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        Summary:

          
            
  Lloyd debated if the fake marriage scheme was the stupidest idea he ever had.
Given all the options, it was really the only choice.


In which Lloyd and Javier accidentally approach a fake marriage scheme with a little more gusto than they intended.

          

      


      
  Notes:







    
        (See the end of the work for other works inspired by this one.)
    








      

        
        
              

  


  
    
      Chapter 1: The Start
    


    


      
        Notes:

          I'm excited to finally share this fic! Been cooking this one up for a while.
Also, if you want excellent characterization in another fake marriage fic, you NEED to go read two fools to run a circus by notreally. And then read everything else they write. Amen.


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

      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    The clink of delicate cups and vicious gossip filled the air. In the heart of Magenta, the palace tea garden bulged with well-flounced nobles of the kingdom, and servants tended to them quietly. Sardonic laughter and angry grumbles normally mixed with the quiet strings of live music, but in an unusual circumstance, the air was nearly boisterous this day instead.
A group in one secluded nook cheered as one more person arrived to the table. One noble in particular waved the new arrival to sit faster.
“You’re late! I am magnanimous enough that I will clue you into the news - it’s only just reached the capital.”
“Who hasn’t heard the news about Her Majesty and the necromancers?” Another at the table interjected, nose high in the air.
The first noble harrumphed. “Bah, not all of us have family in the Order of Thornbush to give us advance news."
A third noble leaned against the table.
“Her Majesty finally cracked open that nasty necromancer from… where was it, Namaran?”
“Yes, yes, the whole terrible affair last winter, with that Hell’s Knight.”
“Ha, and Lloyd Frontera.”
“Gracious, I thought he helped with the recent Peace Treaty with the Sultan Kingdom?”
“Bah, fool, he did both!”
“He is quite the rising star. Helping cement historical peace treaties, and providing Her Majesty with the key to the necromancer’s lair, all in one year.”
“With Her Majesty ripping the throats out of the last scourge of dark arts users, I’d say his reputation is at an all-time high!”
“A morbid way to put it, but indeed.”
“Goodness, maybe he’ll finally join with another noble house soon.”
A teacup clattered to the table.
The trio of nobles turned to glance at the startled newcomer, each looking pleased.
“Ha! Told you it was good news!”
“You said no such thing. But it is indeed a relief to know that Her Majesty herself has raised her blade to rid us of such a terrible organization.”
“So brave! I’m glad they can’t harm her or our kingdom ever again.”
“They couldn’t possibly! But perhaps the most interesting news for our friend here is that the Frontera lad can’t possibly keep turning down proposals, eh?”
“How crass. But given the situation…”
“Goodness, yes, that man has already denied my lovely cousin. You remember her, yes? Listen here, last time…”
The gossip continued to flow, as it always had. But the newcomer’s hand had a vice-like grip on their seat arm, and the taste of copper filled their mouth. When the group finally left together, a servant hesitantly cleared the warped and destroyed silverware hidden in the cracks of the seat cushions.
***
Lloyd would never admit that he got a little misty-eyed as he watched Julian and Sheherazade’s carriage drive away from their wedding celebrations. And even if anyone claimed they saw such a thing, he was fully prepared to blame the raucous post-wedding festivities for whipping up any pollen on the abundantly beflowered tents. And even if maybe, perhaps, he could concede that his satisfied grin was possibly a little wobbly, it wasn’t like he could say, “that rascal, who’s now my little brother, was supposed to have died alone and desperate, and instead he’s graduated, married, and happy.” And speaking of marriage, Sheherazade was a surprising bonus too. Also originally destined for an unhappy end, Lloyd could only grin when the tough woman blushed during the ceremony – first when she got her necklace with the Frontera seal, officially making her a part of the family, and then even more when the newlyweds sealed the deal with a kiss. 
Sue him. It was a good day.

  And most importantly of all, I just got confirmation that their union has already made my life easier!

Lloyd hummed to himself, practically skipping out of his meeting with Count Ventura and back to the garden. Not even his uncomfortable formal suit, ordered in a rush when the countess realized his previous one was lost ages ago to the Gigatitan, could sour his mood. The guests of honor had left for their honeymoon, but the festivities were still going strong. The tents covered in flowers dotted the manor grounds, with gaggles of nobles mingling under them.
Lloyd poked his head inside the nearest one and glanced around. When he didn’t find what he was looking for, he changed course towards the food table. Before he could take a few steps however, a young woman stepped forward.
“Young lord Lloyd Frontera, it’s a pleasure,” she greeted. “I am Emelia Montego.”

  Ah, the daughter of a Count. A big fish too.

Lloyd whipped up a business-like grin. “Wonderful to meet you, Lady Montego. I hope you’re enjoying the celebrations?”
“Oh, it’s been lovely. The atmosphere is so romantic, don’t you agree?” She batted her eyelashes at him awkwardly, before glancing over his shoulder.

  Ah.

Lloyd saw some movement from the corner of his eye, and saw an older, mustached man reflected in a silver water jug giving a thumbs up from behind him. He felt himself start to sweat a little.

  These are starting up again?

He thought he had made it pretty clear to all prospective father-in-law’s that he wasn’t interested. In fact, he had just escaped the clutches of the sultan of Asfahan himself.

  If I was going to marry for political advantage, it probably wouldn’t get better than a princess!

Lloyd felt his grin turn a little bitter, but stood firm.
“Yes, I am pleased my brother and the princess of Asfahan found each other despite all odds. They’re so sweet, I think I’ve had my fill. Completely. As in I’m uninterested in any more, thank you. Enjoy the festivities!” He said, neatly sidestepping her.
Lloyd heard an offended noise behind him, but kept moving quickly, tugging at his collar as he wove through the crowd. He made sure to greet people properly, the nobles coming from all corners of the kingdom. Lloyd dodged another grimacing young lady who was clearly nudged in his direction by an imperious looking older woman, and got stuck chatting for some time with an old baron who clearly couldn’t hear well. By the time he extracted himself from the battlefield to arrive at the food table, it had already been a half hour.
“Whew. Alright, let’s load up a plate…” He muttered to himself. His good mood wasn’t lost, but it had certainly dimmed.
“Lloyd Frontera?” A young man asked, clearly in the middle of grabbing something for himself.
The business-grin returned to Lloyd’s face.
“That’s me.”
“Ah, excuse me,” The man quickly wiped one of his hands on his pants and reached out for a handshake. “I am Quinten Cordona, son of Count Cordona.”
Lloyd paused mid handshake.
“Cordona…?”
“Ahem, yes, I believe you met my sister Carlotta last year.”
He most certainly had. Hard to forget the first lady he had turned down in that hectic flurry of proposals before Namaran.
“Lady Cordona mentioned previously that she was not interested in an arranged marriage, if that’s what we’re discussing?” Lloyd brought up hesitantly.
“No, no, my father realized that sending my sister was not the right move. He hoped you and I could have a discussion instead?”
Lloyd let out a breath of relief at not having upset a potential future client.
“That’s good to hear!” Lloyd said brightly. “I’m happy to discuss any business plans you both might have about construction. We can go over the general idea today, and meet again if there’s something worth mutually pursuing.”
The young man coughed, and oddly turned a little pink.
“Um, that’s not what I-”
“Quinten Cordona, you snake!” Came a shriek beside them.
A livid looking young woman bee-lined for Quinten, practically dragging him away, berating him with furious whispers that sounded something like “broken promise” and “jumping the line.”

  Oooooo-k, not involving myself in this lover’s spat.

Lloyd snatched a plate full of delicious food, and booked it out of the tent. Finally free, he searched the grounds again. He grinned when he spotted what he was looking for.
The music and chatter dimmed as he got to the edge of the festivities. He leaned against an oak decorated with wedding streamers, and craned his neck around the corner.
“You’ll have to work harder than that to hide from me,” Lloyd said.
Silver hair poked out from the other side of the tree, followed by a handsome face.
“I was not hiding,” Javier replied coolly.
“Oh, I see, so just abandoning your duties instead? How bold.”
Lloyd snickered at the eyebrow twitch that comment received. Javier raised his head in the air.
“I felt it was an excellent time for young master Lloyd to meet with the guests, but it is my own failure for having not anticipated this obvious possibility.”
“Possibility?”
“Clearly if you are in need of my protection skills, then you have already incurred the wrath of one of the guests with a poorly timed con.”
“Hey now.”
Instead of responding to the insult, which I could, I definitely could, Lloyd thought, he simply huffed and presented the plate of food to Javier.
“I’m here to celebrate, you rude so-in-so.”
Javier finally walked around to Lloyd’s side of the tree, once again revealing his ridiculous new suit. Lloyd hadn’t been the only one in need of a new formal outfit. While Lloyd was more or less a well-liked noble, the old tailor woman had practically cried at getting the chance to design for a devastatingly handsome man and had gone little overboard. Javier shifted uncomfortably in the ornate clothes, and accepted the plate Lloyd was holding out with a raised eyebrow.
“You say this as if Young Master Julian’s wedding celebrations are not still in progress.”
Lloyd waved him off.
“Not those celebrations. Count Ventura had some excellent news for me from the queen,” Lloyd’s eyes sparkled.
“I assume your plans of having the queen go easy on you have yielded results?” Javier said.
“Bingo!” Lloyd crowed, snatching a morsel from the plate Javier was holding. “I have been ‘requested’ at the palace, not ordered. It’s only a matter of time before my sweet retirement!”
Javier sighed, but didn’t comment. Lloyd smiled at that, before snagging another morsel.
“Dude, take a bite before I finish this off by myself.”
“I had assumed you simply grew tired of holding your own plate.”
“Huh? No, man, it’s to share. To share.”
“I was not aware Master Lloyd knew of the concept,” Javier said, delicately selecting one of the sweets available.
Lloyd grumbled, but couldn’t find it in him to be upset. The wedding, the news, good food… It had been a good day. In fact, it had possibly been one of the best days since arriving in Lorasia. And while he still couldn’t rest quite yet, he felt closer to his honey-filled life than ever before.
They ate quietly for the rest of the party, settling down to relax against the tree, watching the antics of tipsy nobility. A portly count flaunted some petty magic tricks he learned recently, and a few women excitedly danced in unison to one of the songs the musicians strummed. At one point Javier nearly stood to break up a drunken fight between two viscounts hollering about having the better fiefdom before their own knights separated them. The sun began to set, and one by one, the party-goers either left in carriages, or retreated to the Frontera guest annex. By silent agreement, the two stood up and walked back to the estate together.
Count and Countess Frontera were waving goodbye to a grumbling noble swaying over to their carriage when Lloyd and Javier arrived. They looked tired, but content. The countess spotted them first, and perked up.
“Good evening you two! Wasn’t today lovely?”
“Plenty of good things today for sure!” Lloyd grinned.
The count and countess gave him confused smiles, while Javier sighed.
“The wedding was beautiful, my lady,” he said.
The countess perked up again.
“Thank you, Sir Asrahan! I wanted to ensure Julian had the best we could offer on his happiest day,” she smiled. The count gazed down at her softly. Lloyd recalled Julian looking similar not even a few hours previously, and couldn’t help but chuckle.
“I don’t think you have to worry about him being happy today,” he said.
The count and countess looked ready to tear up for perhaps the third time that day, quickly reaching out to grasp each other’s hand tightly. Lloyd let loose a helpless lopsided smile at the sight of the couple. After a moment, they seemed to gather their wits.
“With a day such as this, however, we do wonder when it’s your turn, son. We can’t keep denying people forever,” the count raised an eyebrow with a smile.
“Hey, now,” Lloyd said, startled, “This is Julian’s day, we can let that idea rest for a while…”
“We just want you happy, dear,” said the countess, eyes gazing imploringly.
Lloyd started to sweat, and a suspicious sounding puff of air came from Javier by his side which sounded a lot like laughter being restrained. Punk. He rubbed the back of his neck, and frowned.
“I said to wait a few years, and I stick by that. I promise I’m not shutting people down for the fun of it,” he muttered out finally. Despite his embarrassment, Lloyd noticed the count and countess pause and glance at each other worriedly. He suddenly thought about the drunken noble that left earlier, clearly unhappy.
“You were getting hounded today too?” Lloyd realized.
The count brought up a hand to rub the back of his own neck.
“Well… we had many wonderful and kind congratulations from the visitors. We also had people wondering when the next wedding would be… and if they could help set it up,” the count gave a weak smile.
Lloyd grimaced.
“The wedding must have put the fellow nobles in a frenzy,” the countess held her hand to her chest tightly. “You have received quite a few offers lately, not just today. And they seem to be more… assertive as of late.”
“Honey…” The count gently untangled his hand from his wife’s to put his arm around her shoulders.
“I know, dear, but he should not be in the dark about this,” the countess instantly clasped onto the count’s hand instead. “Lloyd, dear, we trust you, and know you must be holding off for a purpose. We simply want what will make you happy. But please keep an open mind, as love comes from unexpected angles. And keep watch for those who may try to take advantage of that fact.”
Lloyd opened and closed his mouth a few times, but couldn’t think of anything to say. Even Javier held still as a statue by his side. It had been some time since the count and countess spoke so seriously about something other than the estate.

  Unexpected angles… They really are just trying to make sure I’m happy and safe.

Lloyd ignored the twinge in his heart as he considered the last time he had someone to care for him like that. He let out a slow breath.
“I understand,” he said quietly, “Though let’s just bask in Julian’s lucky love for a while instead. For now, I will still deny any proposals.”
“That is all we could ask for now,” the count smiled. “Now come, it’s getting quite late. You should head to bed. You as well Sir Asrahan.”
The couple shooed the men inside the estate. Lloyd and Javier took the escape route, drooping after the long day. Lloyd absently watched Javier go back to fussing with his suit, clearly eager to be free from it.

  Unexpected angles…

He ruffled his hair with force.

  Time for bed.


  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          Happy birthday Kim Suho! We'll see how this turns out for you lol
A heads up that this story is more based on the novel than the webtoon! Though that shouldn't effect too much, I did want to list a few things that are different from the comic:
1) The system has no personality in the novel! Sorry, no silly chats in this one.
2) Lloyd isn't demonic levels of ugly. He's just a Normal Guy. It's just, you know, when you're a Normal Guy and you're always next to Literally Canonically The Most Beautiful Man Ever... :/
3) Very Important: Javier has no idea about Kim Suho. The two are close, but there's no open secret in the novel. Kim Suho is keeping his shit under wraps.
4) Less important but incredibly hilarious: in the novel, Javier sleeps in his own bed, in his own room. They might share rooms when traveling, but there's no sleeping in chairs. The webtoon is hilarious, why did they do that.
On a sillier note, originally Javier's suit was meant to show off his "assets" (￣y▽,￣)╭ , but then I changed a bunch of the plot. Just know it's probably still true, but not something Lloyd will comment on lol.

        

      







              

  


  
    

      Chapter 2: Arrival to Magenta
    


    


  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    “Young master, you do not need to bother yourself helping us with this…” said an older servant in a weak voice.
“Eh, we can only pack so much on Ggoming. I should at least sort out the trunks we’re taking to avoid making a jenga tower on top of him,” Lloyd waved him off.
“Jenga?”
“Anyway, don’t worry about it.”
Lloyd and two servants packed and repacked trunks, slowly whittling the contents down to essentials. He cracked open one of the last trunks, and raised an eyebrow.
“Formal wear?” Lloyd asked. “I doubt I’m being asked to go to the capital for a party. Why did you guys grab our suits?”
The younger servant popped his head out of the camping supplies.
“Ah, the countess requested that ya have some, young master.”
“I believe she mentioned something about perhaps needing it if you stayed for an extended amount of time?” the older servant scratched his head.
Hopefully I don’t though.
Lloyd scrunched his nose at the idea of staying too long in the capital. He considered leaving the suits behind, but the image of a disappointed countess discovering that he took out the specifically requested items made him droop.
“Alright,” he conceded. “But these other items are unnecessary. Let’s just put the suits in another trunk.”
“Over here, young master!” waved the young servant. “We can put yer and Sir Asrahan’s nice things in the clothes trunk, and move yer work clothes into the camping supplies.”
“The camping supplies?” asked Lloyd. He stood up with the suits and took a peek at the crate the servant gestured towards, which was only half full. There was certainly enough food for him and Javier, but…“I know we only travel a few days with Ggoming, as opposed to a few weeks by horse, but normally the countess fills this thing to the brim with food.”
“Ahh, that is our fault, young master,” said the older servant, dismayed. “The larder has taken a bit of a hit recently, so we packed what we could.”
“The wedding really had us pulling out all the stops, huh?”
“That too, of course,” smiled the older servant. He bent over and began to gently extract some clothes from a packed trunk. “But the restocking is actually the real trouble.”
Lloyd paused.
“We’re low on food stores?” He asked, mind whirring. “We’ve got more people since the refugees came, but the farms should be able to support us for the most part. The regular convoys from Her Majesty also-”
“No, no, many pardons, young master, we’re alright!” cried the older servant, fumbling the bundle of clothes in his haste to stand. “I apologize for troubling you so! Our own harvests are holding up quite well. I meant only that the less common items are harder to procure from traders these days.”
“Ugh, my gran’s been complainin’ about the same thing,” groaned the young servant. “She runs a table at the sunday market, right? She says the prices from merchants have been wild lately.”
The older servant walked over to the younger, handing him one bundle of work clothes at a time.
“It’s not simply the prices, either,” sighed the older man, “it is the fact there are less traders as well. I asked the last one here where everyone was, and he said that many inspection checkpoints have been created all over lately, making it difficult for merchants to get to as many fiefdoms as usual. He also said he’d recently been turned away from a barony after they asked where his merchant association was established.”
“Mad! So only some of them are gettin’ through the trade routes?” Exclaimed the younger servant, neatly jigsawing the clothes into the crate. “We’re already at the edge of the kingdom, that’s no good! Explains the lack of variety too, I guess. Gran’s been grumblin’ about only having honey to use since sugar hasn’t been seen in a while, but I’ve seen her nervously eyein’ our salt reserves when no one’s lookin’ too.”
Alarm bells started ringing in Lloyd’s head.

  Fiefdoms wouldn’t just cut off supplies for no reason. Something is happening.

Lloyd wracked his brains for anything that happened similarly in the novel. Monsters? Riots? Disease?
Nothing comes to mind… but the merchant story makes me think of that one construction job I had.
Lloyd once worked on a smaller job assisting with a client’s home renovations. One day his team arrived at the home only for the client to kick them out immediately and refuse to let them back in. The crew had to scramble to figure out what to do, and, over the course of a few wasted hours, found out the client and the owner of the construction company had had a personal disagreement the night previously.

  A whole day with no pay, just because the guys in charge disliked each other. Tsk. The difference here, though, is it’s not just a few people…

Lloyd mused over the possibilities when a cool voice interrupted his train of thought.
“Why are you clutching formal suits, Master Lloyd?” Javier questioned him, eyeing the suits with dislike and confusion.
Lloyd blinked and looked down at his arms, which were indeed still holding onto the suits he pulled out earlier. With no real answer, he joked instead.
“What, spooked to see them again?” Lloyd smirked. “You were so eager to ditch the suits last night, maybe I thought a little exposure therapy was called for.”
“It’s alright, young master,” Javier said solemnly. “I am sure I will get accustomed to your uncomfortable-looking suit cutting off your circulation in my own time.”
Lloyd snorted and handed the suits off to the older servant.
“Whew. We’re nearly finished packing, where have you been?”
“I was discussing something with Sir Bayern,” he said.
“Sir Bayern?” Lloyd blinked.

  Sir Bayern asked for Javier? If it was engineering, he’d ask for me. Javier though…

Javier glanced at the two servants finally locking up all the trunks.
“We can discuss this at a later time,” he said. “Shall we depart?”
“Yeah. I’ll get Ggoming out of bed,” Lloyd said walking back to the staircase.
“I can help-”
“I’ve got it covered. Wait there.”
Javier stood silently for a moment, before turning to help the servants stack luggage.
***
“There’s soldiers near the borders?!” hissed Lloyd.
Having left their luggage with a Magenta palace porter, Lloyd and Javier walked through the halls towards where the queen would be.
“There has been no infringement of our own territory,” murmured Javier, “but Sir Bayern has reports that small groups of soldiers from neighboring fiefdoms have been poking at each other's borders.”
“Just poking?”
“Our own border patrol that keeps an eye near the cliffs said they seem to be only partially armored and tend to stand in obvious open areas on their own lands facing other fiefdoms. They leave within the day.”
“They’re making a show of it, but not directly threatening…” Lloyd mumbled, thinking. “We just happened to see them since they’re in such open spaces. This, combined with the trade issues…”
“Trade issues?” Javier asked.
Lloyd waved him off. “There’s trade issues. It’s a thing. Don’t worry about it.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Lloyd watched Javier frown.
“Anything else?” Lloyd asked.
“No,” clipped Javier. “Sir Bayern asked for me to glance at the border on our way out, but mostly wanted to ensure I was informed in order to keep the young master safe while away. He would have told the count just after-”
“Well, I’ll be! Is that Lloyd Frontera?” bellowed a voice down the hall.
Lloyd looked up to see a half a dozen nobles approaching them. While a handful seemed to waver and confusingly glance between Lloyd and Javier, one barrel-chested man made a bee-line for Lloyd and immediately began shaking his hand.
“The master builder himself! I have been dying to greet you properly since the bridge construction last year! Excellent to meet you, just excellent!”

  It would be more excellent if my arm weren’t about to fall off.

“Ahaha, yes, good to meet you as well,” Lloyd said instead. “...and who might you be?”
The hand finally let go, only for the man to grab his own richly embroidered labels to puff himself up proudly.
“I am Count Paris, dean of the royal department of magic and artifacts. I’m sure my prodigious reputation precedes me,” Lord Paris boasted. Lloyd was saved from coming up with an answer thanks to the other nobles interrupting.
“Lord Paris, you’ve gotten ahead of us. Well met, young lord Lloyd Frontera.”
A noble introduced himself, and a few of the others behind him chimed in as well.
“We wanted to congratulate you and your family on the recent wedding,” one lord said.
“Yes, just last night Count Montego sent word saying how beautiful it was,” said another.
“A grand time, just a wonderful event.”
Count Paris sidled up to Lloyd, who realized the group had surrounded them.
“Certainly makes one interested in another one, eh, Lloyd Frontera?” he grinned.

  Still?!

“Gentlemen,” started Lloyd, taking a subtle step back, “I don’t mean to put you or your daughters down just when we’ve met but-”
“No need to protest, young lord!” exclaimed the Count Paris, “We’ve heard tales of your quick refusals around the kingdom. But I wanted to remind you myself that, among our children, we don’t just have daughters available for that endeavor.”
He winked.
“Hrrk?!” Lloyd choked out a noise.

  Uh??? Huh???

His face heated, and all thoughts crash landed before they could even take off. Mouth gaping like a goldfish, he was saved when a new voice spoke up with a pleasant tone.
“Gentlemen, you are crowding both the hallway and this young man as well.”
“My lady!”
The group parted, scrambling out of the way. In the gap, a regal looking woman stepped forward, shoulders held back and head held high. She placed a hand on Lloyd’s shoulder and gently pushed him out of the gaggle of lords.
“Lloyd Frontera, I presume you are here to speak with Her Majesty,” Glancing at all the men, the woman spoke in a cool customer service tone with a smile to match. “And considering her busy schedule, I believe this talk can be held another time.”
Clack! She turned firmly back to Lloyd and actually did a shooing motion at him. One of the men opened his mouth as if to protest, but another elbowed him. Lloyd didn’t waste his opportunity.
“Ah, r-right, I was called here by Her Majesty, it wouldn’t be right to leave her waiting any longer than needed!” he said as he started to scramble away, Javier in tow. Just before he fully turned around to book it, he did his best to convey his thanks with his eyes to the woman in the middle, who looked amused.
There were a few minutes of power walking in silence.

  Did they- I mean just because- They jumped to that conclusion really- They didn’t seem upset at the idea-?

Every attempt at a coherent thought felt like a failed engine start; the gasps and coughs of his reasoning stuttered under the hum of his confusion.
“Why would they…?” Lloyd finally managed to utter.
“It is rather interesting,” Javier spoke up, glancing behind with curiosity, “while not unheard of from nobles, I am surprised they are desperate enough for such a commoner practice.”
“Commoner...?”
Javier glanced back at Lloyd and squinted at him.
“...Master Lloyd, did you think the two blacksmiths in the county were simply roommates?” He said, dripping with pity.
“What-”
“Fascinating. Your blindspots are amusing to exploit, Master Lloyd.”

  Well excuse me! The novel never brought this up!

Lloyd clicked his tongue and set a faster pace, determined to literally put the incident behind him.

  It’s different here than in Seoul, I guess.

He pocketed his hands, thinking.
***
Javier stood at attention at the doorway of a palatial treasure repository, waiting for Lloyd to finish speaking to the queen.

  It looks like Master Lloyd’s “retire early” plan did not work as well as he hoped.

He let out a sigh. As the queen had led them here earlier, Lloyd had a visible sheen of sweat when she dared him to admit he was trying to turn her request down. He had caved quickly, acting like it had been his choice to agree to her request all along.

  It is a wonder he can recover so quickly in front of Her Majesty herself when he struggled with the lords earlier today.

Javier felt another flash of amusement as he recalled Lloyd’s bewilderment after the encounter. It was a rare treat to see the man so off-kilter.

  All those quick wits of his, to the point of near-precognition, and yet so much trouble figuring out people outside of business.

Javier had seen Lloyd masterfully puzzle together the sultan’s ruse to keep him in Asfahan with only a few hints, and immediately intuit the elves' desires after meeting them for the first time. But he also knew it had taken Lloyd an entire three days to figure out that Julian and Sheherazade were very obviously sweet on each other, and was always on the backfoot when the Frontera’s spoke affectionately to him.
Not that it mattered in the end. Lloyd was able to help the Frontera fiefdom prosper, and that’s all that mattered to Javier. 
…Which reminded him of its current issues.

  Tensions between fiefdoms, and apparently even trade route issues… Even if I could assist, I am away from home.

He fidgeted at his sword hilt.

  I will need to send that report to Sir Bayern and ask for anything I can help with in the capital.

The door beside him opened and he watched as the queen strode past, already being chased after by a few retainers with schedules and paperwork in hand. Lloyd stepped out a moment later, looking contemplative.
“What have you been tasked with?” Javier asked. Lloyd instantly sighed at the reminder.
“I’m supposed to build a gigantic garden,” Lloyd said, “to show off Her Majesty’s might. Over 800 hectares. I’ll be working with another guy, too. Viscount Nort? Apparently a real wiz with garden design and management.”
Javier restrained himself from sighing as well. That did not sound like a quick construction. He pushed the disappointment aside.
“A construction partner? I assume you will be meeting him soon.”
“Apparently since we ‘arrived unannounced’, she’ll set us up tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? It’s unusual for the queen to push something like this for another day.”
Lloyd rubbed at his chin, looking contemplative again.
“She said she had a sensitive matter to discuss. She’ll have us summoned this evening for a meeting in her office instead.”

  A sensitive matter? Something that needs a private room even.

“How mysterious,” Javier murmured.
Lloyd hummed in agreement.
“Alright,” Lloyd clapped his hands, “nothing to do but kill time. Let’s go see if this viscount is around the place ourselves.”
***
After asking a few servants for their opinions, most pointed to the palace tea garden as a place Lloyd could find Viscount Nort.
Javier watched as Lloyd perked up at the idea.
“Even if we can’t find him, we still get dinner. A no-lose situation,” Lloyd hummed as they followed the directions given to them.
While the trip to the capital was shorter and less bumpy with Ggoming, Javier privately agreed that a meal at an actual table sounded pleasant after traveling.
As they stepped outside and approached the arched entrance, an attendant stepped forward, blocking the path.
“Apologies, gentlemen. This garden is for nobility. If you need guidance to the dining hall, I can have someone assist you,” he intoned to Lloyd.

  Oh, this hadn’t happened in a while.

Javier eyed Lloyd to gauge his reaction.
“Thank you for the help, but I planned to eat here,” Lloyd grinned bitterly. He fished his noble identification necklace out and held it up to the man. “Lloyd Frontera, son of Count Arcos Frontera. Ah, and this guy’s with me.” He jerked his thumb back at Javier.
“Lloyd Fron-” the attendant choked and quickly glanced between the necklace, Lloyd, and then Javier. “I’m so sorry, sir. Let me seat you, as quick as I can.”
The attendant bowed his head and shuffled inside, guiding them past tables discreetly partitioned by high bushes or flowering trellises. The poor man looked vaguely ill as he sat them at a table neatly tucked away behind tall shrubs and the last blooms of green and red carnations.
“I’m very sorry once again, sir,” the attendant said, bowing while holding out the menus. Javier accepted them, watching as Lloyd waved the poor man’s words off.
“It’s fine, it happens,” he said grinning bitterly. He plopped down into one of the chairs. “If you’re really bent out of shape about it, mind letting me know if Viscount Nort is out here somewhere?”
“Viscount Nort? He does enjoy our services, but I believe he has not visited us today,” said the attendant glancing up nervously.
“Tsk,” Lloyd said. “Well, it was worth a shot. Thanks, we’ll take a look at the menus.”
Javier sat down and watched the attendant scuttle away. He passed a menu to Lloyd.
“You gave that poor man a fright,” he said.
“Yeah, yeah,” Lloyd said, accepting the menu. His eyebrows raised as he scanned it. “What, did you want me to turn around at the door without even popping in to check for the viscount? Wanna eat at the dining hall that badly?”
Javier glanced down at the menu and frowned at the overpriced food himself. Multiple meals could be bought from the Frontera market for a single plate here. 
“If I wished to try something, I am certain elsewhere would be sufficient. I can see even you think that this is excessive.”
“Of course,” drawled Lloyd, “But that’s not the point for this kind of place, you know?”
Lloyd held his menu off to the side and propped his chin on a hand, glancing around the area.
“It’s about the quality, intimate ambiance, and, ah-” Lloyd paused for a moment as his eyes snagged on something, “privacy.”
Javier followed his gaze. The woman from earlier that day could just barely be seen at her own table, looking over in muted surprise. Javier saw Lloyd politely nod to her from the corner of his eye. She glanced between the two with raised brows. After a moment, she nodded back, returning to her own quiet conversation.
“Anyway,” Lloyd continued, head propped back on his hand, “it’s not something we normally do, yeah? Look past all the razzle-dazzle, and let’s make the most of it.”
Javier scoffed.
“As long as it is a meal made with care, then the rest is unnecessary,” he said.
Lloyd examined him. After a moment, he turned back to his menu.
“You're already here, so choose to eat or leave. Just because I got you in doesn't mean you need me to get out.”
They read quietly after that. After requesting their meals, Javier took a moment to properly observe the area. Soft music came from hidden musicians somewhere, and from his seat he even saw the edges of the palace maze nearby. He could hear the quiet tinkling of fine china, and the early autumn breeze gently rustling the bushes.
He could also hear gossiping. Lots of gossipping.
This place is certainly where nobility meet.
He ate his meal while politely ignoring everything his swordmaster senses alerted him to. He had become quite adept at filtering out unnecessary information to the background. Despite his decision to be polite, however, a table somewhere nearby drunkenly rose in volume.
“Fear not my friends, placing all three of our meals onto my tab is but a pittance for someone of my family’s caliber! I am sure you can return this favor once you’re back on your feet.”
“What do I look like, a beggar? Circumstances or no, I can pick up my own tab. Rather, I pity your bravado considering it’s clearly all for show. I have heard the news from my own traders, you know.”
“You two have had too much to drink…”
Lloyd muttered into his next bite of food, “So much for privacy.”
The unnaturally loud voices only grew in volume as they walked the path towards the exit.
“A tariff here or there due to disagreements is no match for a renowned trading family! As for someone on your level however…”
“It’s no wonder you cannot see that you can’t win this fight if your head is clearly up in the clouds!”
“Gentlemen-”
Just as the raucous trio appeared, Javier spotted a well dressed attendant discretely slip past them to approach their own table. She carried herself like a supervisor with many years spent serving nobility – an exhausted balance of dignity and subservience. She paused for only a moment, glancing between him and Lloyd in brief confusion, before curtseying to Lloyd.
“My lord, we would like to once again apologize for our earlier disrespect. Our establishment always strives to provide a welcoming experience to the nobles of Magenta, and we failed that from the start,” she formally intoned.
“It’s really fine,” Lloyd said.
The trio came to a halt, their drunken argument stalling their exit. “It is no fight when my family is clearly the best option, the others are simply too stubborn to realize it!”
The supervisor and Lloyd continued to ignore them.
“It is very kind of you to excuse this matter,” the supervisor continued undaunted, “but it is one we take seriously. We will ensure that the young man is removed from his post to guarantee the error does not occur once more.”
“Whoa, whoa, he was doing his job, and he did it properly,” Lloyd put his fork down and frowned at her.
“Best option? Ha!” another in the trio cried. “You didn’t even send a letter until everyone else had already done so! And I doubt your family’s standing will still hold up if you continue to egg on your neighbors!”
The supervisor discretely glanced behind her and waved a nearby servant towards the loud men. She focused back on Lloyd and raised her voice to be heard.
“Please understand, we wish to make this right.”
“Look, the guy was fine,” Lloyd said. He looked at her, calculating. “If option 1 is firing the guy, and you don’t like option 2 of leaving the matter be, how about option 3? Leave him alone and give us comped meals, and I’ll consider the matter settled.”
Javier refrained from reacting to the obvious penny-pinching Lloyd was displaying. He had become used to his miserly manner by now. He was keeping an eye on the escalating argument nearby anyway. The third friend was hissing at the two who were red in the face, while the poor servant desperately murmured platitudes as he tried to encourage them towards the exit. The men gussied up in flashy gear refused to stop posturing to each other while arguing. Unbidden, an image came to mind.
Like angry peacocks.
A little surprised, the supervisor curtseyed one more time before giving a small smile to Lloyd.
“Your offer is very generous. It shall be done. Thank you, Lloyd Frontera.”
“If you would just refrain from trying to propose-!”
“Wait, Lloyd Frontera?”
“Huh?”
“No, really?”
Javier tensed as the two arguing men and their friend whipped their heads towards his young master.
The supervisor glanced between the men and Lloyd, silently asking if she should remain. Lloyd waved her off. As the supervisor left with a curtsey, wary servant in tow, Javier glanced back at Lloyd as he nonchalantly leaned back in his chair. Fingers rubbing together in thought, his eyes flitted between the men.
“That’s me,” Lloyd said. “Can I help you gentlemen?”
Javier watched as the tension of the two men melted from aggression to excitement. Interestingly, they fell into stances similar to one Javier had seen Lloyd take before… when trying to charm someone who had something he wanted.
Ah, a different kind of threat then.
He kept his eyes peeled, but sat back. This kind of situation was for his young master to sort out.
“Lloyd Frontera!” The one man shouted, stepping closer to their table. Javier could smell the alcohol wafting off him. “What a surprise and honor! My child has-”
“Lloyd Frontera!” Interrupted the second man. He quickly marched to stand a little in front of his companion. “The man who sealed the peace deal with Asfahan himself! As I’m sure you know from my letter to your home, I’m-”
The first man elbowed the second with a glare, causing him to wheeze. Javier wasn’t sure the amount of force was due to irritation or drunkenness. Lloyd’s brow crinkled imperceptibly.
“Don’t forget the savior of Namaran as well!” The first man blustered. “You know, young lord, my family is an important trader on that southern route-”
“With goods from what families, you fool?” The second managed to hiss, glaring at the first.
The scene from earlier returned in full force, as the two men devolved into arguments once more. Unimpressed, Javier opened his mouth to ask Lloyd if he should escort these men away, but when he glanced over, he stopped short. Lloyd was very still, his mouth hanging wide open as if he had just realized something.
Javier was about to call out to his young master, when another familiar voice spoke up.
“You two are interrupting everyone’s dinners with your childish squabble. I suggest you continue your discussion on your own time, and refrain yourselves from further embarrassment by sobering up in your lodgings.”

  Clack!

The woman that they had met earlier that day stepped forward from her discrete table, back straight and chin high. The two men and their miserable looking friend looked abashed at the comment.
“Thank you for the thought-provoking suggestion,” the miserable friend said, red in shame. “I believe we were just leaving.”
The two men fumbled some apologies, red with embarrassment rather than alcohol. The friend finally dragged the two now unresisting men away, leaving only the woman behind in their section of the garden.
“Lloyd Frontera, do you always invite such cacophony wherever you appear?” she queried as she finally focused on their table.
Javier couldn’t find it in him to disagree.
Recovered from his mysterious shock, Lloyd gave a bitter smile to the woman.
“It’s not my intention, but I certainly can’t deny it,” he said. “Thank you for yet another save today…?”
“Countess Dantes,” introduced herself, understanding the question.
“Thank you for another save, Countess Dantes.”
“Think nothing of it, young lord Frontera,” she sighed, “It’s been a tiresome few months, but I have gotten quite used to dealing with these increasingly combative houses.”
While he maintained his smiling poker face, Javier could see Lloyd’s hand subtly clench in agitation at the mention of conflict. Uneasy with the sense that he was missing something important, Javier clasped his own hands together under the table.
“No matter the noble’s desires, this kind of behavior is beyond logic. There’s been no mediation from Her Majesty?” Lloyd asked.
Lady Dantes eyed Lloyd for a moment, examining him pensively.
“Lloyd Frontera, sometimes emotions are sufficient enough of a reason to move forward with a proposal, rather than any proper logic,” she said.
“...”
“The queen has her plans to sort them out,” Lady Dantes stated, righting herself. “Until next time, Lloyd Frontera.”
She gave a nod. As she left to her table once more, Javier got the feeling she had a knowing glint in her eye.
The tense air in the garden had eased, but the table remained silent. Javier felt like he had missed a part of the conversation, while Lloyd looked contemplative. He eyed his young master who was fidgeting with his napkin in thought.
“Perhaps…” Javier started. Lloyd’s eyes shot up to glance at him. “...the dining hall would have been the easier option in the end.”
Lloyd blinked for a moment, then barked out a laugh. Javier smirked as Lloyd snickered.
“Alright, alright, maybe,” Lloyd gave a wry smile, “but it was valuable in its own way. Now let’s blow this popsicle stand before another drunken noble stumbles into us.”
Lloyd stood up and Javier readily fell into step as they walked upon the same path to the exit that the trio left on earlier. He may have untensed a bit, but Lloyd had quickly gotten lost in his own thoughts once more.

  I wonder what has Master Lloyd focusing so intensely.

His curiosity about the meaning behind the string of encounters itched at him. But Javier held his tongue.
I’ll just keep an eye on him… as my mission entails.
At the entrance, the front attendant waved them out, looking at Lloyd with shining eyes. Javier wanted to tell the poor man that, as long as no harm comes to pass, Lloyd was simply happy to use people to gain what he wanted. Like a cheap meal. Javier shook his head in pity.
As they exited, Javier spotted a pair of men approaching off to the side.

  It seems Master Lloyd’s luck is rather low today.

Count Paris was speaking to a young man in a magician’s robe when he spotted Lloyd and Javier. He shot forward in delight, abandoning his companion in a heartbeat.
“My, what luck! Greetings once more, Lloyd Frontera!”
Javier, being the professional he was, stopped breathing to ensure he didn’t laugh at Lloyd’s startled flinch that was quickly followed by a flustered look. Despite Javier’s excellent composure, he still got a glare from Lloyd. They had a brief, silent argument with their eyes until Lord Paris approached. Lloyd mechanically turned to the man and pasted on his polite business face.
“Lord Paris, was it? We were just leaving.”
“Oh, I am inconsolable! I was just about to insist on you joining us for dinner.”
“How generous of you, my lord. But as I said-”
“Drinks! They have wonderful drinks in the tea garden. And I’ll have you know, I have some royal ties, so I can get the most beautiful seat in the house. I insist!”
Javier eyed Lloyd at the suggestion, but the man looked completely uninterested at the mention of drinks.
“Thank you for the invitation Lord Paris, but I don’t drink,” Lloyd sighed, inching away slightly. “Now, I don’t want to take up your time any longer so-”
“Young lord Lloyd Frontera, son of Count Arcos Frontera?” A new voice intoned.
It appeared the two had not noticed the approach of a palace messenger, and the pair jumped at the voice. The messenger bowed to Lloyd.
“My lord, the queen has summoned you. Please follow me.”
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    Chapter Text

    “Lloyd Frontera is honored to be in the audience of Her Majesty,” Lloyd exclaimed as he bowed.
The queen normally stood regally in the throne room or was proudly stanced in the training hall. Instead, she was sat at a sturdy desk with an intimidating stack of paperwork. Only when the door closed behind Lloyd and Javier did the queen place her pen down.
“I believe I already heard that one earlier, Lloyd Frontera. Running out of introductions?”
“Please forgive me.”
“Hmm, how soon I forget you only have a handful of responses.”
“Er…”
“Sit. I will allow this breach of etiquette for this evening. You will need it for the following discussion, I imagine.”
“I am overwhelmed with gratitude, Your Majesty.”
Please don’t let this be what I think is happening.
Lloyd sat on a loveseat angled towards the desk that the queen gestured towards. The day’s events rattled around in his head, building into an absurd picture. He forced himself to not get distracted by weighing the possibilities as the queen gazed imperiously at him.
“My loyal vassals,” she began, “are truly happy with the peace cemented between our kingdom and Asfahan’s. It is no exaggeration that, had the negotiations failed, war was a distinct possibility. As the one instrumental to its success, your reputation within nobility is at an all-time high.”
Lloyd gulped. The queen examined him.
“It seems your short time in the capital has already given you an inkling as to why I summoned you,” she said.
Please don’t be what I think is happening.
“It feels a little too self-aggrandizing to guess aloud, Your Majesty…” He reluctantly replied.
“Truly?” The queen raised an eyebrow, “I have come to expect your shamelessness. I would have assumed you could easily believe the fact that my loyal subjects are nearly ready to come to blows with one another in order to gain your hand in marriage.”
It took all of Lloyd’s willpower to not bury his head in his hands, but he couldn’t stop a small miserable groan from escaping as he briefly closed his eyes. From behind him, a series of bewildered coughs came from Javier.
I hate being right sometimes, Lloyd thought miserably.
The queen gave an amused scoff.
“I am pleased that there is clearly still some modicum of decorum in your heart, Lloyd Frontera.”
“Please have mercy, Your Majesty…”
“To be clear, as amusing as this is on the surface, I am not here to discuss things like petty gossip. As your reputation among my subjects has risen, so too has their greed.”
She pulled a document from a pile, glancing at it.
“Though we disagree on many things, the sultan of Asfahan was astute in his observation earlier this year – ‘what nobility in this world would discover a talent like you and not become greedy after finding out you are unmarried?’” she sniffed in distaste and flicked the paper to return it to its pile, “You and your reputation are enticing to those who wish to rise themselves. Both to improve their own reputations by being in proximity to yours, and to gain easier access to your skills.”
Lloyd’s palms started to sweat. He forced himself to focus on the frightening accuracy of the palace spy network and not the stark fact that he was being headhunted in two kingdoms. The queen stared him down.
“At first,” she began, “there were simply petty squabbles in the halls as your name was broached. I am not ignorant to the posturing my vassals indulge in amongst themselves. In competing with one another to prove their worth, betterment of my subjects is the inadvertent byproduct. But from the moment Julian Frontera’s engagement was announced, things have escalated. The families of my kingdom suddenly knew your father and lord was truly willing to part with his sons in marriage this time. Your name became the hottest product on the market. The prideful posturing has become fierce arguments. Arguments have led to trading disputes. Trading disputes have brought about military movements on each others’ borders.”
Lloyd twitched in his seat. He felt like he should be looking for hidden cameras, or for a man to jump out with a mic telling him he’s been pranked. The matter-of-fact recitation from the queen about how it was his bachelor status that led to the bizarre escalation of hostilities did not help this feeling.
The queen must have noticed his incredulity. She leaned back.
“Do not flatter yourself too much, Lloyd Frontera. You are not the only factor leading to these events. There are old wounds underlying many of these conflicts, as well as simple competition. Your lack of marriage is an excellent excuse to rekindle old grudges as they compete for your hand. But your hand itself is also a major prize for these lords. One that many families have deemed worth the steep price of competing for it.”
Lloyd let out a breath. The more dire the situation, the more he needed to maintain his composure. He subtly wiped his palms on his pant legs and gathered himself.
“Your Majesty, I assume you called me here with a solution in mind?” Lloyd cut in.
“Quite correct. As this is a multilayered issue, it does not have one solution.” The queen tapped a finger on her chair. “Some subtle actions are required, and some grand. But there are two steps that are the most important. The first of which is a show of power to quell the most unruly subjects and remind them to come to heel.”
Lloyd raised his eyebrows.
“The garden…”
“Yes. It was already something I desired for the kingdom’s international diplomatic relations. But it is also, internally, the perfect display of the kingdom’s strength that will help gather people together as one, in celebration rather than infighting.”
“And the second step?”
“You.”
“Your Majesty?”
The queen crossed her arms.
“The quickest option would be to royally order you to marry one of the nobles I have deemed useful,” she noted thoughtfully.
Lloyd’s heart jumped into his throat. He didn’t think he imagined the sharp inhale from Javier behind him either. Tightening his fist in his lap, Lloyd straightened himself and examined the queen. She simply gazed back, face impassive. Lloyd knew how she operated well enough by now, though.
“Your Majesty’s grace knows no bounds, even in this matter.” He replied firmly.
She cracked a smirk.
“A properly canned response per usual, Lloyd Frontera, but an astute one. Ordering your marriage would be the fastest option, but it is not the one I have decided. Such a choice would lead to a different disaster to the ones involved.”
“I am overwhelmed with gratitude, Your Majesty.”
“I meant for the partner involved in such an order, not you” she snorted, “But regardless of my disinterest in pursuing such a strategy, you still have been brought to the capital to address the issue. While not all marriageable candidates are in Magenta, many families reside here. Meet with them, and choose a bride for yourself.”

  It’s not like I’m choosing which convenience store gimbap to eat for dinner! This is the rest of my life here!

“Your Majesty, this is… rather sudden-”
“You cannot continue to delay this, Lloyd Frontera,” the queen interrupted, “If you persist in unilaterally rebuffing the marriage offers, the infighting will continue to escalate, potentially culminating in a minor war. I have the power to stamp out such fires after they begin, but not until they transpire. Damage will occur each time these families clash.”

  This is ridiculous. What am I, Helen of Troy? The man whose face might launch a thousand ships?

“However,” the queen continued, “tying yourself to someone will remove the need for the competition.”
Lloyd furrowed his brow as the queen failed to mention the next obvious issue.
“The competition would be stopped, Your Majesty, but there would still be backlash to the person chosen,” he said. “I would simply be turning all that frustration onto my own family and that person’s as well.”
The queen leaned across her desk to lift a huge tome, and then dropped it in front of her with a thud. A cloud of dust billowed out, which she ignored.
“While I have no easy way to put a stop to the current competition without extreme measures against every single family involved, the legal defense in preventing Retribution is crystal clear in the law. There will be nothing material to gain for their families since you would already be married, and everything to lose if their egos get the better of them and they wish to retaliate regardless. It is better for the stability of the kingdom if we only need to worry about one or two people losing their tempers rather than everyone in the kingdom fighting at once.”
He bit the inside of his lip. It was a sound line of reasoning. He couldn’t deny it. One marriage, and all current conflict would be averted.

  I don’t care about territories that aren’t my own. I’m no hero. But the county is surrounded.

Lloyd didn’t have a list of every proposal sent to his estate, but very early in the wave of letters, he realized that many of their neighbors were the most persistent. Even if they left Frontera county alone as they argued with each other, skirmishes weren’t a clean-cut deal, and could leak past borders, harming his citizens and their productivity. They had only just stabilized from the influx of refugees. And even if conflict didn’t come to fruition… 
We have ways to defend ourselves and our people in a fight if we need to, but the trade route issue is actually a dangerous slow acting poison.
While trade had not stopped, travel had become increasingly difficult thanks to petty lords shutting down roads, and there was less incentive for merchants to deliver goods with the rising cost of distributing them. In a world without Am*zon or Coup*ng, if your fiefdom didn’t produce a good, and the traders couldn’t acquire it, you were out of luck.

  It’d be fine if it was just something like sugarcane, but salt was mentioned.

Frontera County didn’t actually have a salt mine or a salt pond; there was no need since it was normally easy enough to acquire. Salt wasn’t just for seasoning. No salt meant that preserving food would be difficult. And a lack of preserved food meant dangerously low levels of things to eat during the winter.

  The citizens might make it through the winter due to our well-stocked grain stores, but living on rationed grains for an extended time will make them less productive come spring.

Unbidden, a memory surfaced of staring lifelessly at a pot of instant noodles and, despite his stomach pains, forcing himself to leave the soup behind for dinner. Lloyd shook his head and focused back on the queen.
“Thus,” she continued, “a few close advisors and I have concluded that you should spend any time you are not working in the garden deciding on a match. Once decided, per proper protocols, the House of Peers and I will approve the betrothal. But unlike normal circumstances, the House will announce the match widely enough that the whole kingdom will know all at once.”
The queen paused for a moment, as if considering her next words.
“Additionally, considering your service to the kingdom, there is a woman from the Magentano house that I will suggest as an option. As a distant cousin of myself, as well as an advisor, she is aware of the situation at hand and willing to help.”
Lloyd felt his eyes bug out and his mouth dropped open.
“Marry into the royal family, Your Majesty?”
“It will be distinctly difficult to retaliate against someone from my household, so it was presented as a valuable suggestion. Additionally, binding our houses together would further stabilize international relations and benefit both houses in the future as well.”
“That’s… incredibly generous even so.”
“The most ironclad answer to prevent further conflict and any retaliation would be to bind ourselves together, but even I have limits to my kindness, Lloyd Frontera,” the queen grimaced.
Lloyd repressed a shiver, trying not to offend the queen.

  Ugh, feels like my boss just walked over in the middle of a shift and suggested going steady. Never.

He rubbed his fingers in thought.
“Your Majesty, you said I have time to consider this issue, yes?”
“Correct,” the queen stated, “I am not so cruel that I will force this decision in one meeting. I am, however, entrusting that you will come to a decision before the garden is complete.”
Lloyd cracked a bitter smile.

  Sure, just find the love of my life in less than a year. Not a tall order at all.

The queen interrupted his musings by standing up, forcing him to scramble to his feet as well.
“That will be enough for this evening, Lloyd Frontera. Speak to the chamberlain if you wish to contact my cousin, or if there are families outside of the capital whom you wish to contact. You are dismissed.”
Lloyd bowed.
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
Leaving the room, the door closed behind with an ominous thud.
***
Lloyd immediately dragged Javier out on a walk.
“I need some air.”
The sun had already set, so they walked down any garden paths where moonlight peeked through the treetops. When it got too dark, Javier quietly summoned an aura to light the way, giving their path an iridescent glow. Lloyd could only be grateful that Javier elected to keep his mouth shut. His own head was spinning from the ridiculous day.

  I help solve one potential war, and now suddenly I’m going to cause a different one for working hard to fix it?

