large build, he feared breaking one of those tiny wooden chairs. He might as well stand.

But as soon as he stepped into the living room, he spotted a sturdy wooden armchair. The seat alone was nearly a meter wide—spacious enough. The backrest, armrests, and legs were all as thick as a person’s wrist. It was clearly built to last.

Caius widened his eyes and turned to Belle.

Belle shrank back under his gaze and cautiously said, "I... I didn’t waste money. I made it myself."

"You can make chairs?" Caius asked, intrigued.

Belle nodded slightly. "The academy offers an elective in carpentry. I took it."

Beside her, Granny Lunla chuckled. "Most of the furniture here was made by Belle. She's quite skilled."

"Really? Let me see?" Caius extended his hand toward Belle.

Belle looked confused. "Hm?"

"What 'hm'? Give me your hand," Caius said.

"Oh…" Belle slowly stretched out her hand.

Seeing how hesitant she was, Caius simply stepped forward and took her hand himself.

Holan raised an eyebrow.

She felt it was inappropriate for him to grab a young girl’s hand so assertively. But she also knew Caius wasn’t that kind of person, so she remained silent and observed his expression.

His face showed no joy from holding Belle’s hand—on the contrary, he frowned slightly.

Belle’s hand was small—especially when compared to his own, it was like a baby’s hand against an adult’s.

He examined her palm, then flipped it over to look at the back of her hand.

Belle seemed uncomfortable. A hint of red crept up her ears from under her short hair, but she didn’t dare pull her hand away. Instead, she shrank her neck, rubbing her free hand nervously.

Holan, seeing Belle’s reaction, was about to intervene.

But before she could, Caius released Belle’s hand and turned to Kiki. "Kiki, later, head to the furniture store in the east district and place an order for a full set of wooden furniture."

"Got it, Meow!" Kiki nodded. Caius handled the big decisions, and she took care of the small ones.

Belle quickly waved her hands. "No… no need. These pieces aren’t broken yet. I can also make new ones…"

"Make what?" Caius waved dismissively. "Look at your hands. Other girls your age have such soft, delicate hands they seem like they could drip water. And yours?"

"They look fair and soft, but they’re rough, covered in calluses."

"As a magical research scholar, you must protect your hands. Only then can you conduct precise research."

"Look at Instructor Holan’s hands. That’s what an outstanding magical researcher’s hands should be like, right, Instructor Holan?"

"Huh?" Holan was momentarily stunned but quickly caught on. She nodded seriously. "Indeed. In the future, we’ll need to operate intricate magical devices, which require even more hand precision than a pianist."

"So you really shouldn’t be doing carpentry anymore."

After speaking, she glanced at Caius with mild exasperation.

Though it was true that magical researchers should protect their hands, he was clearly exaggerating.

He just didn’t want Belle doing rough labor and roped her into his lie.

Still, she knew he meant well, so she felt more warmth than irritation.

She was glad Caius looked out for Belle, and glad Belle had someone like him.

He might seem overbearing at times, but Holan could sense the gentleness behind his assertiveness.

And his 'bossy' attitude was just right—enough for Belle to listen without feeling oppressed.

Belle lowered her head, looking at her hands, then nodded.

"Okay."

"That’s more like it." Caius grinned widely, throwing a triumphant glance at Holan.

Holan found it amusing.

Caius then sat comfortably in the large wooden chair, contemplating how to refurbish the orphanage when a rustling sound caught his attention.

He raised an eyebrow and looked over.

Belle extended a single finger, gently pushing a small plate toward him.

It was the same fruit plate he had seen earlier, filled with a variety of fruits. Though much smaller than the main fruit platter, it was just as diverse, with an even neater arrangement.

Caius nearly laughed out loud.

So that’s why Belle had prepared a small fruit platter—it was for him.

How could he not be pleased?

With a smug smile, he grabbed a piece of fruit and shot Holan a proud look, as if showing off his exclusive treat.

Holan rolled her eyes, feeling a little envious.

Even she, Belle’s instructor, hadn’t received such special treatment.

But she knew this meant Caius had truly helped Belle, and that Belle recognized and appreciated it.

"Why are you just sitting there? Eat. You bought the fruit, didn’t you?" Caius noticed that Belle hadn’t eaten any. The other platter was mostly gone, likely devoured by Kiki and the other girls, but Belle herself probably hadn’t touched it.

Though they hadn’t known each other long, Caius already understood Belle’s personality. She tended to set aside what she considered the best things for those she cared about.

Belle softly replied, "You eat."

Caius pursed his lips, picked up an apple slice, took a bite—and immediately winced, his entire face scrunching up before swallowing it down.

"So sour… This apple isn’t ripe at all…"

Holan: "..."

Oh, come on. She had just eaten an apple—it was perfectly sweet.

Belle looked surprised and a little worried. "It… it should be ripe…"

"Not at all. It’s terribly sour. Try it yourself if you don’t believe me," Caius said.

Holan suppressed her laughter.

This big guy was just…

But Belle believed him. She picked up an apple slice and pulled down her high-neck sweater, revealing a small mouth.

Caius’s eyes lit up.

As he suspected, Belle had beautiful facial features—delicate cherry lips. No way she could be unattractive!

+5 points!

90 points now, girl!

Keep going, surpass 93 and beat Instructor Holan!

A crisp crunch sounded as Belle took a bite and chewed. Then she turned to look at Caius.

Caius smirked mischievously. "Just kidding. Hurry up and eat, or it really will turn sour after a while."

Belle paused before nodding. "Okay."

At last, under Caius’s coaxing, Belle began eating in small bites.

Caius: "This orange is so sour."

Belle: "Mm."

Caius: "This banana is sour too."

Belle: "Mm."

Caius: "This pear has a worm."

Belle: "Mm."

Caius: "No, seriously, don’t eat it! There’s actually a worm wriggling here! But hey, at least it proves the pear is organic."

Holan: "Half a worm... Then where’s the other half?"

Caius: "In my mouth, chewing my tongue."
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                After finishing off the fruit platter, Caius stretched lazily, feeling utterly relaxed, as he watched Belle carry the plates away to wash them.

"Do you bully her like this whenever I'm not around?" Holan asked with a playful smile, crossing her legs as she looked at Caius.

Knowing she was joking, Caius snorted, "Others would love to be 'bullied' by me like this."

"And you're actually proud of it?" Holan chuckled.

Then, as if noticing something unusual, she scrutinized Caius from head to toe.

"What?" Caius asked, feeling slightly uneasy under her gaze.

"Have you... changed?" Holan mused.

"Changed, meow!" Kiki also nodded in agreement.

Caius glanced down at his own body. "Is it that obvious?"

Holan shook her head, but Kiki nodded firmly.

"Then tell me, what exactly has changed?" Caius asked Kiki.

"You’ve gotten bigger, meow!" Kiki declared.

Holan's expression shifted as she suddenly realized it too. "Yeah, you do seem taller and bulkier."

Caius laughed heartily. "Right on the mark."

"Had a little skirmish with those Crab Gang guys when I was turning in a quest. Couldn't hold back during the fight... and I broke through."

"I'm Gold now."

Holan: "..."

She was utterly stunned. She knew that some prodigies could accumulate enough power to break through multiple minor stages at once.

But for Caius to jump directly from Silver Five-Star to Gold One-Star? That was unheard of.

Actually, she had it wrong—it wasn't Gold One-Star.

It was Gold Five-Star.

Caius had skipped an entire major rank!

Seeing the disbelief in Holan's eyes, Caius casually activated his vital energy. A pattern of veins of vital energy emerged on his hand, golden edges shimmering around it.

"You're an absolute monster..." Holan couldn't help but mutter.

"Why, thank you," Caius replied smugly, clearly enjoying the compliment.

"But what does this have to do with you getting bigger?" Holan asked curiously.

Caius shrugged. "I was born with immense strength. As my rank increases and my strength grows, I naturally get taller."

The truth was, he had a Giant's physique.

Every breakthrough caused his body to expand slightly.

That's why he had already been close to two meters tall at just sixteen years old.

But that was the past. Now, he stood at about 2.05 meters, having grown another seven centimeters. His clothes were already starting to feel a bit tight.

Hearing Caius’s explanation, Holan was skeptical but ultimately nodded. Everyone had a different physique, after all.

Like her, for example—most mages with ice attributes had dull physical senses. Yet, she was extraordinarily sensitive.

Ahem, that is, prone to allergic reactions. Nothing else… Probably? She wasn't entirely sure herself.

As noon approached, Granny Lunla invited the three of them to stay for lunch.

Caius naturally agreed, but Holan had matters to attend to at Ocean City Academy. He wasn’t sure what for, but he figured it had something to do with Belle.

"Don't bully her while I'm gone," Holan teased Caius.

"Relax," Caius grinned.

Holan trusted Caius. She had confidence in her ability to judge people.

After bidding farewell to Instructor Holan, Caius returned inside, where Granny Lunla was already busy in the kitchen.

"Belle, we're out of meat. Go buy some more," Granny Lunla called out.

This world had refrigerators—Magical Refrigerators—but poor families obviously couldn’t afford them.

So at the orphanage, they only bought meat when they planned to eat it, lest it spoil.

Belle responded softly, took a shopping bag, and was about to leave.

Caius smacked his thigh. "I’ll go with you."

Belle hesitated. "You should rest at home..."

But before she could finish, Caius had already stepped past her and headed out. "Rest? An outstanding mercenary never slacks off. If you don't let me come along, I’ll just go find the Crab Gang for another fight."

Belle panicked and quickly trotted after him, waving her hands. "No, no...!"

"Then let’s go. I'll tag along so you don't get ripped off," Caius said, hands in his pockets.

"Kiki, while we're out, take care of the furniture," Caius tossed a pouch of gold coins to Kiki.

"Got it, meow!" Kiki caught it and dashed off at lightning speed.

Caius loved a hardworking little catgirl.

"Big guy, sister, come back soon~" Tina and a group of kids peeked out from behind the doorframe, waving.

Kiki always called Caius "big guy," so the little ones followed suit.

Caius didn’t mind and simply waved back before heading to the market with Belle.

The market was bustling as always. Thanks to its coastal location, seafood was abundant.

Feeling a bit hungry, Caius turned to Belle. "I want seafood."

Belle nodded. "Okay."

She led him to a vendor and pointed at a plump fish. "Would Red Gurnard be alright?"

Caius gave a nonchalant nod. "Sure, you pick."

Lighting a cigarette, he waited expectantly.

Belle nodded and began bargaining with the vendor.

Though she had once been scammed out of twenty gold for a bottle of rum—because she rarely bought alcohol and didn’t know the price—she was quite familiar with the cost of fish, meat, and vegetables. Many vendors in the market recognized her and offered discounts.

Even those who didn’t know her took one look at the towering man behind her and decided not to try any tricks, selling at honest prices.

Before long, Belle had filled her bag to the brim.

She usually wouldn’t buy this much, but since Caius was eating with them, she spent over ten gold on ingredients.

More meat than vegetables, likely accounting for his massive appetite.

Watching her struggle under the heavy bag, Caius worried she might stumble forward under its weight.

Extinguishing his cigarette, he flicked the butt into a nearby shop’s trash bin, then reached out his hand.

Belle looked at him, confused.

Without a word, Caius took the bag from her.

Belle blinked in surprise before looking up at him. "I can do it..."

"I know. But you’re walking too slow carrying it," Caius replied indifferently.

Belle stared at him for a moment, then softly murmured, "Thank you."

Caius didn’t look at her, simply waving it off. But his ears seemed a little red.

"Anything else to buy?" he asked.

Belle nodded. "We need some spices. We’re out at home."

Caius nodded and spotted a spice shop ahead. He started walking toward it but felt a tug on his sleeve just before entering.

Turning around, he saw Belle standing behind him, her long sweater sleeves extending over her hands as she pointed across the street.

"Not this one…"

Caius frowned. "Aren’t they both spice shops?"

Belle whispered, "This one’s expensive. That one’s cheaper…"

Caius: "..."

"Alright, let’s go." He turned and walked toward the other shop.

Belle quickly followed.

Seeing that he wasn’t annoyed, she loosened the grip of her tiny hand and walked with a lighter step.

If it were just him, Caius wouldn’t bother walking extra distance to save a few copper coins on spices.

Looking at the tall figure beside him, Caius, usually impatient by nature, felt an unusual sense of calm.

It made him willing to slow down and walk this path with her.
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                Before long, they arrived at the spice shop.

However, a group of people was blocking the entrance. Judging by their appearance, they were gang members. The shop owner was talking to them, his face filled with distress.

"We already paid the protection fee a few days ago. Why are you asking for more?" the shop owner said bitterly.

"Not my problem. This is the new rule—the protection fee has increased. If you want to keep your shop open, you have to pay!" The gang leader, shouldering a wooden club wrapped in iron wire, said impatiently.

"How can you do this? We already pay taxes and rent. We're barely making ends meet, and now you’re increasing the protection fee… We won’t be able to keep the shop running!" The shop owner looked even more miserable.

The nearby residents chimed in: "Yeah, this protection fee is ridiculous…" "How are we supposed to survive like this?"

"Shut up, all of you!" The gang leader suddenly slammed the counter with his club, leaving a deep dent. Then he raised his weapon toward the surrounding people, his face fierce.

"Survive? Live however you want! But if you don’t pay up today, I’ll make sure you don’t get to live at all!"

Hearing this, the shop owner and the neighbors all showed anger in their eyes, but fear dominated their expressions.

Seeing that no one dared to speak up, the gang leader smirked arrogantly, feeling pleased with himself.

"A bunch of ungrateful fools. The Crab Gang is protecting you, and this is how you repay—Argh!"

Before he could finish his sentence, a strong kick landed on his side, sending him flying two or three meters away.

"Who the hell dares—" The gang leader groaned in pain on the ground, cursing as he struggled to get up.

But the moment he turned his head, he saw Caius standing there, cigarette in his mouth, one hand carrying groceries while the other was in his pocket, looking at him with a raised eyebrow.

"Uh…" The gang leader immediately shut his mouth.

It wasn’t just Caius’s towering frame that scared him—it was the fact that he had witnessed Caius handling Sean before. He knew exactly who he was dealing with.

In that instant, his arrogance vanished, replaced by sheer fear.

"Impressive. Collecting protection fees now, are we?" Caius set his groceries down, shoved both hands into his pockets, and walked toward the gang members.

The gang leader trembled, but he didn’t dare to run.

Running? That was a joke. Caius was over two meters tall and a Gold-rank warrior. One of his strides covered three of his own. There was no way he could escape.

As for the five or six underlings with him, none of them dared to stop Caius. They instinctively stepped aside.

Caius stood before the gang leader, looking down at him. "Explain to me, what’s going on here?"

He took a drag of his cigarette and blew the smoke directly into the gang leader’s face.

The gang leader blinked rapidly from the sting but forced a flattering smile. "B-bro, it’s all a misunderstanding… A misunderstanding…"

"A misunderstanding?" Caius chuckled and casually kicked him in the hip joint. He didn’t use much force, but it was enough to send the man sprawling again.

"B-bro, please don’t hit me…"

"Collecting protection fees on my turf? Looks like Sean has a death wish." Caius laughed again and kicked him once more, just hard enough to make him yelp in pain.

"Big bro, w-we were forced to…"

"Forced? So I was wrong to blame you then?"

"N-no…" The gang leader hung his head submissively.

Caius lost interest in beating him further and gestured with his hand.

The gang leader hesitated for a moment.

Caius frowned slightly.

Immediately, the gang leader shivered and scrambled to his feet, standing cautiously before Caius. "B-big bro?"

"Go back and tell Sean that this area is under my protection now. If I see another Crab Gang member collecting fees here, I’ll personally take off his other arm." Caius exhaled another puff of smoke and spoke calmly.

"Y-yes, yes…" The gang leader nodded repeatedly.

"Now scram." Caius tilted his chin, and the gang members fled as if granted amnesty, running off as fast as they could.

Watching them leave, Caius smirked.

It wasn’t that he was particularly noble or trying to protect the shopkeepers of this street.

Nor was he interested in gang turf wars.

He just didn’t want Belle, who often shopped here, to run into these guys.

Sure, there were enforcers in Ocean City, but the law here… It was no better than a wasteland city’s. The enforcers were just there to clean up after the fact.

Otherwise, why would gangs be collecting protection fees in broad daylight?

Fortunately, these gangs were rather… interesting. Most of them were just people banding together for survival or young men who thought gangs were cool. They rarely did anything truly outrageous in public.

As long as you paid up, they’d even protect you from other gangs. In that sense, they weren’t much different from the wasteland gangs.

Back at the shop, Caius saw Belle still standing there, staring blankly. He raised an eyebrow. "What are you waiting for? Buy your spices. I’m starving."

Belle finally snapped out of it and entered the shop to buy spices.

Seeing that she was with Caius, the shop owner immediately packed her order, refusing to take her money and even throwing in several extra packs of high-quality spices.

Belle waved her hands in protest, insisting on paying, but the owner said it was to thank Caius.

Belle turned to look at Caius, looking a bit lost.

Seeing her dazed expression, Caius chuckled, flicking away his cigarette ash. "If it’s a gift from the owner, just accept it."

Belle nodded slightly and whispered a soft "thank you" to the shop owner.

The owner didn’t quite hear her, but he still smiled warmly.

With their shopping done, the two of them returned to the orphanage.

Caius carried a bulging bag of groceries, while Belle held a small bag of spices—a rather eye-catching pair. Mostly because of Caius’s towering frame.

The modestly dressed mushroom girl beside him barely had any presence at all. Passersby’s gazes would always land on Caius, overlooking Belle entirely.

Back home, Caius placed the groceries in the kitchen and then lazily sat in the living room, waiting for food.

Belle wanted to help in the kitchen but was promptly shooed out by Grandma Lunla.

"I’m cooking today. Just wash your hands and wait to eat." Grandma Lunla smiled kindly, glancing at Caius as she spoke.

Belle couldn’t argue with her and nodded obediently.

However, she soon went back to the kitchen and retrieved a jug with half a bottle of liquor, then slowly pushed it toward Caius.

Caius’s eyes lit up. He was feeling a bit thirsty after the walk.

Without hesitation, he picked up the jug and chugged it down in one go.

"Ahh!" Caius put the jug down, licking his lips. "That hit the spot!"

But then he noticed something odd.

Belle was staring at him intently, her face half-hidden by her hair, but he could feel her unwavering gaze.

"W-what’s up?" Caius asked warily.

"You like drinking," Belle said softly—surprisingly without stammering.

"Of course—" Caius instinctively nodded, then quickly corrected himself. "No, I don’t! Mercenaries don’t get to drink good liquor. This stuff is awful!"

Belle remained silent, just staring at him.

After only three seconds, Caius felt guilty. He finally sighed. "Fine, I do like it…"

"But so what? You’re not allowed to buy it!"

Caius said fiercely, "If you dare to buy it, I'll dare to drink it! You buy a bottle, I'll down it all in one go!"

"I’ll drink myself straight into a stomach perforation, burn a hole right through my gut, and drop dead on the spot!"

"Just ask yourself—are you scared or not?"

Belle shrank her little face into the high collar of her sweater.

"Scared."

"Then don’t buy it, in case I lose control, got it?" Caius said. "If you're going to buy something, get rye beer. That stuff isn’t too strong—it’s basically a soft drink."

"Mm."

"Don't just ‘mm’ me. Say you understand."

"I understand."

In the kitchen, Lunla's grandmother slowed her movements as she washed the vegetables, listening to the voices drifting from the living room. A warm smile unconsciously tugged at the corners of her mouth.

This home was becoming a little livelier.
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                "Big guy, I'm back, Meow~" Suddenly, Kiki's voice came from outside the house, accompanied by the sound of many footsteps, suggesting quite a few people had arrived.

Caius immediately stood up and walked outside.

When he saw Kiki, a smile appeared on his face.

The footsteps belonged to a group of workers carrying a large amount of furniture into the courtyard. Several pieces had already been unloaded.

"A total of 1,100 Gold. The boss rounded it down, so there's 900 Gold left, Meow." Kiki said as she took out the gold coins and handed them to Caius.

Caius didn’t take them but instead smiled and said, "Keep the rest as pocket money."

"Really, Meow?" Kiki’s ears twitched, her face full of delight.

"Mhm, your big bro is rich now." Caius chuckled.

Living in the moment was a mercenary’s creed.

Mercenaries didn’t need to buy houses, and this world had no off-road cars or sports cars, so Caius had a straightforward attitude toward money—earn it to spend it!

"Big guy is the best, Meow!" Kiki happily jumped up, landing on Caius' shoulder and affectionately rubbing her little face against his cheek.

Caius grinned from ear to ear. This 900 Gold was totally worth it!

At that moment, a worker leader with a broad smile approached and asked, "Boss, where should we place the furniture?"

"We offer moving and cleaning services. This lady here has purchased the full package, so feel free to let us know any requests."

"As long as it's within our service scope, we guarantee a perfect job!"

A purchase of over 1,000 Gold was considered a big order, even in the Outer City. That made Caius a valuable customer, so they had to treat him well.

Caius was very satisfied with their attitude. He pulled out a pouch of rolled cigarettes and tossed it to the worker leader, taking one for himself before pointing to a side room of the Orphanage. "Everything except the chairs goes in there. Also, clean the place up and move out the old furniture into the courtyard."

He had checked that room before. It used to house the Orphanage children, but most had already left, leaving the room mostly empty aside from a few beds and chairs.

However, Belle seemed to have kept it clean, so it wasn’t too dirty—just some corners needing attention.

"Got it!" The worker leader glanced at the pouch in his hand—there were at least a dozen cigarettes inside—and his smile widened.

Then, he waved his hand. "Alright, boys, get to work!"

Seeing seven or eight workers getting busy with enthusiasm, Caius nodded in satisfaction and reached into his left pocket.

Wait—where was his lighter?

This world had lighters too, but they were called Firewatch because they resembled pocket watches.

When opened, a spring mechanism would pop the lid open, causing the flint to spark and ignite the oil wick at the center of the watch face.

Caius, however, had made his own lighter—a Zippo-style one, which he carried with him at all times.

He was sure he had put it in his left pocket just now. Could it be in his right pocket instead?

Just as he was about to check, a small hand suddenly appeared before him, holding a pocket-watch-like item. With a crisp click, the cover popped open, and a small flame flared up from the center.

Caius was momentarily stunned before using it to light his cigarette.

Taking a puff, he turned to the little Catgirl sitting on his shoulder, his eyes filled with amusement.

No one could resist a Catgirl.

Let alone one who lit your cigarette for you.

"You actually bought a Firewatch?" Caius chuckled.

"Mhm, how is it, Meow?" Kiki proudly showed off her carefully chosen Firewatch, which had intricate floral engravings on it.

"Not bad, but mine looks better." Caius pulled out his own lighter from his pocket.

So it was in his right pocket. But he could have sworn he had put it in the left. How strange.

Caius called this phenomenon Schrödinger’s Lighter.

"Whoa~" Kiki took the lighter, admiring the hand-carved Angel design on it, clearly enchanted.

"Give me yours, and I'll give you this one." Caius offered.

"Big guy is the best, Meow!" Kiki was overjoyed and eagerly traded lighters with him.

Caius grinned. This little Catgirl didn’t smoke. Besides lighting campfires in the wild, what else would she use a lighter for?

Obviously, to light his cigarettes~

Kiki adored the lighter, playing with it over and over again.

"Careful now, don’t burn my hair," Caius reminded her, considering she was still perched on his shoulder.

"I’ll be careful, Meow." Kiki nodded seriously.

The workers were efficient. In no time, they had moved all the furniture inside and placed the old furniture in the courtyard, along with some dust and debris they had cleared from hidden corners.

The room now looked much cleaner.

After briefly directing the furniture arrangement, Caius considered the job done.

"Boss, we’re finished. Would you like us to dispose of these old furniture pieces and trash for you?" the worker leader asked enthusiastically.

Caius was about to respond when he suddenly felt a tug on his clothes. He turned around to see Belle standing behind him.

"Can we keep the old furniture?" Belle asked softly.

"Why keep them?" Caius was puzzled.

Belle didn’t answer. She simply looked at him quietly, as if she didn’t know why either—she just didn’t want them thrown away.

Seeing this, Caius nodded and told the worker leader, "Leave the old furniture. Just get rid of the trash."

"Understood!" The worker leader nodded, cleaned up the debris, and left the Orphanage happily, puffing on the cigarettes Caius had given him.

A single pouch of cigarettes seemed enough to make these simple workers happy for a long time.

Meanwhile, Belle walked to the old furniture, extending her small hand to gently touch them.

"What’s wrong?" Caius asked.

Belle gazed at the old tables and wooden beds and said, "I used to sleep in this bed, sharing it with another girl."

"Back then, Grandma Lunla would sit at the bedside and tell us stories."

"And later, where did the children go?" Caius asked.

Belle shook her head gently. "I don’t know…"

"Some were adopted, some left to make their way in the world. I don’t know how they are now."

"No one wanted to adopt you?" Caius asked again.

Belle shook her head again. "Most of those adopted were boys. Fewer girls got chosen."

"I… I didn’t want to be adopted. So whenever someone came, I would hide…"

"I didn’t want to leave Grandma Lunla. I didn’t want to leave the Orphanage…"

Her voice grew softer, tinged with sadness.

Caius understood her emotions and reassured her, "Don’t worry. Grilla City is only a day’s journey from here. If you want to visit while you're at Hydis, just let Instructor Holan know."

"I’ll be living here from now on. You don’t need to worry about Grandma Lunla or Tina."

"As long as I’m here, no one will harm them."

Hearing this, Belle turned to look at Caius. Then, she took a step closer and bowed slightly.

"Thank you…" Her voice trembled, as if she was trying hard not to cry.

"Feeling touched?" Caius laughed. "Then can you grant me a small request?"

Belle gently nodded. "Mhm."

Caius scratched his cheek, his eyes suddenly shifting away as if, despite his usual confidence, he was feeling a little embarrassed.

"Can… I see what you look like?"
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                Belle was momentarily stunned, tilting her head slightly, as if puzzled by Caius's request.

She didn't understand—after having met so many times, why would he make such a request now?

Seeing the girl’s apparent lack of self-awareness, Caius sighed helplessly. "Your hair covers half your face, and your sweater collar covers the other half. I still don’t even know what you really look like."

"So… to prevent the possibility that one day you change your hairstyle and I don’t recognize you, I should at least take a look now, right?" Caius sounded like he was trying to convince Belle, but also as if he were justifying his own request.

However, what surprised Caius was how readily Belle agreed.

She nodded lightly.

"Mm."

Caius swallowed nervously. "You’re… agreeing?"

"Mm."

"So… I can lift your hair and take a look?"

"Mm."

"Don’t just say ‘mm’—say ‘yes.’"

"Yes."

"Then, I won’t hold back?"

"Mm."

After multiple confirmations and receiving a definite response, Caius suddenly felt an inexplicable excitement.

Buried within that excitement was a deep sense of anticipation. He wasn’t sure why he felt this way—he hadn’t even been this excited when he was about to return to the life of a mercenary.

His hand trembled slightly as he slowly reached out toward Belle, his fingers poised to lift her hair.

It felt almost like a groom about to unveil his bride’s wedding veil.

Huh?

What a strange analogy.

But, well… it wasn’t far off from how he felt.

His fingers touched Belle’s forehead. All he had to do now was lift his hand, and he would finally see the face hidden beneath her hair.

Yet, for such a simple action, he found himself taking several deep breaths. Even Kiki, perched on his shoulder, was affected, watching nervously.

"Here we go?" he asked.

"Mm." Belle nodded lightly.

She stood there, facing him, her small face tilted up slightly. Her hands, hidden within her sleeves, had their index fingers hooked together, fidgeting anxiously as she waited quietly for his next move.

But Caius didn’t move.

Even in the midst of gunfire and battle, he had always remained decisive and ruthless—yet at this moment, he hesitated.

Perhaps fate no longer envied him, or perhaps the wind itself could not bear to see his struggle.

A gentle breeze swept across the still lake, slipping into the alleyway, accelerating within the narrow space, and finally entering the orphanage, lifting the strand of hair Caius had been about to move.

And in doing so, it stirred something within Caius’s heart.

At that moment, his eyes widened.

She tilted her small face slightly, looking up at him. From this angle, he could see the soft curve of her jawline leading downward to a swan-like neck.

A pair of slightly flushed, almond-shaped eyes shimmered like twin moons.

Her silver-gray irises glowed softly, like crystalline silver-gray gems, reflecting Caius’s dumbfounded expression.

She seemed puzzled and blinked, her long silver-gray eyelashes quivering slightly. Below her delicately upturned and exquisite nose was a slightly parted, cherry-pink mouth.

"Mm?"

She hummed softly through her nose, as if questioning why Caius was looking at her like that.

Meanwhile, within Caius’s heart, a tidal wave of emotions surged.

The wind passed, the hair fell, covering her face once more.

Only then did Caius finally snap out of his daze.

He withdrew his hand, turned around, and covered his mouth before slowly crouching down, as if sinking into some deep contemplation.

Not only him—Kiki also jumped to the ground and crouched beside him.

Belle watched the two of them in confusion, not understanding why they were acting this way.

"Did you see that?" Caius whispered to Kiki.

"I saw it…" Kiki nodded, even forgetting to add her usual suffix, clearly just as shocked.

"What do you think that was?" Caius asked.

Kiki: "That was an Angel… Yes, definitely an Angel!"

Caius: "I think so too. There’s no way she’s human—humans can’t possibly be that beautiful…"

Kiki: "Mm-hmm!"

As they spoke, the two of them simultaneously turned to steal another glance at Belle before quickly turning back to whisper to each other again.

"I think that must have been an illusion. Why don’t you go take another look?" Caius urged.

Kiki nodded and scampered off.

Caius didn’t turn to look—he simply stuck out his thumb and bit his nail, his eyes vacant as he stared at the ground.

Moments later, Kiki returned, crouching beside him again.

Caius turned to look at her and saw that she, too, was staring blankly.

"Not an illusion…" Kiki murmured.

Caius’s lips curled into a grin, and he couldn’t suppress his laughter.

"Hehehe… Hahaha!" Caius suddenly burst into laughter.

Kiki looked at him in confusion, and not far behind them, Belle also appeared bewildered.

After laughing for a while, Caius turned to Kiki, wiping away the tears of mirth from his eyes. He whispered, "Kiki, we just uncovered a massive treasure. Do you know what this means?"

"What does it mean, Meow?" Kiki’s tail swayed side to side, indicating her own excitement.

"It means we have to guard this treasure carefully. We absolutely cannot let anyone else take it!" Caius grinned, his voice low, as if suppressing immense excitement.

Belle couldn’t hear what the two were whispering about, but she felt they were acting strangely.

Ever since they had seen her face.

Feeling uneasy, she hesitated, fidgeting with her fingers, before finally walking over and tugging lightly on Caius’s sleeve.

Caius turned to look at her, his face full of warmth.

But Belle didn’t see it because she had her head lowered, looking somewhat downcast.

"I… I’m not pretty. Don’t mind me…"

"I won’t show my face…"

Hearing this, Caius immediately realized she had misunderstood.

This girl’s deep-seated insecurity had been ingrained into her very bones.

She didn’t even realize what her face meant.

It meant that if she revealed her true appearance, all of Ocean City would be thrown into chaos.

Had she shown her true face before Manasa, it would have been Manasa who felt insecure.

But what would have followed was Manasa’s jealousy and cruelty—so Caius was glad she had hidden herself well.

Hearing her voice, filled with self-doubt and uncertainty, Caius slowly bent down and placed a large hand on her head, gently ruffling her hair.

She trembled slightly, her words abruptly stopping.

"Lift your head."

Belle obediently looked up.

This time, Caius didn’t rely on the wind—he moved her hair aside himself.

That angelic, flawless face once again appeared before him.

No, not flawless.

There was a faint scar on the bridge of her nose, as if left by a sharp object. It was shallow—barely noticeable.

But to a mercenary who saw scars as medals, it wasn’t a flaw. It was the finishing touch.

Looking at her dumbfounded expression, Caius grinned brightly.

His fingers brushed through her sideburns, pinching her soft cheek gently.

The sensation was like jelly—smooth and delicate.

"Silly girl, you’re beautiful."

"You’re the most beautiful little mushroom I’ve ever seen!"

With that, Caius laughed heartily and walked toward the house.

"Come on, let’s eat. I can already smell the food!"

Belle touched the spot where he had pinched her, mumbling softly, "I’m not a mushroom…"

Her voice was too quiet, and Caius didn’t hear it.

"What are you standing there for? Grandma Lunla is calling us to eat." Caius’s voice came from ahead.

Belle snapped out of her daze and quickly followed him.

Hidden beneath her chestnut-colored hair, a single white strand shimmered in the light.
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                "This is amazing!" Caius exclaimed in delight as he gazed at the table filled with dishes. Then, turning to Grandma Lunla, he grinned and said, "Grandma Lunla, with skills like yours, it's a shame you don't run a restaurant!"

"Hehehe, my old bones can't handle that much work anymore. As long as you all enjoy the food, that's good enough for me," Grandma Lunla replied with a warm smile.

"How about this?" Caius glanced at Belle, his eyes lighting up as he continued, "I'm going to be staying here, but I'm not great at cooking. So, I'd like to pay you a thousand gold coins per month to prepare our meals. How about it?"

"T-That's too much," Grandma Lunla waved her hands quickly. "If you like my cooking, I'll happily make it for you. You don't need to pay…"

"That won't do," Caius shook his head. "I have a big appetite, and I eat a lot of meat at every meal. I can't let you bear all the costs."

"But…" Grandma Lunla wanted to say more. After all, in her eyes, eating meat at every meal didn't warrant spending a thousand gold coins a month.

However, Caius waved his hand decisively. "It's settled. Any extra can go toward nourishing the little ones."

"Children their age shouldn't be this thin."

Hearing this, Grandma Lunla hesitated for a moment before nodding in agreement. She looked at Caius with a gaze full of warmth and affection. She knew he was doing this to help them.

That meal was lively and cheerful.

Tina and the other little girls, who rarely had the chance to eat meat, were practically glowing with excitement. The moment the meal began, they eagerly stuffed their cheeks with food, making them look adorably chubby.

Meanwhile, Caius ate as he observed Belle.

At this moment, Belle had folded her collar down, revealing half of her small face.

She ate quietly, taking small bites. Caius also noticed that, apart from scooping a few pieces of fish tail meat with a spoon, she hadn't touched any other meat.

This wouldn't do.

Without hesitation, Caius speared a piece of beef with his fork and placed it into Belle’s bowl.

Belle blinked in surprise and turned to look at Caius, who was giving her a serious look. "Eat more meat. Look how thin you are—you seem malnourished."

"A magical researcher needs proper nutrition to keep their mind sharp!"

Hearing this, Belle glanced at the piece of meat in her bowl before nodding lightly. "Okay."

Seeing her start to eat the meat, Caius finally nodded in satisfaction and resumed his own meal.

However, every now and then, he would continue adding pieces of beef, fish, or even a drumstick to Belle’s bowl.

"It's too much… It's too much…" Belle murmured anxiously.

"Too much? That just means your appetite is too small," Caius countered.

"Mmm…" Belle hesitantly looked at the large chunk of beef occupying half of her bowl.

Seeing her struggle, Caius simply pushed his own bowl toward her. "If you can’t finish it, give it to me."

Belle hesitated briefly before carefully picking up the piece of beef with her fork and placing it in Caius’ bowl.

Caius took it and devoured it in one bite.

Swallowing the meat, he said, "From now on, you need to take the initiative to eat meat. Don't wait for me to give it to you, or you’ll never finish."

Belle obediently nodded. "Okay."

Caius raised an eyebrow. "Say 'I understand.'"

Belle: "I understand."

Grandma Lunla smiled warmly as she watched them interact while eating.

Usually, when they had the rare chance to eat meat, Belle would barely touch it. At most, she would drizzle some meat sauce over her rice, leaving the actual meat for Grandma Lunla and the younger children.

Grandma Lunla had tried to persuade her before, but Belle would only take a tiny, symbolic bite before stopping.

She knew Belle didn’t dislike meat—on the contrary, she loved it.

Whenever there was meat, Belle would always swallow secretly, trying to hide her longing.

But for this household, meat was a luxury.

Before Caius arrived, they had meat at most twice a month. This sensible and heartbreakingly considerate girl always left the meat for the younger ones.

Even though she was still a child herself.

This time, under Caius' "threats," Belle had eaten several pieces of meat. Though she remained outwardly composed, the way her feet swung slightly beneath the table betrayed her happiness and satisfaction.

Finally, they finished their meal.

Caius leaned back in his chair, completely satisfied, and let out a comfortable burp.

The little cat Meow mimicked him, sprawling out lazily in the chair and purring contentedly.

Belle, on the other hand, helped Grandma Lunla clear the dishes.

However, just as she was about to start washing them, Grandma Lunla gently pushed her out of the kitchen.

"Let me handle these. You go rest in the living room."

Belle looked at Grandma Lunla in confusion. Usually, she took care of all the housework, given that Grandma Lunla was elderly and frail, and the younger children were too small to help much.

But today, Grandma Lunla kept taking tasks away from her, leaving Belle unsure of what to do.

Seeing Grandma Lunla’s firm stance, Belle had no choice but to nod and head to the living room.

Grandma Lunla chuckled as she watched Belle and Caius before contentedly returning to the kitchen to wash the dishes.

She simply wanted Belle to spend more time around Caius, hoping it would help her become more open.

As long as Belle became happier, Grandma Lunla would be satisfied.

In the living room, Belle started knitting a sweater.

Caius didn’t do anything—he simply sat there and watched her knit.

Kiki and Tina had gone outside to play, leaving only Caius and Belle in the small living room.

It was quiet, but not awkward. Instead, a peaceful serenity filled the space.

Caius hadn’t felt this way in a long time.

He loved the chaos of battle, the thrill of fire and steel. But too much chaos needed a counterbalance.

And this tranquility? It was perfect. He liked it.

After a while, he started feeling drowsy. Giving in, he lay back in the wooden chair and drifted into sleep.

The only sounds in the house were the faint rustling of Belle’s knitting needles and Caius’ steady breathing.

After a moment, Belle paused.

She stretched her neck slightly, then turned to look at Caius, finding him fast asleep.

She blinked in surprise, then quietly walked to another room, returning with a blanket. Carefully, she draped it over him.

Her movements were so gentle that Caius didn’t wake up.

Normally, as a mercenary, he had an extremely light sleep. Even the smallest noise would rouse him instantly.

But this time, he slept deeply—and even dreamed a pleasant dream.

So much so that a faint smile lingered on his face as he slept.

Belle stood there, quietly watching him. Her lips curved into a gentle smile.

From the kitchen, Grandma Lunla emerged, seeing Belle standing motionless, gazing at Caius like a wooden doll.

As someone who had lived a long life, she understood what was happening.

So, she merely smiled kindly and silently returned to her room, choosing not to disturb them.

Belle stood there for a long time.

Only when the laughter of children and Holan’s voice drifted in from outside did she snap out of it.

Caius stirred as if about to wake up.

Belle panicked slightly, glanced around, and quickly picked up her knitting, pretending she had been focused on it the entire time.

Just then, the door swung open, and the children, along with Kiki and Holan, stepped inside.

Caius opened his eyes and stretched lazily.

It had been a long time since he had taken a proper nap.

"You slept well," Holan chuckled.

"Yeah." Caius smiled at him—then noticed the blanket draped over him.

He turned toward Belle.

She remained seated, knitting slowly, as if nothing had happened.

But Caius grinned.

Because he noticed—her sweater hadn’t made much progress since before he had fallen asleep.
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                "I have two pieces of news. Which one do you want to hear first?" Seeing that Caius's attention was on Belle, Holan smirked before speaking.

"Oh?" Caius seemed to be in a great mood, nodding with a smile. "Let’s hear the good news first."

"The good news is that Ocean City Academy has agreed to let me take Belle to Hydis Academy ahead of schedule," Holan said.

Belle, who had been knitting a sweater, suddenly froze. She looked up in confusion at Holan.

Holan, on the other hand, looked quite pleased with himself, while Caius was visibly delighted. "Now, that’s truly good news!"

"Of course~" Holan was very satisfied with Caius's reaction, even though this news had little to do with him directly.

"And what’s the bad news?" Caius asked again.

Holan chuckled mischievously, eyes glinting with cunning. "Did I say there was bad news?"

Caius feigned surprise. "So, there are two pieces of good news?"

"Exactly!" Holan said. "Previously, I applied for Imperial financial aid for Belle at Ocean City Academy. In fact, the grant had already been approved half a month ago, but the academy had been withholding it."

"So I just went to the administration office to pressure them, and they finally released the grant."

As she spoke, her Spatial Ring flashed, and a pouch of gold coins appeared in front of Caius, falling freely.

Caius swiftly caught it, weighed it in his hand, and exclaimed, "This must be around 1,500 gold coins, right?"

"Yes, exactly 1,500 gold!" Holan sneered. "Those corrupt parasites tried to tell me the grant was only 300 gold. If I hadn’t done my homework at Hydis Academy and checked the grant amount for secondary academies, I might have actually believed them!"

"Those leeches really take a deep cut," Caius clicked his tongue, then chuckled. "Good thing we have you, or this silly mushroom would’ve never gotten her grant."

Silly mushroom?

Holan was momentarily stunned before glancing at Belle. Then, understanding dawned on her, and she couldn't help but laugh. "Stop giving my student nicknames!"

"Haha." Caius laughed it off and then handed the grant money to Belle.

Belle hesitated. "Instructor Holan should keep it safe for me…"

"It's yours, so take it." Without giving her a chance to refuse, Caius stuffed the coins into Belle’s hands.

Belle hurriedly caught them and looked at Caius. "Thank you…"

Caius chuckled. "Silly mushroom, you should be thanking Instructor Holan."

Belle quickly bowed to Holan. "Thank you…"

Holan, amused, waved her hand. "So, pack your things today. You’ll be coming with me to Hydis."

"Once we get to Hydis, I'll apply for another grant for you. Hydis is a first-tier academy, and the grant is 5,000 gold. With that, you won’t have to worry about living expenses there."

"Thank you… thank you…"

Her voice trembled as she spoke, clearly on the verge of tears.

Caius and Holan exchanged glances, both smiling.

Since they had to leave for Hydis immediately, Belle needed to prepare and say goodbye to Holan and Tina.

As soon as the younger girls heard that their big sister was leaving, they burst into tears, clinging to Belle and refusing to let go.

Listening to their sobbing, Belle couldn’t hold back her own tears. She comforted the little ones while crying herself.

Grandma Lunla gently caressed her cheek, giving her words of advice for her journey to Hydis.

Seeing this tearful scene, Holan couldn’t help but get misty-eyed.

The little Catgirl pursed her lips, sniffling constantly.

Caius looked at them, feeling a bit helpless.

What was there to cry about? Seriously.

So he simply stepped outside and lit a cigarette.

A long while later, the crying inside finally subsided. After waiting a moment more, everyone stepped out together.

When Caius turned his head, he nearly burst into laughter.

Belle was standing there, burdened with countless bags and bundles, looking just like a mushroom sprouting smaller mushrooms—both comical and adorable.

"Are you going to study at Hydis, or are you moving house? Isn’t this a bit much?" Caius chuckled as he took some of the packages off Belle’s hands.

"This is the weight of love from family," Holan remarked from the side.

"Well, it sure is heavy," Caius muttered as he weighed the bags.

Inside were not just bedding but also Belle’s usual water bottles, bowls, plates, cutlery, and even farm produce and dried fruits.

It was clear that, worried about her first long trip, Grandma Lunla had packed everything she thought Belle might need.

If not for the inconvenience, Caius suspected she might have even sent along Belle’s usual chair.

They needed a carriage to carry all this.

Caius recalled that Hailan No. 11 offered carriage rentals.

So he turned to Holan and said, "Instructor Holan, would you be willing to do me a small favor?"

"Oh? Let’s hear it." Holan lifted her chin slightly.

Caius then explained his plan, which made Holan burst into laughter.

Caius wasn’t asking her to do much—just to officially assign him the escort task and issue the commission through Hailan No. 11.

He needed the prestige of completing a Gold-ranked mission to secure an external deployment position for Kiki at Hydis.

This way, not only could he travel with them to Grilla City, but he could also gain a reputation for completing a Gold-ranked mission. As for the commission fee, he planned to return it to Holan.

"When you came to me earlier, was this what you were planning to ask?" Holan asked, looking at Caius.

"As expected from my beautiful and wise instructor—you saw right through me." Caius grinned.

"In that case, why don’t I assign you a few more Gold-ranked missions while we’re at it?" Holan said with a smirk.

"That would be perfect!"

"The commission fees won’t be high, though," Holan teased.

"Pfft, the commission fees are trivial. I just love doing Gold-ranked missions," Caius said with a serious face, making Holan laugh again.

This was simply a mutually beneficial arrangement.

Caius helped Holan complete tasks, and Holan helped him build up his reputation with Gold-ranked missions. Besides, Caius would also need Holan’s help to find a way to learn magic in the future.

So, he wasn’t concerned about the money at all.

"You said it. Then, let’s go," Holan said with a nod.

Caius nodded in return, turned to Belle, and told her to wait while he and Holan headed to Hailan No. 11.

Watching their departing figures, Belle remained silent.

Grandma Lunla approached and gently adjusted Belle’s clothes.

"Belle, when you get to Hydis Academy, listen to your instructor, alright?" she said softly.

"Mhm." Belle nodded.

"If you run into trouble, go to Instructor Holan or that big guy. They can help you."

"Mhm."

"Remember to dye your hair."

"Mhm."

"Eat properly. Don't worry about home. If you can work, save the money for yourself and buy something nice to eat. Don’t send it back."

"Mhm."

Grandma Lunla gave her endless reminders, and Belle nodded obediently.

Finally, Grandma Lunla reached out, brushing Belle’s thick bangs aside and gently touching her face.

"And most importantly… don’t use magic."

"Mhm."

......

Meanwhile, inside Hailan No. 11.

"Boss Lady, I ordered the Seafood Set No. 3, but this is No. 2," a mercenary pointed at the dish in front of him and said.

"Ah, oh, that was my mistake. Sorry about that. Please wait a moment, and I'll have the kitchen prepare the correct one," Yvlan apologized sincerely.

A nearby staff member looked at Yvlan helplessly.

This was already the fourth time today that the Boss Lady had messed up an order.

She usually didn’t make such basic mistakes. What was going on with her today?

Yvlan was feeling extremely anxious at the moment.

This morning, when she went out for supplies, she saw a large group of Crab Gang members, armed to the teeth, marching out of the city in force.

She knew that Caius had clashed with the Crab Gang before—because of the task she had given him.

So from morning till now, she had been on edge.

Especially because Caius still hadn’t returned. That delivery job should have been completed this morning…

Could something have happened to him?

No way. That big guy is so strong he can even take down a Wolf Demon… But the Crab Gang sent forty to fifty men, and they had a Gold-rank mage with them. Could it be that something really did—

Every time her thoughts reached this point, she had the urge to grab her frying pan and march straight to the Crab Gang to demand answers.

She knew she shouldn’t be thinking like this, but she just couldn’t help it.

She had been in this business for a long time. She should have been used to this by now.

Many mercenaries came to drink in the morning and never returned afterward.

By now, she should have been numb to it.

But this time, it felt different…

Her mind was in complete turmoil, and she found herself absentminded in everything she did.

Just then, the tavern door swung open.

Yvlan immediately looked up.

This time, she wasn’t disappointed. That familiar, muscular figure stood in the doorway, his face still wearing that same honest and confident smile.

A wave of relief instantly washed over Yvlan, and a bright smile appeared on her face.

But in the next moment, her smile froze.

Because she saw that Caius was not alone.

Beside him was a woman.

A stunningly beautiful woman with an air of elegance and nobility—someone whose status was clearly anything but ordinary.
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                "Yvlan is an amazing tavern owner. If it weren't for her help, I wouldn't have improved so quickly," Caius said with a smile. "My very first mission was introduced by her. That was when I encountered a Wolf Demon."

"So, without her, you wouldn't have gotten the Wolf Demon remains, nor met an excellent mercenary?" Holan chuckled.

"Hahaha, something like that." Caius nodded.

"Then I must properly thank her later." Holan said as she walked into the tavern alongside Caius.

As soon as she stepped inside, she slightly frowned.

The air was thick with the scent of alcohol and the sweat of mercenaries.

She disliked such an odor, which was why she rarely visited mercenary taverns.

However, she didn’t detect any sweat stench from Caius. Perhaps because he had never broken a sweat in front of her.

Luckily, she was only here to commission a mission and wouldn’t stay long, so she could tolerate it for now.

But then, her eyes landed on a woman.

A stunning woman with a strikingly curvaceous figure.

For some reason, her first instinct was to glance at Caius.

That big guy had said the Boss Lady was great—was he only talking about business?

Caius, on the other hand, walked straight toward the woman with a bright grin.

"Boss Lady, I'm back!" he declared, striding in like he owned the place.

The nearby mercenaries turned to look.

They were already familiar with Caius. What truly drew their attention was the beautiful lady beside him.

With that noble aura and breathtaking looks, she did not seem like someone who would step into a mercenary tavern.

Which left only one possible reason for her presence.

Suddenly, the mercenaries’ gazes toward Caius brimmed with envy.

Yvlan smiled and nodded at Caius, her eyes pausing on Holan for a moment before asking, "Mission completed?"

"Of course!" Caius grinned, retrieving the mission materials from his Spatial Ring.

Among them were a Unicorn Bison's horn, some Hops Flower that Eli needed, a mission token from Nick, and a stamped mission sheet bearing a five-star rating.

Completing three Gold-tier missions in one go left the surrounding mercenaries in awe.

Yvlan, however, was unfazed. She was well aware of Caius’s efficiency.

She nodded, collected the materials, and swiftly handed over the commission reward. Caius pushed one of the bags back toward her. "Give this one to Boss Eli for me."

"Alright." Yvlan nodded, then turned her gaze to Holan. "And this is?"

"Instructor Holan from Hydis Academy," Caius introduced. "Instructor Holan, this is Yvlan, the incredible Boss Lady I mentioned."

Hearing this, Holan smiled and extended her hand. "A pleasure to meet you."

Her every movement exuded noble grace.

Yvlan quickly shook hands with her, a smile appearing on her face.

Caius calling her an incredible Boss Lady filled her with a quiet joy.

"Instructor Holan is here to commission some missions..." Caius interjected, acting as a bridge between the two women.

But Holan picked up the conversation herself. "Yes, I have six Gold-tier missions and one Platinum-tier mission to commission."

At that, not only Caius but also the surrounding mercenaries and Yvlan widened their eyes.

Caius blinked at her, his expression clearly saying, "That’s not what you told me earlier."

Before arriving, Holan had only mentioned three Gold-tier missions. Now, the number had doubled, with a Platinum-tier mission added on top.

Holan noticed Caius’s gaze but merely smiled and ignored it. Most of her attention was focused on the beautiful Boss Lady in front of her.

The air seemed to crackle with tension.

Or maybe it didn’t.

"So, can you take them on?" Holan asked with a gentle smile, though the undertone was not lost on Yvlan.

Take them?

The real question was—did she have the qualifications to accept them?

She currently had only one capable mercenary—Caius. If she accepted the missions, he would undoubtedly be the one to carry them out.

Six Gold-tier missions wouldn’t be an issue for Caius.

The problem was the Platinum-tier mission.

Could Caius complete it?

More importantly, did she even have the authority to accept it on his behalf?

Thinking this through, Yvlan was already inclined to back out.

Her looks might rival Holan’s, but in terms of power, status, or any other aspect, there was an undeniable gap between them.

Her gaze dimmed slightly, but she maintained her professional smile. "The Gold-tier missions are no problem, but the Platinum-tier one..."

Before she could finish, Caius’s voice rang out: "We’ll take it too!"

Yvlan's heart trembled as she turned to look at him, only to see him grinning at her.

Holan also turned to Caius, an unreadable glint in her eyes.

After a brief moment of silence, Yvlan bit her lip. She wasn’t sure where this sudden confidence came from, but she nodded and smiled at Holan.

This time, it wasn’t a professional smile—it was a smile filled with determination.

"Yes, we can take it."

"I have the best mercenary on hand, and I guarantee he will complete your commission!"

"Is that so? Then I look forward to it." Holan smiled and nodded.

"Please, follow me. For Gold-tier and above commissions, we require identity verification and mission registration. You are an esteemed client, so we will arrange the best reception room for you."

"Thank you," Holan responded politely, following Yvlan deeper into the tavern.

Caius hurried after them.

He wasn’t oblivious—he could feel the tension in the air.

As for why...

Caius could only bite his lip and curse his own damned charm.

Not that he was being conceited—he genuinely hadn't expected this.

It was their first meeting, yet the two women seemed to be subtly competing with each other. He wasn’t even sure why, but he knew it had something to do with him.

And just now, Yvlan had been at a disadvantage.

The Boss Lady had helped him a lot, so it was only right that he returned the favor.

Which meant Holan was probably a little upset now.

Having two women subtly competing for him felt great, but it was also quite the headache.

It happened in his past life, and now it was happening again in this one.

Sigh... was Chris that old bastard right after all? Was he actually a scoundrel?

Pah! No way!

He was a responsible man!

A real man!

Chris and his nonsense couldn’t be trusted!

Muttering to himself, he followed the two women into the reception room.

Yvlan prepared tea for Holan, though Holan didn’t drink it.

Then came the paperwork—seven missions in total: six Gold-tier, one Platinum-tier, plus identity verification and mission registration. Yvlan brought out nine forms.

Holan filled them out carefully while Yvlan patiently guided her.

Caius raised a brow.

The two of them didn’t seem to be competing anymore.

Maybe he had been imagining things.

Tsk, women were hard to understand.
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                Before long, the table was filled out.

Holan then turned to Caius and said, "Alright, it's time to go. We can't keep my precious student waiting."

There was a hint of urgency in her tone, clearly indicating that Holan didn’t want to stay here any longer.

Caius replied, "Sure, you go wait outside. I'll take on a mission and be right there."

Holan nodded and walked straight out.

Caius looked at her retreating figure, grinning to himself. But when he turned his head, he immediately met the disapproving gaze of the Boss Lady.

"Uh... that is, I’m just picking up a mission?" Caius said hesitantly.

However, Yvlan didn’t immediately hand him the mission slip. Instead, she asked, "You and she... are you close?"

"Yeah, we're friends," Caius replied.

"Friends? A friend who can issue seven mission commissions for you, including one Platinum-tier task?" Yvlan raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical.

Caius smiled helplessly. "What do you mean, for me? The profits from the commissions go to her, not me."

"Will you be taking a commission from her?" Yvlan asked, her expression softening slightly.

"Of course!" Caius answered quickly.

Although a little nervous inside, he couldn't show it right now.

Upon hearing this, Yvlan finally smiled and handed him the mission slip. However, she seemed a little worried as she said, "This Platinum-tier mission isn’t simple. It’s a hunt for a Platinum-tier Magic Beast, and the difficulty is pretty high. Are you sure you can handle it?"

"Of course!" Caius said, grinning broadly. "Oh, I forgot to tell you—I've just broken through to Gold-tier!"

Yvlan looked stunned. "Wait... weren't you Gold-tier before?"

"No, I was Silver-tier before," Caius explained.

"Silver-tier, and you could hunt a Wolf Demon?!" Yvlan was clearly shocked.

"Yep! Otherwise, how could I be the best?" Caius said with a boastful grin.

Seeing Caius acting so self-assured, Yvlan chuckled and nodded. "Alright, no wonder you’re confident enough to take on a Platinum-tier task."

"With these mission titles, I should be fine for a three-star rating, right?" Caius asked, smiling.

"Of course!" Yvlan imitated Caius’s confident posture and said, "Don't just settle for three stars—if you manage to complete these Gold-tier and Platinum-tier tasks, you might even get a four-star rating!"

"Ha! Leave it to me. I’ll have it wrapped up in ten days!" Caius snapped his fingers.

"Take it easy. This time, you’re hunting a Platinum-tier Crystalith Serpent. They want its Crystalis Heart, so there's no shortcut. You’ll have to kill it," Yvlan warned.

"Don't worry, maybe I'll get lucky and find a complete Crystalith Serpent carcass," Caius joked.

Seeing him so relaxed, Yvlan didn’t say anything else. She nodded and gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

She wore a hairpin on the side of her head. It was made from a Mona Redbloom flower and two white peach blossoms, coated in amber-like resin. The three flowers were in full bloom, showing their most beautiful appearance.

There was a hint of anticipation in her eyes, but Caius simply organized the mission slip, stowed it in his Spatial Ring, and then said, "I’ll be off then. Can I borrow the tavern's carriage?"

"It's in the stable. Go get it yourself..." Yvlan replied, her tone a little subdued. Still, she added, "Be careful on the road."

"Thanks!" Caius nodded, leaving the reception room and closing the door behind him.

Yvlan sighed, gently touching the hairpin in her hair.

But just as she did, the door opened again. Caius walked back in and directly approached her.

Yvlan froze, feeling an unexpected rush of nervousness.

The next moment, Caius took the hairpin from her ear and gently placed it on the other side of her head.

"This side looks better," Caius grinned, "Stay beautiful. See you!"

With that, he hummed a tune and walked out of the room.

Yvlan stood there in a daze, watching the door close. Then, she smiled and covered her mouth.

"This guy, why does he always do this..." she muttered.

But as she spoke, the smile on her lips didn’t fade.

Outside the tavern, Caius spotted Holan standing with her arms crossed not far off. It seemed like she had seen him, but she quickly turned her head, pretending not to notice.

Caius secretly pursed his lips.

It seemed that the Boss Lady part was taken care of. Now, it was up to the instructor.

Caius had a feeling this wouldn't be as easy.

Sure enough, when Caius walked up to Holan, she gave him a knowing smile and said, "Looks like you and that tavern owner really are close."

Caius chuckled. "Yeah, we’re good friends."

"Friends?" Holan raised an eyebrow. "Can a friend get you to take on a task like this, one that shouldn’t be taken?"

"You know, I’m an excellent mercenary, so of course, she’d trust me with the task," Caius said.

"Without taking any commission?" Holan asked, her tone skeptical.

Caius twitched his eyelid.

So we're doing this now?

"Of course not. After all, a few commission fees are nothing compared to the friendship of a fellow excellent mentor like myself. A smart person knows what to choose," Caius replied with a snicker.

Holan then smiled, but clearly, this wasn’t over yet.

She opened her mouth to ask something else, but Caius quickly decided to change the subject.

He gestured toward Holan and said, "Honestly, Holan, you really startled me earlier."

"At first, I thought it was just a few Gold-tier tasks."

"Then out of nowhere, a Platinum-tier task."

"You're scared of Platinum-tier tasks?" Holan asked, clearly distracted.

"Of course not. I was scared of you," Caius chuckled.

"Me?" Holan raised an eyebrow, confused.

Caius gave her a serious look. "You know, when I broke through to Gold-tier, I was itching to take on a Platinum-tier Magic Beast to test my strength."

"After all, you know I love challenges and danger."

"At the time, I had my eyes set on a Crystalith Serpent because it’s a vicious creature and really strong for its tier. Plus, there’s one about 200 kilometers away in Nofalark Forest."

"That kind of challenge really gets my blood pumping."

"When you mentioned the Platinum-tier task, I was surprised. But when I saw it was a Crystalith Serpent, I was actually shocked."

"I started wondering if you could read minds and knew exactly what I was thinking."

"Is that the case?" Caius stared at Holan, as if genuinely pondering this possibility.

Holan couldn’t help but laugh, her expression full of amusement.

It seemed like their thoughts were aligned, which made her feel quite pleased.

There was a sense of unspoken understanding.

"What do you think?" Holan asked, her eyes narrowing mischievously.

Caius rubbed his chin thoughtfully before saying, "Two possibilities."

"One, you really can use mind-reading magic. I’ve heard that those who can master such magic are rare, magical prodigies!"

Holan’s smile grew wider. "And the other?"

Caius smiled mysteriously. "The other is... you’re just incredibly smart and empathetic, and only someone like that could figure out what I was thinking!"

"Hehehe," Holan laughed, her body shaking with laughter. "You can just think of it as the second one."

"I agree, but the first possibility isn’t too far off," Caius continued, pretending to analyze.

"Alright, alright, no more flattery. Belle is still waiting for us," Holan said with a smile, no longer pressing the issue about Yvlan.

Caius grinned.

Mission accomplished!
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                Driving the borrowed carriage from the Tavern, Caius arrived at the Orphanage entrance, with Belle carrying large bundles as she got onto the carriage.

A group of little girls, who had just stopped crying, immediately burst into tears again upon seeing Belle board the carriage and prepare to leave.

Seeing this, Caius simply spread his arms wide and scooped up the group of girls, all under the age of ten.

"Sit tight!" Caius placed them on his shoulders, and the little girls quickly held hands and sat properly.

Tina was still hugging Caius' neck, but she had stopped crying.

"I'll take you for a ride, and once we reach the city gates, I'll send you back. So no more crying, alright?" Caius said.

"Mhm!" The little girls nodded, then excitedly looked around and said, "It's so high up! Big guy, aren’t you scared of heights?"

Caius chuckled.

From just a little over two meters high, how could he possibly be scared?

"Of course not! I'm a brave mercenary!" Caius hummed proudly.

Tina looked at him with her big sparkling eyes. "Then can I be a mercenary too?"

"Of course you can, but being a mage is even better." Caius smiled, then jumped onto the carriage with the little girls.

His movements were large but steady. The little girls shrieked in surprise but then burst into laughter.

Inside the carriage, Belle reached out her small hands nervously, as if afraid the girls might fall off.

But Caius was completely at ease, driving the carriage with one hand while boasting to the little girls perched on his shoulders.

"Big guy, can you fly?"

"No, but I can knock flying things out of the sky—with just a stone I pick up!"

"Wow~" The little girls gasped in admiration.

Holan watched this scene unfold, a faint smile appearing on his face.

A man who could play so naturally with children couldn't be a bad person.

The ride from the Orphanage to the city gates was usually ten minutes, but Caius deliberately slowed the carriage, taking twenty minutes instead.

"We made a deal, no crying," Caius reminded them.

"Mhm, no crying!" Tina and the little girls' eyes were red, but they still responded stubbornly.

"Good." Caius nodded and then, with a shrug of his shoulders, sent the four little girls into the air, catching them securely in his arms.

"Don’t close your eyes! Let’s have some fun!" Caius grinned mischievously before leaping off the carriage and sprinting forward at an astonishing speed.

"Waaaaa~~~" The little girls screamed, Tina the loudest of them all.

But excitement far outweighed fear.

The twenty-minute journey back to the Orphanage took less than a minute.

When he set them down, their hair had turned into a wild mess, like broomsticks.

"I want to go again!" Tina raised her little hands excitedly.

Caius laughed and ruffled her hair. "Next time! I still have to take your sister to the Academy."

"Promise! You have to take us next time!" Tina insisted.

"Definitely!" Caius nodded, handing the children over to Granny Lunla before dashing back to the city gates.

"You really don’t find this troublesome, do you?" Holan chuckled.

"What’s there to be troubled about?" Caius laughed heartily and flicked the reins. "Let’s go!"

Inside the carriage, Belle watched Caius' smiling face, her eyes shining softly beneath her bangs.

The carriage left the city and entered the wilderness.

It was evident that Belle had never traveled this far beyond the city before. She clutched her bundle tightly, looking slightly tense.

"Relax, silly mushroom," Caius said with a smile.

Belle muttered softly, "I'm not silly."

"Then I’ll just call you little mushroom." Caius chuckled, as if teasing her brought him endless joy.

Belle hesitated for a moment before extending a single finger from her sleeve, saying nothing.

Caius raised an eyebrow. "So what if you're older by a year? You're still my little mushroom."

Belle immediately retracted her finger, lowering her head, looking a little aggrieved.

Holan watched their interaction, both amused and exasperated. He reached out and lightly smacked Caius. "You even dare to bully her when I’m here?"

"I didn’t!" Caius grinned.

"I saw it with my own eyes!"

"Seeing isn't always believing. Ask her yourself—did I bully her?" Caius laughed.

Holan turned to Belle, gently holding her arm. "If he bullies you, tell your Instructor. I'll teach him a lesson!"

Belle quickly shook her head. "No, he didn’t bully me..."

Caius: "Heh heh heh~"

Holan: "..."

"Still laughing?" Holan smacked him again. "Belle is just soft-tempered. Anyone else wouldn’t let you tease them like this."

Caius smiled, then slowly said, "Instructor Holan, can you guarantee that in Hydis, no one will bully Belle?"

"Of course!" Holan declared. "As long as I’m there, no student will dare bully Belle."

But Caius shook his head. "It seems you don’t really understand Belle."

"What do you mean?" Holan frowned.

Caius didn’t turn around, but his voice was calm. "Have you ever truly seen Belle’s real face?"

"Uh..." Holan was momentarily stunned and turned to look at Belle.

That was when he realized—he had never actually seen this girl’s true appearance.

"Lift her bangs and take a look. Then, I’ll ask you again," Caius said.

Holan hesitated, then gently asked Belle, "May I?"

Belle sat in a daze for a moment before nodding.

Holan carefully lifted her bangs.

Then he froze.

And then, he fell silent.

Caius’ voice followed.

"Instructor Holan, now, can you guarantee that no one in Hydis will bully Belle?"

"I..." This time, Holan’s response lacked the certainty of before.

Because the moment he saw Belle’s face, he understood.

If Belle showed her true appearance, the stir she would cause would be unimaginable.

The ones who would take notice of her wouldn’t just be Hydis’ students.

This world is cruel.

To possess breathtaking beauty without the strength or background to match is sometimes more of a curse than a blessing.

Think of Hilda.

Her beauty captivated not just Hydis, but all of Grilla City. Among Hydis’ three thousand students, at least half were her devoted admirers. And it wasn’t just students—even Instructors and high-ranking nobles in Grilla City were enamored with her.

That might sound impressive.

But if Hilda lacked the strength or background to match, would being the center of so much attention still be a good thing?

Not all nobles uphold noble conduct.

Not all powerful people exercise self-restraint.

When a girl as stunning as an Angel appears, powerless to resist, how many people would be able to suppress their desires?

Protecting Belle… Holan’s status might be high, and his strength formidable, but if those eyeing Belle were even stronger, if their backgrounds were more influential, what could he do?

That was why Caius asked what he did.

"Can you?" Caius asked again.

"I..." Holan bit his lip. "I will do my utmost to protect her!"

"Great answer." Caius nodded with a smile.

"But I’m different."

"How so?" Holan asked indignantly.

"I’m a mercenary. I have no constraints. I can do whatever I want!"

"If someone bullies her, you’ll try your best to protect her."

"But I—"

"Will wipe out anyone who tries!"

"Annihilation is protection."

"Do you understand, Instructor Holan?"

Caius turned back, grinning, his white teeth gleaming.

"I can guarantee—besides me, no one will dare to bully her!"
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                The carriage rolled steadily down the road as Caius listened to Holan’s voice from inside the cabin, feeling a bit helpless.

"Belle, when you arrive at Hydis, make sure not to show your face, alright?"

"Otherwise, you’ll attract a lot of troublemakers like Caius who will come bothering you. Even though you’ll have an instructor with you, and they won’t dare to do anything in Hydis, they’ll still annoy you to death."

Caius: "..."

Belle listened to Holan’s words, lowering her head as she murmured, "He... isn’t a bad guy..."

Caius immediately looked smug, raising an eyebrow at Holan in a taunting manner.

Holan was speechless for a moment before she pulled Belle into an embrace and said, "Alright, maybe he isn’t, but others are. Just remember to listen to your instructor, okay?"

Belle remained silent, and Holan wasn’t sure if she had taken her words to heart.

At this moment, Caius added, "It’s never wrong to listen to Instructor Holan."

Belle nodded lightly. "Mm."

Caius: "Don’t just ‘mm.’ Say you understand."

Belle: "I understand."

Caius: "Good mushroom."

Holan: "..."

Seeing the increasingly smug look on Caius’s face, Holan had an urge to pinch him just to see how thick his skin really was.

The carriage rolled smoothly along the road as night gradually fell.

Belle, likely tense from the journey, began nodding off, her small head bobbing slightly as sleepiness overtook her. Her tall yet delicate figure swayed gently with the movement of the carriage.

Caius noticed this but said nothing. He simply shifted closer to her, turning his back towards her.

As Belle’s head bobbed again, it finally rested against Caius’s back. Perhaps she was too tired, for she quickly fell asleep in that position.

Kiki was also curled up on Caius’s other side, fast asleep, her long feline tail wrapped around his arm.

Hearing the faint sound of snoring in his ears, Caius gently pulled on the reins, slowing the carriage down.

Holan watched his broad, sturdy back and felt a wave of drowsiness herself. Being with this big guy had a strangely comforting effect, as if she was wrapped in a cocoon of safety.

And yet, he was only a Gold-ranked warrior...

Holan yawned and moved behind Caius. First, she carefully tucked Belle in with a blanket before turning around and sitting down, wrapping herself up as well and leaning against Caius’s back.

Now, Caius had a little Catfolk girl on his left, an elegant instructor on his left back, and a delicate mushroom girl on his right back.

Caius turned his head slightly and glanced at Holan.

She was looking up at him too, a playful gleam in her large eyes.

Caius chuckled but said nothing, focusing on guiding the carriage.

"Big guy," Holan’s voice echoed softly in his ears, laced with the resonance of magical transmission. Caius knew she was using magic to speak directly to him.

He let out a small hum to acknowledge her.

"Can you really protect her?" Holan asked.

Caius understood what she meant—she doubted whether he was truly capable of keeping this fragile, pitiable girl safe.

He didn’t answer verbally but nodded firmly.

"Even if the ones trying to harm her are far stronger than you, would you still do it?"

Caius nodded again.

"Then why are you so determined to protect her?"

Caius chuckled. "Because she’s beautiful."

"Just because of that?" Holan was momentarily stunned.

"Isn’t that enough?" Caius countered.

Holan: "..."

It was a straightforward answer, but also a sincere one.

If Caius had given some grandiose speech, she wouldn’t have believed him. But this—this, she believed.

Because Caius was a man. And men are naturally drawn to beauty.

Caius made no attempt to hide his instincts; instead, he admitted them openly. This, ironically, made Holan regard him with even more respect.

So, she asked again, "Do you think I’m beautiful?"

"Of course," Caius answered without hesitation.

He had called her a beautiful instructor countless times before. Women liked hearing the answers they wanted, so Caius was happy to oblige.

"Then, would you protect me the same way?" Holan suddenly asked.

Caius opened his mouth slightly, turning to look at her, only to find her gazing up at him like an innocent, clueless girl.

But he wasn’t fooled.

To him, Holan was a beautiful and intelligent woman—one who knew the value of restraint. She shouldn’t be asking such a near-confession-like question.

At that moment, Caius’s mind raced, quickly realizing—it was a trap!

If he answered "yes," it would mean he treated all beautiful women the same, and that Belle wasn’t special to him.

And what women wanted... was to be special.

Holan’s question was as tricky as "Who’s prettier, me or XXX?"—a classic trap question. And not just a trap question, but a deadly one!

No wonder she was an instructor—such a complex question rolled off her tongue effortlessly.

So, Caius pretended to think deeply, pausing for a moment before finally responding.

"If you were as helpless as the little mushroom and needed protection, then I would."

"But clearly, you don’t need it. You’re stronger than me, so..." He deliberately paused before flashing a grin.

"So instead of unnecessary protection, I’d rather offer you romance and excitement you’ve never experienced before."

"Like the candlelit dinner you promised me."

Holan covered her mouth, laughing. "I only promised to treat you to dinner. I never said anything about candles."

Caius smirked. "That’s fine, I can bring my own candles."

Holan’s laughter turned her eyes into crescent moons. She had long since gotten used to Caius’s shamelessness.

And this playful "push and pull" amused her greatly.

So, Holan nodded and leaned into Caius’s back, settling into a comfortable spot. "How about tomorrow night, mercenary?"

"I’m sure it’ll be a memorable evening, Instructor Holan."

"Then... goodnight."

"Sweet dreams."

The night passed without further conversation.

When Holan woke up, dawn was already breaking.

Waking up naturally felt wonderful.

The only discomfort was sleeping while leaning in the carriage, but a little stretching would fix that.

Holan straightened up, stretched lazily, then looked at Caius.

He was still sitting there, as solid as an iron tower.

Meanwhile, the little Catfolk girl had somehow burrowed into Caius’s arms, curled up against his lap like it was a pillow.

Belle was still resting against him, which meant that Caius hadn’t moved all night.

"Where are we now?" Holan asked softly.

"About a third of the way left to go," Caius replied.

Since he had slowed the carriage deliberately, they still had some distance to cover, but they would arrive before noon.

Just then, a soft murmur came from the mushroom girl’s direction.

Belle was waking up.

Drowsily, she stood up inside the carriage, momentarily disoriented.

Luckily, the carriage was a large cargo wagon with a tall roof—otherwise, she would have hit her head.

She swayed forward and suddenly let out a surprised yelp as she tripped over the wooden ledge of the carriage.

Caius reacted swiftly, extending his right arm to catch her before gently setting her back down.

"Silly mushroom, do you think you’re still in the orphanage?"

“Mm...” Belle glanced around, finally realizing—she had already left the orphanage. Right now, she was inside a carriage heading toward Hydis.

“Sorry...” she murmured softly, feeling like she might have caused trouble for Caius.

“Stop saying sorry all the time. I'd rather hear you say, ‘I love you.’” Caius chuckled.

“Hey!” Holan lightly tapped him and then turned to Belle. “Ignore him, he's just messing with you. That’s not something you say casually.”

But then, Holan noticed that Belle had lowered her head without saying a word.

She raised an eyebrow and shot a look at Caius. “See? You went too far with your joke.”

Caius froze for a moment and turned to Belle. Normally, she always kept her head down due to her lack of confidence, her gaze usually falling diagonally toward the ground rather than looking straight ahead.

But this time, Belle had completely lowered her head—so much that her small face was almost parallel to the floor.

Did he really go too far?

Caius leaned in. “Mushroom?”

Belle didn’t respond and continued looking down.

Caius glanced at Holan, who crossed her arms with a look that clearly said, “You started this, you fix it.”

With no other choice, Caius said gently, “Look up.”

To his surprise, Belle obediently lifted her head, though she still didn’t say anything.

Caius reached out and gently brushed aside her bangs.

She didn’t flinch—this was a good sign. As long as she wasn’t crying, things weren’t too bad.

But the moment her bangs were lifted, Caius saw her face had turned completely red.

His heart skipped a beat.

In that instant, he realized—he hadn’t made her cry by taking the joke too far.

Instead, Mushroom had taken it seriously. She was embarrassed.

The white mushroom had turned into a pink mushroom.

Even her ears were red.

She bit her lip, her large eyes staring up at Caius, filled with panic and unease, like little whirlpools spinning in circles.

And that look—made Caius’s heart race uncontrollably.

“Ahem... I was just teasing you. Don’t overthink it,” Caius said, scratching his cheek.

Upon hearing this, Belle slowly calmed down and gave a small nod.

“Mm.”

But Holan raised an eyebrow.

Was this big guy... blushing?
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                Around ten in the morning, Caius arrived at Grilla City. It was as bustling and prosperous as ever.

Caius drove the carriage into the unloading area of Hydis Magic Academy and then helped Belle unload a large pile of packages.

"By the way, Belle's dormitory is a single room, right?" Caius asked while carrying a package, following behind Holan and Belle.

Kiki sat on his shoulder, lazily flicking her cat tail back and forth.

"Mhm." Holan nodded. "I have three spots for magical research personnel dormitories, all of which are single rooms, so you don't have to worry."

She naturally understood what Caius was concerned about—whether Belle's roommates would bully her.

Holan had, of course, already considered this.

"That's good." Caius nodded, then followed Holan toward the women's dormitory.

Of course, he didn't enter.

Because Holan smirked and said, "What, you want to go in and take a look?"

Caius immediately declared righteously, "Not at all! I'm just worried that you two little girls might not be able to carry all these packages."

Hearing Caius call her a little girl, Holan was in a great mood. She flicked her fingers, and magic power emerged, lifting the packages from Caius's hands and storing them in her spatial ring.

"No need to worry about that. Go handle your business~"

Caius: "..."

"Alright then." Caius nodded and looked at Belle. "If someone bullies you again, just tell Instructor Holan. If she can't handle it, I will."

"And if one day you get bullied and don't tell me, but I find out anyway, I'll have to take some unconventional measures. Got it?"

Belle nodded. "Mhm."

"Don't just 'mhm.' Say you understand."

"I understand."

"Alright, off you go."

Watching the two girls disappear into the mysterious depths of the women's dormitory, Caius turned and headed out of the academy.

He planned to take advantage of this time to complete that Platinum-level mission.

The commissions Holan issued were mostly material collection tasks, which were relatively simple.

Of the six Gold-level missions, four involved gathering medicinal herbs, likely for making magic potions.

The remaining two required collecting materials from Gold-level Magic Beasts, which meant hunting them. However, both were herbivorous creatures.

So these six Gold-level missions had a fair amount of leeway—they carried the Gold-level title but were barely harder than Silver-level tasks.

As for the Platinum-level mission of hunting the Crystalith Serpent, its location was in Nofalark Forest.

Nofalark Forest was a massive woodland, far larger than places like Nemo Forest.

From Grilla City, it was closer to Nofalark Forest than from Ocean City, at a distance of about 190 kilometers.

If he rushed there now, took down the Crystalith Serpent, and returned, he would probably be back by the afternoon.

He could then present the Crystalith Serpent's magic crystal as a gift to Holan.

Though it was technically part of the mission, it was still better than preparing some meaningless flowers.

A mercenary’s idea of romance wasn’t flowers.

Moreover, of the six Gold-level missions assigned by Holan, five of the required materials could be found in Nofalark Forest. With some luck, he might complete all six missions in one go.

That efficiency? Off the charts.

To prepare, Caius stopped by a magic potion shop in Grilla City to replenish his stock of stamina potions, getting ready for a big day ahead.

And to clarify—when he said "big day ahead," he meant battling the Crystalith Serpent, not... Holan.

Uh... never mind, no need to explain.

With preparations complete, Caius took Kiki and sprinted off.

After his recent rank advancement, Caius was even faster. Covering nearly 200 kilometers, he reached his destination in under an hour.

Though it was tough on the little catgirl—her fur was all fluffed up from the wind.

"Big guy, I’m so dizzy, meow..." Kiki whimpered pitifully, clinging to Caius’s shoulder.

"Alright, let’s rest for a bit." Caius felt a bit guilty and also thought to himself—if only he could fly, it would be much faster and less bumpy.

Magic was definitely something worth learning.

After a ten-minute break at the forest’s edge, Kiki was full of energy again.

Catfolk were truly full of vitality.

Caius then led her deeper into the forest.

Luck was on their side. Less than ten kilometers in, they completed their first material collection task, finding an herb Holan needed.

And it was Kiki who found it—her sharp eyes spotted it in a dense patch of undergrowth.

Plucking the herb and storing it in his spatial ring, Caius pressed on.

For some reason, luck seemed to be in full swing. Kiki soon found three more of the required herbs, completing four out of the six Gold-level missions.

Of course, Holan had designed these missions to be relatively easy, but Caius wasn’t stingy with his praise.

He ruffled Kiki’s head, smiling. "You really are my lucky star."

"Hehe~" Kiki was overjoyed—she finally felt useful.

Motivated, she hopped around energetically, scanning for more mission targets.

In addition to mission-related herbs, Caius also collected any valuable herbs he recognized, ensuring he had a stockpile for future commissions.

Even without an immediate use, these Gold-tier herbs could fetch a good price.

Of course, they encountered dangers along the way.

The forest was teeming with Magic Beasts, and even in the outer areas, plenty of Gold-level creatures roamed. In less than an hour, Caius had encountered seven.

A normal Gold-rank mercenary would likely be exhausted or injured by now.

But was Caius just any ordinary Gold-rank?

Obviously not.

These Gold-tier Magic Beasts barely lasted a punch against him before realizing this massive two-legged beast wasn’t someone to mess with and scurried away.

Two particularly stubborn ones insisted on challenging him and were promptly knocked out cold by Caius’s fists.

He didn’t even bother using his prized weapon—the Angel Warhammer.

By noon, Caius had roasted a leg from a Gold-tier Magic Beast over a fire and enjoyed a good meal with Kiki.

After their feast, Caius and Kiki resumed their search for the Crystalith Serpent.

However, whether due to bad luck or some other reason, he failed to find any trace of it, even by 4 PM.

If he didn’t return by 5 PM, he’d miss dinner.

So, after another half-hour of searching with no results, Caius decided to head back.

Although he wouldn’t be able to present the Crystalith Serpent’s magic crystal to Holan, the collected herbs should be sufficient.

Just as he was about to turn back, a loud commotion erupted in the distance, followed by a sharp hiss.

Caius raised an eyebrow. That hiss sounded very much like a serpent-type Magic Beast.

Could it be the Crystalith Serpent?

With that thought, he immediately dashed toward the source of the noise with Kiki in tow.

Crossing a small hill and sprinting several kilometers, he reached a basin and finally saw the source of the commotion.

Just as he suspected, it was indeed a massive Crystalith Serpent, stretching 30 to 40 meters long.

But it wasn’t alone.

As he scanned the basin, Caius’s expression gradually darkened.

Because besides the Crystalith Serpent, he also spotted a human—and eight Wolf Demons!
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                The moment Caius saw the Wolf Demons, he knew things had taken a turn for the worse.

Holan had mentioned before that Wolf Demons were solitary creatures, so for so many of them to appear at once here could only mean one thing...

There was a high chance that a Blood Soil had emerged nearby.

"Wolf Demons, meow..." Kiki gulped as she took in the scene in the basin. It was clear that Wolf Demons had left a deep impression on her.

She also noticed that among the eight Wolf Demons, one was particularly massive.

The others were around three meters tall, with two reaching about four meters, but the largest one stood at an imposing six meters. Its claws gleamed with a bright, blood-red hue, glowing even from a distance.

"Big guy, there's someone down there. Should we go help her, meow?" Kiki turned to Caius.

Caius crouched down, observing quietly before grinning. "Of course. We know that person."

"Who?" Kiki asked, puzzled. Her eyesight wasn't as keen as Caius's, so she could only make out that the figure was a woman.

"Hilda. Remember her?" Caius smiled.

"Oh, the Swan Blade Maiden Warren mentioned, meow!" Kiki suddenly realized.

"That's right!" Caius snapped his fingers. "She needs our help now, and this is a perfect opportunity!"

"What opportunity, meow?" Kiki tilted her head in curiosity.

"Obviously, a chance to play the hero and save the beauty!" Caius laughed boldly.

"Big guy, do you like her?" Kiki suddenly asked.

"I like all beauties." Caius nodded matter-of-factly.

There was no need to be as reserved as Holan when talking to a little catgirl. He could just be straightforward.

Hearing this, Kiki fell into deep thought. Then she touched her own face before turning to Caius with a serious expression.

"Big guy, does that mean you save every beauty in danger?"

"Of course! Why wouldn’t I?" Caius huffed.

At that, Kiki burst into giggles.

After all, Caius had saved her before too. That meant she was also one of the "beauties" in his book.

And if Caius liked all beauties...

Then that meant...

Caius liked Kiki!

Kiki considered herself a genius~

So, she nodded, leaped onto Caius's back, and declared, "Then let’s go save her, meow!"

"Alright!" Caius launched himself forward, charging into the basin.

Meanwhile, the battle in the basin reignited.

......

Hilda wielded her rapier, forming a tense standoff with the Crystalith Serpent and the pack of Wolf Demons.

In reality, the Wolf Demons posed a far greater threat than the Crystalith Serpent. Even the serpent itself had assumed a defensive stance against them.

Hilda’s heart grew heavy.

She had come to Nofalark Forest for training, intending to collect materials for Instructor Holan as well.

Yes, by sheer coincidence, she and Caius had the same objective.

However, her motivation stemmed from gratitude. After hearing that Instructor Holan’s magical research team needed certain materials, she volunteered to go on this training mission to gather them—without Holan’s knowledge.

She had always been a lone wolf, despite her popularity at the academy.

As a Platinum Two-Star warrior, she was more than qualified to venture into Nofalark Forest alone.

Her primary target this time was the Crystalith Serpent, which averaged at Platinum Three-Star—one rank higher than her.

But she had absolute confidence in herself.

As the youngest and most talented swordswoman of her clan, she had every quality a genius needed, including the ability to fight above her rank!

On the third day of her expedition, she finally encountered a Platinum Four-Star Crystalith Serpent.

Though it was two sub-ranks above her, she did not fear it. Defeating it would merely take more effort.

What she hadn’t expected was that just as she had successfully suppressed the serpent and was about to land the finishing blow, the pack of Wolf Demons had appeared out of nowhere and ambushed her.

Had she not reacted swiftly, she would have been severely wounded.

Even so, she had to forcibly interrupt her sword technique to evade the ambush, causing her magic power to backlash against her body.

It was not a pleasant experience.

Now, she stood in a standoff against the Crystalith Serpent and the Wolf Demons.

She recognized the Wolf Demons, but these ones were different.

The leader of the pack was far larger, more ferocious, and possessed blood-red claws that ordinary Wolf Demons did not have.

It had been this very Wolf Demon that ambushed her earlier—its speed was astonishing, at least at the Platinum tier.

Moreover, its blood-colored claws emitted a red glow and a lingering blood mist, a clear indication that they were venomous.

Hilda had a foreboding feeling. If those claws so much as grazed her, even the smallest wound could become a serious problem.

The situation was decidedly against her.

She had already fought the Crystalith Serpent, and since it was a higher-tier opponent, she had consumed a great deal of her magic power.

Her magic power was unique—highly concentrated and explosive, far exceeding that of her peers. This was the key to her ability to battle above her tier.

But it came with a drawback: her magic reserves were lower than those of other mages at her level. She had trained since childhood to manage and allocate her magic efficiently.

Now that she had expended more than half her magic, facing a pack of fully energized Wolf Demons was a severe disadvantage.

She clenched her jaw in frustration. She had been on the verge of slaying the Crystalith Serpent when these Wolf Demons had interfered, forcing her to suffer magical backlash.

And in the eyes of the massive Wolf Demon, she had seen something chilling—cunning.

It had deliberately attacked at that precise moment to disrupt her finishing strike.

If its ambush had succeeded, she would have been grievously wounded. If it failed, she would still suffer from the backlash.

This was no mindless Magic Beast.

This was a vicious and calculating foe!

Her best course of action was to retreat.

She understood what the presence of so many Wolf Demons meant.

But her pride and anger kept her rooted in place, lifting her sword.

A Scarlotte swordsman never feared the strong!

A Scarlotte knight never cowered before death!

She, Hilda Kiel Scarlotte, would never disgrace the honor of the Scarlotte Clan!

Nor would she tarnish the name of the Blade Master lineage!

Facing these Bloody Creatures, she would not flee!

Since fate had placed them before her, she would cut them down here and now—to forge her path to legend!

With that thought, she shifted her stance, turning her side toward the Wolf Demon pack.

Her rapier, slender yet deadly, hovered parallel to the ground, its tip aimed at the monstrous leader.

Her other hand rested behind her back, her eyes as sharp as her blade, radiating an unyielding aura. Her golden hair, tied in a high ponytail, fluttered despite the still air.

Then, in a voice as cold as winter’s breath, brimming with elegance and confidence, she spoke:

"Prepare to die."
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                Listening to Hilda's whispers, a cruel glint flashed through the eyes of the giant Slaughter Wolf Demon.

It let out a harsh growl, and all the Wolf Demons scattered. Three of them lunged toward the heavily wounded Crystalith Serpent, while the remaining four, along with the giant Wolf Demon, surrounded Hilda.

The battle near the Crystalith Serpent erupted quickly. Severely injured, the serpent was no match for the three Gold-rank Wolf Demons. Like a tiger fallen to a pack of dogs, it was clear it wouldn’t last long.

Meanwhile, the four Wolf Demons encircling Hilda, led by the giant one, launched their attack.

A cold glint flashed in Hilda's eyes as magic power rippled outward.

Snow as thick as swan feathers began to fall from the sky—best not to lick it.

For that might be the sword light of the Swan Blade Maiden.

As the snow danced in the air, each flake concealed a razor-sharp sword intent.

In an instant, dozens of slashes rained down, slicing one Wolf Demon into pieces on the spot!

But the giant Wolf Demon's counterattack followed immediately. Its blood-colored claws tore through the air with a piercing screech, aiming straight for Hilda’s back.

Without even turning her head, Hilda pushed off with a powerful kick, dodging swiftly. The ground where she had just stood was shattered into a massive crater several meters wide, showcasing the terrifying power of the giant Wolf Demon.

She couldn't afford a direct confrontation!

Hilda quickly reached this conclusion.

She had to rely on her superior agility to eliminate the Gold-rank Wolf Demons first before dealing with the largest one!

With that thought, she landed, her toes barely touching the ground before she sprinted toward one of the Gold-rank Wolf Demons.

But at that moment, a foul wind surged toward her. Hilda’s pupils contracted as she instantly executed the Combat Technique—Golden Flash—turning into a streak of golden light that shot away from her original position.

"Boom!!!"

A deafening explosion rang out.

Perched on a tree branch, Hilda gazed at the spot she had just been standing, her expression heavy as she locked eyes with the giant Wolf Demon.

That speed… it was even faster than she had expected!

But that wasn’t a reason to retreat.

If that was the case, then she would simply be even faster!

Flicking her slender sword, magic power surged once more.

Golden Flash!

A zigzagging golden light streaked toward the giant Wolf Demon at lightning speed. The demon immediately raised its claws to swat it down.

Yet, just as it was about to make contact, the golden light reflected like a mirror, veering off and forming a sharp triangle, maneuvering behind it.

Snowflake-like sword lights rained down again, leaving fine sword marks across the giant Wolf Demon's back. But Hilda's true killing move wasn’t directed at it—it was aimed at the Gold-rank Wolf Demon behind it.

Just like the first one, this Wolf Demon was sliced apart in an instant!

In the blink of an eye, another one fell!

She didn’t stop, weaving across the battlefield as a golden streak of light.

The giant Wolf Demon roared in pursuit, and from afar, it seemed like a gold and black flash darting across the battlefield.

But each time, Hilda effortlessly and elegantly evaded the giant Wolf Demon’s attacks while cutting down the Gold-rank Wolf Demons with her slender sword.

Through her relentless hit-and-run tactics, the three Gold-rank Wolf Demons were soon all slain.

Still, she did not stop and instead charged toward the three Wolf Demons attacking the Crystalith Serpent.

The Crystalith Serpent was barely clinging to life, its body being ruthlessly torn apart by its assailants.

Suddenly, a roar rang out. The largest of the three, likely nearing Platinum rank, lifted its head.

But what greeted it was a golden sword light.

Its head was severed from its body!

"The fourth one…" she murmured, looking every bit the golden huntress—calm, precise, and elegant.

From his hidden vantage point, Caius couldn’t help but click his tongue in amazement.

Goodness, no wonder she was granted the title of Swan Blade Maiden at the Platinum rank. She was far from just a pretty face.

"Does she really need our help, Meow?" Kiki couldn't help but ask.

Caius focused on the battlefield before nodding. "She does."

"Why? She's almost wiped out all the Wolf Demons, Meow… The fifth one now! So strong, Meow!"

But Caius shook his head. "She is strong, but her sword won’t hold."

"And that giant Wolf Demon—you haven’t noticed, have you? It’s still smiling."

"Tsk, what a twisted creature. It's treating this as a game."

Kiki stiffened, her expression turning serious.

If it saw this as a game, that meant it hadn’t even revealed its true power yet.

Watching its kind being slaughtered one after another, it remained entertained rather than enraged. Just as Caius said—it truly was a vile creature, Meow.

But...

Kiki glanced at Caius, who was hiding in the shadows, enjoying the show with interest, and asked, "Then why aren’t we helping her now, Meow?"

Caius chuckled and shook his head. "She’s a proud girl. That confidence of hers is palpable even from two hundred meters away. Otherwise, she wouldn’t take such risky evasive maneuvers, narrowly dodging the giant Wolf Demon’s claws just to strike down the nearby Gold-rank Wolf Demon."

"If I step in now, this proud Little Swan might just turn her blade on me."

He smirked and shrugged. "She’s a genius, and she’s strong, but she’s too young. So we wait until she learns her lesson. Only then will our assistance be truly effective."

"Oh~" Kiki looked as if she had learned something valuable and nodded.

Strangely enough, despite Caius claiming to be eighteen when he was actually only sixteen, when he called an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old girl "too young," Kiki didn’t find it odd at all.

Perhaps it was because Caius exuded the air of a seasoned mercenary.

With both his past and present lives combined, he had forty-eight years of experience. His way of speaking and mannerisms were nothing like those of a sixteen-year-old.

And of course, neither was his muscular physique.

"I just don’t get why she’s not using Magic. Could it be she doesn’t know how?" Caius muttered.

"Impossible. As the Student Council President of Hydis Magic Academy, not knowing Magic would be a joke…"

Just then, a sword hum echoed through the air. Hilda stepped onto a tree trunk and leaped away.

In the next instant, the tree, thick enough to require an adult’s arms to encircle, was cleanly bisected by the giant Wolf Demon’s claws!

Landing softly, Hilda’s chest rose and fell slightly, her high-speed maneuvers and relentless slashes having taken their toll. Her Magic reserves were down to less than a quarter.

But her eyes held more excitement than exhaustion.

Seven Wolf Demons had been slain. Now, she only needed to take down the biggest one!

She raised her sword once more.

Sensing her intent, the giant Wolf Demon’s grin grew more sinister.

It spread its arms wide in a welcoming gesture, claws fully extended, gleaming coldly.

A single leaf drifted down.

The moment it touched the ground, gold and black streaks clashed in a violent collision.

The golden light moved faster, more agile, weaving around the massive Slaughter Wolf Demon, dodging its attacks with precise movements. Every time she evaded a strike, she retaliated with multiple slashes, seizing every opportunity to leave wounds on the creature’s body.

Those wounds seemed insignificant compared to the massive frame of the Slaughter Wolf Demon.

But what if there were a hundred? A thousand? Ten thousand?

Enough to cut it into tiny pieces!

Hundreds of golden sword arcs danced faster and faster as thick snowflakes filled the air. Hilda's face gradually lit up with excitement and confidence.

An opening!

A chance to strike!

As the Wolf Demon’s claws swiped through empty air, her sapphire-blue eyes turned gold, perceiving a golden trajectory.

If she followed that line with her blade, she could sever its head!

That was her thought, and that was her action.

The Wolf Demon, with its back to her, had no time to defend.

She believed she could do it.

Yes, she could.

But her sword could not.

With a crisp snap, Hilda spun through the air before landing steadily on the ground.

However, the smile on her face vanished as she slowly lifted her sword.

The elegant rapier was broken.

The shattered blade was lodged in the vertebral gap at the back of the Slaughter Wolf Demon’s neck.

This strike had failed to behead the creature—and had cost her her weapon.

The Wolf Demon turned around, reaching back with its claws. It tore at the wound, ripping away flesh, fur, and the embedded fragment of the broken sword in one brutal motion.

Its twisted grin disappeared, replaced by a hollow, expressionless gaze.

Its eyes widened, staring at Hilda—not baring its fangs, yet exuding an overwhelming pressure that made her feel as though she were suffocating.

Its eyes glowed red.

The next instant, a thunderous roar erupted, sending waves of terrifying energy outward. Within a few hundred meters, crimson light surged from the corpses of fallen Wolf Demons, streaking into the body of the massive Slaughter Wolf Demon in the blink of an eye.

The creature's dark fur turned blood-red. Its half-meter-long claws extended to a full meter, while its towering six-meter frame shrank to around four meters with the crackling sound of shifting bones.

Yet its muscle definition became even more pronounced, and its aura grew exponentially more menacing.

A wave of pure brutality swept over Hilda, turning her face pale.

Was this thing... really a Wolf Demon?

She had never heard of a Wolf Demon possessing a second form...

If Holan were here, he would have told her exactly what she was facing—a superior variant of the Wolf Demon.

A Slaughter Wolf Demon!
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                A cloaked figure stood a kilometer away, observing the scene before them. With a shake of the head, they let out a sigh.

Had Hilda been in peak condition, and her weapon intact, she would have been able to handle the Slaughter Wolf Demon.

But now, she couldn’t.

For the moment, he still wouldn’t intervene. Instead, he waited for the Slaughter Wolf Demon to attack Hilda, hoping to awaken the protective power within her.

The only issue was that such an approach might damage her mental state—after all, she wasn’t aware of the power lying dormant within her.

Yet, it was better than letting her perish.

He raised a hand, and a book appeared within his grasp. A golden brush hovered beside it, ready to record Hilda’s training process and her various shortcomings of the day.

However, his brow suddenly arched. He stowed away the book and pen, a glint of amusement flickering in his eyes.

...

The transformed Slaughter Wolf Demon once again bared its fangs in a menacing grin, and Hilda could feel its murderous intent.

Her hand trembled slightly.

Not just from the shock of her sword striking bone, but from fear.

Fear… was she actually afraid?

It was an awful feeling. She forced herself to calm down, gripping the remaining third of her broken sword.

Her objective had changed.

No longer was it about slaying the Wolf Demon before her—it was about survival.

This alone was a testament to her excellence. Even under such dire circumstances, she could swiftly adjust her mindset.

Yet some things couldn’t be overcome by mere mental adjustment—like the monstrous being standing before her.

A low growl rumbled through the air as the Wolf Demon lowered onto all fours, its muscles tensing in preparation for a strike.

Hilda, too, tensed her body, poised to evade at the crucial moment and escape.

She locked her gaze on the Wolf Demon’s every move, straining her focus. Then, in an instant, the beast vanished.

A split second later, a grotesque, nightmarish maw loomed right before her, its jaws agape.

At that moment, all her mental preparations shattered.

Never had she imagined the Wolf Demon’s second form would grant it such incredible speed, far beyond her ability to react. Her mind went completely blank.

Her body moved on pure instinct, honed from years of training, shifting sideways to minimize damage. But even so, she knew her left arm would be lost to the beast’s bite.

That was the hand she held her sword with…

At the last possible moment, a massive warhammer hurtled through the air and struck the Slaughter Wolf Demon with pinpoint accuracy.

A thunderous impact resounded as the Wolf Demon was sent flying, smashing through boulders and trees along its path.

The warhammer, spinning through the air, landed heavily near Hilda, shaking the very ground upon impact.

At the same time, a towering figure strode out of the forest, a wild grin stretched across his face.

“Picking on a little girl? How about you play with me instead?”

A hundred meters away, the Wolf Demon staggered to its feet in front of a toppled tree. That hammer strike had only dislocated its jaw.

With a snap, it realigned its jaw, its eyes brimming with savage fury as it locked onto the massive man who had attacked it.

Caius walked past Hilda without so much as a glance, moving forward until he reached his warhammer. He lifted it effortlessly with one hand, slinging it over his shoulder before beckoning at the Wolf Demon with a taunting gesture.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk~”

Provoked by Caius, the Slaughter Wolf Demon let out a furious roar before transforming into a streak of blood-red light, closing the distance between them in the blink of an eye.

Hilda, still recovering from her shock, barely managed to call out, “Be careful—”

Before she could finish, Caius had already swung his hammer, smashing it directly into the Wolf Demon’s face, sending it flying once more.

Hilda’s eyes widened in disbelief.

She knew firsthand the sheer power of the Wolf Demon.

She had never dared to take its charge head-on.

Yet this towering man before her seemed even stronger than the Wolf Demon.

However, the Slaughter Wolf Demon’s second form didn’t just boost its strength and speed—it also greatly enhanced its physicality and regenerative abilities. Before long, another furious howl echoed through the forest.

This time, the Wolf Demon abandoned its leaping attacks.

Jumping into the air meant giving Caius an opening.

So now, it charged forward on foot, its meter-long blood-red claws slicing through the air like five gleaming scythes aimed directly at Caius’s face.

But Caius did not retreat. Instead, he stepped forward, swinging his warhammer into the claws in a violent collision that sent sparks flying.

A familiar scene unfolded.

Caius remained in place, wielding his warhammer in direct confrontation with the Wolf Demon. Only now, he was even stronger, and the Wolf Demon had grown even larger.

The force of their battle shook the earth, sending tremors through the ground. Even a small cat perched on a tree branch had to grip tightly to avoid falling.

A sharp tearing sound rang out—Caius’s chest now bore a deep gash.

Yet his face showed no pain. Instead, his grin only widened.

A blood mist rose from his wound—poison from the Wolf Demon’s claws. However, in mere seconds, the poison dissipated, his bleeding stopped, and the wound began to scab over rapidly.

Such regeneration…

Hilda watched in growing astonishment.

Blood Poison—a deadly toxin present in most Bloody Creatures. Even the smallest wound inflicted with it would continue to bleed endlessly, often leading to death through blood loss.

But Caius, with his immense vitality, had simply overpowered the toxin, stopping the bleeding and accelerating his recovery.

No wonder he dared to fight the Wolf Demon head-on.

When he had ascended to the Gold rank, he had unlocked part of his Giant Inheritance, revealing his formidable regenerative abilities. Moreover, as his vital energy surged in battle, his healing factor only grew stronger.

In other words—he could afford to trade blows.

The Wolf Demon hesitated upon witnessing Caius’s unnatural recovery, slowing its attack for just a moment.

That moment was all Caius needed.

In his past life, he lacked such superhuman physicality and strength. His survival had depended solely on his weapons and the combat techniques forged in life-or-death battles.

Thirty years in the wastelands had honed his melee combat skills to perfection.

A fleeting opening—but Caius seized it instantly.

His bulging muscles propelled his arm forward, slipping past the Wolf Demon’s defenses. Like a steel trap, his fingers clamped around its throat.

His back muscles coiled like springs, his waist twisting with power.

With one arm, Caius hoisted the Wolf Demon up and slammed it into the ground with devastating force.

The earth trembled.

But his grip remained firm.

A manic grin stretched across his bloodstained face, his battle-scarred body making him look even more terrifying than the Wolf Demon itself.

With a powerful swing, he hurled the beast through the air, sending it crashing into a tree.

Before it could rise, Caius was already there, driving a knee into its chest like a cannon shot.

The tree exploded into splinters. The Wolf Demon was flung back once more, but Caius relentlessly pursued, the two juggernauts rampaging through the forest, shattering trees with every collision.

A hammer blow. A fist strike. The Wolf Demon was sent reeling, only to be yanked back by the wrist.

Another knee. A brutal elbow. The Wolf Demon slammed into the ground.

A low kick crushed its ribs, sending it skidding across the forest floor.

Caius leaped high, warhammer descending like divine judgment.

The seamless, merciless combo left the Wolf Demon no room to breathe.

His hammer was an extension of himself. His entire body was a weapon.

Even a single finger could deliver lethal force.

Then—

A sickening crunch.

Skull shattered.

Standing tall, drenched in blood, Caius grinned—a predator’s grin, white teeth gleaming amidst the crimson.

To Hilda, it was the smile of a true warrior.

The battle was over.

The Slaughter Wolf Demon was dead.
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                “This thing sure can take a beating.” Caius grinned, looking at the Slaughter Wolf Demon that was now unrecognizable.

This Wolf Demon was much stronger than the last one. Even in a direct confrontation, Caius had taken seventeen or eighteen scratches. If not for his formidable physique and exceptional regenerative abilities, he might have been in pieces by now.

Fortunately, Caius was currently in peak condition.

Having just advanced, his Magic Core brimmed with free-flowing magic power, coursing through his body, enhancing his strength, and giving him the ability to overpower the Wolf Demon completely!

After catching his breath, Caius hoisted his hammer onto his shoulder and walked toward Hilda.

Once he reached her, he lifted his chin slightly. “Got any magic power left?”

Hilda blinked in a daze and nodded.

“Know any general water magic?”

Hilda nodded again.

“Use it. Rinse me off. Feels nasty being covered in all this gunk.” Caius spread his arms wide, already preparing to be doused in water.

Hearing this, Hilda was momentarily speechless, but in the end, she sighed and raised her hand. A Magic Array formed above Caius, and water rained down like a heavy shower.

Caius turned in place, scrubbing himself as he went, even peeling off his tattered shirt and tossing it aside. His well-defined muscles glistened under the water, scars old and new marking his body.

Not a trace of pain was visible on his face, as if those savage claw marks didn’t exist at all.

Once he was sufficiently rinsed, Caius gave a satisfied nod and, without another word to Hilda, turned and walked toward the corpse of the Crystalith Serpent.

Lucky find. He’d managed to stumble across a Crystalith Serpent’s remains.

The fight had been brutal, but at least his luck wasn’t bad. Even the Wolf Demon’s corpse would fetch a decent price.

Seeing that Caius wasn’t interested in conversing with her, Hilda hesitated but ultimately couldn’t hold back. “Who are you?” she asked.

“Just a passing mercenary with a kind heart,” Caius replied without looking back.

Hilda’s eyes flickered.

She had never met someone like him before.

Every other man who encountered her had either flattered her excessively or groveled at her feet.

She was well aware of the charm her face held. It had once been a source of pride, of vanity—and of trouble.

Yet, the man before her was utterly unfazed.

She pursed her lips and took the initiative. “What’s your name?”

Caius ignored her.

On purpose.

A proud Little Swan like her couldn’t be handled too easily.

What was the saying again?

Oh, right. “Playing hard to get.”

An old trick, but tried and true.

Sure enough, when Hilda didn’t get an answer, her brows furrowed, and she quickly strode after Caius, repeating, “What’s your name?”

“Before asking someone else’s name, shouldn’t you introduce yourself first?” Caius shot her a glance and spoke indifferently.

Hilda was momentarily stunned before nodding. “Hilda Kiel.”

“Caius.” With that, he reached a piece of Wolf Demon flesh—the very chunk the Slaughter Wolf Demon had torn from its own kind—and noticed a broken blade embedded in it.

He picked up the slender blade fragment and examined it. “A good sword,” he remarked, “but not suited for you.”

“You know swords?” Hilda asked.

“Mhm. I’m not just a mercenary. I’m also a blacksmith,” Caius said.

He wasn’t lying. His old man had forced him to learn smithing, and he had mastered every skill necessary.

According to the old man, “With all those muscles, you’d be wasted if you didn’t forge weapons.”

“Why isn’t it suited for me?” Hilda asked.

She had commissioned the sword at great expense, and it fit her hand perfectly. How could it not suit her?

Caius said nothing. Instead, he extended his hand toward her.

Hilda hesitated but ultimately handed over her broken sword.

As a swordswoman, she knew that one’s weapon should never leave their grasp. But the sword was already broken, and if Caius meant her harm, given his earlier display of strength, he wouldn’t need such an underhanded ploy.

Taking the broken sword, Caius studied it closely before nodding. “Your fighting style leans toward slashing and cutting, while this sword is built for piercing. They don’t match.”

“Piercing requires hardness.”

“Slashing requires flexibility.”

“This sword is too rigid and lacks resilience, which is why it ultimately broke.”

Caius paused and glanced at Hilda. “It’s a good sword, but not good enough to match its wielder.”

Hilda blinked, then the corners of her lips curled slightly, and her chin lifted just a fraction—proud yet pleased.

“You’re right.”

A blend of expertise and subtle praise had made the proud Little Swan accept his words without resistance.

So, she really was just a young girl at heart.

Caius smirked inwardly but maintained a calm facade.

He returned the broken sword to Hilda, then called for Kiki and continued toward the Crystalith Serpent.

Hilda watched in surprise as the Catfolk girl deftly leaped onto Caius’s shoulder. The contrast between the burly man and the petite girl intrigued her.

When she saw Caius begin dismantling the Crystalith Serpent, her brows knitted slightly.

That was her prey.

But he had saved her life, so she said nothing—even if she felt a little unwilling.

If only she had been stronger…

Soon, Caius retrieved the Crystalis Heart from the serpent. Then he pointed to the Wolf Demon’s corpse. “Do you need this? If not, I’ll sell it.”

Hilda shook her head. “Go ahead.”

She didn’t need the ordinary Wolf Demon’s body.

But the Slaughter Wolf Demon’s corpse was a different story. She needed to bring it back to Professor Holan for research. Such a powerful Bloody Creature was invaluable for study.

The problem was, the beast had been slain by Caius. It wasn’t hers to claim.

“Thanks,” Caius nodded and pulled out a burlap sack from his Spatial Ring, storing all the Wolf Demon corpses inside before moving on to the Slaughter Wolf Demon.

Hilda hesitated. “Can I buy that one from you?”

Caius raised a brow. “What do you need it for?”

“I have to give it to my instructor. It will help us understand Bloody Creatures better and develop potions against them,” Hilda explained seriously. Then she added, “I’m a student at Hydis Magic Academy.”

“I know. The Swan Blade Maiden, right?” Caius smirked.

Hilda’s eyes widened. “You know me?”

“Mhm.”

“Then why did you ask my name?!”

Caius chuckled, his gaze playful. “You were the one asking me. Besides, isn’t introducing oneself basic courtesy?”

Hilda’s cheeks flushed.

She had assumed he didn’t recognize her. When she realized he did, her inherent arrogance had made her unconsciously treat him like an academy student.

In the academy, everyone knew her. People always introduced themselves to her, not the other way around.

Maybe she needed to change.

She took a deep breath and nodded. “My apologies.”

Caius was a little surprised. This Little Swan actually apologized? It seemed she wasn’t the type of noble who looked down on others with an air of superiority.

One point added.

A hundred points now! Keep going, try to catch up to that Silly Mushroom with a hundred and twenty!

Because of this, his attitude improved a little. He nodded and said, “If you need this Wolf Demon’s corpse for that reason, then I won’t sell it.”

“Why?” Hilda frowned slightly. “Bloody Creatures have clearly started invading this region. This is important for the people. You—”

“Let me finish,” Caius waved his hand, a bit helpless. “I need this Wolf Demon too—I'm giving it to an Instructor at Hydis Magic Academy. So you don’t have to waste your money on it, got it?”

“Of course, if you insist on paying, I won’t mind either, hehe~”

Looking at the smile on Caius’s face, Hilda suddenly felt her face grow even hotter. She clenched her fists involuntarily.

He was clearly her savior, so why...

Why did she want to punch him so badly...?
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                Caius looked at Hilda, amused.

Though her face was expressionless, the redness on her cheeks and ears had already betrayed her.

How do you move the heart of a proud Little Swan?

Just create enough emotional turbulence.

A girl as proud as her doesn't lack surprises or romance—what she lacks are unexpected inner waves and experiences she has never had before.

Clearly, no one treated Hilda the way Caius did.

At this moment, Hilda was staring at Caius as if she wanted to engrave his face into her memory.

Caius didn't mind— the deeper she remembered him, the better.

After taking care of the Wolf Demon's corpse, Caius was ready to head back.

He glanced at Hilda and tilted his chin slightly. "Heading back to the academy together?"

Hilda hesitated for a moment before nodding.

She wasn’t sure if there were more Wolf Demons like the one earlier. If another appeared, she would clearly be unable to handle it alone.

Walking with Caius would be safer.

So, besides the little cat, Caius now had a Little Swan by his side as well.

She maintained her grace and pride at all times. Even in this dense forest, where others would look utterly disheveled, she still managed to keep her hairstyle intact.

Moreover, she insisted on walking ahead of Caius.

The problem was… she took the wrong path.

"Hydis Academy is that way," Caius reminded her.

Hilda paused for a brief moment before continuing forward. "I know."

Yeah, right.

Caius chuckled but said nothing, simply following behind to see how long she could keep up the act.

They walked for two miles in silence before Caius nearly burst into laughter.

It was clear that Hilda intended to subtly correct her course by making a gradual arc back to the right path, trying to salvage her pride from taking the wrong way.

However, when she finally reached the right track, she was completely unaware of it and simply kept walking forward.

So, the arc ended up much bigger than intended.

"Now, Hydis Academy is in that direction," Caius pointed in the exact opposite direction he had pointed earlier, holding back his laughter.

Hilda halted, then continued forward. "I know!"

See? She's getting anxious.

At this moment, Hilda was starting to lose face.

Yes, she had a poor sense of direction.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have spent three days repeatedly checking the map to find the Crystalith Serpent’s habitat.

But after making two consecutive mistakes, she was unwilling to admit defeat by taking out the map for verification—that would be too humiliating.

After all, she had been acting as if she knew the way all along precisely to avoid being looked down upon by Caius.

She was already starting to regret it.

Why did she insist on walking ahead of him?

She figured that after a while, Caius would give her an out, saving her from further embarrassment.

But this guy had no sense of chivalry at all—he just kept following behind, stifling his laughter and waiting for her to go the wrong way again before speaking up.

Hilda kept walking, planning to repeat the process of slowly curving back onto the right path.

Caius, hands in his pockets, leisurely followed her.

And sure enough, she overshot the correct path a third time.

"Pfft—hahaha!" This time, Caius couldn't hold it in anymore. Laughing, he pointed in the other direction. "Hydis Academy—"

"—Is that way! I know!" Hilda turned around, gritting her teeth.

Caius noticed the redness in her eyes and gradually restrained his laughter.

She might look strong, but she was still just a young girl of eighteen or nineteen.

After the battle with the Wolf Demon and experiencing the fear of death, her heart was not as unshaken as it appeared.

There was frustration from being defeated, disappointment from her loss, and accumulated grievance.

Now, with Caius teasing her like this, she was on the verge of breaking—but her pride wouldn't allow her to show it in front of him.

Caius knew it was time to stop.

So, he strode ahead, overtaking her.

Hilda had already braced herself for more ridicule. But after a moment, she heard nothing. Looking up, she saw Caius had walked several dozen meters ahead and was now glancing back at her.

"What are you standing around for? Keep up."

Hilda silently followed him. When he turned around, she quickly wiped her eyes.

Caius had done it on purpose—he had to give the Little Swan a chance to wipe her tears.

Otherwise, if he pushed too hard and she refused to lift her head in shame, that wouldn't be what he wanted.

Swans should hold their heads high and exude their elegance.

After a moment, Caius figured she had calmed down enough and asked, "What’s your rank?"

"Platinum Two-Star," Hilda replied. Her voice had regained its usual coolness, though there was still a hint of emotion lingering.

"Platinum Two-Star, huh…" Caius stroked his chin. "What type of sword do you want?"

Hilda was taken aback. "Why are you asking that?"

"Forgot already? I'm not just a mercenary; I'm also a blacksmith. If you want, I can forge the sword you need."

"A sword truly worthy of you."

"So? Want to consider it?"

Kiki, sitting on Caius' shoulder, glanced at him. To her, he looked like a cunning wolf smiling at a little rabbit… no, a Little Swan.

But as a little cat, she sided with the big bad wolf—she would help Caius tease his prey.

So she chimed in, "Big guy is a master blacksmith, meow!"

She didn’t really know what rankings blacksmiths had, but every profession had a "Master" rank, and since Caius was the best big guy, he must also be the best blacksmith.

Caius secretly gave the little cat a thumbs-up.

What a great wingman!

Sure enough, hearing both Caius and Kiki’s words, Hilda looked at her broken sword and hesitated for a moment before nodding. "A rapier."

"No problem," Caius nodded. "I’ll need you to demonstrate your swordsmanship later. If necessary, we can even spar. I need to understand your combat style to design a truly unique sword tailored just for you."

See? Now he had an excuse for a follow-up meeting.

And clearly, Hilda didn’t notice—her attention was entirely on the words "one of a kind."

A unique sword…

No girl could refuse something truly unique, especially if it was something perfectly suited to her.

Hilda was no exception.

Her eyes gleamed with anticipation. "Alright."

"How much?"

She was asking, but Caius could hear the certainty in her tone—it was as if no matter the price, she was willing to pay.

A real rich girl!

But talking about money would ruin the mood~

Caius laughed slyly in his heart but kept his face serious and noble.

"I'm an outstanding mercenary and an outstanding blacksmith. A true craftsman is always obsessed with creating the most perfect work!"

"This is priceless!"

"I see the shadow of such a masterpiece in you—you’ve given me inspiration. So!"

"We’ll talk about the price once it’s finished. If I’m satisfied, I’ll give it to you for free."

"Because a unique weapon can only belong to its one and only master—it can’t be measured in gold."

These words resonated with Hilda’s pursuit of perfection, and her gaze toward Caius gained a hint of admiration.

She nodded. "Alright."

Caius, internally: Woohoo~

No charge?

The things that come free are always the most expensive!

Little Swan, you're still too young~
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                Finally, stepping out of Nofalark Forest, Caius glanced at the time—it was already close to six o’clock.

If it weren’t for Hilda, he could have come out half an hour earlier.

So, in order to make it in time for his candlelit dinner with Instructor Holan, Caius decided to speed up his return.

"Do you still have the energy?" Caius asked Hilda. "I’m going to run straight back."

"Run back?" Hilda looked puzzled for a moment before saying, "I have a Teleportation Magic Array Plate."

Caius: "..."

"Then why didn’t you use it earlier? You had to walk all the way out first?" Caius widened his eyes.

Hilda felt her face heat up slightly but still said, "I thought you had a better way to return..."

In truth, she had simply forgotten. She had only just remembered it, which made her tone somewhat lacking in confidence.

Caius: "Heh."

Hilda: "..."

"What are you laughing at?" Hilda asked, a bit displeased.

Caius grinned. "I just didn’t expect the widely praised Swan Blade Maiden to be such a newbie."

Forgetting to use a Teleportation Magic Array Plate—if that wasn’t a rookie mistake, then what was?

A better way to return?

Come on, tell me, what could possibly be better than teleporting directly back?

Hearing Caius' words, Hilda’s cheeks reddened again. She hadn’t heard the term "newbie" before, but she could tell from Caius' teasing tone that it meant "beginner."

"I’m not!" Hilda refused to admit it. In her opinion, she was already far ahead of her peers.

Most students her age were still attending classes at the academy!

But Caius simply looked at her with a knowing smile, saying nothing, making Hilda’s chest rise and fall more intensely.

In the end, she couldn’t hold back, let out a huff, and then retrieved her Teleportation Magic Array Plate, injecting magic power to activate it.

The activation process took about ten seconds, and it couldn’t be interrupted; otherwise, there would be magic backlash. This made it practically useless for escaping during combat.

Seeing that Hilda was initiating the teleportation sequence without any intention of taking him along, Caius smirked and told Kiki to hold on tight—he was about to sprint.

As Hilda continued her teleportation channeling, she noticed Caius getting into a running stance. After a brief hesitation, she said, "Hurry up and get in! We’re leaving!"

"On it!" Caius instantly changed his sprinting trajectory at an incredibly smooth angle, landing perfectly inside the magic circle.

As if he had planned it all along.

Well... not as if—he had planned it.

Whether Hilda liked it or not, he was going to hitch a ride. Only a fool would run all the way back.

Realizing his premeditated move, Hilda stomped her foot in frustration.

As the teleportation array lit up, Caius and Kiki were surrounded by a burst of dazzling light. In the next instant, the scenery changed—they had arrived at the teleportation plaza of Hydis Magic Academy.

This place housed specialized teleportation magic circles connecting various major cities. The Teleportation Magic Array Plate linked to the academy always brought people back here.

"Truly convenient," Caius sighed in admiration.

If he had one of these, he wouldn’t have to keep running everywhere. Maybe he could ask Instructor Holan for one.

Hilda’s arrival didn’t attract much attention. It was class time, and the teleportation plaza wasn’t a gathering area—playing around was prohibited here—so there were few students wandering about.

Back at the academy, Hilda seemed to breathe a sigh of relief before turning to Caius, about to say something.

But Caius simply waved his hand without turning his head as he walked toward the library. "I need to find my instructor. See you later, little girl."

Little girl?

Hilda froze for a moment, then gritted her teeth. "My name is Hilda!"

"Mhm, I remember," Caius replied with a dismissive nod before striding away.

Watching his departing figure, Hilda stomped her foot again. Then, lifting her chin high, she once again assumed the proud demeanor of a Little Swan, flicking her golden, wavy high ponytail before heading toward the dormitory area.

......

After amusing himself by teasing the Little Swan, Caius was in an excellent mood, even humming a song as he walked.

The song he hummed was a rock anthem from his past life—a favorite among wasteland mercenaries.

Since he had hummed it many times, Kiki had picked it up too. Sitting on his shoulder, the little catfolk swayed its head while mimicking his tune, looking absolutely adorable.

Before long, he arrived at the library.

Caius wasn’t sure if Holan was there; he was just following his instincts.

And, as it turned out, his instincts were spot on.

Holan was in the library, and the librarian, upon seeing Caius, let him pass without asking any questions.

Perhaps it was a privilege given by Instructor Holan?

Whatever the case, Caius accepted it without complaint.

What puzzled him, however, was why the librarian and passing students all looked so surprised when they saw him. Had he somehow become even more handsome?

Stepping into the library, he found the familiar private room where Holan, having just finished a class, was leisurely sipping tea.

Upon seeing Caius enter, she visibly paused, a faint blush creeping onto her cheeks.

"What’s wrong?" Caius asked, puzzled. "Why does everyone look at me like that? Do I have something on my face?"

Holan chuckled, shaking her head. "No, your face is clean. Your upper body is also... very clean."

Caius glanced down and finally realized—his upper garments had been shredded by that Wolf Demon, leaving him completely shirtless, his sculpted muscles on full display.

No wonder those female students had covered their faces and fled just now…

Scratching his head, Caius gave an awkward laugh. "My clothes got ruined during a mission."

Holan nodded, not doubting him, as she noticed the scars on his exposed torso.

However, now that Caius had advanced, his recovery rate was astonishing.

In just a short time, the originally terrifying wounds had mostly healed, leaving only a few faint scabs less than a finger’s width in size. At a glance, it barely looked like he had been injured at all.

"You can’t have a candlelit dinner shirtless," Holan teased. "The place I picked won’t let you in like that."

At this moment, the charm of a mature woman was on full display.

Even though her face was slightly flushed, she didn’t react like a shy young girl. Instead, she boldly appreciated the view before her.

However, Caius shook his head. "True, but I think tonight’s candlelit dinner might be canceled."

Holan blinked, a trace of disappointment flashing in her eyes, though she merely looked puzzled on the surface. "Why?"

Caius' expression turned serious. "See these wounds?"

"Left by a Wolf Demon."

Holan’s brows immediately furrowed.

"You’re saying you encountered a Wolf Demon again? Where?" she asked.

"Just two hundred kilometers from here, in Nofalark Forest. And it wasn’t just one—it was eight!" Caius replied.

"Eight..." Holan’s frown deepened. "Do you have samples?"

"I do. Brought them all back. They’re in my ring." Caius gestured toward his spatial ring.

"Come with me," Holan said, standing up with urgency.

She now understood why dinner was canceled—she had no mood for a candlelit dinner now!

Caius followed Holan through the academy grounds to a minimalist-style building, where most people wore white coats—clearly high-level researchers.

After hurriedly exchanging nods with colleagues, Holan led him into her lab.

"Take out the Wolf Demon corpses. I need to examine them," she instructed.

"I need to determine if they all originated from the same Bloody Lands. This is critical."

Caius nodded and withdrew the bodies, piling them on the floor.

The scent of blood filled the air, and Holan’s eyes widened as she spotted one particular corpse.

"Slaughter Wolf Demon?!"
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                Holan took out a handkerchief to cover his nose and mouth with one hand while holding an ice spear conjured from magic in the other. He approached the corpse of the Slaughter Wolf Demon, using the ice spear to prod its sharp claws.

"Slaughter Wolf Demon? What's the issue?" Caius asked.

"If it were just a regular Wolf Demon, it might have simply wandered here from a distant place. But the presence of a Slaughter Wolf Demon confirms that there's a Bloody Land nearby!" Holan stated.

"Slaughter Wolf Demons serve as the main guardians of the Bloody Lands. They are an advanced variant of Wolf Demons, capable of commanding a pack and absorbing Bloodborne Power to enhance themselves."

"Hmm." Caius nodded. "Back then, when this Wolf Demon howled, a red glow flew out from the corpses of the surrounding Wolf Demons and was absorbed into its body. It got a lot stronger afterward."

"That was Bloodborne Power," Holan explained. "A volatile yet incredibly potent force."

"Yeah, it was really strong. It almost defeated Little Swan..." Caius muttered.

"Little Swan?" Holan blinked in confusion.

"Oh, I meant Hilda."

Holan's brows arched. "Hilda? She was there too?"

"To be precise, she killed these Wolf Demons. Then, when the Slaughter Wolf Demon entered its second form, I happened to pass by and took care of it with a single blow," Caius said casually, his hands in his pockets.

Holan chuckled. How did this guy make such a perilous battle sound so effortless?

"No wonder. I noticed these Wolf Demons had been cleanly severed—I almost thought you used a sword." Then, Holan's expression turned serious.

She didn't dwell on Hilda's presence; her primary concern was the Bloody Land.

"So, it seems that a Bloody Land has indeed emerged nearby, likely within Nofalark Forest."

"What’s the plan now? Are we going to investigate further?" Caius asked.

"Of course. This is a must. Fortunately, it appears the Bloody Land is still in its early stages and hasn't fully spread; otherwise, the Slaughter Wolf Demon wouldn’t be the only threat."

"But we don’t have much time. I’ll report this to the City Lord’s Mansion immediately. All surrounding cities will need to enter a state of alert."

Caius nodded. "Sounds like you've got a lot of work ahead of you."

"Yeah..." Holan sighed. "I need to accelerate my research and complete the production of magic potions specifically designed against Bloody Creatures."

"And you might have to get involved as well."

"How so?" Caius asked.

"The City Lord’s Mansion will issue a special commission for all adventurers and mercenaries, including missions to investigate Nofalark Forest."

"Such special commissions usually come with generous rewards."

"After pinpointing the Bloody Land's location, there will be tasks to assist the Empire’s army in containment operations, purges, and possibly even war missions."

"I see." Caius nodded.

For a mercenary, war was the most lucrative business.

Unlike merchants who profited from the aftermath of war, mercenaries earned their gold through blood and life, standing on the frontlines. That was the origin of the "soldier" in "mercenary."

Mercenaries were essentially independent soldiers unattached to any force. When necessary, the authorities would mobilize them as an auxiliary force.

Sometimes, this meant preventing the spread of a Bloody Land, serving the nation and its people.

Other times, it meant being cannon fodder sent ahead of the regular army.

Either way, the money was good—but it wasn’t easy to earn.

For Caius, though, this was familiar territory.

He had been deeply involved in corporate wars in his past life.

As for which side to join? That depended on who paid the most.

Holan then stood up and said to Caius, "Thanks for bringing back these samples. But... I may not be able to pay your commission right away."

"Come on, with our friendship, who needs commission?" Caius waved it off generously before grinning. "But I do need a Teleportation Magic Array Plate. One that connects to Hydis Magic Academy. Can you get me one?"

Holan chuckled. This guy sure knew how to negotiate. She nodded, then took out a Magic Array Plate and handed it to him. "I happen to have one."

Caius took the plate, examining it with satisfaction.

This thing wasn’t cheap. A one-time-use, 200-kilometer-range Teleportation Scroll cost 800 gold. The cost of a reusable Magic Array Plate was in the thousands, and a finished product sold for over ten thousand gold.

The one Holan gave him was even more exquisite, inscribed with a string of numbers—it was a 1,000-kilometer-range plate with three bindable teleportation points.

That meant Caius could teleport back from anywhere within 1,000 kilometers of Hydis Magic Academy.

The second teleportation point was set to Pedoro City, 800 kilometers away, while the third remained unbound.

This plate alone was worth at least 30,000 gold—likely even more!

And that wasn’t even considering availability; plates of this caliber weren’t easy to buy.

Most on the market had ranges under 1,000 kilometers and could only bind a single teleportation point.

Trading the corpses of those Wolf Demons for this Magic Array Plate was an absolute steal.

Granted, the seven Wolf Demons were worth several tens of thousands of gold, and the Slaughter Wolf Demon alone was worth at least 20,000.

But Caius had essentially gotten the seven Wolf Demons for free.

Massive profit!

"This is my own plate. I’m giving it to you, so don’t lose it," Holan said, amused at how much Caius was enjoying it.

"Of course! I’ll keep it close to me at all times!" Caius declared.

Close to him…

Holan's cheeks reddened slightly before she pushed him toward the exit. "Alright, I have a lot to do. Go mind your own business."

"Wait, wait, I have something for you," Caius quickly added.

"What is it?" Holan asked, puzzled.

Caius waved his hand, and suddenly, a bouquet of beautifully arranged herbs appeared in his grasp, with a fist-sized crystal resting at its center.

Holan’s eyes lit up with delight as she took it.

She immediately recognized the crystal—it was the Crystalis Heart of a Crystalith Serpent!

"So? Do you like it?" Caius asked with a grin.

Holan accepted it, her eyes curving into crescent moons with joy. But she still teased, "Using materials from my commission to bribe me? You’ve got some nerve."

Caius laughed. "So, you do like it?"

"Hmhm~" Holan nodded before tossing him a small pouch filled with task tokens from Yvlan. "Keep up the good work. I’ll have plenty more tasks in the future."

"Happy to oblige!" Caius caught the pouch, waved, and left.

As she watched him go, Holan looked down at the beautifully arranged herbs and Crystalis Heart. She smiled, humming a tune as she placed them in the most prominent spot in her laboratory.

She planned to keep them for now—only using them when necessary.

Meanwhile, Caius, accompanied by Kiki, left the academy and set off for Ocean City in his carriage.

He intended to cash in the task tokens and complete the last outstanding mission: [Debt Collection].

A Gold-rank mission like this was nothing to him now.

But once accepted, a mission had to be completed—that was part of his professional code.

He also wanted to explore the inner city, having heard that it offered rare goods unavailable in the outer city.

With a hefty sum still in his pocket, he had no intention of saving up.

If he didn’t spend his money, he’d feel restless.
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                "Boss Lady, I'm here to turn in a mission!" Caius pushed open the wooden doors of Hailan No. 11 and called out casually.

But the moment he stepped inside, he sensed something was off.

The Tavern was divided into two factions.

On the right sat the usual regulars, including Big Beard and other familiar faces.

On the left, however, were a group of men marked with Crab tattoos.

At the bar sat Sean, the boss of the Crab Gang. His hand—the one that Caius had ripped Iron Claw from—was still wrapped in bandages, clearly not healed yet.

The Tavern was eerily quiet, and that was what felt wrong. Normally, this place was buzzing with noise and laughter.

Caius’s smile disappeared instantly, his expression turning blank, but his eyes glowed with a dangerous light.

"What’s this? Your Crab Gang is trying to take over this place now?" Caius strode into the Tavern, hands in his pockets, eyeing the Crab Gang members with a hostile gaze.

Immediately, the Crab Gang members shook their heads frantically and pointed at their boss.

Sean, who had been drinking, put on a smile—one laced with a hint of fear. "Misunderstanding! Big brother, it’s all a misunderstanding. We’re not here to take over."

"Oh, is that so?" Caius’s expression shifted in an instant, and a foolishly honest smile replaced his previous menace. He then sat down beside Sean.

"So that means… you’re here to buy me a drink?" Caius slung an arm around Sean’s shoulders, appearing quite affectionate.

Sean instinctively shrank back.

The sheer pressure this brute exuded was overwhelming. The phantom pain in his severed hand throbbed as if it had just been torn away yesterday.

Seeing Caius’s smiling face, Sean quickly turned to Yvlan and said, "Hurry! Bring my brother the best drink in the house!"

Yvlan rolled her eyes but still poured Caius a drink.

Caius nodded in satisfaction, then tilted his head slightly, gesturing toward the little catfolk beside him, who was practically meowing with hunger.

Sean, an old hand at reading the situation, immediately added, "And get the best milk and dried fish too!"

Just like that, barely a few words had been exchanged, and over a hundred gold coins were gone.

Sean felt the sting deeply. Ever since Caius had swindled him out of thirty thousand gold, his pockets had only been filled with loose change. With Caius claiming a whole street in the market, the gang had been struggling to make ends meet.

A lot of people had already jumped ship. He wasn’t even sure if there were a hundred members left in the gang.

"Alright, spit it out. What do you want?" Caius finally spoke after taking a sip of his drink, casually tossing Sean a cigarette while lighting one himself.

Mercenaries were like that—yesterday’s enemy could be today’s ally.

Of course, today’s ally could also become tomorrow’s rival in a deadly mission.

It all depended on the situation—adaptability was key.

Sean removed the cigar from his mouth, lit up the cigarette from Caius, took a drag, and then sighed bitterly. "Brother, I really admire you."

"To be this strong at such a young age… I can’t compare."

Caius didn’t respond, simply smiling as he stared at him.

He knew Sean was just buttering him up. The reason? Most likely self-preservation.

He was probably acting under orders from the Inner City’s power players.

And sure enough, when Caius didn’t respond, Sean stopped playing coy and got straight to the point.

"To be honest, my boss wants to meet you."

"Your boss? Who’s that? Are they a big deal?" Caius asked indifferently.

"Big deal? Definitely!" Sean assured. "He heard about how you and I had a… confrontation."

Caius raised an eyebrow.

Sean immediately corrected himself, "He heard about how you beat me up… There aren’t many people in the Outer City with that kind of strength, so he admires you and wants to be friends."

Caius chuckled.

Just as he thought.

Sean’s boss was clearly someone with real clout in the Inner City, while Sean himself was nothing more than a middleman managing the Outer City operations for him.

Although Outer City businesses made up less than a tenth of Ocean City’s economy, the Outer City population accounted for a staggering 80% of the city.

That led to one very important issue—stability.

The Inner City had to let some scraps trickle down in order to keep the Outer City citizens from rebelling. Otherwise, if an uprising happened, the Inner City would be in serious trouble.

If the Empire investigated, the first heads to roll would be those so-called "big shots."

In a way, these gangs were just another tool used by the Inner City’s elite to maintain order—no different from enforcers.

And now, with Caius entering the Outer City, Sean could no longer keep him under control. That left those big shots with two choices:


	Recruit him.

	Eliminate him.



Clearly, they had chosen the former.

Everyone involved was sharp enough to see the bigger picture. Plus, Caius had previously lied about having ties to the Lord of Grilla City, which gave them pause.

Unless they had direct connections, they had no way of verifying his claim.

And compared to Grilla City, Ocean City was like a first-tier metropolis versus a remote backwater town. There was no comparison.

So, it was highly unlikely they could confirm whether he was lying.

And they didn’t dare to gamble on it.

Which meant they had no choice but to go with Option 1.

Sometimes, lies could bring great benefits—one reason people often resorted to them.

Of course, lies always come with a cost.

Unless… you could turn the lie into reality.

Caius had that confidence. As his strength grew, it was only a matter of time.

So he nodded. "Go on, I’m listening."

Sean, seeing that Caius hadn’t outright refused, let out a small sigh of relief. Then he grinned and said, "The meeting will be at the finest Tavern in the Inner City—the Iron Tavern!"

"That place isn’t just for anyone. Only someone like you would have the right to step inside."

"Damn, that prestigious, huh?" Caius smirked, taking a sip of his drink before asking, "And your boss's name?"

"Raymond Enger. A well-known figure in Ocean City. They call him Iron Fist!" Sean quickly replied.

"Half the mercenaries in the Inner City answer to him!"

"Not gonna lie, I learned my Iron Claw technique from him. He’s got an Iron Arm of his own—way stronger than mine."

"Rumor has it, when he was younger, he crushed a Terra Dragon to death with that arm!"

A Terra Dragon—even an adult one was at least Platinum-level.

If Iron Fist had done that when he was younger… then conservatively speaking, he was likely Mithril-level now.

Caius calculated in his head.

With his current strength, anyone below Platinum-level was easy pickings. That was just the confidence of the Giant race.

But Mithril-level… that was a different story.

Fortunately, after advancing to Gold, his unlocked Giant Inheritance had given him a gift—a powerful trump card.

Enough for him to confidently face a Mithril-level foe—if not win, at least escape unscathed.

So he nodded. "Got it. I’ll go see him later."

"Great! The boss will be thrilled. He’s looking forward to meeting such an exceptional mercenary!"

"Hope you’ll look after me, brother," Sean added with a fawning smile.

Caius chuckled. "We’ll see."

The reason behind Sean's excessively sycophantic attitude was likely his fear of Caius. He worried that his boss might kick him out and replace him with Caius.

If that happened, he wouldn't die, but he'd definitely suffer greatly.

So he had to take this opportunity to ease relations with Caius. That way, even if he did get kicked out in the end, Caius wouldn't go out of his way to make things worse for him.

A smart move—no wonder he had made it to the top.

Unfortunately for him, he'd probably been too comfortable for too long. Then, running into a monster like Caius, he ended up failing miserably.

"Well then, I won’t disturb you any longer, brother," Sean said with a smile, getting up to leave.

"Wait a moment." Suddenly, Caius's voice rang out.

Sean swallowed hard, quickly turning back and saying, "Is there something else, brother? Whatever it is, just say the word, and I’ll make sure it’s done perfectly!"

His desperate survival instinct made Caius chuckle.

"It’s nothing major. I just wanted to ask if there are any good smithies in the inner city. I haven’t been there before, so I’m not too familiar with the area," Caius said.

Hearing this, Sean let out a sigh of relief. After thinking for a moment, he replied, "Oern's Smithy—it's the best smithy in all of Ocean City. The owner is a dwarf named Oern."

"You know, dwarves are the best blacksmiths on the entire continent!"

Caius nodded. As a blacksmith himself, he was well aware of this.

Oern… Just hearing the name, he could tell this guy knew his craft.

"But the owner of that smithy has a terrible temper, and his work is extremely expensive—very expensive. Even a simple dagger starts at thirty thousand gold. Brother, if you’re looking to buy a weapon, I’d recommend another smithy…"

"No need. That one will do. Just give me the address," Caius said.

He wasn’t going to the smithy to buy a weapon—he was going there to forge one.

He had promised Little Swan her personal weapon, and he never made empty promises.
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                Sean left with the Crab Gang members, while Caius remained seated, sipping his drink as he examined the address Sean had written.

"His handwriting is awful. I can barely recognize what he wrote," Caius muttered.

"Let me see," Yvlan said, taking the note from Caius and glancing at it. "Yeah, his handwriting is terrible. But I know this place—it's located at..."

After Yvlan told him the address, Caius nodded and memorized it.

"So, you're really going to meet that 'Iron Fist'?" Yvlan asked, eyeing him skeptically.

"Why not? He seems to be an influential middleman. Of course, I have to make contact," Caius replied matter-of-factly.

"Aren't you worried he might be luring you into a trap?" Yvlan couldn't help but ask.

"Heh, anyone who manages to establish a reputation wouldn't be foolish enough to pull something like that. And if he actually tries, I guarantee he'll regret ever being born into this world," Caius said nonchalantly.

Yvlan sighed helplessly. This big guy's courage truly knew no bounds.

But that was also what Yvlan admired most about him. His confidence was something most people could never imitate.

"Oh, right—I almost forgot. Time to submit the quest." Caius retrieved a small pouch of quest coins and handed it to Yvlan.

Yvlan checked the pouch and picked out a platinum quest coin. "You completed a platinum-tier quest?"

"Mhm," Caius nodded. "I just happened to stumble upon the corpse of a Crystalith Serpent."

Yvlan: "..."

Seeing Yvlan's skeptical expression, Caius merely chuckled without offering further explanation.

After all, the quest was completed, the materials had been submitted, and he had received his reward from the client. That was all that mattered.

Yvlan didn't dwell on it too much either, though she was impressed by Caius's efficiency.

He had claimed he would complete the quest within ten days.

Yet it had barely been three.

What a monster.

"Since you handed the quest materials to Instructor Holan, and since she was merely the commissioner without leaving an advance deposit... did you ask her for compensation?" Yvlan asked.

Caius glanced at her, noticing how much she seemed to care about this. He then nodded.

"Of course. Look," he said, retrieving the Magic Array Plate Holan had given him. "Worth tens of thousands. So I exchanged it for this."

"A long-distance Teleportation Magic Array Plate?!" Yvlan took it, curiously examining it. "This thing isn't cheap. Even if you have money, it's hard to get."

"Exactly. Now do you believe me? There's nothing between us. I just took the rightful commission," Caius snorted.

Yvlan chuckled and returned the Magic Array Plate to him with a smug expression. "I don't believe you."

Despite her words, she looked pleased, her steps even becoming lighter. She then asked, "You haven't eaten yet, have you? There's fresh Giant Claw Crab today. Want a serving? My treat."

"Really? The deluxe Giant Claw Crab platter isn't cheap. One order costs over three hundred gold coins."

"You helped boost the tavern's rating. Treating you to some Giant Claw Crab is nothing," Yvlan said, raising her chin slightly. "Want it or not? If you don't, I'll put it up for order. Plenty of people are waiting in line for it."

"Of course I want it!" Caius grinned.

Before long, the fragrant Giant Claw Crab was served.

Damn, the crab shell alone was over a meter in diameter, and the claws were thicker than Kiki's waist. The serving plate was so large it could fit two Kikis lying down, and it came with an array of seafood side dishes.

This was the deluxe platter—a twelve-person serving.

Caius and Kiki dug in, their mouths dripping with oil, completely satisfied.

The mercenaries in the tavern watched in envy. Even Big Beard couldn't resist coming over, shamelessly mooching a crab leg.

Caius didn't mind sharing. With such a massive Giant Claw Crab, there was no way he could finish it all. So he called over the Boss Lady, Big Beard, and his teammates to join in.

They ate and chatted together.

The burly mercenary's name was Bob, a common name.

Caius liked Bob—an experienced mercenary with a working style that suited him well.

Bob led a Silver-tier mercenary squad, and he himself was a Silver Ten-Star. Apparently, he was currently pushing hard to reach Gold rank.

After a hearty meal, Caius and Kiki became good friends with Bob and his team. They even talked about teaming up for future quests.

Of course, that was unlikely to happen. Caius's growth rate was something they couldn't keep up with—they simply weren't on the same path.

But Caius didn't mind making a few drinking buddies along the long and arduous road ahead.

Once full, Caius picked his teeth, scooped up his little Catgirl companion, and headed toward the Orphanage.

On the way, he grabbed some meat, eggs, and other ingredients to help nourish the little girls there.

However, when he arrived, he found that a section of the Orphanage's fence had collapsed, and the iron sign reading "Lunla Orphanage" had been knocked to the ground, covered in footprints.

In an instant, Caius's gaze turned ice-cold.

He strode into the Orphanage, pushing the door open, only to find Granny Lunla quietly knitting a sweater. The children huddled around her, learning how to knit, as if nothing had happened.

Seeing that they were unharmed, Caius let out a breath of relief. Then he asked, "Did someone cause trouble here?"

"Uh..." Granny Lunla hesitated, as if debating whether to tell Caius.

Just then, Tina ran over, grabbing Caius's hand, her face filled with anger. Her eyes were red, as if she'd been crying.

"Big guy, someone bullied us! They even tried to hit us! If it weren't for an enforcer passing by, Granny would have been hurt!"

Caius took a deep breath and looked at Granny Lunla.

She sighed and said, "We don't know who they are, but they've been targeting us for months. They want to buy the Orphanage land... for five hundred gold coins."

"I refused, so they come by every so often. This morning was their fourth visit."

"Does Belle know?" Caius asked.

"She doesn't. She was at school when they came. We've been keeping it from her so she wouldn’t worry," Lunla shook her head.

"Do you remember what they looked like?" Caius asked.

This time, Tina answered first. "I do! One of them had a big nose—he kicked down the fence and cursed at Granny."

"I remember too! There was a tall, skinny one whose chin and neck looked like they were fused together—such an ugly freak!"

"And they had snake-like tattoos, some on their heads, some on their arms..."

The children chimed in one after another.

Caius nodded, narrowing down his suspects.

Almost certainly gangsters.

They wanted to buy the land dirt cheap, but for what purpose? That remained unknown. Regardless, Caius had seen this kind of thing often in his previous life on the wastelands. He knew exactly how to handle it.

"Alright, I got it." Caius crouched down, ruffling Tina and the other girls’ hair before handing them the groceries. "Eat well. I'll go teach those bastards a lesson."

"Bring back their teeth!" Tina cheered, waving her little fists.

"Haha, of course!" Caius laughed, instructing Granny Lunla to take care of the kids before turning and heading out with Kiki.

He needed to vent his frustration.

Lighting a cigarette, he walked toward trouble.

.....

Meanwhile, Sean was lounging in the Crab Tavern, puffing smoke and contemplating his next move.

Suddenly, a loud bang echoed through the tavern. He jolted, nearly falling off his chair.

"Who the hell—" he turned to shout but froze mid-sentence.

"Sorry, miscalculated my strength," Caius said, glancing at the door he had just kicked open before retracting his foot.

The Crab Gang lackeys swallowed nervously, not daring to utter a word.

They could tell the big guy was pissed.

Did their boss provoke him again?

Damn, was the Crab Gang even a safe place to be anymore?!
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                "Brother, what are you..." Sean swallowed nervously, watching as Caius walked up to him.

"Relax, we're friends now," Caius said with a grin, but Sean could feel the simmering anger behind that smile.

"Yes, yes! Friends!" Sean nodded quickly in agreement.

"Since we're friends, how about doing me a little favor?" Caius leaned in closer, the smoke from his mouth casting a shadow over his face.

"Just say the word! I'll help!" Sean replied hastily.

"Good." Caius nodded. "Do you know which gang in Ocean City has a snake tattoo?"

"A snake tattoo... The Serpent Gang! Their emblem is a sea serpent!" Sean immediately answered, his eyes lighting up.

Could it be that Caius was planning to go after the Serpent Gang?

That would be fucking fantastic!

"Where are they?" Caius asked.

"In the west district of the outer city... I can take you there."

"Alright." Caius nodded and turned to leave.

Sean quickly followed, shouting as he walked, "Brothers, grab your gear! We're following the big bro to pay the Serpent Gang a visit!"

"Oh!" The remaining hundred or so members of the Crab Gang were all fiercely loyal. The moment they heard their leader's command, some of the more aggressive ones even started breaking chairs apart, wielding the legs like makeshift clubs.

There was no choice—Crab Gang was currently broke. Many of their weapons were broken, and they didn't have the money to replace them. The reason why...

Caius claimed he had no idea.

Right now, he only wanted to twist off the heads of the Serpent Gang members!

The entire Crab Gang mobilized, creating quite a commotion.

Over a hundred men marched down the street aggressively. Pedestrians quickly stepped aside, fearful of getting caught in the chaos.

Yet some onlookers noticed that not a single member of the Crab Gang dared to step ahead of the massive figure leading them.

This made many people wonder—was the leader of the Crab Gang always this huge?

Caius didn't care about Sean's motivations.

He knew Sean was just using him to get rid of the Serpent Gang. He was too familiar with this kind of gang rivalry.

But he didn't stop it. In fact, it was convenient—Crab Gang could clean up afterward, saving him the trouble.

Soon, they arrived at the Serpent Gang's headquarters, a large grove in the western district.

The moment Caius saw the snake tattoos on the gang members at the gate, he knew he had found the right place.

Seeing a group of armed men suddenly appear, the Serpent Gang members panicked and rushed inside to report. But Caius had no patience to wait. He kicked the gates open and strode in.

The Crab Gang members followed suit, swaggering inside and smashing everything in sight.

Caius ignored them, heading straight for the largest factory building in the compound.

With a thunderous boom, the factory's iron doors were sent flying.

Caius, cigarette in mouth, peered inside. Over a hundred Serpent Gang members were gathered there, already armed and ready after receiving the warning.

Without any nonsense, Caius lifted a metal plaque and asked, "Who stepped on this? Step forward."

The Serpent Gang members exchanged glances before tightening their grip on their weapons and closing in.

The Crab Gang members followed closely behind Caius, standing at his back.

Tension filled the air as the two sides faced off.

"Brother, perhaps there's been a misunderstanding?" At that moment, a sturdy man with a goatee stepped forward, eyeing Caius warily.

Caius gave off an extremely dangerous vibe, and the man instinctively wanted to avoid conflict.

He had also heard of a powerful, towering mercenary who had recently arrived in Ocean City. It was likely this man.

But he was confused—wasn't this mercenary the one who had torn off Sean's Iron Claw? Why were they suddenly working together?

Of course, this was Serpent Gang territory. While he was wary, he wasn't afraid.

Why?

Because the Serpent Gang had over two hundred members, just like the Crab Gang in its prime.

Now the Crab Gang barely had a hundred left. Did this single Gold-ranked mercenary really think he could wipe out the entire Serpent Gang?

"No misunderstanding." Caius placed the plaque on the ground. "You have one cigarette's time to hand over the people who tried to forcibly buy that land this morning."

The goateed man's face darkened instantly.

Handing them over in front of so many of his brothers? That would destroy his credibility.

That was a death sentence in the gang world—lose credibility, and you lose control.

So he took two steps back and sneered, "And if I refuse?"

At that moment, more Serpent Gang members emerged from the factory, surrounding the Crab Gang members completely.

Two hundred against a little over a hundred. No matter how you looked at it, the Crab Gang was doomed.

Sean was already breaking into a cold sweat, praying that Caius would pull off something miraculous.

And Caius didn't disappoint.

"You refuse?" Caius hefted the metal plaque in his hand, then swung it with terrifying force.

The rusted metal transformed into the scythe of death, slicing through the crowd like cutting wheat. It embedded itself deep into the factory wall, dripping with blood.

The goateed man didn't even have time to react before his body went limp and collapsed.

Including him, seven or eight Serpent Gang members' heads rolled off their shoulders and hit the ground with dull thuds, blood splattering everywhere.

Everyone froze in shock.

He... he was instantly killed...

The Gold-ranked, six-star leader of the Serpent Gang... was instantly killed...

The factory fell into complete silence, broken only by Caius' thunderous roar.

"I gave you a chance, you motherfuckers!"

"If the Serpent Gang still exists by tomorrow, I'll cut my own head off and let you use it as a ball!"

As he cursed, his spatial ring flashed, and a massive warhammer appeared in his hands. With a single swing, he sent it spinning through the air, smashing through a crowd like an unstoppable force.

Then, like a tank, he charged into the midst of his enemies. Screams filled the air as countless people were sent flying, some even crashing into the factory ceiling.

Sean, witnessing this, felt his vital energy surge. He raised his machete and roared, "Brothers, get them!"

Seeing their leader instantly take out the enemy boss, the Crab Gang members' morale soared. With a deafening battle cry, they charged forward, weapons raised.

The Serpent Gang members were completely shaken.

By the time they realized what was happening, Caius had already killed over fifty of them. His terrifying slaughter efficiency shattered their spirits.

Their leader was dead—what were they even fighting for? Run!

The battle quickly turned into a one-sided massacre.

Despite outnumbering their enemies, the Serpent Gang was crushed, wailing as they fled.

Caius was like a beast among sheep. The Silver-ranked members were like fragile chicks in front of him—one swing of his hammer flattened a whole group.

The Serpent Gang's numbers dwindled rapidly.

In the end, only sixty managed to escape.

The rest were either dead or crippled.

Seventy of the fallen had been slain by Caius alone.

Over sixty died on the spot, while the rest were left permanently maimed.

Two were even taken down by a certain ferocious little catgirl—Kiki was ruthless!

Such a commotion quickly drew the attention of a large number of enforcers.

Though Ocean City's enforcement system was deeply intertwined with the gangs, an event of this scale couldn't be ignored. Otherwise, the authorities would lose public trust, so they had to intervene.

"Boss, enforcers are coming." Sean looked at Caius, who was calmly sitting on a factory machine, lighting a cigarette. Somewhere along the line, "brother" had become "boss."

He was clearly thrilled.

Caius glanced at him and exhaled a puff of smoke.

All around them, the ground was littered with his "work." To Sean, he looked downright majestic.

In that moment, Sean was completely convinced—his resentment toward Caius vanished, replaced by admiration.

All he could think about was—follow the boss, grow stronger, and rebuild the gang!

"Can you handle it?" Caius asked.

"Of course!" Sean looked at the Serpent Gang's territory and nodded.

With the Serpent Gang wiped out, the Crab Gang would inevitably grow stronger. He no longer had to worry about being abandoned by the boss.

And with the boss around, enforcers wouldn't be a problem. They'd just find some scapegoats, throw them in jail for a while, and that would be the end of it.

Ocean City was just that corrupt.

Caius nodded, put away the [Angel] Warhammer, and walked out. His deep voice echoed slowly.

"Spread the word—any gang in the Outer City that dares to force low-price land grabs will end up like the Serpent Gang."

"Got it!"
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                The reason Caius did not mention the Lunla Orphanage was because he knew that there were always some fools in this world—tell them not to do something, and they would do it anyway.

If he brought up the Lunla Orphanage, it would become the target of public scrutiny.

Perhaps because of him, no one would dare to touch the orphanage, but better safe than sorry.

So Caius simply expanded the scope, using land transactions as a cover to protect the Lunla Orphanage.

After all, the only valuable thing about the Lunla Orphanage was that piece of land.

As long as no one had the idea of seizing that land, the orphanage would be safe.

Soon, Caius arrived outside the garden, where a crowd of enforcers had already gathered.

"Stop!" an enforcer commanded, preventing Caius from proceeding further.

Caius immediately put on a harmless smile. "Are you kidding me, officer~?"

"I’m just a law-abiding passerby. If you want to arrest someone, arrest them—it has nothing to do with me~"

Enforcer: "..."

You’re covered in so much blood that three buckets wouldn't wash it off, and you’re telling me you’re a law-abiding citizen?!

"If you don’t believe me, ask him. Isn’t that right, Sean?" Caius looked over at Sean.

Sean immediately nodded and waved a large hand. "This is a matter for the Crab Gang. It has nothing to do with this gentleman who was just passing by. If you want someone, take us!"

"That’s right, take us!"

"We did it all!"

The group of Crab Gang members behind Sean raised their weapons and shouted loudly, making the enforcers tense up, fearing that these bloodthirsty thugs might charge at them.

The lead enforcer furrowed his brows.

Standing at a height of 1.8 meters, he had a handsome face, sharp eyes like an eagle, and an imposing stance. He exuded the aura of a seasoned soldier, a stark contrast to the enforcers who flinched at the sight of gang members.

Judging by his attire, he seemed to hold a high rank.

"See? I’m innocent." Caius grinned, holding a cigarette between his lips.

For a moment, he felt as if he was back on that sand-choked wasteland.

Damn, it felt good!

The enforcer stared at Caius for a long moment, then tilted his head slightly, signaling his men to clear a path.

Caius chuckled and walked straight out.

As he passed the high-ranking enforcer, a deep voice reached his ears.

"You better not fall into my hands."

"Heh." Caius smirked, patting the enforcer’s shoulder, casually wiping the blood off his hand in the process.

"Then you’d better be a good cop."

With that, Caius strode away, not sparing a glance at the enforcer, whose chest rose and fell with suppressed fury.

"Take them all away!"

Listening to the enforcer’s furious orders behind him and the defiant laughter of the gang members, Caius felt quite pleased.

Soon, he returned to the orphanage.

Seeing him covered in blood, Granny Lunla was startled, but the little girls didn’t seem to care at all.

"Here, the teeth you wanted." Caius opened his hand, revealing a dozen freshly cleaned teeth.

He had yanked them out of the mouths of a few unlucky bastards.

"Wow!" Tina gleefully took them and, together with the other little girls, gleefully examined them, making Granny Lunla’s eyelid twitch.

Caius, however, burst into hearty laughter.

Tina would make a great mercenary!

Of course, he wasn’t keen on her taking that path, but who knew what the future held?

Afterward, Caius returned to Hailan No. 11 to take a bath.

He could bathe at the orphanage, but the facilities were still rather basic. The bathing area was too low, forcing him to crouch and scoop water over himself, which was hardly comfortable. So, he opted for the mercenary tavern’s bathhouse instead.

In the future, he’d renovate the orphanage properly and move in comfortably.

As soon as Caius walked in, still covered in blood, Yvlan rushed over, bombarding him with concerned questions. Only after confirming he was unharmed did she let out a sigh of relief.

"What were you up to?" Yvlan asked.

"Nothing major, just wiping out a gang. They messed with me." Caius said casually.

"Which gang?"

"The Serpent Gang."

Yvlan: "..."

The Serpent Gang was one of the four major gangs in the outer city, yet Caius spoke of it as if it were some small, nameless group.

But judging from the way he looked, things weren’t looking good for the Serpent Gang.

It wouldn’t be long before the news spread.

"Oh, right. The temporary pass for the inner city is ready." Yvlan said.

Caius nodded. "Thanks. I’ll be heading to the inner city soon, probably won’t be back tonight."

Yvlan nodded, then seemed to realize something. She pouted. "Fine, don’t come back, why are you telling me…"

"I just didn’t want anyone to miss me so much they can’t sleep~" Caius grinned, leaning in close to her face.

Yvlan pushed him away, crossing her arms and turning her back on him. "Who? Who would miss you, big guy? Tell me."

"Heh, I don’t know, just something I heard. Apparently, she’s very beautiful."

Facing away, Yvlan smiled slightly, a hint of anticipation in her voice. "Oh? How beautiful?"

"The kind of beautiful that appears in happy dreams."

Yvlan pondered for a moment. "Happy dreams…"

Then she realized what he meant. Her face instantly turned red, and she turned around angrily—only to see Caius dashing upstairs, laughing as he escaped.

