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WyvernQuill



Summary:


"I," Lloyd declares, slapping the royal tax form down onto his desk, "am going to get married."

"Are you?" Javier, standing at parade rest by the window and looking, as usual, vaguely bored and deeply unimpressed with Lloyd's shenanigans, raises one delicate brow. "Your blind, pointless, utterly unrealistic optimism is truly inspiring, my Lord. Good luck."

Or: Lloyd's eager to take advantage of reduced tax rates for wedded couples, and makes it know that he's in the market for a spouse of convenience. Javier, his trusty knight and newly appointed Fronteran marriage broker, will surely find him a suitable candidate... any... day... now.......
















Chapter 1: The First Fiscal Year
    


Notes:

Had a fun idea, wrote it out in about two days (procrastinating on my thesis...), and here it is! I do enjoy writing stories that involve marriage for financial fraud purposes...
And, let's be real. Lloyd *would* do this to save money. Lloyd would probably do worse, if given the chance.

(If taxes or marriage don't work exactly like I've depicted them here, then please just assume it works that way in Frontera. I was handwaving it a little to fit the plot and the comedy!)
Please enjoy~



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text

"I," Lloyd declares, slapping the royal tax form down onto his desk, "am going to get married."
"Are you?" Javier, standing at parade rest by the window and looking, as usual, vaguely bored and deeply unimpressed with Lloyd's shenanigans, raises one delicate brow. "Your blind, pointless, utterly unrealistic optimism is truly inspiring, my Lord. Good luck."
"Do you know how much extra money I'm paying in tithes and taxes just because I'm unmarried?" Lloyd ignores Javier's passive-aggressive little jab. He's gotten good at that. "It's ridiculous. The discrepancy is beyond the pale. I guess Her Majesty is trying to encourage the nobility to wed and steadily procreate with tax breaks. And, Javier," Lloyd looks up at Javier with eyes that probably gleam with a desire for gold coins, "I'm going to get those tax breaks, whatever it takes."
"If you say so," says Javier, in a tone that means it will be hilarious to see you try and fail. It's only been a few months, and already Lloyd doesn't even need the System to provide a Javier-to-Korean translation for him anymore. He's getting so good at living Lloyd Frontera's life, salvaging what's left of his interpersonal relationships, and pinching every penny he can find.
On that note...
"I will need to find a bride, of course." Lloyd rises, picks up his coat. "Let's go, Javier!"
"Where?" Javier's eyes narrow. Wow, they're really piercing. Like a pair of really pretty diamantine daggers. "What are you planning?"
(He does not actually add I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you, you worthless lout with no moral standards to speak of, but Lloyd hears it between the lines, loud and clear.)
"I'm planning to ask the unmarried women of Frontera if they're up for assisting me in some light tax frau- uh. In marrying me for financial stability, no expectations whatsoever. What did you think I was going to do?"
"You intend to go out into the street and ask women to marry you."
"Hey, no need to stress that word in particular."
"You," Javier re-stresses, if anything sounding more incredulous than before. "And looking like that!? My Lord, you'll set off a mass panic. Women will trample each other to flee from you."
Lloyd frowns. Looks down himself. "...I could change into a clean shirt?"
"The clothes are not the issue."
"Bastard." Lloyd would punch him, but Javier dodges too easily. "But maybe you're right. I need... a go-between of some sorts. A marriage broker."
"I fear that what you really need is a stay at a nerve clinic for your delusions, Master Lloyd."
"You're really in top form today, so eloquent. Oh, I know." A smile blooms on Lloyd's lips, the way a corpse flower blooms. "Ideally, the person I get to make my proposals for me should be super popular with women, right? Some absolute dreamboat with a killer face, so they will be eager to talk to him, and he can then inform them that his Lord is in urgent need of a bride of convenience, inquiring if they might be interested in being settled for life. Don't you think so, Javier?"
"No," says Javier. But too late for that!
"Well, I think so. And since I'm the nobleman here, my opinion is what counts. Go out and ask all the unmarried women in Frontera - and I do mean all of them - record their answers, and come back. I'll pick out the best willing candidate then."
"I'm a knight," Javier reminds him coldly. "Not a matchmaker."
"Not with that attitude, you're not!" Lloyd grins, and attempts to slap him on the back. Javier evades his touch. "I believe in you. You'll get the hang of it in no time!"
Somehow, Lloyd's earnest faith in him does not appear to cheer Javier up at all. Ungrateful little shit. Lloyd doesn't know what women see in him- no, wait, that's a lie. He does see it. Vividly. It's pretty in-your-face, the whole Javier-ness of him. Urgh.
"I refuse to aid you in some low scheme to take advantage of some poor woman," Javier insists, the chill in his voice bringing down the room temperature by a few additional degrees. Lloyd really needs to install ondol floors in the manor one of these days. "My knightly honour forbids me from-"
"Yeah, sure, sure." Lloyd waves him off before Javier can get into a whole spiel about dignity and honour and valour and righteousness, and whatever else gets hero types like him off. "Listen, man, it's really not like that. The only thing I'm planning to take advantage here is tax law, and in a totally (mostly) legal way, too. Whichever woman deigns to help me in this scheme will want for nothing all her life, she'll get to call herself a Baroness, and if she ever wants to marry someone else... well, she can keep him as her real lover on the side, or divorce me, I'm good with either. It's a win-win, and I really want nothing else from her than her signature on the marriage licence, so that I can save some money. That's all."
Lloyd pauses. Vows, earnestly, "I swear it on my parents' ashes."
"Lord Arcos and Lady Marbella are both still alive, you low wretch." Javier scowls, distrust oozing from every pore. The System politely pings to inform him he has lost a few RP points there. Ah well. "You lie with every breath."
Yeah, thinks not Lloyd, but Suho. I know. I'm sorry about that, Javier. I can't really help it.
Out loud, Lloyd says, "there's no harm in asking the good ladies of Frontera a harmless question. Just explain the offer to them, alright? They don't have to say yes."
"I protest-"
"Protest noted, thanks for your input." Lloyd makes a shooing gesture. "Now go out and get to marriage-brokering. I've got blueprints to draw up, and you've got women to ask."
"Yes, my Lord," Javier says. It sounds distinctly like fuck you.
But he goes.