Lloyd was reminded of relationship drama he had only witnessed before in college - a classmate had two girls fighting over him, and the result was an absolute nuclear fallout for everyone remotely involved. Their friends took sides, school projects fell apart with no cooperation, grades dropped, and at least one laptop ate the dust in a scuffle. What was worse – the guy wasn’t even interested in either of them, and was too intimidated to properly respond. In the end, the ire that the girls felt for each other morphed into a joint attack on the guy who was clearly “leading them on”, followed by icing him out of any social gatherings on campus.

  And that was just normal people, not ones in charge of entire fiefdoms.

His fiefdom was already catching strays from nobles fighting with each other. If they were so insistent about him, they may turn their attacks towards the Frontera fiefdom itself if he tried to keep refusing their proposals. Or worse, they would decide the Frontera fiefdom wasn’t worth all the hassle, and refuse future cooperation or trading. It was especially troublesome since he wasn’t planning on dating a noble anyway.

  I’m not interested in marrying someone I don’t love for the sake of business. I just wanted to date normally and marry someone from a humble background, not someone– wait. Humble background?

Lloyd stopped walking.

  The queen missed an option.

Guided by the light from Javier, Lloyd sped back to the rooms in thought.
***
Lloyd’s solemn walk changed directions back to the Guest Quarters. Javier made sure to keep the way lit for his young master, uneasy that the situation was intense enough that it left the man not entirely focused.
When the first wave of proposals came last year, Javier wasn’t terribly surprised. The young master of the Frontera family had made a name for himself, both in skill and in royal connections. It was no surprise that nobility would take notice and want to join hands. Javier had even teased Lloyd on finally getting his desire for many, many love letters (from old men), to which Lloyd squawked in dismay.
What did surprise him was when he learned that Lloyd immediately turned every single family down. While the image of Lloyd marrying someone felt… strange… Javier would have thought the practice fell in line with the wish that his young master occasionally dreamed out loud about – a quiet life and family.
Plus joining hands with another family would mean a larger cash flow.
Javier grimaced. Despite all that, Lloyd seemed uninterested in a straightforward arranged marriage. He dodged any mention of it these days. So for the queen to order him to find someone to marry…

  Such a decision cannot be a comfortable one.

Following behind a distracted Lloyd, Javier kept quiet, allowing his young master to come to a life-changing decision in his own time. They arrived at the Guest Quarters building, the entrance softly lit for the late evening. The posted guards spotted them and nodded to Javier while Lloyd walked through the entrance, barely looking up from his mutterings to the ground.
Arriving to their rooms, they stepped into the living area and Javier gently closed the door behind them. Lloyd plopped down on one of the couches and leaned against an arm, gazing into the middle distance. Clearly this matter wasn’t something he would be sleeping on. Javier could not help with such a decision, but he could at least make it more comfortable. He stoked the fireplace to life and placed a kettle of water over it once warm enough.
When he finally walked over to the couches carrying a tray of cups and a steeping teapot, Lloyd came to life and gave one decisive nod to himself.
“Hmm, yeah. Looks like the right answer is to fake marry a citizen from Frontera county,” Lloyd said to no one in particular.
Javier slammed the tray onto the coffee table.

  I take back any charitable thoughts I held earlier!

“Please repeat what you said, young master. I fear I misheard, as it sounded like you said you were planning to fake a marriage with one of the citizens,” he gritted out.
Lloyd gave him a bright grin.
“Nope, you heard right. It’s gotta be a non-noble citizen from Frontera,” he replied.
“That is not the part– Why?”
“Well,” Lloyd said, propping his chin on one hand and gesturing widely, “I apparently can’t keep avoiding these greedy fellows, and need to marry someone to get them off both my back and the fiefdom’s.”
Javier sat down onto the other couch, frowning. Lloyd’s marriage requirement was uncomfortable to hear about, but not unexpected after hearing the queen’s thorough report.
“And,” Lloyd continued, “by choosing one of the noble families in the kingdom, all the other families will be aggressively upset. Some may retaliate against our fiefdom, as well as the fiefdom of the chosen noble family.”
“The queen mentioned retaliation laws–”
“She’s not incorrect,” Lloyd interrupted, “but I don’t imagine it can cover all levels of harm. It might not be as obvious as closing trade routes; it may be something like trade routes suddenly having bandits that didn’t exist before. And even if the laws did cover such cases, some harm can be hidden until it’s too late.”
Javier clenched his hands. Bandits would be a clever way to harm a neighboring fiefdom while claiming you had nothing to do with it.

  And I suppose we already have experience with hidden attacks. If we were less quick and he were less foolish, Viscount Lacona could have killed us all before we understood we were being poisoned by the water.

Calming himself, Javier bent over to straighten the teapot and cups. He reminded himself that Lloyd was a madman, but one with motives behind everything. Lloyd reached down to snag the teapot and began to pour tea into his cup.
“And then I realized,” Lloyd said, “that the queen missed an option for this whole debacle.”
Javier paused while reaching for the sugar. He glanced up.
“Marrying a non-noble citizen, and one from Frontera… There’s no other fiefdom to manage or retaliate against.”
“Bingo!” Lloyd cried and clinked the teapot back down. “The only target would be Frontera County itself. As the queen said, it’s good to reduce the bad actors, but we can also reduce the targets in order to see incoming attacks more clearly. Additionally, our own fiefdom can manage what’s thrown our way, especially since the queen already has our backs due to our county being the center of reconstruction. We have a spotlight on us, so it’s harder for sneaky plans to break through. Adding another fiefdom in the mix would be overly complicated.”
Javier popped three sugar cubes into his cup and slowly poured his own tea. Putting aside the unusual aspect of a noble tying themselves with a commoner, the reasoning was sound enough. Coordination to prevent any economic or military attacks would also be easier if it was all within the county. Lloyd needing to split his attention, or even leave the fiefdom, in order to defend another would simply make both vulnerable.

  And depending on the noble he married, he may need to leave Frontera anyway. Like when Lord Namaran asked him to marry into the family and rule the city.

Head buzzing, his mouth formed a thin line as he stirred his cup.
“Fine,” he said, “I see the reasoning. However, what do you mean by a fake marriage?”
“Well,” Lloyd hummed, picking up his cup thoughtfully, “the marriage will have to be legit technically, since the House of Peers is chock full of lords who will probably want the certificate as proof. Engagement, wedding, the whole shebang. But I’m not going to force someone to stay tied to me if we’re not mutually interested. Julian will be an established public official in a few years, and he can help figure out a way to quietly break the marriage off sometime later down the line. Hence, fake marriage.”
Javier watched as Lloyd nonchalantly blew on his cup to cool it, and briefly wondered if swordmasters could get migraines. Surely the astounding amount of mana in his system would help stave off any headache. And yet.
“Master Lloyd,” he sighed, “why not just marry someone properly and have them join the Frontera family? Or what would happen if, in the future, a properly politically advantageous marriage became available to help the fiefdom, but you were tied to a fake one?”
“This option seems pretty politically advantageous right now to me!” Lloyd snorted over his cup before taking a sip.

  May I hit him. Just once. Please.

Instead, Javier forcefully put his teaspoon down in his saucer with a clack.
“Master Lloyd,” he deadpanned.
“What?” Lloyd shot back.
He stared back. He would not let Lloyd dance around the issue. If he planned to involve an innocent citizen in his scheme, he needed to have a good reason for all aspects of it. That included entering into a binding marriage with the intent of breaking it.
There was a long, quiet struggle.
Lloyd sighed.
“Fine,” he grumbled into his cup. He quietly tapped on it a few times. “I’ve dodged the question as best as I could before, but I plan to marry for love. No politics involved.”
Javier… didn’t know what to do with that information.
A non-political marriage… It was a strangely sweet sentiment coming from Lloyd, who was currently taking an unusually long sip of tea and looking away, cheeks a little pink. Javier decided to take a sip of his own tea. The room was silent for a moment except for the quiet clink of china.
“So the fake marriage…?” Javier finally managed to ask.
“Is so the other person and I can find someone else later down the line, yes,” Lloyd clipped out.
Javier paused. He took a moment to take in the man in front of him, who was clearly fiddling with his cup and avoiding his gaze. Despite being keenly aware that this was the same young master as ever, Javier suddenly saw a little of the count and countess in him. An unexpected soft spot. He was a sneaky penny-pincher, but someone who wanted things fair. A man who wanted love letters, but wasn’t all that impressed by complete strangers providing them to him.

  For love, huh?

Javier let out a sigh, causing Lloyd’s gaze to jump back to him.
“Okay,” Javier said.
“Okay?” Lloyd repeated.
“The plan is as mad as you are, but yes, it is worth doing,” Javier said, putting his cup and saucer down onto the coffee table. “I have no idea who would want to marry you after this debacle though.”
Lloyd cracked a bitter-looking grin at that.
“Our lives are busy and strange,” Lloyd said, gently putting his cup down as well. “If someone can’t handle situations when they’re this weird, or I can’t trust them when things go sour, then they’re not for me anyway.”
Javier eyed the man at the comment. It was one of those few times he felt like he actually got a peek at Lloyd’s thoughts. Curiosity rose up, tempting Javier to ask more. After a moment, however, Javier let his curiosity pass. As usual.
“Says the eternal bachelor,” smirked Javier.
“Hey now,” Lloyd pouted.
“With that decided, all that is left is determining who to invite into this awful scheme,” Javier said.
“Oh, that’s simple enough,” Lloyd said. “Some families might get really upset and decide to do something drastic. As such, the candidate needs to be strong in order to ensure their safety.”
Javier raised a brow. That shortened the list considerably, though not exhaustively. His gaze lifted to the ceiling in thought.

  Moira, perhaps? Though I suppose she is not technically from the Frontera fiefdom. He did not seem upset at the idea of men earlier, just flustered… Perhaps Greg?

Puzzled, he glanced back at Lloyd for a hint. He froze when he saw Lloyd suddenly holding a pen and paper, the corners of his lips curling up in satisfaction. Javier felt the blood drain from his face as he finally grasped exactly what he had accidentally talked himself into.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          I mean. There is an unmarried noble within Frontera County that Lloyd could fake marry. But it's Diego Lacona. And no one wants that lmao.
Also, a heads up that the update schedule from now on will be every two weeks! I have a few more chapters written, but I'd like a buffer in case Life smacks me facedown again.

        

      







              

  


  
    

      Chapter 4: The Proposal
    


    


  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    “Sugar?”
“No.”
“Honey?”
“No.”
“Pumpkin?”
“No.”
“How about cupcake?”
“Master Lloyd, why are these all food related. Also no.”
Javier quickly finished dressing for the day and escaped into the living room, leaving a snickering Lloyd behind. He sat down at the small dining table with a sigh. By the time he gathered a bowl of food for breakfast, Lloyd had walked out and greeted his sleepy summons from their bedding on a particularly plush armchair. He collected them, and then plopped down in the chair across from Javier. He spoke as he gently placed the summons down.
“Okay, okay, no pet names, no matter how hilarious,” he chuckled. “We’re trying to make it look like we’ve been courting for a while, but I guess suddenly changing how we address each other would be weird.”
“I don’t see why it would have been needed in the first place,” Javier muttered as he stirred honey into his yogurt.
“Don’t go breaking the deal you made only last night now,” Lloyd said.
“I made a promise to protect the fiefdom and the young master’s personal safety, not indulge in bizarre pet names.”
“Anyway,” Lloyd ignored him, “we’re gonna need to sell this thing. If we act completely the same - Ppodong, hang on, let me cut that - then the nobles won’t believe us. The goal is to prove we aren’t just refusing them in the most insulting way possible, and instead I had some sort of, like, fairytale secret courting instead.”
Javier ate his yogurt sullenly while Lloyd sliced an apple for his summons.

  Somehow I’ve moved from being equipment to Master Lloyd, to being a tool to avoid political aggression.

It took a lot of work from Lloyd’s silver tongue to convince him, but Javier did agree last night. The plan to fake their marriage was the strangest scheme from the engineer yet. And what he hated the most about it was that it had a thread of clever and good sense behind it.
There were soldiers circling the county, and trade blockades making life difficult for the citizens. Javier would always do what it took to keep Count Frontera’s home safe. And clearly Lloyd knew it too, considering how much he had been roped into construction work since the man had become industrious.

  I asked myself how I could help the fiefdom… And I found the strangest and most effective answer.

He could not swing a sword at the problems currently plaguing the county. If this was the solution… he would resign himself to this fate.
He agreed to the plan in the end. As per his character, Lloyd had quickly whipped up a contract with a few provisions:
(1) They would pretend to have been courting for some small amount of time, (2) they would keep up the ruse even after getting married for at least two years, (3) both could set limits on what kind of demonstrations would be allowed, and, (4) though it would need to remain secret, actual relationships could be pursued at any time.
Both had signed last night.
“Ggoming, make sure you eat up. I have an important job for you after breakfast,” Lloyd said.
“Ggo-Ggoming?”
“No, you won’t be joining me to meet Viscount Nort today. You’ll need to deliver these letters and contracts to the count and countess. Discreetly.” Lloyd said while fishing out two envelopes from his pocket.
One of the last things they decided last night was to make sure the count and countess were also in on the plan. Javier refused to lie about something like this to his lord and lady, but also because Lloyd and Javier would need the Frontera’s help setting up the engagement anyway. Additionally, the two had agreed that they couldn’t handle it if the count and countess thought the engagement was actually real. They each wrote their own letters explaining the situation, Javier making sure to confirm in his that, no, I promise I did not get tricked into this idea.
Lloyd wrapped the letters and papers up tight for Ggoming, and once Ggoming was done eating, gave explicit instructions to make sure no one other than the count and countess could ever get access to the bundle. Lloyd took him to the window and set him loose, the remaining summons waving goodbye to their friend. Lloyd sat back down with a sigh, finally grabbing his own meal.
“But yeah, even if we don’t make a big move until the count sends an official engagement announcement to the House of Peers, we should still lay some groundwork,” he said, buttering some toast thoughtfully. “Getting caught in the act is more effective than just telling people, you know?”
“...”
Javier smirked. He waited a few moments until Lloyd was in the middle of chewing.
“I agreed to many things, but I don’t think one of them was to be in a compromising enough position to be ‘caught’ in, Master Lloyd.”
It had the desired effect, and Lloyd immediately started choking on his toast.

  That’s for the pet name attack earlier.

Javier ate his yogurt as innocently as possible.
“You-” Lloyd tried, before coughing again. He downed some water while glaring at Javier. Javier raised a brow.
“Me?”
Lloyd took a moment to clear his throat. Javier was charitable enough to assume his pink face was from the lack of oxygen.
“I meant,” Lloyd croaked, “that we need to link arms or something equally benign. Just until the count and countess respond. There’s no point in pushing this ruse too hard if they won’t back us on it. But it’s better to do something small beforehand, on the chance that they agree.”
Javier hummed. He hadn’t thought in depth about it last night, but he would need to sell the idea that he was courting Lloyd. The thought of courting the man was intimidating. Probably due to Lloyd being such a petty man.
While Javier had never courted anyone, he was not devoid of contact with romantic affections. As they ate the rest of their breakfasts, he mused on the more restrained desires listed in the many letters he had received over the years.
After cleaning his plate, Lloyd stood up.
“Alright you guys, are you done? We need to go meet with Viscount Nort.”
The summons all nodded enthusiastically, so Lloyd scooped them into their designated pockets. Getting them comfortable, he spoke to Javier.
“As for you – go have fun swinging your sword in the training hall today. We can discuss options after we both get back later.”
Still thinking, Javier stood as well, organizing his cutlery to make it easier for the maids to gather later.

  Speaking of maids.

He could hear a pair of them methodically cleaning their way up the halls. He hummed thoughtfully as he grabbed the handle to the front door. Lloyd sent him a questioning glance at the hum.
“You’re looking for something potentially romantic, but not necessarily?” Javier asked as they exited.
“Huh? Uh, yeah,” Lloyd said, brows furrowed in confusion as he closed the door behind them.
Javier noted the maids' proximity one last time.
“Understood,” he said.
Swoosh! He swung around to face Lloyd in the middle of the hall, and snagged one of his hands. Before Lloyd could even react, he brought it just barely close to his lips.
“What-!”
“That should be enough. Have a good day, Master Lloyd.” Javier interrupted, letting go of the hand from his own, and walking down the hall and past two stunned-looking maids.
Lloyd could be heard sputtering behind him, which was a good distraction from how the hall suddenly seemed much warmer than when they stepped out.
***
Lloyd spent the next few days debating if the fake marriage scheme was the stupidest idea he ever had.

  Given all the options, it was really the only choice.

Passing by another maid giggling behind her hands on his way back to the rooms, he reassured himself, again, that he definitely made the correct call. To protect the place he wanted to eventually retire in, and also leave himself open to actually having a relationship one day? Easy choice. No-brainer. The fact that his hand sometimes tingled when he remembered warm breath ghosting across it? Incredibly annoying.

  Here I was trying to be polite, and he decides to be a complete rascal.

He huffed a breath as he remembered it, again, before pushing through the front doors to their rooms. Javier stood at one of the windows, clearly just arrived from another day at the training hall. He turned to face him, revealing a panting Ggoming gently cradled in his hands.
“Whoa! Back already? Take a load off, big guy,” Lloyd said, rushing in to pluck the little bird into his own hands. He gently placed him on the summon’s armchair while the other summons climbed down his arms and cheerfully welcomed Ggoming back. Lloyd navigated around the dancing summons and relieved Ggoming of his load. Lloyd gave him a gentle head ruffle before standing.
“Are there multiple letters in return?” Javier questioned, as Lloyd turned with the bundle.
“No, just the one,” Lloyd hummed thoughtfully. He quickly unsealed the thick letter. Before even reading, his eyebrows raised.
“It’s the countess’s handwriting,” he said.
Javier raised his own eyebrows and peeked at the letter as well.

  My dear Lloyd, and Sir Javier Asrahan,


  I hope this letter finds you in good health. Have you both eaten properly? From what you told me the last time you visited the capital, the food provided to guests was sufficient, but please make sure to take care of yourselves, as it sounds like constructing a garden will be quite the task. 


  Perhaps due to the sensitive nature of the current topic, I do not have time for such pleasantries.


  Despite your detailed explanation of the issue, the count and I were quite shocked. We had received reports on the symptoms plaguing our fiefdom, but when you connected all the dots to reveal that its cause was due to certain nobles’ obsession with reputation and greed… It is truly regrettable that some people’s desires supersede their duty to their people.


  Now, as to your solution… 


  Boys, you both have such big hearts to try and come up with a solution to help everyone. If we were there in person, I am sure the count and I would ask you both a thousand times if you are content pretending something so important to be true. We do not wish this binding tie to be a burden to either of you.


  With that said, Lloyd, I know your father and I already agreed to trust you on the decision of your marriage. That you are trusting us back to help you in this decision has not been overlooked. Additionally, I am grateful to you, Sir Javier Asrahan, for helping both Lloyd, and the fiefdom, in this endeavor.


  We shall trust you. When the count recovers from his shock in the morning, he will write the official engagement letter to the House of Peers for confirmation and send it via the normal messenger pigeon (please let little Ggoming rest, he did not relax very long). This matter will remain secret among the family, and, per your suggestion, we have already burned your letters. The sealed contracts you sent for safe-keeping are in the family vault as well. I shall start figuring out the wedding details for when you both return home.


  My dear son and our sweet youngest knight, please take care of each other.


  With love,


  Countess Marbella Frontera

Silence.
After a while, Lloyd felt Javier step away. Lloyd mutely walked over to the fireplace and promptly tossed the letter inside. Hand clenched tightly over a poker, he nudged at the paper until it had properly crumbled into ash. He let out a controlled breath.

  Okay. This is happening.

The agreement from the count and countess was the final green light to the plan. And unless something had gone wrong, the count would have already sent the official engagement letter yesterday. There was no going back now.
Lloyd turned around to find Javier staring into the fire, brow serious. Light reflected in his tense eyes, arms crossed.
And suddenly Lloyd wanted to burst out laughing.

  He looks like he’s going to war.

Lloyd popped the poker back in its place, and turned to face the other man. Once he was sure Javier was looking at him, he smirked and then gave the biggest, most obnoxious bow he could manage.
“Ohh~ Javier Asrahan, will you do me the honor of joining me in this marriage scheme~?” He drolled.
Javier immediately wrinkled his nose looking down at him and visibly grimaced in incredible weariness. Lloyd snapped back up and put his hand to his chest.
“Heavens!” He gasped loudly, “You can’t make that face to your betrothed!”
“I haven’t accepted this proposal yet.” Javier quipped back.
“What, scared?” Lloyd smirked.
“Of you, Master Lloyd? Terrified.”
Lloyd could only snort. Javier finally cracked a small smile too.

  Good.


  

  







              

  


  
    
      Chapter 5: The Reactions
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    Chapter Text

    For a few relaxing days, Lloyd did nothing but gas up Lord Nort and let him take charge of the garden surveying. Having someone so eager to take most of the workload was heaven compared to his past construction jobs.
It’s like those company jobs I only heard about. I come in, do barely anything, and then clock out.
He was humming a pleased tune and wrapping up for the day when a palace messenger approached him and the viscount.
“The queen wishes to speak to young lord Lloyd Frontera, son of Count Frontera.”
No longer humming, Lloyd followed the messenger through the halls. His suspicions were confirmed when he saw another messenger with Javier waiting for them at the door to the royal office. Lloyd nodded a greeting, which Javier minutely returned. They had expected this summon.
They were escorted inside, and left alone.
“Lloyd Frontera is honored to be in the audience of Her Majesty,” Lloyd bowed.
Silence.
Lloyd winced internally while he held his bow.

  Oof. No invitations to sit down today.

Finally, the silence broke with the sound of a paper being lifted.
“Lloyd Frontera,” the queen’s voice rang out cooly, “you could have brought up the fact you were courting someone in our last meeting.”
“Please forgive me, Your Majesty.”
“Forgiveness comes after explanations. Rise and give yours.”
Lloyd stood. The queen sat at her desk, holding up a letter, which clearly had the Frontera seal on it. The queen also looked just as her voice had sounded – displeased.
“Ahem. Pardon me, Your Majesty, but I did not lie in our meeting.”
The queen raised an eyebrow.
“No?”
“I simply asked for more time. There were some… private discussions that needed to be had before bringing something like this to your attention. And above all, we wanted the count and countess to know about the matter first.”
The queen’s eyes roamed over him, like she was searching for something. After glancing at his face one last time, she paused. Then she sharpened her gaze over to Javier just behind him.
“Sir Javier Asrahan,” she summoned.
Javier walked forward to be in line with Lloyd.
“Your Majesty,” he greeted.
“Tell me. Are you being used?”
Bam! The question flew past like a 100 mph baseball. If Lloyd knew the queen, then she was clearly starting to get to know him as well, and she didn’t hold back her opinions. Unfortunately for him, he did not prepare Javier properly for being grilled by the queen herself. Lloyd stepped forward and a little in front of Javier again.
“Your Majesty, we-”
“Lloyd Frontera,” the queen sharply interrupted with a glint in her eyes, “I was not speaking to you.”

  Argh.

Any further comments from him would only make it worse for Javier. He bowed and stepped back, glancing at Javier. He tried to convey as much as he could with his eyes.

  Keep it short! Don’t make it harder on yourself!

Javier cooly glanced over for only a moment, before turning back to the queen.
“I am grateful for your concern,” he intoned, “but that evening, Master Lloyd and I discussed the best course moving forward together. Your Majesty does not need to worry about someone like me.”
He bowed in one smooth motion, before standing back at attention, stone faced.
The queen examined Javier this time. Lloyd clenched his fist and started to sweat.
“Hmm,” is all the queen said.

  ‘Hmm’?

The queen sighed. She tossed the letter onto a pile to her right. Picking up a pen to forcefully scratch something out in front of her, she spoke.
“Congratulations on your engagement. As discussed, the House of Peers will announce it across the kingdom. You are dismissed.”
With that, the doors behind opened once more. Lloyd and Javier bowed their farewell’s, and scurried out, the doors booming closed behind them.
Lloyd urgently waved Javier to follow him, pointedly taking the quickest path away from the office as possible. Once they made it sufficiently far enough, Lloyd let out the breath he was holding.
“Ugh, she wasn’t pleased,” he said, stretching his back from all the tense bowing, “Good job back there, though.”
Javier frowned. After glancing around their surroundings for a moment, he spoke.
“Master Lloyd, you did not need to attempt to defend me. I agreed to this myself.”
“You’re such a bad liar though,” Lloyd chuckled. “And besides, betrothal being real or not, I’m still in charge of you. I’m responsible for this mess, not you.”
If it’s a plan I made, I should follow through and take responsibility.
It wasn’t a construction plan, but it was still his plan regardless. He would not force people beholden to his choices to dance to his tune any more than was required of them. Javier signed a deal to sell the idea of a partner, not actually be one.
Javier fiddled with his sword hilt, frowning at him. Lloyd cocked an eyebrow back at him. Javier just sighed, and began walking towards their rooms.
“The count is in charge of me, not you.”
Lloyd snorted and slapped him on the back.
“Sure, mister knight, sure.”
***
The day after the meeting, it was like a bomb went off.
Lloyd spent the work day with Viscount Nort, who treated him just the same as usual. He first suspected something was up around lunch. The servants who came to provide lunch baskets for them were poorly hiding their stares, and he could hear their frantic whispers to each other as they walked back from the grounds.
His suspicions only grew that the rumors of his engagement were spreading when he left for the day. The maids who might have been giggling at him after the hand kiss simply gawked when they thought he couldn’t see them.

  Well, clearly the royal palace workers have caught wind of it, but I thought the queen was going to have the House announce it to-

“Lloyd Frontera! Halt for a moment!” a voice bellowed out wildly.
He had been passing by one of the many administration buildings, which proved to be a fatal mistake. A few dozen lords, ladies, and their assistants were piling out for the day. As his name echoed across the grounds, it was like a pack of animals all looked up to find their prey had wandered close to their den. Before he could consider hightailing it out of there, he was quickly swarmed by a gaggle of clamoring cravats and skirts.
“Young lord, is it true-?!”
“The House announced it, but the contents-”
“Frontera, I’m sure my own child could-!”
“A commoner is such a strange-”
“Have you considered-”
“Enough! Make way,” the bellowing voice rang out again, and a few nobles were elbowed aside. The red splotchy face of Count Paris pushed into view. Lloyd, grateful for the brief pause in the chaos, could finally size up the crowd and the count in front of him. The crowd murmured under their breaths as they eyed Count Paris, who clearly had enough sway with the nobility to have most people heed him, at least for a moment.

  Let’s see what he has to say, then.

Lloyd eyed the count who huffed and puffed to gain his breath back while the young robed magician from the other day hovered uncertainly behind him. After a moment, he shot back up with as much dignity as he could manage.
“Lloyd Frontera, there’s been a nasty rumor circulating,” he blustered, puffing up his chest, “I am well versed in navigating the choppy waters of capital gossip. I’d be delighted to discuss, in private, how to help you shake those rumors. Perhaps invite my eldest son as well.”
The crowd instantly clamored in outrage, and shouts to gain Lloyd’s attention or to insult other nobles started back up almost immediately.

  Ugh, enough of this.

He shot his hands up into the air.
“A moment, please, everyone!” He shouted. After a moment, the voices dimmed, all eyes burning into him. Lloyd focused back on Count Paris.
“Quite a crowd for just a rumor. Care to share, my lord?” He said with a pleasant smile.
“I fear some fools,” Count Paris harrumphed, “are convinced that you are now betrothed to the Frontera’s emotionless dog of a knight.”
Lloyd crossed his arms and cocked his head.
“Hmm, that is a weird rumor,” he said.
“Yes! I thought so as well. That is why–” Count Paris began breathlessly.
“It’s very weird,” Lloyd steamrolled over him, “that people would call my betrothed and the savior of the queen an emotionless dog.”
It was like he swung a baseball bat to a hornets nest. Quiet buzzing started up all around him, and some people stepped back in shock.
“There’s no way– It cannot be–” Count Paris sputtered.
“I thank you all for warning me about such a nasty rumor.” Lloyd turned to look around the crowd, oozing as much tearful charm as he could summon. “I’ll be sure to keep an ear out for whoever's saying such awful things about my betrothed the same day my engagement was announced.”
Then he smiled viciously.
“Your concern is noted.”
The crowd quickly began to disperse at the accusation, most dashing off and muttering darkly. Only a few nodded farewell with guilt in their eyes. Count Paris looked close to bursting a blood vessel, but the young magician tugged him away, muttering aggressively into his ear.
As quickly as it came, the storm of nobles disappeared with their tails between their legs.

  Yeesh. None of these people would survive mmorpg chat rooms.

“Well, now. I am pleased you did not require my help this time,” an elegant voice rang out.
At the top of the steps of the administration building, Lady Dantes smirked at the nobles scurrying away from the area. She handed off some papers to a robed magician at her side, who bowed and turned to go back inside. Lady Dantes slowly descended the front steps.
“Your choice in betrothed is unexpected, Lloyd Frontera.”
“Well, it was a private–”
Clack. Lady Dantes alighted at the bottom and turned to face Lloyd.
“A private matter, yes, I’m aware. Her Majesty told me as such.”
Lloyd blinked.
“Her Majesty told you?”
Lady Dantes paused. After a moment she chuckled.
“Oh, dear. I guess you would not have known,” she glanced around briefly before turning to him with a twinkle in her eye. “In this public space, let us just say that I am from a branch family of the Magentano house, and an advisor to the crown.”
“You’re the one she–?!”
“I am,” she interrupted, “perfectly content with your decision. I offered my help for duty’s sake, not for my heart. I once had my own love before, and I sympathize with your choice.”
She smiled listlessly off to the side. Lloyd shifted uncomfortably at the implication the sentence had for both him and for her. After a moment, she seemed to gather herself.
“Yes, I understand,” she said. “And as such, I come to you with a warning. Her Majesty is not pleased with your choice.”
Lloyd frowned.
“Her Majesty approved my engagement. Is that not enough?” he asked.
“She has no evidence per se, but she is not convinced of the truth of your relationship. It was also not the type of connection she had hoped for Frontera County to have, especially after your brother married someone from Asfahan. Perhaps not to me specifically, but she had hoped your marriage would be a tie to strengthen the kingdom.”
Well, that does sound like something she’d hope for.
Lloyd grimaced.
“Thank you for the warning, Lady Dantes. I’ll try to stay in Her Majesty’s good graces.”
Lady Dantes' smile sharpened into something amused, and she gently patted his shoulder.
“Perhaps keeping out of her way for some time will achieve that best, Lloyd Frontera?”
“Ahaha…”
“Have a good evening, then, young lord. Make sure you tell your sweet knight to watch himself as well.”
***
The day after the meeting wasn’t too unusual for Javier.
His time at the training hall was always simple. General exercise, followed by sword practice, then mana manipulation practice, and finally meditation and cooldown. If there were high level sword experts willing to collaborate, then he would also have five or six duel him at once. Most of the time they would be exhausted from their training with the queen, however.
He trained on his own that day as well. Wrapping up his meditation, he noticed that many of the soldiers had begun whispering sometime after lunch. This was not unusual. Nor were the startled looks when Javier focused on them. And the sudden swarm of servants upon his exit from the hall, comprised mostly of women? Not unheard of.
What was unusual was that they all looked concerned. A designated young lady was pushed forwards.
“Sir Asrahan, please. Is it true that you are betrothed to your young lord?” She blinked up at him with big doe eyes, hands clasped.
“I am,” he verified.
Murmurs from the crowd.
“Th-then… are you alright? You weren’t forced into it?” the young lady stuttered out, tone rising in pitch.

  You would think I had told them I was engaged to a madman… Well.

Amused by his own comparison, and seeing their anxiety, he held up a hand to calm the crowd rather than chide them for being rude to the Fronteras.
“I appreciate your concerns,” he told the crowd calmly, “but Master Lloyd is fair to those who work under him. We discussed this matter for some time, and I accepted his proposal with full awareness of my situation.”
At his confirmation, a lot of the women (and a few men hidden near the back pretending not to hear) looked surprised and devastated to hear he was “off the market” so to speak. To his young lord no less. Javier did not miss that a few people at the periphery exchanged some displeased looks as well.
“If you’ll excuse me, I am to return back to our rooms,” he said.
The group let him pass, chattering amongst themselves. Javier watched as the ones who looked displeased dashed off as well.
***
Lloyd ran into Javier in the hallway.
“Not sure about you, but I’m pretty sure the whole city has heard about us by now,” Lloyd chuckled wryly.
Javier nodded and fell into step with him.
“It seems we underestimated how quickly Her Majesty could spread news. I suppose it is to our benefit that–”
Javier stopped walking suddenly. He put a hand in front of Lloyd to do the same. Lloyd glanced around the empty hall in confusion.
After a moment, Javier’s brow crinkled.
“...there are about a dozen maids and servants in our quarters?”
“Huh?”
And with that, a servant popped out of their rooms carrying one of their trunks of luggage.
“Whoa!” Lloyd shouted, and dodged past a much less tense Javier in order to chase after them. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, where are you taking that?”
He ground to a halt as the doors to their rooms popped open again. A servant held the door as another carried out the summons’ armchair. As the man walked past, a stern-looking old maid with glasses checked something off a clipboard.
“Be delicate, Louis, delicate, please. It’s an antique, not a hay bale. Ah, young lord Frontera, welcome back,” she said when she looked up and spotted him. She bowed.
“Why are you removing our things?” Lloyd asked, trying not to let his agitation sink into his words. Javier caught up behind him and scanned their quarters in confusion as well.
“If you would please follow me, young lord,” the old woman said instead, brusquely walking out into the hall. She was surprisingly quick, and Lloyd moved to keep up with her as she walked in the same direction all the servants were going.
“As the Head Maid of the royal palace’s Guest Quarters, I sincerely apologize that a double room was set up for you and your betrothed. We take great pride in ensuring we provide the utmost care for those who visit Her Majesty’s palace, especially those who intend to stay for an extended period of time. We have nearly finished arranging more suitable quarters for you and Sir Asrahan.”
As she finished speaking, she stopped in front of another propped open entrance and gestured inside. The living area was a little larger, with slight changes to the furniture designs maybe, but otherwise identical to the room they just left. A work desk, couches, fireplace, dining table, the armchair the summons loved…

  This seems basically the same? Then… no way.

He wormed his way past a few maids and servants hustling to finish setting things up and peeked into the bedroom.

  Oh, come on.

The past few times Lloyd and Javier had visited Magenta, they were presented with suitable guest quarters, with a nicely sized bed for him and each of his guests. Looking inside their new room, however, he was greeted by something different. Specifically, one single large bed.
Lloyd bit back a groan. He turned back to the head maid.
“Um, the thought is appreciated, but we didn’t need to do a room change.”
The head maid arched one aged eyebrow at him.
“There’s no need to be shy, young lord. We servants have seen it all. Besides, I am under orders from the queen herself. In fact…”
She flipped through her stack of papers.
“Ah ha, yes, here it is… Her Majesty ordered that I say this verbatim if you responded similarly. Ahem. ‘It is the palace’s honor to accommodate its guests in the most suitable manner, according to their circumstances. As such, appropriate chambers for a betrothed couple have been arranged for your needs. Unless, Lloyd Frontera, there was no need for that?’ End quote.”
Lloyd snapped his jaw shut. He could see Javier’s brow twitch just behind the head maid.
“Ahem. I simply meant there was no need for the palace to go out of its way. We thank you for your hospitality,” Lloyd weakly responded.
“Very kind of you, young lord,” the head maid nodded. “We are happy to help, always.”
She tucked her clipboard under an arm, and clapped her hands twice. The servants and maids all seemed to finish at once, and began to file out.
“Per usual, you may reach us at any time with the pull-bell system by the door,” the head maid said, “and, in addition to the more suitable quarters, we have provided the palace’s pajamas for honored guests in your chambers as well. We hope you have an excellent stay in the capital. Congratulations on your betrothal.”
She bowed and left just as quickly as she had appeared earlier, the door clicking behind and leaving them in silence.
Lloyd drooped a little and finally let himself groan into his hands.
“...I shall take the couch, young master,” Javier offered, eyeing said pieces of furniture dubiously.
“No,” Lloyd sighed, massaging the bridge of his nose, “we’re going to be here for months. You’ll destroy your back, and eventually I’m gonna need you for work.”
“I could manage–”
“And more importantly,” Lloyd interrupted, “Any maid who comes to clean, provide our meals, or deliver the mail will notice. They apparently noticed the summons had a favorite chair.”
His summons chirped from his pockets, apparently pleased that at least their bed stayed the same.
“We’re both grown men.” Lloyd said firmly, walking into the bedroom. “We can be adults and pick a side of the huge bed and stick to it. Like we’re camping,” He poked around to make sure his things were put back as he liked them.
“...like camping,” Javier repeated dubiously, following him.
“Yup. Very practical.”
He wasn’t sure if he was reassuring Javier or himself. He decided it didn’t matter. He was examining the huge fireplace on the far wall when Javier made a muted noise of discovery.
“And are these also practical, Master Lloyd?” Javier asked drily.
Lloyd turned to find Javier standing by the headboard, holding up a blue silk nightshirt covered in cutesy little stars. Matching bottoms were set on the pillow below, and a second pajama set rested on the other side of the bed.
…I swear I can hear the queen’s laughter right now.
“...I think we’re safe to shove those in the back of the closet. Forever.” Lloyd replied.
“Agreed,” Javier said.
***
Lloyd managed to sleep well that night.
It really was just like camping.
Travel in this world took days or weeks, which meant a lot of camping overnight. It was simply practical for Lloyd and Javier to tent together, both to have less materials to carry and for safety. So, it wasn’t unusual to sleep nearby. Even if a bed felt different from two bedrolls nearby... it was still large even for two grown men. It still could have been a problem if they tossed and turned, but he was used to a twin bed in Seoul, and Javier…

  Out like a light per usual.

The picture-perfect knight artfully lounged on his side of the bed, gently breathing. It looked like he had nabbed one of the extra pillows to grasp onto last night, but otherwise hadn’t moved from where Lloyd knocked him out.
Thank you Javier and your terrible insomnia.
Javier’s insomnia might be terrible, but he slept like the protagonist he was – no drool, no wild hair, and no snoring. Lloyd watched him for a moment, tempted to poke him, irritated. Instead, he got up to get dressed, which finally stirred Javier into waking. He blinked blearily at Lloyd, who simply gave a salute in farewell, and left the room to start his day.

  Can’t have an awkward morning if both people aren’t awake for it to happen!

His work was in the royal libraries that day. As surveying was winding down, he and Viscount Nort moved into the planning phase. More paperwork meant more desks, and plenty of notes to keep meticulous track of. Lloyd actually ended up doing some real work by the afternoon, making sure calculations lined up properly. But he mostly just acted as a secretary and cheerleader to the viscount, per usual.
What he was more focused on was the gossip.
“I am telling you,” a nasally voice whispered fervently, “the engagement came out of nowhere!”
“Unfortunately for someone like you, love potions do not exist, so it can’t have come from nowhere,” another grumbling voice replied.
A rustling thwap rang out and the first voice gave a muffled yelp.
Lloyd had been poking around the shelves, pretending to search for a reference book he found ages ago. When he had been about to finally return to the viscount, he stumbled upon a nook where some very gossipy librarians were doing their own research.
He leaned against a bookshelf out of sight, and flipped open a random book from it as he listened.
“No, look, the man was hounded by every noble family in the kingdom, and he’s suddenly engaged to his knight?” The nasally voice countered.
“Despite current evidence, it is almost like people who spend time with each other will grow to enjoy each other’s company,” the second voice mumbled.
“And, sure, he is pretty, but have you actually been near him for long?” The nasally voice ignored their companion, “They say he never smiles. He has gotten uncountable letters as well, and never responded to any of them, too.”
“...I suppose I did hear he has the nickname ‘ice prince’.”
Lloyd shoved his face into the book and leaned hard against the bookshelf, shaking with repressed laughter.

  Ice prince?! That’s a new one!

It took every inch of his resolve to not reveal his presence. Even in The Knight of Blood and Iron, where Javier earned many nicknames from traveling all over the continent, he never earned something as hilarious as “ice prince”. He would need to make fun of Javier about this one later.

  It’s funnier than what Paris called him yesterday, at least.

He cooled back down and tuned into the gossip again.
“...and anyway, has anyone actually seen them do anything other than just working together?”
“There was that rumor of a hand kiss–”
“Ha! Wasn’t that rumor from the same maid who was convinced the palace doctor was a vampire?”
“I… had forgotten about that.”
“Look, without any more evidence, my bet is that this whole thing is a cover up for something else.”
“Cover up? Of what?”
“...”
“You’re just making things up?”
“Well, it’s not like there’s any evidence that they actually wanted to get engaged–”
“Just like there is no evidence of your brain, you little–”
Lloyd closed his book and tiptoed away from the arguing librarians.

  They confirmed what I’d been worried about anyway.

The engagement was approved by Her Majesty and the House of Peers technically, but no one seemed especially convinced.

  What, do they want us to be the mushiest couple ever?

Lloyd had considered coming up with a backstory to sell people. Something juicy enough to inspire excited retellings, or at least something that would make moderate sense. But in the end, he decided to just launch the engagement as-is. The first reason was simple: no backstory meant less lying. This was meant to be a long-term solution – he couldn’t have him or Javier accidentally slipping up and misremembering something. The second reason though…

  I don’t think it’s strange to want to keep private moments private.

Even the count and countess, one of the mushiest couples he’d ever met outside of college students, would only be truly mushy at home. Whenever they appeared in public, they were sweet but respectful. And even if they were as affectionate outside as they were at home… Lloyd didn’t really think he himself would be the type to show off. It was a little embarrassing, and more importantly, none of anyone’s business.

  Though I guess that defeats the purpose of this whole deal?

Lloyd sighed and scrubbed through his hair. He’d poke around the next day or so and cook up any ideas he and Javier could do.
That made him remember Javier’s new nickname all over again. He snickered. Even with the ire of disgruntled nobility on the man, Javier had too much stupidly noble protagonist energy to get insulted properly. And even with more names than ‘ice prince’ floating around, Javier seemed to be getting mostly shocked reactions, not retaliatory ones.
He’d ask Javier to confirm how his time in the training hall was going when they returned tonight. 

  He’s probably just fine, as usual.

***
Javier was currently under siege.
“We wanted to give these before it was too late.”
“I promise you’ll like them!”
“Please, won’t you accept these from us?”
Three young women in finery surrounded him, each clutching onto either a letter or a gift. Javier had been in the middle of a training break, taking a drink from his waterskin when they had approached. Other soldiers and knights in the hall gaped at the trio, some nudging each other to point and whisper where the women couldn’t see.
Javier slowly corked his waterskin.
This was a normal situation. The number of times in his life he had been approached with sentimental wishes well reached into the hundreds by now. He almost moved to respond instinctively, it was so natural. He knew how to accept trinkets fairly and kindly, but not in a way to give too much hope to the letter giver.
So suddenly having to respond in an entirely new way took him a moment. That, and he was processing the sheer brazenness these three women had.
“I thank you for the sentiment, but I cannot accept your thoughtful gifts,” he said, giving a small bow.
The leader of the pack gave an irritated huff.
“I do not see why not.”
“I am betrothed,” Javier responded coolly. Saying it out loud was bizarre, even if technically true.
“And?” The leader asked, as if he had stated the weather and not his current relationship status.
“And I do not think my betrothed would appreciate it if I accepted letters and gifts from ladies such as yourself.”

  Master Lloyd would indeed not be pleased. While the engagement is not truly real, I cannot accept affections from strangers like this, especially with observers. It would make the whole agreement a failure from the start.

The women shifted a little closer.
“We are aware of your rumored relationship,” one said, peeking over a wrapped box.
“We simply want to express our feelings, there is no need to be so adamant,” another said, gripping her pink letter tighter.
Javier shook his head.

  Above even the engagement ruse, what committed man would ever accept strangers' affections so blatantly?

“I am afraid I must refuse. I will not change my mind,” he said.
“But…” the last woman trailed off.
Javier patiently waited. 
After a moment, the trio deflated.
“Thank you for your time,” the leader gritted out behind a pasted smile.
Javier nodded.
“Please have a good rest of your day.”
The women had already started walking away. He could hear them muttering darkly to one another.
“...even the knights don’t want to be friendly to other families?”
“Ice prince, indeed.”

  Hmm.

The nickname was… interesting, but the subtle accusation about the Fronteras was worth keeping in the back of his mind. He picked his sword back up, ready to return to his sword practice, when jeering laughter echoed from a corner of the hall.
“Lads, you see that?” An abrasive voice called out. “He’s at it even here!”
Javier quickly pinpointed the small group of guards. It looked like they were on a break of their own. A long one, if the firmly planted sitting postures were any indication.
“I’m tellin’ ya, pretty faces like that think they can do whatever they want.”
“And clearly what he wants is to mess around! Look at him stringing those fancy noble ladies along. Didn’t even bat an eye when they approached him either.”
“Probably too tired from battin’ his eyes at them in the first place!”
The group roared with laughter. A few knights also training in the area gave the group a stink eye at the cacophony, but didn’t speak up. Javier welcomed the simple challenge of remaining focused on his slow, precise swings among the heckling.
“Shoulda heard the lords and ladies wailin’ outside the House of Peers this mornin’ about losin’ out on the race for Frontera’s hand. All for that shiny bauble, huh?”
“They’re cursin’ him left and right, I’ll bet. Pretty boy snatched their prize right out from under all their noses.”
Javier continued practicing without pause, unbothered. It seemed as though Lloyd’s prediction about people being irritated at his suitor was correct. It was worth making note of the sentiment in order to keep track of the scheme's progress, but otherwise the chorus of jeering was uninteresting.
“You know, with a face like that on a man who even has noble ladies droolin’ after him, no wonder that young lord Frontera lost his mind!”
“Stupidest man in the world, givin’ up any noble lady on the continent, or hell, any gentleman, to be with a dog like that. You’d think a count would have the brains to teach his son some shit.”
“My bet’s the apple probably doesn’t fall far from the tree. First one son marries a foreigner, and now the eldest is betrothed to his knight? The absolute idiocy on display.”
Schick. Javier’s sword was sheathed with audible finality.
In the next moment, he was in front of the group.
“It seems that you guards have energy to spare today. Perhaps no one bothered to invite you to the queen’s training. Might I ask for a sparring session?”
The frost from Javier’s voice practically dipped the room’s temperature. One man in front, who seemed to have missed that his entourage had frozen in place, scowled up at him from the floor.
“What? You think you can beat any one of us, pretty boy?”
“No.”
“Heh, that’s what I–”
“It would be a much more useful practice session sparring with all of you at once.”
“You–!”
Five minutes later, Javier returned to his sword training. He needed to spend more time on his form today; his recent sparring session wasn’t very difficult.
***
“Young Frontera, please make sure to keep an eye on the materials research we just finished. This duo is known for wringing as much out of Her Majesty’s budget as possible, but we know the proper information now.”
“Your dedication and effort is impressive as always, viscount,” Lloyd sing-songed, clearing a large table of its various blueprints.
After declaring he had completed enough research at the library, Viscount Nort had had them migrate to the study which had become their dedicated office for the garden construction. They were to meet with a pair of sibling nobles whose fiefdom was home to sturdy lumber.
Lord Nort squinted down at some paperwork, triple checking some numbers Lloyd had already double checked for him on recent prices. Lloyd thanked a maid who set up some basic drinks on the table he cleared, and sent her on her way. When the duo arrived, the viscount stood up to shake their hands, which they did enthusiastically. But when Lloyd approached afterwards, making it clear that the viscount was leading the build, their smiles twitched. He didn’t remove his own business smile at the dip in enthusiasm, and invited them to sit.
Unfortunately, the meeting itself was like pulling teeth.
“...and if you look at the initial plan for this section, the garden will need both high grade and middle grade lumber,” Lloyd directed to the documents presented to the siblings.
“Hmm,” the eldest said.
Neither continued, nor looked at Lloyd.
“While this is a project for a grand palace garden, using only high quality lumber would be a poor choice when much of it wouldn’t even be visible,” Viscount Nort cut in.
“An understandable concern, viscount. Looking at the numbers though, I think the ratio could be discussed further,” the youngest nodded tersely to the viscount.
“Such an expert eye! You’re quick to read our numbers,” Lloyd tried again, buttery, “If I could direct you to this document–”
“Viscount Nort, is there a reason you have another person with you on this particular garden construction?” the eldest interrupted, nostrils flaring.

  Hoo boy. Can’t even make it through a single work meeting with me here? They’re so sensitive.

The viscount blinked at the dripping disdain suddenly appearing in the middle of a meeting for lumber. Lloyd intervened, bowing his head humbly.
“My lords, it is true that the viscount has a wealth of experience in garden construction that I cannot hold a candle to, so my presence is practically superfluous. It is only due to the scope of the project that I am here to act as support.”
“Support?” the youngest sibling scowled, finally glaring down his nose to look at Lloyd.
“Ah, yes,” Viscount Nort tried again, “Young lord Frontera here is working together with me to build–”
“Working together?” the eldest sibling growled. “Lord Nort, I would be careful with this one. He is clearly not interested in collaborating with any noble families.”
“Not with that so-called betrothed of his,” the youngest scoffed.
Lloyd kept his sigh to himself.

  Okay, apparently this is worse than I realized.

He had expected anger to be thrown at him and Javier, obviously. He also anticipated the count and countess might encounter some feisty letters, and made sure to have them swear to let him know if they, or the fiefdom, encountered any problems. He didn’t expect the irritation of the situation would make even famously greedy nobles not interested in negotiating with a major project for the queen, however.
Lloyd took a breath in.
“Gentlemen, I can see there’s some tension here,” he said calmly, “perhaps because some rumors have gone a little wild. I am excited to continue looking over Lord Nort’s masterful work with you both, but I ask that you refrain from commenting on my betrothed in the process.”

  If I leave the room to keep the peace, my fiefdom and I are cowards. Be quiet and eat the insults, and we’re weak. Be too loud, and I confirm their suspicions. The key is to be calm but firm; balance is needed. And a reminder of what we’re actually here for.

“If nothing else,” Lloyd continued, “I am happy to work together for a brief time to support the queen's vision. We’ll need to get the materials for Her Majesty from somewhere, correct? And I’ve heard there’s no one as well known as you two.”
“I already know we’re the best in the business, Frontera,” spat the eldest sibling, banging a fist to the table. “And you would know too if you deigned to listen to our requests before. Or anyone else’s! At this point, I am surprised you bother to listen to the queen.”
The room stilled.

  That… sounded like a veiled accusation of treason.