Yvlan chuckled in frustration but didn’t chase after him. Instead, she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, looking particularly gentle.

...

After a bath, a change of clothes, and a quick chat with the Boss Lady, Caius left with Kiki.

His little cat was his trusty assistant—wherever he went, she followed.

Yvlan clearly understood this as well, thoughtfully getting two temporary passes.

The registration process for entering the inner city was much stricter—at least compared to the outer city. At the very least, names were recorded.

Passing through the checkpoint into the inner city, Caius felt like he had stepped into Grilla City.

No wonder it was the rich district. Compared to the chaos of the outer city, this place was much cleaner and better maintained.

Of course, it was all just a facade.

Caius knew the truth—many rich people indulged in more debauchery than the poor, as they had both the time and money to seek out new thrills.

For example, right now.

He had barely walked a few steps when a plump noblewoman approached him, accompanied by several other well-dressed ladies, all smiling flirtatiously at him.

Their eyes frequently wandered to Caius’s well-built muscles, unashamedly admiring them.

This displeased Meow.

Big Guy liked beauties, and while these women weren’t ugly, they hardly qualified as beauties.

In Meow’s opinion, only women like Holan and Yvlan deserved that title.

Big Guy couldn’t just like anyone, meow!

So Meow glared at the noblewomen, flashing the small dagger at her waist protectively, making Caius chuckle.

But his little cat deserved to be spoiled, so Caius clearly stated that he was a performer, not a courtesan. Disappointed, the noblewomen eventually left.

Kiki immediately brightened up, perching on Caius’s shoulder and wrapping her tail around his neck, lightly brushing his cheek.

It tickled a little, but also felt nice.

"Oern's Smithy…" Caius recalled the address Yvlan had given him, scanning the area.

First, he would visit Oern’s Smithy to settle some business, then go find "Iron Fist" Raymond.

Caius had an excellent memory and soon found Oern’s Smithy.

Looking at the soot-streaked smithy, Caius pressed his lips together and nodded.

Then, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.

A wave of heat greeted him as a stocky figure came into view, speaking in a gruff voice.

"We’re closed today."
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                Hearing the rough voice, Caius paused for a moment and looked at the door handle. Sure enough, there was a sign hanging there.

However, instead of saying "Closed for Rest," it read "Forging in Progress."

"Doesn't this say 'Forging in Progress'?" Caius asked.

Without turning his head, the burly dwarf replied, "'Forging in Progress' means we're not open. 'Closed for Rest' means we're open."

Was it reversed?

But Caius quickly understood.

"Forging in Progress" meant that this dwarf blacksmith was in the middle of crafting weapons—custom orders, no doubt. And when he was taking orders, that was when he stopped forging.

Caius chuckled and said, "I'm not here to place an order; I'm here to forge a weapon."

Clang! With a crisp sound, the dwarf hammered the glowing-hot piece of metal into an iron brick. Then, putting down his hammer, he turned around.

It was only then that Caius got a clear look at him.

Dwarves were called dwarves because their height rarely exceeded 1.5 meters—shorter than Kiki, even. But their builds were much larger than Kiki’s.

Despite standing only around 1.4 meters tall, this dwarf had an extremely muscular physique. His hands were huge, almost the same size as Caius's, and when he flexed his arms, the bulging muscles looked like small mountains.

And then there was the signature beard of the dwarves.

The one before him had a beard so thick it connected to his eyebrows. Caius could only see his prominent nose and the eyes beneath his thick brows—his mouth was entirely obscured.

The dwarf looked at Caius, then raised his thick eyebrows, revealing his eyes fully, as if somewhat surprised.

After scrutinizing Caius for a moment, he nodded. "With muscles like that, it’d be a shame if you didn’t become a blacksmith."

Caius: "..."

"You sound just like my old man," Caius said with a laugh before stating his purpose. "I'm just looking for a place to forge a weapon."

"Most smithies don't have the equipment to handle high-grade materials, so I came here."

"You're a blacksmith?" the dwarf asked.

"Sort of," Caius replied.

"It's either yes or no. What do you mean 'sort of'?" The dwarf sounded displeased—clearly a straightforward and hot-tempered type.

Caius clarified, "My old man was a true blacksmith, and I learned his craft. But I don't intend to be a blacksmith myself—I'm a mercenary now."

"So, being a mercenary is my main job. Blacksmithing is just a side gig."

Hearing this, the dwarf fell silent for a moment before saying, "I have the best blacksmithing equipment in all of Ocean City and the surrounding regions."

"But not just anyone can use it."

"Kid, if you want to forge in my smithy, you have to be my apprentice."

Caius: "..."

Seriously? Why did every blacksmith he met want to take him as an apprentice?

Was it just because of his muscles? Did they think it was a waste if he didn’t become a blacksmith?

Caius looked helpless. "I'm just looking for a place to forge. Why are you trying to recruit me as an apprentice?"

Dwarf: "Just say yes or no. If not, leave—I’ve got forging to do."

Caius: "..."

Stubborn, just like his old man.

Left with no choice, Caius asked, "What are the requirements for being an apprentice? What do I have to do?"

"Forge weapons," the dwarf said.

"Every day?" Caius asked.

"No, once every two days is fine."

"How long each time?"

"Two days."

Caius: "..."

Forging for two days straight?!

Most people would collapse at the smithy.

Caius could handle it, but he didn’t have that much time—he was a mercenary with plenty of work to do.

"How about this—I’ll pay you," Caius offered.

"One million," the dwarf said.

Caius: "..."

Why not just rob me?

"Can we... negotiate a lower price?" Caius asked tentatively.

"Hah!" The dwarf sneered. "If you don't have money, be my apprentice. If you don't want to be my apprentice, leave. My hammer alone is worth a million—why should I let you touch it for free?"

Caius knew that blacksmiths treated their hammers like treasures.

His old man had even claimed "Angel" was worth ten million.

So Caius said, "I have my own hammer."

"You think your hammer can compare to mine?" The dwarf scoffed.

Caius didn't argue. Instead, a flash of light appeared in his hand, and the "Angel" warhammer materialized.

Instantly, the dwarf’s eyes widened.

Caius was satisfied with the reaction. Every blacksmith he’d met had the same expression upon seeing his hammer.

But the dwarf’s reaction wasn’t just admiration—it was shock and disbelief.

"So? Is it good enough?" Caius grinned.

This hammer was top-tier; every blacksmith who saw it said so.

But the dwarf didn’t answer. Instead, he took a step forward—suddenly standing right in front of Caius.

The gust of wind that came with him made Caius's pupils contract.

So fast!

Dwarves weren’t known for their speed. Strength was their forte.

If this dwarf’s weakest attribute—speed—was this impressive, then his true strength must be terrifying.

Then, Caius experienced firsthand the power of the dwarf.

Without asking for permission, the dwarf grabbed his hammer—as if trying to take it away.

Caius was stunned but immediately tightened his grip, engaging in a contest of strength.

Yet, for the first time, he lost.

And he lost completely.

With almost no resistance, the dwarf snatched the hammer from his grasp.

Fortunately, the dwarf didn’t seem to be actually stealing it. He simply held it, examining it closely, his movements unusually gentle—almost as if afraid of breaking it.

Seeing this careful, reverent treatment, Caius's expression softened a bit. "Give it back," he said.

If the dwarf refused, Caius was prepared to use every means to retrieve it.

This was his old man's legacy.

But the dwarf didn’t respond.

Caius furrowed his brow, preparing to take action.

Just as he was about to move, the dwarf suddenly looked up and asked, "What’s your relationship with Tobias?"

Caius froze.

Tobias—that was his old man’s name.

"He was my adoptive father. You knew him?" Caius asked, stopping his preparations.

The dwarf didn’t answer. Instead, he asked, "How is he now?"

"He passed away," Caius said. "This hammer is his legacy."

"Passed away..." The dwarf staggered back two steps, then lowered his head, staring at the "Angel" warhammer in silence.

Caius didn’t press him. He could feel the deep sorrow emanating from the dwarf, even spotting tears in his eyes.

Dwarves were known for their stubbornness. If one shed tears, it meant they had lost something truly precious.

After a long while, the dwarf finally recovered.

He handed the hammer back to Caius, muttering as he walked away, "Dead... That’s good. At least he won’t suffer anymore..."

Caius took the hammer and couldn't help but ask, "Do you know something?" "What kind of person was my old man when he was alive?" "He never told you?" The dwarf turned to ask.

Caius shook his head.

"Then don't ask. If he didn't want you to know, I don't want you to know either." "But since you've inherited his hammer, it means he trusted you." "Otherwise, he would have melted his hammer down into a tombstone and carved his name onto it."

The dwarf then shook his head, waved his hand, and said, "Feel free to use whatever you need here. I'm going to drink, so don’t bother me."

With that, he casually picked up a bottle from the ground and walked deeper into the Tavern, seemingly lost in his own sorrow.

Caius silently watched him before finally nodding.

He had many questions.

For instance, what was the relationship between this dwarf and his old man? What exactly did his old man do when he was alive? And what was the story behind this hammer?

But in the end, he chose not to ask.

Because knowing these things now would only bring more worries.

He had a feeling that the truth wouldn't be pleasant. And seeing even this incredibly powerful dwarf fall into such silence, he knew that learning the truth now wouldn't do him any good.

He hated that feeling of powerlessness. So, he would wait until he was stronger, until he had a better relationship with this dwarf. Then, he would ask.

For now, his priority was refining the materials needed for Little Swan’s weapon.
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                Heat waves rolled through the smithy as Caius gazed at the glowing hot metal before him, then raised the warhammer in his hand.

Most ordinary smithies lacked proper equipment and efficiency, unable even to heat the Astralite in his hands to a glowing red.

But the forge in Oern's Smithy was enhanced with magical runes, capable of reaching temperatures exceeding three thousand degrees Celsius, successfully heating the Astralite. Caius then lifted his Angel warhammer and began pounding away.

Each strike carried a special rhythm, to the point that the sound of hammering seemed to form a melodic tune, incredibly harmonious.

Refining Astralite was no simple task—Caius needed to hammer it at least 36,000 times continuously.

In the past, maintaining an average speed of two strikes per second, he would have needed at least five hours.

However, after his advancement, his strength and endurance had significantly improved, reducing the required time to only two hours.

For most, such a monotonous and high-intensity forging process would be unbearable, but for Caius, it was no problem.

The only one who couldn't endure it was the little Catgirl. With the smithy's average temperature soaring to thirty to forty degrees, she quickly became drenched in sweat. Seeing this, Caius sent her outside to wait.

After two hours, Caius looked at the now-cooled metal block, which had developed beautiful astral patterns, and nodded in satisfaction.

The Astralite had successfully been refined into Ethereal Steel. During the process, he had also added small amounts of other mineral powders to enhance its properties.

He planned to use this Ethereal Steel to forge Little Swan’s exclusive weapon.

The design was already taking shape in his mind; he just needed to sketch it later.

Of course, he still needed to meet with Little Swan to understand her needs and make necessary modifications.

He was a professional, after all. When he had told Hilda that he wanted to spar with her to understand her fighting style, it wasn't just an excuse to ask her out.

With the blade’s material settled, he now needed an even sturdier material for the hilt—which he already had on hand and didn’t need further refining.

So, he prepared to greet the dwarf and then leave.

However, when he turned around, he found the dwarf already standing behind him in silence.

“How long have you been standing there?” Caius asked.

“A while now.” The dwarf replied, then waved his hand dismissively. “Just call me Oern, kid. You don’t seem like the polite type.”

“That’s because Tobias isn’t either.”

“Gotta put on an act sometimes.” Caius chuckled.

Oern didn’t laugh. Instead, he pointed at the Ethereal Steel on the anvil and asked, “Did he leave that for you?”

“Yeah. I couldn’t get my hands on such high-quality material myself.” Caius admitted without hesitation.

Astralite was incredibly valuable, sold by the gram, with a single gram costing 500 gold. Usually, it was integrated into other weapons to enhance their properties.

Yet the chunk in Caius’ hands weighed a full pound, and he planned to forge an entire rapier from it.

Just the materials alone made this sword worth over 200,000 gold.

But Caius didn’t care. His old man had left him ten whole chunks of Astralite, the heaviest of which weighed three pounds.

This was why Caius could afford to be so extravagant.

If he really wanted to sell them, the massive stash of materials left behind by his old man would be enough for him to live a life of luxury until the end of his days.

But Caius clearly wasn’t someone who pursued a life of comfort and ease.

Oern stared at the Ethereal Steel in silence for a moment before saying, “What do you plan to make with it?”

“A rapier.”

“The properties of Ethereal Steel do suit rapiers… A gift for a woman?”

“You could tell?” Caius widened his eyes in surprise.

Oern waved a hand. “You, a big guy, always use Angel to smash people. There’s no way you’d wield a rapier.”

“You really have sharp eyes.”

“The one outside? The Catfolk?”

“No, a Swan.”

Oern: “?”

His gaze turned strange. Seeing this, Caius laughed. “Not a beastkin. Just a nickname.”

“Oh. I thought you had a thing for those birdfolk with tempers worse than dragons.” Oern nodded.

Then he added, “If you ever want to forge anything, come here. You can use whatever you want.”

“No more one million gold fee?” Caius grinned.

“If I dared take a million from you, the day I die, Tobias would hammer me back to life.” Oern said.

Caius laughed. To his surprise, Oern chuckled twice as well, though he quickly returned to his usual stern demeanor.

“You and my old man were close?” Caius asked, smiling.

“No. We were sworn enemies.” Oern shook his head.

“Huh?” Caius was stunned.

The next moment, Oern said in a deep voice, “But we were also the best of comrades.”

“Then—” Caius wanted to ask more but was cut off by Oern’s blunt words.

“Don’t ask. If you’re done, get lost. I have work to do.” Oern picked up his hammer, signaling for him to leave.

Caius smiled bitterly. This old dwarf and his old man really did have the same stubborn temperament.

“Alright, I’ll be off then. See you next time.” Caius said.

Oern didn’t turn around, just waved his hammer, signaling for Caius to close the door on his way out.

For a brief moment, Caius had the sudden urge to carry the whole door away. He wasn’t sure why.

Stepping out of Oern’s Smithy, Caius’ expression turned slightly serious.

Judging by Oern’s attitude, his old man’s death might not have been as simple as it seemed.

Though it was officially recorded as dying of old age, something must have happened before that. Caius felt he needed to uncover the truth.

But not now.

Right now, he needed to find Iron Fist Raymond and, along the way, complete that gold-ranked debt collection task.

“Big guy, you finally came out, meow!” The moment Caius stepped out of the smithy, Kiki immediately jumped onto his shoulder, pouting.

“I was so bored, meow…”

After all, she had waited two whole hours—almost dying of boredom.

Caius chuckled and ruffled her little head. “Then let’s go find some fun.”

“Fun?” Kiki’s eyes sparkled, and she eagerly nodded. “Okay, meow!”

Soon, following Sean’s directions, Caius found himself at the Iron Tavern.

And he had to admit, this place was hardcore. Its sign was made from a solid slab of steel, suspended by steel cables from a hoist above the tavern. Across its surface were numerous fist imprints, forming the words Iron Tavern.

Caius burst into laughter. He liked this place’s style.

Then, he strode into the tavern.

The moment he entered, the lively atmosphere instantly quieted.

Normally, when someone new entered, most people would just glance over.

But Caius’ towering frame was too eye-catching.

The tavern had its fair share of big guys—even one over 2.3 meters tall with muscles even bigger than Caius'.

But to have Caius' massive size while still maintaining such aesthetic proportions—that was rare.

His build was broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted, and massive yet balanced. For that moment, Caius was the center of attention.

Sensing the sharp gazes around her, Kiki shrank behind Caius, feeling nervous.

This was different from the outer city. Everyone here was at least a gold-ranked mercenary, with some even reaching platinum rank. Their presence alone was intimidating.

Yet Caius remained unfazed, striding casually to the bar as if he were a regular. Looking at the mustached bartender, he asked—

“What do you need, sir?” the bartender asked politely.

“I’m looking for someone.” Caius replied.

“Who?” The bartender glanced at the surrounding mercenaries.

“Raymond.”

In an instant, half the tavern stood up. The sound of chairs toppling filled the air, and the atmosphere grew tense.
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                "Kid."

A deep, heavy voice rang out. Caius looked over and saw a towering, muscular man standing up. At a height of 2.3 meters, his sheer size made the surrounding crowd instinctively step aside as he approached Caius.

"Our boss isn't someone just anyone can meet—let alone some clueless kid from who-knows-where who dares to call him by name."

Standing in front of Caius, the man loomed over him, his massive build making Caius look comparatively smaller. His face was full of sharp, menacing features, exuding an intimidating aura.

The little catfolk Kiki hid behind Caius, her fur bristling slightly. But Caius, on the other hand, simply smiled and asked, "Then what would it take for me to be able to call your boss by name?"

The burly man clenched his fists, his sharp gaze growing even fiercer. Caius narrowed his eyes as well. For a moment, it felt as if sparks were flying between the two giants.

Ten seconds later.

"Place your bets! Place your bets!" The bartender called out, setting up wagers across the entire tavern. Mercenaries shouted excitedly, and the entire Iron Tavern erupted into a frenzy of cheers.

At the center of the commotion, a heavy wooden table was set up. The two burly men sat across from each other, their hands clasped together, grinning in anticipation.

"Iron Tavern’s rules—if you want to drink and take jobs here, you’ve gotta have an arm of iron!" The massive man bared his teeth in a wide grin.

"Alright, kid, let’s see if you’ve got what it takes! Let’s arm wrestle!"

"Haha! Now that’s a rule I like!" Caius laughed heartily, his right arm flexing, bulging his sleeve to the limit.

"Who’s your bet on? The rookie kid, or Iron Kong John?" the bartender bellowed. "Bets are closing soon! Get in while you can!"

The crowd eagerly placed their wagers, with the majority clearly favoring Iron Kong John.

Kiki blinked her big eyes, watching the scene unfold. She had thought a fight was about to break out!

But soon, she got swept up in the excitement and began cheering as well—before promptly betting all her money on Caius.

Caius laughed at this and turned to John. "Ready?"

"Bring it on!" John locked eyes with the bartender, who immediately closed the betting pool and flicked a coin into the air.

The coin spun rapidly on the table. The instant it fell flat, the match would begin.

The entire tavern held its breath, eyes fixed on the two titans.

A few seconds later, the coin toppled over.

In an instant, a surge of force exploded from the two men, their muscles swelling. The heavy wooden table creaked under the immense pressure.

"Not bad, kid!" John’s lips twitched as he struggled. He hadn't expected this slightly smaller guy to possess such terrifying strength. His arm, which usually felt as solid as a crane’s lifting arm, barely budged.

Veins bulged on John’s bald head.

Meanwhile, Caius grinned wildly, his biceps swelling so much that his sleeve ripped apart.

"I'm about to get serious," Caius warned.

"Do it!" John gritted his teeth.

The battle between the two titans intensified, with the crowd chanting John's name to support him.

But as the struggle continued, the chants grew quieter. Soon, silence fell over the tavern as everyone watched in shock.

John’s arm was… being forced down.

He was clearly going all out, his veins bulging, his face turning red like a boiled egg.

Caius, on the other hand, while exerting effort, still maintained a grin.

Finally, John's hand hovered just inches above the table. Everyone knew—there was no coming back from this. The newcomer was about to win.

But just as Caius was about to slam John's hand down—

CRACK!

The heavy wooden table gave way under the sheer force, shattering into pieces.

"Oh no," Caius feigned surprise, then shrugged at John with a playful smile. "Guess that makes it a draw."

John blinked, then burst into laughter, shaking out his sore arm. "No need!"

"A loss is a loss. Everyone saw it!"

"That’s right! A bet’s a bet!" someone shouted, and soon the entire tavern erupted in cheers for Caius.

Though, instead of calling his name, they simply chanted, "Rookie kid!"

As for the lost wagers? It was clear no one cared. Most had only bet small amounts—ten, maybe twenty gold coins at most. No one in the tavern took these little gambles too seriously. It was all about the thrill of participation.

Caius laughed heartily, while Kiki gleefully ran up to him, hugging a massive sack of gold.

"Big guy, we hit the jackpot, meow!"

"Eighteen thousand gold, meow!"

"So much money, meow!"

While most had only bet small amounts—and nearly all had bet on John—Kiki had gone all in. She had put down her entire 1,800 gold fortune on Caius.

With the 10x payout, the little catgirl had just made a fortune.

Caius roared with laughter, ruffling Kiki’s fluffy head. "We’re newcomers—shouldn’t we treat the old-timers in the tavern to a drink?"

Kiki immediately understood, nodding excitedly.

With her approval, Caius turned and shouted, "Bartender! Drinks on me! Fill every glass in this place with the finest rum!"

The tavern fell silent for a brief moment—before the mercenaries exploded with cheers.

Even the tavern’s band immediately picked up the tempo, playing a lively tune.

Now, this was a real party.

Losing a few gold coins didn't matter anymore—because now, they were drinking premium rum that cost ten gold a glass. It was like paying half price for a top-tier drink.

With over four hundred people in the tavern, the tab quickly soared past four thousand gold.

But Caius didn’t even blink.

Because it wasn’t his money.

It was Kiki’s.

But the little catgirl had clearly been corrupted by Caius’ carefree attitude. She wasn’t thinking about the money at all. She was dancing on Caius’ shoulder, swaying along with the music as the tavern roared with laughter and song.

"Hahaha, kid, I like you!" John, even bigger than Caius, downed his drink and clapped him on the shoulder with a hearty laugh.

"Thanks, but I like women," Caius replied with a grin.

John blinked—then burst out laughing. "Screw you, I like women too!"

"Hahahaha!" The tavern erupted with laughter.

"What’s your name?" John asked.

"Caius."

"You’re Caius?" John’s eyes widened in surprise.

The crowd reacted as well, looking at him in shock.

"Wait… is this the same Caius who wiped out the Serpent Gang?"

"No wonder he beat John in strength!"

"I’ve heard rumors about a monstrous mercenary from the Outer City—but I didn’t think he was actually a monster!"

Caius chuckled. "Didn’t think my name had spread to the Inner City already."

"Haha, kid, you’re making waves," John said, eyes filled with admiration.

Caius had only been in Ocean City for less than a month, and he had already rocketed from Brass rank to Gold rank. But everyone here knew—Caius’ strength was far beyond Gold.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t have single-handedly annihilated the Serpent Gang—and he sure as hell wouldn’t have overpowered Platinum Two-Star Iron Kong John, a man famous for his sheer brute strength.

"Come with me," John said, finishing his drink. "Boss Raymond’s been waiting for you."

Caius nodded and followed him to the second floor, Kiki riding on his shoulder.

Soon, they arrived at a private room on the second floor.

Pushing open the door, Caius immediately noticed a man sitting on the sofa—a well-built gentleman around 1.8 meters tall with a neatly groomed beard, exuding a rugged charm. One of his arms gleamed with a metallic sheen, undoubtedly the "iron arm" that Sean had mentioned.

The private room had one-way glass windows, allowing a clear view of the first floor below while ensuring those outside couldn’t see in.

The moment the middle-aged man saw Caius, he broke into a smile.

"Boss, he's here," John announced.

"You can step out for now. I’d like to have a chat with this young man," Raymond said with a grin.

John nodded and shut the door behind him.

Meanwhile, Caius plopped down on the sofa with Kiki beside him, making himself comfortable.

"This is way better than those wooden chairs."

"If you like it, Iron Tavern can reserve a private room just for you—same setup," Raymond chuckled as he poured two glasses of liquor—one for Caius and one for Kiki.

Seeing that Raymond hadn’t overlooked Kiki, Caius nodded in approval, his impression of the tavern owner improving a notch.

With a smirk, he said, "Sounds tempting, but I’d better hear your terms first. After all, nothing comes for free."

Hearing this, Raymond’s gaze toward Caius grew even more appreciative. He nodded.

"Then I'll get straight to the point."

"I want you to work for me."

Caius: "I refuse."

Raymond: "…"
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                Raymond's eyes flickered with a hint of astonishment.

He had just finished speaking when Caius outright refused.

That decisive? Not even a little tact?

Couldn’t he at least decline politely?

Yet in the next moment, Caius spoke.

"Boss Raymond, you know I'm a mercenary. Mercenaries don't belong to any faction."

"And what I hate most is someone trying to order me around."

"So, I won’t work for anyone."

Then, his tone shifted as he chuckled. "But as long as the commission is right, I’d be more than happy to take care of anything for you."

"Isn’t that still working for me?" Raymond asked.

"No, no, no. It’s different. This is a mercenary’s rule—it's for the money, not for you." Caius grinned and raised his glass toward Raymond in a toast.

"If you were a beautiful Boss Lady, I'd be happy to work for you, but since you're not, I can only be happy to work for the gold in your pockets."

"What do you say?"

"Hahaha, that's exactly what I meant!" Raymond burst into laughter, raising his glass to clink against Caius’s, and the two downed their drinks in one go.

Kiki, on the other hand, took a small sip from her cup, then shrank back and put it down.

Still prefers milk, Meow…

"Got any work now?" Caius set down his cup and handed Raymond a cigarette.

Raymond took it and was about to light it with his Firewatch when he noticed Caius lounging on the sofa. The little Catgirl beside him skillfully pulled out a beautifully crafted lighter, flicked it open with a crisp snap, and lit Caius’s cigarette.

Caius didn’t even lift a finger.

Raymond raised an eyebrow slightly.

Well now, that’s some flair.

But his attention wasn't on the Catgirl lighting the cigarette—it was on the lighter in her hand.

"Of course there’s work, but we can talk after the drinks… Where did you buy that Firewatch?" Raymond asked, eyeing the lighter Kiki held.

"This isn’t a Firewatch. It’s a lighter. I made it myself, but it belongs to the little Catgirl now." Caius took the lighter and toyed with it.

The sleek lighter twirled dexterously between his fingers, displaying impressive finesse. Then, with a flick, a tiny drop of fuel spattered onto his fingertip. His thumb struck the flint, igniting a spark, and a small flame flared up at his fingertip.

Three seconds later, the fuel burned out, and the flame extinguished. Caius then returned the lighter to the little Catgirl.

The little Catgirl’s face was full of admiration, while Raymond was clearly tempted.

No man who smokes can resist a beautiful lighter.

So Caius grinned and said, "What do you think? Want one? I can make you one."

"Of course!" Raymond answered immediately.

Caius: "What engraving do you want? An angel or a demon?"

"Besides those two, what else?" Raymond asked.

"You can have someone design a pattern, or just tell me what you want," Caius replied.

Raymond thought for a moment. "A fist imprint, like a punch smashing into steel!"

Caius nodded. "Got it."

"How much?"

"Come on, no need to talk money between us, right?" Caius waved it off.

Raymond raised an eyebrow.

Well, aren’t we brothers already?

But Raymond chuckled and let it slide. "Still, I can't let you do it for nothing."

"How about this? I’ve got a high-paying job—are you interested?"

"Hell yes, I am!" Caius laughed.

Watching the two men grinning at each other, the little Catgirl felt like she was in the presence of two old foxes.

Good thing she liked big foxes.

Raymond snapped his fingers, and a beautiful waitress walked in, handing Caius a task slip.

Caius took one look at it and raised an eyebrow. "This really is a lucrative job."

"Isn’t it?" Raymond exhaled a puff of smoke and grinned. "The bastards from the Seth Chamber of Commerce stole a shipment from the Wargs Gang. Their boss is livid, so she put out a high-paying commission to get it back."

"But no one here likes the Seth Chamber of Commerce, nor do they want to mess with them, so the job’s been sitting around."

"In two days, the shipment will be moved. That gives you two days."

"Retrieve the goods, and thirty thousand gold is yours. I’ll also throw in an extra ten thousand as a hazard pay bonus, given the tight timeframe and the risk. What do you think?"

"Of course! If it weren’t dangerous, I wouldn’t be interested!" Caius agreed immediately.

It truly was a lucrative job—a platinum-tier one.

High-paying jobs came in two types.

One was easy work with good pay—what most mercenaries preferred.

The other was tough work with massive payouts—jobs that only a few could handle.

Typically, platinum-tier commissions ranged from eight to twenty thousand gold.

This job offered thirty thousand, plus an extra ten thousand in bonuses. A fortune.

But it was a heavy job.

The Seth Chamber of Commerce wasn’t a small guild—it was a major force spanning multiple regions.

Moreover, their main trade was in human trafficking, specifically targeting beastfolk.

They were ruthless.

From the task details, it was clear that Caius had a high chance of facing off against the Seth Chamber’s security team.

The security team consisted of at least thirty men and included mages—one of whom was a platinum-tier, one-star mage.

And going up against the Seth Chamber of Commerce never ended well. Their wealth ensured a steady stream of bounty hunters and assassins to harass anyone who crossed them.

That’s why no one wanted the job.

But Caius took it.

Because he remembered that the little Catgirl despised the Seth Chamber of Commerce for their involvement in trafficking beastfolk.

And since he was taking this mission, he had no intention of leaving survivors.

If no one lived to tell the tale, how would they know who did it?

As long as Raymond kept his mouth shut, the Seth Chamber of Commerce wouldn’t figure it out quickly.

By the time they did, Caius would be fully equipped, strong enough to bring them down himself.

Besides, this was also a test for Raymond.

If he could keep a secret, Caius would feel safer working with him.

So Caius crushed his cigarette and stood up. "I’m off to work."

"So soon? Stay a while. They won’t move the goods for two days, and the route is marked for you." Raymond was surprised but admired Caius’s decisiveness.

Caius shook his head. "I need to prepare. Their route might not be real, so I’d rather track them from the start."

"Fair enough." Raymond nodded.

This job was the true test. The earlier arm-wrestling match was just an appetizer.

Only if Caius handled this job well would Raymond entrust him with bigger tasks.

"If you need help, let me know. I can offer some assistance within the mission’s scope," Raymond said.

"Actually, I do have a small favor to ask," Caius grinned.

"Do you know a mercenary named Parry? A gold-tier. I’ve got a debt collection job—he owes my employer some money. He’s in the inner city."

Raymond chuckled and snapped his fingers. The same waitress walked in.

"Find a mercenary named Parry."

"Yes, boss." The waitress nodded and left.

Less than ten minutes later, a scruffy-looking mercenary was brought in.

"Impressive efficiency," Caius laughed.

"Eighty percent of the mercenaries who come to the inner city drink at my tavern. A little asking around does the trick," Raymond smirked.

Caius nodded and turned to Parry. "Alright, pay up or lose an arm—your choice."

Parry had been feeling uneasy for a while. After all, this was an order directly from Boss Raymond himself. He never imagined that owing just a few thousand gold coins would catch the attention of the Iron Tavern's big boss. So when Caius spoke, he was so terrified that he nearly lost control of his bowels, immediately pulling out every coin he had.

Only a little over three thousand.

But the mission required four thousand eight hundred gold coins.

Since he had accepted the job, Caius had to see it through perfectly.

Not a single coin less than four thousand eight hundred.

Of course, the debt collection process itself was of little concern. As long as the employer received the full amount, that was all that mattered.

Thus, Caius stripped the kid of his longsword and all his equipment. When liquidated in the market, the combined value was enough to make up the remaining debt.

And just like that, Caius completed his final Gold-ranked mission.
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                Walking out of the Iron Tavern, the little catgirl looked absolutely delighted. Although treating the entire tavern had cost a lot of money, she still had over ten thousand gold coins left—several times what she had initially.

Moreover, when she had just descended the stairs, all the mercenaries in the tavern had raised their glasses to toast her. In that moment, she suddenly understood why Caius enjoyed being a mercenary.

"Big guy, I want to become a powerful mercenary too, meow!" The little catgirl clenched her tiny fists as she spoke.

"Haha! Then you’ll have to work hard. Starting tomorrow, you'll train with me, and I guarantee your rank will soar!"

"Okay, meow!"

The little catgirl had just advanced by one star yesterday, now reaching Silver Seven-Star. It was likely due to running around with Caius these past few days.

But this level of progress wasn’t enough. Caius planned to give her some special training soon.

After wandering around the inner city for a while, spending a few thousand gold coins to replenish supplies, the sky had darkened. Caius then left the inner city and returned to the Mercenary Tavern.

Seeing Caius return safely, Yvlan visibly breathed a sigh of relief before curiously asking about the Iron Tavern.

Caius gave a brief summary, and it was clear that Yvlan felt a little envious.

She also dreamed of becoming a grand tavern owner like Raymond.

After submitting the mission and receiving his commission, Caius took Kiki and went to sleep.

Early the next morning, Caius took Kiki to a leather shop to get her a weighted training outfit.

It consisted of a pair of leather leg wraps, leather wrist guards, and a small leather vest.

Normally, the pockets of these leather garments were meant for holding equipment, but Caius instead filled them with metal plates.

Ethereal Steel plates—three on each leg wrap, two in each wrist guard, and sixteen in the front and back pockets of the vest, making a total of twenty-six plates.

Ethereal Steel wasn't light. Each plate weighed about three pounds, so twenty-six plates added up to seventy-eight pounds.

Considering that Kiki herself barely weighed just over ninety pounds, her face immediately fell.

"So heavy, big guy…" Kiki pouted.

With the added weight, even climbing onto Caius’s shoulder became a struggle, and she felt uncomfortable all over.

"Heavy is good. It'll help you train, and your vital energy will increase faster."

"So when I can move flexibly while carrying this weight…"

"I’ll become as strong as you, meow?!" Kiki’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

Caius laughed heartily. "Then you’ll get to carry even heavier steel plates!"

Kiki: "..."

Though the weight was uncomfortable and the leather straps dug into her skin, Kiki gritted her teeth and bore it for the sake of getting stronger.

Then, Caius took her back into the inner city—not for shopping this time, but for surveillance.

The branch of the Seth Chamber of Commerce was located in the inner city market district, housed in a rather luxurious building.

Caius rented a street-facing room in the building opposite it.

And it wasn’t cheap.

A standard suite cost one hundred and forty gold per night—almost twice as much as the most expensive suite on Hailan No. 11, which was only eighty gold per night.

So, whatever money Caius spent on this mission, he planned to reclaim from the Seth Chamber of Commerce later.

The entire day passed uneventfully. He simply kept watch on the large store, occasionally circling around to check the surroundings.

That’s how stakeouts worked—constant vigilance, even through the night. Otherwise, if they let their guard down and fell asleep, the target’s convoy might have already left the protected zone by dawn.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long.

Late at night, just as Caius and Kiki had switched shifts and he had barely slept for a moment, Kiki shook him awake urgently.

"Big guy, big guy! There’s movement, meow!"

Caius’s eyes snapped open, and he looked out the window.

Sure enough, six carriages loaded with cargo were leaving from beside the store, clearly attempting to slip out of the city under the cover of darkness.

Caius smirked.

Just as he had predicted—the enemy would never truly follow their planned schedule. The intel Raymond had received was just a deliberate diversion.

The Seth Chamber of Commerce had moved a day early.

Had they waited another two days, Caius wouldn’t even be able to find the tracks they left behind.

"Let’s go, keep up with them!" Caius swiftly climbed out the window with Kiki and silently followed behind the carriages.

The convoy quickly passed through the inner city gates, clearly having arranged things in advance. Otherwise, the gates, which were normally closed at night, would not have been opened.

Caius had no such arrangements, so he took out a magic stone and, taking advantage of the night and the drowsy guards, soared over the towering city gates with Kiki in tow.

"Huh? Did something just pass by?"

"What? You serious? You must be sleepy. I told you to stop playing cards and get some rest before our night shift."

"Maybe I really did imagine it… Ugh, I’m so damn tired…"

The concealment effect of the magic stone worked exceptionally well at night. As long as Caius moved fast enough, the guards wouldn’t even be able to tell if he was human or a ghost.

After clearing the city walls, Caius continued tailing the convoy across the rooftops, following them to the outer city gates.

Security at the outer gates was much more relaxed. When the carriages arrived, the guards simply made way without even closing the gates.

Once again, using the magic stone’s concealment, Caius vaulted over the heads of the guards unnoticed.

Now, all that was left was to wait for the convoy to leave the protected zone before making his move.

"Kiki, take a guess. Which carriages carry the goods, and which ones carry the people?" Caius grinned at the crouching catgirl beside him.

Hearing this, Kiki immediately observed the six carriages. Her eyes flashed with a greenish light before she answered, "The first, fourth, and last carriages carry people, meow!"

"How do you know?" Caius raised a brow in surprise.

"Wind’s Perception, meow!" Kiki replied.

"A spell, huh?"

"Yup, meow~"

"Lucky you." Caius sighed. He could also determine which carriages carried goods and which carried people, but only through experience.

"In a six-carriage convoy like this, the second, third, and fifth are for cargo, while the first, fourth, and sixth carry people. This way, they can protect the cargo from all angles."

"The ones in front clear the path, the ones at the back guard the rear, and the middle carriage oversees everything—so naturally, that’s where the Platinum-level mage would be."

"In a battle, you always take out the rear first. Our primary target is the fourth carriage."

"If we deal with that one first, the rest will be easy."

"Ohh! I learned something new, meow!"

Caius ruffled her little head before the two continued tailing the convoy.

An hour later, they had exited the protected zone.

"The rank difference is too big. You should stay back for now. Once I’m done, you can clean up the battlefield," Caius instructed.

Kiki nodded with a bit of disappointment.

She wanted to fight alongside Caius, but she knew she was still too weak. She could contribute in Gold-level missions, but in a Platinum-level mission, she’d only be a burden.

She glanced at the weighted training outfit on her body, determination flashing in her eyes.

She had to get stronger, so she could truly help her big guy, meow!
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                The convoy was moving steadily along the road. Inside the middle carriage, a mage was playing cards with his teammates.

"I say, can't you guys be a little more cautious? What if someone ambushes us?" A Platinum-ranked warrior looked at them helplessly.

These guys were far too relaxed.

"Come on, Dakota, I've had my magic perception activated the whole time. There's not even a rabbit within five hundred meters, so just relax." The mage waved him off, utterly unconcerned.

"Besides, we deliberately set off a night early. There's no way anyone would launch an attack at this time..."

His thoughts trailed off as he suddenly froze.

Two figures had appeared out of nowhere within his perception range.

They were less than fifty meters from the convoy. He had no idea how they had gotten so close without him noticing. After all, he had been maintaining his magic perception the entire time.

Before he could make sense of it, a massive warhammer suddenly smashed through the carriage. Seeing the weapon looming right in front of him, the mage could only let out a curse:

"Sh—"

Before he could finish, the warhammer obliterated his upper body.

The middle carriage was instantly torn in half by the impact. Several guards inside were flung out, and only the Platinum-ranked warrior landed steadily on his feet, though his face was filled with shock and terror.

Dead... A Platinum-ranked mage had just died like that...

Why wasn't there any alarm?!

It was simple.

Because Caius had been carrying his warhammer, Angel, and under the effects of the Anti-Magic Field, the Platinum-ranked mage had no way of detecting either Caius or Kiki.

Only when the warhammer was thrown did the mage perceive the attack—but by then, it was already too late.

A mage without preemptive defenses facing a direct, full-powered throw from Caius' warhammer was akin to an ordinary person standing in the path of a grenade explosion. His upper body was obliterated on the spot, leaving him deader than dead.

And the moment Caius hurled the warhammer, he launched himself toward the carriage.

After piercing through the carriage, the warhammer struck the ground, bounced up, and spun midair.

Caius leaped high, caught the warhammer, and then swung it down savagely toward the Platinum-ranked warrior.

"BOOM!!!"

The impact echoed like a localized earthquake.

A hundred meters away, Kiki hid behind a grassy slope, watching as Caius unleashed a massacre.

The Platinum-ranked warrior barely lasted twenty exchanges before Caius crushed him with a devastating hammer strike. Caius then followed up with another blow, finishing him off completely.

As for the remaining Gold-ranked guards, they were no longer a threat to him.

Four archers and four crossbowmen loosed their attacks, but their projectiles couldn't even make Caius activate his magic defenses. He simply took them head-on with his body.

Arrows that could pierce through carriages embedded no more than half an inch into his flesh. As long as they didn't hit his head or throat, they weren't even considered light injuries. His formidable regeneration healed them within minutes.

As for the warriors wielding shields and swords, they stood no chance. Not a single one could withstand a strike from Caius' warhammer. Even if they raised their shields, they were sent flying along with them.

The moment they hit the ground, they might seem intact on the outside, but their internal organs were completely shattered.

In less than ten minutes, the entire thirty-strong escort was annihilated.

Two scouts, realizing the dire situation, attempted to flee but were swiftly hunted down and hammered to death.

Only the carriage drivers remained.

They fell to their knees, sobbing and pleading for mercy, claiming they were innocent—just hired hands paid to drive the carriages.

Their tearful display even made Kiki hesitate for a moment.

But the little catgirl never made decisions for the big brute. She simply looked at Caius.

Caius grinned. "Don't try to play innocent when you're part of the crime."

With that, he smashed them to death with a few swings.

Innocent?

That was like a driver working for human traffickers in the wasteland, claiming he wasn't guilty. The very thought made Caius laugh.

And just like that, not a single soul from the convoy was left alive, save for the frightened horses.

"Alright, let's clean up the battlefield." Caius lit a cigarette and exhaled.

Kiki nodded and immediately got to work.

The diligent little catgirl was quick with her hands and feet. In no time, she had stripped the bodies of their equipment and piled everything together.

Most of it was ruined, thanks to Caius' hammer.

But there were still plenty of valuable spoils—some intact gear, a good sum of gold, and eight spatial rings.

Out on the road, one always needed cash on hand. Collectively, the thirty-plus people had amassed over thirty thousand gold.

The salvageable equipment was worth another twenty thousand.

Then came Caius' favorite part—opening the "blind boxes."

Six of the spatial rings were low-tier, with storage capacities ranging from one to five cubic meters. They contained some gold coins, arrows, and miscellaneous daily necessities.

The remaining two were high-tier. One belonged to the Platinum-ranked warrior—a hundred cubic meters but without space extension. Inside was a greatsword, slightly inferior to Caius’ own but still worth two to three thousand gold.

It also contained over six thousand gold coins, a dozen mid-tier potions, and a single high-tier healing potion—unused simply because the warrior died too quickly.

Altogether, the loot was worth nearly twenty thousand.

As expected of a Platinum-ranked warrior—he had plenty of valuable items.

The last ring belonged to the mage, also a hundred cubic meters in capacity but with spatial extension, making it more advanced.

And, as expected from a mage, he was loaded.

Just the gold alone amounted to over eleven thousand.

There were also several mental potions, clarity potions, magic potions, an unknown poison, and a high-tier magic potion.

Various trinkets and daily supplies were also present.

But the biggest prizes were a magic tome, two magic scrolls, a magic stone engraved with Cleanse, and a staff.

Naturally, the staff was the most valuable.

A Platinum-ranked mage's staff had to be at least Platinum-grade. Such an item was worth far more than a sword of the same level—at least twenty to thirty thousand gold.

And then there was the magic tome, containing eight spells—three wood-element, one fire-element, one wind-element, and three general utility spells.

Caius couldn't use it, but Kiki might be able to learn something from it.

What a haul!

Caius was thrilled with their gains.

The loot from thirty-plus people totaled around a hundred thousand gold!

Of course, they still had to find a way to sell it. Regular shops wouldn't dare touch goods branded with the Seth Chamber of Commerce's insignia—it would be too risky.

But Caius was sure Raymond had the right connections to offload this stolen gear.

Adding in the commission, they might just walk away with one hundred fifty thousand gold!

No doubt about it—convoys from big merchant guilds were prime targets!

Caius was almost tempted to switch careers and start robbing the Seth Chamber of Commerce exclusively.

After all, as the saying went, "No horse grows fat without night grazing; no man gets rich without ill-gotten gains."

With the battlefield cleaned up, it was time to check the cargo.

Raymond hadn't specified what was inside, nor had he forbidden them from looking.

So Caius climbed onto the carriage and inspected the goods.

Three cargo carriages, eighteen crates—clearly not human cargo.

That was a relief.

Not that he minded human trafficking, but this meant the goods could be stored in the spatial rings and transported discreetly without bringing the entire carriage back—reducing the risk of exposure.

Caius had Kiki step back while he cracked open a crate, just in case there was danger inside.

The locks were no obstacle—he simply smashed them open.

The moment the crate opened, Caius' eyes widened.

"What is it, Meow?" Kiki called from a distance.

"It's a treasure!" Caius burst into laughter. "No wonder the Wargs Gang was desperate! Anyone would kill for this! Hahaha!"

He reached in and pulled out an object.

Kiki was utterly baffled.

It was long, black, and thick—but she had no idea what it was.

"What is it, Meow?" she asked, moving closer now that Caius had confirmed it was safe.

Caius grinned, channeling magic into it. The long, black tube lit up with a blue glow.

"A Magitech Cannon!"

"I've always wanted one of these!"
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                “Amazing, meow?” Kiki crouched on Caius’s shoulder, watching him fiddle with the nearly two-meter-long Magitech Cannon with clear fascination.

“Of course it’s amazing. This thing can fire different Magic Shells based on the strength and type of magic you infuse into it. Like this.”

Caius lifted the Magitech Cannon, aimed at a distant grassy slope, then channeled magic into it and pulled the trigger.

In the next moment, the shoulder-mounted cannon burst into a brilliant blue light. A basketball-sized, pure blue Magic Shell shot out instantly, flying several hundred meters before slamming into the slope.

Boom! A massive crater exploded on the slope, flinging grass and soil over a hundred meters into the air!

“Haha! A direct hit from this beast, anything below Gold rank is dead for sure!”

“Even Gold rank would be crippled if not killed outright!”

“Platinum rank would be stunned for sure if they took a hit!”

“And the best part is—it can fire in rapid succession! As long as you have enough magic, you can unload dozens, even hundreds of shots!”

As he spoke, Caius fired off a few more rounds, clearly having the time of his life.

Kiki reached out her tiny paw. “I wanna try it, meow!”

Then Caius watched as Kiki fired a shot—and the recoil sent her stumbling several steps back, landing flat on her butt, looking up at Caius pitifully.

She had seen Caius fire it with only a light shake and thought the recoil wasn’t that bad. In reality, the force of the blast had left her shoulder aching.

“Hahaha! The recoil’s no joke, but the handling is solid!” Caius laughed heartily.

Magitech weapons in this world were the equivalent of modern firearms.

And no man could ever say no to firearms!

Sure, close combat with cold steel had its own appeal—but after over a decade without pulling a trigger, Caius had sorely missed the explosive thrill of modern weaponry.

Still, after playing around for a while, he let out a sigh and placed the Magitech Cannon back into the crate.

It didn’t belong to him, after all—it was property of the Wargs Gang, the client who commissioned this job.

Of course, he could easily keep the goods for himself.

But Caius wasn’t the type to kill the goose that lays golden eggs.

Besides, he knew full well that Raymond was using this delivery to test him.

Once all the crates were stored into his Spatial Ring, Caius took Kiki and began the return journey.

But instead of heading back into the inner city, he made his way to Hailan No. 11.

Hailan No. 11 was open around the clock.

When Yvlan saw Caius appear at the door, she was both surprised and delighted.

“Didn’t you say you were off to take on a big job? How come you’re back so soon?” she asked, leaning closer.

Though the long day had clearly tired her out, the fatigue only added to her charm.

Her slightly tousled hair made Caius’s heart itch.

He grinned. “Well, I remembered there’s a beautiful girl waiting for me here at Hailan No. 11. I had to finish the job quickly and hurry back. Otherwise, she’d miss me all day and be heartbroken.”

The flirty line rolled off his tongue effortlessly. Yvlan blushed instantly and gave him a playful punch, though she replied sassily, “What beautiful girl? I don’t see anyone like that.”

“Right in front of me.” Caius chuckled, then naturally reached out and gently smoothed the messy strands of Yvlan’s hair.

In that moment, Yvlan’s heart skipped a beat.

This time, she didn’t slap his hand away, nor did she reach under the counter for a frying pan. She just stared at him, stunned.

It wasn’t until the mercenaries nearby began to chuckle and tease that she snapped out of it, hurriedly stepping back.

Her beautiful eyes darted away shyly, unable to meet Caius’s gaze. She grabbed a plate from the counter and mumbled, “You, um, you must be hungry since you’re back so late. I’ll—I’ll go get you something to eat…”

With that, she fled into the kitchen.

Caius burst into hearty laughter, clearly pleased.

Just then, the smell of alcohol wafted over. Turning around, he saw Bob standing beside him, eyes bloodshot.

“What’s wrong with you?” Caius asked, puzzled by the almost-crying look on Bob’s face.

“Nothing…” Bob shook his head, then patted Caius’s shoulder. “You better treat her right.”

Caius: “…”

So the guy had a crush on the Boss Lady, huh?

Caius grinned, then patted Bob on the shoulder in return, his expression dead serious. “Don’t worry, brother—she’s out of your league anyway.”

Bob: “…”

That did it. Bob couldn’t hold back anymore. He burst into tears with a wail.

But the mercenaries around them just laughed.

Everyone knew Bob liked the Boss Lady. The problem was, well… she didn’t like him back.

Not because Yvlan was shallow, but because, honestly, Bob wasn’t a match for her.

To be fair, which merc here didn’t have thoughts about the gorgeous Boss Lady? But everyone also knew their limits.

Bob knew it too, which is why he’d always kept his feelings to himself.

Now that Yvlan was showing her softer side in front of Caius, it was obvious to any man what that meant.

So while there was a bit of sorrow in their hearts, there was also a strange sense of closure.

A short while later, Yvlan came out with a steaming hot meal, clearly prepared with care—even the plating was delicate and well-arranged.

As for Kiki’s portion… well, that looked a lot more casual. Or rather, normal—a pile of food dumped in the center of a plate, done.

In a fast-paced mercenary Tavern like this, a plate that well-prepared could only mean one thing.

But Caius acted like he didn’t notice, happily devouring the meal in a few bites.

“Tastes way better than anything in the inner city!” he said with a satisfied burp.

Yvlan beamed and nodded. “Are you staying the night? Your usual room?”

There was a hopeful glimmer in her eyes—like she just wanted to see him in the morning.

“Yeah.” Caius snapped his fingers and gave her a look like, “You get me,” making Yvlan smile again.

The mercenaries sighed even more heavily now.

Bob, still slumped over the table, cried even harder.

What else could they say? Some win, some lose.

That night, Caius slept like a baby. Kiki too. Bob, however, couldn’t sleep at all.

But eventually, he came to terms with it. Maybe this was just the gap between people. Or maybe… it was time for him to chase a girl too—not someone like the Boss Lady, but someone within reach.

…

The next morning, Caius woke up and the first thing he did was move the cat tail off his face.

Then he stretched out his hand, and blue magic glowed briefly in his palm—only to fade and be replaced by a faint golden light.

There wasn’t much golden light, just a trickle compared to the earlier wave of magic, but Caius nodded in satisfaction.

After a night of breathing technique cultivation, his trump card had grown a bit stronger.

Now, the Magic Core within him had begun to condense magic again.

Thanks to yesterday’s battle, he’d advanced his magical accumulation by about two percent.

As long as he kept fighting, the rate of accumulation would accelerate.

Without battles, relying solely on breathing technique and physical training, it would probably take two or three years.

So next on the agenda: take more missions, stir things up, and push hard toward advancement.

Today’s plan: head to the Iron Tavern to report the mission, then swing by the Wargs Gang for a little “business.”

Maybe, just maybe… he could get his hands on one of those Magitech Cannons.
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                At the Iron Tavern, the moment Caius stepped in, he saw Iron Kong John playing cards with a group of mercenaries.

John was clearly someone Raymond trusted deeply. He was a regular at the tavern, essentially one of the people keeping an eye on the place.

Seeing Caius, John gave a friendly nod. “Brother, care to join us for a few rounds?”

“No thanks, I’ve got my own game to play.” Caius shook his head.

John blinked. “?”

“Is Raymond around? I’m here to deliver the goods.” Caius asked.

Not many people dared to call Raymond by name, but Caius was now one of the few who could. John wasn’t surprised—he knew their boss had taken quite a liking to this newcomer. So, he simply gestured upward with his chin. “Upstairs.”

“Got it.” Caius nodded and headed to the second floor, straight toward the familiar private room. Clearly, Raymond spent most of his time there.

Why did Raymond need people like John watching the place if he was around? Well, the boss couldn’t handle every little thing personally—that’d make him a tool, not a boss.

He knocked, just in case Raymond was doing something... indecent. That sort of interruption would be awkward, even among acquaintances.

Thankfully, Raymond wasn’t.

“Come in.”

Caius pushed the door open, Kiki trailing behind him.

Raymond looked mildly surprised to see him, then said, “You’re early?”

“Mhm.” Caius nodded.

“All done?” Raymond asked.

“Mhm.” Another nod. Caius then gave a wave, and in the blink of an eye, the spacious floor of the room was filled with crates.

Seeing the goods, Raymond broke into a smile. He knew he hadn’t misjudged Caius.

These days, mercenaries with Caius’ level of efficiency were rare.

He was a real gem.

Raymond scanned the crates briefly. Once he was sure everything checked out, he waved someone over to bring the payment—forty thousand gold, exactly as promised.

Plus two small cards.

“A permanent access pass?” Caius raised an eyebrow.

“We’re going to be working together often. With this, it’ll be easier for you to get into the inner city.” Raymond smiled.

“Haha, much appreciated!” Caius accepted them with a grin. “Oh right, can I deliver these personally to the Wargs Gang?”

“Why? Interested in the cargo?” Raymond saw right through him and chuckled.

“Of course. No man can say no to a Magitech Cannon. I figured I’d butter up someone from the Wargs Gang and see if I could get my hands on a couple.”

Raymond laughed. “Sure. John’s in charge of delivery—go with him. As for getting your share, that’s on you.”

“No problem!” Caius nodded, packed up the goods, and turned to leave.

“Hold on.” Raymond called him back.

“Got more work?” Caius asked hopefully.

“There is, but no rush. I just wanted to ask about that lighter...”

Caius grinned. “I’ll bring it tomorrow.”

“Deal!”

It was obvious—Raymond was genuinely eyeing that lighter.

Caius then left with Kiki, joining John and the others for the delivery.

“Brother,” John couldn’t help asking as they made their way, “how’d you take care of those guys? One of them’s a pretty solid mage—I got my ass handed to me by him once. You dealt with him?”

Caius nodded. “Halfway.”

John blinked. “What do you mean, he got away?”

“No, half of him’s gone. I couldn’t be bothered to clean up.”

John and the others: “…”

The way Caius said it so casually made the group of mercenaries gulp in unison. Their impression of his strength climbed another notch.

He had taken out over thirty enemies, including two Platinum-level fighters—one of them a Platinum-level mage.

With that kind of power, John was certain that, despite Caius looking smaller than him, he couldn’t win in a fight against this guy.

Soon, they reached the Wargs Gang’s base camp.

The Wargs Gang was one of the three major factions in the inner city, much larger than the four major outer-city gangs, with over three hundred members—though many were scattered outside.

One of those outer-city gangs, the Stray Dogs, was a sub-branch of the Wargs.

Their base sat in an industrial zone, apparently overseeing part of Ocean City’s shipyard operations.

“Brother, let your Wolf Queen know—we’ve brought her shipment!” John handled the communication with the Wargs Gang. They clearly knew each other well, so things moved swiftly.

Before long, a woman emerged from the shipyard, followed by a small procession of subordinates.

Caius was a bit disappointed when he saw her.

Yes, it was a woman. Yes, she was attractive. But sadly, no longer young.

Well—she was still quite pretty, but the signs of age were there, despite the good upkeep. Not even makeup could fully hide the passage of time.

Of course, Caius didn’t dare underestimate her.

For a woman to rise to the top of a gang this size, she had to be even more ruthless than most men.

“Where’s the cargo?” she asked coldly, arms crossed, the moment she approached John and his crew.

A tough older lady.

John looked to Caius, who stepped forward and waved his hand, unloading the crates.

The Wolf Queen tilted her head slightly. Several Wargs stepped forward to inspect the cargo.

Once it was confirmed intact and complete, she relaxed visibly, and the icy expression softened.

“Thank you. This shipment is very important to us,” she said to John.

After all, there were dozens of Magitech Cannons inside—worth hundreds of thousands of gold.

But John simply waved it off and pointed to Caius. “You should thank him instead. He reclaimed the cargo—clean job, not a single survivor.”

Hearing “not a single survivor,” the Wolf Queen raised her brows in surprise and finally gave Caius a proper look. “New face. Haven’t heard of you before.”

“You probably have by now. I’m Caius,” he said with a toothy grin.

“You’re the one who wiped out the Serpent Gang?” Her surprise deepened.

“Mhm.” Caius nodded again.

“Hahaha! That was one hell of a job. I’ve been itching to stomp those Serpent bastards for ages!” The Wolf Queen suddenly burst out laughing, clearly pleased.

“You have a grudge with them?”

“Not directly. But their parent gang—the Nash Gang—we’ve got beef. When I heard someone took out the Serpent Gang, I looked into you,” she said, eyeing Caius with the same mix of admiration and scrutiny Raymond once had.

“And what did you find out?” Caius was curious—he wanted to know what kind of reputation he had in Ocean City.

“That you’re an arrogant bastard.”

“Hahaha! Then your intel’s spot-on!” Caius roared with laughter.

“I’m Rog. The boys respectfully call me the Wolf Queen,” she said, extending a hand.

“Caius. A competent mercenary—I think you’ll find that out yourselves soon enough.” He smiled as he clasped her hand in a brief but firm shake. That was introduction enough.

“Maybe sooner than you think. I’ve got a private job and need someone capable. Interested?” Rog smiled slightly.

Caius’ eyes lit up. “Absolutely.”

“Come inside then. This isn’t the place to talk business.” With that, Rog turned and walked toward the depths of the shipyard—a woman of action.

Caius liked dealing with people like that.

“You guys head back. I’ve got some business to discuss,” he said to John and the others.

They nodded and took their leave, while Caius followed Rog deeper into the shipyard.
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                “This ship is damn impressive. You guys built it?” Caius asked, eyeing the modular sections of the magitech vessel suspended by cranes in the shipyard, still unassembled.

“Yeah, we have the best shipbuilders in Ocean City. Even the shipyards in Grilla City can't compete with us when it comes to small and medium-sized magitech ships. If you ever want to head out to sea, come buy one from us—practical, durable, just a bit pricey,” Rog nodded.

“Good stuff always is,” Caius replied with a faint nod of approval.

Then, he followed Rog into a rather luxurious reception room.

“Wine or tea?” Rog asked.

“I think I’ll go with tea,” Caius replied, pretending to think it over.

Rog paused, then chuckled. “Wrong—it’s wine.”

“All right, I’ll punish myself with a drink then.”

“Haha.”

The bit of humor helped ease the tone of their following conversation.

“The batch of goods you reclaimed was originally meant for sale in Pedoro,” Rog said as he took a sip of wine. “But en route, it got intercepted by a patrol squad from the Seth Chamber of Commerce.”

“Those bastards are like hyenas—roaming the grasslands, capturing beastfolk for slave trade, and occasionally robbing merchant caravans. That batch was taken during one of those raids.”

“Thing is, they probably had no idea the goods were being shipped out from Ocean City. So they brought them back here, intending to sell them again. That’s when we caught wind of it.”

“So they tried to move it again,”

“And then I snatched it back,” Caius interjected.

“Exactly. But here’s the kicker—like fate’s playing a joke—just recently, I got news that the buyer in Pedoro was killed.”

“Probably because the shipment didn’t arrive on time and things dragged on too long.”

“So now they’re blaming us.”

“The buyer had a brother, a bounty hunter. He thinks I’m partly responsible for his brother’s death, and now he’s probably plotting how to take my head.”

“So my job is to take him out?” Caius asked.

“Right,” Rog nodded, “But there’s a catch.”

“What is it?” Caius asked.

“He’s good friends with Baron Zachary of Ocean City. Right now, he’s holed up in the baron’s estate. My people can’t get in, and since Baron Zachary has connections here, we can’t afford a direct confrontation.”

“Got it—you want me to pose as someone with a personal vendetta, take him out, and make it seem like the Wargs Gang had nothing to do with it,” Caius said.

“Looks like you’re a pro at this,” Rog grinned.

“Of course I am. But what’s his name and what level is he?”

“Okot. Platinum Seven-Star.”

“Platinum Seven-Star, huh… that’s a bit of a challenge…” Caius rubbed his chin, but his eyes kept darting toward Rog.

Rog instantly got the message. “Take him out, and I’ll pay you fifty thousand gold.”

“Damn, now that’s an offer I can’t refuse,” Caius said, nodding. Then he added, “But can I make a small request?”

“Let’s hear it,” Rog said, crossing one leg over the other.

“You said the buyer for that shipment is dead, right? So you haven’t found a new one yet?” Caius said with a sly grin.

“Oh?” Rog raised a brow. “You want in? It won’t come cheap.”

“I figured. Can you sell it in retail then? I just want two… no, three units!” Caius held up three fingers.

“Deal,” Rog agreed without hesitation.

“Awesome. How much?”

“Single-rune Magitech Cannon—12,000 gold each.”

“Double-rune—18,000.”

“Triple-rune—26,000.”

“Convergence Array Long-Range Magitech Cannon—58,000.”

Damn, that’s expensive!

Luckily, Caius had looted the Seth Chamber of Commerce’s convoy recently, scoring big. Plus, with his previous mission commissions, he had close to a hundred thousand in cash. If he sold off all that gear he’d taken, he’d easily make another near-hundred thousand.

So, currently, he was a mid-tier rich guy carrying about two hundred thousand gold in value.

After some thought, Caius said, “I’ll take two Triple-rune Magitech Cannons and one Convergence Array Long-Range Magitech Cannon.”

“That’s 110,000. Since we’re new friends, let’s call it 100,000,” Rog offered.

“Deal!” Caius agreed on the spot and paid up without hesitation.

That left him with only a few thousand gold in liquid cash. He’d have to head back to the Iron Tavern later and see if he could sell off the Seth Chamber’s gear for more coin.

After that, Rog had someone bring the goods up so Caius could inspect them.

He’d already tested the Magitech Cannons the night before. The only difference between single, double, and triple rune cannons lay in magic conversion efficiency. The triple-rune version packed more punch, had faster magic recharge, and its overall firepower was about double that of the single-rune model.

As for the Convergence Array Long-Range Magitech Cannon, Caius liked to call it the Magitech Sniper Cannon.

Because this thing’s power was downright terrifying.

A single blast from a triple-rune cannon could injure a Platinum-tier target, but with enough prep, most could survive.

But a shot from the Magitech Sniper Cannon? Even a Platinum-tier wouldn’t walk away unscathed.

This thing could actually harm a Mithril-tier opponent.

Granted, just minor injuries—nothing fatal. The gap between Platinum and Mithril was still substantial. A direct hit would cause only light damage or get blocked entirely most of the time.

Unless you nailed them in the eye, unguarded, at point-blank range—but if that were the case, even regular Platinum weapons could do the trick.

That’s why the Magitech Sniper Cannon wasn’t priced over a hundred thousand.

It had other drawbacks, too—it was bulky. A massive three meters in length, with a barrel as thick as a tank’s, weighing over 200 pounds. Not something the average person could handle.

Plus, the magic required to charge it was insane.

A Gold-tier could maybe fire it once or twice.

Platinum-tier? Four or five shots, max.

In other words, even a Platinum-tier could only fire it a handful of times.

Fortunately, Caius had always been confident in his magic reserves. His free-flowing magic was still ample, and his storage capacity far exceeded others of his rank—he could definitely make this thing work.

In fact, he’d originally bought it with the little catgirl in mind.

She didn’t use magic, and when it came to dealing with aerial or long-range enemies, things could get tricky.

So he needed long-range fire support.

But considering her eyesight wasn’t as sharp as his—though her night vision was great—he decided against it.

He planned to train her as a close-quarters, high-agility scout-assassin, not a sniper.

Besides, the Magitech Sniper Cannon was far too heavy and magic-hungry—she wouldn’t be able to use it effectively.

So the sniper role would fall to Caius himself. Eventually, he’d need to recruit someone for that position on the team.

Good thing his marksmanship was still sharp. Back in his past life, when the team sniper was down, he’d always stepped up.

Thinking about that made Caius miss his old comrades again.

He truly hoped they’d been reincarnated alongside him.
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                Back at the Iron Tavern, Caius found Raymond. As expected, Raymond didn’t disappoint him—he bought Caius’s gear at market price, and Caius’s little treasury returned to around sixty thousand coins.

Caius had held onto some potions, though. He still had use for them, along with that magic book and the magic stone.

The magic stone’s spell, Cleanse, could rid him of negative conditions—extremely practical.

As for the magic book, Caius gave it to Kiki, letting her try to learn the spells recorded inside.

“I heard you took on a big job with the Wargs Gang?” Raymond asked.

Caius nodded. Raymond didn’t press for details and simply said, “If you need help, just say the word. I can pull some strings for you in the Inner City.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” Caius grinned. “Do you know where I can get my hands on a map of Baron Zachary’s estate?”

“You planning to go after Baron Zachary?” Raymond raised an eyebrow.

“No, but my target’s inside his estate. I need to get familiar with the layout,” Caius said casually.

This kind of thing wasn’t best said aloud—definitely not the most honorable business. Leaking it would bring trouble.

At the same time, it was also a way for Caius to test Raymond—see just how much influence he really had in the Inner City.

Once again, Raymond didn’t let him down. He nodded and told Caius, “The estates of Inner City nobles were mostly designed by the Trevor Architectural Academy. They should have backup copies of the blueprints.”

“This is the address of the Trevor Architectural Academy.” Raymond scribbled an address and handed it over.

Caius took it with a nod.

From Raymond’s attitude, it was clear he had no particular ties with Baron Zachary, which meant Caius could carry out his mission with peace of mind.

“But I’ll give you a piece of advice. There’s a Mithril-tier archer guarding Zachary’s estate—his personal hired muscle. If your target’s really inside, you’d better be prepared.”

“Also, Zachary may only be a baron, but in Ocean City, he still has some political clout. Best not to leave behind any incriminating evidence.”

“Not long ago, his daughter was kidnapped and harmed by enemies. He’s been in a foul mood since and is preparing to go to war with the rival Dino Chamber of Commerce. His estate is full of bounty hunters and mercenaries—you’ll want to tread carefully.”

“Oh?” Caius raised a brow in surprise. “Is his daughter’s name Manasa?”

“You know her?” Raymond was caught off guard.

Caius simply smiled.

Ocean City was vast, yet somehow very small.

So Manasa’s father was Baron Zachary. Now it made sense—his disguise back then had worked perfectly, successfully leading Zachary to believe his enemies were behind it.

Chances were, the Dino Chamber of Commerce was cursing up a storm right about now. Heh heh heh.

But Caius felt no guilt about it. That’s just how the world worked. Even if he hadn’t done anything, with the whole Manasa incident as a fuse, Zachary and his enemies would’ve clashed sooner or later. He just sped things up a bit.

And honestly, that was good news for him.

“When are they planning to strike?” Caius asked.

“Tomorrow,” Raymond said. “The Dino Chamber of Commerce mainly trades in grain and rum. Their base is the Dino Grand Farm, about eighty miles outside Ocean City. It'll probably be a small-scale battle.”

“I see...” Caius fell into thought.

Raymond looked at him and instantly knew what he was thinking.

“You’re planning to fish in troubled waters—make your move amid the chaos?”

“Pretty much. My target’s likely to be involved. I can use the confusion to get close and take him out,” Caius said.

“But with your build, it’s hard not to stand out,” Raymond said as he took a drag from his cigarette.

“I know. That’s why I’ll have to ‘create’ a little accident,” Caius grinned, totally unbothered.

“Heh heh heh, bold one, aren’t you?” Raymond laughed.

“All right, I’ll be off then. Still need to make that lighter for you.”

“Then hurry the hell up,” Raymond waved him off.

“Damn, how pragmatic!” Caius grumbled as he left.

“Bwahahaha!”



That afternoon, Caius took Kiki to the Oern Smithy. This time, he needed some metal to make a lighter for Raymond.

He’d already made several lighter cores before arriving in Ocean City, so all he needed now was an armored casing.

Engraving required precision, but for someone as strong and dexterous as Caius, it was no big deal.

His control over strength was impeccable, and his smithing skills rock solid. Crafting intricate parts by hand? Easy. Making a decorative lighter shell? A walk in the park.

Soon, a sleek lighter casing was complete—subtle and subdued in tone, matching Raymond’s aesthetic. It had a dense metallic feel, heavy in the hand, and bore a recessed fist imprint—simple yet bold.

Oern eyed the little contraption curiously. “This little box… what’s it for? Holding rings?”

“Heh, watch this.” Caius took out a lighter core, dripped in some flammable oil, and slotted it into the case. It fit perfectly.

He snapped it shut, then flipped it open with a click, turned the wheel, and a spark burst forth—followed by a rising flame. Oern’s eyes lit up. “Now that’s something!”

“This thing’s a business opportunity. If it can be mass-produced, it’ll totally replace Firewatch devices,” Caius said confidently.

Oern looked surprised. As a dwarf, he loved gold. Hearing this thing could rake in profit immediately piqued his interest. “So what’s your plan?”

“I’m not doing it,” Caius chuckled. “I’m no merchant.”

Oern: “…”

“You’re turning down profit?” Oern raised an eyebrow.

“I want the money, but I still don’t want to be a merchant,” Caius replied.

“You’re one strange kid,” Oern muttered.

“Thanks for the compliment. But if you want to cash in, I can teach you how to make the lighter. As for mass production—that’s on you.”

“Pfft, like I need your help?” Oern scoffed. “Just a glance and I’ve got the gist. I’ll figure the rest out.”

Caius chuckled but didn’t argue. After all, the man was a skilled dwarven smith—this kind of low-tech gadget really was beneath him.

“But I’m not chasing the money either,” Oern added. “I just want to earn a living forging. Don’t want to be a merchant—too much thinking.”

Caius burst into laughter. “You’re just like me, then—a bit of a weirdo.”

“Likewise.”

“Much obliged.”

“All right, quit your grinning. If you’ve got nothing else to do, scram. I’ve got forging to do.”

“You got it!”



After stepping out of the Oern Smithy, the day was still young—just around 2 PM. Caius figured he hadn’t checked in on Silly Mushroom for days now.

Since he had a Teleportation Magic Circle that connected to Hydis Academy, and there was another in the Inner City, he just needed to bind Ocean City’s Teleportation Circle to travel freely between the two without wasting much time.

With that in mind, Caius took Kiki to the teleportation plaza.

There were three fixed Teleportation Magic Circles in the plaza. He only needed to bind to one.

The binding process was simple—inject magic power, place the Magic Array Plate on the Teleportation Circle, let them resonate, and once the third crystal on the plate lit up, the binding was done.

“Let’s go, little kitty. Let’s have some fun at Hydis Academy,” Caius said, channeling magic into the plate, selecting the first crystal—destination: Hydis Academy.

As for why he wasn’t using Ocean City’s official teleportation service... it was expensive.

A single use cost 1,500 gold coins. Ridiculously overpriced—totally out of reach for ordinary folks.
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                As a beam of light flared, Caius and Kiki appeared within the grounds of Hydis Magic Academy.

Turning his head, Caius immediately spotted Hilda standing within a nearby Teleportation Magic Circle.

Their eyes met.

"Heading out, or just got back?" Caius asked.

"Heading out," Hilda replied.

Caius took note of her light armor, the slender sword at her waist, and the high golden wavy ponytail—he raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’re going to Nofalark Forest again?”

“Mhm,” Hilda nodded.

“There’s Blood Soil over there now—you should probably stay away,” Caius said.

“That’s exactly why I’m going,” Hilda responded. “It’s part of the Academy’s investigation assignment.”

With that, she stared directly at Caius.

Caius paused for a moment, then said, “I was actually hoping to talk to you about sword forging… but alright, go do your thing.”

With those words, he turned and headed toward the library.

Seeing this, Hilda hesitated for a moment, then stepped out of the Magic Circle and quickly caught up to him.

Hearing the approaching footsteps behind him, the corners of Caius’ mouth lifted slightly.

“We can talk now,” Hilda said as she came up beside him and matched his pace.

“Aren’t you going to investigate the Blood Soil?” Caius asked deliberately.

Hilda replied, “Tomorrow works.”

“But I’ll be here tomorrow too,” Caius said.

“Then the day after.”

“I’ll still be here the day after that. Forging a sword isn’t something that gets done in a day or two. You should know that—good swords take time,” Caius said.

Seeing the smirk dancing on Caius’ face, Hilda began to suspect he was just making excuses—but she had no proof.

“You don’t want me to go to the Blood Soil, do you?” Hilda asked directly.

Caius raised an eyebrow.

Well now, Little Swan had a surprisingly direct streak.

Then again, it made sense. Nobles like her were often taught to express their thoughts and desires directly—because when they spoke up, their Clan would usually do everything they could to support and fulfill those needs.

That’s part of why noble children were often more extroverted than those from poorer backgrounds.

It wasn’t just about wealth—it was also about whether their voices were heard.

For kids from impoverished homes, even when they voiced a need, it might be dismissed, ignored, or even scolded. Over time, they’d learn not to express anything at all.

Belle was like that. Granny Lunla would never scold her, of course, but the Orphanage could only do so much. Many of her needs were simply out of reach.

So she’d become a quiet, reserved girl. If you didn’t ask, she wouldn’t tell.

“Why would it matter to me whether you go or not? It’s not like I’d think any less of you if you lost to the Slaughter Wolf Demon,” Caius said with a laugh.

Hilda’s brows knitted. “I can take it down.”

“Mmhmm, sure,” Caius replied, not even trying to sound convincing.

Hilda: “…”

Looking at Caius’s half-assed response, Hilda really wanted to punch him.

He said he wouldn’t look down on her, but clearly, he didn’t believe she could handle the Slaughter Wolf Demon.

That made her want to prove herself even more.

Then, something occurred to her, and her lips curved up. “Didn’t you say you wanted to understand my combat style? The arena’s right over there!”

Caius chuckled inwardly. Seems he had successfully stirred up Little Swan’s competitive streak.

But he had actually come here today to find Belle… now what?

After thinking it over for a moment, Caius decided he’d better take care of Little Swan first—no way he was letting her run off to Nofalark Forest.

While Hilda wasn’t weak, Caius didn’t want her taking unnecessary risks.

The biggest issue was, she had no sense of direction. If she left now, it’d probably take her days to find her way back.

The longer she stayed in Nofalark Forest, the more dangerous it would be.

Besides, if something happened to her, where was he supposed to find another perfect ten to spar and flirt with?

Teasing Little Swan was way more fun than teasing silly mushroom.

Compared to Little Swan, silly mushroom made him feel not playful—but protective.

But at Hydis Academy, with Instructor Holan around, silly mushroom should be fine.

With that thought, Caius nodded. “Alright, let’s go.”

And so, the two of them headed toward the arena.

A short while later, they stood facing each other in the arena, while more and more students gathered around.

They had been drawn there by Hilda. As soon as the rumor spread that the Swan Blade Maiden was about to duel someone, some students even skipped class to come watch.

Then, their attention shifted to Caius—because none of them recognized him.

The guy was massive. If he were a student here, they’d definitely remember that physique.

So, what was going on? Had Hilda gotten into a fight with some outsider and brought him here to settle it?

Or was this some meathead trying to pursue Hilda, only for her to drag him here to teach him a lesson?

After all, that’s how Hilda used to handle her suitors.

Anyone who dared confess?

Straight to the arena. Beat them up. Carried off the field.

Eventually, no one dared confess to her anymore.

It was a simple and effective way to keep the pests at bay.

Caius had no idea the students had already pegged him as the latest clueless suitor in their minds.

Even if he knew, he’d just sneer.

Chasing Hilda?

What a joke. If anything, she should be chasing him. He was the kind of man who didn’t come easy~

“Where’s your weapon?” Hilda asked, drawing the slender sword from her waist.

Caius clicked his tongue.

Rich girls will be rich—her backup weapon was already top-tier.

Caius had an eye for gear. That sword was worth at least a hundred thousand.

Still not even close to the one he was about to forge, though.

“My weapon? Hey, little kitty, lend me your dagger,” Caius said.

“That’s a short sword, Meow,” Kiki replied, handing it over before hopping out of the ring.

“Short sword, huh?” Caius looked at the blade in his hand and curled his lips.

Sure, it was a short sword—but in his hands, it looked more like a dagger anyway.

Hilda frowned slightly. “Where’s your warhammer?”

“I don’t have a warhammer,” Caius replied.

Hilda pressed, “The one from last time.”

“That’s my forging hammer, not a warhammer. And… this dagger will do just fine.”

Kiki: “It’s a short sword, Meow~”

Caius: “Right, right. Short sword.”

Hilda: “…”

“Are you underestimating me?” Hilda’s expression darkened.

Caius looked innocent. “Not at all.”

Hilda said nothing more.

To her, Caius was clearly looking down on her—that’s the only reason he’d use such a small weapon in their duel.

But in truth, he wasn’t.

His [Angel] warhammer had an Anti-Magic Field, which would completely shut down both Warriors and mages alike.

Once he got in close, his opponents wouldn’t be able to cast spells—or even activate their Combat Techniques, since those were also fueled by magic power.

So his [Angel] warhammer and Hilda’s rapier weren’t even in the same tier.

It’d be like pitting a purple-grade weapon against a gold-grade one.

If he used [Angel] against Hilda, that would be real bullying.

Still, it was obvious Little Swan wasn’t happy.

But Caius didn’t explain himself. As far as he was concerned, like he said—

This dagger—no, short sword—was enough.
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                "Are you ready?" The instructor overseeing the arena looked at the two participants and asked.

"Mm." Hilda gave a slight nod, and Caius indicated he was good to go as well.

"Then… ready—begin!" The instructor shouted, activating the protective mechanism of the arena. Should either combatant be exposed to a lethal threat, the system would immediately release a force to separate them.

This was why Hydis was considered a top-tier Magic Academy—its facilities were comprehensive. Even a sparring arena had safeguards like this. Ocean City's academy certainly didn’t have such luxuries; they had to rely solely on instructors to intervene.

"President! Teach him a lesson!" shouted one of the female students, and instantly, the hundreds of spectators around the arena erupted in cheers for Hilda—the president of Hydis' student council.

Of course, a few voices called out for Caius too.

Mostly jeers, though.

The only one earnestly cheering for Caius was the little catgirl, but her voice was quickly drowned out by the crowd.

"Come on." Caius reversed his grip on his shortsword, blade angled downward—this was the proper professional grip known as forward grip, though civilians often mistakenly called it reverse grip.

This grip leaned more toward offense. It allowed for better exertion of force. Compared to the actual reverse grip, the attack range was slightly shorter, but the damage output was higher.

As the saying goes: an inch shorter, an inch more dangerous.

That danger didn’t just apply to oneself—it applied even more to the opponent.

Short weapons had a lethality and attack frequency in close quarters that long weapons couldn't match.

Seeing Caius take an offensive stance, Hilda shifted her posture, turning her side toward him and tucking one arm behind her back.

The reason? The side profile presented a smaller target, and this angle enabled stronger forward lunges and cleaner retreats. From this stance, her legs could unleash explosive force.

It was clear—Hilda had excellent combat fundamentals. At least for now, Caius couldn’t find a flaw.

"How old are you?" Caius suddenly asked.

Hilda: "?"

Though surprised, she answered, "Eighteen."

"I'm nineteen," Caius replied.

Kiki: "?"

Not eighteen, meow?

"Go ahead. I'm older, so I’ll let you have the first move." Caius held his shortsword in a forward grip before him, his other hand slightly extended in front—meant for parrying. Hilda could see from his stance alone that this was someone with battle experience.

But then, Caius crooked his fingers with that parrying hand, beckoning her.

Hilda’s gaze instantly sharpened, and in the next heartbeat, her long leg lashed out as she launched herself into an attack.

She was truly annoyed—and not holding back.

Hilda’s speed was extraordinary. In the blink of an eye, she was already in front of Caius, the tip of her slender sword aiming straight for his chest.

This wasn’t a kill strike—she was holding back. Even if Caius failed to block it, the sword would only leave a shallow mark on his muscular chest. It wouldn’t be fatal.

She was going easy on him.

But Caius… smiled.

Still too young.

True, this was just sparring, and holding back was normal. But Caius could feel Hilda's aura in this strike.

Though it was sharp, it lacked the true intent to kill.

And what exactly was the intent to kill?

That was what Caius was about to demonstrate.

As the slender sword thrust toward him—

Caius didn’t step forward. Instead, he leaned to his left, while his sword-wielding right hand slashed upward in a diagonal arc—straight for Hilda’s throat!

With his large frame and long limbs, his reach actually surpassed Hilda’s by just a bit.

From this angle, her sword would merely graze his chest—not even enough to harm him. But Caius’ reversed short sword could take her head clean off.

Hilda’s pupils contracted, shock flickering in her eyes.

But her reaction was swift—she changed her stance mid-strike, arched her neck backward, and ducked low, sliding past Caius’ side.

In that fleeting moment, Hilda saw the edge of Caius’ blade flash right past her face, so close it brushed by her eye.

Fsshh… The screech of her knight boots skidding on the floor echoed. Hilda braced one hand against the ground, sliding meters away, her gaze locked in disbelief on Caius, who had already reset into an attack stance.

A lock of golden hair slowly drifted down from above.

Hilda reached up to her high ponytail.

It had been sliced—just a little.

"You tried to kill me?" Hilda said calmly, face set.

"What, scared?" Caius grinned broadly.

Hilda said nothing. Around them, the crowd had gone silent.

Though their exchange had lasted mere seconds, it was clear—Hilda was on the back foot.

They couldn’t understand it. Caius was such a massive guy—how could he move so fast?

Faster than Hilda, even—that’s why she’d been forced to alter her attack into a dodge, shifting from offense to defense.

"Keep going." Caius jerked his chin upward.

Hilda remained silent, but the aura radiating from her shifted.

She was getting serious.

In the next instant, golden light erupted from her body. She became a streaking column of radiance, lunging toward Caius, her sword aimed at his chest, faster than ever before.

Caius’ smile faded.

This time, Hilda was clever. She hadn’t gone in full force. She held back just enough to maintain flexibility, allowing her to switch tactics at any moment.

Caius noticed this too. That meant he couldn’t reuse his earlier strategy.

Against an expert, a technique that fails once will never succeed again.

This time, he focused purely on defense.

As the sword point neared, Caius slashed diagonally, dispersing its forward momentum.

But Hilda didn’t pause. She stepped forward again, switching from a thrust to a slash, her blade trailing along Caius’ shortsword, slicing toward his hand.

Caius twisted his wrist instantly, redirecting her sword away from his flank. At the same time, his other hand darted toward Hilda’s neck.

His strength was overwhelming—Hilda couldn’t force her blade downward even if she wanted to.

In desperation, she lashed out with a kick toward Caius, hoping to spring backward.

But to her shock—her leg was caught.

Caius had anticipated this. The hand reaching for her neck bent at the elbow, pressing against her calf, while his other leg lifted. Elbow and knee snapped together like an iron clamp, locking her leg in place.

Then, twisting his waist with powerful force, Caius grabbed her ankle and hurled her outward.

Hilda spun midair before landing stably on her feet—but the moment she raised her head, Caius was already in front of her.

So fast!

Clenching her teeth, Hilda channeled her magic power to enhance herself, transforming into golden light and dashing backward at high speed.

But Caius gave chase without hesitation.

Everyone watching stared in shock at the massive figure.

How could someone so huge perform such extreme directional shifts during a full sprint—without even using Combat Techniques?

Even as Hilda refracted across the arena in bursts of golden light, Caius’ afterimage remained close behind, his shortsword clashing repeatedly against Hilda’s rapier, ringing with metallic strikes and throwing sparks.

It was jaw-dropping—was this guy’s ankle joint made of steel or what? How could it withstand the momentum of that bulk?

He could even pull off near-ninety-degree turns mid-charge—how the hell was that even humanly possible?

Of course, it wasn’t.

But for a giant—it absolutely was.

At this point in the battle, even a blind man could see it.Hilda was being overwhelmed.
And it was a complete suppression — she had no power to fight back at all!
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                Clang—!
A sharp, grating resonance rang out.

Hilda’s boots scraped along the ground as she was forced backward, retreating all the way to the edge of the dueling arena before finally managing to neutralize Caius’s power.

She was gasping for breath, sweat dripping from her chin—an obvious sign of how hard that last exchange had been.

In front of her, Caius remained standing tall, the smile on his face as calm and genuine as ever, making him look like a gentle, honest man.

But to Hilda’s eyes in that moment, his figure was shrouded in darkness. From his eyes erupted a crimson glow filled with savagery and bloodlust—faint, yet undeniable. For an instant, she thought she was facing that Slaughter Wolf Demon again.

She shook her head, swallowed hard, and only then realized—her throat was dry.

The pressure Caius exerted on her was overwhelming.

Far beyond what she had felt back then facing the Slaughter Wolf Demon.

But then, the very next moment, that suffocating pressure vanished.

Hilda blinked, slightly stunned, and looked at Caius. She saw that he had clasped his hands behind his back, standing like an instructor overseeing his trainees.

“Did you feel it?” Caius asked. “That killing intent?”

Hilda remained silent for a moment, then nodded.

She stood up, staring at him as she asked, “Were you really trying to kill me?”

“What do you think?” Caius asked in return.

“I think you were!”

“Exactly,” he said with a chuckle. “But in truth, I wasn’t. After all, we’re not enemies—we’re friends. This was just a friendly spar.”

Hilda tightened her grip on her sword. “But your moves… were killing blows.”

“Correct. Every single one of them aimed to kill,” Caius replied without hesitation.

“Why?” Hilda’s voice trembled.

Caius shook his head. “Kid, you’re good. Really good. You caught every opening and struck back with precision.”

“But every time—you held back.”

“Do you know why?”

“Because this is a spar between friends. I didn’t want to kill you. But you… you wanted to kill me!” Hilda's voice cracked, raw and trembling.

Her eyes were reddened now, her emotions clearly stirred. There was anger, maybe frustration… even a hint of grievance?

Caius shook his head again. “That’s not the reason.”

“Kid, I never wanted to kill you. But you thought I did.”

“Just because every strike of mine was lethal. But did you die?”

“If I truly wanted to kill you—on the twelfth move, when I switched my grip on the dagger, the reversed thrust would’ve pierced through your jaw and into your brain.”

“On the thirty-seventh move, when I twisted my wrist, your arm would’ve been dislocated, rendering you incapable of fighting.”

“On the eighty-fourth move, had I stepped forward by just half a step, I wouldn’t have sliced off a piece of your shoulder guard—I would’ve cut through your throat.”

“But did you die?”

Hilda had no words. Because deep down, she knew he was telling the truth. Those moments—she had been mere inches from death. She could feel it in her bones.

That’s why she was shaken.

They said this was a friendly spar… then why go all out? Why go for the kill?

But at the same time, she found herself wondering—why didn’t she die?

“Control,” Caius said suddenly.

Hilda’s pupils contracted. She looked into his eyes.

“Control your opponent. Drag them into your rhythm. Only then can you truly control yourself.”

“Your swordplay is sharp—but it lacks killing intent!”

“You didn’t step into this fight with the intent to kill. That’s understandable. But listen—your body and your mind are out of sync. They’re not aligned!”

“You saw this as a friendly duel—fine. But that made you hesitate before every move, made you wonder how to strike me, hurt me, defeat me—without killing me.”

“You’re not confident, kid. That’s not real confidence.”

“Otherwise, why would you be afraid of accidentally killing me?”

“This is just a sparring match. There’s even a protective Magic Circle over the arena. Even if you did mess up, the Circle would’ve protected me. You couldn’t have killed me. So why the hesitation?”

“Do you think it wasn’t necessary?”

“No—that’s a tactical misjudgment!”

“What if this were a real battlefield? No protective Magic Circle. And I was your real enemy. You wanted to capture me alive—so you held back just like you did now?”

“What happens then?”

“You lose every advantage your strength and technique gave you. And I kill you instead.”

At those words, the color drained from Hilda’s face.

“True confidence isn’t hesitating before you act.”

“You let your thoughts lead your sword. That’s wrong.”

“You hold back after your blade’s pierced my throat—not before you even reach me.”

“If you truly had confidence, you’d be able to control that.”

“That’s how you avoid hesitating in battle. That’s how you don’t let someone like me seize the initiative, pull you into my rhythm, force you into the defensive.”

“Understand?”

“You won’t always be in the academy.”

“And your battlefield won’t always come with protective wards and safety nets.”

“Treat every fight as life or death. Go all out. Hold back only after you’ve seized control of the situation.”

At those words, Hilda loosened her tight grip.

She drew a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. Her blade returned to its sheath. Looking at Caius, a soft smile appeared on her face.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Caius replied with a smile of his own, then glanced helplessly at the battered dagger in his hand. “Sorry, little kitty, I wrecked your short sword.”

“I’ll make you a better one later.”

“It’s okay, meow!” Kiki cheerfully shook her head, lifting her chin proudly as she glanced at the wide-eyed trainees around them.

She only knew one thing—her big guy won. And he won gloriously!

“Now, can you tell me more about your combat style?” Caius asked.

But Hilda raised a hand, glancing at the nearby students. “This isn’t the place. Come with me.”

She turned and headed off without waiting.

Caius nodded and beckoned to Kiki to follow.

They passed through the academy’s main building, avoiding the crowds, until Hilda led them to a beautifully kept garden.

In the center stood a picturesque little pavilion.

“Hydis has a place like this?” Caius marveled at the scenery and the elegant sculptures.

“This is my garden,” Hilda said.

“Yours?” Caius blinked. “How’d you pull that off?”

Seeing the surprise on his face, Hilda felt unexpectedly pleased. It was like she had regained a bit of her shaken confidence.

“Once you become student council president, you get your own garden. Behind it is my private dorm.”

“Holy crap…” Caius stared ahead.

That wasn’t a dorm—it was a villa, complete with walls and a yard. It was practically a private manor. You call that a dormitory?

At the pavilion, Hilda sat down. With a wave of her hand, a beautifully arranged tea set and an assortment of snacks appeared on the table.

“High Mountain White Peach, or Maraisya?” she asked.

The latter seemed like a kind of tea too, though Caius had never heard of it. So he went with the High Mountain White Peach.

With graceful ease, Hilda prepared a pot of flower tea. She took a refined sip before continuing.

“All right,” she said.

“Your combat style leans toward aggressive offense. While your speed is impressive, you focus it mostly on attacks. Rather than dodging, you prefer to block.”

“That means your blade needs both exceptional hardness and flexibility. So, I plan to forge your new sword using Astralite as the primary material. Astralite isn't just incredibly hard and tough—it’s also lightweight. It won’t slow you down.” Caius said.

“Astralite?” Hilda raised an eyebrow. “That must be expensive.”

“Mhm. I’ve prepared 0.5kg of it.”

“Once we blend it with a few other materials, including the hilt and the guard, the total weight won’t exceed 0.75kg.”

Hilda was clearly taken aback.

Her ideal sword weight had always hovered around 0.75kg—light enough for agility, but solid enough to maintain control and feel.
Yet swords that balanced high hardness, superior toughness, and lightweight properties were extremely rare.

Even with the right materials, most smiths lacked the skill to craft something like that.
Take her broken sword, for instance—already considered lightweight, yet still weighed 0.9kg, and it lacked proper resilience.

Besides, Astralite was a high-grade metal, not something you came across cheaply.
If Caius had really prepared half a kilogram of it, then this sword would easily cost over two hundred thousand gold coins—not including Caius’s craftsmanship fee.

What struck her even more, though, were Caius’s earlier words. They had stirred something inside her, opened her mind to new possibilities.

So now, as she looked at him, her gaze carried a complex mixture of emotions.

And perhaps… a touch of anticipation.
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                "Thank you for doing all this for me," Hilda said sincerely.

"Ah, come on, you said it yourself—we're friends," Caius replied with a casual wave, grinning with his usual nonchalance.

Hilda looked momentarily dazed, then gave a small nod. "Mm, friends."

Heh, friends, exactly what I wanted!
Caius grinned inwardly, his expression gleeful as if a fox’s tail was twitching behind him.

You’ve gotta become friends first before you can become her boyfriend, right?Those idiots who confess without any emotional groundwork—what are they even thinking?
Expecting her to be moved by... what? Your thick skin that could rival city walls?
Not a chance.

This kind of thing takes time. No rushing.

Hilda had no clue what Caius was plotting. She only knew—she had gained a new friend.
And friends were rare for her.

Those who wore flattering smiles and showered her with compliments weren’t friends.
She was proud—so her standards for friends were equally high.

Anyone who could be her friend had to be exceptional.To her, excellence of soul and character far outweighed talent or strength.
And clearly, Caius had both.
At least, that’s how she saw it.

Which made her happy. Genuinely happy.
So much so that even her smile softened a little.

She wasn’t a cold person—Caius had always known that.
That icy exterior was just armor; this little swan carried a passion most people couldn’t imagine.

Otherwise, why would the president of the student council personally venture into Nofalark Forest so many times, risking danger herself?
That wasn’t just responsibility—it was a burning drive for life, for self-betterment, for the future.

She wanted to become stronger.
She wanted to become better.

That kind of fire, many people had long lost to time and harsh reality.
It showed that her family had protected her well.

But precisely because of that protection, she had learned to hide that fire—
Because she yearned to be independent, not reliant on her Clan.

That much was obvious from how she always went to Nofalark Forest alone,
and how after being defeated by Caius, she accepted her loss—and his advice—without hesitation.

She was a strong and independent girl.

Which meant Caius had to work even harder.
He needed to turn this proud little swan... into a clingy little swan!

Like a kitty that won’t leave your side.

And speaking of kitties—silly mushroom was strong and independent, too.But unlike the little swan, her strength didn’t come from protection or privilege.
It came from hardship.

Which meant what the little swan needed... was challenge.
But what silly mushroom needed... was security.

Two extremes.

But both, in their own way, were breathtakingly beautiful.

“Caius,” Hilda suddenly said.

“Call me big bro. I’m a year older than you, you know,” Caius said with a smirk.

Kiki twitched her ears but said nothing.

Hilda blinked, then let out a small laugh.
This towering figure who had just overwhelmed her in battle—why was he acting like a kid now?

But this kind of casual banter between friends—
It was new to her. Intriguing.

No one talked to her like this. Not even her own family.

“Then... big bro?” she blinked innocently.

Caius leaned back like a cat in the sun. “Ahh~ that's the stuff.”

“Is it really that satisfying? I don’t feel anything,” Hilda said, puzzled.

“You just don’t get it~” Caius replied smugly.

“Then I won’t say it anymore,” Hilda shot back suddenly.

“Hey, hey! Don’t be like that!” Caius widened his eyes.

Hilda laughed again. His exaggerated reaction was oddly satisfying.

“Can you teach me how to fight? You seem really good at it,” she asked.

“Take back the ‘seem.’ I am good at it,” Caius said seriously. “Better than forging iron!”

“So that means you’ll do it?” Hilda’s eyes lit up with hope.

“I suppose I’ll take on the task,” Caius said with mock reluctance. “Your techniques were so clumsy, I couldn’t bear to watch.”

Just as expected, the little swan refused to back down. “Then you won’t be thinking that for long!”

“We’ll see.” Caius nodded. Then, before she could throw a pout, he quickly changed the subject.

“But we can’t train here.”

“Why not?” Hilda blinked in confusion.

“Didn’t you see the look in those students’ eyes after I beat you? They looked like they wanted to tear me apart. I’m not looking to pick a fight with your fan club,” Caius explained.

“Ugh…” Hilda lowered her gaze, a hint of guilt flashing through her. “I don’t want it to be like this either… but they always act that way…”

“Am I allowed to say you’re being ‘Versailles’ right now?” Caius asked with a straight face.

“Versailles?” Hilda tilted her head.

“It’s a way of humble-bragging—complaining while actually showing off,” Caius explained.

“That’s not it!” Hilda said quickly, puffing out her cheeks.

Caius’s eyes lit up.
Oh man. So freaking cute.

But Hilda, oblivious to her own cuteness, continued, “It’s honestly really annoying. I don’t need them to do all those things for me, but they keep doing them anyway—without my permission—and then expect me to act like I wanted or appreciated it.”

“I really hate that. I’ve told them clearly: don’t do unnecessary things for me. But they don’t listen…”

Clearly, after that battle, her guard around Caius had lowered a lot.

She truly saw him as a friend now—
Because only with a friend would she vent like this.

Caius simply sat and listened, occasionally chiming in with:

“Really?”“No way.”
“They did what?”

Truthfully, he wasn’t catching every word.
He was too busy watching her pout while she ranted.

Whenever she did, her cheeks would puff out—round, soft, and pink.Caius had the strongest urge to pinch them.
They must feel like jelly, just like silly mushroom’s.

“That’s why I don’t want to stay at the Academy. Even Nofalark Forest is more peaceful than here,” Hilda said, lips curling into a tiny pout.

Caius chuckled and nodded. “Alright then. After the day after tomorrow, once I’m done with my errands, I’ll go with you. It’s actually a great place for training.”

“Really?” Hilda beamed. Then, as if afraid he’d change his mind, she quickly added, “Then it’s settled!”

Caius almost burst out laughing.
This little swan’s hidden charm was dangerously adorable.

But then, Hilda tilted her head. “Why not tomorrow? Didn’t you say you’d come find me tomorrow?”

Caius: “……”

Okay, that part of her wasn’t cute—she had too good a memory!

Still, Caius recovered quickly. “I said I’d come see you, sure. But just to check in. I’ll need to head back right away—don’t forget, I’m a mercenary.”

“And mercenaries have lots of jobs to do.”

Hilda nodded, accepting the explanation.
But before Caius could relax, she asked again, “So what do mercenaries usually do?”

Caius started to sweat a little.
This girl’s curiosity was seriously on par with a kitten’s.

He couldn’t exactly say that he usually just smashed things with his warhammer… smashed people… and smashed even more people.

But this curiosity was good.
After all, do you ever get curious about people you don’t care about?

Of course not.
So this showed that in the little swan’s heart—he was becoming more and more important.

So, Caius decided to feed that curiosity—just a little.

He said, “Mercenaries take on dangerous and deadly missions!”

“Like what?” Hilda leaned closer, eyes shining with curiosity.

“Like… getting hired by the family of a bullied girl to teach the school bully a real lesson,” Caius said with a perfectly serious face.

Hilda immediately covered her mouth and laughed. “That must’ve been quite entertaining.”

“No. If you had been the one living through it, you wouldn’t think so,” Caius sighed and shook his head.

Hilda was taken aback for a moment, then quickly reined in her smile. “Why?”

“You probably see it as something trivial, don’t you? Just giving a bully a well-deserved beating, right?” Caius said.

Though still a bit puzzled, Hilda nodded.

“Exactly. That’s because you haven’t experienced it firsthand. To you, it seems like nothing more than a small matter. But for those kids who were bullied, it was anything but trivial.” Caius shook his head again, his tone tinged with heaviness.

Then, he recounted everything that had happened around that girl—without mentioning Belle by name, simply referring to her as “that girl.”

As she listened to Caius’s quiet, measured voice describing those events, Hilda finally understood why he was no longer smiling.
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                “Can you imagine it? A life without connections, without friends, without help—only ridicule and pain.”

“To you, maybe this just seems like some petty conflict between classmates, something too trivial to even mention.”

“But because of your family, your strength—everything you are—you can stand tall, push back against the bullies, and effortlessly come out on top.”

“But for those children from commoner families… they can’t.”

“Because the moment they fight back, what awaits them isn’t victory—but even more brutal beatings, even… release, in the truest sense of the word.”

“When you’ve been at the top too long, it’s easy to forget how cruel and dark life can be at the bottom.”

At those words, Hilda lowered her head and spoke softly, almost cautiously, “I’m sorry… I didn’t know…”

Of course she didn’t.

Raised in the Clan of the Blade Masters, how could she have ever experienced school bullying—let alone witnessed it?

Everyone who faced her would wear a smile and show her only their best side.

She had no concept of such things, no way to even imagine them.

Not until Caius laid it out for her in the most direct, tangible way possible.

Only then could she begin to understand the hardship behind it all.

Little Swan knew how to apologize—she truly was a good girl.

Caius felt a flicker of emotion stir in his heart. Then he shook his head.

“No need to apologize. This is just reality. I’m actually glad… glad that even as a noble, you haven’t used your status to oppress the weak.”

“A true strong one should always draw the line at the freedom of the weak.”

“That’s how you keep from losing yourself—and earn the right to be called strong.”

“You’re able to do that, and I respect you for it.”

Caius’s words lit up Hilda’s eyes. She smiled, a little emotional herself.

“I should be the one admiring you,” she said. “I’ve always heard that mercenaries were just a bunch of cutthroats chasing coin—but you’re different.”

“You went to such lengths to help a poor girl… that’s incredibly rare!”

“Is that so? Now you’re making me blush~” Caius scratched his head sheepishly, that honest, goofy grin on his face having its usual, disarming effect.

Hilda giggled, then mockingly straightened her posture and teased, “Sir Caius, you have earned my respect!”

She couldn’t help but laugh again the moment she finished saying it.

Caius laughed too, deliberately deepening his voice and replying with exaggerated seriousness, “It is my honor, Lady Hilda!”

“Hahaha!” Hilda burst out laughing even more.

She’d never spoken to someone in such a playful way before.

Meanwhile, Kiki was nibbling on some exquisite pastries, watching the two curiously.

What are they laughing about, meow?

Doesn’t matter—these pretty little biscuits are too tasty, meow!

“What happened next? That girl—how did things turn out for her?” Hilda asked with a smile, wiping away the tears that had welled in her eyes from laughing too hard.

“Well,” Caius’s face softened into a nostalgic look, “She got better. Her life turned around. She was accepted into the Magic Academy she’d dreamed of and became a proud member of the magical research division.”

“Really? That’s wonderful!” Hilda’s surprise and joy were genuine—she truly was happy for the girl.

What a good heart she had.

“Of course!” Caius puffed out his chest smugly. “I’m a top-tier mercenary, you know. Every client I’ve ever had sings my praises!”

Hilda chuckled, covering her mouth as she did. Then, blinking those big bright eyes, she asked, “Then, Mr. Excellent Mercenary, would you accept my commission?”

“Absolutely!” Caius replied without hesitation.

“Then I hope you’ll keep being the same excellent mercenary you are now,” she said with a smile.

Caius was taken aback. For just a moment, his heart skipped a beat.

The last time he’d felt this was when the wind had lifted the fringe of that mushroom girl.

He found himself staring at the smiling girl before him, dazed.

He realized—this girl was more innocent, more beautiful than he had imagined.

+19 points!

120 out of 100, girl. Congratulations, you’ve caught up to silly mushroom!

“And it’s a permanent commission, too,” Caius snapped out of it and chuckled. “I accept!”

“And what’s the commission fee?”

“You know,” Caius grinned, “a mercenary’s gotta get paid.”

“Oh?” Hilda blinked. “Then… did you charge that girl as well?”

“Of course!” Caius nodded solemnly. After a pause, he added, “She paid me with pride… and a hearty lunch her grandma made with her own hands. Best meal I’ve ever had in my life.”

Hilda smiled again. “Then… the commission I can offer you—is my sword.”

“My sword will guard your back from any arrows that fly.”

Ah, this romantic Little Swan… Caius felt like if this went on much longer, he might really fall for her.

“I accept that commission—with great satisfaction!” he said seriously.

Then he stood up, smiling. “Alright. Time for me to go.”

“Huh?” Hilda was a little surprised, and clearly reluctant. “You’re not staying a bit longer?”

“I wanted to hear more of your mercenary stories.”

Caius grinned brightly. “Next time, kiddo. A mercenary’s tales could fill three days and nights, but a mercenary’s duties don’t wait. No job, no stories. Right?”

“I guess…” Hilda pursed her lips and nodded. Then she looked up, a bit expectant. “Remember—two days from now, at eight in the morning, I’ll be waiting at the Academy’s teleportation square.”

“We’ll go to Nofalark Forest together.”

“Of course. An excellent mercenary’s top priority is credibility!” Caius nodded firmly.

He called out to Kiki, then stepped into an open space and activated the Teleportation Magic Array Plate.

As the array glowed around Caius, Hilda waved, a little reluctant. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” Caius smiled, and with Kiki at his side, vanished into the light of the teleportation array.

Hilda stood there, watching until the last sparkles of residual magic energy from the array faded away. Then she turned, heading into the small pavilion and nibbling on what was left of the pastries—just three pieces that Kiki hadn’t finished.

She hummed softly as she ate, clearly in a very good mood.

She was really looking forward to the trip to Nofalark Forest two days from now—and also to Caius’s arrival tomorrow.

She remembered, after all—Caius had promised to come by again tomorrow to spar with her, to better understand her fighting style, so he could forge a sword that was uniquely hers.

Just thinking about it made her smile even more brightly, her whole expression radiant with youth and joy.

…

Inner City of Ocean City, Teleportation Square.

Caius exhaled in relief as he landed.

That Little Swan… she was even more innocent than he’d thought. And somehow, that innocence really got to him.

Focus, Caius. You’re a top-tier mercenary. Don’t let some sweet little Swan cloud your mind. Get your job done!

He gave himself a few quick slaps to the cheeks, then turned and headed toward the Iron Tavern.

Originally, he was planning to visit silly mushroom—but Little Swan had cut him off, so that would have to wait until next time.

For now, he had to deliver the lighter to Raymond. He’d promised to do it tomorrow, but delivering it early would surely make the man even happier.

And sure enough, Raymond was overjoyed to receive the lighter ahead of schedule. He even insisted on treating Caius and Kiki to food and drink—netting them a hearty dinner on the house.

It was clear Raymond was truly fond of the lighter, constantly fiddling with it, examining it from every angle.

Raymond’s happiness made Caius happy. Why?

Because during dinner, Raymond shared a little intel with him—tonight, Baron Zachary was throwing a party at his estate. All mercenaries and bounty hunters involved in Zachary’s operations were invited.

Or in other words, it was a mobilization banquet—for the small-scale battle planned for tomorrow.

Perfect.

Caius would use the opportunity to do some scouting… in preparation for the mission ahead.

Besides, Caius was a mercenary too. He could easily join the mission under that guise.

So after finishing the meal with Raymond, Caius set off for Baron Zachary’s estate with Kiki in tow, arriving just in time for that evening’s party.
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                Looking at the brightly lit manor, Caius chuckled.

"Quite the lively scene, huh."

Zachary’s estate was enormous—just the courtyard alone was larger than a football field. At the moment, it was filled with long banquet tables and delicacies, meticulously decorated, with a live band playing music to liven the mood.

Mercenaries and bounty hunters gathered in groups, some drinking and chatting, others dancing to the rhythm, a picture of merriment.

After presenting their mercenary ID cards and stating their intentions, the manor guards didn’t give Caius and Kiki any trouble, letting them through without a hitch.

It was clear that anyone willing to participate in this operation was welcome to join the party.

And when Caius entered with Kiki in tow, many eyes were immediately drawn to them.

This time, it wasn’t just his towering physique catching people’s attention.

It was his reputation.

“Look at that big guy—that’s Caius!”

“The new mercenary?”

“He single-handedly wiped out the Serpent Gang!”

“No way, seriously?”

“Of course it’s real! Didn’t you see how Sean from the Crab Gang acts around him? Like a dog seeing its master.”

“Then this guy must be at least Platinum-ranked, right?”

“Not sure, but I heard he’s Gold…”

“No chance. A Gold-rank couldn’t possibly eliminate the Serpent Gang. I’m betting he’s Platinum, or that whole thing is just a rumor.”

Caius listened to the gossip swirling among the mercenaries without the slightest concern. He walked up to a long table, grabbed a bottle of wine, and took a hearty swig.

Even though he’d just eaten, his appetite was far from satisfied. His stomach had room for more, and he wasn’t about to waste this opportunity.

Soon, he ran into someone familiar.

“Big bro, you’re here too?”

Hearing that, Caius looked up to see Sean standing in front of him, grinning from ear to ear. Two of his underlings stood beside him, nodding and bowing respectfully toward Caius, showing a noticeably humble demeanor.

Caius raised an eyebrow. “You here to pitch in too?”

“Yeah, Baron Zachary’s commission is paying well. I brought a dozen or so of the boys along.”

“If there weren’t tier restrictions, I’d have brought all two hundred of them.”

The Crab Gang had now grown to over 250 members. After absorbing the Serpent Gang’s assets, they had expanded rapidly, drawing in many young and able-bodied men.

One could even say Sean was more influential now than ever before.

Of course, he knew exactly who was responsible for all this. That’s why he dared not put on airs in front of Caius.

And with a gang that big, the number of mouths to feed had grown too. Though they’d taken over the Serpent Gang’s businesses, those still needed time to generate profit. So here he was, leading his boys to pick up work and earn some quick cash.

If they could survive the growth phase, the Crab Gang had a real shot at becoming the sole dominant gang in the outer city of Ocean City.

He might even earn the right to move into the inner city, standing shoulder to shoulder with major factions like the Wargs Gang.

“That so,” Caius nodded. “Go have fun. Don’t mind me, I’m just here to enjoy the scene.”

“Hehe, got it. If you need anything, just say the word.”

“I will. Off you go.” Caius waved him off, indicating he wanted to drink in peace.

He then picked up another bottle of wine and a plate of pastries, leaned against a tree, and began drinking, snacking, and observing the crowd.

He was looking for his mission target—Okot.

He’d seen the man’s portrait in the Wargs Gang’s files, but hadn’t spotted him yet.

No matter. He’d drink first.

Kiki, meanwhile, was darting around the estate, peeking here and there. She’d never been in such a luxurious manor before and was bursting with curiosity. Plus, the food was incredible—and every table offered different dishes. She had to sample them all.

Such a little glutton.

Caius didn’t mind. She was still within his line of sight, and with him around, no one would dare lay a finger on the little Catgirl.

That was the advantage of fame as a mercenary.

There was another benefit too.

Just by standing there drinking and nibbling on snacks, Caius attracted a crowd of people wanting to talk.

Most were just trying to make friends, though a few were there to offer commissions.

Given the sheer number of mercenaries and bounty hunters—at least five to six hundred by rough count—some of Ocean City’s smaller middlemen had slipped in, looking to network or hand out tasks.

Mercenaries and bounty hunters welcomed this kind of interaction. After all, who would turn down a job delivered to their doorstep?

Caius would, though. These middlemen didn’t have anything big to offer—nothing above Gold rank. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be stuck scraping up business at a party like this.

Still, Caius didn’t outright reject them. He turned them down with a few lighthearted jokes.

These minor middlemen may not be much now, but they were nimble, adaptable, and often better informed than the brokers at mercenary taverns. He knew better than to burn bridges.

As a result, Caius came off as warm and approachable. Everyone who chatted with him got at least a few lines in, maybe shared a tall tale or two, and soon he was blending in seamlessly with a crowd of mercenaries and bounty hunters.

That, in turn, made Caius a little frustrated.

He’d just wanted a quiet drink and some snacks—how did he end up the center of attention again?

Ah, this damned charm of his.

Before long, the party reached its midpoint—and that’s when the manor’s host appeared.

A dashing middle-aged man in a top hat.

He was accompanied by a noble lady, a few attendants, and a young woman.

Caius recognized that girl immediately—after all, half of her teeth were broken by him.

That’s right. It was Manasa.

But the current Manasa bore no trace of the pitiful state she’d been in before.

She wore an elegant evening gown, held her chin high, and her face—free from swelling or bruises—had a seductive charm to it.

Caius was genuinely surprised—were Ocean City’s healers really that good?

The damage he caused shouldn't have healed in just a few months. She shouldn't even be able to chew.

But now, her smile revealed pristine, white teeth, as if nothing had ever happened.

He almost thought he’d imagined the whole thing.

Of course, he knew better—this was Magic.

Baron Zachary was wealthy enough to hire a mage to heal his daughter. Given that, a recovery like this in a few days was entirely possible.

After saying a few words to win hearts and minds, Baron Zachary began making rounds with a wine glass in hand, chatting with all the notable mercenaries and bounty hunters, exuding a friendly air.

But Caius remained unimpressed.

Why hold the party outside in the courtyard, despite the manor’s size? Because of the crowd?

Hardly. The truth was, nobles like him still looked down on mercenaries and bounty hunters from the bottom of their hearts.

This whole act was just for show. And sure enough, when less-famous mercenaries tried to toast the baron, he simply ignored them.

So yeah—this was all a performance. No reason to take it seriously.

Still, Caius was pleasantly surprised to spot—Okot—standing right beside Baron Zachary.

No wonder he hadn’t seen him before. He’d been at the baron’s side the entire time.

Seemed like their relationship was closer than expected.

Or, perhaps, it was because Okot was one of the few Platinum-ranked individuals present.
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                Okot had a decent build—tall and upright, standing around 1.9 meters. Dressed in a formal black suit, he wasn’t exactly handsome, but he carried himself with a certain dignified presence.

The only flaw was that he was blind in one eye, wearing a patch over his left.
And he had curly hair.

Not that Caius had anything against curls, but for some reason, most of the curly-haired people he’d crossed paths with—at least in his previous life—had been his enemies.

His old teammates used to joke that he was a "Curly Killer."

Looks like this time was no exception.

Caius sighed inwardly.
And right then, a voice came from beside him.

“You’re Caius?”

He turned and saw Manasa standing beside him, holding a tall wine glass in her hand.
At some point, she’d approached unnoticed.

When Caius looked over, she lifted her chin with a proud air and subtly adjusted the hem of her gown.

“I am,” Caius said with a gentle smile, raising the bottle in his hand like a toast. “Then this beautiful lady must be Princess Manasa.”

“Princess?” Manasa’s eyes lit up, but she looked at him curiously.

“Oh—my apologies,” Caius said, feigning embarrassment. “It just slipped out… You have the grace and beauty of royalty. I thought you must be a princess.”

Manasa giggled behind her hand, unaware that the man standing in front of her—charming, witty, with a slightly rakish charm—was the very same brute who had made her life a living hell just days ago.

Caius was a little surprised himself.She came to him on her own?
Did she have a death wish?

Not that he showed any of this on his face. He wore the perfect gentleman’s mask, and though dressed casually, there was something about his demeanor—his effortless aura—that kept drawing Manasa in.

It was precisely this that brought her to him.

In truth, Manasa had never been fond of soft, pretty boys. She liked her men tall, strong, and rugged—without the bulk. That’s why she was here now.

Especially now that Caius had shown his humorous side, she looked at him differently—her gaze now carried the subtle implication that “those who get it, get it.”

And Caius definitely got it.
He chuckled inwardly.

Eighteen? Nineteen?
Already playing this kind of game?

“I heard you took out the Serpent Gang,” she said, swirling the drink in her glass.

“Even the Princess of Ocean City has heard? I’m truly honored,” Caius replied with a grin.

“You really know how to talk,” Manasa chuckled again, covering her mouth.

She wasn’t technically Ocean City’s princess—there were plenty of women more beautiful than her in that city. But right now, with those words, she felt genuinely delighted. Her impression of Caius improved even more as she raised her glass in a toast.

Caius took the hint and lightly clinked his bottle against her glass.

“I only speak this way to beautiful women,” he said suavely, like a true gentleman.

No—that wasn’t quite right.
He was a gentleman. A mercenary gentleman, to be exact.

“But all of that I only heard secondhand,” Manasa said, leaning in slightly. Warm breath brushed against Caius’s face—undeniably suggestive. “What I really want is to hear how you did it.”

“Oh, I’d be delighted,” Caius replied with a smile—barely holding back a snicker.
Smiling while holding in laughter? That was a high-level skill.

One wrong move and he’d laugh right in her face.

Manasa’s eyes sparkled with excitement as he agreed. She boldly reached out, intending to take his hand and lead this sturdy man to her private garden for a little… indulgence.

Come on, she was just a brat—barely legal. Even seasoned women like Yvlan and Holan had been helpless against his charm.

When it came to girls who were all play and no brain, Caius could handle them with his eyes closed. Easy game.

But he had no intention of sleeping with her.

Since arriving in this world, Caius had kept himself pure—saving his precious first time.Maybe for Silly Mushroom…
Or Little Swan…Or Meow…
Or perhaps that alluring instructor…
Or the stunning Boss Lady?

Anyway, it sure as hell wasn’t going to be this brat.

Caius was still thinking of how to politely reject her when someone did it for him.

“Manasa,” a voice called.

Manasa frowned and retracted her hand.

Caius turned to the source of the voice and saw Zachary walking over with a glass in hand. Beside him was Caius’s target—Okot.

But what caught Caius’s attention was how Okot was staring at him.

And Caius could feel the hostility radiating off him.

Hostility?

This was their first time meeting, wasn’t it?
What was the reason for the hostility?

No way… Did Rog run around blabbering that Caius was coming for Okot?
Even a moron wouldn’t do something that dumb.

So Caius quickly figured it out—it was because of Manasa.

Okot must have a thing for her…Or maybe had a thing for her—and got tossed aside.
Now seeing Manasa flirting with another man? Yeah, that would sting.

At that moment, Caius really wanted to applaud Manasa.

She brought herself to him—and delivered his target straight into his hands.

Perfect!

He had misjudged her.She wasn’t trash.
She was a pig teammate—a helpful one!

“This must be Mr. Caius. I’ve heard of your deeds,” Zachary said with a courteous smile as he approached.

“Baron Zachary,” Caius responded with a grin. “Roxana told me you were a gentleman who stands out in a crowd—and I see she was absolutely right.”

Zachary’s face immediately lit up with pride. “Oh, you flatter me!”

Who was Roxana?Zachary didn’t know.
Caius didn’t either.

He just made it up.

Men—most men—don’t mind being flattered, especially when the compliment comes from another man on behalf of a woman. Adds a layer of bragging rights.

Of course, if the woman in question had history with the man saying it, that was a whole different story.

But Zachary didn’t seem to catch any of Caius’s mischief.
Instead, he happily chatted with him for a bit.

Just polite nothings, really.
After a short while, Zachary made an excuse to leave—he had other famous mercenaries and bounty hunters to greet.

It was all for show, likely prompted by Okot—who had clearly taken issue with Manasa's interest in Caius and couldn’t just stand by.

As Caius expected, Zachary left, but Okot didn’t.
He found an excuse to stay, claiming it was to ensure Manasa’s safety.

Zachary agreed.
Manasa, on the other hand, was clearly annoyed—but she didn’t show it in front of Caius. After all, she was playing the part of a well-bred lady.

But the moment Zachary left, Okot dropped the act.

“You. What’s your game with Manasa?” he demanded, glaring at Caius, hostility clear in every word.

No finesse. No subtlety. Just accusations.

Caius didn’t respond. He just smiled, knowing someone else would step in.

Sure enough—

“Okot, are you out of your mind?” Manasa snapped.

“But Miss Manasa, I’m here as your father's appointed guard. I must ensure your safety,” Okot said gently, suddenly adopting a much softer tone.

As he tried to appease her, he simultaneously cast doubt on Caius: “This guy only just arrived in Ocean City. Who knows what he’s really after? For all we know, he could be the one who kidnapped you—”

Caius smiled even wider.

Damn, you actually guessed it.

The moment this was brought up, Manasa instantly flared up. That memory was a lingering nightmare for her—a fear and pain she couldn't shake. And now, bringing it up in front of her beloved Caius? Wasn't that just a slap in her face?

"Okot, get lost! I don't want to see you!" she snapped. Without another word, Manasa grabbed Caius by the hand and stormed off in one direction, muttering as she pulled him along, "Let's go. Ignore that annoying bastard!"

Caius immediately put on an innocent expression and followed her. But when Manasa wasn’t looking, he turned his head toward Okot and flashed a wide grin—full of taunting provocation.

Okot couldn't hold it in any longer. A vein bulged on his forehead, and the wine glass in his hand shattered under his tightening grip.

Flirting with his woman right in front of him? Unforgivable!

Even if, in truth, it was Manasa who was flirting with Caius, Okot—blinded by rage—couldn’t care less. Gritting his teeth, he growled each word with venom:

"You. Are. Dead!"

It was unmistakably directed at Caius.

So Caius simply stopped in his tracks.

Manasa, not expecting it, stumbled slightly when she couldn’t pull him along.

She turned around and saw Caius still grinning at Okot as he spoke.

“Are you threatening me?”

“No,” Okot’s eyes locked onto his, murder written all over his face. “I’m stating a fact.”

“Steal my woman, and I’ll show you just how many ways you can die.”

“Heh... heh heh...” Caius chuckled darkly.

So it’s like they say—plans never keep up with change.

He was going to kill Okot right now.
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                "Okot, are you insane?!" Manasa gritted her teeth in fury, pointing at Okot's nose as she cursed him for threatening Caius so blatantly.

The more she yelled, the colder Okot's gaze grew as he stared at Caius.

The ruckus quickly drew attention—people nearby turned to look, even Baron Zachary cast a glance their way.

Caius rolled his neck and shook off Manasa’s hand. He strode directly toward Okot, locking eyes with him.

"You gonna make a move on me?" Caius sneered, that arrogant grin plastered across his face.

Okot's chest heaved. “You better not step outside this estate, or else—”

"Or else what?" Caius scoffed, eyes brimming with disdain. “Coward. If you’ve got the balls, do it now.”

Veins bulged on Okot’s temples, fury threatening to boil over. If they weren’t on Baron Zachary’s turf, he would’ve already gone for the kill.

But he held back—for now. After all, a Mithril-ranked powerhouse was present. If he acted here, it’d be a direct slap in Zachary’s face.

Caius, however, wasn’t so restrained.

Thanks to that Little Swan interruption, his schedule was already tight. He’d been racking his brain trying to juggle everything.

Well, now he didn’t have to think anymore.

Screw it—just fight!

“No move from you? Fine, I’ll start.” Caius’s simple, rustic smile turned instantly vicious. His large hand clamped down on Okot’s face.

Okot hadn’t expected Caius to actually strike in front of everyone. He didn’t even have time to react before Caius slammed him straight into the ground.

BOOM!
The ground trembled violently. Everyone turned to see Okot grabbing Caius’s arm, his upper body pinned under Caius with such force that the earth itself caved in.

Even as a Platinum Seven-Star warrior, Okot was stunned to find he couldn't overpower this brute—he couldn’t even pry off his hand!

A flash lit up on the ring on his hand, and with a flick, a jagged saber materialized in his grip. He swung it straight at Caius’s head.

But Caius’s other hand intercepted it effortlessly.

“I hate being threatened the most,” Caius growled, grabbing Okot by the head and hurling him like a ragdoll.

Okot soared through the air, smashing a hole through the estate’s outer wall and crashing into the river channel beyond.

"Stop!" Baron Zachary shouted urgently.

But before Caius could reply, the river exploded in a blast of water—followed by a flash of blue light cutting straight toward him.

Caius sidestepped. The blade of light whooshed past, slicing the garden's decorative greenery clean in half.

"You saw that. It’s not that I don’t want to stop," Caius said with a smile toward Zachary, striding toward the breach in the wall.
"Besides, I’ve got a personal grudge to settle with this guy. Allow me the honor of avenging myself."

A grudge?

What grudge?

Caius had just said that to muddy the waters. Not for himself, but for Rog—the Wolf Queen.

Her instructions were simple: eliminate Okot without bringing heat onto the Wargs Gang.

So Caius gladly dragged the heat onto himself. Same end result.

If Okot hadn’t provoked and threatened him here, Caius might’ve let him live until tomorrow. But now—he’d kill him on the spot.

That’s just how Caius was. If he could settle a grudge right then and there, he wouldn’t wait until the next day.

As for the so-called Mithril-ranked archer under Zachary’s employ?

Ha. Worst-case scenario, Caius would burn his trump cards. Close range? That archer would still die.

“I’ll take your head and mount it on a damn fireplace!” Okot’s roar echoed as he emerged from the river, soaked and ragged, dual blades in hand. His eyes burned red with fury, his body glowing with a blue aura—he had activated his Combat Techniques.

He lunged forward at lightning speed.

Caius didn’t flinch. With a flick of his wrist, his warhammer materialized, and he charged forward.

The two figures collided with an earth-shattering impact. A fierce gust blasted through the party, sending food and tables flying. Everyone scrambled back—they didn’t dare get caught in the clash of these two monsters.

Zachary’s face darkened as he watched the violent collision. He quickly sent a whispered command, “Stop them. Now!”

As the words left his mouth, a flash of cold light flickered atop the rooftop.

Caius felt a chill run down his spine—someone powerful had locked onto him.

No need to guess. It was that Mithril-ranked archer!

But Caius didn’t stop. Okot was already on his last legs.

The fury in Okot’s heart had been replaced by something far more primal—fear.

Because no matter how much he amplified his physicality with Combat Techniques, he still wasn’t a match for this beast of a man!

Caius’s warhammer was like a siege weapon. Even when Okot braced for full defense, his insides shook with every blow. And Caius—his technique was even sharper!

He lost in strength, in reaction, in speed—and even in weapon quality.

His twin jagged blades, Platinum-grade no less, barely left scratches on that hammer. Worse, they chipped with every clash.

After taking dozens of Caius’s blows, his blades were ruined, and his palms were torn open, blood gushing.

He couldn’t win.

He wasn’t even in the same league.

And Okot could see it—Caius wasn’t bluffing. He was going to kill him.

So, Okot tried to run.

But would Caius let him?

Sensing Okot’s retreat, Caius accepted a blow in exchange for a kill. He tanked a slash head-on.

The chipped blade only left a shallow cut across his chest. But because Okot had fully committed to the swing, he couldn’t adjust in time.

Caius seized his shoulder.

With a sickening crunch, Caius’s crushing grip shattered Okot’s collarbone. A scream tore from his lips—only to be cut off instantly.

Caius drove him to the ground and stomped on his chest.

Blood sprayed from Okot’s mouth as his consciousness faded.

To his credit, Okot had held out impressively. Few could withstand that many hits from Caius.

But that was as far as it went.

Caius raised his warhammer high. His eyes gleamed with murderous intent as he prepared to smash Okot’s skull.

But just then—SWISH!
A streak of icy light shot from the rooftop, aiming straight at Caius’s back.

He felt the deadly intent instantly. Muscles flexing, he twisted mid-swing—redirecting the massive hammer with inhuman force toward the incoming projectile.

BOOM!!

A sonic blast ripped through the air. Caius’s giant frame was blasted backward dozens of meters. His hammer gouged a deep trench in the earth before finally halting his momentum.

At the center of the hammerhead, a faint white dot smoked.

And Caius?

Aside from a slightly numb arm, he was completely unharmed.

Oh, and as he flew back, he’d held tight to Okot—who was now limp in his grip, like a dead dog, utterly unconscious.

No one could stop him from killing!

Caius slowly rose to his feet, the explosion of aura moments ago having shredded his shirt into ragged strips. Without a second thought, he tore off what remained, revealing muscles as hard and defined as forged steel.

A wild, defiant grin still hung on his face.

“Baron Zachary,” he said, voice cold enough to freeze marrow, “are you trying to stop me from taking my revenge with my own hands?”

His grin widened, but the chill in his tone only deepened. A shiver crept down Zachary’s spine.

In that moment, shrouded in the veil of darkness, Caius’s eyes seemed to blaze with a crimson light.
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                At that moment, Zachary's expression had turned utterly grim.

Because Caius had taken a shot from a Mithril-ranked archer—completely unscathed.

And Okot, whom he had hired as a guard, had lasted less than thirty rounds in Caius’ hands before collapsing.

What terrified Zachary the most was that Caius clearly knew there was a Mithril-ranked powerhouse stationed here—yet he still dared to speak with such threat-laden arrogance.

Could it be… that Caius himself was Mithril-ranked?

Of course not.

The reason Caius had emerged unharmed from that arrow was primarily because of his warhammer—Angel—and its sheer durability.

That old man’s hammer could crush even Diamondrock, let alone a mere arrow.

As long as the projectile could be blocked, its power no longer mattered.

That was one of the flaws of archers. Although they possessed Mithril-level killing power, they were heavily reliant on the quality of their arrows. If the arrow wasn’t tougher than his warhammer, as long as he could intercept it with the hammer, it wouldn't harm him.

Sure, some archers could fire magical arrows. But even those couldn’t pierce through Angel, his warhammer.

“Okot was a guard under my employ. You killed my man in my own manor. Don’t you think that’s… inappropriate?” Zachary said grimly.

But Caius nodded. “You're right. It was inappropriate. I apologize.”

As he spoke, he lowered his hammer and bowed toward Zachary.

“I’m sorry. I’ve caused trouble for you and your guests. That was my mistake. I’ll reflect on it—and compensate for the damage to the manor wall in full.”

Zachary and the surrounding guests were stunned.

This arrogant brute… actually apologized?

Was this a sign of weakness?

But the next second, Caius straightened up again, hefting his hammer.

“Now that I’ve apologized, can I kill him?”

Zachary: “…”

“You—” Zachary felt utterly humiliated. But before he could respond, Caius' expression darkened.

“I’ll say this just once: if that fellow behind you dares to shoot another arrow at me—whether you ordered it or not—I will treat all of you as enemies.”

“And I promise—none of you will leave this manor alive.”

“That includes the mercenaries you just hired.”

Caius spoke flatly, his tone devoid of emotion. The entire scene fell into dead silence.

Then, like an executioner preparing to deliver the final blow, Caius raised his hammer.

“If you don’t believe me… you’re welcome to try.”

With that, the warhammer swung down.

BOOM— The ground trembled. A sickening crunch echoed—like a watermelon exploding.

Before hundreds of stunned onlookers, he smashed Okot’s skull to pieces.

Throughout it all, Zachary said nothing, his face pale.

Because he had chosen not to act. The final decision, he had left to the Mithril-ranked archer.

Yet even as Caius pulverized Okot’s head, the archer did nothing.

That could only mean one thing: even the Mithril-ranked archer was afraid.

Archers had incredibly keen senses. They could instinctively detect danger. And this time, the danger Caius presented was real.

“Aah~ Vengeance feels so good.” Caius chuckled, resting his bloodstained warhammer against the ground. Leaning on it like a tired farmer, he wiped sweat from his brow and flashed a guileless smile.

“Thank you, Baron Zachary. You may have lost a garbage bodyguard—but you’ve gained the friendship of a quality mercenary.”

He laughed heartily as he spoke.

“Heh heh…” Zachary let out a hollow laugh. Caius’ words sent chills through his heart.

“I’m sure we’ll have opportunities to cooperate in the future, won’t we, Baron Zachary?” Caius grinned.

“O-of course,” the Baron nodded, heart filled with bitterness.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to kill Caius.

Caius had utterly humiliated him—he wanted nothing more than to tear him apart.

But Okot was already dead. Though they had a good relationship, it was only as friends.

And trusting a profit-driven man like Okot with friendship? What a joke.

At this point, there was no way he’d offend someone who might well be Mithril-ranked over a dead man.

So now, not only could he not touch Caius—he had to win him over. That was the only way to minimize his losses.

Which was precisely why Caius had acted this way.

He was arrogant—but with strength to back it up, arrogance wasn’t a flaw. It was a tactic.

And of course… it was also part of who he was.

Killing someone in another’s territory was against common norms.

But Caius… was someone who operated outside the rules.

Why else would he love being a mercenary?

“Looking forward to working with you, Baron Zachary!” Caius said brightly. Then, right in front of everyone, he looted Okot’s “remains”—his spatial ring and the two broken serrated blades.

Once done, he strolled forward, picked up an unbroken bottle of liquor from the ground, gave it a shake—still half full.

He chugged it straight.

After wiping his mouth, Caius called out to the little Catgirl.

“I’ll be off now, Baron Zachary. If you need anything, just post a job at the Iron Tavern. Raymond will take care of it.”

“Oh—and send the invoice for the damages to him too. I’m heading back for some sleep.”

That was his way of reminding the Baron—he had a good relationship with Raymond.

And Raymond was a big name in Ocean City.

“Y-yes, of course…” Baron Zachary nodded, swallowing hard.

Before leaving, Caius gave Manasa a playful wink. Only then did the stunned girl snap out of her daze, a blush blooming on her face.

Then Caius left, humming a carefree tune.

Zachary gazed upon the ruins of his party, bitterness flooding his heart.

What a mess…

Naturally, the party couldn’t continue after that.

Still, the mercenaries didn’t leave. They simply camped in the courtyard—there was still work to do tomorrow.

Zachary, drained in both body and spirit, returned to the manor.

It was then that a figure emerged behind him.

“Why didn’t you fire?” he asked—not a scolding, but seeking solace. A reason.

“I sensed mortal danger from him,” came a steady male voice.

“If I had released that arrow—even if I had won… you would’ve died.”

The speaker wore a hood, his face hidden in shadow.

Zachary sighed.

If even a Mithril-ranked archer said that—then his decision had been the right one.

He nodded and said no more.

This loss—he would have to swallow.

He’d been in Ocean City long enough to know exactly which kinds of people could and couldn’t be provoked.

Someone like Caius—immensely powerful and utterly unrestrained—must never be trifled with.

And worst of all…

He had a feeling his precious daughter might be interested in the man.

That was the real nightmare.

Of all the men in the world, she had to like a mercenary…

And someone who had just smashed Okot’s skull in with a hammer…

If she ever toyed with his feelings… the guy might just wipe out the entire family.

And if she was serious about him… he didn’t want his daughter marrying a mercenary who lived every day with his blade licking blood, no matter how powerful the man was.

So, it was safe to say that Zachary probably wouldn’t be getting any sleep tonight.

Caius, on the other hand, was sleeping like a baby with a kitten in his arms.

After trading blows with Okot and tanking an arrow from a Mithril-ranked powerhouse, his magic condensation progress had increased by another three percent—now sitting at five percent.

If only more idiots like Okot would show up—he’d be leveling up like crazy.

But alas, fools of that caliber were a rare breed.

After all, tonight’s incident would soon spread throughout Ocean City. And when that happened, there’d be even fewer people daring enough to provoke him.
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                The morning sun was shining brightly.

Caius opened his eyes, and the first thing he saw was Kiki’s adorable little face.

At the moment, she was curled up in his arms, her head resting on his arm.

This little Catgirl insisted on sleeping on top of him every night, so Caius had simply gotten used to treating her as a body pillow.

And honestly, her body was so soft and cuddly—it was actually quite comfortable.

Kiki also enjoyed being held by him. It was warm, it was cozy.

Don’t be fooled by Caius’s big, burly frame—when he held her, his touch was gentle and never heavy.

Sleeping in his arms, every nap she took was sweet and peaceful.

“Time to wake up, little kitten.” Caius gently rubbed her cheek. The little Catgirl purred softly in response, her eyes slowly opening and then narrowing again in satisfaction as she nuzzled against Caius’s big hand.

“Big guy, what are we doing today, meow?” Kiki stretched like a cat, sticking out her butt playfully before plopping herself cross-legged on the bed, full of energy. She wore a little vest, her slender waist revealing a mischievous belly button and faintly defined abs.

Caius said, “First, go to the Boss Lady and grab a few Gold-tier advancement missions. Look for ones that require materials. We’ll head to Nofalark Forest and grind together—you should be able to rank up to Gold-tier there.”

“Then we’re off to the Wargs Gang to turn in a task. Pick up a big job from Raymond, and afterward, we’ll visit the Hydis Academy for some afternoon tea with Little Swan.”

“Roger that, meow!” Kiki instantly threw on her weighted gear and dashed downstairs to get the missions from Yvlan.

Caius quickly got himself ready too. When he came downstairs, Kiki had already picked up the missions.

Clearly, ever since their fame had spread, Yvlan had gained access to many more mission postings.

“Want some breakfast?” Yvlan asked.

“One Heartwarming Breakfast, please.” Caius grinned.

Yvlan rolled her eyes at him with exaggerated charm. “That’s not on the menu.”

“Then I guess I’ll just starve right here at the counter.” Caius collapsed forward dramatically like a helpless child.

Yvlan chuckled, amused by his antics.

But not three seconds later, Caius peeked up with puppy-dog eyes. “Boss Lady, are you really going to let me starve to death like this?”

Yvlan felt her heart take a direct hit.

Caius wasn’t what you’d call devastatingly handsome. He was just decent-looking—somewhat charming, definitely rugged—and his body was all lean muscle. By any logic, she shouldn’t find that adorable.

And yet… she absolutely did.

Caius had her completely figured out.

Yes, he was a brute in size and strength, but moments like these reminded her that he didn’t need her anymore—not really. And that made her feel uneasy, even if she hadn’t consciously realized it.

Whenever a whole day passed without seeing him, she always felt a bit… empty inside.

That was the feeling of not being needed.

And right now, Caius was deliberately creating the exact opposite—a sense of being needed.

Even though he was clearly joking, Caius played the role of a needy, hungry kid so perfectly that it created this jarring contrast in her heart. He’s this strong and still wants to be spoiled by me?

It filled her with a sense of deep, quiet joy.

Biting her lip, she tied on her apron without another word.

“Just wait,” she said, disappearing into the kitchen.

It was clear she was cooking herself.

Yvlan usually stuck to administrative work—delegating tasks, managing the guild—she almost never cooked. In all of Hailan No. 11, only Caius had ever received such treatment.

It was her way of returning the satisfaction she got from Caius.

A relationship of mutual giving, mutual need, and mutual fulfillment.

Caius smugly glanced at the nearby mercenaries, who all returned his look with a mix of envy and disdain.

Soon, the steaming Heartwarming Breakfast arrived.

Oh, it was heartwarming, alright—steak cut into a heart, eggs shaped like hearts, even the hash browns were pressed into heart shapes.

“So… how’s that? Enough heart for you?” Yvlan asked, a little proud, a little shy.

Caius didn’t answer—his cheeks were already stuffed full. He gobbled down the food with such gusto that all he could do was give her a big thumbs-up.

That silent praise meant more to Yvlan than any flowery compliment.

Full and satisfied, Caius leaned back with a loud burp, grinning wide. “No wonder it’s called a Heartwarming Breakfast. I’m gonna be a machine today!”

Yvlan laughed along.

“I’m off now!” Caius waved as he headed out with Kiki.

Yvlan watched him go, a smile still on her face. Even after he disappeared from view, it lingered.

Then came the mercenaries’ teasing voices.

“Boss Lady, stop staring—your eyes are about to fall out.”

“Hahaha!”

Blushing, Yvlan grabbed a mug and pretended to throw it at them, sending the mercs scrambling and howling with laughter. The whole Tavern rang with warmth and joy.



Caius made his way to the inner city, heading first to the Wargs Gang’s turf.

The moment the gang members saw him, they stepped aside without question. No one even asked what he was doing there. And as he walked through, every single member of the Wargs Gang looked at him with admiration and respect.

Caius thoroughly enjoyed the attention.

As soon as Rog saw him, she came forward with a grin.

“You stirred up some real waves yesterday,” she said with a chuckle.

It was obvious the events at Zachary’s manor had already spread.

“Heh, that was just the beginning.” Caius smiled and pulled out Okot’s broken twin blades—still attached to a severed hand. He’d kept that piece on purpose.

A little extra proof that Okot had died a miserable death.

Not that he really needed proof. With that many witnesses present yesterday, and so many eyes watching, Rog already knew the truth.

But Caius was a professional. The procedures mattered.

Rog took the blades, glanced at them, then casually tossed them into the sea.

She jerked her chin, and a few underlings brought over five heavy sacks of coins, placing them in front of Caius.

Fifty thousand gold. Not a coin short.

Caius accepted it gladly.

“But aren’t you worried Baron Zachary will come after you for revenge? His influence isn’t exactly small,” Rog asked.

“If he’s dumb enough to try, he’ll end up like the Serpent Gang.” Caius said, completely unfazed.

Seeing his absolute confidence, Rog nodded, admiration deepening in her eyes.

“Well then, if you ever need anything, come to the Wargs Gang.”

“Our loyalty is for friends only.”

She held out her hand.

Caius grasped it with a laugh. “Friends!”

With the Wargs Gang matter settled, Caius was suddenly free.

But he wasn’t the type to sit still.

So after bidding Rog farewell, he made his way to the Iron Tavern to find Raymond for more work.

Raymond, naturally, had already heard about yesterday’s chaos. It was clear he approved—he didn’t even hesitate before handing Caius three gold-tier jobs.

One was a materials mission: hunting a not-too-dangerous Platinum-grade Magic Beast. Payout: twenty thousand gold.

The second was an ore collection job. Payment would depend on the weight and quality of the ore collected, but the baseline was ten thousand.

The third was a bit different—an unranked investigation mission.

What did “unranked” mean?

It means the danger level cannot be confirmed—it might pose no threat at all, or it could be extremely hazardous.

And this particular mission was issued by the authorities of Ocean City, using the Mercenary Tavern as an intermediary.

Investigate the Nofalark Forest. Hunt down any Bloody Creatures. Locate any possible sites of the Bloody Lands.

Sure enough, the alarm had already been sounded.

"It's going to be a storm," Caius said slowly.
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                "Yeah… the Bloody Lands…" Raymond nodded with a troubled expression. "Just recently, it’s said that a number of Bloody Creatures were discovered in the Nofalark Forest."

"Now, with Grilla City taking the lead, more than a dozen nearby cities have already sounded the alarm. If it’s confirmed that the Bloody Lands have indeed emerged… then we’re in for another brutal war."

"Not bad news for mercenaries, though," Caius said with a smile.

"Sure, there’s money to be made. But if we lose… mercenaries are always the first to pay the price," Raymond shrugged.

Caius nodded, not pressing the topic further. Instead, he said, "Alright, I’ll take those missions. I was planning a trip to Nofalark Forest anyway."

The missions included investigating and confirming the location of the Bloody Lands, and hunting Bloody Creatures. Their corpses would be purchased by the authorities at market price—no limit on quantity.

After leaving the Iron Tavern, Caius headed straight to Oern’s Smithy.

He planned to spend the better part of the day forging a dagger for Kiki.

Compared to a short sword, Caius believed a dagger suited Kiki better.

Though short swords offered slightly longer reach, that very length would hinder Kiki from fully utilizing her petite, agile frame.

When Kiki heard Caius was going to forge her a dagger, she was thrilled and insisted on staying behind in the heat just to watch the entire forging process.

Seeing her enthusiasm, Caius let her stay.

It was also a chance to build some heat tolerance. Caius figured if it got too hot, she could just step outside and cool off. After all, being a coastal city, Ocean City had no shortage of sea breeze.

Unlike longswords, daggers didn’t demand high flexibility—they needed hardness.

The harder, the better!

So, Caius selected a high-grade material known as Tenfold Iron—a super-hardened metal that, as the name suggests, only deforms after being forged over ten thousand times.

His goal was to refine it into Tenfold Steel, enhancing its hardness even further.

It was grueling work. Every single strike from Caius had to be at full strength—over thirty thousand strikes in total. Similar to refining Astralite, but the end result was even harder than Ethereal Steel, albeit less flexible.

Soon, the rhythmic clanging of hammer on metal echoed through the smithy. It took over two hours, but at last, dripping with sweat, Caius had forged the Tenfold Steel into the shape of a blade.

Next came quenching, tempering, fine-grinding, and sharpening. During the process, Caius also retrieved a piece of high-grade, black-and-red wood for the handle.

From eight in the morning until one in the afternoon—five full hours.

Fortunately, Oern’s smithy was fully equipped, allowing Caius to finish the weapon.

The finished dagger was matte gray-black, with a textured, non-reflective surface—perfect for an assassin.

After all, no stealth fighter would want a blade that gleamed like a mirror. That’d be suicide.

Beneath the matte finish were layered stripes—tens of thousands—formed through repeated folding, forging, and the fusion of auxiliary metals to enhance specific properties.

The blade was only about a finger and a half wide, with an especially sharp tip. It featured a sharpened spine, optimized for piercing.

Caius even carved two blood grooves into it to improve both structural stability and aesthetic appeal.

The handle had a custom finger slot for improved grip—sized perfectly for Kiki’s hands.

He also crafted a matching sheath from the same wood—tight-fitting and seamless. When drawn, the edge could cut through a single strand of hair in the wind.

On the blade’s spine was an engraved image of a cute little cat face, and beside it, the character “Caius”.

Only true masters of the forge had the right to leave their names on their work.

Caius’ craftsmanship had already earned Old Oern’s approval—he was more than qualified.

"Here. Your personal weapon—Mewtooth." Caius handed the dagger to Kiki.

She carefully received it with both hands, then began admiring it with sparkling eyes.

"So comfortable to hold… meow~"

"So sharp… meow~"

"So pretty… meow~"

"You like it?" Caius chuckled.

"Like it? I love it, meow!" Kiki jumped up and down with joy, then pounced into Caius’ arms, wrapping her arms around his neck and planting a kiss on his cheek.

"Thank you, big guy, meow!"

Watching Kiki beam with happiness, Caius grinned and ruffled her hair.

"Alright, let’s go find Little Swan. We’re heading to Nofalark Forest today. It'll be a good chance for you to get some real training in."

"Okay, meow!" Kiki beamed, but then tilted her head in confusion. "But… didn’t you say we were leaving tomorrow, meow?"

"Plans changed. The sooner, the better," Caius replied with a smile.

In truth, it was intentional.

Saying tomorrow would give Little Swan something to look forward to—but then showing up today? That’d make for a delightful surprise. Perfect for stirring up a little emotional chaos~

Without wasting any time, Caius stepped out of Oern’s Smithy, bid Oern farewell, and activated his Magic Array Plate—teleporting directly to the plaza at Hydis Magic Academy.

But Caius didn’t go looking for Hilda right away. He didn’t even know where she was—and it was class time.

Instead, he figured it was a good chance to check in on Instructor Holan and that silly mushroom.

He headed straight for the library.

Inside, Instructor Holan was in the middle of a lecture—with the same group of students Caius had seen before.

The ones who had been foolish enough to think they could go hunt Magic Beasts… until Caius had scared them straight.

But as soon as he entered, Caius noticed something odd about the way they were all looking at him.

Not just the students—even Holan’s gaze felt a little strange.

For some reason, Caius felt a creeping sense of unease. "What’s going on here?" he asked.

"Mercenary bro… you… you really beat the President yesterday?" asked Jelly, one of the students, eyes shining with admiration.

Ah, so that was it.

The President, meaning the student council president—Hilda.

So the rumors had gotten around.

Apparently, what happened at Zachary’s estate—where Caius had taken down Okot—wasn’t the only thing he’d done worth talking about.

At Hydis Academy, anything involving Hilda was bound to be big news.

Caius had a feeling this would come back to bite him later.

Not that he cared.

He simply nodded. "Mhm."

With that confirmation, the students all exchanged shocked glances—then immediately swarmed him.

"Mercenary bro, what rank are you?! You actually beat the President?"

"I saw it happen! You were awesome! Honestly, I thought you were doomed!"

"Mercenary bro, what’s your relationship with the President?!"

As the students bombarded him with questions, Caius shot a pleading look at Holan. But the instructor merely smiled, offering no help at all.

Caius could only raise his hands and say, "We’re just friends. As for my rank… well, as an external affiliate of the academy, that’s confidential."

He glanced subtly at Holan as he spoke.

Holan gave a slight nod, his expression easing.

But Caius knew—this wasn’t the end of it.

Sure enough, Holan soon stepped forward to rescue him: "Alright, that’s enough. Your job is to study. Stop asking so many questions."

"Back to reviewing. I’ll speak with our mercenary guest..."

With that, she tilted her chin toward Caius, then turned and headed toward one of the private rooms in the library.

Caius sighed inwardly.

Sigh… Fame sure comes with trouble. This damn charm of mine…
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                "Talk. What's going on between you and Hilda?" Holan asked, crossing her legs on the sofa and casting a slightly accusatory look at Caius.

Caius wasn’t a fan of that tone.

So he replied lazily, "I'm a little thirsty."

Holan raised an eyebrow. "Then drink water. Why are you telling me?"

Caius flopped onto the table with a weak sigh. "Ah, how society has declined..."

"To think that I, a future Legendary Mercenary, would one day meet such a tragic fate—dying of thirst in the Hydis Library."

"And the beautiful instructor just stood by and watched... even though she still owes me a candlelit dinner..."

Yes, this was a classic move of his—recycled, with a touch of pity play. This time, though, the target had shifted from the Boss Lady to an elegant instructor.

Listening to Caius mutter to himself, Holan couldn’t help but chuckle and finally got up to brew him a cup of tea.

"Happy now?" she said, placing the cup in front of him, half exasperated.

Instantly reinvigorated, Caius shot upright, took a slurp of the tea, and looked completely content.

"Now will you talk?" Holan rested her cheek on her hand, eyeing him closely.

"Talk about what?" Caius feigned ignorance.

"Hilda. What's your relationship with her?" Holan pouted slightly as she spoke.

"Friends, didn’t I already say that?" Caius replied innocently.

"Friends?" Holan clearly didn’t buy it. "Since when do friends get taken into her private garden?"

"You know about that?" Caius was genuinely surprised.

Holan rolled her eyes. "You and Hilda headed toward the Student Council area. You vanished from sight. That means you were either in the council building or the garden."

"The council building was packed, and no one saw either of you. So that leaves the garden."

"And that place connects to her private dormitory. It’s always been a restricted zone—off-limits to everyone. Even the principal needs permission to enter."

With that, Holan leaned forward, supporting herself on the table, her face inches from Caius, completely serious.

"Spill it. What's really going on between you and Hilda?"

The corner of Caius's mouth twitched.

Now this is an instructor. Her logic was watertight.

Detective Holan: I’m buying front row seats.

"We really are just friends," Caius said helplessly.

Holan stared at him, clearly unconvinced.

Caius sighed and threw the question back. "Then what do you think my relationship with Hilda is?"

Holan was caught off guard, raising her brows in surprise.

This thick-headed brute was actually turning the question on her?

"Caius, you can’t do this..." she murmured, her voice suddenly deflated.

"Do what?" he asked.

"You... you..." She bit her lip, struggling to speak, before finally saying, "You promised Belle you'd protect her!"

"Uh-huh. And how does that conflict with anything I just said?" Caius looked genuinely confused as he took another sip of tea.

Holan was momentarily speechless. But she was clearly frustrated—her chest rising and falling with every breath before she turned her head away, refusing to look at him.

Seeing this, Caius waved a hand in front of her face. "Instructor Holan?"

No response.

"Beautiful instructor?" he tried again.

Still nothing. She even turned her head further.

Caius scratched his head, sighing. "Alright, alright... I admit it."

Holan perked up, her ears practically twitching.

"Our relationship... is complicated," Caius said, as if the words were difficult to get out.

At that, a flicker of disappointment flashed through Holan’s eyes. A tightness formed in her chest, making it hard to breathe.

Still, she kept a composed exterior. "Go on. I'm listening."

Caius shook his head, putting on a guilty expression. "If I'd known private deals with the Student Council President were illegal, I never would've done it..."

Holan blinked. "Deal? What kind of deal?"

"Her sword broke when we fought the Wolf Demon, remember? My side gig is being a blacksmith," Caius explained.

"I heard she comes from a well-off background, so I figured, why not? I offered to forge her a new sword in exchange for proper compensation."

"We had a duel yesterday to get a feel for her fighting style, so I could tailor the sword perfectly for her."

"That's what responsible blacksmiths do."

"Remember my warhammer? That’s actually my forging hammer. I just used it earlier to make a dagger for Kiki."

"Really, meow! This one, meow!" Kiki proudly held up her [Mewtooth].

Holan took it and drew the blade, visibly surprised.

Even though she wasn’t a professional, it was obvious how finely crafted and sharp the dagger was. On the blade was a single engraved character—[Caius].

She’d seen Kiki without the dagger before. Clearly, Caius had forged it recently.

"But you know me, I’m also a skilled mercenary. Her combat technique looked a bit unrefined to me, so I gave her some pointers," Caius continued.

"So, our relationship is... layered. We’re friends. I’m her seller, she’s the buyer. But I’m also kind of her instructor now—she wants my help improving her combat skills."

"So... she took you to the garden for that?" Holan asked.

"Yup. We discussed the sword design and I offered a bit of advice on her combat form. After that, I used a Teleportation Magic Array Plate to leave." Caius sighed. "Had I known this was illegal in Hydis, I wouldn’t have done it."

"I’ve heard that in big cities, unlicensed private weapons trading is banned. I should’ve applied for a trade license from the Crafting Guild first..."

That said, beneath the table, Caius discreetly gave Kiki a thumbs-up.

Good assist, little cat. Totally worth spoiling you.

Sure enough, Holan now looked awkward and slightly apologetic. "Actually... the trade isn’t illegal..."

"Huh?" Caius acted surprised. "Private weapons deals are allowed?"

"Mm-hmm." Holan nodded.

His eyes widened. "Seriously? I thought I committed some major crime!"

This performance? Pure gold. Someone hand him a Golden Actor Award!

He even patted his chest dramatically, like he’d just dodged a bullet. "Whew! That scared me. Good to know everything’s okay."

"I’ve been saving up for the Orphanage renovations. Planning to build a swimming pool for the kids in the yard, and tear down the old building to rebuild it. That takes a lot of money."

Looking at Caius’s carefree grin, Holan felt a wave of guilt wash over her.

She realized she might have wrongly accused him.

She’d suspected Caius and Hilda of suddenly becoming... intimately close without saying a word.

But thinking back, that didn’t make sense at all.

He’d only just met Hilda. She knew exactly what kind of person Hilda was—cold on the surface, but actually kind to those around her.

And Caius? He was clearly trying to help Belle and the Orphanage. Taking on odd jobs and forging weapons to raise funds for the renovations...

Not only did she do nothing, but she also speculated about him because of some gossip, even going so far as to confront him aggressively.

At that thought, Holan’s eyes grew a little red.

She looked at Caius cautiously and said in a small voice, “I’m sorry…”

“Huh?” Caius blinked in confusion. “What for?”

Seeing that innocent, puzzled look on his face, Holan felt even more remorseful. Her small hands fidgeted nervously before she bit her lip and timidly extended her hand toward Caius, gently hooking her pinky around his index finger.

“I thought… I mean, I misunderstood you. I’m really sorry…”

In that moment, she was no longer the composed, intellectual mentor. She looked more like a little girl who had made a mistake, eager to make amends and earn Caius’s forgiveness.

To Caius, this scene was irresistibly adorable.

At the same time, he gave himself a mental thumbs-up.

Everything he’d said had been the truth—well, except for the part about being afraid of illegal weapon deals. That had been a lie.

But then again, it was kind of true. In some places, private weapon transactions were strictly prohibited and required a certified license.

Still, with Caius’s personality, he was never one to worry about such things.

Even if it was illegal, he wouldn't care. As long as there was money to be made, that was all that mattered. After all, he was a mercenary—one who operated on the fringes of the rules.

So in the end, his words were more true than false. He had simply left out a few important details.

And just like that, Caius had completely cleared himself of suspicion, even managing to turn the tables and make Holan feel guilty instead.

Ah, beautiful mentor… you’re still a bit too green~
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                “Though I don’t quite know what you’ve misunderstood... I’ll accept your apology. After all, you’re a beautiful instructor,” Caius said with a generous smile.

At the same time, his hand was already acting out of line—fingertips trailing along Holan’s slender fingers until they reached the back of her hand. He gently enveloped her delicate fingers in his palm.

Feeling the warmth of that large hand, Holan blushed inwardly.

No man had ever held her hand like this before. It felt unfamiliar… yet not unpleasant.

Moreover, Caius was surprisingly restrained. After successfully holding her hand, he didn’t take it any further. He just sat there, quietly, half-holding it with a respectful calm.

Even though he truly wanted to explore the soft touch of that delicate hand more, he reined himself in.

Holan appeared to be in her late twenties, seemingly experienced—but from her reaction, Caius could tell that when it came to matters of the heart, she was no different from a young girl like Hilda.

And that, to Caius, was irresistibly endearing.

He couldn’t rush things. He had to let her adjust slowly—only when she was ready would he take the next step.

The fact that Holan hadn’t pulled away was already the greatest victory.

The warmth of Caius’s hand made Holan’s cheeks flush. But she didn’t pull back. Instead, pretending not to notice, she maintained her ladylike composure and changed the subject, saying, “Are you free tonight?”

“Candlelight dinner?” Caius’s face lit up with surprise.

Seeing his expression, Holan’s heart fluttered. It meant he truly wanted to share a romantic candlelight dinner with her.

So she nodded. “Mm.”

But then Caius’s expression collapsed into dismay, confusing Holan. “What’s wrong?”

“If I’d known you were free tonight for a candlelight dinner, I wouldn’t have taken this mission…” Caius sighed, pulling out the mission slip for investigating the Bloody Lands in Nofalark Forest.

Holan took it and, upon reading it, looked a little disappointed—but she quickly collected herself and nodded thoughtfully. “It’s okay. Another time. The investigation in Nofalark Forest is important—it concerns the safety of Grilla City and the surrounding towns.”

“It mostly concerns your safety!” Caius said seriously.

“Oh? Is that so? Not about the mission reward?” Holan chuckled, her eyes curving into crescents.

“Of course not! If the Bloody Lands threaten Grilla City, then you’re in danger—Belle too. I don’t want either of you getting hurt,” Caius said with righteous determination.

To Holan, those words sounded like a roundabout confession.

She smiled brilliantly, gently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. The soft light from the window spilled over her, making her look impossibly gentle.

“In that case, you’re really my hero,” Holan said with a warm smile.

“It’s an honor!” Caius laughed heartily.

The two gazed at each other in silence. And finally, Caius’s hand couldn’t resist anymore.

Well—he didn’t manage to hold back completely.