"Right. Right." Lloyd rubs a hand over his face. "And you- you really did ask everyone?"
"Everyone," Javier affirms, unsympathetic. "All single women of marriageable age."
"Even the old ones? The widows?" Lloyd feels a little desperate by now. "I don't mind marrying an octogenarian or something. Sure, won't be ideal in the long term, if I might have to marry another in five years, but-"
"I extended your offer to every currently unmarried woman above the age of maturity." Javier looks down at Lloyd as if he were a particularly disgusting stain on the sole of his shoe. "They all said no."
"All of them," Lloyd repeats faintly, and has to sit down. Damnit. He knew Lloyd Frontera was not popular with the common people, but that there's not even one gold-digger...
"Well, there was some variety in the details." Javier holds up the small clipboard he brought with him. "To be specific, the ladies' answers were..."
He clears his throat.
"No, no, no, no, gods no, absolutely not, >high-pitched screaming noise<, I think I'm about to be sick, no way, NO, not even if we were the last two humans on earth, no," Javier flips the page, "please no, I'd die before marrying him-"
"You've made your point." Lloyd cuts Javier off before the tone of his recitation gets too smug. "And you did make clear that it was purely a business offer?"
"Of course, my Lord."
"And they still...?"
"I'm afraid so, my Lord."
"Right."
"I did tell you so, my Lord."
"Shut up." Lloyd might go climb under the blankets of his bed and never emerge again. Social humiliation and no tax breaks. When it rains, it really does pour. "And there really wasn't anyone who sounded as if there might be a sliver of a chance...?"
Javier stays silent for a suspiciously long time, before he says "as I said, all the women of Frontera rejected your offer."
"But?" Lloyd presses. He knows that look in Javier's eyes. He has something to say, and is trying to swallow it down. "Javier?"
"Master Hamfast, the smith's brother," Javier finally, reluctantly, says, "overheard me making the offer to Miss Olivia, the coal-seller. And he... he volunteered."
"Oh?" Hope kindles in Lloyd's chest. Tax breaks, here I come! "Has he female relatives outside Frontera who are blind and/or comatose, and willing to get hitched?"
"You misunderstand, Master Lloyd." A high flush reddens Javier's ivory cheeks, very slightly. "Master Hamfast volunteered himself."
"Ah," says Lloyd. He recalls Hamfast now - a burly man, handsome in a middle-aged dad kind of way. Or maybe more of a daddy, come to think of it. Good lord.
"He said," Javier consults his clipboard, "that you were 'a twunk with potential', and that he is 'an accomplished brat-tamer' who would know how to 'handle' you."
"Ah," says Lloyd, again. By the gods, where do his people pick up that kind of language!?
"If it helps, I suspect he was joking," Javier offers, after a minute of silence, during which Lloyd has not contemplated being handled by a big, strong man capable of snapping him like a twig, or replayed Javier's voice calling him a "twunk" over and over.
"That doesn't help," Lloyd rubs his hand over his eyes again. The mental images and auditory hallucinations remain. "If he were serious I could at least get my money."
He drops his hand.
"Okay, fine. Fine! Guess I'll give up on it. No brides for me. No tax breaks." Lloyd sniffs. "Leave me, Javier. I'd like to be alone in my miserable poverty. As I'll be alone forever."
Javier hesitates.
Says, finally, as if the sheer extent of his pity physically pains him, "I sincerely wish you well in love, my Lord."
"Fuck off," Lloyd tells him.
Javier fucks off.
And for nearly a whole fiscal year, that's the end of that.




Notes:


The first tax season happens very early in canon, and of course nobody is willing to marry a drunken violent hooligan... except Frontera's resident leather daddy dom. And even he was probably joking. It's tough, being Lloyd Frontera...

This whole fic is already written, so updates will be quick! Next chapter (on Sunday): the more taxes Lloyd pays, the more appealing it sounds to get "brat-tamed"...

Thanks for reading, kudos and comments are always greatly appreciated!

<3
















Chapter 2: The Next Three Fiscal Years
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

"Holy fucking gods and all the spirits fucking wildly on a fucking cracker!" Lloyd exclaims when he sees the second ever royal tax demands of his new life as Lloyd Frontera. He knew that leading a more prosperous Barony would mean higher tax rates, but. But. "Fucking shitballs on a trifuckcycle!!!"
"Are you having an episode?" Javier leans over to peer at Lloyd's face. "Shall I call a healer? Or put you out of your misery right here and now?"
"Don't, I'm not in the mood for fucking banter right now." Lloyd never is, when losing money is involved. Otherwise, he has to admit he quite likes it. "Vampires! Ruthless bloodsuckers, one and all! Sticking their fangs into my wallet and trying to drain all money from it!"
"Ah." Javier nods, taking his hand off the hilt of his sword. "It's royal tax season again. I nearly forgot."
"Lucky you." Lloyd dares to glance through his fingers at the number named in the letter again, and promptly feels all faint and exsanguinated again. "Just- the percentages, Javier! The tax bracket!"
"Should I get you tea? Some warm milk? A mild sedative spell?" Javier doesn't look terribly worried, there's even a tiny pleased smile on his face at the sight of Lloyd's suffering, but at least he's offering to help. That's something. "A chest of coins, for you to pathetically hug and cry over?"
"No." As tempting as that last one sounded, Lloyd has to focus on his next steps now. "You know what you can get for me? Hamfast."
Javier blinks. "...excuse me?"
"Hamfast. The smith's brother." Lloyd turns the letter over with one trembling hand, so he will not glimpse The Number from the corner of his eye. "Ask him if he's still willing to marry me."
"Master Lloyd-!"
"Don't argue, Javier." Lloyd points at him. "I want that tax break. Money's worth being brat-tamed. Money's worth everything. Go and ask, I don't think my knees are up to standing upright for another half hour. Holy shit, that's a lot of taxes."
"I will inquire," Javier says, stiffly, and walks off, looking uncomfortable. Lloyd suddenly wonders if this world's hero-protagonist is maybe a bit homophobic. Well, he'll just have to live with his Young Master having a husband. Lloyd will bear everything, even Javier's prejudiced disapproval, for precious, precious money.

"No," says Javier.
"No," Lloyd repeats, disbelieving.
"No," Javier confirms. "Master Hamfast spoke in jest, one year ago, and is entirely unwilling to actually wed you."
"He doesn't have to actually do anything with me!" Even though it probably wouldn't even be that unbearable to take Lloyd from behind, in his own humble opinion. This body may have the sort of face that wilts any erection and dries up any vagina, but at least the other end is kind of plush and juicy. Lloyd knows what he's got, and it's two cheeks' worth of prime ass. "Just sign some papers! It's not a big deal."
"So I told him." Javier inclines his head. "Nevertheless. He was adamant in his refusal."
Lloyd curses. He'd like to say that it's very creative and colourful cursing, but really it's just variations of the word "fuck" over and over. Sometimes he really wishes he'd taken at least one literature class for extra credit. 
Javier wrinkles his nose and calls him vulgar. Maybe Lloyd should cut his pay, see what perfect prissy Javier says when it's his funds being torn from his grasping hands!
Lloyd does not do that. Lloyd just says "fuck" again. It only very slightly helps.