Lloyd was protected by his Title from accusations from the queen. So long as he didn’t act like a complete idiot, actual treason was nowhere near on the table, especially for such a vague insult. But anyone other than the queen could at least brand him with the implication. All they needed to do was slap the label of a traitor on him, and destroy his public image. The fact that these random nobles felt they could toss the accusation at all was concerning.
The eldest slowly turned red at the hasty comment, either abashed or nervous. But neither sibling retreated.
Before Lloyd could open his mouth, to his shock, Viscount Nort stood up from his seat and calmly shuffled his paperwork back into order.
“My lords,” he said, gently placing the stack down and putting his hand on it, “I think it’s best we meet at a later date. It seems we are all lacking the information needed to continue today. I will be sure to compile more of the material Young Lord Frontera has worked so hard on as we both strive to bring the queen’s vision to fruition.”
The eldest sibling grimaced.
“My lord, we–”
“Ah, I say there is no shame in admitting a lack of preparedness!” The viscount interrupted. “There’s only shame if one moves forward regardless. And I would say it would be rather embarrassing on both our parts if materials needed for Her Majesty’s garden were fumbled quite so early in the process, hmm?”
Both siblings were red now, now in embarrassment than agitation. The viscount stepped from the table to the door with a hand outstretched. The siblings glanced at each other for a moment, before rising from their seats. Lloyd followed suit. The viscount shook both the sibling’s hands.
“I’ll send a message with further meeting date options, and we can go from there,” Viscount Nort said cheerfully to two hesitantly nodding nobles. “Hopefully we both can be ready to have a fruitful discussion at that point! Have a pleasant day.”
And just like that, the siblings were swept away from the room. Only Lloyd and the viscount remained.
Lloyd gave a low whistle.
“That was impressive, viscount,” he said. “And more importantly, I apologize for you needing to do it in the first place. I’m sorry my, uh, personal life completely set the construction back a day.”
Lloyd was genuine. The viscount had salvaged a completely tattered meeting and calmly set up another chance in the future, all while subtly standing up for him. His pride in his skills weren’t unfounded.
The viscount sighed, and started gathering his materials on the table.
“Young Frontera, there’s only so much an inexperienced developer can be expected to handle. As someone with many constructions under my belt, it falls to me to guide those new to trade.”
Lloyd cracked a wry smile at the return of the viscount’s more pompous nature. He joined him at the table and helped collect the unused papers.
“Your generosity continues to astound, Lord Nort,” Lloyd chuckled.
After the two gathered the last of the papers, Lloyd reached for the pile that Lord Nort had collected. As the papers were handed to him, however, the viscount didn’t let go.
“Additionally,” the viscount said, making sure to meet Lloyd’s eyes, “I want to remind you and your betrothed– what was it again? Sir Asrahan? I want to remind you both that I was originally common-born. I don’t understand this fuss over you and your young man.”
Lloyd blinked.

  Oh. He’s been acting the same not because he didn’t hear the gossip. He doesn’t care.

Lloyd gave a crooked grin.
“Understood. Thank you, Lord Nort,” Lloyd said.
“Good lad,” Viscount Nort said, letting go of the papers and walking to his desk. “Goodness! We’ll have to move quickly the next few times we meet. All this fuss over a young man marrying for love!”
Lloyd coughed and fumbled the papers for a moment, the room suddenly getting much warmer. Viscount Nort laughed.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          I have a soft spot for Viscount Nort. (´▽`ʃ♡ƪ)
Also LOL omg, I've retroactively added it to the first chapter end notes, but I completely forgot to tell webtoon readers my favorite difference between the novel and the webtoon: Javier sleeps in his own bed.
Like, he has a room in the manor's annex and he sleeps there every night, and when traveling Javier gets his own bed. There's no sleeping in a chair by his master's side. The webtoon is hilarious, why did they do that?
One more hilarious novel fact to me, but one that's not important at all: those pajamas are literally canon. Like. They apparently give those out to guests.
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    Chapter Text

    After a night of teasing a disgruntled Javier about his new nickname (“ice prince”; it still made him laugh), and then dashing off in the morning again, Lloyd felt refreshed and ready to start another workday.
Instead, he walked into the office and found Viscount Nort in a casual coat, sipping tea and reading a book.
“Um,” Lloyd said.
The viscount looked up.
“Young Frontera!” he clinked his cup down in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to work?” Lloyd questioned back, brow furrowed.
“So eager, young man! Very admirable. But no, no, there is no need today.”
As much as Lloyd wanted to spin around and call it a day, he wasn’t exactly sure why Lord Nort was acting like this. He racked his brain for a moment.
“Could it be that the sibling duo from before are already coming back? I don’t want to interfere with negotiations again if that’s the issue,” he questioned.
“Pardon? No, it’s alright young Frontera. One must rest occasionally to maintain mental fortitude!”

  Sounds fake, but okay.

“Truly,” the viscount continued, “I had forgotten you were not familiar with my schedule. Once a week, I, and all my workers, rest. You are included in this as well, young Frontera.”
Lloyd squinted at the book the viscount was holding. It was titled A Treatise on Garden Design on the Central Lorasian Continent.
“...You’re clearly working, my lord.”
The viscount glanced down at his book as well, as if surprised by its existence.
“What, this? Perhaps, but I find it relaxing.”
“...”
It was one thing to let Lord Nort do the heavy lifting, and another to just abandon a job in the middle of it. He rubbed his fingers in thought, torn.

  Then again, if a free opportunity presents itself, who am I to turn it down?

“Be off, young man,” Lord Nort waved him away with a smile. “Due to getting settled, we’ve already been at it more than a week as it is. Go spend time with your betrothed. I would be at home with my own wife if she weren’t currently traveling.”
That sealed the deal.

  Time to actually start selling this engagement.

“You’ve twisted my arm, my lord,” Lloyd grinned. “I accept. I’ll go see him now, in fact.”
“Good lad.”
Lloyd was nearly out the door when he paused and turned back.
“Oh, before I go – you frequent places like the palace tea garden, right?”
***

  Clang! Clack! Bang!

The sound of the busy training hall filled Lloyd’s ears. The last time he visited was when he rushed over with the rebel leader from the Sultan kingdom to meet the queen. Without her overwhelming presence, the room felt lively with knights and guards training alike.
Despite the crowd, it was easy to spot one silver-haired knight gracefully and determindly practicing in the corner.

  Sticks out like a sore thumb… A fancy sore thumb.

Lloyd waffled on whether to bother trudging through the crowd, or just shouting for Javier to come over himself. As his eyes roamed the room in thought, he spotted a few guards avoiding Javier’s training area by a wide margin, eyeing the man suspiciously and whispering.

  Hmm. I can see what Javier meant by skeptics.

He could shout for Javier. It would gain the attention of the whole area, drawing everyone’s eyes to the two of them. It wasn’t the mushiest display, but…
Suddenly, the ghosting sensation on his hand came back to him.

  Or – new idea. Two birds, one stone. Let’s see if I can time this right.

Lloyd strode into the hall, making an obvious beeline to Javier. A few knights and guards stopped their training to blink at him as he passed. As Lloyd approached Javier’s back, the knight paused and then sheathed his sword, clearly sensing his approach. And just as he turned around, Lloyd was close enough to snatch one of his hands and clasp onto it with one of his own.
“...!”
“Afternoon, Javier!” Lloyd crowed, smirking.
Javier didn’t have a very expressive face, which made Lloyd’s win all the sweeter when he could tell Javier was flustered, pink ears and all.

  That’s for the surprise faux hand kiss, you rascal!

And even better was seeing a few of the knights in the area clearly gaping at them. Getting one over on Javier while also pushing the marriage scheme? He should pat himself on the back.
Javier followed his gaze and untensed a bit. He kept hold of Lloyd’s hand, mindful of the gaze of the hall attendees.

  Smart man.

“Master Lloyd, this is an unexpected visit,” Javier’s cool tone clearly held a complaint.
“Well, I ended up getting the day off, so I decided to be spontaneous,” Lloyd cheerfully ignored the tone.
Javier squinted suspiciously at him and looked like he wanted to say something about that. Lloyd also ignored the look.
“And since I’m being so spontaneous, I figured I’d go and find my betrothed. It’s been a while since our last date,” Lloyd raised his eyebrows in emphasis, and double tapped one of his fingers on the hand holding his, trying to convey his meaning.
Javier let out a small sigh, making Lloyd snicker.
“Lead the way, Master Lloyd.”
“Let’s head back first!”
Lloyd then turned around and marched back the way he came, not letting go. Javier's hand got tugged along until he caught on and trailed behind. They walked past nearly the whole training hall, knight’s and guard’s eyebrows raising every time they passed someone. A particularly roughed up group of guards scoffed at them, but a few knights looked entertained at their display, discreetly gossipping.
Lloyd felt pretty smug about a job well done until they exited and began their walk back to the Guest Quarters. It was one thing to make a scene and then walk out. It was another to just… keep holding hands the whole time. He could be called shameless, but even he felt embarrassment start to creep up on him. But it would be strange to anyone on their walk back if Lloyd let go now, even if he was just sort of awkwardly leading Javier behind him.
Worst of all was the actual hand in his. He hadn’t noticed when Javier snagged his hand for the faux hand kiss, but despite his cool exterior, his hands radiated a gentle warmth.
The moment the door to their rooms closed behind them, he dropped the hand tucked in his like a hot potato.
“Are you really skipping work for a display like that, Master Lloyd?” Javier asked, looking over disapprovingly.
“Hey! I was telling the truth. About both things actually,” Lloyd complained while discretely wiping his palm on his vest. “Apparently Lord Nort takes weekly breaks. He actually shooed me off. And we do need to go hang out somewhere. We aren’t being believed very well.”
Javier hummed in assent.
“I suppose we will need to discuss ideas for the next move forward,” he said.
“No need!” Lloyd replied. “I already got today’s date all set up.”
Javier stared at him dubiously.
“A man with no love life cannot have come up with anything remotely romantic.”
“Hey! I’m doing better than you! I’ve been on a date before at least.”
“Oh? And how did that turn out?”
Lloyd glared at him, mouth sealed tight on his answer.
“Anyways,” Lloyd sniffed. “If you’re done being rude, I was thinking of having a picnic at one of the older royal gardens next to the river. Public enough to be seen, private enough no one will overhear or annoy us.”
Javier actually looked surprised at that. Before Lloyd could be too proud at his choice, Javier’s eyes quickly squinted suspiciously.
“I am unsure I can believe you. The last time you suggested a picnic, you had me break into a dragon’s lair instead,” he accused.
Lloyd snorted at the memory.
“I told you about the dragon from the start, it’s not my fault you didn’t believe me,” Lloyd rolled his eyes. “And we even ended up picnicking, sort of, since it took us so long to get there.”
A gentle knock at the door interrupted them. Lloyd opened it to find a maid with a large basket and huge curious eyes.
“Thank you for whipping that up so quickly,” Lloyd said, taking the basket.
“Not at all!” the maid squeaked, quickly glancing between the two of them. “Everyone in the kitchens was so surprised you came by, but please have fun on your date!”
Lloyd waved her off and closed the door behind him, turning back to a still doubtful looking Javier. Lloyd raised a brow.
“...it sounds too simple to be sold as a date,” Javier grumbled eventually.

  So fussy.

“Ah, well, I could always go with my backup,” Lloyd sighed dramatically. “Viscount Nort mentioned a few places we could visit instead, including one very interesting and popular place that’s known for singing to recently betrothed couples.”
Javier snatched the basket out of his hands in an instant.
“A picnic sounds excellent, young master,” he agreed hurriedly.
***
Javier took a breath in to enjoy the crisp air as he and Lloyd walked down the path towards the river. He held the food basket in one arm and a picnic blanket in the other.
“I am surprised at the size of the basket,” Javier said, glancing down. “I hope you did not inconvenience the kitchen staff for this.”
“Why, too heavy for our renowned swordmaster Sir Asrahan?”
“It is only heavy with the weight of your thoughtlessness if you troubled the servants of the palace we are guests of.”
“Whew, all these accusations. No, it’s just the normal lunch menu. Plus a sweet treat for the notorious sweet tooth here,” Lloyd smirked.
“I do not know what you mean,” Javier sniffed.
“Mhmm. Anyways, as funny as it is to see you lugging all this around like a workhorse, hand one of them over. You look more like a servant than my betrothed,” Lloyd said. He stuck an arm out and wiggled his fingers.

  It is a partial truth though.

He was indeed a knight of Count Frontera. He was not a servant, but he was a hand for the lord to convey his wishes. And it would be odd for a noble to carry their own materials.

  Though Lloyd has always been an odd one.

He shifted the blanket in his grip when he had a flash of inspiration.

  Rather than that, a more convincing move would be…

Javier tossed the blanket on top of the basket, and hooked his free arm around Lloyd’s to walk arm in arm.
“...!”
“Something to say, Master Lloyd?” Javier said, glancing around. There were more people as they approached the park.
Lloyd followed his line of sight and pursed his lips.
“The move was just very sudden…”
“I am rather concerned you will be easily lost among the crowds as we get further into the park,” he said, blatantly looking down at Lloyd.
“You! You are only two inches taller, thank you very much!” Lloyd squawked, gripping the arm in his tightly in indignation. 
Javier was always amused by his reactions.

  So easy to draw out, and he never pokes back.

Indeed, Lloyd grumbled but didn’t say anything more after that, glancing down occasionally at their linked arms.
They made it into the park, the early autumn season bringing a tinge of color to the trees around them. There were people strolling around, enjoying the scenery before the cold crept in. Some were on their lunch breaks, others were arm in arm with another. Most had their eye on Javier and Lloyd when they walked past and realized who they were.
The pair found a place a little ways from one of the paths, but still within line of sight of anyone on it. Near a large tree and with a clear view of the river, it was an excellent spot. Javier finally unhooked from Lloyd to lay the blanket down. The moment it was laid flat, Lloyd looked down into his pockets.
“Alright, you lot – be free!”
Four little cheers came from his pockets, and suddenly all four summons were cheerfully playing along the edges of the blanket. Javier, though pleased to see the summons so delighted, was surprised at their appearance. Apparently Lloyd could tell.
“If I get a break, they certainly deserve one too,” he said, matter of fact.
Javier watched Lloyd smile down at his excited summons, and felt his heart give a little tug at the sentiment. He shook his head, and reached to unpack the food.
The afternoon was a rare one. Lloyd normally kept up a frantic pace, and it was only their occasional strolls around the county together that Javier could see the man take a breather he always claimed he wanted. Javier was not one to be idle either, but he did not mind the calm afternoon of relaxing and occasionally chatting. It was less pretentious than the tea garden, and quieter as well. Even if he was well aware of people passing on the path a few dozen meters away, whispering to one another, the breeze through the trees made him softly nostalgic for home.
The sun was nearly creeping towards the horizon when two of those voices on the path approached. Javier turned his gaze to the side, away from the pile of napping summons. Lloyd caught the movement and turned to look as well.
“Fortuitous timing, Lloyd Frontera, we were just speaking of you,” came an elegant voice.
Countess Dantes delicately picked her way over to the edge of their blanket, with Count Paris blazing the path to them first despite looking disgruntled. Lloyd looked up at the two and put on his business smile.
“Good things, I hope?” he asked, glancing between Lord Paris’s burning gaze and Lady Dantes’s keen one.
“Your hope is well placed, young lord,” Lady Dantes smiled. “I was just telling Lord Paris that I came across Viscount Nort and was absolutely charmed by how well the garden construction plans were shaping up.”
“Of course,” Lord Paris huffed, “I would expect nothing less from the esteemed Lord Nort and Master Builder Lloyd Frontera. Such talent on display.”
“Ah. Thank you, Lord Paris. You’re too kind,” Lloyd said. He kept his pleasantly humble business face on, but Javier could feel the confusion radiating off of him. Javier was also puzzled at the sudden change of heart from the count.
“Think nothing of it; it’s the truth after all,” Lord Paris harrumphed. “But speaking of such talent, I would be greatly interested in speaking with you about potential work within my own fiefdom. My impressive and handsome eldest son spoke well of similar work you’ve done in the past. I’m sure he would be pleased to discuss things more in depth with you.”
Javier couldn’t decide if he was dumbfounded or impressed by the sheer gall of Lord Paris still trying to pursue Lloyd while his betrothed was sitting right next to him. By Dantes’ frozen smile, and Lloyd’s slightly bugged out eyes, he wasn’t alone. After a moment of clear mental calculation, Lloyd suddenly shot his hand out and latched onto one of Javier’s own. Despite seeing the move coming, Javier still stiffened up.
“An intriguing prospect, my lord,” Lloyd said with a strained smile. “I’m still enjoying the evening with Javier here, so perhaps we can meet for a business meeting after work tomorrow to discuss whether to send my engineers over there.”
Javier tried to loosen his stiff posture and move his and Lloyd’s hands to a more natural position, struggling not to make it obvious that they were painfully unused to the action. At least linking arms hadn’t felt too uncomfortable – the hand holding still felt as unusual as it had earlier in the day.
Whether Lord Paris believed them or not, Javier still received a nasty glare from the man before he gave a huff.
“Very well,” he groused, already stepping away from the blanket, “Come by the tea garden after your work tomorrow. We will discuss the matter between the two of us over a meal.”
“Have a good evening, Lord Paris,” Lloyd said, pulling Javier’s hand a little closer. Lord Paris scowled at the sight and began his trek back to the path.
Lady Dantes glanced between Lloyd and Lord Paris, looking torn between amused and apologetic. After a moment, amusement won, and she gave a small airy chuckle.
“Apologies, young lord,” she said, politely covering her smile, “I had no idea he had plans to say… that. Rather bold of him.”
“Countess!” Lord Paris bellowed, nearly at the path. “My time runs short. I must appeal to your goodwill and ask that we finish our business quickly.”
Lady Dantes gave a small sigh and snuck both Javier and Lloyd an weary look.
“He was the one who suggested we come over here in the first place,” she said, shaking her head. “I must go. Sir Javier Asrahan, perhaps we will meet properly another time. I hope you both have a pleasant evening.”
She delicately plucked her skirts up and picked her way back to the path with an impatient Lord Paris. The moment the duo were well out of sight, Lloyd let out a huge sigh and promptly fell onto his back, dropping Javier’s hand.
“Ugh, it’s going to take a while to butter these lords up and convince them. At least they’re focused on us now, rather than fighting each other.” Lloyd frowned at the pinkening sky, agitatedly wiggling his fingers.
Javier hummed in agreement, looking down. While it was a relief that the awkward hand holding was over, his hand felt a bit empty now. He scooped a drowsy Bangul and gave her some small pets to make up for the odd sensation. Lloyd turned over to properly glance at the river and the beginnings of the sunset upon it. He reached over to a dozing Ppodong and gave him some gentle scritches.
“At least the view is nice,” Lloyd said.
Javier pulled his eyes from the man in front of him to the sky. He hummed in agreement.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          Originally Ggoming was meant to be napping in Lloyd's hair at the end, but I realized that would make the whole conversation between nobles a bit too silly lol
---
GASP. solarisetlesetoiles made some incredible fanart for this chapter and I can't stop thinking about it.

        

      







              

  


  
    
      Chapter 7: Tipping Point
    


    


      
        Notes:

          tw emetophobia (non graphic)
Edit 06/14/25: Changed a word for better clarity


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

      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    As the trend had been since the new sleeping arrangements, Lloyd was the first to wake up the morning after their “date”.

  Though, despite how waking up early was to make things less awkward, I guess I’m already getting used to the new setup.

It hadn’t been that long, but change could be quick to settle into normalcy. He stared at Javier’s smooth, completely knocked out sleeping face for a moment before shaking himself and getting dressed for the day.
He was in the midst of munching on a bread roll and reading the mail when a sleepy Javier emerged. Lloyd held up the opened envelope while still reading.
“Got mail,” he said.
A sleepy hum came from behind. A moment later he forced himself not to jump as a hand pressed gently to his shoulder while Javier leaned over him to grab his own roll. He glanced up just in time to find Javier drowsily considering the letter in his hands.
“What is it?” Javier mumbled.
Lloyd cleared his throat.

  So much for getting used to things.

“The count and countess have started to arrange the formalities of the wedding,” Lloyd said, focusing back on the letter. “We can’t go home until we’re done here, which works out since the countess needs time to prepare for another big event. She’s gotten in contact with an event coordinator in Magenta to help sort out things here that we’ll need to be in person for.”
Javier was quiet for a moment before he stepped back. Lloyd’s shoulder was weirdly cold now that there wasn’t a hand on it. He turned to find Javier gazing down at his breakfast roll without focus. The look was inscrutable, so Lloyd just turned back to the table and continued speaking, fishing for any response.
“Looking at the plans Viscount Nort has whipped up, we’ll probably be done by either spring or early summer, depending on the help we get from Her Majesty. So the event coordinator should have plenty of time to do what they need to do… ugh, I hope that doesn’t mean they’ll go overboard with the extra time. The countess knows it’s not really real, there’s no need to go wild. At least it seems like it’s a given that the event won’t be held here during the construction work.”
“It would make sense the wedding would be at home,” Javier finally said, sitting down and gazing at the table with a furrowed brow.

  Well, when he says it like that…

Lloyd felt he had a good grasp on how his plans would look in motion, even while still in the planning stages. To get where he was, he made sure to think over a lot of possibilities, combing over any eventualities he could cook up. Even this odd scheme to get the nobility off his, and the fiefdom’s, back was not without thought.
The idea of a wedding, his wedding, being set up was certainly a weird feeling he hadn’t anticipated though.

  And one I don’t feel like dealing with!

Lloyd folded the letter back down, shot up out of his seat, and clapped his hands. Javier blinked at the sudden change.
“Alright, not all of us can have a lazy morning! I’m heading out,” Lloyd said, gathering his sleepy summons. “I’ll see you after the meeting with Lord Paris this evening.”
***

  Swish! Swish!

Javier maintained his form and diligently swung his sword, working the muscles required for the task. Less flashy than practicing mana usage or his techniques, it was still important to maintain the basics during training. It was also, however, not his most mentally stimulating exercise, and he felt his thoughts drifting. Namely to the morning.

  I still do not think meeting Count Paris alone is a good idea.

Javier had inquired when he should meet Lloyd to go to the meeting together, only to be told not to bother. It was a business meeting, Lloyd said, and if it ended up not being a real one, Lloyd could just leave. Also, the count was clearly agitated with Javier’s presence, and Lloyd wanted to get the meeting over with quickly. Javier conceded in the end, though he couldn’t imagine the meeting being anything more than a cover for the count to be more shameless, especially without Lloyd’s so-called betrothed nearby.

  …Being betrothed has only gotten stranger.

The letter from home truly brought to light the thought he had been delicately boxing up out of sight. Come next spring or summer, he and Lloyd Frontera would be married. It was not just a scheme during the stay in the capital, it was not some fancy words from Lloyd’s silver tongue that would melt away after a few months. They will finish the garden, go home, and then…
He focused harder on his swings, concentrating on the tip of his blade.
Javier did not think he would marry anyone due to dedicating his life to being a knight to Count Frontera. Being a knight for the man was his sole goal in life, one he was dedicated to with every fiber of his being. Marriage wasn’t off the table but… it was rare for anyone to catch his eye. He accepted love letters out of kindness and duty (and recently to tease Lloyd), and kept an open mind, but romance felt unimportant compared to dedicating himself to the Fronteras and the estate.
But since Lloyd’s change… Javier finished his sword swings and stared at the ground, frowning.
He was petty, weird, and sly, but Lloyd was wholeheartedly dedicated to the fiefdom, and hardworking in all his endeavors. If he searched deep in his heart, Javier knew he was someone he wanted to protect. Similar to Julian, but not at all the same.
Javier sighed.

  Enough. I have no need to ponder any of this.

If he could protect the fiefdom and Lloyd from something as complex as political agitations, then he would do so. There was no need to distract from the present with vague thoughts. With some relief, he boxed up his feelings and focused on his exercise once more.
***
The first pinks of sunset accompanied Javier to the Guest Quarters as he walked back for the evening. He nodded to the wary guards out front of the building, and wondered if he should do more meditation training with his additional free time. All ideas were put on hold when he entered and, to his surprise, found Lloyd vigorously wiping his boots on the entrance rug.
He was completely dripping wet, clothes sticking to him like a second skin. And splashed with impressive chunks of mud as well.
“Master Lloyd?”
Lloyd jumped and whipped around.
“Jeez, warn a guy!”
Javier was about to retort that he just did when he noticed one last thing – Lloyd gently cradling a very muddy and very morose-looking Hamang. Javier glanced up, brows furrowed. Lloyd, over his scare already, saw his confusion and shot Javier a crooked smile.
“Ah, yeah, I decided to come back first to wash up and change. There was a misunderstanding from, ah, an anonymous worker at the river today, and someone dumped water onto the loose dirt instead of the compact ground,” Lloyd said, eyes twinkling.
At that, Hamang gave a guilty cry. Lloyd just chuckled and pat his head good-naturedly.
Javier felt a smile sneak onto his face at the scene.
“Anyway,” Lloyd said, striding towards the stairs to their floor, “bath, then change, and then I’ll head out to Paris’s meeting.”
“I can have a message sent to the tea garden to warn him of the delay,” Javier said, falling into step beside him.
“Nah. I left a little early; I’ll just be quick about getting cleaned up, and apologize in person.”
“Hamang!” the little hippo cried from Lloyd’s hands.
“Hmm? You want to help?” Lloyd asked.
“Hamang! Hamamang!”
“You’re not wrong,” Lloyd chuckled, “it would be faster to have you get the water than the servants having to do it.”
Hamang puffed his chest out proudly and gave a cry that, even to Javier’s untrained ears, clearly said leave it to me. Lloyd paused his stride and grabbed one of the few unmuddy parts of his shirt.
“Let’s at least make sure you’re not tracking mud when you’re walking around, yeah?” he muttered while wiping Hamang’s paws. “Javier, join his epic quest and make sure no one bothers him.”
“Understood.”
And so Javier gently carted a partially muddy Hamang to the water pump, and then accompanied a 5 foot tall Hamang on his way back. He was glad he did, as a few of the guards near the back entrance watched them suspiciously.
Upon return to their rooms, the rest of the summons greeted them cheerfully from their chair. Javier nodded to them, but the dining table caught his eye. Surprisingly, they had more mail since the morning – a package with a card, in fact.
“Over here!” Lloyd’s cry came from the bedroom. Javier and Hamang followed the voice and found that Lloyd had already set up the large wooden tub. As Hamang filled it up, Lloyd chucked his muddy vest on top of his muddy shoes that he had placed on a discarded towel. He then stared consideringly at the wardrobe, his muddy hands hovering in thought. Javier internally rolled his eyes and stepped in front of him to pull out a set of clean clothes, and another clean towel. Lloyd raised his eyebrows at him when he turned around to place them on the bed.
“What, looking for a raise by adding servant to your title too?” he smirked. He crossed his arms, slick shirt clinging to them. Javier eyed the places it bunched up. It looked uncomfortably snug.
“Your items were in the way of my own,” Javier replied tonelessly. He flicked his eyes away and reached into the wardrobe again to grab a clean outfit for himself after his training.
“Hamang!” Hamang gave a cheerful cry, once more small on the floor, the tub full of water.
“Good job,” Lloyd grinned crookedly down at him. “Now both of you, shoo. I can heat up my own bath, thank you very much.”
Javier scooped up Hamang with his free hand as Lloyd knelt down to stick his hand into the tub, whipping the water’s mana to a frenzy, getting the tub warm quicker than any poor servant could with dozens of buckets over a hearth. Closing the door behind him to the living area, Javier finally cleaned up poor Hamang and placed the cheerful hippo with his friends on their usual armchair. His curiosity kept dragging his eyes towards the package and card, but he made sure to conduct himself properly, and cleaned himself up and changed before allowing himself to investigate.
Upon approach, he felt his interest immediately dim. The card was addressed to him in a familiarly saccharine-sweet scrawl.

  Oh dear Sir Javier Asrahan,


  Your noble visage, your silver hair, your elegant form; from the moment I saw you, I knew you were special. I have recently heard tell of the news pertaining to you, and can only wish you the best my heart can offer. I must congratulate you upon your betrothal, as well as your upcoming rise to nobility. For someone such as you, these treats, as sweet as my heart, are just what you deserve.


  Fare well,


  An admirer

Javier took in the expensive cardstock and ornate scrawl. The circumstances surrounding the gift were strange, but the card and gift themselves weren’t unusual. A classic love letter-turned-forlorn-congratulations, from a shy or miserable admirer. Unlike the women who invaded the training hall, however, there was no issue in accepting, as there was no one around to cast judgement. It felt rude to ignore it. He carefully opened the gift and felt his brows lift in surprise. It was a small tray of chocolate bonbons.

  An expensive card I can understand, but chocolate? They must have spent a great deal of money on just some gifted treats… though perhaps they fell for the people touting it as an aphrodisiac.

He grimaced. He had received stranger gifts, though. And no matter what any admirer may think, no treat or potion would sway him.
He debated on whether to try the rare sweet when the bedroom door popped open again. Lloyd was drying his hair with a towel and tugging his vest on when he spotted the gift.
“Ohh, chocolate? Haven’t seen that in a while,” Lloyd said, eyes lighting up. He pulled over beside Javier in a heartbeat.
“You have had chocolate?” Javier asked, unable to keep the incredulity out of his tone.
Lloyd paused, before returning to his hair drying.
“Sure,” he said casually. “I’m not in your view 24/7, right?”

  He’s not the type to waste money on treats… surely it wasn’t a gift?

“Anyways,” Lloyd said, dropping the towel around his neck to squint down at the bonbons, “what’s with the gift?”
Rather than explaining, Javier simply held the card out. Lloyd accepted it, eyebrows raised, and Javier watched in amusement as his expression morphed from curiosity to irritation.
“Yikes. You’re still going to get these even while engaged, huh?” Lloyd said, a little bitter.
Javier thought to tease him and provoke more entertaining reactions, but his eyes caught on a water droplet escaping down the line of Lloyd’s throat.

  How… untidy.

Distracted, he almost missed the glint of mischief in Lloyd’s eyes as he tucked the card into his back pocket. Javier couldn’t miss the way he snatched one of the bonbons though.
“Gotta watch your sugar intake there, Sir Sweet Tooth” Lloyd smirked, holding the bonbon up teasingly, “As your betrothed, I think I’ll help split your gift.”
Javier couldn’t help his huff of amusement.
“Unlike the young master, I have been gifted sweets before, and as such hold no special attachment to them or feel the need to keep them all,” Javier stated. “Additionally, my betrothed should watch his own sugar intake. He’s wise enough to know better.”
“Hmm?”
“Afterall, they say wisdom comes from old age.”
“...”
“And he’s practically ancient.”
“...”
Lloyd gave a bitter pout and popped the stolen treat into his mouth with a grumble. Javier snorted.
“Is your age also the reason you feel the need to snatch the chocolates for aphrodisiac reasons?”
Lloyd actually rolled his eyes at that, taking the towel off his neck to weakly flap it against Javier’s arm in retaliation. Javier dodged and huffed a laugh, turning to the sweets and debating whether to grab a bonbon of his own, or to keep up the ribbing.
“Chocolate doesn’t work like… that…”
Lloyd froze mid sentence.
Javier paused and glanced back in confusion. Lloyd’s wide eyes darted in the air like he did sometimes, as if he was reading something. Lloyd visibly paled, and Javier felt his hackles raise when he sensed the roar of sudden mana usage. Lloyd glanced down at the treats.
“Javier. Do not eat those,” Lloyd choked out seriously.
Javier felt his heart freeze when Lloyd snatched the desk wastebasket, and started to gag.
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    Chapter Text

    Lloyd was being ruthlessly roasted after teasing Javier’s sweet tooth when he heard a familiar ping.

  Ding Dong.


  [Warning: Danger!]


  [Manaheart Skill Option 2: Complete Poison Resistance has been activated.]


  [You have ingested a powerful compound toxin “Lunatica.”]


  [Your skill makes you highly resistant to all types of poison. Death is not imminent, however removal is recommended to prevent damage to bodily systems.]


  What?!

Lloyd froze, shocked mind whirling with a dozen thoughts and questions. Chief among them was the realization that he needed to make sure he read his skills more carefully. Poison resistance apparently didn’t mean immunity. But who would even poison–

  Focus! You’ve done this before! What’s most important?

The more dire the situation, the more calm he needed to be. He could feel his muscle tissue and veins already screaming aloud. There was no time to speculate. He shoved down his climbing alarm.

  Ziiing!


  [The Asrahan Core Technique Skill Option 4: Circle Shift has been activated.]


  [All circles are set to gear six. Fixed at RPM 6,000.]


  Argh. Okay. Okay. Step one. Keep the poison trapped in the spin of the mana circles, not my actual body. 

“Javier. Do not eat those,” Lloyd choked out.

  Step two, really important. I can only help one person at a time.

He dove to the desk in the corner and snatched the wastebasket. He shoved his head over it, and, pushing down his disgust, forced himself to start gagging.

  Step three. It’s early still – if I can get some poison out the traditional way, that’s easier.

Gasping above the full basket, he felt marginally better, the pressure on his veins lessening. But his mana circles screeched along, racing to keep the rest of the sticky, oily poison from touching him. Through his panting, he heard Javier call his name in alarm. An arm appeared in his vision. Lloyd felt a surge of panic, suddenly understanding his intentions.
Lloyd swatted Javier’s hands away, as strong as he could manage. He achingly pushed himself to make eye contact with a shocked Javier.
“Don’t,” he gritted out, voice scratchy, “Same poison as queen’s. Sticks to mana. Don’t touch mana.”
Javier made some sound of disagreement, but Lloyd focused on maintaining his mana circle speed and his breathing. He forced himself to ignore the sound of Javier shuffling uncertainly and his summons crying out in fear.

  In. Out. Keep going.


  Ding Dong.


  [Warning: Danger!]


  [Due to an interruption from a powerful substance, the maximum rotation number for Circle Shift will be limited to five.]


  [All circles are set to gear five by force. Fixed at RPM 5,000.]

Cough! His mana circles slowed down. The trapped poison violently fought back against the mana trying to contain it.

  Come on. Step four.

“Window,” he choked out, shakily holding his hand up. Lloyd’s arm was instantly grabbed and pulled over Javier’s shoulder, lifting him off the ground and dragging him to the closest window. His vision started to swim.

  Step– step five.

“S-sword.”
In the back of Lloyd’s mind, he was relieved to see Javier have a flash of understanding. Javier’s sword was unsheathed with a metallic shing! and practically slapped into his hands. The instant Javier reached around him and got the window open, Lloyd adjusted the circle gear shift himself.

  2:3:3 ratio!

Ziiing! His circles locked in to the appropriate speed. He shakily raised the sword until a hand from Javier latched on to his own and helped direct the point out the window quicker.
Lloyd let loose a triple mana blast out into the evening sky.

  Boooom!

And another.

  Boooom!

And one more, until all his mana was finally drained, burning up the poison in the process.

  Boooom!

He dropped, exhausted. He was caught from behind, and Javier hurriedly guided Lloyd to the floor, making sure the sword dropped away from him.

  Whew.

No more muscle tissue and veins screaming in pain.
He gave a shaky thumbs up to Javier.
“All good now,” he grinned up weakly.
Using manablasts to the limit felt like getting a beating, but it was better than his muscles being melted by poison. He might feel like he had the worst flu possible and want to pass out, but a win was a win.
Javier instantly pressed a hand to his chest, and Lloyd felt a rush of familiar mana as Javier investigated for himself.
Boneless and exhausted, Lloyd let himself relax, not caring one bit that he was leaning back into a distressed Javier’s lap.
The danger had passed. He could take a load off, take a breather, and relax.
Especially when sharing mana.
It felt like getting a massage after drinking a bowl of warm soup. He did his best not to hum at the pleasant sensation flowing through him.
Javier let out a sigh from above him, some tension bleeding out from his shoulders.
“It seems you are correct,” he agreed quietly.
The mana transfer didn’t stop, however. Javier must have realized Lloyd was completely tapped out, and a gentle wave of mana flowed through him to give him a boost. Which was nice. And warm. He no longer needed to pass out, and, instead, kind of just wanted to nap. Though after a few moments, maybe it was a bit too comfortable.

  Uncomfortably comfortable?

“Ugh, enough, help me off the floor,” Lloyd mumbled.
Javier complied, and the gentle warmth ceased as he slowly helped Lloyd get to a standing position, arm once more thrown over his shoulder, another firmly around his waist. Javier’s mouth opened, only to freeze and whip his head to the door with a cold look.

  Bam bam bam!

A fierce thundering knock came from their front door.
“By the power of Her Majesty's guard, halt!”
Snick! Their door unlocked and suddenly there were a half dozen guards bursting into their chambers, looking around wildly. Lloyd wasn’t sure when it happened, but Javier’s hand that had been holding his arm over his shoulder suddenly had his sword held aloft instead, only for it to dip upon recognizing it was the palace guards entering.
“Search the corners!” The lead guard shouted to his group. He turned to Lloyd and Javier and spoke urgently. “Young Lord Frontera and Sir Asrahan, we saw explosions from your windows. Has there been an assault in your rooms?”

  Assault? More like someone snuck something… in…

Lloyd’s eyes caught on the guards aggressively combing their rooms. He recognized most of the group.
Exhausted and only upright thanks to Javier, Lloyd made a split second decision. He pinched Javier before he could open his mouth, which earned him a dirty look.
“Goodness, you all got here so fast!” Lloyd said with a tired grin. “But I’m sorry to say we’ve wasted your time. I just caught a little mana cold and accidentally let loose some fire. I should be over it by morning!”
Lloyd was very grateful Javier had already turned his head to face him. Though maybe difficult for the average person to notice, he had an expression that made it clear he thought Lloyd had said something incredibly bizarre and stupid.
“A… mana cold?” The lead guard hesitated, his drawn sword drooping. A few of the guards within earshot paused in confusion as well, though after a moment they continued rummaging through any nooks and crannies, some far less careful than others. Lloyd didn’t miss the dirty looks one or two sent their way either.
“Mhmm, yup, mana cold, they’re a thing,” Lloyd said, nodding. “Absolutely exhausted. Don’t worry, I’ll rest up for the rest of the evening. Look, my betrothed was about to take me to bed. Weren’t you?”
Javier examined Lloyd for a moment, before slowly nodding and turning back to the lead guard.
“He needs rest,” he intoned, truthfully.
The lead guard looked absolutely bewildered, his urgency completely lost.
“Er. Alright, my lord,” he hesitated. “I’ll make sure we do our sweep quietly and let you rest.”
“Have I mentioned it’s contagious?”
“Contagious?”
“Mhmm. Very.”
“...”
The lead guard started to sweat a little. He hurriedly sheathed his sword.
“Right. Understood. Please go rest, and I’ll wrap up the men.”
“Thank you,” Lloyd smiled crookedly.
With an encouraging tug from Lloyd, Javier dragged him back to the bedroom and firmly sat him onto the bed, clearly confused, unhappy, and ready to complain. Lloyd just let himself fall back completely flat, his already low energy tanking. The shuffling of the guards scrambling out of their rooms could be heard, along with something else he had been forced to ignore until now.
“Go get the kids, I can hear them sniffling,” Lloyd said wearily.
The mention of the summons softened the irate knight. As Javier walked away, Lloyd closed his eyes and let out an exhausted sigh in the finally quiet rooms. His whole body ached. He could use Supercharge and suck up a bunch of mana, but he didn’t particularly feel like destroying their rooms and moving again.

  I’m gonna sleep like a rock tonight. Though first…

Javier’s quiet walk suddenly picked up pace, and Lloyd opened his eyes to see him burst back to the bedroom with a handful of teary summons and an intense look on his face.
“The tray of chocolates is gone,” Javier said.
Lloyd felt a bitter smile creep onto his face.
“Yeah, thought as much.”
Javier opened his mouth, stared at him for a moment, before he deflated and closed it. He let out an irritated huff instead.
“...I will be right back.”
Javier stepped next to the bed and gently dumped all the summons next to the horizontal Lloyd. The little summons crowded around Lloyd as Javier left the room again. Lloyd made sure to give pats and scratches to his little companions, reassuring each that he was fine.
When Javier returned, Lloyd was forcefully tucked into his side of the bed and sat upright using most of the pillows, a glass of water shoved into his hands and summons securely nuzzled to his side. Lloyd watched, amused, as Javier carefully cleared Lloyd’s bedside table of his books and old cups in order to place the water pitcher down, even while still sending him icy glares.
“Alright, alright, you’re going to explode at this rate. Let it all out,” Lloyd said with a lopsided smile, leaning back into his pillow pile.
“It was foolish to try and neutralize the poisoning on your own,” Javier shot out immediately.
Lloyd blinked.

  Huh, not the thing I thought he’d start with.

“Well, I’ve already done it before, what’s one more time?” Lloyd joked, hoping to ease the tensions.
“Master Lloyd,” Javier’s glare somehow got more frigid.
“Whew,” Lloyd winced, “I’m only half joking though. The poison was the same as the one used on the queen. It was better for me to handle it than you – I learned last time how to get rid of it.”

  Plus I have some handy-dandy poison resistance to keep me alive longer than other people.

“I could have helped and done the same procedure–” Javier tried to say.
“We have no idea if the process would work the same with you,” Lloyd interrupted. “The poison sticks to mana. I could flush it completely out of my body by dumping all my mana into a few manablasts. You, however-”
He poked Javier’s chest, staring up at him firmly.
“-are a swordmaster with literally inexhaustible mana.”
Javier didn’t say anything, clearly agitated but unable to retort. Point firmly made, Lloyd took a sip of his water. After a minute of nursing his glass, he glanced back to Javier who was still stewing.
“More than one question, I’m guessing?” he prompted him.
Javier’s eyes jumped back to him, fiercely glinting.
“Why did we just send away the royal guards when you have just been poisoned?”

  Here's what I expected.

“Counterpoint – how did the chocolates get into our rooms?” Lloyd questioned, brows raised.
“Excuse me?”
“Anyone can enter the Guest Quarters once they get past the guards,” Lloyd said, tapping his fingers against his glass in thought. “But anyone the guards don’t recognize as a guest, they’d investigate. That leaves guests, servants, and guards as people who can get into the building without inspection. And guests can’t get into our rooms.”
Javier frowned.
“That still leaves a large pool of candidates, of which the royal guard could help narrow things down,” he argued.
“Come on, you must have recognized them from the training hall,” Lloyd squinted at Javier. “I’ve only been there once since we arrived, and even I could tell at least half of them were part of the faction that has it out for you.”
Javier pursed his lips.
“I’m all for snitching,” Lloyd said, “but for all we know, literally all those guards hated our guts and were in on it. Heck, even if none of them were in on it – though clearly someone was, judging by the missing chocolate – that would still be bad news for us if we brought it up. It would be a bad look if we accused the queen’s guard of incompetence, let alone aiding and abetting a poisoning. Bringing it up would have led those rowdy guards, who already don’t like you, into a fight, and lead to a PR nightmare when news got out we battled with the queen’s guards during an official investigation.”
“It would only be a temporary issue,” Javier insisted. “The truth would rise to the surface. Both that we were defending ourselves and that you were poisoned.”
Lloyd shook his head.
“First of all,” Lloyd said firmly, “in the time it would take the queen to investigate the truth, it would look like we were trying to paint ourselves as fake martyrs and smear the name of the queen and her security. We can’t afford to look bad right now. Frontera County is barely treading water while the nobles try to tear each other down, and we’re not even the target. Having every noble family thinking we’re snubbing the queen, even for a week, could spell disaster,” Lloyd grimaced down into his glass. “No. We’ll look for the culprit on our own, and provide all the evidence at once.”
Javier looked dizzy at the mental math. Honestly Lloyd kind of wanted that nap, this time not because he was cozy. He was glad he made the right call in a split second; speaking his thought process out loud helped reassure him that his quick judgement was sound.
He placed his cup onto the side table.
“And secondly?” Lloyd said, sitting up to dig into his pockets. “That poison wasn’t meant for me.”
He pulled out the card that came attached to the gift and handed it back to Javier.
“It was meant for you,” Lloyd said with a bitter smile.
Javier looked a little stunned accepting the card, the scope of what happened finally coming into focus. Lloyd hunched over, staring at the card in Javier’s hands too.
“No name for the ‘admirer’ makes even more sense now,” Lloyd continued, fingers tapping against each other in thought. “And the expensive cardstock and chocolates means a wealthy merchant or noble is involved. Getting the sweets to our rooms means either servants or guards are in their employ, and them disappearing means at least one guard is for sure. The fact it’s addressed to you, and the timing, means it’s related to the engagement.”

  The poison being the same as the one used for the queen’s assassination… that’s a trickier clue.

Lloyd frowned. Coincidence didn’t mean correspondence. He’d been shown over and over again that his knowledge from The Knight of Blood and Iron wasn’t enough to understand everything in this world. He could make a safe guess about the guards because he’d been around them for weeks. But the queen’s poisoning was a one time event. The use of Lunatica was something to keep in the back of his mind for now.
Another wave of exhaustion hit Lloyd, his brain slowly frying from the overwork after everything. He pulled himself back from his rumination to find Javier still thumbing at the card seriously. As if he could sense it, Javier glanced up at the look.
“I am aware we expected retaliation but… this seems excessive,” Javier said.
Lloyd deflated back into his pillows with a sigh.
“Mmm. And much sneakier than I would have guessed,” Lloyd agreed.
They sat in silence, each stewing in their thoughts about the night. When Javier finally stood to go clean up their living area, one more thought occurred to Lloyd.

  He was going to be home alone before I accidentally came back early.

He felt goosebumps rise at the thought and shivered.

  I’ll give Hamang a treat in the morning.

***
A few hours later, in the middle of the night, Javier awoke with a small gasp. The after images of a convulsing Lloyd were forcefully rubbed from his eyes. Still blurred, he opened them and flicked them to the side to find his bedmate. Still there. Still breathing.
Getting back to sleep wasn’t an option, but he allowed himself to lay an inch closer to the gentle sound of Lloyd’s rhythmic breathing. The sound fought back against memories of gasping breaths, and lulled him into a restful drowse until morning.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          We finally get to the "Mystery" part of my tags LOL. Gotta maintain their relationship status while also figuring this out? Sounds like a lot! Hang in there boys.
Fun fact: This scene is actually one of the first fully fleshed out scenes I ever thought of for this fic, and it's partly why this fic exploded from a kernel of an idea to a 25 chapter beast.
We will be back to a chapter every two weeks again - Next chapter is May 17th.

        

      







              

  


  
    
      Chapter 9: Investigations
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    Chapter Text

    Their investigation began in the early morning, before Lloyd needed to head to work.
Lloyd knocked on the doorframe of the large bustling kitchen of the Guest Quarters, Javier hovering by his side. He caught the attention of a young maid nearby.
“Young lord Frontera, Sir Asrahan, good morning!” she called out, jogging over. She curtseyed. “I hope you’re feeling well this morning, sir.”
“I’m fit as a fiddle, thank you,” Lloyd grinned. “Thanks for giving Lord Paris that message last night.”
“Of course, sir!” the maid exclaimed. “If you’re here to see how he responded, he was most shocked at the news you couldn’t make your meeting due to your mana cold.”
Lloyd could practically feel the aura of disbelief and pity rolling off of Javier at the mention of the mana cold idea being used again. He shot back a look saying don’t start. Javier stepped away, innocently avoiding his gaze. Lloyd turned back to the young maid with a strained smile.
“Actually, I’m here because we got a gift last night. We seem to have lost the card that came with it. We were hoping to know who had it sent to us?”
“Um,” the maid said, enthusiasm dimming. “I’m aware we had a box delivered yesterday, but I don’t know if I can say more than that, young lord.”
So it was the servants who delivered it.
“Aw, that’s too bad,” Lloyd said, tugging his face into pitiful disappointment. “We were hoping to ask the sender where they got the sweets from. They’d be so nice to have at the wedding.”
He gestured to Javier, who was drifting around. Javier caught their eyes, and gave the maid a nod. She looked touched, but also hopped from foot to foot, clearly still uncomfortable.
An old voice came from the side.
“What the young miss is trying to say, young lord, is that we have a strict client confidentiality rule here.”
Lloyd turned to find the head maid approaching with a stern look on her face.
“Oh, I don’t want to put you all in a tight spot,” Lloyd gave a sad little sigh. “Is there no chance you could make an exception to help Count and Countess Frontera’s wedding planning?”
He brought his hands together, pleading mournfully. The maid looked incredibly touched, but the head maid held firm, shaking her head.
“We keep all noble matters quiet. Even if you had the authority or rank, client confidentiality means we cannot give you the answers you seek. We ask for your forgiveness instead, young lord,” she replied sternly, head held high.
Javier drifted back to Lloyd’s side. Lloyd gave a sigh, and stood up straight.
“No, no. No forgiveness needed, you’re right of course,” Lloyd said, shaking his head with his hand to his heart. “I shouldn’t be putting you in this position in the first place. We’ll research the food on our own. Thank you for your time.”
The head maid relaxed and the maid looked chipper once more.
“Thanks, young lord Frontera!” the maid chirped. “You’re welcome back anytime!”
“Though we promise the pull rope in your room makes it just as simple for us to go to you, as it is for you to come down here, young lord Frontera,” the head maid said with a small crooked smile.
“Message received loud and clear, head maid,” Lloyd chuckled.
He waved goodbye and walked out, Javier in tow. After walking for a little bit, Javier quietly spoke up.
“I did not sense any traces of poisons in the kitchens. It is true that it must have been made and brought in from elsewhere.”
“Thought as much. It would be a bit obvious to poison something with so many people around. The maids confirmed that it was a gift they were told to deliver.”
“But they cannot tell us more than that… We may be at a dead end.”
“Oh, no, we got plenty of info to work with,” Lloyd said, eyes glimmering.
Javier glanced over at him, confused.
“The head maid herself stepped in to interrupt the maid from speaking,” Lloyd said, his brain sorting the whole kitchen interaction into place. “And while client confidentiality applies to everyone, she was very emphatic, as if she was familiar with the person. And she let a few things slip. She said they keep noble matters secret, so we’re not looking for a wealthy merchant. And after I reminded her that I was requesting this as the son of a count, she let slip that even with the confidentiality, I didn’t outrank the person.”
Lloyd stopped in the middle of the hall with a snap of his fingers, and spun to face Javier with a sly grin.
“We’re looking for a Count, Countess, or higher,” he continued, “and one that people in the palace know well enough that even maids know to keep their mouths sealed tight.”
Javier blinked at him with wide eyes. Lloyd continued unabated.
“There’s a fair number of families who rank that high in the kingdom, but only so many who visit the palace regularly. We’ll investigate the cardstock to help narrow that list down a bit, too. I have an idea for that.” Lloyd rubbed his fingers in thought. “But for now, I gotta meet up with Viscount Nort. Go search our rooms for residual poison before heading off to the training hall, yeah?”
Lloyd took one step away, only for Javier to instantly step in front of him.
“Master Lloyd, you cannot just run off after last night,” Javier admonished. “I will be accompanying you to work.”
It was Lloyd’s turn to blink.
“But the rooms…?”
“I shall double check after the work day is done. There is an assassin running about, and Master Lloyd has no sense of self-preservation.”
“Uh, but they were after you, not me though?”
“I will not take that bet,” Javier said coldly. “Master Lloyd, this is my duty. I do not complain about your work, do I?”
Lloyd's mouth dropped open before he laughed.
“Yes, you do! All the time!” He snorted, but before Javier could retort, he finished his thought. “But sure, fine. Join me the rest of the week. We both get to complain, but still do what’s gotta be done for the job.”
Lloyd leaned in and gave Javier a sleazy smile, amused when he looked down warily.
“So don’t expect any easy tasks during construction, yeah?” Lloyd smirked.
***
“Ouch!”
“I humbly ask that you please hold still, young lord Frontera.”
A few days later, Lloyd grimaced as he continued to be poked and prodded by a studious looking tailor apprentice in their living room. A few steps away it was the same for Javier, with the tailor seriously marking down a bunch of notes on the nearby desk while still firmly holding a measuring string around his arm.
“Oh, young lord! I’m ever so pleased you made time for us on your one free day of the week!” Came a jovial voice behind him. “I had worried today would be a repeat of our brief precious meeting a few days ago.”
A robust older woman with elegant but unique clothes stepped into Lloyds peripheral, holding a large notebook.
“We’re happy to help, Lady Bell,” he said.
Lady Bell gave a wide smile, before laughing heartily and tapping her notebook with her open hand.
“I would hope you’re happy to help with your own wedding, young lord!” she chortled. “Not to worry though, I know how young men can be about all this hullabaloo sometimes.”
Lloyd gave her a sheepish smile.