His thumb began to gently stroke the back of Holan’s hand.

To be fair, Holan’s hands were truly worthy of someone in magical research—well-protected, smooth as jade, delicate and soft in his grasp.

It tickled Holan slightly—but also felt oddly comforting.

Especially in the quiet between them, she felt a sense of peace. She found herself becoming a little attached to this feeling.

Kiki, watching their hands and then their faces, tilted her fuzzy head.

Caius was smiling sweetly at Holan, while Holan propped her chin on her other hand, gazing out the window, a faint curve on her lips.

Little kitty didn’t understand.

But little kitty also wanted to hold hands with the big guy.

The tingling sensation from her hand grew stronger, and Holan found herself increasingly flustered. It wasn’t just her hand—it felt like her heart was itching too.

It was becoming too much.

Finally, she pretended to spot something outside, gently pulling her hand back and pointing out the window. “Look, a Solstice Bird just flew past.”

Caius looked a little disappointed—he had wanted to enjoy that soft hand a little longer.

But sensing Holan’s desire to withdraw, he didn’t resist. He released her hand gently, allowing her to pull back, then followed her finger and looked outside.

“Where? Where?”

“It’s gone now,” Holan said with a smile.

“That’s a shame. I heard Solstice Birds are beautiful—and they herald the coming of winter,” Caius remarked.

“Yeah, it’s already late September. Winter is almost here. After this winter, I’ll be a year older,” Holan said wistfully.

“That would make you nineteen, huh?” Caius teased.

“Ha! You really know how to flatter a lady~” Holan laughed, clearly delighted.

Caius chuckled, then something seemed to occur to him. “How’s silly mushroom doing these days? Has she adjusted to life at Hydis?”

“She’s doing fine. I’ve been keeping a close eye on her. She’s attending classes regularly and participating in magical research,” Holan nodded.

“But she’s very shy. She still hasn’t made a single friend… I worry about her.”

“No need to worry,” Caius said suddenly. “Do you know how introverts make friends?”

“How?”

“They don’t,” Caius grinned.

“They wait for the extroverts to find them, to like them, to accept them—and become their friends.”

Holan burst out laughing. “That still sounds like not making friends.”

“She doesn’t need many,” Caius shook his head. “In truth, none of us do. Just a few true friends—that’s enough.”

“The kind you can talk with, share your heart with, rely on.”

“Everyone else is just passing through.”

“With silly mushroom’s personality, she’s not destined to have many friends. So there’s no need to force it.”

“She’ll try her best to meet others’ expectations—just like how she managed to complete your assignment even while she was in the depths of suffering. Too many expectations would only weigh her down.”

“She has me. And she has you. That’s enough—for now.”

“Maybe in the future she’ll have more friends. But anyone new will have to pass our test first.”

“Wow, you make it sound like we’re her parents,” Holan giggled, covering her mouth.

“Haha,” Caius laughed. “Honestly, I’ve always felt that way.”

Holan nodded. “Me too, actually.”

They exchanged a look, blinked at each other, and both burst into laughter again.

“Alright, I should get going. I’ve got a mission to take care of. I’ll leave silly mushroom in your care,” Caius said, standing.

Holan seemed a little reluctant, but still nodded. “Alright.”

“Oh, by the way—where’s Hilda? I’ve finished preparing the forging materials for her sword. I need to get the deposit from her,” Caius asked.

Holan didn’t know he was planning to go to Nofalark Forest with Hilda, since Caius had slyly kept that detail to himself.

So she didn’t suspect anything. “She should be in the student council president’s office right now.”

“She doesn’t have class?”

“She’s a genius. She already completed most of the curriculum for the next few years. Aside from the occasional session, she doesn’t need to attend class regularly,” Holan replied with a smile.

“Impressive. In that case, I should charge her a little extra for the deposit,” Caius nodded, causing Holan to burst into a fit of giggles.

"Don’t try to rip her off—she may be rich, but she’s not stupid," Holan reminded him.

"Of course not, I’m no swindler," Caius replied with a grin, waving his hand. "Alright, I’m off!"

"Wait... one second," Holan suddenly said.

Caius turned around, looking at her curiously.

Holan hesitated for a moment before continuing, "Because of what happened between you and Hilda, the entire Academy knows. Most of them probably... got the wrong idea about you."

"You know how it is—Hilda has a lot of admirers. Some of them might cause trouble for you, so be careful."

"Don’t worry, I can handle it," Caius said with a smile, waving once more. "See you."

Only then did Holan relax, nodding gently. "See you."

Caius's strength was undeniable. If he could defeat Hilda, then those other suitors likely wouldn’t pose much of a threat either. So she didn’t need to worry too much.

Just like that, Caius left the library with Kiki by his side.

At that moment, Kiki tugged gently on Caius’s finger.

He looked down at her.

The little Catgirl reached out her tiny hand and said, "I wanna hold hands too, meow."

Caius was taken aback, then laughed. "Of course you can."

He reached out and gently took her small hand in his.

Her hand was even smaller than Holan’s.

Feeling the soft warmth wrapped around his fingers, Kiki beamed, skipping along beside him with joy.

From a distance, they looked just like a father strolling hand-in-hand with his daughter.
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                Passing through the classroom buildings, Caius found his way to the Student Council building.

Yes, Hydis Academy had an entire building dedicated to its Student Council. No wonder people said it was part of the system—though in Caius’s eyes, it had always seemed like nothing more than a bunch of immature kids playing politics. But thinking about it now, the council actually held quite a bit of real power.

It was entirely possible that graduating from the Student Council led straight into an official position in the Empire’s bureaucracy.

There were students on duty guarding the entrance like security personnel, stopping any outsiders who tried to enter.

After all, regular students were strictly prohibited from entering the council building.

But Caius strutted in like he owned the place, hands in his pockets, a little cat perched on his shoulder, swaggering through the doors. The students on duty didn’t know whether they should stop him or not.

That was partly because Caius had become quite well-known. Word had already spread throughout the academy that Hilda had lost to some bulky outsider yesterday—it was the talk of the campus.

Uncertain about Caius’s identity, the guards ultimately decided not to intervene.

So Caius wandered the building, humming a tune.

It wasn’t that he wanted to loiter. He just didn’t know where the Student Council President’s office was. So he decided to explore each floor, one at a time.

He could’ve asked a student for directions, but that would risk exposing him as an outsider.

Even though his appointment as an external envoy to Hydis Academy was pretty much a done deal, it hadn’t been officially confirmed yet. If someone wanted to make trouble for him, he could still be kicked out.

And the scenery here was nice enough. He might as well treat it like a stroll in the park.

By the time he reached the third floor, a group of five students came walking toward him. Caius noticed the number [6] on their armbands—sixth years.

Sixth year was the highest level at Hydis Academy.

Hilda was a second-year, and that silly mushroom Kiki was a first-year transfer.

Caius didn’t think much of it. A few other sixth-year students had passed by earlier. They’d looked at him and Kiki with surprise and confusion but hadn’t said anything.

He kept walking, stepping slightly to the side to give way—as a polite mercenary should.

With his massive frame, he took up most of the hallway, so it was only right to make room.

But while Caius made space, the students coming toward him didn’t. In fact, the one in the lead deliberately shifted toward Caius and, as they passed, slammed his shoulder into him.

The result?

Caius didn’t budge. The other guy, however, stumbled back two or three steps, his face full of fury. “Are you blind?!”

Caius raised an eyebrow.

Oh? Looking for trouble?

He eyed the golden-haired student, carefully noting that his hair was straight, not curly. Still, what the hell was wrong with this kid?

Caius had seen that little stunt coming from a mile away—it was no accident. He didn’t recall ever offending this guy, so odds were, this must be the "Hilda’s admirer" Holan had mentioned.

With that in mind, Caius smiled.

“My apologies…” he said, walking forward with a big, goofy grin on his face.

Seeing this, the golden-haired student sneered, muttering under his breath, “Blind fuckin’…”

Thud!

Before he could finish, his body folded in half and was sent flying several meters, crashing hard into the floor and tumbling across it.

The four students behind him froze, stunned, staring blankly at Caius as he retracted his leg, still smiling.

“My bad. Shame that kick didn’t kill you, dumbass.”

As he said that, he rolled his neck and glanced at another sixth-year student nearby, raising an eyebrow and growling, “What the hell are you starin’ at? Get the fuck outta my face.”

The street-thug attitude on his face was a total transformation from the gentle smile he’d worn just a second ago.

Well, you couldn’t expect someone who had survived on the Wastelands for over thirty years to act all cultured. What people called “manners” were just camouflage and convenience.

The students flinched at his ruthless energy and instinctively stepped back.

Sixth-year students were around twenty-one or twenty-two years old, with strength ranging from Gold to Platinum rank.

Of the five in front of Caius, three were Platinum and two were high-level Golds.

The one Caius had kicked away? Platinum three-star.

That level of power posed zero threat to Caius.

Especially since they were mages.

Close-range against a Warrior? That was a death sentence.

In such a narrow corridor, Caius didn’t even need to bring out his warhammer to kill them all.

The oppressive force radiating from him wasn’t something these pampered academy students could match.

Besides, Caius had beaten Hilda just yesterday—and not one of them could beat her. So what chance did they stand against him?

They only dared provoke him because this was a school and they thought it would protect them. What they hadn’t accounted for was Caius playing by no one’s rules.

Now faced with his overwhelming presence, the students stumbled backward in fear, not daring to confront him.

The one Caius had insulted earlier was red-faced, though it was unclear whether it was from rage or shame.

But he didn’t dare fight back, either.

“What are you standing there for?! Get him!” the golden-haired student, clutching his stomach in agony, struggled to his feet and yelled.

The others hesitated, clearly tempted to act, but as soon as they looked at Caius’s two-meter-tall frame and saw the cold glint in his eyes, they chickened out and shrank back again.

Caius let out a mocking snort and started walking straight toward the golden-haired one.

The kid’s expression shifted to panic. He scrambled back a few steps and raised a hand, ice crystals quickly forming in his palm.

But to Caius, the casting speed looked like slow motion.

In reality, it took only half a second to form.

But in that half-second, Caius’s hand was already in front of him, crushing the half-formed ice spike effortlessly.

Then he stepped forward and seized the boy by the neck, lifting him off the ground with one hand.

“L-Let go of me… Do you even know… who I am…” the golden-haired boy croaked, clawing at Caius’s wrist.

“Oh? And do you know who I am?” Caius chuckled coldly, his face full of scorn.

Oh, pulling the background card now, huh?

I can play that game too. Want me to make something up that’ll scare the piss outta you?

Funny thing was—Caius’s line did scare the kid.

He froze, suddenly unsure. Maybe this guy really was someone important?

But Caius didn’t give him time to think. With a casual flick of his arm, he sent the kid flying.

The student’s face smacked into the wall with a sickening crunch, leaving bloody streaks on the once-white surface. Then he slid down, clutching his face and trembling all over.

“M-My teeth…” he whimpered, blood streaming through his fingers. Two front teeth had been knocked loose, and his hawk-like nose was visibly crooked—the nasal bone had definitely fractured.

Caius curled his lip in disdain.

He hadn’t even used much force—this guy had absolutely no combat sense. The moment he smashed into the wall, if he had just conjured a Magic Shield, he wouldn’t have lost his front teeth.

“Pathetic. Trying to act tough like someone else. Idiot,” Caius scoffed, hands in his pockets, then turned away and continued walking forward.

But he’d barely taken a few steps when three ice spikes suddenly shot toward him.

Caius frowned but didn’t dodge. Instead, a flicker of blue light shimmered over his body as he stood his ground.

In the split second the blue glow appeared, the ice spikes struck—but instead of piercing through, they shattered as though hitting solid steel. Not even Caius’s clothes were damaged.

It was his magic defense.

By channeling magic to envelop his body at the exact moment of impact, he could drastically enhance his defense. The key was in mastering the timing—releasing and withdrawing magic instantly. By retracting the magic the moment the defense was complete, the consumption would be minimized.

Caius had learned this technique out of necessity. As his Magic Core deepened in quality, the amount of free-flowing magic he could summon at will had dwindled. So, he had to master control—using the least amount of magic to execute offense and defense.

And magic defense depended on the intensity of magic. Though Caius was only ranked Gold Five-Star, the raw power of his magic was far beyond what that blond punk could muster.

After deflecting the attack, Caius felt a chill wind behind him. He turned around to see that same guy glaring at him with malice, slurring through broken teeth, “I’ll kill you…”

Caius grinned. Some people just didn’t learn until they saw their own grave.

He rolled his shoulders, ready to deal with the guy properly.

But just then, a familiar voice rang out.

“Caius?”

“What the hell are you two doing?”
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                Caius froze, then turned around to see Hilda standing at the top of the stairs, frowning slightly as she looked down at them.

“I—” Caius was about to speak.

But the blond brat beat him to it.

He withdrew his flaring magic power, pointed at Caius, his voice cracked and wheezy, “This guy attacked me!”

“We were just walking down the hallway like normal, and he suddenly rammed into me—then punched me! That’s assault!”

“President, I demand this man be detained!”

Caius almost burst out laughing. What a textbook case of the guilty making the first accusation.

But Hilda clearly wasn’t going to take just his word for it. She turned to Caius.

Caius just shrugged. “Pretty much what he said, except he ran into me first—and insulted me while he was at it.”

“He’s lying!” the blond brat immediately shouted. “President, don’t believe him! He’s just a violent lunatic!”

“My teammates can testify—it was him who struck first!”

At that, Hilda turned her gaze to the stunned students nearby. Realizing the cue, they quickly nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, it was him! He attacked Fenton first!”

“He’s completely nuts!”

“He almost killed Fenton!”

Backed by his teammates, the blond brat grew even more dramatic, whining miserably, “President, you hear that?”

“This bastard is definitely from outside the academy! He broke into the Student Council building, and when I politely asked him to leave, he sucker-punched me!”

“He needs to be arrested immediately!”

“This guy must be brought to justice under Grilla City law!”

Caius watched the whole scene like a good show. He even pulled out a cigarette and was about to light it—before remembering this was still an academy. He put it away with a small sigh.

Hilda, meanwhile, frowned deeper as she listened, then turned to Caius again with a look that clearly said, “Well? Care to explain?”

So Caius said lightly, “Remember I mentioned that kind of bully before?”

“He’s one of them.”

“Just picked the wrong person to bully this time.”

At that, realization dawned in Hilda’s eyes. She gave a small nod, then her expression turned cold as she turned her sharp gaze toward Fenton.

“Senior Fenton, watch your words.”

“Caius is not an outsider.”

Caius: “?”

Wait, I’m not?

Hilda: “He’s the captain of the Student Council Security Squad.”

Caius: “??”

Wait, I am?

He glanced at Hilda, who wasn’t looking back, but he noticed her ears were a little red, and her fingers curled slightly.

Caius got the hint and nodded. “Yeah. I am.”

Fenton and the others were stunned. They hadn’t expected Caius to have an official position. That meant he wasn’t trespassing—he had the right to be inside Hydis Academy buildings.

“But he—” Fenton tried to argue, now recovering from his shock.

But Hilda cut him off firmly. “Enough, Senior Fenton. Tend to your injuries first.”

“As for this matter—I think you know exactly what happened. Don’t make me dig deeper.” She narrowed her eyes as she said the last part, staring Fenton down.

Fenton’s heart jumped. He took two steps back, then gritted his teeth and shot Caius a venomous glare. “We’re leaving!”

“Be sure to clean the wall on your way out~” Caius added, hands in his pockets, clearly enjoying the chaos.

Fenton stumbled slightly at the comment, then left even faster.

Only once Fenton and his crew had vanished down the hall did Hilda seem to breathe again. She looked at Caius with a trace of reprimand. “How did you manage to get into it with him?”

“I didn’t,” Caius replied, shrugging. “I was coming to find you. I was just looking for the Student Council President’s office when that guy rammed into me.”

He smiled. “Good thing our President has eyes like a hawk. Without you, I’d be in a tough spot.”

Little Swan lifted her chin with pride at the compliment, but quickly shook her head. “Fenton really is awful. Just like you said—he uses his family connections to bully others.”

“And not just once or twice.”

“He just doesn’t have the guts to act out in front of me. Think I don’t know?”

“That’s why I chose to believe you.”

Caius snapped his fingers. “Keen-eyed as always.”

“Come with me,” Hilda said with a smile, then turned and headed upstairs.

Caius followed with Kiki in tow. Soon they arrived at the so-called President’s office.

It was spacious, tidy. Hilda sat on the sofa and began preparing tea.

Caius flopped down unceremoniously on the couch, shifting around to get comfortable. “Damn, this is nice. I need one of these at the orphanage.”

Hilda chuckled. “That’s a great idea.”

“By the way,” Caius said, suddenly curious, “you mentioned I’m the captain of the Student Council Security Squad? When did that happen? I must’ve missed the memo.”

Hilda blinked her large eyes playfully. “The position was technically vacant. If you were an outsider, Fenton would’ve made a huge deal out of it. Even if he started the whole mess, you’d still be in the wrong.”

“So I figured I’d just give you the title. That way, you’re not an outsider anymore.”

She beamed at him, eyes sparkling with a hint of expectation—like a girl waiting for praise.

Caius, of course, wasn’t stingy with compliments. “Brilliant. That means all Fenton can do now is swallow his teeth—literally. Speaking of which, did he actually swallow his teeth back there?”

“Of course not!” Hilda laughed. Then, her tone turned serious. “But Fenton’s father is one of Hydis Academy’s board members. He won’t let this go so easily.”

“He might come after you. Be careful.”

“If you ever need help, come to me. As long as I’m around, they won’t dare do anything to you.”

Seeing the concern on Little Swan’s face warmed Caius’s heart. He nodded. “Don’t worry. They can’t touch me.”

“Mhm.” Hilda nodded, confident in Caius’s strength.

Then, smiling again, she asked, “So? Interested in safeguarding the Student Council?”

“Of course!” Caius replied immediately.

To put it plainly, the position was basically “head of security”—not a lot of power, but with it, he’d have free and legal access to all Hydis buildings.

“What exactly do I need to do?” Caius asked.

“Protect the Student Council members,” Hilda explained. “The Council doesn’t just have authority within Hydis Academy—sometimes it’s involved with external matters.”

“Like political events in Grilla City, or affairs with affiliated academies.”

“For example, if a Student Council member needs to travel to another city’s academy for work or exchange programs, they might have to pass through dangerous areas. That’s where you come in.”

“Or if there’s a business or political event in Grilla City where Hydis Academy needs to send representatives—the Council will attend, and they’ll need protection.”

“After all, our students are future mages. Council members are the cream of the crop. Some of the Empire’s enemies—or just plain bad guys—might try to target them.”

As Hilda explained all this seriously, Caius couldn’t help but grin.

This Little Swan is truly getting more adorable by the minute

So he asked, “Then when the time comes, will I be protecting you at the event?”

“Of course,” Hilda nodded, but then added, “But I don’t need your protection. I can take care of myself.”

“I don’t think so.” Caius smiled slyly.

“You’re looking down on me again. Don’t believe me? How about we have another sparring session? I’ve made a lot of progress since yesterday!” Hilda puffed her cheeks slightly as she spoke.

“Haha, I’d love to, but it might have to wait a bit,” Caius replied.

“Why?” Hilda asked, a little confused. “Isn’t that why you came here, to spar with me?”

“No.” Caius shook his head.

“Oh…” Hilda’s face immediately fell, a bit disappointed.

But the next moment, Caius said, “I came to invite you on an investigation mission to Nofalark Forest.”

With that, he took out his task sheet and handed it to Hilda.

Hilda took it, glanced at it, and her eyes lit up with excitement. “Right now?”

“Mhm,” Caius nodded. “I completed my other tasks early just for you and took up this official investigation mission from Ocean City.”

“Thank you!” Hilda exclaimed joyfully, then immediately stood up and rushed toward the door, her steps quick and a little light-hearted. “Wait here for me, I’ll get ready, we’re leaving right away!”

As she hurried out, her steps full of energy and enthusiasm, Caius couldn’t help but admire her retreating figure, a smile spread across his face.

Such a cute little Swan.
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                Soon, Hilda returned, dressed in a set of exquisite light armor. Her golden hair, naturally cascading down, was once again tied into a high golden ponytail, giving her a heroic and lively appearance.

"Let's go!" Hilda said, appearing somewhat eager.

Caius nodded and activated the teleportation array. In the blink of an eye, the two of them, along with a meow, disappeared from the office and appeared at the academy’s teleportation plaza.

The plaza was a central point from which one could teleport to a wilderness spot just ten kilometers away from Nofalark Forest. Since the academy’s teleportation arrays were free of charge, Caius was naturally going to take advantage of it.

At this moment, Caius noticed students beginning to move around.

"Is class over?" Caius asked.

"Yeah, it just ended." Hilda nodded.

Caius glanced at the students walking out of the academic building, seemingly searching for someone.

However, after waiting for a while, he said, "Let’s go."

"Mm." Hilda nodded.

The teleportation array lit up again, and the two of them, along with a meow, vanished in a flash of light.

Just then, a tall, flaxen-haired figure walked out of the teaching building.

Unlike the other students who were in groups, she appeared quite solitary.

But she had already grown accustomed to it. With her book bag in hand, she walked slowly toward the direction of the female dormitory.

Before long, she returned to her dorm.

The researcher’s dorm was quite nice—one bedroom, one living room, one bathroom, and even a small kitchen. The furnishings inside were simple yet tidy.

She entered, changed into slippers, and carefully placed her cloth shoes into the shoe cabinet, almost as if she were afraid of dirtying the floor.

However, she soon noticed a beautiful pair of women’s shoes on the floor.

Seeing them, she immediately knew who had come. She quickly stood up, passed through the foyer, and entered the living room, where she saw Holan lounging on the sofa, casually sipping tea.

"You're back," Holan smiled.

"Holan Instructor," Belle quietly greeted, then stretched out a finger from her sleeve, pointing to the kitchen. "I'll go cut some fruit..."

"No need," Holan said with a smile. "Those fruits are for you. You need to replenish your nutrients. Otherwise, with such a tall frame, you’re too light. The wind could blow you away."

"Come, sit here. I have something to talk to you about," Holan patted the seat next to her.

Belle obediently nodded and sat beside her.

Her posture was perfectly upright, resembling a well-behaved schoolchild.

Holan chuckled and teasingly asked, "Am I that scary?"

"No... No..." Belle quickly waved her hands, as if afraid Holan would misunderstand.

"Alright, alright, I know you're a good kid." Holan lightly patted Belle’s head, then glanced at a sweater draped over a chair.

"Did you knit this for him?" Holan asked.

"Mm." Belle nodded.

"It looks good." Holan picked up the sweater, which was nearly finished, and pouted. "Why didn’t you knit one for me too?"

Upon hearing this, Belle stood up and walked toward the bedroom. Holan looked on, puzzled.

Soon, Belle emerged from the bedroom, carefully holding a sweater, and handed it to Holan.

Holan's face lit up with surprise. "For me?"

"Mm." Belle nodded.

"Thank you~" Holan happily took the sweater.

The sweater was white, made from pure wool. It felt soft and warm to the touch, with cute blue snowflake patterns on it.

It was slightly long, designed like a dress. Holan, who stood at about 1.7 meters, would find it to be knee-length, just perfect.

Holan loved it and asked, her voice filled with joy, "Did you knit this for me first?"

To her surprise, Belle shook her head and pointed at Caius’s sweater.

Holan: "?"

Belle: "The sixth one."

Holan: "......"

"You knitted six sweaters for him?!" Holan exclaimed.

Belle nodded.

"How biased!" Holan feigned jealousy.

"Well, I’ll knit a few more for you..." Belle hurriedly said.

Holan sighed, then gently ruffled Belle’s hair.

Perhaps due to malnutrition, Belle’s hair was thin, but it was smooth to the touch.

"You’re just too good. This could easily get you bullied."

"Look at Caius—such a bad guy. Who would dare bully him?"

Belle remained silent, then shook her head softly.

"He’s not... a bad guy."

Holan: "..."

Looking at this obedient girl, Holan couldn’t help but reach out and push aside her hair, revealing her angelic face.

"No wonder he calls you Silly Mushroom. How can you be this good?" Holan gently cupped Belle’s face and rubbed it lovingly.

Belle became a little shy, her face turning slightly red.

This kind of intimate interaction between girls was something Belle had never experienced, so she didn’t quite know how to react.

After rubbing her face, Holan affectionately put her arm around Belle’s shoulders and said, "Alright, back to business. The reason I came to see you is to discuss what we’re going to do next."

"There are three things."

"First, we need to refine and strengthen the Bloody Potion to make it more effective against Bloody Creatures."

"Second, you need to pass the intermediate mage researcher exam. That way, you'll be able to participate in more projects and receive more subsidies."

"And the third..." At this point, Holan paused and then smiled. "Is to help Big Guy find a way to learn magic."

Belle looked at Holan and softly asked, "He... can’t learn magic?"

Holan: "..."

So the third point is the most important to you, huh?

"Yeah, I don’t know why," Holan replied slowly. "His magic power can’t be retained or resonated with—it's almost inert, not active at all."

"But Big Guy works so hard."

Upon hearing this, Belle lowered her head and fell silent, as though lost in thought.

Noticing this, Holan asked, "Are you listening?"

Belle quickly nodded. "Mm."

Holan pursed her lips and, mimicking Caius's tone, said, "Don’t just nod. Say you’re listening."

Belle: "I’m listening."

Holan: "Good girl~"

Ruffling her head, Holan continued, "I don’t have a clear idea yet... Hmm... I think I’ll start by looking through the ancient texts at the library, see if there are any similar cases or records."

Just then, Belle suddenly spoke up, "We could... first ask him for a magic power sample. Whether it's magic or anything else, it's all magic power interacting. We could take a sample and use magic to experiment, troubleshoot, and try to find out why his magic power won’t resonate... the... cause..."

Her voice grew softer as she realized Holan was staring at her.

Finally, Belle stopped talking, feeling a bit nervous.

Holan stood up, her face full of surprise. "Right! How did I forget that!"

"I should have asked him for a magic sample right away!"

Belle tilted her head slightly, looking confused.

Holan then realized and gave an awkward smile. "He came by earlier. We talked about you, and I told him you're doing well."

"Mm." Belle nodded, lowering her head again.

Holan looked at the quiet mushroom girl and, for some reason, felt a sense of emotion.

She propped her elbow on her knee and rested her chin in her hand, watching her. "So, you can talk that much all at once, Silly Mushroom."

Belle fiddled with her little hands, whispering, "I’m not a mushroom..."

Holan laughed, "I thought you were going to say you’re not silly."

Belle remained silent, her fingers nervously intertwining.

Seeing this, Holan gently said, "Girl, you really should be more confident."

"You’re not silly at all. You pointed out something I completely missed."

"If anyone dares to call you Silly Mushroom, I’ll beat them up!"

Upon hearing this, Belle quickly waved her little hands. "Don’t beat him..."

"I haven’t said anything about him, and yet you're so concerned?" Holan said, feigning jealousy.

Belle stammered, lowering her head, her ears turning red under her hair. Holan could almost picture her beautiful face hidden beneath, flushed like a red apple.

Holan suddenly understood why Caius liked to "bully" her.

She was just too cute.
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                Ten kilometers outside the Nofalark Forest, the light of a Teleportation Magic Circle flared to life atop a teleportation pillar, and a moment later, two people and one cat appeared within the glow.

These teleportation pillars functioned as spatial anchors—coordinates fixed in space. Across the continent, many public teleportation points had been established, most of them placed by the Empire in open areas. This allowed the military to utilize these anchors for rapid deployment.

Rumor had it that the most advanced teleportation circle could transfer an entire army of a hundred thousand in a single go. The sheer scale of that was hard to imagine.

Some teleportation anchors were privately established as well, though only powerful or influential figures had the means to set up such private coordinates.

After passing through the vast plains, they arrived before the great Nofalark Forest.

Caius reviewed the mission details.

Platinum-ranked Magic Beasts could be found within the Nofalark Forest. As for the ore collection, that required travel to another location. But that wasn’t an issue—the ore mission was a Guild assignment without a time limit. He could handle the Magic Beast task first.

Up next was training Little Swan and the kitten in combat. Both he and Little Swan would serve as the kitten’s combat instructors.

He was confident Little Swan would agree.

“My designated investigation area is around Mirror Lake in the Nofalark Forest. What about you?” Hilda asked.

“I’m not restricted to any area. Anywhere is fine,” Caius replied.

“Then let’s check out the Mirror Lake region first,” Hilda said with a spark of excitement. “The scenery there is really beautiful, and the terrain is flat—perfect for sparring.”

Caius chuckled and nodded.

Others who came to the Nofalark Forest would be focused on the dangers—terrain, miasma, Magic Beasts. But Little Swan was focused on its beauty. That said a lot about the romantic and gentle soul she possessed.

“Alright then, lead the way?” Caius said with a grin.

Hilda instinctively nodded, but quickly seemed to remember something, puffing out her cheeks. “No way—you go ahead. Otherwise you’ll make fun of me again!”

“Hahaha!” Caius laughed aloud, making Hilda stomp her foot in protest.

“I’m just… not that good at directions!” she huffed, pouting.

“Alright, alright. I’ll show you a few tricks for navigation later,” Caius said, walking ahead with a smile.

He had already memorized the maps of the surrounding area—it was essential. These maps didn’t just have regional divisions, but also marked the locations where specific Magic Beasts appeared, as well as places to find herbs, ores, and other materials. Before heading to Ocean City, he’d bought several different types of maps to cross-reference.

One map marked herb regions. Another was for Magic Beast sightings. Others detailed rivers, mountain ranges, and more. He committed them all to memory and combined them into a single comprehensive, highly practical map in his mind—making it nearly impossible to get lost or miss a target.

In his past life, he relied on implants for map memory. Now, he relied solely on his brain.

As they walked deeper into the forest, Caius dragged his fingers along the surface of trees. His fingers, like blades, left shallow marks behind.

“In the forest, you should leave signs as you move forward,” he said. “That way you can retrace your steps if needed.”

“I get that much,” Hilda said, lifting her chin. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Caius nodded. “The most reliable method—look to the sky.”

“The sky?” Hilda looked up in confusion. The sky above was a clear blue.

“Watch the clouds. The tall, high ones usually drift west to east—that’s due to planetary rotation.”

“What’s a planet?” Hilda asked curiously, and Kiki perked up her ears to listen.

“It’s the name for our world. A general term,” Caius said. “But cloud movement isn’t always accurate. High-altitude winds can shift clouds in any direction, so only use this method in fair weather.”

“A better method is watching the sun.”

“You can determine direction using the sun and the shadow behind you.”

“Once you’ve got your direction down, you’re unlikely to get lost.”

“During the day, use the sun. At night, use the stars—identify a few recognizable constellations, and you’ll have your bearings.”

“And look at the environment around you. See that moss?”

“Moss always grows on the side that gets less light—north-facing. It prefers damp, shady spots. So if you see thick moss, it’s pointing north.”

Caius continued sharing as they walked, and both Hilda and Kiki listened intently.

They quickly realized Caius knew a lot—practical knowledge that wasn’t even covered in books. The more they listened, the more intrigued they became, their eyes shining as they absorbed every detail. It truly felt like they were learning.

Mirror Lake was located in the central part of the Nofalark Forest. Following the river that connected to it, the distance was a little over eighty kilometers.

So the trio kept a swift pace—roughly thirty to forty kilometers per hour. That would get them there in about two hours.

Maintaining such speed in a forest was no small feat. It was akin to a fast sprinter pushing full speed on flat land. But for the three of them, it was barely a challenge—in fact, they found it rather easy.

Caius jogged along, sharing more knowledge with Hilda and Kiki as they went. His breathing was steady, his thoughts clear as crystal.

Even he was a bit surprised. His memories of his previous life were so vivid—even the data from his cybernetic implants seemed intact. It was as if the knowledge stored in those chips had crossed over with him. And with the exceptional memory granted by his Giant’s body, it felt like a subtle but valuable cheat.

His old implant contained tons of useful info—combat tutorials, survival knowledge from the Wastelands, weapon mechanics, and more.

Though he no longer had the chip software or direct combat-assist modules, all the downloaded knowledge remained, ready for recall at any moment.

Sometimes, Caius even felt a strange illusion—as if the military-grade neural socket he’d once installed for over 200,000 credits, and the knowledge chip, two combat modules, and one utility module inside it, were still operating somewhere in his mind.

Had the Wasteland Corporation's tech advanced so far that this world was just an illusion, and he was merely a brain in a vat?

The thought was chilling.

Better to focus on Little Swan and the kitten's adorable faces—they worked wonders as mental purifiers.

And they were effective indeed. When Kiki looked up with an adorably proud expression after learning something new, and Hilda frowned thoughtfully, processing a tip—Caius’s mood instantly brightened.

Before long, they arrived at Mirror Lake.

It was called “Mirror” Lake because of its astonishingly still waters—like a polished glass surface.

That vast mirror reflected the sky above, bathing the lake in a dreamlike blue hue.

The shoreline was lined with Water-Willow trees, their azure-blue branches cascading like a maiden’s hair. When the breeze stirred, the leaves brushed the water’s surface, sending soft ripples across the lake.

They say that overly clear water has no fish—Mirror Lake is a prime example. The water here was so clear that visibility reached over a dozen meters. Fish were almost nowhere to be seen, likely due to the lake’s high elevation. Melted snow from the surrounding mountains would flow down and feed into Mirror Lake, forming this serene body of water.

As a result, fish from other rivers rarely ever appeared here either.

Of course, there was another reason—Mirror Lake was cold. Now it was autumn, yet the lake’s water temperature had already dropped to single digits. Each morning and evening, as the air grew colder, a mist like fine gauze would rise from the surface of the lake, adding an ethereal beauty to the landscape.

No wonder Hilda said this place was beautiful. Beautiful? That didn’t even begin to cover it. To Caius, it was breathtaking.

Still, no matter how stunning the scenery, it could never outshine a beautiful person.

"I wanted to come here last time already. It’s exactly as the books described—even more stunning than the illustrations!" Hilda exclaimed with delight as she skipped to the lake’s edge. She reached out a hand, gently stirring the water with her fingers.

Caius gazed at her profile. Under the sunlight, her side profile and golden hair seemed to shimmer with a soft, golden halo, giving her an almost sacred appearance.

And that smile on her face—Caius couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer beauty of the world.

If the world weren’t beautiful, how could it give birth to something, someone, as lovely as this?
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                "Alright, let's set up a temporary camp first. We'll be staying here for the next few days," Caius said with a smile.

"Temporary camp?" Hilda looked a bit puzzled and curious.

"What, you've never built one before?" Caius asked.

"No," Hilda replied.

"Then how did you rest before?" Caius pressed.

Hilda looked a little embarrassed. She pointed at a large tree in the distance and said, "I usually find a tall tree and sleep right on the branches."

Caius stared at her, wide-eyed. Hilda’s cheeks turned slightly red as she puffed them out. "I... I’ve always operated alone. It’s more convenient this way, and I can react immediately if anything happens."

"Fair enough," Caius chuckled and nodded. "But it must be uncomfortable to sleep like that."

"Yeah, it is... but this is a forest, not home. No point in being picky," Hilda said. Then, noticing the way Caius raised an eyebrow, she couldn’t help but add, "Hey, don’t think I’m being overly delicate! I can handle hardship!"

"Really?" Caius asked.

"Of course!" Hilda responded, a little offended.

She felt Caius was seriously underestimating her. He probably thought all noble children were pampered and delicate—greenhouse flowers. Well, she wasn’t like that at all.

"Then try this," Caius said, tossing her a small green fruit. He’d picked it along the way.

"What is this?" Hilda asked, confused. Though she had studied a lot, she didn’t recognize this olive-sized green fruit.

"A sweetberry," Caius said with a mischievous grin. "Tastes great. Try it."

Hilda stared at him, highly suspicious—especially after catching that wicked smile. "It must taste awful. No way I’m eating it."

"Oh? Not going to eat it just because it might be gross? Didn't you just say you could handle hardship?" Caius said, mockingly.

Hilda: "..."

"Handling hardship doesn’t mean I have to eat gross stuff! If I can eat something sweet, why should I eat something bitter?" she reasoned.

Caius tilted his chin slightly. "But what if I told you this fruit is actually good for you? Would you eat it then?"

Hilda paused, curious. "Good how?"

"You’ll know once you eat it," Caius said, refusing to elaborate, with an expression that basically said let’s see if you dare.

Hilda’s cheeks puffed again. She was almost certain Caius just wanted to laugh at her. That fruit definitely tasted horrible.

But she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

She lifted her chin defiantly. "Fine! I’ll eat it!"

She braced herself—prepared for an onslaught of bitterness, sourness, or both. No matter how awful it was, she was determined to endure it and then enjoy Caius’s stunned expression.

But the moment she bit into the olive-like green fruit, her eyes widened.

Then her tongue shot out, and she quickly spit the fruit onto the ground.

It was terrible—bitter and astringent. But that wasn’t the worst part. The instant the juice touched her tongue, it went numb, as if she’d been electrocuted.

Which meant—the fruit was poisonous!

"So numb... my tongue... I can’t feel anything!" Hilda scrunched up her face, exhaling sharply in an attempt to ease the tingling sensation.

But the numbness only intensified. It even crept into her nasal cavity, making her nose feel oddly congested.

Even her words started to slur.

"It’sh poshon... and you made me eat it!" she slurred angrily.

But before she could keep complaining, Caius tossed another fruit to her.

She caught it—this one she recognized. It was an acid persimmon, a very sour variety that ripened around this season.

"Try this one," he said.

"No way!" Hilda puffed out her cheeks again, fuming. She was sure he was just messing with her.

But Caius only smiled. "Try it. You’ll be surprised."

Hilda sniffled a little. That last fruit had made her nose feel stuffy. She stared at the acid persimmon in her hand and hesitated. After a moment, she decided to give him one last chance. She took a bite.

Instantly, her eyes widened again.

In her memory, acid persimmons were nearly as sour as lemons—usually used as seasoning. Nobody just ate them raw.

But this—this one exploded with sweetness in her mouth. It was like biting into pure honey.

Even more miraculously, the numbness in her tongue rapidly faded, until all that was left was a lingering, almost addictive sweetness.

"So sweet... how can an acid persimmon be this sweet?" Hilda was stunned. She took another couple bites, then suddenly turned to the green fruit she had spat out.

"It was because of that?"

"Mm-hmm." Caius nodded, grinning.

"That fruit is called a sweetberry. I named it myself."

"It grows low in grassy patches, and its plant looks almost identical to common sweetgrass. Even the fruit resembles sweetgrass berries, so it’s often mistaken for them. Most records don’t mention it—at least none I’ve seen."

"I found it when I was little, picking sweetgrass berries. Ended up eating one by accident."

"The strange thing about this fruit is, it’s mildly toxic—not dangerous, but enough to numb the tongue."

"But that is the key. The toxin alters your taste perception. Makes everything taste different."

"For the next half day or so, anything bitter or sour will taste sweet."

"And the more bitter or sour it is—the sweeter it becomes."

"Even your saliva tastes sweet after eating it."

"That’s why I call it the sweetberry."

"Amazing..." Hilda murmured in awe, eyes gleaming as she happily finished off her acid persimmon.

Kiki, who had been listening intently, came bouncing over. "I want to try it too, meow!"

Naturally, Caius obliged. He’d collected quite a few sweetberries along the way.

"My tongue... can’t feel a thing, meow..." Sure enough, Kiki made the same scrunched-up face, which made both Caius and Hilda burst into laughter.

Then, after nibbling an acid persimmon, Kiki lit up with delight once again.

"So tasty, meow!"

"So magical, meow!"

Hilda nodded excitedly, her eyes shining as she looked at Caius. "What else do you know that’s interesting?"

"Oh, lots of things," Caius said with a grin. "But first, we need to set up our camp. Otherwise, we’ll be sleeping out in the open on grass tonight."

"Kiki, go gather some dry firewood."

"Got it, meow!" Kiki darted off without hesitation.

"What about me?" Hilda asked, munching on a second acid persimmon.

She was definitely getting hooked. Even though acid persimmons were still quite tart, their texture was peach-like, and now—thanks to the sweetberry—they tasted like nature’s candy.

"Here's the watering spot. We can't set up camp too close—too easy to run into Magic Beasts. Do a sweep around the area and find a good place to set up,"
said the voice.

"Don’t stray too far. Just find a flat spot with open visibility—that’ll do."

"Got it!" Hilda nodded sharply, then shot off into the forest as a streak of golden light, brimming with enthusiasm.

And Caius...
He was skipping stones.

The lakeshore was littered with smooth river rocks, many of them flat and perfect for skipping. It would be a shame not to make use of them.

As for the temporary camp—well, once Hilda found a good spot and Kiki brought back enough firewood, then he’d get to work.
No rush.

Might as well have a little fun first. Hehe.

            

    
        Chapter 104

    
    
    
    
                Soon enough, Kiki returned with a large bundle of dry wood, and Caius stored it neatly into his spatial ring.

Then the big guy and the little catgirl started skipping stones together, thoroughly enjoying themselves.

“Six skips! Big guy, am I awesome or what, meow?”“Awesome, but not as awesome as me. Watch this!”
“Shoom... plop-plop-plop...”“Thirty-one... thirty-two... thirty-three skips! That's amazing, meow!”
“Teach me, meow! Teach me!”
“Alright, alright. Look closely, the trick is in how you throw it. This technique works for throwing knives too...”

And so, Caius patiently taught the little catgirl how to skip stones. She practiced until she got the hang of it, eventually managing over twenty skips on her own.

Still, Hilda hadn’t returned.

“That girl... don’t tell me she got lost again?” Caius raised an eyebrow.

By right, with Hilda’s speed, a round trip should’ve taken no more than fifteen or twenty minutes. But it had already been close to forty.

Uneasy, Caius signaled Kiki to follow him and began tracking Hilda’s footprints.

Half an hour later, Caius and the little catgirl were lying prone on a cliff, peering down at Hilda below.

“I think... I think it’s this way...” Hilda muttered to herself, holding a map and hesitantly pointing in one direction.

Caius couldn’t help but call out, “Pretty sure it’s the other way.”

Hilda blinked. “Oh—oh, the other way...?!”
She looked up and instantly spotted Caius and Kiki grinning down at her from the top of the cliff—dozens of meters high.

Her face flushed red in an instant.

Yep, Caius had guessed right. She was lost.

After scouting a seemingly good campsite, she’d tried heading back to Caius—only to realize, halfway through, that she’d taken a wrong turn.

And when she turned around again, not only could she not find Caius, she couldn’t even find the campsite she’d just discovered.

A few nimble leaps later, she bounded up the cliff and came to Caius’s side. Seeing him holding back a laugh, she puffed up her cheeks and muttered, “Just laugh already...”

“Pffft—hahahaha!”
Caius and Kiki burst into laughter in unison, the echoes of their voices rippling through the mountain forest below.

Clearly, he’d been dying to laugh for a while.

Hilda looked completely exasperated. That was just how she was—what could she do?

No wonder something had felt off earlier. There hadn’t been a cliff on the way there... but on the way back? Yep, totally missed the right direction. She should’ve gone the other way.

After a good laugh, and seeing Hilda stomp her foot in frustration, Caius finally calmed down. “Girl, you got lost on a route barely ten li long?”

“So basically, you didn’t listen to a word I said earlier, huh?”

“I—I did! But... it didn’t help...” Hilda’s cheeks flushed as she struggled to maintain her composure, then muttered indignantly, “Maybe you just didn’t teach well enough!”

“Alright then, I’ll teach you another method,” Caius said with a grin. “It’s super effective for not getting lost.”

Hilda’s ears perked up instantly. “What is it?”

Caius reached out his hand. “Just hold my hand, and you’ll never get lost again~”

Hilda blinked. She looked up—and right into Caius’s mischievous grin. Immediately, she realized she’d been tricked.

“Hmph! I’m not talking to you anymore!”
She gave him a light kick and turned away, pretending to storm off.

Three seconds later, she came back.
“You go in front!”

“Hahahaha!”

“No laughing! I already let you laugh once!”

“Okay, okay... pfft—HAHAHA!”

“...”

“Hey, hey, hey, drawing your sword is a bit much, don’t you think?”

Caius bolted away in mock fear as Hilda, lips pouting, sheathed her rapier. For some reason, she found herself smiling too, a slight curve tugging at her lips.

No one had ever teased her like this before.
But... it didn’t feel bad.

She’d been angry at first, sure, but looking back, this kind of banter—it felt like real friendship.

Not the fake kind, where people made excuses for her, sugarcoated her mistakes, and flattered her endlessly just to gain her favor.

Being around Caius felt natural. Genuine.

Still, she figured she should act a little angry, or this rascal would think she was too easy to mess with.

So, she forced her smile away, adopted a slightly grumpy expression, and chased after Caius.

If she let him run too far ahead, she’d lose him again—and Caius would probably laugh all night.

After a short detour, Caius found a good spot for their camp.

“This is the place I found earlier,” Hilda said proudly. Caius nodded approvingly—the spot was solid. Her judgment had been right.

“But you did get lost,” Caius pointed out.

“...”

“If you keep teasing me, I’m really not going to talk to you anymore!” Hilda stomped her foot.

“Haha, alright, alright. I’ll stop. As compensation, I’ll even share one of my weaknesses.”

That piqued her curiosity immediately.“What weakness?”
To her, Caius seemed strong in every way. What kind of weakness could someone like him possibly have?

“My weakness...” Caius said with a dramatic pause, “...is that I can’t use Magic.”

Hilda blinked. “That’s not really a weakness. Lots of warriors can’t use Magic.”

“But I’m a mage,” Caius said, holding up his warhammer. “See this? It’s my magic wand.”

“I’ve always been a mage who smashes people with his ‘wand’. I just happen to be built like a tank.”

Hilda stared at him, wide-eyed—then burst into laughter.

“Pfft—hahaha! What kind of mage does that?!”

Caius chuckled. “Well now you’ve laughed at me too. We’re even, yeah?”

Hilda folded her arms, adopting a haughty tone. “Fine. We’re... a little even.”

A little?
Caius didn’t mind. If anything, he thought Little Swan was getting cuter by the minute.

“Alright, let’s build our camp. Those two trees over there look good. We’ll use them as supports, place a thick branch across the middle, then lay some broad leaves for the roof...” Caius explained while getting to work.

His efficiency was astounding. In no time, a simple but practical temporary shelter took shape.

Hilda looked on with surprise.

The camp was basic but functional: a lean-to built from wood, twine, and leaves. The ground was padded with thick wood shavings for bedding.

In front was a stone-lined fire pit, already filled with firewood, just waiting to be lit.

Around the camp’s perimeter stood a circle of short wooden stakes—makeshift fencing, but it looked proper.

“This counts as done?” Hilda asked.

“Mhm. A quick but solid job.”

“Mhm, just something temporary. Nothing too fancy,” Caius said as he pulled out two sleeping bags from his spatial ring and laid them on the wooden mat inside the makeshift shelter.

He had bought them specifically when restocking supplies—after all, the nights in the wild could get chilly, and the little Catgirl didn’t handle the cold well.

The extra one had been a spare, and now it was just right for Hilda.

“You and the little Catgirl can sleep in these tonight,” Caius said.

Hilda nodded, looking a little excited.

She had never used a sleeping bag before. Sure, it couldn’t compare to the large bed at home, but it would certainly be far more comfortable than sleeping in tree branches.

Besides, the camp had a different kind of atmosphere. It was simple, yes, but there was a fullness and a sense of anticipation that hadn’t existed when she was traveling alone. She was looking forward to the next few days of camp life.

Then she noticed there were only two sleeping bags, and asked, “What about you?”

“Do you really think I’d fit in one of those with this body?” Caius asked, gesturing to himself.

Hilda looked at Caius, then at the sleeping bag. “Well… yeah, I guess not. But won’t you be cold at night?”

“Not at all. We’ve got the campfire,” Caius said casually. “Don’t worry. My physicality is stronger than yours—you don’t need to fuss over me.”

Hilda nodded, then her lips curled into a grin. With a small wave of her hand, a lovely little wooden table appeared in the camp, complete with an elegant tea set and a tray of delicate snacks.

Caius blinked in surprise.

With graceful satisfaction, Hilda said, “You provide the camp, I provide the afternoon tea. Not bad, right?”

“Haha, not bad at all,” Caius laughed.

As expected of the Little Swan—no matter where she went, she never failed to bring a touch of elegance and refinement.
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                The camp was ready. Caius spoke slowly, "Next…"

“Sparring!” Hilda cut in immediately.

Her eyes were blazing as she looked at Caius. She was eager to fight him again. Yesterday’s battle had benefited her tremendously—she’d spent the night reflecting on it and even practiced in the morning. Sure enough, she’d made visible progress with her swordsmanship.

She was itching to show it off in front of Caius.

And besides, she still hadn’t gotten over being teased and mocked by him earlier. She needed to restore her dignity.

They were only slightly even now—just barely.
After this match, they’d finally be even!

But Caius said, “We should check out the area first. If the Bloody Lands are nearby, the noise from our sparring might attract a horde of Bloody Creatures.”

“Oh…” Hilda looked a little disappointed.

In truth, Caius didn’t care that much about the Bloody Lands.

If there really were Bloody Creatures nearby, they’d have already been drawn to the camp by his loud laughter earlier—there was no need to wait until now.

He said it on purpose—just to see Hilda get a little dejected… so he could then lift her spirits again.

“But, since you’re eager… then let’s spar first,” Caius said with a smile.

Hilda lit up with joy.

See? That emotional rollercoaster? Exactly what he was aiming for~

Even small shifts in emotion—if they were positive—could significantly strengthen the bond between a man and a woman.

Because those joyful moments built an association—being with that person brought happiness.

Over time, that association turned into affection, almost like a habit.

Caius understood human nature all too well—and how to use it to his advantage.

“But what if the Bloody Lands really are nearby? What if our fight attracts Bloody Creatures?” Hilda asked. She was clearly a rational Little Swan.

Caius chuckled, “Even better. We’ll narrow the search radius and pinpoint the location of the Bloody Lands much faster. Saves us the trouble of doing a wide-area sweep later.”

“True!” Hilda immediately accepted the logic and eagerly moved to a wide patch of open grass. She drew her slender sword.

“Come on then! This time, I want you to use your warhammer!”

The confident Little Swan was back.

And now… time to give her a tiny dose of reality.

“That’s not gonna happen,” Caius said with a shake of his head.

“Why not? I’ve really improved!” Hilda puffed out her cheeks in protest.

Silly Mushroom loved to shrink his neck, Little Swan loved to puff her cheeks—both were adorable.

“It’s not that I don’t want to—it’s that I can’t.”

“My hammer’s of higher quality than your sword. If we’re sparring and I break your blade, it’ll slow down our investigation,” Caius explained.

“It’s fine, I brought spares!” Hilda said.

“How many swords did you bring?” Caius asked, a little surprised.

“Six!” Hilda said proudly, with a humph.

“Six?! Then why didn’t you have a spare last time?” Caius asked.

“Because I didn’t bring one last time—that’s exactly why I made sure to pack more this time!” Hilda said, brimming with smugness.

Caius’s lips twitched slightly.

What a little rich girl…

Still, he shook his head. “Let’s stick with daggers. I need to teach the little kitty how to fight. Using daggers will allow her to learn something from the match.”

Upon hearing that, Kiki quickly pulled out her own dagger and handed it to Caius. Then she ran to the side, eyes sparkling with anticipation.

Hilda, hearing this, could only nod. “Fine… but one day, I’ll force you to bring out your warhammer!”

“Mhm, I’ll be looking forward to it,” Caius said as he took a stance with the dagger.

“Come on. Same as before—you take the first move.”

Hilda nodded and assumed her offensive stance.

In the very next moment, she stepped forward and transformed into a streak of golden light, appearing in front of Caius in a flash. Her slender sword aimed straight for his throat!

Caius’s eyes lit up.

That was a beautiful strike!

She’d clearly taken his words to heart and improved based on them—such swift adaptability was rare.

It also confirmed what Caius had already seen in her: talent in the sword arts. She could analyze and evolve rapidly.

A true genius.

And it was thanks to the inspiration Caius had given her.

As he had mentioned earlier, her old habit was to hold back first and act second.

Now, her focus was solely on how to defeat him with full force.

She had healing elixirs on her, after all. Even if Caius were left with just a single breath, she could bring him back—so why hold back?

That resolve gave her sword a vicious edge.

Holding back, even slightly, made one’s sword slower. But now—her blade was both fast and fierce!

Caius was forced to fully dodge.

A sidestep brought the thin sword dangerously close to grazing his throat. But Hilda wasn’t done—her wrist twisted, turning the thrust into a deadly horizontal slash!

If that landed, even if she held back at the last second, it would cut halfway into his neck!

Fortunately, Caius had already predicted her approach. While sidestepping, he had also ducked and tilted his head. The sword once again missed him by a hair's breadth.

So close that the fine hairs on his face could feel the blade slicing through the air.

Hilda hadn’t expected him to evade even that—but she had no time to think, because Caius had already counterattacked mid-dodge!

One leg swept toward her planted foot.

Staggering, Hilda threw out a hand to push against Caius’s shoulder and leapt into the air. Her long legs traced a perfect arc midair, forming a graceful splits position as she thrust her sword toward Caius’s back.

Just as she thought the blow was certain to land, Caius suddenly dropped low like a tiger pouncing, surging forward on all fours. Her blade only tore through the back of his shirt, causing no harm.

How could such a hulking guy move like that?

Hilda was stunned—but the real surprise was yet to come.

Caius didn’t roll upon landing—his palms hit the ground, and with a powerful push, he rebounded.

Just as he had leapt forward, he bounced back the same way, feet pressed together. His broad soles slammed squarely into Hilda’s midsection.

Still airborne, Hilda was launched.

She flew over ten meters before hitting the ground.

Her slender sword stabbed into the dirt as she skidded a couple more meters. She clutched her stomach and looked up, her face filled with shock.

That reaction, that movement, that fighting mindset and technique—none of it was anything she had seen before!

It was now obvious—Caius hadn’t even shown his true abilities yesterday!

At that moment, Caius landed gracefully, his entire body supported by one hand in a handstand before transitioning smoothly into a Thomas flair spin, finally rising to his feet in a steady stance.

That level of body control shocked Hilda to the core.

She even felt that Caius's massive frame might be more agile than her own!

“This is today’s first lesson,” Caius said with a smile. “Unless absolutely necessary, never leap into the air in front of your enemy. Being airborne often means you're one step from death—unless you possess the ability to change direction midair at extreme angles.”

Hearing this, Hilda nodded, her expression growing more serious.

If Caius had had a weapon in his heel just now—or if instead of kicking, he had chosen to clamp her with both legs—she would have died on the spot.

But at the same time, she felt a rush of excitement. Only through such defeats could she grow quickly!

Everything Caius was teaching her was of immense value.

Bring it on. Today, she would train with all her might!

She raised her rapier, positioning it horizontally, its tip pointed directly at Caius.

Golden light flared from her body, and her sapphire eyes shifted into a gleaming gold—this meant Hilda was finally getting serious.
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                On the grassy field, two figures clashed again and again. The one shrouded in golden light moved with breathtaking speed, but the massive figure always managed to deflect her strikes with a small dagger in hand.

The sharp ring of blade against dagger filled the air, accompanied by sparks flying with each collision. Amidst it all, Caius's voice rang out steadily.

"Watch your footwork. Experienced fighters won’t watch your sword—they’ll read your steps. They can predict your next move from the way your feet shift, so learn to use that to your advantage."

"Nice! That strike—good synchronization with your footwork. Very deceptive. Still a bit raw, though. Again."

"Little kitten, keep your eyes open. This is how you wield a dagger."

"Faster! Your sword can go faster. Play to your strength—speed. Cut the unnecessary rolls and feints. If you can’t deceive your opponent, then strike them down with sheer speed and force!"

"That’s it! Keep that rhythm!"

The dagger in Caius's hand blurred with speed, repeatedly colliding with Hilda’s rapier. His other hand wasn’t idle either—occasionally blocking her wrist to redirect her thrusts, or curling into a fist to launch a counterattack.

His relentless offense overwhelmed Hilda, leaving her barely able to parry.

But it was precisely this intensity that helped her adapt. With every strike exchanged, she grew more attuned to Caius's rhythm, more proficient in her responses.

"Yes, understand your opponent. Take control of the battle’s tempo. Don’t stop thinking—figure out what else you can use!" Caius’s voice remained calm and composed, as if none of Hilda’s attacks posed even the slightest threat.

In truth, Caius was quietly impressed.

Hilda, now a Platinum Two-Star, was displaying combat prowess that surpassed even Okot, a Platinum Seven-Star. Even that Slaughter Wolf Demon they’d faced before was barely at this level.

Clearly, Hilda hadn’t been exaggerating. In her prime, she truly had the power to take down that demon in single combat.

But Caius also knew—she could still grow stronger. She just hadn’t realized it yet.

Ten minutes. Twenty. Thirty.

The ceaseless, high-intensity training left Hilda’s beautiful face drenched in sweat. In contrast, Caius remained completely dry.

Though, his clothes had taken a beating—Hilda had slashed through them in over a dozen places, and he bore four moderate sword wounds across his body.

Finally, with a thunderous blast of magic, Hilda was sent flying by the force of Caius's magic eruption, skidding more than ten meters across the field before coming to a halt.

“Hah… hah… hah…” Hilda panted heavily, exhaustion clearly setting in.

“Not bad. Let’s stop here for today,” Caius said with a nod.

Hilda nodded too, sheathing her sword with a faint smile. “Well? What do you think?”

“You’re definitely stronger than you were yesterday,” Caius commented.

Hilda immediately raised her chin, a bit smug.

But then Caius added, “Though you also revealed a few weaknesses—more clearly than before.”

Hilda blinked. “What weaknesses?”

“Three,” Caius said, holding up three fingers.

“One, too many extraneous movements. Sure, feints can be useful, but unnecessary ones are a waste. Those stronger than you won’t fall for them, and those weaker won’t notice them anyway. Drop the fluff.”

“That will let you move faster and increase your attack frequency.”

Hilda nodded, accepting the feedback.

“Two,” Caius continued. “You’re agile. Very agile. Your body’s incredibly flexible—you can pull off movements others can’t. But most of the time, you’re just using that to dodge.”

“Like that time I kicked you back—you could have used your flexibility to counter in ways that seem impossible.”

“Wouldn’t that be excessive?” Hilda asked.

“Not if it lands a blow from an unexpected, sharp angle. That’s not excess—that’s brilliance. To do that, you need to know your body. Master it.”

“Got it!” Hilda nodded. “What’s the third?”

“The third—and most critical,” Caius grinned. “From start to finish, you’ve relied entirely on your sword.”

“I even gave you a hint, but you didn’t catch it.”

“Did you forget something?”

Hilda frowned, thinking hard. Then shook her head. “I don’t know…”

“Magic, Hilda. You forgot you can use magic.” Caius chuckled.

Hilda’s eyes widened.

Right…

“You’re the top student of Hydis Magic Academy. You expect me to believe you can’t cast magic? But just now, all you used were sword techniques and body-enhancing Combat Techniques. Not a single spell.”

“That won’t do. Your fighting style is too one-dimensional. If the enemy figures you out, you’ll be forced into a corner.”

“You need versatility—complexity. Only then will you have options when the moment demands it.”

“You’re relying too much on your sword. Sometimes, you need to forget it’s even there—and start expanding your repertoire. Like with magic.”

Hilda fell silent. Then slowly raised her hand, pointing at Caius.

A golden Magic Circle bloomed in an instant—and from it, nine radiant swords of light shot forth, all aimed at Caius.

He raised both arms, channeling his magic into a defensive Field, managing to block the attack.

But even so, he was forced back several meters, and his arms bore several shallow cuts from the impact.

“Like that?” Hilda asked.

“Exactly!” Caius snapped his fingers, completely unfazed by the injuries.

“See? Your magic isn’t weaker than your swordsmanship. So why ignore it?”

Hilda stuck out her tongue playfully. “I don’t know… I just… forget to use it when I’m fighting…”

“So, you know, if you stop relying so much on your sword and start weaving more magic into your fighting, you actually stand a good chance of beating me head-on,” Caius said with a grin.

“Really?” Hilda’s eyes lit up with eagerness. If she hadn’t nearly exhausted her magic from repeatedly using Combat Techniques, she might’ve challenged Caius to another round right then and there.

As expected, every time Caius gave her pointers, it opened up a whole new perspective for her. Like this time—she finally realized she had been neglecting the huge advantage that magic gave her.

She wasn’t just a swordswoman—she was a mage too!

How could she have forgotten something so crucial? That was seriously careless of her.

“Of course. I guarantee it,” Caius nodded, then let out a chuckle. “I noticed it back when I first saw you fight the Wolf Demon.”

“Then again during our second spar—it became even more obvious.”

“And now this third time? I’m completely certain. You can use magic... but you totally forget to use it in battle.”

“Girl, the way you fight makes me think you’re a little slow, you know that?”

“I am not slow!” Hilda shot back immediately, puffing up her cheeks. At this moment, she looked less like the Swan Blade Maiden and more like a little hamster.

“You can use powerful magic, yet you don’t. That’s not just forgetful—that’s a complete waste. Meanwhile, I’m over here dying to use magic and can’t. Do you know how much that hurts to watch?” Caius shook his head in mock frustration.

Hilda had no comeback. She just stood there with her cheeks puffed out, scuffing the grass with the tip of her boot to vent her frustration.

But then something occurred to her. She arched a brow and glanced at Caius. “Wait a second... did you just say you were watching me fight the Wolf Demon back then?”

“Uh...” Caius froze.

“You weren’t just passing by at all, were you? You were hiding nearby, watching me the whole time, weren’t you?” Hilda’s gaze grew sharper by the second.

Caius scratched his cheek and gave a sheepish smile. “I mean... I figured you could handle it...”

Hilda said nothing.

Instead, she drew her sword again.

Caius’ Adam’s apple bobbed.

Then he turned and bolted.

Hilda instantly gave chase.

“Oh, you jerk! You could’ve helped back then, but you just sat back and watched! See if I don’t teach you a lesson!”

“Hey, hey, don’t be mad! I didn’t know you couldn’t handle it!”

“And now you’re teasing me? Take this!”

“Hahaha, too slow~!”
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                Of course, Hilda wasn’t truly upset that Caius hadn’t immediately jumped in to help her earlier.

After all, he wasn’t obligated to do so. They were just sparring—playing around, really.

She actually enjoyed this kind of interaction—it was something only genuine friends shared.

After chasing him for a bit, Hilda finally stopped, sheathed her sword, and stood with her hands on her hips.
“Next time, don’t you dare do that again.”

“Of course. Back then we didn’t know each other, but now we’re friends. I won’t stand by and watch anymore,” Caius replied with a grin.

“Now that’s more like it.” Hilda nodded, clearly satisfied with his answer. Then she exhaled and spoke sincerely:
“Thank you, Caius. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have realized my shortcomings so quickly and precisely. That means a lot to me.”

“It means a lot to me too,” Caius replied seriously.

Hilda tilted her head, curiosity glimmering in her eyes. A moment later, Caius chuckled and said, “When you’re out in the world, what could possibly be more important than friends?”

Her eyes lit up, and she broke into a dazzling smile.
“Exactly!”

“Come on, let’s take a break. I brought tons of snacks—we’ll need the energy!”

“You got it!” Caius said cheerfully, following behind her toward the camp.

As they walked, Hilda pulled out a bottle of healing potion and handed it to him.

But Caius shook his head. “I don’t use that stuff.”

“Why not? You’re hurt,” Hilda said, puzzled.

“Exactly. And that’s why I won’t use it. I want my body to heal naturally—that’s how you build real resilience. The body learns to adapt, and your regeneration gets stronger with each recovery,” Caius replied with a completely straight face.

“Look—my wounds have already scabbed over.”

Only then did Hilda notice the injuries on him. The scabs were indeed forming, and some of the lighter wounds had even shed their scabs already, leaving behind faint marks that would vanish in a day or two.

What astonishing regenerative power!

She nodded in admiration. “Then I won’t use healing potions anymore either. I’ll train my regeneration!”

“That won’t work,” Caius laughed.

“Why not?” Hilda pouted, assuming Caius was underestimating her again. She figured that if he could do it, so could she.

But the truth was, Caius could rely on this method only because of his giant’s physique.

He really was training his regeneration through this approach—but only the unique constitution of the Boulderkin race could withstand such a method. An ordinary person might try, but it would be incredibly slow, inefficient, and ineffective by comparison.

And as for why he drank a healing potion back when he first arrived in Ocean City and fought the Wolf Demon?
That was just to test its flavor and evaluate its grade. Nothing more.

Of course, that wasn’t something he could say.
His giant’s body was a secret.

So instead, he explained:
“It works for me because of my unique constitution. I was born with great strength, so I recover differently. You, on the other hand, would just end up delaying your recovery and risking worse outcomes. So don’t try to imitate me, kiddo~”

Hilda nodded but then scowled. “I’m not a kid!”

“You’re a year younger than me. That counts as a kid in my book.”

“Then what about her?” Hilda pointed at the approaching Kiki.

“She’s a kid too.”

“Then you’re technically employing underage teammates. That’s illegal, you know,” Hilda said with a sly glint in her eye.

In the Hepos Empire, it was illegal to employ child labor. But only those under twelve were considered minors.
Kiki just looked young—she was actually seventeen and thus legally exempt.

Hilda was clearly joking.

Caius knew that, but still put on an exaggerated pleading expression, clasping his hands together. “Officer, I’m sorry!”

Hilda burst out laughing. Caius always managed to give her these unexpected yet perfectly fitting responses. They amused her to no end.

“As long as you know you’re wrong. I’ll let you off this time~” Hilda hummed, before giggling again.

Afterward, the three of them sat down for a proper afternoon tea, enjoying the delicious snacks.

Kiki adored the treats Hilda brought. They were high-quality, far beyond anything she’d had before.

As they ate and chatted, the two girls quickly bonded and became close friends.

Once they finished their break, Caius resumed Kiki’s training.

This time, though, he had Hilda take over for him—her stamina had recovered enough for a good spar.

Caius had specifically requested this. Both Hilda and Kiki were agile fighters, but Hilda wasn’t just agile—she was deadly. Kiki had a lot to learn from her.

Hilda was more than happy to help, and Caius stayed nearby to coach.

The Little Swan was absolutely dominant. She didn’t even need to move—just a few well-timed sword swings were enough to block everything Kiki threw at her. The pressure on Kiki was immense.

Which was exactly what Caius wanted.

“Watch your strikes,” Caius said as he held a wooden stick and demonstrated. “Don’t lock your elbows when you swing. It jams your joints, and if your attack is blocked, the force will bounce back and might even dislocate your arm.”

“Keep your elbow slightly bent—maintain a gentle arc. Watch my form… feel the power shift…”

Caius demonstrated patiently, and Kiki watched intently, mimicking every move.

After an hour of intense training from both Caius and Hilda, Kiki’s combat technique had been noticeably refined. Her movements were sharper, leaner, and more aggressive—though there was still plenty of room to improve.

She was still wearing weighted gear, too. Under such high-pressure, high-intensity training, as long as she could endure it, her growth would be exponential.

Even more exciting was what Caius had discovered. Perhaps because she was a Catfolk, Kiki’s body was incredibly coordinated and flexible—just like Hilda. She could pull off high-difficulty maneuvers with ease.

In terms of agility, she might even surpass Hilda slightly.

Most importantly, Kiki was ambidextrous. She wasn’t left- or right-handed—both arms were equally skilled.

That meant she had the potential to wield twin blades.

In his past life, Caius had specialized in dual-wielding.

Which sealed his decision. Once they returned, he would forge her a dagger.

He’d already thought of the name: Mewclaw.

A perfect match for her current blade—Mewtooth.

And the Mewclaw would be slightly longer than the Mewtooth—a pair of mismatched daggers, one long, one short. They would give the little Catgirl a more versatile combat style, though it would also demand more refined technique. Of course, Caius could teach her that.

“So tired, meow…” The little Catgirl collapsed right onto the grassy slope, panting heavily.

“You’ve done very well,” Hilda said with a smile.

But Caius shook his head. “Not enough. It’s not just about using the weapons in your hands—Magic needs to be used skillfully too.”

“Kiki’s been trying so hard already. That should be enough. Don’t be too harsh,” Hilda said softly.

But Caius replied firmly, “No. If she’s going to be my teammate, then I have to be strict. That’s part of taking responsibility for her.”

“Sweat now, so you don’t bleed later!”

Hilda’s pupils contracted slightly as memories flashed in her eyes.

Caius had stepped fully into his role as a devilish instructor, turning toward Kiki.

“Don’t lie there on the ground. Get up and walk it off. Once I finish this cigarette, we start again!”

Watching him light the cigarette, Hilda finally snapped out of her thoughts, unable to help saying, “But she’s already exhausted…”

“She should be exhausted. There’s no such thing as getting stronger without pushing through fatigue. Or did you think you got here without suffering?” Caius exhaled a puff of smoke, letting it drift off with the wind. His voice was calm, but resolute.

Hilda fell silent.

She… had indeed come this far the same way.

Her grandfather’s training had been just as harsh. She knew well how painful that kind of strict training was, which was why she didn’t want Kiki to be pushed too hard.

And now, what Caius was doing reminded her so much of her grandfather’s relentless guidance.

Back then, she had resisted it with all her might. She had trained through tears, and more than once had she resented her grandfather for it.

But now, watching Kiki slowly climb to her feet again, gritting her teeth as she stood tall, Hilda suddenly understood—finally—her grandfather’s intentions.

This… this is what it means to be responsible.
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                Another hour of training had passed. Kiki's knife swings had visibly slowed, her movements sluggish and heavy. Beside her stood Caius, holding a wooden stick, correcting her form again and again.

"Keep going. This slash must be perfected. A hundred times isn’t enough—then a thousand. Ten thousand. A hundred thousand!"

"You can go slow, but the movement must stay precise. The blade’s path must be perfectly straight. Only then can it become muscle memory!"

"Keep going. Don’t stop!"

"Don’t forget what you promised me. You said you’d follow me to become Legendary. If you want that, then push through!"

Kiki didn’t say a word. She was afraid that speaking would disrupt the fragile rhythm of her breathing—one misstep, and she’d probably collapse right then and there.

Hilda watched as Kiki’s trembling arms lifted again and again, repeating the dagger swing over and over. Her heart ached for the girl, but she remembered Caius’ words earlier and bit her lip, saying nothing on Kiki’s behalf.

Just like Caius said—sweat now, so there’s no blood later.

This was all for Kiki’s own good.

Another half hour passed, and dusk fell upon the sky, turning it a deep orange-red.

Caius watched Kiki’s half-lowered eyelids and finally gave a nod. "Alright, that’s enough. Stop."

But Kiki didn’t stop. After swinging her dagger one last time, she slowly raised her arm again.

Caius knew she had entered a dazed state. She was on the verge of collapsing, her consciousness barely holding on.

That was enough. He knew exactly where her limits were. Any more would be counterproductive.

So Caius stepped forward and gently lifted her into his arms.

Cradled against him, Kiki finally stirred from her daze. She gave a faint, tired smile and whispered weakly, "Big guy... did I get stronger?"

"Yeah, you did. You did great. I’m proud of you," Caius said with a smile, lowering his head to gently nudge his forehead against hers.

It was the Catfolk’s way of showing affection.

Kiki responded with a soft, affectionate nuzzle of her own, a purring sound escaping her throat—though it came out hoarse from exhaustion.

Hilda watched the scene without feeling the slightest discomfort—on the contrary, she found it heartwarming.

Caius was expressing his recognition of Kiki in the way of her people. It was a rare and touching gesture.

After all, many people on the continent discriminated against beastkin, viewing them as lowly and disgusting.

But Caius wasn’t like that. From him, Hilda could see respect and care for Kiki.

"Here, have some water," Hilda said as she walked over and handed Caius a waterskin.

Caius nodded in thanks and gently helped the limp Kiki drink.

His every movement was careful and gentle—something Hilda noticed and silently appreciated.

A surprisingly thoughtful big guy.

Later, Caius carried Kiki back to camp. Instead of giving her a stamina potion, he prepared a specially mixed fruit juice to help her recover naturally.

Stamina potions worked quickly, sure—but as the saying went, even medicine carries a bit of poison. Best not to rely on them if it could be avoided.

After drinking the energy-filled juice, Kiki regained a bit of strength—enough to move on her own, at least.

"Big guy, I think... my arms and legs won’t lift anymore, meow," Kiki said, her small face tilted up at Caius.

"Normal reaction after exhaustion. Tomorrow, your arms and legs will probably be sore as hell."

"What?" Kiki gasped, then looked up at Caius pitifully.

"I don’t like soreness, meow..."

"Can’t be helped. It means you’re growing," Caius replied. "But... I do have a way to help you feel better."

He had her lie down, then placed his large hand on her arm, gently starting to knead her muscles.

"What are you doing?" Hilda asked curiously.

"Massage. Helps ease muscle fatigue and improve the flow of vital energy—makes it so she won’t be crying from soreness tomorrow," Caius explained.

"Oh, like stretching and muscle recovery after high-intensity training?" Hilda said, suddenly understanding.

"Something like that. Wanna join in?" Caius grinned.

"Sure, teach me," Hilda said, moving to the other side of the little Catgirl and mimicking Caius as he massaged her arms. Caius guided her, teaching her different techniques—how to press, how to knead, where to apply which method.

The little Catgirl lay there enjoying the pampering, even starting to purr softly.

Once the arms were done, they moved to her legs—front, then back. Caius asked Kiki to roll over so he could work on her thighs and the muscles behind her calves.

For such a petite body, her leg proportions were actually quite impressive. You could even call them long legs—if not for her overall small stature.

"Hehehe, that tickles, meow~" Kiki suddenly giggled when Caius started on her little feet. Her fluffy tail swished back and forth, sweeping right across Caius' nose.

"Achoo!" Caius sneezed.

"Control your tail."

"My tail has a mind of its own, meow~"

"Then I’ll pluck it off."

"Noooo!" Kiki quickly hugged her tail protectively, giving Caius a pitiful look that made Hilda burst out laughing.

This little Catgirl was too adorable.

Then, Hilda’s eyes lit up as she looked at Kiki’s tail. She suddenly asked, "Hey—Kiki’s tail is really flexible, right? Can we put it to use somehow?"

Caius was instantly enlightened. "You genius, I can’t believe I didn’t think of that!"

"Hehe~" Hilda giggled proudly, but then realized something and quickly said, "I’m not a dummy!"

"Then I’ll call you Smarty Pants."

"That sounds weird. You’re teasing me again, aren’t you?"

"Hehehe~ who, me?"

"You always laugh like that when you’re teasing me."

"Not bad—sharp observation skills."

"Of course! …Wait, don’t change the subject!"

"Hahahaha!"

Still, Hilda's words were indeed inspiring. Caius drew out a dagger and asked, “Little kitten, can you curl your tail around this dagger?”

“I can, meow!” Kiki replied immediately. Right now, her tail was the only part of her body that still had strength.

With a swift motion, her long tail curled up and wrapped around the dagger.

“Try stabbing with it,” Caius said, full of anticipation.

Kiki’s tail bent into an "S" shape, then shot forward with a sudden thrust.

A sharp whistle cut through the air. Caius and Hilda exchanged surprised glances.

“It feels… like it’s even stronger than a stab from the arm!” Hilda exclaimed in delight.

“It really does!” Caius nodded, smiling. “Looks like I’ll need to forge another dagger—one made specifically for a tail.”

“Really? Thank you, big guy, meow!” Kiki beamed with joy.

To her, this big guy was the best in the world. Now she didn’t just have a pair of daggers for her hands—even her tail would have its own custom weapon!

“I’m going to name it Mewtail, meow!” Kiki declared proudly.

“Sounds good,” Caius replied with a grin.

As night fell, Caius gave the little Catgirl a thorough massage. Afterward, he let her do some stretching with Hilda to loosen up her body, while he headed out for a hunt to prepare dinner.

It wasn’t long before he returned, carrying their evening meal—a [Boop Bird] standing a full meter tall.

The Boop Bird looked a bit like a turkey, only much larger, and it made a distinct “boop boop” sound, hence the name.

What’s more, this Brass-grade Magic Beast tasted far better than any turkey.

Beneath the night sky, with roasted Boop Bird on their plates and flower tea in their cups, gazing up at the stars, Caius felt utterly content.

Hilda wore a gentle smile the entire time, watching the interactions between Kiki and Caius, occasionally covering her mouth as she chuckled softly.

Indeed, going on adventures with friends was far more joyful than journeying alone.

The atmosphere was cozy and heartwarming.

She had come to truly enjoy this feeling.
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                Under the shroud of night, the flickering light of the campfire wavered gently.

Caius lay with a thin blanket draped over him, while the little Catgirl, Kiki, and Hilda had snuggled into their sleeping bags, leaning against the trees, each cradling a cup of warm tea.

"A cup of calming floral tea before bed... this is just too comfortable," Hilda sighed in contentment.

When she was on her own, she never allowed herself such luxury—she had to stay vigilant, and "calm" was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

But now, with companions beside her, this feeling of sitting around a fire, backs against trees, sipping tea… it had the magic of a storybook moment.

"It feels like… a lot of stories start just like this," Hilda said softly.

"Like the warrior of Loranger—his tale began with meeting the flame mage Kaftwolyn in the forest. They sat around a campfire like this, and later, they became legends."

"And the Flame Queen Ashlyn's story too. It began in a forest, with her adventuring party gathered around a campfire. None of them could have imagined she'd go on to become a legend among fire mages."

"The campfires beneath the night sky of Starfall Steppe ignited the arrows of the Starfall Archer Renault, letting his shafts pierce the sky like meteors."

"At the peak of Gildon Peak, it was a campfire that melted the cold in Frost Reaver Bayne’s heart, allowing him to master ice and snow, while carrying a will as fierce as fire."

"The flames on the walls of Windspire City sparked like wildfire, igniting the heart of Wind Insurgent Didriarch. His songs spread far and wide, a call to rebellion that toppled the tyranny of Galebane City."

Caius watched her speak, her voice light, a smile on her face.

Unlike the holy glow cast by sunlight, the firelight painted her features with something more grounded—an honest warmth from the heart.

“Do you think… our story might begin from a campfire too?” she asked, turning her gaze to Caius with a gentle smile.

Caius could feel the hope in her words—she truly was a girl with dreams, someone who believed in the beauty of the future.

So he smiled as well and raised his cup.

“Our story has already begun, little one.”

“One day, mercenaries and adventurers will sit around a campfire just like this, and they’ll speak in awe—‘The Legendary Mercenary Caius and the Legendary Meow-Meow Kiki began their legend by a fire just like this. And their remarkable companion, the Swan Blade Maiden, stood with them through every trial until they reached the very peak.’”

“And then, those mercenaries and adventurers will look at each other and ask, ‘Will our story begin from a campfire too?’”

“And their companion will lift a cup of ale and laugh aloud—‘Yes, my friend!’”

“‘Our story has already begun!’”

“‘We will all become legends!’”

“Hahaha!” Hilda laughed brightly, her eyes sparkling with joy.

“I think so too. But... ‘Legendary Meow-Meow’ and ‘Legendary Mercenary’? Those titles are way too casual! We should come up with better names.”

“And for the record, I didn’t choose the name Swan Blade Maiden—that was given to me by the students at Hydis Magic Academy.”

“So what title do you want for yourself?” Caius asked, amused.

“Hmm… I haven’t decided yet, but it’ll definitely include Blade Master. Because my goal is to become the continent’s number one Blade Master!”

“A lofty goal indeed. But a Blade Master without a signature sword? That won’t do. So let me ask you, Miss Hilda, what kind of design do you envision for your rapier’s guard?” Caius asked with a grin.

“Hmm—” Hilda tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I want wings. Like a swan’s, or an angel’s. The wings should wrap around to form the guard.”

“Great idea!” Caius gave her a thumbs up.

“And I want the blade to have feather-like engravings—can the blood groove be carved to look like feather patterns?” Hilda looked at him, full of anticipation.

“Of course it can!” Caius snapped his fingers confidently.

“Then it’s settled! You can take creative liberty with the rest. I’m looking forward to seeing your masterpiece!” Hilda beamed.

“You won’t be disappointed,” Caius nodded, finishing the last sip of tea in his cup. Then he lay back in the tent, resting his head on his arm.

By now, the little Catgirl had finished her tea as well and curled up beside Caius, nestled entirely in her sleeping bag—only her small face and a pair of fluffy cat ears poked out. She looked impossibly adorable.

Seeing this, Hilda scooted over and lay down inside the tent as well.

Just like a little family of three: Caius on the left, Kiki in the middle, and Hilda on the right.

The crackle of burning wood echoed softly from the campfire nearby—somewhat noisy, yet somehow deeply peaceful, and it made Hilda feel drowsy.

“Get some good rest. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow. Look—Kiki’s already fast asleep,” Caius said.

“Already?” Hilda turned toward Kiki, and sure enough, her eyes were closed and her breathing slow—fast asleep.

It couldn’t have taken more than five seconds from lying down to dozing off. Hilda felt a little envious of Catfolk sleep habits.

She nodded, curled into her sleeping bag, then turned to face Caius.

In the darkness, his blue eyes shimmered like sapphires, reflecting the glow of the fire.

“Good night, Caius.”

“Good night, Little Swan.”

“Hmm? When did you start calling me that?”

“Since the moment I met you. You really do remind me of a little swan.”

“Where exactly do I look like one?”

“I just think you do.”

“Then I’m giving you a nickname too, and it’s going to be silly!”

“Oh? Let’s hear it.”

“I’m going to call you… Big Hammer!”

“That’s too plain. Pick another.”

“Then… Big Foxwolf! You’re sly like a fox, but fierce like a wolf!”

“Is that even a thing? Foxwolf? Sounds weird—try again.”

"Hey! I’m the one giving you a nickname here—you don’t get to be picky!"

“Hehehe, come on, pick a different one~”

“Alright then, let me think…”

“I’ll call you… Big… Big…”

Her voice trailed off, softer and softer. Caius blinked and turned to glance at her, only to find that she’d already closed her eyes.

Fast asleep?

Looking at her delicate features, Caius couldn’t help but shake his head with a smile.

“Silly girl.”

But no sooner had the words left his lips than Hilda’s eyes suddenly snapped open, gleaming with mischief.

“Caught you! Calling me silly again!”

“So you weren’t actually asleep?” Caius chuckled in disbelief.

“Hmph! I knew you were gonna tease me again.” Hilda pouted triumphantly, then tilted her chin up and declared,

“I’ve made my decision!”

“From now on, I’m calling you—Big Dummy!”

“You called me silly, so I’m calling you dumb too!”

“How childish,” Caius muttered.

“I don’t care—Big Dummy it is!”

“As long as you’re happy.” Caius laughed lightly and closed his eyes. “Time to sleep for real. Otherwise I’m not waking you up tomorrow.”

“Hmph, like I’d need you to, Big Dummy.”

“Hey hey, getting addicted, aren’t you?”

“Hehehe~” Hilda giggled, clearly satisfied.

She had never called anyone a dummy before—it gave her a strange sense of pride.

But Caius nearly burst out laughing.

This girl probably had no idea that the nickname sounded a lot like flirtation.

Such an innocent Little Swan.

As Caius shut his eyes and went quiet, Hilda snuggled deeper into her warm sleeping bag, her wide eyes fluttering and filled with a smile.

“Good night, Big Dummy.”

“Good night, Silly Swan.”

“You’re just a bit dumber than me.”

“Keep talking and we’ll be up ‘til dawn.”

“Then I’ll let you off the hook tonight. Usually I’ll call you Big Guy, but if you dare call me silly, you’re getting the Big Dummy treatment.”

“Hehehe…”

As her playful words echoed in his ears,

Caius knew for certain—

Tonight, he’d be having sweet dreams.
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                Morning came with a chorus of birdsong.
Some bird nearby was clearly trying to court a mate—its cries shrill and grating.

Hilda’s lashes fluttered slightly as she slowly opened her eyes.
She rubbed them gently, then sat up and stretched, letting out a comfortable yawn.

She had to admit—last night had been the most restful sleep she’d ever had in the wilderness. As expected, heading out on a journey with companions made all the difference. There was a sense of safety she’d never known before.

Suddenly, she felt something beside her. Looking down, she saw the little Catgirl had snuggled up to her at some point during the night.

The small figure was curled up tightly, only a tiny face showing. Her head rested against Hilda’s waist like a caterpillar cuddled in sleep.

A... cat-caterpillar?

A playful glint danced in Hilda’s eyes. She reached out and gently tapped the little Catgirl’s soft, button-like nose.

Kiki’s nose twitched slightly, and she scooted even closer.

The adorable sight made Hilda laugh out loud.

She hadn’t experienced anything like this before. Of the few friends she’d had, none had ever shared a night under the stars. This was her first time sleeping so close to a Catfolk companion.

After teasing the kitten a little longer, Hilda turned, thinking to wake Caius for a bit of mischief—only to find his spot empty.

“Yo, you’re up,” came Caius’s voice from the other side.

Turning, Hilda saw him walking slowly toward her, carrying an enormous log on his shoulder.

Curious, she asked, “What are you doing?”

“Getting firewood,” Caius replied. “I’m planning to light a huge bonfire tonight—one with flames that shoot ten meters high. The kind you see at real bonfire festivals.”

Hilda’s eyes lit up with excitement.

She had seen such bonfires before, with people dancing and singing around them. But she had never truly been a part of one herself.

“I’ll help,” she said, springing to her feet.

“No need. This is the last one,” Caius said, tilting his head slightly.

Following his gaze, Hilda saw several massive logs already stacked in the nearby clearing.

Her eyes widened. “When did you get up?”

To have gathered so many logs without waking her or Kiki, Caius must’ve gone deep into the woods to chop trees. That would’ve taken quite some time.

“Around five,” he answered casually.

Hilda checked her pocket watch. It was already past seven.

Kiki had originally been curled up in Caius’s arms, but since he’d risen early, she had eventually migrated over to Hilda in search of warmth.

“You should’ve woken me,” Hilda said with a hint of complaint. “I could’ve helped.”

“You were sleeping like a log,” Caius replied offhandedly. “It wasn’t a big deal—I figured I’d let you sleep in a bit.”

Hilda puffed out her cheeks. “You’re the one who sleeps like a pig!”

Then her eyes sparkled with a mischievous gleam. “From now on, I’m calling you Big Silly Pig~”

Caius: “…”

Now that their bond had grown stronger, the Little Swan had begun to show her true colors—cheerful and full of life, just like Kiki.

Oddly, it was the normally hyper Kiki who wasn’t her usual energetic self today.

After Hilda woke, Kiki stirred soon after—but she looked drained and droopy-eared as she struggled to sit up.

“My paws hurt, meow…”“My legs hurt too, meow…”
“My whole body hurts, meow…”
“Big guy, huggies, meow…”

Watching the little Catgirl spreading her arms and begging for a hug, Caius chuckled and shook his head.

“If being sore means hugs, you’re going to be glued to me forever.”

“Get up and move around a bit. Warm up your body—it’ll help ease the pain.”

“A bit of training today will get your vital energy flowing again. You’ll recover faster, and tomorrow won’t hurt as much.”

“Okay…” Kiki seemed disappointed that she didn’t get her hug, but she obediently got to her feet, put on her weighted training gear, and began moving around camp.

“What’s on the agenda for today?” Hilda asked while stretching, her figure lithe and graceful.

As he arranged the logs into a bonfire structure, Caius cast a glance at her out of the corner of his eye.

Hilda stood at a perfect height—one meter seventy-two—with a tall, proud posture that made her appear even taller than the one-meter-seventy-five Silly Mushroom.

Despite her height, her waist was just as slender as Kiki’s. Even in light armor, it looked like one could wrap a hand around it.

“This morning, we’ll be scouting a five-kilometer radius around Mirror Lake,” Caius said. “We’re looking for a Platinum-tier Magic Beast—the Colossal Veridian Iguana. I need its Crystalis Heart.”

“After lunch and a short rest, we’ll spar at two in the afternoon for some training.”

“Oh, right—I made breakfast. Go eat, then we’ll get going.”

Hilda and Kiki walked over to the small table and found it neatly arranged with plates originally meant for snacks, now holding honey-drizzled pancakes, sliced fruits and vegetables, and several thin slices of smoked ham. The presentation was exquisite.

Caius had prepared it especially for Hilda, knowing she appreciated the details. Kiki, after all, didn’t care much for aesthetics.

“You even brought honey?” Hilda asked in surprise. She had a sweet tooth for honey and only had a little left in her spatial ring.

“Nope. This is fresh wild honey. I traded with our bee neighbors earlier,” Caius said.

Hilda burst into laughter. “Traded with the bees? How exactly did that go?”

“I left two sugar cubes at their front door.”

And he really had.

Normally, he wouldn’t go out of his way for such things. But for the Little Swan, who embodied grace and warmth, he didn’t mind making himself just a little better.

Sure enough, Hilda’s smile was radiant. “That’s actually a pretty sweet trade~”

“Damn right it is.” Caius grinned.

And then Hilda noticed the floral tea he’d already steeped.

Yes—Caius was that thoughtful, and that meticulous.

Just like that, Hilda happily began eating her breakfast, exuding elegance in every movement.

She sliced off a piece of muffin coated in honey, added a bit of sliced fruit, and gently placed it into her mouth.A burst of all-natural flavors—tangy, sweet, and textured—exploded on her tongue.
Then, she took a small sip of warm floral tea to cleanse the palate and soothe her throat.

At once, a look of contentment spread across her face. She was clearly enjoying herself.

In contrast to Hilda’s graceful demeanor, the little Catgirl was far more down-to-earth.
She folded the muffin in half, stuffed it with fruit and vegetables, and took a big bite. Her cheeks puffed up like a little squirrel’s.

Not long after breakfast, Hilda used Water Magic to clean the dishes, stored them in her spatial ring, and turned to Caius.
“Let’s go!”

Caius nodded, and the three of them began their investigation in the forest.

To call it an investigation might be a stretch. In reality, they were moving at a consistent pace, weaving in a serpentine pattern through the woods, enjoying the scenery.
Unless they ran into a Magic Beast or a Bloody Creature, the journey remained light and pleasant.

Well—pleasant for most.The little Catgirl didn’t quite feel the same. Her body still ached from yesterday.
But in order to grow stronger, she grit her teeth and pushed through it.

After about an hour of exploring the forest, Caius finally spotted their target—a Colossal Veridian Iguana.

It was a massive lizard, its entire body a vibrant green. It stood about two meters tall, and counting its tail, was roughly eight to nine meters long.

The one Caius encountered was only Platinum Four-Star—not a real threat.
As long as its venom didn’t hit you directly, there was practically no danger.

Caius dealt with it effortlessly. He extracted the Crystalis Heart, then dismantled the body and stored everything in his spatial space.

All the while, he kept an eye on Hilda.

To his surprise, Hilda didn’t show any sadness over the creature’s death, nor did she flinch at the dismemberment.
In fact, she watched with keen interest, almost as though she were learning something new.

Caius gave her a silent thumbs-up in his heart.

On his way to Ocean City, he’d once met a nun traveling to another city’s church—a true saint.
He’d caught a wild rabbit, and she’d stood beside him praying for half the day.

But to be fair, that kind of saint was still acceptable—at least she was truly kind-hearted.It was those fake saintly types he couldn’t stand—the kind who wear their “kindness” like a badge and make others pay the price for it.
Caius had met more than a few in his past life.

Disgusting.

And their deaths had been equally so.

In Caius’s view, whether someone was a saint or not didn’t matter.As long as they minded their own business, he had no problem with them.
If you’re kind, that’s great—it’s your choice. Just don’t get in the way of his work. He’d even respect it, maybe even feel a little hopeful about the world.

But if you tried to force your kindness onto him?

Then congratulations—you were no different from a cultist of the Holy Church.In his eyes, that was all the same brand of insanity.
And the moment they started preaching, he’d knock them out cold—problem solved.

Hilda, however, was different. She had a very clear sense of kindness.She would never harm creatures outside the scope of a mission.
But within mission boundaries, her sword would not hesitate for even a second.

That was something Caius deeply admired.

A kind and rational Little Swan—
Who wouldn’t like someone like that?
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                A few hours later, the trio returned to camp.

Besides taking down the Colossal Veridian Iguana, they had also completed three of Kiki's Gold-rank advancement quests along the way—enough to report back with a clear conscience.
The only thing they hadn’t found was a trace of the Bloody Lands.

“No sign of the Bloody Lands... It’s really hard to find it in a forest this massive…” Hilda said with a tinge of disappointment.

In her eyes, discovering the Bloody Lands sooner was always better.
The longer it was left unchecked, the more it would expand—and the more terrifying the blood wave it could generate would become.

Caius understood that as well and offered a few words of comfort.
“Don’t worry. We’re not the only ones out here investigating. Plenty of mercenaries and adventurers have taken up the task. The Empire’s investigation team is also involved. I’m sure we’ll find it soon enough.”

“Mm,” Hilda nodded at his reassurance.

Lunch was a young wild boar.
Caius wasn’t particularly skilled in cooking, but when it came to grilling, that was a different story.

Put him in a kitchen and he’d likely whip up a pile of bizarre abominations, but give him a campfire and a handful of seasonings, and he’d return a feast worthy of kings.

At least, that was Hilda’s opinion—she couldn’t stop singing its praises.

As for the little Catgirl, no further proof was needed—the way her lips glistened with oil said it all.

To Caius’s surprise, Hilda seemed to enjoy spicy food.

While grilling the meat, he’d added a few wild chili peppers they had picked along the way.
Hilda, curious, had asked to try a skewer—and one bite was all it took.

“So spicy… but so good!” Hilda gasped as she fanned herself with one hand, eyes shining with excitement.

“You don’t eat spicy food often?” Caius asked.

“Not even ‘not often.’ More like almost never. Very few chefs prepare spicy dishes. But your grilled meat with those peppers—amazing!” Hilda replied with genuine admiration.

“Haha, glad you liked it,” Caius grinned, pleased.
Grilling was pretty much all he could do.

After all, back in the Wasteland, you couldn’t exactly lug around a full set of cooking tools.
That world didn’t have spatial rings, after all.

They had to live on rations, and those things—well, let’s just say they were edible.

So Caius started grilling to improve their meals, pairing it with a bit of beer—a little joy in a bleak world.

“Honestly, barbecue should be eaten with alcohol, not tea. Do you drink?” Caius asked.

Hilda blinked, then licked her lips and replied, “I don’t really like alcohol, but since you’ve said it like that… I’m willing to try.”

“Perfect! I brought some!” Caius chuckled, pulling out a barrel of rum from his spatial ring.

Yes, alcohol was part of Caius’s supply run.

Just as Hilda stored fine tea sets and delicate snacks in her spatial ring, Caius kept his favorites—cigarettes and booze.

“Top-quality rum. Want some?” he offered.

“Yes!” Hilda’s eyes lit up with excitement.

For nobles, alcohol was something to be appreciated. Her elders in the Clan adored it.
She simply didn’t drink much herself, but she had always been curious about what made people love it so much.

Caius poured her half a cup.

Hilda took a tiny sip, then gave a thoughtful expression like a sommelier at work.

“Well?” Caius asked, expectant.

“It’s a little sweet… and kind of fruity. Not bad!” Hilda nodded, then added, “But I still prefer tea.”

“Alright then—try one of the extra spicy skewers and chase it with a sip of rum,” Caius encouraged.

Hilda nodded and followed his suggestion.

The moment the spicy meat hit her tongue, her mouth burst into heat. She gasped and quickly took a sip of rum—then looked surprised.

“Whoa… that combo actually feels kinda amazing!” she exclaimed.

“Right?” Caius laughed, pouring her another half cup.

Even Kiki wanted a small serving. So the three of them sat there, eating skewers and sipping drinks.

Soon enough, Caius was the first to finish eating and lit a cigarette, hanging it from his lips with a sigh of satisfaction.

After a good meal, a smoke was the cherry on top—blissful as a god.

Kiki, as usual, was on point and produced a lighter to help him light up.

But then came a hiccup.
Caius turned to the sound and saw Hilda sitting on a wooden log, hugging her cup and staring blankly into the distance.

She hiccupped again, her face flushed bright red.

Caius raised an eyebrow.

At first, he’d thought the redness was from the spice—but now it looked suspiciously like… she was drunk?

No way. She’d only had one drink, maybe one and a half at most.

And rum here wasn’t strong—barely over ten percent alcohol. He drank it like juice.
A Platinum-tier warrior shouldn’t be downed by a single cup, right?

But the facts didn’t lie—Hilda was definitely tipsy.
She sat dazed, blinking slowly, her posture slack.

Caius leaned closer and waved a hand in front of her face. “Hey. Ditz? You good, little ditz?”

“I’m not a ditz! I’ll hit you!” Hilda suddenly snapped, waving her tiny fist and giving his shoulder a playful bop.

Caius let out a breath of relief—at least she was conscious.
Didn’t seem completely hammered.

Still, it was weird. Normally, Hilda would argue if he called her “little ditz,” but she wouldn’t go as far as to punch him.
Something definitely changed when she drank.

He couldn’t quite put his finger on it at first—
But then he noticed.

When she saw the cigarette in his mouth, Hilda tilted her head, then pointed at it curiously.
“What’s that?”

“This?” Caius removed the cigarette. “It’s a rolled smoke.”

“Is it tasty?” she asked innocently.

Caius: “…”

“It’s not for eating. You smoke it. Kind of like a cigar,” he explained.

Was her IQ dropping after getting drunk?
Was she really turning into a little ditz?

Then she started eyeing the cigarette in his hand with a strange eagerness.

Caius hesitated, then cautiously asked, “Wanna try?”

“Yes!” she immediately reached out without the slightest hesitation.

That was unusual.
Hilda was always extremely polite.

Caius was starting to realize what was off—
Drunk Hilda wasn’t just a bit dimmer—she was a whole lot bolder.

Seeing her expectant face, Caius hesitated again.

He really didn’t want to be the guy who corrupted the Little Swan.

So finally, he refused.

"Forget it, you really shouldn’t smoke this stuff. It’s bad for your health."

“No! I want to try it!” Hilda puffed up her cheeks, clearly defiant.

Caius raised an eyebrow.

What the hell?

Was she rebelling now?

“No way. You’re not smoking. Girls shouldn’t be smoking,” Caius said firmly.

Hilda froze for a moment. Then her head drooped, and her shoulders began to tremble.

Caius blinked in surprise.

Wait—she’s not about to cry, is she?

But the next second, Hilda’s voice rang out, trembling with frustration.

“Everyone looks down on me... just because I’m a girl…”

“They all say girls shouldn’t wield a sword… But I will learn!”

“I’ll prove them all wrong!”

“You won’t let me smoke? Then I’ll damn well smoke!”

She suddenly lifted her head, golden light bursting from her body.

Caius: “…”

In the very next instant, Hilda shot her tiny hand out, reaching for the cigarette in Caius’s hand.

Seeing this, Caius instinctively retreated.

But Hilda was right on his heels, her small hand darting straight toward the cigarette.

At that moment, both their bodies were airborne.

They were practically face-to-face mid-air, Hilda’s chest nearly pressing against Caius’s.

But she didn’t seem to care at all. Her eyes were locked with laser focus on the cigarette in his hand.

Caius was stunned.

Drunk Little Swan… why does it feel like she just got stronger?!
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                In a flash of movement, Caius performed a rolling recovery, narrowly avoiding Hilda's small, reaching hand. He squatted atop a fallen log, cigarette still clenched between his fingers.

"Girl, I think you need to calm down," he said, a bead of sweat forming on his brow.

"I am calm! I want a smoke!" Hilda pouted, her lips forming a little pout that starkly contrasted the elegance she'd shown earlier as the graceful Little Swan.

She was acting just like a rebellious little princess now.

Caius couldn’t help but find her strangely adorable. Amused, he bit down on his cigarette and grinned. "Alright then—if you can snatch it from me, it's yours."

"You said it!" The words had barely left her mouth when Hilda turned into a streak of golden light, shooting straight at him.

Caius's pupils contracted.

So it wasn't his imagination. In her drunken state, Hilda was even faster!

In the blink of an eye, she was already upon him, one small hand lunging directly for the cigarette in his mouth.

Caius quickly leaned back to dodge, then launched himself into the air, leaping away from her grasp.

But to his surprise, before he'd even landed, golden magic circles burst into existence all around him. From them, chains forged from radiant gold light shot out toward him.

“Holy—!” Caius nearly dropped the cigarette from his mouth in shock. He punched a nearby tree with his full strength, using the recoil to fling himself out of the way.

Landing hard, he glanced up at the golden chains still writhing through the air. He swallowed hard.

Drunk Hilda wasn’t just being rebellious—she was like someone who had broken free of all restraints. Her power, unshackled, surged to the surface. She could even recall and wield magic she’d long forgotten.

Impressive.

Caius grinned, his lips curling with excitement. He looked toward Hilda, now standing on a treetop bathed in golden light, and gave her a nod of challenge.

"Come on. Let's keep going."

Hilda, in her drunken, defiant state, caught the provocation and immediately pouted, then surged forward again in another golden burst.

Caius turned on his heels and sprinted.

The golden light streaked after him, and in no time, it was right behind.

But Caius twisted at just the right moment, narrowly avoiding her grasp. Hilda, her reactions sharper than ever, adjusted instantly and gave chase.

Meanwhile, the little Catgirl sat munching on her skewer of grilled meat, eyes wide as she watched the two figures dash and weave through the forest. Their game of tag turned the chase into a spectacle—and somehow, her food tasted even better for it.

Soon, Hilda had forced Caius into an open field.

Without trees to weave through or obstacles to slow her down, her speed overtook his. She caught up in an instant, and the two of them clashed—hand-to-hand, no weapons, no magic. Just raw physical skill.

And truth be told, Hilda’s attacks had become fiercer, more direct—every strike and grab aimed precisely at the cigarette in Caius's mouth.

He nearly lost it several times.

But fortunately, Caius was the more skilled brawler. Even with her drunken buffs and berserker-style fighting, she still couldn’t overpower him.

The cigarette was nearly spent now—just two or three puffs left.

Just as Caius thought the whole thing was winding down, the unexpected happened.

He was ready to block Hilda’s next strike—a downward knife-hand blow—but midway through the motion, she shifted tactics. Instead of the expected chop, she spun and kicked him right in the stomach.

It didn’t hurt much—but the move launched Hilda into the air.

Under normal circumstances, that would be a fatal mistake. Going airborne in front of Caius was practically asking to lose.

But in the next instant, Caius's eyes went wide in disbelief.

A pair of golden wings, conjured from radiant magic, unfolded from Hilda’s back.

Caius was stunned.

Not just by how stunning she looked—like an angel mid-flight, light flowing from her form—but because—

"Wait. She can fly?!"

Yes. Apparently Hilda could fly. Not for long durations, sure, but long enough to outmaneuver Caius.

Suspended mid-air, Hilda ceased all attempts at close combat. Instead, she began casting a flurry of binding spells.

The earth beneath Caius's feet surged and clamped around his ankles.

Chains of golden light descended from the sky, coiling around his arms and waist.

Thorny vines erupted from the ground, binding him tighter.

Then came magical bindings. Gravity bindings.

And finally, layers of frost crept across his body, encasing him in glistening ice.

Over ten different binding spells.

Layer upon layer, Caius was completely immobilized—only his head remained free.

He could feel the strength of the magic. If he truly wanted to break free, he could unleash his trump card and shatter the bindings in an instant.

But… he simply sighed.

Not worth it.

"Alright, I yield," Caius said with a chuckle, looking up at the triumphant Hilda who had just landed in front of him. He admitted defeat freely.

Sure, she'd surprised him with her sudden maneuver, but a loss was still a loss.

Hilda hadn’t come out of it unscathed, either.

That binding spell barrage had drained her magic reserves almost completely. Even the glowing wings behind her flickered out of existence.

She was panting heavily, but her eyes remained locked on the dwindling stub of the cigarette in Caius’s mouth.

With determined steps, she walked toward him.

Caius raised a brow. “Alright, alright. Just undo the spells, and I’ll roll you a fresh one—”

But before he could finish, she was already in front of him. Without a word, she snatched the cigarette from his lips and, to Caius's utter disbelief, popped it into her own mouth and took a puff.

Then—

Cough! Cough! Cough!

Hilda hacked violently, eyes watering, and tossed the cigarette butt away like it was poison.

"Ugh… that tastes awful… cough, cough…"

Caius’s eye twitched. He was silent for a long moment before muttering, “Can you, uh… unbind me now?”

What answered him was not a word—but the gentle, rhythmic sound of Hilda’s breathing.

Caius blinked.

She’d fallen asleep.

Right there, sitting down and looking woozy after her coughing fit, she tipped over and dozed off on the grassy field in front of him.

"You’ve gotta be kidding me… Hey! Don’t fall asleep yet! Let me out first!"

No answer.

She was out cold.

Caius looked to the sky in exasperation.

Fortunately, the duration of her spells wasn’t too long. One by one, the layers of magical bindings began to dissipate.

Finally free, Caius stamped out the cigarette butt and the small flame that had just ignited the surrounding dry grass. Then he turned toward Hilda, who was lying on the ground like a sleeping beauty. With a helpless smile, he gently lifted her into his arms and carried her back to camp.

"She fell asleep, meow?" Kiki asked, glancing toward the slumbering Hilda under the shelter.

Caius nodded. "Next time we’re on a mission, absolutely no alcohol for her. That’s just asking for trouble."

Then he raised an eyebrow, eyes scanning the area.

"Hey, little kitty."

"What is it, meow?"

"Don’t you feel like… someone’s watching us?"

"Not at all, meow."

"Strange… Stay alert. There might be someone nearby. I’ll go check it out."

"Got it, meow!"

Not long after, Caius made a round of the perimeter and returned. The camp looked as peaceful as ever, and he hadn’t found any suspicious presence.

Was it just his imagination?

He wasn’t sure.

That eerie sense of being watched was vague—entirely based on instinct. His body hadn’t reacted to any actual threat.

Maybe it had just been a passing Magic Beast glancing in their direction before moving on.

That seemed more likely, Caius told himself.

But several kilometers away, atop a mountain ridge, an old man in a black cloak stood watching. His chest rose and fell with restrained breaths.

"Stay calm… calm…"

"The boy hasn’t done anything… Can’t interfere, can’t interfere…"

"Damn it, kid—if you so much as touch a single hair on the lady’s head, I swear I’ll crush you!"

Back at the camp, Caius suddenly shivered again.

No. Someone was watching them. He was sure of it now.

Time to do another sweep.
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                By the time Hilda woke up, it was already evening.

As soon as she opened her eyes, she saw Caius in the camp, training the little catgirl.

The catgirl was drenched in sweat, swinging her arms with relentless effort. It all seemed just like yesterday.

But as Hilda looked at Caius’s back, a faint blush crept onto her cheeks.

Just then, Caius turned around. “Yo, you're up.”

“Mm.” Hilda nodded and stood up, then added somewhat apologetically, “Sorry… because of me, we’re behind schedule…”

“No big deal,” Caius waved it off with a carefree shake of his head, then chuckled. “If I’d known your alcohol tolerance was that bad, half a glass would’ve been enough.”

Hilda tilted her head in confusion. “Is my alcohol tolerance that bad?”

“You passed out after one drink, and you’re saying it’s not?” Caius raised a brow.

“I passed out?” Hilda looked even more confused.

Caius was momentarily taken aback, then cautiously asked, “You don’t remember?”

Hilda thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No… I remember eating some skewers and drinking a little, then feeling fuzzy. After that… I woke up and it was already evening…”

“Then… do you remember what happened after you got drunk?” Caius asked again.

“No…” Hilda's expression grew tense. “What happened?”

Caius’s lips twitched. After a brief pause, he shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Liar, something definitely happened.” Hilda stared at him.

“I’m serious,” Caius said. But for someone who could normally lie without batting an eye, his gaze was noticeably evasive.

“Really?” Hilda, usually sharp-eyed, didn’t seem to catch that and instead looked at him skeptically.

“Really.” Caius nodded earnestly.

“Okay then, I’ll believe you.” With that, Hilda clasped her hands behind her back and skipped away toward the woods nearby. As she walked, she said cheerfully, “I’ve been asleep for so long, I feel bad. I’ll go scout the area a bit.”

Caius called out, “Don’t go too far! You’ll get lost again.”

“Got it~” Hilda waved without turning around.

Caius clicked his tongue.

Good thing she doesn’t remember. Otherwise, the Little Swan might have lost her mind.

She had been… pretty rebellious at the time.

What he didn’t know was that behind him, Hilda’s face had turned crimson.

Did she not remember?

No—she remembered everything.

She remembered all too clearly.

Every word she had said while drunk, even snatching the cigarette from Caius’s mouth and taking a puff—she remembered it all.

That was why she didn’t dare face Caius now. She had used the excuse of scouting the area to flee, to calm herself down.

A few hundred meters away from the camp, in the forest, she looked around to make sure Caius couldn’t see her. Then she ducked behind a tree, squatted down, and covered her burning face.

“What the hell did I do…” she murmured. Even with her face buried in her hands, her pale earlobes were visibly flushed.

She still didn’t know what came over her then.

To actually snatch the cigarette right out of Caius’s mouth—and take a drag.

Honestly, she shouldn’t have choked on it.

The cigarette had a strong kick, yes, but she was a Platinum-ranked warrior mage. Breathing in smoke shouldn’t have fazed her.

The reason she choked… was because the moment she placed it between her lips and inhaled, she realized—it had already been in Caius’s mouth.

She could still feel the lingering dampness left on the tip from his lips.

That realization made her cough.

In that moment, she couldn’t bring herself to meet Caius’s gaze, couldn’t even reply.

That’s right—the Little Swan had resorted to the oldest trick in the book. Pretending to be asleep.

She feigned unconsciousness on the spot.

And as the alcohol hit her for real… she actually did fall asleep.

When she woke up, the memories flooded back, playing over and over in her mind.

Even now, they wouldn’t leave her alone.

She slowly lowered her hands from her face and started drawing circles in the dirt with her finger, recalling Caius’s earlier certainty.

He probably said nothing happened just to spare her from embarrassment.

Her gaze turned vacant for a moment, then she pouted.

“Big liar…”

But then, unexpectedly, she smiled.

She didn’t even know why. She hated being lied to more than anything. But when she thought of how Caius kept saying “nothing happened” while his eyes darted around guiltily—it was oddly funny.

She lifted a hand to gently touch her lips, as if the damp cigarette butt was still there.

Then she suddenly shook her head and slapped her cheeks lightly.

“Stop thinking about it, nothing happened… absolutely nothing happened…”

But a smile still tugged at her lips.

She began drawing in the dirt again, this time three small circles.

Two were eyes. One was a pig’s snout.

She dotted the nostrils and added floppy, leaf-shaped ears on each side. A mischievous grin appeared on her face.

“This time it was my fault… I can’t blame you.”

“Even if you lied to me, I’ll forgive you.”

“But you’re not allowed to lie next time, okay?”

“Big dumb pig!”

She patted the dirt off her knees and stood up, then turned toward the forest. “Alright, time to scout. I have to remember the way back this time, or that big dumb pig is going to laugh at me again.”

…

Night fell.

Back at the camp, Caius arched an eyebrow and glanced at the time.

An hour and a half had passed. Why hadn’t the Little Swan returned?

Did she get lost again?

Caius rubbed his temples. He never should’ve let her go off alone.

But at the time, something about her clear, bright eyes had made him falter. So he hadn’t stopped her.

Now, that unsettling feeling of being watched was creeping back again, making it hard for him to sit still.

He stood up and called to the catgirl, getting ready to head out and search.

But just then, a rustling sound came from the mountain forest.

Caius perked up, stepping forward, thinking it was Hilda.

Then his pupils contracted.

He immediately yanked the catgirl back.

A shadow burst out of the underbrush—no, it flew out.

Landing a few meters in front of him.

Caius narrowed his eyes.

“Help… me…”

It was a man.

Blood streamed from his throat, wounds carved savagely across his body. One leg was bent at an impossible angle.

His voice was hoarse and faint, bubbles of blood rising as he spoke.

Caius didn’t rush forward. Instead, his gaze locked onto the patch of grass the man had spread out.

It was pitch black—utterly devoid of light.

Tonight, there was no moon. The sky above was a void of darkness, not even the faint glimmer of starlight remained. Caius couldn’t make out anything within the underbrush.

But Kiki saw it.

“Big guy, there’s something there, meow!” she warned, pointing her paw at the darkness ahead.

Caius gave a small nod. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it. Smell it.

That nauseatingly familiar stench of blood.

It wasn’t coming from the blood-drenched man lying before him.

The darkness was absolute. Silent. Even the chirping of insects and the rustle of birds had vanished.

Caius gripped his warhammer tighter, holding his breath, sharpening his senses.

And then—a massive shadow lunged from the grass with a piercing screech.

A savage glint flashed in Caius’s eyes. He swung his warhammer with brutal force.

"BOOM!!!"

The figure was sent flying like a severed kite, vanishing into the blackness. From the grass, more shadows emerged, low growls rumbling from their throats.

Caius bared his teeth in a grin.

“Looks like I won’t be getting any sleep tonight.”
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                That's right—it was our old friends, the Wolf Demons.

And the moment Caius saw the pack of them, he immediately knew: there was a Slaughter Wolf Demon nearby.

That severely injured mercenary must have taken on a scouting mission, ventured deep into the forest, and ended up crossing paths with a Wolf Demon hunting squad.

He definitely hadn’t come alone, but now, it looked like he was the only one still breathing.

He probably had some means of survival—or maybe the Wolf Demons were toying with their prey and hadn't killed him outright. That delay was the only reason he was able to escape this far.

The Wolf Demons chasing him now were clearly out for the kill.

Which meant Caius had to keep him alive. Only by hearing from him exactly where he’d encountered the Wolf Demons could Caius narrow down the location of the Bloody Lands.

With that thought, Caius gestured for the little Catgirl to back away. Gripping his warhammer tightly, he stepped forward.

He had to finish this fight quickly.

Wolf Demons showing up here meant they could be anywhere—and Little Swan still hadn't returned. If she ran into them too, things could turn bad fast. He had to find her.

“Alright, you mutts! I’m on a schedule—come get me, all at once!” Caius walked up to the wounded mercenary, tossed him a bottle of intermediate healing potion—no need for the guy to bleed out and croak—then turned toward the oncoming threat.

Four Wolf Demons.

No Slaughter Wolf Demon in sight yet. These must’ve broken off from the pack during the chase.

A single Gold-ranked mercenary wouldn’t require the Slaughter Wolf Demon to get involved.

Good. Four Gold-tier Wolf Demons—this wouldn’t take long.

Sensing Caius’s provocation, the four Wolf Demons lunged without hesitation, completely ignoring the one their companion who’d been sent flying by his hammer just moments ago.

Truly vile creatures.

Caius’s expression twisted coldly—he didn’t hold back. With one mighty swing of his warhammer, he crushed the skull of the first Wolf Demon to leap at him.

The remaining three immediately scattered, unwilling to clash head-on. They encircled Caius, looking to flank him and launch a sneak attack from behind.

But how could they hope to match Caius in speed?

Moments later, the ground quaked as he brought down the hammer, killing the last of them.

“Hey! Still breathing?” Caius looked toward the injured mercenary.

The man had downed the intermediate healing potion and was looking slightly better, though his broken leg remained motionless.

Healing potions could mend muscle and internal injuries, but damage to tendons and bones was another matter—it would take time.

“Th-thanks…” the mercenary said weakly, pale as a ghost. He leaned against a tree, wrapping a makeshift bandage to stop the bleeding. The will to survive was still there, burning.

Caius stepped in front of him and asked, “Where did you run into the Wolf Demons?”

The man’s eyes widened in fear. “Our whole squad’s gone… I’m the only one who made it out. They’re monsters… they’re like devils, they—”

Smack!

A sharp crack echoed as the mercenary’s head jerked to the side. Stunned, he held his cheek and stared at Caius in a daze.

Caius had slapped him.

“You with me now?” he asked.

The mercenary nodded, trembling.

“Then spit it out. Where the hell did you run into the Wolf Demons? Did you see the Bloody Lands or not? I don’t have time for your sob story,” Caius growled.

Shrinking back, the man hurriedly answered, “In… in the Great Rift region! We didn’t find the Bloody Lands, but there were Bloodfish nearby!”

Caius nodded. Bloodfish were low-tier Bloody Creatures; they couldn’t stray far from the Bloody Lands. So odds were, the Bloody Lands were somewhere near the Great Rift.

That was enough.

Without another word, Caius turned and started heading in the direction Hilda had gone.

The mercenary blinked, then panicked. “Wait, don’t leave me! I’ll pay you! Just get me out of here!”

“I’ll give you everything! My gear, my gold, just please—don’t leave me here!”

Caius just waved him off. “Not interested.”

And with that, he walked away without a glance back.

The mercenary pleaded behind him, but all he saw was Caius vanishing into the night. His begging turned into a stream of curses—at Caius, at the Wolf Demons, at himself.

He should never have come here.

Once Caius was gone, the forest grew silent again.

The mercenary stared into the surrounding darkness, heart pounding. At any moment, it felt like a Wolf Demon might lunge out and tear him to pieces.

Fear clung to him like a shroud, pushing his survival instincts into overdrive. Gritting his teeth, he dragged himself up, inch by inch, dragging his broken leg toward the edge of the forest.

Elsewhere, Caius and Kiki were racing through the woods.

The night was deep and murky. Tracking Hilda by her trail under these conditions was nearly impossible.

Fortunately, Little Swan had actually listened to him—she’d left marks on the trees. They were faint, but distinct enough for Caius to follow.

Before long, Caius realized he was looping wide around Mirror Lake. It seemed Little Swan had been scouting in circles, conducting a sweep.

But then he reached a river valley—and spotted several Wolf Demon corpses.

His heart sank.

He approached one of the bodies and examined the wounds.

Those sword cuts... they were from Little Swan.

Caius swore under his breath.

Why didn’t that girl return the moment she ran into danger?

Then again, he could guess—she was probably engaged in pursuit or caught in a fight that led her astray. Maybe she’d gotten lost.

Thankfully, although she hadn’t left more deliberate signs, the aftermath of battle was more than enough to follow. Caius pressed forward, quickening his pace.

“Little Swan… you better not get yourself killed…” he muttered, speeding up.

…

“Die!”
A fierce cry rang out—and the head of a Slaughter Wolf Demon flew into the air.

Hilda landed hard, stumbling as she gasped for breath.

Twelve Wolf Demons. One Slaughter Wolf Demon. All slain!

She’d done it.

She’d really gotten stronger.

Even though she looked a mess, a triumphant smile spread across her face.

But it didn’t last.

She steadied herself and looked around.

She was completely lost. The night was dark and heavy, with no distinct landmarks in sight. Even if she had a map, it would be useless—she had no idea where she was.

As expected, she was lost again.

A bit dejected, she muttered, “Big dummy must be freaking out…”

Then she slapped her cheeks lightly, as if to pep herself up, murmuring to herself, “Come on, pull yourself together. Stay calm. Find a way to reunite with that big dummy!”

Her magic power was nearly depleted. Fortunately, unlike last time, she had brought more potions.

She downed a bottle of magic potion and a stamina potion, giving herself a quick recovery, then began carefully navigating through the forest.

She couldn’t stay near that spot—no way. The corpse of the Wolf Demon was bound to attract more bloody creatures.

Still, she didn’t go far. Instead, she marked her path along the way, eventually finding a well-hidden large tree and nestling herself within the canopy.

Little Swan was clever. She believed that Caius would definitely come looking for her. That meant she couldn’t run around blindly.

Caius was strong. She trusted he could follow the signs and the traces of battle she’d left behind and find her. All she had to do was stay hidden and wait.

Most importantly, she could still smell blood in the air—faint, but undeniable. It matched the description she’d read in the books.

There was always a scent of blood near the Bloody Lands. The closer you got, the stronger it became.

She knew she was terrible with directions. If she ran around aimlessly and accidentally wandered into the Bloody Lands, she’d be facing far more than just a dozen Wolf Demons.

She’d be up against thousands of bloody creatures.

So she had to stay calm. No panicking. No wandering.

Waiting here for Caius was the best course of action.

They were friends—he would find her.

She believed it with all her heart.

So she waited. And waited.

She waited until the deepest hour of midnight… but Caius still hadn’t shown up.

Could it be… that he wasn’t looking for her?

No. No way. Something must’ve delayed him…

Hilda couldn’t help biting her thumbnail as she thought.

Bloody creatures were more active at night. That was probably why she’d run into them earlier—perhaps the Bloody Lands had expanded again, extending their territory. She just happened to stumble across some while scouting.

If that was the case, Caius could’ve encountered them too.

That’s it!

Caius must’ve run into trouble on his way to find her. He was probably delayed by an attack from bloody creatures.

He had to be on his way—but something happened!

The thought immediately made Hilda anxious. She began to worry about Caius and Kiki.

Caius was stronger than she was, sure. But worrying was only natural.

She hesitated, unsure if she should go look for him.

But she was hopeless with directions… What if Caius couldn’t find her and she got herself even more lost?

At that moment, she truly hated how directionally challenged she was.

Just then, a loud crash echoed from far away, followed by a faint but unmistakable roar.

Hilda’s eyes lit up.

She may be a hopeless navigator, but if she had a definite direction—she could follow that.

Without another moment of hesitation, she bolted toward the source of the commotion.
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                “Damn it, why are there so many?!” Caius swung his warhammer in a wide arc, exploding a spray of blood in every direction.

Yet before him, the red tide showed no sign of thinning.

What surrounded him weren’t Wolf Demons—but Bloodfish.

These creatures were simple in structure: shaped like droplets of water, their rounded end was a gaping maw capable of opening nearly one hundred and eighty degrees, filled entirely with razor-sharp teeth. No eyes. No nostrils. Just a pair of fins and a tail.

A faint trace of Bloodborne Power allowed them to float about half a meter above the ground. Each Bloodfish was just over a meter in length, agile and fast—quicker than the average person in a full sprint.

Their rank was low, barely at the Brass level. A few of the larger ones, around one and a half meters, might reach Silver—but against Caius, even those died in a single blow.

The problem was their numbers.

Right now, the ones encircling Caius numbered in the thousands.

Even if he crushed seven or eight with each swing, he’d still need to swing hundreds of times, nonstop.

That in itself wasn’t the real issue.

The real problem was what happened after they died.

As the Bloodfish perished, the Bloodborne Power within them would leak into the air. The sheer volume of fallen creatures gradually created a thickening blood mist.

And this mist was toxic.

It agitated one’s vital energy. Even a minor wound on Caius would bleed several times faster than normal in this fog.

Of course, none of this would usually be a threat to him. Caius possessed immense stamina, unyielding physicality, and a powerful regenerative ability.

But the blood mist had another effect—it gave off a pungent, intoxicating scent.

That scent was what drew more and more Bloodfish from the distance.

If this went on, it wouldn’t just be Bloodfish arriving—Caius was certain that Wolf Demons, Slaughter Wolf Demons, and perhaps even more terrifying Bloody Creatures would come as well.

He groaned, gripping his warhammer tighter.

This was a damn headache.

He had been following the battle traces left behind by Hilda. But halfway through, the trail had gotten muddled—another battle had taken place here, likely between mercenaries or adventurers and the Bloody Creatures.

The scale of that fight had been large enough to disrupt Hilda’s original path.

Soon, Caius reached a fork in the trail. Both paths bore signs of retreat and combat. One had fewer traces—clearly taken by a smaller group. He chose that path.

But when he stumbled upon two shredded corpses, he knew he had made the wrong choice.

Just as he turned to go back, a swarm of Bloodfish appeared—likely a hunting group that had coincidentally run into him.

They immediately swarmed him, and the numbers only continued to rise.

He knew this wasn’t sustainable. On the distant ridge, he could already make out the silhouettes of approaching Wolf Demons.

It was time to break through.

With a thunderous roar, Caius unleashed a violent storm of magic power from his body, blasting every Bloodfish within several dozen meters into the air.

“Hold on tight, Kiki!” he shouted.

The Catgirl clinging to his back wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.

Then Caius charged forward, warhammer in hand, smashing a path through the thinning Bloodfish horde.

But it wasn’t just Bloodfish anymore.

A chorus of howls echoed from the side.

Caius turned and saw a pack of Wolf Demons weaving through the blood-red sea, lunging straight toward him.

More than twenty of them.

And two among them were especially massive.

They howled as they charged, unleashing a brutal roar that caused the surrounding Bloodfish to collapse like marionettes with severed strings. Streams of crimson light surged from their fallen bodies into the two massive Wolf Demons.

In the blink of an eye, the beasts entered their berserk second phase.

Caius twitched at the corner of his eye.

Seriously?

They sacrificed their own allies to trigger berserk mode?

One thing was clear—breaking out was no longer going to be easy.

The two Slaughter Wolf Demons were blisteringly fast. Even with Bloodfish swarming in every direction, they quickly closed the distance. Caius couldn’t shake them off.

And there was no way he was going to show them his back—not with a small Catgirl clinging to it.

If he wanted to break free, he had to deal with the damn Wolf Demons first.

With no other choice, Caius sprinted toward the mountainside. At least with his back to the rock, he wouldn’t have to worry about being surrounded from all sides.

Reaching the stone wall, Caius raised his warhammer and slammed it hard into a wedge-shaped crevice. Several blows later, a person-sized gap was smashed open.

“Get in!” he barked, shielding Kiki from two lunging Bloodfish as he shoved her into the narrow gap.

It wasn’t big, but more than enough to hide one small Catgirl.

Unlike Caius, Kiki didn’t have the same physicality. The blood mist and blood toxin would be far more dangerous to her, and even a single bite could prove fatal.

He had to protect her at all costs.

Then Caius turned, broad back blocking the gap, massive frame standing firm against the incoming bloodstorm.

Bring it on. I’m done running.

Let’s see how many I can kill today.

With a roar, he smashed another wave of Bloodfish aside—just as the two Slaughter Wolf Demons arrived.

The angled mountain wall forced them to crush their own underfoot just to get close. Their massive frames made it difficult to maneuver.

Maybe they were desperate—one of the Slaughter Wolf Demons let out a furious roar. The remaining Bloodfish rapidly scattered, clearing the space within the mountain's wedge.

The two demons lunged with their claws bared—right at Caius.

But they didn’t realize: they weren’t trapping him.

They had walked into his kill zone.

Strength contest with Caius?

They clearly forgot what happened to the last Slaughter Wolf Demon that tried.

“BOOM!!” Another deafening crash. One of the demons was sent flying.

But it didn’t even reach the air before a massive hand clamped down on its ankle and yanked it back.

Caius spun, dragging both demons like ragdolls and slammed one into the ground.

He lifted his boot and brought it crashing down on the demon’s chest, caving it in with a sickening crunch.

The Slaughter Wolf Demon thrashed beneath him. Caius stomped again. And again. Each step reverberated like a war elephant’s rampage, shaking the ground.

And he didn’t stop moving.

While his foot crushed one demon’s chest, his warhammer danced in the air, clashing blow for blow with the second Slaughter Wolf Demon.

It wasn’t long before the second fell into disadvantage, finally sent flying by a devastating swing.

At this moment, the first wolf demon beneath Caius's feet had its chest cavity crushed, but even so, it still hadn't died. Instead, it opened its sharp claws and wide mouth, attempting to attack Caius.

Caius granted its wish.

He shoved the head of his warhammer into its gaping maw, raised his boot high, and brought it down with bone-shattering force onto the hammer’s flat face.

The Slaughter Wolf Demon convulsed violently, then finally went limp.

"COME ON!!!" Caius roared, his eyes gleaming with savage light.

But the ferocity of the Bloody Creatures would not falter in the face of his overwhelming presence. More and more Wolf Demons howled as they charged forward. Caius met them head-on, swinging his massive warhammer again and again, smashing them to death, sending bodies flying, grinding flesh into pulp.

From within the crevice, Kiki watched Caius’s back, tears already streaming down her face.

Through the narrow gap, she could see the spray of blood—and blood, too, flowing down Caius’s muscular back, seeping through the gaps between his muscles and soaking his clothes red.

She was terrified. Terrified that the blood wasn’t from the Bloody Creatures… but from Caius himself.

The deafening crashes, the endless roars, and the tremors shaking the ground—it was all too much.

Kiki finally couldn’t take it anymore. She reached out a trembling hand, gently pushing at Caius’s back.

“Big guy… please… please go…”

To her surprise, Caius’s voice came back with a laugh.

“What are you saying? They’re almost all dead!”

“The Wolf Demons are done for. Just a bunch of little damn fish left!”

But Kiki could clearly hear roars outside—roars that definitely didn’t belong to Bloodfish.

“Big guy…” Her voice trembled harder now. The chaos outside was deafening, but Caius could still hear her. He always could.

“Don’t ask me to leave… You’d be asking me to break my vow.” His deep voice rumbled back to her.

“Fall for me, little kitty.”

“I’m a real man, damn it!”

“If they want to get to you—” His voice turned into a snarl. “—they’ll have to dig through my chest first!”

“Haha! Come on, more! One Wolf Demon’s worth three to five thousand, a Bloodfish fetches four to five hundred—at this rate, I’ll be the richest man in Ocean City by nightfall!”
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                This time, Caius truly experienced what a Blood Tide was.

Granted, this was at best a minor blood tide—but it was terrifying enough.

Thousands of Bloody Creatures had surrounded the area completely. Even after killing a few hundred, more swam in from the distance. If not for Caius’s stamina far surpassing that of others in his rank, he wouldn't have been able to endure this relentless onslaught.

Fortunately, the nearby Bloodfish were clearly thinning out. Fewer and fewer swam in from the distance. Caius estimated that once he cut down the remaining two thousand or so, the tide would be over.

Two thousand? For him, that just meant swinging his warhammer a few hundred more times.

After all, don’t forget—when he's at the forge, he can swing a hammer tens of thousands of times in one session!

As long as his stamina held out, what were two thousand? Even twenty thousand wouldn’t stop him!

He could keep killing!

His breathing technique kept operating, sustaining his formidable endurance. The Bloodfish posed no real threat—his natural regeneration nullified the effects of blood poison.

The only real problem was the occasional arrival of Wolf Demon squads.

They usually came in groups of eight to twelve, often led by a Slaughter Wolf Demon.

Only Slaughter Wolf Demons could inflict any real harm on him—currently, four of them lay lifeless at his feet.

Perhaps they'd finally been intimidated. One Slaughter Wolf Demon in the distance never advanced, instead sending waves of Bloodfish to exhaust Caius’s stamina by throwing themselves at his hammer-heavy defense.

Thankfully, the terrain offered an advantage—the wedge between the cliff walls meant Caius never had to face more than seven or eight Bloodfish at once. One swing, and a group died.

But even with this advantage, the cliffs were beginning to crumble under the strain.

The pile of corpses beneath his feet grew larger and larger, until the blood water formed a pool deep enough to reach his knees.

What’s worse, some Bloodfish had begun attacking the cliffs under the direction of the distant Slaughter Wolf Demon. If this continued, both he and the little Catgirl would be buried alive.

So Caius prepared for a final breakout. If all else failed—he would play his trump card.

But using the trump card came at a great cost. He wouldn't use it unless he had absolutely no other choice.

“Kiki! I'm breaking out now—hold on tight!” With a swing of his warhammer, he sent a mass of charging Bloodfish flying. Then he pulled the bloodstained Catgirl out from the crevice in the cliff wall and hoisted her onto his back.

Kiki clung to him tightly.

She was a burden, sure—but Caius never once considered abandoning her.

He didn’t expect Kiki to be of any real use—just like people don’t keep cats around to make money.

He still wanted to pet her in the future—no way was he letting her die here!

Let’s go—charge!

Caius roared and swung his warhammer, charging straight toward the distant Slaughter Wolf Demon.

The demon saw him coming and turned to flee.

Yes, Bloody Creatures were fearless—but they weren't mindless. This one had seen with its own eyes four of its kind get their skulls smashed by Caius.

And Caius—despite being covered in wounds, with his chest nearly flayed open—fought like he was possessed. His strength only grew the longer he fought. He looked more like a monster than the actual Wolf Demon.

Watching the demon retreat, Caius grinned.

So Bloody Creatures could retreat, huh?

Not that he really intended to kill it. Once he'd broken through the cliff wedge, and the Slaughter Wolf Demon had turned to flee, Caius swerved to the side, leapt high, and jumped nearly a hundred meters away.

Without the Slaughter Wolf Demon to hold him back, what could the Bloodfish do?

He landed, crushing several with his boots, and leapt again.

Caius figured four jumps, at most, would get him clear of the Bloodfish swarm. The Slaughter Wolf Demon realized this and tried to pursue—but it was already too late.

Second leap. Third leap.

Upon landing, Caius prepared for his fourth leap. Just as he jumped into the air, a blood-red light flared in the distance.

Three blood-colored arrows whistled through the air—aimed straight for his back.

Caius’s pupils shrank.

Shit...

He'd always warned others not to leap in front of him—that doing so would lead to a swift death. But the same danger applied to him when he was in the air.

Now, in midair, he had no way to dodge. The blood-colored arrows had been perfectly calculated. One would strike his right back flank, piercing straight toward his heart!

The three arrows formed a triangle as they closed in. There was no time to evade. Caius instinctively reached for Kiki on his back.

But Kiki clung to his neck with all her strength.

Caius panicked, glancing back—only to see that she, too, was staring at the incoming arrows. Worse, she leaned her body closer to his exposed back.

She was going to block them—for him.

That dumb cat!

Caius’s eyes widened in fury, golden light beginning to burst forth from his pupils.

But just as he was about to unleash his trump card in desperation, a golden light streaked across the sky—accompanied by the soft fall of golden feathers.

“Wumm—”

Swordsong rang in the air.

Caius landed steadily, turned his head toward the figure balancing lightly on her toes, and a look of surprise and joy lit up his face.

“Hilda!”

Hilda gave him a faint smile and flicked her rapier. “I told you—my sword will always block the arrows aimed at your back.”

In that moment—despite it being night—Hilda seemed to shine with her own light in Caius’s eyes.

Cool. Dazzling. Beautiful.

Then Little Swan pouted. “But my sword’s broken again.”

She had just sliced through the blood-colored arrows, which had exploded into blood that clung to her blade. Now her rapier was steaming, the blade corroded and full of pits.

Clearly, had those arrows struck Caius, the damage would have been catastrophic.

She tossed the ruined blade aside and drew a spare.

Caius snapped back to attention. “We have to go—there’s a boss behind them!”

Hilda understood. This place was far too dangerous. Behind them, the horde of Bloodfish was closing in fast.

The two of them dashed away, covering more than ten kilometers before Caius activated a Teleportation Magic Array Plate.

Ten seconds passed.

No Bloodfish pursued. No more arrows followed. The three of them successfully teleported away.

As the light of the teleportation array faded, a blood-colored figure ten kilometers away lowered its blood-colored bow, crimson eyes calm and indifferent.

…

Ocean City.

As soon as they landed, Caius took a long, ragged breath of relief upon seeing the familiar Teleportation Plaza of Ocean City. He slumped down on the ground without hesitation, then reached behind him to pick up the now-limp little catgirl and pulled her into his arms.

“Don’t ever do that again, alright?” Caius gently pinched her soft cheek.

The little catgirl’s lips trembled, and then she buried her face into Caius’ chest and burst into tears.

Seeing this, Caius didn’t scold her any further. He simply stroked her blood-matted short hair in silence, comforting her with a gentle hand.

Hilda glanced around and asked, “This is Ocean City?”

“Yeah,” Caius nodded. “We were in a rush, didn’t check the coordinates. Just teleported straight here.”

“No worries. We can go back later,” Hilda said, then looked at the injuries covering Caius and asked with concern, “You’re hurt… badly.”

“It’s nothing. Just surface wounds,” Caius shook his head.

Then, without another word, he stood up, still holding Kiki, and began walking in a certain direction.

Hilda immediately followed, silently, asking no further questions.

Before long, Caius’ blood-drenched figure stepped into the Iron Tavern.

When John and the others saw him, their eyes widened in shock.

Caius looked as though he had crawled out of a pool of blood. Wounds crisscrossed his body—horrific, fresh, and glaring.

Beside him stood a blonde girl. She was staggeringly beautiful—so much so that if angels truly existed, they surely would look like her.

The stark contrast between the two—a girl of otherworldly beauty and a man cloaked in carnage—shocked everyone into silence. Their minds blanked. No one knew what to say.

The tavern fell utterly quiet.

“Get me a clean private room,” Caius said to John. “And bring some medical supplies.”

John snapped out of it and nodded hastily, quickly leading Caius upstairs.

Clearly, now was not the time for questions. First, Caius needed to be taken care of.
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                After John dropped off the medical supplies, he left the room. Raymond came by during that time to ask Caius if he needed a doctor. Caius declined.

And so, only Caius, Kiki, and Hilda remained in the private room.

Kiki was covered in blood, but it was mostly from the Bloody Creatures.
Her body was weak and trembling, mostly due to the adrenaline crash that followed the intense ordeal. It wasn’t anything serious—just some exhaustion that would go away with rest.

Caius tried to lay her on the sofa, but her arms remained tightly wrapped around his neck.

“If you keep holding on to me like this, how am I supposed to treat my wounds?” Caius said gently.

Only then did Kiki sniffle and reluctantly let go.

But Caius didn’t immediately start cleaning his own wounds. Instead, he gestured for Hilda to use water magic to rinse Kiki down and check for any injuries.

Once he confirmed Kiki was completely unharmed, Caius nodded and began treating himself.

This time, the injuries were rather serious—especially the overlapping claw marks on his chest. The deepest of them went down to the bone.

Fortunately, his powerful regenerative ability had already stopped the bleeding. What he needed now was to clean the wounds, disinfect them, and stitch up the more severe ones.

Stitches would accelerate the healing process.
Without stitching, he’d have to wait five to six days for new flesh to grow back. With it, two to three days would be enough. He couldn’t let these injuries hinder his next move.

“Need help?” Hilda asked.

“Rinse me off. I’ll have Kiki do the rest,” Caius replied, glancing toward Kiki.

Hearing that, Kiki quickly leaned in, her face full of hope.

She wanted to do something—anything—to help Caius.

“Do you know how to stitch wounds?” Caius asked.

Kiki shook her head, her eyes wide and attentive.

“I’ll teach you,” Caius said.

He let Hilda rinse his body with water magic, then took out a vial of disinfectant and poured it directly onto his chest. The liquid immediately started to bubble as it reacted with the wounds.

The disinfectant in this world was just as stingy as alcohol—designed to suppress various toxins, including Blood Poison.

The downside? It hurt like hell.

Caius’s chest rose and fell sharply, but his expression remained stoic. This moved Hilda slightly.

“It doesn’t hurt?” she asked.

“Oh, it hurts. I’m dying inside,” Caius grinned through clenched teeth.

“Then why do you look so calm?” Hilda was genuinely surprised.

“Because I’m a real man,” Caius said solemnly.

Hilda couldn’t help but laugh. His ability to joke meant he wasn’t in too bad a shape.

Given his constitution, he didn’t need overly delicate treatment.
Only the deep wounds needed stitching.

“Here, take this.” Caius handed her the curved suture needle and pointed to the edge of one of the gashes as he demonstrated. “You go in here, then out there, loop the thread like this...and pull. Got it?”

“W-Will it hurt?” Kiki asked hesitantly, watching the sharp needle pierce the flesh. Her hands trembled slightly, eyes filled with distress.

“Depends on your technique. If you don’t hear me hiss through my teeth, it means it’s not that bad,” Caius replied.

“Alright, your turn.”

After demonstrating a few more times, Caius lay back on the sofa, giving Kiki full control.

Kiki knelt beside him, carefully aligning the needle to the wound and pushing it through.

“Bit more force. My skin’s pretty tough,” Caius instructed.

“O-Okay... Tell me if it hurts, alright?” she murmured.

“Mmhm,” Caius nodded.

And so, Kiki began stitching. Slowly and carefully, she moved the needle through his skin.

Under Caius’s gentle corrections and guidance, she gradually grew more proficient.

“Does it hurt?” she asked again.

“No,” Caius lied smoothly.

Of course it hurt. But he could take it.

Right now, the little catgirl was clearly shaken—emotionally devastated.

She likely saw herself as dead weight, a burden, maybe even considered quitting the team to avoid holding him back.

And that? That was something Caius absolutely couldn’t allow.

So, he guided her.

Let her do something useful. Let her feel needed. If she felt she had a role, she wouldn’t leave.

In truth, Caius didn’t really view her as a powerful assassin.
Her role in his eyes leaned more toward a personal assistant... or maybe a cute secretary?

For day-to-day errands, she was always quick, efficient, and cheerful.It was simple: Caius handled the big stuff, and Kiki handled the small things.
And those little things she did often lifted Caius’s mood in a way nothing else could.

Especially lighting his cigarette.

He loved that.

So no way in hell was he letting her leave.

Caius had a lot of injuries. Eight major wounds needed extensive stitching—each requiring forty to fifty stitches. The remaining dozen or so still needed at least ten to twenty each.

Kiki did her best to keep her hands steady, sewing each wound slowly, carefully.

But somewhere along the way, her tears began to fall.

Caius, resting his head on one arm, looked up at her and reached out with his big hand to gently touch her cheek.
“Why are you crying? I’m the one who’s hurt, not you.”

“I’m sorry, Big Guy…” Kiki said as tears rolled down her cheeks. Her hands didn’t stop moving, still sewing with care.

“I’m just… so useless. I don’t think I can keep going on adventures with you…”

“No way,” Caius replied instantly.

“But I’m so weak…”

“So what? If you’re weak, train. If you think you’re dragging me down, train even harder.”

“If one setback is all it takes to make you give up, then what’s the point of all the pain I’m going through?”

“Also, that dagger—I’m making three for you. One at base cost, that’s 200,000 coins. Three is 600,000. You owe me 600,000 now.”

“Not to mention I’ve saved your life twice. That’s two lifetimes’ worth of debt.”

“You’re stuck with me this life and the next, working for me. Got it?”

He grinned like a rogue as he said it, making Hilda quietly shake her head with a smile.

But the catgirl?

She nodded furiously, tears still falling.

“Mhm! Mhm!”

The truth was, Kiki didn’t need comforting—at least not in the traditional sense.
If she was truly fragile, no amount of kind words would help.

But did she really want to leave?

That wasn’t it. She wanted to stay—she loved being with Caius. But precisely because of that, she feared dragging him down. She feared that he might find her a burden.

But Caius’s words told her plainly—
Stop overthinking. You're staying, no question.

That alone was enough to dispel the little Catgirl’s thoughts of leaving. And once that idea was gone, her mind would naturally turn to more important things: how to help Caius, how to make herself useful, how to truly become someone who could support him.

It was a form of encouragement, delivered in Caius’s own, roundabout way.

His overbearing insistence—
That was exactly what she needed.

As long as Caius didn’t reject her, she would never leave.

The stitching operation lasted two full hours. Caius endured hundreds of stitches, but in the end, the wound was finally closed.

The Catgirl wasn’t exactly a professional, but Caius didn’t need her to be. As long as the wound was sealed, that was enough. In just two or three days, he’d be back to normal.

The fish-gut suture thread would gradually dissolve with his metabolism and be expelled naturally—no need for any suture removal.

“Not bad! That scar’s gonna look pretty damn good!” Caius chuckled, nodding with satisfaction.

“Scars are a good thing?” Hilda leaned in beside him, speaking softly, worried that her words might upset the little Catgirl.

But Caius just grinned. “You don’t get it—scars are a mercenary’s badge of honor.”

“See all these scars?” he said proudly, spreading his arms wide to show them off. “Kept every single one on purpose!”

Hilda looked at him in mild shock. At the moment, Caius was shirtless, and while the scars were faint, there were a lot of them—dozens in total, new and old crisscrossing one another.

What surprised her the most was this:
Caius had scars only on the front of his body. His back was practically unmarked.

Scars were a mercenary’s badge of honor.And front-facing scars?
Those were the true mark of a warrior’s pride.

In that moment, when she looked at Caius, there was something new in Hilda’s eyes—A glimmer of admiration.
A quiet respect.
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                After finishing the sutures, Caius stepped out of the private room.

Outside, he found Raymond leaning against the hallway wall, smoking a cigarette, idly toying with the lighter Caius had given him.

"All good?" Raymond glanced at the blood-soaked floor and the chaotic room behind Caius.

"I'm fine, but the situation in the Bloody Lands is getting serious," Caius replied.

"What exactly happened?" Raymond asked.

"If my guess is right, the location of the Bloody Lands is in the Great Rift area of Nofalark Forest. I encountered a massive swarm of creatures in one of the adjacent smaller rifts—over four thousand of them, including Bloodfish, Wolf Demons, and Slaughter Wolf Demons."

"I took out about half of them. Unfortunately, I couldn’t retrieve most of the bodies…" Caius said, his expression turning bitter as he spoke.

The battle had been too intense. He’d only managed to store some of the Wolf Demons and Slaughter Wolf Demons in his spatial ring. The Bloodfish corpses were submerged in blood-soaked water and couldn’t be stored directly.

In the end, he salvaged a dozen or so Wolf Demon corpses and four Slaughter Wolf Demon corpses—barely worth a hundred and fifty thousand gold at most.

If he’d been able to collect all the Bloodfish, the total would’ve been several hundred thousand at least.

He had originally hoped to make a big profit off the official reward system.

Raymond chuckled upon hearing Caius’s tale.

"Surviving it is already impressive. Most Platinum-ranked mercenaries wouldn't be able to handle that many bloody creatures," Raymond said, clapping Caius on the shoulder.

Caius winced, and Raymond quickly realized he’d hit a wound. “Sorry,” he said apologetically.

Caius shook his head, signaling it was fine. He pulled out a cigarette and offered one to Raymond.

The little Catgirl immediately raised her lighter and lit Caius’s cigarette.

After this ordeal, she seemed even more eager to please.

Caius took two drags before slowly continuing, “A BOSS has appeared in the Bloody Lands… a powerful one. It had long-range attack capabilities, like an archer. If it weren’t for Hilda shielding me at the last moment, I’d be a lot worse off.”

“An archer-type… did you get a clear look? Was it humanoid?” Raymond asked with a frown.

“Not clearly. I only saw arrows made of blood. They melted my Platinum-ranked rapier on contact. And they were shot from a long distance with ridiculous speed—at least Mithril-level strength.”

“I don’t know why it didn’t follow us. Maybe it’s restricted to the Bloody Lands, or maybe we weren’t worth its time. Either way, it’s extremely dangerous,” Caius said.

“Understood. I’ll report this to the Guild,” Raymond nodded. “If it’s humanoid, then we’re looking at a threat rating of at least five stars.”

“How serious is that?” Caius asked.

“Would require over 50,000 regular troops and at least ten Mithril-ranked elites to clear it.”

Caius nodded, then asked, “We can sell the bloody creature corpses here, right?”

“Of course.”

“Then let’s do it.”

When Caius took out the Wolf Demon corpses, everyone nearby was stunned.

The injuries were all frontal, meaning Caius had taken them head-on—and won. That realization gave everyone a new level of respect for his strength.

Each Wolf Demon fetched 3,500 gold. Some were partially mutilated, so the price was considered very fair.

Each Slaughter Wolf Demon earned 25,000 gold.

Final total: 149,000 gold. Raymond rounded it up for him—150,000.

Then there was the Platinum-ranked mission reward for hunting the Colossal Veridian Iguana—another 20,000 gold.

And the Bloody Lands investigation report—Caius had delivered highly valuable intel. Other mercenaries who had accepted the same mission had either failed to find the location or never made it back.

Caius was the first to return with actionable intelligence.

The intel earned him 30,000 gold, with another 100,000 promised upon confirmation.

This haul netted Caius 200,000 gold immediately, with another 100,000 pending.

His coin pouch was stuffed to the brim, and with it, his mood lifted considerably.

As he walked out of the Iron Tavern, he even hummed a tune.

Little Swan blinked at him with her big eyes and finally couldn’t help asking, “Is this really how mercenaries make money?”

“Mhm. Not bad, right? Pretty quick too, yeah?” Caius said proudly.

“Very fast. I’m tempted to start making money like this too…” Hilda said.

Caius’s eyes lit up. “Wait, aren’t you already super rich? Why would you want to earn money?”

“Family money doesn’t count as mine. I still want to earn my own,” Hilda replied.

Caius nodded in agreement. “Makes sense… So, are you thinking of becoming a mercenary?”

“I am…” Hilda’s eyes twinkled with mischief before she chuckled. “But maybe not just yet.”

“Why not?” Caius asked, a little disappointed.

“I’m still a student at Hydis Academy, remember?” Hilda smiled. Then, as if to comfort him, she added:

“When I graduate, I’ll seriously consider becoming a mercenary. Fighting, training, exploring beautiful landscapes—and earning money too!”

“When that time comes, you’ll have to be my guide, as the seasoned veteran of the merc world.”

Caius instantly perked up, grinning wide. “Absolutely! We’ll go on adventures together!”

“Mm!” Hilda nodded, excited.

She’d graduate in four years, but given her pace, maybe just two would be enough. No need to complete the full term.

“All right, I should head back to the Academy. I need to report the Nofalark Forest situation. If it comes from Hydis, the authorities will respond quicker.”

“Want to come with me?” Hilda asked with a bit of hope.

Of course Caius wanted to, but after a moment’s thought, he shook his head. “Next time. I’ll come see you in a few days.”

Hilda understood he was staying behind for the little Catgirl, who still looked gloomy. Her ears drooped as she silently clung to Caius’s finger.

Hilda nodded. “Okay then. In a few days, I’ll be even stronger. You might not be able to beat me.”

“Oho, getting a little cocky, aren’t you?”“Of course~”
“Alright, we'll see about that.”
“Sure!”

The light from the Teleportation Magic Circle flared to life. Standing within it, Hilda radiated a soft golden glow that seemed to gently soften Caius’s expression.

“Take good care of the little kitty, you big dumb pig,” Hilda said with a sweet smile.

“Got it, silly swan,” Caius replied with a grin and a nod.

“I’m not silly! And don’t forget, I saved you!” she puffed out her cheeks slightly.

“I saved you once too. That makes us even.” Caius lifted his chin slightly.

“Fair point,” Hilda nodded in agreement. At last, the glow from the Teleportation Magic Circle reached its peak brightness. She gave a delicate wave. “See you next time.”

“See you.”

As soon as the words were spoken, the beautiful Little Swan vanished within the light of the teleportation spell.

Caius let out a slow breath, then turned to look at the little catgirl by his side.

“Let’s go. Time to head back to Hailan No. 11 and get some proper rest.”

            

    
        Chapter 119

    
    
    
    
                When Caius stepped out of the Iron Tavern, he didn’t go looking for Raymond or take on any missions. He just wanted a good rest.

“Boss Lady! Give me the deluxe feast special!”
Even before the doors of Hailan No. 11 swung open, Caius’s voice echoed through the hall.

Yvlan immediately brightened upon hearing him—but the moment she saw the vicious wounds across his body, she froze in shock. The plate in her hand nearly slipped from her grasp.

All the mercenaries nearby stared at Caius, dumbfounded.

“Big guy, did you go wrestle a dragon or something? You look like hell!” the bearded Bob exclaimed.

Yvlan hurried over, carrying the tavern’s medical kit, but Caius waved her off casually.
“Just flesh wounds. Already taken care of. See? My little kitty stitched them up.”

As he spoke, there was even a trace of pride in his voice.

The others twitched at the corners of their mouths—
Flesh wounds? You’re calling that half-meter-long gash running across your chest a flesh wound?

“What the hell happened to you? How did you get hurt this bad?” Yvlan asked, frowning slightly. Her tone was half scolding, but mostly filled with concern.

Caius just smiled without answering directly. He ordered a drink first, then motioned for the nearby mercenaries to gather 'round. Time to spin a tale.

Yvlan rolled her eyes and poured him a glass of liquor before heading into the kitchen—she had to cook his meal personally.

As Caius drank, he began recounting his harrowing experience in Nofalark Forest, where he encountered the Crimson Tide. Every twist and turn of the tale had the mercenaries gasping.

“So if you lot want to stay alive, don’t take any investigation missions. From what I know, eighteen mercs and teams from the Iron Tavern in the inner city accepted that job. Only six made it back, and they came up empty-handed. The rest...” Caius paused.

“I’ve seen their corpses. Scattered, dismembered.”

He shrugged. “Of course, if you think you’ve got what it takes, it’s still worth the risk. Bloody Creatures fetch a good price.”

Even so, the mercenaries shook their heads one after another.
Forget it. If Caius came back looking like that, they'd be marching to their deaths.

“So it’s true, huh... The Bloody Lands have emerged in Nofalark Forest,” one mercenary murmured. “You think it can be stopped? Or will it end up like Shavar...?”

A heavy silence fell.

Shavar City—along with its seven surrounding towns and population of over half a million—had been swallowed whole by a Crimson Tide when the Bloody Lands erupted. Not a single soul survived.

It wasn’t about patriotism. It was about survival. And right now, everyone’s heart felt weighed down by that truth.

“Oh come on, it’s not that big a deal,” Caius said, waving it off with a grin. “Once I power up a bit more, a tiny little Bloody Land like that? I’ll hammer it to bits in no time.”

The mercenaries burst into laughter.

“Yeah, with Big Guy up front taking the hits, all we gotta do is run faster than him,” Bob snorted, earning jeers and playful jabs from the others.

Caius joined the laughter with an easy grin, not a care in the world.

Soon, the Boss Lady brought out the lavish feast.

That last fight had drained him completely. The battle had pushed his internal reserves to the limit, increasing his magic power’s sedimentation rate to a full nine percent—four percent in one go. A significant leap. For comparison, the time he blew up Okot—a Platinum Seven-Star—and tanked a shot from a Mithril-ranked archer, he only got three percent.

Kiki, however, wasn’t her usual self. She barely touched her food, sipped a bit of milk, and stopped eating altogether.

Yvlan noticed the Catgirl’s low spirits but didn’t know the cause—Caius hadn’t mentioned it during his exaggerated storytelling.

“What’s wrong, Kiki?” she asked softly.

The little Catgirl didn’t respond, just shook her head and scooted closer to Caius.

Seeing this, Caius chuckled and ruffled her hair gently.

“She’s just worn out. We both need a proper rest tonight.”

With that, he gave a satisfied belch and stood. “That’s enough talk. I’m heading to bed.”

“Same room as always?”

“Of course. The Boss Lady cleans it for you every day,” Bob chimed in with a teasing laugh.

Yvlan’s face flushed red instantly. She grabbed a frying pan, and Bob bolted before she could swing it.

Caius laughed heartily. “Thanks!”

He took Kiki’s hand and led her to their room.

Once inside, he headed straight to the private bathroom—a perk of the high-class rooms.
That’s right, this world had running water, thanks to small Magitech Devices. Very convenient.

After a refreshing shower, Caius flopped onto the bed in just a pair of loose shorts.

Kiki went to wash up as well. When she emerged, she was wearing a little vest and shorts, her fur damp. Quietly, she used Wind Magic to blow-dry her hair and tail.

Once done, her fur puffed out adorably, even fluffier than usual.

Caius stretched out a hand as he lay on the bed. Golden light flickered in his palm.
It was slightly brighter than before.

His Trump Card’s Energy Bar. The more gold, the longer he could maintain his ultimate move.

Thanks to Hilda, he still had a chance to keep stacking that power.

Just then, he heard a faint rustling sound. Turning his head, he saw the little Catgirl climb onto the bed and curl up beside him—careful not to touch his injuries.

Caius grinned and pulled her close.

“Big guy, your wounds…” Kiki gasped.

“No big deal,” he said, wrapping her in his arms and beginning to stroke her soft, fluffy hair.

It felt even better than petting a real cat.

Her body was so warm and soft—it was incredibly comforting to hold.
Kiki rested quietly against his chest, her small face pressed to his skin, eyes flickering as they lingered on the scabbed-over wound.

“Does it still hurt?” she asked gently.

“It does,” Caius replied.

Truthfully, the pain had already faded.

“Then… then I should sleep on the floor. I don’t want to hurt you…” Kiki whispered.

But Caius held her tightly around the waist, refusing to let her go.

Seeing this, she tilted her little face slightly upward and looked at Caius.

“Big guy…”

Caius smiled, lowered his head, and gently rested his forehead against hers, the tips of their noses brushing together.

“Let me ask you—do you like me?” His voice was soft.

“I do,” the little Catgirl answered honestly.

“Not just a regular kind of like. I mean the kind where we stay together for a lifetime,” Caius said, giving her cheek a playful pinch. “So I’ll ask you again—do you like me?”

“I do!” she said again, this time with more conviction.

At that moment, Caius broke into a joyous smile.

And the little Catgirl realized something too. Her cheeks flushed a deep red, but she didn’t shyly look away. Instead, she stared at Caius’s rugged face, completely mesmerized.

“Big guy, I like you.”

“It’s like how Mama likes Papa.”

“I don’t want to leave you… I’ll work hard to get stronger, I’ll become amazing—just please don’t send me away, okay?”

Her voice trembled slightly with cautious hope. A young heart awakening to love, unsure how to express it properly, so she simply spoke the most sincere words she could find.

She gazed carefully at Caius, her eyes filled with both hope and fear.

She was afraid Caius might not want her anymore.

But Caius didn’t let her down.