A few days later, Lloyd runs into Hamfast, the smith's brother.
Or, well. Runs after him, more like. Hamfast must not have seen his Lord approach him, or he would surely not be power-walking in the other direction with quite that much haste. Gods, what strong legs. Built like a brickhouse, that man. A fast brickhouse. Who wears a lot of very tight and metal-studded leather.
"Hamfast! Wait up!" Lloyd calls, jogging after him. His legs no longer burn at the slightest exertion like they used to, a year ago, when Javier made him run laps just to test if he would give up learning to swordfight at the first hurdle. "Hey!"
Hamfast slows, and turns with a look on his face that resembles a man facing his execution. Or, well, at least as much of it as Lloyd can see. He's got a lot of beard.
"Listen, I know Javier already talked to you about this," Lloyd begins. He knows no means no, and he will respect that, but he cried himself to sleep last night over the tax payments currently waiting for the royal tax collector to come by at the end of the month. He can't not try when he's already standing in front of the closest he got to that elusive tax break. "But I just wanted to, once more, in person-"
"Master Lloyd, I'm sorry!" Hamfast's whole impressive bulk seems to shrink to almost half his size, and then even further as he drops to his knees right there in the street. "I- I only spoke in jest, sir, f-forgive me, I never- never meant any of it!"
"Ah." Lloyd can't help but feel a little dejected at his tax break blowing him a kiss goodbye. And insulted at how he's apparently so ugly that Hamfast can't even keep his eyes on Lloyd's face, gaze constantly flickering away and past him. "I see."
"I never intended to marry you, my Lord, o-or do anything else!" Big tears are rolling into Hamfast's beard. "Believe me, please believe me, I will never so much as lay a finger on you! Under no circumstances!"
"Got it." Geez. Is the thought of Lloyd taking him up on his unthinking joke really this horrible? "Message received."
"I really am sorry," Hamfast whimpers. Whimpers. So much for brat-taming. "M-may I be excused, sir...?"
"Sure." Lloyd waves him off listlessly. And here he was, hoping... he doesn't know what he was hoping for, really. Money, mostly. But maybe also...
Hamfast scrambles to his feet, and then away, as if the devil were at his heels. Lloyd grimaces. It's only him.
"What the fuck is his problem," he mutters, sullenly, to himself.
"Bad taste in men," Javier suggests, materialising beside Lloyd. Fuck, how long has he been there!? "And an unfortunate habit of boastfulness. Some men's eyes are too big for their stomach, as the wise women say."
"Yeah, well. My wallet is about to get much smaller, and that's the only part of a man's body I'm interested in." Lloyd gripes. It's only a little bit a lie. "Am I that bad? Really? He was shitting himself at the thought of marrying me. I thought..."
Lloyd swallows.
"I thought the people of Frontera have started trusting me again. At least a little bit."
"These things take time." Javier's voice is almost - almost! - soft. "And perhaps Master Hamfast is simply more cowardly than most."
"I wouldn't mind, you know. It's not like I care what my workers think, as long as they do their jobs for me." Okay, that's definitely a lie. But Lloyd thinks he got away with it. "It just sucks that it's costing me a fortune in un-saved taxes, you know?"
"You will endure, my Lord," says Javier, as if financial gains or losses are irrelevant matters that do not concern him. And maybe that's true. Javier's expertise begins and ends at slapping people with swords. He's never had a head for the finer things in life (money) or the harsh realities of life (also money) or what really matters (money again).
Sometimes Lloyd envies him, he really does.

"Tax season is coming up again," Lloyd says, ten eventful (as always) months later. "Did you know?"
"I was vaguely aware." Javier does not look up from where he is teaching Lloyd's summons tricks in exchange for sweet treats. Lloyd doesn't have the heart to tell him that they already know how to give paw, roll over, and play dead - and besides, he's a little proud of his babies for successfully scamming Javier out of snacks and cuddles.
"This year, I want to be ready. By which I mean, already married by the time the auditor arrives." He can see Javier's shoulders stiffen slightly. Well, if the man doesn't want to be roped into matchmaking, maybe he should get better at it. "Go out and ask everyone again. I know the original occupants of Frontera all rejected me already, but there's been a lot of population influx since then. Plus, I have gotten richer since then, and my reputation has gone from 'hooligan who should be avoided at all cost' to just 'ugly and greedy', which is probably as good as it'll ever get, so I figured it won't hurt to shoot my shot again. Shots. You know."
Javier pulls a face. It's a really handsome face. All his faces are, very much unlike Lloyd's. Life is so unfair in this world.
"The common people do respect you now, my Lord," he says, finally. To Ppodong, but Lloyd's reasonably sure it's meant for him. "Admire you, even. You have earned that much."
"Exactly! So maybe this year I can finally get that tax break I've always wanted." Lloyd wipes a hand over his mouth to clear away the line of drool that formed there at the thought of all the sweet, sweet cash he'll get to keep. "Oh, and, Javier? Ask all the unmarried men, too."
Now Javier looks at him. It's a puzzled, slightly distressed look. Wait, is Javier homophobic? Lloyd never actually managed to make sure either way.
"True love knows no gender," Lloyd tells him, very seriously, and brooking no argument, "and, more importantly, neither does tax law. I'm trying to really maximise my chances at a lucrative arrangement, I can't afford to leave out half of my potential candidates."
"...you do realise that, statistically, only a small subset of men will even be open to... arranging themselves with another man," Javier points out, delicately. "Much less if that man is you. I would not call that half your candidates."
"Well, not many women were open to arranging themselves with me, either." Lloyd shrugs. "And nobody, of either gender, has to be a proper spouse to me if they don't want to. Make sure you stress that, okay? That I'm not expecting anything, and all of this is only for the sake of money. Which they will be able to share in, for the record. Fuck, there has to be some greedy bastard in this country who will take me up on this! It's an objectively great deal!"
"I fear the only greedy bastard here is you, Master Lloyd," Javier tells him, and then heads out to widely re-propose.
Lloyd tries to clean out his ears shortly after Javier left, because, wow, his voice sounded almost fond there - and that obviously can't be right.