  Well, to be fair, there are extenuating circumstances.

Lady Bell was the event coordinator Countess Frontera had enlisted to help with the wedding. Though the countess insisted on doing most of the work herself, and most tasks needed to be done in Frontera County anyway, there were a few things that required Lloyd and Javier to be present.

  Like wedding suits.

Lloyd sighed internally about being stuck in a second suit fitting within a few months. It was still better than the meeting they had earlier in the week, where, after introductions, Lady Bell had enthusiastically given them a rundown on all the details the countess had shipped to her about the wedding. For two hours.
He grimaced as another pin gently poked him so the tailor’s apprentice could let go of the measuring string to take notes on the dining table.
“Still, I’m surprised that you’re getting measurements so early, Lady Bell,” Lloyd said measuredly, glaring down at the string. “The garden won’t be done until spring, at least.”
“A few reasons,” Lady Bell said as she wandered over to the dining table herself. She started unloading her large notebook and setting out squares of fabric, making room around the tea set in the center. “The foremost being that I will be rather busy come this winter solstice, as to be expected in my profession, and I want to ensure I have time to properly focus on you and your family’s requirements. But more importantly for the suit fittings, I want to see how the suits will move on you while you’re still taking dance lessons, and ask the instructor’s opinion on–”
Lloyd got aggressively poked as he whipped his head to face Lady Bell.
“Dance lessons???”
Lady Bell paused unloading her notebook to look at him, surprised. After a moment she tutted.
“Young lord, you are the next in line for your fiefdom. There’s no skipping the wedding dance. It’s tradition to symbolically show how you and your chosen partner work together.”
Lloyd’s mouth opened and closed a few times.
“But…”
“While I find your choice of partner rather sweet,” Lady Bell continued, gentler, “you are already bucking the trend, young man. Perhaps a few dance classes will not harm you.”
Lloyd glanced over to Javier. Judging by his subtly raised brows, he didn’t know about this either. Javier caught him looking, and there was a rare moment of silent commiseration between the two.
“Now, now, put aside any embarrassment you two,” Lady Bell smiled. “After all, neither of you will be alone.”
Lloyd tore his eyes away from Javier’s to grumble into the floor.

  Won’t that make it more embarrassing?

Lady Bell glanced over the numbers in the tailors’ notebooks, and gently thanked the duo for their hard work. After unwrapping Lloyd and Javier, they gathered their tools and left the rooms with a bow. Lady Bell waved Lloyd and Javier over to the dining table, now nearly entirely covered with fabric swatches and bead samples.
Lloyd sat with Javier on the opposite side of the table from Lady Bell. She set up some of the teacups and nearly reached for the teapot before Javier gently stopped her.
“Allow me,” he said, deftly taking the teapot, pouring a cup for each person.
“Oh, how sweet of you to help this busy lady out! Thank you, dear,” Lady Bell cooed.
Lloyd cracked a crooked smile as he felt a small swell of mana pour past him from Javier.

  Yeah, sure, just being helpful. Definitely not a new habit at all.

He accepted the teacup handed to him, freshly scanned for poison. Javier stoically took a sip from his own cup, the swell of mana gently receding, his task complete. Lloyd shook his head and focused back on Lady Bell, who had brought her notebook beside her.
“Alright boys, here comes the fun part,” she said. “What are you looking for in these suits? Don’t be shy – any preferences, desires, or whims? What have you dreamed about wearing at your wedding one day?”
Lloyd hid his grimace in a sip of tea.

  Even if this was a real wedding, I don’t think Lorasia knows about tuxedos.

The problem with getting fake-married was that he really didn’t know or care. He felt a bit peeved that Julian had already inherited the count’s wedding suit, having been the first to marry. Wedding suits were already an expensive outfit with no other practical uses, and this one in particular wouldn’t even be for the real deal. Javier looked no better than him, fiddling with his cup and mouth set into a flat line. After a few moments of struggle, Lloyd spoke up.
“I’m sure we wouldn’t mind anything chosen by you Lady Bell,” Lloyd said with a half smile. “We’re not exactly fancy people. We’ll trust your judgement.”
Javier nodded beside him.
Lady Bell looked between the two of them with a suspiciously keen eye. Her eyes twinkled after a moment.
“I will ask more detailed questions that will help me make such a decision later, but let us start with a different question.” She smiled. “I have worked with young couples who felt like you before and the better question is this – what would you like to see the other wear?”
After a quiet moment, Lloyd heard a quiet snort beside him that sounded suspiciously like “veil.” Lloyd whipped around to face a smirking Javier.
“Uh-uh, don’t even think about it!” He whispered aggressively.
“I don’t know, perhaps it will shield everyone from seeing your sneaky smile after a successful con, Master Lloyd–” came the amused murmur.
“You can’t bring up girly outfits when I haven’t forgotten about your time in Naraman, Lady Ella.”
“Erase it–”
“Nope, it’s locked away forever, you little–”
The sound of a throat gently clearing made Lloyd freeze. He turned back to see an amused looking Lady Bell taking a sip of tea and looking politely away. Lloyd embarrassingly settled back down, satisfied that Javier at least looked just as chastised as him. Gaze down on the table, his eyes caught on a nice dark blue swatch.

  Not for me, but for Javier?

Well, that was much easier. Javier, the too-good-looking man at his side, could pull anything off, much to Lloyd’s chagrin. He’d seen the man blown up, beaten up, and run ragged, and still look like he belonged in a painting.

  And he does like wearing blue.

He wanted to wrap this meeting up. He grabbed the nice dark blue swatch that his eyes caught on and held it out to Lady Bell.
“This’ll probably work fine for this guy,” Lloyd grumbled.
“An excellent rich navy,” Lady Bell said with a smile, taking the swatch and dutifully writing some notes down. She shot him a quick, knowing look. “It would work quite well with silver accents.”
“...”
Lloyd sat back, eyes firmly looking anywhere but to his side. Which was why he blinked in surprise when a hand silently presented a dark green swatch to Lady Bell.
“And a beautifully deep emerald. Lovely choice, Sir Asrahan,” Lady Bell praised, scratching out more notes.
Lloyd raised an eyebrow towards Javier, who did not turn to look his way.
“Excellent start,” said Lady Bell. “Now let’s discuss utility…”
The next half an hour was full of a hundred little questions about clothing. As expected, Lloyd and Javier didn’t have much to say about fashion, but surprisingly Lady Bell managed to wrangle one or two opinions out of them neither knew they had. Despite the metaphorical teeth pulling she had to deal with, Lady Bell looked unbothered and cheerful as she packed up at the end of the session.
“Alright, boys, I’ll be back with some sketches on your next free day, just before your first dance class.”
Lloyd did his best not to grimace at the idea, but Lady Bell’s keen eye caught him. Thankfully she just laughed.
“Young lord, I promise your teacher will not bite,” she chortled. “I will go with you for introductions at the very least.”
As she tapped her notebook back into a semblance of order on the table, she suddenly shot up.
“Oh!” Lady Bell exclaimed, pausing. “I nearly forgot. Young lord Frontera, I must apologize.”
Lloyd furrowed his brows in confusion.
“For what?”
Lady Bell reached into her notebook and fished out a familiar card. She gave it a little shake and shook her head.
“The cardstock you had me look into? For the wedding invitations. I regret to inform you that it’s only available in Magenta, and to a rather small clientele. It would be very hard for anyone, your parents included, to get a hold of it.”
Lloyd held very still. He spotted Javier holding his breath by the door.
“You’re quick, Lady Bell,” Lloyd said with raised brows, “it’s only been a few days since I asked you to look into that card. Especially for something I said was a whim.”
Lady Bell gathered her materials and walked to the door, handing the card back to Javier, who accepted it with some trepidation. She turned back to Lloyd with a self-satisfied smile.
“I was contacted by your mother to be a long-distance coordinator because I am excellent at my job,” she said. Then she raised a brow almost chidingly to him. “And I certainly hope it was a whim, young lord. You clearly handed me a sad love letter turned-forlorn-congratulations. Using the same cardstock as something like that in your wedding invitations would be a little tasteless, especially when it can only be accessed by those with connections to the royal family. Someone important like that would probably notice.”
Lloyd clenched his fists before slowly opening them up.
“A sound argument, Lady Bell,” he said, business grin pasted on. “I think any other cardstock you or the countess choose will be nice enough. Thank you for today.”
“You’re very welcome, the both of you.” She smiled, and after bidding the two goodnight, she left.
***
Later that night, Lloyd paced in front of the living room fireplace, with an audience of Javier and all the summons.
“Let’s go over the facts,” he said. “The person who sent poison is high ranking, and must live in or near Magenta to be a frequent visitor.”
Ppodong nodded emphatically, and held up two paws, one for each fact.
“They’re not necessarily related to the queen,” Lloyd continued, not noticing, “but are either high up in her employ, or perhaps related to previous royal houses.”
Bangul held up her tail at the new fact, and jingled it.
“Now why would someone like that want you dead,” Lloyd said, stopping his pacing to squint at Javier.
Javier continued to sit and raised an eyebrow at him.
“From the card and timing, clearly the engagement,” Lloyd nodded to himself and continued his pacing. “But this is too methodical for a crime of passion. So politics probably. Someone was gunning to join with the Fronteras and isn’t happy they failed. And potentially wants to make sure the spot stays open.”
Hamang and Ggoming glanced at each other, unsure how many facts that counted as, and opted to just hold their paws and wings up, in the spirit of things.
Lloyd stopped pacing again with an annoyed sigh.
“It’s the poison that really gets me,” he griped, hands on his hips. “That was the same poison used on the queen. Last I heard, the Order of Thornbush, the knights under direct control of the queen, confiscated the last of the necromancer materials from the palace, and the queen herself wiped out the last of the conspirators in the south. Even if she missed one last rat, why would they go after just you, and not me?”
“Perhaps it is related to the defeat of the Hell’s Knight in Namaran?” Javier finally spoke up.
Lloyd considered for a moment before frowning and waving him off.
“Again, maybe if both of us were targeted,” Lloyd said, “but just you alone? It really only makes sense if it’s related to the engagement… tsk, it feels like we’re missing something.”
“I agree.”
Lloyd gave one last sigh. He sat down on the opposite couch from his little audience, and grabbed a pen and paper.
“I’ll ask the count and countess for a list of all the names from the marriage proposals for now.”
***
Javier continued to join Lloyd at work the next week. Lloyd guessed he wouldn’t be unshadowed for some time. Which was fine; he was used to Javier’s steady presence anyway, and construction began in earnest during the week, so Javier was finally put to work. That week also saw the newly arrived Bibeong joining their group as well.
Ggoming had been sent to pick him up, in addition to the reply letter from the count and countess. Upon arrival, Lloyd quietly thanked the stars that Bibeong asked to sleep outside, saying it got a little cramped being small all the time. Lloyd would be saving quite a lot of RP not having to buy half a year’s worth of blue sunflower seeds, and he made sure to promise to work out a comfortable sleeping spot for the tough beaver summon, along with snacks, water, and, quietly, a schedule when he could visit Bangul for morale.
The letter from the count and countess had a list of names and the comment that they were so proud of him for saying he was “planning to soothe the listed family’s sore spots in person.”
“Your shamelessness in lying is indescribable, young master,” Javier declared with a frown.
Lloyd didn’t bat an eye at the accusation.
“Technically this whole marriage scheme is to soothe the noble’s tempers and competitive spirits, you know. And, what, wanna report a failed assassination attempt to them instead?”
“It would be my duty to do so.”
“Well, have you done that?”
Javier looked away. Lloyd snorted.
“Yeah, I don’t wanna worry them either, man.”
Lloyd spent the next few work nights sorting through the list of names, figuring out where they lived, and removing anyone below the title of count. In the end, a little more than half a dozen names floated to the top of the list. A name he had been hearing a lot lately was on it too.

  Count Paris.

Coincidence, maybe. Maybe not. Either way, he planned to meticulously comb through any research he could get his hands on about the fiefdoms on the list. Viscount Nort was still occasionally having him pull books from the library; he could use that as an excuse to pull documents. And next week he and Javier could investigate the training hall guards again, and see if any of the half dozen who came to their rooms were known to speak with those on the list as well.
Lloyd bit the inside of his lip as another thought crossed his mind.

  Technically the queen is on this list too.

She had offered a proposal when they first arrived. And apparently she wasn’t pleased with his choice.
He shook his head. Enough, he had work to do.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          I love that Javier is never the person who tells the Frontera's what's going on with Lloyd. Both times the Count and Countess find out about Lloyd being attacked (in Cremo and in Namaran) it was the noble of the area telling them in a letter, sometimes weeks later, and NOT Javier giving updates on his charge. Javier is a guard, but apparently not a reporter.
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    Chapter Text

    Lloyd let out a heavy sigh as he stared at the doors in front of him. Javier’s face remained unchanged, but Lloyd knew him well enough to see Javier warily eyeing the door as well. A bright and cheerful Lady Bell stood beside them.
“Alright, young men, I shan’t be sticking around for the wedding dance lessons you will be receiving, but as promised, I will be sure to start you off properly with some introductions!” she grinned at them. “I shall be sure to update you on the wedding arrangements you will be needed for, though most of what is left falls to your Lord and Lady back in your fiefdom.”

  Thank goodness.

The three hours of wedding and wedding suit discussions earlier in the day had already been too much for Lloyd. He wasn’t enthused about dancing at all, but at least he wouldn’t need to think about… flowers or whatever. By virtue of only being the brother to someone who had gotten married, aka not needed for much or any planning, Lloyd hadn’t realized how much was needed from the people about to be wed. He sent a little mental thank you to the count and countess for probably restraining even more chaos from reaching them knowing that he wasn’t getting married permanently.
“But enough chatter,” Lady Bell cheered, despite being the only one speaking, “Let’s head in!”
She knocked once, loudly but politely, before walking in. A fortepiano occupied a corner of the medium sized room, and in the center was a young woman in a flashy but moveable dress speaking to what must be her guard knight. Lloyd felt a sense of deja vu as the woman turned to face them before Lady Bell stepped forward.
“May I present Lady Carlotta Cordona, daughter of Count Cordona. She is a well known dancer and instructor in the capital. Lady Cordona, may I introduce Young Lord Lloyd Frontera, son of Count Frontera, and his betrothed, Sir Javier Asrahan.”
Lloyd started to sweat a little. The woman took a deep breath and positioned herself to face them properly.
“It is nice to meet you again, Lloyd Frontera,” Lady Cordona spoke softly. “And it is a pleasure to meet the famed Sir Javier Asrahan as well. Well met.”
Lady Cordona nodded to each of them politely. Regardless of how polite, Lloyd fought against the rising dread at meeting a previous suitor. His first one, in fact. She had been one of the nicer ones, and also claimed to have no interest in an arranged marriage, but still. Javier bowed to her politely, discretely glancing between her and Lloyd with raised eyebrows.
“Oh, you two have met before?” Lady Bell asked Lady Cordona brightly.
“Ah, yes, Lady Bell. Just once before,” Lady Cordona said. She paused for a moment before she turned to look directly at Lloyd. “Lloyd Frontera, my stance remains the same as we had previously discussed, so please rest assured. I am here for instruction, nothing more.”
Her posture was calm and neutral, the pinnacle of professional. Lloyd let himself loosen up.
“Whew… then I am pleased to meet you again, Lady Cordona,” he said with a polite smile of his own.
“Oh, how delightful!” Lady Bell cheered with a clap of her hands. “I’m pleased this worked out so well. I shall leave you all alone to have some privacy for your dance introduction. Lady Cordona, I would love to coordinate, so let us meet up at a later date!”
Lady Cordona agreed, and so Lady Bell left waving, the guard knight quietly closing the door behind her before returning to Lady Cordona’s side.
“I have been privately informed by Count and Countess Frontera that due to circumstances, Young Lord Frontera never received proper noble dance lessons?” Lady Cordona gently asked.
Lloyd had no idea what the original Lloyd Frontera did or didn’t learn, but he’d take the alibi provided to him on a silver platter.
“Uh, yup,” he confirmed.
Lady Cordona showed no signs of judgement and simply nodded. She turned to Javier this time.
“And Sir Asrahan, I have been informed that you were focused on knight training, and thus did not receive such lessons?”
“Correct, my lady,” Javier confirmed.
“Understood. We will move simply today, and gain complexity in future classes. While we will go through your…” Lady Cordona paused briefly with an odd look that was quickly wiped away, “...wedding dance choreography together, I will also be providing general dance lessons.”
“Uh. Are the general dancing lessons necessary?” Lloyd asked, frowning.
“This is per the request of Lord and Lady Frontera, as they anticipate that the annual winter solstice ball may involve you both this year,” Lady Cordona said, matter-of-fact.

  The what now.

Lloyd had questions. So many questions. The gaps of the Knight of Blood and Iron novel crept up on him at strange times like this. He guessed it was what he should have expected though – since the novel took place mostly post-tyrannical queen, there wouldn’t be much discussion of fancy balls or celebrations.
“A winter solstice ball? What would that have to do with us?” Lloyd hedged to ask.
Lady Cordona looked completely lost at the question. She glanced at her guard as if to ask for support, but only received a casual shrug in response. Lloyd could only be grateful he didn’t look incredibly stupid due to the fact that Javier also looked puzzled at the mention of a ball.

  Thank goodness for the Frontera fiefdom being one of the country bumpkins of the kingdom.

Lady Cordona turned back, schooling her face into a more polite stoicism.
“Ah. Pardon me, perhaps you are the type to focus on work above all else,” she said kindly. “Magenta holds a ball every winter solstice, from dusk until dawn, as a way to bring cheer to the darkest day of the year. As such, the monarch will remind the people of the good news of the past year. Your bridge was a previous feature, young lord. We held some events on the Llojavi bridge.”
Lloyd blinked. He had no idea. That was a little embarrassing, in fact.
“Ahem,” he coughed. “Well, glad it was well-liked. I still don’t understand how this relates to dancing, however?”
“It is not just construction that’s celebrated. People are as well.”

  Ah.

He was starting to get it. The surprises never seemed to end on his latest trip to Magenta. Lady Cordona continued speaking.
“People who have made a positive impact on the kingdom are praised by the reigning monarch at the ball. A few lucky people are gifted items for their service, but there may also be one or two guests of honor who are awarded the privilege of the opening dance with the monarch, as well as dining at the monarch’s table for the midnight feast.”
“I helped broker a historic peace with the Sultan this year…” Lloyd said, following her train of thought and barely restraining a tired sigh.
“And you both were key figures in helping the queen identify and sweep away the last of the necromancers this year,” Lady Cordona added with a small smile. “In addition, the fact that you, a highly sought after master builder got engaged to you,” she nodded to Javier, “the youngest swordmaster ever known – there is a very high chance that both of you will be the guests of honor for the winter ball.”
The knight beside Lady Cordona chuckled.
“Despite the hubbub, y’all are chock full of good news,” the knight cracked a smile.
Lloyd blinked. He hadn’t realized the knight was a woman. Lady Cordona smiled over at her.
“Yes,” she agreed. She turned back to Lloyd and Javier. “And I imagine being embarrassed in front of the queen by dancing poorly is not an ideal way to end the year. We shall work towards the short term goal of learning the basics of dancing in general, and also the longer-term goal of your wedding dance choreography.”
As Lady Cordona turned briefly to speak to the knight, Lloyd scrubbed his hair in frustration. He glanced and found Javier sighing to himself.

  This scheme is getting more and more complicated by the minute.

He breathed out a quiet sigh, and resolved to knuckle down and work hard.
The first lesson, by virtue of starting so late, was short.
Lady Cordona introduced her personal musician who had been tucked behind the fortepiano in the corner, and then proceeded to give a beautiful example of the wedding performance with her knight. She walked through it once more, slowly, explaining and demonstrating that, per tradition, the future Lord would lead the first half of the dance, but it would end with the Lady- ah, the partner- leading the second half, demonstrating harmony in both the marriage and leadership. It was a skillful performance, Lloyd was sure, but every inch of him wanted to cringe. Javier observed the foot movements carefully, but Lloyd could spot the small grimace hidden behind his cool facade.
She demonstrated a basic box step, and had them repeat it before the sunset prevented much more. Lloyd and Javier were made to promise to meet weekly and then sent away for the evening.
***
Javier had just slipped into his sleepshirt for the night when Lloyd spoke up.
“So, we have a deadline.”
Javier raised a brow. Lloyd spoke as if they had been in the middle of a conversation, instead of him silently stewing by himself since the dance class. He watched Lloyd wiggle into his own nightshirt.
“Pardon?” Javier prompted.
Lloyd’s head popped out.
“The winter ball,” he said, looking down to adjust his shirt. “It’s a gathering of a bunch of nobles. We need to be a convincing couple by the time they all gather in one place and judge whether they have one last shot to join hands with Frontera County before we’re husb– before we return home. Parties full of free alcohol and loose inhibitions are a recipe for disaster if your partygoers want the same thing and hate each other’s guts.”
“And if we can finally dissuade most naysayers to the betrothal before then…” Javier considered.
“We’ll ensure no one picks a fight with each other over who gets an alliance with the Frontera family, and disrupts our territory,” Lloyd said, wandering close to the bed and pausing beside it. “I’ll need to make sure we do this right.”
Javier watched Lloyd frown and absently fiddle with his pillow, eyes gazing nowhere as he clearly churned through plan after plan. Javier sighed at the sight.

  The stakes are high, but this is not terribly complicated.

He eyed Lloyd’s fiddling.
“I am surprised,” Javier said. “Not eager to shamelessly use the opportunity to promote yourself?”
Lloyd slowly blinked over to look at him for the first time that night. Javier continued.
“I had thought you would use the ball to your advantage instead. Perhaps find some similar minds to discuss your business with.”
“Huh? What business?”
“Swindling,” Javier said with a thumbs up.
Lloyd gaped at him, train of thought clearly derailed. Then he squinted.
“Wait, this accusation sounds familiar,” he accused back.
“Indeed,” Javier nodded. “I had once expressed my relief that you did not use your sly tactics in the capital.”
“And?”
“Tragically, we are in the capital, and participating in the slyest plan of all.”
“Hey now, you agreed to this one.”
“Yes,” Javier said coolly, catching his eye. “We both agreed on this plan together.”
Lloyd just stared at him, frozen for a moment, speechless.

  Good.

“We are back in the garden again tomorrow, Master Lloyd, as well as the training hall investigation. I believe it is time for rest.”
Javier could feel Lloyd’s eyes follow him to bed, but he refused to acknowledge him as he slipped in and closed his eyes. There was a long, thoughtful pause before he heard a quiet huff of amusement. The bed minutely sank beside him.
“You rascal, you really think you’ll get a lullaby after calling me a swindler?”
Javier cracked open an eye and glanced at Lloyd who was leaning over him a little in bed with a raised eyebrow.
“So your plan to prove you aren’t a depraved man is by denying your betrothed his sleep?” Javier smirked.
Oh, that did some truly amusing things to Lloyd’s face, which was somewhere between speechless and embarrassed.
“You… ugh,” Lloyd strangled out.
He launched into a lullaby.

  

  

    
        Notes:
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    Chapter Text

    The moment the work day was done, Lloyd and Javier made their way over to the training hall to further the investigation.
“I am sure the attendees of the training hall will be curious as to your presence. I assume you have a plan?” Javier questioned.
“Well, we’re betrothed, right? I can just sit back, relax, and pretend to ogle,” Lloyd smirked.
“...”
“Come on, it’ll be easy to spy and chat about strange things if it looks like I’m there for a different reason,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows.
“Perhaps,” Javier remarked, unimpressed. “But it would also make those who are there to train less inclined to speak with a lazy lord taking up their training space.”
“...fine. Plan B it is then. Grab some of those boulders before we go in.”
Fifteen minutes later, a rumpled Javier stood coolly by a pile of boulders in the hall with his training sword held out. Lloyd walked over to the nearest group of bemused knights with a bright smile and sturdy clipboard.
“Hello there! Sorry to interrupt! Nice to meet you, I’m Lloyd Frontera, son of Count Frontera.”
The trio of knights glanced at each other, before bowing and greeting him.
“Can we help you, young lord?” One knight asked begrudgingly.
“Sort of. I’m actually here to give some warning,” Lloyd said, looking as sheepish as possible. “My betrothed, ah, excuse me, Sir Asrahan and I need to do some explosive testing for Her Majesty’s garden construction.” 
“Explosive… testing…?”
“You got it! It’s imperative that we get testing done early to ensure the safety of those on site,” Lloyd nodded. “I wanted to ensure you all were made explicitly aware that there may be potential shards in a secure zone around him, marked within the blue guidelines. Please be sure to mind the area around him.”
“Blue lines?” Another knight asked, confused.
They leaned around him and spotted his Construction Guideline Skill marking out a distinctly wider area than Javier normally trained inside.

  It was precisely calculated after a lot of back and forth with Javier after all. For this.

“Excellent spotting. And it looks like we’re out of the zone for now, thankfully.” Lloyd said cheerfully. Then he turned to Javier with a shout. “Hey! All clear!”
Lloyd gave a little finger heart in lieu of thumbs up. Javier responded with a cool nod, turned to the closest boulder, and then thrust his sword at it.
Boom! The boulder exploded into pieces, away from Javier and towards the wall. Small, precisely cut gravel rained back down to earth in a hissing rush. Nothing went beyond an inch of the glowing blue guideline.
The group of knights blanched at the outright power shown before them while Lloyd dutifully used his carbon pencil to scribble some notes down on his clipboard.
“Alright… Looks like we’ll have to keep at it for a bit,” Lloyd murmured thoughtfully, blatantly ignoring the knight’s moods. He looked up with an apologetic smile. “Once again, really sorry if we interrupted you all.”
“A-ah, not at all young lord. Whatever you need. Please.”
“Much obliged! We tried to come late in the day to avoid the crowd. I mean, whew, I’ve only been here a few times, but the last time I was here there was a huge group of guards over there. They even looked roughed up already too!” Lloyd sighed and pointed to a corner he remembered from the last time he was here. “Can someone let me know if someone like that comes in, and I don’t notice? I need to make sure a group that big is warned properly.”
“We can, my lord. Though I do not think you will need to worry – if it’s the group I am thinking of, they have not been here in a few days.”
Lloyd paused at that.
“Really?”
The knights looked at each other unsure, before confirming they were in agreement.
“Yes, my lord. We have seen neither hide nor hair of that group since late last week.”
Over the course of the evening, and many conversations and extortions explosions later, similar answers kept popping up.
“Naw, haven’t seen them in a bit, my lord, neither here nor elsewhere. Good thing too; they were real annoying.”
“That group of about six guards who bothered your knight the other day? Hmm. I do not think I have encountered that band of ruffians in some time, my lord.”
“Oh, those guys! I asked a friend about them too, my lord! She guessed they got reassigned somewhere? A bit unusual for a guard to get assigned outside the capital, but considering no one’s seen them training anywhere in a while…”
After an hour or two, Lloyd had a very full clipboard and a buzzing head.
“Let’s wrap up,” Lloyd said, stepping into Javier’s blast zone with his shovel.
“Any luck?” Javier murmured discreetly, tucking his sword away and gathering his own shovel. They scooped the boulder gravel into a wheelbarrow as loudly as possible.
“We’ll try coming back a few times this week to check but… dead end. Literally, probably,” Lloyd grimaced.
Javier gripped his shovel tightly, face grim. They shoveled solemnly, each in their own thoughts.
***
Lloyd wasn’t sure he could handle much more of this. In Javier’s arms, they were so close. Their faces close enough to feel each other’s breath. Javier’s hand slipped just around his side to his back–
“Urk!” Lloyd choked out as the back of his ribs were yanked in an unexpected direction, not quite matching the beat of the music.

  I think it’s safe to say our first real dance class is going… Bad.

Lloyd had learned the basics of waltz when he was in the military. Two female officers happened to be getting married at the same time, and in an aggressive attempt to not look too girly to their male peers, they had roped in a few of the new drafts to help them practice their own dancing in secret. Some turned them down in embarrassment, but Lloyd and a couple others had happily accepted the bribes of food and afternoons free of grunt work which bought their silence and shoddy dance moves. It beat digging all day.
Unfortunately for him right now, Lloyd felt more like a training sword than a dance partner.
“Ow,” Lloyd hissed, his hand yanking into an awkward angle as he ended up in a completely different direction than Javier intended. Again.
They had both slowly and properly followed Lady Cordona’s choreography on their own earlier, focusing on a few movements for each leading part. They both cringed at the slow romantic tune, and learning the proper dance positions had led to a fierce standoff, each of them daring the other with their eyes to say something about the close position before the other. Guided by Lady Cordona’s hand, they managed to get through a few steps, but the instant they were left to their own devices, they fell apart quickly.
When Lloyd swapped to leading, he felt like he was lugging around an ice statue, both slippery and incredibly stiff. And ending up being a follower was no better; Javier was terrible at telegraphing what he was about to do, which led to Lloyd getting jerked around. The fact that toes were being stepped on both sides went without saying.
Lady Cordona clapped her hands twice to stop the music. Lloyd and Javier separated immediately, already tired.
“Please forgive my candid observations, but we will get nowhere without honesty,” she said with a strained smile. “Sir Asrahan, it is admirable that you have already pinned down some of the movements, but in your hunt to emulate what you remember, you have forgotten to share your next required steps with the partner who is following you.”
Lloyd smirked at Javier’s small frown, feeling vindicated.
“And young lord Frontera,” she continued, sharp eyes landing on him, “you seem to be mixing up your steps when leading, and also not properly following Sir Asrahan’s lead regardless.”
Lloyd steadfastly ignored the raised eyebrows from Javier at his side.
“These are not insurmountable problems, and we shall walk through each section again after a break,” Lady Cordona said, stepping away.
After a glass of water (quickly scanned by Javier), Lloyd leaned against the wall with sigh. Beside him, he watched as Javier slowly and silently repeated some of the steps from the day, brow imperceptibly furrowed.

  Well, at least we both suck at this.

Lloyd was used to Javier mastering techniques nearly instantly. He forgot that dancing technically fell outside of the skills he knew about. Bizarrely, Lloyd had a leg up on the guy.
“My lady, your latest students seem a real handful. Please rest up as well.”
The soft request from Lady Cordona’s guard knight was just barely heard from across the room. Lloyd snuck a glance at the pair and found a warm-looking Lady Cordona fumbling to accept a glass of water from her knight. The knight chuckled and handed over a handkerchief too, clearly expecting the issue.
“O-oh, they’re not so bad, Ser Noel” Lady Cordona said, embarrassedly taking the handkerchief. “Better than another party full of inebriated and gossip-hungry dancers and nobles, though you did not hear that from me.”
“My lips are sealed, my lady,” Ser Noel said, an amused twinkle in her eye. “And I’m sure you’re right. You can handle anything thrown your way.”
Lady Cordona gave a small cough, and sipped her water delicately.
“Huh, seems like they know each other well,” Lloyd said, offhand.
“Their affection for one another is incredibly obvious. I am quite surprised they have not noticed each other,” Javier said, nonchalantly continuing his steps.
“What?” Lloyd blinked over at him.
Javier paused to look up at him with a raised brow.
“First Master Julian and Miss Sheherazade, and now these two ladies – you are very poor at spotting love, Master Lloyd.”
Through a wave of irritation, Lloyd gently smacked the back of his hand to Javier’s shoulder. Only he never made contact; Javier intercepted his hand with one of his own and pulled them both into Javier’s lead position. Lloyd sputtered at Javier’s smug look, but the smug look melted into a furrowed brow as he glanced down at their hands. Javier shifted his thumb down and brushed against one of Lloyd’s callouses, and squinted, as if he just realized they were there. Lloyd barely resisted a shiver at the feeling.
“Dude,” he gritted out.
Javier’s gaze popped back to his face.
“...your hands are covered in ink stains. Perhaps we should find a good children’s tutor to fix your poor writing habits,” Javier said, turning away with a fake sigh.
Lloyd stepped on his shoe on purpose this time. They weren’t even moving.
“Unnecessary, man,” Lloyd grumbled.
Lady Cordona cleared her throat. Lloyd stepped back with a roll of his eyes, and returned to the center of the room for more torturous instruction.
***
At the edges of the work site, Javier ate his lunch restlessly.
The work week had been hectic for his young master. Lloyd kept swapping between support work for the garden, and surreptitious research on the fiefdoms from their list of suspects. Javier helped where he could, but Lloyd was intent on reading everything himself, to help internalize as much information as possible. If they were making any headway on their search for the poisoner, Javier wasn’t privy to it.
By midweek, Lloyd had come back from speaking to Viscount Nort with a mournful sigh, having apparently accidentally set himself up as the point person for the royal garden’s waterway design.
“I was stuck in problem-solving mode when he brought it up. I didn’t mean to make more work for myself,” Lloyd had admitted with a bitter, hapless smile. “So much for a relaxing construction.”
Javier slowly broke off a bread piece in thought. Knowing Lloyd’s meticulous nature, Javier found that hard to believe. More likely, Lloyd had noticed an issue and provided a well thought out solution, deciding that doing something correctly was more important than completely slacking off. Though he didn’t doubt Lloyd was probably morose at the notion of more work on his plate. Even as Lord Nort bore a significantly larger portion.
Javier went to take a bite of his meal when he sensed some new attention land on him. He casually took his bite, as if he failed to notice the prying gaze, and discreetly glanced around. He quickly found Viscount Nort speaking with two visiting nobles. They both kept glancing over at Javier, who continued to act unaffected, and Lloyd, who stood off to the side from Javier, eating while examining the latest blueprints. The two nobles, perhaps related, were clearly sizing the both of them up.

  Judgemental nobles or potential suspects?

Without proper evidence for the latter option, it meant everyone needed to at least outwardly be treated as the former. He pondered what Lloyd would think to do.

  Something shameless probably.

Javier frowned and fiddled with his last bite.

  Then perhaps the real plan lies in what would be comfortable while still looking like a couple?

Javier sorted through his memories of sighing young women and syrupy love letters as he polished off his meal. After he cleaned up, he nodded in satisfaction. He then promptly walked over to Lloyd and threw an arm around the back of his waist, hand steady on his far hip.
Lloyd froze mid-bite.
“Lord Nort has guests,” Javier muttered, snug beside him.
Lloyd blinked slowly, and glanced over to where the viscount was. Javier spotted a look of recognition across his face.
“Tsk,” was his only response.
Javier felt him loosen up, and he turned back to the blueprints before them. He had prepared for a fight, or worse, supreme discomfort. Instead Javier felt surprisingly at ease. He was always aware of mana sources around him, but the gentle casual spin from Lloyd’s mana circles was a soothing hum up close. And from shoulder to hip, as well as his palm, there was a pleasant warmth. They lined up surprisingly well.
“Hey,” came Lloyd’s quiet voice. He was peeking over at Javier now. “You can just let me know next time, and I’ll sort it out.”
A flash of irritation ran through Javier, though he was unsure of the source.
“Understood,” he said, looking away.
They remained in place until the two nobles left, but the initial comfort eluded him.
***
A beaming Viscount Nort pulled Lloyd and Javier aside before they wrapped up for the day.
“Young Frontera, your double-leaf miter gate idea has been an absolute hit to all those we’ve collaborated with. You may be young to the game with a lot to learn, but you certainly know how to inspire,” the viscount said pompously, patting him on the shoulder.

  Yup, yup, be more inspired. Take on all the hard work please.

“You flatter me,” Lloyd said instead. “I have a long way to go compared to someone like you.”
“Ah ha, and that is why I thought I would help give a boost to a young Master Builder such as yourself. I am having a little party on our next day off – a mix of friends, old colleagues, and connections. Do come. Go talk and charm your way into their good graces, just as you did with me.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, viscount,” Lloyd said, innocently.
“Mmhmm,” the viscount hummed with a knowing smile. “Either way, you and Sir Asrahan here are both invited. I’ve managed to secure the use of the main hall in the Residency Wing this time; it will be much nicer than my usual fare.”
“Say no more, my lord,” Lloyd smiled, “It sounds great. We’ll be there, thank you.”
“Excellent!” grinned the viscount. “I am rather excited for this event. It shall be a grand time!”
The viscount waved them off happily, and Lloyd and Javier walked back to the Guest Quarters.
“I had been under the assumption you were uninterested in looking for more work,” Javier remarked.
“Good to know you have your head screwed on right, knowing a party in the capital actually means more work for us,” Lloyd smirked over to him.
“I must do so since the young master insists on keeping a few screws loose.”
“...”
“So, we will attend the social?”
“Whew, yeah,” Lloyd chuckled, opening the door to their rooms. “Sell the engagement up close to a lot of people, get cozy with some nobles who might be useful in the future, potentially poke around a few of our suspects, and we get free food? There’s literally no downsides. Might not be a bad time either.”
He tossed the day’s blueprints onto the table, nearly burying a letter laid upon it already. Javier quickly stepped forward and scooped the unexpected item with a frown. Lloyd felt a ripple of mana sway past him, and patiently waited out the new habit. After a moment, Javier’s features smoothed out. He flipped it over to find the addressee, and then handed it over to Lloyd.
“It looks like it is from home,” he said.
Lloyd plucked the letter from him and raised his eyebrows. The handwriting looked like the count’s, not the countess. Most likely not wedding related, then. He frowned and opened it carefully.

  My dear son,


  I hope the capital is treating you well, Lloyd, and that you are not overstraining yourself during the garden work. It has been strange not waking up to Bibeong’s cries these past few weeks. It makes one aware that one can get used to anything with enough time. Your mother and I hope that does not include your newfound habit of overworking.


  It pains me to write this letter, but I am a man of my word, and we made a promise to you to alert you if an issue arose related to… our previous discussion. As a father, I wish I did not have to trouble you so. However, as a count, I know you are the right person to ask this favor from, with the added benefit that you are already present in the capital.


  Frontera County would like to formally request specific items in next month’s support shipment from Her Majesty. While the trade routes have not gotten worse since you left, they have not improved. The abundant number of refugees, now citizens, are unable to acquire enough salt and wool, and despite our efforts, your mother and I cannot get possession of a bulk shipment to distribute either. Winter is two months away, and each moment we delay will make the situation worse.


  Please kindly work with the administrator who has been in coordination with our deliveries. I have been made aware that the situation in the capital is much less fraught than our own. I trust that you can help our citizens gain the materials they need to comfortably make it through to next year.


  My son, please let me know if there is anything more your mother or I can do for you.


  In the meantime, please take care of yourself, and give young Sir Asrahan our regards as well.


  Most sincerely,


  Count Arcos Frontera

The earlier pleasant mood dropped completely.
Lloyd clenched his fists, only to force himself to loosen up, lest he crumple the letter. He lifted his head and took a deep breath. He found Javier gazing at him, concern tucked neatly behind his cool facade, making Lloyd realize he had been standing silently much longer than it took to read a letter.
Lloyd shot him a bitter grin. He tossed the letter over.
“Guess we need to stick together and do our best to show off at the party this weekend,” he quipped darkly. “It’s high time we changed some minds.”
While Javier skimmed the letter with a growing grimace, Lloyd snatched his notebook and carbon pencil.
“Alright, let’s head to the administrator’s office,” Lloyd said, already back at the door.
Lloyd heard the letter quickly being tossed back to the table as he stepped out, Javier quickly coming in line beside him.
“Master Lloyd, it’s already evening. They may be wrapping up for the day,” Javier noted.
“They’ll wrap up for the day after I finish negotiating for the supplies,” Lloyd said firmly, closing the door behind them with finality.

  I can’t seem to convince people to change their opinions on the betrothal quite yet. But there’s no way I won’t make sure my cash cow won’t get the supplies it needs.
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            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            

      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    The Residency Wing. One of the largest sections of the palace, it was where all permanent and semi-permanent resident nobility stayed. As such, it was a grandly designed structure, boasting a main hall that nearly matched the splendor of the Grand Hall in the main palace, and it was a source of pride for the residents that there was a connecting wing to the offices of the Order of Thornbush, the knights directly under the monarch’s control.
It was also terribly difficult to get into, apparently.
“You’d think we were trying to get into a political event with all this security,” Lloyd sighed loudly beside Javier. “If I’d known it’d take an hour to get into the party, I wouldn’t have saved room for free food.”
Though he privately agreed the wait was an unpleasant surprise, Javier shot Lloyd a look for the loud complaint. He rolled his eyes back at Javier, absently tugging at his tight collar. They were both back in their formal attire. Lloyd’s fit him poorly, and Javier’s… he did not find the attire to his taste. His recent strategy was to refuse to acknowledge the excessive accessories.
“Next, please!”
They finally reached the front of the line. A few serious looking guards asked for their name, and then for Lloyd’s identification necklace, which he handed over, Frontera seal facing out. Javier made note of, but otherwise ignored, the scrutinizing looks aimed at him from the guards who weren’t examining the necklace or the guest list. After confirming their name was on the list and magically verifying his necklace, they were finally let through.
In the entrance hall, Lloyd tucked the necklace away before stretching grandly.
“Alright, we were out there long enough! Let’s get to work–”

  Clack.

“Stuck out front for some time, were you?” Came an elegantly amused voice.
“Countess Dantes!” Lloyd yelped.
Lady Dantes stood primly off to the side of the room with a hooded magician trailing behind her holding a few boxes. She looked completely unsurprised at their arrival.
“Perhaps I should have moved into the main hall quicker. Should I be prepared for a scene with your appearance?” She asked Lloyd dryly, a corner of her mouth quirking up.
Beside Javier, Lloyd sardonically smiled back.
“I’ll be on my best behavior, even if no one else is.”
Javier observed as Lady Dantes bit her lip in consideration. After a moment, she leaned forward a bit.
“Even if the queen will be in attendance later?” she asked quietly.
Lloyd’s small grimace matched Javier’s own feelings.

  The last time we met with Her Majesty, she was not very pleased with us.

It looked like Lady Dantes did not miss their reactions. She gave a sympathetic smile, before looking around briefly.
“A little tip from someone with a modest amount of security clearance,” she whispered seriously to Lloyd. “I shall be accompanying the queen for the single hour she will be in attendance. Avoid me until she leaves, and you will not be surprised. Either way, remember my tip and give her some space–”
A loud cheer came from the other side of the entrance chamber. A group of nobles had noticed the countess and cheerfully beckoned her over. Countess Dantes glanced over and gave a half smile.
“Ah, apologies, young lord, I must speak with this group. I hope you have a pleasant time at the party,” she said to Lloyd as she straightened back up. She walked away with a nod, the magician with boxes in tow. And just as suddenly as she had appeared, she was gone to the crowd.
“She certainly moves quickly,” Javier murmured to Lloyd, who scratched his cheek in thought.
“Well, we’ll stay out of Her Majesty’s way to keep her from getting more upset, but everything else in the plan tonight stays the same. Hopefully when spreading the good word about a fairytale betrothal, it’ll reach her too.”
Javier gripped his hands tighter behind his back. Some of the nobles were foolish, but the queen was not. The night’s goal of convincing people of the betrothal was already a tall order, and it was another one he could not use his skills as a knight to fight against.
Suddenly an elbow was held out in front of him. He glanced over to find Lloyd giving him a smirk and goofily propping his chin on the back of his other hand.
“Ready to kill the fiefdom competition by giving these people a demonstration of what they can’t have?”
Javier let out a breath through his nose. He slipped his arm through Lloyd’s and linked them together.
“True, I am off the table now,” Javier said, smoothly pulling them forward. 
He felt a corner of his mouth tug up at the soft whack of Lloyd’s unlinked hand hitting his shoulder.
“Not the swarm after you,” he grumbled.
And then they were in the main hall.

  If this is what Viscount Nort considers a little party, I am concerned what a large one would be like.

The bright hall was full to the brim with lively music from a corner band, chattering nobles and merchants, and servants expertly weaving around everything with trays of food and drinks. The attendees effortlessly flowed between clusters of gossiping nobles, people wandered in and out from the side rooms to rest on cushioned seats or talk in quieter areas, and of course, right in the center of the hall, a number of people were dancing.
“Aaaaaand we’re avoiding that…” Lloyd grimaced and tugged Javier away from the twirling nobles in the center. “Ah, there’s the viscount. Evening, Lord Nort! Quite the party!”
Lloyd tugged them to a huddle of nobles, Viscount Nort clearly playing host to the group. At Lloyd’s call, he paused and turned to face them with a smile.
“Ha ha! Lad, it was getting late enough that I was quite convinced you had skipped out on me!” The viscount laughed and reached out to shake Lloyd’s free hand in greeting.
The group he had been speaking to poked their heads around him to get a look at the newcomers. Eyes briefly scanned the two shaking hands in confusion, only to drift off to the side and land on Javier. The looks that lit up many of their faces was one he was quite familiar with. The hopeful gazes were now shooting between his face and his arm tucked into Lloyd’s.
Viscount Nort appeared in Javier’s line of sight, opposite hand held out for him in order to ensure he did not have to unlink from Lloyd.
“Good to see you as well,” the viscount said with a smile. “I assume you’re here as a betrothed man, and not your profession, this evening?”
Javier appreciated the incredibly kind gesture of a viscount deigning to shake hands with a knight, but despite it, he felt himself rankle at the comment.
“Both,” he replied succinctly, shaking the viscount’s hand. He was grateful that the viscount simply quirked an amused eyebrow at him rather than comment.
Most of the hopeful faces collapsed into disappointment at the mention of being engaged, proving that the linked arms were perhaps not just a friendly gesture. One or two looked towards Lloyd in shock, looking between the two of them in bafflement.
“But where are my manners,” Viscount Nort chuckled. He turned to the group, who straightened back up. Javier heard a wry snort from Lloyd beside him. “Ladies, gentlemen, it’s my pleasure to introduce my young collaborator on the queen’s gardens, Young Lord Lloyd Frontera, and his betrothed, Sir Javier Asrahan.”
The mood instantly shifted.
The sweet smiles and interested stares instantly turned wooden and hesitant. No one offered to shake hands or introduce themselves. A few smiles sloughed off to reveal grimaces and sniffs of distaste towards Javier, which he simply let bounce off of him.
Viscount Nort frowned at the rude display, but as he was opening his mouth, a voice called for him. Javier spotted a hawkish woman worriedly waving the viscount over. Viscount Nort hesitated for a moment before Lloyd chuckled.
“Viscount Nort, I may not have your experienced skillset on the job, but I am sure I can handle some party introductions without your generous guidance. Feel free to go fulfill your duties as host elsewhere, my lord.” Lloyd shot the man a crooked grin.
The viscount glanced towards the group of silent nobles who watched their conversation closely and back to Lloyd before he sighed and straightened his outfit.
“Very well, good people. I must be off. I am quite free to speak to if anyone needs me later, however.” Lord Nort spoke to the whole group, but eyed both Lloyd and Javier a little longer at the last statement.

  For all his pride, he’s a kind man.

Javier turned away from watching the man dash off, and returned his gaze back to the group. The glances of disgruntled disapproval at Lloyd were more pointed than ever, while Javier received haughty looks down their noses. He idly thought how he hadn’t seen nasty looks like that in quite some time. Lloyd aimed his dazzling business grin back at them, and tugged him and Javier forward.
“What a wonderful party, ladies and gentlemen,” he said brightly. “Why don’t we have a chat.”

  Oh, these poor souls.

Fifteen minutes later, Lloyd and Javier walked away from the cluster of nobles, leaving them blinking in confusion and looking both swindled and oddly charmed as they nodded hesitant farewells to the duo.
“I think our first chat went well enough,” Lloyd said, looking pleased.
“Your talent for bamboozling never fails to astound.”
“Hey, be careful now, that sounded close to a compliment.” Lloyd cracked a grin at him.
“Your ears must be failing you,” Javier sniffed.
“What, like your supposed good looks have failed you?” Lloyd laughed. “Apparently handsomeness can’t do everything – once they knew who you were, that group swapped from cheerful to irritated, quick as lightning.”
“It is to be expected,” Javier responded with a sigh, making Lloyd’s eyebrows raise. “Handsomeness inspires both love and anger… Master Lloyd should be well aware of the latter feeling himself.” Javier smirked back at him.
The absolute sucked-lemon face Lloyd made had Javier chuckling. Instead of a proper response, Lloyd just grumbled and turned away to grab the closest fruit juice off of a tray from a wandering servant. Before Lloyd could do anything, Javier snatched the drink right out of his hand.
“Even a completely random drink at a huge party that was meant for anyone?” Lloyd grumbled while Javier investigated the juice.
“Even so,” Javier replied coolly, earlier humor lost.
Drink cleared of any suspicious substances, Javier handed it back to Lloyd, who accepted it with a small sigh. Javier scanned the area as Lloyd sipped his drink, keeping an eye out for anyone eyeing them with more than just distaste. He spotted Dantes again, speaking to a new bundle of nobles, Viscount Nort out on the dance floor with the hawkish woman from before, and also…
“Master Lloyd,” Javier murmured, “it seems there are indeed some people here tonight that we had discussions about.”
Lloyd calmly followed his line of sight, and saw the same Marquis that Javier had spotted in the crowd earlier holding court with some flattering merchants. Javier recalled Lloyd mentioning he had a significant hand in the wool and fur trade… and was one of the half dozen or so suspects on their list. He chugged the last of his drink, and handed the glass off to a passing servant with a thank you.
“Alright,” Lloyd tightened their linked arms briefly, “let’s get this show on the road.”
The following hour or two was a dazzling show of how well Lloyd’s silver tongue could work.
They would waltz into an unsuspecting group of nobles, blatantly ignoring any disdain falling onto Javier and irritation onto Lloyd. Whether his approach was subtle and lighthearted, or brash and heavy handed, lord and ladies stumbled over Lloyd’s verbal pit falls. Count, marquis, duke – it didn’t matter, they all ended up following whatever Lloyd wanted. And what he wanted was information, and more importantly, to sell something to them.

  And he is quite good at selling things.