He smiled, pulling her into a tight embrace, rubbing his cheek against hers.

“You said it yourself. So even if you want to leave in the future, I won’t let you go,” he said with a grin.

Kiki looked at him and finally beamed, her little fangs peeking out adorably.

“Mm!”

“Then give me a kiss—on the lips,” Caius said with a mischievous smile.

Kiki blushed shyly, but she still held his face and gave him a light peck on the lips with her small mouth.

It was soft. Very soft.

But Caius chuckled. “That’s not how you do it. Here, I’ll teach you.”

“O-Okay… Mmm… mmm~”

“Well?”

“So weird, meow. Why do you have to use your tongue, meow?”

“But… it kind of feels good, meow!”

“Heh, if it feels good, then you’re doing it right. With practice, it’ll feel even better.”

“Oh! I got it, meow!”

“Then let’s not waste time—let’s review again.”

“Okay, meow… mmm~”
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                Caius slept straight through until two in the afternoon the next day.

When he woke up, he felt completely refreshed—mind clear and spirit uplifted.

Especially with the little Catgirl curled up asleep in his arms, his mood couldn’t have been better.

Don’t get the wrong idea—nothing happened last night.

Just a few sweet kisses, that’s all.

They’d both been exhausted, still injured. Caius wasn’t the type to do anything in that condition.

Besides, the little Catgirl’s body couldn’t take it. At the very least, she’d need to reach Gold rank first.

So a few kisses to cultivate the mood and soothe the spirit were just fine.

Sensing his movement, Kiki opened her eyes.

Freshly woken, she looked even more adorable than usual.

She let out a soft, sleepy mewl and snuggled closer into his chest, unconsciously clinging to him with affection.

Caius wrapped her tighter in his arms and gave her a gentle squeeze.

Kiki nuzzled his cheek with her own, then puckered up and kissed him lightly on the lips.

Looking at her narrowed eyes and the sweet smile on her face, Caius couldn’t help but sigh in his heart.

What a little heart-melting enchantress~

“All right, time to get up. We need to head to the Orphanage today and take care of the renovation stuff.”

“Got it, meow!”

Downstairs.

The Boss Lady greeted Caius and Kiki with a nod, quickly noticing the Catgirl was in an exceptionally good mood.

At this point, all the minor injuries on Caius had fully healed. Only a few large wounds remained, scabbed over, and even those were close to falling off.

Perched once more on his shoulder, Kiki swayed happily as she hummed a tune. Joy was written all over her face.

Her tail looped loosely around Caius’s neck, lightly tickling his cheek and earlobe.

And to be honest, that kind of unconscious teasing hit Caius hard.

If Yvlan weren’t walking ahead of them, he probably would’ve scooped Kiki up into his arms and kissed her a few more times right then and there.

“Boss Lady, one love-filled breakfast, please,” Caius said loudly and shamelessly.

Yvlan shot him a glance and replied, “It’s already afternoon. What love-filled breakfast?”

“Afternoon?” Caius glanced at the clock, then nodded. “Then make it a love-filled lunch!”

Yvlan: “……”

“I want one too, meow!” Kiki raised her hand energetically.

Yvlan couldn’t help but smile. “You’re in a good mood today, aren’t you, little Catgirl?”

“Yep, meow!” Kiki beamed. “Me and Big Guy—”

Before she could finish, Caius quickly jumped in, “Me and the little Catgirl made it out of Nofalark Forest alive, and we earned a fat stack of coin while we were at it. Of course we’re in a good mood!”

“Aren’t we, little Catgirl?” He winked at Kiki as he spoke.

Kiki blinked her big eyes, then nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, meow!”

Yvlan looked at Caius a bit strangely, then asked, “How much did you make?”

“Two hundred thousand!” Caius held up two fingers.

“That much?!” Yvlan was stunned. “No wonder you two slept in so late. Don’t tell me you were up all night counting coins?”

“Heh~” Caius didn’t answer, but he didn’t deny it either.

Yvlan felt a wave of emotion. She knew Caius worked efficiently, but she didn’t expect him to pull in such a large sum in just a few days.

Her tavern was doing well, but even in a good year, pure profit rarely reached two hundred thousand.

But things were different now.

Her eyes sparkled slightly as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and said to Caius, “I’ve got a few big jobs here. Platinum level. Interested?”

Her gaze held a mix of hope and concern.

She knew Caius had been taking assignments from the Iron Tavern lately—big ones too—so she was a bit worried he might stop accepting jobs through her.

But Caius had never disappointed a beautiful woman. He flashed her a grin and said, “Of course I’m in!”

“Doesn’t matter if it’s Platinum or Brass. If you’re the one asking, I’m taking it!”

That made Yvlan laugh, and her worry vanished. She nodded, “You said it.”

“Always.”

Yvlan turned and swayed her graceful figure as she walked toward the kitchen to prepare Caius’s love-filled lunch.

Soon enough, the lunch was served—along with three mission slips.

All of them were Platinum-level. Oh, and there was also Kiki’s Gold-level mercenary ID.

Yes, the little Catgirl was now officially a Gold-level mercenary. Her actual rank was still Silver Seven-Star, a slight improvement from before, but not quite matching the Gold-level title just yet.

Still, Caius was confident that with his training, that gap would be closed soon enough.

As he happily ate his love-filled lunch, Caius looked through the mission slips.

Clearly, thanks to his recent work, the reputation of Hailan No. 11 had been boosted significantly. Even Yvlan’s status had risen as a result, and now people were willing to entrust major tasks to her establishment.

He still had one Platinum-tier mining job pending, a Guild commission with no set time limit.

And one of the tasks Yvlan picked up this time was also a mining operation—perfect for tackling together.

The other two were more interesting. One was a Magic Beast hunt—this time, a sea-dwelling beast.

That one would be tough, hence the high pay: thirty thousand.

And if the sea creature exceeded the size requirement, the client would even offer bonus compensation—the bigger, the better.

Which worked out great. Ocean City was by the sea, and he’d always wanted to explore the waters anyway.

The last job was the most intriguing. No description at all. Just confirmation that it was Platinum-level. Caius was to meet the client directly for the task details.

“Where did you get this one?” Caius asked.

Yvlan glanced at the slip. “The client came here in person.”

“What did he look like?” Caius asked again.

“Couldn’t tell. He was wrapped up tightly, had a hood, and used Magic to conceal his face. All I could tell was that he’s a man—probably an older one.”

“But he wasn’t weak.”

“What makes you say that?” Caius asked.

“To post a mission with no details, he offered a Platinum Nine-Star Multicolored Tigerfish as payment—just gave it to the tavern. I checked it out. It had been slapped to death with one palm. The handprint matched the client’s exactly. He’s missing half his pinky finger,” Yvlan said.

“He slapped a Platinum Nine-Star to death… that’s at least Mithril-tier strength,” Caius muttered, stroking his chin.

"Hmm, but since he doesn't have a verified identity, we registered it at the lowest level. This mission is Platinum-grade."

"And it seems he's here specifically for you. He named you directly to take the job."

"For me?" Caius chuckled. "Now that’s interesting."

"What do you think about this mission? Could it be a shady one?" Yvlan asked nervously.

"Only one way to find out," Caius said, putting away the mission slip.

"Maybe you shouldn’t go?" Yvlan still sounded worried.

"Relax. A powerhouse like that wouldn’t go through all this trouble just to lure me out and... harvest my kidneys, right?" Caius laughed.

"Most likely just wants to meet me. You know how it is—I’ve been making waves lately~"

Seeing the smug grin on Caius’s face, Yvlan couldn’t help but roll her eyes.

This big guy... he’s really full of himself.

But truthfully, it wasn’t arrogance.

Caius knew very well that if someone was indeed targeting him, it would be more dangerous to do nothing and wait for a move from the shadows. Better to meet it head-on.

And in Caius’s eyes, the chance of it being truly malicious was slim. It was more likely some shady business or a secretive task that couldn’t be made public.

In any case, since the other party knew he was here, ignoring it wasn’t an option. He had to meet them.

"Ahh, I’m full. That was delicious. I’m definitely coming back!" Caius said, patting his belly with satisfaction before turning to leave with Kiki trotting behind him.

"I'm heading out."

Yvlan nodded. "Be careful."

"Don’t worry," Caius replied without looking back.

As she watched his departing figure, Yvlan smiled and shook her head before starting to clear the plates.

Nearby, Bob and his teammates were whispering amongst themselves as they eyed the Boss Lady.

"Did that big guy just leave without paying?"

"Yeah... why didn’t the Boss Lady stop him?"

"Heh, you guys don’t get it. Maybe the big guy already paid last night," one of the team members with a rat-like face said with a sly grin.

Bob and the others exchanged glances, their expressions turning into knowing smirks.

But their grins froze almost instantly.

They slowly turned to see a shadow looming behind them—one holding something round and heavy.

"Uh... Boss Lady, this is a misunderstanding, a mis—"

BANG!

"A misunderstanding, huh?!"

BANG! BANG! BANG!

"Ow! Easy! Ow, ow owwww—!"
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                "Little kitty, go find a reputable construction firm and tell them there's a big job here," Caius said as he walked toward the Orphanage, tossing the instruction over his shoulder to Kiki.

"Meow, got it!" Kiki nodded energetically and darted off toward the commercial district of Ocean City.

This was the advantage of having an obedient little Catgirl—Caius didn’t have to handle everything personally.

When he arrived at the Orphanage, he noticed the courtyard had been cleared, and the broken wall had already been repaired. He couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow in suspicion.

From what he knew, Granny Lunla wasn't the type to spend money on things like that.

Just as he was about to step inside, the door swung open and a man stepped out with a wide grin on his face.

Caius arched a brow. "Sean?"

Indeed, the man was Sean, and two lackeys followed closely behind him.

“Big bro?” Sean blinked in surprise, then quickly ran over with his two men in tow.

Caius noticed a new metal attachment on Sean’s arm—this time, not an iron claw, but a hammer.

"What are you doing here?" Caius asked, arching an eyebrow with a hint of edge in his tone.

Sean immediately sensed the misunderstanding and pointed at the two behind him. "I brought the boys to do some good for the Orphanage!"

"Do some good?" Caius’s expression grew more skeptical.

Sean rushed to explain.

After absorbing the Sea Serpent Gang’s assets, the Crab Gang had expanded rapidly. Now they had over four hundred members. Not only did they manage orchards and woodlands, but they’d even stepped into the construction and building materials industries.

Back when Caius had wiped out the Sea Serpent Gang, Sean had noticed the plaque in Caius’s hand—engraved with Lunla Orphanage. He immediately put two and two together, asked around, and found the place.

Using “business development” as an excuse, he took it upon himself to fix the broken walls and clear the courtyard of weeds. He even replaced the kids’ sandpit with clean ocean sand.

Now he was here to discuss with Granny Lunla about fully renovating the old house.

And the reason?

Naturally, to curry favor with Caius.

Caius couldn’t help but chuckle.

This guy—his horizons had certainly broadened.

Caius gave Sean a pat on the shoulder. “Not bad. How much do I owe you?”

“No need, no need!” Sean grinned wide. “The Orphanage is a charitable cause. We should all take part in building a harmonious and beautiful world—so that the poor orphans of this world can have a warm home~”

Caius almost burst out laughing.

This guy was surprisingly philosophical. If Caius didn’t already know what kind of person he was, he might’ve even believed him.

They were both seasoned in this game. Even after losing both his right- and left-hand men to Caius, Sean could still flash a fawning smile without hesitation. Someone like that could be called clever—or a spineless opportunist.

But such people could be very useful. As long as Caius remained dominant, someone like Sean could save him a lot of effort.

“Thanks. If anything comes up, I’ll come find you,” Caius nodded.

Hearing that, Sean was overjoyed. He nodded vigorously. “Yes, Big Bro!”

Now he could call him “Big Bro” openly and proudly.

“Well then, if there’s nothing else, we’ll be going?” Sean’s goal achieved, he prepared to leave.

But Caius gave a sly smile. “What’s the rush? We rarely get a chance to talk. Let’s go over a few things.”

“You just mentioned your gang's into construction now?”

“Well, I’m planning to renovate this old place and give the whole Orphanage a facelift. Standard market price.”

“Interested?”

Sean was almost moved to tears.

This—this was what a real Big Bro looked like.

Not only did he look out for you, but he also brought you business.

He nodded rapidly. “Of course! Absolutely!”

“Good. Send someone to the commercial district to bring Kiki back. Let’s discuss the plan.”

“On it!”

Before long, inside the Orphanage, a large table had been cleared. Kiki and a few young girls peeked over the edges with curiosity, while Granny Lunla looked on from the side.

Caius leaned over the blueprints. “Replace the wooden walls with stone, and line them with white bricks—same kind as the ones on the Iron Tavern’s exterior.”

“Raise the interior ceiling height by one meter. The bathroom needs to be top standard. I want a bathtub.”

“And then, add one more floor on top.”

“As for the courtyard…”

While Caius laid out his vision, Sean and his two men diligently jotted everything down.

Half an hour later—

“That’ll do for now. Build it first, and if I’m satisfied, I’ll come to you for the next phase,” Caius nodded.

“Leave it to us!” Sean thumped his chest confidently before rushing off. Before long, he returned with a large team of workers—many of whom were former Crab Gang members. After receiving training, they were ready to work.

As for the architects and foremen, they were professionals hired specially by the Crab Gang—allegedly from the Trevor Architectural Academy.

Baron Zachary’s manor had been designed by Trevor Academy, and it was top-notch.

Since construction was about to begin, Caius rented a place nearby to temporarily house Granny Lunla and the girls.

This was a world of Magic, after all. With Earth-element mages involved, construction was lightning fast. Sean confidently pounded his chest and swore to finish everything in ten days.

Watching the renovation progress in full swing, Granny Lunla fidgeted nervously and turned to Caius. “This must cost quite a bit, right?”

“Not too much. Around a hundred and ten thousand gold,” Caius said as he puffed on a cigarette.

“One… hundred… and ten…” Granny Lunla was stunned. She had thought the renovation might cost a few thousand, ten thousand at most.

Over a hundred thousand? She wouldn’t even dare to dream of having that much.

And this was actually the discounted rate. Though Caius had insisted on paying market price, Sean was adamant about giving him a deal. In the end, Caius gave in, agreeing to cover just the base cost—saving about fifty or sixty thousand gold.

Caius had more than enough money now—if he didn’t spend a little, he felt uneasy.

“Granny Lunla, I might just be a mercenary, but I’ve got a taste for quality living,” Caius said with a grin, turning to the elderly woman. “So don’t blame me for being a bit extra.”

Granny Lunla pressed her lips together, then gave a small nod.
She understood—Caius was trying to ease her worries.

Soon, she and the children would be living there, without paying a single coin. The more she thought about it, the more she felt she should never have sold the land to him.
She should have just gifted it to him outright.

Granny Lunla felt she owed Caius far too much.

And what was all this Caius was doing for?She understood deep down, but she didn’t say it out loud.
She only looked at Caius with a gaze that had grown more and more gentle—
like how one would look at a beloved son-in-law.

But then, her eyes shifted to the little catgirl perched on Caius’ shoulder.

Her tail, ever mischievous, was currently wrapped around Caius’ pinky, its tip gently brushing against his palm in a playful scratch.

A flicker of worry passed through Granny Lunla’s eyes.

Caius was a good man. He cared deeply for Belle, and with him around, she could feel at ease.

But…

Would Caius truly love only Belle?
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                After settling matters with the Orphanage, Caius shared a meal with Grandma Lunla and the little girls, then took his leave.

Today, he had to forge both of the little Catgirl’s daggers.

More importantly, blacksmithing helped accelerate his mana condensation. While slower than actual combat, it was still faster than just relying on breathing techniques, since blacksmithing required him to keep the breathing technique running the entire time.

Forging both daggers would take roughly ten hours. With such intense and continuous labor, Caius estimated he could increase his mana condensation progress by a full percentage point.

The previous two forging sessions had yielded improvements too, but since they weren't done in one go, their combined effect hadn't reached a full percentage point.

This time, Caius was determined to push through without a break, to speed up the process even more.

He had a bad feeling—the Bloody Lands would be a disaster.

He had to break through once more before the Crimson Tide erupted.

Next breakthrough… he figured it had to be Platinum-level. That would give him the power to go head-to-head with Mithril-class enemies.

At Oern’s Smithy, he exchanged greetings with Oern and got straight to work forging the daggers.

The two blades had different designs.

Mewtooth was shorter and sharper—built for piercing strikes.

Mewclaw, on the other hand, was designed by Caius to be around 20 centimeters long, with a curved blade similar to a claw, optimized for slashing.

Then there was Mewtail. Caius planned this one as a double-edged blade shaped like a crescent moon, with the handle placed at the center of the blade. Since it was meant to be wielded by her tail, the grip needed special design work—grooves that the tail could wrap around snugly.

Originally, Caius estimated he’d finish in ten hours.

In the end, it took twelve—half a day of uninterrupted forging.

By the time he was done, the sun was rising—it was past 6 a.m. the next morning.

He opened the door to a refreshing breeze from the Ocean City’s coast.

Looking to the side of the smithy door, he saw Kiki curled up in a sleeping bag, fast asleep.

The smithy was scorching inside, making it hard for her to sleep. He’d offered to get her a room, but she refused, insisting on waiting until his work was complete. She said it was her way of showing respect for his craftsmanship.

Caius had let her be. It wasn’t winter yet—she wouldn't freeze.

“Time to get up, little kitten,” Caius said, tapping Kiki’s nose.

She scrunched up her nose, then suddenly opened her eyes and leapt from the sleeping bag. “Finished, meow?!”

“Finished,” Caius replied with a smile, handing over the two distinct-looking daggers.

Kiki eagerly took them. Her tail immediately wrapped around Mewtail, her right hand gripped Mewclaw, and her left hand held Mewtooth in reverse. And honestly? She looked the part.

Her cat tail, over a meter long, was remarkably dexterous. She could tighten the fur to turn it almost whip-like, swinging it with grace and power.

The crescent blade of Mewtail shimmered with a cold gleam as it drew a beautiful arc in the air.

A whip-like tail was perfect for striking. When used properly, it could even deliver more damage than a hand strike!

“How’s the grip?” Caius asked.

“Purr-fect, meow!”

“And it flows well with my tail, meow!”

“I love them, meow!”

“Thank you, big guy, meow!”

Kiki bounced with excitement before leaping onto Caius, her tail instinctively wrapping around his neck.

Caius raised a hand to block it and chuckled, “Easy there—don’t go murdering your future husband.”

Kiki stuck out her tongue playfully and quickly stowed her three daggers.

Caius had also made her custom sheaths. She wore the main sheath on her lower back, perfectly positioned for her tail to whip the dagger out when needed.

The other two daggers were secured in sheaths strapped to her thighs—one on each side.

Once everything was in place, Kiki leapt up again and clung to Caius with glee. She even wrapped her legs around his neck like a face-hugger, clinging to him head-on.

Caius couldn’t breathe.

Not that it was a problem—he could hold his breath for over thirty minutes if he had to.

“Big guy~ Big guy~” Kiki rubbed her cheek against Caius’ head, practically cuddling his face against her chest.

It was in that moment Caius realized—this little Catgirl was very well-developed.

“Caius, you—” Oern opened the smithy door, ready to speak. Instead, he found Caius standing there with a Catgirl latched to his face.

“Need something?” came Caius’ muffled voice. His breathing stirred Kiki’s stomach, making her giggle uncontrollably.

“You okay… like that?” Oern asked with an amused raise of his brow.

Caius didn’t answer right away. He simply turned his body to face Oern and gave a big thumbs up.

Even with a Catgirl stuck to his face, Oern could easily imagine the stupid grin Caius must be wearing.

This kid really knows how to enjoy himself.

Shaking his head with a laugh, Oern said, “I need a few minerals. Go fetch them for me.”

“What kind?” came Caius’ muffled reply.

“Huh?” Oern didn’t catch that.

“I said, what kind?” Caius raised his voice slightly. Kiki, finding the muffled voice hilarious, clung even tighter.

“Can you not talk through a Catgirl?” Oern grumbled, slightly hard of hearing.

Caius gave Kiki a pat on the head. She shifted position, now straddling his shoulders from the front with her chin resting on his head. Her tail gently wrapped around his neck twice, snug and secure.

How clingy could this Catgirl be?

Oern muttered to himself before saying, “Earthen Core Crystals. You’ll find them in the Kotemo Ore Zone.”

“You help me find three pieces. Each must weigh no less than 5kg. I’ll pay you thirty thousand gold.”

Hearing this, Caius nodded with a smile. “No need for the money. I happen to have a material collection mission that takes me to the Kotemo Ore Zone anyway. I’ll just take care of it along the way.”

“Besides, you let me use the Smithy for free. Consider this my way of returning the favor.”

“Hahaha, you’re quite the tactful one, aren’t you? Alright then, I won’t be polite.” Oern chuckled warmly as he tossed over a map.

Caius caught it and his eyes lit up.

It was a freshly updated mineral distribution map—much more accurate than the one he had previously purchased. With this in hand, wouldn’t ore hunting be a breeze?

No time to waste. Caius decided to skip sleep altogether and immediately set off for the Kotemo Ore Zone.

With luck on his side, he might even complete all three ore collection tasks today.

Then tomorrow, he could go see Silly Mushroom. It had been a while since he visited her.

And the day after that, it would be Little Swan’s turn.

Perfect.

With that thought in mind, Caius wasted no time. After bidding Oern farewell, he headed straight for the Kotemo Ore Zone.

Located more than 160 kilometers from Ocean City, the Kotemo Ore Zone was a sprawling range of mineral-rich mountains.

However, due to its complex terrain and its position adjacent to the Vivian Forest—where Magic Beasts roamed frequently, and earth-type creatures like Elementals and Earth-aligned Magic Beasts often lingered—it had never been fully developed on a large scale.

Caius’s current targets were three types of minerals:

Fire Copper Ore — at least 50kg, guaranteed to sell for a minimum of 10,000 gold, with any excess purchased at 80% of the market price. This was from a Guild commission issued by Raymond.

Runic Silver — 1.5kg, 20,000 gold per kilogram, totaling 30,000 gold. A material collection request from the Boss Lady.

Earthen Core Crystals — 3 pieces, each no less than 5kg in weight. No payment involved. This was a personal favor for old man Oern.

            

    
        Chapter 123

    
    
    
    
                As usual, Caius dashed forward at full speed, reaching his destination in less than an hour.

He could feel his strength and speed had improved slightly.
With the accumulation of magic power, his physicality would gradually enhance, though at a slower pace—only upon advancing would there be a burst of growth.

What surprised Caius was that, despite the explosive rise in power, he felt no discomfort at all.His control over strength remained just as precise as before the breakthrough—no adjustment period needed.
He suspected this was thanks to his giant's physique.

To that, Caius could only say—giants are awesome!

Lighting a cigarette, he gazed at the massive mining zone ahead.

The mine had some open-air sections, but the majority stretched underground.
Abandoned shafts were scattered throughout, and the vegetation was almost nonexistent, allowing for a clear view.

Within the mining zone, several Magic Beasts roamed—giant lizard-like creatures, mostly Silver-tier, with a few at Gold-tier. He counted over a dozen.

Then there were two massive beings.

Their lower halves were composed of sand and earth, with chests embedded with giant boulders.At the center of those boulders, a clay-yellow crystal glowed faintly.
Their arms were formed from massive rocky fists.

Earth Elementals.

These beings, forged from pure elemental force and magic, were questionable in terms of biological classification—but they were certainly powerful, averaging around the Platinum tier.
Even the surrounding earth-type Magic Beasts didn’t dare get close to the two Earth Elementals.

Their bodies were composed of various ores, and at their core resided what Caius sought—Earthen Core Crystals.

At the moment, the two Elementals were situated before a massive stone slab.
Clay-yellow light flowed out of the stone, absorbed slowly into their bodies.

This was how Earth Elementals fed—absorbing the elemental earth and metals within the ore.

It was said that some Earth Elementals, after absorbing too much metal, would transform into Metal-Earth Elementals.
Others, who fed on fire-elemental ores, would mutate into Fire-Earth Elementals.

In short, Elementals were like highly malleable clay, capable of countless variations and branches, each with unique abilities.
The one constant: they were always a pain to deal with.

Luckily for Caius, Earth Elementals were the easiest for him to handle.
All he had to do was smash them head-on and extract the Earthen Core Crystal.

Finishing his cigarette, Caius leapt down with the little catgirl Kiki, warhammer raised high—bringing it down upon one of the Elementals.

BOOM!With a thunderous impact, a deep hole was blasted into the Elemental’s back, sending the ten-meter-tall creature stumbling forward.
It let out an earth-shaking roar of fury and turned to face Caius.

Its massive stone fists launched directly at him.

Caius didn’t dodge—he met the blow head-on.

One swing—crack—the stone fist shattered.
The Earth Elemental staggered back, only for rocks to swiftly coalesce at the stump, re-forming a new fist.

As long as its Earthen Core Crystal remained intact, it could regenerate indefinitely using nearby earth elements and magic.

“Kiki, lure the giant lizards away. Leave this one to me.” Caius spoke, noticing several Rock Lizards drawn by the noise.

Rock Lizards were high in strength and defense but slow in speed.
Kiki, being Silver-tier, could easily distract them.

“Got it, meow!”
Kiki drew her Mewtooth Dagger, darting toward the Rock Lizards.

Five were Silver-tier, one was Gold-tier.

Kiki couldn’t beat them head-on, but her goal was only to lure them away—not to fight.

“Come catch me, you big dumb lizards, meow~!”She leapt onto one’s head, gave it a poke, then bounced away.
The Rock Lizard snapped at her but caught only air.

Kiki was incredibly agile. Soon, all the Rock Lizards were chasing her in circles.

Caius raised his warhammer again and engaged the Earth Elemental directly.

The creature summoned Earth Magic—spikes, boulders, and stone spears surged at him.
But they posed no threat.

In just five minutes, Caius smashed the Elemental apart and retrieved a head-sized Earthen Core Crystal, along with a pile of ores from the Elemental’s body.

All the minerals absorbed by Earth Elementals were essentially refined—free of impurities.
That’s why they were his primary targets.

“Over 20 kilograms of Fire Copper, a full 7.5 kg Earthen Core Crystal, no Runic Silver, and several other minerals...”
Caius did a quick tally, stored everything in his spatial ring, then looked toward Kiki.

She was clearly having fun, darting around as the sluggish Rock Lizards chased her in confusion.

“Kiki, let’s go,” Caius called.

“Coming, meow~!”
She sprinted over and leapt onto his back.

The Rock Lizards started charging, but after Caius knocked the Gold-tier one unconscious with a single hammer strike, the rest quickly scattered.

Caius dashed toward the other side of the mining zone, where he found the second Earth Elemental.

Same strategy—Kiki distracted the Rock Lizards, and Caius dealt with the Elemental.

This one had likely absorbed more metal—its body was tougher than the last.
It took Caius ten minutes to bring it down.

Thirty-plus kilograms of Fire Copper, a full 9 kg Earthen Core Crystal, 0.25 kg of Runic Silver, and various other minerals.

His target for Fire Copper was 50 kg, and the two Earth Elementals had yielded over 110 kg of refined ore—mission accomplished.

He still needed one more Earthen Core Crystal and 2.5 kg of Runic Silver.

Caius spent another half-hour circling the surface, but didn’t find a third Earth Elemental.

So, he had no choice—he’d have to bring Kiki into the mine shafts below.

Some of the mine tunnels here were remnants from earlier, small-scale operations, now abandoned due to the presence of Magic Beasts.
Others had been carved out by Earth-type Magic Beasts themselves, and combined with the underground mines, formed a labyrinth of interconnected pathways.

“This place looks really scary, meow…” The little Catgirl perched on Caius's shoulder shrank her neck as she stared into the pitch-black mine.

Caius gently ruffled her hair. “A kiss from you will boost my courage.”

At his words, the little Catgirl pouted her soft pink lips and gave Caius a loud smooch on the cheek.

Looking very pleased with himself, Caius marched boldly into the mine.

He had barely gone a few hundred meters when he ran into an Earth-type Magic Beast that looked a lot like a pangolin.

Roughly Gold-grade, Four-Star level.

The moment it spotted Caius, it swung its claw at him. In response, Caius delivered a clean punch.

The beast cried out in pain, curling into a ball, and Caius gave it a solid kick, sending it rolling deeper into the cavern.

Good enough as a pathfinder.

The mine was teeming with Magic Beasts, and some were pretty big, but none posed a real threat to Caius.

As long as no Mithril-grade Magic Beast showed up, Caius could likely handle anything thrown at him.

Before long, he found some Earthen Core Crystals.

But this area only had fragments. The largest piece weighed less than 1.5 kilograms.

Oern’s requirement was a whole chunk, not less than 5 kilograms. Caius had to venture deeper.

Roughly a kilometer in, he estimated he was about 300 to 400 meters below the surface.

It wasn’t dark here, though. Many of the minerals emitted light.

Not from radiation—don’t get the wrong idea—but from magic power.

Certain ores and crystals absorb magic and radiate various colors of light. It was rather beautiful, actually.

The ones Caius was looking for emitted a yellowish glow—or bluish-purple.

Half an hour later, Kiki found something.

Thanks to her ability to sense the flow of wind, and even the Earth-element magic hidden within it, Kiki was particularly useful here.
Despite the complexity of the tunnels, most of them were ventilated.

The elemental magic emanating from distant ores would drift along with the wind, and Kiki followed those trails to pinpoint the right direction. It didn’t take her long to find something promising.

That made Caius extremely happy.

“See? You’re super useful~” Caius cupped Kiki’s tiny face in both hands and gave her a fond rub. Kiki purred with delight, nuzzling eagerly into his palms.

As she rubbed against him, a soft purring sound came from her throat. Then, she suddenly leapt up and transformed into a “Face-Hugging Meow,” clinging tightly to Caius’s head.

Caius figured she’d been thoroughly pampered and was now riding a high. These were the moments when his little Catgirl got especially excited.

She kept rubbing against his hair, even sticking out her little tongue to lick it, as if grooming him.

After a few moments, Caius’s slightly long hair had been licked into a ridiculous pompadour.
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                “Big guy~ Big guy~” Kiki sat on Caius’s shoulder, one arm wrapped around his neck, humming his nickname playfully.

Meanwhile, Caius swung his Angel warhammer, striking down an entire Earthen Core Crystal from the bedrock.

Just moments ago, they’d also found 1.5kg of Runic Silver ore.

With this chunk of Earthen Core Crystal, their mission was complete.

Stowing the crystal away, Caius stretched lazily. “All done. Let’s head back to the city. This afternoon, we’ll take a stroll by the sea. Tomorrow, we’ll go find the silly mushroom.”

“Got it, meow~!” Kiki nodded cheerfully, then flipped off Caius’s shoulder and sprawled across his back. Her little face pressed close to his ear, and she murmured softly:

“Big guy, do you want a little kitty right now~?”

A warm breeze caressed his ear, and the little Catgirl even stuck out her tongue to give his earlobe a gentle lick.

Caius instantly sucked in a sharp breath.

Such a tease~

Was this the natural charm of the Catfolk?

He couldn’t hold back anymore. Reaching out, Caius scooped the little kitten into his arms.

His hand wrapped around her slender waist, while the other supported her legs. Her flat stomach pressed tightly against his chest, and the two could clearly feel each other’s heartbeat.

Kiki cupped his cheeks in her small hands, her face tilted slightly upward. Her cat ears atop her head quivered ever so slightly.

Caius gazed into her eyes—those brilliant emerald feline eyes gleamed like precious gems in the dimly lit mine.

He gently nuzzled her face and planted a soft kiss at the corner of her lips. The little Catgirl instantly wrapped her arms around his neck in response.

A moment later, their lips parted. A delicate string of crystalline saliva stretched between them, glimmering faintly in the light reflecting off the surrounding minerals.

“Not bad, getting more practiced~” Caius chuckled.

Kiki giggled sweetly, then buried her head in the crook of his neck. Caius activated the Teleportation Magic Array Plate.

During the ten-second channeling period, the mischievous kitten didn’t quite settle down. She extended her tongue again and gave his neck a playful lick.

Caius could feel the tiny barbs on her tongue—softer than those of a real cat.

A real cat’s barbed tongue is made for tearing meat and grooming fur, whereas Catfolk only need it for grooming, so their barbs are gentler.

As a result, her tongue also felt distinctly different from a human’s.

It made Caius wonder—just how many other differences were there between the Catfolk and humans?

He’d have to savor those differences slowly over time, heh~

Back in Ocean City, Caius first stopped by the Iron Tavern to turn in the mission, then headed to Oern’s Smithy, and finally reported to Hailan No. 11.

Now, he had only two missions left.

One was to hunt a Magic Beast from the sea—the Platinum-ranked Crimson Sea Eel.

The other was the mysterious commission.

The mysterious client had told him to meet tonight in the Little Redberry Grove, twenty kilometers outside Ocean City.

It was just past one o’clock now. After finishing lunch, Caius made his way to the inner city, to the Wargs Gang’s turf.

Their territory bordered the sea. Aside from shipbuilding, they also dealt in seafood—fishing, crabbing, and the like. So if anyone knew where to find a Crimson Sea Eel, it would be them.

“Crimson Sea Eels, eh? You’ll find them near the red coral reef areas close to shore. They like to hide within the red corals, usually in waters between 100 to 300 meters deep,” said Rog.

“So here’s what I suggest—join one of our fishing vessels heading out to sea. If you’re lucky, you’ll be back by midnight. Plus, it’ll save you the trouble of renting a boat.”

Now that was the advice of a pro—and a much better option, sparing Caius the hassle of steering a boat himself.

Rog didn’t ask for any money; it was just a ride, after all. The actual hunt for the Crimson Sea Eel would be Caius’s responsibility.

The vessel had a twelve-man crew—all Gold-ranked sailors—along with a Platinum-ranked captain. When they heard Caius would be joining them, they welcomed him with hearty enthusiasm.

Sailors were much like mercenaries—a bunch of rough guys who drank, bragged, and bonded quickly.

After sailing for about an hour and a half, they arrived at the so-called red coral reef area.

Beneath the azure sea, vibrant coral formations could be seen, predominantly red—making up over 60% of the reef, hence the name.

The crystal-clear waters, untouched by pollution, shimmered under the sunlight, and the waves danced across the corals, layering them in mesmerizing hues.

Truly beautiful.

“You’re diving in directly?” the captain asked, eyeing Caius who stood poised at the railing.

“Yep. Got a better idea?” Caius replied.

“That’s reckless,” the captain shook his head. “Crimson Sea Eels are coated in a slimy mucus and are incredibly agile underwater. Going in bare-handed to fight one is extremely dangerous.”

“So what do you suggest?” Caius asked.

“I’d say, take a harpoon down there. If you can land a hit, we’ll have the Magitech boat rev up and haul it in. After dragging it for a while, it’ll tire itself out.”

“However, you’ll need to cover a helper’s fee. The boat’s Magic Core isn’t cheap, and the Crimson Sea Eel is incredibly strong. One Core might not even be enough”

“Hmm... alright then, let’s settle on that.” Caius nodded.

The so-called helper’s fee was only eight thousand gold coins. Once the mission was complete, he’d still be pocketing over twenty thousand.

Sometimes, completing a mission required certain compromises—that was just the way things worked.

And truth be told, while Caius was a strong swimmer, diving into the ocean alone to battle a Sea Magic Beast wasn’t something he felt completely confident about.

He had trump cards, sure—enough to guarantee his survival—but taking down a Crimson Sea Eel on his own? That was another matter entirely.

Now that the captain had come up with a better plan, it was only logical to go with it. This was just a simple matter of adapting to the situation.

Once Caius had stripped down to nothing but a pair of trunks, he grabbed a massive fish spear over two meters in length, a rope as thick as two fingers tied to its base.

“This rope’s only three hundred meters long,” the captain warned him. “Don’t get reckless. Once it goes taut, we’ll gun the engine. That’s your cue to grip the rope tight and haul yourself up. If you miss that window, we won’t be able to circle back before the eel regains its strength.”

“No problem,” Caius replied with a nod, then shot a reassuring glance toward the little Catgirl before leaping into the sea with a splash.

Opening your eyes underwater—anyone who’s tried it knows the feeling: a stinging blend of sharpness, salt, and pain.

But Caius didn’t have that concern. His giant’s physique came with extraordinary adaptability, and with just a trace of magic power coating the surface of his eyes, he could easily keep the seawater at bay.

Even in the ocean depths, he could see clearly.

Clutching the spear, he plunged swiftly downward, scanning the coral reef for signs of the Crimson Sea Eel.

And he had to admit, the Red Coral Reef was stunning. Multicolored fish darted about, and strange, exotic Sea Magic Beasts moved among the growth.

Most were docile, but there were always exceptions.

Take this moment, for instance. Caius had just reached a depth of about a hundred meters when a large fish over two meters long came speeding toward him, its maw lined with razor-sharp teeth.

As soon as it got within thirty meters, it surged forward with increased speed, making a beeline for Caius. Fast—very fast.

Blue light rippled around its body, likely its innate magic, manipulating the seawater to boost its acceleration.

But it was only a Gold-ranked Sea Magic Beast. No real threat to Caius.

When it got close, Caius simply threw a punch at its head.

Sure, water resistance was immense—but Caius’s strength was on another level. His blow was so forceful it created a shockwave, knocking the fish out cold.

He continued descending, reaching about one hundred and fifty meters deep, where he spotted a coral cave over two meters wide.

Word was that Crimson Sea Eels liked to hide in places like that.

He swam over, ready to investigate.

But before he could enter, the water around him suddenly surged. A massive claw shot out of the cave, aiming straight for his waist.

Caius kicked the water hard, jerking back just in time to narrowly avoid it.

Damn—that was a Platinum-ranked Giant-Clawed Crab. The claw was three meters long, and the shell covering its body spanned several meters wide. Compared to this monster, the one Yvlan had cooked earlier looked like a baby.

The Giant-Clawed Crab waved its claws in warning, defending its territory, but didn’t chase after Caius.

So he didn’t provoke it further, instead turning his attention to the other caves in the vicinity.

Some were occupied by other fish-like Magic Beasts; others housed various crab-like creatures.

After about twenty minutes of searching the seafloor, Caius was beginning to feel the pressure in his chest. He could probably last another ten minutes before needing to resurface.

And just then, he spotted it.

A large fish swam past a nearby cave when a long, red shadow suddenly shot out—bit down on it, and in one smooth motion, dragged it back into the depths of the cave.

A smirk tugged at Caius’s lips.

Found you.
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                As he approached the cave, Caius spotted a crimson sea eel writhing violently, tearing into the body of a massive fish.

This Crimson Sea Eel was huge—over a meter thick and easily more than ten meters long. Dragging it out of that cave would be no simple feat.

But Caius was never one for subtlety.

He swam straight in. Just as the eel tore off a chunk of flesh and began to savor it, Caius darted forward, snatched the eel’s meal—a giant fish nearly ripped in two—and bolted out of the cave.

The Crimson Sea Eel erupted in fury on the spot.

It had been enjoying its meal peacefully, and this guy just showed up to rob it? Did he think it was an easy mark?!

With a flash like red lightning, the Crimson Sea Eel surged out of the cave and lunged at Caius.

Its jaws opened wide, revealing four rows of teeth on both the upper and lower jaws. Each tooth curved backward like a barbed hook, reminding Caius of a python’s maw.

Getting bitten would be no joke.

While not venomous, the Crimson Sea Eel relied on brute size and raw power. Over a meter thick and more than ten meters long, it was a monster of terrifying strength. Once it latched onto its prey, it would coil around, crush it to death, or rip it apart savagely—a truly brutal predator.

As the eel lunged at him, Caius raised his harpoon like a lance and thrust it forward with all his might.

Pshhk!
The harpoon pierced flesh, plunging deep into the eel’s lower jaw.

Caius had aimed for its head, hoping to end it in one strike, but the eel twisted just in time, narrowly dodging a fatal blow.

Still, the harpoon’s barbs had sunk deep into the jaw muscle, locking tight. The Crimson Sea Eel thrashed wildly, its immense strength and innate magic stirring the surrounding water into chaotic currents.

Several powerful jets of water slammed into Caius. The impact was intense—enough to knock the breath out of an average Gold-ranked warrior, as if they’d taken a punch straight to the gut.

And underwater, losing your breath could be fatal.

But Caius had a physique that was nothing short of monstrous. The water blasts hurt, sure—left some bruises, maybe—but they barely scratched the surface of his durability.

Gripping the rope tied to the back of the harpoon, Caius confirmed it was secure—then released it.

The eel immediately dove downward. The rope unwound rapidly until it hit the 300-meter limit, going taut with a sudden jolt.

Up above, the sailors on standby felt the entire ship shudder.

“Time to work!” the captain shouted as the magitech ship roared to life. Driven by magic power, the vessel surged forward over the surface of the sea at 30 to 40 knots.

Beneath the waves, the Crimson Sea Eel was dragged along behind.

It struggled furiously, but how could a ten-meter-long sea beast match a magitech ship several times its size? The Magitech technology held strong, offering the eel no chance to resist.

Caius clung tightly to the rope, being dragged along with the ship.

He had to make sure the eel didn’t get close enough to bite through the rope.

And indeed, the Crimson Sea Eel tried. Every time it fought the drag of the ship and turbulent currents to get near the rope—

Caius would punch it square in the face.

After a few repetitions of this, the eel finally began to lose its strength.

Caius climbed back up the rope onto the ship, joining the crew in hauling in the line until the massive beast broke the surface.

It thrashed a few more times, but a single hammer strike from Caius to the skull quieted it for good.

The crew watched in awe as Caius hauled the ten-meter monster aboard with one hand. To anyone unaware, it might’ve looked like he was pulling up a slippery loach.

That strength of his—what a perfect match for that mountain of muscle!

"All done! Time to wrap it up!" Caius laughed heartily.

It had been a great experience. Fighting underwater had its own kind of thrill. Given the chance, he’d definitely consider heading into the open sea again—maybe as a pirate, maybe as a sea enforcer. It’d depend on his mood. He could switch roles whenever he felt like it—such was his carefree nature.

The crew still had more fishing to do, so Caius stayed to help. It was a good chance to get used to the sailor's life—might come in handy someday.

By the time they returned to Ocean City, it was already 10 p.m.

After parting ways with the Wargs Gang, Caius headed to Hailan No. 11 to turn in the quest and received a commission of 30,000 Gold. After deducting 8,000 for assistance fees, he netted 22,000.

He enjoyed a hearty, lovingly-prepared dinner from Yvlan, then sent the little catgirl off to bed.

Taking up his Angel Warhammer, Caius made his way toward the meeting spot arranged by the mysterious client.

Twenty li wasn’t far—he reached it in no time.

He leaned against a tree in the Little Redberry Grove, waiting. The designated meeting point was the crossroads on the west side of the grove.

But Caius waited... and waited.

By 1 a.m., the other party still hadn’t shown.

Caius’s expression twitched.

Was he being stood up?

He double-checked the mission slip. The meeting time was clearly marked—midnight, no doubt about it.

Then where the hell was the person?!

Frustration built. Caius wasn’t the most patient man—waiting two hours with no sign of the client? What kind of joke was this?

A deal is built on punctuality and trust. Don’t these people know anything?!

Caius flicked the nearly finished cigarette from his lips, crushed it under his boot with a few firm twists, and turned to head back.

But he only made it two steps before halting in place. Slowly, he turned his head toward a nearby tree.

Leaning against the trunk, cloaked in shadow and draped in a black mantle, stood a figure.

Caius narrowed his eyes slightly.

That tree was no more than three or four meters from where he'd just been waiting. When he’d arrived, there hadn’t been anyone there. This guy…

“When did you get here?” Caius asked, his voice calm but alert.

“When you did,” the figure replied evenly.

Judging from the voice, it belonged to an older man—aged, perhaps, but with a steady presence. No doubt, a formidable one.

A grin spread across Caius’s face. “Ah, so you were here all along! Why didn’t you say something then? Still, never mind that—let’s get to the real matter. What exactly do you want to hire me for?”

His tone was suddenly full of warmth and enthusiasm, as though the man stomping a cigarette in frustration moments ago had been someone else entirely.

Even the black-cloaked man was caught off guard. He’d expected Caius to be furious, to lash out at him for the silent wait. That had been the whole point—he'd deliberately stayed quiet, then revealed he'd been there the entire time, hoping to provoke Caius into anger after wasting his time for hours.

After all, the man had heard about Caius. Just recently, that guy from Hydis Academy—Fenton, was it?—had merely bumped into him and ended up with a smashed face. Caius was no gentle soul.

Yet here he was, all smiles, eyes shining with interest as if the wait had meant nothing at all.

Now what excuse could he use to start a fight?

There was a moment of silence before the cloaked man finally spoke.

“The commission is simple,” he said.
“You're going to be my punching bag. I’ll keep hitting you until sunrise.”

Caius raised an eyebrow, then let out a low chuckle.

This time, the laughter wasn't cheerful—it was mocking.

“A punching bag? That’s not exactly within the scope of services I offer,” he said with a crooked smile, lighting another cigarette and clamping it between his teeth. With his other hand, he casually drew out his Angel Warhammer.

Smoke curled from his lips as he looked straight at the cloaked man. “Or… are you here to pick a fight?”

The man replied, “One hundred thousand gold.”

Caius immediately spat out his cigarette, slid the warhammer back onto his belt, and spread his arms wide.

“Go ahead. Hit me square in the face!”

The man in black: “……”
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                "Boom!!!"

Caius was sent flying over a hundred meters, crashing to the ground before tumbling for another hundred meters, finally skidding to a stop on a grassy slope.

“Damn... That punch packed a punch!” Blood trickled from the corner of Caius’ mouth, yet he still grinned as he looked at the black-clad man slowly approaching.

This man was at least Mithril rank.

But that punch had been held back—otherwise, Caius wouldn’t have been able to tank it with his physicality alone. He was only lightly injured.

That confirmed it for Caius—the man wasn’t trying to kill him.

But if not that, then what?

His mind raced, even as he slowly got back to his feet. “Uncle, does that come with medical coverage? If you’re gonna hit that hard, I’m charging extra.”

“Covered,” the man replied, terse and to the point, raising his fist once again.

Caius noticed the man’s right pinky was partially missing—whether by birth or some past injury, it was hard to say.

“Well, that’s good.” Caius nodded and opened his arms again.

The next instant, the man vanished and reappeared directly in front of him.

That speed!

Caius' pupils contracted—he couldn’t even track how the man had gotten in front of him.

No magic fluctuation. That meant the man had used pure physicality to burst forward—but even then, there hadn’t been a sound, none of the usual impact noise that came with such explosive force.

Before Caius could process it, a fist smashed into his jaw.

His vision went dark—he almost lost consciousness.

He shot straight up into the sky, a hundred meters high, before the black-clad man reappeared above him and brought down a crushing leg.

Caius reacted purely on instinct, raising both arms to block—but the kick still sent him crashing into the earth.

He spat out a mouthful of blood, shook his head to stay conscious, and flexed his jaw. His teeth clashed violently, tearing his gums—fortunately, he hadn’t bitten his tongue, or it might’ve snapped off.

He honestly didn’t know if his regeneration could handle regrowing a severed tongue—and he had no interest in finding out.

“Wait, no face shots!” Seeing the man lift his fist again, Caius quickly raised a hand to stop him.

“This face of mine is worth a hundred million, you hear? I’m serious—no face shots!”

The man in black: “……”

That face of yours is worth a hundred million?!

Then my lady must be worth countless billions!

Looking at Caius' smug mug made him want to hit harder. With another flicker of movement, he was right in front of Caius again.

A barrage of punches slammed toward Caius' chest. He raised his arms to defend—but he couldn't keep up with the man's speed.

Heavy, muffled impacts echoed again and again. Caius was beaten until blood poured from his mouth, yet every time he hit the ground, he got back up, flashing that same cheeky grin: “Add it to the bill!”

The black-clad man obliged: “Fifty thousand more.”

And then resumed the beatdown.

The thunderous sounds of battle echoed through the forest. Caius lost track of how many times he was sent flying. Several times, he nearly blacked out—the man’s punches were just that brutal.

But in the end, Caius endured.

As dawn broke, he propped himself up against a boulder, his face bruised, his body stained with crimson. In some places, his skin had even begun to bleed.

Still, he smiled. “Sun’s up… Mission complete. Cash or gold notes?”

His voice trembled, and the black-clad man remained silent, but his heart was shaken.

This guy… is really just a Gold Five-Star?

How could he take hits better than a Platinum Ten-Star Shield Guardian?

This kid was something else…

“Hey, don’t tell me you’re trying to stiff me now?” Caius’ voice cut through the silence. His grin had vanished, replaced by a dangerous gleam in his eyes.

The man didn’t reply. Instead, he raised a hand—and with a flick of the wrist, dozens of burlap sacks filled with gold coins landed in front of Caius.

Over the course of the night, thanks to Caius constantly upping the price, the reward had reached 300,000.

Caius’ eyes lit up as he gazed at the thirty heavy bags, his grin returning in full force.

“Hehehe… I knew it. A badass like you wouldn’t shortchange me. That was rude of me—slap on the wrist, slap on the wrist.” He lightly patted his cheek in mock apology.

The black-clad man twitched beneath his hood.

How thick is this guy’s skin? He changes expressions faster than flipping a page!

But then, a smirk tugged at his lips—this kid really is something.

As Caius staggered toward the gold, the man could sense his muscles still tightly coiled. He was still on guard.

Last night, he’d meant to leave Caius half-dead—bedridden for at least two weeks.

But the kid had defended at every strike. Even if he couldn’t match the speed, his instinctive guard had been solid.

Within the same rank, Caius's close-combat defense was absolutely top-tier.

And if that was the case, then his overall combat aptitude had to be excellent as well.

With a physique like that, and battle instincts that sharp, the man in black found himself growing increasingly curious.

Once Caius had stashed away all the money, the man in black raised his hand. Instinctively, Caius prepared to defend—but the expected punch, heavy as artillery, never landed.

Instead, a vial of bright crimson liquid was tossed to the ground in front of him.

Caius picked it up and took a look. Damn, a top-grade healing potion.

Grinning, he pocketed it without hesitation. The man in black raised an eyebrow at the scene. “Not drinking it?”

“No need. These little injuries? Two days of sleep and I’m good as new. I’m thinking of putting it up for auction, hehe~” Caius replied cheerfully.

A mid-grade healing potion went for a bit over a hundred gold. A high-grade one could fetch over two thousand.

But a top-grade potion? That would go for tens of thousands at the very least!

The price difference was staggering, but then again, top-grade potions were extremely rare. Very few potion makers had the skill to brew them.

The man in black was silent for a moment, speechless.

This kid was seriously obsessed with money.

Still, he didn’t want the young lady to suspect anything, so he spoke up again. “Drink it now. Or give it back.”

“What? I can’t take it home?” Caius pouted.

The man didn’t reply—just raised his fist in silent threat.

“Alright, alright! I’ll drink it!” Caius grumbled.

With that, he uncorked the potion and downed it.

A soft red glow enveloped him, and his injuries were fully healed in moments.

The man in black didn’t stick around any longer. He turned and began to leave.

“Hey, old man!” Caius called after him. “What should I call you?”

The man paused. “…Mack.”

“Got it, Uncle Mack. Next time you’ve got a job, remember to hit me up! Safe travels, Mack~” Caius called out with a grin.

That cheerful tone made Mack’s fists clench involuntarily.

“I will,” he muttered, and with a flicker, vanished.

Caius stood there, his smile slowly fading as he looked ahead.

So, what exactly was the reason?

Was it some powerful stranger passing by who heard about his so-called “reputation” and decided to teach him a lesson for being too cocky?

Or maybe the guy was just having a rough day and needed someone to beat up to blow off steam?

Or something else entirely?

Caius had a vague inkling, but nothing concrete.

Still, he didn’t dwell on it for long. After all—three hundred thousand!

Wahoo~

Getting beat up for three hundred grand, and they even paid for the healing afterward—where else could he find a deal like that?

The best part? Taking a serious beating actually helped him condense his magic power.

His magic foundation had improved by a whole five percent—now up to fourteen percent total!

Damn… even the Blood-Tide Incident didn’t boost him this much!

To that, Caius could only say—bring it on.

He could take a few more hits.
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                Back at Hailan No. 11, as soon as Caius returned, Yvlan came over curiously and asked, “Where did you disappear to last night? What did the client say?”

“Nothing special. Just a passing powerhouse who heard tales of my glorious feats and wanted to spar,” Caius said nonchalantly.

“Spar?” Yvlan raised an eyebrow, scrutinizing him with a hint of suspicion. “So, who won?”

“Do you really need to ask?” Caius grinned smugly. “Look at me—unscathed. Who do you think won?”

Yvlan chuckled and nodded, “Alright, alright, you’re the best~”

“Heh, I’ve got even more impressive stories. Want to hear them, Boss Lady?” Caius suddenly leaned in with a mischievous grin. Their faces drew so close that their noses were almost touching.

Yvlan’s cheeks flushed instantly. She quickly pushed him away. “I... I’m not interested!”

With that, she turned around to busy herself with washing dishes—even though they were already clean enough to reflect light.

Caius chuckled darkly and, while admiring Yvlan’s graceful figure, said, “Boss Lady, actually… I’m hurt.”

“Huh?” Yvlan immediately turned around, concern flashing across her face. “Where are you hurt?”

“Internal injuries.” Caius collapsed dramatically onto the table, feigning pain.

Yvlan put down the dishes in a rush and came over. “Is it serious? I’ve got a med kit here, let me—”

Before she could finish, Caius suddenly sat up and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, then took a step back, smiling as he looked at her.

Yvlan froze like she’d been struck by a paralysis spell, standing motionless, eyes wide in disbelief.

Caius grinned. “There, internal injury healed.”

Yvlan’s face turned an even deeper shade of red. Without saying a word, she spun around and stormed into the kitchen.

Caius raised a brow.

What kind of reaction was that? She’s not actually going to grab a knife, is she?

Nah, can’t be…

But when the aroma of freshly made food wafted through the tavern, Caius relaxed and broke into a grin.

Sure enough, a moment later, the Boss Lady walked out with a lovingly prepared breakfast, her expression calm as ever, as though nothing had happened.

She plopped the plate in front of Caius a bit roughly, and her eyes fixed on him like a hawk.

Caius acted as if he didn’t notice a thing, beaming as he prepared to dig in.

Just as he was about to start eating, Yvlan pulled the plate back.

“Eh?” Caius looked at her in confusion, still holding his knife and fork.

Yvlan crossed her arms and pursed her lips slightly. “That’s not for you. It’s for the little kitty. Go call her down to eat.”

“Ehh—” Caius groaned, his face falling. “Boss Lady, I’m so hungry~ I need food~”

Looking at this burly man shamelessly whining like a child, Yvlan couldn’t help but laugh. Eventually, she put the plate back in front of him.

“Boss Lady, you’re the best!” Caius immediately lit up, grinning from ear to ear. Yvlan could only shake her head, exasperated.

But then Caius picked up his fork, speared a heart-shaped slice of beef, and held it out to Yvlan.

Yvlan blinked in surprise and looked at him.

Caius smiled gently. “You’ve never tasted your own lovingly made breakfast, have you? Come on, try it.”

She glanced at the beef, hesitated, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and leaned forward to take a bite.

Just as she was about to sink her teeth in, Caius suddenly pulled the fork back.

Yvlan bit air.

Her brows twitched upward immediately.

Caius said nothing, still holding the beef out, smiling slyly and raising his chin like he was issuing a challenge.

Yvlan was provoked. She leaned in again, aiming for the piece of beef.

But each time—just a little too late.

Caius kept moving his hand back, and Yvlan kept leaning further over the bar, determined to claim the beef from his hand.

“Just a little bit more,” Caius teased.

Yvlan’s eyes were practically on fire, burning with indignation.

One more time—if she missed again, she swore she’d teach this shameless brute a lesson with the frying pan!

Yet once again, she came up just a hair’s breadth short.

Her lips were a mere half-centimeter from the tender piece of beef, and yet it felt agonizingly out of reach.

Leaning over the bar, she was practically hanging in the air, still vying with Caius in this ridiculous standoff.

Yvlan was livid. This was pure teasing, and she was absolutely going to whack him with a frying pan for this!

But just as she started to pull back to grab her weapon of vengeance, Caius’s face suddenly appeared right in front of hers.

With her body leaning forward, she couldn’t straighten up fast enough.

And Caius kissed her.

Eyes wide, Yvlan froze again as Caius gently cupped her face, leaving her with no room to escape.

Her gaze trembled, and then… she closed her eyes.

It was still early morning, and the tavern was quiet, with only a few mercenaries passed out at their tables after drinking through the night.

So, apart from one female staff member on duty, no one witnessed the scene that unfolded.

Even she didn’t dare make a sound. Quietly shrinking into a corner, she covered her mouth, eyes filled with envy and awe.

A moment passed. Their lips parted—

A delicate, glistening strand of connection stretched between them.

Caius twisted the piece of beef on his fork and brought it to Yvlan’s lips, grinning.

“Taste good?”

Yvlan looked at him, her luminous eyes shimmering like ripples on water. Then she slowly began to chew.

“Delicious…”

That’s what she said.

But in truth, she had no idea whether the beef was tender, juicy, or flavorful.

In that moment, her mind was consumed with the taste of his kiss.

The two of them didn’t speak.

Caius continued eating, while Yvlan slowly chewed her beef. It had long turned to a fine paste in her mouth, but she didn’t stop, seemingly lost in thought.

After a while, Caius was full.

He let out a satisfied burp and smiled at Yvlan. “I’m going to grab a nap.”

He had spent the night forging, then gotten beaten up all through the following one. He definitely needed some rest.

With his breathing technique, just a few hours of sleep until noon would be enough to fully recharge him.

Yvlan seemed to snap back to reality, nodding quickly. “Ah… go ahead.”

Caius chuckled, then reached out to gently rub her cheek, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

Yvlan didn’t flinch, nor did she resist. She just gazed at him quietly, her eyes brimming with unsaid words.

“Stay beautiful,” Caius said with a smile before turning and heading upstairs.

Yvlan watched his back until he disappeared up the stairway. Only then did she slowly raise a hand to her lips.

And smiled.

The nearby staff girl was stunned.

At that moment, her boss lady looked softer—more tender—than ever before.

Back in his room, Caius found the little catgirl sprawled all over the bed in a chaotic mess.

Whenever he wasn’t around, her sleeping posture always got wild. She kicked off the blankets, exposing her belly and occasionally scratching herself.

Caius went to take a shower first—

After the night’s ordeal, his clothes were practically in tatters again.

He was beginning to think he needed to make himself a set of durable, wear-resistant clothes… oh, and a pair of ultra-stretchy underwear too.

By the time he came out, the little catgirl was awake.

She’d clearly been stirred by the noise.

“Big guy~”

Seeing him approach, Kiki instantly stretched out her arms for a hug.

Caius smiled and pulled her into his embrace, planting a kiss on her cheek.

Kiki snuggled happily against his chest, clearly reluctant to let go.

“I’m taking a nap—sleeping till noon.”

He said as he gently rubbed her cat ears.

Kiki purred and rubbed her cheek against his, her soft little face pressed to his.

“I’ll keep you company, meow~”

Clingy little catgirl~

Caius chuckled and nodded. With her delicate waist in his arms, he quickly drifted off to sleep.

Watching Caius’s sleeping face, Kiki beamed with joy.

She really liked her big guy~

The more she looked, the more she liked him, meow~

So, while Caius was sound asleep, she planted soft kisses on his lips—one after another—

Then, face full of bliss, she lay down on his chest and fell asleep again.

Catfolk were naturally fond of sleep.

And sleeping in the arms of someone they adored?

That was Kiki’s favorite pastime.

Her second favorite? Kisses.
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                Waking up at noon, the first thing Caius saw was his adorable little catgirl.

Can you imagine it? Opening your eyes to the cutest little face in the world—there was nothing more wonderful than that moment.

He leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on her lips.

Sure enough, Kiki stirred and opened her eyes with a soft murmur.

“Big guy~”

“Come on, let’s get some food, then go shopping, and afterward, we’ll find that silly mushroom.”

“Okay, Meow~!”

They cheerfully headed downstairs and enjoyed a happy lunch together.

Kiki noticed something different about the Boss Lady today. She seemed… gentler.

Even when Caius teased her, she just smiled it off instead of rolling her eyes or pretending to grab her trusty frying pan.

Kiki wasn’t sure why.

Maybe the big guy was just that charming?

At least, that’s what she thought.

After lunch, Caius led Kiki toward the marketplace.

“What are we going to the market for, meow?” Kiki asked.

“Clothes. I’ve almost worn out all the ones in my spatial ring. Seems like every few days, another piece gets trashed,” Caius said. “Also need to get a pair of highly elastic underpants. And a dress for that silly mushroom.”

At that, Caius chuckled to himself.

He couldn’t wait to see Belle in a dress.

A plain little mushroom girl in a beautiful dress—she’d look amazing, for sure.

Of course, she’d only get to wear it for him.

He could be quite possessive.

They browsed a few clothing shops together, Caius choosing clothes with little fuss—he just wanted something in a large size that looked decent enough. He’d probably end up crafting a more durable set himself anyway.

Eventually, they arrived at a well-known boutique called Britney, specializing in high-end fashion.

The upside: elegant and well-made.

The downside: expensive.

“Good day, sir. What are you looking for?” A lovely sales assistant greeted them the moment they walked in, her smile warm and professional.

This was what made high-end stores stand out—even their staff were easy on the eyes.

“I’m looking for underpants,” Caius said with a grin.

The assistant froze for a second.

Who the hell comes here to buy underpants?

Then Caius clarified, “To be exact, custom underpants. I want a pair made from Earthwyrm hide.”

“And I need a light-colored dress for a young girl—something stylish.”

The assistant quickly gathered herself and nodded. “Of course. This way, please.”

She was a true professional. She took Caius’s measurements and asked about the preferred style.

Caius went with boxer briefs.

Boxers were the best—world’s greatest, in fact.

With a slightly larger size, he could even wear them as shorts.

Then came the dress selection. The assistant brought out five dresses in various light shades—white, linen, beige...

But none satisfied Caius.

He asked to see more expensive options.

The assistant’s eyes lit up.

Jackpot.

Soon enough, after her careful curation, two stunning dresses were presented.

One was pure white.

The other, also white, was adorned with golden and silver threads and dotted with pearls.

The first radiated purity.

The second, refined elegance.

Caius hesitated.

He imagined Belle’s beautiful face—both would suit her so well… How to choose?

Just then, the assistant said, “These two were handmade by Master Britney herself. She’s a renowned fashion artisan, and every piece she crafts is one-of-a-kind. You won’t find a duplicate anywhere in the world.”

“They arrived just today and haven’t even been displayed yet.”

Ah. A not-so-subtle nudge—buy now, or risk losing them to someone else once they hit the display.

Caius clenched his teeth.

He bought both!

Each was priced at 150,000 gold coins.

If he hadn’t been the one who earned all that cash by getting beat up the night before, he might’ve suspected price gouging.

300,000 gold. Gone in a flash.

Even for a big spender like Caius, it stung.

But if you don’t sacrifice a little, you don’t get the reward. He paid without hesitation.

The assistant was ecstatic. Her service was impeccable—she prepared elegant gift boxes and a bouquet to match.

Caius didn’t leave just yet.

He’d noticed the little catgirl nibbling on her finger, eyeing the pretty dresses longingly.

She was a girl too, and girls liked pretty dresses.

So he spent another 80,000 gold to buy Kiki a cute floral dress that suited her perfectly.

She was over the moon, instantly transforming into a clinging, face-hugging Meow.

Fortunately, money didn’t need to be spent on cars or gear now.

He had no car, and gear—well, he could just make his own. So why not splurge a little?

The underpants were cheaper by comparison, but still cost 50,000 gold.

Now Caius had less than 100,000 left in his pouch.

Walking out of the boutique, he sighed with emotion.

Turns out, there’s one thing more profitable than making money off women—making money off the men of those women...

One day, he’d definitely invest in a clothing store of his own.

The underpants wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow.

So Caius took Kiki’s hand, activated the Magic Array Plate, and teleported straight to Hydis Academy.

No sooner had Caius arrived than he spotted a familiar figure, and the corner of his mouth twitched involuntarily.

“Caius!” Hilda called out in delight.

“What a coincidence,” Caius replied, dryly.

Indeed, what a coincidence—both times he’d come looking for that silly mushroom, Little Swan had gotten there first.

But not this time. This time, he had to find that silly mushroom.

“Were you looking for me?” Hilda walked up to him with a beaming smile.

She looked like she had just come back from somewhere via teleportation. Dressed in casual clothes, she carried a few shopping bags filled with snacks and sweets.

Caius figured she must’ve been out shopping.

Girls loved shopping, and Hilda was clearly no exception.

“No, I came to see Instructor Holan,” Caius said.

“Oh.” A flicker of disappointment crossed Hilda’s eyes, but she quickly regained her smile.

“Is it about the Nofalark Forest?”

“Sort of,” Caius replied vaguely. “More like... something personal.”

At that, Hilda paused, thinking it over. “Because you can’t use Magic?”

“You remembered?” Caius chuckled in surprise.

He hadn’t expected her to remember something he’d only mentioned in passing. But Little Swan had remembered.

“I have a really good memory,” Hilda said proudly.

Yeah, I know. Not a particularly cute trait though.

So Caius grinned mischievously. “And yet, someone with such a good memory always manages to get lost?”

Hilda: “……”

Look at that—her cheeks puffed up again~

“I was going to help you, you know,” Hilda said, turning her face away with mock indignation. “But maybe I won’t now.”

Caius froze, then immediately put on a serious expression. “Getting lost is great! You get to stumble upon all sorts of unexpected, beautiful places!”

Hilda couldn’t help but laugh. “Is that really a thing?”

“Of course it is!” Caius nodded earnestly.

“Well then, I’ll begrudgingly believe you~” Hilda said with a soft laugh, then pointed ahead. “Are you heading to the library?”

“Mm-hmm.” Caius nodded again.

“Let’s go together then. I just bought some snacks to give to Instructor Holan.”

Caius swallowed discreetly.

Suddenly... he felt a little nervous.

But he still nodded. “Alright. Let’s go together.”
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                Soon, they arrived at the library and, quite smoothly, entered without issue.

When Holan saw Caius and Hilda walking in together, she was visibly taken aback for a moment.

The slight lift of her brow was all Caius needed to know that trouble might be brewing.

As expected, Holan smiled right after and asked, “You two came together?”

Though her tone seemed casual, her gaze locked onto Caius, unblinking.

Fortunately, Caius had nerves of steel and remained composed. He smiled and replied, “Just teleported over. I was on my way to find you, and happened to run into Hilda—she was also heading your way, so we came together.”

In truth, he was looking for Belle, but of course, now wasn’t the time to say that.

Hilda nodded with a gentle smile. “Yes, I was just browsing around Cape Mall and bought some snacks. I thought I’d bring you a little something.”

As she spoke, she lifted the bag in her hand.

Holan’s expression brightened, and she walked over to pull Hilda along toward a private room in the library, like a pair of close sisters—leaving Caius momentarily ignored.

Caius grimaced slightly.

Women…

Kittens are still better.

He patted the little catgirl on the head and followed after them.

Though she didn’t know why Caius suddenly petted her, the catgirl loved head pats, so she happily bounced along behind.

Once they entered the private room, Holan pulled Hilda down beside her, and the two started chatting about the wonders of Cape Mall and what good things could be found there.

No sooner had Caius sat down than he felt Holan’s toe gently tap his leg under the table.

He glanced her way. Holan was still laughing and chatting with Hilda, so much so that he almost thought it might’ve been accidental.

“Ladies, might I ask what you’d like to drink? High Mountain White Peach Blossom tea? Or perhaps... High Mountain White Peach Blossom? Or, hear me out—High Mountain White Peach Blossom?” Caius leaned into the moment, trying to break the ice.

Holan finally turned to look at him.

Hilda tilted her head in confusion. “Is that the only option?”

Caius shook his head. “Not exactly. It’s just… the only one I know how to brew. Taught by none other than Instructor Holan herself.”

“You can’t expect a rough-and-tumble mercenary to master tea ceremony arts, right?”

Both Holan and Hilda chuckled, and the subtle tension hanging in the air eased considerably.

“Then High Mountain White Peach Blossom it is,” Hilda smiled.

“Same here,” Holan agreed.

Caius quickly got up to make the tea and poured a glass of milk for the catgirl as well.

“Let’s try them together. The snack shop at Cape Mall just got a bunch of new treats,” Hilda said as she pulled out an assortment of snacks from the bag.

Holan’s eyes lit up. “Wow, they look delicious~”

The catgirl was practically drooling.

She loved snacks the most.

And so, three people and one Meow sat there, sipping tea and enjoying treats in a relaxed, pleasant atmosphere.

“Ah, such a shame. I poured all my money into research. Otherwise, I’d love to visit Cape Mall too,” Holan sighed gently.

“No worries. I’ll bring you some goodies next time I go,” Hilda replied with a bright smile.

“Really? Hilda, you’re just the sweetest. If only you were one of my students~” Holan said wistfully.

“You’re contributing to magitech and the people. Of course, I should show you some care and appreciation,” Hilda responded with grace and poise.

Had Caius not seen her energetic and rebellious side, he might’ve been fooled by her act.

Then Hilda looked over at Caius. “Caius, how’s your injury?”

Caius blinked, not expecting the sudden shift of focus.

“Pretty much healed,” he answered, subtly watching Holan’s reaction.

Holan was still smiling, her expression unchanged—except for another light nudge of her toe under the table.

“Already? Your regenerative ability is amazing!” Hilda marveled.

“Right? I’ve even considered cutting him open to study. Who knows, we might unlock the secret to boosting human self-healing abilities,” Holan said with a grin.

Hilda burst into laughter. Caius kept smiling, but a chill crept down his spine.

This woman… is kind of terrifying…

“Oh, right,” Holan said suddenly, looking at Caius. “I need a sample of your magic power for research.”

“For what kind of research?” Caius asked, a little wary.

Holan laughed softly, a gleam of mischief in her eyes. “To study how we can teach you magic, of course. What else?”

“You’re not actually afraid I’d dissect you, are you?” she added with a playful wink.

“Hehehe, of course not. Instructor Holan is beautiful and kind—you’d never do something like that,” Caius replied, chuckling nervously.

Holan then pulled out a clear crystal. “This is a magic crystal. Just inject your magic into it.”

Caius nodded.

Magic crystals, or magic stones, were used in cultivation and as a high-value currency. After being drained of magic, their crystalline shells also served as excellent magic storage vessels.

He infused the crystal with his magic, and it glowed a brilliant blue.

Holan nodded in satisfaction and pocketed it. “We’ll initiate a project on this. I’ll need your cooperation for future phases.”

"Of course!" Caius nodded eagerly.

He had been fascinated by magic for as long as he could remember—of course he'd cooperate.

As long as they didn’t dissect him, everything was fine.

At that moment, Hilda stood up and said, “I’ve got to go. The student council still has a mountain of things waiting for me.”

Caius quickly interjected, “You’re not staying a bit longer?”

He had dreaded Hilda showing up just moments ago, and now he desperately wished she’d stay.

Otherwise, Holan was bound to reveal her true colors.

“Hilda is the student council president—she’s always busy,” Holan said with a smile, her beautiful eyes fixed on Caius.

“Exactly,” Hilda added with a slight sigh. “I only get to sneak out for a little break during lunch.”

“Alright then.” Caius accepted it with a nod.

“Oh, right—this is for you.” Suddenly remembering something, Hilda handed him a badge.

Caius looked at the finely crafted badge, a little puzzled.

Hilda smiled and said, “It’s the emblem of the Student Council Guard.”

“Oh—thanks,” Caius said, nodding as he accepted it.

Then, Hilda waved her hand in farewell and left.

As he watched Hilda disappear through the library entrance, Caius swallowed hard.

He didn’t even need to turn around to feel Holan’s stare boring into his back.

“Um…” Caius cleared his throat and turned toward her.

Just as he expected, the moment Hilda left, Holan’s brows knitted into a frown.

A second later, she nudged Caius’s calf lightly with her foot and said, brow furrowed,

“You were that badly injured in Nofalark Forest and didn’t tell me—what’s that supposed to mean?”

Caius blinked. “Huh?”

“Huh, what?” Holan tilted her head, clearly annoyed. “If Hilda hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have known you were that badly hurt. I spent days worrying about you…”

Caius: “…”

So that’s why she was acting weird?!

“Er… it was just some minor injuries, nothing serious…” Caius gave a sheepish grin.

“Minor? You could see the bone—how is that minor?” Holan’s tone spiked in disbelief.

“The blood toxin from a Bloody Creature is no joke. With that many wounds, if they weren’t treated properly, it could’ve triggered a chain of severe complications!”

“I’ve got the best medical facilities and equipment here, but instead you went to some back-alley clinic in Ocean City for a couple of stitches?! What if… what if the blood toxin led to Degenerate Blood Syndrome or caused widespread necrotic infection?!”

By now, her eyes were glistening with moisture.

In that moment, Caius suddenly realized—Instructor Holan was genuinely captivating.
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                Looking at Holan, whose chest was heaving slightly with emotion, Caius's face softened into a gentle smile.

He reached out carefully and took Holan’s small hand in his own.

Holan tried to pull away, but Caius held her tightly. After two failed attempts to free herself, she gave up and let him hold it, turning her little face to the side, her delicate brows slightly furrowed, looking somewhat angry.

"I'm sorry. I was wrong. Next time I get hurt, I'll come to you for treatment, alright?" Caius said softly.

"Hmph..." Holan still refused to look at him.

Seeing this, Caius continued, "Thank you for worrying about me. I'm really happy."

"So to express my gratitude, I'll tell you a secret."

As he spoke, Caius leaned in closer.

Although Holan still refused to look at him, she slightly tilted her ear toward him.

Caius whispered, "Actually, I have a special constitution. You heard it earlier too—my regeneration is extremely powerful, so I'm able to completely resist Bloodborne Poison."

"When I teleported away back then, my original intention was to come to Hydis to find you. But I was worried you'd be too anxious for me."

"I really can't stand seeing beautiful girls cry for me, so after weighing it, I returned to Ocean City and treated my injuries myself."

Hearing this, Holan finally turned her head to look at Caius. "Really?"

"Of course!" Caius answered seriously.

In truth, when he activated the teleportation circle, he hadn’t even chosen a destination—he had ended up in Ocean City purely by random chance.

But now, he spoke as if it were all deliberate: "The moment I was injured, the first person I thought of was you."

"But I didn’t want you to see me in such a sorry state. That would have been way too embarrassing."

"With how thick-skinned you are, you still know what embarrassment is?" Holan finally cracked a smile. She then pouted and said, "No next time, you hear me?"

"Maybe you think Bloodborne Poison is just a minor thing, but it's truly terrifying. Many who are wounded by Bloody Creatures don’t die from the injury itself but from the subsequent outbreak of Bloodborne Poison."

"Mhm, mhm, I promise there won't be a next time!" Caius said quickly.

Seeing that, Holan’s expression finally softened considerably. Her eyelids lowered slightly as she gazed at Caius’s partially open collar, noticing the scars there, some of which still bore the traces of stitches.

"You have no idea how worried I was about you back then."

"When Hilda told me, I almost rushed straight to Ocean City to find you."

"Luckily, she assured me you were doing very well, not showing any signs of serious injury... but even so, I was still worried."

"It wasn’t until just now, when I saw you with my own eyes, that I finally let out a real sigh of relief."

"Not long ago, I received word that a friend of mine, an adventurer, died at the front lines of the Bloody Lands. It was Bloodborne Poison that claimed her life."

"That's why I have to hurry and find a way to counteract Bloodborne Poison..."

As Holan spoke slowly, Caius finally understood why she had been so anxious.

A friend's death by Bloodborne Poison—when tragedy strikes someone close, the overwhelming sense of life's fragility and the terror of Bloodborne Poison can easily destabilize one's heart.

Looking at the faint dark circles under Holan’s eyes, it was clear she hadn't been sleeping well these past few days.

This made Caius feel a twinge of guilt. He really should have come to Hydis Magic Academy earlier.

But then, another question crept into his mind: why hadn't Holan asked why he was with Hilda?

So he decided to probe a little and asked, "Was it Hilda who told you about my injury?"

"Yeah." Holan nodded, then said somewhat emotionally, "Thank goodness Hilda happened to accept the Academy's investigation mission to Nofalark Forest too. You two ended up teaming up; otherwise, your situation would have been truly dire this time."

"She saved your life. You must properly thank her, got it?"

"Of course!" Caius nodded earnestly, looking every bit the obedient child, while secretly letting out a sigh of relief.

It was obvious that Holan took Caius and Hilda teaming up as mere coincidence.

Running into each other, both having to conduct investigations, and being friends—naturally, it made sense to partner up. After all, this wasn’t a casual outing; it was a dangerous mission. Having an extra companion meant better odds of survival.

Thus, Holan hadn't thought any deeper about it.

Of course, Hilda herself had played a big role in this misunderstanding.

While Caius harbored ulterior motives, Hilda was pure-hearted and genuinely saw Caius as a good friend. When she recounted things, it was from a purely friendly perspective, so Holan picked up nothing suspicious.

She simply assumed two friends had ventured out together, survived danger, and saved each other’s lives—no wonder Hilda would treat Caius well afterward.

Everything made perfect sense now.

This realization made the world seem a little brighter for Caius once again.

And so, he started acting up.

Still holding Holan’s small hand, he gently played with it, caressing it lightly.

Holan, whose mood had just started to lift, suddenly felt a ticklish sensation in her hand. Her cheeks instantly flushed red again.

"Stop... stop it, that tickles..." Holan said in a soft voice.

"Where does it tickle? Here?" Caius asked with a serious expression as he gently turned over Holan's small hand, lightly scratching her palm.

Holan's face flushed even deeper, but she couldn't hold back a laugh. "It really tickles! Stop it~"

As she spoke, she lightly patted Caius with her other hand.

But that little hand was caught by Caius as well.

Holan was momentarily stunned, and Caius's large hands tenderly cupped her smaller ones.

He lowered his head, gazing at those beautiful hands, and said slowly, "If I could, I would never want these beautiful hands to touch blood, gruesome wounds, or blood poison."

Hearing this, Holan's eyes grew even softer.

"But for you, I am willing to do so," she said gently.

Caius smiled faintly, then lifted her small hands to his lips. Under Holan’s gaze, he pressed a light kiss on the back of her hand.

"Thank you," he whispered.

"I feel lucky every day because of it."

At that moment, seeing the tender smile on his face, Holan felt as if her heart was melting.

She didn’t say anything, simply lowering her head slightly, as if she were gazing at the mist and flower petals drifting atop her tea. Yet the tips of her ears turned pink, and a soft, shy smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

Caius also said nothing more, quietly savoring the peace of the moment.

At that moment, it felt as if they could hear each other’s breathing.

Of course, they could also hear the little Catfolk Kiki munching on cookies nearby — but both chose to completely ignore it.

Looking at Holan's gentle smile, Caius felt truly happy.

He just didn't understand why there was a sudden chill creeping up his back.

Maybe it was simply the weather growing colder.

Meanwhile, from the distant high-rise building, a shadowy figure watched the scene through a window, their lips twitching in frustration.

"Getting close to my lady... and even charming other women..."

"Caius, you truly deserve to die..."
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                "Alright, how long are you planning to hold my hand? The tea’s going to get cold," Holan said with a hint of playful reproach after a while.

Caius chuckled and let go of her hand.

Then he glanced over at the bookshelves in the library and asked, "By the way, can I take a look at those books?"

"External personnel are prohibited from borrowing," Holan replied.

"Hmph, I’m not an external person anymore," Caius said as he pulled out the badge Hilda had just given him.

Holan glanced at it, a little surprised. "When did you become the captain of the Student Council Guard?"

"A few days ago. Hilda gave me this along with the deposit," Caius lied without blinking.

"So that means you don’t need the external personnel quota anymore?" Holan asked.

Caius froze for a moment but quickly put on a wide smile. "How could that be? Compared to being the Guard Captain, I still prefer the freedom of an external personnel~"

Only then did Holan nod in satisfaction and ask, "What kind of books are you looking to borrow?"

"Are there any magic books?" Caius asked.

"There are, but at your level, you can only borrow magic books of Platinum rank or below," Holan said.

"Then could you find me a few at the Gold rank to look at?" Caius grinned broadly.

Holan shot him a look — she was an instructor, not a librarian, and fetching books wasn't part of her job.

Still, she got up and walked over to the shelves, soon returning with three magic books.

There are two kinds of magic books.

One type works similarly to a magic wand, assisting in spellcasting, enhancing magic power, or directly casting spells through pre-engraved Magic Circles within the book. Essentially, they serve as a mage’s weapon, like a staff.

The other type is used for recording spells, serving as study material for mages.

The three books Holan brought were of the latter kind.

Each contained between a few to a dozen spells.

Caius opened one of them, titled Conrad’s Thirteen Tomes of Amplification Magic. It contained thirteen spells created by a mage named Conrad, all focused on amplification.

Three spells enhanced physicality, four boosted spell power, and the remaining six provided various other enhancements, like mental amplification, magic power amplification, and sensory enhancement.

Caius was quite excited. These magic books were clearly far more detailed than the crude records from his village. Maybe he could try it out?

Thinking so, he decided to give it a shot.

Caius focused on the section detailing Conrad: Power Amplification, carefully memorizing the drawing of the Magic Circle. Then he raised his hand.

Holan watched with interest.

In the next instant, her eyes widened.

In the blink of an eye, a blue Magic Circle appeared in Caius's hand.

"So fast..." Holan was utterly amazed.

Caius was very different from ordinary novice mages. Most beginners could only draw a Magic Circle starting from a single point of magic light, building it up slowly and steadily for stability.

Experienced mages could manage three or more magic points, constructing the Circle from multiple angles simultaneously, then merging them into a complete Magic Circle.

The more starting points used, the faster the drawing speed — but the difficulty also increased dramatically, requiring an exceptional level of control.

Just now, Holan had witnessed something astonishing: Caius had conjured the Magic Circle almost instantly, as if countless starting points had been drawn simultaneously, completing the Circle in one fell swoop.

This drawing speed was nearly instantaneous, something even Holan herself would struggle to achieve without full concentration.

But before she could marvel any longer, the Magic Circle in Caius's hand quickly collapsed.

He tried several more times, but the result was the same. Caius's face showed clear disappointment. "Still not working..."

Holan pressed her lips together and comforted him, "It's okay. We’ll find a solution."

"As long as we can solve the issue of your magic power’s inertia, I believe you’ll become a truly powerful mage!"

"Really?" Caius’s eyes lit up.

"Of course!" Holan nodded earnestly. "Your Magic Circle drawing speed is incredible and your precision is flawless, which shows you have outstanding control — something many mages can't even dream of!"

Caius scratched his head and laughed. "That's because my magic power can't linger, so I figured I had to complete the Circle before it dissipated."

"And after enough practice, I got this fast. Unfortunately, even if the Circle forms, I can't maintain it long enough to cast spells."

"Leave that to us! With Belle’s help, I'm sure we can solve your problem!" Holan said excitedly.

It was a challenge she found thrilling — our Instructor Holan had quite the adventurous spirit when it came to magical research.

"Then I'll be counting on you two," Caius said with a bright smile. He then naturally shifted the topic to Belle: "How’s Belle doing these days?"

"Still the same — attending classes alone, doing research alone," Holan said with a slight pout.

"Doing research alone?" Caius was taken aback.
He could understand attending classes alone, but research was supposed to be a team effort, wasn’t it?

Holan noticed his confusion and explained, "I underestimated Belle. She’s different from the other students we recruited from Hydis and other academies."

"Those students at best could be considered half a researcher—they're mainly here for further studies."

"But Belle has fully reached the level of a First-Class Magical Researcher, and very likely has already hit Second-Class!"

"Her professional skills are truly solid, and she covers a wide range of fields!"

"Not only herbology, magitech device engineering, magical rune studies, and sigilology—she even excels in biology, mathematics, and magic circle sequencing. In all these areas, she achieves an excellent rating!"

"It’s hard to imagine how she managed it."

Hearing this, Caius sighed and said, "Probably for scholarships. The more disciplines you master, the more scholarship funds you get."

Holan opened her mouth, then nodded. "Yeah, that’s probably it."

"Anyway, her expertise is on a completely different level compared to the others in my team. Theoretically, she might not even be far behind me. What she lacks is mostly in practical application."

"You know what that kid is like. She’s a total introvert, not good at communication. The others might not be as skilled as she is, but they don't realize it. They treat her like a novice and make suggestions that are way below her level."

"If she follows those suggestions and the results are poor, she blames herself."

"If she doesn’t follow, because she’s bad at communication, it’s easy for conflicts to arise."

"Most magical researchers tend to have straightforward personalities, so I was worried she’d be negatively affected. That’s why I let her form an independent branch team. Right now, she's the only member, and I serve as her advisor."

Caius blinked. "I see... Then count me in, too!"

"You don’t even know magical research. What are you getting involved for?" Holan said with a laugh.

"I may not be able to do magical research," Caius said, thumping his chest, "but I can supply you guys with all kinds of samples you need for it!"

"I'll cover all the sample materials for the research team—free of charge!"

Holan raised an eyebrow at him, then chuckled and said teasingly, "You big lug, why didn’t you ever offer me free supplies before?"

"Heh, aren't you part of the team too? It’s free for you as well!" Caius grinned. "Besides, this way I can technically call myself part of a magical research team. Sounds fancy, doesn’t it?"

Holan couldn’t help but laugh at his slightly childish comment. But after thinking it over, she nodded. "You’ve got a point. Having you around would make things much easier, and it’ll save us a good chunk of research funds."

"Exactly~" Caius slapped his thigh, then asked eagerly, "So, can you show me around our team’s lab?"

Goodness. It’s already "our team," is it?

This big guy really had a thick skin.

But Holan didn't refuse him. After all, this was a good thing. She nodded and said, "Sure, let’s go. Belle’s currently working on a teleportation project to prepare for her Second-Class Magical Researcher assessment."

With that, Holan stood up and led Caius and Kiki toward the academy's research institute.

As they walked, Kiki stuffed three small biscuits into her mouth, gulped down the last of her milk, her cheeks puffing out adorably.
Such a little glutton.
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                As soon as Caius stepped into Holan’s laboratory, he immediately spotted Belle’s figure.

She was still wearing that familiar flax-colored mushroom outfit, almost unchanged from their first meeting.

When he arrived, Belle was in the middle of carving a Magic Circle onto a Magic Array Plate.

Even as Caius walked right up beside her, she didn’t react at all, fully absorbed in her intricate work.

Caius made a silent gesture to Holan and the little cat to keep quiet, then simply stood there behind her, quietly observing.

Holan and the little cat also seemed to feel an odd sense of anticipation, wondering when Belle would finally notice Caius—and how she would react.

Belle’s hand was steady, the magical carving knife in her grasp glowing faintly.

As time passed, the small plate, no larger than a teapot, grew increasingly dense with intricate engravings.

After completing the final stroke, Belle let out a quiet breath of relief, straightening up and stretching her neck slightly.

Still, she hadn't noticed Caius’s presence.

Instead, she picked up a prepared crystal with a pair of tweezers.

It was a positioning crystal, the same kind used in the teleportation array plate Caius had—the ones representing teleportation points.

Carefully, she embedded the first crystal into a groove on the plate, then fitted the second one in place.

Caius could immediately tell: this was a Teleportation Magic Array Plate with two teleportation points.

This little mushroom had already learned how to craft Teleportation Plates herself!

And considering the value—even a short-range plate, spanning just a few hundred kilometers, would cost thousands, if not tens of thousands of gold coins!

Truly impressive.

After embedding the two crystals, Belle took a small brush and applied a layer of transparent resin to secure them.

When that was done, she lifted the plate to her lips.

Lowering the high collar of her sweater that covered half her face, she revealed her small mouth and gently blew on the resin, accelerating the hardening process.

Finally, the resin solidified.

Belle seemed a bit nervous, fidgeting with her little hands for a moment as if psyching herself up.

After a full minute, the slow and careful little "silly mushroom" finally cradled the plate in both hands.

A faint blue light flickered in her palms—the glow of magic power.

As magic power flowed into it, the carved lines of the plate quickly filled with energy, and the crystals embedded within began to light up.

In the next second, a small teleportation circle, over a meter wide, appeared at Belle’s feet.

Since it hadn’t been bound yet, the teleportation circle lingered for three seconds before slowly dissipating.

But that was enough to prove: the Teleportation Magic Array Plate was complete and fully functional.

Belle looked genuinely delighted.

Even though her hair and sweater collar still concealed most of her face, Caius could clearly tell—

She cradled the plate in both hands and gave a tiny, victorious fist pump.

Just when Caius thought she would turn around and finally notice him, Belle instead picked up her carving knife again.

Was it not finished yet?

Apparently not.

Belle leaned down once more and delicately carved neat, elegant characters above the two crystals:

Ocean City and Hydis.

Caius initially thought she was simply labeling the two teleportation points for convenience.

But then, Belle flipped the plate over to its smooth, unmarked back and began carving once more.

Caius couldn’t help craning his neck to see what she was doing.

There, on the flat surface, she etched the face of a little cartoon figure—square features, short, messy hair, and a wide, grinning mouth.

Caius’s expression instantly became quite... complicated.

That was unmistakably him.

After finishing the caricature, Belle lowered her collar again and gently blew away the carving dust.

Caius noticed a faint curve forming at the corner of her mouth—a shy, almost secretive smile.

Then she extended a finger and lightly tapped the little cartoon face she had just carved, her smile growing even more vivid.

In that moment, Caius’s gaze softened considerably.

At that exact instant, Belle lifted the plate and turned around—

Only to come face to face with Caius standing right behind her, staring straight at her.

Belle visibly startled, her shoulders giving a tiny, involuntary twitch.

Caius, meanwhile, grinned broadly, his bright teeth flashing in a mischievous smile.

“Surprise~” he said.

Belle simply stared at him, dumbfounded, not responding.

Caius put on a fake pout, hands on his hips, leaning closer until their faces were only inches apart, tilting his head playfully.

“What’s this? You don’t look too happy to see me?”

Belle shrank her neck back slightly and shook her head.

Caius raised an eyebrow. “Not happy?”

Belle immediately shook her head again, her voice coming out in a tiny, almost inaudible whisper.

“No... not unhappy...”

“So you are happy, then?” Caius teased, grinning ear to ear.

Belle gave a soft nasal hum.

“Mm.”

Caius pressed, “Don’t just ‘mm’. Say it properly—‘I’m happy.’”

Belle hesitated, then shyly murmured, “Happy.”

“Good girl~” Caius chuckled, reaching out to ruffle her mushroom-like hair affectionately.

Belle shrank her neck again, visibly overwhelmed and at a loss for how to respond.

"Don't bully her," Holan said, gently brushing Caius’s hand away.

"How am I bullying her..." Caius muttered under his breath.

Belle also shook her head and looked at Holan. "He didn’t bully me..."

Holan: "..."

So it turns out I was just being overly sensitive?

Holan looked at Belle a little helplessly, then noticed the Teleportation Magic Array Plate in her hands and smiled. "You can independently inscribe a Level-Two Minor Teleportation Circle? Looks like passing the Level-Two Magitech Researcher exam won't be a problem for you."

Belle nodded lightly, looking a little pleased. Then, as if remembering something, she turned toward Caius and slowly held out the array plate she was cradling.

"For me?" Caius asked knowingly.

"Mm," Belle nodded again.

In that instant, Caius was overjoyed. He took the array plate and began examining it closely, muttering to himself, "Ohohoh, look at these etched lines, this craftsmanship—truly impressive~"

Holan: "......"

When I gave you a Level-Three Thousand-Mile Teleportation Magic Array Plate, you didn’t compliment it like this!

Holan glanced helplessly at Belle, then said, "I thought you made this for yourself. Turns out you went through all that just to give it to him?"

Belle: "Mm."

"Heh, jealous, aren't you?" Caius said smugly, flashing the array plate at Holan.

Holan rolled his eyes and added, "The materials for that array plate weren’t cheap. Belle used the research funds I allocated to her—three thousand gold, no less. You better not lose it."

"Three thousand gold?!" Caius raised his eyebrows and looked at Belle. "And you’re just giving it to me like that?"

Belle nodded once again. "Mm."

Caius turned his gaze back to Holan, who simply shrugged. "Research funds cover a lot of expenses—materials, wear and tear, living expenses for researchers like food, lodging, daily necessities, and so on."

"I gave her five thousand gold. She spent three thousand of it on the array plate materials. I thought she was going to practice carving it herself, and once she perfected it, she could take the Level-Two Magitech Researcher exam and even keep the array plate for her own use. Never thought it’d end up benefiting you instead."

As she spoke, Holan pouted a little.

If I had known earlier, I would've told Belle that Caius already had an array plate.

But now, since Belle had already given it away, Holan didn’t say anything more.
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                "Silly mushroom," Caius couldn't help but mutter. Then he carefully stowed away the Magic Array Plate, looked at Belle, and asked,

"So, how did you spend the remaining two thousand gold?"

"I haven't spent it yet," Belle replied.

Caius raised an eyebrow. "Have you been eating properly?"

Belle nodded earnestly. "Yes."

"What did you have for lunch?" Caius pressed.

"Scrambled eggs with tomatoes. Rice," Belle answered.

"And?" Caius urged.

"…"

Belle fell silent.

Watching her hesitate, Caius’s mouth twitched. "That's it? You call that eating properly?"

Belle mumbled weakly, "There were eggs…"

"Eggs? That's not what I call a proper meal!" Caius couldn't hold back, but after a moment's pause, he added, "No, wait, eggs are good. I like eggs too… but you can't just eat scrambled eggs with tomatoes every meal!"

"At least have some meat, right?"

Belle shrank her neck slightly. "Eggs are… meat."

Caius: "…"

"Fine, let's say eggs are meat," Caius said, sighing. "But even then, you can't just live on scrambled eggs with tomatoes!"

He raised two fingers, emphasizing, "At least two dishes per meal, one with meat!"

"That's the bare minimum for basic nutrition!"

As he spoke, Caius turned to Holan, his tone laced with dissatisfaction.

"Instructor Holan, why haven't you been taking care of her?"

Holan looked a little aggrieved. "I've been really busy lately… I haven't even had lunch myself…"

Caius: "…"

"You’re all the same, huh?" Caius's mouth twitched again.

"As researchers, you should be taking even better care of yourselves!"

"No matter how busy you are, you can't possibly not have time for a few bites!"

"If you don't even eat properly, what will you do if your health collapses one day? How will you continue your magical research then?"

Listening to Caius’s mixture of concern and scolding, Belle clutched her little hands together, not daring to move.

Holan pouted slightly, looking a little unconvinced, but she knew she was at fault and simply listened quietly without talking back.

Seeing this, Caius exhaled deeply, his tone softening.

"Your body is your most important asset, girls."

"I'm older than you!" Holan pouted, her lips jutting out. She had endured being lectured, but she couldn't accept being called a girl.

Belle also timidly stretched out a finger from her sleeve, silently indicating—one year older.

Caius chuckled.

Looking at Holan, he said solemnly, "Older than me? You're only eighteen, at best we're the same generation."

Holan froze for a moment, then her eyes curved into a smile. "Yeah… you're right~"

Then Caius turned to Belle.

"So what if you're a year older? Don't you know mushrooms and humans can't be compared the same way when it comes to age?"

Holan: "…"

"I'm not a mushroom…" Belle said in a pitiful voice.

"Then you're admitting you're silly," Caius declared. "And silly people automatically have two years deducted from their biological age. By that calculation, you're younger than me by a year, got it?"

Holan: "…"

Is that even a thing?

Even Holan couldn't help laughing at Caius's ridiculous but hilarious logic.

"So listen to me," Caius said with an air of maturity. "Instructor Holan, you’ll make sure Belle eats properly from now on, right?"

"If I’m not watching her, this silly girl is just going to eat scrambled eggs and tomatoes every meal."

"No problem," Holan nodded. She was thinking the same.

What Caius said was absolutely right.

Maybe to Belle, having eggs already counted as a good meal, but that simply wasn’t enough.

"Silly mushroom, you’re good with that?" Caius asked.

Belle nodded, "Mm."

"Don't just say 'mm.' Say 'no problem,'" Caius instructed.

Belle obediently said, "No problem."

Satisfied, Caius gave a firm nod.

Then he glanced around and asked Holan, "Is there a weighing device here?"

"Hmm? Yeah, there is," Holan replied, a little puzzled. She brought over a Magitech Device usually used for lab weighing—many of their tools had such functions.

Caius nodded and motioned to Belle, "Come on, step up."

Belle obediently stood on the device.

Caius took a look.

Good heavens—47kg.

"Way too skinny!" Caius exclaimed.

"As the saying goes, if a girl weighs less than 50kg, she's either flat-chested or short! You're so tall, how can you weigh so little?!"

"One month from now, we'll weigh you again. If you’re still under 50kg, then…"

"Then I'll take on a Mithril-ranked mission!"

Belle's eyes widened. She didn't know exactly how strong Caius was, but she knew a Mithril-ranked mission had to be incredibly dangerous. She quickly waved her hands, panicking, "No… don't…"

Caius chuckled smugly.

"Scared now? Then you agree, right?"

Belle nodded, "Mm."

"Don't just 'mm'—say 'I agree,'" Caius insisted.

Belle said quickly, "I agree."

"Then it’s settled! If you agree to something, you have to follow through!" Caius declared.

Belle nodded firmly.

Watching the two, Holan couldn’t help but chuckle.

Caius's "threats" probably only worked on Belle.

Truly a silly mushroom.

But the next second, Holan saw Caius grinning mischievously at her, gesturing toward the weighing Magitech Device.

"Would Instructor Holan like to try it too?" he teased.

Holan instantly felt a jolt in her heart. "I... I don't want to!" she blurted out.

She had heard Caius’s earlier remarks loud and clear, and her heart gave a heavy thud.

If her weight was under a hundred pounds, it meant either a flat chest or being short. Instinctively, she glanced down at her own chest, feeling a sudden lack of confidence.

If she got on the scale now and it showed under a hundred, this shameless brute would definitely tease her about being flat.

And if it showed over a hundred...

Given the size of her chest, if she still weighed over a hundred, it could only mean she'd gotten fat elsewhere—which would also give this mischievous brute another excuse to laugh at her.

Either way, she absolutely would not step on that scale.

Caius looked a bit disappointed but didn’t push further.

His hands were scales enough; he'd just find an opportunity to hug her someday and figure it out himself.

Although Instructor Holan’s "altitude" wasn’t as high as the Boss Lady’s, her figure was absolutely flawless—no excess at the top, a slender waist... Where could she possibly be fat?

Those who knew, knew~

Then Caius stretched lazily and said, "Standing here is getting a bit tiring. Let’s find a place to sit."

He had just been standing behind Belle for more than half an hour after all.

Of course, with his physicality, such a short time was nothing. He just wanted an excuse to visit Belle’s dormitory.

Holan saw through Caius’s little scheme but didn't refuse. Instead, she smiled and said, "Then let’s head over to Belle’s dormitory. It'll give you a chance to see her living conditions too."

She knew Caius wanted Belle to live comfortably. Letting him take a look would put his mind at ease.

And so, the three of them—and one cat—left the laboratory and headed to Belle’s dormitory.

"This place isn't bad," Caius commented as he sized up the modest but cozy room.

It wasn’t luxurious, but that was perfect for Belle. Something too extravagant wouldn't suit her, and a space too large would only be a waste. This place was clean, orderly, with a quiet environment—perfect for her.

Still, one question lingered in Caius’s mind.

"Why doesn’t Belle have a school uniform?" he asked.

"The uniforms are custom-made," Holan explained with a shake of her head. "They cost fifteen hundred Gold. This girl thought it was too expensive, so she didn’t buy one."

"I even offered to buy her a set, but she refused—she couldn’t bear to let me spend the money."

Caius nodded, then asked, "Is it okay not to wear a uniform?"

"The Academy doesn’t strictly enforce it," Holan said. "But the uniforms are quite cost-effective. They’re a full set of mage gear, with magic resistance properties. You couldn’t buy something this good outside for fifteen hundred Gold."

"Plus, it’s a symbol of Hydis."

"Wearing the uniform outside lets shops and other places know you're a student of Hydis, and you’ll often get special discounts. Various factions also show great respect to Hydis students. That’s why most students choose to wear it."

"But it’s not mandatory. No one really discriminates because of it."

"That’s good," Caius said, nodding thoughtfully. Inwardly, he was already plotting how to gift a uniform—specifically, a dress—to Belle without her refusing.
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                Caius knew better than to give it to her directly. Belle would never accept it like that—after all, she’d even turned down the school uniform offered by Instructor Holan.

Don’t be fooled by how gentle and obedient this girl seemed. Deep down, she had her own brand of stubbornness and a strong sense of independence.

Just look at how she directly took 3,000 out of her 5,000 research funds to buy herself a Teleportation Magic Array Plate. That alone showed she wasn’t some passive pushover—she had her own mind, and she made her own decisions.

So when it came to giving gifts, one had to be tactful. All the more so when the gift was... a dress.

A man giving a woman a dress—it was laced with implication. It carried a hint of intimacy.

But silly mushroom probably wouldn’t notice a thing. She had intelligence but zero emotional perception, like many introverts.

Holan, on the other hand, was a different story.

Which meant Caius absolutely could not give Belle a dress in front of Holan.

So... what now?

As Caius racked his brain for ideas, Holan suddenly pulled out a glowing badge, glanced at it, then said, “I’ve got an emergency meeting. Looks like it’s about the Bloody Lands in the Nofalark Forest.”

Caius’s eyes lit up instantly.

Instructor Holan was this considerate?

He didn’t even need to find an excuse—she was leaving on her own?

Perfect~

“Then you’d better go,” Caius said. “Matters in the Bloody Lands can’t be delayed. Let me know if there’s any news.”

“Mm.” Holan nodded and stood up to put on her shoes. Caius even walked her to the door.

But just as she was about to leave, Holan suddenly turned around and said, “While I’m gone, don’t bully Belle.”

“Don’t worry!” Caius patted his chest confidently.

“And no funny business, either!” Holan added.

Caius paused, then put on a completely innocent face. “Funny business? Come on, I’m a grown man—what, you think I’d steal something?”

Holan: “……”

Oh, keep acting innocent.

Like she’d ever believe Caius didn’t get it.

That guy was anything but pure!

Holan pouted slightly. “Just no. Got it?”

“Got it, got it. Don’t worry—if you can’t trust me, who can you trust?” Caius waved his hand dismissively.

Holan gave him a long look, then nodded. “Fine, I’m going.”

“Go on, go on.”

Caius might be a bit loose-lipped and slippery, but he was dependable in the ways that mattered. Holan didn’t think he was the kind of guy who would take advantage of someone.

And so, Instructor Holan left—leaving behind one silly mushroom, a sly big bad wolf, and a mischievous little cat who’d definitely take Caius’s side.

As she walked away, Caius waved after her. When she turned back, he even wore that goofy, honest grin.

Only after Holan disappeared down the road did Caius step back inside and shut the door with a mischievous chuckle.

“Hehehe~”

Back inside, he saw Belle standing at the table. She reached out a finger and gently nudged a glass of water, pushing it toward where Caius had been sitting earlier.

When she noticed him return, she quickly retracted her hand, like a child caught sneaking a treat.

Caius chuckled and flopped down on the couch without a care, grabbed the glass, and chugged it.

Seeing this, Belle reached out, trying to quietly take the glass and pour more water for him.

But Caius suddenly grabbed her hand.

Belle froze. Slowly, she raised her head to look at him, only to find his gaze fixed on her sleeve.

“You’ve been wearing this sweater for quite a while, haven’t you? The color’s starting to fade.” Caius gently rubbed the fabric between his fingers, feeling the wool.

It was good quality wool, but after so many washes, the fibers had become loose and thin.

Belle nodded. “Three years.”

“Three years, huh? Then it’s time for a new one.” Caius saw his chance—he could steer the conversation toward clothes and lead into giving her the dress.

But then Belle seemed to remember something. She quietly pulled her hand back.

Caius let go, curious what she was about to do.

She turned and walked into her room. A few moments later, she came out carrying a huge pile of sweaters, leaving Caius stunned.

Belle placed them in front of him, then poked her finger out of her sleeve and pointed at them.

“They’re finished…”

Caius twitched at the corner of his mouth. “All for me?”

Belle nodded softly, then looked over at the little cat munching on fruit. “Some are for Kiki too.”

Caius picked up one of the sweaters—wow, they were huge.

He pulled one over his head and stood up for a look.

He was already a big guy, but the sweater was even larger—its sleeves hung low enough to almost cover his fingertips.

Clearly, Belle had knitted them oversized on purpose, so they’d last longer.

But Caius was honestly curious—how had she known his measurements?

Belle had never asked… Had she just eyeballed it?

Your eyes are measuring tools now?

“Hey, little cat, you try yours too,” Caius said.

“New clothes, meow!” Kiki squealed with delight and put hers on.

It was also a bit too big. Her little paws disappeared inside the sleeves—just like Belle’s now. And her sweater was styled like a dress, long enough to reach her knees.

It was slightly loose, but once she wore it, it felt unbelievably cozy.

Especially charming was the hoodie—when Kiki pulled it over her head, it covered the upper half of her small face, and the top even had soft, fluffy cat ears.

“So comfy~ meow~” Kiki hugged the sweater with delight.

Caius smiled and nodded in satisfaction.
Belle’s knitting skills were no joke—the quality was truly impressive!

He even counted them.

Belle had knitted six sweaters for him, each one different.

Some had hoods, some had pockets, one had a snowflake pattern, another had a higher collar...

And Kiki had three sweaters of her own, each full of Catfolk elements—she had even thoughtfully added tail holes.

Belle looked at Caius with anticipation, seemingly waiting for praise.

But Caius suddenly put on a stern face.

"One is enough for me. Why did you make so many?"

"Isn’t that wasteful?"

Hearing this, Belle slowly lowered her head, her fingers fidgeting nervously.

Caius could tell she was a little disappointed.

But he didn’t stop. He continued, “Your main task right now is to study properly. Knitting sweaters takes time. Making so many—how am I supposed to believe you still have time for your studies?”

Belle, head down, pinched her fingers together and whispered, “I knit… really fast…”

Caius chuckled, his tone softening as he reached out to rub her head.
“Fast isn’t good either. What if you prick your finger rushing it?”

“These are enough. No more sweaters, alright?”

The moment Caius said that, Belle’s eyes widened and she looked up in a panic.
“But… winter’s coming…”

“It’s not like we don’t have money. Just buy new clothes.”

“They’re too expensive…”

“I know a place that’s really cheap. I always buy in bulk there,” Caius replied.

Belle tilted her head, staring at him.

Caius, oblivious to her gaze, kept talking: “While I was there getting clothes this time, I saw a dress that would look perfect on you.”

“It was pretty affordable and had great value for the price, so I bought it.”

“It’s only fair—you made sweaters for me, so I should return the favor.”

As he spoke, Caius took out a beautifully wrapped gift box and handed it to Belle.

Belle was stunned and quickly waved her hands in refusal.

But before she could say anything, Caius frowned and said, “Take it!”

“I’m a man, you know. You’ll hurt my pride if you refuse.”

Belle hesitated for a moment, then slowly and cautiously accepted the gift box, her voice trembling slightly as she asked, “How… how much was it?”

“I already told you—it wasn’t expensive,” Caius said, waving dismissively. “Just one hundred and fifty gold.”

Belle: “…”

Caius froze.
Don’t tell me even 150 gold sounds expensive to her?

He quickly added, “It was on sale—an 80% discount across the whole store. So it was just 30 gold.”

Belle still didn’t say anything. She just looked at Caius.

For some reason, Caius suddenly felt a pang of guilt.
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                He should’ve known better than to let the clerk prepare such an exquisitely wrapped gift box—there’s no way a thirty-gold dress should come in packaging this refined.

But Caius had never been one to be easily embarrassed. The moment Belle lifted her head slightly, preparing to speak, Caius quickly raised his hand to stop her and said firmly, “Anyway, you can’t return it. I don’t wear dresses, and Little Meow is way too big for it. If you don’t wear it, I’m just going to throw it out.”

Sure enough, that worked.

Belle immediately clutched the gift box tightly, flustered. “Don’t… please don’t…”

She couldn’t bear to see anything go to waste. Back then, she couldn’t even bring herself to waste a single drop of that eighty-gold rum.

She wasn’t stupid. A dress packed in such a beautifully ornate box definitely wasn’t cheap. Since Caius had already paid for it, it couldn’t be returned—at least not without consequences.

Technically, return policies did exist in this world.

But she didn’t know that. Stores offering such services were usually high-end places she had never visited.

Seeing that Belle was finally willing to accept it, Caius nodded, then asked with a hint of anticipation, “Wanna try it on?”

Belle’s ears turned red again. She stammered, unable to speak, and didn’t dare refuse.

Caius chuckled. “You won’t know if it fits unless you try it on. Sure, we can’t return it, but we can still exchange it if it doesn’t fit, right?”

“You wouldn’t want such an expensive dress to go to waste, would you?”

Hearing that, Belle hesitated for a moment but eventually nodded and walked into the room, hugging the gift box close.

Caius happily gave Little Meow a high-five.

Now all that was left was to wait for Belle to finish changing.

But who would’ve thought that wait would stretch to over half an hour?

Caius started to get suspicious.

How long could it possibly take to change into a dress?

What he didn’t know was that Belle, inside the room, stood frozen in front of the ornate box, unsure of what to do.

Ordinary boxes just needed their lids flipped open.

But this one was different. It had side clasps that needed unfastening, and after flipping those open, there were intricate mechanisms inside. Once unfolded, a small three-dimensional paper castle would pop out.

The castle could later be used as a decorative piece. Beneath it was the actual compartment holding the dress. But even then, you had to open more clasps on either side...

In short, the entire design screamed complexity—but also craftsmanship.

Most people would have figured it out quickly with a bit of fiddling.

But Belle was terrified of damaging it.

The box was so beautiful, she couldn’t bear the thought of discarding it.

So at this moment, she had just reached the part where the little paper castle emerged and didn’t dare go further. Eventually, she simply squatted in front of the bed, staring at the delicate little castle, slowly losing herself in thought.

The castle was gorgeous and finely made, white cardboard etched with golden patterns, as if hand-painted.

She gazed at it in a daze, then reached out and gently touched the tiny crystal at the castle’s apex.

It was the first time she had ever received such a beautiful gift.

In that moment, whatever was inside the box no longer mattered.

The corners of her lips, hidden beneath her collar, curled upward in an unconscious smile. Her eyes, partly veiled by her hair, shimmered with a soft light.

Just then, someone knocked at the door.

Knock knock knock.

Belle jolted slightly, startled by the sound.

Then came a familiar voice—“Done yet, silly mushroom?” Caius called from outside.

Belle panicked, quickly stood up, and rushed toward the door. In doing so, she accidentally bumped the box sitting on the bed’s edge, and it started to tumble toward the floor.

Alarmed, she reached out with both hands to catch it, but in her hurry, her shin caught the bedframe.

Outside, Caius heard a loud thud from within, like something crashing to the ground.

Startled, Caius pushed the door open without hesitation—only to find Belle sitting on the floor, holding the ornate gift box and clutching her forehead.

The box was halfway open, but the paper castle stood proudly intact, unharmed.

Caius rushed over and asked, “You fell?”

“…Yeah.” Belle nodded.

He helped her up and placed the box gently on the bed, then brushed aside her bangs to check her forehead. “Did you bump your head?”

Sure enough, there was a reddish patch on her forehead—likely from striking the wooden bedframe.

Fortunately, it wasn’t serious. Just a bit of a scrape.

Caius let out a sigh of relief, then said helplessly, “I told you to change your clothes, and you still managed to hurt yourself. Silly mushroom.”

Belle looked a little aggrieved, eyes avoiding Caius’s gaze, her face tilting downward again.

But Caius gently lifted her delicate chin and said, “Hold still.”

She obeyed, lifting her face to look at him, her lips slightly parted.

Those soft, pink lips… Caius felt a stirring in his chest, the urge to kiss her rising.

But he resisted, pulling out a bottle of healing potion and dabbing a bit onto her smooth forehead. Belle felt a cool sensation wash over the scrape, and the pain quickly faded.

“Better?” Caius asked softly.

“…Yeah,” Belle nodded, whispering, “Thank you…”

“Be a little more careful, will you?” Caius lightly tapped her forehead.

Belle covered her forehead in silence, her eyes fixed on Caius.

Caius, however, looked at the gift box, then raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’ve been fussing over it all this time just trying to figure out how to open it?”

Belle’s ears flushed slightly, but she nodded honestly. “I was afraid I’d damage it…”

Caius let out a chuckle but didn’t say anything more. He simply reached out and started fiddling with the box. It didn’t take long for it to open, revealing a dress inside.

A pure white dress.

In the end, Caius decided that pure white suited Belle the best.

There was another dress, one even more ornate with threads of gold and silver—but that one could wait until his silly mushroom gained a bit more confidence.

“Well? Beautiful, isn’t it?” Caius held up the dress, smiling.

Belle, however, just stood there, staring blankly at the snowy white garment.

Beautiful…?

Of course it was beautiful. She had never seen a dress so beautiful in her life.

Even the finest ones displayed in the boutique windows of the outer city didn’t come close to this.

She couldn’t help but be entranced.

Seeing the dazed look on the girl’s face, Caius was quite satisfied. He then handed her the dress. “Here, try it on.”

With that, Caius turned to head out.

Belle snapped back to her senses, clutching the dress carefully and turning around in a bit of a panic.

“W-Wait a moment…”

“What? Don’t tell me you want me to help you change?” Caius said with a teasing smile as he looked back.

Belle’s ears turned red again. Head lowered, she mumbled, “Can I… maybe wear it another time?”

Caius could tell—she was feeling insecure again.

She clearly wasn’t ready yet.

Now was not the time to pressure her, and certainly not with some “If it doesn’t fit, we’ll have to exchange it” excuse.

Belle genuinely loved this dress, and cherished it. Whether it fit or not didn’t really matter at this moment.

Besides, the fabric of this dress was said to adapt automatically to the wearer’s body temperature, adjusting to fit perfectly—no need to worry about size.

So, Caius gave a small smile and nodded. “Of course. Wear it whenever you want. That shop offers lifetime washing and adjustments anyway.”

He wasn’t lying. That boutique—Britney’s—truly did offer lifetime care. Their after-sales service was exceptional.

Hearing this, Belle gave a small nod. She then spread the dress out carefully on the bed, gently folded it, and placed it back into the exquisite gift box.

Caius didn’t look back. Instead, he stepped into the living room and pulled out a cigarette.

But glancing around at the clean and cozy little home, he reconsidered and put the cigarette away.

Before long, Belle emerged, presumably done with her tidying.

Though he didn’t get to see her in the dress—something he regretted slightly—

Caius wasn’t in a rush. This little mushroom girl was worth the patience and care. Only with such tenderness could the most beautiful mushroom blossom bloom.
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                Belle stood quietly by Caius’s side, still as a statue.

It was as if, since Caius was seated, she had to remain standing.

Caius patted the empty space on the couch beside him. “What are you standing there for? Sit.”

“I’m fine standing…” Belle replied softly.

“You’re blocking the sunlight. I’m trying to sunbathe,” Caius said without missing a beat.

Belle immediately shuffled to the corner to avoid obstructing him.

Caius let out a chuckle, then added, “If someone sees you like this, they’ll think I’m bullying you. You don’t want people to misunderstand me, do you?”

Hearing that, Belle shook her head. Only then did she sit on the couch, but it was clear she was nervous—sitting upright, her hands fidgeting in her lap.

Caius knew full well the girl simply wasn’t good at dealing with people, so he didn’t say anything more. Instead, he turned to pick up a piece of fruit from the table and popped it into his mouth, crossing his legs leisurely.

It was a while before he spoke again.

“I’ve already renovated the orphanage. Granny Lunla and the kids will be living in a much better place now. I’ll be keeping an eye on things over there, so you don’t need to worry.”

Belle turned slightly to look at him, just about to thank him—when Caius cut her off.

“No need to thank me. That side’s taken care of, but you, on the other hand, are the one I’m worried about.”

“You’re not eating properly. If Granny Lunla finds out, won’t she be worried sick?”

“I’ll make sure to eat properly…” Belle whispered.

“Good. You’ve promised me now.”

“But since you’re here, you should keep in touch with the orphanage. Write letters or something. Otherwise, how will Granny Lunla know how you’re doing here?” Caius said.

If there was no contact, how else was he going to prove to Granny Lunla that he was taking good care of Belle?

But the obedient little silly mushroom had no idea what this big bad wolf was really thinking.

“Mm.” She nodded gently.

“Also, each time you write a letter, write one to me too. Whatever you feel like writing is fine. Just send it to the orphanage so I don’t have to come all the way to the Academy to find you.”

“Mm.”

“And stop knitting sweaters for me. Six is enough—I can’t even wear them all.”

“Mm.”

“Besides ‘mm,’ can you say anything else?”

“…Okay.”

Caius gave her a helpless look, then reached out and brushed her bangs aside, revealing her delicate little face.

He pinched her cheek gently. Belle winced slightly from the pressure but only squinted her eyes and looked at him with pitiful, watery eyes.

“You don’t even say anything when it hurts. What a silly mushroom,” Caius muttered, clicking his tongue. Then he clapped his thighs and stood up.

“Alright, I’m heading out.”

Belle stood as well, clearly intending to see him off.

But when they reached the door, Caius placed his hands on her shoulders and physically turned her around.

“Alright, go focus on your own stuff. If you need any materials for your research, just let me know.”

“After all, I’m officially part of the research team now.”

As he said that, Caius gave her a cheeky grin. “Let’s hear you call me ‘senior,’ huh?”

At his words, Belle—who had been looking back at him—quickly turned her head away. She lowered it slightly, then cautiously extended a single finger.

“What, just because I’m one year older, I can’t be your senior? I got to Hydis before you did, you know,” Caius teased, raising an eyebrow.

…Even though he hadn’t officially enrolled yet.

But Caius didn’t care about those details.

“Mm…” Belle’s tiny lips pursed slightly beneath her collar.

After a moment, her soft little voice finally reached Caius’s ears.

“Senior…”

“Hey!” Caius beamed, grinning ear to ear. He gently ruffled her short hair. “I’m off.”

Belle turned around upon hearing this and saw that he was already walking away with the little cat by his side.

She stood quietly at the door, hands folded in front of her, silently watching his departing figure.

Only when he was no longer in sight did she finally turn back into the house. She walked to the gift box, crouched beside it, and once again found herself lost in thought.

…

Leaving the dorm area, Caius considered heading over to the Student Council building.

To that end, he clipped the Guard Captain’s badge prominently on his chest and strode in with his head held high.

Everyone he passed along the way gave him curious or surprised looks. Some even greeted him proactively.

“Good day, Captain.”

“Mm, good day.”

“Hello, Captain!”

“Heh, hello.”

Caius was thoroughly enjoying the greetings from these young students, always wearing a satisfied smile.

Just then, a familiar voice cut in.

“Captain, is it?”

“Heheh, yes—” Caius replied instinctively, then froze and turned his head, only to find Hilda watching him with a teasing smile.

He immediately snapped to attention. “President!”

“Oh ho, you seem to be enjoying this ‘Captain’ title quite a bit?” Hilda said, walking over to his side.

Caius chuckled awkwardly. “It’s not like I love it that much…”

Hilda raised an eyebrow.

Caius instantly straightened up. “I adore it!”

Hilda couldn’t help laughing at that. “But don’t you go bullying students just because you’re the Guard Captain, alright?”

“Do you really think I’m that kind of person?” Caius said, pretending to be a little offended.

“Of course~~~ not,” Hilda replied with a mischievous giggle before skipping lightly toward the Guild President’s office.

Sunlight streamed through the corridor windows, bathing her figure in a glow of youth and vitality.

Caius found himself momentarily dazed by the sight.

“What are you standing there for? Get in here, or I’m not making you tea,” Hilda called, half-opening the office door and pretending to shut it again.

Caius chuckled and walked toward her.

Moments later, Caius took a sip of the red tea Hilda had brewed, looking utterly relaxed.

He usually preferred alcohol, but a good cup of tea now and then was quite a nice way to nourish the soul.

“How’s my sword coming along?” Hilda asked.

Caius smiled. “Blueprints will be ready tonight. We start forging tomorrow.”

“I’ll be waiting for the good news then!” Hilda looked genuinely excited, then added, “Don’t you have any tasks today?”

“Already finished. Got the whole day off,” Caius replied.

“Must be nice~” Hilda sighed, then slumped over her desk and muttered, “Mercenaries get free time. I don’t. Look at all these documents…”

Caius glanced at the mountain of paperwork piled high enough to hide her behind it. “You have to approve all of that?”

“Some just need a quick look, but others require decisions. Like the commercial gala in Grilla City the day after tomorrow—I’m debating whether to attend,” Hilda explained.

“Commercial gala?” Caius’s eyes lit up. “What’s that about?”

“It’s an event hosted by the Merchant Guild. Tons of Chambers of Commerce and merchants will be attending. I’m thinking of bringing some people and seeing if we can get some sponsorships for the Academy and the Student Guild,” Hilda said.

“Well, that sounds great.”

“Yeah, I think so too. I’m hoping to land sponsors for Magitech Devices or weaponry. If the threat from the Bloody Lands near Nofalark Forest escalates, the Academy is going to need all the help it can get,” she sighed. “But... I don’t have a formal dress ready.”

“What?” Caius blinked. “You? A noble lady, without a dress to wear?”

“Who told you I’m a noble lady?” Hilda puffed out her cheeks. “I came here on my own. I do have some formal dresses in my wardrobe—but I’ve worn them all already.”

“Can’t you wear the same one again?” Caius asked.

“Absolutely not. If it were different events with different people, sure. But this time, many of the attendees have seen me before. If I show up in the same dress, it’ll look like I didn’t bother. And those types love to nitpick.”

“Who’d dare nitpick you?” Caius took another sip of tea.

Hilda shot him a glance. “You do it all the time. You tease me every chance you get.”

Caius gave a sheepish grin, then said, “Why not just buy a new one?”

“I would if I could, but I’m a bit short on coin right now,” Hilda said with a sigh. “A proper gown for an event like that can’t be too cheap. The ones I can afford don’t look good, and the ones I like are way out of my price range…”

“Borrow from me, then,” Caius offered.

“No way. If I can’t pay you back on time, you’ll just use it as more teasing ammo,” Hilda huffed, wearing a look that said, I see right through you.

Truthfully, Caius knew she’d never borrow money from him. He was just teasing.

A proud Little Swan like her would never ask someone for a loan.

So he rolled his eyes playfully, then grinned. “In that case, I’ve got a better idea.”

As he spoke, he gave a casual wave of his hand—and a beautifully wrapped gift box appeared on her desk.

Hilda blinked in surprise, her curiosity piqued. “What’s this?”

Caius smiled and nodded toward it. “Open it and see for yourself.”
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                Compared to the clumsy silly mushroom, Little Swan was far more efficient.

She opened the outer packaging and took out the beautifully crafted 3D miniature castle. A look of delight appeared on Hilda’s face.

"What an exquisite piece of papercraft. Did you make this?"

"Of course not," Caius shook his head and added, "Keep going. There's more."

That only heightened Hilda’s anticipation. She peeled back the next layer of packaging—her eyes lit up.

"What a beautiful dress!" she exclaimed in surprise.

She pulled it out and unfolded it, her gaze full of affection for the gorgeous garment.

She never liked those overly elaborate, heavy evening gowns. This lightly luxurious style was much more her taste—elegant, unrestrictive, and modest.

However...

Her expression turned slightly odd as she looked at Caius. “Why would you buy a dress?”

Indeed, what business did a grown man like Caius have buying a dress?

But Caius was already prepared for this question.

This dress was originally one of a pair he had planned to gift Belle. But now that he thought about it—pure white suited Belle better, while this one, with gold and silver embroidery, was more fitting for Hilda.

It hadn’t been given away yet, and Hilda happened to need a dress—so why not go with the flow and earn a little goodwill?

As for the excuse… that was the easy part.

Caius kept a neutral face and said, “I bought this dress to take it apart.”

“Huh? It’s so pretty—why would you do that?” Hilda clutched the dress a little tighter, already distracted.

“I’m planning to design a set of light armor for women. The one you currently wear is decent, but in my opinion, it still has room for improvement. So I’m thinking of designing a skirt-style armor, and I need this dress as a prototype.”

“I need to see where armor plating can be added, which areas need extra protection, and how to keep it lightweight without compromising aesthetics.”

“I see…” Hilda nodded. She didn’t doubt him—Caius’s explanation sounded entirely professional.

Buying a dress to dissect and use as a design model for light armor? That made perfect sense.

“Are you giving the dress to me now?” Hilda asked, her eyes holding a hint of anticipation.

Naturally, Caius wasn’t going to disappoint her. Smiling, he said, “The armor design isn’t urgent. But you need a dress the day after tomorrow, right? So I figured I’d show you this one. If it fits, you can have it.”

“Really?” Hilda beamed with joy, her cheeks dimpling with a sweet smile.

“Of course.” Caius nodded calmly and sipped his tea.

“Then I can’t just take it for free. How much is it?” Hilda asked.

Caius replied, “Not much—150,000.”

Little Swan was no silly mushroom. She could tell the dress wasn’t cheap, so she had to be honest.

“One hundred and…” Hilda froze.

She looked at the dress again. Her taste was sharp—she could see the exceptional craftsmanship and agreed it was worth the price. But the issue was… she didn’t have 150,000 on her right now.

Sure, her sword cost over 100,000, and she had spares and multiple sets of equally expensive light armor. But those were things she brought from home. She didn’t have much liquid gold at hand.

Her monthly living allowance was 100,000 gold.

If she needed more, she could ask her family. Even a million gold wouldn’t be a problem.

But she didn’t want that.

She had even told her family to stop sending her money—she could support herself through income generated by running Student Council projects.

However, Little Swan was just getting started. Right now, she had only managed to save up seventy to eighty thousand gold. She simply couldn’t afford the 150,000 price tag Caius just named.

Suddenly, she looked a little downcast, holding the dress in her arms and casting a reluctant look toward Caius.

Caius nearly burst out laughing.

He knew she was fiercely independent and didn’t want to rely on her family. Otherwise, 150,000 gold would be nothing.

So he smiled and said, “If you want it, you don’t have to pay.”

“No way!” Hilda responded instantly. She wasn’t the type to accept gifts like that, even from a friend.

But Caius waved his hand and said, “Hear me out.”

“You don’t have to pay, but there are conditions.”

“What kind of conditions?” Hilda asked quickly. She was genuinely worried he’d just give it to her without asking for anything—that would put him in the same category as all those annoying suitors who made decisions for her she never asked for.

“First, help me get into the ball. I’m quite interested in those merchants you mentioned,” Caius said.

“Second, help introduce me. You know what I do—I’m a mercenary. And the best partners for a mercenary are weapon dealers. I want introductions to those merchants who sell weapons or Magitech Devices.”

He stopped there.

Hilda mulled it over, then nodded. “That’s not a problem. When I submit the guest list, I can include you. You’re currently the Captain of the Security Squad, so it’s perfectly reasonable for you to attend as a guard. Of course, you’ll also be partially responsible for Student Council security.”

“And as for the second request, that’s also doable. I was already planning to help the Student Council secure sponsorships from Hydis. You can come with me—I’ll look for an opportunity to introduce you. The rest will depend on how you handle it.”

“Absolutely!” Caius nodded.

Then Hilda gave a cheeky smile. “So, does this dress belong to me now?”

“In your dreams. There’s a third condition,” Caius replied.

“Name it,” said Hilda.

“The third condition… You have to try it on for me first,” Caius said, speaking absolute nonsense with a perfectly serious expression.

“I can’t deconstruct the dress, but as long as I have a model, I’ll find inspiration. I truly believe the light armor I make will blend defense and beauty into one seamless piece!”

“Tch, just thinking about it is intoxicating…” Caius sighed wistfully, as if the real focus was the armor—not the person modeling it.

Hilda didn’t think twice. She nodded immediately. “No problem!”

She wasn’t some silly mushroom. Little Swan could hold her chin and neck high with elegance, displaying her beauty confidently and generously!

To her, Caius’s third condition didn’t feel like a condition at all.

“Is there a fourth condition?” Hilda asked.

Caius shook his head. “Nope, that’s all.”

Adding more would only raise suspicion—this was just right.

“Heehee, then I’m going to go change~” Hilda hummed cheerfully, hugging the dress as she skipped toward a room inside the office. Clearly, it was her usual resting place.

Caius stretched out comfortably on the sofa, crossing his legs and basking in the brilliance of his own mind.

How am I this damn smart…

But he hadn’t even finished his self-congratulation when he suddenly shivered. Turning his head, he noticed one of the windows had been left open. The temperature seemed to have dropped today.

“Little kitty, go close the window.”

“Okay, meow~!”

The window was soon shut, and the breeze was gone, but Caius still felt a chill creeping along his back.

It wasn’t even winter yet, and it was already this brisk. When winter actually arrived, people might freeze to death…

At the same time, on a high-rise building far away—

Mack was grinding his teeth so hard they crackled, a picture-perfect display of someone gnashing their teeth in fury.

“Well well well, two dresses in one day—you’re really something, Caius…”

“You bastard, you seriously deserve to die…”

“Just wait till tonight…”

“If I don’t break at least ten of your ribs, I swear I’ll blow myself up on the spot and drag you down with me!”

            

    
        Chapter 138

    
    
    
    
                After about ten minutes, the door finally opened.

Caius immediately looked up.

As that figure gracefully stepped out, bathed in the sunlight pouring through the large floor-to-ceiling windows, Caius felt as if he were witnessing an angel descending from the heavens.

If Belle was a fallen angel with broken wings in the mortal world, then the girl before him was a holy angel with golden wings, radiant and divine.

She wore a dazzling smile, tinged with a shy blush that outshone any rouge or powder. The cinched waistline of her dress accentuated her slender figure, her tall frame standing elegantly poised.

Her sky-blue eyes sparkled with amusement as she looked at him, lifting the hem of her dress ever so slightly and twirling lightly.

The ivory gown, adorned with gold and silver thread, blossomed like a flower as she spun, revealing her fair legs—only briefly, as the skirt fluttered to just above the knees before falling back into place, leaving one breathless.

“Well? How do I look?” Hilda asked with a hint of anticipation in her voice.

The dress wasn’t revealing, yet it showcased her graceful neckline and perfect collarbones. Her calves, visible below the hem, were flawless and elegantly shaped. On her feet were dainty sandals adorned with floral decorations.

At that moment, Caius maintained a neutral expression, but inside, he was screaming with all his might.

Beautiful!

Absolutely damn beautiful!

He had been slightly disappointed earlier when he didn’t get to see the “White Dress Silly Mushroom” look. But now, that regret was completely wiped away, replaced with a deep sense of satisfaction.

That 150,000 gold? Totally worth it!

Blood well spent!

But Caius knew—Little Swan was never short of compliments.

If he were to praise her, it couldn’t be now.

The kind of praise that would truly move her had to come from someone important—someone she cared about, someone she loved.

He wasn’t quite at that level yet. So...

“Hmm…” Caius rubbed his chin thoughtfully, putting on a contemplative expression.

Hilda blinked and looked down at the dress.

“Doesn’t look good?” she asked.

Caius nodded slightly. “It looks good, but…”

That “but” was the real kicker.

“But it feels like something’s missing…” Caius circled around her, stroking his chin, then added, “I think if the shoulders were designed this way, the pauldrons could be open-jointed for better mobility.”

“When the skirt flares while spinning, it might be effective to embed blades underneath, or at least sharpen the edges of the armored skirt plates. That way, it could act like a spinning blade—adds an extra offensive option.”

As he spoke seriously about the design, Hilda’s expression fell slightly, and she puffed her cheeks, pouting like a sulky kitten. “Hey! I’m asking if I look good in this dress!”

Caius replied absently, “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. Looks good, looks good.”

“And the waist armor plates should be layered to avoid restricting movement—”

Seeing how half-hearted his response was, Hilda’s pout deepened. She looked like a tiny, angry tiger cub.

“Hmph! If you’re going to act like this, I’m not taking you to the party!”

Caius paused, then instantly shifted his tone, as if just now realizing her stunning beauty. “Oh my god, is that... is that an angel standing before me?”

“How could someone look this beautiful? My goddess, my holy Maria, praise be to this world for letting me witness such splendor!”

Watching his exaggerated and theatrical performance, Hilda couldn’t help but burst into laughter, her earlier displeasure quickly melting away.

“Alright, alright! No one compliments like you do—it’s so corny!”

“Weren’t you the one who asked for a compliment?” Caius blinked innocently. “So... does that mean I get to go to the party now?”

Hilda puffed her cheeks again, playfully huffing, “Depends on how you behave.”

Caius immediately resumed his act. “Oh my heavens, is that an angel before me? Praise the hea—”

Hilda cut him off with a giggle. “Okay, okay! I’ll take you already!”

“Hehehe~”

Seeing Caius grinning from ear to ear, Hilda couldn’t help but feel amused and exasperated at the same time.

Then her eyes drifted back to her dress.

Everyone else had always showered her with admiration. Why was Caius being so indifferent—so playful?

He was even making her doubt her own looks...

But the proud Little Swan would never truly believe that. Her beauty wasn’t the issue—it had to be Caius.

He was doing it on purpose.

Yes, definitely on purpose!

Someday, she’d prove herself—make Caius praise her sincerely, willingly, without teasing.

As Hilda’s gaze suddenly grew intense, Caius raised an eyebrow.

What the hell’s with that look? Why does it remind me of when we were sparring?

That fiery look... full of challenge!

Still, Caius wasn’t bothered. He rather enjoyed teasing Little Swan.

It was far too much fun.

Now that the tea had been sipped and the dress gifted, Caius was getting ready to leave.

Though he felt reluctant, he knew he couldn’t stay too long.

He couldn’t be too enthusiastic either—he had to maintain that sense of mystery and anticipation. That way, Little Swan would gradually be lured into his trap and eventually become his “prey.”

So now Caius was racking his brain for an excuse to slip away.

Hilda, on the other hand, sat down beside him with ease, teasing the little kitten before turning to ask, “Do you have any missions lined up in the next few days?”

“What makes you ask that?” Caius responded.

“Well, if you do, maybe I could help,” Hilda offered sincerely. “After all, you helped me out again.”

“Friends should help each other,” Caius said with a smile.

“Then promise me you’ll let me know if you need any help,” she said earnestly.

What a good girl~ Caius thought with a hint of fondness, then nodded. “Don’t worry. When the time comes, I won’t hold back.”

“Alright, I’m heading out now. I’ve rested enough—time to get back to work. I probably won’t be in Hydis for a while.”

“Ah, really? You’ll be busy?” Hilda asked with a trace of reluctance in her voice.

She too had enjoyed the time spent with Caius—it had been relaxing and pleasant.

“Of course. I’m a mercenary. Plenty of people are lining up to hire me.”

“Besides, I’ve got to finish drafting your design tonight. Construction starts tomorrow.”

“So the next time I’ll be back will probably be for the party the evening after tomorrow.”

“I see…” Hilda nodded, then suddenly seemed to recall something. She quickly rushed over to her desk, rummaged through it, and came back with a small notebook, handing it to Caius.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“You said you couldn’t learn magic,” Hilda said with a smile. “I talked with Instructor Holan about your situation. She thinks the core issue is your magic power itself.”

“This is a compilation of my own notes on strengthening and manipulating magic. Maybe it’ll help you.”

“Maybe if you gain just a little more control over your magic, you’ll be able to do it.”

Caius burst out laughing as he accepted the notebook. “I really could use this. Thank you!”

Truthfully, he didn’t need it that badly—his magic control wasn’t any worse than Hilda’s—but this was her heartfelt gesture. Naturally, he had to accept it. And it showed she truly saw him as a friend, truly wanted to help.

“You’re welcome! Friends should help each other, right~” Hilda mimicked Caius’ earlier tone, purposely deepening her voice.

But her voice was naturally clear and melodious. Even with the forced deepness, it was still pleasant to hear.

Which made it impossible for her to hold back her laughter the moment she finished the sentence.

“I’ll also check in with Instructor Holan again later,” Hilda continued. “She specializes in magical research. If there's any project that might help you, I’ll make sure it gets approved and help coordinate academy resources for you.”

Caius felt a warm rush in his chest and nodded. “Thank you.”

“If you really want to thank me, then stop teasing me all the time,” Hilda said, lifting her chin.

Caius replied, “Then I guess I won’t thank you.”

Hilda: “…”

The once-quiet president’s office suddenly became lively.

The door burst open as Caius bolted out, Kiki in his hand, making a break for it. Behind him came Hilda’s voice—

“Caius!”

“Hahaha!” Caius laughed heartily, vanishing in the blink of an eye.

Hilda stared at the now-empty hallway, her small mouth pouting as she muttered under her breath.

“I wasn’t even going to hit him… why’d he run so fast…”

She shut the door, but the corners of her mouth curled upward unconsciously.

She held the hem of her skirt and glanced at it from the left… then the right.

The more she looked, the more she liked it.
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                Caius strolled out of the Student Council building, in an unusually good mood. Since he was already here, he figured he might as well check out the academy’s store.

The shops inside Hydis Academy were exclusively supplied by the academy itself—some of the items sold here couldn't be found anywhere else. As the captain of the Student Council Security Team, he had clearance to shop there.

Soon, he arrived at the East Gate shopping complex of Hydis Academy. “Complex” was a more fitting word than “store,” as it housed over a dozen shops—magic potion vendors, scroll shops, and stores selling all sorts of magical equipment.

There were even magic stones for sale.

Caius needed those. While he couldn't cast spells, he could channel magic power. Right now, magic stones were his only medium for magic release.

But after glancing at the prices, his excited expression collapsed.

Magic stones weren’t exactly cheap, though they were within his purchasing power. A Platinum-grade magic stone with embedded spells went for tens of thousands of gold coins.

Platinum-tier equipment also generally ranged from several tens of thousands of gold, with top-tier items—like the kind Hilda used—peaking just above one hundred thousand.

The catch was, academy magic stones couldn’t be bought with gold coins. They required academy contribution points.

You could convert contribution points into gold—ten gold coins per point—but not the other way around.

Depending on the spell engraved within, a Platinum-grade magic stone cost anywhere from 600 to 2,000 contribution points. That was roughly 30–40% cheaper than market prices.

But while contribution points could be turned into gold, the reverse wasn’t true. They could only be earned through academy-issued tasks.

As a member of the Student Council Guard, Caius could receive academy missions, but only passively—he wasn’t allowed to take them on proactively. Only field operatives had that privilege. This system was in place to prevent in-house personnel from abandoning their actual duties to grind missions all day.

Caius, having never taken on an academy task before, naturally had zero contribution points to his name.

On top of that, he hadn’t been fully integrated into the academy system yet. He’d need to officially become a field agent and be granted the academy insignia to get system access. His current badge was merely a position emblem—it didn't have the connection capability.

The real Hydis insignia looked like a badge on the surface but was, in truth, a miniaturized Magitech Device.

Through it, students could view academy maps, accept missions, send messages, and even communicate via magic power—though that only worked within academy grounds.

Because the insignia was a micro Magitech Device, it needed to connect with the academy’s central Magitech hub to unlock its full functionality. Once off campus, most features would be locked.

Still, Caius really wanted one.

In the end, he could only buy some potions that were available for gold. The rest—the contribution point items—would have to wait until he started taking academy tasks.

As he stepped out of the academy shopping complex, he saw a group of students walking toward him, laughing and chatting. The surrounding students quickly moved aside to give them space.

But the group came to a halt almost immediately—because leading them was none other than Fenton, the same guy Caius had beaten up earlier.

As soon as Fenton laid eyes on Caius, his expression turned grim.

Caius glanced at him, raised an eyebrow, and scoffed with disdain before continuing forward with his hands in his pockets.

Fenton’s forehead instantly popped with veins. He raised a hand, and his group quickly formed a human wall in front of Caius.

Caius sighed. This was exactly why he didn’t like hanging around these academy kids.

They’d never been properly chewed up by society. No experience, guts too big, and way too eager to follow the herd.

There were twelve of them. Did they really think numbers would make a difference?

Five Platinum grades and seven Golds. With a lineup like that, Caius didn’t even need to reach for his warhammer.

“What? Got your teeth fixed just to loosen them up again?” Caius stuck a cigarette between his lips. His little feline companion lit it for him.

Smoking was technically banned on campus—but rules were never really his thing.

Fenton’s face turned stormy, cold mist curling from his body.

“I’ll settle the score with you today,” he said in a low growl.

Caius clapped his hands and laughed. “Oh? I’m so scared~”

The crowd: “…”

Damn it, he’s asking for a beating…

“Boss…” one of the students looked to Fenton, whose clenched fists were trembling with anger. But in his eyes wasn’t just rage—there was wariness too.

“Need I remind you that fighting is banned on campus grounds unless it’s in the arena?” Caius said coolly.

“What, you scared now? Then let’s go to the arena!” snapped one of the hotheaded students.

Caius wasn’t wrong—Hydis Academy had strict rules. Unauthorized combat was harshly punished. Most students couldn’t afford the consequences.

Even though Fenton’s father was one of the school board directors, things worked differently here. Directors had limited power and couldn’t interfere with internal academy affairs.

The last time Fenton provoked Caius, he thought Caius wouldn’t dare strike back without authorization. But Caius didn’t play by the rules—he threw punches the moment things got tense. And afterward? Fenton didn’t even report it to the school. Why?

Because that would’ve been humiliating as hell.

Besides, it was clear that Hilda had Caius’s back. Fenton wouldn’t dare oppose her directly.

“The arena’s boring,” Caius exhaled a puff of smoke. “Don’t feel like it.”

“What, scared now?” the same student jeered.

Caius let out a low chuckle and slowly stepped forward, standing face to face with his opponent.

"What I mean is—fighting in the school arena is pointless if no one dies."

"I recall there's an arena in Grilla City, isn't there?"

"That place doesn’t have any protection mechanisms."

"Let’s go there. Sign a life-and-death contract. We’ll fight a deathmatch."

"No rules. Blades, spears, swords, axes—use whatever you want. Magic? Go ahead. Hell, you can all come at me together. And then..." Caius leaned in, his face drawing close, a sinister grin curling on his lips.

"Live or die, it doesn't matter."

"So? How about it?"

Everyone's expressions changed instantly—the look in their eyes was as if they were staring at a madman.

A deathmatch over a few words?!

That kind of menace wasn't something these pampered academy flowers could handle. Even though they had the numbers, they couldn’t help but take a step back.

The student who had just been shouting about settling it in the arena was now red in the face, completely speechless.

"What? Scared?" Caius grinned as he straightened up, towering over the group of students.

"If you're scared, then scram."

"Bunch of cowards."

"Arena, was it?"

"I'll kill you there all the same. If you've got the guts, just say the word."

"Well?" Caius swept his gaze across the crowd. Every student his eyes passed over immediately looked away, none daring to meet his stare.

"Come on, say it!" Caius's voice rose sharply.

Even Fenton took a step back this time.

"Tch!" Caius sneered, utterly disdainful, and strode forward. The students in his path scrambled aside.

"A piece of advice: students at this Academy should stick to studying. Don't try to cross someone like me—a veteran mercenary who won’t even blink when taking a life."

"Unless your family can protect you every single second of every single day."

"Otherwise..." Caius tilted his head slightly.

"You might not even know how you died."

"I kill and disappear. Even if your family finds someone to avenge you, it won't bring your life back."

"Think about whether it's really worth it."

With that, he shoved his hands into his pockets and walked away, leaving behind a group of students clenching their fists in silence.

"Boss..." one of them looked toward Fenton, only to find him gritting his teeth, silent for a long moment, before his whole demeanor seemed to deflate.

He stared at his hands, Caius's words echoing in his mind.

It was true... that man wouldn’t hesitate to kill.

He had a bright future ahead—was it really worth going against someone like that?

Sure, maybe his father could hire someone to take Caius out. But what if they failed?

Would he then have to live the rest of his life in fear, always looking over his shoulder?

For the first time, he began to question whether this was all truly worth it.
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                Caius had no idea that his offhand remarks would actually lead a spoiled, arrogant rich brat to a sudden moment of clarity.

All he wanted was less trouble. He simply didn’t have the time to play games with these snot-nosed kids.

Activating the Teleportation Magic Array Plate, he returned to Ocean City.

It was already evening.

Caius had several things to prepare.

First, the sword for Little Swan.Second, the business event scheduled for the day after tomorrow.
Third, the official issuance of the external placement slots from Hydis Magic Academy three days later.

The first task was more urgent—he had to get it done within a few days. He didn’t want to keep Little Swan waiting.

And that light armor he mentioned before? He wasn’t just talking big.

Caius knew the crisis at the Bloody Lands was only a matter of time. If the forces of Grilla City and the surrounding areas could contain it, great. If not, then a brutal war was inevitable.

So, it was time to gear up.

Little Swan’s gear, the Catgirl’s gear, and his own—he needed to start work on all of it.

He had the materials. He could forge them all together when the time came.

As for the business event two days from now—he’d play it by ear.

The placement slots being officially issued three days from now? That was already settled.

His own slot was secured.

The Catgirl’s slot would be handled by Yvlan. Most likely, there wouldn’t be any issues. But if something unexpected did happen, he’d deal with it then.

Still, the formal issuance meant that he would officially become a member of Hydis Magic Academy.

That called for a bit of ceremony.

What kind of ceremony?

Caius figured, at the very least, it should involve a candlelit dinner with his beautiful Instructor.

He’d been looking forward to that candlelit dinner for a long time now.

He’d find a chance to get closer to Instructor Holan.
Who knows? Maybe after dinner, something even more delightful would happen.

Heh heh~

Afterward, Caius took the Catgirl to visit the Orphanage. The old building had already been torn down. Calling it a renovation would be generous—it was more like a complete rebuild.

Grandma Lunla and the little girls were living in a rented house for now. Thanks to Caius, their meals had greatly improved. It was visibly obvious: the girls looked much healthier than they did when he first met them.

Caius told Grandma Lunla that Belle was doing well at school. She smiled, visibly relieved.

After chatting for a while, Caius and the Catgirl said their goodbyes and returned to Hailan No. 11.

As soon as he stepped in, Yvlan didn’t even need Caius to say a word—she was already preparing a loving dinner for him. The mercenaries looked on with envy, teasing and making suggestive comments.

Yvlan blushed, brandishing her frying pan in mock anger. The grown men yelped and scrambled away, ducking and dodging in a chaotic mess. The whole Mercenary Tavern turned into a scene of utter mayhem.

Caius laughed heartily, eating his delicious dinner while enjoying the lively atmosphere. He liked this kind of environment.

After the meal, Caius planned to return to his room and start drafting the design for Little Swan’s rapier.

With his exceptional control over his muscular strength, drawing was child’s play. He already had the design in mind—it would only take minutes.

But just as he was about to head back, Yvlan stopped him.

Caius thought the Boss Lady might finally be bold enough to make a move on him tonight—but instead, she pulled out a task sheet.

Caius raised a brow and took the paper.

Yvlan said, “That mysterious client came by again. Just like last time, they insisted it had to be you. Will you take it?”

Caius’s expression turned a bit strange.

Well, damn. Got addicted to getting beaten, huh?

Still, it worked out. He’d just bought a skirt, and his pockets were running dry again.

So he smiled and nodded. “Of course I’ll take it. Probably still not satisfied from last time and wants another round.”

“You sure it’s okay?” Yvlan looked a bit worried.

“Relax.” Caius gave a confident nod.

He told the Catgirl to go rest, then headed out again toward the redfruit grove.

Before long, he arrived.

This time, the man in black didn’t keep him waiting. Caius had just gotten there when the figure appeared before him.

Caius immediately grinned. “Uncle Mack, we meet again~”

“Same deal this time? Three hundred thousand, including healing?”

Uncle Mack didn’t reply. With a wave of his hand, a pile of money appeared in front of Caius.

Caius’s eyes lit up. Prepayment before the beating today? Not bad~

He cheerfully stashed bag after bag of coin into his Spatial Ring.

But as he kept counting, his smile gradually stiffened.

“Uncle Mack… It’s supposed to be three hundred thousand… Why are you giving me five hundred thousand?”

Mack sneered coldly, his voice tinged with frost. “No special reason. I might just hit a bit harder this time.”

Caius: “…”

“Just saying up front, don’t hit the face—Whoa, crap!”

BOOM!!!

This time, Caius flew back several hundred meters. His chest throbbed with pain, and the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth as he spat it out.

At least two ribs were broken from that hit!

Caius struggled to his feet, only to find Mack looming before him. A brutal knee to the gut sent him doubling over, his dinner threatening to make a reappearance.

What followed was a brutal beating—blow after blow that left Caius completely defenseless.

And though Mack had clearly promised not to hit his face, whether intentional or not, strikes still found their way there every now and then.

Caius burned with frustration. He wanted to fight back, but to someone like Mack, his retaliation was barely worth noticing.

It wasn’t a matter of lacking technique—it was a complete domination in raw power.

The gap between them was simply too vast. Caius's counterattacks were feeble and short-lived. All he could do was endure and try to protect himself as best he could.

He could sense a kind of fury in Mack’s attacks, as if he were venting some deep-seated resentment.

Caius couldn’t help but wonder—had Mack gotten into trouble somewhere and was now taking it out on him?

What the hell was this situation?

Still, for five hundred thousand, Caius endured.

There was no killing intent, after all. Mack wasn’t going to actually beat him to death.

That night was especially difficult for Caius.

By the time the sky began to lighten, his entire body was battered and bruised.

An average person would’ve died from such a beating.

But Caius’s physicality was anything but average—he could still hang on.

Last time, he'd at least been able to get up and move around afterward. This time, all he could do was lie there.

Who knew how many bones had broken?

His ribs alone felt like at least ten of them were fractured. Every movement sent waves of pain through him.

“You’re one tough bastard, aren’t you?” Mack squatted down beside him, a smirk playing at the corner of his lips under his hood.

Damn, it felt so good to beat this kid!

So tough—it gave every punch a satisfying impact. Each strike landed with full resistance—it was addictive!

He wasn’t allowed to interfere with the young miss’s training or act without reason, but venting a bit on this kid every now and then? That wasn’t so bad~

Mack felt like he’d discovered a new hobby.

“Cough, cough… That’s because… I’m the best damn…” Caius managed to grin, spitting out two more mouthfuls of blood.

“...punching bag in all of Ocean City.”

Mack looked at him, a trace of admiration in his eyes.

Still joking in a state like this? Damn impressive.

“You’ve got an exceptional body,” Mack said, reaching out to squeeze Caius’s muscles, making him wince and grimace in pain.

“I’ve seen very few people in your rank with a physical build like yours.”

“This kind of body could compare to a juvenile dragon.”

Mack added that last part thoughtfully.

Caius's eyes lit up. “So… you’re saying I could take on a juvenile dragon?”

“You could,” Mack nodded, affirming his words. “But it’d likely end in mutual destruction.”

“What if… I could use Magic?” Caius asked, gritting through the pain.

Mack fell silent.

He had just remembered—Caius wanted to learn Magic.

Hilda was in Hydis, so naturally, Caius would be there too. And everything that happened to him within Hydis was visible to Mack.

Caius had such an impressive body already—if he could also wield Magic, he really might be unbeatable among his peers.

This kid had real potential.

In terms of raw talent, he might even surpass the young miss.

The pity was… he had no background strong enough to support that talent.

Whether his gifts would ever be fully realized—or be cut short before they bloomed—remained to be seen.

Thinking that, Mack stood up and tossed a vial of top-grade healing potion to Caius.

“Magic is a great thing,” Mack said. “But chasing it too obsessively can lead to losing yourself.”

“Just because you master Magic doesn’t mean you’ll be stronger than the you who relies on physicality alone.”

“And if I don’t lose myself?” Caius asked.

“Heh. No use talking about it now. Learn to wield it first,” Mack replied, turning away without another word.

But just before he left, Caius noticed him flick a finger.

A single gold coin fell and landed beside him.

Caius slowly raised his arm and downed the top-grade healing potion.

The effects were indeed excellent. Even with injuries this severe, he was able to move again shortly afterward. But the damage had been too much this time—one potion could only bring him to about 70-80% recovery. His newly mended bones still ached with every breath.

It would probably take another two days of rest to fully recover.

The good news? His magic condensation had reached 20%—a six percent jump.

If he got beaten like this every night, he could probably break through in just over half a month.

Of course, that was unlikely. It cost 300 to 500 thousand per session—who had that kind of money to burn every day just to beat him up?

Then he picked up the gold coin.

He noticed it was different from normal ones.

Typical gold coins were [Hepos Coins], issued by the Hepos Empire, stamped with its insignia.

But this one bore the image of a sword, and on the reverse side, a majestic estate.

What kind of coin was this?

Caius was a bit puzzled, but he knew Uncle Mack wouldn't have left it behind for no reason. So, he carefully stored it away, separating it from the other gold coins.

Then he gritted his teeth, sucked in a sharp breath, and stretched his aching body before heading in the direction of Ocean City.

“Ugh, my chest…”

“Why the hell did that old bastard go for my chest specifically…”

“Pretty sure he cracked half my ribs…”

“Don’t tell me he’s jealous my pecs are bigger…”

“Damn… this cursed charm of mine…”
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                7:00 PM, back at Hailan No. 11.

Yvlan was resting. When she heard the door open, she lifted her head and opened her eyes—only to see Caius entering.

This time, however, there were still some faint bruises on his face.

He had originally been beaten black and blue, but the potion had healed most of it—about seventy to eighty percent. A few traces of bruising remained.

Yvlan looked at him with a touch of concern.

But Caius simply grinned, utterly unfazed. “That guy was pretty ruthless today, I’ll give him that. But he still didn’t manage to beat me.”

“Maybe… you shouldn’t take on these jobs next time,” Yvlan said softly, reaching out to gently touch his face.

Caius leaned into her touch, rubbing his cheek against her palm. “Why not make some money while I’m at it? My hands have been itching for action anyway. Don’t worry, it’s nothing serious.”

“As long as there’s a loving breakfast waiting, I could take down two more like him!”

Yvlan finally smiled at his confident demeanor, casting him a sultry glance. “Just wait.”

Moments later, breakfast was served, brimming with warmth and care. Caius happily dug in.

While eating, he speared a piece of beef and held it up to Yvlan’s lips.

She glanced around—the other mercenaries were still asleep. Then she parted her lips slightly.

This time, Caius didn’t play any tricks. The juicy, flavorful beef burst in her mouth, and a smile slowly formed on Yvlan’s face.

“Are you taking a job today? There are a few big ones,” she asked.

“Not for now. I’ve got something of my own to do next. I’ll take more work once I’m free again,” Caius replied.

Yvlan nodded, not pressing him further.

After finishing his meal, Caius went upstairs to rest.

He needed a proper sleep to recover. Then, in the afternoon, he’d start forging.

As for the blueprint… he’d skip it for now. It was all in his head anyway.

Entering the room, Caius spotted Kiki sleeping soundly and cutely.

After taking a shower, he climbed into bed and naturally pulled Kiki into his arms.

The little Catgirl was already awake, but she didn’t open her eyes. Instead, she nestled deeper into Caius’s embrace.

He kissed the corner of her lips, then lowered his head to nuzzle her cheek.

“Little Kitty, I’m injured.”

“Huh?” Kiki’s eyes shot open, full of concern. She looked at Caius worriedly.
“Does it hurt, meow?”

“It hurts. Hurts so bad I almost cried,” Caius said, wrapping his arms around Kiki’s slender waist like a child seeking comfort.

“I need some comfort right now.”

Upon hearing this, Kiki immediately hugged his head, her small hands gently caressing his hair.

Now it was Caius lying in Kiki’s embrace.

But because of their size difference, only his head fit in her arms.

“Is this better, meow?” Kiki asked softly.

“Better. But if you kiss me a few times, I’ll heal faster,” Caius grinned.

Kiki immediately leaned down and kissed him on the lips.

“How about now, meow?”

“One more.”

“Mua~”

“How about now, meow?”

“Still a bit more.”

“Mua~ Mua~”

“Hehe, much better. Thanks.” Caius snuggled against her belly, making the little Catgirl giggle uncontrollably.

But as she laughed, she noticed Caius had already closed his eyes and was snoring softly.

He had fallen asleep.

Kiki gazed at him, her eyes soft. Her small hand gently brushed through his hair, her touch slow and delicate.

As long as her big guy needed her, this little Catgirl would give him everything she could.

Because she really, really liked him.

The big guy who had saved her—twice.

…

When Caius opened his eyes again, it was already 4:00 PM.

This nap had been longer than usual.

As he woke, he felt a slight tickle on his face. Turning his head, he saw Kiki dabbing something on his cheek with a cotton swab.

Caius blinked. “What’s that?”

“Medicine, meow~” Kiki said. “The Boss Lady heard you were hurt, so she gave me this ointment. I’m putting it on for you, meow~”

Caius touched his face. It felt cool and refreshing—not bad at all.

“Feeling better, meow?” Kiki asked.

“Yeah, a bit,” Caius replied with a smile.