"Nobody," says Javier, when he returns. This time, he at least has the decency to look a little chastised about it when he turns around the clipboard, showing Lloyd a list of names, all neatly crossed out. Every single one. "I... I'm sorry, Master Lloyd."
"Nobody," Lloyd repeats, mournfully, the way he also says "expenses" or "accumulated interest". Some words just hurt to speak them out loud. "A whole County worth of people, plus some elves and orcs and various refugees, and not... not one of them a viable marriage prospect..."
Javier bites his lip and casts his eyes down, something like shame creeping over his features. On the one hand, it's kind of gratifying to see perfect Javier fail at something and feel bad about it. On the other, Lloyd's moneeeeeeeey!
"Maybe if we tried-" Lloyd starts, desperately, but then breaks off. He was about to suggest branching out into asking some of the Frontera livestock to put on a veil and stick with Lloyd in sickness and health, in money and debt, etc. etc., but thinks better of it at the last moment. He doesn't think he could handle Javier solemnly informing him of an entire herd of cattle mooing their rejections, which is what that little idea will inevitably lead to. Damnit.
"Yes, my Lord?" Javier cocks his head to the side, waiting for instructions like a guard dog standing at attention. He doesn't really look at Lloyd like he's scum and his every order an inconvenience, anymore. At least Lloyd has that, even if he will die single and destitute from a heart attack after seeing how much taxes Alicia's greedy claws will pry out of him this year. She laughed at him when he tried to negotiate more lenient tax rates in exchange for his construction work. Laughed!
"Forget it. You're really shit at matchmaking, by the way," Lloyd says. It comes out a little watery. "Don't expect a big Chuseok Bonus for a performance as poor as that, you're not getting a single brass coin from me this year, Javier - and be grateful that I don't cut your wages too while I'm at it."
(He doesn't mean any of that. It's the frustration over lost money talking, and Javier probably knows it, the smug bastard. Lloyd is always pretty generous for Chuseok, as much as he can afford to be, and fairly spreads out the boni across all his employers - never mind that Lorasia doesn't actually celebrate the holiday in the first place. He'll make it a Thing. Singlehandedly.)
"This really shouldn't have been part of my duties in the first place, you know," Javier snarks back... but his hand, with which he awkwardly pats Lloyd's shoulder when he finally buries his head in his palms and mourns his own undesirability and high taxability, is gentle and somewhat apologetic.

A year later, Julian gets married, and Lloyd weeps with joy over the reduction in that year's tax payments. Yeah, yeah, he loves that little shit and is happy the kid's happy with Lloyd's politically-valuable brand-new sister-in-law, but the joy of being able to tick the "espoused" box on someone's tax paperwork, even if it isn't his own... oh, it's transcendental. Javier finds him sniffling and laughing, and asks about five times if he's finally gone mad, with increasing levels of genuine concern in his voice.
Gods, the heady rush of it! Lloyd wants more. He needs more. Julian's own income is negligible, and the tax bracket recategorisation made little difference. But if Lloyd could manage this for himself... if only...
He makes Javier go out and ask around again. Gives him a list of important points to mention, some pamphlets to hand out, begs him to really put his full impossibly-beautiful protagonist charm behind the proposals. Javier promises solemnly that every single relayed request will come straight from his heart.
It ends just the same as always. Rejections across the board.
Lloyd doesn't know why he keeps trying.




Notes:


For the record, getting married platonically purely for tax reasons is not fraud at all, the tax office doesn't care. However, if Lloyd does it, it *will* be fraud. Somehow. He's just a fraudulent guy.
(He has also been trying other more fraud-y minor schemes to lower the amount of taxes he has to pay, but so far the royal tax auditors have reliably caught him out on it. Alicia has heard of this, but thinks it's funny, so he's not being sent to court over it just yet.)

Also: a minute of silence for Hamfast's brat-tamerly ambitions. The poor man didn't know at the time that he was insulting Javier's most specialest beloved Lord (in part because Javier still hated him back then) and really didn't deserve any of this...

Next chapter: Lloyd gets a late birthday present and engages in some light stalking.

Thanks for reading!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 3: The Fifth Fiscal Year
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

At this point, it's really more of a tradition. Lloyd has made his peace with his current tax bracket, and the exorbitant sums he sends off to the Capital each year, weeping piteously into Javier's magnificently strong shoulder and enjoying the disgusted little sounds he makes when Lloyd wipes his nose on Javier's fluffy cravat thing.
But hope dies last, and Javier can spare a few afternoons - Frontera has grown since those early days, can't get through the whole population in a matter of hours anymore - walking around the County and conducting a little census. It's all valuable data... on, Lloyd has come to accept, the sanity and mental stability of his people. If any of them ever start seriously considering his repeated open proposals, he knows he might have cause to worry.
This year, when Javier comes to him in the evening with the first wave of rejections, Lloyd just nods tiredly. Yeah. Yeah, he expected that. It's okay. He'll die alone and unloved and painfully virginal, that's fine. He knew that. A marriage of convenience might not even change that, might not be able to make Lloyd happy - but at least it would make him richer, and that would be a start.
"If they do not see your true value, they are not worthy of you," Javier tells him, afterwards. His eyes glow with the inner fire of a pure hero's soul, and Lloyd can almost believe he means it. "Be glad you are not shackled to someone unworthy of the Frontera name."
"But my tax breaks," Lloyd whines mostly for the sake of principle, and explains, in detail and with generous smatterings of carefully-researched legalese and accountancy knowledge, exactly what the problem is, and what sort of investments he could make, if only he could scam Alicia out of some of her royal tax money which she's technically fully entitled to.
That's how they find out that financial jargon works just as well on Javier's insomnia as construction-themed babbling, if not even better. Lloyd gently, carefully, lifts Javier's head off the floor to slide his favourite pink pillow under it, and drapes a blanket over him. The poor guy's been running around on a total fool's errand all day, in less than optimal weather. He probably needs the rest.
And if he sits there for a few minutes to watch Javier’s sleeping face and quietly complain under his breath how ridiculously angelic it looks - well, then that’s between the System, his summons, and him.

[Psst.]
Lloyd blinks, pulling his eyes up from the huge tome of tax law he has been trying to find loopholes in for... oh, damn. Five hours. It's well past midnight.
[Psst. Suho.]
Nobody can hear you, you don't have to whisper to get my attention, he thinks at the blue box hovering above the desk in front of him. Also, you're communicating in writing, anyway.
[Hush. We've got a gift for you. A very useful gift, which will come in handy during these trying taxation times. Happy late birthday!]
A what!? Lloyd blinks, ignoring the little poof of glitch-y confetti dissipating in the air. Since when-
[Special Title Unlocked: Out-Sneaking The Shifty Swordmaster! Activating it will completely conceal you from the sensory perception of everyone around you, including the heightened senses of advanced Swordmasters or Grandmasters. This effect can be activated once every 24 hours, and lasts 20 minutes.]
Oh. Huh. Lloyd angles his head, confused. That's... a weird one. Okay?
[You normally say 'thank you' if someone gives you a gift.]
Sure, thanks. But I would've preferred some cash.
[If you use this right, you'll be able to save quite a bit of money.] The edges of the messenger box seem to flicker, and Lloyd gets this weird feeling it knows something it's not telling him. [And we hope it'll... set you at ease. About some things.]
Right, be weird and cryptic. That's sure to not freak me out further at all. Great job.
[Good night, Suho. Sleep well. Enjoy your gift, and all the insights it may bring.]
And with that, the blue rectangle disappears in a jumble of blue pixels.