Especially after Lloyd had done so much research. Never one to leave things to chance, Lloyd’s time in the library investigating the fiefdoms of anyone on their list meant that he knew quite a lot about the nobles they were facing, tailoring his approach to each. By the time they would stroll away, still arm in arm, the glaring daggers would be sheathed, leaving nothing but defenseless, if begrudging, acceptance.
“What is your opinion so far, Master Lloyd?” Javier asked under his breath after a couple hours doing slow laps around the room. He caught another pair of nobles whispering while glancing over at them. Such scenes were on the rise since they had arrived.
“Well,” Lloyd muttered back just as softly, “we haven’t seen everyone on our list, but it has shrunk for sure. That Marquis and the last two nobles we talked to don’t fit the requirements of our investigation so far, mostly by virtue of apparently not coming to the capital very often.”
“And the betrothal?”
There was a pause at his side. Javier glanced over to spot Lloyd pursing his lips, thinking.
“It’s not going bad per se, but–”
“Presenting Her Royal Majesty, Queen Alicia Magentano!” Came a loud cry.
The entire room, including them, spun to face the entrance. Javier felt her bold swordmaster mana even before she stepped forward. When she appeared, her presence alone brought a spotlight to her every move, each step commanding attention. Queen Alicia Magentano strode forward until she came to a halt in front of a deeply bowing Viscount Nort.
“I am honored to have Her Majesty’s presence grace my humble gathering!” he cried.
The queen gazed down at him, head held high. After a moment, she smiled.
“Lift your gaze, Viscount Nort,” she intoned. “You act as if I have not attended your many socials before, as I do for most gatherings within my palace.”
The viscount stood properly, head still slightly bowed.
“It does not mean I am any less honored, Your Majesty. Please enjoy your time here this evening.”
“I shall,” she said. As her eyes rose to the crowd, Countess Dantes silently pulled up alongside the queen’s entourage, head bowed formally. The queen raised her voice, “You may return to your pleasant evening everyone.”
Dismissed, the crowd began to chatter excitedly. After nodding for the musicians to carry on, the queen’s eyes began to scan the room, as if searching for something.
“I think it’s time for a dinner break,” urged Lloyd, tugging Javier towards one of the side rooms.
Lloyd snagged one of the larger food plates off a passing servant’s platter, barely glancing at its contents. Javier reached for another plate for himself when he felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. He turned back to find the queen eyeing them. Her smile was no longer present, and her eyes looked calculating and serious, deliberately eyeing where Javier’s arm linked with Lloyd’s. Her eyes did not stray as she partially turned to speak to Countess Dantes beside her, who responded with an emotionless nod. Javier turned away with a polite nod of his own, and hastily plucked a plate for himself just as Lloyd pulled them into the side room.
After hours of being beside one another, Javier and Lloyd were finally forced to separate, wrangling past the gaggle of nobles and merchants poking their heads out of the room to spectate. It was strange to have free reign of both his limbs again. He made sure to follow Lloyd’s path through the throng.
“Oh, how exciting,” a lady spoke to her crew, “Her Majesty is doing her loop of the room. Look at those poor starstruck barons.”
“Aren’t those some of those lords whose fiefdoms were hit by that nasty necromancer nest down south? I believe she intends to visit them soon, does she not?”
“Oh my– She’s gifting things tonight!” A man gasped. “No wonder the countess is hovering so close this evening.”
“Lady Dantes always magics up such delightful gifting shows, we mustn’t waste this opportunity– wait, was that…?”
“That pair who passed just now… yes, I think it is time to leave.”
The room quickly emptied, most rushing out to see the queen and Lady Dantes, a few giving Javier and Lloyd dirty looks before leaving the room. In no time at all, only Javier and Lloyd were left.
Outside threats absent, Javier turned back to focus on Lloyd who had planted himself against a wall, looking completely indifferent. Javier raised a brow as he walked past a number of now empty couches and chairs, but as he pulled up beside him, he found Lloyd had made his choice due to a large mirror in the room which, at their exact angle, reflected the large hall with clarity.

  We can see out, and others cannot easily see in. Clever.

Javier watched with interest as Lloyd took a breath and marginally untensed after hours of working his magic, tugging at his too-tight collar. And to Javier’s satisfaction, without even looking, he handed over his food before Javier could snatch it himself.
“You were saying about the betrothal earlier, Master Lloyd?” Javier asked, mana pouring over their food as he did so.
“Hmm?” Lloyd glanced over and his face turned thoughtful. “Right, yeah. No matter our picnic at the park and occasional linked arms, it seems like these nobles are pretty stubborn. We’re dimming their doubts, but we’re still not being believed completely.”
Despite Lloyd’s nonchalance, Javier grimaced. His food inspection, at least one task he did not struggle with, finished, and he handed Lloyd his plate back. Lloyd accepted it with interest.
“It’s only been a month since the engagement was announced,” Lloyd continued, immediately digging into his food, “and we’ve been busy working, so this is our first big showcase. We can maybe pepper in some encouragement to trade between fiefdoms more freely, but for the rest of the night we’ll just need to keep needling away at these nobles about how I’m no longer on the menu.”
“We simply continue our current path?” Javier ate slowly, not entirely interested in his meal.
Lloyd slowed his eating, tapping his plate with his tiny fork for a moment, eyes drifting. He shook his head, as if shaking out a thought, before turning to look at Javier.
“Yup, stay the course. After all, a lot of these people haven’t actually interacted with me and, specifically, you,” Lloyd rudely pointed to him with the fork. “All we need to do is to dismiss some of their wild assumptions with a bit of a reality check.”
“Assumptions,” Javier repeated flatly.
Lloyd dramatically rested his fork laden hand against his forehead, nose pointed high, eyes closed.
“ ‘Oh, heavens, what sort of rude commoner fellow has taken away our chance to bring an engineer into the family? Does he have no care for the work of matchmakers?’ ” Lloyd cried in a strangled high pitch tone. He swapped to hunching over and speaking from behind his hand, like telling a secret. “ ‘That young Frontera must be some self-important so-and-so if you ask me. I offered an embarrassment of riches with my child’s hand – who would turn that down?’ ”
Javier ate his meal with one imperiously raised brow, unimpressed with the show.
“Like our fiefdom needs any more money at this point,” Lloyd rolled his eyes to himself with a huff. He took a vicious bite of his meal. “And no one gets to decide what I want but me.”
Javier paused. It wasn’t as if Lloyd frequently lied, but it was a rare glimpse of honesty.
“And anyway,” he continued, “despite your whole schtick working against you, I doubt anyone would think you were ill-mannered.”
Javier blinked. His what?
“Schtick?”
“You haven’t noticed?” Lloyd asked. His exasperated expression melted away and was slowly replaced with a wry grin. “Your whole ‘elegant, noble composure’ thing that your sappy admirers normally yap on and on about is working against you here. You say so little, it’s hard to figure out if you have any interest at all.”

  I have no reason to share.

As a knight he was to shadow his charge, not stand beside. And even in situations where he could speak freely, he did not have much to say to a noble outside of Frontera County. He was a weapon; his job was to assess dangers and protect. And right now, with uncertain times in the county and an assassin on the loose, the room was full of nothing but threats.
But they needed to play nice. The county needed their scheme to go smoothly.
“I could play up friendliness?” Javier offered warily, visions of Lloyd’s particularly oily salesman smile haunting him.
Lloyd looked contemplative once more, placing his empty plate down next to a few others on a table beside him. He brought his thumb to his lips absentmindedly and licked off a drop of gravy. Lloyd suddenly began to snicker, ripping Javier’s attention from his hands to his face. Javier squinted at him in suspicion.
“What could you possibly be imagining, Master Lloyd?” he asked.
Lloyd glanced over, eyes full of mirth.
“Visions of nobles claiming they were able to warm up the ‘ice prince,’ ” Lloyd whispered theatrically, amused.
Javier wasn’t sure what face he made at the reminder of his gossip title, but it made Lloyd laugh harder. Javier leaned back with dignity and ate more of his meal, ignoring the snickering man beside him.
Lloyd calmed, wiping an imaginary tear from his eye.
“Ohh, as funny as that is, no, there’s no need to play anything up,” Lloyd said, leaning back as well, gazing out into the mirrored hall. “You’re free to join in more conversations than you would be allowed as a knight, but it’s best to just be as you are.”
Javier… felt odd about the statement. He distracted himself by polishing off his last bite and pulling his gaze to look out into the mirror. A crowd had gathered around the queen and Lady Dantes. With a clearly well practiced flick of her wrist, the countess artistically materialized one of the boxes they had previously seen in the arms of her magician assistant. She handed it off to the queen with a bow, and the queen turned to two kneeling nobles before her, a husband and wife, who were clearly quaking in their boots. Upon shakily receiving their gift, the queen dismissed them back to the party and the crowd gave their applause.
The couple stood, bowed to Her Majesty as she moved on, and then quickly hugged each other in relief just before one gave the other a joyful peck on the cheek, earning them quite a few aww’s and chuckles from the crowd.
Javier silently placed his plate down onto a table in thought.
Before he could fully form an idea, their view of the hall became partially obscured by a figure. A flushed noble wobbled into view… with a barrel chest and richly embroidered clothes.
“This guy…” Lloyd muttered.
Count Paris tottered into the room and moved slowly over to a couch, only to sway to a stop when he spotted them, eyes feverishly intense. Javier felt a dark sort of amusement, realizing that despite their excellent vantage point, they were in a tactically disadvantaged part of the room to escape.
“When is this guy gonna get off my back,” Lloyd grumbled.
Javier silently stuck his elbow out to his side. After a moment, he felt Lloyd’s arm slip into his. Young master secured,  Javier began pulling them closer to the entrance despite Count Paris already bee-lining towards them. Their future tactical retreat from the conversation could happen faster if it were closer to the exit.
Count Paris intercepted them a few steps away from the door.
“Young Lord Lloyd Frontera!” the count boomed, volume regulation seemingly out of order given his tipsy state. “Good man, good man, I hope you are feeling better since your, ah, your mana cold.”
“Your concern is appreciated, Lord Paris,” Lloyd said with a pasted grin. “I hope my cancellation last month was not too abrupt.”
“What is a moment of neglect between nobles,” Count Paris said magnanimously. He hadn’t looked in Javier’s direction since entering the room. “Look, young lord, I must say– I must say I feel we got off on the wrong foot.”
“Oh?” Lloyd said nothing else. He gave a subtle push on Javier’s arm, who obliged by shifting them minutely closer to the door.
“Yes, yes, I think it best I reintroduce myself properly, as I am not sure I conveyed my reputation adequately,” Count Paris said, unconsciously swaying in order to keep near them. He fumbled a bit before grabbing his labels, and puffed himself up. “Yes, reputation. I am– I am the dean of the Royal Department of Magic and Artifacts! I oversee all royal magicians in the palace’s employ, and keep the royal magic treasuries, magical weapons repositories, and magic apothecary organized and secure. Including–! Including the Order of Thornbush’s own vaults.”
He waggled his eyebrows as if to emphasize his notable status. Javier would have normally been impressed at the large resume, but he couldn’t drudge up the feeling.
“Wow, impressive stuff Lord Paris,” Lloyd responded, his business smile not moving an inch. “I’m surprised someone of your status doesn't want to speak to the queen. Like right now maybe? I hear she won’t stay long.”
Javier took the cue and slid them closer to the doorway, where they could finally peek partially out into the main hall again. It looked like the crowds from around the queen and the magic demonstration were finally dispersing.
“And even without someone as impressive as myself supporting them, my sons– my sons are remarkable as well.” Count Paris barely seemed to hear Lloyd and swayed a little closer, eyes fever bright once more. “Especially my eldest.”
Javier resisted the urge to look too incredulous in front of the noble.

  Truly relentless.

He glanced aside to assess their escape route, only to find a handful of nobles already balking at the doorway. Javier wasn’t surprised at the amused eyerolls at Count Paris as they fled the scene. He was, however, wary when he realized that people were glaring suspiciously when they spotted Lloyd. Including a few nobles he was sure they had already spoken to earlier in the evening.
“Additionally,” Count Paris continued, unrelenting, “You’d like him, you know, my eldest is quite a–”
“Thank you, count, but I think I’m quite content with my choice,” Lloyd cut him off firmly, business smile getting a little sharp. Javier inched them even further to the doorway. They were getting close.
“Oh, I know you’ve made a temporary companion; I cannot begrudge a busy young Master Builder such as yourself having an escort and some fun before properly choosing a partner,” Count Paris waved him off, inadvertently tottering himself off balance.
Lloyd stopped them both dead in their tracks, mouth agape.
“Excuse me?!”
It was perhaps to the count’s benefit that he was inebriated, as for a moment Javier could not hold back an ice cold flash of anger at the insulting accusation. He instantly reigned himself in, still as a frigid ice sculpture. The count was indecorous, distasteful, and disrespectful, but he was not currently a threat.
Lloyd, jaw successfully collected from off the floor, also firmly held Javier’s arm back. Javier noted he didn’t bother to paste a grin back on.
Count Paris continued with a hiccup, seemingly unable to parse their insulted reactions.
“No, no, no excuse needed, young lord, you were smart to keep your trial run within the bounds of your fiefdom,” the count nodded, wobbly. “But really, with the new rumors, I am sure a clever man like you will– will want to change tactics. And with both myself and my house, we have impressive connections. We can easily help with all– all that.”
Javier gave a tug towards the door, practically at the exit, only for Lloyd to stand firm. Javier glanced over to find Lloyd squinting at the count.
“...what rumors?” Lloyd gritted out, looking practically like he was spitting blood having to ask.
Count Paris brightened.
“Oh, I told you before, I did, I did,” he grinned. “I am rich with connections and news. I have worked in the capital for quite some time, you know!”
Nails dug into Javier’s arm as he watched Lloyd lean forward.
“The rumors, you–”
The next moment, Viscount Nort swooped into the room looking harried.
“Goodness, I’ve been looking all over for you two!” the viscount said. He turned to Count Paris with a strained smile. “Lord Paris, do you mind if I speak with these two? I failed as a host earlier and would like to rectify that.”
The count squinted at the viscount, as if only now processing that the man had appeared.
“You work with each other nearly every day, Lord Nort,” Count Paris accused sullenly.
“Now, that’s no reason to not be a good host, now is it?” Lord Nort countered.
The count looked the viscount up and down before giving a dismissive huff. He tottered to the side.
“I would hate to be rude to a host doing his duty. Young Lord Frontera, we shall speak again,” he grumbled and finally wandered off back into the main hall. A group cheered as he appeared and waved him over, where the hooded young magician that normally followed Lord Paris around cried “I walk away for five minutes–”
Lord Nort heaved a heavy sigh.
“Facing the count when he has had a few drinks is not to anyone’s enjoyment,” Viscount Nort murmured to them, finger held to his lips to indicate the thought was to be kept between the three of them. “He did not accost you too much did he?”
Javier’s grimace matched Lloyd’s own beside him.
“He was just…” Lloyd trailed off.
After a moment of silence, and examining their strained faces, Viscount Nort shook his head.
“Apologies. He can be a bit trying at times, but it would not do to fail to invite Lord Paris to these events,” he frowned. “He really does have quite a lot of connections, including his own family’s royal ties.”
“Considering his… unyielding character, he’s not exaggerating those ties for better prestige, is he?” Lloyd asked casually, but Javier saw his eyes sharpen. Their suspect list loomed over them.
“His house has ties to the previous monarch’s family… which would make Count Paris’s family the next in line if Her Majesty does not deign to appoint an heir,” the viscount said thoughtfully. “It makes him important, even aside from his position as a dean, but it feels a bit foolish to toss around these days considering how well liked the queen is since she came to power.”
Javier felt Lloyd rubbing his fingers together in thought against his arm. The viscount’s eyes caught onto something out the doorway.
“Speaking of royal ties…” Lord Nort said with a smile.
Javier and Lloyd turned to find Countess Dantes stepping into the room.
“Lord Nort,” she greeted pleasantly.
“Lady Dantes!” the viscount greeted back. He gestured to them eagerly. “Have you met my young work partner, Young Lord Lloyd Frontera, and his betrothed Sir Javier Asrahan?”
Countess Dantes gave an amused smile, glancing over to them both.
“Oh, I believe we’ve met in passing once or twice,” she said.
“Evening again, Lady Dantes,” Lloyd greeted with a wry grin.
Javier bowed his head respectfully. Viscount Nort looked briefly disappointed that he had failed to introduce someone important to Lloyd as he had hoped. He quickly rallied.
“Well, no matter, it is still wonderful to speak with you,” he said. “And after such a wonderful display for the gifting ceremony! Even to my untrained eye, your magic skills are astounding. Always pushing the bounds of what’s possible.”
“You’re too kind, viscount,” she replied smoothly. “I do enjoy some more creative magic than standard, but I simply do my job to help provide what’s needed for such ceremonies.”
“Well, know that your work, both as an advisor and one of Her Majesty’s personal magical experts, is much appreciated,” Viscount Nort smiled. “I still think fondly of my own gift reveal a few winter solstice’s ago. I’m sure the queen thinks the same of your talents.”
Rather than respond, Countess Dantes turned to the hall, away from the group. After a moment of quiet, she turned back looking concerned.
“Oh, you have reminded me why I came over in the first place, Lord Nort. She is leaving for the evening,” she said primly.
She gestured out into the hall, where the queen could be seen placing her drink into an awaiting servant’s tray and speaking to one of her entourage. The viscount practically jumped into the air at the sight.
“Oh dear! I must go and properly send her off, thank you for the warning,” he exclaimed, already inching towards the main hall. He turned briefly back to Lady Dantes. “Ah, will you be leaving with Her Highness, Lady Dantes?”
Countess Dantes smiled at him.
“No.”
When nothing more seemed to follow, Viscount Nort sent her a confused nod, and then dashed off once more into the main hall.
When Lady Dantes turned back to face Javier and Lloyd, it was to Lloyd’s raised brow. Javier also thought the exchange as strange.
“Care to share, Lady Dantes?” Lloyd asked.
There was a pause. The countess’s smile dimmed and she let out a small sigh. She glanced once more out into the hall before scooching closer.
“I shall apologize for my curt response to Lord Nort later,” she said quietly. “I am afraid the queen has made a decision tonight that I do not care for much.”
Javier furrowed his brows.
“Should you be telling us this, countess?” he spoke. Lloyd shot him a surprised glance for speaking up.
Lady Dantes gave Javier a weak smile.
“Well, the queen wants to start observing you both closely. She did not bar anyone from saying so,” she said.
Javier’s brows shot upwards. Did their avoidance tactics backfire on them?
“Observe?” Lloyd asked, brows furrowed. “Just for choosing my own betrothed instead of a noble she felt more appropriate?”
Countess Dantes pursed her lips.
“I must ask a potentially indelicate question before I can answer,” she said. “Young Lord Lloyd Frontera, have you been in contact with the Asfahan Kingdom since your return from there?”
The absolute bewilderment on Lloyd’s face matched Javier’s own feelings.

  What does the Sultan kingdom have to do with any of this?

“Asfahan?” Lloyd asked. “No, aside from a few interactions with Miss Sheherazade as she got to know my brother, I haven’t spoken to anyone from the kingdom since I left it.”
The countess examined him. Clearly coming to a conclusion, she looked at him pityingly.
“I am not a truth revealer like some royal magicians are trained to be, but I can tell you are not lying.”
“I would have no reason to??”
“Young lord, the reason the queen wants to keep an eye on you two is due to a current rumor… about how your betrothal with Sir Asrahan here is a cover, and you are putting off marriage with a Magentano noble so that you can collude with the Asfahan Kingdom with the intention to secede to them.”

  Excuse me?!

“What?!” Lloyd blurted out.
“Oh, good, your surprise seals the deal. It really is not true. Though the way you two hang off one another should have given more people pause.”
Too many thoughts collided at once, Javier could only gape.

  How could people even think this is remotely true?

“The queen does not automatically believe such rumors, of course,” continued Countess Dantes, “but she keeps track of them and is investigating. Hence; keeping an eye on you two. Oh–!”
The hooded magician from earlier appeared at the entrance of the room looking around until they spotted the countess. She gestured for them to wait before turning back to Lloyd.
“I am afraid I must leave you again,” she said with a weak smile. “I wish you both luck.” She nodded, and left with the magician in tow. In only a moment, the room was once more empty besides Lloyd and Javier.
Despite the cheerful buzz of people waving the queen goodbye in the main hall, the side room echoed with silence.
Javier stared out into the throng. It seemed closer to a pit of snakes than a crowd of nobility.
“We need to refute these wild accusations before they spiral into something worse than a trade dispute,” Javier spoke out into the silence.
The grip on his arm went taught.
“We can’t.”
He spun around in shock.
“But–”
“If I walked out there right now,” Lloyd stood composed, staring seriously into his eyes, “and went to the nearest noble, or the queen, and suddenly insisted I had nothing to do with Asfahan since I left, would that help my case?”
Javier bit back his first instinct to retort back. He pursed his lips instead, and churned through the scenario.
“No,” he eventually replied, “you would look as if you were suddenly aware of a secret you needed to cover up.”
“Right. This is not a rumor I can talk my way out of,” Lloyd stared off to the side with a bitter smile, free hand on his hip.  “It’s a nasty trap of a rumor; unless someone confronts us head to head like Lady Dantes, arguing my position on Asfahan will only make us look desperate or guilty, and add fuel to the flames.”
“Is there no way to lure them into a confrontation?”
Lloyd looked contemplative. Javier felt his fingers moving in thought against his arm again.
“Potentially,” Lloyd muttered, head cocked. “But it’s dicey. People are less receptive to changing their minds when they’re angry.”
Javier clenched his jaw.
“You greatly irritated the Sultan of Asfahan himself and then swayed him despite that. Could we not do the same here?”
“Careful, that sounds close to another compliment,” Lloyd snorted. “No. Last time I had something that the Sultan wanted and I had no problem providing – a solution to his drought and rising rebellion. Unfortunately right now, what these nobles want is me and my reputation, and I am not giving it to them.”
Lloyd’s determined gaze was fierce, but Javier could feel his fist clench agitatedly against his arm. Javier looked away. He couldn’t counter the idea. It was the whole point of this scheme in the first place.
A marriage to a noble wouldn’t solve the fiefdom’s issues… and Lloyd wanted to give his heart to someone he trusted and chose for himself.

  All this just for his hand… Must we simply wait for this storm to pass?

“The ironic good news,” Lloyd continued wryly, “is that the seed of this rumor is related to our original issue in the first place.”
Javier blinked. He took a moment to turn the rumor over in his head again.
“They think you’re colluding with a foreign nation because you didn’t choose to marry a Magentano noble…” he said slowly.
“And they don’t understand why I got engaged to a commoner because they don’t believe the fairytale romance story,” Lloyd concluded, nodding. “The stakes are higher, but it all loops back to the original plan – I need to prove I didn’t choose any of these people because I already courted someone without strings attached, and I’m happily betrothed.”
“And by proving you had other reasons to not marry a noble–”
“It will dampen the collusion rumors because the basis of the rumor wouldn’t make any sense anymore,” Lloyd’s free hand snapped in approval. “The core of the issue is greed, so we just need to prove our ‘innocence’ by proving we’re in some sorta fairytale romance, taking me off the menu. Same as our issue a few hours ago.”

  Even if it wasn’t complicated, the stakes were already high. But this…

The idea that niggled at the back of his head after seeing the magic show couple grew larger.
“Master Lloyd,” he said slowly, “I do not think we can continue upon our previous path simply relying on dropping hints about the betrothal and encouraging trade.”
“Well, it’s not like I can talk our way out of this. We need to take advantage of tonight,” Lloyd said. “We won’t naturally see a group like this again for a while. Arm-in-arm for the rest of the night is a given, but what we need is a grand gesture… and unfortunately, dancing is not on the table for either of us.”
Javier frowned at the reminder. He was sure he would get the hang of it soon enough.
“Fairytale… fairytale…” Lloyd continued to mutter to himself, tugging at his collar again, thinking. Javier’s own idea sprouted the longer he was left to stew on it.
Suddenly Lloyd glanced down with an, “Oh!”
He looked around the empty area briefly, and then dragged Javier to the hidden corner of the side room, even deeper than last time. Lloyd wiggled free of their linked arms and turned to face Javier, tugging at his too-tight collar again. Only instead of shifting it to make himself more comfortable, he fished out his Frontera necklace and unhooked it from around his neck.
Lloyd held the Frontera crest up between them, eyes twinkling, amused.
“It’s romantic for nobles to trade crests with each other, right?”
Javier blinked.
“In stories or between lovesick fools, perhaps. Are the novels you have by your bedside all romances?” Javier squinted.
Lloyd rolled his eyes and shoved the necklace into Javier’s hands, who fumbled with the chain.
“Shut up, you know the soft-hearted types will squeal when they notice.”
Javier hesitantly lifted the necklace up and, under Lloyd’s expectant gaze, hooked it around his neck. He found the practice strange, even if it was a little sweet. He had even once declined one young noble lady who was far too enthusiastic in offering the trade to a knight she barely knew. But even the trade or the necklace itself wasn’t what made him hesitate. He glanced down, ensuring the necklace was in place. The Frontera family crest rested lightly against his chest.
A swell of emotions fought for attention. He couldn’t quite name any of them.
“After we become–” Javier paused. He tried again. “When we return home, I will be given one of these myself.”
Lloyd’s gaze shot up from the necklace to look him in the eye.
He paused, searching.
“Yeah,” Lloyd said slowly. Javier would almost call it delicately. “You’ll officially be part of the Frontera family. Official noble necklace and all.”
Javier had been caught up in dealing with the day-to-day scheming with Lloyd beside him. The realization that he would technically be joining the whole Frontera family… something stuck in his throat. Perhaps the food from earlier.
Lloyd silently watched him. After a moment, his eyes thankfully slid away without a word. He reached forward with his eyes turned down and started gently fussing with the placement of the necklace, indecisively putting it in front of his cravat, then behind. Javier let him.
He fought the urge to fidget with his missing sword. Weapons were not allowed close to nobility.
After about a minute, Javier took a breath. He could contemplate all this later. Or never.
Focusing on the concept of the trade once more, the idea that had been bothering him came back to the forefront.
“The tradition is for nobles to trade their crests,” he said. Lloyd’s fussing slowed to a stop and he glanced back up at him. “But since I am not a noble, I cannot give you one.”
“Yeah, obviously,” Lloyd popped back up, lively again. “We should be fine though. Just another way to sell the ‘lovers-between-classes’ schtick. We’ll be right next to each other all night. It’ll be pretty obvious.”

  Yes, but it’s not quite enough.

As proven just now, it was quite easy to gift your family necklace to someone else. It obviously had foolishly passionate implications for those involved, trading crests that sat near your heart, but it was easy enough to make happen. It, along with most of the things they had already done, were within the realm of plausible deniability.

  Why is he holding back?

“It is sweet, but this will still not be enough,” Javier commented. It was his turn to study Lloyd’s face. “You have not been pushing this matter as much as I thought you would. I agreed to this scheme. I believe I should do my part as well. Romances, even fake ones, are not all take and no give.”
Lloyd blinked.
“We’ve literally walked around with linked arms, had a fake picnic date, and came together to the party though?” he remarked.
To anyone else he would look innocently confused. Javier wasn’t fooled. He frowned.
“Benign moves like linking arms were for before the ruse was in motion, and even Lord Paris brought along his aide tonight,” Javier didn’t let himself hesitate. “I believe that we need to escalate our demonstrations.”
“...escalate how?” Lloyd asked, wary.
With deliberate calmness, Javier replied.
“A peck on the cheek.”
Lloyd’s face blanked out.
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me.”
Lloyd goggled at him. After a moment, he let out a weak chuckle and took a step back.
“All this pressure must have finally busted loose those screws you claimed you had.”
A spike of irritation ran through Javier as he stepped forward, maintaining the conversation.
“You are dancing around the issue. You were the one who brought up that talking will no longer be enough. And the necklace is only a half-measure.”
“Neither of us are dancing around anything if you know what I mean–”
“Master Lloyd,” Javier glared at him.
Lloyd lifted his hands up in mock surrender.
“Look,” Lloyd said, “we still have a few hours left at this shindig. We’ll do a few loops with the necklace on top of the planned sweet talk, and we’ll see how that goes first, alright? No need to push yourself.”
Javier wanted to say more, but Lloyd had already stuck his arm out, facing towards the exit. After a moment, Javier begrudgingly looped Lloyd in.

  He is normally the one to go the extra mile. Why the line in the sand? He even enthusiastically wrote up a contract for this whole thing to move smoothly–

The contract.

  (3) both could set limits on what kind of demonstrations would be allowed.

He bit the inside of his lip. He felt a bit foolish.
They walked stiffly towards the doorway. Chattering nobles once more spread throughout the hall, most still giving the side room a wide berth with stolen glances. Javier resolved to do his best within the bounds of what was permissible.

  He may be shameless, but even he must have limits–

“Honestly, we agreed to limit demonstrations if they were too much. You don’t need to push yourself to work that hard for something like this,” Lloyd grumbled, shaking his head.
Javier yanked them to a stop at the edge of the doorway.

  I am the one who suggested the idea, though?

Resisting the unfortunately common urge to flick Lloyd between his eyebrows, Javier instead deliberately turned to face a frowning Lloyd.
“Master Lloyd, if the suggestion was too much for you–” he tried to say evenly, irritation rising.
“No, no,” Lloyd said vehemently. “I’m definitely fine, it’s just a peck on the cheek, but it’s not required for the optics of the whole romance scheme right now. Probably. And it’s definitely not something required of someone just pretending. You don’t have to–”
Javier should figure out how to argue his stance on the subject on how romance should look, and make Lloyd see reason. He should retort that the implication that Javier didn’t know his own limits was insulting. He should point out that Lloyd was making all the calls for Javier despite his own contract explicitly saying the limits for demonstrations were meant to be established by the one who wanted them limited.
Instead, he felt his irritation and agitation rise and he simply shot out, “Do you trust me?”
Lloyd’s ramblings slammed to halt. His mouth hung open.
“I– That’s not–” Lloyd started and stopped. And then, turning away and drooping slightly, he mumbled, “Of course.”
Javier nodded.
“Good.”
And then he tugged Lloyd the last step out of the doorway into full view, turned aside, and pressed his lips to his cheek.
It was a bit more aggressive and smidge further south than he had been aiming for, which perhaps explained Lloyd’s eyes trembling for a moment when he pulled back. Even so, Javier felt his irritation mostly soothed away, and satisfaction rose in its wake. He plucked the necklace out from its partial hiding spot under his cravat, spun it into the open air to catch some light, and then dragged a slightly dazed Lloyd back into the fray for the rest of the evening.
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    Chapter Text

    Lloyd couldn’t argue with results.
Lord Nort’s party had ended with far more people cutting them slack than before Javier had… done as he suggested. Once had been enough too; a stolen kiss after emerging from the side room was a rumor that had whipped through the noble gossip faster than any of Lloyd and Javier’s investigative loops around the hall. By the end of the night, while most nobles had still gazed distrustfully at them, quietly rumbling about Asfahan, there was at least some hesitation in their eyes.
Unfortunately, that still meant not everyone was convinced.
“Being in a spy thriller is more boring than I would’ve guessed,” Lloyd muttered, walking to their rooms after working in the garden all day.
“Excuse me?” Javier asked, hooked in Lloyd’s arm.
“Nothing, don’t worry about it. Are we really still being tailed by that guy? It’s been days,” Lloyd asked with a huff.
Lloyd felt a whirl of mana for a moment before Javier responded.
“Yes. Same as before. He may be using some small token to hide his presence, but he is still always just slightly too far away to hear anything properly. He is just… watching.”
“Tsk. Creep,” Lloyd clucked. “Can’t compete against a swordmaster’s senses though, I guess.”
“I am unsure even Her Majesty would notice. The Asrahan Core Technique affords some advantage in this sense.”
“Hmm. Well, keep up the good work.”
Starting the day after the party, they had gained someone in the shadows following them. Even stranger, the man seemed to stay at a distance and never even attempted to approach their rooms. But everywhere else they went, he was just out of sight. Being who he was, Javier had noticed the man nearly right away. He had even recognized him as one of the servants he had seen run off in displeasure after Javier had originally confirmed his betrothal to the concerned crowd outside the training hall.
Which made it all the more confusing.

  Who is this guy?

The most immediate and concerning answer was what Lloyd had already been warned about – the queen was keeping an eye on them.

  After my poison resistance skill didn’t make me as immune as I thought… Could titles be just as slippery?


  [Magentano Carry]


  [Compliment Effect: As the lifesaver of Queen Magentano, you have her absolute trust. Your opinion and advice will be positively received. Moreover, for as long as her reign continues, you will never be suspected of treason or rebellion.]

It seems pretty airtight. But at the right angle…
He couldn’t be suspected of treason or rebellion from the queen, not unless he did something incredibly obvious. The queen wasn’t dense enough to ignore rumblings in her kingdom, but rumors shouldn’t be enough to shake his title. So rather than lack of trust…

  There’s a chance she might think I’m just being stupid.

Take into account she already wasn’t sold on his betrothal, and the fact that Lloyd had recently wrung the Sultan for all he was worth. Add in the awkward truth that she had immediately clocked him trying to use Julian and Sheherazade’s marriage to get out of working for her… The queen probably was under the impression he had snubbed her very generous proposal in order to try to milk the situation for any benefits he could get by playing all the sides.

  That said, we’re literally staying in the palace. Would she even need a spy to tail us to keep tabs on us?

Which left one other possibility left on the table.

  Our poisoner may be back on the prowl.

Lloyd shook his head and entered the Guest Quarters, Javier subtly indicating that their shadow had peeled off once more. Good. It was time to investigate without that watchful gaze haunting them.
“Hello again!” Lloyd cheered loudly ahead of him, “Thank you for the hard work.”
Three maids dutifully cleaning the hallway to their rooms looked up in surprise. One young maid with big eyes popped up with a smile.
“Young lord Frontera! Sir Asrahan! Evening, sirs!” she cheered right back.
Her two companions also stood and curtsied. Lloyd caught the two of them staring at Javier. Not unusual. But to his surprise, their eyes tracked the Frontera necklace, slightly unhidden after Javier had nodded in greeting. Their eyes widened in awe before looking eager to help.

  Oh? Unexpected bonus of the necklace. Well, that’ll make things easier.

Lloyd pulled him and Javier to a stop in front of the trio.
“Sorry to stop you while working. I was just on my way to see the head maid, but maybe you three will be able to help me?”
Lloyd half-fibbed. He’d prefer to keep his questions from someone like the head maid, but if he couldn’t find his answers here, he’d have to risk it.
“My lord?”
“Ah, this is a bit embarrassing.” Lloyd forced himself to look as sheepish as possible. “But I accidentally bumped into a servant earlier while I was leaving the library. By the time I noticed some of the documents in my pile weren't mine, he’d already run off. Mind helping me figure out who he is? I’d rather not get the poor guy in trouble just because I wasn’t looking where I was going.”
He untucked an envelope from his vest he had prepared ahead of time and waved it around.
“Plus,” Lloyd continued his lie, grimacing, “for all I know, these are state secrets, so I am not particularly interested in opening them to find their original owner.”
“Oh! That’s awful nice of you, sir!” The wide eyed maid exclaimed. Her two friends looked pleasantly surprised as well. “Hopefully we can help figure out where he is. Do you remember what he looked like?”
“Sir Asrahan?” Lloyd turned and gestured for him to take over.
Javier described the appearance of their shadow, and the three maids all hummed in thought. After a brief back and forth between the maids and a few clarifications from Javier, the wide eyed maid suddenly smacked a fist into her palm.
“Oh! You don’t think it’s–”
“Ugh,” another maid immediately came to a conclusion as well, less enthusiastically, “that greasy asshole.”
The third maid elbowed the second with a loud cough, and the first two maids shot up straight, remembering they were in the presence of a noble. Lloyd didn’t bother to hide his chuckle, hoping not to spook his unintended information brokers.
“Seems like you might know him, then?” Lloyd smiled crookedly.
The third maid sighed through her nose at the sight of her two friends ducking down and pinking in embarrassment.
“My lord,” she said, “I’m afraid we cannot help much in this matter.”
“Ah, if I’m breaching some code–” Lloyd hedged.
“Oh, no sir, it’s not that!” The wide eyed maid popped up.
The maid who had cursed tentatively peeked up, very pink, to join in as well.
“Very kind of you to help this man, my lord,” she said, “but the fact of the matter is that no one’s sure who he reports to anymore.”
“The last position we know he worked for was for the Order of Thornbush,” the third maid tilted her head in thought. “Laundry and such, you know? But he’s not been seen in the main laundry area to resupply for soap in some time. We’d been wondering if he was assigned another task since then, whether by Thornbush knights or some other noble person.”
“We like to keep our distance from him, and it’s not like he has friends to ask… He’s a real, ah, self-important fellow,” the second maid muttered.
“He’s not very nice, no,” the wide eyed maid sighed sadly. “I doubt he’d even bother helping set up the queen’s caravan to the south, so you couldn’t look for him there either. I’m sorry, my lord, it seems your good deed may end up for naught.”
Lloyd rubbed his fingers in thought.
“That’s alright, thank you for your help,” he smiled. “I’ll see if we can find him some other way. He may not be the nicest guy, but remember, let’s keep quiet about this to not get anyone in trouble, yeah?”
“Yes, my lord,” they said, nodding.
He waved them farewell, and they quickly curtsied back. Lloyd pulled Javier in the direction of their rooms.
“It seems we have encountered someone skilled in making people disappear,” Javier murmured.
“And someone with enough influence to make it not seem obvious, whether they’re dead or have a new job,” Lloyd muttered back.
They stepped into their rooms, and Lloyd let go to think, pacing the room. Javier simply pulled aside to watch.
After a few minutes, Lloyd stopped to stare at him.
“Our shadow isn’t aware that you know he’s tailing us, right?” he asked.
“I do not think so.”
“Good. Follow him tonight.”
Javier’s eyes sharpened in understanding. “To see who he speaks with. I see.”
“Bingo. Keep yourself out of sight, find out where he reports.”
Rather than respond or move to action, Javier remained silent, brows slightly furrowed. Lloyd raised his own, waiting him out. After a few moments, he was rewarded.
“The rooms are not secure enough for this.”
“Huh?”
“The fumbling spy may be a lure to separate your guard from you. I find that pursuing him alone may not be to our benefit.”
Lloyd blinked.
“The spy you said ‘even the queen might not be able to notice’ might be bait?”
Javier’s gaze seemed to be stuck somewhere just to the left of Lloyd’s head.
“It is a possibility.”
Lloyd bit back an amused smile.

  He’s so stubborn about strange things sometimes.

“It’s been a month since anything’s happened,” Lloyd noted, “and even if not, they weren’t after me, and we already ate dinner.”
Javier remained silent. Lloyd let loose a sigh.
“You know, enough people have barged into our rooms this trip, I’m not particularly interested in letting anyone else back in,” he continued casually, as if speaking to the air. He turned and squinted to inspect Javier up and down in disinterest. “Hmm, maybe I’ll even lock your snoring butt out now that I think about it.” 
Javier scoffed, untensing a little.
“You must be thinking of your own sleeping habits. And kicking your so-called betrothed out so early in the betrothal? I was not aware being cold-hearted was a part of your fairytale romance scheme.”
Lloyd scrunched his face up at the fastball quips launched back at him.
“Shoo, you rascal. Go chase our shadow while I lounge about,” Lloyd grumbled, waving him away.
“Understood,” Javier nodded, taking a moment to ensure he took his sword with him. He stepped towards the door. Before exiting, he turned back.
“I shall return with news. Please be safe, Master Lloyd.”
“You too.”
And then he was off.
Lloyd shook his head with a crooked smile.
***
A few hours later, Lloyd was laying back on the couch reading by the low light of the dying fire when a familiar cool voice called out from the front door. Lloyd lifted some sleepy summons off of him to peek over the back of the couch. Javier quietly closed the door behind him, inspecting an envelope.
“Did you get so lost you needed to write a letter for help?” Lloyd joked.
“It was left at our doorside… you instructed the servant to leave it outside?” Javier looked a shade surprised as he finished his inspection. Lloyd might even call him pleased.
“Hmm, maybe they just didn’t feel like coming in,” Lloyd said innocently. He sat up properly, putting his book aside. “What’s the verdict on your evening stroll?”
Sitting on the opposite couch, Javier handed the envelope over to Lloyd, face sinking into something solemn.
“I was able to tail the spy without issue. He seems to keep tabs outside of the Guest Quarters until late in the evening, perhaps to keep track of our exit and entry. He seemed rather uninterested in anyone else. Once it was quite late, he left.”
“And?”
“He went straight to the Residency Wing… but entered through the junction where it meets with the Order of Thornbush’s wing.”
Lloyd tapped the envelope against his other hand, mouth drawn in a tight line.
“Any idea which wing he went into?”

  Nobility or Royalty?

Javier shook his head.
“The security we experienced at Lord Nort’s party seemed to only be fractionally more difficult than it is on an average day. Even the servant’s entrance he used had a high-level swordsman guard posted right next to it. I kept watch hoping he would emerge, but after quite some time, it became clear that he reports and sleeps in the same building.”
Lloyd leaned back into the couch with a sigh.

  Back to square one.

“So we didn’t learn anything much different than we knew before,” Lloyd said, fiddling the letter open in his frustration. “It’s good that we checked, but that still leaves our poisoner or the queen as our suspect– ah.”
Javier glanced down where Lloyd had paused his fiddling to look at the open letter.
“What is it?” Javier asked.
“I am invited to Her Royal Majesty’s Winter Solstice Ball with the highest of honors, the single honored guest of the evening,” Lloyd said slowly.
“That is to be expected,” Javier said. “We are taking extra dance classes to prepare for such an event after all.”
Lloyd rubbed his fingers in thought.
“You are not named here at all,” he said, glancing up. “Just that a plus one is permitted.”
“...that is not unusual.” Javier said. He didn’t sound certain.
“There was a chance you were going to be an honored guest as well, and even if not – they gave us a combined bedroom, but didn’t bother to include you on an invitation?” Lloyd tossed the invitation to the table between them. “It’s a snub. Plain and simple.”
Javier grimaced but did not counter.

  Either the queen or someone on her payroll doesn’t like Javier. Though in the end, we can only keep doing what we’re doing.

If the queen was upset at them, he couldn’t do anything besides excel at the garden to prove he was invested in the Magentano kingdom. And if it was anyone else, they just needed to keep up the facade of the scheme.
***
“1, 2, 3, 1, 2, turn– excellent, you are already improving.”
Lady Cordona clapped to keep time with the fortepiano, dance class once again in session. Lloyd swung Javier around and back into position with a few stumbles, but he felt leagues more confident that he wouldn’t make a fool of himself than he had before. They briefly stepped apart and came back together, Javier’s turn to lead.
In contrast to Lloyd’s marginal improvement, Javier kept moving unexpectedly, yanking Lloyd either faster or slower than expected, which was impressive considering there was a beat to follow. Lloyd could feel the intense focus rolling off of Javier. He was sweating almost as much as he did in battle, and just as concentrated.

  He looks hilarious.

“Oh? Swordmaster Asrahan can’t keep up? Maybe the title of swordmaster isn’t so impressive afterall,” Lloyd bragged with a wicked grin, gripping the warm hand in his tighter. Javier had suddenly pulled them to a stop in order to try and replicate a move he was stuck on. Again.
Javier glared at him, and in the next moment Lloyd felt a sharp pain from his toes.
“Ow!”
“Excuse me, Master Lloyd, I could not see my steps. Your prodigious head was in my way,” Javier responded coolly.
“You…” Lloyd growled.
The class immediately devolved as foot-stepping became more and more purposeful, each tripping the other harder than the last. By the time Lloyd nearly fell flat with Javier looking over smugly, Lady Cordona clapped her hands together to stop the music.
“Let us take a break,” she sighed.
Lloyd straightened up, a bit embarrassed. Javier dusted himself off nonchalantly, but Lloyd could see him avoiding anyone’s gaze. Lady Cordona’s guard knight snorted a quiet laugh.
“At least one thing seems to be coordinated between you two,” Ser Noel said wryly.
Lady Cordona, however, had frozen and seemed to be staring at something, eyes wide, hand to her mouth. Lloyd followed her gaze, and found Javier retucking the Frontera necklace away after it got tossed around. Lady Cordona turned her head to speak to Ser Noel, without taking her eyes off of it.
“Why don’t you show Sir Asrahan some pointers. I wish to speak with Young Lord Frontera.”
Ser Noel looked surprised, but nodded. She gave Javier an amused grin as she waved him over to the side of the room.
“C’mere Sir ice prince swordmaster; let’s see if we can get you to stop slip-sliding everywhere.”
Javier grimaced at the name, but followed dutifully. Lloyd tried not to snort how Javier looked like he was entering a war meeting.
Lloyd sobered up as he followed Lady Cordona to another corner, trying to gauge her expression. It was complicated, but he was sure it was also a little contrite.
“Oh man, I didn’t realize I needed personal pointers,” he tossed out casually. “I thought I was improving.”
“Oh, you are!” She looked startled. She immediately drooped. “You are. Truthfully… Truthfully, I called you over to apologize.”

  Hmm?

Lloyd quirked his head.
“Apologize?”
Lady Cordona took a deep breath.
“I am a dancer by trade, young lord,” she said, looking aside, “and a large part of this trade is socializing with those who can help set up events… namely nobles who have reputations to flaunt and money to burn.”
Lloyd waited for her to continue; Lady Cordona seemed to have a knack for drip feeding information. He could definitely see her delicately weaving her way through gossipy parties of nobles as part of her usual routine.

  Ah, wait. Gossip?

He watched as her eyes wandered back to her guard knight and Javier.
“I am pulling you aside to apologize for seriously considering the rumors that my friends and I have heard since your betrothal. The whispers that your betrothal did not seem genuine,” she said. She turned back to face him, hands clasped tight. “You must understand – I had already seen for myself how adamantly you refused past proposals. Not just me, not just women, but any of them. My brother Quinten included.”
Lloyd’s eyes bugged out as he frantically ran back his single interaction with Quinten Cordona. Against his will, he felt himself warm at the sudden recontextualization.

  Apparently I’ve been refusing more proposals than I thought?!

Before he could frantically recall more conversations with nobility, Lady Cordona continued unabated, talking faster as if she were trying to get something out before she regretted it.
“I was hesitant when I heard about Viscount Nort’s party. Gossip is gossip, and you were already a target of people’s interest, so I couldn’t be sure of the truth. Some people can change their tune so quickly. But seeing you here in person, I…” she hesitated, and to Lloyd’s alarm, she started to pink as well. Despite firmly keeping her eyes on Lloyd, Lady Cordona absently tugged at a loose hair, clearly a nervous habit. “I can see in you what I see in myself – a care for your knight.”
Lloyd started to sweat.

  I expected some results from the necklace and Javier’s– Javier’s demonstration, but for her to suddenly be making such a sincere apology… and apparently a confession… 

His plans were finally bearing fruit, but not from an angle he had expected. Javier’s demonstration still made him squirm a bit when he recalled it, but dismissing this opportunity was the opposite of what they needed to be doing right now.

  I guess I should be grateful that it would look weird if I suddenly gushed about my apparent situation.

Lloyd rubbed the back of his neck, not really needing to push to make his expression sheepish.
“O-oh, it feels weird to brag, haha…”
Lady Cordona’s gaze finally fell to the floor, still tugging at her hair.
“I admire the courage to move forward hand in hand with your knight,” Lady Cordona admitted quietly, pink face fading to something doleful. She glanced up through her lashes to look at the two knights in the other corner of the room. Ser Noel was holding up her sheathed sword while dancing, Javier staring intently, hand on his chin consideringly. Lady Cordona smiled. It didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“She is kind and loyal,” she continued. “I… I fear anything I ask for would be returned through obligation and loyalty. My title is important to me, but I wish she would just see me.”

  Why am I here. Why is this happening to me.

Lloyd felt every part of him curling in embarrassment at both the implication of him looking just as lovesick, and her implicit bid for counsel. He wasn’t even actually dating anyone. He was in no position to give any sort of advice. Either way, Lady Cordona’s defeated gaze cut into him, making him shiver. He looked away.

  Lady Cordona is apparently a regular fixture in the gossip world. It can’t hurt to have someone like that on our side, right?

He bit his lip. Lady Cordona watched him quietly, seeming to realize he was trying to think of a response.
Lloyd turned her admission over in his head, thinking about his time watching countless irritating lovebirds at university or even while working. He’d helped Julian out before, he could whip something up again. He had a dozen angles he could come up with, or strings he could tug, but… he kept getting caught on one part.

  Loyalty, huh?

Lloyd stared at the floor.
The hand on his neck unconsciously slipped to his cheek, just a little too close to his lips. Something itched at the back of his head.
“Loyalty doesn’t mean they’re brainless,” he said slowly.
He paused, for once not entirely sure where he was going with his words.
“You just need to put your trust in them.”
There was a moment of silence. It rang in his ears.
He had an urge to look across the room. He fought it.
Then he heard a soft puff of air from beside him. Lloyd looked up to find Lady Cordona smiling sweetly behind a hand, looking awed and charmed. He snapped back to full attention and felt himself burn in embarrassment.
“Ahem!” he cleared his throat. “Should we get back to it?”
“Yes. Thank you for your time. We should return,” she nodded politely, clearly letting him escape. She dusted herself off as she started to stride back to the center of the room. Lloyd followed, beating back his warm face. “Apropos of nothing…” She glanced at him, a secret smile tucked behind a polite one. “I plan on ensuring the dance at your wedding this spring is as solid as a rock. You two shall be the talk of the town.”
Lloyd blinked before giving back a weak smile.

  Aka, she’ll try and use her skills to make us look good. She’s quite the conversation navigator.

“Thank you,” he said, a little more sincerely than he intended.
She gave one last understanding smile, before turning back to the knights. Ser Noel spotted them and waved. Lady Cordona let out a controlled breath and fully straightened up before smiling back.
“Let us all take a proper break,” she said, and waved Ser Noel away from Javier. “I’m sure you two would appreciate a moment to breathe.”
The two wandered off, leaving Lloyd and a contemplative Javier behind. Lloyd watched them go, chewing the inside of his lip.

  A whole new ally just because of the party, huh?

Sure, people were eyeing Javier differently wearing Lloyd’s Frontera necklace. Non-nobles seemed to enjoy spotting it on Javier, another non-noble, for the novelty of it, while the nobles understood that Lloyd was marking Javier as part of the Frontera family already. It was a clear, blaring sign to all about their supposed relationship.
But Lloyd also knew full well Javier was right – with all the rumors swirling around them, the necklace trade would have fallen into the realm of plausible deniability if it hadn’t been accompanied by Javier’s demonstration outside the side room.

  In order to get these nobles to stop arguing, we need to get them to truly believe I got betrothed because of personal reasons by the Winter Ball. Additionally, we either need to convince our poisoner of our status, or enrage them further to smoke them out. If we want to push the scheme harder… Well. Javier’s already made his case.

And there was no better place to test the waters than in front of a new ally.

  Trust, huh?