Whether it was the medicine or her gentle care, Caius suddenly felt like staying in bed a little longer.

So he said, “This pillow’s a bit low… can I lie on your lap?”

Kiki’s eyes lit up. She quickly took off her shoes, knelt on the bed, and patted her thighs. “Come on up, meow!”

Caius laid down with a look of utter contentment.

“Am I heavy?” he asked.

“Nope! I’ve been training, meow~” Kiki said, lifting her arms as if to show off muscles that were barely there.

Caius burst into laughter, then gazed at her little face.

“Little Kitty, it’s really good to have you around.”

Kiki beamed sweetly. “Really, meow?”

“Mhm.” Caius nodded.

Perhaps the little catgirl couldn’t help much in battle.

But truthfully, in both his past and current life, he never really needed help in combat. He was used to fighting alone.

What he truly needed was something else—this lap pillow offered without hesitation, someone there when he woke up, someone to dress his wounds.

He had seen war. He had faced death.

And because of that, he longed for the gentleness of the world—something to soothe the heart that had been cloaked in gunpowder smoke.

Without it, he feared he’d become a cold-blooded monster.

In his past life, he drowned himself in cigarettes, liquor, and the deafening chaos of wasteland bars.

But in this life, he had a little catgirl. Those vices were no longer necessities.

It was thanks to her that he could maintain a healthy state of mind. Her presence was invaluable.

Maybe it was this sense of calm, maybe it was the peace of this moment that moved him.

He gently raised his hand.

The little catgirl immediately hugged his face, leaning down so his hand could cup her soft cheeks.

“One day, you’ve got to give me a litter of kittens,” he said with a grin.

Kiki’s ears perked straight up, her tail swished behind her, and her cheeks turned bright red. But instead of turning away in embarrassment, she smiled back at him.

“I will, meow!”

The Catfolk were simple in their emotions.

She didn’t understand Caius’s interactions with the Boss Lady or the teasing with the beautiful instructor.

But this—this line from Caius—she understood perfectly.

It was the most beautiful love confession she had ever heard.

Her heart was racing, and she couldn’t hold back. She leaned down, her lithe waist allowing her to reach Caius as he lay with his head in her lap, and kissed his lips.

“Big guy, I really like you, meow~”

“I like you too.”

“Heehee, big guy~ big guy~” Kiki giggled, hugging his face, rubbing her cheek against him. Even her tail curled forward, wrapping around Caius’s pinky finger.

Caius looked at her and smiled, then sat up and opened his arms. Kiki leapt into them instantly, snuggling close as he held her.

Caius leaned back against the headboard, holding his little cat tightly, his large hand gently caressing her waist.

Such a slender waist—he couldn’t get enough of it.

“Little cat.”

“What is it, meow?”

“Could you accept… that I might love others too?” Caius asked.

He knew he wasn’t the faithful type. So he wanted to hear her answer.

“Will big guy still love me?” Kiki asked softly.

“I will!” Caius nodded firmly.

“Then it’s okay, meow~” Kiki smiled sweetly. “We Catfolk can have many wives too, meow.”

“The more capable a man is, the more wives he can have. I have three mamas, meow~”

In that moment, Caius felt a wave of emotion surge through him.

The one in his arms—she was an angel.

An angel with cat ears.
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                After lingering in bed for a while, Caius got up and went straight to work.

He brought Kiki along to Oern’s Smithy and pulled out the refined block of Astralite he’d prepared earlier. With practiced movements, he began forging the blade.

As the hammer struck again and again, the thick and heavy Astralite block gradually elongated, narrowing into the rough shape of a sword.

"That hammer technique... it's got about eighty percent of Tobias' flair," Oern commented, nodding approvingly from the side.

Without that special forging method—striking Astralite at a precise rhythm—it wouldn’t deform so easily.

"And the other twenty percent?" Caius asked, hammering away with sweat pouring down his face.

"If you could forge while drinking, then you'd have the full hundred percent," Oern replied dryly.

Caius burst into laughter.

He wasn’t a drunkard, not really. Sure, he enjoyed a drink now and then, but he didn’t carry a flask everywhere he went.

Still, he couldn’t help but remember how old man Tobias used to forge—hammer in one hand, wine jug in the other, sometimes even spitting a mouthful of booze onto the red-hot metal. It was partly to cool the steel, and partly... to savor the scent of alcohol.

Time ticked by. By the time eight o’clock rolled around that night, Caius had finally completed the blade blank.

It was only a finger-width across, and along its surface were distinct feather-like patterns—the result of his folded forging technique and precise hammerwork. Later, he planned to grind blood grooves along those same patterns, letting them blend seamlessly into the blade. It would be both beautiful and functional, like veins of a feather etched into metal.

Next came the fine grinding.

But Caius didn’t start immediately. Instead, he placed the blade blank into a long trough filled with various spirit-infused ores.

These ores radiated magic energy of all elements, which the Astralite blade would absorb—a special property of Astralite. It could take in magical power and, depending on the type it absorbed, unleash elemental wave slashes in kind.

If forged into a shield, the elemental shock released on impact would follow the same principle.

At this stage, the blade blank hadn’t fully cooled yet. Letting it rest in the elemental ore mix for a few hours would enhance its resistance to elemental attacks.

Three hours would be enough to reach optimal absorption.

Once fully infused, the Astralite would display a beautiful metallic sheen—its usual silver-grey luster subtly interwoven with other elemental hues. When magic flowed through it, the sword would shine with the mesmerizing brilliance of a starfield.

That, in fact, was where the name “Astralite” came from.

While the blade absorbed elemental power, Caius started working on the crossguard.

Unlike the blade, the guard didn’t require flexibility—just sheer hardness to protect the wielder’s hands.

For this, Caius chose Dragonfang Adamantine, a rare and expensive material—slightly pricier than Astralite. Its hardness rivaled that of dragon teeth, and it offered excellent magical conductivity.

Forging it was no easy task.

Especially since he planned to sculpt it into the shape of angelic wings wrapping protectively around the hilt. Caius estimated that even without rest, it would take him more than twenty hours to finish this sword for Little Swan.

And so, a quiet, repetitive grind began.

Through the night, Caius worked nonstop—hammering, sculpting, polishing—until morning came. Then, he went to the nearby Iron Tavern with his little feline companion for breakfast, chatted idly with Raymond and the others for half an hour, and returned to repeat the same process all over again...

Hammer. Sculpt. Polish.

By afternoon, Caius found himself standing in front of a breathtakingly beautiful sword, momentarily stunned.

He couldn’t help but wonder—Did I really make this?

It was just too stunning. Even Oern couldn’t hold back.

“Say... this sword, can I...?”

“Nope,” Caius interrupted immediately.

“You brat,” Oern scowled. “You’re using my tools, can’t we at least negotiate?”

“Nothing to negotiate,” Caius said shamelessly. “This is for my wife!”

Oern’s eye twitched. He turned away with a snort. “Forget it. It’s a woman’s sword anyway. Like hell I’d want it.”

“Heh, next time I’ll make one just for you,” Caius offered with a grin. “A real man’s sword.”

“Don’t need it. I can make my own,” Oern grumbled, waving a hand dismissively.

But the truth was, he did want that sword. Not just because it was beautiful and practical—an absolute masterpiece—but because... in that sword, he saw echoes of Tobias.

Every artisan had their own unique style. And Caius’ work... bore an uncanny resemblance to Tobias’.

Maybe they were simply the same kind of people.

That was why he wanted to keep the sword—a way to commemorate an old friend and honor the one who would carry on their legacy.

“If you’re done, then scram. You’ve hogged my workbench all day. Now I’ve gotta pull overtime because of you.”

Caius chuckled awkwardly, thanked him, and slipped away with Kiki in his arms, still holding the sword.

This session of high-intensity forging had increased his magic sedimentation rate by two percent, bringing it to twenty-two percent.

It was already afternoon. The commercial gala would begin in the evening, and after dinner, Caius had to head to Hydis Academy to meet up with Little Swan.

Instead of going to the Tavern, Caius went to the Orphanage—he hadn’t visited in two days, after all.

When he arrived, Grandma Lunla happened to be preparing dinner, so Caius and Kiki stayed to eat with them.

After the meal, just as Caius was about to take his leave, little Tina came running over holding two letters.

“Big guy! You've got mail!”

Caius was momentarily surprised. He took the letters and smiled—it was from Belle.

Looks like the girl had actually taken his words to heart.

The letters hadn’t been opened. Caius opened them directly while Kiki and a bunch of little girls clung to his broad back and arms.

“Big guy, what did Sis write?” Tina asked curiously. She only recognized a few characters and couldn’t read the letter.

Caius cleared his throat and began to read aloud.



[Belle:]This morning I had egg pancakes, corn chicken soup, and a fish fillet.
For lunch, I had egg and tomato stew, steak, and potatoes.For dinner, I had potato salad and a lemon chicken thigh.
This is a healthy diet recommended by Instructor Holan.
Is this okay?



After reading it aloud, Caius’s expression turned a little strange. He glanced at the little girls around him and saw them biting their fingers, clearly tempted by the description.

Despite having just eaten, these little gluttons were already feeling hungry again.

Caius couldn’t help but laugh. Belle probably hadn’t known what to write, so she simply listed her meals for the day. It was evident she was trying hard and being quite cautious about it.

The second letter was similar—another list of meals for the day.

But it included more content this time.



[Belle:]The Student Council President has approved access to the newest type of magitech device for magic power research. She’s a good person.
With these advanced instruments, we’ll be able to study your magic power in much greater depth.

Then, the handwriting changed.

Hehe, you’d better thank us, big guy. With two geniuses helping you, you’ll be learning magic in no time!



It was obvious this part was written by Instructor Holan. Belle would never say something like that.

So Caius asked for paper and a pen and wrote a reply on the spot.



[Caius:]That’s great news. I’ll officially become an external operative tomorrow. Let’s celebrate together—I’ll treat you both to a feast!
And that healthy diet plan is looking good. Keep it up.
Also, Instructor Holan, could you stop hijacking silly mushroom’s letters? If you want to write to me, send your own, okay?~



After finishing the letter, Caius slipped it into the folded envelope and handed it to the little catgirl, asking her to take it to the mail bureau.

Catfolk efficiency was always reliable—she was back in no time.

Soon, the letters would be delivered to Hydis Academy via the bureau’s miniature teleportation magic circle. They would receive them tonight.
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                Leaving the Orphanage behind, Caius brought Kiki to Hydis Academy.

It was already nearing evening. Many students at the Academy were out for a walk after dinner, while others were organizing various magic-related activities on the training grounds. Magic light flared repeatedly across the field, and Caius looked on with envy gleaming in his eyes.

Kiki, perched on his shoulder, noticed his gaze and stretched out her tiny paw. A swirling ball of wind coalesced in her palm.

“Big guy, look—meow~”

Caius turned to look, pleasantly surprised. “That’s a Gold-tier wind spell, right? You mastered it?”

“Yes, meow!” Kiki beamed with delight.

Earlier, Caius had given her the magic book he obtained from a mage of the Seth Chamber of Commerce. The book contained Gold- and Platinum-tier spells. Caius had assumed that Kiki wouldn’t be able to learn any of them until she reached Gold rank herself.

Yet here she was, still at Silver tier, already casting Gold-tier magic.

It seemed Kiki's talent in wind magic was truly exceptional.

Then, she pressed her paw gently on Caius's shoulder, and a soft green glow enveloped him. Instantly, his body felt lighter—almost weightless.

With a slight push, Caius leapt into the air—soaring over ten meters effortlessly. If he exerted himself fully, he could probably jump over a hundred meters!

Even when descending, he felt like he was gliding through the air, drifting down gently and steadily.

“This is amazing!” Caius exclaimed with excitement.

“That’s Windweave, meow!” Kiki grinned. “I’m working on Zephyr Wings now. Once I hit Gold tier, I’ll definitely learn it—meow!”

“Then I’ll be able to take big guy flying—meow!”

Caius couldn’t help but laugh with joy, affectionately ruffling the little Catgirl’s hair.

“I just love you so much.”

“Heehee~” Kiki nuzzled into Caius’s large hand, purring contentedly.

The man and the Catgirl then crossed the training grounds and made their way to the Student Council building to find Hilda.

But Hilda wasn’t in.

She had, however, left a message with the council members, asking Caius to meet her at 8 o’clock at the entrance to East Street of Grilla City’s Grand Plaza.

Caius didn’t think much of it and began strolling with Kiki toward the meeting point.

It was a little after 7:30. Walking there would get them there right on time.

Meanwhile, at the east main gate of Grilla City—

A stunning figure stood beside the gate, her radiant beauty and elegant long dress drawing admiring glances from every passerby. Even the gate guards found it hard to avert their eyes.

Several people considered approaching her to strike up conversation, but the sight of the elite knights from Grilla City standing behind her quickly killed any such thoughts. The presence of a unit from Hydis Academy’s elite guard further discouraged any boldness.

Grilla City’s elite knights weren’t forces that just anyone could mobilize.

And the Hydis Academy guard detachment—every one of them was Gold-tier, standing tall and proud, with a commanding presence.

Together, the two forces numbered over a hundred people. The sheer aura they exuded made it so not a single bystander dared approach within ten meters.

That beautiful girl, of course, was none other than our lovely Little Swan.

But at the moment, she wore an expression of helplessness. Turning to a woman in knight armor behind her, she said, “Aunt Raylor, I’m just waiting for a friend. There’s really no need to make such a big fuss.”

But the middle-aged woman named Raylor shook her head and replied, “The City Lord gave direct orders. If you are to appear in any important venue, your safety must be thoroughly secured.”

“Please don’t refuse.”

Hearing this, Hilda pouted and glanced over at the Hydis Academy guards.

“Then why are you here too?”

The leading man, a handsome figure, smiled and said, “Same as the Grilla knights. We’re here to ensure your safety.”

“I don’t need your protection. And doing this… it’s scaring the locals.” Hilda’s displeasure was evident.

“President, whether for Hydis or for Grilla City, your importance is beyond question. In fact, we worry this level of protection is still too little. Please, don’t turn us away.”

Hilda: “…”

Why are they all like this?!

All she wanted was to quietly wait for her friend, maybe go for a walk and do a little shopping before the evening event began.

Now that was all ruined—thanks to this over-the-top escort.

Still, she knew they meant well. With a sigh, she stopped arguing.

After a few more minutes, a beautiful carriage pulled up.

Hilda’s eyes lit up. She waved cheerfully.

The carriage came to a halt, and a girl in an elegant evening gown stepped out gracefully.

The girl was quite beautiful—though not as stunning as Hilda, she still scored around 85 by Caius’s rating system.

The key difference was that she had an exceptional sense of style. Her makeup was meticulously done, and the flowing dress she wore matched her vibe perfectly. That alone could earn her an extra five points, pushing her score to a solid 90.

Anyone who scored over 90 was considered a rare beauty.

When the girl spotted Hilda, she immediately lit up with a bright smile. Lifting her dress slightly, she trotted over, and the two girls clasped hands as they met.

“Britney!” Hilda beamed with joy.

“Hilda, it’s only been a year and you’ve gotten even prettier. I’m seriously starting to get jealous~” Britney said, holding Hilda’s hand affectionately, her eyes full of warmth and fondness.

As for the entourage of guards behind Hilda, Britney acted as if she didn’t even see them.

The truth was, Hilda was always the center of attention wherever she went. She shone like the moon among stars and never lacked admirers. Britney had grown used to it.

Hilda had earned that spotlight—and Britney was genuinely happy for her.

But then, Britney’s gaze locked onto Hilda’s dress, and a spark of delight flashed in her eyes.

Hilda affectionately wrapped her arm around Britney’s. “Come on, let’s head to the... the business gala.”

“Mhm.” Britney nodded with a graceful smile, exuding the refined charm of a wealthy young lady.

The two girls walked at the front, followed by a large procession.

Now, with the addition of Britney’s own guard unit, their entourage had grown even more massive.

Both girls looked slightly helpless at the scene.

“Keep your distance! Give Hilda and me some space, thanks!” Britney turned and snapped at the guards, her tone fiery and direct.

Hilda chuckled but also nodded in agreement. “You all go patrol the inner city route. It’s safe here—no need to crowd the street and block others.”

Indeed, with nearly two hundred guards, they were taking up nearly half of the wide main avenue.

Upon hearing this, the guards had no choice but to disperse, leaving just a small team to follow discreetly behind the girls while the rest reluctantly split off to patrol elsewhere.

“What a bunch of tagalongs,” Britney muttered, pouting slightly.

“Don’t say that. They’re just doing their duty,” Hilda said with a soft smile.

“You always think the best of people. But come on, what they think and what they do aren’t always the same.”

“Still,” Hilda replied, “isn’t what they do more important than what they think?”

Britney was momentarily speechless, then laughed and gently pinched Hilda’s cheek. “Okay, okay, I can’t argue with that.”

“Hehe~” Hilda squirmed slightly, tickled by the gesture.

“Oh, by the way, where did you get that dress?” Britney suddenly asked.

“A good friend gave it to me.” Hilda spun around with a twirl of her skirt, her eyes sparkling. “What do you think? Pretty, right?”

Britney burst out laughing. “Of course it’s pretty—I made it!”

“Huh?” Now it was Hilda’s turn to be stunned. She grabbed Britney’s arm eagerly. “You made this dress?”

“Mhm! Look at the pleats—the three folded layers here.”

Hilda looked down and noticed the elegant pattern hidden in the folds. Her lips parted in surprise as she read the delicate stitching. “Bri...t...ney?!”

“Impressed? That’s my personal anti-counterfeit stitchwork,” Britney said proudly.

“Remember? I told you before I was going to open my own clothing store—share my designs across the continent!”

“Well, my dream is now... off to a strong start!”

“I’ve already opened four stores, all under my own name!”

“And the one you’re wearing is one of my signature pieces!”

“That’s amazing!” Hilda exclaimed, genuinely thrilled for her friend who was living her dream.

Britney rested her chin thoughtfully on her hand. “I have a store in Ocean City. Two of my best designs were meant to be the centerpieces of the collection.”

“But get this—right after they arrived, someone bought both on the very first day.”

“They’re part of the same series.”

“One’s called Nimbus Gown, and the other Rosy Dawn. The one you’re wearing is Rosy Dawn.”

“From what I heard, the same customer bought both. And apparently... it was a man. A big guy, according to the store manager.”

“Young lady, be honest—do you have a boyfriend now?”

            

    
        Chapter 144

    
    
    
    
                Hilda looked at Britney, her lips slightly parted in surprise—it was quite the coincidence.

But she quickly composed herself and laughed openly. “Of course not! But he is a friend of mine. This dress? He gave it to me.”

“Oh, you little rascal!” Britney tugged at Hilda’s cheeks with mock anger. “He’s buying you dresses and you’re telling me he’s not your boyfriend?!”

Only close friends could joke and act this familiarly.

Hilda giggled. “Seriously, he’s not! He’s a mercenary—and a blacksmith too. He bought the dress as a reference to craft women’s light armor.”

Britney eyed her suspiciously. “Really? And what about the other dress?”

“I have no idea about that one,” Hilda said, then paused to think. “Maybe he kept it to dismantle... for armor-making, I guess?”

“WHAT?!” Britney gasped. “He’s going to tear apart my dress?!”

“Where is he? Let me teach him a lesson!”

With that, Britney puffed up like a storm cloud, ready to charge off and confront Caius.

Hilda quickly grabbed her arm. “He probably did it to prepare for the Bloody Lands.”

“The Bloody Lands?” Britney blinked.

So Hilda gave her a quick summary of the situation.

“That’s why he’s rushing to make equipment. In a place like that, good gear could mean a second life. You understand, right, Sister Britney?”

Seeing the hope in Hilda’s eyes, Britney let out a long sigh and eventually smiled. “All right, if that’s the case, I’ll forgive him.”

“Besides, he did save your life. I’m not about to throw a tantrum at him. He already paid for the dress anyway.”

“Hehe, thank you, Britney~” Hilda beamed with delight.

Britney raised a brow at her.

A male friend... Hilda had never had one of those. After all, every man who tried to get close to her only had one thing in mind.

Despite her kindness, Hilda was clever—she always kept those types at arm’s length. None of them even counted as friends.

But now she had a real male friend. Britney couldn’t help but overthink it.

Still, she didn’t say anything. It was clear Hilda just had a good impression of Caius, nothing more. Not yet, anyway.

But the seed had been planted—and Britney had firmly committed Caius’s name to memory.

Before long, the two girls arrived at the entrance of East Street, just off the grand plaza of Grilla City.

“Let’s wait here,” Hilda said. “He should be here any minute.”

“Got it.” Britney nodded, her sharp gaze sweeping the crowd, searching for the “big guy” Hilda had described.

It didn’t take long for her to lock onto someone approaching them.

And when she saw him, Britney raised an eyebrow.

The guy had broad, powerful shoulders—and perched right on top of them was an adorable little Catgirl.

It was Caius and Kiki.

They had just arrived when they spotted Hilda—and the elegant girl beside her.

The second girl looked a bit older than Hilda, maybe twenty or so, and everything about her—from her posture to her attire—screamed highborn.

Still, Caius didn’t flinch. Hands in his pockets, he walked over casually and greeted them with a warm smile.

“Good evening, ladies.”

Britney crossed her arms and didn’t respond. Hilda quickly stepped forward to introduce them.

“Caius, this is my good friend, Sister Britney.”

“Britney, this is Caius. And this is his mercenary partner, Kiki.”

“Nice to meet you, meow~” Kiki waved enthusiastically.

Britney offered a faint smile. “Nice to meet you both.”

She turned her gaze back to Caius, quietly taking his measure.

He was a big guy.

Over two meters tall, with a solid, well-proportioned frame, and a good-natured grin—he definitely stood out from the crowd.

While Britney was sizing him up, Caius was doing the same.

Something about the name "Britney" felt familiar… then it hit him.

Wasn’t that the name of the clothing store?

Coincidence?

Who names a shop after themselves? That’d be peak narcissism.

Even he wouldn’t call his group something ridiculous like "Caius Mercenary Squad."

“The party’s about to start. Let’s head in,” Hilda said.

“Here’s your admission ticket, Caius.”

“And one for Kiki too. I made sure to get her one as well.”

“Wow, thank you, Sister Hilda, meow~” Kiki exclaimed joyfully as she accepted the gift. Adorable little Catgirls always managed to win hearts.

Caius chuckled. As expected, Hilda had a thoughtful heart and hadn’t forgotten Kiki.

Otherwise, he would’ve had to leave Kiki waiting outside—which he would’ve hated to do.

The group then headed toward the plaza.

By now, the plaza had already been cordoned off. Only those with entry tickets could pass through the gate.

Hilda and Britney walked ahead arm in arm, chatting affectionately. Caius followed behind the two of them.

A faint envy stirred in Caius.

When would Little Swan be the one holding his arm?

He believed it wouldn’t be too far off.

That thought had barely settled when he noticed several gazes landing on him.

Turning his head, he saw a group trailing behind them.

Judging by their uniforms, they were clearly students from Hydis—each one standing tall, with strong presence.

Caius noticed that their badges looked quite similar to his. It was obvious—they were all part of the same organization: the Student Council Guard.

But their badges… didn’t look as good as his~

After all, he was the captain of the Guard.

And up until now, he hadn’t even met the other members of the Student Council Guard.

With that thought, Caius slowed his pace until he was walking alongside the group of guards.

“Hey there, I’m the new Guard Captain,” Caius greeted with a smile.

“Hello.” The one in front, a handsome young man, looked at Caius and returned the smile.

The rest of the students glanced at him with curiosity.

“So you're the new captain, huh? You're huge—bet you're pretty strong too?” a curly-haired youth asked.

Caius looked at him.

Damn, curly hair. Was this one going to be an enemy too?

No, no—can’t judge a man by his curls.

Caius grinned and nodded. “That’s right. I can’t promise much about the rest, but when it comes to strength, I’m pretty confident.”

“Is that so? Then you must be pretty tough, huh?” The curly-haired guy sounded excited, as if itching for a challenge.

Caius let out a short laugh. A battle junkie, this one.

“Of course,” he replied with a nod.

“Then we should have a match sometime. You know the Student Council Guard doesn’t take in weaklings. If you beat me, I’ll acknowledge you!” the curly one declared.

Caius found himself liking this guy already.

Straightforward personality. Not bad!

Heaven had finally sent him a good curly-haired one.

Caius nodded. “Sure. Just don’t cry when you lose.”

“You won’t go too hard, right?” The curly-haired youth bared his teeth in a grin—half sheepish, half bold, an amusing contradiction.

“Of course not. Just a friendly spar,” Caius replied.

“Then we’re good. Just—don’t hit the face!” the curly-haired guy chuckled, stretching out his hand toward Caius. “Name’s Michael. And you?”

“Caius.” He shook his hand firmly.

Then, the handsome youth from earlier spoke with a smile. “Michael, you’re really going to spar with him?”

“Why not?” Michael looked genuinely confused.

“Do you remember a few days ago, when the President got beaten by some big guy?” the youth said, chuckling.

“Of course! I heard all about it. That guy…” Michael suddenly widened his eyes. “Wait a minute…”

Caius just smiled, and the young man also extended his hand. “I’m Klein, Vice-Captain of the Guard. Nice to meet you. When the sparring happens, count me in.”

“I’m not entirely convinced either.”

“After all, that Captain title… was supposed to be mine.”

“Hahaha, then let’s have a proper match when the time comes,” Caius laughed heartily and gave his hand a shake.

Turns out, not all students were hot-headed fools like Fenton.

So far, Caius had a pretty good impression of this Guard team.

“Hello, I’m Germain.”

“Hey there, I’m Carmelo.”

“Hi, I’m Jennifer.”

One by one, all twelve members of the Guard introduced themselves to Caius.

And finally, Kiki raised her little hand.

“I’m Kiki, meow!”

The adorable little Catgirl made everyone burst into laughter. The atmosphere turned warm and harmonious.
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                "You’re not a student, are you? I don’t recall seeing you before," Klein asked Caius.

"No, I’m part of the Academy’s external placement program," Caius replied. "Strictly speaking, that won’t be official until tomorrow."

"For now, I guess I’m just an internal recruit."

Instructor Holan had previously explained that instructors held the right to internally recruit candidates—be they staff or students—depending on the situation.

Clearly, as the Student Council President, Hilda had that authority as well.

"Is that so? Then it was the President who brought you in?" Klein’s handsome face lit up with curiosity.

To be fair, the guy really was good-looking. Especially with that outfit—he looked every bit the privileged noble heir.

"Yeah," Caius nodded.

"Then I look forward to sparring with you sometime," Klein said with a smile.

"Why?" Caius asked, raising a brow.

"I respect the President’s judgment. She wouldn’t recruit someone useless, no matter what kind of relationship you might have with her," Klein replied.

"Which means, you must be capable."

"I’d heard about you defeating the President, but I wasn’t sure if that was just a rumor. Now, it seems it wasn’t."

"That’s why I look forward to facing someone strong."

Hah, look at this guy. If you went by his words alone, he was practically the poster boy for optimism and upright character.

But in Caius’s experience, people like this were often wolves in sheep’s clothing—experts at wearing masks.

Back in his previous life, the sons of major corporations and aristocratic clans were all like this. Polished on the outside, courteous and refined, but each one more disgusting than the last behind closed doors.

Still, as the saying goes—don’t hit someone who’s smiling at you. Klein had shown no hostility, no ill will, so Caius had no reason to refuse a surface-level friendship.

If the guy turned out to be two-faced later, he could deal with it then.

And if he genuinely was a highborn optimist with a strong moral compass? Well, Caius wouldn’t mind making a real friend.

"Don’t worry. I won’t disappoint you," Caius said with a grin.

By then, the group had arrived at the event entrance. After having their entry passes checked, they were allowed inside.

As soon as Caius entered the event, he was met with a sprawling display of exhibition zones, where merchants were showcasing their goods.

These were all samples—if anything caught your eye, you could negotiate with the corresponding Chamber of Commerce. Bulk orders were struck in just this way.

To Caius, it all felt like a massive weapons expo—there were weapons of every kind, Magitech Devices, and all sorts of equipment. And it wasn’t limited to combat gear.

New kinds of magic potions, specialty items from other races—everything was here.

It was dazzling, and Caius suddenly had the urge to clutch the half-million he had in his pocket a little tighter.

“Caius, from here on, we need to ensure the safety of the President and all Hydis students present,” Klein said suddenly.

Caius noticed he was already scanning the surroundings with alert eyes.

“Michael, Jennifer—you two take that building. Good vantage point. Watch for anything suspicious and report immediately,” Klein ordered.

“Got it!” Michael and Jennifer moved out at once.

Klein then assigned guarding duties to the rest of the group. Eventually, only Caius and Klein were left.

Caius blinked, watching Klein with interest.

This guy was actually taking this quite seriously.

“Caius,” Klein finally turned to him.

Caius straightened up and gave a cheeky salute, grinning. “Yes, Captain?”

Clearly teasing.

Klein chuckled and shook his head. “You’re the real captain here. I’ve arranged the perimeter security. What’s left is the President’s personal protection.”

Caius raised an eyebrow.

Was this where the guy would show his true colors?

But unexpectedly, Klein scratched the back of his head, a little embarrassed, and said, “Um… would it be alright if I left the President’s protection to you?”

Caius: “…”

“And what about you?” Caius asked.

“To be honest… my fiancée asked me to walk the expo with her. She’s just over there.” As he spoke, Klein pointed in a direction.

Caius looked and saw a young lady dressed in an adorably lavish outfit waving in their direction.

“You have a fiancée?” Caius asked, a little surprised.

“Yeah, we grew up together,” Klein nodded, then added with a sheepish expression, “I know I’m supposed to be on duty, but I promised her I’d go with her, so…”

Caius pressed his lips together, then patted Klein on the shoulder. “We’re both men. I get it.”

“Go. Leave the President to me. While I’m here, no one will lay a finger on her.”

Klein immediately beamed in gratitude. “Thank you!”

"Don't worry. Even while browsing the exhibits, I won't let my guard down."Klein handed Caius a device that resembled a button.
"This is a magitech alarm device. Press it if there's any trouble, and I'll be there immediately."

Caius nodded and accepted it—though he had absolutely no intention of ever pressing it.

Sure, Klein seemed to be acting trustworthy now. But what if the button turned out to be a trigger for an explosive? If someone launched a sudden attack and he hit that button, the whole plaza might go up in flames.

Even if Caius survived the blast, he'd definitely be treated as the culprit. And then who would believe him?

He called this his "nuclear rebirth trauma."

So, he'd simply keep his own instincts sharp and awareness high. That, after all, was what made a good mercenary.

Klein soon walked away, rejoining his fiancée. Caius watched as Klein kissed her on the forehead, the girl smiling sweetly as she wrapped her arm around his. The two looked every bit the picture of a loving couple.

From the outside, they really did seem like a perfect match.
And even if one looked a little closer… they still kind of were.

Not that Caius cared about people’s relationships or emotional depth—he was far more interested in the lively scenes surrounding him now.

Just then, Hilda approached him. She glanced around and asked,
"Where are the others?"

"They've split up to handle security. Pretty professional," Caius replied with a grin.

"Of course. The Student Council Guard is made up of Hydis’ finest," Hilda said with a smile, then added,
"I'm heading off to secure some sponsorships. Want to come with me?"

Caius nodded immediately. "Of course!"

With that, he joined Hilda and Britney as they made their way toward the grand central exhibition platform.

"Where do we start?" Caius asked.

"Hmm… I’m thinking of securing a couple equipment sponsors first. Any suggestions?"

Caius scanned the area and pointed toward a particular booth.
"That one looks good. From my expert blacksmith’s eye, the armor they produce seems top quality."

"Just what I was thinking," Hilda replied with a smile, then led the way over.

As Hilda approached, the booth’s representative quickly stepped forward to greet her, his face lit up with a smile.

"Miss Hilda, a pleasure to meet you."

He was a middle-aged man wearing a tall top hat and holding a wine glass—very reminiscent of Zachary from the manor. He began offering flattering words immediately.

Hilda returned the greeting with a graceful and polite smile, her demeanor poised and composed.

She expressed interest in the equipment on display, and the man eagerly began his introduction. Thanks to Hilda’s smooth and eloquent pitch, the representative of the Yelta Chamber of Commerce quickly agreed to sponsor Hydis with fifty sets of Gold-tier Yelta.Steppewarden mage gear—
And ten sets of Platinum-tier Yelta.Plainsinger mage gear.

Then came the second booth, and the third…

By the end, Hilda had secured sponsorships for over two hundred sets of Gold-tier mage outfits and more than fifty Platinum-tier sets for Hydis and the Student Council.

The only condition was that Hydis Academy commit to purchasing a fixed number of their products annually for a few years and promoting their brand in return. This arrangement had actually been set by the Academy as a requirement for Hilda, and she was putting it to excellent use.

Caius couldn’t help but admire Hilda’s… charm.
Yes, charm—not just business acumen.

Her conversation and behavior were impeccable, but even that alone wasn’t enough to make these notoriously stingy merchants fork over so much. Clearly, they were doing it for Hilda’s sake.

Her reputation went beyond Hydis. It resonated throughout Grilla City and the surrounding towns as well.

Everyone knew about the fierce and beautiful Swan Blade Maiden of Hydis.

Half an hour later, Hilda took a sip of tea that Britney had handed her, then turned to Caius with a slightly proud look.
"Well?"

Caius nodded. "Not bad."

"‘Not bad’? Getting this many sponsors is no easy feat," Hilda pouted slightly.

Sure, the sponsors were partially influenced by her reputation, but she'd still had to talk her way through it all, and that took real effort—especially for someone as proud as her.

"Exactly! What Hilda did today is impressive. If you think it’s just ‘not bad,’ why don’t you give it a try yourself?" Britney said, eyeing Caius with a hint of challenge.

Caius immediately picked up on the slight provocation in her gaze.

Hilda noticed it too. She realized that Britney didn’t seem to like Caius very much and grew visibly anxious.

She didn’t want her two closest friends falling out over something like this.

But before she could say anything to mediate, Caius smiled and nodded.
"Gladly."

He grabbed a bottle of liquor from a nearby table and began striding toward the same exhibition booths they had just visited.

"Britney!" Hilda puffed out her cheeks slightly in protest, shooting Britney a look of mild scolding.
"Caius is a mercenary, not a businessman. This isn't his field."

At that moment, Hilda had completely forgotten the real reason Caius had come here—
He was here for the merchants.

But Britney simply smiled and reassured her.
"Relax. I just want to see what the big guy can do. Not just anyone qualifies to be our little princess Hilda’s friend, you know."

"That’s not fair!" Hilda said, clearly upset.

"But aren’t you at least a little curious?" Britney blinked at her with a playful look in her eyes.

Hilda froze for a second, then turned her head to look at Caius’s retreating back.

Hmm...Yeah.
She had to admit—
She was a little curious.
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                Caius wandered through the venue, bottle in hand, without immediately seeking out a chamber or merchant to negotiate a trade deal.

It was important to understand that this was an event organized by the Chamber of Commerce, and its primary purpose was, of course, to promote trade among merchants.
The merchants gathered here hailed from all over the continent—even beastkin, demi-humans, and other non-human races were present. Their specialty goods were highly sought after across the land.

So the products on offer weren’t just aimed at attendees, but also at other merchants present. Deals made between merchants often yielded the most favorable outcomes.

But there was something deeper at play here.

Was the Chamber of Commerce hosting this event solely to facilitate trade between merchants?

Of course not. If that were the only goal, it would amount to nothing more than recruiting a few more merchants into the Chamber—hardly a profitable move.

As the largest merchant organization, the Chamber of Commerce naturally had grander ambitions.

So, if Caius’s guess was right, the true target wasn’t the merchants themselves.

Rather, the Chamber was using the merchants as bait—to attract the most important buyer of the event and also the venue provider: the Grilla City administration.

And Grilla City’s administration had another identity—it was a representation of the Hepos Empire.

Doing business with the Empire was the Chamber of Commerce’s true objective.

It was just like Caius’s previous life, where companies and governments had a web of tangled interests, as intricate and dense as a spider’s web.

That’s why this so-called “commercial gala” was nothing more than a surface-level pretense. Its true function was to act as a bridge between the wealthy and government officials.

They didn’t need to promote their goods. All they had to do was hold a glass of wine, exchange pleasantries with government figures, and if the conversation went well, large future orders would come naturally.

So what they needed wasn’t instant transactions—it was long-term relationships.

After observing the scene for a while, Caius noted the variety of attendees: local merchants from Grilla City, exotically dressed foreign traders, even merchants from other races. And—oh?—he spotted people from the Wargs Gang.

That wasn’t surprising. The Wargs Gang had their hands in the shipbuilding business, and Ocean City wasn’t far from Grilla. It made perfect sense that they’d show up.

Caius noted the Wargs Gang’s booth location before turning his attention back to the crowd.

Before long, his eyes locked onto a particular group: well-dressed individuals chatting in a tight-knit circle. Judging by their attire, they were clearly officials from Grilla City’s Administrative Hall. Their garments bore the insignia of Grilla.

At the moment, they were engrossed in conversation with a few prominent merchants.

Caius didn’t actually know whether these merchants were famous, but judging by their ornate clothing, there was no way they weren’t.

Meanwhile, the less renowned merchants could only loiter nearby with awkward smiles and wine in hand, unable to insert themselves into the conversation—visibly embarrassed and uncomfortable.

But the “big shots” didn’t spare them a glance.

Caius grinned and walked toward the group—not to insert himself into their circle, of course. He wasn’t nearly qualified to speak face-to-face with these high-level figures yet.

Even though he had 500,000 in his pocket, that was peanuts compared to the assets these people handled. If he tried to buy his way in, he’d be throwing cash into a bottomless pit without so much as a ripple.

He needed a different approach.

So, once he drew near the group, he stopped short and turned his attention to some of the surrounding merchants.

These people had clearly tried—and failed—to cozy up to the officials. Now, they were chatting or attempting trades with other merchants who had similarly struck out.

Caius picked a small group that was mid-discussion and casually slid in.

At the moment, the group was discussing the shipbuilding industry—precisely why Caius had chosen them.

“Don’t be fooled by Hiromus’s magitech ships running faster,” one merchant was saying. “That’s only because they cut corners—replacing the West Denosteel on the hull with the cheaper, lighter East Denosteel. The average buyer wouldn’t even notice. They’re using that as a damn selling point!”

“No denying their magitech propulsion cores are solid, though. A four-Sequence grand rune kinetic engine—most ships can’t even dream of keeping up.”

“If it’s about that, then I’ll speak up—we cracked the grand rune engine tech long ago. But our ships still don’t match their speed. They’re definitely hiding something.”

“Damn Hiromus Chamber! They haven’t even finished swallowing up Valoris and they’re already eyeing the Hepos coastal markets. How are us local shipbuilders supposed to survive?!”

“Enough, man. Focus on selling ships now. I went to Ocean City last time and got kicked out by the Wargs Gang. Didn’t even get to meet their boss. They won’t cooperate at all. Keep this up and we won’t even make payroll for the yard workers…”

“Sigh…”

Hearing this, Caius nearly laughed aloud.

Then he strolled up with his wine and timed his interruption perfectly. “Damn Hiromus Chamber!”

The group of merchants turned to look—and their eyes lit up.

At this point, cursing Hiromus was basically a friendship badge.

“Brother, you in shipbuilding too?” asked a merchant with a receding hairline.

“Of course!” Caius replied angrily. “Our little shipyard was doing just fine—until Hiromus barged in and wrecked the market. Now we can’t even sell a single vessel!”

The merchants nodded vigorously and quickly joined in the bashing.

“That damn Hiromus Chamber—won’t let a single coin slip through. From small ships to large ones, they’ve locked down the whole line. They haven’t even digested what they’ve taken, and they won’t let anyone else take a bite. This isn’t business—it’s a death grip!”

Caius raised his voice. “Exactly! Thank the stars I’ve got a way out, or we’d be dead meat by now!”

At that, the merchants paused, glancing at each other before lifting their cups toward Caius.

“Sigh, we’re all pitiful souls in the same boat. Come, brother, a toast to you—we share the same fate.”

“Yeah! Drink, drink!”

Caius raised his cup too, looking every bit the drunken reveler.

Four or five merchants took turns pouring him drinks. Before long, his cheeks flushed red, and he draped an arm around one man’s shoulders, looking like a lifelong comrade.

“If the Hiromus Chamber of Commerce wants me dead, then I— hic—”

“I won’t let them have it easy either!”

Caius waved the hand holding the bottle as he spoke, swaying slightly.

A few merchants exchanged glances, nodding subtly to one another—they figured this was the moment to probe further. One of them, a sharp-nosed fellow, deliberately said, “Brother, and just what could you do against the Hiromus Chamber of Commerce? Talk is cheap if there’s no action behind it.”

Caius immediately furrowed his brows, clearly annoyed. “Who... who says I’m all talk and no action?”

“I’ve already made my move!”

“I’ve got some ties with the Wargs Gang in Ocean City. Their scale isn’t that much smaller than the Hiromus Chamber.”

Hiccup.

“And then?” The group of merchants leaned in, eyes eager.

“Heh, they like market competition, right? So I’m gonna fatten one side up... and let them fight it out.”

“Rog, that woman, she’s not too fond of the Hiromus Chamber either. She’s been thinking about clashing with them.”

“So I took the opportunity and sold off the shipyard—every last ship, the whole package—to the Wargs Gang!”

“You sold it all?!” The merchants were stunned. “With current ship prices, wouldn’t you be losing a fortune?”

“Heh, not selling now is what would cost me everything,” Caius said, reeking of alcohol and speaking sharply. “Once those two start fighting, what future is there for a small shipyard like mine?”

“Besides, the Wargs Gang is itching for a war. What they need most is ships.”

“Sure, I sold at a price a bit below market... but at least I got them sold. Hic”

“With that cash in hand, I’m pivoting directly into the magitech ship repair business. I’ve already got the connections. Most of the master craftsmen at the yard won’t leave either. When the fighting really breaks out—heh—then it’s not just gonna be a trade war anymore. There’ll be real blades clashing on the sea.”

“And by then? I can play both sides—the Wargs Gang and the Hiromus Chamber. Damaged ships? We’ll repair or buy them up at low prices. There’s no way to lose!”

In an instant, the merchants’ eyes lit up.

Damn... it actually made a lot of sense!

It was like when two empires go to war—the merchants on the sidelines always made a killing off “patriotic profiteering,” lining their pockets to the brim.

Now these two forces were going at each other? It was the same idea, just on a smaller scale—and perfect for small merchants like them to slip in and profit!

No matter who lost, the victor wouldn’t be able to monopolize the aftermath immediately. Even if they were just scavenging scraps, they could still stuff themselves full!

At that moment, all of the merchants looked at Caius like he was a fat golden fish ready for harvest.

But Caius, head lowered, lips curled up in a sly, cunning grin.

The underhanded schemes he learned from his old company life in his past life—damn, they really worked like a charm!
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                “Ugh…” Caius gagged twice like he’d drunk too much.

The two merchants beside him quickly patted his back, pretending to be concerned. “Take it easy, brother, breathe easy, breathe~”

“Thanks.” Caius raised a hand, seeming to recover a little.

At that moment, the balding merchant leaned in and asked, “Brother, is it true you have connections with the Wolf Queen of the Wargs Gang?”

“Of course. Rog bought me drinks just a few days ago,” Caius said, bobbing his head with a smirk.

“And soon, I’m thinking of switching gears a bit—start tinkering with Magitech Devices. Isn’t that more profitable than Magitech ships?”

As he spoke, Caius swung his arm with pride, and a Magitech Sniper Cannon over three meters long appeared in his hand, drawing gasps from the surrounding merchants.

“Take a look—this is Wargs Gang’s signature craftsmanship. Isn’t it gorgeous?”

“My guys have already picked up some of the techniques. Once we refine the process, the Hiromus Chamber of Commerce will be nothing compared to us!”

“Hey, don’t touch! This is a prototype—I had a hard time getting it from Rog. Gotta take it apart and study it!” Caius slapped away a merchant’s reaching hand.

The merchant chuckled awkwardly, then said excitedly, “Brother, this is good work. Bleeds you and feeds you—plus it’s got a future!”

“Exactly!” Caius laughed heartily, brimming with arrogance.

“Bro, that line of business… can’t you spare a bit for your little brother here?” the balding merchant asked with a fawning smile.

What a sight—an old man in his fifties calling a brawny sixteen-year-old “bro.” Absolutely shameless.

“For you?” Caius raised an eyebrow and glanced at him, then waved dismissively. “Not happening.”

“Don’t be so quick to say no, let’s talk it over…” The balding man stuffed something into Caius’s pocket as he spoke.

Caius glanced sideways—well, well—a sapphire that big? Must be worth at least ten thousand gold. Guy’s desperate enough to bleed cash. Interesting.

So Caius casually closed his pocket and put on a thoughtful look.

Seeing this, the other merchants quickly followed suit, each slipping something into his pockets.

In no time, the once-empty pockets were bulging.

Kiki, whom Caius had positioned nearby to observe in secret, almost burst out laughing.

“Ahem. Alright, that’s enough. Let’s keep things low-key,” Caius said as he pressed down on his pockets.

The merchants chuckled sheepishly, then stared at Caius with anticipation. “So about that deal…”

Caius gave a slight shake of his head as if to clear it, then after a moment of silence, he straightened up with a serious expression.

“I can get you in, but you can't go directly to the Wargs Gang. You’ll have to go through me.”

“You know how it is—Wargs Gang only does business with familiar faces.”

“Got it, got it, totally understood!” The group nodded eagerly.

After all, they’d tried approaching the Wargs Gang before and got kicked out with nothing to show for it.

“And another thing—you better bring enough juice. If you’re only offering one or two small boats, forget the Wargs Gang—I won’t even bother!”

“How much juice are we talking?” one merchant asked tentatively.

“At least twenty mid-sized ships, each worth over thirty thousand gold. Best if it's bundled with a shipyard,” Caius said.

“That’s…” The merchants hesitated.

Bundling ships with a shipyard? Impossible. The shipyards were their entire foundation. There was no way they’d risk everything based on Caius’s words.

But Caius didn’t want their shipyards—he wanted their ships.

Seeing their hesitation, Caius said, “But I’ve got an idea. Anyone got a bottle of Sober-Up Potion?”

“I need to clear my head a bit.”

One of the merchants immediately summoned a retainer, who returned with a potion.

Caius drank it down and spoke earnestly, “You don’t want to bundle your shipyards—I get it. That’s your lifeblood. I didn’t want to either. If I hadn’t been driven to the brink, I wouldn’t have gambled everything.”

“But I got lucky. My gamble paid off.”

“If you don’t want to take that kind of risk, you can team up. Form a single unit.”

“Each of you contributes a few ships, give me the order, and I’ll present it to Rog as if it’s from one factory. That way, he’ll be more inclined to take the deal.”

“After all, a pie cobbled together is still a big pie, right?”

The merchants’ eyes lit up.

That made sense. Risk was spread out, and it was something they could work with.

“Of course,” Caius continued, “I’m on good terms with Rog—I’m not about to help you rip him off. So you’ll need to lower your prices. Undercut the market a little, or I won’t be able to make it work.”

“I need to earn something too, right?”

You can’t play the ‘trust’ card with merchants. But sometimes, brutal honesty gets better results.

Because merchants crave “trust” more than anyone. Ironic, isn’t it?

The merchants exchanged glances, then nodded. “Alright!”

“So, how many ships can each of you spare? And how much can you cut the price?”

“Six each!” they replied after a quick discussion.

Right now, it wasn’t about profit—it was about recovering losses. They needed cash flow. Without it, they wouldn’t survive the month, let alone benefit from any aftermath between two warring factions. Come payday, they'd all be hanging from rafters.

Five merchants. Six ships each. Thirty ships total.

And after negotiations, they agreed to sell them at thirty percent below market price. They’d still make a tiny profit after costs.

No physical handover was needed for the transaction—just temporary trade orders issued by the Merchant Guild.

Once they held the trade orders, it was considered secured cargo, protected by the Merchant Guild’s commercial rights.

Of course, when it came time to deliver the goods, they’d still have to pay up—or the order would be voided.

What Caius had to do now was take these trade orders—worth thirty ships—and use them to land even more lucrative deals.

And earn a “margin” in the process.

That margin could be gold coins—or in something even better.

“I’m heading over to find Rog,” Caius said. “I just spotted some of the Wargs Gang over here.”

“Go on then, brother, we’re counting on your good news!” a group of merchants said eagerly.

Caius chuckled, taking the thick stack of transaction forms with him as he strode confidently toward the Wargs Gang’s exhibition zone.

Before long, he arrived at the Wargs’ turf.

Unlike most others, the Wargs Gang wasn’t selling ships. Their main wares were Magitech Devices. Some were small tools for daily use, while others were heavy-duty pieces of equipment—like the formidable Magitech Sniper Cannons.

For some reason, though, their booth wasn’t open yet. The section was closed off, leaving many prospective buyers of the Wargs' gear standing around outside, unable to enter.

Caius, however, was not like the others. With the little cat perched on his shoulder, he stepped right over the barrier and walked into the Wargs’ section without hesitation.

“Yo, brothers. Rog around?” Caius asked as he pulled out a lighter and offered cigarettes.

Some of the Wargs present were familiar faces to him—he’d met them before.

They didn’t turn him away. Instead, they greeted him with grins and gladly took the offered smokes, striking up a casual chat.

After all, they knew their boss got along well with this burly mercenary—the same guy who’d recently stirred up quite the storm in Ocean City.

“Boss is over at the Merchants’ Guild applying for a license to sell Magitech Devices,” one of the gang members explained. “But sounds like there’s a snag. Not enough permits available. He’s in the middle of a dispute over it—no idea if he’ll secure one.”

Caius nodded thoughtfully. Under-the-table deals for weapons were nothing new. But this? This wasn’t some back-alley trade. The scale of Magitech sales they were planning—entire truckloads—meant an official license was absolutely required.

He wasn’t in a rush. With a cigarette in hand, he chatted casually with the younger Wargs, skillfully drawing information out of them to see if there were any opportunities worth seizing.

Not far off, several merchants who had been watching Caius closely saw him mingling so comfortably with the Wargs Gang and became visibly excited.

To them, it was clear now—Caius hadn’t been bluffing!
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                After waiting for about ten minutes, Rog returned with two of her underlings in tow—but she clearly wasn’t in a good mood, muttering curses under her breath.

“That bastard Cornell better hope he never falls into my hands!”

“Damn it!”

Seeing this, Caius stepped forward and offered her a cigarette. “Whoa, what’s got you so worked up?”

Rog was slightly surprised to see him, but took the cigarette and lit it up without hesitation. Taking a long drag, she exhaled a cloud of smoke and said, “Another Chamber of Commerce is trying to snatch our trade license.”

“That damn Merchant Guild is auctioning off the licenses on the spot!”

“You didn’t get it?” Caius asked.

“They haven’t started bidding yet,” Rog replied, massaging her temples. “They don’t want money. They want orders. Whoever offers more orders and is willing to give up more profit margins gets the license.”

“But damn it, we came here specifically to sell Magitech Devices. Without the license, how the hell are we supposed to sell anything, let alone get orders?”

“Fuckin’ Cornell’s definitely in bed with that fat bastard from the Guild. They’ve got Magitech Devices and weapons. They’re about to secure a pile of orders!”

“In just half an hour? Where the hell am I supposed to find that many orders? Damn it!”

Watching Rog fly into a rage, every sentence packed with curse words, Caius couldn’t help but chuckle.

Rog raised an eyebrow. She was fuming, and this brute thought he could laugh just because they had a good rapport? Even if Raymond were here, she’d curse him out just the same.

But before she could finish exhaling her smoke and start yelling, Caius pulled out a stack of order forms and grinned. “Well, speak of the devil—I just happen to have some orders. Big ones, too.”

Rog froze for a second, then quickly grabbed the papers and scanned them.

As she read, a smile gradually broke across her face.

Thirty ships. A thirty-percent concession. Solid, legitimate orders.

“Where did you get these?” she asked.

“I owe it all to my merchant friends. Look, they’re over there.” Caius nodded toward a direction.

Rog followed his gaze and spotted several merchants watching them intently.

When the merchants saw the two looking their way, they excitedly waved.

Caius hadn’t lied—they really were on good terms.

“Well, you really came through when it counted,” Rog said with a laugh.

“Don’t celebrate just yet. This isn’t a free gift. You know the rules,” Caius said.

“Of course. Name your price,” Rog replied.

“Nothing extra. Just the amount listed on the orders.” Caius grinned.

“That’s all?” Rog was a bit surprised. “You and your friends aren’t making any profit?”

“Oh, we are. But I’m not about to make money off my brothers and sisters for the sake of some drinking buddies,” Caius said.

“Now that’s what I like to hear!” Rog let out a hearty laugh. “So, what are your terms?”

Smart woman.

Caius got straight to the point. “Can you secure the sales license with these orders?”

“Of course! Even if Cornell sells everything he’s got, it wouldn’t be worth half of these,” Rog replied confidently.

“You sure that fat bastard won’t try to screw you over?” Caius asked.

“Even if he wanted to, he wouldn’t dare—not with the Grilla City Administration watching.” Rog waved it off.

“Perfect. Then the orders are yours. Once you’ve got the sales license, I want every single Magitech weapon order you receive,” Caius said.

“All of them?” Rog blinked.

“Yes. Every single one.” Caius nodded, then flashed a cheeky grin.

“So, dear Sister Rog,” he said playfully, “can you give me a little discount?”

“I mean, this is bulk purchase, right? Gotta get a bit of a break.”

Rog’s mood soared the moment this big lug called her “sister.” She burst out laughing and nodded. “If you can take the whole batch, sure. I’ll give you fifteen percent off.”

“Round it up—make it twenty. Think of it as an investment in a future Legendary Mercenary,” Caius chuckled. “And in return, I’ll give you twenty percent off when I bring you jobs in the future.”

“Hah! You should’ve been a merchant, not a mercenary!” Rog laughed even louder.

“Nah, I’m just a mercenary. I wouldn’t survive as a merchant,” Caius said modestly.

“Then you’re the craftiest mercenary I’ve ever seen.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Alright then. Just for those four words—future legendary mercenary—you’ve earned that extra five percent,” Rog said, nodding.

It had been a long time since she’d heard a mercenary speak so boldly of becoming a legend.

The last one was Raymond.

He’d paid a steep price for that dream and ended up running a mercenary tavern in Ocean City.

Still, he became the most respected tavern owner around.

So Rog had high hopes for Caius.

At least for now, he seemed more promising than Raymond ever had.

Everything went smoothly from that point on. Half an hour later, Rog successfully secured the sales license, and every single order from the Wargs Gang was now in Caius’s hands.

With a thick stack of orders and gold notes in hand, Caius strolled leisurely toward the group of merchants.

“How’d it go, brother?”

“Pretty well. Rog took the deal. Even complimented the cake,” Caius said with a grin, raising the bundle of orders and gold notes in his hands.

The orders were all for Magitech Devices.

The gold notes were half the down payments for the ships—final payment due upon delivery.

As for the down payment for all the Magitech Devices, Rog hadn’t taken a single coin—since the devices hadn’t been delivered yet, and Caius had asked her to wait for a surprise.

And honestly, even if Caius couldn’t fulfill the orders later, they’d simply be voided. Rog would just lose a bit of time.

She wouldn’t be selling any Magitech Devices, but she would have bought a bunch of ships at a low price—and after some repairs and fine-tuning, she could still flip them for a huge profit.

The merchants, seeing the thick stack of orders and gold notes in Caius’s hands, were overjoyed.

After handing out the gold notes—representing their deposits—Caius said, “But if you really want to make big money, this isn’t enough. The real question is, do you want to keep going?”

Having tasted success, the merchants immediately nodded. “We’re in. We’ll follow you, brother!”

“Heh…” Caius gave a knowing smile, then said, "Have your people find out which vendors are selling Magitech Devices. Remember—only those with a license to legally sell them."

"And also find out who’s looking to buy Magitech Devices—big deals, small deals, all of them."

"It’s 8:10 now. I want everyone back here with a report before 9:00."

"Got it!" a group of merchants responded with nods.

They all had people under them, and when it came to gathering intel, that was something they were quite good at. Still, none of them had ever played this kind of game at such a large venue before. Strangely, they felt a bit excited—like they were on the verge of pulling off something big.

Meanwhile, Caius didn’t just sit around waiting. He took Kiki and roamed the venue, circling through different sections and collecting useful bits of information.

Before long, it was 9:00. The merchants returned one after another to report back. With their intel, Caius quickly got a rough map of how this massive venue was laid out.

There were thirteen vendors selling Magitech Devices. Of these, five focused on weapon-type devices, while the rest sold either utility-based or lifestyle-oriented items.

As for buyers, there were even more of them. Basically, any merchant in the market for gear was also looking to acquire Magitech Devices.

These things were like arms in his previous life—highly profitable!

A single Magitech Device could allow someone at the Silver rank to kill a Gold-rank opponent.

One person with such power might not be much—but an entire squad armed with them? That was a different story entirely.

Many of the wealthy tycoons or high-ranking officials present wanted to buy Magitech Devices to outfit their private security forces. It wasn’t just about personal safety—it was a statement of power and status.

Which made it clear to Caius: selling off the stack of Magitech Device orders he had on hand was going to be incredibly easy.
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                It could be said that as long as Caius sold the orders he held, even the worst-case scenario would guarantee at least a 20% profit.

The Wargs Gang had clearly been preparing for this commercial endeavor for quite some time—they had a massive amount of goods.Just the Magitech Sniper Cannons alone numbered ten units. Each one was priced at 58,000 Gold, totaling 580,000.
The rest of the Magitech Cannons added up to over a hundred units, each priced in the tens of thousands, with a total value exceeding 3.6 million.
As long as Caius moved these orders, he could net over 700,000 Gold simply by undercutting slightly on price!

To put it into perspective, those thirty-odd ships, even if sold with a 30% markdown, would only yield around 500,000 Gold in profit.
With this batch, Caius would be making 200,000 more in one go.

But Caius didn’t plan on selling the orders directly like that.
Right now, he was acting as a middleman—and he intended to use these orders to secure even larger ones!

“Bro, what’s the next step?” a merchant trailing behind Caius asked.

Caius chuckled, turned his eyes to the little cat on his shoulder, and asked, “Report ready?”

Kiki immediately replied, “All done, meow!”

“Living-use Magitech Devices in Area 14 are the cheapest, followed by Area 29, then 41…”“Area 8’s Chamber of Commerce lacks Magitech weapons. The potion dealer in Area 48 wants to procure a large batch of functional Magitech Devices.”
“The Magitech Cannon vendor in Area 4 is both buying and selling. Their offer price is 40% higher than market, and bulk sales are 30% above. Their buying price is 10% over market—they’re playing the volume game to profit off the difference.”
“Most of the goods here are priced 20% to 40% higher than the general market…”

The little cat read the report into Caius’s ear as he nodded in satisfaction.
All of this had been observed and verbally relayed along the way, along with intel provided by other merchants.

Kiki’s job was to compile and condense that information, recording it neatly into her little notebook.
And she clearly had outstanding capabilities—quick-witted, sharp, and precise in her analysis.

Little Kitty’s ability: Unlocked!

Caius adored her even more.

This was the center of the trade fair, where many wealthy individuals gathered, so it was natural that prices were inflated.
After all, these merchants would do anything to fleece those plump, gold-laden nobles.

At the same time, you could find many items here that were rarely available in the regular market—so those nobles were more than happy to be fleeced.

“Alright, your task now is to split into groups and offload these orders to the Magitech Cannon vendors in Area 4,” Caius instructed.

“They’re buying and selling constantly, making profits by trading in volume. You can offer slight markdowns, but never below 10% under market price. The more you negotiate, the more you earn—it’s up to you.”

“After you sell the orders, hand over all the deposit tickets to me. I’ll allocate the deposits to secure even more orders.”

“During this period, keep an eye on other vendors who are both buying and selling. Record the types of goods they deal in and report them to me—the more detailed and accurate, the better. This will directly impact how much you make going forward.”

From there, things got simpler. Caius would unload all his current orders, using them to obtain deposits, then use those deposits to secure new orders, over and over again.His targets were the vendors who engaged in frequent buy-and-sell cycles.
Then he’d use their goods to trade with those who needed them—either customers or other merchants—and profit off the price gap.

Rinse and repeat.

Those vendors typically earned a 30% profit margin per transaction. Caius would give up 10% of that, keeping 20% for himself. The 10% he gave up was for the merchants helping him negotiate.
The lower they bargained, the more they earned.

In this way, they happily made their own money while running errands and gathering information for Caius.

And with that intel, Caius could continuously make real-time adjustments, using the increasingly accumulated deposits to target more goods with high-profit margins.

This required sharp market control.

And let’s not forget—Caius’s Giant’s Physique gave him an exceptional memory. In this tightly packed whirlwind of commerce, intelligence was the most vital asset.

As the operation continued, Caius’s grasp over this micro-market tightened with increasing precision.
He gradually pulled more merchants into his orbit—every one of them had to route their trades through him.

Caius kept making concessions, eventually flipping the structure so that his errand-running merchants earned the lion’s share while he took a smaller cut.
But because more and more people joined in and the cycle accelerated, Caius ended up making even more than before.

But Caius wasn’t just after money. He wanted orders.

The more trades routed through him, the more orders he controlled simultaneously.
If someone wanted a particular order, they’d have to come to him.

And the deposits would flood in. Here, deposits acted as the capital base, effectively doubling one’s purchasing power—only when the goods were delivered would the deposit lose its monetary function.

So long as Caius could cycle the deposits fast enough, he could keep securing new orders in a continuous stream.

By the end of it, half of the trade fair’s exhibition areas were under Caius’s control.

This tactic—Caius had learned it from the corporate trade wars in his previous life.
Those battles between companies were nothing short of brutal—far scarier than the business conflicts of this world.

They involved internet infrastructure, rapid-fire trade decisions, and mind-boggling stakes—hundreds of billions at play within minutes. The tactics deployed were ruthless and surgical.

Land, air, sea, and cyberspace—all linked.Planes bombing corporate hubs. Assassins taking out executives. Hackers frying cybernetic implants in employees’ brains.
Dare to steal my client? I’ll deliver a tactical nuke to your front door.

Tsk-tsk-tsk… Just thinking about it made his scalp tingle.

Even just learning the surface-level tactics was more than enough for Caius to dominate the more primitive trade systems of this world.

What about chaos in the order flow?

There was no need to worry—every order listed the supplier and delivery location.
The final buyer simply had to show up at the delivery point at the agreed time to pick up the goods.

Half of the entire event’s exhibit halls were now Caius’s territory—and that was his absolute limit.

Even though the Giant’s Physique drastically enhanced his brain’s activity, thought speed, reaction time, and computation ability—allowing him to sustain this overwhelming pace—

Kiki couldn’t keep up anymore.

She had essentially become Caius’s external processor, helping him compile and structure all the information gathered.

At that moment, Kiki was a nervous wreck. Her tail was tightly coiled around Caius’s arm, and her tiny hands were scribbling frantically in her notebook—so fast it was almost smoking.

Clearly, Kiki had reached her limit.

But at the same time, it was undeniable proof of just how capable she was.

Even though it was just basic statistics—with all the analysis, management, and distribution tasks handled by Caius—the work still required lightning-fast reaction speed to keep up with such high-intensity tasks.

And the Catfolk’s agility did not disappoint.

“All right, that’ll be the last batch of orders,” Caius said, handing off the final stack of order slips to a group of merchants, stretching his arms afterward.

Kiki, perched on his shoulder, finally stopped her feverish note-taking.

“So tired, meow…”

“My head’s burning up, meow…”

“Probably overloaded.” Caius chuckled and ruffled her hair. “You did great. Time to rest now—we’ve made more than enough.”

“And besides… those people have started noticing us.” He turned his gaze to a nearby area, where several officials who had previously been engaged in talks with major merchants were now watching him intently.

It was inevitable. In just three hours, Caius had gone from a lone trader to the central hub of half the marketplace, single-handedly accelerating the pace of trade.

The event had been scheduled to run all night.

But now, before even half the time had passed, many vendors were already packing up and heading home, satisfied with their profits.

So, who didn’t make money?

Naturally, it was those in the other half of the exhibition area who failed to keep up with Caius’s tempo, along with some wealthy buyers who nearly got cleaned out trying to keep up.

In this moment, Caius had become the undeniable center of attention.

It was impossible not to notice him.

Of course, it also helped that there was a literal mountain of order slips piled up behind him.

Yes—orders, not deposits.

Deposits, after all, ultimately go to the seller. They can’t be held onto.

Orders, however, were different. With those, Caius effectively became the one issuing the goods.

So in the second half of the event, Caius changed his strategy. Instead of focusing on gathering deposits, he pivoted toward accumulating orders—using the deposits he’d earned through price arbitrage to double down and purchase even more orders.

Then he began bartering—orders for orders.

As a result, every order slip in Caius’s possession now was for Magitech Devices.

In fact, half of the Magitech weapons across the exhibition area were now in Caius’s hands.

That half consisted of the goods being sold in the opposite side of the exhibition zone.

Because they failed to keep pace with Caius’s accelerated trading flow—many of them still hesitating, watching for price trends—they missed their chance to sell at peak prices. In the end, Caius bought up their inventory at significantly lower rates.

Meanwhile, the other half of the vendors—those who had kept pace—had already completed their trades. Buyers and sellers alike had packed up and left. Anyone still looking to buy Magitech weapons now had only one option:

Caius.

Half the exhibit. Dozens of Chambers of Commerce worth of Magitech weapon stock.

Caius had come in empty-handed—and now he was the single largest Magitech arms dealer at the entire event.

And the best part? Though he looked like someone stockpiling goods, he wasn’t afraid of being stuck with inventory. He wasn’t worried about moving his stock.

Because every single one of those orders was obtained through bartering—one order traded for another.

In other words, he had already received the goods tied to those orders. The balances had been settled through other exchanges.

He hadn’t spent a single coin on deposits. He’d converted everything into orders.

Fully paid orders were, for all practical purposes, as good as the actual merchandise.

As long as he showed up at the delivery point with those order slips, the suppliers were contractually obligated to hand over the goods.

If they didn’t?

Then they’d face sanctions from the Merchants’ Guild. And Caius wouldn’t even need to lift a finger—the Guild would recover the goods or their equivalent value in coin for him.

Even if, by some uncontrollable or exceptional circumstance, nothing came of it… he still wouldn’t lose.

Because from start to finish, he hadn’t spent a single cent.

It was a perfect case of “something for nothing”—he started with that first handful of orders and built his empire from there.

The 500,000 he had in his pocket? Untouched.

So now, every gaze in the venue turned toward Caius.

Not far off, Hilda and Britney stood frozen in place, utterly dumbfounded.
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                At this moment, the entire commercial event area was divided into two distinct sections.

One side remained bustling with vendors and crowds, while the other was sparsely populated, with the few remaining stalls already packing up.

Standing at the center of the now-empty space was Caius, behind him towering stacks of order books.

Yes, order books, not the simplified single-page order forms.

In reality, each order was just one page, and even if all the orders Caius held were stacked together, they wouldn’t amount to much—just a slightly thicker pile.

But this guy, for the sake of showing off, had people bring out the detailed instruction manuals for the magitech weapons. After all, these were standard inclusions, and most magitech weapon vendors kept some on hand.

Once all those detailed manuals were piled up, they ended up taller than Caius himself—multiple stacks of them.

Only the pile beside Caius’ hand contained the actual orders.

Noticing everyone’s eyes on him, Caius grinned, utterly unbothered. He casually picked up a glass of wine from the side, raised it toward the group of Grilla City officials, and downed it in one go.

After finishing the drink, he leisurely lit a cigarette.

Kiki had been jotting notes so furiously that her little hands were slightly swollen. Feeling a pang of sympathy, Caius didn’t let her light his cigarette this time.

He simply stood there, leaning against the stacks of manuals and orders, smoking leisurely, as if waiting for something.

Meanwhile, the Grilla City officials began murmuring among themselves. Soon, someone from their group headed toward the city’s administrative hall at the back of the square—likely to report to the real boss.

This was exactly what Caius wanted.

All he had to do was wait. Someone would come.

If no one showed, he’d just pack up and go home to sleep. He’d already made a killing anyway.

Combined, these orders amounted to at least twenty million gold—enough for him to splurge wildly.

And this wasn’t just profit from markup—it was pure profit!

But before the boss arrived, someone else did—the Little Swan.

“Caius, are all these… yours?” Hilda stared at the thick stack of orders, unable to hide her astonishment.

“Mhm~” Caius nodded with a grin, then glanced at Britney beside Hilda and raised an eyebrow.

“Convinced now?”

Britney: “……”

“Alright, I admit, you really are something,” she said reluctantly.

“Thanks.” Caius smiled, satisfied.

“Caius, how did you pull this off?” Hilda stepped closer, running her fingers over the weapon manuals, her eyes sparkling with admiration.

To her, this was nothing short of incredible.

How could a mercenary outmaneuver merchants at their own game like this?

Compared to the meager sponsorships she’d gathered earlier, this was on a whole other level.

“Talent, plus one incredibly capable little cat,” Caius chuckled.

Kiki also beamed with pride, puffing out her chest—after all, she’d played a part in this too.

“Amazing…” Hilda murmured, still in awe.

Just then, a surprised gasp rippled through the crowd.

Everyone turned to see a man standing on the grand steps of the administrative hall, hands clasped behind his back.

Caius flicked away his cigarette and straightened up.

Well, look who’s here—the boss.

The man wore understated yet luxurious attire, his hair neatly slicked back, and frameless glasses lending him an air of refined gentleness.

Though no longer young, his posture remained tall and dignified, exuding the charisma of a well-seasoned man.

With his hands behind his back, he stepped forward—not walking down the stairs, but hovering in midair.

Behind him followed a group of equally imposing individuals.

His pace was unhurried, yet he moved swiftly. Everyone in his path bowed respectfully.

“City Lord.”

“City Lord.”

“...”

In no time, he stood before Caius.

Britney curtsied slightly, lifting the hem of her dress. “City Lord.”

Hilda, however, smiled warmly. “Uncle Mel.”

Well, well—listen to that.The difference in address spoke volumes.

Caius was mildly surprised. He’d expected to draw out a high-ranking official from the administrative hall—after all, the “rank” of Grilla City’s officials was on a completely different level from Ocean City’s.

But he hadn’t anticipated summoning the biggest boss of them all—the City Lord of Grilla City himself.

A Title-ranked powerhouse—[Windchanter·Mel]!

Meeting his gaze, Caius dipped his head slightly. “Greetings, City Lord.”

Kiki mimicked him. “Greetings, City Lord, meow.”

“Hehe, greetings to you as well.” Mel chuckled, showing no displeasure at Caius’ lack of a deeper bow.

If he got angry over something so trivial, he wouldn’t be where he was today.

Standing before Caius now, the City Lord wore a gentle smile, his curiosity evident.

“Hilda, is this your friend?” Mel asked, clearly familiar with her—likely through some familial connection.

“Yes, this is Caius,” Hilda replied brightly.

“You never mentioned having such an impressive friend before,” Mel remarked with a smile.

Hilda stuck out her tongue playfully but said nothing.

Mel then turned to Caius. “I’d just heard that someone had brought half the trade event to an abrupt end in an astonishingly short time. I’d assumed it was some great merchant visiting Grilla City.”

“Yet here I find a young man instead.”

Indeed, despite Caius’ towering build, his youthful features were unmistakable.

Caius laughed heartily, scratching his head as if slightly embarrassed. “You flatter me. It was just a bit of clever thinking, really. And I’m no merchant.”

“No?” Mel’s curiosity deepened.

He’d initially assumed Caius was a renowned merchant, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Then he wondered if Caius might be the scion of some influential trader—but again, no.

If not a merchant, how had he legally secured such a massive volume of magitech weapon orders—all fully paid—in such a short time?

Or rather, purchase agreements.

“Uncle Mel, Caius really isn’t a merchant. He’s a mercenary—an exceptional one,” Hilda chimed in, her tone carrying a hint of pride, as if she were the one being praised.

Caius grinned and nodded. “Yep, just a mercenary. Don’t I look the part?”

“Your build certainly fits, but your wit? Not so much,” Mel replied with an amused smile.

“Which is why, as Hilda said, I’m an exceptional mercenary. The emphasis is on exceptional, not mercenary.” Caius winked, drawing a genuine laugh from Mel.

“Indeed, exceptional,” Mel conceded, acknowledging Caius’ point—that excellence lay in the person, not the profession.

“Now then, young man, would you mind telling me what you plan to do with all these magitech weapons?” Mel asked, still smiling warmly.

Caius immediately straightened, adopting a solemn expression.

“To help Hilda secure  sponsorships.”

Mel: “……”

Britney: “……”

Hilda: “……”
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                "You did all this… just to secure sponsorships?" Mel was visibly stunned by Caius's words.

Hilda, too, stood there with her mouth slightly agape, disbelief shining in her eyes.

"Only partly," Caius chuckled. "This girl’s a bit slow—she worked so hard but barely scraped together a few sponsors. I couldn’t just stand by, so I decided to help her out."

Hilda immediately puffed out her cheeks. "Hey! I’m not slow! It’s just… you’re too smart!"

Caius nodded. "Thanks for the compliment."

Britney’s lips twitched.

Even Mel looked at Caius and Hilda with surprise.

He had never seen Hilda act like this around any man before.

There was a hint of playful bickering in their exchange.

So, at this moment, his gaze toward Caius carried an extra layer of scrutiny and curiosity.

Seems these two… have an unusual relationship.

Since when?

But he didn’t press further. Instead, he asked, "And the other reason?"

"Naturally, it’s because of the Bloody Lands," Caius replied.

Mel’s pupils contracted slightly. "What does that have to do with the Bloody Lands?"

"I encountered a small-scale Blood Tide in Nofalark Forest, along with an attack from at least a Mithril-ranked Bloody Creature. So I’m guessing this outbreak won’t be weak," Caius said seriously.

"To deal with the Bloody Lands, weapons are a necessity."

"The Blood Tide relies on sheer numbers, so magitech weapons are the optimal solution."

"Therefore, I want to donate these weapons to Grilla City—to help the city and its surrounding towns face this crisis. At the same time, it’ll secure some major sponsorships for Hydis Magic Academy."

"You know how it is—Hydis is a place that nurtures elites. Every student there could become a future Legendary figure for humanity!"

"So I figured, since I have the means, I should do something. Better than doing nothing at all."

As Caius spoke, everyone present was visibly moved.

Even Mel and the high-ranking officials behind him wore expressions of deep respect.

But in reality… Caius wasn’t that noble. It was all an act.

When dealing with regional authorities, playing the selfless hero often worked wonders—earning goodwill and paving the way for future connections.

Magitech weapons worth over twenty million gold, earned in just a few hours? Compared to the direct and indirect benefits of a Title-ranked powerhouse’s favor?

Caius didn’t even hesitate before choosing the latter.

Because the latter wasn’t something money alone could buy.

Not unless you were insanely wealthy.

Twenty million gold made Caius rich, but not "very very" rich.

Just look at the merchants he’d spoken to earlier—each had fortunes in the tens of millions, yet none could casually request an audience with the City Lord.

"Hehe, well said. It’s rare to see young people with such foresight these days," Mel chuckled, his gaze toward Caius now noticeably warmer.

Finally, he nodded. "Then I’ll accept your generous offer. On behalf of Grilla City and its neighboring towns, I thank you for your donation."

With that, he placed a hand over his heart and gave Caius a slight bow.

The officials behind him also removed their hats and bowed in unison.

Caius quickly waved his hands. "No need for that—it’s just a small gesture."

"And this is our gesture," Mel replied.

"You’re the mercenary who brought back critical intel on the Bloody Lands, aren’t you? I’d already heard of you—I just didn’t expect our first meeting to be like this."

"Thank you, Mr. Caius. Your information has been invaluable to us."

Hearing this, Caius actually felt a little embarrassed. "It’s nothing, really. I just completed the investigation mission I took. An exceptional mercenary should always deliver outstanding results."

Mel laughed. "If only every mercenary were like you."

If they were all like me, the world would be in chaos~ Caius mused internally.

Then Mel gestured, and an aide stepped forward.

"Wasn’t Hydis Magic Academy applying for an expansion? Grant them the land adjacent to the academy’s rear sector."

"Yes, sir!" The aide nodded and immediately went to arrange it.

Caius blinked.

Twenty million gold for a huge plot of land?

Sure, the land wasn’t his, but given that he was the reason it was granted, the academy would surely owe him a favor, right?

Hehe, as expected—this twenty million was totally worth it!

And from today onward, that boast he’d made to Sean had come true—he did have connections with Grilla City’s City Lord!

Perfect.

This trade event was definitely the right call.

At that moment, Caius was practically glowing with satisfaction.

Of course, he still had to keep up appearances. He quickly mimicked Mel’s earlier gesture and turned to Kiki.

"Quick, hand the orders over to the City Lord."

"Got it, meow!"

Kiki immediately picked up the stack of orders and presented them to Mel with both hands.

Mel accepted them with a smile, then said, "And please accept this in return."

With a wave of his hand, a cyan token floated toward Caius.

Caius caught it, looking puzzled.

Mel explained, "This is the Windspire City Lord’s Token. With it, you may freely enter the administrative buildings and the City Lord’s Manor."

Caius feigned shock. "This… this is too generous!"

But Mel shook his head, smiling. "Your contributions to Grilla City more than warrant it."

Though he said that, Caius could tell from Mel’s gaze that Hilda’s influence played a role.

Without her, the City Lord would’ve likely just paid market price for the magitech orders—not gifted him a token like this.

And Caius knew exactly what this Windspire Token meant.

It meant that from now on, no one in Grilla City would dare mess with him!

If they did, he could just march straight to the City Lord’s Manor and file a complaint!

Hehe~

Time to soar~

Twenty million gold? Worth every damn coin!

Just look—even Britney was eyeing the token with envy.

After exchanging a few more pleasantries with Hilda, Mel said, "It’s getting late, and I still have matters to attend to. The Bloody Lands situation will keep me busy for a while."

Hilda nodded obediently. "We should head back too."

Mel gave a final nod, then cast one last glance at Caius before turning to leave. Everyone bowed as he departed.

Now this is what it means to be a big shot~ Caius mused.

Alright, mission accomplished. Time to go home and sleep!

But then he felt a pair of intense eyes burning into him.

Clearly, Hilda wasn’t about to let him off so easily.

As the group exited the square, Hilda puffed her cheeks and glared at Caius.

"You called me slow in front of Uncle Mel, you big dummy!"

Britney’s eyebrows shot up at that.

Big dummy?

What kind of sweet nickname is that?!

And you still claim you’re just friends?!

Caius just grinned. "Hey, didn’t I get you some pretty good sponsorships in return?"

Hearing that, Hilda’s mock anger instantly melted away, replaced by a radiant smile, her eyes practically sparkling.

"That’s true! Caius, you’re amazing! The academy’s been trying to secure that land for ages!"

"With it, Hydis can expand its campus activity zone—maybe even build a new grand arena!" she gushed excitedly.

"Mhm. Let’s call it the Caius Arena," Caius declared with a nod.

Hilda burst out laughing. "No way! That sounds terrible. ‘Big Dummy Arena’ would be better."

"Works for me. At least it’s named after me," Caius retorted shamelessly, grinning.

Hilda couldn’t help but laugh, her shoulders shaking with mirth.

Meanwhile, Britney suddenly felt like a third wheel.

A three-thousand-watt third wheel.
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                "Alright, I should head back now," Caius said.

"Ah, so soon?" Hilda blurted out reflexively.

"Soon? It's already 2 AM, kid," Caius chuckled.

"Really?" Hilda blinked, and Britney beside her sighed and nodded.

"Fine..." Hilda agreed reluctantly.

She realized that whenever she was with Caius, time seemed to fly by inexplicably.

She still wanted to hear him explain in detail how he had managed to make such a huge profit in such a short time.

Caius could tell Hilda was a bit reluctant, but he had no intention of staying.

Nor did he plan to gift her the custom weapon now.

He had already given the Little Swan enough surprises for the day. Handing over the weapon now would just be the cherry on top.

Better to wait a while—let the novelty of today settle—and then gift it to her for another wave of excitement.

"Tomorrow, I officially become an academy external liaison. I’m thinking of celebrating by hitting the best restaurant in Grilla City. You two in?" Caius asked casually.

Britney was stunned. He’s inviting her to dinner just like that?

Even princes from various kingdoms had tried and failed to get Hilda to agree to a meal.

She was about to speak up and knock this big guy down a peg—

But Hilda didn’t hesitate at all.

"Sure! I actually know a great place!"

Britney stared at Hilda, speechless.

Where’s your dignity, girl?

From this, she could see that Caius and Hilda really were close—closer than she’d thought.

"Then we’ll go to your pick. But if it’s not good, I’ll have to question your taste," Caius teased, winking at Britney.

Britney gritted her teeth.

This guy… He’s taunting me now?!

"Hilda, I’m exhausted. Let’s hurry back and rest!" Britney shot Caius a glare and tugged at Hilda’s arm.

Hilda nodded, linking arms with Britney before turning to Caius. "See you tomorrow at noon, then!"

"Mm." Caius nodded, then activated a teleportation circle with Kiki and vanished in a flash.

Once he was gone, Britney let out a breath and eyed Hilda’s cheerful expression. "Silly girl, couldn’t you have at least pretended to refuse?"

"Why would I refuse?" Hilda looked genuinely puzzled.

"Because he—" Britney started, then paused.

Actually, now that she thought about it, there wasn’t anything wrong with their relationship. As far as she could tell, they were just good friends.

After a beat, she sighed. "At least act a little reserved. You are a noble lady, you know."

Hilda laughed. "You don’t get him. If I’d said no, he definitely wouldn’t have taken us along."

"What kind of attitude is that? That’s not how a gentleman behaves," Britney huffed.

"He’s not a gentleman. He’s a mercenary," Hilda replied with a grin.

Britney studied Hilda’s face and finally sighed in defeat.

Clearly, Hilda was under Caius’ spell—she was even defending him now.

Taking Hilda’s hand, she muttered, "Fine, I give up. To you, he’s the world’s greatest mercenary, isn’t he?"

Hilda’s cheeks flushed slightly. Even if she hadn’t meant it that way, she could hear the implication in Britney’s words.

"Ugh, we’re just good friends, Britney. You have no idea—after you left, I didn’t have any real friends here."

"I’ve fought alongside him. He’s incredibly reliable. Sure, he can be annoying sometimes… but he really is a great friend."

"Mhm, I can tell. You’re definitely biased," Britney said sourly. "I felt like a third wheel back there."

Hilda quickly looped her arm through Britney’s and swayed playfully. "No way! You’re my best friend, Britney~"

The moment Hilda started acting cute, Britney couldn't hold out any longer, her stern expression melting into a smile.

"That’s more like it. Come on, let’s go home. We haven’t had a proper girls’ night in ages—we’ve got so much to catch up on!"

"Like what’s happened since you came to Grilla City, or that mercenary friend of yours. And I have plenty of fun stories to share too!"

"Oh, and this [Rosy Dawn] you’re wearing? It has a secret~"

"We’ll stay up all night talking, and by dawn, the secret will reveal itself!"

"Really?! Let’s go, then!" Hilda immediately grabbed Britney’s hand and started pulling her forward.

Britney laughed. This lively, adorable girl never failed to lift her spirits.

…

Back in Ocean City, Caius headed straight to Hailan No. 11.

Seeing Caius and Kiki looking exhausted, Yvlan raised an eyebrow.

"What were you two up to? You look worn out."

Caius yawned. "Used my brain. Ugh… Thinking is so tiring…"

"Tiring meow…" Kiki echoed, draped over his shoulder like a limp rag.

"You used your brain?" Yvlan smirked.

"What’s that supposed to mean? Do I not look like someone who uses their brain?" Caius protested.

Yvlan’s eyes flicked over his muscular frame. "Nope."

Caius: "..."

"Please. When I do use my brain, I make millions easily," he boasted.

"Sure, sure. I believe you," Yvlan nodded—her tone dripping with sarcasm.

"It’s true meow! Twenty million meow!" Kiki piped up.

Now Yvlan looked genuinely surprised. "Wait, seriously?"

"Nah, not millions. Just a City Lord Token personally awarded by Grilla City’s City Lord," Caius grinned, pulling out the ornate token and waving it smugly.

Yvlan’s eyes widened. The City Lord of Grilla City was a real heavyweight!

She knew Caius wouldn’t bother forging a fake—the token bore Grilla City’s official insignia.

"How did you pull that off?" she asked, fascinated.

"Wanna know?" Caius leaned in with a roguish grin.

Yvlan nodded.

Suddenly, Caius closed the distance between them—so close their lips nearly brushed. Yvlan’s heart skipped a beat, but she held her ground, her gaze locked onto his.

"If you really want to know… How about a beautiful evening, just the two of us? I’ll tell you all about it," Caius murmured, tilting her chin up with a finger.

That smirk of his radiated pure, irresistible charm.

Yvlan’s cheeks flushed, her eyes darting away.

"I—I don’t need that! Who knows what other ideas you’d get at night…" She swatted his hand away, turning her face aside.

Caius chuckled. "I’d never do anything bad. Only things that’d make you happy."

"I don’t believe you…"

"Seeing is believing. Try it, and you’ll know I’m telling the truth~" His voice dropped to a low purr as he leaned in again, one hand settling on her waist.

Yvlan’s breath hitched.

His touch was warm, his fingers tracing idle patterns that sent little sparks through her.

His breath tickled her ear, deep and teasing.

"Well?"

Her pulse raced as his other arm wrapped around her, pulling her closer. She could feel the solid muscle of his chest against hers, the steady thud of his heartbeat.

When she looked up, his face was inches away—all sharp angles and confident amusement.

"I… I…" Her thoughts spun into a dizzy whirl.

Then, like a startled rabbit, she planted both hands on his chest and shoved him back.

"I—I’m not ready yet," she stammered.

"That’s fine," Caius said, hiding his disappointment behind an easy smile. "I’ll wait."

Something in his tone steadied her. Then, before she could second-guess herself, she grabbed his collar and yanked him forward.

Caius had no time to react before her lips crashed into his.

For a moment, he just blinked—then grinned against her mouth, arms tightening around her.

Well, well. Boss Lady’s got fire.

Kiki watched from the sidelines, wide-eyed.

Taking notes, meow!

When Yvlan finally pulled back, her face was scarlet.

"Th-That’s your deposit!" she declared, flustered.

Caius licked his lips, savoring the taste. "Mmm. Best deposit ever."

Yvlan was mortified. For all her usual boldness, she was just as bashful as any girl when it came to this.

Between his teasing and her own daring move, she couldn’t bear to face him anymore.

With a squeak, she fled to the kitchen.

Caius laughed heartily, scooping up Kiki and heading upstairs.

Ah, the mercenary life. Never a dull moment.
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                Back in the room, Caius and Kiki took a quick shower before burrowing under the covers.

Caius was ready to sleep, but the little catgirl had other ideas.

She wriggled into his arms, resting her chin on his chest with her tail flicking lazily, eyes sparkling with anticipation.

"Kiki wants to eat big guy, meow~"

Caius burst out laughing at that, wrapping an arm around her slender waist and pulling her in for a kiss.

Still worked up from his earlier encounter with the Boss Lady, Caius soon found his hands wandering.

After a while, Kiki pulled back, licking her lips with a satisfied purr.

But then she squirmed slightly, tilting her head in confusion. "Big guy, something's poking me, meow."

"Wah! There's a snake, meow!"

Caius froze. "That's not a snake!"

"Then what is it, meow?" Kiki asked curiously.

Caius's eyes gleamed mischievously. "That's... a cat teaser."

"Fun toy, meow?" Her ears perked up instantly.

"Heh, very fun."

"Want try, meow!"

"Alright, let me show you..."

......

The next morning, Caius woke up feeling refreshed.

Kiki's learning ability was impressive.

"Big guy~" The moment Caius stirred, Kiki nuzzled against his chin affectionately.

After last night's "playtime," she'd become even clingier.

It made Caius look forward to when she reached Gold-rank—then they could really explore the cat teaser's full potential. Heh.

"Alright, up we get. Today's a big day!" He gave her rump a light pat.

And what a day it was. He could finally hand the external liaison recommendation letter to Holan, officially becoming the Hydis Academy external liaison he'd always wanted to be.

Kiki's spot was secured too, though it'd take a bit longer. Yvlan had a tavern owners' meeting later where she'd receive the nomination, but by afternoon, Kiki would be official as well.

Then lunch with Hilda and Britney.

Dinner with Instructor Holan—using his new status as the perfect excuse. She wouldn't refuse, and afterward... heh.

In high spirits, Caius decided to pick up a few jobs. He was still a mercenary, and after slacking off for days, it was time to get back to work.

First, he grabbed two Platinum-tier quests from Yvlan.

Then swung by Oern's Smithy for a free ore-gathering task from the old dwarf.

Next stop: Iron Tavern to see Raymond.

Raymond had clearly heard about Caius shaking up Grilla City—even catching the City Lord's attention. It confirmed he'd bet on the right man.

So he handed Caius four high-paying Gold-tier contracts—the cushy, low-effort kind!

With his quest log packed, Caius set off for Grilla City.

Not for ceremony—he wasn't about to walk there to commemorate his new status—but for a job.

Raymond had given him a live cargo delivery: a bound juvenile Earthwyrm.

Even as a juvenile, the damn thing stood over two meters tall and five meters long—like a giant lizard but way nastier.

Chained up in a reinforced cage, it still had the nerve to snarl at Caius through the bars. Typical for a Magic Beast with draconic blood.

Since untamed Magic Beasts couldn't use teleportation circles, Caius had to take the scenic route to Grilla City's arena, where daily bloodsports drew roaring crowds.

Man vs. man, man vs. beast, man vs. other races—brutal, gory, and wildly popular.

This Earthwyrm, once trained, would likely headline Platinum-tier matches.

Hence the Platinum-tier payout: 30,000 gold!

The trip from Ocean City to Grilla City spanned over a hundred kilometers—a full day by wagon.

Caius didn't have that kind of time.

So he yanked the Earthwyrm out of its cage, bound its limbs, muzzled its jaws, and sprinted the entire way with the beast slung over one shoulder.

Kiki? No problem—he just tucked her under his other arm.

Even hauling cargo, Caius made it in two hours instead of his usual one.

The poor Earthwyrm got so jostled it nearly puked up yesterday's rabbit meal.

By arrival, it was on the verge of grateful tears, all its earlier bravado gone, staring at Caius with pure terror.

Job done, Caius restocked supplies while heading toward Hydis Academy.

Around 10 AM, he reached the gates—only for Kiki to suddenly point. "Big guy, look! Silly mushroom, meow!"

Caius turned to see a familiar figure.

Belle.

Clutching a small cloth bag, she stood rigidly by the entrance like a wooden post, clearly waiting for someone.

This was unusual. In Caius's experience, Belle's routine never deviated:

Class → Research Lab → Cafeteria → Dorm.

So why was she at the gates?

As he approached, Belle took a few stiff steps forward.

"What're you doing here?" Caius asked.

"Waiting," she murmured.

"For what?"

Instead of answering, Belle lowered her head for a long moment, then pulled out a wooden flask—the one Caius had drunk from before.

She handed it to him.

Caius took a swig and raised his brows. "High-end rum? I told you not to buy this."

Belle hunched her shoulders slightly. "Celebration..."

"Celebrating what?" Then it clicked. "Wait... me becoming an official external liaison?"

"Mm." A faint nod.

A breeze lifted her bangs, revealing silver-gray eyes fixed on him.

Caius stared at the flask, his perfect memory replaying his own words:

["Hope you'll be waiting at the gates when I get into Hydis."]

"...What time did you start waiting here?"

"Six."

Another stretch of silence. Then Caius reached out, ruffling her hair.

"Silly girl."

In that moment, he was genuinely glad he'd taken that delivery job instead of teleporting straight to the academy.

            

    
        Chapter 154

    
    
    
    
                Caius's large hand came to rest atop Belle's head. The petite girl hunched her shoulders slightly but made no move to evade his touch.

"Let's go find Instructor Holan. I need her seal on my external dispatch recommendation letter," Caius announced.

"Mm," Belle nodded softly, falling into step behind him.

Caius's strides were long; Belle's were short. Yet he deliberately slowed his pace, allowing her to maintain an effortless position at his side.

Soon they arrived at the library, where Holan was already immersed in a book—apparently free of lectures today. Noticing their approach, she rose with a welcoming smile, only to deliver a light reprimanding slap to Caius's arm the moment she reached him.

"What was that for?" Caius blinked in confusion.

"This is all your fault," Holan chided, her brow furrowing. "This little one was up before dawn, waiting at the academy gates just for you. No matter how much I urged her to wait inside the library, she insisted on standing there until you finally showed up! Had you skipped today, she'd likely have remained rooted there till nightfall."

Chastened, Caius rubbed his neck with an apologetic grin. "My bad. I was planning to treat you all to a feast tonight to make up for it."

"That's more like it," Holan's expression softened, satisfied.

After Caius handed over the recommendation letter bearing his name, Holan stamped it with brisk efficiency.

"From today onward, you're officially an external dispatch agent!" she declared cheerfully.

"Don't forget Kiki—her slot's coming through soon too," Caius reminded.

"Yes, Meow!" Kiki nodded eagerly, her tail curling around from behind Caius to playfully tickle his palm.

Feigning nonchalance as he stroked the fluffy tip of her tail, Caius quipped, "Now for the interview, Instructor Holan: How does it feel to have acquired a dedicated mercenary all to yourself?"

"Hmm..." Holan pretended to deliberate before teasing, "Rather underwhelming, honestly~"

Caius's eyes widened in mock outrage. Turning to Belle, he stage-whispered, "See? Don't ever pick up her bad habits. She's the queen of mixed signals—head over heels for me yet spouting nonsense like this..."

Belle: "..."

A flush crept up Holan's cheeks. "Who's head over heels for you, you narcissistic oaf?!" she retorted, swatting at him half-heartedly.

Caius dodged with a roguish chuckle, effortlessly evading her attempts. Holan gritted her teeth in frustration—how could someone so bulky move so nimbly?

With a flick of her wrist, tendrils of cold seeped from her deep blue tresses. A cerulean flash later, Caius found himself encased in a massive ice block, only his head left exposed.

"Heh~" Holan crossed her arms triumphantly.

Caius glanced at his frozen confines and sighed. "Wow, bullying the magicless guy now?"

"And if I am?" Holan taunted, sashaying forward to boop his nose. "Try dodging this."

The next instant, Caius grinned wolfishly.

His arms flexed—the thick ice shattered explosively.

Please. That tipsy "Little Swan" had needed over a dozen platinum-tier binding spells to pin him down last time. A single platinum-level freeze stood no chance against his raw strength.

The sudden fragmentation startled Holan into stumbling backward, only for her heel to catch on a slick shard. With a yelp, she teetered toward the floor—magic scholars weren't exactly famed for their agility, and Holan was a researcher, not a combat mage.

A brawny arm intercepted her waist, gently redirecting her momentum forward instead. Holan's breath hitched as she found herself pressed against Caius's sculpted torso.

Dazed, she looked up to find him brushing an ice crystal from her hair, his voice warm. "Careful there, Instructor. I'd hate to see you hurt."

Scarlet-faced, Holan couldn't meet his gaze, her pulse hammering audibly. Caius released her without further teasing—with Belle present, the proper instructor would never allow anything more. A fleeting flirtation sufficed.

As she stepped back, Holan pressed a hand to her chest, bewildered by her racing heartbeat. Never before had she been held so close by a man. The unfamiliar warmth spreading through her body was... unsettling. As an ice mage, she acutely sensed her rising temperature from accelerated bloodflow.

"Anyway, I've got business at the student council," Caius announced, ever the escape artist after stirring trouble.

"What for?" Holan asked, regaining composure.

"Delivering Hilda's sword."

"It's finished?" Her curiosity piqued.

"Mhm."

"May I see?"

"Absolutely—not," he drawled.

"Why?" Holan frowned, expecting immediate consent given their closeness. It was just a glance.

"Custom weapons deserve reverence. The first eyes upon it should belong to its wielder," Caius explained. "A master smith's principle." He softened the refusal with an offer: "But I'll craft you a personalized blade instead."

"Truly?" Holan's disappointment vanished. "You make staves?"

"Naturally—no," he deadpanned.

Holan: "..."

"However," he continued, "a finely wrought dagger would suit a mage perfectly for close-quarters emergencies. Far handier than a staff. Thoughts?"

"I... lack the funds," she admitted.

"Gold isn't required. If the blade fits you, consider it my tribute to beauty—already paid in full by your loveliness."

Recognizing his signature charm, Holan laughed, her crescent eyes sparkling. "Very well. I await your creation."

"Then I'm off. Take care of our silly mushroom here—she likely skipped breakfast." Caius gestured to Belle.

"Understood."

As he turned to leave, Kiki scampering alongside, Caius couldn't resist ruffling Belle's hair once more. Something about that mushroom-cut hairstyle was irresistibly tactile.

"Eat properly, got it?"

"Mm."

"Words, please."

"Understood."

"Good girl." With a final wave, he departed.

"Farewell," Belle murmured.

"Later."

En route to the student council building, Caius nearly collided with Fenton—again. Did this kid ever attend class, or just loitered campus like some delinquent?

But instead of the usual provocation, Fenton merely scowled and veered away.

Odd. Did he finally learn his lesson?

Shrugging, Caius proceeded to the president's office. Upon knocking, Hilda's voice called, "Enter."

He stepped inside—only to find not just Hilda, but Britney and a matronly woman with an air of authority.

Blinking, Caius addressed Hilda: "Your... elder sister?"

Hilda stiffened in shock, while the woman chuckled warmly.

"Greetings, Mr. Caius. I am Melinda, Vice President of Hydis Magic Academy."
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                When Melinda appeared here, Caius had an inkling that she was a high-ranking official from the Hydis Magic Academy.

So he immediately put on a smile and shook hands with her. "So you're the Headmistress! My apologies—I was being rude earlier."

It was clear that Caius's earlier sweet-talking had left a good impression on Melinda. After all, Hilda's beauty was widely acknowledged. For a woman of her age to be mistaken as Hilda's older sister was high praise—and Melinda was indeed quite attractive.

"Hehe, not at all," Melinda chuckled warmly before continuing, "Please, have a seat, Mr. Caius. I came here specifically for you."

"For me?" Caius feigned surprise as he settled onto the sofa.

Hilda poured him a cup of tea.

Melinda nodded with a smile. "You secured a development zone for our academy, which is of great importance to Hydis. So I came here to reach out through Guild President Hilda and express our gratitude."

"Oh, that!" Caius adopted an expression of sudden realization before grinning. "No need for thanks. As a member of Hydis, it was only natural for me to do so."

"Mr. Caius, hearing you say that fills me with admiration."

"From what I understand, you are only an external dispatch personnel of Hydis. Yet your contributions to the academy, as well as your sense of duty as a member, surpass those of many within Hydis itself," Melinda said earnestly.

"Therefore, the academy has decided to grant you an honorary external privilege—an exceptional appointment to the [Hydis Special-Class Dispatch Seat]."

Though he had no idea what that meant, Caius still put on an expression of pleasant surprise. "Really? That’s such an honor! Thank you so much!"

"The gratitude should be ours," Melinda replied with a smile.

In truth, Caius knew this was just the academy's way of acknowledging his value. Melinda’s visit served two purposes: first, to gauge Caius’s attitude, and second, since Caius had established a good relationship with the City Lord, Hydis saw it necessary to strengthen ties with him as well.

The academy had already been briefed on yesterday’s events. Someone of Caius’s caliber was not someone Hydis would let slip away—they would secure him with benefits and privileges.

The conversation between Melinda and Caius continued for a while, mostly consisting of mutual flattery.

Caius praised Hydis as an outstanding institution and expressed how much he admired it.

Meanwhile, Melinda commended Caius’s personal capabilities and character.

In short, the exchange was pleasant, the discussion smooth, and Hydis had granted Caius some rather impressive privileges.

Through their chat, Caius learned that this so-called [Special-Class Dispatch Seat] was not on the same level as a regular [Dispatched Personnel].

To put it simply, it was akin to the difference between an ordinary instructor and an academic dean.

In other words, Caius now had the authority to assign tasks to other dispatched personnel—effectively becoming the superior for most of them.

He could directly accept most of the academy’s missions and delegate them to others. If the academy allocated 10,000 gold for a task, Caius could assign it for 8,000 gold.

Without lifting a finger, he’d pocket 2,000 gold.

The profit from a single task might not seem like much, but what about a hundred? A thousand? Or even more?

This was a cushy position indeed!

Moreover, the Special-Class Dispatch Seat came with real authority within Hydis, primarily concerning diplomacy with affiliated academies or organizations.

Across the entire Hydis, there were only six such seats. Caius was the seventh!

And he was the first to obtain the seat immediately after becoming a dispatched personnel!

This spoke volumes about how highly Hydis regarded him.

With this seat, Caius was essentially integrated into the academy’s administrative system, with significant room for advancement. The next step up would place him among the academy’s senior management.

At that point, even Holan would have to address him as "Dean."

Of course, Caius had no real interest in titles or authority. What intrigued him was simply how much this position could benefit his mercenary work.

If promotion meant giving up his mercenary status, he’d choose being a mercenary over any lofty title without hesitation.

On the surface, however, Caius played the part perfectly—enthusiastic and cooperative. Melinda’s gaze as she looked at him was one of deep satisfaction.

After about half an hour of conversation, Melinda’s task was complete, and she took her leave.

Once she was gone, Caius shed his formal demeanor and reverted to his usual laid-back mercenary self, sprawling across the sofa with an exaggerated sigh that made Britney’s eye twitch.

"Ugh, what a hassle…" Caius muttered.

"You’re complaining even after getting such a prestigious seat?" Hilda sat down beside him on the sofa, smiling as she refilled the plate of snacks that Kiki had already devoured.

Now the little catgirl could feast again.

"Managing all those dispatched personnel is gonna be a pain," Caius grumbled.

"Each Special-Class Dispatch Seat oversees a hundred dispatched personnel—that’s not even a lot," Hilda pointed out seriously. "Besides, this position is practically on par with my role as Student Council President, except with way fewer responsibilities."

"Hilda, don’t let him fool you. He’s actually bragging," Britney interjected with a sigh.

Hilda blinked, then turned to Caius—only to see a mischievous grin spreading across his face. "Who, me? Never~"

It dawned on Hilda then—this guy was totally showing off!

Dispatched personnel hardly needed managing. Most were mercenaries and adventurers who could regulate themselves under the academy’s rules.

All Caius had to do was assign tasks. He could even set up an automatic commission deduction system within the academy’s Magitech network and rake in profits every month without lifting a finger.

Unless the academy issued special assignments, Caius wouldn’t even need to complete the mandatory monthly missions required of regular dispatched personnel.

This position was beyond cushy—it was downright luxurious!

Hilda’s cheeks puffed up in a pout. "And here I was, about to teach you how to manage it all. Now I don’t feel like helping you anymore!"

"Aw, come on! I was counting on the brilliant and capable Guild President to lighten my burden," Caius said hastily.

At that, Hilda covered her mouth with a soft chuckle. "You don’t even have a burden to begin with."

"Who says? For example, I’m not entirely sure how to use this academy Magitech badge. Care to show me?" Caius pulled out the badge Melinda had just given him—a higher-tier version compared to the standard issue.

These badges were miniature Magitech devices with varying levels of functionality.

Caius had only just submitted his application to become a dispatched personnel and hadn’t even received a regular badge yet. Now, Melinda had handed him a superior one.

All it took was channeling a bit of magic power to operate it—no spellcasting required.

Even a Bronze-rank could wield a powerful Magitech device as long as they had magic power and knew how to use it.

Figuring out the badge’s functions wouldn’t have been hard, but Caius deliberately played ignorant—he wanted Hilda to teach him.

This would make her feel needed.

He had already demonstrated exceptional competence in front of Hilda, which could leave the Little Swan feeling overshadowed.

As a genius, such a blow to her pride might subconsciously make her feel inferior to Caius.

That was why, back when Caius called her "dumb," she had retorted that he was "too smart."

The Little Swan wasn’t afraid of challenges. If Caius was stronger, she’d strive to catch up—it motivated her.

But sometimes, such motivation wasn’t entirely positive.

If Hilda grew increasingly fixated on surpassing him, her competitive spirit might steer her away from the realm of simple friendship.

So, at the right moments, Caius had to feign weakness.

Like now.

Frowning at the Magitech badge in his hands, he mumbled, "This little thing looks complicated. How does it work again?"

Watching him fumble "clumsily," Hilda’s heart swelled with amusement.

So the big guy did have things he didn’t understand!

She scooted closer, taking the badge from him and launching into an explanation. "First, press this blue gem—it activates the embedded Magic Array sequence."

"Then press the red one, and the magic projection will appear."

"Ohhh," Caius nodded sagely at the glowing interface before asking, "What does [Switch] do?"

"That changes the Magic Array sequence. Press it, and you can toggle between three projection panels: Academy, Personal, and Public."

"The Academy panel includes the campus map, building functions, department responsibilities, mission listings, and so on. This is where you’ll accept or assign tasks later."

"The Personal panel displays your own details—your position, contribution points, friend list, etc."

"As for Public, it connects to other academies’ Magitech systems or public chat channels. You have to do it like this…"

Hilda explained everything in detail while Caius listened attentively—though his gaze kept drifting to her profile.

She really is stunning…
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                Caius was watching Hilda, while Britney was watching Caius.

Her eyes narrowed as she fixed a sharp gaze on his face.

Caius noticed her stare but paid it no mind. Instead, he flashed her a grin before turning his attention back to Hilda—completely unabashed.

Only Hilda remained oblivious, still meticulously explaining the badge’s functions to him.

Whenever she glanced his way, he’d immediately shift his focus to the badge, putting on an earnest "studying" expression.

At that moment, Britney’s teeth itched with irritation. She could practically feel the provocation in Caius’s smirk!

This whole "learning how to use the Magitech badge" was clearly just an excuse to get closer to Hilda. And sure enough, with Hilda sitting right beside him, their shoulders were nearly touching.

Seeing that Caius was about to succeed in his scheme, Britney abruptly stood up.

"Alright, that’s enough explanation. If he still can’t figure it out after all that, he’s just an idiot."

"At this rate, we’ll miss lunchtime."

Only then did Hilda realize it was already noon.

She handed the badge back to Caius. "Britney’s right. I’ve taught you the basics—you can figure out the rest on your own."

"No problem!" Caius wasn’t disappointed. He had plenty of patience in this regard. He hadn’t expected such a simple trick to lead to any physical contact with Hilda anyway.

Truthfully, his actions served two purposes: first, to subtly account for Hilda’s psychological nuances, and second… well, he just wanted to mess with Britney a little.

Britney was clearly more experienced than Hilda. Caius could tell she was wary of him—or more precisely, wary of him getting close to Hilda.

Case in point: the moment the two of them sat a little too close, she got antsy.

Seeing the smug grin on Caius’s face, Britney gritted her teeth, silently resolving to make him pay—literally—for this meal later.

After all, she’d seen firsthand how easily Caius could make money. Squeezing him for an extravagant lunch wouldn’t hurt him, and as long as it annoyed him, she’d be satisfied.

"Let’s go. Take us to that amazing restaurant you mentioned—I want to see just how amazing it is." Caius stood up with a chuckle.

"It won’t disappoint!" Hilda beamed before the group headed off-campus together.

Once outside the academy gates, Hilda seemed to shed the weight of her Student Council President persona. She practically bounced with energy, her usual grace and aloofness nowhere to be seen.

Perhaps because she was surrounded by two close friends, her demeanor was especially lively.

Looping her arm through Britney’s, she chatted animatedly as they walked.

"Is that pastry shop new? Let’s check it out later, Britney!"

"Sure, but aren’t you worried about gaining weight from all those sweets?"

"Not at all! I exercise and watch my diet~"

Watching the two girls chatter away ahead of him, Caius couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sentimentality.

Ah, youth and vitality…

Though it’d be even better if Britney were swapped out for him.

Still, this wasn’t bad either.

While the two were distracted, Caius took Kiki’s tiny hand in his, gently stroking it.

Her hand was so small—soft and delicate.

"Big Guy, do you like Little Swan, Meow?" Kiki sat perched on Caius’s shoulder, one hand holding his, the other wrapped around his neck as she whispered in his ear.

"I do," Caius nodded. "Do you?"

"Me too! She gives me snacks, Meow~" Kiki giggled sweetly.

"Then let’s trick her into coming home with us. That way, you’ll have snacks every day," Caius said with a roguish grin.

Kiki’s ears twitched excitedly, her face full of anticipation. "Okay, Meow!"

"But Big Guy, after we trick her home, will you still make tiny kittens with me, Meow?"

"Of course."

"Hehe~" The little catgirl giggled happily before leaning down—while Hilda and Britney were still engrossed in conversation—and planting a loud kiss on Caius’s forehead.

Caius smirked in satisfaction, his large hand growing restless as it played with Kiki’s fingers before trailing down to her tail, giving it a teasing scratch.

The strange tingling sensation from her hand and tail made Kiki’s cheeks flush pink, her slender waist squirming slightly.

Unable to take it anymore, she hopped down from his shoulder and instead draped herself over his back, then nibbled lightly on his earlobe.

Her soft voice tickled his ear.

"Big Guy~"

"I wanna play with the cat teaser again tonight, Meow~"

Caius shivered slightly, chuckling. "Sure."

"And I want milk, Meow~"

"Fine, whatever you say."

"Hehe, Big Guy is the best, Meow~"

Meanwhile, atop a distant high-rise, a crisp snap echoed as Mack crushed the rooftop’s spire clean off with his bare hand.

"Caius, you’ve got some nerve, acting like that right behind the young lady…"

"Calm down… stay composed… must not interfere…"

"Damn it, I need to go rob another five hundred grand…"

…

Before long, they arrived at the restaurant—an upscale establishment.

After securing a private room, the waiter handed them the menu. Caius skimmed through it and let out a low whistle.

Well, well. Each dish costs at least a few hundred gold, with the pricier ones running into the thousands.

His eyes even landed on Earthwyrm meat—an exceptionally rare ingredient. A single Earthwyrm Stew cost 13,800 gold!

Caius’s mouth watered. He flagged down the waiter and pointed at the menu.

"This Hibiscus Delight, the Pan-Seared Elephant Clam, the Tri-Colored Casserole…"

He listed six dishes in total. Britney smirked to herself.

That’s it? She’d been planning to bleed him dry with a few premium courses.

She opened her mouth to add more.

But then Caius continued, "Except for these six, bring us one of everything else."

Britney: "…"

Even Hilda’s jaw dropped slightly. "Won’t that be too much?"

The menu had forty-five dishes in total. Subtracting the six Caius excluded, that still left thirty-nine—meaning this single meal would likely cost over a hundred thousand gold!

Britney’s eye twitched violently.

Sure, one of her finest handmade pieces could sell for 150,000 gold, but crafting it took her two whole months.

She’d only intended to order a couple of extra dishes, squeezing an extra 10,000-20,000 gold out of Caius. Yet before she could even act, he’d gone ahead and robbed himself first.

"Too much? Nah, I’ve got a huge appetite." Caius laughed heartily. "Anything else you two want? I see they’ve got desserts—I didn’t order those yet."

"Go wild. I’m in a good mood today—spare no expense!"

He still had that 500,000 gold burning a hole in his pocket, and it just didn’t sit right with him.

No motivation to work until the money’s all spent. So he’d set himself a little goal—blow through the entire sum today.

That’s just the kind of disciplined man he was.

Hilda couldn’t help but laugh. "We won’t even finish all these dishes—why order dessert?"

"Really? None?" Caius shrugged. "Fine, more for me."

"Waiter, add one of every dessert as well. Oh, and a bottle of Vites City rum, plus some Bluebell Cow milk for this adorable little cat."

"Right away, sir!" The waiter hurried off.

Britney gulped.

Well, there goes 200,000 gold in one meal.

Even as a noble, spending 200,000 gold on a single lunch was outrageously extravagant.

Hilda, however, didn’t seem fazed. After her initial surprise, she quickly regained her composure.

To her, 200,000 gold wasn’t that big of a deal.

Her family’s status far surpassed Britney’s, so she’d witnessed far more lavish expenditures.

What truly impressed her was that Caius had earned this money himself. No matter how extravagantly he spent, it was his right.

He had the skill to afford it all.

And that was exactly what she aspired to achieve.

She didn’t want to rely on her family. Like Caius, she wanted to stand on her own—to earn everything through her own abilities.
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                The meal was thoroughly enjoyable, and Hilda and Britney finally witnessed firsthand just how much Caius could eat.

He wasn’t joking about his appetite.

A lamb leg longer than his forearm? Caius polished off three of them by himself.

And the guy knew how to eat.

"Dig out the marrow, spread it on bread, add a slice of seared foie gras, some crispy lamb skin, a dab of butter, then sprinkle on a bit of rose salt and minced garlic…" Caius narrated while assembling an extravagant sandwich before taking a hearty bite.

His face lit up with bliss.

"That… actually looks really good," Hilda swallowed hard before immediately declaring, "I want to try it too!"

"Since when do you eat offal?" Britney raised an eyebrow.

"But it looks delicious!" Hilda grinned, mimicking Caius’s method to craft her own sandwich. One bite later—

"It’s amazing!" She covered her mouth, cheeks stuffed, words muffled but eyes sparkling.

The adorable sight drew a chuckle even from Britney.

Normally, Hilda dined with impeccable elegance—never speaking with food in her mouth. Only around close friends would she reveal this unrestrained side.

Grace had its merits, but it was exhausting. This carefree indulgence suited her far better.

"Britney, you have to try this!" Hilda held out her half-eaten sandwich toward Britney, who hesitated.

Hilda avoided offal mainly for dietary discipline, but Britney genuinely disliked organ meats—she found them off-putting.

Many nobles shared the sentiment.

Then she noticed Caius’s eager expression and glanced at the sandwich’s bitten edge.

Oh, I see.

She shot Caius a glare before decisively taking a bite—right next to Hilda’s teeth marks.

…Huh.

It was good. None of the grossness she’d expected.

Chewing smugly, she tilted her chin up at Caius in silent victory.

Caius raised an eyebrow, then picked up a milk ice custard.

"Sweet things pair surprisingly well with salty flavors. Try dipping these crinkle-cut fries in this custard—next-level combo."

"Really? Let me try!" Hilda eagerly followed his suggestion.

"Wow! Sweet and savory—it’s totally different!" She lit up like she’d discovered a new continent. "Caius, it’s a crime you’re not a food critic. You’ve got such a palate!"

"Hah, guess that makes me a Gourmet Mercenary," Caius laughed.

His culinary ingenuity? Born from wasteland survival.

When your diet consists of barely edible scraps, you learn to mix flavors just to make things palatable.

Years of practice honed his instincts.

(That, or Old Man’s cooking had been so atrocious that developing this skill was a matter of preserving his taste buds before age fourteen.)

Watching Caius and Hilda bond over food yet again, Britney felt that familiar twinge of irritation.

Time to derail this before the big oaf whipped out another trick to make Hilda giggle.

No one made Hilda laugh this often. In Britney’s books, Caius was the first.

So she steered the conversation: "Hey, big guy. Hilda mentioned you’re based in Ocean City?"

"Yep. Where my merc career began," Caius nodded. "Even as an official Hydis dispatcher now, I’ll keep my focus there."

"Got a hunch that city’s still hiding plenty of wild, fascinating secrets to uncover."

Hilda propped her chin on one hand, munching custard-dipped fries, listening intently.

Britney side-eyed her before pressing on: "Ever explored my boutique there?"

"You own a shop in Ocean City?" Caius blinked, then it clicked. "Wait—[Britney] Couture?"

"Mmhm." Britney’s smile turned sly. "My staff told me a certain hulk bought two matching dresses—my masterpieces."

"Guess I’ve got good taste," Caius grinned.

"Debatable," Britney sniffed, though her pride peeked through. "Took me six months to finish those. But… you gave one to Hilda. So where’s the other one?"

Her eyes narrowed playfully. "Gifted to another girl, perhaps?"

Caius’s heart skipped a beat.

Shit. Spot on. Is this women’s intuition?!

Even Hilda’s fry-dipping hand froze mid-air.

But Caius recovered lightning-fast, nodding calmly.

"Yep."

Britney: "…?"

Hilda: "…!"

Kiki: "…Meow?!"

He… admitted it?!

For some reason, Hilda suddenly found her beloved fries tasteless.

Britney’s brows shot up—

But before she could interrogate him, Caius chuckled and summoned [Angel]—his warhammer—with a flash from his spatial ring.

"Meet the lucky lady. Stunning, isn’t she?" He patted the hammer affectionately.

"My favorite girl."

Instantly, Hilda’s fries regained their flavor.

Britney stared blankly. "You… gave my dress… to a hammer?"

"Mhm." Caius beamed. "Your design was inspired. After deconstructing it, I engineered the perfect lightweight female armor."

"Great art deserves a great muse. Consider it my tribute to [Angel]."

"You dismantled my dress?!" Britney nearly launched across the table.

Hilda quickly tugged her sleeve. "Britney, you promised no getting mad~"

Britney deflated. Hearing her masterpiece had been reverse-engineered still stung.

"Fine. Only for you, Hilda." She pointed accusingly at Caius. "But if you ever buy my dresses just to tear them apart again, every [Britney] Couture will blacklist you!"

Caius raised his hands in surrender. "Deal. No more dress-icide."

Britney’s glare softened marginally.

"Speaking of," Caius segued smoothly, "why open shop in Ocean City instead of somewhere like Grilla City?"

Britney’s expression darkened. "Ugh. Don’t get me started."

"I wanted to launch in Grilla, but a certain Chamber of Commerce there has beef with my family."

"They’ve monopolized the market. As an outsider, I stood no chance competing."

"If I’d forced it, they’d have crushed my business within months—"

"What?" Hilda gasped. "Britney, why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve helped!"

"I know you could." Britney smiled gently. "But this is my dream. I won’t let you fight my battles."

"But we’re friends!" Hilda insisted. "Helping each other is what friends do!"

Britney’s eyes softened. She cupped Hilda’s cheek.

"Exactly why I can’t lean on you."

"That Chamber has deep roots. My family’s clashed with them for years. Even you would struggle to uproot them alone—it’d just drag you into unnecessary strife."

"You’ve got enough on your plate coming here solo. I won’t add to your burdens."

"Britney…" Hilda’s eyes shimmered.

Britney squeezed her hand. "I’ll find my own way."

"Respectable," Caius cut in. "But y’know, knowing when to call in backup is also a skill."

Britney frowned at him, puzzled—

Until he leaned forward with a mercenary’s grin.

"Remember? I’m for hire. Issue a contract, and no problem stays unsolved."
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                Listening to Caius's words, Britney momentarily froze before responding with a hint of surprise, "You're willing... to help me?"

"Why not?" Caius chuckled.

"You're Little Swan's friend, which makes you my friend too. Besides, why would a mercenary turn down a job?"

"Little Swan?" Britney's eyes widened as she turned to look at Hilda.

Hilda's cheeks flushed slightly as she pursed her lips and retorted, "He gave me that nickname, so I gave him one too—Big Dummy!"

As she spoke, she tilted her chin up slightly, casting a challenging glance at Caius.

But the defiant expression lasted less than three seconds before she couldn't help but laugh, her eyes brimming with amusement as she looked at him.

"Hmm... Now that I think about it, the nickname fits quite well. Our Hilda really does resemble a proud little swan," Britney also laughed.

"Britney..." Hilda felt a wave of bashfulness.

Britney giggled before turning back to Caius. "You're right. So, Mister Mercenary, how do you plan to help me?"

"That depends on what kind of help you need," Caius replied.

Though he and Britney had their differences—mainly because she could tell he had feelings for Hilda—Britney was, after all, Hilda's close friend. Their bond was strong.

Therefore, if he wanted to hold Little Swan's delicate hand, building a good relationship with Britney was essential.

For that reason, he was willing to help Britney resolve her troubles—especially since there was a commission involved.

He could tell that Britney, like Hilda, carried the pride of nobility and wouldn't expect him to work for free.

"What if I told you I needed you to deal with the head of that Chamber of Commerce's branch in Grilla City?" Britney rested her chin on her hands, smiling as if slipping into the role of a businesswoman.

"Oh? Is he formidable?" Caius asked.

"Not particularly—just Platinum-tier. But his guards are another matter," Britney said.

"His security detail is a renowned team affiliated with [Rampart]."

"Rampart is a Guild-like organization specializing in protection services. They deploy professional squads."

"My rival Chamber of Commerce is called the Golden Silk Chamber of Commerce. The branch manager is Morgan—a complete fop."

"His security team is [Goldshield], consisting of eight core members, all Mithril-tier. Their captain, Marlon, is a former member of the Empire's Knight Order, ranked Mithril Six-Star."

"Can you handle it?"

Caius shook his head. "Not right now."

Britney rolled her eyes. "I thought you were going to say yes."

"Come on, I'm only Gold-tier right now. How am I supposed to fight eight Mithril-tiers?" Caius shrugged.

"Gold?!" A startled exclamation came from Hilda, who was staring at Caius in disbelief.

"What?" Caius blinked.

"You... you're Gold-tier?!" Hilda said incredulously.

"Yeah, didn’t I mention that before?"

"No!" Hilda sounded almost agitated. "I always thought you were around my level—at least Platinum!"

"Well, better late than never," Caius chuckled.

"Mmm..." Hilda suddenly seemed deflated. Britney looked at her in confusion. "What's wrong, Hilda?"

"It's nothing. You two focus on your discussion," Hilda shook her head, then stared blankly at the bowl of ice cream in front of her.

Caius smirked. It seemed Little Swan had just suffered a major blow to her pride.

After all, she had regarded him as a rival to surpass.

And now, she had just discovered that the person she was chasing was actually far below her in rank.

It was like a race between first and second place.

Though the first-place runner was clearly ahead, the gap didn’t seem insurmountable.

The second-place runner pushed herself harder and harder, believing she was closing in—only for the first-place runner to turn and say with a grin:

"Keep going! Just one more lap and you'll catch up."

Damn.

Who wouldn’t be stunned by that?

Hilda had always been a genius, and she knew Caius was one too. She assumed the gap between geniuses wouldn’t be too vast.

But now, confronted with the reality, her mind was in turmoil.

This was where a strong mindset mattered.

Caius was confident Little Swan would quickly regain her composure, so he didn’t offer any consolation. Instead, he turned back to Britney. "I’ll take the job."

"You’ll take it?" Britney blinked. "But you’re only Gold-tier?"

"Gold now, but Platinum soon enough," Caius grinned.

Given his current rate of mana accumulation, it would take him at most two or three months to reach Platinum. By then, Mithril-tier opponents would no longer pose a significant threat.

"You really think Platinum-tier can take on Mithril—and not just one Mithril? Are you serious?"

"He’s not joking," Hilda interjected. Britney turned to see her smiling wryly. "Britney, Caius really is that strong. Even at Gold-tier, he could overpower a Slaughter Wolf Demon."

"Once he reaches Platinum, Mithril-tier won’t be a problem for him."

"Exactly!" Caius snapped his fingers.

Britney hadn’t expected Hilda to vouch for Caius, but with her assurance, she felt much more at ease. She nodded. "Very well."

"On behalf of the Williams Clan, I hereby commission you. If you can eliminate the Golden Silk branch manager—or help me secure the clothing market in Grilla City—I will pay you a substantial fee!"

"Deal!" Caius grinned. "You can start laying the groundwork now. Just call when you need me."

"Perfect!" Britney was visibly excited.

Securing the market in Grilla City would bring her one step closer to her dreams. Not only that, but it would also earn her an outstanding evaluation from her Clan, proving that her choices had been right all along!

Just then, one of Britney’s attendants knocked on the door and entered, leaning in to whisper something via magic transmission.

Britney frowned, then sighed in frustration.

"What’s wrong, Britney?" Hilda asked.

"The Clan has sent someone to inspect my business operations. I need to return to Ocean City to receive them personally. Ugh, what a hassle..." Britney shook her head before turning to Hilda.

"Sorry, Hilda. I won’t be able to keep you company for now."

"It’s fine. You’ll be here for a year, right? We’ll have plenty of time to spend together," Hilda said warmly. "I’ll take you on an outing—I know a beautiful spot."

"Hilda, you’re the best~" Britney hugged Hilda’s arm affectionately, nuzzling her cheek before standing up. "You two enjoy yourselves. I’ll take my leave now. Let’s have a big meal together once I’m done."

"My treat!"

Caius nodded with a smile, while Hilda waved goodbye as Britney departed.

Before leaving, Britney cast one last glance at Caius and Hilda but ultimately remained silent.

Caius had just agreed to help her—she couldn’t very well warn him now to stay away from Hilda.

Besides, in her eyes, even if she never intervened—or even supported him—Caius stood no chance with Hilda.

The disparity in their backgrounds was simply too vast.

Even she, to this day, marveled at how fortunate she was to have met Hilda and become her close friend.
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                After seeing Britney off, the private room was left with only Caius, Hilda, and a certain little glutton still devouring her dessert.

Caius took a sip of his drink and asked, "How did you and Britney meet?"

"It was an accident. I was... traveling with a family elder and stopped by a village. I was playing by the water when I met Britney."

"She played with me, and when we parted, she even gave me a little dress she had sewn herself. I still keep it in my favorite wardrobe," Hilda said with a smile.

"So you two are childhood friends," Caius chuckled.

"What does that mean?" Hilda blinked her large eyes.

"It means you’ve known each other since you were kids, grew up together, and are very close."

"We’ve known each other for six years—I suppose that counts," Hilda nodded, her smile warm.

But then, her expression turned thoughtful. "Caius... how are you so strong?"

"Hmm? What kind of question is that? Where should I even start?" Caius replied, munching on some fruit.

"You’re only Gold-tier, and I’m already Platinum Three-Star... yet I’m still no match for you," Hilda murmured, her voice tinged with dejection.

"Platinum Three-Star? Weren’t you Platinum Two-Star before?" Caius asked.

"I ranked up two days ago."

"That’s fast. How old are you, already Platinum Three-Star? I’m just Gold-tier—you’re way ahead of me."

"But you’re around my age. When I was Platinum Two-Star and could defeat Platinum Six-Star opponents, I was so proud of myself... until..." Hilda picked up a thick-cut fry dipped in ice cream, staring at it absently.

"Until I met you. That’s when I realized... maybe I’m not really a genius."

"Then tell me, what does make a true genius?" Caius asked with a grin.

"A true genius..." Hilda’s eyes glimmered with longing. A faint smile touched her lips as she spoke.

"A true genius is someone who can stand alone against the world."

"Someone with extraordinary talent, power beyond what ordinary people can ever reach."

"Someone who dares to challenge themselves, push their limits, and climb ever higher."

"Someone who can raise their sword and fight a hundred enemies alone."

"Someone who can wield their wisdom to achieve their goals with finesse."

"That’s what a true genius is."

"Like you."

"You have immense strength, unmatched combat skills, and incredible intelligence."

"You can swing your warhammer and topple ferocious Wolf Demons, forge peerless weapons, outmaneuver merchants to claim half a trade fair’s Magitech weapons, and even earn the respect of someone as formidable as Uncle Mel."

As she spoke, her gaze rested on Caius, admiration shining in her eyes.

"Caius, you are the true genius."

"But me..." She looked down at her hands, suddenly lost.

"I just have decent talent and a privileged background. Yet even with all that, I still can’t compare to you—someone who started with nothing."

"Next to you, I feel... ordinary."

Silence settled over the room.

Hilda suddenly worried her words had been too negative. She was about to force a smile and lighten the mood when Caius spoke.

"Are you really Hilda?"

She blinked, confused. Caius tilted his head, feigning suspicion.

"Why do you ask?"

"Because the Hilda I know would never say something so weak," he said with a grin.

"A swan should act like a swan!"

"A proud Little Swan should hold her head high!"

"But I—" Hilda bit her lip.

Caius raised a hand, cutting her off.

"What you described as a ‘genius’ is just a label people slap on the successful. It’s not what real genius is."

"Real genius?"

"It’s achieving what others can’t—that’s genius!"

"Talent doesn’t matter!"

"Even if someone’s talent is as worthless as swamp mud, if they work a thousand times harder than anyone else and reach heights no one else can, that’s genius!"

"The word ‘genius’ is just a cheap label people use to excuse their own failures. They credit success to ‘natural talent’ or ‘heaven’s unfair favor’—ignoring the blood, sweat, and tears behind it!"

"So don’t buy into this ‘genius’ nonsense. Sure, some people are born gifted, but if they don’t succeed, they’re just ordinary!"

"Success is the only thing that defines a person."

"A successful person could pick their nose and eat it in public, and people would call it ‘refined’!"

The crass analogy made Hilda burst out laughing.

This was the first time she’d heard someone call "genius" a derogatory term.

"Listen, kid. What you should chase isn’t some hollow title." Caius met her eyes squarely.

In this life, his Giant’s heritage did grant him monstrous talent. But in his past life?

He’d been a scrawny brat from the slums, missing half an arm—a disabled nobody. What "talent" did he have?

Yet he’d still become one of the wasteland’s most feared mercenaries.

He enjoyed his gifts now, but he’d never forgotten the grind it took to earn them.

Genius?

A joke.

"People expect geniuses to succeed—they think it’s ‘natural.’" His voice was low, firm.

"What you should strive for is the title of [Strongest]!"

"Only the strong can reach heights beyond imagination."

"[Legendary] means [Strongest]!"

"You called me a genius. I reject that."

"Call me the strongest—because where there’s strong, there’s weak."

"You’re weak compared to me, but to others? You’re strong."

"The strong keep climbing, conquering higher peaks, becoming stronger."

"Crushing so-called ‘geniuses’ underfoot—that’s what it means to be strong!"

"Genius? So what? Even with the world’s greatest talent, in front of me, you’re still weak. You’d still bow your head!"

"That’s what you should aim for!"

"Kid, you’re doubting yourself again."

His words struck Hilda like a hammerblow, resonating deep in her heart.

She looked down at her hands.

They were beautiful—not delicate, but strong and pale, calloused from years of sword training. Even the rough patches carried their own grace.

What had she been chasing all these years?

The title of "genius"?

Everyone called her one, but her Clan elders disagreed. Even her beloved grandfather had said she wasn’t a genius—just slightly more talented than most. "Not suited for the sword."

She’d refused to accept that. So she’d picked up a blade, determined to prove them wrong.

She’d thought she was close. She’d defeated so many "geniuses" of her generation—until she met Caius.

And lost. Completely.

For the first time, she’d wondered: Was I wrong? Am I really not a genius?

Maybe I’m just... not cut out for this?

She hated the thought. She refused to accept it. But the doubt had festered.

Until now.

Caius’s words shattered those chains.

If I’m not a genius... why does it matter?

She could accept not being one.

But if she wasn’t a genius—yet still defeated those who were—what did that make her?

Exactly as Caius said.

The strongest.

A warrior scaling impossible heights—not some "genius" propped up by talent alone.

In that moment, she understood.

And finally knew what she was truly fighting for.

Not to prove she was a genius.

But to prove she could defeat geniuses.

Her fists clenched. A fire—brighter than ever—ignited in her eyes.

She looked up at Caius, her smile radiant as the sun.

The proud Little Swan had returned.

"You’re right, Caius!"

"I should aim to be the strongest—not a genius!"

"Thank you for helping me see that!"

"Thank you!"

"Anytime," he smiled.

Far away, watching through the window, Mack pressed his lips together and nodded, pride glimmering in his eyes.

"Young miss... your true growth starts now."

"Hmm..."

"Tonight, I’ll let the boy off the hook."
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                "I suddenly feel so full of strength!" Hilda raised a small fist, pumping it in the air before fixing Caius with a blazing gaze.

"Big Dummy, let’s spar!"

"I want to get stronger—fast! Fast enough to beat you!"

"Huh? Right now?" Caius looked reluctant.

"Hmph, scared I’ll catch up too quickly?" Hilda giggled.

"Pfft, scared of you, clumsy girl? As if!" Caius shrugged. "But we just ate. You really wanna risk puking from exertion?"

"Oh... right." Hilda blinked, only now remembering their full stomachs.

But then she puffed her cheeks. "You’re the clumsy one, Big Dummy!"

"Hey, you just called me smart."

"I don’t care! You’re still a Big Dummy!" She stuck out her tongue playfully.

"Then you’re a Clumsy Swan." Caius huffed.

"And you’re a Super Big Dummy!" Hilda mimicked his tone.

"Fine," Caius sighed dramatically. "I was going to give you that sword I finished forging, but now..."

Hilda’s eyes lit up. "It’s done?!"

"Mhm~" He nodded smugly.

Her excitement was palpable, but Caius added, "But since someone called me a Big Dummy, I don’t feel like handing over a one-of-a-kind, custom-made weapon anymore..."

"No fair..." Hilda pouted, then relented. "Okay, fine. You’re not a Super Big Dummy."

"That’s better." He smirked.

"But you’re still a Big Dummy!" she tacked on immediately.

Caius: "..."

Hilda burst into laughter.

Watching her, Caius couldn’t help but smile too.

Little Swan was adorable. Her joy was infectious.

With a chuckle, he finally pulled out a long wooden case. "Here. Your weapon."

Hilda’s laughter faded, replaced by solemn reverence.

She stood, accepting the case with both hands, treating it like something sacred.

"Open it. You’ll love it," Caius said softly.

Nodding, Hilda took a steadying breath and slowly lifted the lid.

Her eyes locked onto the sword inside—and stayed there.

Even sheathed, its beauty was arresting.

The hilt was shaped like a swan’s wings in embrace, while the scabbard extended the motif, sleek yet ornate, as if feathers had been sculpted into metal. Silver gleamed along flowing curves, evoking the purity of a swan in flight.

Gingerly, she lifted the sword. The grip fit her palm perfectly—so much so that she instinctively tightened her hold, then loosened it, afraid she might damage it.

Heart pounding, she exhaled and drew the blade.

The scabbard released it with a whisper, the resistance giving way to seamless motion.

And then—

Light.

The first glint of steel reflected in her widened eyes.

Even this fleeting glimpse was enough to steal her breath.

Unable to wait, she pulled the sword free in one swift motion.

A clear, resonant shiiiing filled the air as the slender blade emerged, its surface rippling with silver radiance before settling into a subdued, elegant sheen.

The weapon was exquisite—narrow, razor-sharp, its fuller etched with feather-like grooves so finely integrated into the metalwork that they seemed natural, subtle yet purposeful.

Then Hilda channeled mana into it.

And the blade awakened.

Silver flared into gold, and within that glow, iridescent hues swirled like trapped starlight—as if the sword had swallowed a nebula.

It was... breathtaking.

Hilda’s expression went slack, her lips parting in awe.

This wasn’t just a weapon.

It was art.

Caius watched her, satisfaction warming his chest.

This sword represented his peak craftsmanship—every ounce of his grandfather’s teachings poured into its creation.

It might not be the world’s most beautiful blade, but in this moment, it was perfect for Little Swan. Their synergy elevated it, as if its beauty had multiplied just by being in her hands.

Swords choose their wielders.

His grandfather’s words echoed in his mind: "Metal has a soul. It seeks the one meant to wield it."

Like how [Angel] had chosen him.

Caius still remembered the day his grandfather wept—the first and only time he’d seen the old man cry.

"Angel doesn’t accept me," he’d said, voice shaking. "Even though I forged her... she waited for you."

Now, watching Hilda and the sword resonate as if one, Caius finally understood.

It felt... like seeing a child find their destiny.

Damn. Getting misty-eyed here.

For a long moment, Hilda stood transfixed. Then, with deliberate care, she sheathed the blade and cradled it against her chest.

"What’s her name?"

"[Swan’s Pride]," Caius said. "A sword as proud as the swan who wields her."

"Well? Do you like her?"

"Love her." Hilda’s voice trembled, her eyes shimmering.

Holding this sword, she felt something click—like finding a piece of herself she hadn’t known was missing.

"Thank you, Caius... thank you..."

"I love her..."

Her words wavered. The sword seemed to hum in response, as if equally overjoyed.

Then—

A tear rolled down her cheek.

Caius blinked.

Whoa. I was just getting sentimental, but you’re full-on crying?

But it proved one thing: Hilda adored this sword.

"Thank you... What can I do for you? I have to repay you!" She scrubbed at her tears with her sleeve.

Caius shook his head. "I told you—if I’m satisfied with my work, I won’t take a single coin."

"And this?" He gestured to the sword. "She’s perfect for you. That’s payment enough."

"But—!" Hilda sniffled. "She’s too precious! I can’t just accept her without giving something back!"

"This is the first time I’ve ever felt such a connection to a blade. You made that happen!"

Her gratitude was fierce, real.

Still, Caius smiled. "It’s really not—"

"It is!"

Before he could finish, Hilda drew the sword again and held it upright before her. Through its glimmering edge, her eyes met his—unshakable resolve burning within them.

"Caius... You might not understand what a sword like this means to a swordsman."

"A blade is a warrior’s second life. It carries their dreams. Their honor."

"So I swear to you—on my true name."

She lifted her chin, voice ringing clear.

"I, Hilda Kiel Scarlotte!"

"Will wield this blade to protect our bond—unto death!"

A resonant hum pulsed from the steel, its light flaring as if in agreement.

In that moment, sword and swordswoman shone as one.

And in that moment—

Caius’s heart skipped a beat.

Damn.

She’s gorgeous.
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                "Mustn't be tempted, mustn't be tempted," Caius quickly soothed his fluttering heart, mentally hypnotizing himself.

"Caius, you're not someone who gets easily infatuated. Pull yourself together!"

He closed his eyes, then opened them again.

The Little Swan before him still shone brilliantly.

She was simply too dazzling.

So, Caius promptly shut his eyes once more.

Hilda, noticing this, tilted her head in confusion. "Caius, why are you closing your eyes?"

Caius: "Your radiance is too blinding. I dare not look directly at you."

Hilda immediately covered her mouth with a light chuckle.

Then she sheathed her sword and said, "Caius, if there's anything you need help with, please don't hesitate to tell me. I'll do everything I can to assist you!"

"Mm, I will." Caius smiled faintly before standing up and extending an invitation. "Actually, I'm heading out now to buy some supplies and armor. I could use a guide with a good eye. Would you like to come along?"

Hearing this, Hilda beamed. "I'd love to!"

Afterward, Caius paid the bill—a staggering 188,000 gold. The restaurant owner, seeing him as a high-value customer, gave him a 20% discount. Caius assured him he'd return.

Aside from being slightly pricey, the place had almost no flaws. Caius had polished off every last bite of the exquisite dishes, a testament to his impressive appetite.

Then, Caius set off for the Cape Mall with his little catgirl and the Little Swan in tow.

The mall was enormous, nearly as large as the Hydis Magic Academy grounds, with hundreds of shops to choose from.

"What do you need?" Hilda asked, her hands clasped behind her back as she walked briskly beside Caius. Her beautiful golden wavy hair bounced lightly, drawing glances from passersby.

"For the next few missions, I'll be delving into mines and hunting dangerous Magic Beasts. So I'm planning to buy a sturdy shield, some lighting equipment, and temporary armor."

Several Platinum-tier missions could be tackled together, meaning Caius would likely face a considerable number of Magic Beasts. The combat intensity would be high.

He had always fought barehanded, carrying nothing but a magic stone and his Angel warhammer.

So, until he could craft his own gear, Caius wanted to find a durable, high-quality set to make do.

Even as a temporary solution, the quality couldn't be lacking. He could pick something out himself, but with Hilda's help, the process would be much smoother.

"I see... I know a great large-scale shop that specializes in armor. They should have what you need!" Hilda said after a moment's thought.

"Lead the way."

And so, Hilda took the lead, her lively steps radiating youthful energy—truly a sight that never grew old.

Of course, Caius never once let go of the little catgirl's tail—the sensation was simply too perfect!

Upon arriving at the shop Hilda recommended, Caius quickly found a set of armor to his liking under her experienced guidance.

Heavy armor specially designed for big guys like him!

Caius inspected the material—it was forged from Ethereal Steel. Its greatest advantage was its formidable defensive capabilities, capable of withstanding attacks from Platinum-tier Magic Beasts. The downside? It was heavy.

This set was semi-enclosed, consisting of a chest plate, greaves, arm guards, pauldrons, and a helmet. A fully enclosed version would also have overlapping plates covering the joints and torso.

Even so, it weighed over 200 kilograms. Most people wouldn't even be able to move normally while wearing it.

But to Caius, this weight was negligible.

Moreover, due to this drawback and its niche market, this Ethereal Steel heavy armor had been gathering dust in the shop for ages. No one had bought it, so the shopkeeper offered Caius an extremely favorable price.

Just 15,000 gold!

After a quick calculation, Caius realized the shopkeeper was only making about 1,000 gold in profit—more than reasonable. So he happily made the purchase.

Caius tried it on immediately.

"You look even bulkier now," Hilda remarked with a laugh.

"Fits well, except for a bit of empty space around the stomach," Caius said, patting the heavy plate over his abdomen.

"That's because your physique is exceptional, sir. I've never seen someone with such a massive build and such a slim waist," the shopkeeper said with a chuckle.

Caius grinned in satisfaction. "Just for that, I'll be back."

With the temporary armor settled, next was the shield.

Caius's requirements were the same: hard, thick, and defensively strong!

Hilda quickly found the perfect shield for him—the [Chargebreaker Bulwark]. The shield was a full 1.8 meters long, diamond-shaped, over a meter wide at its broadest point, two fingers thick, and weighed more than 300 pounds. A true heavy shield.

It could withstand direct attacks from Platinum-tier Magic Beasts and even had some magic resistance.

Originally crafted for large non-human races like the Boulderkin, barbarians, and minotaurs, it suited Caius just fine.

He bought it on the spot. This one was even pricier than the armor—a full 36,000 gold.

For Platinum-tier equipment, the price was reasonable, but the value was outstanding.

Caius couldn't help but praise Hilda's discerning eye. If he'd picked it himself, he might have found better gear, but certainly not at this level of cost-effectiveness.

His compliments visibly pleased Hilda, her delicate chin lifting with pride.

Not to be outdone, the little catgirl soon found some excellent miscellaneous gear for Caius: a headlamp for illumination, throwable Magitech lighting devices, grappling hooks, and high-quality ropes.

This shopping spree cost Caius another 60,000-plus gold, but the results were excellent. With this equipment, his mission efficiency would improve significantly.

"When are you planning to set out?" Hilda asked.

"Tomorrow. Why? Want to come along?" Caius grinned.

"Yes!" Hilda nodded. "I have three days of unused leave, so I can make time. Plus, I want to test my new sword!"

"So, can I join you?"

"Of course. Meet me at the academy gates at 8 a.m. tomorrow," Caius said with a laugh.

"It's settled, then!" Hilda said eagerly, as if going on a mission with Caius was the most delightful thing imaginable.

And that was exactly the reaction Caius wanted.

After a bit more browsing, Hilda had to head back. She needed to finish her student council work today so she could join him tomorrow.

"Eight o'clock sharp tomorrow—no being late!" Hilda pointed at Caius's nose.

"I'm a punctual man. You're the one who shouldn't oversleep, or I won't wait for you," Caius teased.

"I won't oversleep!"

"Who knows? You slept like a log last time."

"You're the log, you big oaf!" Hilda retorted, though she quickly laughed again. "Remember—see you tomorrow!"

"See you."

Watching Hilda skip away, Caius sighed inwardly.

Ah, youth.

Wait—no, he was only sixteen himself. He couldn't keep thinking like some middle-aged man in his thirties or forties.

Let's rephrase that.

Hmm...

"I'm freaking awesome!"

Now, all that was left was to find an inn to rest up before meeting Instructor Holan and the silly mushroom for dinner in the evening.

Life was good~
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                After finding a decent inn priced at two hundred eighty gold per day, Caius booked a room for one night.

Since they would be staying overnight, there was no need to return to Ocean City. They would set out early the next morning to complete their tasks.

In total, there were six missions.

Two were from Yvlan, both involving hunting.

One was from Oern, a mineral acquisition task.

The remaining three were from Raymond, with Caius having already completed one of them.

Of the remaining three, two were hunting tasks, and one was a material collection task.

Among all four hunting tasks, the Magic Beasts targeted in three of them were known to appear in or near the Kotemo Ore Zone.

Thus, Caius planned to head straight to the ore zone the next day to complete both the hunting and mineral tasks, thereby finishing four missions in one go.

The last two tasks—one involved hunting a sea Magic Beast, while the other required collecting a certain material from the ocean—would take them out to sea. So, there was a good chance they might catch a glimpse of the "Little Swan" drenched in seawater.

Heh heh~

At the moment, there were still over two hours until six in the afternoon, so Caius decided to take a short nap.

However, the little kitten didn’t seem inclined to let him rest.

The moment Caius lay down, Kiki climbed onto his chest.

"Big guy~" she cooed in a soft, adorable voice, resting on his chest with her large, sparkling eyes gazing at him. Her unruly tail curled slightly.

Caius immediately felt a certain part of his anatomy being restrained.

Damn it, this tormenting little kitten!

Caius grinned and wrapped an arm around Kiki’s slender waist.

"Big guy, the cat teaser, Meow~"

Her tender voice was like a feather tickling his heart.

How could a good man like him refuse such an adorable request?

Soon, the sounds of the big guy playing with the little kitten filled the room.

An hour later, as he watched the golden glow radiating from Kiki’s body, Caius finally understood why she loved milk so much.

Just two rounds, and she had already reached Gold-tier!

Truly, every part of a giant was a treasure!

Still, he had to be careful—Kiki’s face was now flushed red, as if she were drunk. It seemed she had overindulged.

"Get up and move around a bit, or you might start bleeding from the nose later," Caius advised.

"Okay, Meow~" Kiki nodded and immediately began practicing her sword swings in the room.

This time, she wielded dual blades along with her tail—a three-blade style.

Caius lay on the bed, propped against the headboard with his arms behind his head, leisurely guiding her.

"For the tail slash, use the power from your waist. Your waist is very flexible—twist into it… Yeah, just like that. This way, the cutting force will be stronger."

"Got it, Meow!"

Watching Kiki twist her waist to deliver a tail slash, Caius licked his lips.

Now that the little kitten had reached Gold-tier… was she finally ready to be "eaten"?

Heh heh heh~

But not now—they still had serious business to attend to.

After training for over an hour, Kiki’s flushed face returned to normal, and then… she advanced another star!

"This is amazing, Meow!" Kiki exclaimed in delight, feeling the surge of Gold-tier two-star magic power and physicality within her.

"Of course. It’s good stuff."

"Can I have it every day, Meow?"

"Ahem, no. You should only replenish your energy every once in a while," Caius replied, rubbing his nose.

Damn, if she had it every day, even if he could handle it, could she?

The little kitten needed to know her limits.

Still, this meant Caius no longer had to worry about Kiki’s growth lagging behind his own.

Hearing this, Kiki looked a little disappointed but obediently nodded. Soon, she was cheerfully asking Caius for a hug again.

The little kitten was becoming more and more clingy.

Checking the time, Caius nodded. "Alright, it’s about time. Let’s go find Instructor Holan and Silly Mushroom. We’ll treat ourselves to another feast."

"Okay, Meow!"

"Hug first, Meow~"

"Just for a little while. You’ll have to walk on your own later."

"Okay, Meow. Mwah~"

Soon, Caius took Kiki to the library.

Holan had just finished her class, while Belle emerged from between the bookshelves.

"What’re you up to, Silly Mushroom?" Caius asked.

"Reading," Belle replied.

"What are you reading? Let me see." Caius craned his neck to look.

Encyclopedia of Magical Anomalies

How to Train Magical Activity

One Hundred Types of Peculiar Magic

Damn, all of them were about magic. No surprise—she was probably researching for his sake.

"Belle has been burying herself in books every day for you," Holan said, walking over. As expected.

"Thank you for your hard work." Warmth filled Caius’s heart as he smiled and ruffled Belle’s hair.

Then his brows rose slightly. "Hey, you need to rest more. Look, you’ve even grown a white hair."

As he spoke, he plucked a single white strand from her head.

"Mm…" Belle covered her head, as if in sudden pain.

"What are you doing?" Holan frowned.

"Uh…" Caius looked at the white hair in his hand and quickly said, "I didn’t mean to… Silly Mushroom, does it hurt?"

But Belle soon lowered her hand and murmured, "It doesn’t…"

How could it not hurt? Though brief, the sting of having a hair pulled out was sharp.

Caius felt guilty. "I’m sorry…"

Belle shook her head lightly. "It’s fine."

The more obedient she acted, the worse Caius felt. "My situation isn’t urgent. My strength is enough for now—magic is just a hobby."

"You don’t need to push yourself so hard. Rest more so you don’t grow more white hairs, alright?"

"Mm." Belle nodded softly.

"Then I’ll say sorry again, and you have to say ‘it’s okay.’"

"Mm."

"I’m sorry."

"It’s okay."

"Good girl~" Caius grinned and reached out to tousle her hair again.

Seeing his hand rise, Belle tensed slightly but didn’t retreat, allowing his touch.

This time, however, Caius was extremely gentle, even tenderly rubbing the spot where he had plucked the hair.

"Still hurt?" he asked.

"No." Belle shook her head.

"Then let’s go. I’ll treat you to something good to nourish you!" Caius flashed a bright smile.

Watching the big guy, Holan wore a faint smile.

Sometimes, this massive man could be surprisingly gentle.

Especially toward Belle.

It was as if he was handling her with near-reverent care, protecting her in his own way.

Holan understood his feelings.

After learning about Belle’s past, she, too, felt a strong urge to shield this mushroom-like girl.

But then a trace of confusion flickered in her eyes.

This big guy clearly adored Belle—that much was obvious.

And Belle couldn’t bear to be apart from him.

Only someone like him could protect a girl like her.

But what about her?

It had been about a month since she first met Caius. Between them, there was an ambiguous, undefined connection.

She had asked herself—did she truly like him?

The answer was yes.

If she didn’t, why would she let him hold her hand?

Caius was strong, confident, clever, and humorous. A man like him shone like the sun—who wouldn’t be drawn to him?

But could she accept that the man she liked also had feelings for someone else?

Especially when that someone was her own student…

And perhaps not the only one.

This time, her introspection yielded no answers.

"Instructor Holan, if you don’t hurry, we’ll leave without you," Caius called out, snapping Holan from her daze.

"Ah… Oh, coming!" Holan quickly caught up.

As she stared at Caius’s back, her eyes brimmed with complexity.

She took a deep breath.

Don’t overthink it. Just let things unfold naturally…
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                "Where do you plan to eat?" Holan asked.

"I know a fantastic restaurant," Caius replied.

The restaurant he mentioned was naturally the same one he had visited with Hilda at noon.

"Does this count as a candlelit dinner?" Holan suddenly asked, her voice ethereal—she was using magic to transmit her words.

Why use magic transmission? So that no one else could hear.

Caius glanced at Holan and noticed her eyes curved in amusement, her lips slightly upturned, as if teasing him.

With a grin, Caius leaned in and whispered by her ear, "Of course not. A candlelit dinner should be just the two of us."

The warm breath against her ear made Holan shrink back slightly, her earlobes instantly flushing red.

"So… when do you plan to have it?" Holan asked.

"Whenever you're ready," Caius replied in a low chuckle.

Holan’s face grew even redder, but she retorted, "It’s… it’s just dinner. What’s there to prepare for?"

"You’d need to wear a beautiful dress and put on some lovely makeup so we can have a beautiful dinner together~" Caius said with an innocent expression.

Holan: "…"

She couldn’t help but lightly smack his arm, her expression a mix of annoyance and amusement.

This big guy was definitely thinking something indecent but pretending to be pure. So wicked!

But at this moment, Caius wasn’t actually thinking about that—his attention was on his hand.

On Belle’s white strand of hair.

He suddenly noticed that the hair wasn’t entirely white. The tip was white, but there was a section about a finger-and-a-half long in the middle that was chestnut brown, while the root was white again.

Normal white hair wouldn’t look like this.

So as they walked, he gently rubbed the chestnut-brown section between his fingers. After a moment, he checked his fingertips.

The chestnut-brown part had vanished, replaced by pure white.

Caius froze for a second before turning his gaze toward Belle.

She was walking ahead, keeping pace beside Holan, unaware of his stare.

From this angle, it almost looked like Caius was admiring Holan.

Noticing his gaze, Holan’s cheeks flushed slightly as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear—a gesture that was undeniably charming.

"What are you looking at?" she asked.

"At beautiful women," Caius replied with a smile, making Holan’s heart flutter. But as a mature woman, she met his eyes without flinching.

"Are you talking about me or Belle?" she pressed.

"Both," Caius chuckled.

"Hmph, you’re not being honest," Holan sniffed, turning away.

Caius sensed something off about Holan’s mood. Her gaze lowered slightly, as if something weighed on her mind.

Something… about Belle?

He glanced again at the white strand in his hand.

Clearly, the chestnut color wasn’t Belle’s natural hair shade. So… had she dyed her short chestnut hair?

This rustic, silly mushroom knew how to dye her hair?

This world did have hair-dyeing techniques, using natural plant extracts.

But Caius doubted Belle would dye her hair just for aesthetics—especially since chestnut was a common color here.

So why would she dye her natural hair chestnut?

His guess: to blend in and protect herself.

After all, unusual hair colors made people stand out.

Take Holan, for example. Perhaps because she was an ice-attribute mage, her hair was a deep blue that shifted to ice-blue when her magic surged—strikingly beautiful.

As a result, people often glanced at her when she walked beside Caius.

An elegant, poised, and intellectual woman like her naturally drew attention.

But Belle’s original hair color… was probably white.

A pure, pristine white.

Caius had never seen anyone with hair like that before.

At most, some had a slightly yellowish off-white, but never pure white.

He felt like he’d cracked the case.

Belle likely had naturally snow-white hair but dyed it chestnut to blend in and avoid unwanted attention.

This also explained her startled reaction when he mentioned her "white hair" earlier.

Lunla must have known—in fact, the idea to dye it was probably hers.

It only deepened Caius’s respect for the old woman.

Though Lunla might not have been powerful, she had done everything in her means to protect this fragile mushroom girl.

In fact, if not for Holan’s intervention, Belle would likely have remained an unremarkable, unnoticed girl—her outstanding grades her only distinction—neither drawing attention nor inviting bullying.

Lost in thought, Caius carefully tucked the strand of hair into his Spatial Ring.

Since it was a matter of self-preservation, he wouldn’t bring it up.

But he couldn’t help imagining—if Belle, already lovely in her rustic way, were to embrace her natural snow-white hair… she’d truly look like an angel.

That’s right. He’d admit it—he had a thing for white hair!

So he looked forward to the day Belle would feel safe enough to wear a pure white dress and reveal her true self.

When that happened, he’d undoubtedly fall for her all over again.

Before long, they arrived at the restaurant.

The moment the owner saw Caius return—with two different girls this time—his eyes filled with undisguised admiration.

"The usual," Caius said with a wave.

"Right away!" The server hurried off to arrange things.

Holan, meanwhile, surveyed the luxurious private dining room. "You come here often? You seem familiar with the place."

"Not too often. Just occasionally," Caius replied.

Holan suddenly laughed. "I’ve heard this place is expensive. I’ve wanted to try it a few times, but every time I thought about my tight research budget, I held back."

"I kept telling myself I’d come when funding was more plentiful."

"Yet my first time here is thanks to you."

"Then I must be lucky to be part of your first," Caius said, eyes gleaming.

Holan smiled and nodded—then, after a beat, her face flushed red as she realized the double meaning. She shot him a glare, which only made him grin wider.

"You jerk. Just wait—I’m going to eat you out of house and home!" Holan brandished her fork and knife in mock ferocity.

But she was too pretty to look intimidating. If anything, it was adorable.

"Eat me out of house and home? That’d be quite the feat," Caius chuckled.

"Hmph, don’t underestimate me. I usually eat small portions to keep my… health in check, but I actually have a huge appetite!" Holan threatened. "But this time, I’m going all out. Don’t be shocked when the bill comes!"

"Haha, I look forward to it," Caius said, tilting his chin up.

Sensing his disbelief, Holan tugged at Belle’s sleeve. "Let’s eat as much as we can later—scare him straight!"

Belle sat stiffly in her seat, her hands resting on her lap rather than the table, her back not even touching the chair—as if afraid of dirtying it.

But Holan’s playful pull loosened her posture slightly, making her a bit more comfortable.

"I don’t eat much…" Belle murmured.

"Then try to eat more this time. No need to hold back for this big bad wolf!" Holan slung an arm around Belle’s shoulders, jutting her chin at Caius in challenge—like a united front of justice against a villain.

Caius couldn’t help but laugh.

Then the food arrived.

Holan, who had been brimming with confidence earlier, gaped as dish after dish was brought out.

Belle, meanwhile, sat frozen like a block of wood, clearly stunned.

Only when the last plate was set down did Caius gesture grandly.

"The stage is yours, Instructor Holan."

Holan: "…"
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                "Mmm~ This is absolutely delicious!" Holan sighed in bliss, while Belle clumsily sawed at her steak—her plate was already piled high, courtesy of Caius.

He had given her a "command": she had to finish this plate.

Based on their last meal together, Caius had calculated that this portion was just right for Belle—enough to fill her up comfortably without overeating.