Lloyd's not an idiot. He knows what the System gave him this power for. What it wants him to do with it.
He just doesn't know why.
The rejections already sting more than enough without hearing them in person, thanks, and he's relatively sure that his invisible presence won't really sway the odds all that much. Is this supposed to be a harsh lesson to learn? Should he give up hope for marriage and tax breaks, and focus on his projects instead? Or maybe he's supposed to observe Javier's relaying of the proposals, and finetune the instructions accordingly for better chances of success. Theoretically, it's also possible that Javier has persistently pronounced "would you be willing to platonically marry Lloyd Frontera so that he can save money from taxes" as "would you like to eat this poisonous slug coated in chili powder while someone repeatedly stabs you" purely by accident, and a few elocution lessons will fix the problem. Maybe.
Lloyd really doesn't know what the System's endgame is... but, with little better to do, and admittedly some sick, masochistic curiosity regarding his enduring unpopularity with the masses, he plays along anyway.

The brand-new title ability manifests as a sort of shimmering faintly bluish cocoon around Lloyd, and works perfectly well - he sings at the top of his lungs, and neither Javier further ahead along the hallway or the group of servants passing him even turn to look. Maybe the Messenger System did get him a rather nice gift. He can make use of this beyond snooping after his knight, and earn some actual money with it, he’s pretty sure.
Conveniently, it also doubles as an umbrella. Lloyd slips out into an overcast morning, and finds that the heavy spring rain slides along the sides of the cocoon, leaving him perfectly dry. Useful - in his haste to activate the title and follow after Javier, he forgot to bring a raincoat.
Javier, of course, brought his favourite frilly umbrella. Lloyd follows its outline, and the rain-blurred shape in blue beneath it, out into the village, idly wondering if he should get up real close to Javier and say "boo" the second the twenty minutes of invisibility run out - he'll probably never get a better opportunity to see Javier startle than this. Might be a nice pick-me-up, after hearing people reject him for a quarter of an hour.
Javier heads straight to The Golden Shovel, one of the bigger taverns in central Frontera, popular with the construction workers for its roomy premises that allow a full shift's worth of people to all get their post-work beer in at roughly the same time. It's crowded today, too, despite the early hour - though most of the people seem to be here mostly to wait out the rain with games of cards and dice, laughing and chattering and singing bawdy songs.
Lloyd slips in after Javier, watches him shake out and close his umbrella, retrieving his clipboard from under his coat.
"If I may have your attention," Javier begins, raising his voice, and every head in the tavern snaps towards him. He just has that effect on people, Javier. Magnetic. It gets hard to look away, and only moreso the less clothing he wears. "I have a proposition to pass on from our Count's son, Master Lloyd Frontera, which many of you will already have come to expect with the yearly royal taxation period advancing on us."
Javier pauses, for effect. So far, he's following Lloyd's script more or less to the letter. Lloyd really expected him to sneak in at least one backhanded comment about unattractiveness or feeble-mindedness. Maybe that’s yet to come.
"Our Lord is in need of a spouse, in order to take advantage of the financial benefits such a union affords in tax law. He expects no other conjugal service besides this, and will gladly permit any volunteer for the position to continue keeping their own homestead, career, and even lovers. Annulment will be possible at any time. For the duration of the marriage, the spouse will be well-provided for financially, as will any children or similar dependents they bring into the union. I repeat that INTIMATE CONTACT OR ROMANTIC INTERACTION WITH LLOYD FRONTERA WILL NOT BE EXPECTED OF YOU AT ANY POINT. He proposes a relationship of pure convenience for both parties." This, too, is in accordance with Lloyd's instructions. He understands how the thought of getting close to him would be a dealbreaker to most, and insisted that Javier stress repeatedly that it's absolutely not mandatory to smooch him to take advantage of the benefits package.
(Unrelated, but it's kind of hot to hear Javier talk terms and conditions. But then again, it's always kind of hot to just hear Javier talk, so.)
"Having established all this..." Javier raises his gaze from the clipboard, and sweeps it across the tavern. "Are there any individuals, of any gender, and above the age of maturity, present here who wish to offer themselves as volunteers for this auspicious position as Master Lloyd's pretend-spouse?"
Silence.
Lloyd knew to expect that. It still makes his stomach drop a little, and he has to lean back against the tavern wall just to stay upright.
"Anyone?" Javier presses.
Not a murmur. People are staring at their hands or into thin air, trying hard to not even catch Javier's gaze, ducking away when his eyes sweep over them with sweat beading on their brows.
"Very well. His Lordship respects your choices," Javier inclines his head, and begins crossing out names on his clipboard.
"Wait," says a voice from the back of the room. "I'll do it."
Lloyd's head, hung low in dejected shame, snaps up. So does Javier's. So does nearly everyone’s in the tavern.
"Hell, it sounds like a sweet deal! Why did none of you take him up on it!?" The person who spoke, a young man who Lloyd vaguely recognises as someone or other's third cousin who only moved back to Frontera a few months ago, frowns at the stunned faces around him. "Lord Lloyd isn't that bad, and money is money."
(A man after Lloyd's own heart!!! Oh, he could weep, and would gladly kiss the guy all over his face if he didn't know that that's the last thing anyone wants of him.)
"You're all idiots and cowards for rejecting him," the young man - Steve, right, Lloyd remembers now - declares. "I'm going to take my chances with-"
The high, sharp sound of a blade being drawn from its sheath rings through the room; and in the blink of an eye, Javier has crossed the tavern to loom over Steve like a reaper-angel on the prowl, his sword pressed perilously close to the man's neck.
"Pardon, I wasn't listening just then," Javier says, softly, pleasantly. His eyes burn like the blue-white fire in the depths of a dragon's throat. "What were you saying?"
Steve stammers helplessly, eyes wide and terrified, bobbing throat scraping just barely against the edge of Javier's sword. The woman next to him quickly leans in, cupping her hand around his ear and whispering frantically to him.
"OH!" Steve gasps, horrified understanding washing over his features. "Oh, I, um- p-pardon, Sir Javier, I have this, this habit of babbling nonsense to myself when I think about, uh, how I despise marriage as an institution and will never, ever, EVER marry anyone, a-and least of all Master Lloyd Frontera. Please ignore me! Please!"
Javier considers the shaking man before him, who would clearly fall to his knees and beg for mercy if there weren't some very sharp metal in the way.
Finally, Javier steps back, sheathing his sword and taking up his clipboard again.
"I will put you down as a 'no', then, as well," he says, and, as if nothing happened, goes back to decisively crossing out one name after another while Steve sobs in terror behind him. Nobody else speaks up.
A penny of understanding drops, heavy and unpleasant, onto Lloyd's heart.
"Oh," he says. It tastes bitter on his tongue, like betrayal and hurt. Nobody hears it, of course.
He turns, and walks out of the tavern. He's seen more than enough.
(The title ability runs out before he reaches the manor, and the rain comes crashing down on Lloyd, soaking him to the bone, running down his face.
Yeah, that's all the wetness on his cheeks is.
Only rain.)

"I'm afraid it's merely more of the same," Javier tells him, that evening. "It pains me to disappoint your hopes." A little playful glint to his eyes. "Futile as they have always been."
"It's okay, Javier. I'm sure you did your best," Lloyd says cheerfully.
The smile doesn't reach his eyes.
This year's search for a tax bride concludes as unsuccessfully as ever.