Lloyd gulped.
“About what we talked about before,” Lloyd started slowly, looking to the side, not quite on Javier’s face.
Javier’s eyes jumped to him, contemplation interrupted.
“At the party,” Lloyd clarified.
Javier waited. Lloyd grumbled.
“More demonstrations, right?” Lloyd hedged, managing to force himself to look at Javier.
Javier blinked. Then nodded coolly.
“Yes.”
It was an agreement and approval. Lloyd rubbed the back of his neck.

  Oh, to heck with it.

“Fine. But get down here – I’m not going to tiptoe for a cheek kiss,” he groused, fighting back the feeling of his face warming again.
Javier paused for a moment, taking him in, silver hair spilling to the side as he tilted his head in consideration.
Then he stood up on his tiptoes to make himself taller.
“Wha–” Lloyd gaped at the smug look facing back at him. The audacity! “You absolute rascal, get back here!”
The scuffle of the century began as Lloyd kept trying to grab onto a lapel, cravat, anything, only to miss as an amused Javier dodged up, down, and all around, easily sidestepping Lloyd as he grew more and more irritated. A full minute into this, Lloyd finally let out a strangled yell, and Javier bent over to laugh, boisterous and full. Lloyd snapped an arm over his shoulders and grabbed Javier’s entire face, making him laugh harder, and planted as obnoxious a kiss as possible to the cheek in front of him. Irritated satisfaction filled him with his success as the shoulders under his arm shook with laughter, both his hand and the face squished within it warm.
A giggle floated across the room. The pair froze.
“Shall we get back to it?” Lady Cordona said, eyes dancing in amusement and hiding her smile behind her hand. Ser Noel and even the musician in the corner were also coughing out smiles behind their fists.
Lloyd and Javier pinked, and disassembled to get back to the dance floor.
***
“Hya!”
“Keep moving, keep moving!”
“Non-tour attendants, stay clear!”
Swarms of wagons and personnel filled the palace grounds, the sound of horses braying and chatter filling the air. Lloyd and Javier dodged through the mass, avoiding eager arms popping out to wave goodbye to the queen and her convoy heading south. Even in all the hubbub, Javier quietly noted to Lloyd that they still had their shadow trailing after them. Lloyd sighed.

  At least it’s gotten easier walking arm-in-arm all the time.

Since the party, and certainly after they gained their shadow, Lloyd and Javier almost never stopped. If they weren’t working or in the Guest Quarters, they were linked. An arm was held out by one of them, the other would hook in, and they would move forward in sync. Lloyd was used to being with Javier most of the time, but being literally linked was new.
The strangest part was that it wasn’t strange anymore.

  If anything, we fit weirdly well together…

As they moved away from the ruckus of the main road, Lloyd felt himself get caught on the thought.
He’d been physically near Javier a lot before. Even beyond the fact they were rarely not in each other’s company, Lloyd had given him a piggyback ride when Javier was injured, used him as an emergency ride during the locusts, and, in the case of the zombie mastodons, Javier had clung to his sleeve for a whole flight. None had inspired much emotion other than exasperation of the situation, aside from maybe amusement during the mastodon incident. Certainly not comfort. And sure, sleeping near each other still felt odd, and the new… demonstrations… were embarrassing, but…
It didn’t explain why walking arm-in-arm felt so natural. The idea made his chest tight.
Some small commotion at the front of the Guest Quarters was a welcome distraction. He shook his head minutely and looked up to find another carriage and wagon, this time planted in front of the entrance. He wondered if it was another part of the tour to the south, until, from the other side, a very familiar head of red hair suddenly popped out. Lloyd’s eyebrows shot up.
“Julian?!”
Julian Frontera spun around at the call. He immediately dropped the trunk he was carrying, much to the clear relief of the many distressed palace workers around him, and his smile brightened to a full grin.
“Hyung! Sir Asrahan! You really are in the capital!”
Julian jogged over to them, practically glowing. Lloyd laughed in pleasant astonishment. He could see Javier smiling out of the corner of his eye too. It looked like the honeymoon had treated Julian very well.

  Speaking of which…

“What a surprise!” Lloyd grinned back as Julian pulled to stop in front of them. “Are you both back already? Where is Sheherazade?”
Julian tore his excited expression away from them to gaze fondly at the Guest Quarters entrance.
“She already went ahead. She started to help take the luggage to our temporary lodgings, so I wanted to help unload too,” he said, gazing proudly at the entrance, hands on his hips.
The servants near the carriage eyed their conversation, frantically unloading luggage faster at the comment.
“But hold on, enough of that!” Julian suddenly cried. He spun around to face them, wild eyed. “I can’t believe I had to find out through rumors! You two are engaged?!”
Lloyd’s smile froze. He felt Javier stiffen beside him as well.
“You… didn’t get our letter?” He asked cautiously.
Julian cocked his head.
“Letter?”
After the Count and Countess had approved the scheme, Lloyd had sent a letter to Julian as well. It was a family secret after all; it wouldn’t work if the whole family wasn’t in on it.

  I had Ggoming send it, there’s no way that could have gotten lost, right?

Lloyd’s heart rate skyrocketed. The ramifications of a burn-after-reading letter being missing, potentially in someone else's hands, maybe even in the hands of someone influential was–
Sheherazade appeared behind her husband.
“I believe you bundled a letter from Sir Ggoming with the other congratulation letters in the red trunk, to be read later,” she intoned. She warmly slipped her hand into Julian’s and turned to Lloyd and Javier with a nod. “Greetings Lloyd Frontera, Javier Asrahan.”
Lloyd, trying not to collapse from relief that the letter wasn’t lost after all, only weakly smiled back at her. He felt like his soul might float into the sky. Javier gave a stiff nod beside him.
“Master Julian…” Javier spoke slowly. “So you did not find out about us through either our letter or his Lordship?”
Lloyd slammed right back to the ground.
Forget someone else knowing the truth about the betrothal – that means Julian doesn't know.
Julian pouted, looking a bit sheepish now that it was clear he wasn’t intentionally left out of the loop.
“No, we found out on our way from Asfahan. The closer we got to the capital, the less we heard about anything else! Especially once they knew who we were,” Julian grumbled, actually rolling his eyes at the last part.

  Wait. From the Sultan kingdom.

Lloyd felt a different dread creep up on him.
“No one bothered you on the way here, did they?” he asked, a bit sharper than he had intended.
Julian paused. He and Sheherazade looked at each other in confusion for a moment before Julian turned back to them.
“No, nobody bothered us… I can stand up for myself now though, you know.” Julian said with a half smile.
Lloyd glanced over to Javier, who was already glancing back, clearly thinking the same thing.

  The collusion rumors are only in the capital for now.

That was good. For Julian and Sheherazade’s travels, sure, but also the fact that trades far from the capital would be less affected by the rumor spiralling out of control. Lloyd sighed and scrubbed his hair before waving Julian’s grumbling off and going into damage control mode.
“Yeah, yeah,” Lloyd sighed dramatically, “Just wondering if you got crowded with depressed fans as well.”
Julian examined him for a moment. Then he chuckled.
“The wailing in the streets could be heard about Sir Asrahan, at least,” he smirked, shooting Javier a grin.
Lloyd grimaced. He didn’t even need to look to Javier to know the man looked amused. Rascal.
“I must say though,” Julian continued, looking between their still linked arms and their faces. “I couldn’t believe it at first, but… looking now, I can see you two fit rather well.”
Lloyd let out a muted strangled noise, no idea how to respond. Especially since he had just been thinking the same earlier.
“How about the four of us have some dinner in our rooms after your long trip, huh?” Lloyd choked out, feeling warm. He unhooked from Javier and shoved him in the direction of the carriage and wagon. “Javier, maybe go grab that letter bundle too. Quickly. There’s a lot to talk about.”
Javier’s face was as stoic as ever, but Lloyd could spy his ears pinking as he dashed off to the carriage without comment.
“Oh, we can unpack and meet with you later–” Julian tried to interrupt.
“Oh, I can’t let either of you keep lugging trunks and furniture around after all that travel. Join us for dinner!” Lloyd said with a tight grin, grabbing Julian firmly by the shoulder.
Julian opened his mouth to politely protest again, only to be interrupted by his own growling stomach. Lloyd thanked his lucky stars. He couldn’t let this stand a moment longer.
***
“YOUR ENGAGEMENT IS A SHAM?!”
Julian had his hands on either side of his dinner plate, standing in shock at Lloyd and Javier’s dining table. Javier resisted the urge to rub his ears.
“Sure, just shout that fact as loudly as possible, why don’t you?” Lloyd said wryly, calmly wiping his mouth with his napkin.
He glanced over to Javier, a clear question in his eyes.
“No, I still don’t sense anyone nearby,” Javier confirmed quietly, a wave of his mana rolling back with the answer.
Julian still seemed a little too shocked to react. Sheherazade gently tugged him back into his seat, hand resting gently on his shoulder. She turned to Lloyd.
“It is not unusual to have a political marriage. It is the first I have heard of such a strange arrangement however,” she said, eyebrows furrowed.
Javier didn’t disagree. No matter how used to the situation he had become, it was still a strange scheme he had signed onto. But he also agreed with Lloyd’s initial judgement of the situation, which was exactly what the man was explaining to the newlywed pair in detail, the still sealed letter reduced to ashes in the fireplace behind them making it clear that the full explanation was needed.
There was quiet afterwards.
“I did not realize your marriage proposal situation had gotten so out of hand,” said Julian, an unsure look on his face.
“Maybe you should read your mail then, little bro?” Lloyd teased, jerking his thumb behind him to gesture to the fireplace.
“W-well, I was busy!” Julian defended.
“Oh ho, I bet you were.”
Both the newlyweds glared through their blushes. Javier tried to cough out his laugh, though from Lloyd’s crooked grin inching wider, he feared he failed badly. He cleared his throat.
“Okay, okay, I promise I’m done,” Lloyd said faux magnanimously, hands raised in surrender. “I want to hear about your trip. But I have one final warning.”
Julian scrunched his nose up.
“Ugh, I’m not going to spill the beans if mother and father agreed–”
“No, Julian, I’m serious,” Lloyd brought his hands together on the table, staring them down. “This plan isn’t just waving off fans, or turning away old men. We’re stopping nobles from escalating their actions to things that can’t be taken back. Things have gotten… complicated… now that there’s a new rumor mixing in.”
“Rumor?”
Lloyd shot Sheherazade an apologetic look.
“There are rumors that I’m faking the betrothal to purposefully ignore all Magentano nobles because I intend to collude with the Sultan and secede to Asfahan.”
Julian just gaped at the news, but Sheherazade's expression turned furious.
“Preposterous! What would the Almighty Sultan even gain from such collusion? And just after our treaty as well!” she scowled.
“If people were thinking straight, they’d follow that train of thought as well,” Lloyd sighed, leaning back in his seat. “Plus, the fact that I’ve only visited Asfahan for a few months, never before or after that, and only ever saw the Sultan twice in that time. But that’s what I’m saying. The gossip in Magenta is strong. Be wary until the rumors fade away.”
Sheherazade gritted her teeth, but seemed to understand. Julian seemed struck by something, however.
“When you asked if we were bothered by anyone on the way here…” Julian asked slowly.
Despite the heavy mood, Javier couldn’t help a corner of his mouth tugging up watching Lloyd turn sheepish at the comment.
“Ah. Yeah, thankfully for the trade routes closer to home, the rumors are just here for now,” he grumbled.
“But you make it sound like something worse than gossip has happened?” Julian asked, brow furrowed.

  Master Julian was always quick.

Javier waited to see how Lloyd would explain, since they’d never had to or wanted to explain this part yet. Instead, though, Lloyd paused. And then, to Javier’s shock, he glanced to Javier, a question in his eyes. Javier sent his own back.

  You’re asking me?

Lloyd surreptitiously shrugged, nonchalant as he scratched at his cheek, a little near his lips. Javier could easily spot him rubbing his fingers in thought under the table though.
It was a security decision technically, partly his purview. And they hadn’t even told the count and countess yet either…
Javier took in the newlywed couple, fresh off their honeymoon. They had previously been glowing cheerfully, happily brushing up against one another. Now they looked worried, angry, and stressed.
Javier quietly sighed through his nose.
“The situation is politically fraught at the moment,” he intoned, “but rest assured, we have it in hand. Please watch over yourselves, and enjoy returning back to Magenta otherwise.”
Lloyd picked up without a beat.
“And that’s that!” Lloyd clapped. “Leave this to your hyung; we’ve got this. Welcome back to the capital.”
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    Chapter Text

    A few days after Julian and Sheherazade’s return, the late autumn sunset followed Javier and Lloyd home. Javier stayed completely silent as he guided them along, the aggravated tapping on his arm making it clear that Lloyd was in just as poor of a mood as himself.
It had been a frustrating afternoon.
The moment they entered the building, leaving their aggravating and ever-present shadow behind, Javier unclenched his jaw to speak up under his breath.
“I could–”
“You could, but we shouldn’t,” Lloyd interrupted without a beat, climbing the steps up to their floor.
“If you instead–”
“With what evidence?” Lloyd hissed back.
“Fascinating,” a familiar voice said from higher up on the staircase, around the bend. “It seems you both know each other well enough that you do not even need to hold a proper conversation.”
Lloyd beside him jumped, but Javier slowly raised his head to catch the aloof gaze of Sheherazade peeking down at them.
“Jeez,” Lloyd grumbled, “you swordsmen and your sneak attacks. Evening, Sheherazade.”
“Good evening to you both,” she greeted them back with a nod and a bit of a smirk.
Javier nodded his own greeting, pulling the two of them up the steps to match pace with her. As he drew near, his eyes caught onto the autumn coat she was carrying.
“Were you out and about today?” Lloyd asked, eyes also clearly on the coat. His question was asked lightly, but Javier could feel the minute clench on his arm.
“Just for a moment,” she said, stepping onto the next floor and turning down the hallway. “I have been sorting our belongings all morning, as they are simply taking up space until we move into our permanent lodgings. I needed some fresh air, so I stopped by the mail office. Same as the past few days as well.”
Javier’s eyebrow twitched.
“The mail office?” He asked.
Sheherazade smiled bitterly at the question as they arrived on their floor.
“Yes, Julian has finally been responding to all our congratulatory letters lately,” she turned a sharp eye to Javier. “But I suppose you’ve also heard the rumors?”
Lloyd made a disgruntled noise. They certainly. But the conversation came to a pause as they passed a group of maids who greeted them cheerfully. They all nodded back, but Javier didn’t miss that Sheherazade kept an eye on the group until they turned the corner. The trio stopped in front of a door, which Sheherazade opened unceremoniously, stepping in.
“I have returned,” she called, “and I bring visitors.”
She waved them inside, though Javier and Lloyd only inched in dubiously. The rooms, slightly smaller than their own, were packed to the gills with haphazard piles of furniture, luggage, and boxes. The teetering towers gave a small groan as shuffling came from one corner of the room.
“Welcome home!” A muffled voice cried before a head of curly red hair popped out from the closest edge of chaos. “Oh! Hyung, Sir Asrahan, welcome!”
Javier nodded, and despite his clear mood, Lloyd summoned up a half-hearted grin. After fishing for information all day, Javier was surprised he had the energy to spare. They had heard some drivel from a passing noble this morning, and had not stopped hunting since.
Their lack of enthusiasm was clear, and it quickly dimmed Julian’s own. His eyes searched for his wife in hesitation.
“We were just discussing how I was returning from the mail office,” Sheherazade said meaningfully.
“Ah,” Julian smiled sadly in understanding, and brought his hands in front to stare down and fiddle with. “The rumors that you’re working as a go-between for Lloyd by sending secret messages, huh?”
Javier’s heart sank. Julian was his oldest friend; he hated that he recognized the resigned look resting over his shoulders.
“It seems the rumor you mentioned previously has transmuted into its current form due to the fact that the only people we spoke with on our first day in the capital was you, and that we refused nearly all palace servants’ help to move in. Apparently we looked ungrateful,” Julian continued, morose. “Coupled with the fact that I had a lot of letters that needed to be sent out…”
Sheherazade scoffed at the air. “It has not been long since we arrived – I am unsure how someone could learn about our specific arrival so quickly, especially with the queen and her caravan leaving the same day. I have been keeping an eye on the palace help, but most seem genuinely friendly.”

  Yes, how strange. Almost as if someone has been tracking where we go and who we talk to lately.

Javier grimaced. He and Lloyd had failed to see the shadow as an issue when it was just the two of them, but now there were other avenues of attack.
“After all the hard work you’ve put into this, I’ve apparently been entirely unhelpful…” Julian bit his lip, dismay clearly written across his expressive face. Sheherazade moved to stand beside him, silent but for a resigned sigh.
Lloyd let out his own sigh beside Javier. Then he suddenly disengaged and stepped forward. His hand shot out, and with a snap, grabbed Julian’s head and gave it an aggressive scrub. Julian yelped.
“What’s with the long face? You sad you’re apparently doing a bad job at being a not-spy?” Lloyd smirked down at him, other hand poised casually on his hip.
“Huh???”
“I don’t know why else you’d be so down. You’ve just been writing responses to your letters – I thought you were a nerd about paperwork of all kinds.”
“Hey–”
Javier caught on.
“I find no reason to be morose, Master Julian. You have done nothing but send thankful letters to those who wished you both congratulations on your marriage,” Javier said.
Sheherazade nodded in agreement.
“And you don’t seem more than annoyed, Sheherazade. I take it you both haven’t been affected otherwise?” Lloyd asked offhand, both his hands slipping carelessly into his pockets, but the steel in his tone was clear as day to Javier.
She scoffed.
“Merely rumors and nothing else. This is like children’s squabbles to me.”
“True…” Julian gazed at her worriedly.
“And besides, I would not let anything happen to my husband. I am by his side,” she stated adamantly, pinking but raising her head up high.
Something clearly clicked into place for Julian, and he looked torn between staring at her adoringly and looking bashful. Javier tried not to laugh. It was a better look on Julian, though much more amusing.
“Well, when you put it like that…” Julian said quietly.
The tension that had been wound through Lloyd visibly loosened, and he let out a huff of amusement.
“It’s not a great look for our fiefdom, true, but since you’re literally not doing anything wrong, changing your tune will only be more suspicious. Send any letters you need.” Lloyd grinned crookedly down at his brother, oozing nonchalance. Though after a moment, he scratched his chin in consideration. “...though maybe we try to only meet inside the Guest Quarters.”
“Should we not be worried?” Sheherazade asked. “There are still maids and servants inside.”
Javier glanced over to Lloyd just as he looked back. Javier nodded, an unspoken question answered.

  No. There are no other tails, and no other servants have approached the shadow with information while he tails us.

“Like you said,” Lloyd said, turning back with a shrug, “they’ve been friendly.”
Javier sensed some maids draw near, the telltale squeak of the dinner cart approaching.
“I believe it is time for us to go,” Javier interrupted. “You will have more visitors soon.”
“Ah. Well, understood, we’ll try to keep our distance. We’re still getting settled in anyway, so we won’t have much time to chat.” Julian said, looking back at the swaying stacks of storage.
“Regretable. I had steeled myself to ask to train with you once more, Sir Asrahan,” Sheherazade sighed. “But Julian is correct, we are still busy. We shall comply with your strategy. Please have a good evening.”
“Good evening, hyung! Sir Arsahan!”
They waved goodbye just before maids pulled up, who also cheerfully waved farewell to the duo.
Alone once more, Lloyd sighed.
“I’m getting real sick of that shadow.”
“I agree, Master Lloyd.”
***
The next evening, spurred by his annoyance, Lloyd dragged Javier to go on walk with him around the edges of the Residency Wing.

  If we can’t get into the building the obvious way, how about a less obvious one? Survey!

Crackle! Lloyd’s eyes crackled with energy. While he and Javier walked arm-in-arm in a slow circuit around the building, Lloyd kept his eyes on the composition and structure of the building unfolding before his eyes.
He clicked his tongue when the results became clear.
“This place must have been made at the same time as the current main palace.” Lloyd wrinkled his nose.
“Pardon?” Javier asked, eyes scanning every group of high level swordsmen patrolling the edges of the building.
“The palace was made with a dome to help it from getting stolen by dragons, right?” Lloyd said, gesturing to the main building. Then he turned back to examine the Residency Wing. “This place has some domes too, but it’s also got some weird architecture. While there would be more gravity and load-bearing considerations, the structure uses more material per square inch than required, which they handled impressively considering they didn’t have access to concrete. It would normally make the yield point something to be worried about, but since the pressure is dissipated through multiple large points of contact deep underground, the proportional compressive stress is taken into account entirely.”
“...”
“Hmm?”
“...So, the walls are all quite thick and go underground?”
“Something like that, yeah.”
“I did not think surreptitiously breaking into the Residency Wing was a sound plan regardless,” Javier sniffed. “We did not need to stoop so low if we simply wished to catch a shadow.”
Javier’s eyes glanced to the side, clearly spotting his regular quarry before casually returning forward. Lloyd grinned bitterly.
“You know as well as I do that what we want is what’s casting the shadow, not the shadow itself.”
Lloyd watched with wry amusement as Javier grimaced, unable to counter the sentiment. Lloyd, deciding they had looped enough, started to walk them back to their rooms when voices became apparent along their path. Then it was his turn to grimace.
Walking towards the entrance of the Residency Wing was a small group of nobles returning home for the evening, paperwork, letters, and magic items being juggled in their arms. A few spoke to one another, but most were turned to the center, beseeching someone. And right smack in the middle was Count Paris, holding court.
“I don’t care one whit if he was appointed by the queen – that fool cannot hoard those materials in that area of the Thornbush vaults! Just because the trade routes are still in disorder, does not excuse his brainless placement. Unless you want a fire, send your blasted assistants to me in the morning to move them to the regulated areas.”
“But Count–”
“Oh, don’t ‘Count Paris’ me. You know how I loathe having to supervise all the fools who need access to the restricted– Young Lord Lloyd Frontera!”
Lloyd suppressed a groan. He’d hoped that the count would miss them and they could sneak past to head straight back to the Guest Quarters. He debated the pros and cons of pretending he didn’t hear the Count’s bellowing, and snuck a glance to gauge the attitude of the group.
As expected, Count Paris’s cohorts looked mostly irritated at him, but, interestingly, one or two of the group looked tentatively curious instead. Lloyd’s heart raised with hope. Maybe his and Javier’s work had been making a dent in the nobles’ feelings, even in Paris’s circles.

  If there’s improvement, then I need to play into it, not avoid it.

He cobbled together a strained smile and pulled him and Javier relatively close to the group.
“Evening everyone,” Lloyd said politely.
“Young Lord Lloyd Frontera, wonderful to see you again!” Count Paris bellowed with a hand over his heart. “I must apologize for leaving the party so early when our productive conversation got cut so short last time.” 

  Some nobles are improving… and then there’s this guy.

Lloyd took a deep breath through his nose in order to prevent himself from wrinkling it irritation. He didn’t feel like being cordial to the count, but he wasn’t in a position to seem unfriendly to any Magenta nobility at the moment. He grit his teeth.

  Life is long. I don’t need to make friends, but who knows if we’ll need any of these people’s help in the future. And technically only one mysterious person has actively tried to harm anyone from Frontera.

With that resolve in his heart, he plastered a smile back on.
“No need to apologize for stepping away early,” Lloyd said, “I’m sure the pleasant part of the conversation would have ended soon regardless.”
Count Paris blinked in confusion. In his absence, one of his associates leaned around him to speak.
“Ah, good evening, young lord,” he greeted cautiously, “I hear that your family has arrived in town? I hope their trip was pleasant. Where were they again? Asfahan?”
Lloyd resisted rolling his eyes.

  Subtle, they are not.

“Yes,” Lloyd said instead with a smile. “Thankfully their travels were without incident and they’re back home in Magenta, safe and sound.”
Count Paris harrumphed, looking serious.
“I am sure things are a bit more complicated with their arrival.”
“I don’t see why that would be,” Lloyd said politely. Though perhaps the edge in his voice peeked out – a few of the nobles started to sweat. The twitch of Javier’s arm in his grip hinted that maybe Lloyd wasn’t the only one with an air of displeasure.
“I know you don’t get out much beyond your work,” the count continued, shaking his head, unruffled, “but the tea rooms have been buzzing. I am sure that even the queen has some thoughts about you and your kin at this point… Perhaps you have taken some proper time to think about my offer since the party?”
For a brief moment, Lloyd wondered if he could deal with this guy the same way he cleaned out the royal academy.
However, the count was not explicitly insulting or damaging him. He was just being the rudest possible moron, trying to help the Frontera family while helping himself. And apparently couldn’t take no for an answer.
So, rather than making an example out of the count, Lloyd forced a pitiful sigh instead.
“I’m not too sure what you’re referring to about my family, count. If you mean that it’s complicated to visit them, you’d be right. I’ve been so sad that I haven’t had much time to meet with my brother since their first day back.”  Lloyd morosely placed his free hand to his heart, looking the picture of mournfulness. “They’ve been just so busy with settling in and finally responding to all their wedding missives. They haven’t had the time to write them until now. You know how busy honeymooners get.” Lloyd chuckled innocently.
A few of the nobles coughed at the honeymoon comment, but just as he’d hoped, the eyes of at least one noble widened at the mention of the wedding missives, glancing down at his pile of mail in his arms.

  Good, that should help with that part of the rumor at least.

“As for your… generous… offer,” Lloyd continued. He scanned Count Paris patronizingly. Like a child had offered a random piece of trash as a gift, and he decided to play nice. “Your overtures are noted, but I am perfectly happy with my choice.”
And in a very slow and deliberate move, Lloyd moved his free hand onto Javier’s arm tucked into his own.
There was a moment of silence, nothing but the wind moving around them. The nobles surrounding the count ping-ponged between looking at Lloyd’s pointed gesture and the count’s pinking face. His brows, previously furrowed in confusion, had deepened into a scowl. Practically bursting, Count Paris opened his mouth… only to be interrupted by a gentle tumbling clink which was subtly accompanied by a double tap on Lloyd’s arm.
Everyone’s eyes, including Lloyd’s, followed the noise to its source. And at its center was the twinkling Frontera necklace delicately shining on display around Javier’s neck. Javier had somehow subtly shifted it into view from where it had been tucked away earlier.
Lloyd struggled not to laugh.

  Oh, you rascal.

It was a good thing Javier had a poker face that most people couldn’t read – Lloyd reigned in his laughter with a wry grin at the distaste tucked behind Javier’s icy eyes. The group of nobles goggled at the token of adoration, the Frontera crest in plain view around the neck of someone not a Frontera – yet. Count Paris himself, to Lloyd’s amusement, made a choking noise and turned a bright crimson red.
“We don’t want to take up much more of your time, so we’ll head out. Have a good evening!” Lloyd chirped, waving with a smile as he pulled them both away from the group.
They walked away arm in arm in the direction of the Guest Quarters. After a moment, Javier tilted his head slightly.
“‘You know how busy honeymooners get’? Poor Master Julian…” Javier sighed with pity.
“Ha. Payback for the heart attack he gave me because he was, in fact, too busy to read his mail,” Lloyd snorted. “Anyway, magnificent display there. Hopefully they’ll chill out soon enough – they’ve been annoyingly persistent.”
Javier hummed in thought. A few shared steps later he spoke quietly.
“Another demonstration?” He murmured.
Lloyd twitched, but locked his expression down. They walked a few more steps.
“Are they still watching?” Lloyd asked finally.
A rustle as Javier surreptitiously checked behind them.
“Yes.”
“...Then yes.”
And in one moment, there was a tickle of silver hair accompanied by a press of warm lips against his temple.
An extremely loud curse burst out from someone behind them, enough to make residents and guards alike jump and stare at the shout. Lloyd noticed too, but he ignored it as he pulled the two of them away faster. The tingling of his temple was a bit of a distraction.
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    Chapter Text

    Lloyd didn’t feel like sleeping.
It was a rare struggle for him these days. When he was younger, he’d stay up reading or playing games, or in his first year at university, he’d fall down research rabbit holes with his traditional architecture clubmates until the sun rose. But once he was on his own, with no spare time in the world, he got used to regularly staying up drastically late for practical purposes only and then passing out the second his head hit the pillow, exhausted from surviving each day. Even his one solace to change his mood, reading the Knight of Blood and Iron, was only briefly pocketed mere moments before his eyelids would collapse each night.
It had been some time since he wasn’t tired.
Lloyd sat idly in bed, fiddling with the book in his lap rather than truly absorbing anything on its open pages. Despite annoying nobles, despite building a lavish and complex royal garden, despite orchestrating a scheme to ensure the safety of the entire county… His workload wasn’t terrible. He may grumble about having more work than he’d like, but the garden was mostly in the hands of another, and he had a free day each week that was only taken up for a few hours by training. He spent a lot of time researching nobility, or investigating around the palace, but he still had free time to do as he wished. Even read whole swathes of random books by the bright light of the moon.

  And the scheme itself… well…

The day-to-day of the scheme itself wasn’t stressful or tiresome per se. It was more… he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.
Unbidden, his eyes drifted to his side, a familiar chest in soft nightclothes rising and falling peacefully.
Lloyd reached up to touch his cheek in thought, a little too close to his lips.

  Fwoomp.

Lloyd snapped out of his drifting at the strange sound. Or, more accurately, the sudden lack of it.
He looked around warily.

  It’s as silent as when I use a Spoiler… Has time stopped too?

His eyes shot back to Javier. His chest still rose and fell, there was simply no sound. Javier’s nose wrinkled.
Lloyd leaned over to shake him awake when all hell broke loose.
A figure burst into the bedroom, the silence swallowing any door slam. Magician’s garb. Their face was obscured, but it was clear they were chanting something. Despite the adrenaline surging through him from the intrusion, Lloyd suddenly felt exhausted and his eyes began to drift closed…
In a flash, silver hair filled his vision as his book was snatched from his hands and launched directly at the head of the intruder. The magician shot backwards into the wall, moonlight catching their robes.
Lloyd instantly felt his exhaustion evaporate.

  Wait, is that the Thornbush insignia on their–?


  Bam!

The magician slammed into the wall and sound instantly came rushing back in with a pop.
Javier, leaning defensively in front of Lloyd, snapped his head to the side at a cacophony of clanking. Lloyd barely clocked the magician sliding limp to the floor before numerous knights, completely armored with visors securely down, began pouring into their room.

  Shing!

There was a flash of cold metal and suddenly Lloyd was rocketing sideways, Javier’s arms yanking them off the bed sharply.

  Crash! Crack!

“Oof!” Lloyd coughed out upon impact with the ground. He glanced up from the protective cage of Javier’s arms to find a number of swords now lodged in Javier’s side of the bed, bedframe now snapped in two.
Javier whipped up and around from the floor with a roundhouse, catching the knight leaning furthest over the bed by the neck. Completely unprepared, the man hurtled sideways into the headboard.

  Crack!

He didn’t move again.

  One down… a dozen to go?!

Lloyd scrambled to his feet as the swarm of knights moved sharply their way once more. Javier dove forward and ripped the remains of the bedsheets free from the frame. Lifting it up like a matador, Javier swelled with mana and redirected a rain of piercing blows with nothing but a mana infused sheet. None reached the swordmaster, but Javier grimaced at the awkward tool.

  Thump thump swish thump! Rip!

Most alarming was the fact the sheet was not holding up as well as Lloyd would have expected.

  Are they all high-level swordsmen?!

From behind Javier and the swirling sheet, Lloyd frantically searched for Javier’s sword. Javier’s safeguard intensified as the Thornbush knights crowded closer to get their swings in, inching past the bed, shoving aside their trunks and changing screen. Between dancing feet and swinging arms, Lloyd spotted his quarry.
He bit back a curse.

  Why did the sword have to be near the door??

An unlucky knight fell off balance at a particularly well-timed flourish on Javier’s part, earning him a back handed punch directly into the fireplace coals.

  Crash!

Unfortunately, the rest of the knights used the opportunity to press forward, including a few more climbing over the ruins of the bed, visored gazes never leaving Javier.

  Thump thump swish thump! Rip!

Lloyd’s eyes followed the fallen knight, who did not get up again despite a nasty hissing noise where his torso lay upon the coals.

  No time for complaining. Next option.

“Keep ‘em busy!” Lloyd shouted.
Not waiting for an answer, Lloyd dashed out from behind Javier’s guard to the fireplace. Without missing a beat, Javier gritted his teeth and twisted to better defend his path, his back to Lloyd’s sprinting.
Lloyd ignored the fallen knight’s sword inside the fireplace, and instead dove for the poker leaning beside it.

  An ideal replacement!

Barely stopping, Lloyd whirled back around.
“Here!”
The poker was tossed back where he started, Javier’s arm reaching back for–
A flash of movement came from behind the changing screen near the fireplace, and suddenly there was an arm around Lloyd’s throat. Instinct kicked in, and Lloyd grabbed the arm, ready to flip the man to the ground.
He froze instead. There was cold iron burning sharply against his sternum.
“Stop!” shouted a voice behind him aggressively, “Don’t move Asrahan, or I’ll–”

  Fwish!

An enormous swell of frigid mana surged through the room like a gust of wind before three aura colored mana blasts skimmed neatly over Lloyd’s shoulder and slammed into the visor of the knight with a deafening crack.
With a gasp, Lloyd wrenched free of the lifeless grip. He glanced up to find a wild looking Javier pointing the poker his way, blue eyes razor sharp, and oozing mana like a storm.
Lloyd only had a moment to regard him. His eyes widened at the rush of knights behind Javier, once more taking advantage of a fallen ally. Javier instantly swirled around, blocking and blocking and blocking and–

  Shing!

One of the ten knights remaining slipped through from behind, tearing right through Javier’s nightshirt and piercing his left shoulder bloody.

  Huh?

Javier hunched over with a grunt of pain, staggering.
Lloyd couldn’t wrap his head around it.
This was Javier Asrahan, swordmaster extraordinaire. The man who single handedly took down a swordmaster before he even was one. Main attacker of the Gigatitan and Hell’s Knight himself. He was just defending against a dozen high level swordsmen with nothing but some fabric. It didn’t make any sense.
Javier was bent over and his bed clothes were red.
Lloyd felt a sense of emptiness in a corner of his heart. He wasn’t sure if the shout he heard was his own or not.

  They used me.

Without thinking, he started to rise, only for Javier, with lightning speed, to rally first. The poker nearly looked like a whip as Javier shot up and swirled out of the way, hooking his attacker by the back of his helmet and yanking him instantly face-first into the floor.

  Crunch!

In a flash, Javier was already in front of Lloyd again, poker at the ready, eyes piercing cold. A sense of fear crawled up Lloyd’s heart at the amount of blood–
Appropriate weapon finally in hand, the rush of knights hurtling forward were dealt with viciously. In one blink and one step forward, three knights were swept to the ground.

  Bam!

Another blink and another step forward, four knights were sent hurtling into the ceiling before landing in a heap on the floor.

  Crack!

The three remaining swordsmen panting on top of the ruined bed exchanged alarmed glances, which was all the time Javier needed to bombard them with manablasts and leap forward to cut what was left of them down.

  Crash!

Barely heard over the chaos, Lloyd caught muttering from the doorway.

  The magician!

“Don’t you dare!” Lloyd spat.
Suddenly furious, Lloyd sprinted forward, leaping over bodies to reach the hooded figure leaning raggedly against the wall, chanting something. He reached down, latching onto the robe’s insignia, and brought a fist back.

  Rip!

Before he could follow through, a tearing noise ripped through the air, and, just as suddenly as they appeared, the assailants dissolved away, piece by piece, into the air, leaving behind only a chunk of fabric clenched tightly in Lloyd’s fist.
***
Lloyd kicked the now empty wall with a scowl. Javier, breathing heavy, scanned the area, combing for any trace of more assailants.

  Throb.

With a deep breath, he ignored the sensation. To both his consternation and relief, it seemed that all their foes had disappeared.
“Area secure,” Javier croaked, voice scratchy, finally speaking since this all began. He had been sleeping not even three minutes ago.
He was glad he woke up.
Javier focused on Lloyd’s tense form once more, his eyes quickly fixating on the hole in his shirt right over his heart. He lurched forward.
“Let me see,” Javier spoke urgently, one arm coming up to reach for Lloyd’s shoulder.
His hand was smacked away.
“You–!” Came a sharp reply, cut off immediately as Lloyd rounded on him with a glare.
Javier stilled, heart dropping involuntarily at the echo of the rejected help during the poisoning incident. The sudden stiffness jolted his left shoulder, making him blink back a wave of pain radiating from it. Lloyd seemed to grit his teeth at the movement.
“Living room. Now.”
The tone was clipped, but Lloyd grabbed the bedroom door and held it open for Javier.
Javier frowned. He was not so weak as to need such assistance. Though he supposed such a poor display of protection warranted such a response.

  Enough.

Javier roughly tossed the poker onto the ruined bed, and, without meaning, let out a hiss of pain as he bent down to snatch his sword left foolishly by the door. Even as he focused on his breathing, Javier saw Lloyd’s grasp on the doorhandle tighten at the sound.
The living room was quiet and, reaching out to the hallway with a wisp of mana, also secure. Javier let himself untense enough to examine the room. It was intact aside from disturbed carpet, the dining table shoved aside… and four little summons sleeping unusually deeply in their armchair.
“The sleeping spell,” Javier realized quietly, gently poking at the mana surrounding them. “They are safe. They will simply have a very good night’s sleep.”
Lloyd, who had paused behind him, nodded, but did not become any less tense. He pointed imperiously to the couch and moved to the fireplace just beyond to stoke the fire. After a moment, fire apparently bright enough for him, Lloyd stood and snatched the wash basin and water pitcher from their stands and tossed them to the coffee table, then strode over to their storage cabinets to rummage for their first aid kit.
Javier wandered hesitantly over to the couch, sluggishly pouring mana into his shoulder. Each pulse made him grip his sword tighter and breathe slowly through his nose. Each pulse a reminder of his shortcomings.
“Leave it be, Master Lloyd,” Javier murmured into the tense quiet. “I shall heal this over the next few days.”
Lloyd materialized in front of him with the kit’s set of scissors, firmly placing the kit itself onto the coffee table.
“Not unless you want to heal a chunk of shirt inside of it,” Lloyd said, adamant, “I’m cleaning and wrapping it.”
Javier glanced down at the slightly red stain just over Lloyd’s heart.
“What about your own injury–”
“Javier. Sit.”
Lloyd’s tone brooked no argument, nor did the aggressive click of the scissors within his hands. Javier fought the urge to retort and obeyed instead, his sword joining the table. The weapon had no use now.
Despite his clear agitation, Lloyd began to meticulously and carefully snip off the nightshirt clinging to Javier and his wound. As he worked around Javier, the stained hole in Lloyd’s nightshirt, along with the small line of blood just below it, weaved in and out of his view.

  Where the sword was briefly pressed to his heart.

Javier suppressed a shiver.
He didn’t mind his own wound if it resulted in Lloyd being less injured. The nick was already more than he should have allowed to have happened.
Javier closed his eyes. He needed to focus on how to improve for now. He mulled over the fight, ignoring the nauseous feeling of wound cleaning.
As the last bandage wrapped around his shoulder, getting tugged securely at his front, Lloyd finally spoke again.
“This can’t happen again,” he said in a low tone.
Visions of Lloyd, arm around his throat, swam behind Javier’s closed eyes.
“I agree,” Javier replied. “The attempts seem to be escalating in aggression, and the rooms aren’t secure enough. I can stand watch–”
“I mean getting injured, Javier.”
Javier paused his musings, and opened his eyes to look up at Lloyd. Kneeling on the couch for leverage, Lloyd had one arm on the couch back and looked…

  Oh, he looks furious. At me?

Javier only had a moment to absorb the unusual sight before Lloyd was shoving an accusing finger to his chest.
“These people are after you, not me, we know this!” Lloyd exclaimed.
Irritation flooded him. Javier scowled.
“No, we do not "know" this! We do not know their end goal!” Javier bit back. “A group of people attacked our bed; there is no guarantee that if they had successfully incapacitated me, they would leave you alone!”
Javier had accompanied Lloyd long enough to know what he looked like when caught by one of Javier's arguments. Javier also, however, saw Lloyd grit his teeth at the fact.
“It doesn’t matter,” Lloyd growled, growing more agitated. “You self sacrificial bastard; your hero complex will kill you. Survival is the most important thing.”
“I am not you,” Javier said scornfully, “I do not run. It is my duty, and I will not shirk it.”
Lloyd’s hand on the back of the couch grew tighter.
“What if I made that an order?” Lloyd snapped.
Javier scoffed.
“Then I will need to break the young lord’s order,” Javier said mockingly, turning away in exasperation from the man before him.
An inarticulate sound of irritation filled the air, along with a thump along the edge of the couch. There was a moment of breathing, tense.
And then a hand was on Javier’s jaw turning him around, eye to eye with a determined but wild looking Lloyd.
“Then what about a request from me? Just me?”
Silence. There was a pause that felt eternal with Javier’s chin tilted up to face him. Lloyd’s face remained determined, intent, and locked on his own. Forced to face him, Javier could easily see the steely resolution in his eyes.
And as such, the bristling distress behind them also became clear as a bell.
A loud rattle came from the box locked in Javier’s chest.

  From him, huh?

Javier narrowed his eyes.
“Then I am afraid the chances of me following that request would be even lower.”
He snatched Lloyd’s upper arm with his one good arm, bringing him closer. Yanked back down to equal height on the couch, Lloyd yelped and scrambled to grasp onto Javier’s outstretched arm tightly.
“I am trying to keep you safe,” Javier finished.
Javier shot Lloyd a challenging look.
Lloyd bit his lip, eyes darting between Javier’s own, agitation ebbing away into something more calculating. Javier held his breath.
Finally, Lloyd closed his eyes and let out a soft groan of frustration. He slumped against the uninjured part of his poor shoulder, softly smacking his fist against Javier’s good one before settling there.
“Why are you so annoying,” Lloyd muttered into Javier’s bandages, the fight gone from him.
Javier knew a peace offering when he saw one.
He huffed a laugh, relaxing.
“I believe you have said before that ‘it takes one, to know one’,” Javier chuckled, slipping a hand along Lloyd’s arm to press back against his shoulder.
They didn’t untangle from one another.
Javier breathed.
The moment that sword pressed into Lloyd’s chest, Javier had felt a panic he had never known. He never wanted to see Lloyd hurt. He wanted him safe, and to be able to be by Lloyd’s side until all his goals were achieved. Noble goals of protecting the county and his family, and personal ones too. Even ridiculous ones like their current scheme, a wild plan all so that he could have the freedom to one day find someone to trust his heart with.
A twinge accompanied another rattle from Javier’s chest at the thought. He found himself minutely gripping Lloyd tighter, and softly leaned his head against the other’s, fine dark hair tickling his nose with each breath.
Javier was used to people vying after him without knowing him, but Lloyd’s heart was being treated like it was an accessory at an auction house to fight over. He wanted Lloyd safe from such harms too.
After a few moments of silence, Lloyd gave one little press against Javier… and then shot up, eyes wild again.
“Right. So. The queen’s mark on the servants, huh?”
Javier’s swirling thoughts were dislodged, his arms empty. He felt a little disoriented at the sudden shift, blinking for a moment, but forced himself to focus on the serious task at hand.
“Yes,” Javier nodded. “I saw the same.”

  Very prominent symbols for what was supposed to be a sneak attack.

Lloyd scrubbed a hand through his hair, frenzied energy building back up again.
“We’re being set up, aren’t we,” Lloyd stated. It was not a question.
“This does not match how the queen conducts herself, no,” Javier said lowly.
“No,” Lloyd said, standing up to pace. He continued, gesturing manically, “A queen who personally charges into a necromancer’s den and takes care of the leader herself isn’t the type of person to secretly send assassins in the night.”
Javier stayed silent.

  The implications of this attack…

“Someone,” Lloyd continued, “is trying to kill you and make it look like the queen did it.”
***
Lloyd paced the living room. His brain felt like it was in a whirl.
Examining the situation only made him pace faster.
Javier stayed quiet on the couch, gazing passively as Lloyd made a path from the fireplace, to the far wall, and back again. Lloyd forced himself not to focus on how stiffly Javier held his shoulder. Or the tacky feeling of dried blood under his nails, held tight in clenched fists.
Or the memory of a bloody blade.
“Let’s– Let’s go over the facts,” Lloyd stumbled.

  The moment I woke up in this world, he and I have never been separated.

Lloyd turned sharply around, pace looping back once more.
“Someone wants you dead.”

  The thought of being forever separated from him never crossed my mind.


  Never. Not even once.

One more sharp turn, looping back.
“Someone, who isn’t the queen, is using palace resources to do this.”

  I thought, just like always, we’d stay by each other’s side during hard times. Happy moments. Relaxed days.

Turn. Loop.
“Someone wants us to think the queen wants you dead.”

  I believed that he would always remain by my side.


  The thought just came naturally, without much effort. Much like breathing.

Stop.
“They’ve bought into the engagement.”

  I took him for granted.


  A guard knight? Useful construction equipment? Strong swordmaster?

Lloyd stared vacantly into the rise and fall of the flames in the fireplace.
“This was never about retaliation.”

  No, more than anything else, he is…

He was hurtling towards something, nearing impact.
“They want me to take down the queen for killing you.”

  Oh.

Complete stillness.
There was a long, deathly quiet moment. It pounded in his ears.
He could hear his own breath, faster than usual. The crackle of the fireplace. He felt like he just ran a marathon. He was a little dizzy. 
The intricate fireplace burned into his vision even as the movement inside barely registered. The room suddenly felt bigger than before. A lot of things were slotting into place. One puzzle he had been seeing wrong. Another he didn’t even know existed.
There was a shuffling sound behind him.
Lloyd, moving through water, turned around to find Javier standing in front of him. There was fabric between Lloyd’s fingers. His hand unconsciously clutched his chest. He wanted…
Suddenly, there was a water pitcher in his face. Javier held it up with his good right arm, the liquid sloshing a bit.
“Master Lloyd, I would like to request some ice water,” Javier said.
“...huh?”

  Pitcher?

Lloyd’s head felt full of cotton. He gazed dumbly at the pitcher before him. Javier simply stood unmoving, face as impassive as ever.

  Right. Right. Can’t focus on mana cooling while healing. Right.

“Sure…” Lloyd felt himself agreeing.
He dazedly took the pitcher. He plonked down on the other end of the couch Javier had been on. He wasn't entirely sure when he walked over.
Lloyd closed his eyes. Focused on his mana.
He took a deep shaking breath, letting it out as smooth as possible. Carefully maintaining his mana circle rotations around his heart, Lloyd reduced their wobbling to a minimum. Mana stabilized, he reached forward into the water’s mana with his own.
Slowly, meticulously, he unraveled the warm and cold mana, separating them from one another, gently sorting any mana within the pitcher. Lloyd absorbed the warm mana and, using the arm not supporting the pitcher, carefully directed the heat away from himself as steam from his fingertip.
Lloyd opened his eyes slowly.
He had a frosty pitcher of water at his fingertips and a much steadier mind, chaos dissipated with the steam.
His breathing was quiet. Even.

  How did he…? He did this the other day too.

Lloyd lifted his head and found Javier gazing thoughtfully at the pitcher. At some point he had joined Lloyd back on the couch.
“Hmm,” Javier mused, “I had hoped creating ice would make you resemble a bizarre chimney again. Like in the orc village.”
“You…” Lloyd blinked.
And like magic, the last of his tension dissipated as well, laughter breaking out of him.
“Oh, so I was for entertainment, huh?” Lloyd laughed, grinning over to Javier.
“I would have no reason otherwise,” Javier stated.
He shrugged nonchalantly with his one good arm, very clearly not looking Lloyd in the eye, his own blue eyes twinkling on his stoic face.
“Well, then I guess this nice, cool, refreshing water is for me and me alone then,” Lloyd chuckled, standing up with the pitcher.
“Master Lloyd, what an excellent water cooler you are,” Javier said quickly, eyes wide.
Lloyd rolled his eyes and, despite his teasing, walked over to the water cart and poured two glasses. He paused for a moment, and then poured a third, taking a moment to freeze it solid.
He wrapped the ice chunk in a napkin and returned to stand in front of Javier. Lloyd handed the drink over without comment, but held out the ice for a moment.
“Put it on your shoulder,” Lloyd said softly.
Javier blinked at the object for a moment, before accepting the napkin with a small smile.
Lloyd slumped back onto his spot on the couch, glass in hand. The quiet returned, less deafening than before, both simply taking a moment to breathe. Javier carefully placed the ice on his shoulder, tersely letting out a breath through his nose at the contact. Lloyd looked away, grimacing into his water.
Javier broke the silence once more, this time sounding hesitant.
“Master Lloyd… If what you say is truly our foe’s goal… for safety’s sake, we should look into stopping this betrothal.”
Lloyd felt like he got whiplash looking back over at Javier.
“No,” Lloyd blurted.
Javier blinked.
“No?”
Lloyd fumbled at his own instant reaction, quickly bringing his logic back online.
“It’s one attacker,” Lloyd said. “The entire goal of this scheme was to ensure all nobles calm down and leave Frontera County unscathed from their petty infighting. Imagine the backlash if we stopped now.”
Javier glanced down at his stupid nightshirt again.
“But–”
“It’s not worth it, Javier,” Lloyd interrupted, crossing an arm over his chest. “We can also ensure our attacker’s strategy remains easy to decipher if we maintain our course. If we get rid of the betrothal, the assassin may change tactics entirely to get what they want from us. We press forward.”
Javier let out a sigh of frustration and eased into the couch in resignation.
“Then what now, Master Lloyd?” he asked.
“Now…” Lloyd started, only to stop. He tapped against his water glass for a moment. “There’s no evidence of the fight besides a completely jacked up bed, your shoulder, and the cloth I grabbed. It all points to the wrong person, and it’s all circumstantial.”
Lloyd sighed.

  What I wouldn’t give to have modern crime scene tools.

“We also can’t even see the queen herself to make our case – she left for the final check on those villages affected by the necromancers…” Lloyd grumbled.
The adrenaline from… multiple things was wearing off, and Lloyd could feel himself crashing. He pressed his glass to his temple, hoping to cool his overclocked brain.
“And we certainly don’t want to tell the wrong noble while she’s gone,” Lloyd muttered, eyes closed. “The rumors have us in a tight spot. We don’t want more of them, this time about how I’m spreading lies about imaginary attacks from people in Thornbush outfits. And we don’t want to accidentally spook our actual assassin before we let the queen know either.”
Lloyd groaned, slipping down the couch cushions.
“So we need to hold fast until she’s set to return during the Winter Ball,” Lloyd continued. “Maybe we’ll have more evidence by then anyway.”
“Perhaps the shadow?” Javier helpfully supplied.
Lloyd opened his eyes and cracked a wry smile.
“Yeah, we can keep trying to follow that thread at least. For now though…”
Lloyd glanced morosely back at their bedroom door.

  I just want to go to sleep.