And to ensure she could try every dish, he had added a little of each to her plate, letting her choose what she liked to take more.

But unlike Kiki, Belle wasn’t picky. Whatever Caius served, she ate without complaint—obedient to a fault.

"Just how much did you order?" Holan asked between bites.

Even without seeing the menu, she knew this spread couldn’t be cheap.

"Not much. Just skipped a few mediocre-looking dishes and got everything else," Caius said casually.

Holan’s eyes widened. "That must’ve cost… how much?"

"A hundred thousand or so," Caius replied cheerfully.

At that moment, Belle’s knife froze mid-cut. Holan’s chewing came to an abrupt halt.

Then, Holan stood up, marched over to Caius, and—under his puzzled gaze—pinched his ear.

"A hundred thousand?!"

"Are you insane?!"

"Spending that much on a single meal—how can you be so reckless?!"

"You promised to save a million to fund my magical research! How can you just blow over a hundred grand on dinner?!"

She huffed angrily, but her grip was feather-light.

Even if she’d tried, she couldn’t have hurt him.

Yet Caius played along, hissing in exaggerated pain. "Ow, ow, ow!"

His acting was so convincing that Holan almost believed she’d hurt him—until she noticed his sly, half-lidded gaze darting her way.

Realizing the big oaf was messing with her again, she only grew more indignant.

"Stop laughing, I’m serious!"

"Caius, you can’t just throw money around like this. Even if not for us, think about yourself! You need savings—what if you get hurt and can’t afford treatment? Being a mercenary is dangerous…"

As she spoke, she gave his ear a gentle upward tug.

Still no real force, but Caius rose slightly from his seat as if being lifted by the ear, howling theatrically—leaving Holan torn between irritation and amusement.

While she wasn’t fooled, Belle was.

Seeing Caius’s "agony," she shot up, waving her hands in a panic. "No fighting, no fighting…"

Sighing, Holan released his ear and reassured Belle gently. "We’re not fighting, just playing around. Right, Caius?"

But Caius put on a pitiful face. "I think my ear’s about to fall off, Silly Mushroom… Blow on it for me? Let me know if it’s still there…"

Holan: "…"

The absurdity even made Kiki, mid-dessert, burst into giggles.

Even the kitten could tell he was faking.

Yet the next moment, Belle actually stepped forward, brushed her hair aside, and softly blew on his ear.

Holan: "…"

Now she was the exasperated one. If this big jerk kept up the act, Belle might think she was some kind of violent maniac!

"Does it still hurt?" Belle whispered after a moment.

"Heh, all better." Caius grinned, thoroughly pleased.

Defeated, Holan sighed. "Caius, I mean it. You really need to save up."

"Forget the million for my research—just put something aside for emergencies, please?"

"These dishes are already served, but the wine hasn’t been opened. I’ll talk to the owner later, see if we can return—"

Watching Holan fret, Caius suddenly felt an overwhelming warmth.

He’d gladly spend ten times that amount.

Without thinking, he caught her hand—then tugged lightly, pulling her into his embrace with a startled yelp.

Belle, seeing this, instinctively moved to give them space—only for Caius’s other arm to loop around her waist.

Only then did he realize how slender she was, just like the "Little Swan."

Another gentle pull, another soft gasp, and Belle was nestled against him too.

Holan flustered. How could he do this in front of Belle? So shameless! At least… at least wait until she’s not around!

And why was he hugging Belle too?!

Annoyed, she tried to squirm free—until she saw his smile.

Not his usual roguish grin, nor the teasing smirk he wore when provoking her.

This was something softer, warmer—a smile that reached his eyes and made her chest ache.

He looked… happy.

Really happy.

Holding both girls close, he laughed until his eyes crinkled shut.

Seeing that radiant joy, Holan stopped resisting, simply studying his profile.

Belle watched him too.

"A hundred thousand isn’t expensive—not at all!" he declared, voice booming with laughter.

"Hell, I’d die right now and still call it worth it, hahaha!"

Holan swatted him. "Don’t say things like that!"

Belle, panicked, reached up—and somehow ended up clapping a hand over his mouth.

Caius blinked, then laughed even louder, loud enough to echo through the neighboring rooms.

Kiki, drawn by the commotion, abandoned her dessert to dart over and hug him from behind, her tail curling around his neck.

Then Caius gently took Belle’s hand, intertwined his fingers with Holan’s, and nuzzled against Kiki’s arm.

His laughter quieted, but the smile remained.

Gazing down at the two delicate hands in his, he spoke softly.

"No amount of money is too much."

"You can’t buy sincere concern… or nagging at your ear."

"You remind me of old friends. My brothers and sisters. When they were still here, they’d nag me just like this."

"We crossed barren lands, survived battlefields and blades. The sun burned hotter than campfires by day; the wind cut sharper than knives by night."

"But we made it—because of that care, that nagging."

"There was this punk who always bugged me to oil my gun—terrified it’d jam when I needed it most."

"A stubborn girl who’d curse me out while checking my jeep before every mission—just so I wouldn’t break down mid-run."

"A quiet one, like Silly Mushroom here. Wouldn’t say a word if I called her, but always followed me out, no matter how I tried to shake her off."

"And this old liar who spun tales with every breath—except the one about taking a bullet for me. That promise, he kept."

"I miss them… so damn much."

"Thank you…"

"For making it feel like they’re still here."

"Thank you…"

In his smile, Holan and Belle saw a fire—a passion fierce enough to scorch the soul.

And in his laughing eyes, they saw tears.

So… even the big guy could cry.
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                "Big guy is crying, Meow..." Kiki said with a heartbroken expression.

Caius paused, then shook his head. "Not crying. Just got some wine in my eyes."

Kiki: "The wine hasn’t even been opened, Meow."

Caius: "Don’t worry about the details."

Watching his smile, Holan suddenly felt a pang in her chest.

She didn’t know what a "jeep" or "bullet" was, but she could feel the weight behind his words. This was the first time she had seen Caius’s raw, unfiltered sincerity—so intense it was almost scorching.

It made her want to know more about his past… and be part of his future.

So she gently squeezed his hand in return.

Caius noticed and glanced at her.

"I don’t know what you’ve been through," Holan said softly, "but someone who cherishes his comrades like this… deserves to be cherished too."

A tender smile played on her lips.

"So if you don’t mind, I’ll nag you every day—the kind you can’t shake off~" She winked playfully.

Belle didn’t speak, but her grip on Caius’s hand tightened—a silent yet deafening answer.

"And me, Meow!" Kiki chimed in with a giggle. "I’ll stay with Big Guy forever, Meow!"

"Hahaha, I love you guys!" Caius roared with laughter, pulling all three into a crushing hug.

Kiki beamed.

Belle stiffened slightly but didn’t resist.

Holan pouted at first, then chuckled, her cheeks tinged pink.

If we’re letting things flow… then let them flow.

"But spending so much on one meal is still wasteful," Holan muttered after a moment.

Caius nuzzled his cheek against hers. She didn’t push him away, instead closing one eye lazily.

"Relax, it’s just a hundred thousand. You’ve heard the rumors, right? I made twenty million worth of magitech weapons in a single night."

"Then why haven’t you funded my research yet? Our team’s so broke we can’t even afford instant noodles!" Holan huffed, her tone unintentionally slipping into a whine.

"Then I’ll finish those missions ASAP and get you that million!" Caius declared, pumping a fist.

"You better~" Holan grinned, then quickly added, "But don’t overdo it. Stick to Platinum-tier jobs—no Mithril-tier. Got it?"

"Yes, Instructor Holan." He nodded solemnly.

"And if you get hurt, you have to come to me. I’ve got—"

"—the best equipment, the finest techniques, and top-tier treatment from the best instructor!" Caius finished for her.

"Mhm, good~" Holan patted his head approvingly, teasing, "Such an obedient boy~"

That sweet smile was his undoing.

Before she could react, he leaned in and pecked her cheek.

Holan froze.

Then, like a time-lapse of a sunset, her face went from pink to crimson—so intense even her deep-blue hair seemed to gain a rosy hue.

"S-Since when do students k-kiss their instructors?!" She weakly thumped his chest, too flustered to meet his eyes.

Never mind that she was currently sitting on his lap, nestled in his arms. The sheer shyness of it was lethal.

"I’m not your student, Instructor Holan~" Caius smirked.

"Th-That doesn’t make it okay!" she spluttered, scrambling for dignity. "A-And Belle’s right here! This is… inappropriate!"

"You’re right," Caius agreed gravely, then turned to Belle. "So we’ve got to kiss Silly Mushroom too."

Belle’s face exploded into red—outblushing even Holan.

With her collar loosened from eating, Caius could see her lower face turning apple-red.

Then, unbelievably, steam began wafting from her head.

Holy shit, a literal steam engine?!

He’d thought that was just anime nonsense.

Then again, he steamed after intense workouts too.

Which meant Belle’s embarrassment had spiked her body temperature.

And damn, hugging her now was like cuddling a furnace. Nice.

Meanwhile, Holan was cool to the touch.

The Song of Ice and Fire?

Heh. Fitting~

"Silly Mushroom?" Caius grinned, leaning closer.

Belle turtled into her collar, but with his arms around her, there was nowhere to hide.

"One kiss. Just one. Okay?"

"Mm…" A nonsensical mumble. If he lifted her bangs now, he’d probably find her silver-gray eyes spinning like whirlpools.

No refusal… but no consent either.

Caius hesitated.

Then Holan lightly smacked his shoulder. "Stop bullying her. Look how flustered she is!"

"I’m not—" he protested, then relented. "Fine, no kiss?"

Still no clear answer.

Tilting his head, Caius settled for ruffling her short hair. "Then I’ll owe you one. When you’re ready, okay?"

This time, Belle reacted.

She peeked up at him, then down again, as if deliberating.

Seconds later, the faintest huff of air escaped her.

"…Mm."

So quiet it was almost inaudible. Only the room’s silence made it catchable.

"Was that a yes?" Caius brightened.

"Mm." Louder now. Definitely not his imagination.

Instantly, he was over the moon, pinching her cheeks gleefully. "Good girl~"

Belle’s face reignited, and she burrowed deeper into his embrace.

"My turn, Meow!" Kiki announced.

Laughing, Caius planted a kiss on her cheek—not her lips.

The kitten had developed a habit of slipping tongue when kissed there, and that would traumatize poor Holan.

Ironically, despite being the oldest here, the instructor was as innocent as a schoolgirl in these matters.

The most "experienced" one was probably the youngest—Kiki.

"Happy now, you big pervert?" Holan crossed her arms, pouting.

Happy? Caius’s grin threatened to split his face.

"Alright, how long are you going to hug us? The food’s getting cold—your hundred-thousand-gold food," Holan reminded, still hung up on the cost.

"Then feed me," Caius pushed his luck.

"You’re grown!" Holan groaned.

"Just one bite~ C’mon, Instructor Holan’s the best, right?"

He deployed Ultimate Macho Puppy-Dog Eyes.

Even the Boss Lady couldn’t resist this move.

Neither could Holan.

Rolling her eyes, she speared a piece of beef and lifted it to his mouth. "Here."

Her tone was exasperated, but her hand was gentle.

Caius chomped down gleefully, chewing with exaggerated delight.

Watching the giant man beam like a child, Holan couldn’t help but smile too.

This meal?

Worth every penny.
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                After finishing their meal, the group strolled through a park in Grilla City.

The surroundings were beautiful, with a serene lake in the city center where people were fishing by the shore.

By now, their walking formation had shifted subtly.

Originally, Caius had been on the far left, Belle on the far right, and Holan standing between them.

But now, Belle was on Caius’ right, Holan on his left, and the little catgirl perched on his shoulder.

Clearly, after sharing a meal together, the dynamics between them had undergone another delicate change.

A good change!

Caius held Belle’s hand with his right and Holan’s with his left, while the little catgirl on his shoulder wrapped her arms around his neck, her small fingers idly toying with his earlobe, restless as ever.

Belle seemed shy, only hooking her pinky around his.

Instructor Holan, however, was far bolder, her small hand fully enveloped in his grasp.

And so, the trio—plus one catgirl—ambled along leisurely, savoring the tranquility of the moment.

"Caius," Holan suddenly spoke up.

Caius turned to her. "Hm?"

"Do you think… dreams are more important, or a Clan’s expectations?" Holan didn’t look at him as she asked, her gaze fixed ahead.

"Dreams, of course," Caius replied without hesitation.

"Why?" Now Holan turned to him, curiosity in her eyes.

"Because I don’t have a Clan," Caius said with a grin. "So for me, dreams matter more."

Holan blinked, her expression shifting slightly. "What about your family?"

"Some have passed, some I’m still looking for," Caius said, glancing up at the starry sky.

"Oh…" Holan’s breath hitched, and she quickly murmured, "I’m sorry, I didn’t know—"

"It’s fine. When the old man left, I only grieved for a few months. Any longer, and he might’ve crawled out of the grave to punch me—he hated people who wallowed in misery." Caius chuckled.

"Caius, sometimes I really admire your outlook. It’s like nothing can ever make you despair. What’s your secret?" Holan asked.

"Easy," Caius said with a mischievous grin. "Early to bed, early to rise, eat on time, maintain a healthy routine~"

Holan frowned. "I already do all that. Why don’t I feel the same way you do?"

Caius: "Because I don’t go to bed early, wake up early, eat on time, or maintain a healthy routine."

Holan: "…"

"You’re such a jerk, always teasing me…" Holan muttered, puffing her cheeks.

Caius laughed heartily. The way Holan shed her usual instructor’s demeanor and revealed this softer, more vulnerable side was utterly endearing.

Unable to resist, he lifted her hand and pressed a light kiss to it before saying, "Honestly, dreams, Clan expectations—none of that really matters."

"Don’t let dreams become a burden, and don’t let your Clan’s wishes chain you down."

"Doing as your heart desires—that’s where true happiness lies."

"Remember what I said? Freedom exists beyond the rules."

"Dreams are just things you want to do, goals you want to achieve."

"If you’ve given it your all and still can’t reach them, then there’s no need to cling to them."

"If a dream can’t be fulfilled, just find a new one."

"If your Clan’s expectations make you unhappy, then be a rebellious child."

"Ignore the wisdom of elders, and happiness will follow."

Holan burst into giggles at his words. "These are all such twisted philosophies. You’d be a terrible influence on children."

Caius immediately straightened up with mock solemnity. "Nonsense. I’d raise our future children to be outstanding individuals!"

Holan froze, then her face flushed crimson as she shot him a glare. "You’re utterly shameless…"

Yet despite her words, warmth bloomed in her chest.

And everything he’d said resonated deeply with her.

For twenty-six years, she’d been the obedient daughter. Maybe it was time to try being rebellious for once.

So, with newfound resolve flashing in her eyes, she turned to Caius. "Caius, in a few days, I need to return to my Clan."

"What for? Need any help?" Caius asked.

"No. I just need to make an announcement," Holan said, her eyes curving into crescents.

"What kind of announcement?"

"I’m running away from home!"

"Hahaha! Just don’t tell them I put you up to it, or your family might despise me forever."

"Oh? Scared?"

"Scared?" Caius smirked. "The word ‘scared’ doesn’t exist in my dictionary!"

"Mhm, I can tell," Holan huffed. "It hasn’t even been that long, and you’ve already dared to kiss your instructor in broad daylight."

Caius leaned closer. "Broad daylight? But it’s nighttime now~"

Holan faltered, her gaze darting away. "N-Nighttime doesn’t make it okay either…"

"Just one kiss. Only one."

"No… You already kissed me earlier…"

"Dearest Instructor Holan, won’t you grant this humble request of mine?"

"Mm… If I agree, you’ll just push for more."

"I promise I won’t. Just one little kiss."

Holan’s face burned as she hesitated, but finally, she gave a tiny nod. "O-One kiss only. I’m still your instructor—if any students saw, it’d be inappropria—mmph!"

Before she could finish, Caius captured her lips.

Unlike the catgirl’s, Holan’s lips carried a slight chill—perhaps because she was an ice mage—but they were just as soft, and sweet.

After a lingering moment, Caius pulled back with a grin. "See? Just one, like I said."

But Holan’s face was now so red it looked ready to combust. "Y-You didn’t say it’d be on the lips!"

"Didn’t I?" Caius feigned ignorance.

Holan pouted. "Jerk!"

Laughing, Caius lifted his arm and draped it over her left shoulder, pulling her close.

Now their bodies were pressed together.

Holan stiffened slightly at first, but when Caius made no further moves, she gradually relaxed.

His warmth was comforting, filling her with a sense of security.

Belle watched the scene unfold in silence, her presence so subdued she might as well have been invisible. She even edged slightly to the right, careful not to disrupt the intimate moment between Caius and Holan.

But Caius hadn’t forgotten about her.

With a swift motion of his arm, Belle let out a small gasp as she, too, was drawn against his side.

Flustered, Belle kept her head down, not daring to meet his gaze.

Caius simply smiled and ruffled her hair.

"Silly Mushroom, just focus on your studies."

"Don’t worry about anything else. I’ve got you."

At his words, Belle’s tension melted away, and she gave a small nod. "Mhm."

"Hydis is just the beginning. I know you can aim higher—maybe even get into a top-tier academy," Caius said encouragingly.

"A top-tier academy? That won’t be easy," Holan chimed in with a smile.

Belle murmured softly, "I… I’ll do my best…"

"I believe in you. So for now, I’ll watch over you. But when you make it to a top-tier academy someday, you’ve got to return the favor, got it?" Caius teased.

"Mhm."

"Don’t just ‘mhm’ me. Say ‘I understand.’"

"I understand."

"Good girl~"
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                By the time they left the park, it was already past eight o'clock. Holan and Belle needed to return to prepare for their research and rest before midnight.

Thus, Caius escorted them to the academy gates.

"Alright, time to let go now. There are a lot of students around here," Holan murmured, her cheeks faintly flushed.

"I don’t want to. You’re leaving tomorrow, and it’ll be days before you’re back…" Caius said.

Hearing this, Holan felt a sweet warmth in her chest and smiled. "When I return, you can hold my hand as much as you want."

"You promise?" Caius pressed solemnly.

"Mhm~"

"Fine then," Caius released her hand reluctantly. "Come back soon."

"I will." Holan smiled softly before taking Belle’s hand and walking into the academy.

It was clear Holan was in high spirits—her steps were light and lively despite her fitted dress, while Belle moved with her usual steady, unhurried pace.

She had always been like this. Caius called it being a "slow burner."

Only after watching the two beautiful figures disappear into the campus did Caius turn away, satisfied, and say to the little catgirl, "Alright, let’s head back and rest."

"Tease me with the cat toy, Meow!"

"Didn’t you already play with it earlier?"

"Want to play again, Meow!"

"You’re impossible~" Caius chuckled, shaking his head. But considering he’d be spending the next three days with the Little Swan and likely wouldn’t have time for the cat toy, he eventually relented and nodded.

The catgirl immediately perked up, leaping with joy before planting a kiss on Caius’ cheek.

Back at the inn, after a shower, Caius lay on the bed reading—a small notebook on magic training given to him by Hilda.

Hilda’s handwriting was elegant, just like Belle’s, though Belle’s was neat and gentle while Hilda’s carried a sharp, decisive edge.

Both were equally pleasing to the eye.

The notebook contained various techniques for training and utilizing magic, and surprisingly, Caius actually learned a thing or two.

For example, the swordsman’s favorite "Piercing Point"—condensing magic into a single point and rapidly rotating it. Caius had considered this before, but he rarely used it.

After all, with a warhammer as devastating as his, why bother with pinpoint precision?

He could just smash through everything with brute force.

Still, he was more than willing to give it a try.

He extended a finger, and magic instantly swirled around it at high speed.

According to the notebook, the key was to form six magic streams—three rotating clockwise and three counterclockwise—intersecting at a single point, which would then become the most penetrative force.

Previously, Caius had only ever rotated his magic in one direction. Combining both was new to him.

The Little Swan really knows her stuff.

Dividing the magic around his finger into six streams, Caius followed the technique described. Soon, a bright blue glow ignited at his fingertip, so intense it bathed the entire room in an azure light.

Caius was surprised. Pure magic application like this seemed incredibly effective.

So he opened the window and thrust his hand toward the night sky.

A powerful, spiraling cone of magic shot out, piercing straight ahead for over a dozen meters before dissipating.

"Damn, that’s strong!" Caius grinned, examining his hand. This was far more devastating than simply coating his fists in magic.

Enhancing his fists only made them harder—the damage still relied on his physical strength.

But this technique? Its lethality depended entirely on the intensity of his magic, and its range was far greater!

Judging by the force of that blast, even a Platinum-rank would have a hard time taking it head-on.

He was eager to try again, but noticing the Enforcers below who had been alerted by the commotion, he quickly shut the window.

"Not bad at all. This combat technique’s definitely useful," Caius mused approvingly before returning to the notebook.

Just then, the catgirl emerged from her bath.

"Big Guy~"

Dressed in a snug tank top and shorts that showed off her playful belly button, her hair and tail still damp, she immediately pounced onto Caius.

He hastily stowed the notebook and caught her, then pinched her dewy cheeks. "Dry your hair and tail first."

"Okay, Meow~" Kiki nodded, and a surge of cyan light enveloped her. A fierce gust of wind erupted in a confined space before vanishing just as quickly.

The room remained undisturbed, but the catgirl’s hair and tail were now perfectly dry.

Caius nodded. Whether it was due to the effects of the Giant’s Essence or not, Kiki’s magic had grown far stronger than before. Under normal circumstances, a rank-up wouldn’t have boosted her power this drastically.

Clearly, the Giant’s Essence was even more potent than he’d thought.

And it showed—her skin was smoother, her fur silkier.

Though the sudden gust had left her fur slightly puffed up.

Still adorable.

Fluffy.

Caius grinned and pulled her into his arms, unable to resist.

The catgirl, ever the tease, immediately nestled against him, looping her arms around his neck before pressing her lips to his.

Caius naturally didn’t refuse.

After the kiss, her cheeks were flushed again—utterly irresistible, tempting him to take a little bite.

And well… Caius couldn’t help himself. He gently nipped her cheek.

No teeth marks were left, just a bit of saliva.

But the catgirl didn’t mind at all. In fact, she beamed happily.

"Cat toy~ Cat toy~"

"Heh, not so fast. Let’s warm up first," Caius said with a mischievous smirk.

Now that Kiki had reached Gold-rank, though he wasn’t planning to go all the way yet, he could at least teach her some… preparatory techniques. It’d make things more fun later.

But just as Caius was about to start their little game, a sharp knock came at the window.

Caius blinked. What the—? This was the fourth floor. Who in their right mind would be knocking on the window?

Telling Kiki to stay put, Caius grabbed his warhammer and cautiously approached the window.

Another impatient knock.

Moving silently, Caius yanked the curtains open and raised his hammer in one swift motion—only to freeze mid-swing.

Hovering outside the window was a figure he hadn’t expected.

"Mack? What brings you here?"

Indeed, it was Mack.

"Come with me," Mack said before turning to float away.

Caius hesitated. "Uh, can we do this another time? Got work tomorrow."

Mack shot back, "Not gonna beat you. Hurry up."

Caius frowned. "Not beating me? Then what’s this about?"

Mack’s eyes narrowed. "You want me to beat you?"

Hearing that, Caius quickly threw on his clothes, scooped up Kiki, and followed.

Mack drifted through the air while Caius and Kiki trailed behind on the ground.

The catgirl was clearly displeased, puffing her cheeks as she glared at Mack.

Stupid old man, ruining my cat toy time!

Strangely, no one else seemed to notice Mack’s presence.

Caius guessed it was some kind of concealment magic.

Before long, they left Grilla City behind, arriving at a plain about twenty miles out.

Mack stopped and turned to face Caius.

"Attack me with your magic. Full power."

Caius blinked, then broke into an eager grin.

No beating today? I get to hit him instead?!

Mack saw right through him and smirked coldly. "If you can so much as scratch me, I’ll give you a million."

Instantly, Caius’ magic erupted like a supernova, a blazing blue aura illuminating the area for a hundred meters.

"Kiki, stay back. I’m going all out!"
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                Three hours later.

"Enough... I can't go on..." Caius lay on the ground, panting like a bellows.

In contrast, Mack remained standing before him, hands clasped behind his back, his demeanor utterly composed. Not even a speck of dust had settled on his cloak. Around him, within a two-meter radius, a faint magical shield flickered intermittently.

For three hours, Caius had unleashed near-full-force attacks, yet even when his magic power was completely depleted and his stamina nearly exhausted, he had failed to break through that shield.

"You... definitely aren’t just Mithril-tier..." Caius gasped, sitting up.

Though he knew that without resorting to his trump cards, he stood no chance against a Mithril-tier opponent, the gap shouldn’t have been this vast. Three hours of relentless assault, and not even a scratch on the shield? If this was truly the power of a Mithril-tier, Caius would eat his hat.

"Mithril-tier? What a joke." Mack sneered.

Caius: "..."

Well... impressive.

While his current reputation was decent, without actively seeking out stronger adversaries, it was unlikely he’d attract anyone beyond Mithril-tier. Thus, Mack’s identity was somewhat predictable.

But Caius didn’t press further. He simply stood and waved a hand. "Can I leave now?"

Mack: "No."

Caius blinked, glancing at the little catfolk nearby. "You’re not planning to beat me up right now, are you? Come on, Kiki’s watching. If I get thrashed in front of her, my dignity’s done for."

Men cared about their pride, after all.

Mack shook his head. "The quality of your magic power is exceptionally high. If properly utilized, it can unleash effects comparable to actual spells."

The reason he had sought out Caius was because he had witnessed him using Hilda’s magic technique—[Point-Breaking Finger]—earlier. At that time, Mack had been floating above Hydis Magic Academy. He had seen all of Caius’s interactions with Holan and the others, though by now, his mindset had settled.

He wouldn’t interfere. There was no need.

His duty was solely to protect Hilda. Unless she faced a situation she couldn’t resolve on her own, and the guardian power within her failed to shield her, he would not intervene—no matter what happened.

Even if Caius was secretly involved with other girls behind Hilda’s back.

A true warrior needed tempering—not just in skill, but in spirit. His role was to ensure Hilda’s safety. Everything else was for her to experience and overcome herself.

But when he saw Caius execute [Point-Breaking Finger], he had been stunned.

At Gold-tier, with just a simple technique, Caius had unleashed astonishing power. Even Hilda, wielding a rapier, could only extend her magic a few meters at Gold-tier. Yet Caius’s magic pierced over a dozen meters—more than double Hilda’s range.

Hilda’s magic already possessed exceptional explosive force, but Caius surpassed her.

Though he couldn’t cast spells, the sheer quality of his magic power allowed it to rival the potency of actual magic.

For example, an average person’s raw magic power might have a base potency of 10. When channeled into a spell, depending on the magic’s nature, that potency could multiply to 50, or even 100. Thus, spells could amplify power several times over, sometimes more.

Raw magic application, however, couldn’t match such multipliers. At best, it might reach a slight increase—perhaps 1.5x or 1.6x, pushing the base 10 to 15 or 16, or 20 at most. Still, it paled in comparison to spells.

But Caius was different. His raw magic power had a base potency of 100!

Even without the higher multipliers of spells, his raw magic—when enhanced by even minor control techniques—could surpass the spell output of others at his tier.

This was why Mack saw potential in him.

He believed this kid had immense latent ability. Perhaps... he could even help his young lady contend for the [Primacy]!

As for Caius’s dalliances with other girls? Mack couldn’t care less.

In his eyes, none of those girls could hold a candle to Hilda.

Moreover, what did a follower need most?

Either admiration... or infatuation.

Caius’s feelings for Hilda might bind him to unwavering loyalty. Whether he could truly win her favor was another matter—but it wouldn’t be easy.

Because Caius wouldn’t just be facing Hilda alone.

And Mack knew his young lady’s nature well. Her vow was loyalty.

If she learned Caius was entangled with others, she would never give him a chance.

So Mack’s goal now was to use Caius—to mold him into a powerful, devoted follower. A loyal hound who would chase after Hilda relentlessly, even if she rejected him.

And then, he would help her seize the [Primacy].

At present, Hilda’s progress lagged behind the other candidates. She was younger, her start delayed. To catch up, Mack—her shadow servant—would give her a push.

He couldn’t interfere directly with her trials, but he could offer aid in other ways.

"Kid, pay attention. I won’t demonstrate this many times," Mack said.

He raised a hand, and brilliant blue light ignited across his fingertips.

Raw magic release!

Caius’s eyes widened. Five streams of magic extended from Mack’s fingers, converging at his palm before forming a luminous ring.

As subsequent magic passed through the ring, it was drawn inward, then violently expanded—transforming into a vast, circular magic screen.

Then, the ring contracted.

A slender beam of blue light shot forth, piercing the screen.

In an instant, the screen warped into a funnel shape. A moment later, the beam—originally no thicker than a finger—exploded into a column over a meter wide, tearing across the distance.

The distant grassy slope vanished, replaced by a gaping hole.

Molten rock and soil dripped from the edges. Through the cavity, the scenery on the other side was clearly visible.

Caius was speechless.

What the hell... and this isn’t a spell?!

Indeed, it wasn’t. It was merely the result of layered magic control techniques.

Multiple techniques, their amplifying effects stacked, culminating in power nearly rivaling a spell.

Of course, the mastery required far exceeded that of casting a single spell.

But Caius understood.

"Drink this." Mack tossed him a vial of blue liquid—a Supreme Magic Recovery Potion.

Without hesitation, Caius downed it in one gulp. Instantly, his magic reserves refilled.

He raised his hand, light gathering at his fingertips before converging at his palm.

Just as Mack had done.

A moment later, a beam the width of an arm burst forth, streaking hundreds of meters before striking the distant slope. This time, the result was a crater three meters wide.

A glint of approval flashed in Mack’s eyes. This kid didn’t disappoint.

Not only had he grasped it after one demonstration, but his control wasn’t half bad either.

Still, there was room for improvement. With Caius’s magic intensity, the beam’s power should’ve been twice as strong.

"That was insane!" Caius exclaimed, exhilarated. Even if he knew his execution was flawed, the thrill was undeniable.

It felt like casting a spell—unbelievably satisfying!

"What’s this move called?" he asked.

"It has no name. Just basic magic control," Mack replied.

"Then I’ll name it—Magic Palm Cannon!" Caius declared.

Mack: "..."

Ignoring him, Mack raised his hand again. Recognizing that there was more to learn, Caius focused intently, even motioning for Kiki to join him.

Mack didn’t mind. The more followers, the better.
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                It was past four in the morning when Caius and the little catgirl collapsed exhausted on the grass once more, yet broad smiles graced both their faces.

Though the catgirl could learn magic, these complex mana control exercises significantly enhanced her mana intensity and mastery, benefiting her greatly. With this training, her future spellcasting would become more effortless and formidable.

For Caius, the advantages were even greater.

It was akin to mastering a form of [Pseudo-Magic]—albeit less potent!

This would substantially elevate his combat prowess.

After a night of practice, Caius could now execute the techniques with relative fluency. With more real-world application, he would soon fully master them, unleashing their true potential.

Mack observed Caius with approval.

Were it not for his circumstances, he would have gladly taken Caius as his disciple.

But he had already pledged his soul, swearing fealty to Clan Scarlotte. Thus, he could not.

At this thought, he sighed faintly and turned to leave.

Then Caius’s voice called out to him.

“Instructor, will you come again tomorrow?”

Mack paused, glancing back to see the young man grinning at him.

“I am not your instructor,” Mack replied, his tone as cold as ever.

“You taught me mana techniques—that makes you an instructor in my book,” Caius said cheekily.

Mack nearly chuckled. The boy was transparent—he simply wanted a formidable backer.

But Mack wasn’t some naive girl to be swayed by sweet talk.

“I’m unworthy,” Mack dismissed with a wave before shooting skyward.

Caius scrambled to his feet, shouting after him, “I’ll prove myself worthy one day!”

Mack didn’t respond, vanishing into the night.

Caius stared at the sky for a moment before flopping back onto the grass, arms outstretched.

Mack might not acknowledge him now, but his willingness to teach spoke volumes. Caius was certain—one day, he’d earn Mack’s recognition.

What he didn’t realize was that Mack’s “unworthy” remark wasn’t directed at him.

It referred to Mack himself.

“Big guy~” Kiki murmured as she wriggled closer, resting her head on his arm.

“Are we going back, meow?”

“Too tired. Let’s just sleep here,” Caius said.

“Okay, meow… It’s a bit cold, meow.”

In response, Caius wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close.

“Warmer now?” he asked.

“Very warm, meow!” Kiki nuzzled against him blissfully, planting a kiss on his cheek as her tail coiled around his arm. “So cozy, meow!”

“Then sleep. We’ll meet Little Swan at eight.”

“Okay, meow~”

And so, Caius and Kiki spent the night under the stars.

The wilderness was home to Magic Beasts, but being only twenty li from Grilla City, only harmless ones roamed nearby.

Even a Silver-ranked Prairie Magic Wolf, after a single glance at Caius, dared not approach.

A lion remained a lion, even in slumber—especially with a kitten curled against his chest.

The night was chilly, but Caius’s breathing technique kept the cold at bay.

Kiki, though a restless sleeper, clung to him the entire time, never feeling the frost.

At dawn’s first light, Caius awoke, invigorated despite barely three hours of sleep.

Kiki, however, needed more. Catfolk were creatures of abundant sleep.

“Big guy… so sleepy, meow…” Kiki rubbed her eyes drowsily.

Caius affectionately ruffled her short hair before standing, cradling her in his arms. “Sleep a bit longer. I’ll wake you when it’s time.”

“Big guy’s the best, meow~” Nestled against his chest, Kiki quickly drifted back into sweet dreams, her lips twitching as if murmuring about something delightful.

“Feather toy… don’t run, meow…”

Caius chuckled, then set off for Grilla City with Kiki in his arms.

At exactly eight o’clock, he arrived at the gates of Hydis Magic Academy.

Hilda was already waiting.

“You’re early?” Caius greeted her as he approached.

“Since half past seven,” Hilda said smugly. “And you said I slept like a pig. Look who’s cutting it close now.”

Caius grinned.

A girl who arrives early for appointments? Wife material.

“Is Kiki still asleep?” Hilda peered at the catgirl in his arms.

Perhaps because Kiki was so adorably petite, Hilda didn’t see her as a peer but as a cherubic child needing protection. Thus, she felt no jealousy—only enchantment at the sight of Kiki’s sleepy cuteness.

“We trained late into the night, so I let her rest,” Caius explained.

“I see.” Hilda didn’t question it; training was a plausible excuse. Then, utterly charmed, she reached out to poke Kiki’s cheek lightly.

“Mmm~” Kiki murmured unconsciously, burrowing deeper into Caius’s embrace.

“She’s so adorable. I just want to hold her…” Hilda couldn’t resist cooing.

“Want to carry her?” Caius offered.

“No, no. She’d sleep poorly in my arms. Your arms are like pillows and cradles for her.” Hilda laughed, patting Caius’s muscular bicep.

“Girls can build muscle too, you know,” Caius teased with a roguish grin.

“Ugh, no thanks. That’d be hideous.” Hilda giggled before asking, “So, where to now?”

“Kotemo Ore Zone. We’ll rent a carriage—should arrive by noon.” Caius planned for Kiki’s comfort; a smooth ride would let her sleep.

Running there with her in his arms? Not an option.

“I’ve got a better idea!” Hilda announced.

She refused to waste precious time on slow travel. With a flourish, she summoned a sleek Magitech vehicle.

Caius’s eyes lit up.

After seeing Magitech ships, he’d wondered if Magitech cars existed. Now, here it was—four wheels, streamlined body, and convertible!

“This is incredible!” he breathed.

In his past life, he’d spent most of his earnings on vehicles. In the wasteland, good wheels were survival essentials.

“Heh. The Layton Chamber of Commerce’s latest—the Lightning III. Equipped with a levitation Magic Array suspension system. Fast and smooth, even on gravel,” Hilda boasted.

“Damn. How much? Where can I get one?” Caius was practically salivating.

“This wasn’t bought. I won it in a Layton-sponsored tournament. This model? At least 200,000 gold. Couldn’t afford it otherwise.”

“200,000…” Suddenly, Caius felt very motivated to earn more money.
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                "Are there any requirements to drive this thing?" Caius asked.

"Requirements?" Hilda thought for a moment. "As long as you know how to drive, anyone can. There aren’t any special conditions."

"If I had to say, it’s limited to trade roads. Forests or overly complex terrain are definitely out of the question."

"No driver’s license or anything?" Caius pressed.

"Nope. Do you need a license to drive a carriage?" Hilda laughed, assuming he was joking.

But the next moment, Caius suddenly appeared right in front of her, his eyes burning with excitement. "Can I give it a try?"

"Huh?" Hilda blinked. "Have you driven one before?"

"No, but I pick things up fast," Caius grinned.

"Hmm… Alright. Let’s head outside the city first. I’ll teach you there."

"Perfect!"

Storing the magitech car in his Spatial Ring, they found an open area outside the city, where Hilda began instructing him.

To Caius’ surprise, it was ridiculously simple.

The magitech car was powered by a magitech core—one core could last about 500 kilometers. This model was high-end, equipped with three cores and even a shield generator that could envelop both the vehicle and its passengers.

The controls were similar to the cars from his past life—accelerator, brake, clutch—just with different names.

After watching Hilda drive just once, Caius nodded.

"Got it!" he declared.

Hilda eyed him skeptically. "Really?"

It had taken her several days to get the hang of it.

"Absolutely!" Caius was already eager to take the wheel, placing Kiki in the backseat.

"Alright, your turn," Hilda conceded, moving to the passenger side and securing Kiki with the magitech harness, which functioned like a seatbelt.

Caius adjusted the driver’s seat.

Thankfully, the car was spacious—otherwise, his chest would’ve been pressed against the steering wheel.

Once settled, he gripped the wheel and tentatively pressed the accelerator.

The car lurched forward slightly.

"Heh heh heh~" Caius grinned like a kid with a new toy.

Hilda, jolted by the sudden motion, frowned. "Are you sure you’re fine? If you’re not steady, Kiki won’t be able to sleep—"

But before she could finish, Caius casually lit a cigarette, rested one hand on the wheel, and leaned back in his seat with effortless ease.

Then he flashed her a smirk.

"Let’s go!"

His foot slammed down on the accelerator.

Hilda’s eyes widened as she instinctively grabbed the handrail, her back pressing hard into the seat.

The sheer force of acceleration pinned Kiki—who had been napping on the rear bench—against the backrest.

But as the car stabilized, the little catgirl slid back down, blinking drowsily.

"Big guy… what’s happening, meow…?"

Thanks to the magitech barrier enclosing the vehicle, there was no roaring wind or turbulence—just smooth, high-speed travel.

"Nothing. Go back to sleep," Caius reassured her with a glance.

"Mm… okay…" Still half-asleep, Kiki curled up again.

Meanwhile, Hilda stared in disbelief at the scenery blurring past.

This speed… must be 150, maybe 160 kilometers per hour!

On an ordinary dirt road, such velocity would send any normal car flying at the slightest bump.

But this wasn’t an ordinary world—it was one with magic.

The magitech car’s suspension arrays kept it perfectly stable, as if gliding on air. You could place a glass of water inside, and not a drop would spill.

Of course, the real key was Caius’ driving.

Approaching a sharp bend at breakneck speed, he effortlessly downshifted, one hand on the wheel, and executed a flawless drift.

Hilda’s jaw dropped.

Dust swirled. The world outside became a streaked blur. Caius, cigarette dangling from his lips, laughed freely—and for some reason, Hilda felt her pulse quicken, adrenaline surging.

No way this is his first time driving a magitech car!

He was too smooth. Too confident.

But then Caius exhaled a plume of smoke and remarked, "Haven’t driven in years. A bit rusty."

To Hilda, it sounded like another one of his humble brags—what he’d call "fàn’ěrsài" (showing off while pretending not to).

In truth, Caius wasn’t exaggerating. He was rusty. The reason he could drift so effortlessly was simply because the car’s performance was that good.

Magic, sometimes, was just better than pure technology.

With arcane enhancements, the magitech car was unbelievably stable!

And within minutes, Caius had fully adapted, driving with the ease of a decades-long veteran—which, in a way, he was.

"You lied to me again!" Hilda accused, glaring.

"About what?" Caius feigned innocence.

"You drive like a pro, yet you claimed you’d never driven one before!"

"I haven’t driven a magitech car before," he clarified, amused. "But I’ve driven vehicles that didn’t run on magic."

"No magic?" Hilda’s curiosity piqued. "Then what powered them?"

"Gasoline."

"What’s gasoline?"

"A type of fuel. Vehicles that use it are called ‘cars.’ But this magitech ride? Way more fun!"

"What’s ‘fun’?"

"Means comfortable. Thrilling."

"Ohh." Hilda nodded, then grinned as she rolled down the window slightly, letting her hand slice through the wind beyond the barrier.

"Caius, you’re amazing!"

"Teach me how to drive like this!"

"I want to learn!"

Caius chuckled. "Sure thing. But you really like cars, huh?"

"Of course! Magitech devices are practical and beautiful. Magitech cars included!"

"I’ve got another one—a Thunderbolt III, same series as the Lightning III. If I save up, I’m buying even faster, sleeker models!" Hilda chattered excitedly, like a little songbird.

Caius grinned. "What a coincidence—I love cars too!"

"We should go on road trips together!"

"Yes!" Hilda’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.

With Caius behind the wheel, the flat trade route became his personal racetrack. They covered the distance to the Kotemo Ore Zone in under twenty minutes, wind and dust in their wake.

By the time they parked, Hilda was practically vibrating with excitement.

She’d experienced true speed—the kind that made her forget about training. All she wanted now was for Caius to teach her those drifts.

She was going to master them.

Caius, ever the tease, promised lessons after their mission.

"Let Kiki sleep in the car. The shields can withstand platinum-tier Magic Beasts for a long time, and there aren’t any on the surface here. She’ll be safe," Hilda said.

Caius agreed, leaning into the backseat. "Kiki, we’re heading into the mines. Stay here and sleep, okay? We’ll be back soon."

The catgirl blinked sleepily. "Okay, meow~"

He ruffled her hair affectionately before turning to Hilda. "Lead the way."

Kiki nestled back into the heated seat—luxuriously comfortable, just as a high-end magitech car should be.

Inside the mining zone, Caius donned heavy armor, hefting his warhammer and bulwark with imposing presence.

Hilda smirked. "If you charged, you’d plow through like a magitech tank."

"Damn right," Caius agreed, striding toward the largest tunnel.
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                "This mine shaft was originally man-made, but it was later taken over by Magic Beasts," Caius remarked, examining the massive footprints on the ground. "And unless I’m mistaken, there’s something big lurking deeper inside."

Hilda nodded in agreement. "The most common Magic Beasts here are Stoneback Behemoths. They’re pack creatures—when their numbers grow large enough, a Stoneback Behemoth King emerges. At the very least, it’d be platinum-tier, and one of the tougher ones at that."

"Is the Behemoth King your target?"

"No. I’m here for a platinum-tier Chasmfiend Recluse, a Talonburrower, and a Terraworm Leviathan. Plus, I need to collect twelve pieces of Octacrystal."

Hilda acknowledged the mission, and the two pressed deeper into the cavern.

After a few hundred meters, they encountered their first foes—two gold-tier Stoneback Behemoths gnawing on ore veins. The moment the creatures spotted humans, they lunged with jaws agape.

But before Caius could even react, Hilda flicked two radiant orbs from her fingertips, blasting the beasts backward.

Caius raised an eyebrow. Hilda tilted her chin up proudly. "After you called me out last time for neglecting my magic, I’ve been training harder."

"Seems like it’s paying off," Caius chuckled.

They ventured onward.

The underground tunnels twisted into a labyrinth, reshaped by earth-attuned Magic Beasts. After over an hour of navigating, they finally found their first target—a Chasmfiend Recluse.

The spider was monstrous, its eight spindly legs spanning seven to eight meters. Its carapace gleamed with hardened mineral deposits, bolstering its natural defenses.

For most adventurer parties, even a full platinum-tier squad would struggle to take down such a foe.

Unfortunately for the spider, it had picked the wrong prey.

A tough exterior didn’t mean its insides were equally resilient.

Caius’ warhammer was tailor-made for creatures like this—hard on the outside, soft within.

Hilda’s magic proved equally devastating. A binding spell immobilized the Recluse, leaving it wide open for Caius’ hammer.

Five brutal strikes later, the spider crumpled unconscious. Two more ensured it wouldn’t get back up.

After harvesting its crystalis heart, venom glands, fangs, and exoskeleton, they moved on.

Octacrystals were easy to spot—exposed on the ground, their jagged forms resembled star anise but with a crystalline sheen. They gathered twelve without much trouble before encountering their next quarry: the Terraworm Leviathan.

A grotesque, worm-like monstrosity, fifteen to twenty meters long, its elastic hide allowed it to stretch like rubber.

Its preferred tactics were ambush—bursting from the ground to swallow prey whole with its tripartite maw—or coiling upright before striking like a whip, spewing corrosive acid. Thanks to its stretchable skin, its reach could triple its body length in an instant.

This one found them.

The ground trembled faintly before the beast erupted beneath Hilda’s feet, jaws gaping.

She dodged with preternatural grace, her playful demeanor vanishing as the Swan Blade Maiden took over.

Her rapier, Swan’s Pride, gleamed as she leveled it at the Leviathan.

"This one’s mine!"

"All yours," Caius said, leaning on his hammer, cigarette dangling as he settled in to watch.

The fight lasted less than ten seconds.

By the time Caius took his second drag, the Leviathan had been diced into eighteen segments under a storm of feather-like sword strokes.

"Damn…" Caius murmured, impressed.

Hilda’s growth was undeniable.

She landed lightly before him, flicking her blade to send the earth-tinged crystalis heart his way. Without a word, she sheathed her sword and strode off.

Heh. Bet he’s stunned.

Her face was calm, but inwardly, she preened.

Yet after a moment, no praise came—only the sound of a knife slicing through flesh.

Confused, she turned to find Caius meticulously skinning the Leviathan’s remains, muttering to himself.

"This hide’s premium stuff. Perfect for underpants."

Hilda’s eye twitched. "You’re focusing on underwear material instead of my swordsmanship?!"

"Oh, your swordplay? Clean. Efficient. Very flashy," Caius said without looking up.

"That’s it?!" She stomped a foot.

Sighing, Caius stuffed the hide into his Spatial Ring. "Fine. How’s the sword treating you?"

Her irritation melted instantly. "It’s incredible! The best I’ve ever wielded!"

"It feels like an extension of my body—I’ve never had this kind of connection with a blade before!"

"Told you. My craftsmanship’s one of a kind," he grinned.

Hilda nodded vigorously before pausing.

Wait. I wanted him to praise me, not himself!

Her cheeks puffed up again. "Ugh—you big oaf!" She whirled around, ponytail lashing.

Caius blinked. "What did I do?"

Even he couldn’t always decipher a girl’s logic.

Only the Talonburrower remained.

But whether by rotten luck or sheer rarity, two more hours of searching yielded nothing but lesser earth-attribute beasts.

After dozens of skirmishes, Hilda was flagging. Caius, however, remained energized.

"Where is this thing?!" Hilda grumbled, kicking a pebble. Alone, she’d endure silently—but with Caius, she voiced every thought. It wasn’t complaining; it was sharing the experience.

"Talonburrowers are rare. Can’t expect—"

A thunderous crack cut him off.

The tunnel wall ahead exploded outward as a hulking form emerged—glinting metallic claws, each longer than a man was tall, identified it instantly.

"Talonburrower!" Hilda lit up, drawing her blade.

But before she could charge, Caius yanked her backward, pulling her tight against his chest.

She stiffened, torn between fluster and fury—until a deafening snap echoed above.

The ceiling split apart.

Then collapsed.
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                After a violent tremor that shook the earth and mountains, the surroundings gradually settled into silence.

Hilda squinted through the dust-filled air, coughing twice before surveying the area.

The illumination Magitech device had been crushed, plunging everything into darkness.

Hilda quickly raised her hand, magic rippling outward as a golden light flared into being.

Common magic — Illumination.

As the glow spread, she saw that the space around them had been completely buried under rocks and soil, leaving only a narrow cavity. And this cavity was being held up by Caius.

She immediately turned to him.

At that moment, Caius knelt on one knee, his warhammer planted firmly on the ground, one hand gripping the handle while an enormous boulder pressed down from above. His heavy shield was strapped to his back, similarly weighed down by another massive rock. He remained motionless, kneeling like a devout temple guardian.

But blood dripped incessantly from the gaps in his armor and his helmet.

"Caius…" Hilda’s lips trembled slightly before she rushed to his side, flipping up the visor of his helmet.

His eyes were closed, blood trickling from his nose and mouth, while more streamed down his forehead.

"Caius! Caius!!" Panic surged through her as she knelt before him, cradling his face in her hands, her voice desperate.

For the first time, her heart was gripped by such fear.

Not even when she had faced the Slaughter Wolf Demon had she felt like this.

Then, Caius’ voice came through: "Stop shouting, my ears are about to burst."

The tension in her chest instantly eased, and Hilda couldn’t help but laugh—though the relief lasted less than two seconds before worry overtook her again.

"How are you? Are you okay?"

"Not great. Got sand in my eyes—blow on them for me. Damn, blood’s getting in too…" Caius replied, blinking rapidly with his right eye, clearly uncomfortable.

He couldn’t move. One hand braced against the ground, the other gripping the hammer’s handle—if he let go, the rocks above would collapse. The weight of the earth and stone on his back rested entirely on his shoulders.

Hastily, Hilda pulled out a handkerchief, wiping the blood from Caius’ forehead before gently prying open his right eyelid and blowing softly.

"Better?" she asked.

"Much," Caius replied.

Then, Hilda looked around helplessly. "Hold on, I’ll… I’ll use magic to dig us out—"

"Don’t!" Caius cut her off sharply.

Hilda froze, turning back to him.

"Calm down, kid. First, steady yourself." His voice was measured, noticing how her chest rose and fell rapidly.

Not that he was paying attention to that—though, admittedly, she was well-endowed.

But this wasn’t the time. The sudden cave-in had clearly shaken her. After all, she had no experience being buried alive.

Caius, however, did.

From a past life. The outcome back then had been narrowly escaping death, recovering, and then returning to execute the bastards who’d tried to bury him.

Lesson learned: just shoot them in the head instead of overcomplicating things.

Right now, Hilda was panicking—partly because of the collapse, partly because of his condition.

No doubt, he looked terrifying right now, with those crushing boulders looming over him.

But Caius knew his own limits. He’d only suffered minor injuries.

"Control your breathing," he instructed, unable to lift his head due to the boulder pressing against his neck. "Don’t let it get erratic."

"Okay, okay…" Hilda nodded repeatedly, now wholly deferring to him as she focused on steadying her breath.

After a moment, she said, "I’m calm now." Her voice no longer wavered.

"Good. Next, you can’t dig upward. The rock structure outside is unstable—I noticed earlier, but I didn’t expect a Talonburrower to suddenly appear. Its tunnels triggered the collapse."

"I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—" Hilda’s eyes reddened.

"Not now," Caius interrupted. "For now, dig downward. The surrounding rock is unstable, but the ground beneath us should still be solid."

"Dig a space big enough for both of us, then we’ll slip inside. The boulder on my back is a single piece—it’ll cover the hole and keep us from being crushed."

"Then, dig diagonally downward. After a stretch, angle upward again. That’ll minimize the risk of another collapse."

"There are plenty of underground tunnels around here. As long as we reach one, we’re safe."

"Understood?"

"Understood!" Hilda nodded firmly, then raised her hand. Golden light flickered in her palm before shifting to an earthy brown.

Common Magic—Earthshift!

The soil beneath her began churning, displaced through the crevices in the surrounding rocks as a pit gradually formed.

Gritting her teeth, Hilda increased her magic output, forcing the dirt aside faster.

"Easy, kid," Caius cautioned.

"Don’t waste your magic. Keep a steady pace—conserve your energy. Earth-attribute Magic Beasts usually sense vibrations. This collapse will draw them soon, and we might have to fight."

"Got it…" Hilda nodded, biting her lip as she dialed back her magic.

The excavation slowed, but her reserves would last longer.

Like easing off the accelerator instead of flooring it.

Before long, she had dug a hole about a meter wide and over three meters deep. Thankfully, Caius’ efforts had created enough space for her to work—otherwise, there’d be no room to maneuver.

As for the displaced soil, with nowhere else to put it, Hilda stuffed it into her Spatial Ring.

She had considered using the ring to help Caius escape by storing the boulders, but she feared removing even one might disrupt the delicate balance and bring the rest crashing down.

"Is this enough?" she asked.

"Good. Now dig diagonally downward," Caius instructed.

"What about you?" Hilda pressed urgently.

"Once you’ve dug far enough, I’ll slip into the hole," he replied.

"You can come down now—there’s room for both of us!" she insisted, worried his stamina wouldn’t hold.

Caius smirked. "Not yet. I need to adjust slowly to avoid another collapse."

Reluctantly, Hilda clenched her jaw and kept digging.

Meanwhile, Caius began shifting his weight. The boulder above was monstrously heavy—every movement demanded his full strength.

Veins bulged on his forehead as veins of vital energy flickered across his skin.

Magic surged, strength maxed out—inch by inch, he edged toward the pit Hilda had dug.

Soon, his hand and hammer reached the edge of the hole.

He took a deep breath, then gradually lowered himself.

As the rocks groaned ominously, the strain on his body became even more apparent.

Fuck, this is heavy!

It was like doing push-ups with a mountain on his back.

Once he’d lowered himself halfway, ensuring the boulder was aligned with the hole, he tensed every muscle—ready.

In the next instant, his warhammer vanished into his Spatial Ring.

With the support gone, he shoved off the edge of the pit, his massive frame sliding down like an eel. Sparks flew as his shield scraped against the boulder.

"BOOM—"
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                Hearing the commotion behind her, Hilda quickly turned and called out, "Caius?!"

"I'm fine," came Caius's voice. Hilda redirected the light from her illumination spell and saw him upside down in the pit, head buried in the dirt, rear end sticking up.

Under normal circumstances, such a comical sight would have made Hilda burst into laughter. But now, she only felt a wave of relief wash over her.

Caius adjusted his position and crawled over to Hilda, grinning as he reached out with his grimy hand to ruffle her golden hair.

"Good job, kid. Leave the rest to me."

The weight of his hand on her head, coupled with the smile on his face, sent a faint tremor through Hilda's heart. Unconsciously, her cheeks flushed pink.

Unfortunately, Caius didn’t notice.

He had already retrieved a shovel and pickaxe from his spatial ring. Having restocked his equipment earlier, essential mining tools like these were naturally part of his inventory—along with backup illumination magitech devices.

Earlier, he hadn’t been able to free his hands, but now he could pull out the magitech device and attach it to his belt before starting to dig.

Caius worked much faster than Hilda. Every scoop of dirt and every chunk of rock was swiftly stored away in his spatial ring.

After digging downward for over ten meters, he began angling his path upward.

The reason was simple: he surmised that the underground passage they had come from had only partially collapsed. Digging upward might lead them back into the tunnel, whereas digging downward was a gamble—he couldn’t tell whether it would lead to deeper earth or another passage.

And right now, he wasn’t in the mood to take that bet.

As expected, Caius’s guess proved correct. Only a section of the tunnel had caved in. After digging upward another ten meters, the glow of the ore seeped through the soil, casting light onto their faces. For Hilda, it felt like emerging from darkness into daylight.

"Whew… That took it out of me," Caius muttered as he hauled himself out of the hole and sat on the ground, eyeing the blocked passage ahead with a grin.

Hilda sat down too, but her gaze lingered on Caius.

She lacked experience and hadn’t anticipated the danger.

Caius had foreseen it—and in the blink of an eye, he’d executed the best possible defense.

Those massive boulders were so heavy that even as a Platinum-ranked warrior, being buried under them would have been dire for Hilda.

Afterward, panic had gripped her, yet Caius remained calm and clear-headed, devising the optimal survival strategy.

And he could still smile, as if life-threatening danger meant nothing to him.

The soothing tone of his voice still echoed in her ears. Just hearing him had steadied her.

She studied him now—the dented heavy armor on his body, the heavily scratched bulwark on his back, and the grin on his face, so out of place in this grim situation.

Her heart trembled.

"Kid? Kid?" Only when Caius’s voice reached her did Hilda snap out of her daze.

"Ah… huh?"

"What’s got you spacing out?" Caius stood and extended his hand. "Can you stand?"

"Yeah…" Hilda nodded, taking his hand.

With a light tug, Caius pulled her to her feet. But perhaps due to the adrenaline crash after their narrow escape, her legs felt weak. She staggered slightly—then stumbled straight into his chest.

For a moment, both froze.

Hilda tilted her head up, staring at him in a daze.

Caius looked down at her dust-streaked face. Even covered in grime, her beauty shone through, only making her more captivating.

He was the first to snap out of it, steadying her with a chuckle. "Alright, let’s get moving. We’ve still got a Talonburrower to find."

"Oh…" Hilda murmured softly, then followed behind him, her eyes fixed on his back.

After walking another hundred meters, Caius suddenly stopped and turned, laughing. "Quit staring at me and watch our surroundings. Don’t forget we’re still in an underground maze."

"Ah! Right!" Hilda’s face flushed as she hastily scanned the area—though her attention still seemed scattered.

She touched her cheeks.

They felt warm.

Shaking her head, she tried to clear her thoughts.

Something felt off about her, but she couldn’t pinpoint what.

So she forced herself to focus elsewhere.

"Caius, how are your injuries? Should we head back first?"

"Minor scrapes. Nothing serious," Caius replied.

Just some bruises and scratches on his back and a graze on his head. With his regenerative ability, they’d heal by teatime.

"Kid, were you scared earlier?" Caius suddenly asked.

Hilda tensed, instinctively answering, "No…"

"Be honest," Caius pressed, his tone firm but not unkind.

She glanced at him. He wasn’t even looking back, just waiting for her reply.

After a pause, she admitted softly, "Yes… a little."

"Fear’s normal. Not feeling it would be the real problem," Caius said, amusement threading his voice.

"When danger strikes, fear kicks in—it’s a self-preservation instinct. Don’t doubt yourself for it."

"Even the strong feel fear. The difference is, the strong conquer it."

"Lift your head. Look forward. Don’t let one little cave-in bury the path ahead of you."

His words reverberated through the hollow passage, warming Hilda’s heart.

She knew he was worried this sudden peril might shake her resolve.

But the truth was, what she’d feared wasn’t the danger itself—it was the thought of something happening to him.

A gentle smile curved her lips as she gazed at his back and nodded.

"I understand."

"Thank you, Caius."

"Don’t mention it," he said, waving a hand dismissively.

"What about you?" Hilda asked suddenly, curiosity getting the better of her. "Do you ever get scared?"

Caius: "Nope."

Hilda: "…?"

"But you just said—"

"Right. Not feeling fear is a problem, so I’ve got issues," Caius said with a roguish grin. "I’m a madman—I thrive on challenges and danger."

"If you don’t wanna catch the crazy, better keep your distance~"

Hilda blinked—then burst out laughing. She quickened her pace, falling into step beside him.

"I’m not scared of that!"

Caius glanced at her sidelong. Hilda met his gaze, her eyes sparkling with mirth.

He blinked—then suddenly threw his head back and laughed.

Hilda tilted her head. "What’s so funny?"

"You should see yourself in a mirror. You look like a little tabby cat right now."

"Later, I’ll have to tell Kiki that Hilda’s secretly Catfolk too."

"Hahaha!"

Hilda froze, then yanked out a mirror from her spatial ring.

He was right!

Her face was smudged with dirt.

Her cheeks puffed out—but she couldn’t help laughing too.

"Look who’s talking! You’re a big muddy hog now!"

"Uh, since when do hogs come in muddy?"

"Hahaha! Muddy hog!"
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                Perhaps it was true that after surviving a great disaster, fortune would follow. After wandering through the caves for over ten minutes, they unexpectedly encountered another Talonburrower.

Despite its fearsome appearance, the Talonburrower was actually quite timid. The moment it caught sight of Caius and Hilda, it didn’t hesitate—it immediately tried to burrow into the ground to escape.

Caius reacted swiftly, hurling his warhammer with precision. The strike flipped the Talonburrower onto its back. Seizing the opportunity, Hilda dashed forward, her blade flashing like a flurry of swan feathers. In moments, the creature lay dead beneath the earth.

After extracting the Crystalis Heart, dismantling the corpse, and collecting useful materials, Caius nodded in satisfaction. "Let’s head back!"

Hilda agreed, walking ahead of him. Her joy was palpable—she hopped onto boulders by the path, spread her arms wide, and skipped playfully across scattered rocks. Caius followed leisurely behind, chatting with her as they went.

"What’s the next mission?"

"The next one requires us to go to Ocean City, rent a boat, and set sail."

"Really? I’ve always wanted to go out to sea!"

"Same here," Caius chuckled before adding, "Alright, walk behind me now."

Hearing this, Hilda immediately grew alert, scanning their surroundings as she moved behind him, her hand resting on her sword hilt. "What’s wrong? Is there trouble?"

Caius shot her an amused glance. "Yeah, there is. If I let you keep leading, we’ll truly get lost in this underground maze."

Hilda froze, her face flushing crimson.

"Ugh… you big dumb pig!"

"Hey now, I followed you for a while, thinking you might’ve improved. But you took the wrong turn at this fork again."

"Big dumb pig!"

"Now you’re just being unreasonable, huh?"

"Big dumb pig!"

"Keep it up and I’ll get mad."

"Big dumb pig!"

This time, however, Caius didn’t respond. He suddenly stopped in his tracks.

Hilda, arms crossed, assumed he was teasing her again. But Caius remained silent.

A flicker of panic crossed her face. "...Caius?"

No answer—only the sound of his slightly heavier breathing.

Her heart clenched. Had she actually upset him?

"Caius…" she called again, but he still didn’t reply.

She knew she’d been unreasonable. She was painfully aware of her terrible sense of direction, and the embarrassment made her lash out. No matter what he said, she’d stubbornly called him a "big dumb pig." But the truth was, Caius had always been fair with her.

Regret crept in. She shouldn’t have acted so childishly.

Her arms uncrossed, fingers fidgeting slightly as her cheeks warmed. After a brief hesitation, she bit her lip and murmured, "Caius… I’m sorry for calling you a big dumb pig. Please don’t be mad…"

Still, no response.

A pang of sadness hit her. If he was angry, she’d rather he scolded her outright. Silence was far worse.

She stepped forward, gently tugging his sleeve. "Caius, I—"

Before she could finish, Caius suddenly moved. His head jerked up, then snapped forward.

"ACHOO!!!"

"Ugh… damn, the dust here’s awful. That sneeze took forever to come out. Finally—feels much better."

Hilda: "..."

Caius: "Hm? What were you saying?"

Her face burned even brighter as she quickly released his sleeve, turning away. "N-Nothing."

Caius nearly laughed aloud. Did she really think he hadn’t heard?

Leaning in with hands on his hips, he brought his face close to hers. "I could’ve sworn I heard a certain Little Swan apologizing to me just now. Said she wouldn’t call me a big dumb pig anymore. Did you catch that, Hilda?"

His teasing words sent her blush spreading down her neck, turning her skin a delicate shade of pink.

"Eh~"

"Honestly, you didn’t need to apologize. I’m not that petty. But I do appreciate it—whoa!"

Mid-sentence, Hilda suddenly whirled around, grabbed his arm, and sank her teeth into his bare forearm where no armor protected him.

Caius hissed through his teeth, wincing.

Hilda clung to his arm, her small mouth clamped onto his skin, her eyes glaring up at him—red-rimmed and shimmering with unshed tears.

Wait… tears?

He froze.

Was she crying?

Surely embarrassment alone wouldn’t bring her to tears?

But seeing those glistening streaks, he didn’t pull away. Instead, he gently stroked her hair.

"Easy now, let go."

Under his soothing tone, Hilda gradually released him but remained standing there, her watery gaze heartbreaking.

"I know I’m terrible at leading the way…" Her voice trembled.

"And I know I shouldn’t have been so unreasonable…"

"We’re still best friends, but even friends argue sometimes…"

"Caius, if we ever fight again, you can scold me, you can yell at me—but don’t ignore me…"

"Don’t stop talking to me…"

As she spoke, tears spilled over, dripping down her cheeks.

Seeing the Little Swan cry shattered Caius’s heart.

He swore—he’d genuinely been too preoccupied with that stubborn sneeze earlier. Holding back a sneeze was agony.

But he hadn’t realized his silence would hurt her so deeply.

He reached out, cupping her face. Hilda didn’t resist, her large, tear-filled eyes locked onto his. His thumb brushed away the wet trails as he nodded firmly.

"I promise."

"No matter what happens, I’ll never ignore you."

"Alright?"

Hilda sniffled, nodding.

Only then did Caius smile again. "Look at you—already looked like a little kitten, but now with all these tears, even more so."

Hilda let out a teary laugh. "No, I don’t…"

She wiped her face, conjuring a small water orb with her remaining magic to wash away the evidence.

The beautiful Little Swan had returned.

"Want to wash up too?" she asked, holding out the orb.

"Definitely." Caius took it, splashing his face with a grin. "Refreshing!"

"Let’s hurry back before Kiki wakes up and starts worrying."

"Mm!" Hilda nodded, falling into step beside him. Her gaze lingered on the tiny teeth marks left on his arm, her cheeks tinting pink once more.

Half an hour later, they finally emerged from the mines.

Their vehicle stood untouched where they’d left it. Kiki, now awake, waved excitedly at their approach.

Caius walked over, ruffling her hair.

"Mission accomplished, Meow?"

"All done! With the Little Swan here, efficiency’s through the roof!" Caius laughed heartily.

Hilda beamed just as brightly, as if she hadn’t been crying moments ago.

"Next mission—set sail for Ocean City!"

"Let’s not teleport back, though. Would be a waste to leave this beauty behind," Caius said, patting the Lightning Mk. III.

"Agreed! You can teach me that… what was it? Drifting!" Hilda hopped into the passenger seat.

"What’s drifting, Meow?" Kiki peeked over from behind the driver’s seat, curious.

Caius settled in, lit a cigarette, and grinned. "This—is drifting!"

With a roar, the Lightning Mk. III’s rear wheels spun wildly, kicking up dust as it executed a perfect drift, swinging around to speed off in the opposite direction. Kiki’s delighted squeals filled the air.

"So fast, Meow!"

"So cool, Meow!"

"I want to learn too, Meow!"
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                Sitting on the grassy slope, gazing at the city half on land and half in the sea, Hilda felt a surge of anticipation.

"So this is Ocean City," she murmured, her eyes brimming with curiosity.

"You’ve never been?" Caius asked.

"No. I arrived in Hepos two years ago," Hilda replied, sitting cross-legged as the sea breeze tousled her hair. "Originally, I was supposed to attend the [Hepos Imperial Academy] in the capital. But I hated the atmosphere there—so bureaucratic. So I transferred to Grilla City instead."

"Grilla City is a newly promoted Tier-1 city. It might not be as bustling as the others, but it’s more… genuine. I like it much better."

"These past two years, I’ve only ever been to Grilla City and the three surrounding towns. This is my first time in Ocean City too."

"Funny coincidence," Caius chuckled. "A little over a month ago, I was sitting right where you are now, staring at this insane city."

"Why insane?" Hilda asked. Her knowledge of Ocean City was limited—she’d only heard it was famous for mercenaries and decent seafood.

Back then, she hadn’t cared much for seafood, and her impression of mercenaries was just a bunch of reckless outlaws. So she’d never felt the urge to visit.

But now, things were different.

She’d met an exceptionally remarkable mercenary. Because of him, she’d grown curious about this city—wanted to understand it.

Maybe, in some way, she was trying to understand him through it. Though she hadn’t realized that yet.

Caius gazed at Ocean City and said slowly, "In Grilla City, have you ever seen any gangs?"

"Gangs? You mean those thugs who like to loiter together?"

"Pretty much."

"I’ve seen them in smaller cities before. There are plenty in the slums too," Hilda said.

"That’s what makes Ocean City insane," Caius replied with a faint smile.

"Here, you’ve got gangsters, mercenaries, bounty hunters, and all sorts of desperate outlaws."

"Every single person in this city has a streak of madness in them. They can be cowards one moment and fight you to the death the next."

"Even the enforcers here collude with the gangs."

"Wouldn’t that make public safety a mess?" Hilda asked, surprised.

Under Uncle Mel’s governance, Grilla City had never tolerated such things, so this was shocking to her.

"Actually, no. Public order here is decent—even at night, the streets stay lively. Regular folks walk around freely, some even greeting gangsters like old friends," Caius said with a laugh.

"What?" Hilda’s lips parted slightly in disbelief. "How does that work?"

"Because when chaos reaches a certain level, the villains become the law," Caius explained.

"For their own selfish gains, they’ll twist the rules. But sometimes, that very corruption ends up benefiting the people here."

"To you, gangsters might just be petty thugs. But to the locals? Pay your 'protection fee,' and those same thugs will actually protect you—ensure no rival gangs harass you in their territory."

"Isn’t that better than reporting to some enforcer, only to get passed around like a ball while they dodge responsibility?"

"Huh… I guess that makes sense," Hilda conceded with a nod.

"Alright, rested enough? Instead of listening to me, why not see for yourself?" Caius grinned.

They’d stopped here to recover from motion sickness, of all things.

Caius hadn’t expected—Hilda’s attempts at drifting had turned flat roads into winding mountain passes. At one point, she’d spun the car over a dozen times in a row, nearly making Kiki lose her lunch.

Even Hilda herself had been left dizzy. Without this breather by the sea, she might’ve thrown up too.

On the bright side? She had learned to drift.

Sort of.

"Let’s go!" Hilda sprang to her feet, and the trio set off toward Ocean City.

Hailan No. 11

Yvlan leaned gloomily against the bar.

It had been almost two days since the big guy left. Without him around, the place felt hollow.

The tavern had grown livelier than ever—yesterday had been packed to the brim.

Thanks to Caius’s influence, Hailan No. 11’s rating had skyrocketed to four stars, making it the only four-star mercenary tavern in the outer city.

Even in the inner city, only the Iron Tavern held a five-star rating. The other two major establishments were just four-stars.

As for Sean’s Crab Tavern?

Eager to curry favor with Caius, Sean had voluntarily transferred ownership to Yvlan—with Raymond’s approval, of course. Contracts were signed, and the Mercenary Guild had ratified it.

Just like that, Yvlan now owned both mercenary taverns in the outer city.

Overnight, she’d gone from a small-time tavern owner to a prominent figure in Ocean City.

In fact, her reputation in the outer city now eclipsed even Raymond’s.

Plenty of mercenaries and bounty hunters had flocked to Hailan No. 11 after hearing rumors of a stunningly beautiful—and formidable—middlewoman running the place.

The past two days had been a nonstop frenzy. Yvlan had to hire extra staff just to keep up.

She’d been over the moon, eager to share the good news with Caius and treat him to drinks that night.

But then the big oaf vanished for two whole days.

Her triumphant high had dulled into restless irritation.

And then—

BANG!

The tavern doors flew open.

Maybe it was the constant traffic these past days, but the hinges had finally given out. Both wooden doors wobbled, then crashed onto the floorboards.

The loud thud silenced the entire tavern. All eyes turned toward the entrance.

Yvlan’s eyebrow twitched.

Already on edge from Caius’s absence and the endless stream of flirtatious newcomers, her temper flared at the sight of her broken doors. She opened her mouth, ready to unleash a torrent of curses—

Then she saw who stood in the doorway.

The curses died in her throat. Her eyes lit up.

"Uh…" Caius stood frozen, arms slightly raised. He’d just been in high spirits, maybe pushed the door a little too enthusiastically to express his joy—and now this.

"Big guy, you broke the door, Meow," Kiki giggled from his shoulder.

Under the weight of the entire tavern’s stares, Caius sheepishly picked up the door panel and waved. "My bad. Carry on."

Instantly, the noise returned.

Plenty recognized him—some even raised their mugs in salute.

Caius was Hailan No. 11’s star attraction, after all. These mercenaries might not know him personally, but they could still boast: *What’s so great about the inner-city guys? Our Hailan No. 11 bred a monster even* they greet with respect!

But the commotion lasted all of three seconds.

Because then, another figure followed Caius inside.

The tavern fell dead silent.

So quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Every single person stared at the golden-haired figure, their minds screaming in unison:

Holy Mary—I’m looking at a living Angel!
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                Hilda glanced around, her curiosity piqued.

Why was everyone staring at her?

But she quickly realized the reason and couldn’t help lifting her chin slightly, transforming into a proud Little Swan. She even shot Caius a sidelong glance.

Everyone else seemed to think she was beautiful, so why didn’t this big oaf notice? Instead, he kept teasing her.

Ignoring the crowd of mercenaries, Caius led Hilda straight to the bar.

"Boss Lady, one deluxe seafood platter, please. Two days without your cooking, and life’s started to feel meaningless!"

"Ah—oh!" Yvlan finally snapped out of her daze, reluctantly tearing her gaze away from Hilda’s flawless face. She looked at Caius, her eyes filled with complicated emotions.

The last time, Holan had already made her feel immense pressure. But this time...

What she felt wasn’t just pressure—it was outright inferiority, an unbridgeable gap.

Unconsciously, her expression dimmed, yet a hint of stubborn reluctance lingered.

Still, she suppressed her emotions and brought out a lavish seafood spread, enough for Caius, Hilda, and a certain little cat to share.

"Try this. It’s made by the best Boss Lady in Ocean City," Caius said with a grin. "Even better than that restaurant you mentioned."

"Really? Then I have to try it!" Hilda sat beside Caius, picking up her knife and fork eagerly.

She speared a piece of crabmeat drizzled with butter and popped it into her mouth. Almost instantly, her face lit up with bliss.

It was so good!

Her expression only intensified the chorus of gulps around the tavern.

She was... just too breathtaking.

Caius was about to dig in as well when a small hand gently tapped his arm.

He looked up and met Yvlan’s gaze.

She tilted her head slightly. "Come with me."

Caius: "?"

He glanced at Hilda and immediately understood. Sighing inwardly, he nodded and stood.

"You two eat first. I’ll go turn in a mission," he said.

"Okay, Meow!" The little cat, her mouth full of fish, nodded.

"Alright," Hilda replied, equally unfazed. The way her feet swung slightly betrayed how much she was enjoying the meal.

Following Yvlan into the empty reception room, Caius had barely closed the door when she fixed him with a stare.

"Who is she?"

"Hilda. A friend," Caius answered.

"You have... friends that beautiful?" Yvlan bit her lip.

But Caius stepped forward, reaching for her waist.

Yvlan retreated, catching his hand, her eyes flashing with defiance.

"I’ve already got the most beautiful Boss Lady in Ocean City. Why wouldn’t I have a beautiful friend?" Caius chuckled.

Hearing that, Yvlan’s grip loosened slightly.

Seizing the opportunity, Caius slipped past her hand and pulled her firmly against him.

She struggled half-heartedly before finally resting against his chest, looking up at him with uneasy eyes.

"Caius, don’t lie to me, okay?" she murmured.

"I swear, we’re just friends," Caius said solemnly.

And it was true—for now.

He wasn’t lying. They were friends. Just... the kind of female friend with another title—confidante.

"Really?" Yvlan pressed.

"Really. Go ask her yourself if you don’t believe me," Caius said, radiating sincerity.

Finally, Yvlan cracked a small smile. "I believe you."

"Heh." Caius grinned, his hands beginning to wander.

Yvlan felt his touch trailing downward but didn’t stop him. Instead, she gazed at him and asked, "How did you meet?"

"That platinum-tier mission Holan gave me. I ran into her in Nofalark Forest, saved her life, and we became friends," Caius answered truthfully.

"She seems... extraordinary," Yvlan remarked.

"She is. Her background runs deep—she even knows Lord Mel," Caius said. "Remember that token? Lord Mel only gave it to me because of her."

As he spoke, his hand slid lower, cupping the curve of her hip.

Yvlan’s face grew redder, her breath hitching.

Then Caius tilted her chin up, bringing their faces close. "But she’s not like you."

"How?"

"Our hearts are closer." Caius smirked, glancing downward pointedly.

Yvlan blinked, only now noticing how tightly her chest was pressed against his.

Her cheeks burned, but Caius gave her no time to dwell on it. He captured her lips in a deep kiss.

"Mmm... nn—"

Yvlan’s eyes fluttered shut, her arms looping around his neck as she rose onto her toes, returning the kiss fervently.

Their tongues tangled, hands explored.

Finally, Yvlan broke away, panting, and caught his roving hands.

"We... we still have to attend to your friend. Behave," she chided, though the look in her eyes only stoked Caius’ desire.

What a fiery woman.

A moment later, they emerged from the room, looking no different—except for the hefty bag of gold coins in Caius’ hand.

He had actually turned in a mission.

But when they returned, they found Hilda sitting stiffly, her expression icy. A handsome man leaned against the bar beside her, clearly mid-conversation.

"Thank you, but I don’t drink," Hilda said coolly.

Undeterred, the man struck what he clearly thought was a dashing pose. "What’s a tavern without a drink? This one’s on me—no need to be shy!"

The surrounding mercenaries watched with amusement, having already noticed Caius approaching.

"Buddy, don’t bother my friend while she’s eating," Caius said cheerfully.

Hilda visibly relaxed at the sound of his voice.

If not for fear of causing Caius trouble, she’d have blasted this annoying pest away with magic long ago.

But the man just grinned. "Relax, friend. Just offering the lady a drink. You’re welcome to one too."

He turned to Yvlan. "Boss Lady, another top-shelf rum for this gentleman!"

The crowd’s expressions shifted to pity.

Caius glanced at Yvlan, who sighed. "New guy. Gold-tier, nine stars. Trying to make a name here."

When she mentioned Gold-tier, nine stars, the man smirked, tilting his chin at Caius.

In Ocean City’s outer districts, Platinum-tier fighters were rare—countable on one hand. So Gold-tier nine stars was nothing to scoff at.

Even Sean, former leader of the Crab Gang, had only been Gold-tier seven stars.

Caius chuckled and took his seat.

The man mistook his reaction for submission and adjusted his collar, preparing to resume his advances on Hilda.

He failed to notice the tavern had gone dead silent.

Then Caius spoke.

"Someone get this guy out of here."

Instantly, over a hundred figures stood in unison, closing in.

Caius calmly accepted the drink Yvlan handed him, not even bothering to look back. His voice was eerily calm.

"Don’t kill him. Half-dead is enough."

"You got it, boss!" The crowd cracked their knuckles, grinning.

Let it not be forgotten—the Crab Tavern was now part of Hailan No. 11.

Eager to curry favor with Caius, Sean often brought his crew here to drink. These days, the place might as well be the Crab Gang’s new headquarters.

Of the seven or eight hundred people present, two or three hundred bore crab tattoos. Sean himself had just toasted Caius from the second floor earlier.

Hilda’s eyes sparkled as she witnessed true command in action.

The Gold-tier nine-star man finally realized he’d kicked an iron plate. "I—I was just offering a drink! I didn’t do anything—"

The crowd looked to Caius, who waved a hand. Proceed.

What followed was brutal.

Gold-tier nine stars was no joke, but against hundreds? He was swiftly overwhelmed.

Amid the sounds of fists meeting flesh and pained screams, Caius stuffed his mouth with crabmeat, sighing blissfully.

"So damn good..."

Soon, the man was knocked unconscious and dragged out the side door like a stray dog—stripped to his underwear, his spatial ring conveniently missing.

Pathetic didn’t begin to cover it.

Watching this, Hilda covered her mouth, giggling. "Now I see what you mean by crazy."

"Pretty fun!"
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                Having eaten and drunk their fill, Caius, along with the little kitten and Hilda, began making their way toward the inner city after bidding farewell to Hailan No. 11.

Along the way, Hilda remained full of curiosity about what had just transpired.

It was inevitable—Caius’s calm demeanor while commanding such overwhelming response had been nothing short of impressive.

Hilda asked, “Why did they all listen to you like that?”

Caius replied with a smirk, “Because I’m strong.”

“But I heard them call you boss,” she followed up.

“That’s because I defeated their boss. So now they call me boss too,” Caius explained casually.

“Then what do they call their original boss now?” Hilda asked, tilting her head.

“Still boss,” Caius replied.

Hilda pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Well, I think they should call you Boss of Bosses, or maybe Big Boss Boss, since you’re the boss of their boss.”

Caius couldn’t help bursting into laughter. This girl really was too adorable sometimes.

Then, out of the blue, Caius asked, “By the way, do you have a swimsuit?”

“A swimsuit? No. Why do I need a swimsuit?” Hilda asked, puzzled.

“Because we’ll be going into the sea! You’re not planning to just stay on the boat, are you? That’d be so boring,” Caius said, coaxing her. “Trust me, the view beneath the waves is absolutely breathtaking!”

As expected, Little Swan had no resistance to the idea of “beautiful scenery” and was visibly swayed.

She nodded eagerly. “Then let’s go to Sister Britney’s shop. They should sell swimsuits there.”

“Perfect!” Caius nodded, visibly excited.

Just then, they passed by the Orphanage. Caius noticed it had already been renovated, and faster than expected—Sean’s efficiency was truly commendable.

He turned toward the building and said as he walked, “See that Orphanage?”

“I see it. It’s quite pretty,” Hilda said with a nod.

“Heh, I built that!” Caius declared proudly.

More precisely, he paid for its construction.

Hilda blinked in surprise before her expression turned into one of admiration. “Wait, is this the one you mentioned before? The one for the girl who was bullied?”

“Mm-hmm~” Caius nodded affirmatively.

Immediately, Hilda’s gaze filled with respect and heartfelt admiration.

That feeling deepened when the children from the Orphanage came running out, cheerfully calling Caius “big guy” and clambering all over him. In that moment, Hilda felt Caius was truly, truly remarkable.

“Big guy, who’s this pretty lady?” Tina asked, pointing at Hilda.

With a warm smile, Hilda stepped forward and gently touched the little girl’s cheek. “Hello, I’m Hilda. I’m a good friend of the big guy.”

The girls, now well-nourished, had started to grow taller, their chubby faces full of youthful charm.

Caius chuckled and asked, “So, girls, how’s the new place? Comfy?”

“Very comfy~!” the girls chorused happily.

Tina tugged on both Caius’s and Hilda’s hands, trying to pull them toward the house. “Grandma’s cooking. Come eat with us!”

Hilda instantly regretted eating so much back at Hailan No. 11.

Inside, they were greeted by a beautifully decorated interior and a kind old lady.

Grandma Lunla was momentarily surprised to see Hilda, but once she learned she was a friend of Caius, she welcomed her with heartfelt hospitality.

“Grandma, you don’t need to trouble yourself. We just ate at the Tavern,” Hilda said quickly upon seeing the array of fruits and nuts that Grandma Lunla brought out.

Caius, however, was already happily munching on dried fruits, as if his stomach were a bottomless pit. His appetite was enormous, and his digestion was impressively efficient. He had just finished a meal, yet his stomach already felt empty again—every bit of food he consumed seemed to be converted instantly into energy, stored within his massive frame.

"Here, take these fruits with you," said Granny Lunla kindly as she handed over a bag. "You can eat them if you get hungry during the mission."

Even though Hilda tried to decline repeatedly, Granny Lunla insisted. In the end, Hilda accepted the gift and even took out some snacks from her own spatial ring to share with the children.

The kids cheered with delight, their affection for Hilda soaring in an instant.

"Big Sister Hilda!" they called out sweetly, one after another.

After sitting at the orphanage for a short while, Caius bid farewell to Granny Lunla and the children.

Since Belle would be writing letters back, Caius didn’t need to report anything about her for the time being. Once he confirmed that Granny Lunla and the children were well, he could leave at ease.

As she watched the two depart, the smile on Granny Lunla’s face gradually gave way to worry. In the end, she let out a soft sigh.

“Granny Lunla really is a wonderful person,” Hilda said as she carried the bag full of fresh fruit.

She could tell that every fruit had been carefully selected—and even washed in advance. They were glistening with dewdrops.

“Of course. Why else would I help them?” Caius replied with a slight smirk.

“You’re wonderful too, Caius. I really admire you,” Hilda said, looking at him sincerely.

“Is that so? Well, don’t admire me too much. I might get shy,” Caius chuckled.

“As if anyone would admire you.”

“You would.”

“I most certainly would not. Caius, has anyone ever told you that you’re full of yourself?”

“Who? Who said that? Lying with a straight face, huh? Just wait till I catch them!” Caius instantly began darting his eyes around, pretending to look for the culprit, making both Hilda and the little cat burst into laughter.

Before long, they arrived at the inner city checkpoint.

Caius and the little Catgirl, Kiki, both had passes—but Hilda did not.

So what now?

That was when Caius truly understood the phrase “looks are everything.”

The moment the guards laid eyes on Hilda’s angelic, radiant face, they were utterly stunned. Without even checking for a pass or asking for the standard 1,000-gold deposit, they waved her through.

Still, Hilda took the initiative to pay the 1,000 gold regardless. She wasn’t the sort to take advantage of others.

“That’s odd,” Caius muttered, rubbing his chin. “I’m this handsome, and I’ve never gotten special treatment like that.”

“Pfft. Handsome? You?” Hilda covered her mouth, giggling.

“What do you mean not handsome?” Caius turned to the little cat. “Kiki, am I handsome or not?”

Kiki: “Handsome, meow!”

Caius: “Who’s the most handsome in the whole world?”

Kiki: “The big guy, meow!”

Caius: “And who’s the ultimate, super-invincible heartthrob?”

Kiki: “Still the big guy, meow!”

Caius tilted his chin toward Hilda. “Everyone knows cats don’t lie.”

Hilda was laughing so hard that tears welled in her eyes. This big guy was absolutely ridiculous.

But she didn’t mind it one bit.

Whenever she was with him, a smile never left her face.

As they walked, Caius suddenly pointed toward a store. “Look—that’s Oern’s Smithy. The owner is a dwarf.”

“That’s where I forged Swan’s Pride,” he added with a hint of pride.

“Really? Can we take a look inside?”

“Of course. As it happens, I have a quest to turn in—it was issued by old man Oern himself.”

“Then let’s go in right away!”

They pushed open the door. Inside, Oern was still at the forge, hammering away with rhythmic clang and clatter.

“Old man Oern! I brought you the Octacrystal you asked for!” Caius bellowed.

“Watch your damn mouth! I’m only a hundred and eighty-nine—I’m still in my prime!” Oern turned around and barked, but paused as soon as he laid eyes on Hilda.

His gaze shifted to the slender sword at her waist—Swan’s Pride.

At once, a subtle change flickered in Oern’s expression as he looked at Caius.

He clearly remembered that Caius once told him the sword was a gift for his wife.

Hilda smiled and said, “Dwarves do live much longer than humans. At a hundred and eighty-nine, you are indeed still in your prime.”

Caius blinked. “Wait, really?”

“You’re just now learning that?” Oern asked with a tinge of suspicion.

“Yeah,” Caius nodded earnestly.

Oern fell silent. After a moment, he turned back to his forge and resumed hammering, muttering, “Just leave the stuff on the table. If you’re done, get the hell out—I’ve still got overtime to pull.”

Caius chuckled awkwardly and left the smithy with Hilda and the little catgirl in tow.

“As you saw, dwarves don’t exactly have the gentlest tempers,” Caius shrugged. “Of course, that might be because I hogged his forge when I made Swan’s Pride, so now he has to work extra hours.”

Hilda couldn’t help but laugh. “That explains it.”

“You’re laughing? This is all for you, you know. Normally, Oern would call me his little sweetheart,” Caius huffed.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than a thunderous roar erupted from within the smithy.

“You disgusting bastard! Stand right there and let me smash that damn face of yours! Sweetheart my ass!”

Caius burst into laughter, scooped up the little catgirl, and bolted down the street. Hilda laughed as she followed close behind.
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                "That's the Iron Tavern. The owner is Raymond—you met him last time. I need to report a mission completion," Caius said.

"Let's go then. I didn't get a good look last time. Now's my chance," Hilda replied.

The trio—Caius, Hilda, and Meow—stepped inside.

And just like aboard the Hailan No. 11, the lively tavern fell dead silent in an instant. Every patron froze, staring at Hilda.

Hilda sighed inwardly. This happened wherever she went—she inevitably became the center of attention.

Then a hulking man, even taller than Caius, strode over. His face was rugged, his expression stern, radiating intimidation.

Hilda instinctively tensed, but then recalled seeing him before—he'd handed Caius medical supplies last time.

Sure enough, the next moment, the man slung an arm around Caius's shoulders, grinning broadly. "Long time no see, Caius! Where’ve you been stirring up trouble this time?"

"Just the usual missions. Nothing major," Caius chuckled.

John leaned in, lowering his voice. "Last time, you were with her too. So… is she your—"

"Friend," Caius said.

"Just a friend?" John raised a skeptical brow.

"A close friend," Hilda interjected smoothly, offering a bright smile.

John blinked, surprised, then glanced at Caius, who winked back.

The two men locked eyes for a moment—then suddenly shook hands.

John: "Legendary."

Caius: "Flatterer."

Hilda: "…?"

The tavern’s noise soon resumed. Caius led Hilda and the kitten upstairs. As they walked, Hilda tilted her head. "Why did you two shake hands just now?"

"Probably ’cause he respects my skills," Caius evaded.

When they met Raymond, the tavern keeper greeted Hilda warmly. Unlike John, Raymond knew more—this was Hydis Academy’s rising star, practically Grilla City’s little princess. How she ended up with Caius was beyond him, but it only deepened his respect for the mercenary’s uncanny prowess.

Of the four missions Caius had taken from Raymond, three were complete. Only one material-gathering task remained, plus a hunting quest from Yvlan. Both required sailing.

"Got any maritime work? I’m heading out—might as well wrap them up," Caius said, offering Raymond a cigarette.

Lighting it, Raymond replied, "One. But it’s high-risk: hunting a Blade-fin Shark. Specific requirements too. Sure you want it?"

Caius knew the creature—a Magic Beast resembling a great white shark, but larger and deadlier. Its blade-like fins could bisect small boats on impact. Adults were Platinum-tier; some even reached Mithril level, though those lurked in deeper waters.

"Details," Caius prompted.

Raymond snapped his fingers. A waitress entered with the mission brief.

"Target must be Platinum Seven-Star or higher, adult, with post-hunt corpse integrity above 80%."

"Live capture upgrades it to Mithril-tier. Triple reward."

"Damn. That’s a challenge," Caius mused. "Done. I’ll bring it back alive."

"That’s the spirit!" Raymond thumped his thigh. "This quest’s been here for ages. Killed over a dozen men."

"Since you’re taking it, I’ll throw in personal support. Got a crab boat docked at the Wargs Gang’s shipyard—freshly retrofitted. Take it."

He tossed over a diamond-shaped Magitech Device. "Key."

"Appreciate it." Caius caught it, grinning. The vessel issue was settled.

Outside, en route to the Wargs Gang, Hilda clasped her hands behind her back, leaning forward with a smile. "Is this how mercenaries operate? Feels… thoughtful."

"Pretty much," Caius laughed. "But it’s ’cause Raymond and I go way back. Most mercs have to secure their own ships and crews."

"Taverns and middlemen have one rule: ‘Mission’s posted—figure it out yourself.’"

"So what mercs need most isn’t raw strength—it’s adaptability."

"Quick thinking makes the best merc. You’re still lacking there."

"Then teach me more," Hilda said, unoffended.

"Gladly."

At the Wargs Gang’s turf, Hilda eyed the industrial facilities curiously. "Gangsters run businesses too?"

"Yep. They’re not just street loafers," Caius said. "Gangs are just another way to survive—people banding together as brothers, building livelihoods. Same as Guilds, just less formalized."

"Many have industries. The Wargs handle seafood, shipbuilding, Magitech arms. After I ‘educated’ the Crab Gang, they switched to construction. They rebuilt the orphanage."

"I see…" Hilda nodded, absorbing the new perspective. She was learning so much today.

"Hey, boss!" Wargs members hauling cargo greeted Caius warmly. Their eyes flicked to Hilda, awestruck, but they quickly looked away.

"Rog in?" Caius asked.

"Inside. Need an escort?"

"Nah. Carry on."

As they walked, Hilda frowned. "You seem to know everyone."

"They know me," Caius corrected. "That’s the power of reputation. People bend over backward to help."

"My reputation’s huge too. Why don’t I get that? Just… complications," Hilda grumbled.

Indeed, the Swan Blade Maiden’s fame stretched across cities.

"Not all attention is equal. Most ‘help’ you get is useless—so it feels like a nuisance," Caius explained. "Plus, you’ve never leveraged your fame right."

"Huh… true." Her admiration for his insight grew. "So how do I use it?"

"That’s a long lesson." Caius scratched his head.

"Then teach me slowly." Hilda’s eyes sparkled.

Caius met her gaze and nodded.

"Deal."
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                "Hey Rog." Upon seeing Rog, Caius greeted with a wave.

"Well, well, what brings a big shot like you here?" Rog grinned. The things Caius had done before had left her utterly astonished, and she had the utmost respect for people with real capability.

"Haha, not quite a big shot yet," Caius chuckled. "Raymond has a crab-fishing boat docked here. I borrowed it from him to handle a few missions." As he spoke, he gestured with the magitech key to the crab-fishing boat in his hand.

"I see. It's at Dock No. 3. I’ll have someone lower it into the water." Rog nodded and led Caius to Dock No. 3, where he finally saw the vessel.

Damn, it was massive—a mid-to-large-sized crab-fishing boat with a displacement of a thousand tons, armored with heavy plating to withstand attacks from sea magic beasts.

This kind of ship was perfect for dealing with blade-fin sharks.

Moreover, being a magitech vessel, all operations were simplified. It didn’t require a large crew; Caius could single-handedly pilot the behemoth from the captain’s cabin.

"Need any sailors? We’ve got the best here," Rog offered.

"No, the three of us are enough," Caius replied.

No way I’m sharing the view of Little Swan and the kitten in their swimsuits!

Heh~

With the boat secured, the next step was swimwear.

From Rog’s place, Caius headed to Britney’s Boutique. The moment the store manager saw him, it was as if he’d spotted his long-lost father—the enthusiasm was overwhelming.

Caius took out the terraworm leviathan hide he’d acquired earlier and asked, "Can you work with this?"

"Of course!" the manager replied immediately.

"Then process it and make some trunks—same style as before."

"Absolutely!"

"By the way, do you sell swimsuits here?"

"Certainly! We have the finest swimwear in all of Ocean City. What style are you looking for?"

"Not for me—these two ladies need them." With that, Caius glanced at the kitten and Hilda, smirking. "I assume you don’t need me picking out your swimsuits?"

"Definitely not," Hilda said, her cheeks slightly flushed as she shot him a playful glare. Then, cheerfully, she took the kitten’s hand and went off to browse the swimwear.

Caius stepped outside for a smoke. His only responsibility here was footing the bill.

Before long, Hilda and the kitten finished their selections. Just as Caius was about to pay, the manager informed him everything was complimentary.

This took Caius by surprise. Upon asking why, he learned it was Britney’s idea.

Ah, having wealthy friends really does pay off.

Thanks to her close relationship with Britney, Hilda didn’t hold back this time—though the two swimsuits she’d picked weren’t particularly expensive anyway.

The real cost lay in Caius’ trunks.

The terraworm hide he provided could make eight pairs. Even without material costs, the labor alone amounted to over ten thousand per piece—totaling around a hundred thousand.

Scoring eight custom-made [Terraworm Leviathan Brand Trunks] for free put Caius in an excellent mood.

"So, what do the swimsuits look like?" Caius asked, stubbing out his cigarette as Hilda emerged hand-in-hand with the kitten.

"Very pretty, meow!" The kitten happily lifted her bag, about to show him the swimsuit right then and there.

Hilda quickly pressed down on her small hand. "Don’t show him now."

"Why not, meow?" Kiki looked puzzled.

Caius chimed in, "Yeah, I’ll see them later anyway."

"Hmph, you wouldn’t understand," Hilda said, tilting her chin up. "You’re not seeing them now. You’ll have to wait until we’re out at sea."

Caius grinned. He could tell this was Little Swan’s sense of ceremony.

Clearly, this voyage was her first experience of its kind—and wearing a swimsuit in front of a man might even be a first for her. Naturally, the romantic Little Swan wanted to make it special.

Caius respected that.

And so, off to sea they went~

A short while later, Caius stood in the captain’s cabin, studying the manual.

In his past life, he’d piloted ships before—heck, he could operate most land, sea, and air vehicles. Back then, all it took was downloading a knowledge chip, and he could fly anything from aircraft carriers to fighter jets.

After a quick review, he got the hang of it. The massive crab-fishing boat lit up with magical runes as it cut through the waves toward the target waters.

"Nothing beats feeling the sea breeze out on the open ocean," Hilda mused, standing on the deck with her arms outstretched as if embracing the wind.

Watching from the captain’s cabin, Caius couldn’t help but imagine wrapping his arms around her slender waist for a [Titanic-style romantic moment].

Meanwhile, the kitten crouched atop the crab storage hold, her short hair fluttering in the wind as she let out a long, drawn-out "Aaaah—"

“Sailor Hilda, do you copy?”Caius’ voice echoed across the ship through the magitech loudspeaker.

Hilda blinked, then immediately slipped into character, turning toward the captain’s cabin with a serious expression.

"Copy that, Captain!"

“Our mercenary vessel, the Wavebreaker, is now entering uncharted waters. Please remain vigilant at all times—and fetch me a cup of black tea while you’re at it. Thank you.”

Hilda paused, then burst out laughing. "How am I supposed to stay vigilant if I’m making tea, Captain?"

“Heh~”

Caius’ antics instantly lightened the mood on board.

"Big guy, I wanna learn how to steer the boat, meow!"

"Sure, I’ll teach you."

"Me too."

"Alright, watch closely. Push this lever forward to accelerate, and this magitech control turns the ship—right for starboard, left for port…"

Under Caius’ guidance, Hilda and the kitten quickly got the hang of it.

They each took turns piloting for a while.

The kitten soon lost interest and scampered off to chase seagulls.

Hilda, however, was thoroughly engrossed—even donning a captain’s hat (yes, she’d bought a blue-and-white one at Britney’s Boutique).

Little Swan’s sense of ceremony was truly something else.

As the crab-fishing boat sailed on, the weather remained splendid. Caius took the rare opportunity to relax, sunbathing while leaving the steering to Hilda.

The destination was already marked, the course set—all she had to do was keep the ship on track.

Even someone as directionally challenged as Little Swan couldn’t mess that up.

Over two hours later, Caius stood up, stretching contentedly before glancing over at the kitten, who was still leaping after seagulls.

"Be careful. Wouldn’t want a seagull to snatch you away."

"Won’t happen, meow!"

"Caught one! We’re having seagull for dinner, meow!"

"Ha, good luck with that." Caius nodded, then turned his gaze to the captain’s cabin.

There stood Hilda, steering with utmost focus. She saluted him, then picked up the loudspeaker:

“Sailor Caius, we’ve reached the target waters. Please manually lower the anchor.”

Caius snapped to attention and returned the salute. "Aye aye, Captain Swan!"

“Pfft—ha! ‘Captain Swan’? It’s Captain Hilda!”

"Roger that, Captain Swan! Understood, Captain Swan! No problem, Captain Swan!"

“You big dumb oaf of a sailor!”

"Heh~" Caius grinned and made his way to the anchor, pulling the lever to send it plunging into the sea.

Truth be told, this could’ve been done from the captain’s cabin—the entire ship was magitech-enabled for convenience. Manual operation was only necessary if the magic arrays malfunctioned.

But Caius was more than happy to play along with Little Swan’s game. It was a great way to bond.

Clearly, she was thoroughly enjoying the voyage.

And Caius was loving every moment of it.

            

    
        Chapter 180

    
    
    
    
                The anchor was lowered, and the ship gradually came to a halt. This was near the coast, about a hundred nautical miles—roughly two hundred kilometers—from Ocean City.

This stretch of sea was called [Shark Sea], home to all kinds of shark-like magic beasts.

The reason so many sharks gathered here was the abundant marine life—plentiful resources and a thriving ecosystem.

Caius was here to hunt blade-fin sharks, as well as electric glow jellyfish for another quest, and to collect materials like bicolor sea stars—all of which could be found in these waters.

As a result, many fishing boats from Ocean City frequented the area.

For instance, right now, Caius could see several fishing vessels a dozen or so kilometers away. They weren’t as large as the crab-fishing boat, but their flags bore the emblem of Ocean City, marking their origin.

With such rich marine resources, there was no need for competition—everyone went about their business undisturbed.

"Alright, time to dive in. Shouldn’t you two change into your swimsuits?" Caius grinned.

Hilda’s cheeks immediately flushed pink. Clearly, wearing a swimsuit in front of a man for the first time made her a little shy.

But this man was Caius—a close friend—so she didn’t dwell on it. Nodding, she took the kitten’s hand and headed into the cabin to change.

Caius, on the other hand, had no such reservations. He simply stripped off his shirt and pants, leaving only his custom-made trunks fluttering in the breeze.

Then, he lit a cigarette and waited in anticipation.

Twenty minutes later, Caius stared silently at the three cigarette butts in his hand, deep in thought.

How long does it take to put on a swimsuit?

What the hell are those two doing in there?

Just as he was about to light his fourth cigarette, the cabin door finally swung open, and a petite figure bounded out.

"Big guy, how do I look, meow?" Kiki asked eagerly.

Caius’ eyes lit up the moment he saw her.

Kiki’s swimsuit was a blue, school-style one-piece with small frills on the sides.

Her legs were fully exposed—soft and slightly plump—while her fluffy cat ears twitched atop her head, and her bushy tail swayed behind her.

Absolutely adorable!

If Hilda weren’t here, he’d have loved to explore the alternative uses of that swimsuit—after all, it could boost crit rate and attack speed!

"Looks great! Super cute~" Caius nodded approvingly. The kitten beamed, then glanced back at the cabin.

Caius felt his anticipation grow.

If Kiki looked this adorable in a swimsuit, what about Hilda?

The next second, a golden figure stepped out of the cabin.

At that moment, Caius’ eyes widened, his jaw slackened, and the cigarette dangling from his lips fell unnoticed.

Golden sunlight spilled over her, making her wavy blonde hair shimmer like it was competing with the azure sea for beauty.

Her white-and-gold dress-style swimsuit fluttered in the wind, slightly translucent, faintly outlining the perfect curves hugged by the snug inner lining—a vision of ethereal golden allure.

She lifted a hand, her skin appearing even more delicate against the contrast of her swimsuit.

Her hair tied up, she smiled, her eyes curving into crescents, cheeks tinged with a faint blush. Yet, she held her chin high with confidence, revealing her fair neck and flawless collarbones.

"So? How do I look?" she asked playfully.

Caius slowly snapped out of his daze, his eyes burning with intensity.

How did she look?

"Good" didn’t even begin to cover it!

But he couldn’t just praise her outright—he had to take the opposite approach.

So he picked up the fallen cigarette, pretended to ponder for a moment, and said, "Not good."

As expected, Hilda’s cheeks puffed up instantly.

"What?! You’re definitely doing this on purpose!" She stomped her foot. "I’m asking you again—answer me seriously this time!"

Caius nodded dismissively. "Fine, fine."

Hilda: "How do I look?"

Caius: "Not good."

Hilda: "..."

Seeing her glare at him indignantly, Caius finally burst out laughing. "Alright, alright, truthfully? You look amazing!"

"Hmph, at least you have taste," Hilda huffed, finally satisfied.

But then she tugged at her swimsuit. "Though I think it might be a little too small."

"Not at all," Caius said, glancing at her chest.

Unaware, Hilda continued, "It feels a bit tight."

"Tight is good," Caius said cheerfully. "A proper swimsuit should be snug—reduces water resistance and improves agility."

Really, it’s because tightness enhances the curves, making it even more appealing to the eyes!

"Well, then I guess I picked right," Hilda smiled.

She didn’t doubt Caius’ words at all. To her, he seemed incredibly knowledgeable, completely shattering her stereotypes about mercenaries.

If every mercenary were like Caius—or even possessed just a fraction of his qualities—she believed the profession could become mainstream, shining brilliantly.

Of course, that was impossible.

Just like her [Swan’s Pride], Caius was one of a kind.

"But are you really going into the water like that? No other gear?" Hilda asked, eyeing Caius, who was clad only in his trunks.

She’d seen his physique once before, but last time, his injuries and scars had drawn most of her attention.

This time was different.

With just his trunks on, Caius’ muscular frame was on full display.

Every muscle looked as if it had been meticulously carved by the gods—hard, defined, yet perfectly proportioned, without any hint of bulkiness.

His steel-like pectorals, symmetrical abs, and the faint scars on his skin epitomized raw masculinity, making Hilda’s cheeks warm.

It was the first time she’d ever felt this way, so her gaze kept flitting—wanting to look but too embarrassed to stare.

Which gave Caius the perfect opportunity—this guy had no concept of restraint.

"Nah, these trunks are multi-purpose. They double as swimwear," he said, his eyes shamelessly roving.

Damn right I’m looking!

Taking advantage of Hilda’s distracted state, Caius scrutinized her from every angle—up, down, left, right.

Flawless. Absolutely flawless proportions.

Even though the swimsuit wasn’t revealing—with the sheer skirt covering half her thighs—it still made Caius’ breath grow heavy.

No, no. If this keeps up, Junior’s gonna make an appearance. And with just these trunks on, there’s no hiding it.

So, without a second thought, Caius tossed aside his cigarette and leaped off the deck, plunging into the sea with a loud splash.

Hilda gasped and rushed to the railing, peering down—but the vast ocean showed no sign of him.

Worried, she called out, "Caius? Caius?"

The next moment, a geyser of water erupted over ten meters high, drenching her completely.

As the spray settled, Caius surfaced with a smirk. "Refreshing, huh?"

"You big dumb oaf! And here I was worried about you!" Hilda puffed her cheeks, but there was no anger in her eyes—only excitement.

Then, with a graceful dive, she too entered the water.

Little Swan’s entry was elegant and precise, barely making a splash. If Caius was like a cannonball, she was like a drop of water seamlessly merging with the sea.

But once submerged, she vanished.

Caius frowned. Did she sink?

Then, the surrounding water glowed blue, and Hilda shot out of the waves, riding a current. With a flick of her hand, a bubble of water smacked Caius right in the face.

"Ha!" Hilda laughed triumphantly.

As a mage, she naturally knew basic water-manipulation spells.

"Oh, you’re asking for it now," Caius shook off the water, grinning.

"Hah! As if I’m scared of you!" Hilda lifted her chin, then called to Kiki, still on deck. "Kiki, come down! Let’s team up against this big dumb oaf!"

Unable to resist the fun, Kiki immediately jumped in.

The kitten could swim, though her technique was… unique. She paddled like a dog, adorably clumsy, making Caius burst out laughing.

But with a wave of Hilda’s hand, the water obeyed her command, buoying Kiki and letting her swim faster.

Meanwhile, over a dozen water bubbles orbited Hilda, ready to strike.

Caius’ eyes widened. "Hey, no fair! Using magic is cheating!"

"There’s no rule against it," Hilda teased, then swung her arm. "Take this!"

"Whoa—dodge! Missed me, missed me—pfft!" Mid-taunt, a bubble nailed him square in the face, leaving him sputtering.

"HAHAHA!"

"You little—just you wait!" Caius chuckled, then transformed into a veritable water dragon, diving beneath the waves to chase after Hilda and Kiki.

For a while, laughter and splashes filled the air around the ship.

But far in the distance, a large vessel flying a black skull-and-crossbones flag was slowly approaching these very waters.
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                The water battle ended with Caius achieving a "hard-fought victory."

Hilda, with her magic, was downright unfair. Though not a water mage, her mastery of the common magic [Water Manipulation] was impeccable. She used currents to propel herself and Kiki through the water, moving faster and more agilely than fish.

Caius was quick too, but he couldn’t catch up. Instead, he got pelted with water bubbles nonstop, unable to close the distance.

So how did he win in the end?

Thanks to the kitten!

With one command—"Kiki, grab her!"—the little traitor immediately turned into an octo-cat, wrapping herself around Hilda so tightly that even her tail coiled twice around Hilda’s waist.

Hilda was both exasperated and amused.

Weren’t we supposed to be teammates? Since when did you switch sides?!

With Kiki’s "help," Caius finally caught Little Swan, splashing her point-blank until she surrendered in defeat.

"Heh~" Caius smirked triumphantly.

Hilda, meanwhile, pinched Kiki’s cheeks. "Kiki, how could you? We were on the same team!"

Kiki blinked innocently. "But the big guy told me to hold you, meow."

Hilda: "..."

Fine. The kitten listens to the big guy above all else.

After the playful skirmish, Hilda’s face was still flushed with excitement. "Alright, time to get serious."

Caius nodded. "Kiki, your swimming isn’t great. Hop on my back."

"Okay, meow!" Kiki immediately clung to him, looping her arms around his neck and resting her chin on his shoulder with a grin.

Her tail even coiled around his waist once for good measure.

Hilda didn’t object. She thought it was a good idea—keeping Kiki close to Caius minimized risks.

"I can’t talk underwater. Got any spells for that?" Caius asked Hilda.

"Yep." She waved her hand, and a large bubble enveloped Caius and Kiki’s heads.

"[Bubble Spell]. Now you can speak and breathe underwater, though sound won’t travel far. As for me, I’ll use magic transmission."

"Good. Let’s dive."

With that, Caius descended into the depths, Kiki on his back, Hilda following closely.

The underwater world was a dazzling spectacle.

Hilda gazed at the vibrant coral reefs and schools of colorful fish, her expression enchanted.

"It’s so beautiful!" she transmitted magically.

Caius chuckled. "Don’t get too distracted. Keep an eye out for our targets—blade-fin sharks, electric glow jellyfish, and bicolor sea stars."

"And stay close."

"Got it." Hilda drifted nearer, keeping within two meters of him.

Even underwater, she could see the ripple of Caius’ muscles as he swam.

His physique was like a flawless work of art, making it hard for her to focus solely on the scenery.

Fortunately, she quickly snapped out of it, patting her cheeks to refocus on the mission.

"Is that a bicolor sea star, meow?" Kiki suddenly pointed at a nearby coral reef.

Caius looked and spotted a massive red-and-blue sea star, over two meters in diameter. At its center was a glass-like organ—not an eye, but its weapon.

It could manipulate water currents to unleash high-pressure jets.

"Nice spot, Kiki." Caius praised. The kitten nuzzled his hair happily.

Then Caius and Hilda swam toward the sea star.

Sensing danger, its glass organ glowed blue, stirring the surrounding water.

But Hilda simply raised her hand. Golden magic arrays materialized before her, and a dozen radiant blades shot out, shattering the sea star’s weapon instantly.

"Done!" She smirked at Caius.

He gave her a thumbs-up. "That’s my girl!"

Defenseless, the sea star tried to flee, its five limbs flailing as it detached from the reef.

Don’t assume sea stars are slow—this one booked it.

But not fast enough.

Caius caught up swiftly, plunging his hand into its center and yanking out its crystalis heart.

Without it, the sea star went limp.

Caius wasn’t just after the heart—the creature’s body was valuable too. Storing the corpse in his spatial ring, they moved on.

True to its name, Shark Sea was teeming with sharks.

Most wouldn’t attack humans unprovoked, but within half an hour, the trio had been ambushed four times—three gold-rank, one platinum-rank.

Result? Four more crystalis hearts and shark materials in Caius’ inventory.

Another half hour passed before they found their next target—an electric glow jellyfish.

This thing was nasty. When threatened, it could electrify the surrounding water. While not deadly, the paralysis was obnoxious.

But with Hilda around, it was a breeze.

Caius could handle it alone, but he’d inevitably get zapped. Hilda, though?

Your electric field’s strong? Fine, I won’t enter it.

A long-range light spell—[Light Cone Cannon]—directly to the face.

The jellyfish, slow-moving to begin with, went limp after a few hits. Caius swam over to finish the job.

Now, only the blade-fin shark remained.

Among sharks, blade-fins were particularly vicious. Caius had encountered one earlier—a gold-rank juvenile that didn’t meet the quest requirements.

(Not that he let it go. It was one of the four attackers.)

After another half-hour search, they still hadn’t found a platinum seven-star adult. Caius was starting to doubt their existence here.

"Let’s head back," he suggested.

Prolonged exposure to cold seawater risked hypothermia, even with magic-assisted breathing.

He was fine, but Kiki and Hilda were already shivering.

Plus, dusk was falling, dimming visibility underwater.

No rush—it was only day one. Hilda had three days off.

Which means another day of admiring Little Swan’s swimsuit skin.

Perfect.

Hilda agreed, and they returned to the ship.

Back on deck, Caius set up a grill—purchased during resupply—for both cooking and warmth.

With plenty of fresh seafood on hand, tonight’s menu was a seafood barbecue.

As he lit the fire, Hilda suddenly tapped his shoulder.

"Caius, look."

He turned to see her face bathed in orange-gold sunlight, glowing brilliantly.

Following her gaze, he smiled.

"A sunset at sea… it’s really beautiful," Hilda murmured, sitting beside him.

"Yeah, beautiful," Caius agreed. On his other side, Kiki leaned against him.

The three watched as the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the ocean in fiery hues, the clouds ablaze with warm light.

It was breathtaking.

But not as breathtaking as Little Swan, who always found beauty in everything.
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                After the beautiful sunset came a breathtaking starry sky.

Dried off, Hilda and the little catgirl lay on the deck, pointing at the stars in the night sky and chatting happily.

"Look, Kiki, that’s the [Spirit Cat Constellation]. If you connect that star, that one… and that one, it looks like a leaping spirit cat."

"Wow~ I don’t get it, Meow."

"Hahaha, then why did you say 'wow'?"

"Even if I don’t understand constellations, I think the stars are really pretty, Meow~"

"Haha, true!"

Just then, Caius's voice called out, "Hey, you two, stop lazing around stargazing and come help with the skewers."

Hearing this, Hilda and Kiki simultaneously rolled onto their stomachs, resting on the deck, their fair legs swaying gently in the air.

Hilda propped herself up on her elbows, cupping her chin in her hands as she watched Caius busy at the grill. She grinned. "But we don’t feel like moving~"

Kiki nodded. "Swimming was tiring, Meow. Don’t wanna move, Meow~"

Caius chuckled. You were on my back the whole time—what’s tiring about that?

But seeing the two suddenly so lazy, he understood why.

Right now, they were feeling completely at ease and happy, which was why they acted this way.

"I’ve got to grill enough for three people, you know," Caius said, gesturing to the array of prepared seafood skewers beside him. "That’s a lot of work."

Hilda: "Just put in a little effort. I believe in you!"

Kiki: "Me too, Meow! Big guy is the best, Meow!"

Hearing this, Caius grinned. "Fine, I’ll grill for Kiki. Hilda, you can do yours yourself."

"Eh?" Hilda blinked, then puffed her cheeks. "Why?"

Caius: "Because Kiki praised me. If you want me to grill for you, say something nice too."

"Hmm…" Hilda’s cheeks puffed further.

Normally, the proud Little Swan would’ve just grilled her own. But right now, she really wanted Caius to do it for her. After a moment of thought, she said, "Caius, you have a heart of gold!"

Caius: "You’ve said that before. Next."

Hilda: "Then… you’re the best mercenary!"

Caius: "I already know that. Try again."

Hilda: "Alright… Caius, you’re the handsomest mercenary!"

Caius: "That goes without saying. Next."

Hilda: "Caius, you’re really full of yourself."

Caius: "Uh… that’s not a compliment, is it?"

Hilda: "Because I wasn’t complimenting you."

The two stared at each other for a moment before bursting into laughter.

Then Hilda settled back down, resting her chin on her folded arms as she gazed at Caius, her smile soft.

"Caius, I’m not very good at sweet talk."

"Mhm, noticed." Caius nodded, flipping skewers with a cigarette between his lips.

"Because I don’t praise people often," Hilda continued. "In the past, others would compliment me, and I’d just accept it politely."

"So when you ask me to praise you, I have to think hard about it."

"Take your time. You’ll think of something." Caius said.

"Hmm…" Hilda stayed like that, watching his face.

The glow from the grill cast a warm light on his strong features, softening them.

But then smoke billowed from the grill, making Caius raise his brows, squint, and crease his forehead with faint wrinkles—his expression turning comically exaggerated.

Hilda giggled before saying, "Caius, I suddenly feel really lucky."

"Oh? Lucky about what?" Caius asked.

"Lucky that I went to train in Nofalark Forest. That’s how I met you," Hilda said softly. "And how I gained the best friend in the world."

"Is that so? Better not let Britney hear that, or she’ll get jealous," Caius said seriously.

Hilda laughed brightly. "Sister Britney is also my best friend. You both are."

"How can there be two 'best' friends?" Caius glanced at her.

"Why not?" Hilda smiled. "To me, you’re both the best."

"Each of you is uniquely the best."

"I like the sound of that." Caius grinned.

"So… can I have some skewers now?" Hilda blinked her big eyes. "I can smell them—I want the squid!"

"Did you only say all that to get grilled squid?" Caius teased.

"You guess~" Hilda tilted her head playfully.

"And if I don’t give you any, am I still your best friend?" Caius asked.

"Nope~" Hilda replied mischievously.

"Wow, you little schemer."

"Hahaha!"

Despite his words, Caius handed her a skewer of grilled squid and passed Kiki a grilled fish.

Both girls accepted them with delight.

"Mmm… this is so good!" Hilda took a bite, her face lighting up with happiness.

"Of course. My grilling is so divine, even Angels would descend just for a taste," Caius boasted.

"You’re such a braggart~" Hilda laughed between bites.

Under Caius’s attentive feeding, the two girls soon lay back on the deck, stomachs full and content.

"So delicious, Meow… but I can’t eat anymore, Meow…" Kiki murmured lazily.

"Same. I’ve never eaten this much before," Hilda agreed.

Caius, meanwhile, kept grilling and eating. There was still plenty left, and he intended to finish it all.

Between bites, he joked, "Aren’t you worried about gaining weight? If you keep this up, you won’t be the Little Swan anymore—just a plump swan."

"Look who’s talking! You’ve eaten way more than me!" Hilda shot back.

"I don’t gain weight," Caius said. "I just get stronger."

"Well, I don’t gain weight either. I just get prettier~" Hilda mimicked his tone.

They looked at each other and laughed in unison once more.

Hilda sat up, bracing her hands against the deck, her long legs stretched out and crossed as she smiled at Caius.

"Even if you hadn’t grilled for me, you’d still be my best friend," she said.

"Easy to say now that you’re full. Hard to believe," Caius teased.

"It’s true." Hilda looked up at the stars, her voice warm.

"As long as you’re the Caius I know, you’ll always be my best friend. That will never change," she said softly.

"What if one day, you don’t know me anymore?" Caius asked.

Hilda turned her head, golden hair swaying, her smile radiant.

"Then we’ll just have to get to know each other all over again."

Caius paused, then set down his finished skewer. "Alright, let’s rehearse that. Ahem…"

He cleared his throat and spoke in a deliberately formal tone.

"Hello, my name is Caius. The greatest mercenary in the world, an undying legend. It’s a pleasure to meet you, beautiful and gallant swordswoman."

Hilda couldn’t hold back her laughter, but she played along.

"Then I’m Hilda. The strongest swordswoman in the world, an eternal legend. The pleasure is mine, mighty and clever mercenary."

"What about me, Meow?" Kiki piped up.

Caius: "You’re Kiki, the greatest scout in the world, the cutest and nimblest super catgirl!"

"Hahaha!" Hilda clutched her stomach, laughing freely.

Under the starry sky, atop the deck, the sound of joy and laughter filled the air.
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                The night grew deeper.

Instead of returning to the cabin, Caius leaned against the ship's railing, arms folded behind his head as a makeshift pillow.

The weather was fine tonight, the sea breeze gentle, so he decided to sleep outside—partly to keep watch.

Seeing this, Hilda and Kiki settled on either side of him.

Kiki nestled against his arm, while Hilda mirrored his posture, resting against the railing just a fist's distance away.

"Not going inside to sleep?" Caius asked.

"No. The bunks below have been used by others. I don’t want to sleep there," Hilda replied.

Caius nodded. It made sense—the crew’s quarters weren’t exactly pristine.

So, he pulled out two sleeping bags and handed them to Kiki and Hilda.

Hilda’s eyes lit up with delight. "This feels just like that time in Nofalark Forest."

"Except the campfire is now a grill."

"And the forest is now the sea."

"But we haven’t changed," Caius chuckled.

"Of course we have," Hilda countered suddenly. "We’ve grown stronger, and our friendship is even sturdier and more reliable!"

"Haha, you’re right!" Caius laughed, then retrieved a bottle of rum from his Spatial Ring.

"Care for a drink? To our friendship?"

Hilda’s face immediately twisted with hesitation.

Alcohol made her lose control a little—rebellious, even. The memories of what happened last time were still fresh.

Caius, of course, knew this.

But suddenly, he really wanted to see the Little Swan’s defiant side again.

After a moment of internal struggle, Hilda nodded. "Just a little. A very small amount."

A sip should be fine, right? Last time, I had a full cup. This time, half will do.

Soon, the three raised their teacups—now filled with rum instead.

Caius’s cup was full; Hilda and Kiki’s held only half.

"To our friendship!" Hilda cheered.

"To our friendship, Meow!" Kiki echoed.

"To that thing!" Caius declared.

Instantly, two pairs of eyes turned toward the big oaf.

"What does 'to that thing' even mean?" Hilda demanded.

Caius grinned. "That thing can be anything—friendship, happiness, or maybe a proud Little Swan and an adorable little catgirl."

Hilda mulled it over, then nodded. "Alright, let’s try again."

The three exchanged glances and raised their cups once more.

Little Swan: "To that thing!"

Little Catgirl: "To that thing, Meow!"

Big Oaf: "To our friendship!"

Little Swan & Little Catgirl: "…?"

"Caius, you’re just being contrary on purpose!"

"Hahaha, my bad, my bad. This time for real."

On the third attempt, they finally toasted properly.

After downing her half-cup, Kiki yawned, wriggled deeper into her sleeping bag, and promptly dozed off against Caius’s left side.

Hilda, having finished her share, assessed herself. Aside from slight drowsiness, she felt fine.

Maybe I can handle alcohol after all—as long as I don’t exceed half a cup.

Unbeknownst to her, her cheeks were already tinged pink.

Meanwhile, Caius polished off his full cup, then proceeded to finish the remaining half-bottle in one go before nodding in satisfaction. He stared ahead, lost in thought.

Dark hair, dark eyes.

Hilda had never met anyone quite like him before.

Her eyelids grew heavy, but she fought the urge to sleep, wanting to keep watching him.

So she did—until a yawn escaped her.

No use resisting.

"I’m going to sleep," she murmured.

"Mm. Sleep well," Caius replied.

As her gaze drifted downward, she noticed Kiki curled against Caius’s left arm, hugging it tightly in her sleep.

For some reason, the sight stirred something in her.

Spurred by the faint buzz of alcohol, she mustered an inexplicable courage and shifted closer, closing the small gap between them.

Caius, who had been staring at the horizon, blinked in surprise and glanced over.

There was Hilda, now nestled against his right side, her head resting on his arm, eyes shut as if she’d been asleep all along.

Was it unconscious, or the drink’s doing?

He didn’t dwell on it—just smiled.

Alcohol truly was a mysterious thing.

Content, Caius closed his eyes.

The sea remained calm as the night wore on.

…

Suddenly, his eyes snapped open, all traces of drowsiness replaced by sharp alertness.

Dawn had barely broken.

Kiki, cocooned in her sleeping bag, had transformed into a "cat burrito" and wormed her way into his embrace.

Meanwhile, Hilda had—at some point—wrapped herself around his arm, sleeping soundly.

Normally, Caius would’ve been delighted. But right now, his focus was elsewhere.

Because he’d heard something that had no business being out at sea.

Though faint, he recognized it instantly.

The sound of cannon fire.

His past life’s memories of gunfire and explosions had seared that sound into his mind. He’d never forget it.

His "sleep" wasn’t true rest—more like a meditative state maintained through his breathing technique.

The moment those distant booms reached him, he was awake.

Squinting at the horizon, he spotted two tiny dots.

One emitted periodic flashes of blue light, each followed by towering plumes of water erupting around the other.

Seconds later, the muffled thunder of magitech artillery rolled across the waves.

Ships. Two vessels locked in pursuit.

One was firing on the other—those blue flashes had to be Magitech Cannons.

The pursued ship moved sluggishly, flickering with firelight. Already hit.

Another blue streak. A direct strike. Flames erupted.

Then the attacking ship closed in, their silhouettes merging.

Caius’s brow furrowed.

Even at this distance, the details were clear enough.

The besieged ship flew a blue flag—likely Ocean City’s colors, though the emblem was indistinct.

The aggressor’s banner? Black.

A ship’s flag was its identity. Few legitimate vessels sailed under black.

Pirates, then.

They were beyond the 100-kilometer protected waters now—pirate territory. He’d known the risk, but hadn’t expected to encounter them on his first real voyage (ferry rides didn’t count).

Then came the unexpected.

The black-dotted ship changed course.

And grew larger.

Heading this way?!

No time to waste.

Gently, he ruffled the girls’ hair.

"Wake up, you two."

"Time for a fight."
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                Kiki woke up instantly, her energy fully restored after a good night's sleep.

Hilda, however, blinked groggily, her voice soft and drowsy as she murmured, "Morning…"

Caius chuckled. "Now that you're awake, mind letting go? My arm's about to go numb."

Hilda froze, then looked down—only to realize she had been clinging to Caius's arm, and worse… there was a faint glistening spot near the sleeve.

Was that… her drool?!

She drooled in her sleep?!

Just how soundly had she been sleeping?

Admittedly, last night's rest had been deep—dreamless, even.

But that wasn’t the point right now.

Flushing crimson, she hastily released his arm.

I only had half a cup! How could half a cup make me do something like this?!

Well… it wasn’t that embarrassing. She’d just fallen asleep leaning on him.

But normally, she’d never do this!

Covering her face, she couldn’t bring herself to look at him—until Caius’s low voice cut through her thoughts.

"Go change. You can’t fight in a swimsuit."

"Fight?" Hilda snapped to attention. "What’s happening?"

"Pirates," Caius said tersely, already striding toward the captain’s cabin. With a leap, he landed at the door and began activating the Magic Array to retract the anchor.

Hilda whipped her head toward the horizon—and sure enough, a black-flagged ship loomed in the distance.

Real pirates.

No legitimate vessel flew a black flag. None.

Any lingering embarrassment vanished. Grabbing Kiki, she dashed below deck to gear up.

Meanwhile, Caius frowned as the anchor rose at a crawl.

Dropping it was easy—gravity did the work. But hauling it back up relied entirely on the Magic Array’s output.

At this rate, the pirates would be upon them before the anchor was fully stowed.

Minutes later, Hilda and Kiki returned, fully equipped.

"Hilda, take the helm," Caius ordered. "The moment the anchor’s up, turn us around and run. I’ll buy time."

Hilda blinked.

The pirate ship was still kilometers away. How could he—

But she didn’t question him. Taking his place at the wheel, she watched as Caius dropped to the deck, rolled onto his stomach, and summoned a three-meter-long Magitech Sniper Cannon from his Spatial Ring.

Her lips parted in shock.

She hadn’t expected him to carry heavy artillery in his pocket.

In seconds, Caius had the cannon braced. As he peered through the scope, three overlapping Magic Circles materialized above the barrel—a precision aiming array, functioning like an enhanced telescopic sight.

Paired with the Common Magic [Eagle Eye], the setup was lethal.

Caius didn’t know [Eagle Eye], but his natural vision was sharp enough.

Through the scope, the pirate ship snapped into clear focus.

Outwardly, it resembled an old-fashioned galleon—but this was no ordinary vessel.

Its sails shimmered with glowing runes, wreathed in emerald winds. Wind Magic propulsion. No wonder it was so fast.

The prow bore a bronze statue of a woman—one hand brandishing a cutlass, the other cradling…

A Magitech Cannon.

Its barrel was twice as wide as the ones Caius had purchased. The earlier blue flashes had undoubtedly come from this beast.

Pirates swarmed every inch of the ship—clinging to rigging, perched in the crow’s nest, even dangling from the sails. They waved cutlasses and roared, their faces alight with predatory glee.

Like hunters spotting easy prey.

Caius smirked.

Prey?

He hated being prey.

Magic power surged as he channeled energy into the cannon. The runes along its length flared blue—fully charged.

A breath. A pause.

Then—BOOM!

The recoil slammed into his shoulder as a basketball-sized orb of condensed magic streaked across the waves.

It landed just short of the pirate ship, detonating in a twenty-meter geyser of seawater.

Through the scope, Caius saw pirates staggering, one even toppling from the mast in panic. The deck erupted into chaos.

But soon, a figure raised a cutlass—pointing straight at them. The sails’ runes blazed brighter, and the ship lurched forward with renewed speed.

Caius didn’t hesitate.

The first shot had been a warning. Now for the real deal.

BOOM!

The second shell screamed across the ocean, covering four kilometers in under three seconds.

This time, it struck true—slamming into the enchanted sail.

Unlike solid ammunition, magic shells detonated on impact.

A blue fireball five meters wide erupted, shredding the sail and hurling pirates from the rigging. Flames licked at the torn canvas.

Caius had aimed for the mast. Close enough.

Again.

The cannon’s roar transported him back—to battlefields where he’d wielded anti-materiel rifles, each shot claiming lives.

BOOM!

Third shot.

This one sheared through the mast like a blade.

Wood splintered. The sail collapsed. The ship’s speed plummeted.

Pirates tumbled into the sea as chaos consumed the deck. Clearly, they hadn’t expected a "defenseless" crabber to pack long-range firepower.

While the sniper cannon lacked the raw power of their prow-mounted artillery, Caius’s precision was unmatched.

The pirate cannon could only adjust slightly—relying on the ship’s angle for accuracy.

Now enraged, the pirates returned fire. Their Magitech Cannon glowed blue, then unleashed a half-meter-wide energy blast.

Caius didn’t flinch.

He knew it would miss.

Sure enough, the shell exploded sixty meters off their port side, heaving a towering column of water skyward. The shockwave rattled the ship, and Hilda instinctively raised an arm to shield herself.

But Caius remained motionless.

Seawater rained down, soaking his hair.

His eyes didn’t even blink.

The Magitech Sniper Cannon hummed back to life, runes flaring blue.

Fourth shot.

This time—straight for their cannon.
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                The roar of cannon fire echoed in her ears, and the spray of seawater splashed against the porthole beside her, making Hilda freeze for a brief moment. But as her senses sharpened, an unmistakable glint of excitement flashed in her eyes.

This… was thrilling!

A surge of challenge coursed through her—just like the first time she’d faced a Werewolf and refused to flee.

This was her first encounter with pirates, and deep down, she didn’t want to run either. She’d only chosen caution earlier for Caius and Kiki’s sake.

But now that Caius had given the green light?

Full speed ahead!

Target: Pirate ship!

"Captain Swan, how about we play the part of pirates who plunder pirates today?" Caius’s laughter rang out over the deck.

"With pleasure!" Hilda’s voice crackled back through the ship’s Magitech loudspeaker, brimming with exhilaration.

"Hah! Then let’s crush them!" Caius roared, pulling the trigger again.

Another magic shell streaked across the waves.

The projectile spun rapidly in flight—an elliptical blur—ensuring pinpoint accuracy.

This shot struck the prow again.

The first blast had already obliterated half the bronze figurehead and the main Magitech Cannon. This one finished the job, blasting the entire bow apart in a shower of splintered wood and molten metal.

The pirate ship veered hard, turning broadside to present its flank—revealing two rows of secondary cannons, four per row.

Eight barrels glowed blue in unison.

A volley of shells arced toward them—yet not a single one found its mark.

Not by luck.

At this range, the bulky shipboard cannons were hopelessly inaccurate, and with both vessels in motion, hitting anything was near impossible. Even in his past life’s age of gunpowder artillery, long-range naval duels had been a game of chance.

Magic-enhanced or not, the fundamentals hadn’t changed.

The closest shell still landed 150 meters short.

Meanwhile, with the mast destroyed, the pirate ship’s maneuverability had plummeted.

Caius’s Magitech Sniper Cannon, on the other hand, remained lethally precise.

And now that the enemy had foolishly exposed their flank, he had an even bigger target.

BOOM!

A direct hit between two cannons tore a gaping hole in the hull, instantly disabling both weapons.

The pirates returned fire—six shells this time. Caius instantly calculated their trajectory: this salvo would hit.

He summoned his warhammer, bracing to intercept—

—when a golden barrier flared to life ahead of the crabber.

Four shells splashed harmlessly into the sea. The remaining two struck the barrier head-on, detonating in bursts of blue fire.

The shield cracked but held firm. The ship remained unscathed.

Caius glanced back to see Hilda with her hand raised, golden light swirling around her fingers, her azure eyes gleaming with the same radiance.

"Nice save!" he grinned.

This was why having a mage aboard was priceless.

Now he could focus entirely on offense.

"Big guy, I wanna help too, Meow!" Kiki bounded over.

"Here." Caius handed her a triple-rune Magitech Cannon. At Gold-rank now, she had enough magic reserves for a dozen shots.

Kiki hefted the cannon, aimed—

BOOM!

The recoil shoved her back half a step. She watched eagerly as the shell soared…

…only to splash down hundreds of meters short.

Her ears drooped.

Magitech Cannons were far less precise than sniper models—about on par with the pirate artillery. At this range, hitting anything required luck.

"Aim higher," Caius adjusted her barrel tilt slightly.

"Got it, Meow!" She fired again.

This one landed closer but still veered off-target.

Caius let her keep trying. At this distance, accuracy didn’t matter—intimidation did.

Meanwhile, he returned to systematically dismantling the pirate broadside, cannon by cannon.

Two more enemy salvos came—four shells, then two. All either missed or shattered against Hilda’s barriers.

By the time Caius had blasted apart five of their eight guns, the sixth fell to Kiki’s persistence.

After twenty-odd wild shots—nearly draining her magic—one finally struck true, punching through the hull beside the last cannon. The weapon promptly slid out through the new hole, dragging a hapless pirate into the depths.

"Damn, kitty’s got luck on her side," Caius mused.

Now just 1,500 meters separated the ships.

The pirates had mages too, but only Gold-rank—nowhere near strong enough to stop Caius’s sniper fire. He quickly picked them off one by one.

With no guns left and their hull in tatters, the pirates turned tail.

Credit where due—their ship was stubbornly sturdy, still holding together despite the pounding. Probably thanks to frantic repairs and reinforcement spells from their remaining mages.

But with their mast gone and their speed crippled, they stood no chance of outrunning the nimble crabber.

The gap closed relentlessly: 1,200 meters… 1,000… 800.

Caius fired six more times, picking off over a dozen pirates.

As he lined up his seventh shot—

SHINK!

A streak of silver flashed toward him.

Caius’s pupils contracted. He grabbed the cannon and Kiki in one motion, rolling aside just as a meter-long arrow buried itself where he’d been kneeling.

The arrowhead’s runes flared—

BOOM!

A fireball five meters wide engulfed the deck. The entire ship shuddered.

"CAIUS! KIKI!" Hilda sprinted from the wheelhouse.

"We’re good!" Caius called back.

The blast had cratered a three-meter section of the foredeck, but the hull itself remained intact.

What it had done was piss him off royally.

Squinting at the pirate ship—now clearly visible—he spotted the attacker: a bronze-skinned, towering pirate drawing another rune-carved arrow on a massive bow.

Caius set Kiki down and stowed the sniper cannon.

Hilda noticed the change instantly—his lips curled into a predatory grin, brows furrowed in battle fury.

"This ship’s borrowed, you bastards," he growled, taking Kiki’s cannon in one hand while summoning a second with the other. "You’ll pay for that with your lives."

The Platinum-rank pirate archer sneered as Caius leveled both barrels at him.

Magitech Cannons against his elite bow skills?

Suicidal.

Standard cannons couldn’t match arrows for precision—let alone his shots. At this range, he could pick Caius off before the man fired twice. Even if Caius shot first, the archer could intercept the shells midair.

Such was the confidence of a master bowman.

But as he nocked his next arrow—

Caius’s cannons lit up like twin blue suns.

The pirate’s smirk vanished.

Because what awaited him wasn’t one or two shells.

It was a storm of annihilation.
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                Not to mention the pirates, even Hilda and the little catgirl were stunned.

Caius was seen hoisting two magitech cannons, frantically pulling the triggers as he continuously channeled magic power into them. One after another, magic shells erupted from the barrels, the barrage so rapid it nearly formed a continuous stream.

He was a five-star Gold-rank, but both the quality and reserves of his magic power far surpassed those of his peers. If Kiki, a two-star Gold-rank, could fire over twenty shots in succession, then Caius unleashing more than two hundred posed no issue at all.

At this moment, the firing rate of the magitech cannons depended entirely on how fast Caius could pull the triggers.

Moreover, the distance between the crab boat and the pirate ship was rapidly closing, now reduced to just over six hundred meters.

Though the accuracy of the magitech cannons couldn’t match that of a sniper cannon, as long as the direction was right, the probability of hitting the target was still quite high—especially when the one wielding them was Caius, whose precision was on an entirely different level compared to Kiki’s.

And with over a dozen shots fired per second, it was practically like a machine gun—who needed pinpoint accuracy at that point?

In the blink of an eye, the pirate archer was drowned in a storm of magic shells, along with the entire stern section of the ship where he stood, all engulfed within Caius’s relentless bombardment.

The archer barely withstood about ten shots before coughing up blood, yet Caius showed no signs of stopping.

This onslaught lasted a full ten seconds!

Only after unloading over a hundred shells did Caius finally lower the smoking magitech cannons, laughing heartily as he watched the pirate ship burst into flames.

Then he turned to Hilda and said, “Hilda, go fetch the ropes we use to tie up the giant pincers from the cabin. We’re going fishing—for pirates!”

Snapping out of her daze, Hilda replied excitedly, “Got it!”

By the time she returned with the ropes, the crab boat had nearly reached the pirate ship, which was already half-sunken.

Moreover, since Caius had blasted apart many of the pirates, their blood had dyed the surrounding waters crimson, attracting swarms of sharks.

The pirates who had fallen overboard were desperately fighting for their lives.

Spotting the approaching crab boat, they abandoned all caution and frantically swam toward it.

Meanwhile, two smaller magitech boats carried a dozen or so pirates, fleeing the scene at full speed without a second thought for their comrades.

The small magitech boats were fast, and with Caius now completely drained of magic power, sniping them was out of the question.

Instead, he had Hilda use magical chains to restrain the remaining pirates in the water and haul them aboard. Adhering to the principle of “saving as many as possible,” they ultimately rescued thirteen pirates from the jaws of the sharks.

Among them was the pirate archer from earlier, though it was clear he would never draw a bow again in this lifetime—one of his arms was missing, whether blown apart by Caius’s barrage or torn off by a shark, and his body was riddled with wounds.

Were it not for the tenacious vitality of a Platinum-rank, he would have already been dead.

The other pirates weren’t faring much better, each covered in injuries and looking utterly wretched.

Caius bound them with the thick ropes meant for securing giant pincers—each thicker than a finger.

“Pirates can be exchanged for money, right?” Caius asked Hilda.

“Yes, most cities prioritize cracking down on bandits and pirates. Handing them over to Ocean City’s law enforcement will definitely fetch a sizable bounty,” Hilda replied.

Caius nodded. Just then, a weak voice spoke up.

“You… are finished…”

“The Queen… won’t spare you…”

“Queen?” Caius raised an eyebrow. “What queen?”

“The Pirate Queen of Wavecrest—Olena?” Before the pirate could answer, Hilda ventured.

Caius looked at her in confusion. “You know her?”

Hilda shook her head. “Not in detail, but among pirates, the only one I’ve heard referred to as ‘Queen’ is Olena.”

“Heh… that’s right… Olena…” The one-armed pirate archer sneered weakly. “We’re… scouts of the Wavecrest Pirate Crew…”

“We have tens of thousands of brothers…”

“If you dare lay a hand on us… the Queen will summon a tidal wave and drown you all!”

“Exactly!” Another pirate, this one with a bandana, chimed in. “Even if you take us to the nearest city-state, they wouldn’t dare touch us!”

“Because we’re the Wavecrest Pirate Crew!”

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let us go. Otherwise, the Queen will make you pay!”

Hearing this, Hilda looked at Caius with concern and transmitted her voice to him.

“If they really are from the Wavecrest Pirate Crew, then we’re in trouble.”

“It’s said that their Pirate Queen is of Epic-rank, and the Wavecrest Pirate Crew is the most powerful in the Northwind Sea. They can go toe-to-toe with the regular navies of most kingdoms, and even the Hepos Empire’s navy struggles to gain an advantage against them.”

“If what they say is true, then Ocean City likely wouldn’t dare lay a finger on them. Ocean City is no match for the Wavecrest Pirate Crew.”

Yet Caius only laughed. “You’re just taking their word for it?”

“Would a pirate crew that powerful show up here like this?”

“I told you… we’re just scouts… not the main force…” the pirate archer muttered, but Caius cut him off with a dismissive wave.

“Pfft. A pirate crew of that caliber would send only one scout ship? And with a bunch of losers like you?”

Caius’s face was full of disdain. “Let me guess—you’re not actually from the Wavecrest Pirate Crew. You’re probably some small-time gang borrowing their name to intimidate people.”

“Any organization that grows large and powerful—whether pirates or otherwise—must have strong discipline and unity.”

“But you?”

“No discipline, no coordination. Your so-called brothers abandoned you without a second thought. Even now, you’re not even cursing us properly—no backbone at all. I don’t see a shred of pride in any of you, and you expect me to believe you’re from the most powerful pirate crew in these waters?”

“And your pirate flag? A pirate’s flag is more important than his life—it’s a symbol of his honor. Only the real Wavecrest Pirate Crew flies the true Wavecrest banner. Yours?”

“A black-stained rag with a skull and two crappy swords?”

“Why don’t you try sailing under the real Wavecrest flag into other territories? Oh, right—you’re probably afraid the real Wavecrest Pirate Crew would find out, tear your ship apart, and feed you to the sharks.”

“If you’re going to lie, at least put some effort into it.”

“This nonsense might work on little girls, but not on me.”

Hilda: “…”

With that, Caius kicked the pirate archer over, his smile vanishing as his expression turned icy. “Let you go? Sure.”

“I’ll release you right now. Let’s see if you so-called Wavecrest pirates can outswim the sharks.”

So saying, he grabbed the ropes and began dragging the pirates toward the edge of the boat.

Immediately, the pirates panicked, thrashing desperately—but they were no match for Caius’s strength.

Hilda hesitated, opening her mouth as if to speak, but in the end, she remained silent, simply watching quietly.

A moment later, Caius gave the ropes a mighty heave, sending all thirteen pirates overboard. But since he still held the other end, they didn’t plunge into the sea immediately—instead, they dangled just above the water’s surface.

A shark, drawn by the blood dripping from their wounds, swiftly approached. It dove briefly before surging upward, jaws wide, aiming for a pirate’s leg.

The pirates screamed in terror as Caius casually lifted the ropes slightly, pulling them just out of reach—except for one unlucky soul, whose foot was bitten clean off.

They begged and pleaded, but Caius merely lit a cigarette, took a slow drag, and said, “Talk. Which pirate crew are you really from? I’d love to know.”

“Once this cigarette’s done, if I don’t get a satisfying answer, forget the bounty.”

“I’d rather watch a live performance of Dancing with Sharks, starring all of you.”

Between Caius’s words, the growing number of sharks below, and the agonized screams of the one who’d lost a foot, the pirates finally broke. They confessed everything.

“We’re from the Twinblade Pirate Crew, not the Wavecrest! We’re not!”

“Pull us up, pull us up! It’s going to get me!”

“AAAAH, MY FOOT!!!”

Caius grinned, glancing at Hilda with a smug eyebrow raise. “See?”

Hilda could only laugh helplessly and nod. “Alright, you were right.”
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                After being hauled back up, the pirates were so terrified their faces had gone pale, fearing Caius would truly toss them to the sharks. They babbled out everything in a panic.

It turned out this pirate crew was called the Twinblade Pirate Crew, a mid-sized group with five ships in total. This particular vessel was indeed a scout ship, responsible for exploration and hunting prey.

As for why they used the Wavecrest Pirate Crew’s name, it was exactly as Caius had guessed—to intimidate others by borrowing the prestige of a more powerful force.

This world lacked advanced information networks, and the real Wavecrest Pirate Crew rarely ventured into these waters. As a result, most local pirates and maritime factions had never encountered the genuine article.

So, the Twinblade captain had a bright idea: whenever conflict arose, they would invoke the Wavecrest name to scare off opponents.

The tactic worked brilliantly. Many pirates in these waters would back down immediately upon hearing the name.

There was even an incident where a few of their crew were captured by bounty hunters from a coastal town and handed over to the enforcers. The captain stormed the enforcement bureau, dropped the Wavecrest name, and not only were his men released, but the town even offered supplies as a peace offering.

The reputation of the Wavecrest Pirate Crew was simply too formidable. Nearly every coastal city knew of them, but few had ever seen them in person.

After tasting success, the Twinblade crew made a habit of this deception.

But this also meant they dared not leave these waters.

Rumors had spread that the real Wavecrest pirates were aware of imposters borrowing their name—and those caught faced gruesome fates.

Afraid of drawing the Wavecrest’s attention, they remained confined to this region, living comfortably off their borrowed prestige.

Until their scout ship crossed paths with Caius.

They never expected an unassuming crab boat to harbor such a monster.

A single man had sunk their ship, packed with over a hundred pirates. The sheer firepower was terrifying.

Caius couldn’t help but marvel again—giant physiology was truly incredible.

This magic reserve? Absolutely exhilarating!

Unfortunately, as time passed, his Magic Core would gradually fill with sediment magic, reducing its capacity.

So, he could only enjoy this overwhelming power for a short while after each rank-up.

After securing the pirates and locking them up, Caius turned to Hilda, who was brimming with curiosity but hesitating to speak.

"Go ahead, ask," he said.

Hilda finally voiced her question: "How were you so sure they weren’t from the Wavecrest Pirate Crew? What if they really were?"

"So what?" Caius grinned. "A few already escaped on those small boats. Whether they were genuine or not doesn’t matter anymore. Questioning them was just for intel."

Truthfully, his confidence came from past experience.

In the wasteland, there had been oceans—and pirates. He’d even mingled with them for a time.

Wasteland pirates weren’t the disorganized rabble of old, firing wildly from rickety boats. They were disciplined, organized forces—maritime warlords. Without structure, they wouldn’t have survived corporate purges.

After the corporate wars began, these pirates re-emerged as a dominant force, akin to the golden age of seafaring.

They weren’t just skilled fighters—they had advanced weaponry, aerial support, even trained fighter pilots.

A powerful pirate crew could go head-to-head with a corporate fleet.

(Though most preferred making deals with the corporations, who tolerated their existence.)

The world called them Cyber Pirate Armadas.

Pirates in this world weren’t much different.

As Caius had said, for the Wavecrest Pirate Crew to be so feared, they couldn’t possibly resemble these ragtag amateurs.

True power required either faith or honor—a unifying force. And Caius saw none of that in these pirates.

"But what if they really were from Wavecrest?" Hilda pressed.

"Then we run," Caius said with a laugh.

"You think we should just surrender and let them pillage because they’re strong?"

"Worrying too much just paralyzes you, kid."

"If we can beat them now, we sink their damn ship!"

"As for what comes after? My homeland has a saying:"

"‘Cross each bridge as you come to it.’"

"Fight if you can win. Run if you can’t. Train, grow stronger, then come back and flip their entire world upside down!"

"Bottom line—we don’t take crap from anyone."

Hilda burst out laughing at his carefree attitude. "I like that plan!"

"Right?" Caius grinned, hands on his hips. "Plus, thanks to these pirates, our mission target just showed up."

Hilda blinked, then followed his gaze to where the pirate ship had sunk.

A triangular blade-fin had surfaced, cutting through the bloodied waters as it homed in on a half-devoured pirate corpse.

Then—a massive shark breached, swallowing the remains whole.

"Blade-fin Shark!" Hilda’s eyes lit up. She turned to Caius. "Wait—was this part of your plan all along?"

"Mhm." He nodded.

(Truthfully, he hadn’t thought that far ahead. His initial reaction was pure ‘You attack me? I sink you!’)

(But after seeing the sharks swarm the blood, the idea clicked.)

(Still, no need to correct Hilda’s assumption.)

(His shamelessness knew no bounds.)

"That shark’s dorsal fin is two meters tall. Body length’s at least twelve meters—probably nearing Mithril-rank," Hilda analyzed.

"But we’re both low on magic. Can we still take it down?"

"Easy." Caius cracked his knuckles. "I’ll handle it alone."

He stripped off his seawater-soaked shirt, leaving only his shorts.

Hilda immediately protested, "I’m coming with you!"

"Stay on the boat," he said, waving her off before diving into the sea with a powerful leap, streaking toward the crimson-stained waters.

Hilda and Kiki rushed to the deck, watching anxiously.

The moment Caius entered the water, sharks swarmed him—but a single punch sent them scattering.

His focus was solely on the Platinum-rank Blade-fin Shark.

And the shark had noticed him too.

Compared to dead pirates, it clearly preferred live prey.

The massive fin veered sharply, charging straight for Caius.

Seeing this, Caius dove deep, vanishing beneath the surface.

The shark’s fin submerged as it pursued.

Hilda bit her lip, straining to see.

With the Blade-fin Shark present, other sharks kept their distance, leaving the waters deceptively calm. She had no way of knowing what was happening below.

Two minutes passed.

Only churning waves and the sunken pirate ship remained.

No movement.

Hilda’s worry grew. Even Kiki was pacing frantically.

Finally, Hilda couldn’t take it. She drew her rapier and stepped onto the railing.

"Kiki, stay here. I’m going after him—"

BOOM!

Before she could finish, a golden flash erupted beneath the sea.

A shockwave followed, sending towering waves crashing outward, rocking the crab boat violently.

Hilda and Kiki whipped their heads toward the epicenter.

The waters stilled.

Then—a massive shape surfaced.

The Blade-fin Shark.

But now, it floated belly-up, unconscious.

And standing triumphantly on its stomach, completely unharmed, was Caius, flashing them a grin.

"Done!"
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                Hilda expended a great deal of effort, using the last of her magic power to summon magic chains and haul the massive Blade-fin Shark aboard, stuffing it into the crab boat’s cargo hold.

The hold was spacious—designed to accommodate Giant Pincers, after all. A Platinum-rank Giant Pincer’s claws alone could span two to three meters, and their destructive power demanded a sturdy, roomy enclosure. A twelve-meter Blade-fin Shark fit just fine.

The hold was half-filled with seawater, ensuring the shark stayed alive but left with little room to struggle.

Meanwhile, Caius changed back into his clothes and had Kiki use wind magic to dry him off.

Once everything was settled, Hilda couldn’t contain her curiosity. "How did you take it down?"

Caius smirked mysteriously. "That’s a secret. If you want to know, you’ll have to trade me one of yours."

Hilda pondered for a moment, then nodded. "Deal! But you go first."

"Fine." Caius trusted Little Swan’s integrity.

Then he revealed, "I have a talent that lets me temporarily amplify my strength and physicality."

"Like the Savage Clan’s [Rage Roar]?" Hilda asked.

"Similar, but stronger." Caius grinned.

Hilda didn’t doubt it. When she’d hauled the shark up, she’d noticed a massive fist imprint on its lower jaw—half a meter wide.

That single punch had knocked the shark out cold, shattering most of its teeth in the process.

"Your turn. What’s your secret?" Caius asked eagerly.

Hilda suddenly flashed a mischievous smile. "I’ll tell you later."

"Hey—!" Caius gaped. "You’re learning to play dirty!"

"From the best." Hilda clasped her hands behind her back, grinning. "I can’t show you right now. At sunrise tomorrow, I’ll reveal it."

"Alright then. I’ll look forward to it." Caius chuckled.

With the mission complete and the pirates dealt with, Caius turned the boat back toward Ocean City.

Two hours later, they docked. Caius sent Kiki to fetch Raymond for the handoff—after all, the Blade-fin Shark was huge and still alive.

By the time they returned, the shark had regained consciousness and even tried ramming the hull to escape. But after Caius stood on its head and slammed his warhammer down, it promptly behaved itself.

Though the strike didn’t knock it out again, it left the shark dazed—and reminded it exactly how it had been subdued in the first place.

That human… could grow as large as it was.

In that moment, it had felt an instinctive, primordial suppression—a racial dominance.

So now, as long as Caius was present, the shark didn’t dare move a fin, terrified the human might grow again and deliver another punch.

Kiki worked fast. Soon, Raymond arrived with his crew.

When he saw the shark lying motionless in the hold—as if under a paralysis spell—he burst into laughter.

"This kid actually caught a Blade-fin Shark alive—in the ocean!"

Capturing one alive was far harder than killing it, especially in its home territory. But Caius seemed to have a magical touch—no task was impossible for him.

"Sorry about the boat, Raymond," Caius said, leaning on his hammer as he stood atop the shark’s head.

"Bah, don’t sweat it. The Wargs Gang boys can patch it up," Raymond said, clapping Rog on the shoulder.

Rog, too, was impressed by Caius’s strength and methods.

But what truly shocked the two Ocean City big shots were the dozen-plus pirates locked in the cabin.

"You ran into pirates?!" Rog blurted.

"Yep. The Twinblade Pirate Crew—though just one of their scout ships. I sank them with the magitech cannons I bought from you!" Caius grinned. "Those things pack a punch!"

"Damn right! Wargs Gang quality!" Rog laughed, his eyes brimming with admiration.

Raymond then paid out the commission. As promised, capturing the shark alive upgraded the Platinum-rank mission to Mithril-rank, tripling the reward—150,000 gold, plus another 30,000 for the secondary task. 180,000 total.

"By the way, Raymond—do we just hand these pirates over to the enforcers for the bounty?" Caius asked.

"Yep," Raymond said, taking a drag from his cigarette. "And since you provided intel on the Twinblade Crew, you can squeeze them for an intel fee too."

"That crew’s no pushover. If they’re prowling near Ocean City, the authorities will want to tighten security."

"How much of a threat are they to Ocean City, really?" Caius pressed.

"Barely any," Raymond said dismissively. "A crew under a thousand strong? At most, they harass ships along the coast. Ocean City itself? Not a chance."

"If they piss us off, we wouldn’t even need to deploy the city fleet. One bounty notice, and thousands of mercs and hunters would tear them apart."

Caius nodded.

Just as he’d thought.

The Twinblade Crew could only bully small coastal towns. Ocean City, a Tier-2 city with multiple Mithril-rank powerhouses, was far beyond their league. According to the pirates, their captain was the only Mithril-rank in the crew—enough to raid ships, but not even close to challenging a city.

With that settled, Caius hauled the bound pirates toward the enforcer headquarters, leading them in a humiliating single-file line that drew crowds.

The one-armed archer had passed out, carried by two comrades. The unlucky pirate missing a foot hobbled along with help. The group was a pitiful sight.

As for resisting or fleeing?

They didn’t dare.

Caius had made it clear: the ropes weren’t magic chains—a knife could cut them. But their choices were jail or a hammer to the skull.

One look at the monstrous warhammer on Caius’s shoulder, and all thoughts of escape vanished.

Soon, they reached the enforcer headquarters. Caius shoved the door open and yanked the rope, sending the pirates tumbling forward in a heap.

The enforcers inside stared in bewilderment.

What in the world—?

Caius took a leisurely drag from his cigarette and announced, "Get your boss out here. I’ve got pirates to cash in."

The enforcers exchanged glances, then hurried off to report.

Moments later, a tall, strikingly handsome enforcer with a military bearing strode out.

Caius’s eyebrows rose. "Hey, I know you."

It was the same lead enforcer he’d met after dismantling the Serpent Gang.

Glancing at the man’s badge, Caius read, "Kate?"

Kate eyed him coldly, then surveyed the groaning pile of pirates. After a pause, he asked flatly, "You caught these?"

"Yep," Caius said, exhaling smoke. "Ran into them during a job. Figured I’d bring ’em in."

"Just them?"

"Had a whole ship. These are the survivors. A few got away." Another puff of smoke.

Kate’s brow furrowed. He waved a hand, dispersing the smoke drifting toward him. "No smoking in the enforcement hall."

Caius ignored him. "Hurry up and tally the bounty. I’ve got things to do."

Kate’s gaze sharpened. "I said, no smoking in the enforcement hall."

Caius’s eyes narrowed. The two locked stares, the air in the hall growing thick with tension.

Hilda bit her lip. She didn’t want Caius clashing with the enforcers—they were, after all, officials.

But then—

Caius suddenly grinned. He crushed the cigarette underfoot and flicked the stub straight into a nearby trash bin.

"Better? Now can we get to work?"

Kate’s expression eased slightly. He gave a curt nod.

"Take them inside."
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                A group of enforcers stepped forward, shackling the pirates before leading them deep into the building.

"How long until I get the bounty?" Caius asked.

Kate didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he said, "You, come with me."

"What for?" Caius questioned.

"To give a statement."

"Is that really necessary?"

"Yes," Kate replied coldly. "I need the full details. Otherwise, you won’t receive the bounty."

Caius clicked his tongue in annoyance. "What a hassle."