Notes:


Look at the System, causing drama on purpose! (It was meant well, Lloyd was getting genuinely sad over the rejections, and Javier has been getting away with this for way too long...)
Also: poor Steve joins Hamfast (and, I'm sure, a number of other random Fronterans) in the club of People Personally Victimized By Javier Asrahan's Possessive Tendencies. They meet every second Friday and cry over their ongoing nightmares.

Next chapter: Lloyd deals with the heartbreaking realisation that Javier has been sabotaging his tax marriage, in a totally normal and reasonable manner.

Thank you everyone for reading, and for your lovely comments!
<3
















Chapter 4: The Courthouse Wedding
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

Three days later, Lloyd calls Javier into the manor's 'conference hall'.
"My Lord." Javier steps inside, looking resplendent as ever. "You summoned me?"
"Javier!" Lloyd bares his teeth in a grin, like a shark sighting an attractive blue-furred seal within striking distance, spreading his arms wide. "Finally you're here! We've all been waiting for you."
"Have you." Javier takes another step into the room, towards the large table, eyes flickering away from Lloyd himself. "For what?"
"Now now, first things first: introductions!" Lloyd gestures at the three people in the room with them. "This gentleman here is Frontera County's notary and local council representative, Mr. Rightwell."
"Sir." The short elderly man sitting at the table inclines his head. He does have the look of a public official, through and through - something vaguely faded about him, like old paper.
"And this is Ollie, some guy I met in the street."
"’Sup," says Ollie. He looks remarkably like an egg. It's not just the shape of his bald head, but also his expression, which is roughly similar levels of animated.
"And finally, the crown jewel of this gathering." Lloyd affects a half-bow towards the woman next to him, his grin sliding briefly into something manic. "My bride, Maureen."
"Hello, dear." Maureen, a cheerful middle-aged woman whose round face perfectly frames a slightly mischievous smile, waves her bouquet. Lloyd mentally pats himself on the back for buying it on the way - she does seem to like it a great deal.
"Your-" Javier begins, and then chokes on his words. His face always has a bit of a noble blue-blooded pallor going on, but now he goes utterly, undeniably pale.
"My bride! Yep!" Lloyd throws an arm around her shoulders. Maureen, who is a good sport, doesn't mind, and even giggles in delight. "You see, Javier, after so many tax audits which found me lamentably unmarried, I figured it was time to do some covert auditing of my own. See if the matchmaking service I've been using is really operating at maximum efficiency. I do so value efficiency, you know? Very close to my heart, that. Right next to safety, and..." He meets Javier's eyes. "Loyalty."
Javier flinches back. "I- Lloy- my Lord, I-" he stammers. "Please, let me explain-"
"Hush, no need for that." Lloyd waves him off, still smiling. "You were out of your depth, I understand. It's a shit job, matchmaking for this face, right? Not to mention the personality. I get it, I do. I won't put your failure against you, or even dock your pay for all the MONEY you COST ME, considering you were always trying so hard."
"Master-" Javier tries again, voice tight with guilt.
"But I did realise it was time to take matters into my own hands. If the best time to save on taxes was five years ago, then the second-best is today. And Maureen here graciously consented to sign the papers with me, and become Mrs. Lloyd Frontera in the eyes of County administration and the royal tax collectors. Isn't she a gem? A peach?"
"Oh you," Maureen, who really is enjoying herself - her sense of good humour and reputation as someone "up for anything" is precisely why Lloyd picked her - bats her lashes at him playfully.
"Finally, the gods of love - and tax brackets - are smiling upon me!" Lloyd's cheeks ache from how wide he's beaming. "But we needed a second witness, beside Ollie here-"
"Yup."
"-and that, my dear Javier," Lloyd finishes, holding out a hand towards him, "is where you come in."
Javier looks at Lloyd with something unreadable on his face. It might be horror.
"Chop chop." Lloyd beckons him closer, as the spider beckons the fly. "I'm not getting any younger, and by now I'm very sick of the life of a carefree bachelor."
He takes up the quill, holds it out towards Javier, who looks at it like he never looked at any weapon pointed at him. Perhaps the pen is mightier than any sword.
Slowly, slowly, Javier steps up to the table. Takes the quill from Lloyd's fingers. His hand shakes. Lloyd's grin widens cruelly at the sight. At least Javier is suffering under the realisation that all his years of petty, pointless meddling were ultimately for naught.
"Sign," he commands, a coldness in his voice that he usually doesn't even employ when trapping scumbags in eternal labour, tapping the already mostly-filled-out marriage licence right where the second witness's signature is still missing. "Now."
Javier closes his eyes for a moment. Breathes in, out. Opens them again.
He extends his hand with the quill towards the ink pot...
And, in a single fluid movement, he has grabbed the pot, and upended it over the licence and all other paperwork on the table.
"Sir!" Mr. Rightwell exclaims, scandalised, and "oop" says Ollie, and "gracious!" squeaks Maureen; and "JAVIER" Lloyd snarls, his mask of false cheer rapidly cracking apart.
"Master Lloyd, you cannot seriously be planning to marry her!" Javier snaps back, and then adds, towards Maureen, "no offence intended, my Lady."
"None taken," Maureen says, brightly.
"And why not? Huh? Why not!?" Ignoring Mr. Rightwell's desperate fussing over the ruined paperwork, Lloyd steps up close into Javier's space, who is now mostly trembling from raw anger. Well, Lloyd's joining the club. "Say it, Javier. Go on."
"She- she's not worthy of the Frontera name! Again, no offence-"
"None taken!"
"The Frontera name!" Lloyd laughs, meanly. "Yeah, that's all you care about, isn't it? Not my happiness, or anything. I tell you, for years I tell you that I'm desperate to get married, I beg you to find me a spouse, but noooo! Sir Javier Asrahan cannot possibly allow for embarrassment to the family, can he?"
"You misunderstand-"
"And I would've forgiven you for that, you know? I would have. I know what they mean to you, Lord Arcos and Lady Marbella, and this whole damn Estate. I know you only care for me because of what I can do for them, and that works for us, right? That works. But. But, Javier. You made me lose money," Lloyd murmurs, low, dangerous, "and that, I cannot abide. I could've been lucratively married five years ago- or, well, four, probably, but still - if not for your sabotage. Did it feel good, at least? Did you have fun?"
"No-!"
"Did you enjoy scaring off every single person who might possibly take pity on me, and then lying to my stupid face about it!?" Lloyd spits, grabbing Javier by his pretty embroidered collar. Lloyd bought him this coat, picking the perfect sturdy-yet-soft fabric. It was a birthday gift. "I trusted you, Javier! Fuck, I trusted you with my money!"
He can feel Javier swallow, against his knuckles. Lloyd's eyes burn, with... with anger.
"You did a great job, by the way. It was a fucking chore to find someone to marry me, even now, even asking directly and promising I would shield them from you. Anyone with even a crumb of self-preservation and a full set of marbles wouldn't even look at me once the m-word got dropped, I had to find some reckless idiot thrillseeker - uh, no offence, Maureen-"
"No, no, you're quite right, dear. Being scared of hotshot knights is for pussies, anyway."
"...seriously, where do the people of Frontera get this sort of language...? Anyway, I had to go to great lengths, really scrape the bottom of the barrel, no offence-" - "none taken" - "-just so I could GET MY DAMN TAX BREAK!" Okay, the burn may have been more than just anger. Lloyd remembers that Suho used to cry when he got really, truly angry, and then only got more upset over that. Damn. Either this transferred, or the Original Lloyd shared this unfortunate trait. "What's your fucking problem, Javier!? I just wanted a signature on some paperwork! Just someone to point to when the vultures start circling above my coffers! Why couldn't you just let me have this!? Do you-"
(Lloyd does not let his voice crack. He does not.)
"...do you seriously hate me that much?"
"No." Javier's hands come up, grip Lloyd's upper arms, tightly enough to bruise. "Listen to me, you moron! They are not worthy of you! None of them! They would have taken advantage of your need, Master Hamfast disrespected your authority from the start, making such improper remarks, and Lady Maureen, no offence, but-"
"Well, starting to take a little offence by now."
"-she will not serve this Estate well as a future Countess!"
"She doesn't need to!" Lloyd would throw his hands up in the air, if not for Javier still holding on to him. "It's not about that, I'm marrying to save money, you know that, why the FUCK would you object to-"
There is a mad, desperate glint in Javier's eye; and that is all the warning Lloyd gets.
The next moment, he's been bent backwards over the table - ow, his spine - with Javier on top of him, kissing Lloyd as if someone's life depends on it.
"Sirs!" Mr. Rightwell gasps, now properly outraged. Maureen also gasps, though it has a delighted edge - Lloyd vaguely remembers that she has a reputation as a passionate gossip.
"Called it," says Ollie.
A moment passes. Another. Lloyd can pinpoint the second Javier comes back to his senses mid-kiss, a jolt of shock at his own impertinence running through his body, tongue hastily retreating back into his own mouth before the rest of Javier's face manages to tear itself away, too.
They stare at each other. If Javier looked guilty before, then he's downright mortified now, ready to fall onto his sword to escape the situation he brought upon himself. Lloyd doesn't manage much more than blink dumbly up at him, feeling the spilled ink seep into the back of his coat. Shit, that'll stain. Good that he didn't exactly dress up for his impromptu courthouse wedding, huh?
Finally, Javier's eyes flicker away, rabbit-like, wide with panic, towards the other three people staring at them. He lets go of Lloyd. Straightens up, while Lloyd remains on the table, now blinking dumbly up at the ceiling. Oh look, the plaster moulding is crumbling in the corner. Lloyd should get that fixed.
"...excuse me," Javier says, very faintly, voice barely audible.
And then he flees.
"Well, that was fun!" Maureen chirps happily. "Can I keep the bouquet, my Lord?"
Lloyd gives her a shaky thumbs-up. He will not manage to speak (or get up from the table) for at least five more minutes.