Javier followed his gaze.
“I don’t think you can pass the bed off as a mana cold this time, Master Lloyd.”
Lloyd grumbled, but couldn’t refute. Javier stood up carefully and placed the improvised ice pack onto the coffee table.
“Sleep on one of the couches for the rest of the evening; we can think further in the morning,” Javier said, moving forward to scoop up his sword. “I will take watch for the night.”
Lloyd shot his arm out to block the way.
“Nu-uh. You need actual rest, Javier.”
Javier narrowed his eyes.
“As evidenced by this evening, we cannot just assume that we will be left alone in our rooms. They may take this opportunity to attack you again.”
Attack me?! This guy–
“I’ll rig up the front door so if it even cracks open, it’ll shatter the water pitcher,” Lloyd said instead. “Very loud, very noticeable, we get more time than before. And you get rest.”
Javier hesitated for a single moment, so Lloyd swooped in for one last attack.
“Plus, dance classes are in two days and we’re meeting Lady Bell again,” Lloyd said, slipping on a sly grin, “You think you can keep up with my master moves while injured and sleep deprived? Lady Bell will hear poor Lady Cordona lamenting your moves and, per her request, keep the countess updated on our progress. Ohh, the poor countess will be heartbroken hearing that our wedding dance will be the worst in history, just because you couldn’t pay proper attention.”
Lloyd artfully dabbed at his eyes until Javier sighed. He sat back down, irritated but defeated. Lloyd watched him with a smirk.
“That still does not solve our sleeping arrangements,” Javier grumbled.
This time Lloyd was the one to stand, placing his drink glass down on the table.
“I think I have an idea,” Lloyd hummed.
He took a moment to clean up the area, putting the kit away, and swapping out the water in the wash bin to more calmly and meticulously wash his hands. He made his way towards the bedroom for a new shirt when his eye caught the leftovers on the dining table. He snatched something up with a glint in his eye, and left for the bedroom, earning him a confused look from Javier.
He came back a short while later without it, but in a new sleepshirt, and carrying one of Javier’s as well. He made a quick detour to the servant’s pull-rope near the door, giving it a solid tug, before returning to Javier to hand over the shirt. Stepping away to grab a blanket on the other couch, Lloyd steadfastly ignored the hiss of pain Javier let loose as he gently maneuvered his arm into the nightshirt.
Lloyd returned to stand in front of Javier with the blanket.
“Make sure to cover your shoulder,” he ordered, eying how the bandages were indeed peeking just past the collar of Javier’s shirt like he guessed.
Javier nodded and accepted the blanket, tossing it around him. Lloyd helped settle it properly, tugging it carefully against his shoulders and tucked under his silver hair. He felt himself staring a bit too long at the cozy image before a knock at the door made him glance back.
“One of the normal maids,” Javier murmured quietly to Lloyd, like that had been the reason he had been looking at him. Lloyd nodded anyway.
There was indeed a maid on the other side of the door, a little out of breath. She bowed respectfully.
“My lord, what can we help you with this evening?”
“If you don’t mind waking up a few more servants, we’re going to need more help, please,” Lloyd said with his hands on his hips and a winning smile. “The bed got a bit messed up due to some rather rigorous activities, and we need it replaced.”
There was a choking noise from behind Lloyd.
“I’ll– I’ll go get some help right away!” the maid in front squeaked out, completely pink.
She ran off before Lloyd could say anything else. He turned back to the living room to find Javier somehow even pinker than the maid who just left.

  Oh ho, all the way down to his neck!

“Why?!” Was all Javier could croak out.
Lloyd leaned casually against the closed door with a smirk.
“They’re not gonna want to look too closely at the bed now. Even if they do, I’m sure they’ve seen stranger things. Plus, it fits with the whole ‘newly-betrothed’ schtick. Especially after sprinkling yogurt on the sheets.”
“What?!”
“Needed it to look real, didn’t I?” Lloyd snickered, before looking quite pleased. “And – I get to sleep in a non-destroyed bed tonight!”
Javier, burning hotter than their fireplace, looked like he had a lot to say, but shut his mouth with a mournful glare at the door. There was a knock, and Lloyd opened the door to find the maid had returned with a few large servants in tow, all rubbing sleep out of their eyes.
Lloyd allowed them in, and, after directing them to the bedroom, had a delightful time watching Javier twitch. He was clearly torn between hiding his face and keeping a knightly eye on more strangers in their rooms. It resulted in him hunching over on the couch in front of his sheathed sword, basically peeking through his fingers.
It was the funniest thing Lloyd had seen in weeks. He cackled.
As the servants heaved the new bed in, Lloyd walked up behind the fuming Javier.
“No idea what you’re so fussed about – you said more demonstrations, right?” Lloyd snickered to him quietly.
The deadly glare he got back just made him laugh harder. Lloyd leaned over and, still laughing, pressed a kiss to the crown of his head. He let himself linger until the servants left.
***
The next morning was the last work day before their rest day, and Lloyd spent it alternating between keeping an eye on Javier’s work, and laughing whenever he got an icy glare from the man.
Around lunch, he called for a team meeting.
“Alright, Ppodong, what’s the verdict?”
“Ppo-ppodong!”
“‘Javier’s been a good temporary supervisor?’ Hmm, even if he’s as slow as a turtle and scowls worse than a mother-in-law on a wedding day?”
“Ppodong…”
Next to Lloyd, Javier made a face, only to realize he was, in fact, scowling again. He hardened his expression and glared instead. Lloyd snickered, turning back to Ppodong.
“Well, Ppodong, he’ll be no use to me in construction for the next week.”
“Master Lloyd–” Javier griped.
“So,” Lloyd cheerfully ignored him, “even if he’s just sitting and supervising, let’s try and be nice to this friend, okay?”
“Ppodong!”
Javier blinked. His glare softened into a quiet gaze for a moment.
Lloyd didn’t bother dancing around the comment, and shot a crooked smile back.
He’d made a friend.
A real friend, one he was happy to keep safe and by his side. The word felt perfectly right, a title he didn’t realize he’d already given Javier until he suddenly nearly didn’t have it anymore.
And if there were additional feelings that he was a bit too nervous to put a name to…
Well, there was no reason to poke those.
Their quiet moment was interrupted by sudden raucous chatter from nearby workers as they wrapped up their lunch break.
“They broke the damn thing?!” came a delighted and scandalized shout, quickly followed by numerous people shushing, telling them to shut up, and worried glances.
Lloyd idly wondered if Javier could freeze the already frigid autumn air into an early winter storm with that icy glare of his. Lloyd smiled wryly at the thought.
“Shoo, it’s lunch time, go eat up,” Lloyd said, cheerfully ignoring the glare. Then he raised his voice, “After all, rest is needed after last night!”
Some startled laughter and at least one wolf whistle came from the workers heading back to work.
Instead of deciding to kill him on the spot, Javier, in his infinite wisdom, did not deign Lloyd with a response. He spun around, both pink and furious, and marched to their lunch tent. Lloyd laughed, shooting a finger heart at the back of the grumbling figure. If he also kept an eye on the stiff movement of one of Javier’s shoulders, no one was the wiser.
“Ppo-Ppodong…?”
“I dunno, it’s pretty funny,” Lloyd replied with a snicker.
“Ppo…”
“But no, it’s not just to tease him,” Lloyd lowered his voice, patting his fluffy side. “The traitorous assassin isn’t our only issue right now, you know. The scheme is still in play.”

  The greedy nobles want to push that our betrothal is a lie? Then fine, I’ll be greedy right back.

He was happy to use the assassin’s incredible screwup to push back on the more widespread issue. After all, he’d recently relearned that a rumor with a solid basis couldn’t be shaken from people’s minds that easily. He scratched his cheek in thought, a little close to his lips.
Besides, if he was keeping Javier by his side forever, then he was going to make sure no one mistook whether or not Javier was his, whatever it may end up being. Javier being embarrassed happened to be a delightful bonus.
Nothing quite like an efficient plan.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          "I cannot fix on the hour, or the spot, or the look or the words, which laid the foundation. It is too long ago. I was in the middle before I knew that I had begun." - Pride and Prejudice
-
I hope anyone who read the novel saw what I was doing and started screaming lol. Webtoon-only folks, I need you to understand Lloyd's realization is literally stolen from the novel nearly verbatim. In fact, I cut some of it out. Only the swap to first person and "oh" are new - he originally thinks "Javier" instead.
Also... *bats eyelashes* did anyone notice no one ever said "our" wedding until this chapter? (￣y▽￣)╭

        

      







              

  


  
    
      Chapter 16: Tastings
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    Chapter Text

    On their day off, Lloyd took one step into dance practice with Javier on his arm and, solemn as the grave, said, “Lady Cordona, we apologize for the late notice, but this guy here isn’t feeling great, so we’ll have to miss today’s lesson.”
Javier whipped his head over to gape at Lloyd in disbelief.
Why did he make me sleep if we were going to miss the class anyway!
He had been glaring a lot lately. But the man deserved it. Lady Cordona misunderstood his ire, and looked to him with eyes full of sympathy.
“There is no need to be embarrassed, Sir Asrahan,” she said earnestly, “We all have our off days. You  may be a respected swordmaster, but it would do you no good to push yourself.”
“Yeah, Sir Asrahan,” Lloyd said with a smirk. “Relax.”
Javier wanted to flick him. But, unlike a certain other person, he was not shameless. He instead accepted Lady Cordona’s misguided sympathies with a stiff nod.
“While I have no issue forgoing this practice session, it is unfortunate that our total time to get ready for the ball, and your wedding, has shortened,” Lady Cordona said regretfully. “And I cannot offer a rain check for another time, as I am also busy preparing for future recitals during the week.”
Javier’s eyes sharpened, but made no move. It was a perfect opening.
“Actually,” Lloyd said, “I wanted to talk to you about that.”
While cancelling class had been a surprise, this next part had been discussed ahead of time. Lloyd straightened up next to Javier, gazing at Lady Cordona seriously.
“I’d like to ask a favor of you, Lady Cordona.”
At the shift in atmosphere, Lady Cordona hesitated, a surprised look crossing her face so fast, before being tucked away, that Javier only saw it because he was looking for it.
“Favor?”
“Yes,” Lloyd replied. “I won’t beat around the bush – You previously mentioned being a frequent guest at parties. I would like your help investigating the gossip mill.”
We need allies.
This wasn’t like tricking maids into revealing the status of their shadow, nor weaseling trading information out nobles full of hot air at parties. When the purpose behind the attacks became clear, something else became obvious.
These rumors have been perfectly suited to set Her Majesty and Master Lloyd up for a fight.
While the rumors around them could be attributed to nobles being petty (and, in fact, probably were for the most part), it was strange how vicious and unending they seemed to be.
The random nobles who suddenly felt bold enough to imply Lloyd had treasonous leanings?
Nobility were often entitled, but they weren’t all stupid.
With the monumental amount, and quality, of things Lloyd had done for the queen and her kingdom, a rumor of treason would sputter to a halt the moment anyone questioned it. Especially since it had been nearly two months since they had been betrothed, long enough to make most irritated parties calm down. Someone was fanning the flames to keep alive the rumor that their betrothal was a lie.
With a rumor like that floating around, it would make Lloyd and the Fronteras look devious for lying to the House of Peers and Her Majesty, and making a mockery of the noble betrothal process. As for Lloyd, since their assassin was convinced of the truth of their betrothal, the rumors were to make him feel cornered and wronged – forced to defend his choice even after being approved to marry someone he chose himself and realize that no one, even the ones who approved the marriage on paper, would take his side.
And then just when we had a chance to prove ourselves at the party… the new rumor spread.
Lloyd being accused of rejecting all of Magenta to potentially secede to another nation, just as the queen was parading his family around as a symbol of peace?
It would be a shock and a delicious scandal for people, and unfortunately the timeline would fit, as well as Master Lloyd’s reputation for greed.
It was an escalation. Such rumors would obviously put a further suspicious light to Lloyd’s actions, and make Her Majesty not trust his words. For Lloyd, the rumors were meant for him to feel further insulted about the compounding lies without any foundation, and wary of the queen’s suspicious gaze.
And in the midst of all this, all the insults and flood of rumors, the assassin would kill off the betrothed, hinting at royal influence, and making Lloyd heartbroken and furious. If Lloyd got harmed on the way, perhaps all the better.
But then he became betrothed to me.
Javier was both supremely cross with being tied to the irritating conman by his side, and grateful that Lloyd had chosen his betrothed correctly. Not many could withstand this onslaught.
Even if the attempts failed, the assassin was still safe because of the rumors. If Lloyd brought up the attacks to the queen, who was aware of the rumors of his actions and knew Lloyd was trying to wrangle out of her grasp, it would take some time and a lot of investigation before she would be willing to believe him. And in the meantime, the nobility would switch to actively harming Frontera County, rather than accidentally.
The rumors are too well suited for the assassin’s needs.
It was evident with the rumors that swarmed Julian and Sheherazade after their arrival that the assassin also had tools like their shadow in their hand. Plus, it took credibility and skill to spin a rumor well enough and fast enough to grip the whole social world, and never shake free.
Thus – they needed an ally in the gossip cycle.
So Lloyd did his song and dance.
“My family has been targeted by some malicious gossip, and I’d like to know who,” Lloyd spoke seriously. “The rumors are far too specific – we worry that it’s not as simple as fresh meat arriving to the initial hazing of the capital gossip cycle. We’d like the newlyweds to rest easier before they settle into their new home in Magenta and my brother starts his position in the palace.”
Despite his simmering irritation, Javier could help but soften. No matter how boldly Lloyd had declared that his speech would be a perfect excuse to get someone like Lady Cordona moving, Javier knew that there was a touch of truth to it.
Lady Cordona tugged at a loose hair, thinking.
“...you just need a name?” she asked.
“Yes, we can take it from there. No need to upset your position,” Lloyd said, shaking his head. “In fact, it would be best if you were barely involved at all. We don’t need collusion rumors about the internal affairs of Magenta too.”
There was a pause as Lady Cordona took a moment, ruminating. Then, strangely, she glanced over to Ser Noel before darting back to look at Lloyd seriously.
“I understand. Gossip can make one’s life quite difficult, and I admire your desire to help your family,” she said. She paused for a second before continuing. “And… I owe you for last time, regardless.”
Last time?
It seemed he wasn’t the only one puzzled; from behind Lady Cordona, Ser Noel cocked her head in confusion. Lloyd, however, to Javier’s shock, turned pink.
“I didn’t do anything,” Lloyd mumbled.
“No, it may have… yielded some small results already…”
And to Javier’s further shock, Lady Cordona also turned pink, putting a hand over her brow to hide her face for a moment. Lloyd coughed, and then stared at the ceiling with a grimace in sheer, painful embarrassment.
What on earth did they discuss last class?
Javier and Ser Noel shared a single bewildered glance. Clearly concerned, Ser Noel reached her hand forward to Lady Cordona’s shoulder to comfort her. Except Lady Cordona jumped with a squeak instead, and rushed to continue speaking.
“Regardless! Yes! Yes, I shall accept your request,” she stumbled. She cleared her throat for a moment and then continued, calmer. “Though, I shall ask my own favor in return – that you shall continue practicing at home. Once you feel better, of course, Sir Asrahan.”
She gave an insistent smile, still slightly pink. Confused, but not willing to embarrass the lady further, Javier nodded his assent.
***
“Young lord Frontera, Sir Asrahan, how lovely it is to see you boys again!” Lady Bell cheered.
Dressed in her elegant and unique way, and wrapped up warm against the mid-autumn chill, Lady Bell greeted Lloyd and Javier cheerfully the moment their carriage came to a stop.
Javier stepped gingerly out of the carriage, mindful to refrain from automatically lifting his left arm up to grab the door on his way down. He immediately glanced around the area. Only after inspecting the small number of people strolling down cobbled streets did he finally focus on the locale. They had arrived in the posh district of the city, the opposite side of the river from most of their palace dealings, streets full of stores that claimed bespoke works and imported goods.
Lloyd popped out of the carriage with a smile.
“Hello again, Lady Bell. It’s been some time.”
“Indeed, and we shall only see each other a few more times!” Lady Bell proclaimed, tapping her signature large notebook. “We are nearing the end of the tasks needed for your wedding here in Magenta. Your suits are still in the works, but today we shall be doing cake tastings.”
Javier’s mouth fell into a thin line. The store before them was an elegant nondescript building with a beautiful front garden, and was only identifiable as a bakery thanks to a small delicate sign with its name carved into it. Clearly high-end. Though high-end, Javier thought, had not treated them well lately.
“I suppose this is a nice place to be stuck for a few hours,” Lloyd mused, sizing up the building.
“Young man, one would think you do not want a wedding with the way you go on,” Lady Bell chortled, though her keen eyes twinkled ominously.
Javier felt his brow twitch at the comment, and Lloyd blinked. But then Lloyd let out a dramatic sigh and placed the back of his hand to his forehead, the picture of woe.
“Ah, you’ve caught us! We had planned a runaway marriage to the mountains until now. Have mercy on our foolish young souls.”
Javier was a professional. He could refrain from rolling his eyes. Lady Bell shook her head with a wide smile and turned her head to face Javier, hands on her hips.
“Oh goodness, this one’s terrible. How do you manage?” she asked, amused.
Barely.
“I don’t,” said Javier, stone faced.
With Lloyd’s squawk of indignation and Lady Bell’s jovial laugh, she shooed them into the bakery.
The building was just as beautiful on the inside, and clearly catered to the idea of exclusivity, as they were escorted to the left wing where a small private room with bay windows faced the river and the autumn trees of their front gardens. There was enough room for a little round table with two chairs, side-by-side to face the windows, and a small space for a rolling servant’s cart.
Javier planted himself in the chair nearest the exit, daring Lloyd with his eyes to choose anywhere besides the most secure seat. Lloyd easily shrugged off the glare and wiggled past him, sitting down with complete nonchalance.
The next half hour was full of servants popping in and out, delicately pouring various drinks that matched the diverse array of treats they were served, Lady Bell weaving in and out of the room before retreating back to the kitchen, bakers popping in and out to explain the different bakes – and all were a test of Javier’s patience.
Each plate was scanned, each drink was inspected, and each person scrutinized. It was not an ideal place to be when one was expecting the worst from a hidden foe.
Also.
He is being annoying!
“Ooh, this one looks good too,” Lloyd said with a grin, once again leaning into Javier’s space to grab Javier’s glass instead of his own.
“Master Lloyd, you have your own drink,” Javier sniffed as he watched Lloyd, once again, put Javier’s glass by his own side.
“Tsk, tsk. Don’t you know that the first pour of a drink is the best? You keep getting the best bits since you’re by the door,” Lloyd sighed pitifully, entirely unconvincing. “Here, you were taking a lot of these earlier. Take it as an appropriate payment.”
Lloyd dumped the remnants of some treats onto Javier’s plate, and then went right back to drinking the glass originally poured for him on his other side. Javier simmered in annoyance, ignoring the poor attempt at a bribe.
I am agitated enough as it is.
For the past two nights, he had been desperately grateful that he got knocked out to sleep. The few minutes beforehand were torture.
Due to his injury, he was forced to sleep on his right side, facing Lloyd. Just when Javier thought he was settling in for the evening, flashes of the recent skirmish would make him freeze – images of Lloyd’s startled look and frightened eyes, with an arm around his throat and a blade to his chest.
He still does not see how dire the situation was.
And just when Javier could open his eyes and see Lloyd resting safely beside him in bed, calming him… he would then remember the claim of "rigorous activities” in said bed, making him agonize in pain over the embarrassing moment all over again, and unable to turn away from the culprit.
He really tried not to think about that last thought.
Javier took a sip from the glass Lloyd just pressed to his lips to, and then put it back down again.
He decided not to think about that either.
“Ugh, that last cake was sticky… I’ll be right back.”
Lloyd wedged his way behind Javier, nose wrinkled and hands straight up in the air to avoid touching anything. Javier kept his eyes on him, then switched to focusing on his mana when he left the room. The latest servant in the room cleared their plates and glasses, pulled out new ones, and solemnly put them in their spots. Drinks poured and treats placed, Javier carefully returned to the work he had done all afternoon, and sent his mana through the table and then the tableware, reaching the treats to examine them. Cleared, Javier poured all his focus back onto Lloyd’s softly humming heart circles, and idly reached for his glass.
Throb.
Javier halted. He casually tucked his arm back into his lap, ensuring no one noticed the aborted moment. He stared at the table, somehow really absorbing it for the first time. The attendant had put the drinks on the outside, per usual, to make dining easier for two.
It happened to be on his bad left side.
“This place is a labyrinth,” Lloyd declared, walking back in. “You should see the path the poor attendants have to take to get here; the architect must have been a real piece of work.”
He shimmied past Javier again. A hand briefly pressed against his back, making a shiver run through Javier, as Lloyd used it to carefully avoid his left shoulder.
He plopped back down with a, “Oh! New drinks!”
And then he plucked Javier’s drink again, took a sip, and placed it down in the middle, just to the right of Javier. Once again.
Javier stared.
Lloyd caught the look, and cocked his head.
“What?”
“...”
No. I cannot manage against this person at all.
Javier felt himself loosen up for the first time in days.
“As I said before, Master Lloyd, you have your own glass to drink from,” Javier jabbed. A bit softer than before.
“Now, now, Javier, I’m sure we had already reached an agreement,” Lloyd tutted. He grabbed his plate and scooped over a few delicious looking caramel coated apple slices. “There, settlement reached.”
Javier let himself be bribed.
Allowing his agitation to slough off for the first time in days, Javier kept alert but let himself enjoy the day off, tasting all sorts of treats he wouldn’t normally find time for. Teas, juices, cakes, and croquembouches. He even got to try a larger quantity of the best parts, as Lloyd kept scooping food onto his plate as “payment”.
Javier also finally took some time to observe Lloyd himself. Despite the occasional visit from a baker or Lady Bell to pester them with questions on their opinions, he looked calm and content. As he had since the day after being attacked. Javier couldn’t put his finger on it. He looked more or less the same, but more… centered.
I did not think the mana concentration trick would be so effective.
Javier wasn’t sure he bought that. But he couldn’t tell what else had changed other than the fact that they were in a more perilous situation than before.
He also wasn’t sure he minded. It was a good look.
***
Julian, true to his word, waited to flag down Javier and Lloyd to talk until they arrived back at the Guest Quarters that evening.
“Come over for a pot of tea! We made some space,” Julian smiled.
To Julian and Sheherazade’s credit, they had managed to carve out their two loveseats and coffee table from the chaos, as well as a spindly path to the fireplace. Regrettably, it came at the expense of the rest of the room somehow becoming more crowded with teetering piles of mismatched furniture and trunks than before.
“I think we managed pretty well seeing as we are using our temporary rooms as both our storage and living space,” Julian said, looking pleased.
“Sure…” Lloyd said weakly beside Javier.
Javier, unable to lie to his friend, decided to keep his mouth shut.
“Let me get the pot set up,” Julian said with a smile.
He moved exactly one step towards the path to the fireplace, before Sheherazade blocked his way.
“I must insist you sit. Your wrists are still healing from your brash attempts to help with moving earlier,” she said, firm.
Julian looked sheepish. He tucked his wrists, wrapped in fresh white bandages, further into his sleeves.
“It’s just a strain… I could have done more if I had not been writing for the past few days,” he mumbled.
Javier shook his head at his friend’s stubbornness.
“I can assist. Please rest.”
Javier ignored Lloyd’s questioning glance, and unlinked with him as Sheherazade waved him to follow. She nodded in thanks, and ducked into the path to the fireplace. Javier dodged through, leaving Lloyd behind to sigh and turn to his brother.
“I thought with all the writing you did, your wrists would be the strongest part of you!” 
The teasing jab drifted through the stacks, as well as Julian’s grumblings.
Javier hadn’t been alone with Sheherazade since his time in the Sultan kingdom. The muted work now was not the same as their (unasked for) training every day back then. Without Javier’s intense regimen irritating her, the natural state they apparently landed in was silence.
He juggled mismatched tea sets handed to him, realizing that one set was one of Julian’s favorites from home, while another set of gilded cups looked like it matched a style he remembered seeing in Asfahan. He supposed no matter how mismatched, it would all hold tea in the end. After getting the kettle over the fire, Sheherazade paused for a moment, searching for something. She shuffled through some items in the area.
“Ah, here.” She gestured to a tea tray, quickly moving a first aid kit off of it, as well as a familiar orb.
Javier accepted the tray and subtly put most of its weight on his right hand, delicately placing cups upon it while his eyes never left the orb. He had heard tell of the item.
She caught him looking and held it up with a small sigh.
“My husband decided to start cleaning before I had even risen. I accidentally grabbed the lullaby recording in my rush to the first aid kit,” she said, shaking her head, though Javier could see the fondness in the gesture. “I shall put it away safely.”
Javier nodded in understanding, fighting off an inexplicable wave of irritation at the reminder about the orb’s function. He did not wish to act petty for no reason to her. He turned around with his tray and headed back to the main area.
It seemed there was not much use, however, in hiding his irritation. Lloyd immediately raised a brow as Javier leaned over the coffee table with the tray. Javier did not acknowledge him, simply letting Julian help pluck the cups and place them around the table while Sheherazade walked past.
“I shall be right back,” she intoned to the room, briefly brushing past an adoring Julian as she wormed her way back into their bedroom, orb in hand.
Javier twitched, watching Lloyd glance between Sheherazade, the orb, and back to Javier, both brows raised now. Lloyd sent him a clear, amused “are you serious?” glance. He snickered when Javier simply stood up with a sniff and looked away, waiting for the sound of the kettle.
No longer distracted by his wife, Julian turned back to the group, rubbing the back of his neck. His face was a bit thoughtful.
“I have had some time to stew on this whole situation,” Julian said carefully. “And I know it is far too late to do anything, but I can’t help but worry.”
“Ha, well, it’s not exactly a walk in the park– wait, I guess it was, technically…” Lloyd started, before shaking himself and starting over. “What I mean is that the situation is a bit complicated, but it’s definitely easier than solving a rebellion and building a multi-mile qanat.”
“True, I guess…” Julian said slowly, eyes following Sheherazade as she emerged from the bedroom. She moved to stand just behind him, a hand on his shoulder. He looked up at her, fond, before chewing his lip. She nodded encouragingly. Julian turned back to Lloyd, worried. “But what happens if you meet someone you actually like before we can find a way to cancel your marriage?”
The keening of the tea kettle was quite loud. Javier wondered if that’s why he suddenly felt uncomfortable.
“Oh!” Julian said, as if just realizing something. He turned around, apologetic. “I meant romantically, Sir Asrahan! No offense meant.”
He wasn’t sure why he wanted to anyway. He pushed the thought away.
“None taken, Master Julian,” he said, turning to follow Sheherazade to the fireplace once more. “I actually asked something similar before.”
And he remembered Lloyd’s answer.
Javier disappeared into the stacks, and focused on gathering the pots of sugar and cream he spotted before. From afar, he could hear the shifting of a loveseat. Just as Sheherazade placed the now steaming teapot onto Javier's tray, Lloyd cleared his throat.
“It won’t be a problem,” Lloyd muttered, his tone unusual.
Hmm? That wasn’t what he said previously–
Bump!
In his distraction, Javier turned back without care and smacked his shoulder directly into a stack of trunks angled just the wrong way.
He flinched hard with a grunt of pain, the tray wobbling dangerously. He gritted his teeth and stabilized both himself and the tea.
It seemed he was doing a poor job at hiding things today, however.
“Sir Asrahan?!” Julian yelped, jumping up in confusion.
“...!” Sheherazade, eyes wide, turned around and scrambled to find something.
“This is why you needed rest,” Lloyd sighed.
Despite the grumbling, Lloyd was quickly by Javier’s side, a hand on his shoulder. Javier could feel investigative mana gently poking at his injury.
Before Javier could retort against the familiar complaint, Julian popped over Lloyd’s shoulder, looking up worriedly.
“You’re hurt?!” he cried, aghast.
Sheherazade reappeared with the couple’s first aid kit, looking serious.
Javier did not appreciate the coddling.
“I am perfectly fine,” he didn’t grumble.
He hadn’t even felt his wound open, it had simply sent a shock through him. He stood up straighter and shook his head at the kit.
“The effort is charitable, but unnecessary,” Javier finished, firm.
Sheherazade eyed him for a moment before placing the kit to the side, but did not step away.
“Javier Asrahan,” she said, giving him a look. “As someone who well knows your skills, I cannot help but be concerned for what could possibly have resulted in an injury.”
Javier felt caught.
He was not good at lying. Nor did he enjoy doing so. Javier gripped the tea tray tighter in his right hand. He glanced at Lloyd for rescue, who was still investigating his shoulder with mana, making it comfortably warm. He spied a strangely regretful look before Lloyd caught his eye, which was quickly replaced with a bitter smile.
Lloyd let go and shrugged.
“Well. That secret didn’t last long, huh?” He said simply.
Javier’s eyebrows shot up.
Giving up after barely a week?
“What?” Lloyd shot back at the telegraphed look. “What am I gonna do – tell them you fought another Gigatitan?”
Lloyd unceremoniously yanked the tray out of Javier’s hands and turned around, shimmied out of the stacks, and plopped it down at the coffee table. Unsure what to do, the rest trailed after him – Lloyd sitting at a loveseat, Javier standing beside, while the newlyweds hovered across.
“You asked before if there was something more than just gossip happening,” Lloyd said, looking up at them. He rubbed his fingers together in thought. Apparently unable to come up with something, he let out a huff and leaned forward on his knees. “Eh, there’s no delicate way to put this – someone’s trying to assassinate Javier.”
“Not just me,” Javier made sure to add, turning to Lloyd with a glare.
“Definitely just you,” Lloyd quickly shot back.
“What?!” Julian’s shout interrupted the argument.
Javier felt a bit bad at Julian’s horror.
“The situation is serious, but not as dire as it appears,” he tried to reassure.
Beside her pale husband, Sheherazade frowned.
“It is not dire, and yet they managed to harm a swordmaster?”
Javier gritted his teeth, but did not allow himself to react poorly to the truth.
“It is a failure on my part,” he said, toneless. “I will be training harder in the future.”
An exasperated noise came from beside him.
“What he fails to mention is that it was an ambush in the middle of the night by high-level swordsmen when he was dead asleep,” Lloyd rolled his eyes, and counted off his fingers. “And there were thirteen of them, and a magician. And he had no weapon for most of the fight.”
Julian somehow got even paler. Sheherazade, however, looked mildly impressed.
“Considering the circumstances, Javier Asrahan, only ending up in your current state is quite commendable,” she praised.
It was still not enough.
“Thank you,” he clipped out, cool. He was ready to be done with this topic.
“W-wait, how do you know they’re after Sir Asrahan?” Julian managed to ask. “It sounds like they ambushed your rooms?”
“They weren’t interested in trying to attack me,” Lloyd spoke for the both of them. “They were focused on Javier entirely, threats included.”
Javier wanted to interrupt. He was getting sick of the idea that just because it seemed like their assassin wanted to remove him from the chess board, didn’t mean that they didn’t also want to hurt Lloyd. Memories of Lloyd gagging into a trashbin, and of being held at swordpoint were not ones he felt they could just brush off so easily.
In particular, he remembered how Lloyd being grabbed was an attempt to force Javier to stop moving.
They are going to hurt you. They are going to hurt you to hurt me.
The thought rang through Javier’s ears, and he struggled to figure out how to say any of it.
He took long enough for Lloyd to add, almost like an after thought, “Oh yeah, and the poison we got before was sent directly to him, too.”
“Poison…” Julian repeated faintly, slowly sinking into the loveseat across from his brother.
Javier felt the moment to convey his thoughts melt away. Instead, he crossed the open area and started to fan Julian with a few empty envelopes left lying around. He always felt better with action.
Sheherazade leaned forward to murmur to Lloyd.
“Are assassination attempts so rare here?” she asked, intrigued.
Lloyd snorted.
“Well, not anymore it seems?” he responded wryly.
She nodded thoughtfully as she turned back and sat next to her distraught husband, gently patting his hand.
Javier let her take over, firmly putting the makeshift fan down on a trunk.
If there was one thing Javier knew could sway Lloyd, it was his loved one’s wishes. And it seemed they were no longer holding back information for the newlywed’s comfort. So, even if Javier could not convey the reality of the situation to Lloyd, perhaps he could have Julian do it.
“The unusual nature of this,” Javier said seriously, “is why I suggested we perhaps stop this scheme.”
“Not this again… I told you, it won’t work. And it’s not even worth it,” Lloyd frowned at him.
Javier’s teeth were starting to ache from how often he was gritting them.
“My duty for your safety is paramount to other matters.”
He just wanted more precaution, even if it meant looking a fool in front of his oldest friend and his wife.
“Then just stick around,” Lloyd said, looking baffled, like he was confused why this was being brought up again. “Keeping the scheme going is what’ll keep me covered, since they won’t change their plans too much. And again, I am not the one currently injured.”
Sheherazade and Julian watched their exchange like a tennis match, eyes darting between Javier and Lloyd with each comment. Julian in particular seemed to stare at Javier a little intently, giving him hope, before his gaze slid to Lloyd across from him. The couple glanced at one another for a moment with some silent communication before Sheherazade turned to Lloyd and spoke up.
“Do you have any leads?” she asked.
Javier clenched his fist tight against the trunk. He pushed off and moved stiffly to sit next to Lloyd, his final attempt failing spectacularly.
Lloyd recounted their clues. By the time he got to the fact that they were being set up so that Lloyd would be forced to retaliate, the couple across from them were silent. Julian in particular had his mouth covered in shock. Sheherazade, still patting her husband’s other hand, looked grim.
Unruffled, Lloyd poured some tea for everyone, popping three cubes of sugar into Javier’s, and picked up his own black one.
Javier wanted to be irritated at Lloyd’s refusal to take his involvement in the situation seriously, but, well…
He is making it very difficult to stay upset today.
Javier picked up his tea, handle already rotated to his uninjured right side and made exactly as he liked it.
He took a subdued sip. He’d keep that thought to himself.
“Any questions?” Lloyd asked casually after a sip.
Sheherazade looked down at her husband and squeezed his hand. Julian seemed to pluck some courage from the action, and after giving her a weak smile, he turned to Lloyd determinedly.
“What can we do to help?” he asked.
Javier watched as Lloyd cracked a satisfied smile from behind his tea cup. Javier’s eyes widened.
Was he looking for this the whole time?
“We don’t want you to be too involved,” Lloyd explained, putting down his cup. “After all, we’re trying to be subtle, and we’re already fighting rumors that we’re colluding. But there are two matters we could get help with.”
Lloyd held up two fingers.
“First, and soonest – I’d like you both to look into some missing sword fighters,” he continued. “Before this last incident, we had a list of suspects… which is now completely moot without the supposition that the target was upset about the betrothal.”
Javier tried not to sigh. They were almost back to square one, but…
“But!” Lloyd kept going, snapping his fingers in the air. “We still have all our other research supporting us. The prime suspect is a count, countess, or higher, with royal ties. They have a strong presence within the palace. And apparently they have access to a magician and high-level swordsmen. Luckily for us, though, we just significantly injured or killed thirteen of them. Julian, you’re about to start your new job at the palace. Use the opportunity of being a clueless new guy to your advantage.”
“My advantage?” Julian repeated, looking a little dizzy.
“Look into attendance sheets, sudden transfer requests, sick leave, whatever,” Lloyd ordered. “A not insignificant number of personnel went somewhere they normally wouldn’t. Claim you were interested in how the palace worked, and got lost in the amount of paperwork.”
Julian gulped, but nodded firmly.
“And Sheherazade,” Lloyd said, turning his eyes onto her, “I assume you’ll be returning to your swordmaster training soon?”
Sheherazade raised her head high.
“I have already made myself known in the training grounds.”
Lloyd grinned.
“Excellent. I’d love it if you could try to make some friendly sparring partners who might spill any gossip about missing men, as well.”
“Making acquaintances with some of the ruder attendees may not be within my reach, but listening for such gossip will not be an issue,” she replied seriously.
Javier found himself nodding in sympathy, remembering the distasteful chatter the last time he had visited alone. Lloyd nodded as well.
“Perfect,” Lloyd said, before eyeing her carefully. “Though there’s no need to put yourself in a bad situation for this – you’re already the butt of the worst rumors.”
Sheherazade sniffed at him, unimpressed.
“This is not my first assignment of this nature, Lloyd Frontera.”
Lloyd put his hands up in mock surrender.
“Understood,” he said. “As for the second matter…”
He patted an unopened trunk to the side of the couch and shot the couple a crooked grin.
“Make sure to invite us over to the Residency Wing once you move in in a few weeks.”
***
“I can feel you staring holes into my head. Do we have a shadow so late at night?” Lloyd asked as he guided them on a late night walk around the grounds, his warm breath rising through the cool night air as puffs of smoke.
“...we do not,” Javier said, not even needing to turn his head to know the answer.
“Then something else is bugging you. Come on. Speak up.”
“Did you inform Master Julian of my injury to gain their assistance?" Javier finally asked, the nagging suspicion haunting him.
“Hmm?” Lloyd looked over at him. “What if I did?”
“Then you would be a sly con man treating your brother as such,” Javier shot instantly.
“I feel like I’m hearing this adjective a lot lately…”
“Devious charlatan.”
“...”
“Shrewd crook.”
“...”
“Deceitful scoundrel.”
“How do you come up with these so fast…”
“Master Lloyd’s actions are a font of inspiration.”
“Phew. Anyway, no, I did not. If you remember, you’re the one who smacked his shoulder hard enough to make Julian notice that you were writhing in agony,” Lloyd said, poking Javier’s right shoulder accusingly.
“It was not that bad,” Javier grumbled.
“Mhmm,” Lloyd hummed, making Javier squint at the disbelieving tone. Lloyd turned forward. “Keeping them in the dark was a small shield for them, allowing them to face the rumors alone and nothing else. But once they knew you were injured, there was no point in keeping it a secret anymore. Lies can be helpful–” Lloyd jiggled his arm, where Javier’s own was tucked into it snugly. His smile seemed bitter. “But the truth is always the easiest and best way forward. Less to remember, and it rarely bites you in the end, as long as you use it right.”
Thoughtful, Javier watched his own breaths rising into the night air. He recalled they had decided to not come up with a backstory for the scheme for the same reason.
“In this case,” Lloyd continued, “anything we could have said as an excuse for your injury would cause other problems. And now we have proper allies with full knowledge of the situation who can research secretly in our place.”
Javier stewed on the idea, lips pursed.
“Don’t think I can’t see you pouting over there,” Lloyd said, rolling his eyes. “Look, even when they were in the dark, they were not exempt from being on the chess board. This way they know to be careful. And we gain an advantage too.”
“Advantage… I did not think tracking our shadow into the Residency Wing would be so simple,” Javier said, begrudgingly impressed.
“Simple, yes. But unfortunately, it’ll be a few weeks until they move, so it’ll take time,” Lloyd said with a frown. “We’ll have to rely on Lady Cordona, Julian, and Sherherazade’s research until then.”
They walked at a steady pace for a moment, quiet, each pulled into their own thoughts. The day had felt strangely long. Suddenly Lloyd chuckled and leaned into Javier’s space to look up at him, practically hanging off his arm, entirely amused.
“Speaking of Sheherazade,” Lloyd said, eyes twinkling, “are you really still pouting about the lullaby?”
Javier sniffed.
“I am not jealous,” he said emphatically.
“Mhmm,” Lloyd hummed in that suspicious tone again. “I might be, oh what was it… a con man, crook, charlatan, and a scoundrel, but I ensure people are compensated with bonuses when they help me with a plan. She and Julian helped move forward my retirement plan with their union, so giving her a gift at their wedding was proper repayment.”
Lloyd said it so matter-of-fact. Javier, however, felt a wisp of amusement at the “gift” slip. The repayment part was probably partially true, but Javier remembered Lloyd’s condition at the wedding. He suspected perhaps having a new sister-in-law was another large factor as well.
“Ugh, which means I’m going to have to give you something crazy later, huh?” Lloyd realized out loud, scrubbing his hair in frustration.
“...”
Javier blinked. He hadn’t expected anything, though previous history indicated he should. He was smart enough to keep that thought to himself.
Javier felt Lloyd’s fingers rub together in thought against his arm. He waited.
“If you’re so mad about it…” Lloyd said slowly, looking pained, “I could order another orb like Sheherazade’s.”
Javier considered it for exactly one second before a feeling of wrongness swept through him.
Didn’t I want to be freed from his lullaby?
An orb of his own. Not a small luxury at all – being gifted the freedom to stop relying on the petty man for sleep had long been a goal in Javier’s mind. He had decided to help Lloyd in a truly wild circumstance, and as such, warranted asking for such a prize. But no matter how he turned the idea over in his head, it failed to sit right.
The box in his chest rattled.
…It is no matter. I do not plan to be without him, so there is no need for such an item regardless.
Quickly making up his mind in order to put the matter to rest, he shot out an answer.
“I have no interest in receiving the same gift as her.”
No response came from beside him. He turned to find Lloyd giving him a complicated look. Javier simply kept them walking, taking whatever path presented itself in the dark.
Lloyd rubbed his fingers together exactly once before halting and shaking his head. He turned forwards with a theatrical sigh instead.
“Haa, so picky. And when I was being so generous, too!” Lloyd complained. “What could the great Sir Asrahan desire then? Gold? Jewels? Land? Sword polish? Fuzzy rabbit slippers?”
Javier raised a brow, but shook his head seriously.
“I have no need for such things.”
“Dang, you don’t polish your sword?”
“...”
“Come on, you must want something.”
“...”
“You certainly know how to keep a guy guessing what you want,” Lloyd griped. “Well, whatever. Think on a request, and don’t waste it. Though I’m adding the condition that I can refuse it if it’s completely unreasonable!” Lloyd pointed to him accusingly, before he sighed. “I’ll send an addendum to the contract when we get home, and have Ggoming ship it in the morning.”
Javier blinked.
He hadn’t been thinking about the contract at all.
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    Chapter Text