He then turned to Hilda and the little Catgirl. "Wait here for me. I’ll be back soon."

Hilda and the Catgirl nodded, watching as Caius followed Kate deeper into the building.

As they walked down the long corridor, Caius glanced behind him.

Eight enforcers trailed them, their expressions tense, breathing slightly labored.

Kate, walking ahead of Caius, remained expressionless. From his posture alone, Caius could tell this man had military experience—not just as an ordinary soldier, but one hardened by brutal training.

"Hey, why do we have to go this far just to give a statement?" Caius asked, hands in his pockets, his tone deliberately lazy.

"You’re not planning to interrogate me, are you?"

"If you insist, we can," Kate replied icily before abruptly turning and pushing open a door.

The room inside was sparse—just a table, two chairs, and a one-way mirror on the side. It looked every bit like an interrogation chamber.

"Sit," Kate ordered, taking the seat opposite Caius and pulling out a notepad.

The eight enforcers positioned themselves around the small room, their eyes locked onto Caius, hands resting on the Magitech batons at their waists.

Those things packed a punch—electrified and far more potent than ordinary stun batons.

Caius sat down, leaned back, and casually propped his feet up on the table, adopting a posture that was both comfortable and deliberately provocative as he regarded Kate.

Kate’s eyelid twitched, his chest rising slightly with suppressed irritation, but he held his temper.

"Name?"

"Caius."

"Gender?"

"Same as you."

"..." Kate didn’t react, merely lifting his gaze to stare at him.

Feeling the weight of that stare and noting the paused pen, Caius sighed. "Male."

"Where did you capture the pirates?"

"Shark Sea."

"Specific coordinates?"

"How should I know? I’m not a fisherman."

Kate didn’t respond, jotting something down before continuing.

"Which pirate crew were they from?"

"The Twinblade Pirate Crew, though they call themselves the Wavecrest Pirates."

"How many were on board? What kind of armaments did they have? Any accomplices?" Kate fired off several questions in quick succession.

Caius exhaled through his nose. "Listen, officer, you’ve got the wrong idea. I’m not your suspect. Those are questions you should be asking them, not me."

This whole exchange reminded him of being interrogated by the Special Investigations Unit back in his old life—definitely not a fond memory. His patience was wearing thin.

"Cooperate," Kate said flatly.

"No," Caius shot back, then smirked as he glanced at the enforcers flanking him. "Unless you send them out and let me smoke in here."

"After all, as you can see, I’m a big guy. Crowding this tiny room with so many people makes me feel unsafe."

"Need a smoke to calm my nerves~"

Kate’s brow furrowed deeply, his glare unwavering.

After a tense silence, he waved a hand.

The enforcers filed out without a word.

Caius promptly pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

He took a long drag, then exhaled—directly into Kate’s face.

Kate’s eye twitched again.

"Is there anyone behind that?" Caius tilted his chin toward the one-way mirror.

"No," Kate replied, though his voice carried a barely restrained edge.

"Don’t lie. I can feel eyes on me," Caius chuckled.

"I don’t like being watched, especially when I’m being treated like a criminal."

"If you’ve got questions beyond the pirates, you’d better clear the room."

He was right. If this were just about the pirates, Kate wouldn’t have gone to such lengths. Caius suspected there was another reason for this interrogation.

Kate fell silent again, his sharp gaze dissecting Caius as if trying to peel back his layers.

Finally, he stood and walked out without a word.

Caius waited, leisurely smoking his cigarette.

Only after he finished did Kate return.

Caius suspected the man had waited outside specifically to avoid the smoke—though the lingering scent still hung in the air, keeping Kate’s brow permanently creased.

He sat back down.

"All clear now?" Caius asked.

"Yes." Kate reopened his notepad.

"Prove it."

Kate looked up. "You said you could sense being watched."

Caius grinned. "And you believed that? You’re more naive than I thought."

Kate clenched his jaw. He really wanted to punch this infuriating bastard in the face.

But Caius didn’t press further. Even if someone was watching, he didn’t care—he had nothing to hide.

He’d only asked Kate to dismiss the enforcers to mess with him.

Because he was just that petty.

Kate, clearly done with his antics, resumed the questioning—though his tone remained as cold and clinical as if Caius were a criminal.

Fortunately, the cigarette had put Caius in a better mood, so he played along.

For the bounty, and to see what Kate was really after.

He recounted the broad strokes of the encounter with the pirates.

After a while, Kate nodded and closed his notepad.

"Can I go now?" Caius asked.

"No."

Caius sighed and pulled out another cigarette.

Kate finally snapped. "Will you die if you don’t smoke that?"

Caius smirked. "Just a little."

Kate exhaled sharply through his nose.

Breathe. Breathe. You need him. Don’t lose your temper.

After a few measured breaths, Kate spoke again.

"Name: Caius. A foreign mercenary."

"Personality: Arrogant, reckless, cunning."

Caius nodded approvingly. "Thanks for the compliments."

Kate ignored him and continued.

"Arrived in Ocean City a little over a month ago. On your first mission, you encountered a Wolf Demon, killed it violently, and sold the remains to an Instructor at Hydis Magic Academy."

"Clashed with the Crab Gang but later turned them into allies."

"Maintain contact with civilians from the Lunla Orphanage, particularly a girl named Belle."

"For her sake, you infiltrated the Ocean City Academy, abducting and assaulting five students—including Manasa."

At this, Caius’s demeanor shifted. Danger flickered in his eyes.

He put away the unlit cigarette, lowered his feet from the table, and leaned forward, locking eyes with Kate.

With a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, he said, "Wow, I didn’t know I was that impressive. Ever thought about switching careers? You’d make a great bard."

"Fiction or not, you know the truth," Kate replied evenly.

Silence fell between them.

Caius stared at Kate. Kate stared back.

Five minutes passed without a word.

Then, abruptly, Caius chuckled.

"Alright, I’ll bite. How’d you figure it out? I thought I covered my tracks pretty well."

An admission.

Kate’s expression didn’t change. "From a conventional investigative angle, there was no way to trace it back to you."

"Blame your own efficiency."

"Pulling the mission completion records for Hailan No. 11 from the Mercenary Guild revealed abnormally high success rates."

"Completing two separate deliveries on foot in half a day? Impossible for a mere Brass-ranked book courier."

"Goathorn City is only a few dozen miles away. At your speed, it shouldn’t have taken more than a morning."

"And that very morning, Manasa was attacked."

            

    
        Chapter 190

    
    
    
    
                "I investigated the academic records and interpersonal relationships of five students, including Manasa, and interviewed their classmates. Through this, I learned that they had been systematically bullying a girl named Belle."

"While I didn’t believe an orphanage child could be the mastermind, I still investigated her and visited the orphanage."

"When I arrived, several members of the Serpent Gang were pressuring everyone at the orphanage—especially Lunla—trying to buy the land at a low price."

"So I drove them away and then questioned Lunla indirectly. She didn’t show any signs of suspicion, so I left without further concern."

"And on that very same day, the Serpent Gang was wiped out!"

Caius chuckled. "So you were the enforcer uncle Tina and the others mentioned. I should thank you, then."

"But what does the Serpent Gang’s destruction have to do with me? That was the Crab Gang’s doing. You know how gangs are—always fighting. It’s normal for one to suddenly get wiped out."

Katerina shook her head. "Don’t play that game with me. I know it was you."

Caius: "If you say so~"

"But how did this lead you to me?"

Katerina replied, "After that day, I started investigating you. At the time, I didn’t connect you to the mastermind behind the Manasa incident—I just thought you were a dangerous individual who needed close monitoring."

"Then I uncovered some interesting details."

"The profile of the perpetrator behind the Manasa incident was vague—only cruel, cunning, and powerful."

"He had to have the means to infiltrate Ocean City Academy without registration or detection, evade all students’ notice, and attack the victims."

"And he had to have a way to block their magic."

"There are several factors that fit these criteria—Anti-Magic being one of them."

"While investigating you, I discovered you frequently traveled to Grilla City and had close contact with Hydis’s instructor—Holan."

"You went to see Holan?" Caius asked.

"No. I only needed to ask the gate guards and the librarian. They remembered you quite well," Katerina said.

"Here’s the interesting part." She shifted slightly, leaning forward with a hint of aggression, tapping the table lightly with her fingers.

"When I questioned the gatekeeper mage at Hydis Academy, he revealed something—your warhammer is an Anti-Magic weapon."

Caius raised an eyebrow and nodded. "Mhm, go on."

"At that point, I started connecting you to the incident. Your methods could be described as cruel, even brutal."

"The Serpent Gang’s corpses are proof of that."

"Then, you’d need a direct or indirect conflict with the victims—a motive for targeting them."

"You had that too—Belle."

"Soon after the incident, Instructor Holan, who has close ties to you, came to Ocean City and pressured the academy to return Belle’s scholarship funds."

"Afterward, Belle was transferred to Hydis Academy."

"That was when I truly began suspecting you. Since Belle was frequently bullied by those five victims, and if you were also close to her, that would be sufficient motive."

"So I started linking the two incidents and investigated your mission records and itinerary for that day."

"You did visit Ocean City Academy that day, which deepened my suspicions."

"Two key points. First, as I mentioned earlier, the time discrepancy in your Brass-tier delivery mission didn’t match your usual behavior."

"Second, why would someone like you take a Brass-tier mission?"

"You’re capable of killing Wolf Demons. Gold or even Platinum-tier missions would be your focus. Why bother with a Brass-tier one?"

"My guess? Scouting, gathering intel."

"From the registration logs at Ocean City Academy’s main gate, you weren’t inside for long. But for a seasoned mercenary, that’s enough time to get a rough layout of the academy and identify targets."

"Then, under the guise of the delivery mission, you transported the books and your companions near Goathorn City at your true speed before doubling back to Ocean City Academy."

"Since your warhammer is Anti-Magic, you could bypass the academy’s perimeter alarms, infiltrate the grounds, and carry out your retaliatory abduction and assault on the five victims."

"During this, you framed it as a hired revenge plot by Manasa’s father’s enemies, successfully diverting attention so everyone believed your real target was Baron Zachary."

"You deceived everyone, directly causing violent clashes between Baron Zachary and his enemies, leaving both sides crippled."

"After the attack, you returned and delivered the books to Goathorn City within the expected mission timeframe, using the time gap to craft an alibi as an uninvolved party with a solid alibi."

"Am I correct, mercenary?"

Caius stared at Katerina wide-eyed before finally breaking into applause.

A single oversight. That’s why he wasn’t cut out for assassinations.

"Impressive, truly impressive. I fooled everyone except you," Caius said with a grin.

"To piece together the real culprit from these scattered clues—I have to say, Enforcer Katerina, I’m genuinely impressed."

"But let me guess—this is all still speculation. You don’t have concrete evidence, do you?"

"I do." Katerina pulled out a recording magic stone and channeled magic into it, replaying their earlier conversation.

"Before this, I didn’t. But now that you’ve admitted it, I do." She smiled, a hint of triumph in her expression.

Admittedly, the guy was handsome. That smile alone could probably drive countless women wild.

Like those two female enforcers among the eight earlier—their gazes had been a little too intense.

Caius laughed. "Bravo, bravo. Truly outstanding."

"So, can I leave now?"

"And when do I get my bounty?"

"Don’t forget the reward for the pirate intel."

Katerina froze, staring at Caius’s indifferent expression before his brow furrowed. "If I hand this recording to Baron Zachary, everything you’ve done—including his previous wariness of you—will turn into outright hatred."

"Mhm, I know. So, about that bounty?" Caius nodded.

Katerina’s frown deepened. "Don’t think the token granted by Grilla City’s City Lord will protect you indefinitely!"

"The City Lord of Grilla City is impartial. If he learns of your actions, he won’t shield you!"

"Moreover, this is Ocean City. The crimes you’ve committed are enough to land you a life sentence—and that’s before Baron Zachary’s accusations and vengeance!"

"Believe me, with the Baron’s methods, you wouldn’t last three days in an Ocean City prison."

"Got it, got it." Caius waved a hand impatiently. "So, the bounty?"

Katerina’s eyelid twitched. This man was utterly impervious.

Sighing, Caius clicked his tongue and stood. "Fine, I’ll just find another enforcer. At least they’d hand over the reward without all this irrelevant chatter."

With that, he turned and strode toward the door, completely disregarding Katerina.

Unable to contain herself, Katerina snapped, "Halt!"

But Caius ignored her, continuing toward the exit.

Her anger flared, the frustration she’d suppressed finally boiling over.

Electricity crackled around her as she reached out to seize him, intent on restraining him right there.

Yet in the next instant, Caius spun around with terrifying speed—his hand shooting straight for Katerina’s throat.

Her pupils contracted.

Too fast…
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                As Caius's large hand shot forward, the ring on his other hand flashed faintly.

[Angel] materialized in his grip.

An Anti-Magic Field instantly expanded, and the crackling electricity around Katerina vanished in an instant.

Everything happened in the blink of an eye.

Caius's fingers clamped around Katerina's throat—

But before he could exert force, Katerina reacted with lightning speed, her fingers locking onto the webbing of his thumb and wrenching it back.

At the same time, her legs snapped up, her core twisting with precision as she scissored them around Caius's head.

Caius was fast, but Katerina was no slouch either.

The combat skills she displayed in this moment were nothing short of formidable.

With her grip secured, she wrenched her head to the side, twisting her body in a fluid motion that broke Caius's hold on her neck.

Then, using both hands, she locked his joints in place.

If Caius so much as bent his arm, she could pivot her hips and use the leverage of her legs to hurl him into a devastating throw.

But she had underestimated Caius's raw strength.

His arm didn’t budge—not a single joint yielded.

As a result, she found herself frozen mid-air, suspended awkwardly.

Caius stood there, unmoved, while Katerina clung to his wrist and elbow like a koala wrapped around a tree branch.

Even with her legs locked around his head, without the initial momentum, she couldn’t complete the throw.

From this angle, the whole scene looked almost comical.

Katerina’s expression darkened.

He knew he was outmatched in strength, but the gap was far wider than he’d anticipated. And with the Anti-Magic Field suppressing his magic, his greatest advantage had been nullified.

A wild grin spread across Caius’s face.

"Joint locks can overcome brute force—if the strength gap isn’t too wide."

"Enforcer, you’re just not strong enough."

As he spoke, his arm began to flex, slowly but inexorably twisting his wrist free from Katerina’s grip.

Katerina strained with every ounce of strength—but it was futile.

Just as Caius’s fingers were about to close around his throat again, Katerina shifted tactics.

Retracting his legs, he spun nimbly in mid-air, transitioning from hanging upside-down on Caius’s arm to clinging to it upright.

Then, bracing one foot against the wall, he drove a knee straight into the crook of Caius’s elbow.

Caius’s arm buckled slightly.

Seizing the opening, Katerina reversed his grip once more, attempting to twist in mid-air and slam Caius with a shoulder throw upon landing.

But he’d forgotten one thing—Caius still had his other hand free.

The hand gripping [Angel] didn’t swing down. Instead, Caius flipped the warhammer and drove its rounded pommel straight into Katerina’s abdomen.

Katerina’s pupils shrank to pinpricks as searing pain lanced through his gut.

Had Caius used full force, even the blunt end could have punched straight through his body.

But Caius held back—just enough to strike the tender spot between abdomen and ribcage.

A pressure point.

For a normal person, even light pressure there would cause lingering pain.

And Caius was anything but light.

The impact forced Katerina to instinctively curl forward, his body folding around the agony.

In that same instant, Caius twisted the arm Katerina had locked, flipping their positions before slamming him into the ground with crushing force.

The floor trembled faintly from the impact.

A pained grimace flashed across Katerina’s face—

And then Caius’s expression shifted.

…Hm?

Something was off.

His hand was still planted firmly on Katerina’s chest.

So he… squeezed.

Katerina, still wincing in pain, suddenly stiffened—then snapped his head up to stare at Caius in shock.

Both of them froze, as if time itself had paused.

Three seconds passed.

—SMACK!

A crisp slap rang out.

Caius’s head jerked to the side from the force, and his grip loosened.

Katerina immediately rolled away, scrambling to the corner while clutching his chest, his face a mix of fury and humiliation.

Caius slowly turned back, licking his lips before rubbing his stinging cheek.

That slap had hurt. There was probably a handprint there now.

But instead of anger, a smirk tugged at his lips.

"Well, well. Didn’t see that coming."

"Turns out our dear Enforcer is a woman. Guess I can’t call you ‘sir’ anymore."

Katerina didn’t respond, only glaring daggers at him.

Caius chuckled, stowing [Angel] away before righting the toppled chair and sitting down.

"Alright, let’s get back to our little chat."

Katerina blinked—then her gaze turned even frostier.

"Don’t look at me like that. I’m actually a gentleman, you know."

"Had I known you were a woman, I’d have never smoked in front of you."

As if to prove his point, he pulled out a cigarette and stuck it between his lips.

Katerina: "…"

"Just holding it. Not lighting up." Caius grinned, then gestured to the seat across from him.

"Come on, sit. Didn’t you have something to discuss?"

His demeanor was so casual, one might mistake this for his own living room.

After a tense silence, Katerina finally returned to her seat—though she kept a safe distance, well out of arm’s reach.

"Why so wary? I’m not some pervert," Caius said.

"That claim holds zero credibility," Katerina hissed.

He—no, she—

The moment he realized she was a woman, this bastard’s attitude had done a complete one-eighty.

And he had the gall to say he wasn’t a lech?

But Katerina didn’t dwell on it. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she spoke again.

"How did you know I wanted to negotiate?"

"All that talk? Just a roundabout way of blackmailing me into doing your dirty work," Caius said lazily. "Seen it a hundred times."

"You just didn’t expect me to call your bluff."

"Why?" Katerina pressed. By her reasoning, the leverage she held should have been more than enough to make him comply.

"Because I don’t respond well to threats," Caius said with a sharp grin.

"Think I’m unafraid because of City Lord Mel’s backing?"

"Then you don’t know me well enough."

"Even if Baron Zachary finds out, so what? I’ve got a dozen ways to put him in the ground."

"My philosophy’s simple—be nice to me, and we’ll get along just fine."

"But pull that strong-arm crap?" His smile vanished. "That’s not a threat, Officer. That’s a challenge."

"And when challenged, I answer with my warhammer."

Katerina fell silent for a moment, then nodded.

That did align with her profile of him.

She just hadn’t anticipated him being this unyielding.

"Then why didn’t you ‘answer with your warhammer’ when I threatened you?" she asked.

"Because you did help the orphanage by driving off the Serpent Gang. For that, I’m genuinely grateful," Caius said. "Otherwise, the moment you attacked me? Even if I didn’t kill you, you’d be leaving with at least a few broken bones."

"Woman or not."

"Plus, you never handed your findings to Baron Zachary. Saved me a lot of trouble."

Katerina exhaled. "That’s just my duty as an enforcer. As for the Baron… let’s just say he’s no saint himself. Neither is his daughter."

"So when he pressed me to find the culprit, I didn’t dig too deep. Let him blame his enemies."

"Caius, I do have a favor to ask."

"It’s important."

"After all my investigations, one thing became clear."

"You’re clean."

Caius blinked. "Holy shit, you even know that?!"

Katerina: "…"

I meant your background, you degenerate.

Despite herself, a smirk tugged at her lips. "I didn’t before. Now I do."

Caius immediately feigned exaggerated regret.

It was all an act, of course—just to lighten the mood.

And hey, it worked. The handsome, cross-dressing enforcer had cracked a smile.

After all, many great stories began with that first shared laugh.
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                "By 'clean,' I mean your background," Kate said.

"You only recently came to Ocean City to establish yourself and have no connections with the bureaucracy here. Even now, with your own network, that remains unchanged."

"That's the first reason."

"The second reason is that, from the Manasa incident, I observed that while you are cunning and ruthless in your methods, you have principles."

"Everything you did was for Belle's sake. I also noticed that the orphanage was renovated, and you didn’t expel the director or the children."

"This proves you’re not a malicious person. Your methods are simply a necessity of your mercenary life and survival."

"You were willing to help them—that’s something I admire."

"The third reason is that you genuinely have the strength and the intellect. I need someone like you."

"That’s why I sought you out."

"Hmm…" Caius stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Let me guess—this is about Ocean City’s bureaucracy?"

"Correct," Kate nodded.

Caius smirked, unsurprised. Otherwise, Kate wouldn’t have deliberately dismissed the other enforcers earlier. Clearly, what she intended to do involved Ocean City’s officials and would infringe upon the interests of its powerful figures.

"Go on," Caius said, gesturing for her to continue.

Kate took a deep breath before explaining: "I was transferred to Ocean City three months ago as the Chief Enforcer—just a little over a month before you arrived."

"But in that short time, I’ve witnessed the city’s corruption."

"Since the new City Lord took office, one exploitative regulation after another has been enacted—all for personal gain at the people’s expense."

"I’m sure you’ve experienced it yourself."

Caius nodded. "Yeah, it’s fucking ridiculous."

He still remembered it clearly—market stall fees, 150 gold per year, forcing Lunla’s grandmother to abandon her vegetable stand and rely on Belle’s wages to support the family.

150 gold might sound trivial, right?

But think about it—these are street vendors. How much could they possibly earn?

For the orphanage and the impoverished, 150 gold was a fortune. Even if they scraped together a few hundred gold a year, most of it would go toward daily expenses. Where would they find an extra 150 just for a stall permit?

And that was just the beginning. There were also taxes, public security fees, "protection" fees—by the time everything was paid, how much would even be left?

Some regulations were blatantly discriminatory—beastfolk barred from the inner city, women-owned businesses taxed an additional 10%, and so on.

Then there was the ban on brawls within the city. Officially, it applied to everyone, but in reality, it only targeted commoners. Gang members could fight to the death without consequence.

Take the Serpent Crew incident—over a hundred dead, yet it barely caused a ripple.

The bureaucrats here were deeply entangled with the gangs and other factions in the underworld.

"Ocean City’s bureaucracy is rotten to the core," Kate said coldly. "They exploit the people mercilessly. The inner city wallows in extravagance, while the outer districts struggle just to survive."

"The new City Lord turns a blind eye, colluding not only with local gangs and factions but even pirates!"

"Those Twinblade pirates you captured? They’re part of that network. Soon, the City Lord’s office will intervene, demanding the prisoners be transferred."

"They’ll claim the city’s prisons are overcrowded and the pirates need to be relocated to another city—but in truth, they’ll be handed back to the Twinblade Pirate Crew, either for profit or to maintain their alliance."

"The fact that the Twinblade ship appeared in near waters is their doing!"

"If this continues unchecked, Ocean City will descend into hell. Its people will suffer endlessly."

"And it may very well face annihilation."

"I get the suffering part, but annihilation?" Caius raised an eyebrow. "How so?"

"The Bloody Lands," Kate said grimly. "You provided the intel yourself."

"Grilla City and most neighboring cities have already mobilized, dispatching troops to suppress the Bloody Lands in its early stages. Yet Ocean City has done nothing."

"Aside from that token joint investigation task, they haven’t even sent a single soldier."

"The threat of the Bloody Lands cannot be ignored. If Ocean City’s inaction leads to a failure in containment or a breach in the defensive line, the first city the Blood Tide will overrun is Ocean City."

"Grilla City, being the closest to the Nofalark Forest, has the strongest defenses. The second closest? Ocean City."

"The Blood Tide is led by high-intelligence Bloody Creatures. They won’t miss this opportunity."

"If Ocean City falls, Grilla City will be encircled, collapsing the entire front."

"Right now, Ocean City is like a festering tumor. As long as it remains, any crisis will spiral toward the worst possible outcome."

"So what I intend to do is remove this tumor."

"Not the city itself—but its corrupt officials, including the current City Lord."

"Damn," Caius whistled. "That’s no small task."

"I know," Kate sighed. "Which is why I need your help."

"I can’t do this alone."

"And yet you threatened me?" Caius tilted his head.

"Because I wasn’t sure you’d agree. If I revealed this to you and you pretended to cooperate, only to betray me later—what then?" Kate countered.

"Fair point," Caius conceded. "But now you’re facing the same dilemma."

"Yes," Kate admitted. "So now, I can only trust in your integrity and character."

"Then you’ve bet on the right man," Caius grinned. "You’re looking at the finest mercenary in the business!"

"A top-tier mercenary honors his word—and can handle any job you throw at him!"

Kate’s brows lifted slightly. "So you’re in?"

"That depends on your offer," Caius chuckled, his grin turning foxlike.

"You should know I’m the Chief Enforcer, not a tycoon. Even with allocated funds, I can’t pay you much," Kate said flatly.

"But I can grant you certain privileges within my authority."

Caius: "No."

Kate: "..."

"Then what do you want? Just money?" she asked.

"Who said payment has to be coin?" Caius smirked. "There are other… interesting forms of compensation."

"Besides the usual privileges you can offer—"

"Three conditions. Agree, and I’ll help."

"Name them first," Kate said warily.

Caius’ smile turned wicked. "First condition."

"Tell me your real name."

"I doubt Kate is it."
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                Kate was taken aback.

One of the three conditions was just... this?

After a brief silence, however, she replied, "Katerina Plant."

"I knew it—had to be a beautiful name," Caius remarked with satisfaction.

Katerina ignored him and continued, "What's the second one?"

Caius: "Let me see your real face. Right now, you really look like a man. I want to know how you disguise yourself so well that even I couldn’t tell."

Katerina: "..."

This guy was utterly unreliable!

Taking a deep breath, Katerina raised a finger and tapped her forehead. A rhombus-shaped gemstone materialized in her palm, and her features began to shift like dissolving pixels.

Caius studied her closely.

The overall change wasn’t drastic—her jawline softened slightly, making her face more feminine, and her features underwent only minor adjustments. Yet, the transformation made her seem like an entirely different person.

More beautiful, and somehow even more dashing!

Yes, dashing—this was a strikingly handsome woman with an air of sharp elegance.

Her eyes were narrow and keen, her nose tall and straight, her lips slightly fuller and more supple than in her male guise, and her features strikingly three-dimensional. Even her short hair, previously cropped close, now settled just above her ears—shorter than Belle’s bob, giving her a tomboyish charm.

And it was no longer the common chestnut brown, but a deep blue-purple.

Even her irises had shifted to the same striking hue.

In short—she was stunning.

She was on par with Instructor Holan and the Boss Lady in beauty, but her style was entirely her own.

Yvlan was fiery, exuding exotic allure.

Holan was intellectual, gentle yet sensual.

And Katerina? She embodied the valiant beauty of a female soldier—heroic, dignified, and utterly captivating.

Caius adored them all.

"And your voice?" Caius pressed.

"Vocal modulation technique," Katerina replied, this time using her real voice—a magnetic, androgynous tone that was undeniably pleasing to the ear.

"What about your physique?" Caius continued. "Also a Magitech device?"

Katerina: "Something like that."

Caius: "So you’re really six feet tall?"

Katerina: "Yes."

Caius: "And you have abs?"

Katerina: "Yes."

Caius: "Wow~"

Katerina: "..."

Her eyelid twitched. Suppressing the urge to throttle him, she inhaled deeply. "The third condition?"

The first two had been frivolous—surely the third would involve something practical, like profit.

After all, mercenaries loved money.

But then Caius propped his chin on his hand, grinning. "I want to see you in a dress."

Katerina: "?"

Crack. The armrest of her chair splintered under her grip.

She swore she had tried to restrain herself.

But she failed.

"Are you certain you’re not mocking me?" Katerina asked through gritted teeth.

"Not at all," Caius replied cheerfully. "Agree to this last condition, and I’ll help you."

"How you want me to help is entirely up to you."

"...Really?" Her initial irritation gave way to skepticism.

No money, no demands—just a dress, and he’d go through fire and water for her?

Katerina wasn’t naive enough to believe her charm could inspire such devotion.

Besides, Caius already had intimate ties with several beautiful women—women far more feminine than she was.

Yet he seemed serious.

After a long pause, she conceded. "Fine."

"Perfect! Pleasure doing business with you, Officer," Caius said with a guileless smile.

Katerina: "..."

She was starting to regret this. The man was insufferable.

In truth, Caius hadn’t proposed these conditions just because he was a hopeless womanizer.

No—he’d caught a whiff of something else about Katerina.

The aura of authority.

In his past life, he’d dealt with enough corporate elites to recognize it instantly.

Despite her efforts to conceal it, her speech, her bearing—everything about her screamed high status.

He was dying to know her true identity. Why was she masquerading as a man? Why infiltrate Ocean City’s law enforcement? And why this almost noble sense of justice?

Whatever the case, he was sure her background was extraordinary—maybe even royalty.

That was why he hadn’t framed this as a transaction.

A mercenary’s loyalty could be bought, but it could just as easily be discarded.

But a favor? That was different. The more he helped her, the deeper the debt.

And someone with her sense of righteousness wouldn’t take that lightly.

It was the perfect foundation for a lasting connection.

If Katerina was a princess in disguise?

Jackpot.

"When do I wear it?" Katerina pressed the rune-engraved gem back to her forehead, reverting to her "Kate" persona.

"Later," Caius said breezily.

She didn’t press further, instead handing him a slip of paper and a crystal. "Take this to the bounty office for your reward."

The paper bore her signature and the words: [Bounty Approved: 50,000 Gold.]

The pirates’ collective bounties and intel weren’t worth nearly that much, but Katerina had granted him the maximum discretionary allowance.

Even though he hadn’t asked, she was already extending privileges.

Caius pocketed the note and examined the crystal. "And this?"

"A Mother-Child Voice Stone," Katerina explained. "When I channel magic into the Mother Stone, the Child Stone will glow. That’s how we’ll communicate remotely."

"Channel magic into your stone, and you’ll sense the Mother Stone’s location—and find me."

Caius nodded. "Got it. We’ll use this to stay in touch."

"Though I’ll also drop by the Enforcer’s Guild now and then for bounties."

Katerina agreed.

The Enforcer’s Guild posted warrants for criminal apprehension—open to mercenaries and bounty hunters alike.

This arrangement would let them collaborate without arousing suspicion.

"From today onward, you’re my informant," Katerina said gravely. "Remember—nothing about this conversation, my identity, or our arrangement leaves this room. For your sake, mine, and the people of Ocean City."

Caius chuckled. "You really are a good cop." With a lazy wave, he strolled out, cigarette dangling from his lips.

"See ya."

Watching him go, Katerina sighed.

She had no idea if this was the right move.

But alone and out of options, what choice did she have?

Her hand drifted unconsciously to her chest, her brow furrowing.

...Had he actually squeezed her earlier?



Back in the enforcer’s hall, Hilda and Kiki visibly relaxed when Caius emerged unscathed, smoke curling from his lips. They hurried over.

"Did they give you any trouble?" Hilda asked anxiously.

"Nah, Kate’s one of the good ones—genuinely cares about the city. I respect that," Caius said with a grin.

"Good," Hilda replied, smiling.

After collecting his bounty, Caius took Hilda and Kiki to Hailan No. 11 to close out their last job and grab a meal.

Yvlan’s gaze was complicated as she watched the radiant Hilda.

Caius had called her a friend, but... hadn’t they started the same way?

Now look at them.

"You okay?" Caius’s voice snapped her from her thoughts.

Yvlan shook her head. "It’s nothing."

"Really? You seem distracted. Need a dashing, empathetic mercenary to lift your spirits?" he teased.

"Just eat," Yvlan huffed, shoving a juicy cut of meat into his mouth before storming off to the kitchen.

Caius blinked.

What had that been about?

But he let it go. Sometimes, pressing too hard backfired.

Especially with Hilda around.

"So," Hilda asked eagerly after their meal, "what’s next?"

Caius considered. "How about a ride outside the city, then we find a good spot to spar? Let’s see how much you’ve improved."

"Deal!" Hilda beamed.

Her enthusiasm was palpable.

Caius suppressed a sigh.

...Please don’t let me have turned the Little Swan into a battle junkie.
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                Outside the city, Caius gazed at the rugged Magitech vehicle before him, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

This was the Thunderbolt III that Hilda had mentioned, part of the same series as the Lightning III but far more imposing.

If the Lightning III was a convertible sports car, then the Thunderbolt III was an off-road beast!

It somewhat resembled a Hummer, but larger and more domineering. The wheels alone stood half a person's height, and the vehicle's body boasted sharp, angular lines. Though it lacked the refined curves of the Lightning III, in Caius's eyes, the Thunderbolt III was even more striking.

"This time, we each get one," Hilda said excitedly. "Let's race to see who's faster!"

"If you win, this Thunderbolt III is yours!"

"Ho! Then there's no way I can refuse this challenge!" Caius laughed heartily.

Deep down, he knew Hilda was simply looking for an excuse to gift him the Thunderbolt III. She was just being considerate of his pride as a man by framing it as a competition.

What a thoughtful Little Swan~

"I wanna ride with the big guy, Meow!" Kiki chimed in.

"Fine! You two always gang up on me anyway. This time, I'm determined to win!" Hilda waved her small fist, then leaped into the Lightning III, revving the engine with a roar.

"Hurry up! I can't wait to beat you!" Hilda tilted her chin at Caius.

Without hesitation, Caius climbed into the Thunderbolt III, and the little catgirl finally got her wish—riding shotgun.

In the Lightning III, this seat belonged to Hilda, forcing Kiki to curl up in the back.

"The race starts when this copper coin hits the ground," Caius said, resting his arm on the window frame, a coin balanced on his thumb.

"Got it!" Hilda nodded, gripping the steering wheel tightly.

With a flick of his thumb, the coin spun into the air. The moment it landed, the two Magitech vehicles—each worth over two hundred thousand—shot forward like wild stallions unleashed.

Hilda's sports car had the quicker acceleration and higher top speed.

"I'll be waiting at the finish line. Hope you catch up before the tea gets cold!" Hilda taunted as she continued to push the speed higher.

"Such a cocky little girl!" Caius chuckled, steadily increasing his own speed.

The two Magitech vehicles raced down the trade road, weaving and overtaking each other.

Though Hilda's vehicle was faster, her driving skills were no match for Caius's. Her cornering and drifting lacked his finesse, preventing her from fully utilizing the car's potential. Meanwhile, the Thunderbolt III's superior off-road capabilities shone on rough terrain.

Before long, Caius had caught up.

"Too slow, little girl," Caius teased as he pulled alongside Hilda's car.

"Hmph! Don't get ahead of yourself. I'll catch up soon enough!" Hilda shot back.

"Then give it your best. I'm leaving you behind~" With that, Caius executed a smooth drift around the next bend, widening the gap by several car lengths.

Hilda pouted but soon broke into a smile.

Winning wasn't really the point—she was simply enjoying the thrill of competing with a friend.

Caius, too, was relishing the moment, as if transported back to his wasteland days, racing alongside his comrades.

"This is so fun, Meow!" Kiki cheered, stretching her hand out the window to feel the rushing wind. She glanced back and added, "Little Swan's falling further behind, Meow!"

"We're definitely winning, Meow!"

Looking at the adorable catgirl, Caius grinned and reached over to ruffle her hair. "Hey, Kiki, wanna try playing with the cat teaser in the car?"

Kiki's eyes instantly sparkled.

It had been so long since she'd last played with the cat teaser—actually, just two days. But she missed the milk it provided dearly. To her, it was the most delicious thing ever, and it even helped her grow stronger!

The little catgirl had already resolved to drink more milk, become stronger, and stand by Caius's side—maybe even have little kittens with him one day!

So she nodded eagerly. "How do we do it, Meow?"

"Like this. Scoot closer and lower your head..."

"I got it, Meow!"

"Hehe~"

Moments later, Caius watched with deep satisfaction as Kiki played with the cat teaser.

He adored this little catgirl so much!

After nearly an hour on the road, thanks to Kiki's diligent efforts, she finally got to enjoy the milk she'd been craving, her face radiating bliss.

Caius parked the Thunderbolt III near the gates of Grilla City, discreetly adjusting his pants to avoid raising Hilda's suspicions.

A cold breeze swept past, sending a shiver down his spine.

The weather was getting colder.

Meanwhile, in the distance...

Mack's eye twitched violently.

"Kid... you sure know how to have fun..."

"Just you wait..."

Though he'd grown somewhat accustomed to Caius's antics and knew the boy was far from virtuous, Mack had initially believed he could tolerate him.

Now, he realized he'd been naive.

So he began contemplating who he could "borrow" 500,000 from—just enough to teach this brat a lesson.

Before long, Hilda arrived as well.

"You're way too fast..." Hilda puffed her cheeks in frustration.

"You're just too slow~" Caius teased. "But I’m sure you’ll catch up soon. Your driving skills are already better than any female driver I’ve ever seen."

Hilda brightened at his words, tossing her golden hair proudly. "Fine, a bet’s a bet. The Thunderbolt III is yours now. Take good care of it, alright?"

"Of course. I’ll cherish it like our own child!" Caius declared solemnly.

Hilda froze, her cheeks flushing pink.

Though his words were meant to express how much he valued her gift, why did it sound so... weird?

But Caius, ever the sly one, swiftly changed the subject. "Alright, let’s spar. I’ve picked up some new tricks—guaranteed to blow your mind."

"New tricks?" Hilda perked up with curiosity. "What kind?"

"Remember that notebook of insights you gave me?" Caius grinned.

"I do," Hilda nodded, then asked hopefully, "Did it help?"

"Immensely!" Caius affirmed with utmost sincerity. "Your notes gave me incredible inspiration!"

"Even though I can’t learn magic, I’ve always been driven and eager to improve."

"So I focused on mastering mana control techniques instead!"

"And guess what? I succeeded!"

"Not only did I master the techniques you recorded, but I even developed advanced applications, making my pure mana attacks as powerful as actual spells!"

"Really? That’s amazing!" Hilda’s admiration swelled. Truly, exceptional people never stopped striving for greater heights!

In truth, she had always admired Caius—her pride just rarely let it show.

Kiki blinked up at the big guy.

Of course, she knew exactly where those "mana control techniques" had come from.

But she’d never expose him.

Meanwhile, Mack, watching from afar:

"..."

Oh, just you wait, kid. Let’s see how thick that face of yours really is when I put it to the test!
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                Twenty miles outside Grilla City, Hilda panted lightly as she gazed at Caius before her.

Though slightly disheveled, her eyes shone brilliantly, brimming with excitement.

They had just sparred, and she was certain she had grown significantly stronger—now able to exchange over two hundred moves with Caius without exposing a fatal flaw. In the past, she would have been defeated in less than a hundred.

Moreover, Caius had demonstrated the mana control techniques he had learned, leaving Hilda utterly awestruck.

Just as he had claimed, his pure mana, guided solely by control techniques, rivaled the power of actual spells!

The two then engaged in a fierce exchange—Hilda with her magic, Caius with pure mana—resulting in a deadlock.

Yet, Hilda ultimately lost. Caius's mana reserves were simply too vast, far beyond what even a Gold-rank mage should possess—perhaps not even a Platinum-rank could match him.

Hilda, on the other hand, excelled in explosive mana output but had comparatively lower reserves. Thus, she was quickly drained dry.

Though she had lost, defeat at Caius's hands didn't bother her in the slightest.

Instead, she was elated by his praise for her improvement.

"Caius, can you teach me that [Mana Palm Cannon]?" Hilda asked eagerly.

"Of course." Caius grinned and nodded.

Though Hilda could already wield magic, mastering such control techniques would refine her mana manipulation, offering nothing but benefits.

Back when he had learned these techniques from Mack, he had already planned to teach them to Hilda.

"Then let's start right away!" Hilda was practically vibrating with excitement. She pulled out two mana recovery potions, and after they drank them to replenish their reserves, the lesson began.

Kiki joined in as well, treating it as a review and reinforcement of what she already knew.

In the distance, Mack watched as Caius instructed Hilda in mana control techniques, his lips curling downward in displeasure.

These were techniques Hilda could have learned naturally if she had spent a couple more years with her clan. Now, Caius was reaping the credit.

Seeing the two laugh and interact while practicing, Mack's heart soured further.

It was like watching a prized cabbage he had nurtured being eyed by a wild boar.

Even if he wasn't Hilda's father, he had watched her grow up. The feeling was all too real.

So he turned away, deciding to focus on securing that 500,000. For him, such a sum was trivial.

Two hours later, their mana exhausted, Caius, Hilda, and Kiki lay sprawled on the grass, gazing at the azure sky.

A smile never left Hilda's face. Today had brought her yet another bounty of growth—once again, thanks to Caius.

"Thank you, Caius," she murmured softly.

"Friends don't need formalities like that," Caius replied.

"Then what should I do instead?" Hilda turned her head to look at him.

Even from this angle, lying side by side, she was breathtakingly beautiful.

Caius smirked. "You should say it like this."

Then, pitching his voice high in imitation of Hilda's tone, he chirped, "Caius, I admire you sooo much! You're amazing~"

Hilda burst into laughter, playfully swatting his arm. "No way! That doesn't sound like something a friend would say—it's just what you want to hear!"

"Of course it does. Kiki, show her," Caius said, tilting his chin toward the catgirl.

Instantly, Kiki piped up in a sweet, adoring voice, "Big guy, I admire you sooo much, Meow~"

"You're the strongest big guy ever, Meow~"

"See?" Caius grinned at Hilda. "Kiki makes it sound natural."

"Well, I'm not doing it~" Hilda huffed.

"Then call me big brother," Caius teased.

"No."

"Ah, you've changed, Hilda. Back in the student council garden, you used to call me that," Caius sighed dramatically. "The bond has faded…"

Hilda giggled. "Alright, alright."

She took a breath, met his eyes, and in the sweetest voice imaginable, cooed, "Big brother~"

The sheer syrup in her tone sent a wave of satisfaction through Caius.

"Is this really necessary?" Hilda laughed at his visibly pleased expression.

"You don't understand. For a man, being called 'big brother' by a beautiful girl is pure bliss."

"Pfft. Kiki doesn't call you that either," Hilda pointed out.

"Kiki's different. 'Big guy' sounds cuter coming from her."

"Big guy~" Kiki chimed in immediately.

"See?" Caius spread his hands.

"...Okay, fair." Hilda couldn't resist melting a little, reaching over to pinch Kiki's cheeks.

Girls adored cute girls too—especially when they were adorable little catgirls.

"But I still think 'big dumb pig' suits you better," Hilda added mischievously.

Caius shrugged. "Whatever makes you happy."

Hilda checked her pocket watch. "It's half past two—time for afternoon tea. Want some?"

Caius and Kiki sat bolt upright.

"Yes!"

"Yes, Meow!"

So Hilda set up a small table, brought out exquisite tea sets, and began brewing, accompanied by delicate pastries that sent Kiki into raptures.

As the trio enjoyed their idyllic tea time on the grass, back at Hydis Magic Academy...

Holan was intently adjusting a precision instrument designed to observe mana.

Before returning to her clan, she wanted to exhaust every possible avenue to help Caius unlock his magical potential.

Under the lens of the massive, microscope-like Magitech device lay a magic crystal infused with Caius's mana.

For days, she had been calibrating the instrument. Now, it was finally ready for observation.

Peering through the lens, she scrutinized the mana within the crystal—yet no matter how she adjusted, she couldn't detect Caius's mana particles.

What was going on? The instrument was properly calibrated. She should have been able to see the [Mana Particles], yet all that appeared was a uniform blue glow.

Caius's mana was supposed to be highly inert. She had set the observation rate to [100], which should have been slow enough to capture the sluggish movement of his mana particles.

Unless... his mana wasn't actually inert?

She increased the rate to 1,000 and looked again.

Still, just blue light—no particles.

Baffled, she pushed it to 3,000, the standard speed for observing normal mana. At this rate, an average mage's mana would appear as nearly motionless blue spherical particles.

Yet Caius's sample remained a featureless glow, with no trace of particle motion.

This...

Holan's eyes widened as a realization struck her.

What if Caius's mana wasn't inert at all? What if it wasn't moving too slowly to linger in the air—but too fast to be perceived?

Heart pounding, she cranked the rate up to 10,000.

Still blue.

Her pupils trembled slightly. She went further—50,000.

This time, faint streaks of blue particles flickered at the edges of visibility.

Excitement bloomed on Holan's face. She dialed the rate to its maximum: 100,000.

With bated breath, she made her final observation.

At last, she glimpsed Caius's mana particles—but they still weren't stationary. Instead, they streaked across the field of view at blinding speed.

This meant even at 100,000x, the instrument couldn't slow Caius's mana particles enough to observe them clearly.

The implication was staggering:

Caius's mana wasn't inert—it was hyperactive.

Dozens, perhaps hundreds of times more volatile than a normal mage's!

Thus, the issue wasn't that Caius lacked magic talent—it was that conventional spells couldn't handle the extreme reactivity of his mana.

Imagine a lightbulb:

At low power, it glows dimly.

At higher power, it shines brightly.

At excessive power, it burns out—or explodes.

Magic was the bulb; Caius's mana was the current.

He could form magic arrays, but his mana was so volatile that the structures couldn't sustain themselves and collapsed instantly.

Holan had found the reason Caius couldn't learn magic!

At the same moment, deep in the Hydis library...

Belle was poring over ancient texts when her eyes caught on a particular passage.

As she read, the eyes hidden beneath her hair began to gleam with dawning revelation.
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                Belle held the book, utterly engrossed.

The text documented an ancient and formidable existence, one whose uniqueness lay in its unconventional application of mana and magic.

Even inert mana could be harnessed and wielded, because this being's mana operated differently—using the body as its vessel.

Low mana reactivity didn’t matter; by channeling mana through the body's vital energy, it could still produce tremendous effects.

Belle considered Caius's exceptional physicality and potent vital energy. Perhaps he could adopt an alternative method of mana and spellcasting to achieve magic.

If successful, the spells he unleashed would surpass conventional magic in sheer power.

There were requirements, of course. While there was no rigid demand for mana reactivity, mastery over mana control became paramount.

Belle lifted her head, deep in thought.

Mana control could be trained.

She decided it was worth attempting. If it failed, she could always seek other solutions.

With that, she carefully returned the book to its place and prepared to visit Professor Holan at the research institute to inquire about Caius's mana observations.

But just as she was about to leave the library, the doors swung open.

Holan hurried in, nearly colliding with Belle.

Regaining her balance, Holan excitedly grabbed Belle's hand and pulled her toward the institute. "Belle! I've made a groundbreaking discovery about Caius's mana!"

Belle nodded softly. "Please elaborate."

"I've found that Caius's mana isn't inert—it's the most reactive I've ever seen!"

"Dozens, maybe hundreds of times more volatile than normal mana!"

"I've never encountered mana particles this lively. They’re like hyperactive children, darting around—utterly adorable!"

"You have to see them. Not only are they fast, but each particle is plump and perfectly spherical. The cutest mana factors I've ever observed!"

"At this level of reactivity, their conversion into elemental magic would be incredibly swift and potent. This means Caius actually possesses immense magical talent—possibly even surpassing Hilda's!"

"Do you realize what this means?"

"If we can find a way for him to learn magic, we could nurture him into the most formidable mage alive!"

"He could become Legendary!"

"Without a doubt!"

Holan was practically vibrating with excitement—this was the most thrilling discovery of her magical research career.

The mere thought of helping Caius filled her with joy.

But then she noticed Belle's lack of reaction. Pausing, she turned to see the girl being pulled along, head bowed, lost in thought.

Holan stopped. "Belle? Belle? Silly Mushroom?"

"Ah?" Belle looked up, blinking.

"Were you even listening?" Holan asked.

"Yes." Belle nodded obediently.

"Then why aren't you excited?" Holan frowned.

"Happy," Belle stated.

Holan stifled a laugh.

I ask if you're excited, and you just say 'happy'?

The girl must be so overwhelmed her brain’s short-circuiting.

"Well, happy is good! Now that we’ve pinpointed the big oaf’s mana traits, we should soon find a way for him to learn magic."

"He’ll be over the moon!" Holan’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. "I have to see his face when that happens!"

But then Belle murmured, "There’s... already a way."

"What?" Holan froze, wondering if she’d misheard.

"There’s a way," Belle repeated, her voice soft, almost as if talking to herself.

"I read it in the Grimoire of Old Magic."

"Using blood vessels, bones, muscles—even organs and nerves—as the sequence for magic arrays. The body becomes the vessel, with vital energy driving the mana’s flow. The arrays are inscribed internally, casting magic from within in an entirely different manner."

"This method doesn’t demand high mana reactivity. As long as the vital energy circulates swiftly and powerfully, it can mimic the effects of highly reactive mana."

"But if the mana is highly reactive, combined with the boost from vital energy, this approach could multiply the spell’s original power to unprecedented levels."

"Moreover, with the body as the anchor, the mana won’t destabilize the array due to excessive reactivity."

"Ancient beings wielded this power, giving rise to a formidable and archaic class—the [Battlemage]."

"So theoretically, this method is viable... and very much worth attempting..."

As Belle trailed off, her voice fading into a murmur, Holan stared at her, mouth slightly agape.

Belle soon noticed, her fingers fidgeting nervously. "Professor Holan... Did I... say something wrong?"

"NO!" Holan suddenly exploded with excitement. "You’re absolutely RIGHT!"

"Belle, you’re a genius!"

Overwhelmed, Holan spun Belle in a hug, then grabbed her hand and summoned an ice path, sliding rapidly toward the institute while babbling eagerly.

"We’ll refine the plan immediately, then find the big guy to test it! It’ll work—it has to!"

"If we succeed, we’ll forge the ultimate Battlemage!"

"And we’ll definitely make him treat us to another meal!"

"No—three meals!"

"Wait, ten!"

"Yes, ten meals!"

"Hahaha! With two geniuses like us helping him, he’s the luckiest man alive!"

Watching Holan’s exhilarated rambling, Belle smiled faintly, the corners of her lips curling beneath her collar.

She was looking forward to it too.

…

Afternoon tea ended around four o’clock.

Suddenly remembering something, Caius pulled out a pouch of gold coins and handed it to Hilda. "Here."

Hilda blinked, as if three question marks had materialized above her head.

"Your cut," Caius said with a grin. "Don’t forget—you helped a ton with the mission. We’re partners, so you’re half a mercenary now."

"This is your first earnings as a merc."

Delighted, Hilda accepted the coins.

Though the sum was modest—just a few thousand—to her, these coins held immense sentimental value.

They symbolized memories of working alongside Caius, so she treasured them.

"I’ve decided—I’m keeping this payment forever!" Hilda declared happily.

The romantic Little Swan never lacked a sense of ceremony.

But Caius chuckled. "Mercs have an unwritten rule: The first earnings must be spent."

"Why?" Hilda asked, puzzled.

"Two reasons." Caius held up fingers.

"One, some rookie mercs get sentimental too. They save their first payout instead of upgrading gear or skills, which leads to failure—or death—on the next job."

"That’s why mercs are always broke."

"Two, it’s symbolic—Only those who spend gold can earn gold!"

Hilda laughed. "That is interesting! Fine, I’ll honor the merc code!"

"But I won’t waste it. It has to be meaningful."

"Got any ideas?"

"It’s your earnings. I can’t suggest anything, or the symbolism breaks."

"Then tell me how you spent your first merc gold. For reference?" Hilda grinned.

Caius pondered. "I bought a round of drinks for the entire Hailan No. 11."

"Then I’ll go practical—I’ll treat the best merc to a meal. How’s that?" Hilda proposed.

"Last time, you treated us. This time, it’s my turn."

"Ha! Reciprocity—great idea!" Caius gave a thumbs-up, then added, "But we can’t go back to that restaurant."

"Why not?"

"Because we can’t afford it." He smirked.

"Right. With your appetite, a few thousand wouldn’t cover it." Hilda giggled, then pondered. "How about... we hit the food stalls instead?"

"Grilla City’s snack street is amazing—cheap, delicious, and guaranteed to stuff you full!"

"Challenge accepted!" Caius snapped his fingers.

Time for a food crawl!
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                Watching Hilda and Kiki walking hand in hand with light steps, Caius felt a deep sense of contentment.

He thoroughly enjoyed the envious glances from passersby, a smug grin playing on his lips—as if saying:

See that? My girlfriend!

Both of them!

But whenever Hilda looked his way, Caius would switch to a warm, guileless smile.

"Caius, try this! My favorite snack—pear blossom dumplings! Made with glutinous rice and pear blossoms!" Hilda handed him a skewer of honey-drizzled yellow dumplings, each the size of a ping-pong ball.

Her cheeks were still puffed from chewing, and one of the pink dumplings on her other skewer was already missing.

Caius took it and devoured all four dumplings in one bite, nodding as he chewed. "Not bad."

"Right~?" Hilda beamed.

Caius chomped vigorously, finally swallowing just as Hilda took her second bite of the pink dumpling.

Eyeing the two remaining pink ones, he asked, "What flavor are those?"

"Peach blossom dumplings—peach-flavored," Hilda said.

Caius: "Let me try one."

Hilda: "I’ll buy you a skewer."

Caius: "No need, just one. These are a bit heavy, and I want to save room for other snacks."

Listen closely—can you hear the sound of abacus beads clicking?

Hilda quickly grasped his meaning: he wanted to eat from her skewer.

Her cheeks tinged pink as she hesitated—after all, she’d already taken a bite.

But then she reasoned that she hadn’t touched the remaining dumplings directly, so it should be fine.

With newfound boldness, she nodded. "Here."

She offered the skewer, but instead of taking it, Caius leaned in and bit off a dumpling straight from the stick.

Hilda blinked.

For a moment, it felt like she was feeding him.

Her face warmed, yet she found the idea oddly charming.

Just then, Kiki scurried over. "Me too, Meow~!"

So Hilda held out the last dumpling to the catgirl’s lips.

Kiki immediately opened her tiny mouth, attempting to mimic Caius’s one-bite style.

But her mouth was too small, forcing her to nibble it in two or three bites.

Hilda watched with a smile, holding the skewer patiently.

Too adorable. Absolutely lethal.

From then on, Hilda seemed to discover a new joy: tirelessly buying snacks to feed Caius and Kiki.

"Caius, try this fried pork tenderloin."

"Kiki, here’s your salt-flower grilled shrimp."

"Caius, this is delicious—have a taste."

"Kiki, say ‘ah’~"

As the catgirl obediently opened her mouth, Hilda held out a mini cake topped with blueberry cream, carefully guiding it in.

A dab of cream smudged Kiki’s lips.

"Yummy, Meow~" Kiki’s face radiated bliss as she licked the cream away, melting Hilda’s heart and earning her head pats.

Noticing this, Caius tapped Hilda’s shoulder.

When she turned, he pointed to his own mouth and opened it wide.

"Aaaah~"

Hilda burst out laughing. "You’re this old and still want to be fed?"

"I’m just a kid at heart!" Caius declared solemnly.

Rolling her eyes, Hilda picked up another cake and—standing on tiptoe to reach his height—delicately placed it in his mouth.

Caius devoured it, his face spelling "Joy."

Nearby onlookers seethed with envy.

Damn it! Why do such gorgeous girls fall for this hulking brute? Is the world shifting toward rugged over refined now?!

(Not that they were any paragons of refinement.)

"Pure bliss~" Caius licked his lips with a grin, his expression striking Hilda as unexpectedly cute.

For a brawny man, he had a charm rivaling Kiki’s—just in a different way.

By the time they’d traversed the entire street, Hilda had been so engrossed in feeding her "big dumb pig" and "little cat" that she remained oblivious to how saccharine their dynamic appeared to outsiders.

Only at the end did she check her spatial ring and remark, "We only spent a few thousand gold."

"Plenty left."

"Are you full?"

"Nope," Caius said. "You?"

"Me neither." Hilda realized she’d been too busy feeding the others to eat much herself.

"Then let’s grab some good drinks. I know a tavern."

He meant the one where he’d previously delivered rum.

"We’ll pick up snacks and fruit, find a nice spot to lay out a picnic mat, and dine under the moonlight." His grin turned sly.

"You’re a lightweight, so we’ll get low-alcohol options suited for ladies. I’ll even mix you a cocktail."

"Deal!" Hilda loved the sound of that. "But what’s a ‘cocktail’?"

"A blend of two or more liquors with juice or other mixers. Each has a unique taste—you might even invent your own signature drink."

The words "one-of-a-kind" were kryptonite to the Little Swan. "It’s settled!"

"I’ll buy the alcohol. You handle juice and fruit. Kiki gets the snacks."

"Okay!"

Splitting up, they reconvened with their haul at sunset, choosing a picturesque spot outside the city.

Soft grass, a gnarled tree, and a perfect view of the dipping sun.

"Ahh~" Hilda sighed as she sat, mesmerized by the view. "It’s breathtaking. Why didn’t I notice sunsets were this beautiful before?"

"Probably because watching them alone just feels lonely," Caius mused while arranging their picnic.

"So true!" Hilda smiled. "Everything’s lovelier with friends around. Right, Kiki? Gitchy gitchy~"

She playfully pulled the catgirl into a hug, scratching under her chin.

Kiki arched into the touch, her tail coiling around Hilda’s wrist.

Clearly, the two had grown close—a development Caius wholeheartedly approved of.

Excellent groundwork for future... group activities.

Then he began showcasing his mixology skills.

Lacking a proper shaker, he used a liquor flask bought from the tavern.

"Some tequila, a splash of triple sec, lime juice..." He poured ingredients with flair.

"Needs ice. Little Swan?"

"On it!" Hilda flicked her fingers, conjuring frost that formed perfect cubes in the flask.

"You really know every spell," Caius remarked.

"Of course!" Hilda preened. "I’ve mastered over 150 spells—mostly light magic, but I’ve dabbled in other elements too."

"Legendary." Caius shook the flask rhythmically, then escalated to flashy tricks—tossing and spinning it behind his back before catching it seamlessly.

The dazzling display left both girls wide-eyed.

Cool. Very cool.

After the performance, he strained the emerald-green liquid into a cocktail glass, added ice, and rimmed it with crushed rose salt.

"Try this."

"Wow, it’s gorgeous!" Hilda took the glass, enthralled by this novel way to enjoy alcohol.

One sip later, her face lit up.

"Tangy and sweet, with citrus notes—and the salt explodes the fruitiness! Amazing!"

"My turn, Meow~!"

"Mmm~ So good, Meow!"

"That’s a Margarita," Caius said.

"What else can you make? I want to try them all!" Hilda’s eyes sparkled.

Caius smirked.

"Your wish is my command."
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                After downing four different cocktails, Hilda's delicate face began to flush with a rosy hue.

Truth be told, each glass contained only a sip's worth of alcohol—just enough to savor the flavor. But those four small sips were enough to leave her pleasantly tipsy.

A drunken Little Swan might grow rebellious, but a slightly intoxicated Little Swan? Her courage swells.

Watching Caius mix drinks with dazzling flair, Hilda felt inspired. "I want to try," she declared.

"Sure," Caius said, handing her the cocktail shaker.

What followed was a series of increasingly bizarre additions to the shaker.

At first, it seemed harmless enough.

"A little rum, a splash of cherry juice..."

But then it escalated.

"Now some egg whites and chili peppers~"

"Followed by strawberry-flavored marshmallows~"

"A drizzle of sweetberry syrup~"

"And two gold leaf flakes~"

Caius: "..."

He had no idea where she’d even gotten sweetberries, but after watching her toss over a dozen ingredients into the shaker, he was convinced this concoction might be lethal.

"Finally!" Hilda announced with grave solemnity, flicking her wrist. Ice crystals formed—but along with them came a small fireball the size of a ping-pong ball.

Caius: "..."

Ice was understandable, but a fireball?!

The ice and fireball dropped into the shaker. Hilda sealed it with the metal lid and began shaking vigorously.

With their exceptional agility, what would be a complex feat of flair bartending for an ordinary person became effortless for Hilda. She moved like a dancer, swirling the shaker in rhythm with the sloshing sounds inside, her body swaying gracefully to an invisible melody.

Though the drink itself promised to be an abomination, the spectacle was undeniably mesmerizing.

Caius watched with pure delight.

Then, with a final, rapid spin, Hilda leapt into the air, her skirt billowing like a blooming flower.

(Alas, she wore safety shorts.)

But the sight was breathtaking nonetheless.

As she landed, she flicked her fingers. The lid flew open, and with one hand holding a highball glass and the other the shaker, she poured from a full meter away. The liquid spiraled flawlessly into the glass without a single drop spilled.

What surprised Caius even more was the drink’s appearance—a stunning rose-pink hue, infused with shimmering gold flecks from the crushed leaf, giving it a three-dimensional, nebula-like glow as it swirled.

The presentation was actually impressive!

"Try it~" Hilda handed him the glass, her eyes sparkling with anticipation, her cheeks flushed with excitement.

Caius gulped.

After a moment’s hesitation, he took a cautious sip.

The moment the liquid touched his tongue, his eyes widened.

Holy—

It was… unexpectedly delicious?!

"This is amazing!" he exclaimed. "There’s a slight spiciness—probably from the chili—but the sweetberry syrup makes your tongue tingle, which balances the heat in this really unique way."

"Then, after the tingling fades, you get this wave of fruity sweetness… Wait, there’s a third layer!"

"Now it’s warming my mouth, all the way down to my stomach—like liquid fire flowing through me!"

"This is incredible!"

"You’ve really created something one-of-a-kind!"

"Hehe~" Hilda puffed out her chest proudly. "Of course! I’m a cocktail prodigy!"

Her smug little expression, paired with her rosy cheeks, made her utterly adorable.

Her lips, slightly pursed and glistening with a soft pink sheen, tempted Caius beyond measure. He desperately wanted to lean in and kiss her.

But he couldn’t—not now.

Right now, they were friends. Crossing that line would change everything, and Hilda was clearly cherishing this friendship. It wasn’t the right time.

He’d have to wait before taking the next step.

Still, a little mischief wouldn’t hurt.

"You should try it too. It’s your creation, after all," Caius said, handing her the half-finished glass.

(And ever so subtly, he rotated it so that the rim touched where his lips had been.)

Hilda didn’t notice—his movements were too smooth, too natural.

"Sure~" She took the glass without hesitation and sipped.

Caius grinned.

Achievement Unlocked: Indirect Kiss~

"Mmm~" Hilda covered her mouth lightly, her eyes widening in delight.

"It really is delicious!"

"I am a genius!"

"So, Master Mixologist, what’s this drink called?" Caius asked with a chuckle.

"I’ll name it… Blazing Rose!" Hilda declared. "Because when it swirls, it looks like a rose in motion—and it feels like drinking liquid fire!"

"A poetic name," Caius praised.

Then, Hilda hiccuped.

"Hic!"

Caius blinked.

Uh-oh… Was she drunk again?

The Blazing Rose had an ABV of around 30%, which was like water to him—but not to her.

Plus, while cocktails weren’t always strong, some blends hit harder after mixing.

Sure enough, Hilda’s face was now fully flushed.

Her gaze grew hazy, but she still downed the last sip before plopping down beside Caius, giggling between hiccups.

Caius wiped his brow. "You alright there, little lady?"

"I’m great!" she declared, her voice bright and clear—nothing like a drunkard’s slur.

But Caius knew better.

"Then what’s so funny?" he asked.

"I’m happy~" Hilda swayed slightly, then pulled a nearby kitten into her arms, nuzzling it affectionately.

Squish~

"That happy, huh?" Caius chuckled.

"Yes!" She nodded emphatically. "You know, Caius… these past few weeks have been the happiest I’ve had since coming to Hydis!"

Her voice wavered. She sniffled, her eyes turning glassy.

"I… I didn’t have any real friends here before."

"Everyone was so fake. I could feel it."

Then, just as quickly, her smile returned. A tipsy Hilda wasn’t just bold—her emotions swung like a pendulum.

"But you’re different. You’re not fake at all."

"You’re real!"

"Yeah?" Caius laughed. "What if I told you I do lie sometimes?"

"Lying doesn’t make you unreal~" Hilda countered.

"Everyone lies a little. Sometimes, we don’t even realize we’re doing it."

"Being real is about what’s inside. Your soul."

"You do what you want, say what you mean, laugh at what amuses you, eat what you crave…"

"That’s so rare!"

"And it’s what I like most about you!"

Caius’s gaze softened.

He understood—her "like" here was pure, untainted by romance.

It was admiration. Respect. Even awe.

Perhaps, in time, these feelings would ferment into love.

But now wasn’t the moment to push.

The Little Swan was drunk, her heart laid bare, her words unfiltered.

Within her lived a rare and beautiful sincerity—more radiant than even her striking looks.

She might not remember this tomorrow.

Or she might, and blush furiously recalling her own confession.

But in this moment, Caius would meet her purity with his own—like sunflowers turning toward the sun.

He wouldn’t tease her with playful innuendos about "liking" him.

Instead, he reached out, ruffling her hair gently, his smile warm.

"What’s rare isn’t just that."

"It’s that you noticed—and that you like it."
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                As night fell, the trio did not return to Grilla City.

Compared to the warmth of a room, the autumn wilderness was equally intoxicating.

Hilda had grown fond of sleeping in her caterpillar-like sleeping bag—a sensation entirely different from being wrapped in blankets, especially with a little cat curled up beside her like a fuzzy worm and a reliable giant nearby.

Thus, it wasn’t long before the lingering buzz of alcohol lulled her into closing her eyes and drifting off to sleep.

Caius lay on the grass, gazing at the starry sky, a faint smile playing on his lips.

This feeling… was truly wonderful.

It was only around eight in the evening, but perhaps due to the copious amounts of alcohol he’d consumed—since the Little Swan had a low tolerance, he’d finished the remaining drinks himself—he felt a slight drowsiness creeping in.

Rum, orange liqueur, whiskey, dessert wine…

Twelve bottles in total.

Truthfully, he could easily dispel the effects of the alcohol by circulating his vital energy.

But he chose not to.

The pleasant haze of mild intoxication was something to savor.

So, he simply closed his eyes.

And just like that, the night passed in peaceful silence.

…

By early dawn, when the sky was still shrouded in gray, Caius opened his eyes.

As always, he was brimming with energy.

But this time, something was different.

He felt something pressing against both sides of his body.

Lifting his head slightly, he saw Kiki curled up against his left side—normal enough.

But on his right… Hilda had somehow nestled into the crook of his arm, her head resting on his bicep, one hand draped over his chest.

Caius blinked.

He distinctly remembered the two girls sleeping side by side the night before. How had they ended up flanking him like this?

As it turned out, the Little Swan and the little cat had indeed been sleeping together initially. But at some point during the night, Kiki woke up—because Hilda, in her sleep, had wrapped her arms around her a little too tightly, making her uncomfortable.

So, like a caterpillar, Kiki stealthily wriggled out of Hilda’s grasp and migrated over to Caius’ side.

She still preferred sleeping next to the big guy.

And that was when Hilda revealed another side of herself.

Thanks to the alcohol, she was sleeping deeply, as comfortably as if she were in her own bed—so much so that she completely let go of restraint.

Her sleeping habits, it seemed, were… active.

She also had a habit of hugging pillows in her sleep.

Thus, in her unconscious state, she began groping around until her hands found Caius’ arm.

And that was that.

She spent half the night clinging to it like a lifeline.

Then, as if deciding his arm wasn’t enough, she gradually shifted until she was using it as a pillow, then finally snuggled fully against him, staying that way until morning.

Gazing at her flawless sleeping face, Caius felt an itch in his heart.

She’s just too damn cute!

Ugh… Not yet.

If he acted now and accidentally woke her, it’d be a disaster.

Besides, their current position was way too intimate. If Hilda woke up and realized, she’d probably die of embarrassment.

So, Caius made a decision—pretend to keep sleeping.

Let her wake up first and react however she would.

He closed his eyes again, regulating his breathing to feign deep slumber.

After about half an hour, the figure nestled against him finally stirred.

It wasn’t even five yet, but having gone to bed around eight, she’d gotten plenty of rest.

Her long golden lashes fluttered slightly before lifting, revealing sky-blue eyes still hazy with sleep.

Still groggy, Hilda turned her head to glance at the dim sky and sighed in relief.

Still early. I can laze a bit longer.

She started to settle back down, eyelids drooping—

Then snapped them open.

Wait. What am I lying on?

Lifting her head, she froze.

She was using Caius as a pillow.

At some point, her upper body had wriggled out of the sleeping bag, pressing flush against his side, one hand resting on his chest—an extremely compromising position.

Her face instantly burned.

And then she remembered her words from last night—

["It’s what I like most about you!"]

But her mind, as if auto-editing, truncated the memory to just five words:

[... I like you most...]

Her cheeks reddened further, her blue eyes glazing over with a misty sheen, lips trembling slightly.

What… What am I doing?!

Even if she and Caius were close, this… this was crossing a line!

Thankfully, rationality prevailed. She knew this wasn’t Caius’ fault—it was hers.

After all, he’d been sprawled out like a starfish the entire time. She was the one with terrible sleeping habits who’d migrated over.

Swallowing hard, she began painstakingly lifting her hand from his chest.

Slowly. Gently. Praying she wouldn’t wake him.

Of course, Caius was wide awake, perfectly aware of her movements. But he kept his eyes shut, mouth slightly open, feigning deep sleep.

Once she moved away, he’d "wake up." That way, the proud Little Swan wouldn’t be mortified.

And if there was one thing he knew, it was that an overly flustered Hilda would retreat into her shell like an embarrassed swan tucking its head under its wing.

Not ideal.

Hilda’s movements were agonizingly slow. She even held her breath.

Once her hand was fully clear, she carefully braced against the grass, pushing herself inch by inch away from him.

A mere meter of distance took her nearly ten minutes.

Finally, when she deemed it safe—when there was no risk of Caius misunderstanding—she let out a quiet sigh of relief.

Then she touched her cheeks.

Burning.

She shook her head vigorously, conjuring a water sphere to splash her face, cooling her flushed skin.

Pursing her lips, she wore an expression of mild frustration—not at Caius, but at herself.

This felt like tarnishing the precious, hard-won friendship between them.

This won’t do.

You need to be more mindful, Hilda. Don’t let Caius think you’re frivolous.

Respect him.

She gave herself a silent pep talk, even clenching a tiny fist for emphasis.

Right then, Caius decided it was time to "wake up."

He let out a soft groan, stretching as if just rousing from slumber, and sat up.

"Morning," he said, grinning at her.

"G-Good morning!" Hilda stammered, heart racing, terrified he’d noticed something.

But Caius acted oblivious, simply reaching over to ruffle Kiki’s head. "Rise and shine, lazy cat."

"Mmm~" Kiki let out a drowsy murmur before stirring.

She wriggled out of her sleeping bag, arching her back in a long, luxurious stretch.

"Morning, Meow~"

"Morning," Hilda replied warmly, then giggled. "Your hair’s all messy, Kiki."

"Is it, Meow?" Kiki patted her head, confirming the bedhead.

"Let me brush it for you," Hilda offered, eyes sparkling.

"Okay, Meow~" Kiki nodded, promptly crawling into Hilda’s lap and sitting cross-legged.

Hilda gazed at the adorable catgirl in front of her and grinned.

Time for more cuddles.
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                Soon, Hilda finished styling Kiki’s hair, tying two adorable little braids with cute ribbons that framed her cheeks, making her look even more endearing.

Caius glanced at the brightening sky and said, "Hilda, remember what you promised yesterday?"

Hilda paused for a moment, then recalled.

She had agreed to exchange secrets with Caius and promised to reveal hers this morning.

Nodding, she stood up and said, "This secret requires some preparation."

With that, she walked behind the gnarled tree, waved her hand, and conjured a hemispherical barrier that enveloped her.

The barrier was composed of dense mist, obscuring her from view.

Caius tilted his head curiously.

Then, Hilda peeked out from the misty veil. "No peeking!"

"Got it," Caius replied, though he was still puzzled.

Was she changing clothes?

What kind of secret required such a grand reveal?

His anticipation grew.

Hilda didn’t keep him waiting long. Soon, the mist dissipated, and there she stood—wearing the very dress Caius had gifted her.

Caius blinked.

He’d seen this dress before. What was the secret here?

Noticing his confusion, Hilda grinned mischievously. "Just wait a moment."

Then, with a light step, she glided to a nearby grassy slope.

She stood there as the morning breeze gently lifted the hem of her dress, her golden waves swaying alongside it.

At that moment, a golden hue emerged on the horizon.

The sun was rising.

As the first rays of dawn spilled across the land, awakening the slumbering world, Hilda faced the sun and spread her arms.

And then—Caius saw it.

The golden dress shimmered with countless tiny violet stars, as if embedded with delicate amethyst gems.

Along her back, intricate silver and gold threads intertwined with the violet sparkles, forming the silhouette of magnificent wings—a fusion of violet and gold.

A radiant smile graced her lips as golden mana rippled from her, flowing along the threads and coalescing into luminous wings of light. Paired with the embroidered wings on her dress, she looked like an angel descended from the heavens.

"This is the secret Britney told me," Hilda said, her voice soft yet brimming with joy.

"This dress is called [Rosy Dawn]."

"Its true beauty only reveals itself at the break of dawn."

"So… do you like this secret?" She gazed at Caius, her eyes sparkling like morning dew.

Honestly, in that moment, Hilda was breathtaking.

Even Caius was momentarily spellbound.

But he quickly regained his composure, crossed his arms, and shook his head. "Nope. Not satisfied."

"Eh?!" Hilda’s eyes widened.

"I’m happy you shared the dress’s secret, and it is stunning," Caius said with a chuckle. "But—"

"That’s the dress’s secret, not yours. Doesn’t count."

"That’s not fair…" Hilda puffed her cheeks but soon giggled. "But fine, you have a point. This round doesn’t count."

"Next time, I’ll tell you a real secret."

"Why not now?" Caius asked.

"Because I haven’t decided which one to share yet," Hilda replied playfully. "I’ve got lots of secrets, you know~"

"Ho? A mysterious swan, huh?" Caius nodded approvingly. "Alright then. I’ve got plenty of secrets too. If you’re up for it, we can make it a game—see who’s got more, or whose are more interesting."

"Deal!" Hilda agreed instantly, already delighted by the idea.

Just then, a magic circle materialized before her—a telepathic scroll’s array.

Hilda’s face lit up. "Britney?"

Britney’s voice flowed from the scroll, audible only to Hilda.

"Finally managed to send the family off after all that fuss, so…" Britney’s tone was warm. "Hilda, care to drop by?"

Hilda’s eyes sparkled. "Of course! But I’ll need to check with Caius first."

"Caius?"

"Mhm~"

"You’re with him right now?"

"Yep!"

Hearing Hilda’s cheerful reply, Britney—sitting in her study with the scroll floating before her—pursed her lips in surprise.

It’s this early… She must’ve just woken up. Why is she with Caius?

Don’t tell me… that big guy actually succeeded?!

After a brief silence, she replied, "Alright, ask him. I actually need to discuss something with him too."

"Got it." Hilda turned to Caius. "Britney invited us over. Wanna go?"

"Sure," Caius agreed easily.

Kiki, when asked, also nodded—wherever the big guy went, she’d follow.

"Should we head over now?" Hilda asked.

"Yes, to Kas River Manor. Hurry—I’ve prepared a lavish breakfast and pastries," Britney said with a laugh.

"On our way!" Hilda said eagerly.

Kas River Manor was located twelve miles from Ocean City, a sprawling estate even larger than Zachary’s, complete with lush gardens and a picturesque courtyard—proof of Britney’s immense wealth.

With a merchant family backing her, it was no surprise.

To ensure they didn’t miss the feast, Caius activated a Teleportation Magic Array Plate, returning to Ocean City with Hilda and Kiki before driving to the manor.

"Damn, this place is gorgeous," Caius remarked, eyeing the row of maids lining the entrance.

(His admiration was clearly directed more at the maids than the scenery.)

But the innocent Little Swan misunderstood, cheerfully explaining, "This is a masterpiece by the Trevor Architectural Academy—called [Frostglen Gardens]. Since the Kas River originates from the Kasmingde Snow Mountain, its waters are glacial."

"So, the manor stays cool year-round, even in summer."

"Must be freezing in winter, then," Caius mused.

"Not at all," Hilda said. "There’s a hot spring here. In winter, Magitech systems channel the spring’s warmth indoors. The grounds might be cold, but inside? Cozy and warm. That’s the magic of this place."

"Bet it cost a fortune," Caius said.

"It did. Britney once told me her father gifted it to her for her birthday—two million gold."

"Good grief…" Caius whistled, watching the maids bow in unison, their sweet smiles and synchronized greetings making him sigh wistfully.

"Being rich is nice."

Once I’m loaded, I’m buying one of these… maid outfits for Kiki!

Wait, no—I can afford those now. They don’t cost two million.
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                Approaching the grand entrance, the doors swung open automatically.

Caius noted that this was not a magitech device but pure magic.

Damn, they've engraved a small joint magic array directly onto the floor by the entrance—automated doors, plus a [Cleanse] spell cast on anyone entering to refresh their spirits.

These people are loaded.

Even the entryway was this meticulously crafted, far more extravagant than any magitech device.

Soon, a stewardess approached gracefully.

Like the others, she was a woman, her features scoring perhaps a seven or eight out of ten, but her demeanor exuded refinement. Dressed in a tailored women's suit, she was a sight to behold.

"Welcome to Kas River Manor. The young lady has prepared breakfast. Please follow me," the stewardess said with a faint, cultured smile.

They trailed her to the manor's dining hall.

It was undeniably massive—just reaching the dining area took several minutes. And the hall itself was as spacious as the entire first floor of Hailan No. 11. A six-meter-long table dominated the space, with Britney seated at the head, clad in resplendent attire, her face lit with a warm smile as she regarded the trio.

"Big sister Britney~" Hilda chimed sweetly.

"You're here! Please, take a seat. I specifically had the kitchen prepare the freshest seafood from Ocean City," Britney said, rising to usher them to their places.

Britney occupied the head of the table, Hilda to her right, while Caius sat to her left, with the little feline companion beside him.

"So lavish!" Hilda marveled at the spread—over a dozen exquisite dishes, including a still-steaming giant pincer crab. Clearly, extra portions had been added in anticipation of Caius' appetite.

"My father always said breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Only by eating well in the morning can one face the day with vitality," Britney remarked with a smile.

Caius nodded in firm agreement.

Many people skipped breakfast, but in truth, it was the meal that deserved the most attention.

In his past life, Caius had been the same—until he met that taciturn sniper.

She would often wordlessly prepare breakfast for him.

If he didn’t finish it, she wouldn’t speak to him the entire day.

Gradually, he developed the habit.

Once, it had even saved his life—because eating breakfast delayed him by a few minutes, causing him to arrive late to a rendezvous point that was subsequently obliterated by artillery fire.

The four of them chatted over the meal, though mostly it was Hilda and Britney conversing. The two girls finished quickly, leaving the rest to Caius.

The giant pincer crab alone could have fed at least five people, but Caius and the little cat polished it off effortlessly, not wasting a single leg.

Meanwhile, Hilda regaled Britney with tales of recent events.

"Did you know? Caius is amazing with magitech cannons! His aim is unreal!"

"I’ve used magitech cannons before, but I could never hit anything like he does. He took out the pirate ship’s main gun with a single shot!"

Hilda’s animated storytelling was met with Britney’s perfunctory exclamations—

"Really?"

"No way!"

"How is that possible?"

Hilda remained oblivious, but Caius could tell Britney’s mind was elsewhere.

"And in the Kotemo Ore Zone, when the tunnel collapsed, if not for Caius, I’d have been done for! His instincts and reflexes in danger are just insane!" Hilda continued, her tone unwittingly tinged with admiration.

Britney caught the shift in her demeanor and was stunned.

No one had ever elicited such a reaction from Hilda before.

Respect? Admiration?

Weren’t these the emotions others felt toward Hilda? Why was she now displaying them herself?

Listening to her recounting, one might mistake this "fearless mercenary" for some legendary, peerless hero.

Unable to resist, Britney glanced at Caius, who was still devouring his meal with gusto. Earlier, both she and Hilda had urged him to finish the remaining dishes, and he’d agreed without hesitation.

His eating style was… efficient. There was a certain roughness to it, yet it wasn’t sloppy—more like speed took precedence over savoring.

Many mercenaries ate this way, prioritizing haste, a habit forged from meals consumed under the pressure of missions. It was a far cry from the measured, deliberate pace of nobility.

Watching him gnaw on the massive crab leg, Britney struggled to reconcile this image with the "brave and romantic mercenary" Hilda described.

What shocked her more was Hilda wearing a swimsuit.

In her memory, Hilda never dressed in anything revealing around men, even if her swimwear was relatively modest.

And then there was the look in Hilda’s eyes as she spoke of Caius—Britney recognized it instantly.

The girl was beginning to fall.

With a quiet sigh, Britney cast a complicated glance at Caius.

But she said nothing. Both were her friends, and she wouldn’t interfere in matters of the heart beyond a well-meaning warning—something better saved for a private moment.

Soon, breakfast concluded, and Britney led the trio to her stables.

The stables housed an array of magnificent steeds—not ordinary horses, but magic beasts.

There were water-affiliated Aqua-Striped Steeds that could tread waves, towering and muscular Mountainrock Chargers, and the elegant Highglacier Coursers of the frozen plains, among others.

"Wow~" Hilda’s eyes sparkled. As a swordswoman and knight, she’d trained in horsemanship from a young age and had a deep appreciation for fine steeds.

Much like how men adored vehicles.

Of course, the Little Swan loved vehicles too, just as men could admire a powerful warhorse.

What man hadn’t fantasized about riding into battle as a valiant knight?

Caius hadn’t. Most horses couldn’t outrun him, and in his past life, horses had been a luxury reserved for the wealthy.

"Can I try one?" Hilda asked eagerly.

"Of course. This Gilded Luminance Steed would suit you perfectly. Her name is Gina, and I think she likes you," Britney replied warmly.

Hilda hurried over to the golden-flecked mare—a Gold-rank magic beast, gentle by nature and drawn to those with light or metal affinities.

Given Hilda’s primary mastery of light magic, the steed quickly accepted her as its rider.

The Gilded Luminance Steed was a breathtaking sight. Its mane and tail shimmered with golden motes, trailing like ribbons of light as it moved, its hooves leaving ephemeral golden prints in its wake.

Hilda sat astride the horse, her golden hair fluttering in the wind—a vision of pure elegance.

Britney smiled, then turned her gaze to Caius.

He, too, was watching Hilda, a soft smile playing on his lips.

After a moment’s hesitation, Britney decided it was time to speak with him.
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                "Caius," Britney spoke up.

"Hmm?" Caius turned to look at her.

"What exactly is your relationship with Hilda now?" Britney asked hesitantly.

"What do you mean, 'what relationship'?" Caius feigned confusion.

"I mean... how far have the two of you gone?" Britney pressed.

Caius gave her an odd look. "We're friends."

"Just friends?" Britney blinked in surprise.

"What else?" His expression grew even more perplexed, as if he genuinely didn’t understand her implication.

In truth, he saw the situation with perfect clarity. His relationship with Hilda had grown exceptionally close, and when a man and woman shared such intimacy, their interactions inevitably appeared ambiguous to outsiders—like those of a couple.

The only difference was that the naive Little Swan remained blissfully unaware of it.

As for Caius? He was putting on a masterclass in acting, playing the fool with flawless precision.

Don’t ask. If you do, the answer was always: just friends.

"But you two..." Britney pointed at Hilda, then at Caius. "You..."

"What about us?" Caius raised a single eyebrow, as if genuinely puzzled.

"It’s just... the way you two interact seems... unusually close," Britney finally managed.

"Yep," Caius replied with a guileless grin, even tilting his chin up proudly. "We’ve reached the same level as you now."

"The same level as me?" Britney frowned in confusion. What did that mean?

The next moment, Caius declared with smug satisfaction, "Hilda herself said I’m her best friend—just like you~"

Britney: "..."

Since when did this big oaf become as childish as a kid?

I’m talking about adult-level romantic tension, and you’re bragging about being best friends?

But precisely because of Caius’s attitude, Britney found herself unable to voice the thoughts lodged in her throat. The frustration of holding back made her visibly uncomfortable.

In the end, she could only nod stiffly. "Fine..."

Caius chuckled. "What’s wrong? Feeling jealous?"

Britney: "..."

"Childish," she huffed, crossing her arms and turning away.

Caius didn’t press further. Instead, he hummed a tune, watching the horses gallop across the field with an air of contentment.

"Caius! Kiki! Come join us!" Hilda waved from atop her horse.

"I’ll pass. Just ate. Don’t wanna risk puking from all the bouncing," Caius replied with a laugh.

The little catgirl, however, was eager. "I wanna try, Meow! But I don’t really know how to ride, Meow."

"No worries, I’ll teach you," Hilda said warmly, gesturing for Kiki to climb up.

The golden-maned steed was broad enough to accommodate both girls. Kiki settled into Hilda’s arms as the latter guided her hands, patiently instructing her on riding techniques.

Caius and Britney remained on the sidelines, watching like adults observing children at play.

An awkward silence lingered between them.

Just as Caius was about to break it with small talk, Britney spoke first.

"Caius, do you know where Hilda comes from?"

"Nope," he admitted, shaking his head.

"That place... is high. Very high," Britney murmured, her gaze distant.

"So high that even its threshold might as well be a mountain."

"Damn, how big is that place? Must be like a city-sized room, huh?" Caius feigned astonishment.

Britney ignored his theatrics. She knew he understood perfectly.

"That place isn’t somewhere just anyone can reach."

"Even for me... it was only by sheer chance that she stepped beyond that threshold and came into my life."

"Under normal circumstances, no matter how hard I tried, I could never scale that barrier."

"And beyond it... there are steps even taller than the threshold itself."

Caius widened his eyes in exaggerated shock. "What the hell? Who designs a house with stairs right behind the door? Bet it’s nowhere near as nice as your manor."

Britney chuckled dryly. "Caius, drop the act. I’m not as naive as Hilda."

Caius: "I’m telling Hilda you called her dumb."

Britney: "..."

With a sigh, she said, "Can you be serious for once? I’m trying to have a real conversation here."

Caius’s grin faded. "So am I."

"Everything you just said... means nothing to me."

"No matter how high that threshold is, no matter how towering those steps may be—if I don’t try to climb them, they might as well not exist."

Britney frowned. "But if you don’t cross that threshold, if you don’t ascend those steps... how can you ever truly reach her?"

"I’m already close. Just as close as you are," Caius countered with a smirk.

"You know that’s not what I mean!" Britney’s voice sharpened with frustration. She was certain he understood, yet he kept dodging the point.

Hearing this, Caius simply smiled and turned his gaze to the laughing girl on the horseback.

"Why bother?"

"No matter how high the threshold, no matter how steep the steps—that’s her home."

"It has nothing to do with me. Like you, I’m already by her side."

"We’re both her dearest friends. So why overthink it? Why insist on scaling impossible heights?"

"She’s my best friend too."

"That’s enough."

This time, Britney understood.

Caius’s meaning was clear: he didn’t share the romantic intentions she had assumed. He wasn’t seeking to grow closer in that way.

To him, their friendship was sufficient. There was no need to push further.

A long silence followed before Britney finally laughed softly.

"So... you truly do see her as just a friend."

"Obviously," Caius affirmed.

Now this, he mused, is what you call acting.

Had he known in his past life just how skilled he was, he might’ve auditioned for those corporate talent shows. He’d have given those A-list actors a run for their money.

"Since you’re Hilda’s friend, that makes you mine as well," Britney continued.

"Only now? I thought we were already friends," Caius said, feigning surprise.

Britney chuckled. "Well, in that case, I’m your friend too, right?"

"Mhm." He nodded.

"Then... would you do a favor for your friend?" Britney asked.

"Name it."

"Some time ago, I had a shipment of fabric and craftsmen transported from afar. They were supposed to arrive yesterday."

"But those bastards at the Golden Silk Chamber of Commerce—even though I’ve never expanded into Grilla City—still refused to leave me alone."

"They bribed the Nash Gang in Ocean City to hijack the shipment. Now, both the fabric and the craftsmen are being held at the Brook Marauders’ hideout."

"The Brook Marauders are no small-time outfit. They’re a band of over a hundred bandits, thieves, and cutthroats. Their camp is about a hundred miles out, in the Sanlun Mountain region."

"So, here’s your first task: retrieve that shipment and those craftsmen."

Caius stroked his chin. "Are the fabric and craftsmen still intact?"

"Yes. My sources confirmed it. The Golden Silk Chamber wants the fabric for themselves, and they’ll take the craftsmen too. Training skilled labor is harder than weaving cloth, after all."

"Then consider it done."

"There’s one more condition."

"Go on."

"Hilda can’t come with you. The Brook Marauders have fourteen Platinum-ranked fighters. It’s too dangerous—I don’t want her risking her life alongside you."

"You claim to be the finest mercenary, don’t you? Consider this a test!"

Caius threw his head back and laughed. "No problem!"
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                "What were you two talking about? You looked like you were having fun!"

At that moment, Hilda rode over on her horse with Kiki in tow, a bright smile on her face. Seeing her two best friends getting along so well filled her with joy.

"Just some business with the Chamber of Commerce," Britney replied with a light chuckle.

"Yeah, Britney gave me a mission—sort of a test," Caius added cheerfully.

Britney stiffened slightly before shooting Caius a glare.

She had deliberately kept her answer vague to avoid Hilda catching on.

Yet here he was, spilling it outright.

Hearing this, Hilda's eyes lit up. She immediately swung down from her horse and declared, "I'm coming too!"

Just as I feared…

Britney sighed inwardly.

The reason she’d asked Caius not to bring Hilda wasn’t just about the danger—she also wanted to keep Hilda here so they could talk privately.

But now, seeing Hilda’s eager expression, she had no idea how to dissuade her.

"You shouldn’t go. It’s dangerous," Britney said.

"That’s exactly why I have to go! I can’t let Caius face it alone!" Hilda countered with a grin. "Besides, helping him is helping you, right?"

"Getting to help both of my best friends at once? That’s rare! So I’m going!"

Hearing this, Caius and Britney couldn’t help but share the same thought:

What a sweet girl.

Britney hesitated, then finally crossed her arms and shot Caius a look that clearly said:

[You handle this.]

So how did Caius handle it?

Simple. Direct.

"I’m not taking you."

"Huh?" Hilda blinked, then puffed out her cheeks. "Why not?!"

"Because this is Britney’s test for me, not you," Caius said.

"Any challenge is a provocation—I have to crush it myself!"

"But I want to help!" Hilda insisted, lips pursed stubbornly.

"I don’t need your help." He waved her off and started walking away, motioning for Kiki to follow.

The little catgirl trotted after him, and Hilda, not one to be left behind, hurried to keep up.

"Stay here. Don’t follow."

"No! I am helping!"

"Not happening. I said I’m doing this alone. Be good."

"No!" She kept trailing him.

Caius turned back, reached out, and planted a firm hand on her head, halting her in place.

Hilda glared up at him, shaking her head in protest—but his grip didn’t budge.

Instead, he ruffled her hair and grinned.

"Listen. Stay. This is my call. You don’t want me developing mental demons over this later, do you?"

"Mmm…!" At that, Hilda’s puffed cheeks inflated even further—but she finally stopped resisting, though her big eyes still burned with defiance.

"Next time. I’ll let you help next time."

"…Big dummy," she muttered under her breath.

"I heard that."

"Don’t care! Big dummy!"

Caius chuckled. "I’ll bring you back a gift."

Her eyes sparkled instantly. "What kind?"

"Depends on what I scavenge from the battlefield."

The idea seemed to amuse her, and at last, a smile broke through. "Fine! But you have to take me next time!"

"Deal." He nodded, then waved. "Later."

And just like that, Caius left with Kiki in tow.

Hilda watched them go, her smile lingering long after they’d disappeared from view.

Britney observed it all silently.

"Britney, what kind of mission did you give Caius?" Hilda asked curiously.

"I sent him to a marauder camp to retrieve some stolen fabric and craftsmen," Britney admitted frankly.

"Is it really that dangerous?"

"Mhm." Britney nodded. "The Brook Marauders have over a hundred members—more than a dozen Platinum-ranks, and the rest are at least Gold. They’re a formidable force in the wilds."

"No wonder he called it a challenge," Hilda mused, as if everything made sense now.

In reality, though, Caius didn’t see it as one.

A hundred-odd bandits?

No big deal.

Not when he had Magitech Cannons on his side. Clearing mobs would be a breeze.

…

Back inside, Britney led Hilda to her room, where the two girls flopped onto the plush bed.

Hilda sighed in bliss. After days of sleeping in a bedroll, she’d missed the comfort of a real mattress.

"Hilda," Britney began suddenly, "tell me more about what happened in the mines?"

Earlier, Hilda had only given a brief summary. Now, she nodded eagerly and launched into the tale—starting with the wild ride.

"His driving was insane! I never knew a Magitech vehicle could even move like that!"

Britney listened with a smile, though she wasn’t particularly interested in the details of the car. What caught her attention was the way Hilda’s expression and tone shifted whenever she mentioned Caius.

Without fail—every single time—she lit up.

Then came the cave-in.

"You know… when the collapse happened, I was terrified."

"Boulders just slammed down. The noise was horrifying. For a second, I really thought I was going to die."

"But when it finally stopped… I wasn’t hurt at all. Just a little dirty."

"I cast a light spell to see… and guess what I saw?" Her eyes shone with excitement.

"Him shielding you. You mentioned that at breakfast," Britney said with a laugh.

"Yes! He shielded me!" Hilda beamed. "He held up every single boulder—like some kind of unshakable hero!"

"But then I saw he was bleeding… and I got so scared. I thought he might die saving me."

"Except he’s so tough! All that weight on him, and he only got lightly injured—he recovered in no time!"

"I panicked. I’d never been in a situation like that before, so I started trying to dig us out. But he told me I was doing it wrong."

"He was so calm. Even with all that rock crushing him, his voice never wavered. I still don’t know how he did it."

"Nerves of steel?" Britney suggested. "That big guy seems to have an unshakable will. And a lot of guts."

"No. It wasn’t just that. It was his experience, his wisdom, his confidence!" Hilda gazed out the window, as if picturing him there.

"He reassured me. Told me to stay calm and follow his lead."

"And just like that… my fear vanished. I trusted him."

"We got out safely—completely unharmed!"

"At that moment, I thought he was so… so…" She fumbled for the right word.

Britney supplied it: "Dashing."

"Yes! Dashing!" Hilda nodded emphatically.

"He was amazing! I want to be like him—someone who stays composed no matter what, who can handle any crisis perfectly!" She clenched a fist, her admiration plain to see.

Britney watched her for a long moment, then sighed.

Hilda tilted her head. "What’s wrong?"

With a wry smile, Britney reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind Hilda’s ear.

"Hilda… I think…"

"You might be falling for him."
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                Hilda froze, staring blankly at Britney.

Britney pressed on without pause. "Don’t deny it yet. Let me ask you a few things."

"When he saved you back then… did you think he was incredibly dashing?"

Hilda nodded mutely, her cheeks beginning to flush.

Britney: "When he patted your head… did it not bother you? In fact, did it feel kinda nice?"

Another nod. Her face reddened further.

Britney: "When you’re with him, do you feel happy? Relaxed? Like you can be yourself—like you just want to stick close to him?"

A brief silence. Then, another nod. Her blush deepened.

Britney: "Lastly… have you ever felt your face burn hot around him? Like your cheeks were on fire?"

Hilda’s lips parted. Finally, she nodded again.

By now, her face was so red it looked ready to drip blood.

The sight was so endearing that even Britney couldn’t resist reaching out to pinch her cheek.

"Then I was right. Little one, you’ve really fallen for him."

"Everything I just described? That only happens with someone you like."

"Mmm…" Hilda bit her lip, voice trembling slightly. "Could it… be a mistake…?"

"We’re best friends…"

"Then why are you blushing?" Britney countered pointedly.

"I… am I?" Hilda stammered.

Without a word, Britney produced a hand mirror.

Hilda’s reflection stared back—her fair skin now clashed violently with her tomato-red face. The blush had spread to her neck and ears.

"Eek—!" She buried her face in her hands, too embarrassed to look.

Britney didn’t tease her further, letting her compose herself.

After a moment, the redness faded slightly. Hilda peeked at Britney.

"Britney… how can you be so sure I like Caius?"

"Because I’ve been there. And now? I’m engaged." Britney smiled.

"What?!" Hilda’s eyes bulged. "Engaged?! Since when?!"

"Six months ago."

"To who?!"

"You wouldn’t know him. The heir of the Layton Chamber of Commerce—they manufacture Magitech vehicles. Our families partnered on interior leatherwork. We met at a trade event."

"You know how irresistible I am—second only to you. So of course, he was smitten instantly~" She flicked her hair playfully.

Hilda listened, rapt. "Then what?"

"We spent time together. At first, it was just business. But eventually, I realized… he was genuinely remarkable. Being with him felt easy. Happy."

"Most importantly? He supported my dreams. Helped me pursue them. So I gave him a chance."

"After over a year together, we got engaged. The wedding’s in three months."

"Wow! I have to come!" Hilda clapped her hands.

"Obviously. You’ll be my bridesmaid," Britney said, then sobered. "So trust me—I know this feeling. It’s exactly what you’re experiencing now."

"You might not realize it, but to everyone else? You and Caius are way beyond ‘just friends’."

"You admire him. See him as a role model. Think he’s dashing. That’s admiration."

"Your eyes glow when you look at him. Just now? They were practically little suns."

"D-Did they…?" Hilda turtled into her shoulders.

"No denials. I saw it." Britney sighed. "You’ve even gotten shy around him. I barely recognize you."

"Huh?"

"Love makes even the proudest hearts doubt themselves."

"When you arrived, you kept deferring to him. Sometimes even walking behind him—just staring at his back."

Hilda hadn’t realized Britney noticed so much. Her face reignited like a stoplight.

"But the biggest clue?" Britney raised a finger. "When I said you liked him? You didn’t deny it. Not even now!"

"Remember how icy you’d get when others confessed to you? With him? You just turn into a blushing peach. Still claim it’s nothing?"

"I…" Hilda stared at her lap. "I don’t know…"

"Ah, the proud Swan Blade Maiden has never fancied anyone before~" Britney teased, earning a squeak.

Hilda gazed at her reflection.

Did she truly like Caius?

Memories flashed—their first meeting, when he saved her from the Wolf Demon. Their growing bond. Him coaching her in combat. Investigating Nofalark Forest together. The time she rescued him.

Fighting side by side. Laughing. Drinking. Trying new things.

With him, she smiled freely. No need to be the aloof student council president—just a girl who could pout when displeased or giggle when happy.

Unconsciously, her lips curled.

The sight made Britney’s breath hitch.

Hilda was always beautiful.

But this Hilda?

Radiant.

"Britney," she said softly, "I’ve already told him my real name."

"What?! When?!"

"That night at dinner. After you left." Hilda lifted Swan’s Pride reverently. "He gave me this. A sword crafted just for me."

"I swore then—I’d protect our bond with my life."

Her fingers traced the blade, expression tender. Then she pouted.

"But if I do like him… what happens to our friendship?"

The proud Little Swan wouldn’t flee from her heart.

The answer was clear.

Yes. She liked Caius.

No one else made her smile just at the mention of their name.

"Britney… what should I do?"

Britney grinned.

Whatever path Hilda chose, she’d support it.

"Relax! I’ve got experience!"

"I’ll coach you!"

"The best romances bloom from true friendship!"

"You vowed to protect your bond—that includes love!"

"Your setup? Perfect~"

"I think so too~" Hilda lifted her chin, the haughty Little Swan reemerging—until she added shyly, "But… what if Caius doesn’t like me…?"

"Hmm. Right now, he does seem to see you as just a friend," Britney mused.

"So! You’ll make him fall for you—then get him to confess!"

"Why him? Can’t I confess?"

"You could… but if he does it first, it means he likes you more. That’ll make your bond stronger."

"But I think I like him more…" Hilda tapped her fingers.

"Let’s not turn this into a competition?" Britney laughed. "Just trust me!"

"Okay! How do I start?"

"For now? Just act natural. Spend time together. Let him get to know you, and you him."

"With your charm? He’ll fall for you eventually."

"But remember—he must confess first. Got it?"

"Got it!" Hilda nodded solemnly.

And so, unbeknownst to Caius…

[Operation: Make the Big Dummy Confess First] was born.
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                Caius utilized the Teleportation Magic Array Plate to return to Ocean City, then proceeded to the enforcer headquarters.

Along the way, he had already contacted Katerina using the Child Voice Stone she had provided, informing her of the purpose of his visit.

He needed the precise location and personnel information of the Brook Marauders, along with the relevant bounty notices.

After all, with over a hundred members, surely some of them were wanted criminals, right?

This way, he could make a hefty profit in one go.

Thus, upon entering the enforcer headquarters, a female enforcer approached him and discreetly handed over the documents while no one was paying attention.

Caius couldn’t help but marvel at Katerina’s professionalism.

The reason she avoided direct contact was likely to prevent mutual implication in case anything went wrong.

Katerina was quite cautious—a good trait.

It had to be said that Katerina’s efficiency was truly impressive. From the moment Caius teleported over to his arrival at the enforcer headquarters, barely more than ten minutes had passed, yet she had already prepared all the necessary files.

Caius didn’t open them immediately. Instead, he headed to the Iron Tavern, secured a private room, and only then unfolded the folder.

The Brook Marauders’ hideout was located at Hight Crag in the Sanlun Mountain region, a place that was easily defensible and difficult to attack.

There was even a map of the Sanlun Mountain area, with the marauders’ stronghold clearly marked.

Seeing this, Caius chuckled and channeled magic power into the Voice Stone, remarking with a grin, “Officer, you’re quite considerate.”

Soon, Katerina’s voice, altered to a deep masculine tone, came through the stone: “I’ve long wanted to eliminate this marauder group. They pose a significant threat to the surrounding trade routes.”

“However, this group also has connections with certain officials in Ocean City. The specifics aren’t clear yet, but it’s likely Zachary. They were also involved in the farm raid back then.”

“Got it. So, I can kill them all, right?” Caius said with a laugh.

“If you can pull it off, then yes,” Katerina replied. “But you must preserve the corpses. Otherwise, the bounties won’t pass verification, and you won’t receive the rewards.”

“I know the drill,” Caius nodded, lighting a cigarette as the little catgirl promptly held up a flame for him.

While flipping through the marauder personnel files and exhaling smoke, his eyebrows suddenly rose. “This Brook fellow is quite interesting—Platinum Eight-Star, a Battlemage. A talent like that actually turned to banditry?”

“Epic-tier powerhouses can become pirates. A mere Platinum Eight-Star turning bandit isn’t that surprising,” Katerina retorted.

Caius knew she was referring to the Pirate Queen of the Wavecrest Crew, Olena.

It seemed Olena’s reputation truly was thunderous—unsurprising for an Epic-tier figure. No doubt, if there were any historical records of the continent, her name would be etched prominently within them.

After skimming through the documents, he noted that while the marauder group had over a hundred members, only about sixty had bounties on them. However, only eighteen carried substantial rewards, including the leader of the Brook Marauders, Brook Moore.

This guy had killed an Ocean City enforcer, and his bounty was as high as eighty thousand gold.

The others were also vicious criminals, with combined bounties exceeding three hundred thousand.

The remaining marauders had smaller bounties, mostly ranging from one to four thousand, but altogether, they added up to around two hundred thousand.

Thus, Caius estimated that this job alone could net him roughly five hundred thousand in bounties.

Then there were the marauders’ weapons, equipment, and the like, which could easily fetch another few hundred thousand, right?

And surely, a marauder camp would have some gold stashed away?

Caius reckoned he could make close to a million from this venture.

This was the benefit of reputation and connections. His strength had only improved slightly since his last promotion, not by any drastic margin. But with his rising fame and expanding network, he could now access bigger, more lucrative jobs.

Of course, the prerequisite was being capable of handling them.

Originally, there were over a hundred and forty members, but after the farm skirmish, more than twenty had died, with some injured, leaving roughly a hundred combat-ready fighters.

Every one of them was a hardened outlaw, including over a dozen Platinum-tier members and more than a dozen mages. Their leader, Brook, was a Battlemage who had reportedly killed a Platinum Nine-Star adventurer.

Additionally, their camp was said to be riddled with trap arrays and defensive magic formations, combined with the naturally defensible terrain, making it a genuinely tough nut to crack.

Caius guessed that if Ocean City’s authorities were to take action, without the involvement of overwhelmingly powerful individuals, they’d need at least a thousand men to secure victory.

This was the disparity in troop numbers required for siege warfare, as well as the advantage conferred by terrain and defensive preparations.

“Alright, I’m heading out now. You’d better have the bounty rewards ready,” Caius said, standing up after finishing his cigarette.

“As long as your bounty submissions meet the requirements, the rewards won’t be an issue,” Katerina replied.

“You said it,” Caius tilted his chin toward the little catgirl. “Let’s go, time to work!”

“Waiting for good news,” Katerina said before the glow of the Voice Stone dimmed.

With that, Caius fired up the Magitech vehicle—the Thunderbolt III—and set off toward the Sanlun Mountain region with the little catgirl in tow.

An hour later, Caius hopped out of the vehicle and stowed it away in his Spatial Ring.

The remaining stretch was a complex mountain path littered with obstacles, making it unsuitable for the Magitech vehicle. The rest of the journey would have to be made on foot.

After trekking for about half an hour, Caius finally caught sight of the marauders’ heavily fortified camp.

The camp had two entrances—one at the front and one at the rear.

The front entrance was flanked by two sheer cliffs, forming a natural gate-like passage. A heavy gate stood in the middle, while the cliffs themselves had been hollowed out into numerous caves. Several marauders patrolled the pathways along the rock faces.

Caius didn’t bother with any elaborate schemes. After instructing the little catgirl to stay hidden, he strode forward openly.

“Who goes there?!” one of the marauders, who had been about to ask his companion for a drink, suddenly spotted a massive figure clad in heavy armor approaching.

Indeed, Caius was wearing the same set of heavy armor from last time—after all, having equipment was always better than going in bare. This time, he was up against over a hundred men.

“Relax, brother. I’m here to join you,” Caius called out with a grin.

“Join us?” The marauder’s expression turned peculiar.

The surrounding marauders exchanged glances before lowering their bows.

The one who had shouted earlier then demanded, “First, tell us what crime you’ve committed.”

“Murder and robbery. I crossed the Seth Chamber of Commerce, and now Ocean City’s plastered with wanted posters for me. Had nowhere else to go, heard there’s a marauder group here, so I thought I’d throw in my lot with you,” Caius replied with a roguish tone.

“So, you still recruiting? Trust me, I’m good at what I do!”

“Oh ho!” The marauder laughed. “Then tell us, what exactly are you good at?”

“I’m great with cannons,” Caius shouted.

“Cannons?” The marauders paused, then burst into laughter. “Well, ain’t that a coincidence? We’re all good with cannons here. Who isn’t?”

“Then I’m strong!” Caius added.

“If you’re so strong, why not take up blacksmithing? Why turn bandit?”

“Hahahaha!”

As the marauders roared with laughter, Caius sighed inside his helmet.

Seems like a direct assault it is.

But just as he was about to make his move, the marauder called out again, “What’s your rank? Show us!”

Caius immediately summoned his veins of vital energy.

Five golden-rimmed veins materialized, shimmering with light.

“Gold Five-Star?” The marauder stroked his chin, then waved a hand. “Open the gate. Let him in.”

Caius grinned.

Seems they genuinely believed he was here to join.

After all, the marauders had suffered heavy losses in their clash with Baron Zachary’s enemies and were now short on manpower.

Caius had taken a gamble, hoping to waltz right in and start the fight from within, saving himself the trouble of breaking through the outer defensive arrays.

At first, they had been wary of him, but seeing he was only Gold-tier, their caution evaporated.

In their eyes, what could a mere Gold-tier do? Their weakest members were Gold-tier, with over a dozen Platinum-tier fighters holding the fort. Even if Caius tried anything, they could crush him in an instant.

And so, just like that, Caius successfully infiltrated their ranks.
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                The iron gate engraved with magical runes slowly opened, and Caius stepped inside.

Before him stood over a dozen burly men, weapons in hand, eyeing him with wary expressions.

As Caius entered, the gate creaked shut behind him, and the men swiftly encircled him.

Then, a muscular man stepped forward. His bare torso was covered in tattoos and scars, giving him a fearsome appearance.

But compared to Caius, clad in heavy armor, his stature seemed significantly smaller—Caius towered over him by a full head.

"So, you're the one who wants to join the Brook Marauders?" The man tilted his chin up, sizing Caius up.

"Yeah, got a problem with that?" Caius replied.

"Nah, no problem at all~" The man smirked. "Once you step through that gate, even if you change your mind, it's too late. Hahaha!"

The gang of marauders burst into laughter, their voices dripping with disdain for the newcomer. Clearly, they intended to teach him a lesson.

"If you wanna join, you gotta be searched first!" A scrawny, rat-faced man sidled up, rapping his knuckles against Caius’ thick pauldron.

"Really necessary?" Caius asked.

"Damn right it is! How do we know you're not some Ocean City enforcer in disguise?" The man glared at him, barely standing at five-foot-seven and thin as a rail, yet brimming with arrogance.

Then, a greedy grin spread across his face. "Of course, if you're willing to show some respect to us seniors, we might just skip the formalities..."

Caius chuckled—then moved like lightning. His hand shot out and clamped around the man's throat.

A sharp crack echoed through the air.

His neck wasn’t just broken—it was crushed into pulp.

Gory flesh oozed between Caius’ fingers as he released his grip, the man’s head lolling grotesquely, his face frozen in twisted horror.

"Pathetic," Caius muttered coldly before sweeping his gaze over the stunned marauders. His voice dropped to a dangerous growl.

"Laugh again. I dare you."

Holy shit… this guy doesn’t play by the rules!

They had him surrounded, yet he just killed one of them without hesitation?!

Instantly, they realized—this was no ordinary recruit.

The man he’d just killed might’ve looked like a twig, but he was a Gold Ten-Star, just shy of Platinum. He held some sway in the gang.

Yet Caius had snuffed him out like a candle, without even giving him a chance to resist.

Though Caius was only a Gold Five-Star, his strength clearly far surpassed his rank—especially that terrifying grip, capable of reducing a neck to minced meat.

But these men were hardened criminals, no strangers to death. Instead of attacking, they hesitated, unwilling to risk being the next victim. Some even slipped away to call for backup.

"Listen, brother," the tattooed brute from earlier forced a chuckle. "Killing one of ours right off the bat isn’t exactly a friendly move. But hey, I respect it. That bastard Barret always gave new guys a hard time—good riddance."

"Why don’t you just—"

Before he could finish, the barrel of a massive cannon pressed against his forehead.

His eyes widened—he barely had time to flinch before a blinding blue flash erupted.

BOOM.

His head exploded like an overripe melon.

Caius casually shouldered the magitech sniper cannon, his voice icy. "Told you to laugh. Should’ve kept your mouth shut."

With that, he dropped all pretense.

Twin cannons roared to life—one magitech sniper, one rapid-fire magitech blaster—unleashing hell upon the surrounding crowd.

No one expected this hulking brute to attack while surrounded. The sheer audacity left them reeling.

And those weapons…

The magitech blaster drew power directly from Caius’ own magic. The stronger the infusion, the deadlier the blast.

Given the sheer density of Caius’ magic, a single shot at close range was fatal to any Gold-rank without defenses. Even with protection, surviving a direct hit was a miracle.

Worse, his firing speed was monstrous—seven or eight shots per second. Before the marauders could scatter, over a dozen blasts had already torn through their ranks.

The sniper cannon was even deadlier. A Platinum-rank might survive a hit if they braced for it, but these were mostly Golds.

In seconds, over twenty marauders were reduced to bloody smears.

Of course, the gang had their own artillery—mounted cannons lined the walls for defense.

But as a few marauders swiveled their barrels toward Caius, a well-aimed magic shell slammed into their position, turning them into charred scraps.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Hundreds of meters away, hidden in the underbrush, Kiki’s ears twitched at the distant explosions.

She knew the fight had begun—and though worry gnawed at her, she stayed put. Caius had told her to wait here, and she wouldn’t disobey. The last thing she wanted was to cause trouble for him.

The chaos Caius unleashed quickly drew more marauders, including their Platinum-ranked elites.

Yet it didn’t matter.

His firepower was overwhelming—a one-man army with a cannon in one hand and a rapid-fire blaster in the other. Despite his size, his speed was terrifying, and his combat instincts were razor-sharp.

He weaved through the battlefield, blasting apart anyone who got close. Gold-ranks crumpled like paper, their bodies shattered under his blows or crushed beneath his boots.

Some tried flanking him with magitech cannons or spells, but it was futile.

Even when attacks landed, they barely fazed him. And by darting through the crowd, he turned the marauders’ own spells against them—several unlucky souls were vaporized by friendly fire.

The "best" performance came from a Platinum-rank mage, whose fireball actually struck true—because Caius yanked a marauder into its path. The man exploded, and the blast damaged one of Caius’ magitech blasters.

That pissed him off. Even if it was just a Three-Rune Magitech Blaster, it still cost over thirty thousand gold!

With the cannon damaged and most of the small fry cleared out—only about thirty or forty remained—Caius decided it was time to switch tactics.

He stowed the firearms and drew [Angel], his massive warhammer.

A few Platinums, seeing him finally resort to melee, roared and charged, bolstered by their mages’ buffs.

But the moment their weapons met his hammer, their confidence shattered.

The force behind each swing defied reason.

One Platinum One-Star warrior tried blocking with his greatsword—only for the blade to snap like a twig, his body pulverized in the same instant.

Now, they understood.

This towering monstrosity wasn’t just strong—he was a force of nature.

"Stop him! Use your shield! STOP HIM!!" A Platinum mage shrieked in terror as Caius barreled toward him.

A shield-bearing warrior gritted his teeth and lunged forward, his shield glowing with a combat technique.

[Heavy Shield Bash]!

If it landed, Caius would be sent flying—stunned and vulnerable.

Behind the warrior, the mage unleashed a coiling serpent of flame, ready to strike the moment Caius was knocked back.

Instead of retreating, Caius swung upward with all his might.

BOOM!!!
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                The moment he closed in on Caius, the Platinum Four-Star warrior regretted his decision.

Because he realized—the moment he stepped within range, the glow on his shield flickered and died.

His magic… was sealed.

This guy had Anti-Magic gear!

And not just any gear—something high-tier enough to suppress even Platinum-rank magic!

With his [Heavy Shield Bash] disabled, he could only raise his shield and brace for impact.

The result? A mouthful of blood and his body sent flying. Though he wasn’t instantly pulverized, the force rattled his organs, leaving him severely wounded.

But the next instant, the flaming serpent engulfed Caius in a fiery inferno.

The Platinum Five-Star fire mage smirked.

Let’s see you survive that!

The shield-bearing warrior, coughing up blood a few meters away, also let out a relieved sigh as he struggled to rise.

Then—the flames rippled.

A massive figure stormed out of the blaze, his body wreathed in a dense layer of magic energy, forming an impenetrable defense.

The warrior’s jaw dropped.

This bastard’s Anti-Magic gear had to be at least Mithril-grade. Only high-tier Anti-Magic equipment could suppress others while allowing the user to still wield magic freely.

Low-tier Anti-Magic gear indiscriminately sealed all magic—friend or foe.

As that towering figure loomed over him, a massive hand eclipsing his vision, the Platinum warrior’s eyes filled with despair.

Why the hell did we provoke a monster like this…?

BOOM!!!

A deafening crash echoed as Caius grabbed the warrior’s face and slammed him into the ground, knocking him unconscious. Then, for good measure, he delivered a hammer strike to the chest—ending him on the spot.

He didn’t smash the head because he needed it intact for the bounty.

With that, seven Platinums had fallen. The remaining few stared at Caius in terror, weapons trembling in their hands, none daring to approach.

Caius casually shouldered [Angel], then removed his helmet, revealing a deceptively honest, rugged face.

"Where’s Brook? If he doesn’t show up soon, you guys are really out of luck," he said cheerfully, striding toward the Platinum mage.

The mage stumbled back in panic, shrieking, "Stop him! Someone stop him!"

"You stop him!" A dual-wielding marauder hissed, also retreating.

He and another rogue had tried ambushing Caius earlier using [Concealment].

But Caius was a damn monster—like he had eyes in the back. The moment the other rogue emerged from the smoke, dagger poised to strike, Caius had spun around and hammered his skull straight into his ribcage.

If he hadn’t bolted in time, the follow-up swing would’ve turned him into paste too.

Still, these men were hardened criminals. After a moment of hesitation, their desperation turned to fury.

"Charge together! He can’t kill all of us!" A broadsword-wielding marauder roared, his body flaring with crimson light as his [physicality] surged.

The other Platinums nodded, fanning out to encircle Caius while the fire and earth mages began chanting, preparing to obliterate him in one coordinated assault.

But then—Caius suddenly stopped.

He stowed [Angel] and raised both hands.

Everyone froze, confused—until azure light erupted from Caius’ palms.

The two mages he was aiming at felt their scalps prickle with instinctive terror.

The next second,twin beams of condensed magic, half a meter thick, blasted forth with terrifying speed.

The melee fighters didn’t even have time to react before the beams struck.

When the light faded, the fire mage’s entire left side—from shoulder to waist—had vanished. He collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.

The earth mage, having barely managed to summon a rock barrier at the last second, survived—but his left arm was charred black, and he writhed in agony.

Caius grinned.

Not bad. Stronger than the magitech sniper cannon. Gotta ask Mack for more tricks later.

Then he turned to the remaining Platinums.

The sight of Caius using "magic" had shattered their morale.

Though it was just raw magic energy, his refined control made it indistinguishable from spells. To them, he was now a freakish Battlemage—something far beyond their ability to handle.

Like their leader, Brook.

So why hadn’t Brook shown up yet, even with the camp in ruins?

Fifteen minutes later, as Caius snapped the last Platinum marauder’s neck, he finally got his answer—Brook wasn’t even here!

After sparing one for interrogation, he learned Brook had left earlier with a few elites for some unknown errand.

All that caution for nothing.

Caius sighed. Missing out on the bounty for Brook and his lieutenants felt like losing ten thousand gold.

At least the fabrics and craftsmen from Britney’s shipment were safe—locked in a cave but unharmed, even well-fed, likely due to the Golden Silk Chamber of Commerce’s influence.

Once everything was secured, Caius whistled for Kiki to clean up.

"Big Guy, just sit and rest! Leave the rest to meow!" Kiki tugged him to a chair, even lighting a cigarette for him.

Caius chuckled.

Such a thoughtful little cat.

Then Kiki got to work—with terrifying efficiency.

Now at Gold Three-Star, her wind magic had grown leaps and bounds, especially after learning mana control from Caius. She practiced constantly, and it showed.

With a flick of her wrist, emerald gusts swirled through the camp, sorting corpses into one pile and weapons into another.

Then she gleefully looted the bodies—stripping spatial rings, armor, and valuables with practiced ease.

"Just bag the heads for the bounty," Caius said, exhaling smoke lazily.

"Got it, meow!" Kiki nodded, conjuring razor-edged wind blades that cleanly severed each marauder’s head before levitating them into sacks.

By the time she finished, she was dragging multiple bulging bags with her magic.

"This one’s heads, these are armors, these are weapons, here’s the gold and valuables…" She counted off, then proudly presented a handful of cleaned spatial rings.

"And lots of spatial rings for you, meow!"

Caius took them, ruffling her ears fondly.

"You’re my best little partner."

"Ehehe~" Kiki giggled, then nimbly leapt into his lap, planting a kiss on his cheek.

"Play games tonight, meow?"

"Pleaaase, meow?"

"Big Guy~"

That sweet, coaxing tone of hers was utterly lethal.

Even the merciless, battle-hardened giant folded instantly.
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                After thoroughly looting the entire Marauders' camp, Caius escorted the fabrics and craftsmen back to Ocean City, settling them at Britney's Boutique. He then took the little catfolk to the Enforcer Headquarters.

Having informed Katerina in advance, the bounty redemption process was swift. Most of the heads were identifiable, and in the end, Caius received a bounty of 450,000 gold.

Since he hadn’t managed to capture Brook and a few of his subordinates, the bounty was significantly reduced. The head bounties totaled 350,000 gold, while the remaining 100,000 was for the eradication of the Marauders.

With the bounty secured, Caius left in high spirits and headed straight for the Iron Tavern.

There, he found Raymond and converted all his spoils into cash, including the Spatial Rings, weapons, and equipment—though he kept the staff taken from the Marauders' mage. The final sum came to 420,000 gold.

Additionally, the investigation intel on the Bloody Lands had been verified, and the remaining 100,000 gold commission was disbursed. Combined with the over 100,000 gold looted from the camp, Caius had struck it rich this time, his coffers now exceeding a million gold!

With this fortune, he could easily afford a few sleek Magitech cars. But Caius wasn’t planning to splurge on vehicles just yet.

He hadn’t forgotten his promise to fund Professor Holan’s magical research team with a million gold. Investing that much would surely yield more than just holding hands and stolen kisses, right?

Heh.

And then there was the gift he’d promised Hilda—naturally, the staves. Among them were two Platinum-grade staves and over a dozen Gold-grade ones.

Caius intended to give these to Hilda—though not in the conventional way.

Hilda certainly didn’t lack for staves, and she’d likely scoff at the crude implements used by the outlaw mages of the Marauders. So Caius planned to unlock their alternative uses.

After leaving the Iron Tavern, Caius headed to the outer city to visit Eli, purchasing magic potions.

"Welcome, Mr. Caius!" The moment he entered, Eli greeted him warmly. Two new young employees could be seen in the shop—likely recent hires.

"Hello, Eli. I need your best batch of mana recovery potions. How many do you have in stock?" Caius asked.

"One moment, let me check." Eli hurried to inspect his inventory and returned shortly. "I have twenty-one high-grade mana recovery potions, all meticulously brewed. Their restorative effects surpass standard potions!"

Caius took a sip, gauging the mana replenishment, and nodded in satisfaction. Eli’s potions were indeed exceptional—slightly pricier than average, but the quality justified the cost.

Just three high-grade mana potions were enough to fully restore Caius’s reserves.

So he bought them all. For good measure, he added thirty mid-grade mana recovery potions, specifically requesting assorted flavors—the taste of magic potions depended heavily on the alchemist’s skill.

Eli’s brews were not only effective but also delicious, with customizable flavors.

By the time Caius left the potion shop, it was already past two in the afternoon.

He wasn’t in a hurry to return to Britney’s manor, planning to deliver the completed mission that evening.

The gift he’d prepared for Hilda would have the best effect at night.

Instead, he headed to Hailan No. 11—it was time to nurture his relationship with the Boss Lady.

Today, the Boss Lady was as stunning as ever.

Her outfit consisted of a cropped blouse and shawl, knotted at the waist to reveal a toned midriff and slender waist. Below, a vibrant tropical skirt hugged her curves perfectly, accentuating her fiery figure.

A touch of makeup enhanced her already beautiful features, adding a sultry allure.

Her auburn-red curls differed slightly from Hilda’s.

While Hilda’s waves cascaded in smooth "S" curves, Yvlan’s spiraled like lamb’s wool, exuding an exotic charm.

In Caius’s heart, the Boss Lady now held a score of ninety-nine—tied with Holan.

All that remained was to explore their inner depths to determine who would claim the perfect hundred.

Or perhaps even surpass it.

Noticing that Caius hadn’t brought Hilda along this time, Yvlan exhaled subtly, her eyes flickering.

"What have you been up to lately? You don’t seem to be taking many Guild missions," Yvlan remarked, sliding him a glass of iced rum.

Caius took a sip, savoring the cool bite, and grinned. "Oh, I’ve been taking jobs—just not Guild commissions."

"Private contracts?" Yvlan asked.

"Mhm." Caius nodded.

Yvlan fell silent for a moment before inquiring, "From Holan? Or Hilda?"

Caius chuckled. "Why assume it’s them?"

Yvlan planted a hand on her hip, her expression plainly saying, Isn’t it obvious?

Caius leaned in, closing the distance until their noses nearly touched.

"Not them. The Enforcer Headquarters."

"The Enforcer Headquarters?" Yvlan blinked. "Since when do you work with enforcers?"

Though Ocean City’s corrupt bureaucracy meant the law enforcement system was entangled with the underworld—enforcers often colluded with gang members—most mercenaries, bounty hunters, and even syndicate thugs avoided genuine association with them.

"Not quite working with them. More like a mutual exchange," Caius said with a smirk.

"They’ve got plenty of tricky bounties and warrants. And you know me—I’m a man of justice. Fighting crime? Of course I’d step up!" He struck a righteous pose, successfully coaxing a laugh from Yvlan.

"You? Justice?" She leaned against the counter, amusement dancing in her eyes. "I don’t see it."

Given her outfit today, the angle offered Caius a generous view of her décolletage.

Grinning, he edged closer, their breaths mingling.

"Don’t see it? Maybe you just don’t know me well enough. How about we find some alone time for a deeper understanding?"

Yvlan’s face flushed instantly.

She’d heard her fair share of raunchy jokes from the tavern’s mercenaries and should’ve been desensitized by now. Yet, faced with Caius’s teasing, her heart raced uncontrollably.

There was something about that roguish grin on his rugged face that struck her as irresistibly handsome.

Perhaps love truly was blind.

Biting her lip, Yvlan murmured, "I’ll pass..."

"Then how about I get to know you better?" Caius lifted a hand, tilting her chin up, and pressed a feather-light kiss to her lips before pulling back with a smirk.

Yvlan’s cheeks burned even brighter. Unlike the quiet of dawn or late night, the expanded tavern was bustling with patrons.

The room had grown noticeably quieter—countless eyes were fixed on them.

"Stop it..." Yvlan swatted his hand away, her gaze evasive. "There are too many people..."

"So when it’s just us, it’s fine?" Caius’s grin widened.

Overwhelmed, Yvlan shot him a look that was equal parts exasperation and allure before retreating hastily into the kitchen.

The tavern erupted in jeers and cheers.

"Boss Lady’s running away! Go after her, big guy!"

"Yeah, this is painful to watch!"

Caius laughed heartily and waved them off. "Give her a break—she’s shy! Alright, band, play something lively! Drinks are on me tonight!"

In an instant, the entire tavern raised their mugs in a roaring cheer.

In the kitchen, Yvlan listened to the uproar and shook her head with a helpless smile.

"Such a spendthrift oaf..."
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                "Stay here, Kiki. I'm going to find the Boss Lady." As the tavern grew livelier, Caius stood up, ruffling the little catgirl's head.

"What are you going to do with the Boss Lady, Meow?" Kiki asked curiously.

"Try to convince her to come home with us. That way, you’ll have endless love-filled breakfasts in the future," Caius replied with a grin.

Kiki’s eyes instantly sparkled, and she nodded vigorously. "Then go quickly, Meow!"

"Good luck, Meow!"

"Got it!" Caius nodded, then vaulted over the counter and headed straight for the kitchen.

The kitchen was filled with the sizzle of cooking, chefs bustling about as they prepared dishes. Yvlan stood in a separate area—her personal workstation, clean and orderly, where she usually experimented with new recipes.

But right now, Yvlan seemed lost in thought, staring blankly at the empty countertop, her mind elsewhere.

The surrounding chefs and workers didn’t dare disturb her.

Caius strode in, signaling for everyone to stay quiet.

The entire tavern knew about his relationship with the Boss Lady—everyone did.

So they nodded, focusing on their cooking while stealing glances at the interaction between Caius and Yvlan.

Caius crept up behind Yvlan.

At Gold Nine-Star, her perception should’ve been sharp, but lost in her thoughts, she didn’t notice his approach.

After a moment, she snapped out of it, shaking her head with a sigh before turning to grab some prepped sauce, likely to experiment with a new dish.

Only to whirl straight into a massive chest.

Yvlan blinked, tilting her head up to meet Caius’s amused gaze.

"You… why are you in here? It’s greasy and smoky—go back out…" she murmured.

"Is it? All I smell is you." Caius grinned, sniffing exaggeratedly with a look of exaggerated bliss, his hands naturally settling on her waist.

"So fragrant. What perfume do you use?"

Yvlan’s cheeks flushed again as she shot him a glare. "What perfume? I don’t wear any…"

Caius’s eyes lit up.

Yvlan really did carry a natural scent.

Hilda had one too. So did Holan. Even Belle and Kiki.

But each was different.

Hilda’s was like jasmine—fresh and soothing.

Holan’s resembled the delicate fragrance of white peach blossoms, perhaps from her habit of drinking floral tea.

Belle’s was faint, honey-like, comforting.

And Kiki? Sweet, milky warmth.

As for Yvlan, hers was the rich, intoxicating aroma of roses.

Sometimes, that kind of scent was the deadliest for a man.

Caius leaned in closer, inhaling deeply near her ear, his breath tickling her skin.

His hands, meanwhile, slid along her slender waist.

"Don’t…" Yvlan bit her lip, her palms resting lightly against his chest—but she didn’t pull away.

"Then let’s go somewhere private, and you can tell me where this scent comes from," Caius murmured, his warm breath brushing her earlobe, making her shiver.

After a pause, Yvlan’s fingers curled slightly around his hand.

No words, but the meaning was clear.

So Caius took her hand and led her out.

But at the door, her grip suddenly tightened.

Caius glanced back to find her face burning crimson, giving him pause.

Yvlan had always struck him as bold and fiery—a woman who matched her outward sensuality. But now, it seemed that boldness was a façade, a mask she wore to uphold her role as the Boss Lady of a mercenary tavern.

Only by appearing strong could she hold her own.

But since Caius had entered her life, she’d begun to lean on him, revealing a softer, more vulnerable side.

"Too many people…" she whispered.

Caius smiled, then swept her off her feet, lifting her into his arms.

Yvlan gasped, burying her face against his chest as he dashed out the back door, then circled around to the tavern’s side entrance, barreling straight for the VIP lounge.

To bystanders, it was just a blur—a massive figure streaking past.

Yvlan kept her eyes shut, feeling the wind whip past her face.

When she opened them again, they were in the familiar lounge.

And Caius, ever efficient, had already locked the door behind them.

He carried her to the couch, sitting down with her cradled in his lap.

"Now it’s just us," Caius murmured, gazing at her.

In his eyes, Yvlan could see the flicker of rising flames.

Her face burned so fiercely it might as well have been dripping blood.

But she didn’t speak. Just gave a tiny nod—a soundless yes.

Caius leaned in slowly, his hand cupping her cheek.

Their lips met.

He pressed forward, and Yvlan’s defenses crumbled instantly.

His hands grew restless—one sliding up her waist toward higher peaks, the other drifting down to explore the length of her legs.

Yvlan’s proportions were exquisite, her thighs pressed together as she sat in his lap. Where his fingers traced, fire seemed to follow, her skin growing hotter with every touch.

Her body burned.

Her auburn curls, like living flames, began to glow faintly with red magical light.

"Mmm…" A soft whimper escaped her, her eyes squeezed shut, tension radiating from her.

Caius was briefly surprised.

So the Boss Lady’s affinity is fire?

Makes sense. How else could she be so scorching?

He was eager to find out—if her inner fire matched her outer blaze.

But just as he was about to delve deeper, he noticed the glimmer of tears at the corners of her closed eyes.

He stilled.

Then, reluctantly, he broke the kiss.

Yvlan, stiff and trembling, blinked open her eyes in confusion.

Instead of his usual roguish smirk, Caius wore a gentle smile.

His wandering hands stilled—one now resting protectively around her shoulders, the other stroking her hair.

"You don’t have to force yourself to do anything you’re not ready for," he said softly. "I’m not some tyrant. If you need time, I’ll wait."

At his words, Yvlan’s breath hitched. Her nose scrunched, eyes reddening.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face against his shoulder, her frame shaking with silent sobs.

Caius didn’t speak. Just held her, one hand rubbing slow circles on her back.

Only when her trembling subsided did he ask, "What’s wrong? Did someone hurt you?"

Yvlan shook her head, pulling back slightly.

Cradling his face in her hands, she gazed at him intently.

"Caius… I’m from the Flametower Clan."

"I’m sorry…"

Then she leaned in, pressing a feather-light kiss to his forehead.

A fiery rune flickered across his skin—gone before he could notice.

And just like that, she slipped from his arms and bolted from the room.

Leaving Caius utterly bewildered.

Flametower Clan?

What the hell is that?
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                Stepping out of the VIP reception room, Caius noticed a group of mercenaries ahead casting suggestive glances his way.

At once, Caius understood—these fellows had gotten the wrong idea.

After all, emerging from the same room as the Boss Lady made it impossible for anyone not to jump to conclusions.

Caius could only laugh helplessly.

If something had actually happened, that would be one thing. But the problem was… nothing had.

At most, there had been a brief kiss and the instinctive exploration of his curious hands scaling summits.

Besides, he wasn’t in the mood to deal with them now, nor did he bother explaining—no one would believe him anyway.

Entering the tavern’s main hall, he didn’t spot Yvlan anywhere. She seemed to have hidden herself away.

After asking the barmaid, he learned the Boss Lady had retreated to the third floor. The rooms there were the most luxurious, and one of them belonged to her.

Relieved to confirm Yvlan hadn’t wandered off, Caius nodded and returned to the bar, taking a seat.

He had no intention of disturbing her. Right now, she probably needed some time alone.

Instead, his thoughts turned to the Flametower Clan.

His memory held no information about them, meaning he’d never encountered the Flametower Clan or anything related to them before.

That left him with no choice but to ask around.

"Big Guy, did you win over the Boss Lady, Meow?" Kiki, the little Catgirl, asked eagerly from beside him.

Caius ruffled her furry head and shook his own. "Not quite yet… Do you know anything about the Flametower Clan?"

"No idea, Meow," Kiki replied, shaking her head.

"Alright…" Caius nodded and took a sip of his unfinished drink.

Just then, the burly Bob sidled up to him, grinning and waggling his eyebrows. "So, how’d it go, Big Guy?"

"How’d what go?" Caius asked.

"Should we still call you ‘Big Guy,’ or should we start calling you ‘Boss Lady’ now?" Bob teased, his expression mischievous.

Caius paused, then burst into laughter.

After all, strictly speaking, Yvlan wasn’t the "Boss Lady"—she was the actual boss.

"Get outta here," Caius chuckled, waving him off.

It seemed Bob had moved on. Rumor had it he’d met a girl working at the docks, and the two were getting along well.

"By the way, Bob, do you know what the Flametower Clan is?"

"Flametower Clan? Never heard of ’em. Why do you ask?" Bob looked puzzled.

"Nothing, just curious," Caius replied, not elaborating further.

But then, one of Bob’s teammates—a short scout—leaned in. "Flametower Clan? Big Guy, you know someone from the Flametower Clan?"

"Oh? You’ve heard of them?" Caius raised a brow in surprise.

"Yeah, bits and pieces," the scout nodded.

"Mind sharing?" Caius tilted his chin up.

And so, the scout began recounting what he knew about the Flametower Clan.

Half an hour later, Caius fell into deep thought.

The Flametower Clan was, in fact, a branch of humanity—a minority group, so to speak.

What set them apart from ordinary humans was their innate affinity for fire elements, making them masters of flame.

Of course, there were plenty of races on the continent with even greater mastery over fire than the Flametower Clan. What truly made them renowned, however, was their totems.

It was said that with the power of a Flametower Totem, a fire mage could unleash strength far beyond their normal limits!

Thus, while the Flametower people themselves weren’t the most powerful fire-aligned branch of humanity, their totemic power was something coveted and pursued by all races.

Once, an adventuring party had a formidable Flametower Totem Priestess as their support. It was her totemic empowerment that allowed her partner’s strength to surge by an entire major tier, enabling the party to achieve the legendary feat of slaying a dragon!

That battle cemented the Flametower Clan’s fame.

However, not just anyone could receive the blessing of a Flametower Totem.

Nor did having a Flametower member in your party automatically grant you the ability to overcome higher-tier foes.

In truth, the use of this totemic power came with restrictions—ones most people couldn’t meet.

This was tied to the symbolism behind the Flametower Totem.

The totem embodied three ideals:

[Passion], [Unyielding], and… [Fidelity].

The first two were manageable, but the last one meant that Flametower folk—whether men or women—chose only one partner in their lifetime. Once chosen, they would stand unwaveringly by their side, no matter the outcome.

Only the Flametower’s chosen partner could receive the empowerment and protection of their totemic power.

Thus, what truly made the Flametower Clan famous wasn’t their strength, but their unshakable devotion.

Once, a bard had said: "If you can make a Flametower fall for you, you must be a legendary Casanova—one who could charm anyone."

Though exaggerated and romanticized, the statement underscored just how exacting the Flametower’s standards for a partner were.

And that was precisely what troubled Caius the most.

Fidelity…

Caius knew he wasn’t a one-woman man. So truly winning Yvlan’s heart and soul would be far harder than he’d imagined.

No wonder she’d been so bothered by his interactions with other girls. It wasn’t mere jealousy—it was because of this.

What to do…

He couldn’t give her up.

He liked to think of himself as a responsible man. If he truly cared for someone, he’d take responsibility.

But would Yvlan accept that?

He didn’t know. What he did know was that it wasn’t possible now—otherwise, she wouldn’t have reacted the way she did earlier.

He sighed.

The revolution is far from over, comrade. There’s still work to be done…

Ah, but Kiki was so much easier!

Adorable, obedient, easy to tease, and never jealous—in fact, she’d even abet his mischief.

The thought made him reach out and ruffle Kiki’s furry head again.

Though she didn’t understand why, she loved it when the Big Guy petted her.

Glancing out the window, he saw the sun was setting, dusk approaching.

Finishing his drink, Caius left the tavern with Kiki in tow.

His mood was complicated. A walk might help clear his mind.

As he wandered aimlessly, he found himself at the orphanage. Deciding to drop in, he went to see Lunla and the children.

The moment Caius and Kiki stepped in, several little girls came running over.

Seeing their bright smiles lifted the gloom in Caius’s heart.

"Big Guy, Belle sent you letters," Tina said, handing him a few unopened envelopes.

Caius grinned and patted her head. Tina giggled before darting off to play with Kiki.

Opening the letters, he began to read.

The first few, dated days earlier, were all variations of the same theme—lists of meals.

Belle would detail what she’d eaten for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, even asking if Caius had any suggestions for improvement.

Though mundane, Caius couldn’t help but smile.

Then came the fourth letter.

[Belle:]

[Professor Holan and I have found a way for you to learn Magic. Can you come when you have time?]

The handwriting then shifted—clearly Holan’s.

[Hmph! With two geniuses like us helping you, you’d better be grateful!]

[You must come to the Academy tomorrow. Any later, and I’ll have returned to my Clan. You’ll regret it—this is a monumental discovery!]

Reading this, Caius shot to his feet, eyes alight with excitement.

I can learn Magic now?!
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                However, glancing at the darkening sky outside, Caius forcibly suppressed his excitement.

Tonight was definitely out of the question. Besides, Silly Mushroom and Holan usually turned in early due to their magical research commitments. By the time he returned from Britney’s manor, it would likely be too late anyway.

So, tomorrow it was.

Sixteen years had already passed—what was one more night?

Leaving the orphanage, Caius drove off with Kiki toward Britney’s manor.

Upon arrival, he found Hilda and Britney in the courtyard, where they had set up a small tent and lit a beautiful bonfire.

This wasn’t some flimsy makeshift tent but one of those refined, collapsible ones sold in the market—comfortable and well-crafted.

The firewood was neatly stacked, the flames contained within a designated area—bright and warm, yet carefully controlled to avoid scorching the lawn.

Caius chuckled. With such a grand and lovely manor at their disposal, these two girls had chosen to camp outside. Truly, no one else would do such a thing.

But it was clear this was Hilda’s idea—she wanted Britney to experience the feeling of spending a night outdoors.

And it seemed to be going well. When Caius arrived, the two girls were lying inside the tent, reading together, with a small tray beside them holding teacups and pastries—an image of cozy refinement.

The moment Hilda spotted Caius, her face lit up, and she scrambled out of the tent to greet him.

Britney could only sigh in amusement.

Just moments ago, during their chat, Hilda had insisted on maintaining some restraint. Yet now, all that resolve had flown out the window.

But Britney didn’t comment. After all, this was just Hilda’s nature—vivacious, open-hearted, and brimming with enthusiasm.

"What’s all this? A bonfire tea party?" Caius teased.

"Something like that," Hilda replied with a sweet smile. "I set it up. Not bad, right?"

Caius gave the scene a once-over and nodded approvingly. "Looks well put together. Impressive."

"Heh, I’ve picked up a thing or two," Hilda boasted, hands on her hips.

"Oh really? Then how come you still can’t navigate for the life of you?" Caius grinned.

Hilda froze, then puffed out her cheeks in indignation. "You’re making fun of me again!"

Just as she was about to blurt out "Big Dummy," Caius swiftly cut her off with a diversion. "Guess what I brought you?"

With a flick of his spatial ring, several staves materialized in his hands.

"These are…" Hilda leaned in, her eyes widening with delight. "Staves! Perfect for magic practice!"

"Thank you~"

Seeing her radiant expression, Caius couldn’t help but feel a pang of warmth.

He knew Hilda certainly didn’t lack for staves. But because these were gifts from him, she would always respond with genuine joy and appreciation—nurturing his pride as a man.

And Caius had no intention of disappointing her. With a grin, he said, "Oh, these aren’t for practicing magic."

Hilda’s eyes immediately sparkled with curiosity. "Then what else can they be used for?"

"Glad you asked." Caius nodded, then pointed at the bonfire. "First, put out the fire and turn off all the manor’s lights."

Puzzled but intrigued, Hilda and Britney complied.

With a wave of her hand, Hilda cast the common magic [Fire Control], dispersing the bonfire’s flames into the air. Britney, meanwhile, gave the order to deactivate the manor’s Magitech lighting sequence. Soon, the once-bright estate was plunged into darkness.

Following Caius’s instructions, Hilda, Britney, and Kiki sat on the grass, watching as he jogged a distance away.

"What’s he up to?" Hilda cupped her hands around her mouth and called out.

"Watch closely!" Caius grinned, then pulled out a mana recovery potion, uncorked it with his teeth, and took a swig.

The vial was small, holding only about ten milliliters of the shimmering liquid.

Next, he grabbed a Gold-tier staff and channeled a surge of magic power into it.

The magic crystal at its tip began to glow—brighter and brighter—until fine cracks spiderwebbed across its surface.

Magic crystals had limited capacity. Once overloaded, either in quantity or intensity, they would inevitably shatter.

At the critical moment before the crystal’s collapse, Caius swung his arm in a powerful arc, sending the staff spiraling high into the night sky.

From their spot on the lawn, the three girls watched as the spiraling blue light climbed higher and higher—until, at its peak, Caius sent one final pulse of magic through the staff’s shaft.

The crystal could take no more.

BOOM.

A brilliant explosion of azure sparks erupted across the darkness, spreading hundreds of meters in a dazzling display that bathed the entire manor in an ethereal blue glow.

It also illuminated Hilda’s awestruck face.

In that moment, her eyes shimmered like they held the stars themselves.

Because this was Caius’s gift to her—a staff fireworks show!

Sure, this world had fireworks. But how could ordinary pyrotechnics compare to the radiant splendor of bursting magic crystals and gemstones?

Grinning, Caius pulled out two more staves. The first had been water-aligned; these were fire and wind, their crystals and gems glowing in hues of crimson and emerald. When overloaded, their explosions would paint the sky in entirely different colors.

After saturating them with magic, he hurled them skyward one after another.

Moments later—

BOOM. BOOM.

Twin detonations split the night, unfurling into blossoms of scarlet and cerulean. The mingling colors were breathtaking—vibrant, vivid, and utterly mesmerizing.

"Wow…" This time, even Britney couldn’t suppress a gasp of admiration.

Kiki cheered, tiny hands waving excitedly. Even the manor’s maids paused their duties, gazing up at the spectacle with wonder and envy.

Only Hilda remained silent.

She simply watched, enraptured, as the magic sparks bloomed overhead, their kaleidoscopic glow dancing across her flawless features, softening her smile into something tender.

Then, slowly, her gaze drifted downward—past the fireworks, past the shimmering aftermath—to settle on the burly figure responsible for it all.

Watching him laugh unrestrainedly, she found herself smiling helplessly in return.

Britney had been right.

She liked him.

Really, really liked him.

"Last two—the grand finale!" Caius announced with a grin, downing two more mana potions. Then, with a surge of magic, the two Platinum-tier staves in his hands blazed brighter and brighter.

Muscles tensing, he put his full strength into the throw.

The staves rocketed upward, propelled by his monstrous strength—soaring nearly a kilometer into the air before—

BOOOOOOM!

Like twin peals of thunder, crimson and golden light erupted across the night, illuminating the entire manor in a dazzling, sunlit radiance.

As the brilliance faded, lingering motes of magic drifted down like glowing snowflakes—a gentle, dreamlike descent.

Her eyes shone, reflecting the fading spectacle.

But more than the fireworks, what filled her vision was him—laughing, unrestrained, utterly alive.

"So? Like the gift?" Caius let out a mana potion-flavored burp, then sauntered over to Hilda with a grin.

"I love it!" Hilda’s eyes sparkled as she gazed at him.

"I absolutely love it!"
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                "Glad you liked it," Caius chuckled, ruffling her hair affectionately.

Hilda giggled, leaning slightly into his touch even as he withdrew his hand.

She parted her lips as if to speak—

But Britney, snapping out of her daze, quickly squeezed her wrist in warning.

She was genuinely worried this girl might blurt out a confession right then and there.

And honestly? Hilda had been this close to doing exactly that.

Yet when Britney’s fingers closed around hers, the words stalled in her throat.

Partly from sudden shyness, but mostly because she remembered Britney’s advice.

Let Caius make the first move.

"Hold on—Hilda and I need to talk," Britney announced, steering Hilda away before Caius could react.

Once they were out of earshot, Hilda pouted. "Britney… can’t I just confess first?"

"You’re a lady! Have some restraint!" Britney chided, exasperated.

"But… I really like him," Hilda murmured, casting a glance back at Caius.

"What if he doesn’t like you back?" Britney countered. "Right now, he sees you as a friend. If you spring a confession on him and he’s not ready, you might ruin even that."

Hilda fell silent, shoulders slumping.

It was true. She and Caius had always been just friends. A sudden confession would be reckless.

"...Okay, I get it," she finally conceded.

Britney smiled, pleased—

Only for Hilda to immediately add, "So I’ll wait until I’m sure he likes me, then confess!"

Britney: "…"

"You—" Pinching Hilda’s cheek, Britney sighed. "Are you really this impatient?"

"I just like him…" Hilda mumbled.

"Precisely why you can’t rush!" Britney said firmly. "Think of love like running a business. You don’t charge in blindly—you strategize."

"Even with wealth and resources, success hinges on understanding your partner’s needs. You must adapt, and guide their expectations."

"Only when you’ve built mutual investment does the alliance stabilize. That’s the first milestone."

"Move too fast? You’ll scare them off. Understood?"

Hilda: "…"

Staring blankly, Hilda blinked.

Britney rolled her eyes. "Slow and steady. Like I said—deepen the bond naturally. Let affection grow over time."

"Think about it. Don’t you hate it when suitors ambush you with confessions?"

"That’s what you’d be doing to him."

"Your job now is to nurture this connection. Make him cherish you—not see you as impulsive."

This time, it clicked.

Hilda did despise sudden declarations from admirers. If Caius felt the same, her rashness would backfire terribly.

"I understand, Britney!" she vowed, eyes shining.

"Good. So—keep me updated on your ‘progress.’ No reckless moves. In matters of the heart, patience is everything."

"Mm!" Hilda nodded eagerly.

Britney smirked. "…Are you already daydreaming about your ‘happy ever after’?"

Hilda’s face flamed. "N-No!"

"Please. I know you," Britney laughed. "Always lost in romantic fantasies."

"Hehe, I can’t help it~" Hilda swayed their clasped hands playfully.

Shaking her head, Britney let it go.

This was part of Hilda’s charm—her heart brimmed with boundless optimism. A dreamer through and through.

Sigh. How did Caius reel her in so completely?

Then again, after that fireworks display, Britney could guess.

Caius was different from Hilda’s usual suitors.

The first man to ever make her heart flutter.

…May they find happiness.

——

Returning to Caius, the girls wore matching enigmatic smiles.

"What was that about?" Caius eyed them curiously. Their hushed conversation had been magically shielded—even his sharp ears caught nothing.

Hilda and Britney exchanged a glance, then chimed in unison: "Secret~"

Caius snorted but didn’t press. Turning to Britney, he said, "Mission accomplished. Your textiles and craftsmen are safe."

"Thank you," Britney said sincerely. "They’re vital for securing Ocean City’s market—and expanding toward Grilla City."

"Now, about your payment—" She arched a brow.

Caius waved it off. "We’re friends. Among friends—"

"—helping each other is natural!" Hilda finished brightly. Their shared grins were almost too harmonious.

Watching them, Britney couldn’t help but smile.

Honestly? They do look good together.

"Fine. But if you ever need aid, come to me," Britney conceded. "I can’t rival the Golden Silk Chamber yet, but in Ocean City, my support still counts."

"Then I’ll take you up on that," Caius said warmly. Glancing at the sky, he added, "Alright, ladies—time for me to go."

Hilda startled. "Wait! You’re not staying?"

Britney nodded. "The manor has plenty of rooms. I’ve already prepared one."

She’d assumed he’d spend the night.

"Hilda returns to the Academy tomorrow, and I’ve got… things to wrap up," Caius said vaguely.

Truth was, he had nothing urgent.

But—he’d promised Kiki a gaming night.

Doing that here would feel awkward. Better to head back to the tavern.

Plus, with Holan and Belle expecting him tomorrow, staying risked Hilda insisting they travel together. That would be… problematic.

Given how even Britney now saw them as a couple, Holan’s reaction was unpredictable.

Sure, Holan and Belle seemed accepting of each other—but Hilda? That bridge remained unbuilt.

Best to tread carefully.

Hilda’s face fell, but she nodded.

"Okay. But next holiday, you’re taking me with you!" she declared.

"Deal," Caius agreed.

Perfect. Didn’t even have to plan the next date.

What an adorable Little Swan.
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                Returning to Hailan No. 11, Caius was met with an unusual sight—the Boss Lady wasn’t at her usual post behind the bar.

"Has Yvlan come down at all?" he asked the barmaid.

"Once," she replied after a moment’s thought. "Grabbed a bottle of rum and went back up."

"I see…" Caius fell silent briefly before nodding. Then, he pulled out 1,000 gold coins and tossed them to her.

The barmaid’s eyes lit up—then dimmed with confusion.

"Keep an eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t do anything reckless," Caius said with a faint smile. "Note anything unusual and let me know later."

"You got it, boss!" The barmaid nodded vigorously.

1,000 gold! That was several months’ wages for her. She’d take this job dead seriously.

Caius’s concern stemmed from worry—Yvlan might spiral after today’s events.

What had happened revealed a deep-seated insecurity in her.

Not the kind born of danger, but of him.

Yvlan had met Hilda and Holan. Both girls cast long shadows over her confidence.

She wasn’t self-assured. Around Holan, she’d shown traces of inferiority—let alone facing a noble like Hilda.

Though Caius repeatedly stressed they were just "friends," and Yvlan pretended to believe it, that didn’t mean she truly trusted him.

She wasn’t naive. She knew Caius wasn’t a one-woman man.

So she coped by deluding herself—or perhaps lying to herself.

As the tavern’s owner, she didn’t need to man the bar personally. She could’ve stayed in the back like Raymond, comfortably out of sight.

But if she wasn’t at the counter, she wouldn’t see the beautiful women Caius brought back. She wouldn’t feel that pang of panic, that jealousy—those emotions she feared would push him away.

She knew men disliked clingy, possessive women. She didn’t want Caius to resent her.

It was like an ostrich burying its head in the sand—if she couldn’t see the problem, maybe it didn’t exist.

For now, Caius had no perfect solution. He could only take things step by step.

As long as she was safe, he believed things could still work out.

Heading upstairs, Caius entered the room Yvlan had reserved for him since day one—the best room on the second floor, tucked at the very end of the hallway.

Coincidentally, the finest room on the third floor was directly above his. Yvlan’s room.

After a shower, Caius lay on the bed, staring blankly at the ceiling—as if his gaze could pierce through it to where Yvlan might be.

(It couldn’t.)

Then—two furry cat ears popped into his line of sight.

They twitched once, then leaned forward, revealing Kiki’s adorable face.

"Big Guy~" she cooed before bending down to plant a kiss on his lips.

Smiling, Caius wrapped an arm around her waist while his other hand found its way to her plush backside.

Kiki nestled against his chest, purring contentedly.

Just as Caius expected her to ask for the cat teaser to play, she suddenly nuzzled deeper into his embrace, pressing her cheek to his.

A soft whisper reached his ear:

"Big Guy… you’re sad, Meow?"

"Hm?" Caius arched a brow, then chuckled as he ruffled her hair. "You can tell?"

"Mm!" Kiki nodded. "I feel it. Big Guy isn’t happy, Meow."

"Is it… because of the Boss Lady, Meow?"

"...Yeah, kinda." Caius hadn’t expected such perceptiveness from her. "Let’s just say Operation: Bring Home the Boss Lady hit a difficulty spike."

"Then I’ll help, Meow!" Kiki declared suddenly.

"You?" Caius blinked.

"Mm! I’ll talk to her! Tell her how awesome Big Guy is!" Kiki’s eyes sparkled. "Then maybe she’ll come home, Meow!"

Caius’s expression brightened instantly.

Of course!

Why hadn’t he thought of that?

Yvlan was avoiding him—but she wouldn’t shut out Kiki. The little Catgirl could be the key to breaching her emotional walls.

Overjoyed, Caius kissed Kiki’s forehead. "You’re a genius!"

"Hehe~" Kiki giggled, tail swaying happily.

Pulling her close, Caius began whispering instructions:

"Tomorrow, stay at the tavern. Find a chance to chat with her—casually mention I’m heading out on a super dangerous mission…"

"Then say this… and this… Got it?"

"Got it, Meow!" Kiki nodded eagerly.

Caius grinned. "Good girl. C’mere—"

Mwah!

Kiki was thrilled. Helping Big Guy was all she wanted—no matter what it took.

Nuzzling his cheek, her tail grew mischievous, slipping under his waistband to coil around the "cat teaser."

"Big Guy~" Her voice turned velvety.

Caius smirked.

Such a thoughtful kitten deserved a reward, didn’t she?

Scooping her up, he announced, "Let’s try a new game tonight. A two-player game."

"Two-player, Meow?"

"Yep. Turn around… straddle me like this—"

"Feels weird, Meow… Wah! The teaser, Meow!"

"Hehe~"

And so—Kiki played with the cat teaser, while the Big Guy played with her.

The night passed in mutual delight.

What a perfect co-op game.

…

Meanwhile, in her room, Yvlan stared at the pendant in her hand.

After leaving her homeland, she’d come to Ocean City to forge her own path. Years had passed—she was 27 now, with a modest foothold in the city.

Yet it still felt leagues away from her dreams. Hope seemed distant.

Originally, she’d planned to return home this year if nothing changed—to obey her father and manage the Firebeast Farm.

She hated the idea of being a farm owner. But it was better than staying here as a nobody—a middleman and tavern keeper.

Then Caius appeared.

That big oaf… he was magnetic.

Not just because he flirted and teased her relentlessly. What truly captivated her was his fearless audacity.

She’d never met someone so unshakably confident.

From their first meeting, he stood out—and with every interaction since, she’d fallen deeper under his spell.

But she knew she wasn’t the most remarkable woman in his life.

For him, this tavern was a starting point.

For her? It might already be the end of the road…
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                Yvlan knew that without Caius, she would never have achieved so much.

Perhaps she could have, but certainly not this quickly, and even then, she would have reached her limit long ago.

His strength, his talent, everything about him destined him to climb even higher.

But what about her?

Her talent wasn’t top-tier, nor was her intellect. The only thing that could be considered decent was perhaps her looks.

From the day she became the owner of the tavern, she had sworn never to rely on her appearance to achieve her goals. She wanted to use her own hands and abilities to fulfill her dreams through hard work.

But now, she realized—aside from her looks, what else did she have to attract Caius?

In terms of professional skills, she wasn’t the best. In Ocean City, there were plenty of tavern owners and middlemen more capable than her.

What could she offer Caius? Aside from her appearance, perhaps only those insignificant, lovingly prepared breakfasts…

If that was all, she wouldn’t mind. For someone she loved, she could give up her own dreams to support him.

But…

Caius wasn’t alone by her side.

In terms of beauty, Holan was on par with her. But Holan was an instructor at Hydis Magic Academy. To hold such a position, whether in knowledge, background, or strength, she was beyond comparison.

And then there was Hilda.

If Holan made her feel inferior, Hilda made her feel like she couldn’t even muster the courage to compare.

There was simply no contest.

Even the City Lord of Grilla City had connections with Hilda. The reputation of the Swan Blade Maiden was thunderous—she had looked it up herself.

How could she possibly compete with someone like that?

Caius said they were just friends.

But she knew—if a girl like Hilda had a good relationship with Caius, it meant she had feelings for him.

Maybe now they were just friends, but what about in the future?

If she and Caius became a couple, and Hilda fell for him, how could she possibly contend with Hilda?

And that big oaf Caius was definitely not the type to stay devoted to one person.

So rather than suffer later… maybe it was better to leave things as they were now.

At the very least, her first kiss had already been given to that outstanding mercenary. That alone was enough to satisfy her.

She looked at the fiery red pendant in her hand. It resembled a miniature totem pole, carved with patterns of flames.

Her father had given it to her before she left home.

It had been eight years since she left.

In all those years, she had never missed home as much as she did today.