Notes:


Lloyd, setting up a whole courthouse wedding to get back at Javier and confront him over his betrayal: hehe >fucks around<
Lloyd, getting pushed onto an inkstained table and being passionately kissed: uh >finds out<
Though also, Javier was really impatient and jumping the gun here, he didn't even wait for anyone to say either "speak up now, or forever hold your peace" OR "you may now kiss the groom". How rude of him.

Next and final chapter: Javier POV (mostly consisting of him regretting every single life choice that has brought him to this point)

As always, thanks for reading!
^-^ <3
















Chapter 5: The Tax Break (At Last)
    


Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

Javier has made a terrible mistake - a string of mistakes, really, each digging a deeper hole for him to eventually get dropped into - and accordingly should flee, if not the country, then at least the County.
So far, he has not made it further than his room, but Master Lloyd always says it's best to start small and then work one's way up. And Javier has already taken unimaginable liberties with the man today - the least he can do is take the sensible advice to heart, too.
His next step should be packing his belongings. Handing in a letter of resignation to Sir Bayern. Refusing the usual severance pay, to make up for costing Lloyd so much money over the years. Leaving, as quickly as possible - he cannot possibly lie convincingly to Lord and Lady Frontera about this, let Lloyd have that privilege - and making his peace with the life of a wandering knight. And Javier will get started on those next steps. In a minute.
Javier sits on the stiff fabric of his own bed's blanket - he has not slept a full night here for years - and desperately tries to use mana circulation to keep himself from hyperventilating. On the wall, the pieces of the training sword Lord Arcos gifted him (and Lord Lloyd broke) keep their silent vigil, splintered reminders of what Javier really would have done well to remember: Don't make attempts for what isn't yours to take. Trust is a precious thing, and easily broken. The Young Master will only ever hurt you, no matter how much you might come to love him. Don't have ideas above your station. Don't be an idiot.
'An idiot' is possibly one of the nicer words to describe what Javier has been. He has regrets. Many of them. Oh, he should have just signed the damn licence, maybe then Lloyd would have dropped the matter and, perhaps, eventually, forgiven Javier for the deception.
(It really was the most reasonable course of action, at the start. Hamfast's designs on Master Lloyd were unacceptable - to 'tame' the best thing that ever happened to this Estate is a laughable concept and if anyone here is handling Lloyd then surely that is Javier's duty - and the man needed to be taught to respect his betters. Was it Javier's fault that the lesson discouraged him from further pursuing their Lord? An unfortunate side effect, nothing more. Master Lloyd didn't need to know the details, didn't need to be given such clear confirmation that Javier - urgh - cares, and would have him bound to a harsh and disrespectful husband over his dead body. Or, well. Somebody's dead body. What knight could do more?
...it's a little more difficult to justify everything that came after that, but he was managing just fine, at the time. It's just that Javier has very high standards for what constitutes a worthy spouse, you see, and thinks Lloyd should, too. Javier was happy to enforce those standards for him, really. A thankless duty - made worse by his Master's obvious distress at Javier's repeated failure to produce a viable prospect - but Javier has been told that it's very noble and knightly, to embark on difficult quests with no reward other than the knowledge that one has done a good deed. And to shield a loved one- one's Lord and Master from a ruinous match with some unworthy scoundrel is a good deed, isn't it? And he's shielding the people of Frontera from becoming complicit in tax fraud with an unworthy scoundrel (Lloyd), too. Two dragons with one stone. Javier's a good knight, and perhaps even a good friend.
Or so he used to tell himself, every tax season.
Javier's a better liar than he used to think he was. Especially when lying to himself.)
He can hear footsteps, approaching down the corridor. Familiar footsteps. Javier should get up, lock his door. Maybe just climb out of the window, with nothing but his sword and the clothes on his back.
Javier stays sitting on the bed, back of his hand pressed against his trembling lips, and doesn't move.
The door swings open.
Lloyd walks in. Javier doesn't look at him - doesn't think he can. In part because of the hot shame boiling in his chest, in part because Master Lloyd's expressions are horrible and upsetting enough when he doesn't have reason to be genuinely angry. Javier already feels vaguely nauseous, he'd rather not see something that will turn his stomach entirely.
"Well. Do you have anything to say for yourself, Javier?" Lloyd asks, voice flat.
Javier quietly shakes his head. What would he say? 'Forgive me, my Lord, I was driven mad by jealousy'? 'We don't have to talk about it, I'm about to resign and you will never see me again'? 'I hope you and Lady Maureen will be very happy'...? No, he can't bring himself to do that. Not even now.
"Hm." The rustle of paper. "Fine. The important things were already said, weren't they? I think we both know where we stand."
A clipboard with an inkless replacement marriage licence and a quill are held out into Javier's field of vision.
"Sign," Lloyd says, again; and Javier supposes he should have expected that. His Lord - ex-Lord, soon - is of a stubborn disposition, and will not relent until he's made his point. If he wants Javier's signature on his marriage licence, he'll get it, one way or another. It's cruel - especially now that Lloyd knows where Javier stands - but Lloyd is a wicked, cruel man. Even this different version of him, who might not be Lloyd at all.
Javier has fought many fights, even at his comparatively young age; but he also knows when to pick his battles. He takes the quill, ready to sign his name at the bottom of the document-
"Not there." Lloyd's fingers, thin and as calloused as his own, close around Javier's hand to stop him. "Here."
He lets go, taps the paper - at the top, next to where the "Spouse 1" field is already filled out with Lloyd's own name.
Javier blinks.
Looks up, finally.
Lloyd's face is a blotchy, unattractive red that might, in other people, be a shy blush.
"...I don't understand," says Javier, honestly.
"Don't you? What a day for the history books. In a single hour, I found out that you're a liar, and a coward, and an idiot." Lloyd blusters. "Maybe you're not as far out of my league as I always thought you were, huh? I told you, I'm set on meeting the tax collector as a married man. That's all there is to it."
"But," Javier's brows draw together. He can make no sense of it. "You have Lady Maureen. Why would you want me to-"
"Here in Frontera, we don't run away from our wrongdoings, we take responsibility for them. You should really know that by now, Javier!" Lloyd scolds. It's very unconvincing, with the colour of his face. "If someone cheats me out of a LOT of money - seriously, Javier, it's a lot, I'm going to calculate the total to show you later - I don't take revenge or whatever, that's crude and unhelpful. I trap them in a contract, through which they can pay off their debt to society, a.k.a. me. This-" he shakes the clipboard in front of Javier's face "-is that contract. You're going to be stuck in a shitty unpaid domestic service position for life, Javier. A job that literally everyone else in Frontera turned down. A-and don't even try to beg me to be merciful, because I'm not prepared to budge on this!"
Javier's face twitches. He realises only belatedly that his mouth may be smiling.
"My Lord," he says, softly, understanding dawning like a new morning breaking over the rooftops of the apartment buildings Lloyd built for the people he welcomed readily and generously as his own. "Do you, actually-"
"Oh no. No, no, no. You do not get to use that tone of voice with me, Javier!" Lloyd cuts him off with a glare. "You didn't have anything to say for yourself before, how about you stick with that? And sign, before I reconsider rewarding your bad behaviour with-"
Javier signs. The ink smudges, and his name comes out a little shaky. It's fine.
"I accept the punishment you've chosen," he tells Lloyd, solemnly.
"Good." Lloyd blows on the ink to dry it, nodding to himself. "And I hope that, from now on, every morning you wake up to this-" he gestures at his own face, which is now stretched into a (still blotchy) demonic grin "-you'll think about what you've done."
I already have been waking up to your face every morning for years, Javier thinks. That is WHY I did what I've done.
"Oh, how I regret my actions already," he says, in a deadpan tone; and his face twitches into a smile again when Lloyd snorts at that.
"You're about to regret it so much more, buddy," Lloyd says, cheerfully, tossing the clipboard onto the bed and climbing into Javier's lap.
For about an hour, they make very, very sure that Javier feels proper remorse for his misdeeds. It's a magnificent joint effort, though perhaps their strategy ends up being a little counterproductive.
Afterwards, they go find an increasingly disgruntled Mr. Rightwell again, and get Maureen (who is still up for anything) and Ollie (who is still egg-shaped) to witness the formal sealing of their brand-new union. The System says "T^T" - by its own admission, it always cries at weddings - and showers them in digital blue-tinted rice that only Lloyd can truly appreciate.
And that is that.

"Married? You!?" The royal tax collector's jaw drops, her eyes nearly bugging out of her skull and her tinted glasses slipping down her nose.
"Me, yes." Lloyd confirms, smugly inspecting his nails. "What can I say? Love is blind, which is pretty much my only saving grace, and came through for me this time."
"Since when!?"
"Last Friday. But it was a long time coming, really. It's a funny story, but I don't want to bore you while you're so busy switching me over to a different tax bracket."
"B-but," the tax collector stammers, close to horrified tears. Lloyd understands, this must come as a shock, him being so obviously and visibly him. She's seen him dissolve into a pathetic sobbing mess who needs to have his fingers pried off of his coin chests one by one, not just once but pretty much every year, no wonder she doesn't think he's marriage material. "This is an attempt at t-tax fraud, right...? Who, in all the realms, would ever actually-"
"Upon due consideration," Javier says, standing at Lloyd's side, glowing with beauty, nobility, heroism, matching smugness - and, shockingly, love. "I realised that I would."
"It's always the obvious option that you think of last!" Lloyd grins, like the cat that is finally, FINALLY getting the tax break cream. "Now, about those spousal tax reductions..."

It is only later that week, when Lloyd casually drops an indecently pleased "...and of course, as a married man, I pay so much less in royal tax now" into dinner conversation, that he realises he should maybe, at some point in the past five years (or, at the latest, in the last two weeks), have said something to his parents about his (plans for) tax fraud marriage. Did he really never think to mention it? Huh, how these things slip one's mind.
Oh well. As with all things, and with financially and emotionally gratifying marriages especially, late is (much, much) better than never.




Notes:


Please know that the tax bracket recategorisation probably doesn't affect anything retroactively. Despite how smug and eager Lloyd is, he's going to pay his full taxes for all of the past year except, like, one week of marriage, and only reap the true benefits next year. Still, there are many other benefits to being married to Javier...
(Next project: claim the summons as dependents/children!)

Aaaand that's a wrap! Thanks everyone for reading, and all your lovely comments! Maybe more Javier/Lloyd fics to come after I hand in my thesis in a week...
^-^ <3
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