She clenched the pendant tightly and pressed it against her heart.

Maybe in a little while, once things at the tavern were settled, she would go back for a visit.

But of course, she would return.

Even if she couldn’t stay by the big oaf’s side until the end, at the very least, she wouldn’t hold him back now.

That was the only thing this insignificant tavern boss lady could do for him.

…

Morning.

The first thing Caius saw upon opening his eyes was Kiki’s adorable little face.

Last night’s “game” had gone on until late, and the little catgirl had experienced a kind of fun beyond just drinking milk to grow stronger.

This was way better than just kissing!

Once all the troublesome matters were dealt with, he could finally savor the little catgirl’s sweetness for real!

Feeling Caius stir, Kiki also opened her eyes.

The moment she did, she stretched out her little arms, wrapped them around his neck, and began to nuzzle him affectionately.

“Big guy~ Big guy~”

Caius rubbed her head fondly. “Alright, time to get up. We’ve got work to do.”

“Mhm!” Kiki nodded vigorously.

Though last night’s new game had been incredibly fun, she understood that games couldn’t be played all the time.

Right now, the priority was helping the big guy win over the Boss Lady!

Once that was done, she could be the senior and teach the Boss Lady how to play!

She was sure the Boss Lady would love playing with the cat teaser too—Meow!

Downstairs, as expected, there was no sign of the Boss Lady.

No lovingly prepared breakfast for Caius today—just an ordinary one.

After eating his fill, Caius ruffled Kiki’s little head. “The Boss Lady is in your hands now, got it?”

“Understood, Meow!” Kiki nodded solemnly, as if Caius had entrusted her with a mission of utmost importance.

Caius chuckled, then stepped outside the tavern and activated the Teleportation Magic Circle.

All of this was silently observed by the Boss Lady, who was watching from behind the stained-glass window on the third floor.

Seeing Caius teleport away, Yvlan let out a quiet sigh of relief before heading downstairs.

She planned to make herself something to eat.

But the moment she reached the lower floor, a certain little catgirl suddenly dropped upside-down from the second-floor railing and wrapped her arms around Yvlan’s head.

“Gotcha, Meow!” Kiki chirped happily, nuzzling Yvlan’s cheek.

Yvlan couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t mess around, little one.”

Kiki giggled, then flipped down from the second floor, landing gracefully. She naturally took Yvlan’s hand. “Boss Lady, I want some milk, Meow~”

Hearing that, Yvlan’s eyes softened.

She adored this sweet, well-behaved little catgirl, so she smiled and nodded. “Alright.”

As she led Kiki to the bar, she asked curiously, “Why didn’t you go with the big guy this time? You usually follow him on missions, don’t you?”

“Yes, Meow!” Kiki nodded, but then her ears drooped. “But not this time, Meow…”

Yvlan looked at the suddenly dejected kitten in confusion. “Why not?”

“Because this time, the big guy is going on a super, super… super dangerous mission, Meow.” Kiki emphasized the word “super” multiple times.

With each repetition, Yvlan’s eyelids twitched.

“So he couldn’t take me this time, Meow…” Kiki said sadly.

“W-what kind of mission is so dangerous?” Yvlan asked nervously, unable to hide her worry.

A mischievous glint flashed in Kiki’s eyes, but she maintained her distressed expression. “I don’t know, Meow… but the big guy said it’s at least Mithril-rank, Meow…”

“Mithril-rank?!” Yvlan nearly shot up from her seat.

The fact that Caius could complete Platinum-rank missions was already a testament to his skill—and he was only Gold-rank! But now he was bold enough to take on a Mithril-rank mission?!

There was no doubt—just as the little catgirl said, it was super, super… super dangerous!

Otherwise, he wouldn’t have left his clingy little catgirl behind.

“Do you know where he went?” Yvlan asked urgently.

“No, Meow…” Kiki shook her head.

“Then why didn’t you stop him?!” Yvlan blurted out.

Kiki pouted. “A good kitty listens to the big guy…”

Yvlan immediately fell silent, then sighed. “Sorry… I got too worked up… That idiot, really…”

She had no idea where to even begin looking for Caius. In the end, she could only slump onto a barstool, covering her face as her eyes reddened.

Then, Kiki leaned in close and whispered, “Boss Lady, the big guy will be fine. He’s the strongest big guy in the world, Meow!”

“Yeah, he is…” Yvlan wiped her eyes.

There was no use dwelling on it now. Caius was already gone, and all she could do was wait for him to return.

Suddenly, she regretted it.

She shouldn’t have been avoiding him. If she had just been at the bar earlier, maybe she could have at least tried to talk him out of it…

A deep fear settled in her heart—the fear that the glimpse she stole of him from the third-floor window might have been the last time she ever saw him.

Meanwhile, as the Boss Lady fretted over a certain someone…

The man in question was happily strolling toward the Hydis Magic Academy library.

Time to learn some magic—woohoo!
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                On his way to the library, Caius casually pinned the badge Vice-Principal Melinda had given him to his chest, both to signify his status and to reflect his current good mood.

But soon, he noticed the badge was faintly glowing.

He tapped it to open the message panel and—whoa—over 99+ unread messages.

He skimmed through them briefly.

There was a friend request from Hilda a few days ago, which he had only just noticed. He accepted it immediately.

Another was from the Vice-Principal, containing some polite greetings and a reminder to check the academy’s mission board. Caius replied with a simple "Got it" and returned the pleasantries.

The remaining messages—hundreds of them—were all from the mission board, sent by the academy’s dispatched personnel.

Some were welcoming the new Dispatched Special Seat (him), while others were expressing gratitude.

Why gratitude?

Because Caius hadn’t had time to research the standard "commission rates" for a Special Seat, so he had set up an automatic mission distribution system with a mere 5% deduction.

Here, the "commission rate" referred to the Special Seat’s cut—a euphemistic term, but bluntly speaking, it was still skimming off the top.

Only now did he learn that other Special Seats typically took 20% or more, with the greedier ones pushing 30%.

So, the dispatched personnel under his jurisdiction were all singing his praises, calling him the best Special Seat ever, much to the envy of those under other Special Seats.

The public channel was in an uproar.

Dispatched personnel under other Special Seats, seeing Caius’ low commission rate, were green with jealousy. Some sour grapes started sniping, claiming this was just a newbie Special Seat’s ploy to butter up the rank-and-file.

His own personnel weren’t having any of that and fired back immediately.

A full-blown verbal brawl erupted in the academy’s public chat, raging for days. Regular students lurking in the channel trembled in silence, too intimidated to chime in.

After all, these guys were mercenaries and adventurers—how much civility did anyone expect?

The war of words lasted for days before the academy admins finally muted everyone to restore order. But by then, grudges had already been firmly cemented.

Caius chuckled as he read through the logs. He never expected to witness the kind of online flame wars he’d seen in his past life—right here in this world of swords and magic.

Pretty entertaining.

And he knew this wasn’t just the dispatched personnel’s doing. The other Special Seats were surely fanning the flames behind the scenes.

His low commission rate had led some personnel to request transfers to his jurisdiction, directly cutting into the other Special Seats’ profits. Naturally, they were happy to let others curse Caius out.

Hell, the first instigator was probably one of their plants.

If not for the badge’s limitation—only syncing with the academy’s Magitech system upon entering campus—Caius would’ve jumped into the fray and roasted them all himself.

But since the public channel was now locked for dispatched personnel, he simply shrugged it off.

Talk trash online all you want. But if anyone dares run their mouth in front of me?

Well, I’ll gladly set aside "manners" for that.

He ignored the drama and didn’t adjust his commission rate.

5% was plenty. The deductions had already auto-converted into academy contribution points, stacking up to over 10,000 points—equivalent to 100,000+ gold coins.

Less than ten days, 100K profit? Not bad at all.

At this rate, 400-500K a month is guaranteed.

As expected of a top-tier magic academy in a first-class city. Even a mid-level management position rakes in this much. Nice~

With that thought, Caius’ mood brightened even further.

Soon, he arrived at the library.

But upon entering, he didn’t see Holan. Instead, her students were there—some familiar faces from last time. After asking around, he learned Holan had been holed up in her research lab the past two days, with another instructor covering her classes.

So, Caius headed straight for the research wing.

Arriving at Holan’s lab, he spotted two figures deep in discussion, seemingly planning something.

He softened his footsteps and pricked up his ears.

Holan was pointing at an anatomical diagram, explaining:

"For Platinum-tier and above, spells require constructing Magic Arrays with the internal organs as focal points. But the mana output pathways need careful consideration."

Belle nodded softly. "However, nerves are fragile. Using them as mana conduits requires caution."

Holan agreed. "True. Nerve damage is far harder to recover from than other tissues. But if we incorporate neural mana channels, the array’s efficiency peaks, maximizing spell potency."

Belle: "Mm. So I propose adding safeguard sequences—if the body’s mana output exceeds a threshold, the safeguards activate automatically."

Holan: "Brilliant! But implementation needs testing. The Battlemage class is too rare now, and historical records are fragmented. We’re basically rediscovering everything from scratch—

"—Hey, Silly Mushroom, I know you like me, but must you keep holding my hand?"

Belle: "?"

Noticing Belle’s silence, Holan suddenly realized something was off. She looked down to find a large, unfamiliar hand idly tracing circles on her smooth knuckles.

She froze, then turned her head—

"Big Meanie!" she blurted out in delighted surprise.

Caius: "?"

"Since when am I a ‘Big Meanie’?" He laughed.

Holan’s cheeks flushed. She’d accidentally let slip the nickname she’d privately given him.

But faced with his grin, she lifted her chin defiantly. "You are! Always bullying Belle."

"Then how about I bully you instead?" He smirked, his arm sliding around her waist.

Holan’s face burned, but she only shot him a mock glare, refusing to answer.

Meanwhile, Belle—now aware of Caius’ presence—turned toward him and murmured softly:

"You’re here."

Hearing her gentle voice, Caius’ roguish grin softened into something warmer.

"Yep. Got your letter and was so excited I couldn’t sleep all night!"

"Liar," Holan huffed, crossing her arms. "Then why didn’t you come see us last night?" Her pout was downright adorable.

"Got held up. You know how it is—when the world’s greatest mercenary takes a job, he finishes it." He feigned solemnity. "Wrapped it up overnight and rushed straight here at dawn."

"Slept less than two hours, honestly."

"What?!" Both women stared.

Holan immediately fretted. "Then you should rest first!"

Belle, without a word, turned and fetched a blanket.

Caius waved it off, chuckling. "Nah, I’m bursting with energy."

"With this physique? I could go three days without sleep, no problem."

"Besides—" His arms tightened around their shoulders, beaming. "—Holan Instructor’s leaving soon. Can’t waste a second!"

"So let’s get started. Right. Now."

Holan and Belle exchanged a glance—one to his left, the other to his right.

"Honestly…" Holan sighed, pinching his cheek. "Fine. We’ll test it in the Grilla Plains outside the city. But if you feel any strain, you rest. Understood?"

Belle nodded firmly. "Health comes first."

Caius threw his head back with a laugh. "Deal! I’m in your hands!"

What could be more thrilling than having one girl who cares about you?

Simple: having two.
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                Thirty miles outside Grilla City, on the Grilla Plains.

Caius stood with his hands on his hips, looking at Holan and Belle. "Now can you tell me? I can't wait any longer."

Holan crossed her arms, a smug expression on her face. "No need to rush. Let me explain it properly."

"Your magic power can't linger in the air, right? After my in-depth research, I found that it's not because your magic is inherently inert—it's actually the opposite. Your magic is too active."

"Overly active magic drastically shortens its duration in the air."

"So, in reality, you can learn magic. It's just that magic at Platinum-tier and below can't sustain your hyperactive magic power."

"Really?" Caius said, delighted. "Does that mean I can only learn magic above Platinum-tier?"

"Theoretically, yes. Because Platinum-tier and lower magic arrays have an upper limit on magic output. If your magic is too volatile, the stability of the array sequence can't be guaranteed, leading to array collapse and spell failure."

"Then can't I just learn Mithril-tier magic?" Caius asked.

Holan chuckled. "You think a Gold-tier can just jump to Mithril-tier magic?"

Caius frowned. "Is it not possible?"

"Of course it's not that simple. Even if your magic's volatility meets the requirement, your magic quality isn't there yet," Holan explained.

"While your magic quality has already reached high Platinum—probably around nine to ten stars—it's still far from Mithril-tier."

"The leap from Platinum to Mithril is a massive chasm."

"I see..." Caius nodded. "So, what's the solution you found?"

"Hmph, that's all thanks to our clever little silly mushroom!" Holan grinned and slung an arm around Belle's shoulders.

Belle clasped her hands together, looking somewhat shy.

Holan continued, "Belle went through over a dozen ancient texts just for you to find this method."

"It comes from an ancient profession—the Battlemage."

"A Battlemage essentially merges the two mainstream professions of warrior and mage."

"Warriors rely on their bodies to fight, mages rely on magic, but Battlemages combine both!"

"So, it's like dual-cultivating magic and martial arts?" Caius asked.

"Of course, it's not that simple," Holan shook her head. "Dual-cultivation is just the baseline requirement for a Battlemage. The true strength of a Battlemage lies in their unconventional magic circulation and spellcasting methods."

"Normal mages cast spells externally—they channel magic in front of or around themselves, construct an array, and release the spell."

"But a Battlemage constructs the magic inside their body, using their physique as a medium to unleash the spell."

"For example, take a basic [Fireball]. When a mage casts it, it's just a fireball flying out, with limited destructive power."

"But when a Battlemage uses [Fireball], they don't throw a fireball—they turn their fist into one. The moment their punch lands, it delivers an explosion-like impact similar to a fireball."

"And because the spell isn't cast externally, there's almost no magic dissipation. As a result, a Battlemage's [Fireball] can be twice, or even several times, more powerful than a normal mage's!"

"There's only one drawback: attack range."

"Battlemages can't use long-range spells. Most ranged spells in their hands become close-combat magic. Even if the spell can extend a certain distance, it won't be far."

"However, Battlemages inherently possess tremendous physicality, and with magic enhancement, their defensive capabilities can surpass even those of shield warriors."

"In other words, a Battlemage sacrifices the mage's long-range advantage to combine all other strengths of the two mainstream professions—and further amplify their power—creating an ultra-powerful melee class!"

As Holan spoke, Caius felt a surge of excitement. "So how do I do it? Let's just jump into practice!"

Seeing his eagerness, Holan laughed and nodded, turning to Belle. "Alright, it's your turn to demonstrate."

Belle gave a small nod, then stepped in front of Caius and said softly, "The Battlemage system we currently understand isn't fully developed. Since there are very few Battlemages in the Hepos Empire, we’ll need to conduct further experiments and troubleshoot."

"We’ll start with the basics. First, you need sufficient magic control."

"That shouldn’t be a problem for me," Caius said confidently.

Belle nodded. "We’ll begin with a small test. Is that alright?"

Her voice remained gentle and soft, and even though this was a necessary experiment, she still asked for Caius' consent.

"Of course. Go ahead," Caius agreed.

Belle extended a finger, and a tiny spark of magic appeared in front of Caius.

The spark flickered at a steady rhythm—three flashes per second.

"Try to condense a magic spark and match the flickering frequency," Belle instructed.

Caius nodded, raising his own finger. A spark of magic appeared at his fingertip—but just as he expected, it vanished almost instantly.

"I can't maintain the spark. How do I fix that?" Caius asked.

"You can," Belle said softly. "It’s just that your magic is too active, so the spark dissipates in an instant."

"But that’s fine. You can repeatedly condense the spark. Each time it vanishes, it counts as one flicker."

"Got it." Caius began rapidly summoning the magic spark.

A spark appeared at his fingertip, then disappeared—only to reappear again.

Soon, his fingertip flickered three times in quick succession.

Belle nodded. "Now, speed it up."

Her own spark increased to five flickers per second.

Caius matched it immediately, his spark flashing just as fast.

"Continue accelerating," Belle said.

Seven flickers per second.

Ten flickers per second.

By the time they reached fifteen flickers per second, Caius was still keeping up effortlessly.

At this point, Belle nodded. "Your magic control is excellent. Based on my calculations, achieving ten flickers per second is already enough to become a Battlemage."

After all, if control was insufficient, reaching such speeds would be impossible.

"Can we move on to the next step?" Caius asked eagerly.

Belle nodded. "Next, you need to thoroughly understand your own body."

"A Battlemage’s magic circulation uses the body as a medium. Simply put, you must use your vital energy to channel magic, then inscribe the corresponding magic array inside your body."

"For example, the array for [Fireball]." Belle waved her hand lightly, and a [Fireball] array appeared in front of her.

[Fireball] was only a Silver-tier spell, so its array was relatively simple.

Belle didn’t actually cast the spell—she just maintained the array, then pointed at its runes and glowing nodes.

"For [Fireball], I recommend using your limbs as the casting medium."

"So, you’ll need to inscribe the array on your arms or legs."

"I’ve already mapped out the blood vessel distribution based on anatomical diagrams. This will help you perfect the array inscription... Could you open your hand?"

"Sure." Caius extended his palm, presenting his broad hand to Belle.
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                Caius's hand, compared to Belle's small one, looked almost like an adult's next to a child's.

Belle extended her finger and lightly tapped the center of his palm. "Here, at the intersection of blood vessels—you can start by using this as the Star Node. [Fireball] only has one Star Node. The moment you condense the spark, you must channel your vital energy to guide the magic."

"Let the magic flow along this path, this one, this one…" As she spoke, her fingertip traced lines across Caius’s palm. "These blood vessels interconnect, ultimately forming a complete magic array. That should allow you to cast [Fireball]."

"In essence, you’re treating your blood vessels as the runic array, drawing the magic array inside your body."

Once immersed in her explanation, Belle’s voice grew steadier, losing its usual cautious hesitation—as if she had full confidence in this subject.

"Ohhh, got it! Let me try!" Caius nodded eagerly. He had never attempted this method before.

Closing his eyes, he began channeling his energy.

A faint glow flickered at the intersection of blood vessels beneath the skin of his palm, and the surrounding veins lit up briefly before fading.

Caius opened his eyes and chuckled sheepishly. "Still a bit tricky, huh…"

"It’s alright," Belle reassured him softly. "Don’t rush. Since your magic spark dissipates quickly, you can prepare the array first by guiding your vital energy. Then, at the very last moment, condense the spark to complete it."

Holan added encouragingly, "Failing the first time is normal. Your spark and vital energy weren’t synchronized. A few more tries, and you’ll get it."

"So take your time. No need to hurry."

Their gentle voices soothed Caius’s initial impatience. He took a deep breath and nodded.

Belle and Instructor Holan have put in so much effort for me. If I still can’t succeed, I’d be letting them down.

Focusing entirely, he tried again.

This time, the veins in his palm lit up one after another, serving as conduits for magic and forming the runes of the array.

Faintly, the outline of a circular magic array became visible.

Just as the glow of the array was about to fully illuminate, a spark of light ignited at the central intersection of blood vessels.

FWOOM!

A flash of crimson light erupted from Caius’s palm.

Standing two meters away, Belle and Holan immediately felt a wave of scorching heat.

Out of caution, Holan swiftly conjured an Ice Barrier, shielding herself and Belle.

Caius opened his eyes—flames flickering within them—and grinned wildly.

Success!

Now, his hand was enveloped in a swirling inferno.

The flames, roughly the size of a basketball, burned fiercely in a blazing orange-red hue. Despite the intense heat, his hand remained completely unharmed.

He raised his arm and swung it experimentally. The fire clung to his hand as if fused with it, impossible to shake off.

Then, clenching his fist, he threw a powerful punch forward.

BOOM!

The moment his fist shot out, the circular fireball transformed into a rolling ring of flames, bursting outward before dispersing midair.

From Belle and Holan’s perspective, it looked as though Caius had unleashed a tsunami of fire with a single strike. The flames spread in a fan-shaped arc over a dozen meters, never touching the ground—yet the grass within that entire sector was instantly reduced to charred remains!

This power… Is this really just a Silver-tier [Fireball]?!

But Caius wasn’t done.

With a loud laugh, he raised his other hand. The [Fireball] array formed within his palm almost instantaneously.

Now, both his hands were wreathed in flames. Spreading his arms wide, he unleashed two crescent waves of fire that crossed midair, forming an "X"-shaped blaze. Another punch sent a conical fireblast surging forward.

At this point, it was as if every movement he made came with built-in special effects. Every strike, every motion was wreathed in violent flames—so much so that when he spun rapidly, his entire body became engulfed in a whirling firestorm!

"This is AWESOME!!!" Caius roared in exhilaration before turning his blazing gaze toward Belle and Holan.

"So, as long as I treat my blood vessels, muscles, even my organs as the runes, nodes, and sequences of a magic array—and inscribe the array inside my body—I can cast any spell, right?"

"Theoretically… yes!" Holan snapped out of her daze and nodded, a grin spreading across her face.

"Now I really get it!" Caius laughed. Then, a spark of light flashed along his leg as another array rapidly took shape.

Moments later, flames erupted around his calf.

Both Belle and Holan gasped in shock.

The vascular structure of legs is completely different from arms! How did this big guy figure out the correct vessel arrangement for [Fireball] so quickly?! His adaptability is insane!

But Caius was just getting started.

Not just his arms and legs—his entire body began glowing crimson as magic arrays lit up across his skin. Flames surged from multiple points, merging together until…

WHOOSH!

Caius had transformed into a living inferno, his entire figure shrouded in fire.

Belle and Holan could only stare, mouths agape.

This… This aura is overwhelming!

Initially, they had assumed that mastering the Battlemage’s magic circulation in such a short time—enough to cast spells through his fists—was already impressive.

But Caius had gone far beyond that.

He had turned his entire body into a medium, simultaneously casting dozens of [Fireball] spells at once!

For Caius, however, this wasn’t difficult at all.

The human body contained countless blood vessels—capillaries alone spanned every inch of flesh.

These capillaries could also serve as parts of the magic array!

Belle and Holan’s initial guidance had focused on major blood vessels, avoiding capillaries due to their fineness. After all, beginners should start simple.

But once Caius channeled his vital energy and magic, he could sense every minute vessel in his body. His mind effortlessly mapped the flow of magic within him.

Thus, selecting the right vessels to replicate the array was as easy as tracing a child’s drawing!

Belle and Holan had given him the starting point—the rest, he figured out himself.

And it wasn’t just blood vessels.

Muscles, bones, organs, even skin—all could serve as parts of the array!

Mages drew arrays using air as their canvas.

Caius?

His own body was the canvas.

And thanks to his absolute control over his physique, this was even easier than conventional spellcasting!

Spreading his arms wide, Caius stood engulfed in flames—yet neither his body nor his clothes suffered any damage. Meanwhile, the grass and even the soil around him melted into lava from the sheer heat.

His magic was dozens, even hundreds of times more active than an average mage’s, meaning his magic output efficiency was unfathomably higher!

The power of his spells?

Terrifying.

A Battlemage’s internal casting minimized magic leakage, maximizing spell potency. For Caius, the multiplier wasn’t just "several times stronger"—it was far beyond that.

Incredible…

Is this the power of a Giant’s body?!

At this moment, Caius finally grasped just how overwhelming a Giant’s strength could be.

Unable to contain his excitement, he laughed uproariously, his magic surging alongside his exhilaration.

BOOOOM!

A pillar of fire erupted from his body, soaring hundreds of meters into the sky.

Even his hair turned blazing red, radiating wild, untamed energy—like a flame-wreathed Saiyan.

But soon, the flames dissipated.

Not because he ran out of magic—[Fireball]’s cost was negligible. He could’ve maintained this state indefinitely.

But he knew who had made this possible.

Striding toward Holan and Belle, he reached the two stunned girls and—without hesitation—swept them into a crushing hug.

"Haha! I can finally use magic!"

"WOOOOO!!!"

Laughing joyfully, he lifted them off the ground, spinning them around midair.

Seeing his unrestrained grin, Holan and Belle finally snapped out of their shock—and couldn’t help but smile in return.

"Happy now?" Holan teased.

"Happy? I’m ecstatic!" Caius’s grin threatened to split his face.

Stopping his spin, he planted a big kiss on each girl’s cheek.

Instantly, Belle’s face turned crimson, and steam practically billowed from her head.
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                After a moment, Holan looked at Belle, who had turned into a blushing mess and was sitting on the floor, and sighed helplessly before turning to gently pat Caius. "Look how flustered you've made her—she's practically about to faint!"

"Hehe, I couldn't help it," Caius chuckled sheepishly before wrapping an arm around Holan's shoulders. "Having you all by my side makes me the happiest man alive!"

Watching Caius laugh so joyfully, Holan felt a rush of shyness but didn’t resist his embrace. Instead, she hugged his arm and smiled softly. "Good, you'd better remember that~"

"So you have to cherish us and never make us unhappy, or else—ah!"

Before she could finish, Holan let out a startled yelp as Caius suddenly wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her tightly against him.

"Or else what?" Caius teased, brushing the tip of his nose playfully against hers.

Holan shrank back slightly, her cheeks flushing as she averted her gaze. "Or else... I’ll ignore you..."

"Haha, of course not. How could I ever bear to upset my darling?" Caius pinched Holan’s cheek affectionately.

"Who... who’s your darling? That’s so corny..." Holan mumbled, pouting, but her eyes remained fixed on him, soft and tender.

Her utterly smitten expression was impossible for Caius to resist. He leaned down and captured her lips in a kiss.

Holan’s pupils trembled, but she didn’t push him away. Instead, she slowly closed her eyes.

When they finally parted, Holan’s fair cheeks were flushed a deep pink, as if brushed by the hues of twilight, utterly enchanting.

"You... you can’t just do that... ambushing your instructor again..." she murmured, lightly smacking his chest in mock reproach.

"This is just how I show my respect for my instructor~" Caius grinned mischievously.

Holan blushed even harder. "You’re such a rogue..."

"Seems like Instructor Holan has a bit of a soft spot for rogues, then." Caius laughed.

At that moment, any semblance of her usual instructor’s demeanor had been utterly shattered by Caius. Yet, despite the embarrassment, Holan couldn’t deny the sweet warmth bubbling in her chest.

So this is what love feels like... No wonder so many students sneak around with their crushes...

But then a thought struck her, and she pursed her lips. "How are you so... skilled at this?"

"Have you kissed a lot of girls before?"

"Not at all!" Caius declared earnestly.

Heaven knew, up till now, he’d only ever kissed Kiki and the Boss Lady. That hardly counted as "a lot"—more like "very few."

"Liar. You even... used your tongue earlier..." Holan muttered, her cheeks puffed out in a pout.

"I read about it in a book," Caius lied without batting an eye.

"A book? What kind of book teaches that?" Holan clearly wasn’t buying it.

"Heh, the unrefined kind. Want me to show you, Instructor?" Caius smirked.

The moment she saw that roguish grin, Holan felt her composure waver. She quickly turned her face away. "I... I have no interest in reading such things!"

Truthfully, she was a little curious.

Even at twenty-six, her knowledge of romantic matters was limited to hearsay. She’d never delved into the... finer details.

Like how, just moments ago, she hadn’t known kissing involved tongues. The moment Caius’s slipped past her lips, her entire body had gone weak...

It was strange... but not unpleasant. She didn’t dislike it.

But as his instructor, she had to maintain some dignity—otherwise, he’d only grow bolder.

"Really? I’ve got the complete collection right here~" Caius leaned in, his lips brushing her ear as he whispered.

This time, he wasn’t lying. Back in his village, there’d been a rather disreputable bard who made a fortune selling risqué novels—complete with illustrations.

The village guard captain had even taken him to "appreciate" them once.

And, well... they were very well-written.

Ahem. Of course, he’d bought them purely for artistic appreciation. Obviously.

Holan squirmed under his teasing, his warm breath against her ear sending shivers down her spine.

Afraid things might escalate, she hastily pushed him away, flustered. "Stop it—Belle’s still here..."

"Of course I haven’t forgotten about silly mushroom~" Caius grinned and scooted over to Belle’s side.

By now, Belle had mostly recovered, quietly watching their exchange with wide eyes, her presence so faint she might as well have been invisible.

When Caius sat beside her, she instinctively shrank back, unsure what to do.

Caius leaned in close. "How about a kiss?"

"Mm..." Her ears immediately turned red.

Seeing the mushroom on the verge of steaming again, Caius relented. "Fine, you can owe me one."

Belle nodded softly. "Okay..."

"That makes two kisses you owe me now~" Caius said cheerfully.

Holan, watching from the side, planted her hands on her hips. "Hey, she helped you. Shouldn’t you be the one owing her?"

Caius nodded sagely. "Fair point. Then I owe her one!"

Holan: "..."

"You just love bullying this silly mushroom, don’t you?" she grumbled.

"Not at all. I treasure her too much—right, silly mushroom?" As he spoke, he casually draped an arm around Belle’s shoulders.

After a brief pause, Belle nodded. "He... doesn’t bully me. He’s always been kind."

Caius shot Holan a triumphant look. "See?"

Holan shook her head with a resigned smile. "Only this silly mushroom would defend the big bad wolf even after being teased by him."

"Don’t talk about my silly mushroom like that," Caius retorted, then mischievously tugged Holan into his lap.

With one arm around Belle’s shoulders, gently pulling her against his side, and the other wrapped around Holan’s waist, he rested his chin on her shoulder, nuzzling her cheek affectionately.

"If you won’t let me tease her, then I’ll just tease you," he murmured playfully.

Holan closed her eyes, savoring the warmth of his skin against hers. "Rogue..."

"Then I won’t pretend anymore. I am one. So, Instructor Holan, do you know what happens when a rogue catches you?" Caius teased.

"I don’t want to know," Holan muttered, squirming slightly as his stubble tickled her skin.

"When a rogue catches you... you have to bear his children," Caius declared.

Belle, upon hearing this, glanced down at the large hand resting on her shoulder.

Did that mean she’d been caught too?

Did that mean she had to...?

At the thought, the silly mushroom began steaming all over again.

Meanwhile, Holan’s face burned crimson. She smacked Caius lightly but didn’t argue.

Caius simply chuckled, content to hold Instructor Holan in one arm and Belle in the other, basking in the warmth of the moment.

Holan leaned into his embrace, savoring the comfort of his arms.

As for Belle... who knew what was going through that little head of hers? Her face remained flushed, her ears a deep red.

After a while, Holan suddenly lifted her head and looked at Caius softly.

"Caius... you already have us..."

"Promise you won’t go chasing after other girls, okay?"
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                Caius didn’t respond. Instead, he stared blankly ahead, as if lost in thought.

"Caius?" Holan called again.

He seemed to snap back to reality. "Huh? What?"

Holan pursed her lips, about to repeat herself, when Caius suddenly said, "Oh, right—when are you leaving? Do you want me to see you off?"

Holan thought for a moment. "Assuming nothing comes up, tonight. But there’s no need to escort me. I can just teleport directly to Pedoro City from the Magic Circle. My Clan is there."

Caius remembered that one of the two bound teleportation points on the Magic Array Plate Holan had given him was set to Pedoro City.

By telling him where her Clan was located, Holan was showing that she truly accepted him in her heart.

"So, how long until you’re back?" Caius asked, deliberately steering the conversation away.

"Probably two or three days," Holan replied.

"Two or three days..." Caius frowned. "Can’t you make it sooner? I’ll get lonely if I don’t see my precious instructor for that long."

Hearing the big man’s almost whiny tone, Holan couldn’t help but laugh. "It’s just two or three days. How could you possibly get lonely?"

Just like that, her attention had been diverted—and her focus was now on the "lonely" part rather than the "precious instructor" remark.

Clearly, Instructor Holan was gradually growing accustomed to Caius’s shameless flirting. In fact, she seemed to be enjoying it.

This was the charm of a girl in love. Words that would make others cringe sounded unbearably sweet to her ears.

And that was part of what made her so endearing.

"I still will," Caius chuckled, nuzzling her cheek. "I’ve been thinking about you the whole time while working these past few days."

"Yet you still didn’t visit us for two or three days," Holan huffed.

"Busy earning money. I couldn’t afford to slack off if I wanted to hit a million," Caius said, waving his hand and summoning piles of coin-filled pouches in front of Holan.

"Look, this is what I earned from all the jobs I took these past few days. Pretty impressive, huh?" he grinned.

Holan’s lips parted slightly in surprise. "You really made a million already?"

"Of course!" Caius smirked. "For a man like me, a million’s nothing. If I’d bothered playing merchant, even ten million would’ve been a breeze!"

Holan giggled. "I know you’re amazing. The Academy instructors were all talking about you recently—how you got your hands on Magitech weapons worth twenty million in less than a night."

"So, did you brag about it?" Caius asked eagerly. "After all, that’s your man’s achievement!"

"My man?" Holan arched a brow, amused. "You haven’t married me yet. How does that make you my man?"

Caius bared his teeth in mock ferocity. "Oh, I will marry you. And if you dare refuse, I’ll turn into a kidnapper and drag you home to be my bandit queen!"

Holan burst into laughter before leaning against his chest and tilting her face up to plant a soft kiss on his cheek.

"Then I suppose I have no reason to refuse."

"But... what about Belle?"

Caius didn’t hesitate. "Marry her too!"

Holan rolled her eyes beautifully.

Meanwhile, steam practically billowed from Belle’s head as she swayed dizzily. If Caius hadn’t been holding her shoulder, she might have fainted on the spot.

"You wish! Marrying two at once?" Holan pouted.

But Caius could tell from her expression that she wasn’t actually opposed.

Otherwise, she’d have started the waterworks by now.

He smiled gently, ruffling Belle’s short hair before pressing a kiss to Holan’s lips.

"What can I say? I love you both."

Holan laughed, then added, "Even if I agreed, Belle hasn’t said yes yet."

"Silly mushroom, what do you say?" Caius asked eagerly.

Belle didn’t answer, only swayed slightly, looking utterly dazed.

"Alright, alright, the big dummy’s just teasing. Don’t actually pass out on us," Holan quickly disentangled herself from Caius to pull Belle into a hug.

Under her soothing touch, Belle gradually steadied, at least stopping the steam effect.

"You love teasing her so much—how am I supposed to leave with peace of mind?" Holan stroked Belle’s hair as she spoke. "So now, I’m assigning you a mission. Your first official task since becoming an external member."

Caius immediately straightened up. "At your command, Instructor Holan!"

"While I’m gone, you must take good care of Belle," Holan said seriously. "If I find out you bullied her behind my back, I will get angry."

"Don’t worry, I promise!" Caius vowed.

"Good. I trust you won’t disappoint me." Holan finally smiled.

Caius grinned back. "So... what’s the commission?"

"Commission..." Holan thought for a moment, then smirked slyly. "When I return, I’ll bring you a special gift!"

"How special?" Caius’s curiosity was piqued.

"You’ll see. But I guarantee you’ll love it." Holan’s tone was mysterious.

Caius adored mysteries. He nodded. "Then I’ll be waiting."

Then Holan glanced at the piles of gold coins on the floor. "You keep these. As a mercenary, you need the money more than I do."

"Listen—save up properly for emergencies. If I ever truly need funds, I’ll borrow from you."

Once again, Caius marveled at what a wonderful woman she was.

At this moment, the beautiful and wise Instructor Holan officially scored 110 points in Caius’s heart—second only to Little Swan and Silly Mushroom.

The Boss Lady was a solid 100. She’d need to complete some bonus tasks—like surprises—to catch up to Holan.

But Caius figured Kiki’s plan was already in motion. Barring unforeseen circumstances, the Boss Lady should tie the score by tonight!

For now, he was content to wait with anticipation.

So he stood up and declared, "Then let’s consider this the reserve fund for the magical research team. Whenever you need it, just ask."

"Oh, I won’t hold back when that time comes," Holan said with a playful huff.

"Alright, let me take you back. You’ve never ridden in my car, have you?" Caius grinned and summoned the Thunderbolt III with a wave.

They’d arrived with Holan using ice magic to carry Caius and Belle, so now he wanted to show off his new ride.

Holan’s eyes lit up. "When did you get a car? It’s gorgeous!"

Cough. Of course, he couldn’t say Little Swan gave it to him—that’d blow his cover.

So, lying without blinking, Caius said, "Didn’t buy it. Won it from a Layton Chamber of Commerce event."

That way, Holan wouldn’t scold him for splurging.

Though their relationship wasn’t that far along yet, Holan was clearly starting to treat him as her partner—even disciplining him now.

But Caius didn’t mind.

Only those who love you will bother keeping you in line. Those who don’t? They couldn’t care less.

Holan smiled. "Alright then. A quick drive before heading home sounds perfect."

She then took Belle’s hand and climbed into the car.

Though she would’ve preferred sitting beside Caius in the passenger seat, the considerate Instructor Holan chose to sit in the back with Belle instead.
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                Since it was her first time riding in such a high-end Magitech vehicle, Belle sat rigidly upright, not even daring to lean back against the seat, as if afraid she might accidentally break something.

Seeing this, Caius chuckled. "Silly mushroom, sit properly. Otherwise, when I take a turn, you’ll definitely bump your head."

Hearing this, Belle cautiously leaned back a little.

Caius shot Holan a helpless look, and understanding his meaning, she reached out, placed both hands on Belle’s shoulders, and firmly pressed her into the seatback.

Belle tensed up in surprise—then realized just how comfortable the seat was.

"Sweetheart, you don’t need to hold back around this big rogue," Holan said as she fastened Belle’s seatbelt. "He won’t care if the car gets scratched, but he will care if you get hurt."

Caius nodded vigorously. "Exactly, exactly."

Belle gave a small nod. "Mm."

"Hold on tight. My car’s fast," Caius warned, gripping the steering wheel.

"How fast could a Magitech car possibly—" Holan began dismissively. To her, Magitech vehicles were just fancy-looking toys. She hadn’t kept up with how rapidly the technology had advanced.

Before she could finish, Caius slammed the accelerator.

Holan stiffened, instinctively grabbing Belle’s hand as the force pinned her against the seat.

Belle reacted the same way, clutching Holan’s hand tightly, her entire body rigid with tension.

But soon, the initial jolt smoothed into a thrilling sensation of speed—especially when Caius took a sharp drift on the merchant road.

Both girls gasped, swaying together with each turn—leaning left when Caius drifted right, and right when he swung left, their shoulders pressed close.

Holan couldn’t help but yelp, while Belle bit her lip hard, staying silent.

"T-Too fast!" Holan cried out.

Caius laughed. "So Instructor Holan prefers it slower?"

Holan blinked. Though she didn’t fully grasp the innuendo, she could feel he was teasing her.

Defiantly, she retorted, "F-Faster is better!"

Caius grinned. "True, more exciting that way. But lasting longer is best."

Holan: "?"

After a wild ride, they reached Hydis Magic Academy in just over ten minutes.

When they stepped out, Holan’s legs felt slightly weak.

Belle, however, seemed unfazed. Aside from her initial tension, she’d adapted quickly, exiting the car as calmly as she’d entered.

The only difference? Her hair was slightly tousled.

"Your driving skills are incredible. Have you driven Magitech cars before?" Holan asked as she smoothed Belle’s hair, curiosity gleaming in her eyes.

It seemed like there was nothing Caius couldn’t do—except, perhaps, magic.

"Something similar," Caius replied vaguely before adding, "You two head in on your own. I’ve got a job to handle."

What job?

Securing the Boss Lady, of course~

By now, she was probably frantic with worry. Time to go prepare.

Holan nodded. "Be careful."

Belle added softly, "Stay safe."

Caius grinned. "Don’t worry."

After watching them enter the Academy, he hit the gas again—eager to avoid getting caught by Little Swan.

Yet barely a few miles outside Grilla City, he was caught.

Not by Little Swan, though.

By Mack.

Caius was humming, driving one-handed, when he glanced in the rearview mirror—only to find Mack lounging in the back seat, legs casually propped up between the front seats. The shock nearly made him swerve.

"Instructor, what brings you here?" Caius asked.

"I’m not your instructor," Mack grunted.

"Close enough," Caius waved it off.

Mack knew this brat’s nature—short of ripping his mouth off, he’d keep calling him "instructor" anyway.

So he let it slide.

"Pull over," he ordered.

Caius complied immediately.

Hopping out, Caius asked eagerly, "Instructor, here to teach me something new?"

Mack smirked. "Now that you can learn magic, let’s see what you’re made of."

With a wave of his hand, sacks of gold coins materialized in the back seat, weighing it down visibly.

Caius blinked—then understood. Mack was here to beat him up again.

His lips twitched, but then he reconsidered.

This wasn’t so bad.

It’d let him practice and refine his Battlemage combat style, earn some injuries (guaranteeing the Boss Lady’s sympathy later), and get paid.

Perfect!

Grinning, Caius cracked his knuckles. "So this time, I can fight back, right?"

"Show me what you’ve got," Mack said, rolling his neck with a series of ominous cracks.

Nodding, Caius stashed the gold and car, then dropped into a combat stance.

"Better watch out, Mack. I’ve improved way more than just a little," Caius taunted excitedly.

Mack said nothing, merely curling a finger in a come-at-me gesture.

Caius lunged forward, fists blazing with fire.

[Battlemage Combat Arts·Fireball]!

…

One hour later.

Battered and bruised, Caius lay sprawled on the ground, weakly waving a hand.

"No more... I yield..."

The gap in strength was still insurmountable. Even with Battlemage techniques, he stood no chance against Mack.

For a full hour, he’d thrown everything he had at the old man—except his trump cards. He’d even tried sniping from a distance with his Magitech Sniper Cannon.

Result? Not a single scratch on Mack.

The man hadn’t even moved from his spot, effortlessly dismantling Caius with nothing but mana-forged fists and a handful of Spells.

The disparity was so vast that Caius suspected even his trump cards wouldn’t save him from a one-handed beatdown.

Mack’s at least Ballad-tier. Maybe even Title-tier, like Mayor Mel!

Yet Mack’s internal shock far surpassed Caius’s.

The kid’s fighting style was unmistakably Battlemage arts—fusing Spells into physical strikes, detonating them point-blank upon impact.

The sheer force of a punch amplified by explosive magic was terrifying.

Any warrior below Platinum Six-Stars would likely crumple under a full-power blow.

If Caius mastered this style and expanded his Spell repertoire for more combat variations, he might even hold his own against Mithril-tiers.

(Not win, of course. The gap to Mithril was still substantial.)

But Mack noticed something else: Caius wasn’t just any Battlemage.

He’d met a few in his time, and while all were formidable, none were as absurdly adaptable as this kid.

This brat... He really is something else.

With that thought, Mack flicked his wrist, sending a black-purple book thumping onto Caius’s chest.

Caius winced—his ribs were shattered again—and laboriously lifted it.

The cover was made of some tough beast hide, dark violet, with no title.

"What’s this?" Caius asked.

"Practical Spells," Mack said. "If you can adapt these into Battlemage techniques, you’ll be qualified to..."

He trailed off.

Caius’s eye twitched. Why leave me hanging?

"Qualified for what?"

Mack’s voice turned grim. "Qualified to survive the coming Blood Tide."

Caius froze. "Blood Tide... Something big’s happening in the Bloody Lands? Didn’t Grilla City and the surrounding towns already launch a joint purge?"

"If only it were that simple..." Mack shook his head.

Truthfully, he’d almost said "qualified to call me instructor." But upon reflection, he might be the unworthy one, so he’d changed tack.

"Instructor, what do you know? What’s going to happen?" Caius forced himself up through the pain.

"Not my concern. No obligation to tell you either. You’ll see when it comes."

With that, Mack vanished, leaving only a bottle of high-grade healing potion—and a deeply unsettled Caius—behind.

            

    
        Chapter 221

    
    
    
    
                After a moment of silence, Caius stored away the magic book and healing potion.

Though he wasn’t sure what Mack knew, one thing was certain—the situation in the Bloody Lands was likely far worse than he’d imagined.

Lately, he’d nearly forgotten about the Bloody Lands. With no new developments, everything had seemed normal. He’d even assumed the joint purge by Grilla City and surrounding towns was wrapping up.

Now, it was clear that wasn’t the case.

Which meant he needed to hurry and finish crafting his equipment.

Not just his own, but also Little Swan’s and Kiki’s. If the Blood Tide erupted, they’d likely be on the frontlines.

Belle and Holan, though, were safe. As mages—and magical researchers at that—they wouldn’t be deployed to the front. Besides, he still couldn’t craft magic gear.

The prerequisite for making magic equipment? Knowing magic.

Back then, Caius couldn’t learn it. Now that he could, he’d have to consult old man Oern or seek out other master craftsmen specializing in enchanted gear.

So his next steps were clear:


	Secure the Boss Lady.

	Finish the equipment.

	Before the Blood Tide reached them, push his strength as far as possible—ideally to Platinum-tier. That’d give him a fighting chance against Mithril-tier threats.



With that settled, Caius activated his Teleportation Magic Array Plate, returning to Ocean City.

The moment he landed, he grimaced—his body was a mess of injuries, some severe.

Dozens of broken bones. Thankfully, only his left arm was fractured among his limbs, leaving the other three (wait, four?) intact enough to hobble back to Hailan No. 11.

Perfect for milking some sympathy from the Boss Lady.

Clutching his broken arm, he limped dramatically toward the tavern.

The instant he pushed open the door, every eye in the room locked onto him.

The mercenaries’ faces twisted in shock. Even battered and bruised, the sheer extent of his injuries was staggering.

None had ever seen the usually unshakable giant in such a state.

Truthfully, if not for the Boss Lady, he’d never let anyone see him like this.

But since the stage was set, he might as well commit.

With the performance of a man clinging to his last shred of strength, he staggered forward—then collapsed against the doorframe, coughing up blood.

A broken rib had punctured his lung, making each breath bubble with crimson.

Most would’ve died from such wounds. But with his giant’s physique, he was in no real danger. Even without potions, he’d recover fully in a couple of weeks.

His acting paid off beautifully.

Two voices cried out in unison:

"Caius!"

"Big guy!"

Yvlan and Kiki rushed to his side, their eyes brimming with distress.

Kiki’s tears fell like raindrops. Though she’d known the plan, seeing Caius this mangled—bruised, bleeding, his left arm bent at a grotesque angle—was still a gut punch.

Yvlan’s eyes reddened as she summoned a fiery healing spell, [Flame’s Breath]. The magic soothed some surface wounds, but fractures remained.

"How did you get hurt like this…?" Her voice trembled.

Caius grinned weakly, then winced as if the expression pained him. Still, he lifted his intact right arm to cradle Yvlan’s cheek.

"Finally… not avoiding me anymore…"

"Now’s the time for that? Stay still!" Tears spilled down her face as she barked orders. "Get the healing potions from storage!"

A waitress scurried off, returning with vials.

When Yvlan tried to pour one into his mouth, Caius clamped his lips shut.

"Open up!" she urged.

Caius mumbled: "Only if you feed me… mouth-to-mouth."

Yvlan froze, then scowled. "Stop joking! Drink it!"

"Rather die right here… cough…" He forced another fake cough, even paling his complexion for effect.

Flushing but desperate, Yvlan downed the potion—then pressed her lips to his.

The tavern erupted in envious murmurs.

As the liquid slid down his throat, Caius sighed blissfully.

"Today’s potion… tastes extra sweet~"

Yvlan’s face burned, but concern outweighed her embarrassment.

The high-grade potion worked swiftly, mending visible wounds. Yet one wasn’t enough. Ignoring her shyness, she repeated the process—twice more.

Three "imported" potions later, Caius was 60-70% healed. After resetting his fractured arm, he slapped the floor and sprang up, flexing his mountainous biceps.

"The king’s back, baby!"

The tavern roared with cheers—no one knew why, but the moment demanded it.

Kiki beamed. Yvlan exhaled in relief.

Then, with a devilish grin, Caius scooped Yvlan into a bridal carry.

She yelped, then melted against his chest, murmuring, "Your injuries just healed—don’t overdo it…"

"Not worried about the audience anymore?" he teased, nuzzling her cheek.

The usually fiery beauty turned meek, offering only a flustered glare before hiding her face.

Victorious, Caius scanned the room. The mercenaries and Crab Gang members responded with knowing smirks.

"Big guy, go rest up with the Boss Lady!"

"Boss, have a great night with the missus!"

Amid laughter, Caius winked at Kiki. The catgirl darted ahead, tail flicking eagerly as she led the way upstairs.

At the door, she stepped aside, giving Caius a thumbs-up.

Chuckling, he ruffled her hair with his free hand before carrying Yvlan inside.

As the door closed, Kiki pumped her fist in encouragement.

What a sweetheart.

Now then…

Heh heh~
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                Gently placing Yvlan on the bed, Caius lay down beside her.

Yvlan remained silent, her face flushed as she gazed at him.

Caius smiled faintly and leaned in, intending to kiss her lips.

But Yvlan turned her face away, leaving Caius’s lips to brush only her cheek.

Through that fleeting touch, Caius could feel the heat radiating from Yvlan’s skin—her temperature was higher than most, likely due to her heritage as a member of the Flametower Clan.

"You already kissed me three times earlier. Why refuse me now?" Caius teased.

Yvlan bit her lip before turning back to look at him, tears silently spilling from the corners of her eyes.

Caius froze.

At this moment, Yvlan lay defenseless before him. A single tug at the sash around her waist would unravel her clothing, revealing her most vulnerable beauty.

Yet, in this instant, Caius knew he couldn’t do it.

He tenderly cupped her face, his voice softening. "What’s wrong?"

"Caius…" Yvlan’s voice trembled.

"Please… don’t toy with me…"

Caius fell silent.

They simply stared at one another until, at last, he whispered, "I’m sorry."

With that, he settled beside her, his gaze lingering on her face—now devoid of the burning desire that had once filled his eyes.

Seeing this, the feverish flush on Yvlan’s cheeks gradually faded.

She turned toward him, her small hand gently tracing the contours of his face.

"Caius… I’m of the Flametower Clan," she murmured.

"I know," Caius nodded.

"Women of the Flametower Clan take only one partner in their lifetime. So… I want my partner to be the same."

"Caius… will you love only me?"

He met her eyes and, after a long pause, shook his head. "No."

He could have lied, but Yvlan wasn’t like the Little Swan. She would see through his deception.

Her expression crumpled, tears falling harder.

Caius quickly reached out to wipe them away. She didn’t resist, only sobbed, "But… I don’t want to love anyone else…"

"Caius… I don’t want to love you anymore, either…"

"I don’t…"

Her weeping was heart-wrenching, and Caius felt a pang of guilt.

"I won’t love only you, but I promise I’ll always love you," he said softly.

Yvlan bit her lip and shook her head, unwilling to accept such an answer.

Caius sighed inwardly.

This is complicated…

What should I do?

For now, he could only soothe her, waiting for her emotions to settle.

Gradually, under his comforting touch, Yvlan’s tears subsided. She lay against his chest, staring blankly at his torso.

"Are your injuries any better?" she asked.

"No. I need a beautiful Boss Lady to take care of me," Caius replied.

"Caius, please don’t…" Yvlan pleaded, her voice fragile.

She feared she would fall irrevocably in love with him—a betrayal of the Flametower Clan’s ancestral beliefs.

Caius exhaled softly and gently stroked her hair. "Then let’s calm down for now. Let’s not think about it."

"Tonight, just sleep well. I’ll stay with you."

"I won’t do anything. Tonight, I’m all yours. Okay?"

Yvlan gave a small nod, nestling closer and resting a hand on his waist.

Caius wrapped an arm around her, pulling her into the crook of his elbow, his other hand settling on the small of her back.

With a wave of Yvlan’s hand, the Magitech lamps in the room dimmed, plunging them into darkness.

Silence enveloped them.

Though he couldn’t see her, Caius knew Yvlan was still awake.

"Are you thirsty? Should I get you some water?" he asked gently.

She shook her head slightly, clinging to him as though afraid he might vanish.

"Then… how about I tell you some mercenary stories to help you sleep?" Caius offered again.

Again, Yvlan shook her head.

Left with no other choice, Caius remained quiet.

He understood the turmoil within her.

She loved him—that much was undeniable. Her feelings ran so deep that she had even spoken those painful words.

To seal her heart away for his sake… That was the highest praise a man could receive.

If she couldn’t have him, she would never love another.

Tonight was the turning point. Caius had to break this deadlock—but for once, he was at a loss.

Yvlan wasn’t some marauder gang he could charge into with a Magitech cannon, wreaking havoc.

Nor was she as naive as the Little Swan or as docile as the Silly Mushroom. He couldn’t deceive her.

Even Instructor Holan, who accepted polygamy, had begged Caius not to entangle himself with more women—let alone a Flametower woman, bound by a tradition of lifelong monogamy.

Think, Caius. Think of a way out of this…

Just then, Yvlan spoke again.

"Caius… what if I gave myself to you tonight?"

Caius stiffened.

Under normal circumstances, he would’ve agreed in a heartbeat, eagerly devouring every inch of the Boss Lady.

But not now.

He knew exactly what those words meant.

If he accepted, after tonight, Yvlan would disappear.

This would be her way of choosing him—yet never staying with him.

Once she gave him her body, she would have no reason to linger. They would part forever, never to cross paths again.

Absolutely not.

Caius despised that kind of ending.

So he replied, "No."

"Why not?" Her voice trembled audibly.

"It’s not that I don’t want you. But I refuse to claim you so carelessly—and this wouldn’t truly be having you," Caius said firmly.

"Yvlan, I’m a rogue mercenary, not some chivalrous prince sworn to one woman."

"So don’t even think about running away."

"If you dare flee, I’ll hunt you down with every tracking skill I’ve ever learned."

"I swear, no matter where you hide—even at the ends of the earth—I’ll find you."

"But…" Yvlan lifted her head, her tear-glazed eyes glimmering in the dark.

Caius pressed a finger to her lips. "Not now, alright? Let’s stay like this for the time being."

"Just like when we first met—you, the beautiful tavern owner, and me, the new mercenary lusting after you. We still have so many stories left to unfold."

"Once those stories are written, then we’ll decide."

"Tonight, just pretend I’m your husband, your beloved. And you—you’re my gorgeous, devoted wife."

"Even if we don’t become one in body, my love for you remains."

He leaned down, pressing a featherlight kiss to her lips, then another to her forehead.

"Don’t overthink it. Just rest. I’ll love you as always, tease you as always, and make you happy as always."

"Alright?"

In that moment, Yvlan’s heart melted.

For the first time, she allowed herself to imagine how perfect life would be if Caius belonged to her alone.

Slowly, she closed her eyes and returned his kiss with a whisper.

"Alright."
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                Watching Yvlan finally drift off to sleep, Caius let out a quiet sigh of relief. Holding her close, he began to mull over his next steps.

For now, the only tactic he could employ was delay—buying time.

By maintaining the status quo, he could at least keep Yvlan by his side.

Only then might an opportunity for change arise.

As he had said earlier, they still had many beautiful stories yet to unfold. Perhaps, as those moments accumulated and blossomed, Yvlan’s heart would soften, and she might truly accept him.

Sometimes, love could blind a person, even drive them to abandon everything—beliefs, dreams, even the sacred meaning of the Flametower Clan’s totem.

Right now, Yvlan didn’t love him that deeply yet. So, he needed more time.

For a loyal Flametower woman to compromise this much for him was already remarkable.

Thankfully, the laws of this world permitted polygamy—whether one husband with multiple wives or one wife with multiple husbands. The strong simply had more choices.

If this were a strictly monogamous world, Caius would’ve likely earned a slap before watching Yvlan storm out in fury, impossible to stop.

Honestly, given his strength, forcing himself on her would’ve been effortless.

But he would never do that.

He had his own principles—true skill lay in making a group of women willingly embrace and love him despite sharing him.

That was what he called real ability.

Whether as a mercenary or in matters of love, he had his own brand of dominance.

After racking his brain without finding a perfect solution, Caius shook his head and closed his eyes.

Enough thinking. The cart will find its way around the mountain; the boat will straighten when it reaches the bridge.

If there’s no path, I’ll carve one. If the bridge blocks me, I’ll smash it!

"How can the world offer a perfect solution?"

If I say there is one, then there damn well will be!

With that, the night passed without incident.

By dawn, Yvlan slowly stirred awake.

Turning her head, she found Caius already gone.

A pang of panic struck her, and she quickly sat up.

Her dress remained untouched—aside from the wrinkles from sleeping in it, nothing had changed. Caius wasn’t in the room either.

Fear gripped her. What if she never saw him again? She hurriedly pushed open the door and rushed downstairs.

There, she spotted the little catgirl perched cheerfully at the bar, swaying her head with a contented air.

If Kiki was here, the big oaf couldn’t be far. Yvlan’s tension eased slightly, but she still asked anxiously, "Where’s the big guy?"

"Looking for me?" Before Kiki could answer, Caius poked his head out from the kitchen door.

The moment she saw him, Yvlan’s worries melted away. A smile tugged at her lips. "What are you doing back there?"

"Making you a love-filled breakfast," Caius grinned, stepping out. Only then did Yvlan notice he was wearing an apron—her apron, in fact.

Given his massive frame, the apron looked comically tight.

Yet for some reason, Yvlan found it incredibly sexy.

"You know how to make a love-filled breakfast?" Yvlan slid onto the stool beside Kiki, ruffling the catgirl’s adorable head as she teased.

"Nope," Caius admitted with a wry smirk. "See for yourself."

He presented a plate.

On it: a steak, two eggs, and a few slices of neatly arranged bacon.

The eggs had been fried into heart shapes—albeit lopsided ones. The steak bore a drizzle of sauce forming another heart, while the bacon looked decent—mainly because it was pre-cooked and only needed light frying.

"This looks pretty good," Yvlan blinked.

"Flip it over," Caius nudged.

Yvlan obliged with her fork—and nearly burst out laughing.

One side of the steak was passable. The other? Charcoal-black. Cutting into it revealed the inside was still raw.

"How did you even manage this?" Yvlan covered her mouth, stifling giggles.

"No clue. I figured a thick steak needed more time, but when I flipped it… well," Caius shrugged innocently.

"Alright, alright. Leave the kitchen to the women," Yvlan chuckled, hopping over the counter. She untied the apron from Caius and fastened it around herself, then shooed him out.

"But I still wanna try…" Caius mumbled.

Yvlan found his pout utterly endearing. "By the time you get it right, it’ll be dinner, not breakfast."

"Besides, Flametower women have a rule: men don’t belong in the kitchen."

"Your talents lie elsewhere."

Caius snapped his fingers. "I love that rule!"

Yvlan rolled her eyes playfully and firmly ejected him from the kitchen.

"Go wait."

"Aye aye!" Caius saluted, plopping obediently beside Kiki.

Only once Yvlan disappeared into the kitchen did Kiki whisper, "Big guy, did you succeed in wooing the Boss Lady yet?"

"Almost, almost," Caius grinned, pinching her cheeks.

"Feels like the Boss Lady’s really hard to woo…" Kiki pouted.

Last night, to help the big guy’s mission, she’d resisted cuddling him and slept alone. If he didn’t succeed soon, would she have to keep sleeping by herself?

The thought made her ears droop. She tugged his sleeve pleadingly. "Big guy, sleep with me tonight, okay? Meow?"

Caius patted her head fondly. "Deal!"

Kiki’s face instantly brightened.

What a good kitty.

Soon, Yvlan reemerged, presenting a plate of flawlessly cooked breakfast. Caius immediately launched into exaggerated praise:

"Now this is what I call skill! Look at that steak! Those eggs! That bacon! I’mma devour this!"

Yvlan laughed. "Eat up before it gets cold."

"Got it!" Caius dug in with gusto.

Midway, he speared a piece of steak and held it to Yvlan’s lips. "Here."

"Not my cooking, but it’s my hand feeding you. That counts, right?"

Yvlan giggled, tucking her hair behind her ear before taking the bite.

"Seems my skills haven’t dulled," she mused.

Caius’s gaze lingered on her glistening lips. Tempted, he leaned in.

"Boss Lady, a love-filled breakfast isn’t complete without a love-filled kiss. So—"

Before he could finish, Yvlan blushed but didn’t pull away.

After yesterday’s spectacle—him carrying her into his room in front of everyone—the entire tavern already assumed the deed was done.

Might as well own it.

With a coy smile, she met him halfway.

The tavern erupted in good-natured jeers and cheers.

The atmosphere was nothing short of joyous.
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                After breakfast and their public display of affection, Caius was in high spirits.

"Any big jobs lately?" he asked Yvlan, taking a sip of rum.

"Plenty," Yvlan nodded. "Eight of them, all Platinum-tier."

"That many? Looks like your reputation as a middleman’s grown too," Caius grinned, tossing her a light compliment.

"Thanks to you," Yvlan smiled back. "You put Hailan No. 11 on the map. Now I’ve got several Platinum-tier mercenaries under me, plus over a dozen Gold-tier ones."

"Wait, really?" Caius feigned shock before his expression crumpled dramatically. "Does that mean you won’t love me anymore?"

He deployed his signature move—burly man撒娇—a tactic Yvlan could never resist.

By now, everyone knew the big oaf and the Boss Lady were an item, so Yvlan threw caution to the wind, grabbing his face and planting a loud kiss on his cheek.

"What do you think?" she challenged, tilting her chin up.

"Heh, I think you still love me," Caius grinned dopily.

"I’d love you more if you only liked me," Yvlan muttered under her breath.

Caius chuckled awkwardly before turning serious. "In this tavern, you’re my favorite."

"Liar…" Yvlan rolled her eyes and fetched the mission briefs.

"Eight jobs. Taking all of them?"

Hell no. That’d be exhausting—he still needed time to forge gear.

Of course, he couldn’t say that.

"Two’s enough. Leave the rest for your other mercs—wouldn’t want them starving under your watch," he teased.

"How considerate," Yvlan laughed, selecting two high-reward, low-effort Platinum jobs for him: an escort mission and a mineral collection task.

This highlighted Yvlan’s knack for job selection.

The first was escorting an adventurer team into the Kotemo Ore Zone. They needed rare ores but lacked experience and strong leadership.

Caius’s role? Bodyguard, ensuring their safe return from the mines.

Conveniently, this aligned with the second task—mineral procurement—letting him kill two birds with one stone.

Mission synergy was an art, and with Yvlan handling the picks, Caius didn’t even need to strategize. She reserved the juiciest linked jobs for him.

"Off I go, then," Caius pocketed the briefs and waved.

"Stay safe. I don’t want to see you dragging yourself back half-dead again," Yvlan warned.

"Won’t happen. Promise."

Leaving Hailan No. 11, Caius and Kiki headed to Oern’s Smithy in the inner city.

"Oern! Need ores? I’m hitting Kotemo—can grab some for you," Caius announced, barging in.

The dwarf nodded. "Aye. Bring back 300 kilos of Vivianite."

"Done!" Caius agreed cheerfully before sidling up with a grin.

Oern raised a bushy eyebrow. "Spit it out!"

"Heh, I need a full set of heavy armor. Might be swamped later—think you could…?" Caius rubbed his hands.

Oern waved him off. "That’s it? Thought you were askin’ fer the moon."

"So you’ll do it?"

"List yer specs later. Bring yer own materials."

"Legend!"

"Now piss off. Got metal to beat."

Same old dismissal. Caius obliged with a mock salute.

Next stop: Iron Tavern. Raymond handed him two more ore-zone tasks—collecting ten Platinum-tier Stoneback Behemoth Crystalis Hearts and additional minerals.

Normally, Raymond assigned top-tier jobs selectively, but he happily made exceptions for Caius.

Mutual benefits, baby.

Finally, Caius swung by the Wargs Gang turf.

"Rog! Got any ore-zone gigs?" he called from a distance.

"You little shit, scrounging jobs from me now?" Rog laughed.

"Just maximizing efficiency," Caius grinned, offering a hand-rolled cigarette.

Rog took a drag and blinked. "Where’d you get these? Never tasted this blend in Ocean City."

"Homemade," Caius revealed, producing a pouch of a hundred. "Want some?"

Back when the old man was alive and banned smoking, Caius had stockpiled them. Properly stored, they kept indefinitely. Even after the old man’s passing, he’d kept rolling them daily—now his spatial ring held years’ worth.

"Just giving me this?" Rog’s eyes gleamed—a fellow nicotine addict.

"Mm-hmm."

Rog pondered. "These are gold. Ocean City’s full of smokers—we should partner up."

Caius clutched his chest. "I’m flattered, but I don’t swing that way—"

"The cigarettes, dumbass!" Rog cackled.

"Ah! What’s the plan?"

"You provide the recipe; I handle production. This blend’s strong and smooth—it’ll sell like crazy."

"Profit split?"

"50% for three months. Once my people master it, you get 10% ongoing."

Fair deal. Rolling tobacco was low-tech—Rog could’ve just stolen the recipe. Her offer was a goodwill gesture to maintain ties.

"Deal." Caius scribbled the recipe and handed it over.

Rog blinked. "No Guild contract?"

Caius exhaled smoke. "Nah. Wargs Gang’s credit score with me is perfect."

Rog grinned. "Then we won’t disappoint."

She knew better than to cross him. The big oaf’s reputation preceded him.

This was the privilege that strength afforded.
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                Having inexplicably landed a business deal, Caius was in an even better mood.

So he bought some delicious treats and dropped by the Orphanage.

The moment the children saw him and the little kitten, they rushed over eagerly, while Lunla, the grandmotherly caretaker, cheerfully prepared a fruit platter.

It was clear that Lunla’s complexion had improved significantly—at the very least, she no longer looked as gaunt as a withered tree.

Earlier that morning, Belle had sent a letter. Its contents were simple: she had compiled a list of spells suitable for a Battlemage and asked Caius to visit when he had time.

After all, Battlemages cast spells through their bodies. Some magic was naturally unsuitable for them, while other spells, when channeled through a Battlemage’s physique, could produce extraordinary effects. This required further development and exploration.

Additionally, Holan had returned to her clan and wanted to inform him.

Caius wrote back, reminding her that winter was approaching and she should eat more meat to build up some reserves.

He claimed it was for surviving the cold, but in truth, it was because he thought girls with a little extra softness were much more comfortable to hold.

He also mentioned that he would be busy with missions over the next few days and wouldn’t have time to visit, so she should behave herself at the Academy. If anything came up, she should either write to him or seek help from the Student Council President.

After sending the kitten off to deliver the letter, Caius pondered that once things in Ocean City settled down a bit, he should pay more attention to matters at Hydis Magic Academy. He needed to take on some Academy missions to lighten the load for Holan and Belle’s magical research team.

He also figured it was time to get Belle a Voice Stone so they wouldn’t have to rely solely on letters.

The Academy’s Magitech Badges did have voice transmission capabilities, but those weren’t as reliable as phones. The connection became unstable outside the Academy’s grounds and outright failed beyond Grilla City.

When the kitten returned, Caius bid farewell to the Orphanage and headed to the market in Ocean City for a stroll.

Yet, he still couldn’t find a Voice Stone—contrary to his expectations, they were actually quite rare and not something you could just buy anywhere.

So Caius decided to contact Katerina directly via Voice Stone.

"What is it?" Katerina’s voice came through, still disguised as [Kate]'s.

Caius grinned. "Chief Enforcer, I’m looking to get my hands on a few Voice Stones. You got any?"

"I do. But every Voice Stone requires registration and cannot be freely circulated. What do you need them for?" Katerina asked.

"Damn, they’re that tightly controlled? Are they strategic resources or something?" Caius raised an eyebrow.

"Pretty much," Katerina replied.

That made sense. Communication in this world wasn’t advanced. Aside from a few powerful individuals capable of long-distance transmission, most messaging relied on Voice Stones or physical couriers. That made Voice Stones incredibly valuable.

After all, in warfare, the speed and accuracy of information could determine the outcome of an entire battle.

Good intelligence and communication methods were crucial, no matter where you were.

After some thought, Caius said, "I need to venture deep into Nofalark Forest for a Bloody Lands investigation mission. Communicating with my team will be difficult without them."

That’s right—time to lie!

For Katerina, a woman dedicated to fighting corruption in Ocean City and saving its people from suffering, this was a perfectly justifiable reason.

And indeed, it worked—to an extent.

But Katerina clearly wasn’t entirely convinced.

"Really?" Her voice was laced with skepticism.

"Of course," Caius replied smoothly. "It’s for the people of Ocean City. And, well, the pay doesn’t hurt either."

"You wouldn’t want to lose a valuable undercover informant just because of poor communication, would you?"

Katerina fell silent for a moment before responding, "By noon, I’ll have someone deliver the Voice Stones to the right-side gate of Hailan No. 11. The pile of rocks by the threshold will contain them."

"Be there to retrieve them."

Damn, she really went all out to avoid detection.

"No problem," Caius agreed readily. It was just a matter of bending down to pick them up.

Then, after a pause, he added, "By the way, do you have any intel on the Bloody Lands?"

"I’ve got a feeling this one’s different. It might trigger a full-blown disaster."

If Mack had said so, he was probably right.

"Your instincts are correct," Katerina said, her tone growing heavier.

"Oh?" Caius’s interest was piqued.

"I’ve been monitoring the Bloody Lands suppression force. Casualties are high, and progress is slow. They’ve likely hit a major obstacle, but details are scarce for now."

"The only certainty is that the threat level of this Bloody Lands exceeds five stars."

"Grilla City has already dispatched twenty Mithril-rank fighters, yet the suppression still isn’t complete."

"Damn…" Caius let out a low whistle. "What about Ocean City’s response?"

"Same as always. The higher-ups are too busy feasting and indulging to contribute meaningfully. They’ve only symbolically sent five hundred troops and two Mithril-ranks."

"The fate of the entire city is at stake, and they still don’t care?"

"Exactly," Katerina replied bitterly. "The newly appointed City Lord isn’t even from Ocean City. If things go south, he could just abandon the city and leave."

"And I suspect he’s just a puppet propped up by the bureaucrats. The real powers behind Ocean City don’t care about its survival—it’s just a tool for their profits."

"So when the time comes, I’ll have a critical mission for you. I expect your full cooperation."

"Of course! I’d go through fire and water for you, Chief Enforcer!" Caius replied with his usual roguish charm.

"Hmph." Katerina’s response was noncommittal. It was unclear whether she believed him, but Caius didn’t care. She needed him, after all.

"Anything else?" she asked.

"Nope."

Silence followed.

Caius noticed the Voice Stone was still faintly glowing—Katerina hadn’t cut the connection yet.

He doubted she was the type to bother with farewells, so he smirked and asked, "My business is done, but what about you, oh admirable Chief Enforcer? Anything I can do for you?"

"Don’t call me that. You don’t mean it." Her tone was flat.

"Now that’s unfair. You haven’t cut open my chest—how do you know I’m not sincere?" Caius chuckled. "I genuinely respect a fine enforcer like you, one who actually cares about the people."

"Really?"

"Really." Caius nodded.

And he meant it. People like her were rare—both in his past life and this one. Most would call them fools.

Doing good deeds still deserved praise, after all.

Some might say, "Isn’t doing good just the baseline?"

Others might argue, "Shouldn’t celebrities just be professional by default?"

And then there were those who’d snap, "Isn’t protecting the people just what enforcers are supposed to do?"

To which Caius would say—bullshit.

Sure, it should be the standard. But those kinds of statements only hold weight when they come from the person doing the good deed. Anyone else saying it just sounds like a self-righteous prick.

Imagine a kid finding a wallet and handing it to an enforcer, hoping for a pat on the head. Then some bystander mutters, "Isn’t that just what you’re supposed to do?"

How would that kid feel?

People need acknowledgment. Every action seeks a response.

If someone does good, praise them. Positive reinforcement makes people want to keep doing the right thing. There’s no need to act like some enlightened sage pointing out the obvious.

If you were truly that wise, you wouldn’t be stumbling through life like the rest of us.

So when it came to a principled enforcer like Katerina, Caius had no qualms laying on the praise.

"So, is there anything this humble servant can do for you, oh most admirable Chief Enforcer?" he asked, still grinning.

"No. It’s just…" Katerina hesitated before finally asking, "When are you wearing the skirt?"

At that moment, Caius nearly burst out laughing.
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                It seems our Enforcer Katerina takes her promises quite seriously, which has earned her a slight boost in Caius's evaluation.

Ninety-six points!

Keep it up, and you might just catch up to the Boss Lady's one hundred and five.

With a grin, Caius replied, "Later, later. No time now."

"And when will you have time?" Katerina pressed.

"Don’t rush it. Something like this needs the right occasion, don’t you think?" Caius teased.

Katerina: "..."

At that moment, in the Chief Enforcer's office within the enforcer headquarters, Katerina's chest rose and fell slightly.

She was a little irritated.

The main issue wasn’t the condition itself, but the fact that Caius kept delaying it. Every time she thought of him, she was reminded that she still owed him a skirt display.

At twenty-five years old, the number of times she had worn a skirt could be counted on one hand. For her, this was nothing short of mortifying.

If not for the sake of Ocean City’s citizens, she would never have agreed to such a demand.

Which was why she was so eager to get it over with.

But Caius simply refused to give her the opportunity.

Perhaps sensing her frustration, his voice soon came through the Mother-Child Voice Stone again: "How about in a few days?"

Katerina immediately responded, "Fine."

With that, she cut off the connection, ceasing her magic output.

Looking at the now-dimmed stone, Caius chuckled.

Who would’ve thought the stern Chief Enforcer had such a cute side?

Not bad at all.

Turning to Kiki, he said, "Little Kitten, head to Hailan No. 11 and tell the Boss Lady to pick up the stone to the right of the threshold on the right-side door by noon. It’s something important—ask her to keep it safe for me."

"Got it, Meow!" Without another question, Kiki dashed off to deliver the message and returned shortly after.

"The Boss Lady says okay, Meow!" she reported.

"Good. Then we’re all set. Let’s go—time to tackle that commission." With a wave, Caius strode out of Ocean City with the little catgirl in tow.

Retrieving his magitech vehicle, Caius drove Kiki to a farm eight kilometers outside the city—the address left by the adventurer squad.

The commission required departure before noon, and Caius arrived around ten.

After a quick inquiry with the farm owner, the young adventurers staying there were promptly summoned.

And what a sight they were—a group of fresh-faced youths, likely in their early twenties, two boys and two girls.

"Hello, I’m Hakon," greeted the blond-haired young man at the forefront, extending a hand with warm enthusiasm. "This is Linton, Sloane, and Faye. We’re the Mars Adventure Crew!"

Caius shook his hand with a grin. "Pleasure. I’m Caius, the finest mercenary in Ocean City."

"Really?" Faye, the taller of the two girls, eyed him skeptically, while the smaller one studied him with curiosity.

"Absolutely. With me around, you’ll walk into that mine and walk right back out in one piece," Caius declared, radiating confidence.

If nothing else, his sheer size alone was reassuring.

The four young adventurers quickly warmed up to him.

"Then we’ll be counting on you, Brother Caius," Hakon said cheerfully. He had the air of a sunny, good-natured lad, his smile bright and earnest.

"No problem. Ready to head out now?" Caius asked.

"Yes. If we leave now, we should reach the Kotemo Ore Zone by evening. We’ll rest overnight and enter the mine the next day," Hakon explained, excitement evident in his voice.

"Evening?" Caius raised a brow before summoning his Thunderbolt III with a sweep of his hand.

"No need for that. Hop in—we’ll be there by lunch."

"Whoa!" The four youths gasped in unison.

"It’s a Thunderbolt III! The latest off-road magitech vehicle from the Layton Chamber of Commerce!" Hakon circled the vehicle in awe, his admiration overflowing.

"I’ve wanted one forever, but my allowance wasn’t enough..."

Caius smirked inwardly. So, this kid was from a wealthy family, huh?

Not that it was hard to guess. Despite their slightly disheveled appearance, their gear was far from cheap. Caius pegged them as young nobles who’d formed an adventurer crew for fun—otherwise, they wouldn’t have been able to afford a 30,000-gold commission.

Moreover, they carried an air of inexperience, sheltered and well-protected at home. Caius could smell it on them.

Soon, Kiki settled into her coveted passenger seat, while the four youths piled into the back.

The Thunderbolt III’s interior was spacious, easily accommodating the four. They couldn’t stop marveling at the vehicle, their praises sending a swell of pride through Caius.

Sometimes, complimenting a man’s ride worked better than complimenting the man himself.

Hakon even added, "Thank you, Brother Caius. I thought we’d be trekking on foot again this time."

"But don’t worry—we’ll pay extra for the ride!"

Though Caius was technically younger than these four, to him, they were just kids—adorable ones at that.

He laughed heartily. "No need. Forget gold—I’d rather hear some stories!"

"How about you tell me the tales of the Mars Adventure Crew?"

The youths’ eyes lit up instantly.

As adventurers, they were more than happy to share their exploits. After all, that was part of the thrill of the lifestyle!

Thus, the journey became a lively exchange of laughter and stories. Caius drove while chatting with the group, and Kiki soon joined in. Before long, the six of them were getting along like old friends.

From their conversation, Caius learned that the four hailed from Pedoro City.

Hakon and Sloane were siblings.

Linton and Faye were siblings as well.

Both families were well-off merchants, and the four had grown up together, forming a tight-knit bond.

On their sixteenth birthday, they’d decided to form a small adventurer crew. The name "Mars" symbolized their belief that even the smallest spark could one day ignite a blaze—just as they hoped to become a legendary crew with far-reaching influence.

Now, in their fourth year as the Mars Adventure Crew, Hakon, the eldest, was already twenty-two.

For the first three years, they’d only adventured around Pedoro City. Their stories, while not grand in scale, were filled with youthful dreams and the charm of inexperience.

Like the time they discovered a species of tiny fish in a cave stream that glowed at night.

Or when they traversed a vine-covered ravine and met a group of friendly mountain dwarves, who served them delicious stew.

Or their habit of building bonfires by the sea, where Hakon would play enchanting tunes on his harp.

Moreover, these privileged youngsters were no slouches in talent. The two girls and Linton were high-tier Gold-rank, while Hakon had even reached Platinum Two-Star.

Apparently, he’d been set to attend a Magic Academy but chose to pursue his adventurer dreams instead—a decision his family supported. So, in their fourth year, he’d led his crew beyond Pedoro to see the wider world.

And how did they travel hundreds of kilometers? Mostly on foot.

Though they had the means for easier transport, they believed that only by walking the land could they truly grasp the vastness of the world.

Unless someone offered them a ride, they marched forward step by step.

To that, Caius gave a thumbs-up. "Now that’s the spirit of true adventurers!"
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                Caius's praise made the four youths blush and laugh.

"We're not really adventurers yet—just beginners taking our first steps," Hakon said modestly, a testament to his good upbringing.

Families that supported their children's dreams—Caius figured their parenting couldn’t be half bad.

"In my eyes, you're already adventurers. You just need more experience and training. Trust me, if you keep at it, becoming true adventurers is only a matter of time!" Caius grinned.

"Thank you!" The four exchanged glances, their voices brimming with excitement.

Sometimes, encouragement from a friendly stranger could be incredibly motivating, especially for young dreamers still finding their footing.

"Alright, kids, hold on tight—I'm speeding up!"

"Got it, Brother Cai—" Hakon's reply stretched into a drawn-out yelp as Caius suddenly floored the accelerator.

From then on, Caius drove like the wind, effortlessly pulling off drifts and sharp turns with masterful skill.

Kiki cheered excitedly, the two girls white-knuckled the handrails with wide eyes, while the boys whooped and hollered—clearly, this was their first time experiencing such a thrilling ride.

Before long, they arrived at their destination.

The girls wobbled slightly as they stepped out, their legs still shaky, while Hakon and Linton eagerly crowded around Caius.

"Brother Caius, your driving is amazing! The best I've ever seen!" Hakon gushed.

"That move just now—whoosh, sliding sideways, then swerving back—what was that?!" Linton gestured wildly.

Caius puffed out his chest proudly. "Hah, that’s called a drift. Pretty cool, huh?"

"SO cool!" the four chorused.

Caius laughed heartily, thoroughly satisfied.

Hakon then suggested they eat first before heading into the mine.

"Brother Caius, you have to try my beef stew! I learned the recipe from a gourmet chef during my travels!" Hakon insisted enthusiastically.

"Sure thing," Caius agreed, then glanced around. "This area’s safe. Stay near my magitech vehicle—the defensive barrier will stay active and can withstand attacks from Platinum-rank Magic Beasts."

"I’ll be back before your stew’s ready."

Hakon blinked. "Where are you going?"

"Just a quick mercenary side job. Be right back." With a grin, Caius turned to Kiki. "Kiki, keep them safe."

"No problem, Meow!" Kiki chirped.

Without waiting for further questions, Caius leaped away, sprinting toward the mining zone.

The parking spot was on higher ground near the mine, offering a clear view of most of the open-pit area.

Unable to resist their curiosity, the four youths edged toward the slope to peer down—only to see Caius plow into a pack of Stoneback Behemoths like a battering ram.

The largest ones got two hammer blows to the skull and dropped dead instantly.

The Gold-rank ones? Sent flying with a single swing.

"Oh my gods…" The four gaped as Caius tore through the Behemoth horde like it was nothing.

Meanwhile, Kiki puffed up proudly. "Big Guy is the strongest mercenary in Ocean City, Meow!"

The group exchanged glances and nodded in unison.

At first, they’d thought Caius’s claim was just bragging. Now? They were starting to believe it.

Those Behemoths were Platinum-rank, yet Caius smashed their skulls in two hits. Even if he wasn’t Ocean City’s strongest, he had to be close.

Their excitement for the expedition grew even stronger.

Soon, Caius returned, having already harvested the Crystalis Hearts and materials from ten Platinum-rank Stoneback Behemoths.

Hakon’s beef stew, however, was only half done—because he’d been too busy watching Caius wreak havoc and forgot to keep cooking.

Before long, the rich aroma of stew filled the air. Caius took a bite and his eyes lit up.

Damn, this was good!

He devoured two large bowls and would’ve gone for more if not for worrying the kids might go hungry.

Seeing how much he enjoyed it, Hakon generously shared the recipe.

Caius doubted he could replicate the flavor himself, but he memorized it anyway—he’d ask the Boss Lady to make it later.

Then it’d be Love-infused Beef Stew!

Heh.

After the meal, the group rested briefly before preparing to enter the mine.

"By the way, why didn’t you stay in Ocean City? Why the farm?" Caius asked casually.

"We originally planned to, but… Ocean City felt a bit chaotic. Not very safe," Hakon said tactfully, perhaps wary of offending Caius if he was a local.

His sister, Sloane, however, was more blunt. "A bit chaotic? It was a mess!"

"We hadn’t even walked far before a bunch of thugs started catcalling Faye and me!"

Hakon shot her a look, but Sloane barreled on. "And the moment locals realized we weren’t from Ocean City, they jacked up prices! A decent meal worth a few silver or gold? They charged us a hundred!"

"We’ve got money, but we’re not idiots!"

Caius burst out laughing. "You made the right call. Ocean City isn’t exactly welcoming to outsiders."

Relieved that Caius wasn’t offended, Hakon chuckled. "I don’t know—Brother Caius has been plenty friendly."

Caius: "That’s because I’m not from Ocean City either."

The four: "…"

"So… do people treat you like that too?" Sloane blinked.

Caius pretended to think before shaking his head. "Nah. Never had anyone catcall me yet."

They stared, then burst into laughter.

"If someone did whistle at you, it’d be hilarious," Sloane giggled, thoroughly amused by his humor.

"Just imagining it is terrifying," Caius deadpanned, shuddering dramatically.

"HAHAHA!"

After the lighthearted banter, it was time to get serious.

"What kind of ore are you looking for? I can give some pointers—different minerals are found at different depths." Caius hefted his warhammer and led the way. The Stoneback Behemoths scattered the moment they saw him.

Hakon answered, "We’re after Gaia’s Crystals."

"Gaia’s Crystals? Then we’ll need to go deep—probably the lower labyrinth levels." Caius rubbed his chin.

Gaia’s Crystals were rare gemstone-class minerals, only forming in areas saturated with earth-elemental energy. They often spawned Earthen Core Crystals as byproducts, meaning they were usually guarded by earth elementals, making extraction difficult.

Normally, a well-equipped team of five to eight high-tier Platinum-rank adventurers would be needed to secure them reliably.

With the Mars Adventure Crew’s current lineup? Without Caius, even seeing a Gaia’s Crystal would be a miracle, let alone surviving the attempt.

"Honestly, getting the crystals isn’t the main goal. Even just seeing one would be enough. We’re here for the adventure itself," Hakon admitted sheepishly, scratching his head. "With our strength, actually obtaining one is… probably too much to ask."

"So, we’re counting on you, Brother Caius!"

Caius nodded.

True, if they just wanted Gaia’s Crystals, Hakon’s group could’ve simply bought them. Though pricey (under 100,000 gold), they could definitely afford it.

But since Caius had taken the commission, he’d see it through flawlessly—that was the professionalism of an elite mercenary!

With a confident grin, he declared, "Now that we’re here, why settle for just a peek?"

"Relax, kids. With me around, you’re definitely walking out with Gaia’s Crystals!"
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                Upon entering the mine, Caius didn’t just serve as a bodyguard—he also took on the roles of guide and educator, proving himself remarkably diligent.

While protecting the Mars Adventure Crew, he patiently answered their endless questions about everything that caught their curiosity.

"Brother Caius, what’s this?"

"Itchstone. Don’t touch it—this mineral irritates the skin. One brush, and you’ll be scratching for hours."

"Whoa… And this glowing one? It’s so pretty!"

"Blueglow Ore. Absorbs and stores light to emit a soft blue glow. Harmless. You can chip off a few pieces to take home—makes a nice decoration."

"Great idea! Hakon, hand me an ore collection jar!"

"Got it!"

At this point, Caius felt like he was chaperoning a group of kids on a field trip—relaxed and amused.

The journey was relatively hazard-free. Upper-level Magic Beasts were mostly Gold-rank, with Platinum-rank being rare. Aside from sunbathing Stoneback Behemoths, few high-tier creatures ventured this far up.

As he played teacher—ahem, mentor—to the youths, Caius also gathered materials for his own commissions.

Though not the most efficient method, it kept the mood light.

After all, a professional lecture was just another way to show off, and the kids’ reactions were very satisfying.

By the time they reached the middle layers, the four were practically worshipping him.

Sloane, in particular, stood out. While the others were fascinated by adventure and minerals, her curiosity seemed laser-focused on Caius—her questions subtly probing his past and interests.

Caius wasn’t blind to the young girl’s crush.

To be fair, as a wealthy merchant’s daughter, Sloane was quite pretty—scoring over eighty in Caius’s book. No wonder Ocean City’s thugs had catcalled her.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t his type. Beyond displaying his trademark mercenary charm, he made no effort to flirt.

But he had underestimated his appeal to sheltered young women.

By afternoon, the group began to tire. Hours of trekking through uneven terrain wasn’t easy.

Not everyone had Caius’s monstrous stamina.

Nor did they have a giant to ride like Kiki did.

"Rest here. I’ll scout ahead. Shout if anything happens—the rock layers here are stable, no cave-ins," Caius said. "Be back soon."

Truthfully, Kiki had sniffed out a mineral deposit up ahead through magic resonance, and he needed to collect it.

Once he and Kiki left, the four settled down to prepare a meal, chatting idly.

"So… what do you think of Brother Caius?" Sloane suddenly asked.

Three pairs of eyes locked onto her. Hakon smirked. "You’ve got a crush, don’t you?"

Linton and Faye immediately joined in with teasing grins—nothing fueled gossip like budding romance.

Sloane flushed but lifted her chin. "So what if I do?"

Hakon blinked. "Wait, you’re serious?"

"He’s handsome, strong, and kind…" Her voice trailed off, cheeks reddening further.

Faye frowned. "But we’ve known him for less than a day. How can you be sure he’s really like that?"

Linton, however, nodded. "I think Brother Caius is pretty great. You can tell he’s a good guy."

Faye smacked her brother’s arm. "Appearances deceive."

Linton shrank back but muttered, "You wouldn’t understand—this is male intuition."

Petite as she was, Faye had no issue bullying her younger brother. "You? A man? Brother Caius is a real man. You’re just a brat!"

Linton opened his mouth—then wisely shut it under her glare.

(One wonders how they’d react upon learning Caius was only sixteen.)

"So? I think he’s wonderful. Don’t you agree?" Sloane pressed eagerly.

Hakon shook his head. "He is great, but you two wouldn’t work."

"Why not?!"

"Brother Caius must be, what, twenty-seven or twenty-eight? You just turned twenty. That age gap’s too much—he wouldn’t see you as anything but a kid."

"Since when does age matter in true love?" Sloane huffed.

Knowing his sister’s stubbornness, Hakon shrugged. "Then go confess."

Sloane instantly deflated. "I… I can’t…"

Hakon laughed. "Exactly. Don’t overthink it. The last thing we need is him thinking we’re exploiting his kindness."

Faye and Linton burst into merciless giggles, deepening Sloane’s blush.

Despite her height (a solid 170cm), Sloane was the youngest of the group.

Pouting at their teasing, she was soon distracted as the conversation shifted back to minerals.

But then—footsteps.

The four tensed, turning to see six well-equipped men approaching from a side tunnel.

Spotting them, the strangers paused—then their eyes lit up at the sight of Sloane and Faye.

"Well, well. Never expected to find beauties in this dump."

"Hey there. Fancy teaming up?"

With leering grins, they sauntered closer.

——

Meanwhile, Caius was happily mining away.

Oern’s requested Vivianite wasn’t hard to locate—just tedious to extract. At under 50% purity, he needed at least 700kg of raw ore to meet the 300kg requirement.

Fortunately, the current vein was massive. Just a matter of elbow grease.

With his monstrous strength, Caius soon finished harvesting and headed back, whistling.

But as he neared the campsite, unfamiliar voices made him pick up the pace.

Rounding a corner, he found the four youths squared off against six rough-looking men.

Hakon and Linton stood protectively in front of the girls, faces tense, while the strangers tossed crude jokes at Sloane and Faye.

Ah. Veteran miners bullying rookies—with some unsavory intentions mixed in.

Grinning, Caius hefted his warhammer and strode forward.

Perfect timing for a show.
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                "Give us some face, yeah? We're a Platinum-rank mercenary crew—three Platinums here. Stick with us, and you'll be safer," a bald mercenary leered at Sloane.

"No thanks. Please leave!" Hakon said firmly, his brow furrowed.

"Don’t be like that, kid. Brought some rum—call it fate we met. Even if we don’t team up, share a meal and a drink? Liquor makes brothers of us all. Who knows, you might change your mind?" A potbellied merc grinned, pulling out a bottle.

The rum was real. Whether it was clean was another question.

"We said we’re not interested. Leave. Now." Hakon raised his staff—he was a mage, after all—but against six opponents, outnumbered and outranked, his confidence wavered.

"Oho, that disrespectful? We invite you nice and polite, and you point weapons at us?" A burly merc sneered.

"What d’you say, lads? Teach ’em some manners?"

"Damn right!" The others fanned out, advancing. Clearly, this wasn’t their first rodeo.

Ocean City mercenaries, unchecked, were barely distinguishable from bandits.

This was why the city had its reputation.

Beyond the walls, survival was a free-for-all. Lawless types thrived, and harassment like this was commonplace.

Then—laughter.

"Heh. Messing with my clients? Bold move."

The mercs froze, whirling toward the voice.

Their smirks vanished, replaced by groveling grins.

"C-Caius?!"

Caius tilted his head. "Oh? You know me?"

"O-of course!" they stammered.

Are you kidding? Even as inner-city mercs who didn’t work at Hailan No. 11, they’d attended Zachary’s banquet. They’d seen Caius dismantle Okot—Platinum Seven-Star—like a toy before hammering him into paste. And Baron Zachary? Didn’t dare squeak.

Their squad’s strongest was Platinum Four-Star, with three Gold-ranks tagging along. Against Caius? They’d be lucky to last five seconds.

Instantly, they became model citizens.

"Good," Caius said cheerfully. "Makes this easy."

"Slap yourselves twice. Apologize. Then we’re square."

The mercs hesitated, pride warring with survival instinct.

Caius’s smile dropped. His warhammer thudded into the ground, the impact vibrating through the tunnel.

"Or would you rather die here?"

"Your call. I’ll even fight one-handed." He hefted the hammer single-handedly and stepped forward.

"N-no! We’ll slap! We’ll slap!"

Whack! Whack! Whack!

The tunnel echoed with the sound of frantic self-flagellation. Some overachievers even slapped themselves a dozen times, lips splitting.

Caius blinked. Am I that scary?

Eh. Flattering.

"Alright. Apologize."

"W-we’re sorry!" The six bowed deeply to the stunned Mars Adventure Crew, then whispered to Caius, "C-can we go now?"

"Scram. And watch your step next time~" Caius beamed, all sunshine—as if he hadn’t just threatened to turn them into paste.

The mercs bolted like their pants were on fire.

Turning back, Caius shrugged. "Problem solved."

The four youths stared at him with renewed awe. Sloane’s eyes practically sparkled.

To her, Caius had just embodied peak coolness.

"Brother Caius… thank you. We’d have been in real trouble without you," Hakon said shakily.

He’d heard Ocean City was rough, but this rough? Most mercs elsewhere had some decency. Here? They might as well be thugs.

How could Caius—a fellow merc—be so different?

"Don’t sweat it." Caius waved it off, then brightened. "New dish?"

"Chicken and potato stew! Try it!"

"Let me serve you!" Sloane practically lunged to fill Caius’s bowl to the brim.

He took a slurp. "Mmm~ Hakon, if adventuring doesn’t work out, you’ve got a future as a chef."

Hakon laughed, pleased—then glanced at Sloane’s starry-eyed gaze and sighed inwardly.

Little sis… this man’s way out of your league.

The incident had only deepened his respect for Caius—but also clarified things. Anyone who inspired that much fear wasn’t just "kind."

Caius’s warmth? Probably strictly professional.

A girl barely twenty had no chance taming someone who thrived in Ocean City’s chaos.

He prayed she’d back off.

Spoiler: She didn’t.

The moment Caius finished, Sloane chirped, "More? I’ll get it!"

"Sure, thanks."

Wilderness stew beat roasted rations any day.

Bowl #2 vanished. "Another?"

Caius finally noticed her enthusiasm. Uh-oh.

With the Boss Lady still unconquered, he really didn’t need another admirer.

"Nah, I’m good. Your friends barely got a bite."

Sloane turned—only to see Hakon’s group nibbling their half-empty bowls while the pot sat nearly drained.

"Oh…" Her shoulders slumped, as if serving him had been the highlight of her day.

(Which, honestly, it might’ve been.)

As she visibly schemed for more "interaction opportunities," Caius’s self-preservation instincts kicked in.

Time to nip this in the bud.

"Hakon, these recipes are gold. Mind if I share them with my lover?"

Silence.

"You… have a lover?" Hakon asked carefully.

"Yep. Runs a tavern. Flametower Clan."

Sloane’s face fell.

Flametower Clan. The Mars Adventure Crew knew the stories.

Flametower folk mated for life.

If Caius had a Flametower partner… he was taken. Permanently.

Poor Sloane—she had barely tasted the sweetness of romance before being forced to swallow the bitterness of heartbreak.
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                After dinner, the exploration continued.

Finally, just before midnight, they reached the lower mining zone and found the Gaia’s Crystal.

Along the way, they encountered quite a few Magic Beasts, but Caius handled them all without any real danger. Even the two Earth Elementals guarding the Gaia’s Crystal were smashed apart by him, yielding two Earthen Core Crystals and a variety of ores. The four youngsters from the Mars Adventure Crew also got their hands on the Gaia’s Crystal as they had hoped.

However, Sloane didn’t seem particularly focused on the crystal. She appeared somewhat downcast.

Everyone knew why—except Caius, who feigned ignorance.

Sloane forced a smile and explained that she might be feeling a bit unwell due to the unfamiliar environment, with some stomach discomfort.

Caius expressed concern.

Sloane thanked him.

Little Kiki thought Sloane seemed pitiful but didn’t understand why.

“Thank you, Brother Caius!” Hakon held the beautiful Gaia’s Crystal sincerely. “Without you, we wouldn’t have been able to experience this adventure.”

“Though I suppose it wasn’t much of an adventure for you, since you were the one protecting us the whole time… But this has been incredibly helpful for our growth. We’ve learned so much!”

“So, we’d like you to take this Gaia’s Crystal as additional payment for your services.”

Caius shook his head with a chuckle. “I’ve already taken your commission fee. Completing the job is just my duty—no need for this.”

Hakon scratched his head sheepishly. “Actually… we didn’t realize the mines would be this dangerous. The payment we gave you doesn’t feel like enough, but we just don’t have more money…”

Though the journey had been smooth, that was only because Caius was there.

In just a few hours, they had encountered Magic Beasts over a dozen times. By the time they reached the lower mining zone, most of the threats were Platinum-ranked. The intensity of the battles spoke for itself.

This was their first time in the mines. They had assumed it would be similar to the forests—maybe facing Platinum-rank Magic Beasts a few times at most, with the Gold-rank ones being something they could handle themselves.

But the density of Magic Beasts in the mines far exceeded that of the forests.

So, not only had Caius protected and looked after them, but he had also taught them all sorts of adventuring knowledge and mining insights. They felt the 30,000 gold they’d spent was more than worth it—so much so that they almost felt guilty.

After all, even paid instructors might not have provided the same level of guidance as Caius.

So, after some discussion, they unanimously agreed to gift the Gaia’s Crystal to him.

It wasn’t like they had come specifically for the crystal anyway. A good adventure was what truly mattered.

And with Caius leading them, this had been an amazing experience. They could now return home and tell their families and friends—“Ocean City might be a rough place, but it has the best mercenary!”

Eventually, after much insistence from Hakon and the others, Caius finally accepted the Gaia’s Crystal, worth 80,000 gold.

Though he had somewhat expected this outcome, it was only proper to decline a few times first.

Another two hours later, they emerged from the mine. By the time they reached the surface, it was already past midnight.

Caius escorted the Mars Adventure Crew back to the farm where they had started.

“Goodbye, Brother Caius!” The four youngsters waved reluctantly as Caius sat in the driver’s seat.

With a cigarette between his lips, Caius raised a hand and grinned. “If you ever need me again, just post a request at Hailan No. 11. Ocean City’s finest mercenary is at your service.”

“We will!” Hakon nodded cheerfully. “And if you ever visit Pedoro City, come find us! We’ll be your guides!”

“Haha, sounds like a plan!” Caius snapped his fingers and flicked a sword-hand gesture. “Off we go!”

With that, he slammed the accelerator. The Thunderbolt III roared to life and sped off, soon vanishing from sight.

“Seems like we still have a lot to learn if we want to be great adventurers,” Hakon sighed. The other three nodded in agreement.

They had equated “great adventurer” and “great mercenary” with Caius’ level of “greatness.”

If Caius knew, he’d have laughed.

Reaching his level of “greatness” might be harder than becoming a Legendary figure.

…

Late at night, back at Hailan No. 11.

Yvlan, who had been dozing at the counter, stirred as she felt something tickling her cheek.

Blinking awake, she saw Kiki sitting on the bar, mischievously brushing her tail against Yvlan’s face.

Looking up, she found Caius leaning on the counter, watching her with a grin.

“You’re back,” Yvlan murmured, standing up. “You must be hungry. Let me make you something—”

But before she could turn toward the kitchen, Caius caught her hand and nuzzled it against his cheek. “No need. I’m full. But what I do need is a kiss from my Boss Lady.”

Yvlan chuckled. “Like a child.”

Still, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

“Satisfied?” She smiled.

Caius nodded seriously. “Gotta use tongue, though.”

Though Yvlan had grown accustomed to kissing Caius, such blunt requests still made her blush.

But seeing his expectant expression, she hesitated only briefly before wrapping her arms around his neck and delivering a deep, passionate kiss.

Kiki watched, her heart itching with envy—she wanted to kiss the big guy too.

A moment later, they parted. Yvlan shot Caius a mock glare.

His tongue was too skilled. She couldn’t handle it—just that brief moment had left her weak in the knees.

And…

She lightly smacked his hand, which had wandered to her backside. “Stop squeezing~”

“Heh.” Caius smirked before letting go. Then, with a flourish, he produced a fan-shaped Gaia’s Crystal.

“A little gift for you.” He tilted his chin up proudly.

“Wow!” Yvlan’s eyes sparkled. “Is this a Gaia’s Crystal?”

“Mhm. Dug it up just for you. We can use it as decoration in our tavern. Like it?”

Kiki: “?”

But she wouldn’t expose him—remember, she was his partner-in-crime.

Yvlan laughed. This big guy’s shamelessness knew no bounds—already calling it “our tavern”?

But she didn’t argue. Instead, she happily accepted it.

Though Gaia’s Crystals weren’t cheap, she knew Caius didn’t care about the money.

“Thank you! I love it. I’ll put it right where everyone can see!” She found a wooden stand for the crystal and began arranging it prominently on the counter.

Caius watched, thoroughly amused.

Wasn’t this better than trading it for gold?

After all, gold coins couldn’t give him a proper, tongue-involved kiss.

…

After settling the commission, Yvlan retrieved a pile of small stones.

“The side-door stones you asked for. There were quite a few, so I gathered them all. See if any are the ones you need.”

Caius looked—whoa, dozens of them.

He sifted through them and soon identified ten that reacted to Magic. Based on their resonance, they were five pairs of Voice Stones.

The stones resembled ordinary pebbles, making them perfect for concealment.

“They… glow?” Yvlan asked curiously.

“These are Voice Stones,” Caius explained, handing her one. “Now we can talk even when we’re far apart.”

He took a few steps back and raised the matching stone to his lips. “Testing, testing—can you hear me, sweetheart?”

Yvlan giggled as his voice came through the stone—though the term “sweetheart” made her cheeks warm again.

Still, she brought the stone to her mouth. “Loud and clear.”

Even though they were barely three meters apart, they happily kept “talking” through the stones.

“Will there be love-filled breakfast tomorrow, my dear Boss Lady?”

“Of course. As long as you want it, it’ll be there every day.”

“Best news I’ve heard all day!”

“Hehehe~”
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                "Got a moment? Wanna share a nap?" Caius nudged his chin towards the Boss Lady as they climbed the stairs, earning him a charming eye-roll in return.

"No way, you don't sleep still..." Yvlan blushed, saying, "Besides, I have to watch the shop."

"What a dedicated Boss Lady. I like it~" Caius chuckled, not pressing the matter. He was just asking; if Yvlan had agreed, he would've been in a pickle.

After all, it had been a while since he'd properly spent time with the little Catgirl.

Well... not that long, really.

But he could see the longing in her eyes.

"I'm going to bed then. Take care of yourself."

"And stay beautiful."

Caius smiled and headed upstairs. Yvlan shook her head with a laugh, then happily began chiseling at the Gaia’s Crystal Caius had given her.

There were still some impurities on the crystal, and she wanted to clean them off to make it look even more beautiful.

Meanwhile, Caius took Kiki back to their room, preparing to take a bath.

But seeing how Kiki kept holding onto his pinky, unwilling to let go, Caius chuckled.

"Little Catgirl, wanna take a bath together?"

"Meow, yes!" Kiki immediately replied.

Caius laughed heartily and picked up Kiki, heading towards the bathroom. There was a large bathtub inside, big enough for both of them.

A while later, Caius and Kiki lounged contentedly in the steamy bathroom.

Caius leaned back against the tub, while Kiki lay in his arms, her face flushed from the warm water, looking incredibly cute.

After seeing each other in their birthday suits, Caius confirmed it.

The little Catgirl was indeed quite well-endowed, just petite in frame, making her seem smaller.

"Let me wash your hair," Caius said.

He then picked up the plant essence bath gel, lathered it up, and started washing Kiki's hair,顺便 giving her ears a scrub.

"Purr purr purr~" Kiki closed her eyes in bliss, enjoying Caius's head massage, but then she felt something and looked down.

"Big Guy."

"Hmm?"

"Can we play with the cat teaser in the water, meow?"

Caius was taken aback. This little Catgirl was something else, coming up with new games on her own?!

He chuckled, "Sure."

Upon hearing that, Kiki grinned, twisting her tiny waist as her wet tail dipped into the water.

Caius shuddered.

Whoa... that's a new use for a tail!

"Impressive, little Catgirl. You're venturing into uncharted territory!" Caius gave her a serious thumbs-up.

Kiki laughed even more joyfully, then licked her lips, diligently controlling her tail to battle the cat teaser, almost making Caius lose focus on washing her hair.

"Okay, okay, if we keep playing, we'll waste the bath," Caius said, rinsing the foam from Kiki's hair.

"Right, then we'll play later, meow," Kiki nodded.

She then tilted her head up, looking at Caius, "Big Guy, can I wash your hair now, meow?"

"Sure."

Caius nodded and leaned forward, while Kiki stood behind him, her nimble little hands washing his hair and massaging his scalp.

Caius looked utterly content.

The best part was that when Kiki washed his hair, her body pressed against his back.

He could feel... everything.

Hehe~

After the bath, Caius and Kiki stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in towels, their faces radiating satisfaction.

Caius had his towel wrapped around his waist, while Kiki's towel hung around her neck, draping down on both sides, just covering the [to be explored] areas.

Then Kiki raised her little hand, and a gust of wind surrounded them, quickly drying them off.

Even the towels were blown away.

"Big Guy, let's play, meow!" Kiki eagerly pounced onto the bed, waving her little hand at Caius.

Caius chuckled and slid under the covers, pulling Kiki into his embrace.

"Not so fast, let's try a new game, like... a massage."

"You've been wearing that weighted suit all day, your body must be sore, right?"

"Yes, meow, a bit sore, meow."

"Perfect, let me give you a massage."

"Meow, okay!"

Then Caius's large hands settled on Kiki's delicate shoulders, and after a while, they started to wander, becoming increasingly exploratory.

Kiki sat in Caius's lap, watching his hands, then looked up at him and said,

"Ticklish, meow~"

"A bit ticklish, but also kind of nice, right?"

"Yes, meow~ but this part isn't sore, why rub it, meow?"

"Rubbing it will make it grow bigger, so the little kittens won't go hungry in the future."

Upon hearing this, Kiki thought for a moment, then her eyes widened in realization, "Oh! It's cat milk, meow!"

Caius choked a bit, "Cough... yeah, something like that."

"I was raised on cat milk, meow~"

Caius smirked, "That's why we need to rub it more, so the little kittens can grow up chubby and healthy."

"Okay, meow..."

"It's getting a bit weird, meow..."

"Big Guy~"

Kiki's body grew increasingly limp, until she finally leaned against Caius's chest, her tail wrapping around the cat teaser, her face flushed.

"Kisses, meow~"

Caius smiled and leaned down, kissing her lips.

It was a wonderful night.

...

The next morning, Caius opened his eyes to see Kiki's adorable face.

Her hair was a bit messy, perhaps from their playful antics last night, and her face was still flushed.

But, they still hadn't...

After some thought, Caius decided to wait until Kiki reached Platinum rank. With her current Gold-rank physique, she might not be able to handle it.

After all, he was capable of "battling" beyond his rank.

Besides, Kiki was becoming more and more tempting. With the milk she drank, her rank was rising rapidly, and she'd reach Platinum soon.

"Little Catgirl, time to wake up," Caius rubbed Kiki's cheek, and she let out a soft moan, then snuggled into his chest, starting to pout.

"Big Guy~" she called sweetly, rubbing her face against his.

Who could resist that?

Caius almost wanted to start playing right then and there.

But today wasn't the day; he needed to start crafting equipment.

"Alright, alright, get up. We can't afford to be idle these days. We need to get the equipment crafted as soon as possible," Caius patted Kiki's little butt, laughing.

"Meow, okay!" Kiki immediately sprang up with energy, kissed Caius on the corner of his mouth, then quickly got dressed, including her weighted clothes.

Now Kiki could handle the burden of the weighted clothes, and with time, she'd become even more agile.

Caius would also take time to train her combat techniques, making her triple-wielding skills even more proficient.

After having a loving breakfast with the Boss Lady, Caius took Kiki to Oern's Smithy.

"Let's start forging!"
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                After spending over an hour, the design blueprint was finally completed. Oern examined the drawing, his eyes lighting up with excitement.

"This armor is magnificent, but if the full plate is made of [Dragon Scale Steel], it will be extremely heavy. Given your current strength, fully mastering it might still be a bit challenging."

Dragon Scale Steel possessed exceptional hardness, comparable to the material of the little kitten’s daggers, but with even greater innate magic resistance—hence the name [Dragon Scale].

Not only did its pattern resemble dragon scales, but it also shared the same formidable dual defense against both physical and magical attacks, just like true dragon scales.

However, its drawback was equally obvious—it was exceedingly heavy.

Based on the heavy armor depicted in Caius’s blueprint, if 60% of it were forged from Dragon Scale Steel, the full plate would weigh at least several tons, and with the addition of other materials, it could become even heavier.

Caius could move around in it without issue, but expecting agile combat at this stage was out of the question.

Naturally, Caius had already considered this.

He grinned. "I know, which is why this isn’t my current equipment—it’s for after I advance to Platinum."

"You’re only Gold?" Oern was visibly astonished. In fact, everyone who learned Caius was merely Gold reacted the same way.

Through observing Caius’s forging process, Oern could deduce that the young man’s physicality likely surpassed that of most high-tier Platinum warriors, though he hadn’t yet reached Mithril-tier.

For a Gold-rank to possess such physical prowess, one could only say—it’d be a shame if he didn’t take up blacksmithing.

Fortunately, the lad truly knew his way around the forge.

"I’ll reach Platinum soon enough," Caius said.

After days of combat and the beating he took from Mack, his magic sedimentation had already reached 40%.

At this rate, he’d advance to Platinum in at most a month.

Hearing this, Oern nodded. "Alright, as long as the materials are sufficient, this heavy armor can be completed in seven days."

With a wave of his hand, Caius summoned stacks of heavy Dragon Scale Steel and various other materials onto the ground.

"Seems like Tobias left you quite the treasure trove," Oern remarked with an approving smile.

"Yeah, the old man would forge whenever he had time. Back then, I wondered why he hoarded so much material. Now I understand," Caius said with a tinge of nostalgia.

Oern chuckled. "That’s just how he was. Remember how he always said—'More won’t kill you, but less just might'?"

"Exactly! He used to repeat that all the time. So he demanded I forge a thousand pounds daily, but in reality, the requirement was always 'more is fine, less is unacceptable.' The extra I forged would directly add to my dinner budget," Caius laughed heartily.

"Then he must’ve spent a fortune to feed a strapping lad like you," Oern nodded before asking, "So, while I handle this heavy armor, what will you forge?"

"Light armor for the ladies—my wife and the little kitten," Caius replied with a grin.

"You’re a grown man, yet you spend your time crafting women’s gear?" Oern scoffed.

Scratching his head, Caius answered matter-of-factly, "To woo them, of course."

Oern: "..."

Honest, huh.

With that, Caius began designing the female light armor.

Admittedly, Caius had no artistic flair, but his muscle control was exceptional—precisely what was needed for precise sketching, allowing him to translate mental images onto paper with ease.

Thus, while his designs weren’t particularly ornate, they were straightforward and easy to understand.

Oern glanced over and pointed curiously at the paper. "This heel design—I’ve never seen it before. Did Tobias teach you this?"

He was referring to the leg armor section, which included the design for the women’s knight boots.

For high-mobility combatants like Hilda and the little kitten, ordinary footwear wouldn’t hold up, so this part required special attention.

Caius shook his head. "Nope, I came up with this myself. It’s called a high heel. It enhances poise and grace while elevating the wearer’s perspective."

"It aids in weight management, body shaping, height enhancement, curve adjustment, thigh development, reduced leg strain, and improved muscle strength, among other benefits."

"Of course, to accommodate combat needs, the version I’ve designed is low-heeled—only four centimeters in height—with a broader heel surface tailored to the natural width of a woman’s heel."

"Since the Little Swan relies on rapid footwork, the forefoot’s limited contact area means this design shortens the force exertion time. Even if marginal, it can still make a difference in battle."

"Most importantly—it’s beautiful. Women who wear them appear more upright and elegant."

"Stylish, yet practical."

As Caius explained, Oern found himself nodding along. Judging by the design’s sleek lines and the low-heel structure, it was indeed aesthetically pleasing while improving foot stability and reducing the exertion time for jumps and other movements.

He could see the merits clearly and couldn’t help but feel a newfound respect for the burly young man.

It seemed this giant wasn’t just about brute strength or merely replicating Tobias’s forging techniques.

A truly skilled craftsman needed their own innovations—that was the soul of a masterpiece.

This particular design, however, was actually inspired by equipment from his previous life’s corporation.

Many assumed high heels were unfit for combat, but the ones Caius envisioned weren’t the needle-thin, precarious kind.

Those were indeed impractical, but after refinement by the corporation’s designers, heeled combat boots proved superior to standard boots for female fighters.

His two female teammates from his mercenary days had attested to this.

The corporation might’ve been ruthless, but credit where it was due—their gear, forged from the world’s cutting-edge technology, was undeniably exceptional.

So, drawing from memory, Caius selected the best elements and crafted a similar design.

This world had no concept of high heels, and Caius was certain their introduction would drive women wild.

It was a golden business opportunity, but Caius had no intention of capitalizing on it alone—as always, he had no desire to be a merchant.

Instead, he planned to gift this idea to Britney as a favor.

Britney was already in the fashion industry, and footwear naturally fell within her domain. With this concept, she could quickly bring it to market.

By then, Caius would hold a technical stake, and Britney would surely offer him a share of the profits. He’d earn passively without getting entangled in the cutthroat rivalries of trade wars or design disputes.

Once the blueprint was finalized, Caius still needed Hilda’s exact measurements. While he could estimate her proportions like bust, waist, and hips, details like foot shape required precision to ensure a perfect fit for optimal combat performance.

Well, truth be told, Caius could probably gauge her foot shape just by looking carefully.

But this way, he’d have a legitimate excuse to hold the Little Swan’s dainty feet in his hands—

Ahem.

Caius firmly believed his motives were purely for the sake of artistry and enhancing the Little Swan’s battlefield survivability—noble and selfless pursuits.

It absolutely wasn’t about any… foot fascination!

Absolutely not!
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                It wasn’t until the afternoon that Caius finished the precision forging of the materials needed for the two sets of female light armor.

As for his own heavy armor, he left it entirely to Oern to complete.

When it came to blacksmithing skills, Oern was superior, and his greater strength allowed him to craft the armor in a much shorter time.

If Caius had done it himself, it would have taken at least half a month.

Now, efficiency was the priority.

Glancing at the time—nearly six o’clock—he noted that Hydis Magic Academy’s classes usually ended around this hour.

So, Caius packed up the blueprints, bid farewell to Oern, and teleported to Hydis Magic Academy with Kiki in tow.

This visit had two purposes.

First, to deliver the Voice Stones to Silly Mushroom.

He had five pairs of Voice Stones, which he planned to distribute as follows: Yvlan, Holan, Belle, and Kiki.

The last pair would be kept as a spare.

But none for the Little Swan.

Why?

Because the Little Swan was different from the others.

Yvlan and Holan were mature and wouldn’t cling to him constantly. Even if he gave them Voice Stones, they wouldn’t bombard him with calls at all hours.

Kiki stuck to him every day and was his partner in crime, so he could trust her with a Voice Stone without worry.

As for Silly Mushroom, her personality ensured she’d never pester him with calls unless he specifically asked.

But the Little Swan? Entirely different.

Based on Caius’s projections, the two of them were bound to become a couple sooner or later.

The Little Swan was proud, but once she acknowledged their romantic relationship, the liveliness she showed around Caius would escalate into fiery passion!

Someone of her pride loved fiercely and intensely.

Just how clingy a girl in love could be… well, think of Kiki.

So, if he gave her a Voice Stone, Caius estimated he’d receive at least a dozen calls a day—the mere thought made his scalp tingle.

Swans were, after all, rather noisy creatures.

The second purpose, of course, was to find an excuse—under the guise of crafting combat boots—to admire the Little Swan’s dainty feet.

Emphasis: For the sake of art and combat effectiveness, not perversion!

Besides, arriving now meant catching the Little Swan around dinner time, which might lead to sharing a meal together.

With that in mind, Caius cheerfully teleported to Hydis Magic Academy with Kiki.

They arrived just as classes ended, and Caius spotted the rather inconspicuous Silly Mushroom carrying her bag toward the dormitory.

He didn’t approach immediately but instead followed leisurely from a distance.

Not because he was a stalker, but because he knew that as his relationship with the Little Swan deepened, he’d draw even more attention from her admirers within the academy.

If he interacted too intimately with Silly Mushroom in public, it could invite trouble.

He wasn’t worried about trouble aimed at himself—but he was worried about Silly Mushroom becoming a target.

With Instructor Holan away recently and Caius unable to keep watch over the academy at all times, caution was necessary.

So, he trailed Silly Mushroom from afar until she entered her dorm. After confirming no one was paying attention, he strode forward and knocked on Belle’s door.

A moment later, the door opened.

Seeing Belle standing there, delicate and lovely, Caius grinned.

"Surprise~"

…

Meanwhile, elsewhere.

Inside the Student Council President’s office, Hilda stared at her magitech emblem with excitement.

"Britney, Caius is at Hydis!"

Whenever Caius’s emblem entered the academy grounds, her friend list would display him as "online."

She had already added his magitech emblem as a friend, allowing her to check his status anytime.

At this moment, she wore an ear-hanging accessory with a pearl-sized Voice Stone nestled near her temple, through which Britney’s voice discreetly reached her.

"Good. Now, wait and see if he seeks you out first."

"If he doesn’t, you go to him—but remember, make it seem like a chance encounter. Don’t let him realize you were looking for him."

"Then, find an opportunity to give him the Voice Stone."

Hearing this, Hilda glanced at the oval-shaped Voice Stone in her hand.

Britney had said: "Maintaining good communication is a crucial foundation for any relationship."

Thus, Hilda and Britney were now executing [Operation: Make the Big Dummy Confess First—Voice Stone Romance Plan]!

The first step was to gift this Voice Stone to Caius.

That way, the Big Dummy and the Little Swan could stay in touch anytime.

"But… what reason should I use to give it to him without making him suspicious?" Hilda asked nervously.

Britney’s voice carried amusement. "You’re usually so sharp. Why are you acting so silly now?"

"I’m not silly! It’s just… Caius is too clever. He’s even smarter than me. Ordinary tricks won’t work on him," Hilda muttered weakly.

Back at the manor, Britney sighed in resignation.

Truly, even the most confident person could become insecure in front of someone they liked.

The Little Swan, who once held her head high in the face of geniuses, now believed herself outmatched by Caius in wit.

"You can give it to him from a friend’s perspective. Say… it’s for Student Council business," Britney suggested after some thought.

"Isn’t he the captain of the Student Council Guard? Assign him a minor but legitimate guard-related task, then use that as an excuse to hand him the Voice Stone."

"Oh! That’s a great idea!" Hilda’s eyes brightened as she pulled out a stack of documents from her drawer—some were task plans, others were duty assignments for council members.

After flipping through them, she extracted one sheet.

"Monthly self-inspection for the Student Council Guard—this is a captain’s duty, though Vice-Captain Klein has been handling it until now."

"It’s perfect for Caius."

"With his skills, he’ll have no trouble completing it, and he’ll even earn contribution points!"

Listening to her delighted tone, Britney nodded. "That works. It’ll also make him finally take his responsibilities seriously. Ever since you appointed him as captain, he hasn’t completed a single guard-related task."

"Well, the Big Dummy is a mercenary. He’s always running around on missions. Compared to his guild contracts, Student Council tasks are secondary," Hilda defended with a smile.

Britney couldn’t help but laugh. "Look at you, already speaking up for him before anything’s even official!"

"Honestly, I’m starting to regret agreeing to help. Once you two get together, will you gang up on me?"

"Of course not!" Hilda protested immediately—but then burst into giggles.

Britney’s words had her fantasizing again about what life would be like if she and Caius became a couple.

Would it be full of passion, beauty, and sweetness?
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                Seated on the sofa, watching Belle gently place a glass of water before him, Caius couldn't help but smile.

Silly Mushroom no longer felt as nervous as she had when they first met.

This was a good sign—proof that Belle was gradually accepting him from the depths of her heart.

In his presence, she could relax. That was good.

"Come, sit here. Let's talk about the magic you've found that's suitable for a Battlemage to learn," Caius said with a grin, patting the spot beside him on the sofa.

Belle nodded and took a seat next to him before handing him a small notebook.

As Caius accepted it, she spoke softly, "Battlemages rely on physicality and close-range magical bursts in combat. So, the best magic for them to learn should be explosive offensive spells."

"I've found fifteen different spells so far, covering various elemental attributes. You can try them all and see which element works best for you."

Caius nodded and opened the notebook. Inside were detailed descriptions of each spell.

Five Silver-rank, five Gold-rank, and five Platinum-rank spells—each corresponding to the five elements: metal, wood, water, fire, and earth.

Not only were there thorough explanations of each spell's effects, but also meticulously hand-drawn Magic Arrays and recommended techniques for practice.

Caius couldn't help but ask, "This must have taken you a lot of time to write, didn't it?"

"Did it interfere with your studies or magical research?"

Belle shook her head. "No. I wrote it during my free time."

Though she said so, the densely packed, elegant handwriting and the beautifully hand-drawn Magic Arrays made it clear just how much effort she had poured into it.

Warmth blossomed in Caius' heart.

He closed the notebook, reached out, and gently ruffled Belle's hair, his expression softening into a tender smile.

"Thank you. Meeting you really is the best thing that's happened to me."

Belle ducked her head slightly before shaking it again.

Caius blinked—what did that mean?

The next moment, her soft voice reached his ears.

"Grandma and the children wrote back to me. They told me the renovated orphanage is beautiful and very comfortable to live in."

"They also said you visit them often and bring the children treats."

"Tina doesn’t know how to write, so she sent me a drawing instead."

With that, Belle turned and retrieved an already-opened envelope, pulling out a drawing to show Caius.

The sketch depicted a burly man with chocolate-bar-like abs, swinging his large, rounded fists to send a group of ferocious-looking villains flying.

Behind the giant stood a group of children, an elderly woman, and a building representing the orphanage.

Belle gently traced the childishly drawn cartoon with her fingers. Though her face was hidden behind her collar and hair, Caius could hear the smile in her voice.

"Tina’s drawing says you drove away the bad people and protected the orphanage."

"The children in the picture are smiling."

"It’s been a long time since Tina and the others drew happy faces."

As she spoke, she let out a soft laugh—one tinged with a sob.

"I’m happy..."

"That I could help you..."

"I’m not good with words... or with people..."

"So... forgive me for only saying this now..."

At this, she lifted her head. Tears had dampened her hair, revealing her beautiful eyes through the strands—eyes that shimmered with joy.

"Thank you..."

Caius gazed at her, his expression growing even gentler.

He had always thought that Silly Mushroom’s emotions were reserved, restrained, and obedient.

But now, it seemed that wasn’t entirely true.

This girl, who hid herself beneath a mushroom cap, actually harbored torrential emotions.

She simply wasn’t adept at expressing them—or perhaps, she couldn’t.

To survive in this cruel world, she had to stabilize herself, suppress her emotions, and force herself to be compliant—just to weather its storms.

Like a small boat adrift in a tempest.

Only by yielding to the waves and winds could she avoid capsizing.

And now, Caius—a massive ship—had sailed to her side, shielding her from the towering waves and howling gales, carrying her out of the storm and into the sunlight.

In that moment, her heart must have surged even more violently than the raging sea.

This single "thank you" was like a bullet shattering the dam of her heart, leaving her unable to hold back any longer.

The corners of Caius’ lips curled into a smile. His hand cupped her pale cheek, but instead of wiping away her tears, he chuckled.

"You should have a good cry, little one."

"Once you’re done, I’ll comfort you and keep calling you Silly Mushroom."

Belle, faced with Caius’ radiant smile, let her stifled sobs dissolve into unrestrained weeping.

Nineteen years of pent-up sorrow seemed to pour out in this moment.

Caius spread his arms and gently pulled her into an embrace.

Cry.

Those who have endured so much hardship deserve to weep their hearts out.

Everything was already getting better.

Her tears soaked his clothes, but as she cried, she began to laugh.

She lifted her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears, and leaned forward slightly—her soft lips brushing against the corner of his mouth like a dragonfly skimming the water’s surface.

Caius froze.

The golden-orange glow of the setting sun streamed through the window. As he looked at the girl smiling at him, his heartstrings were plucked once more.

Then he, too, smiled, lowering his head until their foreheads touched.

"Was that you returning my kiss?"

Belle gazed at him, her misty eyes shimmering with tenderness, before giving a small nod. "Mhm."

"Well, perfect. I owe you one too." With that, Caius cradled her face and pressed a light kiss to her lips.

Just as fleeting as hers had been.

Because he knew Silly Mushroom was easily flustered—this was enough.

Sure enough, the moment their lips parted, Belle’s face turned visibly pink.

From a white mushroom to a pink one.

Steam began rising from her head again.

"Haha, getting shy now, are we?" Caius couldn’t resist pinching her cheeks affectionately.

Now that her nutrition had improved, her face had grown even softer.

Belle couldn’t meet his eyes and lowered her head—only to notice the damp patch on Caius’ chest.

Realizing it was from her tears, she flusteredly tried to wipe it dry, but Caius simply laughed it off.

With one sweeping motion of his arm, he pulled the half-retreating Silly Mushroom back into his embrace.

"You are literally the cutest mushroom in the world!" he declared with a wide grin, playfully bumping his nose against hers.

"So, you’ve got to be more confident from now on, got it?"

"Confident mushrooms are the most beautiful."

Belle stared into his eyes. In that moment, her shyness seemed to fade, replaced by a determination to respond to him.

Summoning her courage, she nodded firmly.

"Okay!"

"Don’t just say 'mhm,' say— Huh?" Caius, expecting her usual soft hum, was momentarily stunned before breaking into an even brighter smile.

"That’s the spirit! Exactly like that!" He gave her a thumbs-up, praising her as though she’d accomplished something monumental.

A light flickered in her silver-gray eyes.

A radiant, shimmering light.

"How can you be this amazing?" Caius laughed, playfully squishing her cheeks until her lips puckered adorably.

Then he grinned mischievously. "Since you’re so incredible, I’ve got to reward you!"

With a flourish, he produced a beautiful stone from his hand.

Belle looked at it curiously.

"It’s a Voice Stone. With this, you can talk to me anytime you need."

He placed it in her palm and took out its paired counterpart. Channeling a bit of magic into it, he held it to his mouth.

"Testing, testing—can you hear me, Silly Mushroom?"

Belle stared at the stone vibrating in her hand, Caius’ voice echoing from it. After a dazed pause, she clenched it tightly.

Then, under Caius’ puzzled gaze, she stood up, walked to her room, and closed the door behind her.

A moment later, the Voice Stone in Caius’ hand trembled slightly, and Belle’s gentle voice drifted out.

"I can hear you."

"Caius."
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                The deepening of his relationship with Belle had put Caius in an excellent mood, but now it was time to visit the Little Swan.

Rising to his feet, Caius affectionately ruffled Silly Mushroom’s head—a gesture he particularly enjoyed.

"If anything comes up, just contact me with the Voice Stone. Don’t hold back, alright?"

"I’m a top-tier mercenary. There’s nothing I can’t handle!"

"Got it?"

"Mhm." Belle nodded.

"Good girl, keep it up~" Caius pinched her cheeks again before waving. "I’m off."

Though reluctant, Belle nodded and saw Caius and Kiki out.

But just like last time, the moment they reached the door, Caius caught Belle by the shoulders and gently turned her around.

"Alright, no need to see me off. Go back to what you were doing—and don’t forget to eat properly."

"Remember, I’ll be checking later. Someone as tall as you needs to weigh at least fifty kilos, got it?"

"Mhm."

"Don’t just say 'mhm.' Say 'I understand.'"

"I understand."

Only then did Caius nod in satisfaction and stride away.

Watching his retreating figure, Belle’s lips curled into a soft smile beneath her collar and hair—until the memory of their two kisses resurfaced, sending heat rushing to her cheeks.

Normally, she would never have dared to act so boldly. But in that moment, carried away by overwhelming emotion, she had. Now, just thinking about it made steam practically rise from her head again.

…

Humming a tune, Caius and Kiki arrived at the Student Council building, where Hilda was usually stationed.

But before he could even ascend the stairs, he ran into her at the landing.

"Caius?" The moment she spotted him, Hilda instinctively brightened.

She had been waiting restlessly in her office and had decided to seek him out herself—only to bump into him the moment she descended. The coincidence delighted her.

But then, a hushed voice whispered through the Voice Stone hidden in her ear: "Poise, poise!"

At the reminder, the radiant smile that should have graced her lips morphed into a demure, ladylike curve.

Caius raised a brow.

Though Hilda seemed her usual self, his sharp instincts picked up on something… off.

He just couldn’t pinpoint what, exactly.

"What a coincidence—I was just coming to see you," Caius said with a grin.

The moment he admitted he’d sought her out specifically, Hilda’s carefully maintained smile nearly cracked. But she held firm.

"Really? Perfect timing—I actually wanted to talk to you too!" Hilda replied.

As she spoke, Caius noticed her subtly rising onto her tiptoes, as if barely containing her excitement.

Ah. Now he realized what felt off.

After spending so much time together, Caius had come to understand the Little Swan’s temperament.

She was lively and spirited—a girl who wore her emotions on her sleeve. Her moods were vibrant, especially around close friends, where she shed her aloof facade and chattered away like a cheerful songbird.

That was why she and Kiki had become fast friends.

(Well, that, and Kiki was undeniably adorable.)

Given his familiarity with Hilda, he expected her usual brilliant smile whenever they met. After all, every visit he paid her left fond memories and joy in its wake—and without fail, Hilda would beam at him in return.

But this time, her smile was restrained. Almost… calculated.

Now, poise in a girl wasn’t unusual.

But would you bother with poise around your closest friend?

Obviously not.

The real question was: Why did one adopt poise?

To present their best self to someone they cared about—to avoid seeming frivolous.

If Hilda still saw him purely as a friend—and only a friend—why would she act this way?

Someone like her would show her true, unfiltered self to a dear friend. Most people would.

Yet here she was, exercising restraint.

Did that mean the Little Swan’s feelings for him had evolved beyond mere friendship?

But just recently, everything had been normal. What could have triggered this shift?

While he’d always known their relationship would deepen eventually, such changes rarely came without warning.

Which meant the catalyst must have occurred during his absence.

That was when Caius noticed Hilda’s earring.

It was exquisite, adorned with a pearl-like bead that emitted a faint, irregular glow—subtle enough to escape casual notice.

But Caius’ observational skills were borderline supernatural. (This was the man who’d deduced Belle’s beauty from nothing but the sliver of her fingers and the tip of her nose, after all.)

The bead’s flickering lacked any discernible pattern—unnatural for luminescent gems, which either shone steadily or pulsed rhythmically.

Moreover, the light resembled… the shimmer of a Voice Stone.

Voice Stones fluctuated when transmitting speech.

The only difference was that this bead-like stone was smaller and dimmer, making it easy to overlook.

Thus, Caius ventured a bold hypothesis: Someone was secretly communicating with Hilda via Voice Stone.

Such covert contact implied extreme closeness. Aside from himself, only one person fit that description.

Britney.

Add in the facts that Britney was Hilda’s childhood friend and had previously discussed Hilda’s feelings with him…

Had Britney said something to make Hilda realize his… less-than-platonic intentions?

Oh shit.

Caius’ heart skipped a beat—but he quickly dismissed the idea.

Hilda wasn’t avoiding or recoiling from him.

Besides, he’d explicitly told Britney he was just Hilda’s friend.

So the issue likely lay on Hilda’s end.

Time for another bold conjecture.

What if Britney hadn’t told Hilda that he liked her—but that she liked him?

From an outsider’s perspective, Hilda’s interactions with him practically screamed romantic tension. She might have been oblivious, but Britney would’ve noticed.

At this realization, Caius’ lips curled.

So… could it be that Hilda had unknowingly fallen for him, only for Britney to point it out?

And now Britney was coaching her via Voice Stone on how to win him over?

Oh, this was getting interesting…

Very, very interesting.
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                Of course, Caius felt his speculation might not be entirely accurate, so he decided to observe further, piecing together the truth from the finer details.

Meanwhile, in Hilda’s ears, Britney’s voice chimed in.

"Calm down, girl. You need to stay composed. It’s just about lunchtime—you can invite him out to eat, discuss the Student Council Guard with him, and casually give him the voice stone along the way."

"Remember to maintain your poise. Be natural. Don’t let him catch on."

"Mhm!" Hilda responded internally before turning to Caius with a bright expression. "Have you eaten yet? Would you like to—"

Caius: "I have."

Hilda: "Huh?"

In an instant, the word [disappointed] might as well have been written across Hilda’s face.

Her emotions were so transparent that Caius nearly laughed aloud.

This girl is way too easy to read.

Just as Hilda floundered for a new excuse, Caius chuckled and added, "But Little Kiki hasn’t eaten yet, and I didn’t really fill up either."

"You know how big my appetite is."

Hilda’s eyes instantly lit up. "That’s perfect! I just found a new restaurant that looks amazing. The owner is a beastfolk, and I heard their meat dishes are incredible!"

From afar, Britney couldn’t help but facepalm. "Poise…"

Hearing that, Hilda lowered her voice slightly, clasped her hands behind her back, and tapped the ground lightly with her toes, her gaze flickering toward Caius. "So… what do you think?"

Caius immediately put on an eager expression. "Sounds fantastic!"

"I love meat dishes!"

"Then it’s settled!"

With that, he waved a hand and strode toward the school gates.

Seizing the moment he turned away, Hilda pumped her fist in silent celebration before quickly catching up. She looped her arm around Little Kiki’s, and the two girls skipped ahead, leaving Caius to follow leisurely behind, hands in his pockets, a cigarette dangling from his lips, an amused grin on his face.

Unbeknownst to them, this entire scene was observed by a figure standing in the distant school building, their eyes glinting with undisguised hostility.

…

Before long, they arrived at the restaurant recommended by Little Swan.

It was called [Wolf Wild House]. The owner was from the werewolf clan, a tall, burly, and handsome uncle - type figure with a bushy beard.
He was quite tall, standing at 1.9 meters. His well - built physique was imposing, yet the pointed wolf ears on top of his head and the wolf tail behind him added a touch of cute contrast.

Any beastfolk who could run a successful restaurant in Grilla City was undoubtedly extraordinary.

The staff were all beastfolk as well.

Watching the girls with their fluffy ears moving about in their neat uniforms, Caius couldn’t help but feel a wave of contentment.

How could anyone possibly discriminate against beastfolk? Honestly…

"Hello, what would you like to order?" A waitress, also a werewolf, handed them a menu.

Hilda took it and turned to Caius. "What do you feel like having? My treat this time!"

Britney over the voice stone: "…"

Never mind. Asking this girl to maintain poise is a lost cause. Might as well let her be.

"Everything looks great…" Caius swallowed audibly. True to its carnivorous beastfolk roots, the menu was packed with hearty meat dishes, reasonably priced and—judging by the illustrations—delicious.

"Then…" Hilda scanned the menu before pointing decisively. "Not this one, not this one, and skip this one—but bring us everything else!"

Caius blinked. "Huh?"

Hilda grinned, clearly pleased with herself.

She had always wanted to imitate Caius’s dashing way of ordering food like last time, though she normally didn’t eat much.

But with Caius here, there was no fear of waste.

The werewolf waitress broke into a slight sweat but, noting Caius’s massive frame, simply nodded. "Understood. Please wait a moment!"

While they waited for the food, Caius turned to Hilda. "By the way, didn’t you say you had something to discuss earlier?"

"Mhm, but my matter isn’t urgent. Let’s talk about yours first," Hilda replied cheerfully.

Caius nodded and pulled out a design blueprint, sliding it toward her. "This is the light armor I designed for you. Wanted to get your thoughts."

Hilda took one look and her eyes sparkled.

The armor Caius had designed incorporated feather and swan motifs, perfectly complementing her style. Though not overly ornate, it was aesthetically balanced and highly practical.

Especially the boots.

Pointing at the heel design, she asked, "What’s this? It feels so innovative!"

"Low heels," Caius explained with a smile. "Where I’m from, there’s a type of footwear called high heels, and this is a variant—low heels."

"High heels are more suited for formal occasions—banquets, ceremonies—anything where you want to appear taller and more elegant. They enhance your posture and grace."

"Low heels with thick soles, on the other hand, are combat-friendly while still being stylish."

"I’ve always thought girls look most beautiful when they’re on their tiptoes, so I designed your boots—and Kiki’s—with this low-heel structure."

"Wow…" Hilda’s eyes shone with admiration. The design was utterly refreshing.

Meanwhile, Britney, listening through the voice stone, raised an eyebrow.

She was deeply intrigued by this high-heel and low-heel concept.

Just then, Caius added, "I haven’t seen this style here before, so I think it could be a market opportunity."

"Since Britney’s competing with the Golden Silk Chamber of Commerce, this design philosophy could help her dominate the women’s footwear market."

Britney froze.

Hilda gasped in delight. "Caius, you’d really be willing to share this design with Britney?"

"Of course," Caius replied easily. "I’ve already accepted her commission. Her ultimate goal is to surpass the Golden Silk Chamber of Commerce, and I’m happy to assist."

"Thank you, Caius! Britney will be so happy!" Hilda beamed.

Caius waved it off. "No need. Friends help each other out, right?"

Back at the manor, Britney smiled softly.

It seems Caius really is a wonderful friend…

Then Caius added, "There’s just one thing."

"What is it?" Hilda leaned forward eagerly.

Caius had already helped her so much—now he was aiding Britney too. She was desperate to repay him.

"I don’t know your exact foot measurements and shape yet. Only with precise data can I craft boots that fit you perfectly," Caius explained seriously. "So I’ll need to take detailed measurements of your feet."

"Ah?" Hilda’s face flushed.

Detailed measurements…

Did that mean… skin contact?

In that moment, the ever-imaginative Little Swan conjured up a vivid scene: Caius cradling her feet, studying them with meticulous care.

The more she pictured it, the redder her cheeks grew.

Then Britney’s voice cut in.

"Say yes!"

"This is standard in the footwear industry—especially for custom shoes. Accurate foot measurements are essential."

"Besides, this is a golden opportunity. Appropriate physical contact can bring you closer to Caius. Don’t waste it."

"He’s helping you. Helping me. We have no reason to refuse."

Hilda took a deep breath and nodded. "O-Okay!"

"Good." Caius smiled in satisfaction before taking a sip of the juice the waitress had brought over. "Now, what was your matter again?"

"Ah, right…" Still dazed from her earlier fantasy, Hilda only snapped back to reality after Britney reminded her twice. "Oh! The Student Council Guard."

She pulled out a stack of forms containing the guard members’ profiles.

"Every month, the Student Council Guard undergoes a self-assessment—basically, a strength evaluation. Only those who meet the standards can retain their positions."

"Every member must rank among the top fighters of their respective age groups."

"But there are always new applicants each month, and the guard’s roster is fixed. So we hold regular assessments—the strong advance, the weak step down."

"Previously, this task fell to the vice-captain, Klein. But now that you’re captain, it’s your responsibility."
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                Taking the roster, Caius skimmed through it while asking, "So what exactly needs to be done?"

"The captain's responsibility is to organize sparring matches between the official members and the reserve members," Hilda explained.

"If the official member wins, their position remains unchanged."

"If the reserve member wins, they take the official member's spot, and the defeated member is demoted to reserve status. They can only reclaim their official position by winning next month's assessment."

"The format is straightforward—the captain applies for the arena, and the matches take place there."

"Reserve members choose their opponents, with each having only two challenge opportunities. They can't challenge the same official member twice, though they may opt not to challenge at all and remain reserves."

"An official member, however, can accept up to three challenges. If they successfully defend their position three times, their official status is secured. This prevents any single member from being overwhelmed by repeated challenges."

"I see," Caius nodded before asking, "How many official and reserve members are there?"

"Currently, there are thirty official members—you're the thirtieth," Hilda said. "And there are a hundred and twenty reserves, making a total of one hundred fifty in the guard."

"Damn, that many?" Caius raised an eyebrow.

"Not really. Hydis has over four thousand students. Only the top hundred from each year are even eligible to apply for the Student Council Guard."

"So, a quarter of Hydis' six hundred strongest students are in the Student Council?" Caius mused.

"Actually, that's just the guard. If you include the rest of the Student Council, at least half of those six hundred are members."

"After all, the Student Council is the most influential organization among the students. Plenty of people want in," Hilda added with a hint of pride.

Because she was the president~

Yet Caius merely gave a calm nod, as if unimpressed.

Hilda deflated slightly.

Among the student body, the Student Council was the pinnacle—but to Caius, it probably seemed like child's play.

Her position as president wasn’t anything worth boasting about…

But the Little Swan quickly rallied. She’d just have to work harder, make Caius see her in a new light, and then—win his heart!

So she said seriously, "Don’t underestimate the reserves, though. This year’s freshmen include some exceptionally strong newcomers, almost as good as me. Every one of them is brimming with arrogance."

"So when challenges begin, as the captain, you’ll be their prime target."

"Oh?" Caius grinned. "If they’re only almost as good as you, then there’s nothing to worry about."

Hilda: "..."

"You’re looking down on me again..." Her cheeks puffed up.

Caius laughed. "Not at all. To me, you’re still the strongest—why else would you be the esteemed president?"

The title "esteemed president" instantly brightened Hilda’s mood, and she lifted her chin. "That’s more like it~"

"But you still shouldn’t let your guard down. And the real threat isn’t the freshmen—it’s the seniors."

"Among the reserves, there’s a sixth-year you need to watch out for. He’s already Platinum Nine-Star, a hybrid magic-warrior, and he’s constantly out gaining real combat experience. In terms of pure strength, even I’m no match for him."

Caius frowned. "Then why is he a reserve?"

Hilda sighed. "Because his motto is—only the best will do."

"He’s aiming for the captain’s position. But since the spot’s been vacant—the last captain graduated half a year ago—he never bothered challenging until now."

"Now that you’ve filled the role, you’ll be his first target."

"Interesting." Caius’s grin widened. Now he was genuinely intrigued.

A bunch of freshman brats wouldn’t have held his interest, but this? This had potential.

"Don’t take him lightly. Aside from you, he’s the strongest person I’ve ever seen," Hilda warned.

Caius shrugged. "When it comes to raw strength, I’ve never feared anyone in the same tier."

"But he’s Platinum. You’re Gold," Hilda pointed out.

"Oh right, forgot about that," Caius amended. "When it comes to raw strength, I’ve never feared anyone one tier above me."

Hilda: "..."

Typical Caius—confidence oozing from every pore.

But Hilda didn’t see it as arrogance. He had the skills to back it up.

And that was one of the things she loved most about him.

That unshakable confidence was downright intoxicating.

"Fine. I’ll be there to watch, so don’t come crying to me if you lose~" Hilda teased.

Caius gasped dramatically. "Wait, I can complain to you? Then I’m throwing the match! Anyone who beats me will face the wrath of the esteemed president!"

"Pfft—you can’t do that!" Hilda burst into giggles.

Even Britney, eavesdropping, couldn’t help but chuckle.

This big guy’s shamelessness knew no bounds.

But if she were Hilda, she’d probably fall for it too. A man this strong, this confident, yet still playful around her? It was downright addictive.

Soon, the food arrived—generous portions of richly flavored meat dishes that made Caius’s eyes light up.

He took a bite of a roasted leg and nearly moaned.

Oh hell yeah.

Between hearty mouthfuls, he shot a thumbs-up to the werewolf owner, who grinned and returned the gesture.

Sometimes, communication between men was just that simple.

Seeing Caius enjoy the meal so much filled Hilda with joy.

Her emotions seemed perfectly synced with his—when he smiled, she smiled.

The trio ate and chatted, with Caius cracking jokes, Kiki being adorably naive, and Hilda grinning nonstop.

They were having so much fun that Hilda nearly forgot her mission—until Britney’s voice hissed in her ear.

"The voice stone, Hilda! Don’t forget the voice stone!"

"Oh!" Hilda blinked before turning to Caius. "Right, this is for you."

She pulled out a voice stone and handed it over.

Caius’s eye twitched.

Well damn. If I don’t prepare one, you’ll just bring your own, huh?

No doubt this was Britney’s idea. The Little Swan wouldn’t have thought of it herself—otherwise, she’d have given him one ages ago.

Trying to bombard me with sweet nothings over the phone, Britney?

Nice try.

But you won’t succeed!

I’m the man the Little Swan can’t have so easily!

Aloud, he feigned ignorance. "A voice stone? What’s this for?"

Hilda’s gaze darted away. "It’ll make it easier to coordinate Student Council matters..."

Good excuse.

I don’t buy it.

The way her ears flushed gave her away instantly—Hilda was terrible at lying.

But that was quite endearing, wasn't it?
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                However, regardless, Caius had to accept it.

Of course, there had to be some finesse in how he accepted it—he needed to set the stage first.

So he took the Mother-Child Voice Stone with a smile and said, "This is a real treasure! I've been wanting to get my hands on one for a while now!"

Hilda immediately beamed with a sweet smile.

First, express desire—let the other party feel they’ve made the right choice, creating a positive emotional response.

Then, Caius continued, "But these things aren’t easy to come by in most places, and honestly, I don’t have much use for one most of the time."

Hilda tilted her head curiously. "Why not?"

"Because of my missions," Caius chuckled. "A lot of tasks require absolute silence—like when hunting Magic Beasts or cracking down on Ocean City’s underworld. I need to stay stealthy, sometimes undercover. If the Voice Stone suddenly goes off at the wrong moment, it could ruin everything."

"Oh... that makes sense," Hilda nodded, not suspecting a thing.

Then, a little nervously, she asked, "Then... when can you take calls?"

"Well, under normal circumstances, I try to wrap up missions before dinner. So after dinner is when I’m usually free and able to respond reliably," Caius mused.

"I see! Then I’ll make sure to only call you after dinner if it’s something important," Hilda said.

"Though if it’s a real emergency, feel free to call anytime. Missions can wait—friends come first," Caius said with a warm smile, though inwardly, he was grinning like a fox.

This way, he wouldn’t have to worry about Little Swan suddenly calling to check up on him.

Little Swan was sensible. Now that he’d framed it this way, unless it was truly urgent, she wouldn’t casually call him before dinner.

Hearing this, Hilda smiled and nodded.

With the Voice Stone successfully given, she felt a little relieved—and at the same time, a flutter of anticipation rose in her chest.

It was like exchanging phone numbers with a crush. She couldn’t wait to use the Voice Stone to contact Caius, even though he was sitting right across from her.

But remembering Britney’s advice about maintaining some矜持 (restraint), she held back.

However, Caius saw right through her. He knew she was a romantic at heart, so he didn’t mind giving her a little post-dinner sweetness.

"I’ll step out for a smoke. You two keep eating," Caius said, standing up and heading outside—smoking wasn’t allowed inside the restaurant.

At first, Hilda didn’t think much of it and simply chatted with Kiki.

But moments later, she froze when a Voice Stone in her pocket began to glow. Delighted, she looked out the window and saw Caius standing not far away, a cigarette between his lips and the Voice Stone in his hand, a faint smirk on his face.

"Can you hear me, Little Swan?"

In that instant, Hilda’s eyes sparkled as she quickly raised her own Voice Stone.

"Loud and clear, you big oaf!"

"Hey now, calling me names on our first call? That’s not very nice," Caius teased.

Hilda stuck her tongue out at him through the window, playful and adorable.

She’d been so excited she couldn’t help but blurt it out.

"So, any plans tomorrow?" Caius asked.

"None!" Hilda replied immediately, her voice brimming with anticipation.

"Perfect. Let’s swing by Britney’s place tomorrow morning—I’ll pass on the high-heel design ideas and get your feet measured while we’re at it," Caius said, exhaling a slow stream of smoke.

Normally, Hilda disliked the smell of smoke and wasn’t fond of men who smoked.

But for some reason, seeing Caius with a cigarette dangling from his lips, his eyes half-lidded in that lazy, roguish way—she couldn’t help but think...

He looks so cool!

Ah, the whims of a girl in love.

"Sounds good! Let’s meet at the Academy gates at 8 AM. We’ll drive there!" Hilda said.

"Deal. Let’s see if your driving’s improved," Caius chuckled.

Then he glanced down the street, as if casually taking in the bustling, lively scenery while smoking.

He fell silent, and so did Hilda.

She didn’t know what to say next.

Caius could sense the awkwardness in the pause, but he didn’t rush to fill it.

If he wanted, he could’ve kept the conversation flowing endlessly.

But right now, he needed to stay in control.

This was Hilda’s first Voice Stone call with him. A girl who loved romance and ceremony like her wouldn’t want to end their first call so abruptly. She had to be scrambling for a way to keep it going.

Caius would give her the length of a cigarette to figure it out.

Just as he predicted, Hilda was internally panicking.

She didn’t want to hang up yet, so she quickly used another Voice Stone to reach Britney.

"What do I do, Britney?!"

"I want to ask him out, but I can’t think of a good excuse..."

"Sweetheart, you’re usually so quick-witted," Britney sighed.

This girl had never asked a guy out before, and her first instinct was shopping? Where were all her clever ideas now?

Ah, love really did make fools of everyone.

"But—but Caius is almost done with his cigarette! Once he comes back inside, I can’t talk to him like this anymore. I don’t want our first call to end so soon, Britney..." Hilda whimpered.

Britney immediately advised, "First, ask if he’s free tonight. And don’t invite him shopping."

"Men hate shopping. Whenever I drag my fiancé along, he turns into a glorified pack mule, just lugging bags around with this miserable look on his face."

"Then where should I ask him to go?" Hilda asked, utterly lost.

"Think about where you’ve taken me at night before. Remember those beautiful spots you showed me? Use that clever brain of yours," Britney encouraged.

She wanted Hilda to figure it out herself. Otherwise, even if things progressed between her and Caius, he’d always be the one steering the relationship.

Hilda paused—then her eyes lit up.

"Got it!"

A moment later, Caius’s Voice Stone crackled to life with Hilda’s cheerful voice.

"Caius, are you free tonight?"

Caius: "Nope."

Hilda: "..."

Hilda (nearly in tears): "Britney..."

Britney (facepalming): "Even I can’t help with this. How is this guy so hard to pin down?!"

But then Caius added, "Got two missions, but they’re not urgent. Can push them back."

(Of course, there were no missions. He was just messing with her.)

Hilda’s world instantly brightened again, an irrepressible smile blooming on her face.

Ah, the emotional rollercoaster—peaks and valleys, utterly delicious.

"You got plans tonight?" Caius asked, amused.

"I do!" Hilda said eagerly. "I want to take you somewhere. I found it not long after I arrived in Grilla City—I’ve only ever shown Britney!"

"Where?"

"You’ll see when we get there. It’s really beautiful~" Hilda said, her voice bubbling with excitement.

Caius stubbed out his cigarette and glanced at the darkening sky.

Now this—this felt like a proper first date.
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                "Do you think people will take us for fools?" Caius asked through the Voice Stone as they walked.

The two were barely an arm's length apart, separated only by Kiki, yet they still insisted on using the Voice Stones.

"I think they might. What, are you scared?" Hilda replied, her laughter ringing through the stone.

Caius grinned. "Terrified. Terrified they’ll be so jealous they’ll drop dead on the spot. Just look—those Hydis Academy students we passed look like they want to skin me alive for getting to chat with the Swan Blade Maiden face-to-face."

Hilda burst into laughter. "Hahaha! I couldn’t care less what others think. As long as I’m not bothering anyone, I’ll do exactly what I want."

"Not bad. You’re almost on my level," Caius nodded approvingly.

"Almost? Where’s the gap?" Hilda tilted her head.

"I don’t care what others think either—and I’ll do what I want even if it does bother them," Caius declared smugly.

"Wouldn’t that make people call you inconsiderate?" Hilda blinked.

"Yep. But that’s what it truly means not to care about others’ opinions, right?" He winked.

They locked eyes, then burst into laughter at the same time.

"You’re right!" Hilda nodded firmly.

Caius lifted his chin with an air of nonchalance. "When I’m strong enough, I’m not the one being inconsiderate—they are."

"But didn’t you say before that the strong should set their boundaries by the freedom of the weak?" Hilda teased.

"And if the strong don’t even get some privileges, who’d want to be strong in the first place?" Caius snorted. "The weak ought to know their place."

"The strong can choose to yield to the weak. But if the weak demand it? Then they’re just being unreasonable."

This was what set him apart from ordinary folk—what sane person could compare to a madman?

Hilda nodded in agreement.

She realized that Caius always had a way of slipping in profound insights when she least expected it.

And that was exactly why she loved talking to him.

He could always make her laugh—and teach her something new at the same time.

And so, despite being mere steps apart, the two kept chatting through the Voice Stones, as if they could never tire of it.

This continued all the way to Grilla City’s gates before Hilda reluctantly put away her stone.

Still, she was more than satisfied with their first call.

A whole half-hour of conversation while strolling through the city!

Caius, meanwhile, quietly congratulated himself on his earlier foresight. Without that setup, he’d probably be waking up to hours of enthusiastic calls from Little Swan every morning.

The thought was equal parts heartwarming and exhausting.

"Ride with me. Didn’t you want to see my driving skills?" Hilda summoned her Lightning III with a grin.

"Sure." Caius hopped into the passenger seat while Kiki settled obediently in the back.

With a press of the accelerator, the Lightning III shot forward.

Approaching a curve ahead, a determined glint flashed in Hilda’s eyes as her hands and feet moved in a flurry of precise maneuvers.

The car flipped.

Caius: "..."

Kiki: "..."

Hilda: "..."

Sitting upside-down in the now-airborne Magitech vehicle—staring directly at the ground through the windshield—Caius’s eye twitched.

But the next second, Hilda flicked her wrist. Golden magic enveloped the car, forcibly flipping it back upright.

As they landed smoothly and rejoined the road, Caius turned to Hilda.

She was staring straight ahead, her face red as an apple.

Right now, she wanted nothing more than to stop the car, dig a hole, and bury herself in it.

She’d been so confident about showing off her driving skills—only to roll the car on the first drift! It should’ve worked, but who knew there’d be a slanted rock right there?!

This was beyond embarrassing… especially in front of Caius…

Was there anything more mortifying than humiliating yourself in front of someone you liked?

Then, Caius’s voice cut through her misery—excited, of all things.

"That was amazing!"

Hilda: "Huh… huh?"

Caius grinned. "Using the drift to tilt the rear wheels onto the rock’s slope, launching the whole car into a flip—and that last bit of magic to stabilize it? That kind of seamless technique takes serious skill."

"Not bad at all. Your driving’s definitely improved."

Hilda’s eyes lit up, and she puffed up slightly. "W-Well, obviously~"

She kept sneaking glances at him, relieved when no teasing followed.

Who knew a disaster could turn into a triumph?

Her mood instantly brightened.

Meanwhile, Caius was laughing internally.

Sure, he loved teasing Little Swan—but sometimes, he had to cushion the blows. If she got too embarrassed, he’d have to smooth things over so she could keep her pride around him.

Otherwise, she’d just cover her blushing face and bolt every time she saw him. How was that supposed to nurture a stable relationship?

As they crossed the plains and entered a forest path, Hilda slowed down.

"Vivian Forest?" Caius glanced at her.

This was the same Vivian Forest bordering the Kotemo Ore Zone—larger even than Nofalark Forest.

"Mm. The place I’m taking you is Starfall Lake, deep in Vivian Forest. You’ll see when we get there~" Hilda chuckled, hands steady on the wheel.

He had to admit—Hilda looked incredibly cool while driving.

The wind rushing past the Magitech barrier softened into a breeze, tossing her golden hair back and revealing her flawless profile. Caius had to resist the urge to reach over and pinch her cheek.

Truthfully, given their current relationship, he could—and she’d probably even like it.

But he wouldn’t.

He had to maintain this ambiguous, just-friends dynamic.

At least until he was sure Little Swan could accept his… other relationships.

Which meant no way was he letting Britney win!

After a while, the path grew too narrow for the Magitech vehicle.

Hilda parked and stepped out. "Let’s walk from here."

Caius nodded, then smirked. "You do remember the way, right?"

"Of course I—" She paused mid-nod, catching his teasing grin. Realizing he was poking fun at her sense of direction, her cheeks puffed up instantly. "I can remember places I visit often!"

"Sure, sure," Caius laughed before asking, "Do you come here a lot?"

"Mm. I visit when I’m happy… and when I’m not." Her voice softened with nostalgia.

Walking with her hands clasped behind her back, she continued, "It was during my first year at the Academy. I’d just reached Gold-rank and wanted to train in Vivian Forest’s outskirts—complete an Academy mission."

"My destination was Starfall Vale."

"But I searched forever and couldn’t find it."

"Instead, I wound up in Starfall Plain on the other side."

Caius nodded sagely. "Sounds like something you’d do."

Hilda pursed her lips and shot him a glare.

Ohhh, a glare from Little Swan!

Even her annoyed expressions were breathtaking. Then again, breathtaking barely did her justice.

"Then I circled back into Vivian Forest to keep looking… and somehow stumbled upon Starfall Lake instead."

"My first visit was at night."

"And I saw the lake at its most beautiful."

"I call it… The Stars in the Lake."

Suddenly, she quickened her pace. "It’s just ahead—come on!"

Watching her skip ahead eagerly, Caius smiled and followed with Kiki.

They pushed through dense foliage, navigating a path barely half a person wide.

Then—as they brushed aside the final veil of greenery—the world opened up before them.

And Caius finally saw it.

The Stars in the Lake.

            