    “Alright, crew! Ten minute break and shift change, let’s move!”
“Yes, sir!”
Cheerful chatter filled the worksite as laborers moved to their breaks or swapped shifts with a fresh face. They were making real headway into construction, the amount of hands available for a royally mandated project making the workload extremely efficient. This was already enough to put Lloyd in a good mood, but he couldn’t deny he had been feeling almost annoyingly happy that day.
He’d confirmed last night that Javier had been healing well. The night after the Julian Incident, Lloyd had bullied the proud man into letting Lloyd change his bandages if he was going to cry about his wounds so badly. Javier had nearly snatched the bandages back, but had just sighed and sat down instead. Lloyd wasn’t picky with his wins.
Each night after that, he kept the habit since it was obviously easier for someone else to help bandage an injured shoulder anyway. Just as he had suspected last night, today Lloyd watched as Javier moved easier, his arm having more range of motion and no more odd pauses. It was hard to tell for most people, in fact almost no one could see he had been injured at all, but Lloyd could clearly see – Javier was on the mend.
How handy to have a swordmaster’s manaheart.
His shoulder was even healed enough that Lloyd didn’t immediately call Javier out when he noticed he wasn’t just supervising the summons today. Much to Bangul’s delight, Javier opted to assemble Bangul’s dirt pizzas.
At the break, she bent over to nuzzle her huge head against him in thanks. Lloyd watched, amused, as Javier solemnly acknowledged Bangul’s cheers that he absolutely couldn’t understand. Amusing Lloyd even further, Bibeong hovered in the background looking torn between being jealous at the attention Bangul was giving Javier, and pleased that she was getting what she wanted.
The cherry on top that broke Lloyd’s composure was the realization that Ggoming had decided to doze away in the nest of Javier’s silver hair. 
“Okay, okay, break time means you too, get over here,” Lloyd called with laughter.
Javier turned away from the summons crew, making Bibeong visibly droop with relief. Bangul jingled her tail in farewell when Javier, polite as ever, excused himself and walked over to Lloyd.
Javier would deny it, but he pulled up in front of Lloyd with what he could only describe as a pout.
“I am fine,” Javier huffed… at the exact same time Ggoming let out his own tiny grumpy sleepy huff from his hair as well.
Lloyd barked out a laugh at the combined image. At Javier’s raised brow, Lloyd motioned him to lean down. He reached up and gently untangled the lazy little bird from Javier’s silver curls. Steadfastly ignoring how soft they were, Lloyd chuckled at Ggoming’s dozing face as he brought him back close against his chest. Lloyd lifted his head back up to find Javier still bent over a little and looking down at the bird, eyes softly twinkling in amusement and not at all surprised.
The feeling Lloyd was nervous to name rose up at the sight.
There are workers around, right?
“Demonstration?” Lloyd blurted out quietly.
Javier blinked. He glanced around the area, clearly spotting the workers milling about, and gave a quiet affirmative hum.
And then Lloyd watched as Javier closed his eyes.
Against his will, Lloyd’s heart skipped a beat at the sight.
…It also gave him a sense of mischief.
Lloyd leaned forward and gently pressed his lips to Javier’s cheek… and then blew a raspberry instead.
Javier instantly jumped a foot in the air. He backed up hurriedly, looking a little scandalized and completely grossed out.
Lloyd roared with laughter. He bent over nearly in half, cracking up at the scandalized expression. After a few gasps Lloyd tried to stand back up, only to spot an icy frown on Javier’s face while wiping his cheek. He doubled over again, cackling.
“Y-your face–” he wheezed out.
Javier looked unimpressed.
“Are you pleased with yourself?” he asked, voice dripping with disdain.
Lloyd stood up with a few more gasps.
“Ohhh, delighted, thanks for asking,” Lloyd grinned, wiping a tear from his eye.
Javier huffed and frowned.
“Refrain from such vulgar actions. That is not how demonstrations look.”
Lloyd chuckled, finally tucking a poor disgruntled Ggoming back into his chest pocket.
“I dunno about that. We can have a bit of fun too, you know? There’s more things than just whatever’s in ridiculous sappy love letters,” he said, amused.
“...”
At the odd silence, Lloyd glanced up from his pocket to catch a flash of Javier looking particularly frozen, before his eyes darted away and avoided his own.
No way.
Lloyd suddenly wondered if all those love affairs in The Knight of Blood and Iron were just Javier bluffing based off of love letters. Like a teenager copying what to do from romance novels.
Lloyd snickered, making Javier twitch and turn back determinedly.
“You said you wanted to sell a fairytale,” Javier frowned, shaking his head. “We need fairytale demonstrations, not… that.”
Lloyd hummed. He put his hands on his hips and tilted his head consideringly, a vicious smile beginning to form.
“Oh?” he asked. “Like what?”
 Javier’s eyes flashed at the challenge put down, but he sniffed and raised his head.
“Master Lloyd must be terribly unrefined if he cannot come up with any ideas of his own,” Javier said, aloof.
He wasn’t looking Lloyd in the eyes though.
Oh, he’s just too easy.
“Is that so? Care to share with the unenlightened?”
“...”
Lloyd couldn’t help himself – he smelled blood in the water. He leaned in close, leering up with a wicked grin.
“I bet you’ve run out of ideas. Need a love letter to come up with something?”
Javier’s eyes darted down to him with a glare, eyes once more flashing.
“If Master Lloyd is incapable of thinking of actually convincing demonstrations, then, out of pity, I should provide a better example.”
Lloyd only had a second to realize he had made a mistake before both of Javier’s hands reached forward, sliding over Lloyd’s cheeks to caress the back of his neck. Lloyd’s breath hitched, and at Javier’s approach (or was he getting pulled?), he slammed his eyes shut.
There was a warm, gentle press to his forehead.
Lloyd snapped his eyes open to find Javier backing up just enough to allow Lloyd to see his smirk.
He blinked, the warm palms on his neck scrambling all his thoughts.
“There’s no beds to break out here you two!” Someone hollered from nearby, quickly followed by hoots and cheerful laughter from the workers around them.
Lloyd jumped.
“Speaking of breaks, yours is long over! Get back to it!” Lloyd snapped his head to the side to holler back, ignoring the sensation of warm hands being pulled away.
Feeling oddly warm considering the season, Lloyd turned back to Javier, whose smirk only seemed to have grown. Lloyd shooed him away, which Javier did with a rumble of a laugh.
“You better enjoy your time with Bangul, because I’m gonna get some real work outta you later!” Lloyd called to the retreating figure, definitely completely composed.
Ggoming grumbled from his pocket. Lloyd shot a glare down at his own chest.
“My heart rate is just fine, thank you very much,” he grumbled back.
***
To Young Lord Lloyd Frontera and Sir Javier Asrahan,
My apologies. It is my turn to cancel our class this time. I have an event to attend today – I have many friends who will be attending and I ought not miss such a large event with so many interesting people to speak with. I hope you shall continue to keep my favor, and practice dancing on your own. I shall see you next week.
Sincerely,
Lady Carlotta Cordona
Javier handed back the letter to Lloyd on the couch.
“It seems she is keeping her promise to us,” Javier said.
Lloyd accepted the letter with one last glance before tossing it onto the coffee table.
“Into the lion’s den she goes. Though I suppose she’s used to dealing with court gossip,” Lloyd mused.
Javier’s lips fell into a flat line.
We are receiving so much help.
Julian, Sheherazade, and even Lady Cordona. Javier could even extend it further to those not in the know like Lord Nort, the maids, and Lady Dantes. But if they didn’t do anything more themselves, then all the work Lloyd and Javier had done so far would be moot.
“I believe,” Javier said seriously, “that we should go on a date.”
There was a series of bewildered coughing noises from the couch.
“What are you– ah,” Lloyd caught himself, eyeing the letter again. “Itching to push the scheme?”
Ignoring Lloyd’s strange fit, Javier nodded.
“If we cannot help with the research on the assassin without tipping our hand, then we should at least keep pressing the scheme. It is nearing winter in Frontera County.”
“Hmm. It’s true it’s barely been a month since the count asked for trading assistance. And if Paris’s cronies are still complaining about trade routes…”
“Then there is still tension to dispel.”
Lloyd tilted his head to look up at Javier, eyes searching and calculative.
“You’ve given this some thought.” He didn’t look surprised per se, but intrigued.
“The county’s wellbeing is important,” Javier intoned.
Frontera county needed many things from other places to make it through the winter - salt, wool, and preferably a moderate amount of glass and certain metals. All of which were running low in their farflung home that was the furthest east from anyone in the kingdom.
“I used the failure of the recent attack to our advantage, but it couldn’t hurt to do more,” Lloyd said, rubbing his fingers in thought. “With Lady Cordona at a function today, I’m sure everyone will know we have the day off anyway.”
“Indeed.”
“I guess it’s too cold for another picnic these days…” Lloyd mumbled thoughtfully.
“Yes, hence, I have planned otherwise.”
“Huh?”
“Before I stopped attending the training hall, I had heard some knights talk of inviting their paramours on a stroll through the palace’s walking maze. We shall walk through, then visit the walking path through the palace woods, and finish at a teahouse on the city walk back.”
“Wha– You’ve really given this some thought,” Lloyd boggled, mouth agape.
“The fact that you thought a second picnic would be enough means that perhaps you did not give it enough thought,” Javier sighed pitifully.
“...”
“Truly, it is a wonder we have been believed with such tepid attempts so far.”
“...”
“Besides,” Javier said, “we have not taken a proper stroll since we left home.”
“Huh.” Lloyd’s pained grimace eased for a moment, and he squinted up at Javier curiously. “Did you just want to take a walk?”
“It is simply the most efficient plan,” Javier said, cool and composed, inspecting something that wasn’t Lloyd. “And you enjoy walks anyway.”
“What am I, a dog?”
“Well. If Master Lloyd thinks of himself so...” Javier trailed off with a smirk.
“Hey.”
Javier shut his mouth but let his smirk remain. Lloyd glared up at him for a moment before sighing.
“I’d been thinking about doing more since we heard the latest trader talk, anyway,” Lloyd said. He stood up and stretched. “Fine. I’ll take a lazy day just walking about. I thought I could take a little vacation when Viscount Nort wanted to take over construction, but this trip hasn’t let up.”
Javier shook his head as he walked to get their coats.
“Such bold words for someone who makes the viscount do most of the work regardless,” Javier chastised.
Lloyd accepted the coat and scarf that Javier handed to him, and brought a hand solemnly to his chest.
“Oh I wouldn’t dare take away the work that he so happily hoards for himself. It is a burden, but I must bear it with pride,” he lamented, playfully wiping away non-existent tears after securing his scarf.
Javier rolled his eyes as he secured his warm coat, but still stuck an arm out for Lloyd.
***
It was a clear day, but one that hinted at the approaching winter with how the wind bit into you and the sun’s reach felt further than usual. The leaves had nearly finished falling, with the last few clinging tightly to their branches, and the evergreen plants kept the last visuals of life abundant in the gardens of the palace.
As Javier had guessed, it was also one of the last times they could head out and still see people milling about the grounds before it got far too cold for anyone besides those paid to be there.
Javier guided Lloyd along, taking the same strolling pace they would if they were back in Frontera. They ran into servants, palace officials, and nobles. Those who flicked their eyes onto Javier and Lloyd did so with furrowed brows and pinched lips. However, there was a distinct lack of overwhelming disdain.
“The majority of people who do not look pleased are nobles,” Javier murmured to Lloyd.
“That tracks. They’re the ones most likely to get influenced by the gossip being spun by our assassin,” Lloyd hummed. “That and people who think I’m competition anyway. There’s already less pushback though. We’re getting closer.”
Javier hummed in return.
On the way to the maze, they passed the edge of the new gardens where Bibeong was napping, and gave the sleepy summon a wave. Only a short while later, they arrived. The maze was large and sprawling, and despite being close to the main palace, the amount of people around it thinned, and the demographic leaned towards the younger crowd. A few shy looking couples loitered in the area.
“An additional benefit of the maze…” Javier said as he pulled Lloyd through the towering hedges of the maze’s entrance. He looked behind him purposefully. “...no shadow for the day.”
“Wait. Really?” Lloyd looked surprised.
Javier pulled them both down a random branching path without thought, to truly seal off the view from the entrance.
“Yes,” Javier said, “when we were in the area a few times, he seemed to actively avoid the place. Coupled with the fact that there are apparently multiple exits – he will not be sure where or when we leave. And I can simply pull us back if he happens to guess correctly, and we take another route.”
“Oh ho, an unexpected bonus,” Lloyd said, pleased.
Without prying eyes during the day for once, the two leisurely walked through hedges, relaxed. Both tugged each other down paths without much thought, neither in much of a hurry to get to the end. Javier found the area interesting, though perhaps a little monotonous, only occasionally stumbling across interesting statues, a few couples pink from the cold, and random dead ends.
It was at one such dead end that Javier heard something unusual.
While he wasn’t certain of their current path, he was fairly sure the slightly wider space around the next corner was still quite far from most of the exits. Perhaps one of the dead ends to lounge in. He could hear the babble of a fountain, and sense two people sitting at a bench nearby. As Javier wondered what the area would look like, another sound became apparent.
Javier started walking slower.
“It is simply a dead end ahead. We should turn back,” he said abruptly.
Lloyd gave him a weird look.
“That hasn’t stopped us before. There might at least be some interesting art to look at instead of endless bushes,” Lloyd said, continuing forward and tugging Javier a little further.
“I do not think there is anything we need to look at,” Javier muttered, tugging Lloyd to a stop.
Lloyd squinted at him in confusion. “Why on earth are you pink–”
“Oh!” interrupted a breathy voice from beyond the bush wall. “Oh darling, you know just how to keep me warm.”
Cough! Javier covered his face with a grimace, while Lloyd froze solid, face alarmingly pink. He frantically yanked Javier around.
“Yup, absolutely nothing to see here,” he declared hysterically under his breath. “Go, go, go, go.”
The moment they turned around properly, they booked it.
After a few sharp turns and going far enough even Javier couldn’t hear anything anymore, a rumble started against his arm. Turning to the side, he found Lloyd still pink, but clearly holding back laughter.
“‘Knight’s take their paramours to the maze’?” Lloyd struggled out between choked out laughs. “Javier, did you take me to Make-Out Point??”
Javier absolutely refused to say anything as he pulled them to a brisk walk. His face was getting warm from the running.
When they said it was a quiet spot to meet undisturbed, I did not think it was this!
He glanced over to Lloyd in dread… who took one look back at Javier and instantly fell over with laughter, Javier yanking him upright by instinct.
“You– You tried exactly one thing not in sappy letters, and it was this?” Lloyd cackled.
Javier briefly debated dropping the horrible man leaning half his weight onto him, absolutely pink with howling laughter.
I am being laughed at far too much lately.
Javier grumbled. After a few more gasps of laughter and a few mocking pats to Javier’s arm, Lloyd stood back up.
“Ohh, you sly dog. I didn't realize you had this kind of thing in mind for our date,” Lloyd snickered.
“...surely people tour the maze for non-salacious reasons as well.” Javier grimaced. He didn’t sound convincing even to his own ears.
“You really know how to make a guy feel that fairytale romance you preached so much,” Lloyd laughed, tone tipping mockingly.
“At least I got rid of our shadow, unless you wanted a more intense demonstration,” Javier huffed, trying to defend himself.
There was a choking noise, and then Lloyd’s mouth finally snapped shut with an audible click.
“You know, it could have been worse,” he strangled out, still pink.
Javier rolled his eyes.
Justice for laughing.
He pulled them back to a walking pace, now actively looking for the exit. At the center of the maze was a wide open space with more fountains, and a gazebo with strangely fogged glass which they gave a wide berth to. Many turns and thankfully uneventful dead ends later, they found an exit, luckily free of their shadow.
“My guess is he didn’t think we’d be, ha, finished with the maze so soon,” Lloyd snickered as Javier pulled them quickly away from the maze. Javier guided them to the beginning of the wooded path with a glower.
“Absolutely absurd place. In broad daylight, too,” Javier grumbled.
“If that was your first pick of the day, I’m a little worried about this teahouse of yours,” Lloyd said, obnoxiously smirking over at him. “Perhaps instead of tea, it sells something salacious instead.”
Javier gritted his teeth, but could only fight back with a muttered, “It was recommended by Lord Nort, not a random knight.”
“Now, see, that’s a review I can trust!”
They walked slowly through the palace woods, under hanging branches and over frosted fallen leaves. They passed by a wider range of people than at the maze. Groups of chatting friends, a few serious looking palace officials, and one or two more sedate couples milled about, enjoying perhaps the last clear day of the season, all bundled up against the deceptive cold. Javier’s wool coat was well made, but he thanked his hard work in becoming a swordmaster when he didn’t shiver anytime the breeze wove its way through the trees.
Another breeze blew past, and Javier definitely felt the arm tucked in his shiver.
“It is not even winter yet, and you are already shivering?” Javier raised a brow.
“It’s cold! Not all of us are swordmast–”
Lloyd’s insistence was cut off as he took another step over a shiny patch of leaves and then suddenly went horizontal.
Alarmed, Javier twirled the arm in his to grab the back of Lloyd’s shoulder and yanked it back towards himself, reaching to pull his waist so he didn’t just fall face first instead. Lloyd slammed into his chest with a wheeze.
It is lucky that we got used to walking arm-in-arm.
Clearly dizzy, Lloyd clutched at Javier’s arms. After a moment, he loosened and blew out a small, “Jeez.”
“Are you unhurt?” Javier asked just in case.
“Ugh, just bruised pride. Never hurt anyone,” Lloyd grumbled, cracking open his eyes with a scrunched up nose. Instead of sighing and stepping away like Javier expected, he froze, blinking, when he came face to face with Javier. They were rather close, Javier supposed, with one of his arms wrapped tight around Lloyd’s waist. He felt a bit restless too.
Javier’s musings were interrupted when an elderly couple nearby clapped in amazement.
“Heavens! Good catch, young man!” the man cheered to Javier.
“Ah. Thank you, it was nothing,” Javier replied politely to the side.
Javier moved to step back, only for Lloyd to instead tighten his grip hard on his biceps. Javier turned back to Lloyd to find he had gotten closer, a sly gleam in his eye.
“Naw, it’s a real demonstration of your skill, Mr. Swordmaster,” Lloyd said with a smirk and a raised eyebrow, bringing a hand up to gently double tap against Javier’s cheek.
Javier blinked at the request, but within a heartbeat, he tilted his cheek in acquiesce. It was a good opportunity, and much tamer than the wild maze.
It still did not prepare him for the calloused hand that slipped over his cheek and then through his hair to gently tug at the nape of his neck to pull him fractionally down. A pair of chapped but warm lips pressed against his cheek for a moment, before slowly pulling away.
“Oh my, you must be the famous young lord Frontera and knight Sir Asrahan,” the elderly woman laughed at their display, hiding her smile behind her hand.
“The one and only,” Lloyd chuckled, turning to face them.
He had not moved an inch backwards. While pointed to the side, Lloyd’s face was still mere inches away, and Javier still felt every calloused finger splayed upon his spine.
Perhaps his swordmaster abilities were overactive in the cool air. He felt unbearably warm.
“Reminds me of our early days, dear,” the elderly woman said to her husband, amused. She turned back to them with a smile. “You sweet kids have a lovely day, alright?”
“Thanks! You as well,” Lloyd chirped happily.
He waved them off from Javier’s arms, the couple chuckling as they waved farewell. With a few musical taps on Javier’s spine that shot through him like lightning, Lloyd murmured to him amusedly.
“You wanted fairytale sweetheart, you get fairytale sweetheart.”
The hand was blessedly removed from Javier’s neck, only for Lloyd to pat his still-warm cheek condescendingly. Javier felt a rise of agitation at the smirk directed at him so close to his face, but strangely not the urge to let go. He did so anyway.
“I am surprised you did not decide to do another gross display,” Javier muttered. He tugged at his lapels to straighten them, resisting the urge to touch his cheek.
Lloyd, looking down to fuss with his own scarf that had gotten wild after his fall, waved him off halfheartedly.
“What, you said you didn’t want to, right?” he said offhandedly, clearly not giving much attention.
Javier blinked.
“Argh!” Lloyd grumbled as another breeze blew through the trees, making him shiver again, even with his scarf finally back in place. “How are autumn winds colder than winter ones? That warm drink better be heavenly nectar for all this.”
Javier, still caught on the earlier comment, hesitated for a moment. Then, without much thought, he stepped forward and hooked Lloyd back in arm-in-arm, and released a small amount of mana through his arm into the other’s, warming Lloyd as Javier pulled them forward.
“Whoa, what’s with the mana?” Lloyd asked, eyebrow raised as he looked over in surprise.
“...The count and countess would be upset if you froze.”
Lloyd snorted but didn’t contest.
They continued on their path side by side until they made it out of the palace grounds and into the city streets. From there, Javier guided them past cheerful citizens and well-lit shops until he found the one Lord Nort had mentioned previously. It was clearly a high-end gem, as nobles milled about, but tucked away so the prices didn’t make Javier shake his head as much.
They were quickly sat at a table. They were in luck and were given one by a window, and Lloyd sank into the cushioned seats with a relieved sigh. The pair quietly people-watched out the glass through the darkening evening, occasionally speaking up or drinking warm cider tea. Inexplicably pleased, Javier watched as Lloyd relaxed among the quiet chatter of the shop, a rare smile on his face at the finger foods and warm teas.
Javier was in the midst of subtly scanning their new plate of snacks when a group of nobles walked near their table, the way many people had before, on their way out the door. However, instead of passing, the leader of the pack paused upon seeing Lloyd, making one or two of their companions stumble behind him.
“Well, if it isn’t the infamous youngster from Frontera,” the older gentleman sneered.
“My lord…” one of the group cautioned from behind him, shuffling his pince-nez with a raised brow.
“Come now, do you not find this strange? It is known that this brat does not bother hanging out with nobility,” the older man snapped behind him. He turned back to Lloyd, who hadn’t moved from his relaxed pose holding his drink. “So what could you be doing here? Perhaps you thought you could discretely meet that Asfahan woman your brother deigned to entertain while you were away from the eyes of the palace. I hear you’re quite good at deals after all.”
Javier frowned, incredulous at the sudden attack. There were a few people in the older man’s entourage who scowled down alongside him, but a few grouped in the back looked exasperated at the situation. No one else stepped forward to stop him, though. Javier turned to catch Lloyd’s eye and see how he wanted to proceed, only to stop short in surprise – there was a well hidden and vicious gleam of satisfaction in them.
Javier suddenly recalled the party.
What did he say? Words would be useless against rumors… unless someone directly attacked us first?
And they had quite the audience now too.
Suddenly, Javier was no longer worried for Lloyd at all. Instead, he sat back, coolly scanning the gentleman up and down, and wondered if he would be needed to clean up the leftover shreds of this noble afterwards.
Click. Lloyd casually placed his cup back in its saucer, the sound somehow both delicate and sharp. The room had gotten much quieter, many of the patrons blinking at the loud accusations thrown near the entrance.
“My oh my, I thank you for the compliment on my skills, but I’m afraid I’m not my brother or sister-in-law’s keeper,” Lloyd said with a bright grin as he sat back, arms resting comfortably on the armrests. “I’m sure they’re far too busy to join us for tea.”
“What could a second son and a throw away daughter possibly be doing–”
“I’m so glad you asked!” Lloyd grinned sharply among scandalized murmurs around them. “I don’t get to brag very often, as I figured most people with a brain would be aware of their reputations already. Sheherazade – that is, my dear sister-in-law – is terribly busy settling into her new home. I dearly hope she’s doing well – I can only hope after Count Ventura himself officiated the wedding and her necklace ceremony, she feels confident in her newly minted Magentano noble status as she trains. You know, because she’s a high-level swordsman who’s joined the Magentano Kingdom? I believe she's made a few acquaintances while training with Her Majesty’s knights already. Goodness, it’s a little embarrassing you’re behind the times.”
The group of nobles gawked at the deluge of barbs dripping from Lloyd’s silver tongue. The older gentleman was red and gaping while the crowd murmured around them.
“My nephew said she was quite formidable, and yet she offered to help his form when he got stuck…” someone murmured.
“Goodness, the diplomat who sealed the Sultan peace deal blessed her wedding and necklace ceremony himself?” another wondered.
Lloyd blinked innocently as he kept smiling at his prey, ignoring any hubbub.
“And my brother, goodness! He’s been getting all their wedding thank you letters sent out even when moving from home to live in Magenta. After all, since he graduated second from the academy, he’s been preparing for his new position at the palace that’s offered with such accolades. Oh, you know what–” Lloyd suddenly cocked his head, faux remorseful, but eyes sharp. “I must apologize for bringing the academy up. It must be quite a sore spot for you. Wasn’t your son and one of your nieces kicked out after Her Majesty deigned to clean out the trash there?”
Absolutely no one was paying attention to their own meals by this point.
“I heard about the academy crackdown – quite a few noble children were deemed unworthy of attending, and the curriculum became much stricter. And the younger son still managed to graduate second among all that?” someone gasped.
“Wait, you don’t think the people speaking ill have grudges because of things like that…?” another said slowly.
The older gentleman was quaking in rage and embarrassment. If it were Javier, he would have suggested that the man call it a loss, and retreat while he could still save face. In fact, one of the man’s cronies put an arm on the gentleman’s shoulder, as if to calm him. Unfortunately for him, irritation clearly got the best of the gentleman as he yanked his shoulder free.
“You,” the man spat, pointing rudely at Lloyd, who sat calm and composed, “You and your whole family think you are so important. Why do you even wish to be in the capital at all when your arrogance makes it seem you are above it all. In fact,” the gentleman swung his focus, strangely, to Javier, though he continued speaking to Lloyd, “a little birdie told me that even the heartless dog of Frontera refused conscription orders from the queen herself.”
Chatter instantly overtook the teahouse, all other gossip paused. Javier could only bring himself to blink in shock – as far as he was aware, his conversation with Her Majesty after the attempt on her life was confidential, aside from the Thornbush knights in attendance.
How does he know something like that?
For the first time since the man stopped by, Lloyd looked startled as well. His face darkened, but before he could open his mouth, Javier held up a hand, gathering everyone’s attention to himself.
He would not be shamed for his loyalty.
“It has been my lifetime wish to serve Count Frontera,” Javier said smooth and steady. “Her Majesty was kind enough to understand my heart and allowed me to deny her offer of the commander position.”
The room practically boomed with noise.
“What?!”
“–unprecedented for a commoner to attain the royal knight’s commander position, and at his age–!”
“Wasn’t that previously Sir Kyle’s–”
“He turned it down?!”
The gentleman looked stunned at the reception, whipping his head around. A few of the people in his group who had already looked exasperated at the gentleman’s antics looked over at Javier, impressed.
Lloyd, to Javier’s surprise, had heeded his halting hand. Before he had a moment to contemplate it, however, Lloyd’s eyes flashed with opportunity.
Wary, Javier watched as Lloyd leaned forward onto the table, his chin resting on his palm.
“Aww, you wanted to stick with me that badly, huh?” he said sweetly, batting his eyelashes dramatically.
“Master Lloyd…” Javier sighed, embarrassed at the display.
It was true that he had wanted to remain in Frontera, as it was his lifelong goal to be a knight to the kind man who saved him as a child. He wished to protect the place that had become his home, to the point he was even currently doing strange schemes to help it. It occurred to Javier that he may have also recently gained another reason to stick to Frontera as well. He pursed his mouth shut tight.
Lloyd gave a theatrical wink in response to Javier’s sigh, earning him a number of chuckles from the crowd.
“Oy, come on old man, just duck your head and leave. You haven’t any dignity left to spare,” a bold young man heckled. His group looked embarrassed, shushing him, but looked like they also agreed.
“The young men are clearly just here for a quiet evening out on the town, lord. Perhaps it would be wise to stop harassing them,” an elderly lady nearby in noble fashion shot the gentleman a cold look.
Compared to when Javier and Lloyd had walked in, the amount of eyes full of suspicion or disbelief towards them were heavily outweighed by those now looking concerned for the pair. One or two of the more excitable customers looked ready to stand up, even.
It has barely been a month since Viscount Nort’s party. This is quite the difference.
Javier glanced at Lloyd. He was a gifted speaker, but Javier knew he didn’t rely solely on it. He had been laying the foundation for an excellent trap such as this with every nudge in conversation and every demonstration since the party. Javier let himself quirk a sighing smile at Lloyd’s smug grin.
“I believe we have another appointment we must attend to, my lord,” one of the older gentleman’s cronies lied poorly, grabbing onto the man’s shoulder firmly and staring at the floor in shame.
The older gentleman gnashed his teeth, glancing around the teahouse. With no defense coming his way, he stood up straight and waved at the people behind him to follow.
“Enough of this, I must leave,” he gritted out.
Javier watched in pleasure as the man finally waddled out the front door with his crew, earning a few derisive snorts from nearby customers at his escape. Interestingly, the clump of nobles who had never looked pleased at the gentleman’s demeanor didn’t bother to follow. The man wearing pince-nez sighed.
“I shall make our apologies. Let us stop crowding the area,” he said quietly to the smaller group.
They all gave the man a bow. Then, to Javier’s shock, they all briefly did the same to Lloyd, who also blinked in surprise, before they left as well. Nobility was a rigid structure. Either every single one of the nobles had less status than the son of a count, or they were indeed being demonstrably apologetic. In a crowded room no less.
“I have no excuse for failing to intervene,” the man intoned as he put his hand over his heart. “My neighbor was already in a poor mood and decided to take it out on you and your betrothed, and for that, my own vassals and I must apologize. We shall endeavor to keep him from crossing your path in the future.”
Javier perhaps wasn’t as shrewd as Lloyd, but he felt he could judge character well enough. The man seemed genuine. He even made sure to look between Lloyd and Javier himself, clearly making sure the conversation included both people – a rare thing among nobility, even with his current status as Lloyd’s betrothed.
He watched as Lloyd gave the man a discreet onceover, also catching that the conversation was between all three people for once, and then gave him an appropriate, though lopsided smile.
“I spent my evening with a bit more chatter than originally intended, but I can hold my own in a conversation. I’d say we’re fine, yeah?” Lloyd said, the question sent to Javier.
A bit surprised, Javier simply nodded. Lloyd turned back to the man.
“No harm, no foul.”
The man adjusted his pince-nez with a small smile.
“You are an interesting man, young lord Frontera. I shall at least speak with the teahouse staff. The least I could do is have them put your meal on my tab.”
“You’re too kind! But we accept,” Lloyd said very quickly.
As the man walked away, Lloyd swung to face Javier, and as he had suspected, there was pure glee in his eyes. Lloyd shot a smug grin at him with a look that clearly said “free food, again!” Javier shook his head and sighed at the penny pinching, but couldn’t stop a small smile from sneaking onto his face at his antics.
When the man returned, he had his coat in hand, ready to depart.
“I have done as I have said. Please order what you wish, it is the least we could do. I hope that the rest of your day out was more pleasant than the evening.”
Any good-natured fondness Javier had felt for a moment instantly came to a halt. Javier could see mischief lighting up Lloyd’s eyes, and dread began to sink in when his grin curled up sharply.
“Oh, I’m perfectly pleased with my day so far,” Lloyd purred, one hand on his cheek, “My betrothed and I had a lovely time visiting the maze earlier. Left me quite breathless.”
Javier choked. The man also clearly knew exactly what kind of place the maze was – his dignified state cracked for a moment as he pinked and then sputtered a laugh. Javier lifted his gaze to the ceiling in despair. There was no way he would ever be able to live down the maze trip at this rate.
The man, now embarrassed, cleared his throat once or twice.
“Well! I think with that, I will bid you both a good evening. I hope it will be pleasant,” he nodded to them as he began to walk away. “I made sure the staff was also aware that you were newly betrothed as well. Please enjoy!”
“You let them know… huh?”
The man left, but Javier was frozen in place at the comment. Lloyd slid his wide eyes over to him.
“No,” Lloyd said breathlessly. His expression was torn between disbelieving, horrified, and desperately amused. “Javier. You didn’t.”
Javier, sweating bullets, could only watch in dawning horror as a handful of cheery looking staff rolled a cart towards their table and started singing to them.
“There’s no way,” Lloyd muttered under his breath to Javier, eyes locked on the approaching display with a balanced expression of mocking delight and dread. “You have to be doing this on purpose. There’s no way you whiffed so hard, twice in one day.”
Javier could only sit back and let the awful engagement tune wash over them both, a few nearby customers clapping cheerfully as a much more happy crowd filled the area with the obnoxious song. One agonizing eternity later, the song ended with applause, and Javier accepted the mini croquembouche presented to the table with a miserable scan for poison, while Lloyd drily thanked the other customers and servers who left with a cheery wave.
Javier was sure he had been more embarrassed when he and Lloyd returned home from Namaran. But entirely forgetting the main gimmick of the recommended teahouse certainly approached such levels. He dropped the cleared croquembouches to the table with a glare out the window.
From the window’s reflection, he saw Lloyd struggle to keep his snickering quiet before he cleared his throat forcefully a few times.
“Phew,” Lloyd sighed with a smile. He pulled the plate of mini croquembouche towards him. “After that embarrassing display, I feel like I deserve the whole plate to myself.”
“If the young master wishes to have sugar for blood, I cannot stop him,” Javier muttered out the window.
“Ohh, so mocking. And here I was considering giving you half.”
Javier turned around to squint at Lloyd who looked back with a mocking smile.
“Why do I suspect there are conditions?”
“Oh, easy, because there is one!” Lloyd said cheerfully, carefully separating the pyramid in two chunks. Croquembouche disassembled, he held up a plate with half with a lopsided smile. “You get half if you ensure that this new trend does not happen at our wedding.”
“It shall be done.”
“Promise?”
“An easy promise,” Javier assured, plucking the plate under Lloyd’s raised brow. Javier then smirked. “I would not dare, for fear of our guests coming to harm if you chose to sing along.”
“Hey!” Lloyd yelped, and tried to take back the plate with a scowl.
Javier kept the plate far out of reach, his mood easing back to something lighter. Lloyd took the loss, clearly not interested in making another scene, and stuffed one of his own pastries into his mouth with a scowl.
Javier took a bite of his own. It was strange that it no longer felt strange to discuss their upcoming wedding. He supposed anyone could get used to anything. He’d gotten used to all sorts of things in the past few years, he supposed.
The rest of the visit to the teahouse was much more subdued, both servers and customers giving them space. They sat for a while longer, just idling. They talked about nothing, and they talked about home. They still had a few months left of work on the garden. Javier was ready to get this trip over with, and knew Lloyd thought the same.
Night truly began to settle in, and they slowly prepared to leave. They had gotten their coats and scarves from coat check and were bundling up when an important and tired looking staff member approached them.
“Before you leave, we would love to provide a treat for you to take home as an apology from our staff for not stepping in sooner, as well as further congratulations for your recent betrothal,” he intoned formally.
The man was proper, but Javier could see the sincerity in the way he bowed… as well as the way his eyes shined when he spotted the Frontera necklace Javier had tucked away while buttoning his coat. Like with the maids in the palace, the staff seemed to find the betrothal between him and Lloyd charming rather than threatening, and wanted to be helpful. Javier didn’t see a reason to refuse the gift.
“You’re too kind! We’ll accept,” Lloyd cheered, looking entirely too pleased.
Not like Lloyd would ever refuse anything free anyway, Javier thought to himself, amused.
“We shall only be a moment. Please take a seat while you wait.” The man gestured to an empty table near the entrance before walking over to the rest of his staff.
Javier sat properly, but Lloyd flopped into his seat with a stretch and a satisfied smile. He relaxed back into his seat, face partially tucked into his scarf.
“Well, it wasn’t the lazy day I’d hoped, but it wasn’t too bad,” Lloyd yawned. “Weird but fun.”
He looked amused, and surprisingly content. Javier was suddenly completely pleased by the fact.
Good.
Javier glanced around the area, eyeing the nearby tables. He could ensure the evening sealed the deal, as per the reason behind the date in the first place.
“One demonstration before leaving?” Javier murmured quietly.
Lloyd blinked his eyes open, looking over in surprise. Before he could respond, the staff member returned and gently placed a box with a little handle onto the table.
“Once more, we apologize for your less than ideal evening. We thank you for being so kind in accepting our apology,” he said with a bow.
While Javier took a moment to scan the box, thankfully turning up clear, Lloyd dragged his eyes over from Javier to the man. Lloyd patted the box with a lopsided smile.
“Well,” he drawled, cocking his head, “I have no reason to refuse.”
His eyes slid over to Javier, and gently tapped Javier’s foot with his own under the table. Approval, then.
The staff member bowed out, letting them leave, and Javier slid into his place, hand outstretched to the still seated Lloyd. Javier watched with interest as Lloyd looked up at him with a seemingly unaffected air, but discretely steeled himself by briefly gripping tight onto the box’s handle. Regardless, Lloyd placed his hand in his own.
Javier did not let go. He pulled, tugging Lloyd up to stand, face to face for the second time that day. He gripped the hand a little harder and moved… only to pause. Javier thought to bring the hand to his lips, just as he did with their first demonstration, but for some reason, he felt himself hesitate.
Within a breath, Javier subtly changed directions. He wrapped his hand around Lloyd’s properly, and, instead, tucked both their hands into his coat pocket.
“It is cold outside, so do not let go,” Javier uttered, marginally louder than usual, resisting the urge to look around the room.
Lloyd blinked between the pocket both their hands were quickly warming in and Javier’s face, and then choked out a laugh.
“You’re so bad at lying,” Lloyd laughed quietly into his scarf. He looked back up with a cheerful grin, his face a strangely sweet pink. “No complaints here! I have my own personal mana handwarmer now.”
Javier hadn’t seen such a look on him before, and suddenly felt the urge to hide it from the crowd. He instantly ignored the reaction in confusion, as the move would be incredibly counterintuitive. Not sure what else to do, he began pulling them to the entrance.
While Javier walked silently, Lloyd looked down and realized something else.
“Hey, wait, come on, you took my only free hand. Take the box, too,” Lloyd pouted.
The box was lifted into Javier’s vision, making him stop at the door. He looked over.
“I am afraid you must bear the burden, Master Lloyd. I need access to my own free hand in case an issue presents itself,” Javier said, and then opened the door with a small smirk.
“You could just drop it,” Lloyd grumbled, walking with him through the door into the cold.
“You know as well as I do that neither of us like to waste food.”
Lloyd muttered complaints and Javier countered them as they walked back to the palace grounds, the vibe settling back into more comfortable territory. In the eventual quiet that settled around them as they passed by nobles and trees, Javier couldn’t help the feeling that they had truly settled into the rhythm of the scheme. Aside from dancing, they had not held hands since their first “date.” The feeling was much different from then. Much less of a burden.
Perhaps because he no longer was focused on the novelty, the hand wrapped within his own came into clarity. The weight, the warmth. He recalled the ink stains on them from dancing, and could feel the callouses dotting his palms and fingers.
Both earned from his tireless work for the fiefdom.
Without thinking, Javier gave another squeeze to the hand in his own. At the same moment, another breeze swept through, causing Lloyd to shiver once more.
Javier supposed the hand was also a little cold, and started pouring his mana across their link. He could help with that. Javier knew Lloyd disliked the cold, and knew just how to keep him warm.
***
1, 2, 3, 1, 2, 3… Argh.
Javier took a few steps, staring down at his feet in their living room. It had been an embarrassing day, and he wanted to get a win by finally nailing down the dance steps. They had promised Lady Cordona that they would practice as well.
Lloyd, however, was rewarming on the couch by the fire, and sleepily acting as a playground for the summons, the book he had been attempting to read fully put to the side table.
Javier ignored him, concentrating on his steps and trying to keep the beat. He knew he had the steps technically right by this point, but he always felt like something was just a little off. Any hesitation only made the moves worse as well.
When Javier moved back to the starting position again, Lloyd rolled his head back, eyeing him lazily.
“For a swordmaster, you’re really struggling over there,” Lloyd commented, Hamang gleefully sliding down his arm like a slide.
Perhaps if someone had not suddenly cancelled class to go to cake tasting instead…
Javier kept the thought to himself, grumpily ignoring him to focus once more. Not that Lloyd let him.
“Seriously, I’ve seen you in battle, how are you so bad at dancing?”
Javier lifted his head up to glare in the middle of a spin.
“Yikes. You’ll scare the ball attendees if you keep that up too,” Lloyd snorted, amused.
“And Master Lloyd will be nothing but a ball of hot air if he does nothing but talk,” Javier responded coolly.
“Ohh, really grumpy.” Lloyd rolled his head back further, practically upside down. “Just listen to Lady Cordona’s advice, the rest isn’t that complicated.”
As if I am not already attempting that!
Javier bit his tongue. Lloyd was being annoying, but Javier could not deny that he was frustrated with his own progress as well. He simmered, gritting his teeth with each inelegant lurch.
“Hmm, what’d she say… It’s not just memorizing stuff?” Lloyd drawled, still carelessly flopped on the couch.
Javier missed his next step. He gritted his teeth and restarted his beat from the top.
“And keep your eyes up?”
Too slow this time. Javier didn’t have the space for the next step. Restart.
“And remember the rhythm isn’t always the same?”
Another misstep. Javier cursed internally.
Lloyd cocked an eyebrow.
“What are you even thinking with that hangdog face? Want another walk?”
Javier felt his frustration boil over and shot his head up to snap.
“I want you to cease being a nuisance and teach me. Properly.”
Silence.
Javier… had not meant to say that. He made himself stand firm, regardless.
Lloyd had paused, and after a moment, turned around in his seat to properly face Javier. His careless lethargy had waned, but instead of irritated or smug like Javier would have guessed, Lloyd looked calculating. He took a moment to examine Javier, who, until this moment, had never wondered how construction guidelines felt.
“Huh,” Lloyd mused. “Well, all you had to do was ask.”
Lloyd stood up and dusted himself off while Javier could only blink in shock.
That worked?
He was still awkwardly rooted on the spot, confused, when Lloyd walked up to him.
“Okay, get into your lead starting position,” Lloyd said, lifting his arms up while waving him on.
Javier hesitated, but complied, glancing down to ensure his feet were placed correctly. Before he could lift his own arms up, he heard an exasperated sigh from in front of him. Suddenly he was yanked forward, nearly chest to chest with Lloyd.
Javier was too startled to glare, and simply glanced down in disbelief. Lloyd looked unimpressed, fingers hooked around the Frontera necklace that had pulled them closer.
“First of all, stop paying attention to all the steps you’ve definitely already memorized. Pay attention to who you’re dancing with,” Lloyd said, unimpressed.
Clink. Lloyd took a moment to drop the necklace back into Javier’s shirt. Javier could only gawk, Lloyd moving forward to nonchalantly place his hand on Javier’s shoulder and the other into Javier’s own to get into position.
“You’re so uptight about this. It’s not like there’s a construction guideline that you’re not permitted to deviate from,” Lloyd said with a raised brow.
“There are quite literally steps required for this–”
Javier’s protest was interrupted when Lloyd, despite not being in the lead position, took a step forward. Without time to think, Javier was forced to step back in time. The sway backwards was slow and Javier found his footing with ease. His mouth snapped shut, the unplanned dance step happening so smoothly he couldn’t counter.
Lloyd halted and gave him a firm look.
“You need to remember; I am not a piece of equipment to operate. I am not some foe to beat into submission. I am not even someone in need of defending as a knight. I am your… I am a dance partner,” Lloyd stated.
Lloyd pulled at Javier this time. Javier followed the guide this time, pressing forward into the sway, before Lloyd stopped again.
“There are steps we need to take,” Lloyd continued, “but we are dancing together. If the situation turns weird, it’s just a part of the process.”
Somewhat dazed, Javier couldn’t think of anything to say. Lloyd started pulling back again, and Javier, compelled to continue, did his best to guide them through one of the dances they had learned.
“Second of all… man, why is it so hard for you to stick to a beat??” Lloyd complained, incredulous.
Whatever eloquent spell Javier found himself under broke at the comment.
“What happened to taking this seriously,” Javier sniffed.
“Ah, ah! You said not to be a nuisance. I’m being very helpful,” Lloyd smirked. “So… pick a beat you like and stick to it.”
Javier grumbled.
“There is no beat to follow in swordfighting,” Javier muttered, doing his best to turn them.
Javier winced as Lloyd rushed to keep up with the too-fast turn. Lloyd raised a brow.
“Not in swordfighting, but we keep a beat in construction sometimes, right?”
“...”
“It’s the same. The same.”
“...are you truly approaching dancing like it is a mining rhythm?”
Lloyd snorted.
“No, but I figured we should start somewhere. I think of it like negotiating a deal.”
“...I am not a sly conman.” Javier mumbled, refusing to praise the man about his dazzling conversation skills.
“I will take that as a compliment for my wit, thank you,” Lloyd said, regardless. “No, you’re the thick-skinned type. Hmm… How about this then?”
The hand on Javier’s shoulder began to tap a rhythm. The solid reminder, beating warm against him, worked better than time kept aloud or in his head.
The next turn Javier did had him and Lloyd moving smoothly, sliding right into the next part with no hesitation.
A zing of joy swept through Javier, satisfied at the ease of movement even without an instructor's guiding hand. Even Lloyd’s cat-that-got-the-cream smile couldn’t deter his buoyed resolve.
“I thought so. Alright, we’ll drill this into your muscle memory,” Lloyd said, a determined smile on his face. “And with the basic issues covered, let’s cover a few more things. I’m tired of getting stepped on.”
The next hour, Javier had Lloyd’s full undivided attention. It felt like he was back as a young teen, grasping the fundamentals of swordmastery under a picky gaze. Javier resolved to steel himself, just as he did when he was learning back then. But despite the critique, he somehow never felt wronged.
Javier would spin the wrong direction and Lloyd would question his sense of direction, but then explain clearly how to use his dance partner as a guidepost on the right way to go. Javier would lean the two of them strangely, and Lloyd would crack a joke about broken spines, but then gently use his hands to reposition him and they’d do the move again.
It was a strange evening. Two people working hard on a task that many others took for granted. 
It seems to have become our specialty.
Javier’s mouth quirked up at the thought.
“What got you all worked up anyways?” Lloyd suddenly asked.
Javier nearly took it as another snark, nearly fumbling his recent rhythym, but realized Lloyd looked curious, not teasing. Somehow that made him more tense than any quip.
“I’m the one who’s gonna make a fool of himself dancing with the queen at the ball,” Lloyd reminded him, “and a dance can be poorly done and still look romantic. It’s a dance, not a battleground where missteps get you killed.”
Javier looked away, still guiding Lloyd through some movement thoughtlessly. A steady beat continued to keep time against him, unwavering.
The necklace continued to slide around under his shirt as well.
He has not brushed off my comments yet…
“The wedding dance will be the first official example of your status as the future Lord of Frontera… as well as my apparent introduction to nobility,” Javier murmured slowly, eyes fixed on space to the side of Lloyd’s head. “I do not plan to be the one to make us, or the county, look like fools.”
Lloyd snorted. Before Javier could scowl, however, Lloyd replied with nonchalance.
“Who cares? We just need to do it our way.”
Javier hesitated before his eyes slid back to Lloyd properly, his brow furrowed.
“...the dance, or…?”
Lloyd also hesitated at that, a thoughtful look crossing his face.
“Hmm,” Lloyd mused. “Everything, I guess.”
“...”
“I bet your panties are also in a twist because it’s annoying that you’re actually bad at something for once, huh?” Lloyd snickered.
His snicker grew into a full laugh when Javier couldn’t counter, Lloyd smothering his laughter into his shoulder at Javier’s grimace.
They danced until the fireplace lulled to a glow. The room felt soft. Lloyd’s yawns became more frequent, until, finally, he was practically dozing on Javier’s shoulder, mumbling step counts and somehow still tapping the beat. Javier held him tighter to prevent him from falling over, his waist brought closer and calloused hand held tighter.
He stayed up late just because I wanted to practice.
Javier felt a bit stupid.
Lloyd was always a rogue agent, coming up with wild ideas that no one could persuade him otherwise from doing. Meeting the elves, and visiting a dragon lair were things that sprang to mind. He would bend people’s desires to his will, and twist them until he got what he needed from them. He may draw lines in contracts and firmly keep his word, but he was a petty, mocking, and sly man.
Which made it all the more dumbfounding when Javier realized he should have noticed that Lloyd had been taking Javier at his word. Javier would request something and Lloyd would, in his own way, ensure to listen.
Since the party.
Javier felt his heart warm at the realization that Lloyd, the stickler for professionalism, decided to trust Javier with their strange arrangement.
Still gently swaying, Javier listened to the pleasant hum of Lloyd’s heart circles, pressed close against his own thumping manaheart. Entwined as one, Javier realized he didn’t really want to let go.
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    Chapter Text

    “Welcome back to class Young Lord Frontera and Sir Asrahan,” Lady Cordona greeted. “It has been quite some time.”
Lloyd closed the door to the practice room behind him and Javier with a cough.
“Ahem. Yup, been a while,” Lloyd said, nonchalantly as possible. He focused intently on her face, in hopes that Lady Cordona did not look down.
He and Javier had not arrived arm in arm like they had been for the past few weeks. They were holding hands.
Again.
Lloyd had assumed that the demonstration was a one time gig, per usual. The day after their “date”, however, Lloyd had thoughtlessly stuck his arm out after work, only to nearly jump out of his skin when Javier slid his hand further down to slip his hand into Lloyd’s own. Lloyd had shot the stoic man a confused look. Javier had simply shrugged and nodded towards the intricate weave of hurdles and trenches indicative of landscape construction, and then pulled Lloyd along the winding path back to the Guest Quarters.
And then it had become an occasional new habit.
Lloyd clung onto his sanity by reassuring himself it was technically easier to move around holding hands rather than arm in arm. He could understand the practicality.
It’s still warm!!
It felt like a lifetime ago he had snatched Javier’s hand teasingly in the training hall. It felt different now than it had then. The warmth was still just as overwhelming gentle, but considering his recent… development… Lloyd couldn’t deny it somehow made him both shy and greedy.
Lloyd shook his head, shaking out the thought, and forced himself back to attention.
“Including today, we only have three more sessions before the Winter Ball,” Lady Cordona said seriously. “While Young lord Frontera may be the only one officially listed to dance with Her Majesty, we should ensure you both have a solid grasp on dancing before attending an event that captivates most of the kingdom’s nobles every year. As for your wedding dance, I will be quite busy come spring, so we will only be able to convene a few times before you return home, which will hopefully consist of merely brush-up work. I do hope you both have practiced as I requested.”
“A little,” Lloyd promised, glancing over at Javier with an amused smirk.
Javier kept his head held high and looked determined.
“All right, I shall stop adding on pressure,” Lady Cordona said with a small smile. “Let us start with the wedding dance as our warm up today.”
Lloyd pulled Javier into position, setting up as lead as the music began to softly play from the fortepiano. Before Javier could furrow his brows in excessive concentration like always, Lloyd pressed his hand onto Javier’s back a bit firmer, and then started to gently tap the beat. An emotion crossed Javier’s face too fast to catch before the starting note arrived and he pulled them into the dance.
Their joined movement already felt smoother than any practice before. Rather than lugging an ice statue around, each step came easy, each turn and flick came as a response rather than by rote. One twirl away, and then they returned again, swapping lead, thankfully without tripping. Lloyd felt a little smug as Javier tugged him along even smoother than practice, each step feeling like being pulled into a gentle current, rather than following the beat to an unknown tune. A few minutes and a grand ending later, they swayed to a stop.
Heartbeat pounding more than he expected after just some dancing, Lloyd grinned at Javier for his improvement. Javier let out a quiet breath, like he had been holding it, relaxing a touch. Lloyd’s grin got a little crooked at that, but after a moment he paused, brows furrowing.
Normally Lady Cordona would have stopped us by now…?
Not used to actually making it to the end of the dance uninterrupted, they separated and turned their heads to peek at their instructor. Lady Cordona and Ser Noel looked faintly shocked. Interestingly, Ser Noel recovered first. She gave a hearty laugh before clapping.
“You two are always full of surprises!” she said with a grin.
“Um. Thank you?” Lloyd said, confused at the strange reactions.
A smile slowly climbed up Lady Cordona’s face.
“My. You have improved wonderfully,” she said happily, a hand brought to her chest in wonder. “I have a few small pointers for improvement, but nothing about your basic form is of any concern. Congratulations, you two.”
“Thank you, my lady,” Javier intoned beside Lloyd with a small bow.
He was always cool as a cucumber, but Lloyd saw a glint of satisfaction in his eyes. As for Lloyd, he felt a little sheepish at the sudden praise.
“All thanks to your tutelage, Lady Cordona,” Lloyd said politely, his smile inching back up into a lopsided grin.
“Let us cover the pointers first, and then we shall return back to practicing general ball dances,” Lady Cordona said studiously.
A few hours of dancing, critique, and discussion later, everyone came to a slow as the sun began to creep toward the horizon. Lady Cordona, with a smile, officially clapped her hands together to put a halt to everything for the day.
“An absolutely wonderful session you two, I am pleased,” she said, before turning to the fortepianist with a smile. “I have a few more things to go over, but you are dismissed for today, thank you.”
Lloyd watched as the fortepianist gave a bow and left, with Ser Noel closing the door behind. The moment it clicked shut, Lady Cordona’s smile fell to something more serious, the air around her clearly nervous.
There’s only one reason I can think of for the sudden quiet.
As she turned to face Lloyd again, he held up a hand for her to pause. He quirked his head at Javier, an eyebrow raised in a question.
One whirl of mana later, Javier bowed his head to Lady Cordona and said, “We are out of earshot from anyone. Please be at ease.”
“Goodness, how handy to be a swordmaster,” Lady Cordona sighed, and gave Javier a relieved smile. She turned to them both. “As you have clearly surmised, I have information for you from the soiree last weekend, as well as a few smaller gatherings throughout the past two weeks.”
“Enough to discuss with us so quickly after we asked for your help – you’re quite efficient,” Lloyd said, impressed.
“It takes tireless work to stay afloat in the cutthroat world of nobility,” Lady Cordona said, head held high. Her voice lowered, dripping with bitterness.“More so when one is a lady.”
Ser Noel returned to Lady Cordona’s side, looking stonefaced, clearly unsurprised at the upset turn. Lloyd couldn’t think of anything to say.
“I say this not to gain any sympathy, but to warn you,” Lady Cordona continued, softer but with eyes glinting sharply. “I have two names on my list. And while the long-standing dean of the royal department of magic and artifacts himself, Count Paris, may be on my list, my top suspicion is the woman of grand renown, Countess Dantes.”
Javier twitched next to Lloyd, whose fists tightened painfully at his sides.
Paris has been a thorn in our side this entire time, but Lady Dantes as well?
He wasn’t surprised about Count Paris – Lloyd had had the most interaction with him, and the self-important man clearly wanted something from Lloyd. Whether that was just his persistent coaxing about his eldest son, or part of a plan to get something out of the queen, it was unclear. Perhaps both.
Lady Dantes, however, was a bitter pill to swallow. She had been consistently helpful since their arrival – never anything too over the top like Paris and his “enticing” offers, but small tips and words of encouragement. With that said, Lloyd could easily see how that would be unusual in the current climate.
But I can’t be hasty in judgement. Not with this much on the line.
“...Not that I distrust your skills, but may I ask your reasoning?” Lloyd questioned.
“I find it prudent to ask for clarity, young lord. I feel no accusation in your request,” Lady Cordona said, shaking her head. “Though I could always guess who to suspect, I went to my events with no pretensions in mind. I simply ensured that whenever discussions of the Frontera family were brought up, either I would be present, or Ser Noel could alert me.”
Lady Cordona held her hand out, as if presenting Ser Noel, who nodded to Lloyd and Javier.
“It ain’t unusual for my lady to have me attend her more important parties. I’m no charmer like her, but I find people tend to not think much o’ me when I’m nearby,” Ser Noel said, her grin sharp. “I’ve kept my non-capital accent as-is for more than just personal pride.”
Lloyd felt himself gulp.
Very glad these two decided to be on our side.
“So you followed the rumor trail?”
“Correct,” said Lady Cordona. “To decide whether to trust a rumor or not, one often relies on the trustworthiness of those telling it. It can be quite rude to ask where they got their information from… unless you know how to ask correctly.”
“And you do,” Lloyd mused.
“And I do,” she confirmed, a smile ghosting onto her face for a moment before turning serious once more. “While there were many layers of people between the rumor-tellers and the source… most fingers ended up pointing towards two specific noble circles. Of course,” Lady Cordona held up a hand as if to forestall any argument, “this would not be enough for me to give names so carelessly. Lord Paris is from one of the oldest families in the empire and has been quick to help weed out any leftover necromancer muck from Her Majesty’s cleaning. And Lady Dantes is a well-respected figure, both for her internal diplomacy as well as her inventive magic skills utilized for the kingdom. So… I sought their company at a few of the functions these past few weeks.”
Lloyd blinked.
“You met with them?”
“Hmm. I recall you do not join many social gatherings… It was less meeting with them directly and more… brushing up against their circles. It is not as if it is a bad choice for me regardless. Both the Lord and Lady have fingers in many pies, and thus attract many potential donors for my dance company from all walks of noble life. When my investigation put me on their paths, it was no issue to stay nearby. In fact, I think our next performance will be quite well funded.”
Lloyd crossed his arms, taking a moment to absorb everything.
“The way you’ve been phrasing it…” he said slowly, “you say Lady Dantes is the top suspect. But couldn’t the gossip be coordinated between them?”
“Pardon me, I have been explaining the methods too long, and not the results. It has only been two weeks, and I cannot guarantee who started the rumors, but from what I could tell, Lady Dantes was the most suspicious. She would frequently claim to worry for ‘the young lord Frontera and his beloved’, but rarely seemed to shy away from discussions involving you both. She is known for her internal diplomacy for a reason – no words of accusation would ever leave her mouth, but by the time the conversation would move on, you and your family’s favor would have fallen, much to Lady Dantes’s frequent apparent dismay.”
“And Lord Paris?”
“The count is a strange fellow. He’s a brash man who adores gossip, both hearing it and sharing his own. He has plenty of opportunities to gossip as well, as despite his rough personality, he is quite generous with his money and reputation so long as he can flaunt it, which allows him to collect quite a cadre of interested merchants and nobles alike. But,” Lady Cordona held up a finger, “Lord Paris has been bizarrely intent on keeping young lord Frontera’s reputation from tanking. He is, ah, not very kind about Sir Asrahan, regretfully. Which only serves to reinforce my instinct that it would be strange for him to add such fuel to the fires of your reputation.”
Lloyd rubbed his fingers together against his arm.
That doesn’t exclude Count Paris from suspicion, but I agree. It looks like Countess Dantes is the prime suspect.
“Phew,” he sighed eventually. He glanced over to Javier, cool and rigid, with a bitter smile. “It’s a rare case of ‘bad news is better than no news’, though, huh?”
“Indeed,” Javier intoned. He turned to Lady Cordona with a small bow. “Your help has been invaluable, my lady, thank you.”
Lady Cordona looked sad.
“I am most sorry that you must contend yourselves against such baseless rumors. As you requested, I did not get too involved, but at least within my closest circle, I have done my best to gently push back on any of the rumors about you or your family.”
Lloyd jumped.
“That was very daring of you,” he said, displeased.
Lloyd tried not to be wary, but he had requested Lady Cordona stay out of it for more than her own safety. Any rumor-correction that looked too artificial would simply create more rumors on top of it, something he had been sure Lady Cordona would know. To his surprise, though, she just smiled.
“Not particularly daring, actually. For one, it is known that Lady Bell recommended both of you to me for your wedding dance, so people are aware I am in your presence already and can make their own conclusions. And for another…” she chuckled to herself for a moment. “...well, now that both you and your brother are in the capital at the same time, it has become increasingly obvious that the Fronteras are gaining a reputation for being a rather affectionate family.”
Lloyd twitched, ignoring the sound of muffled laughter from Javier beside him. The room was strangely warm considering they had stopped dancing a while ago. He cleared his throat.
“Is- Is that so,” he coughed out.
He should be pleased that the scheme was working well.
“Oh, yes,” Lady Cordona said, looking, to Lloyd’s dismay, distinctly amused. “There is no need to be shy now – I find it rather sweet. All the sweeter that the Fronteras all seem to have gained partners that are just as doting.”
Lloyd watched in vindication as Javier twitched beside him, eyes drifting anywhere besides the people in the room.
He also internally sighed in relief that no one could tell the difference between him and Javier. He was safe.
“Ahem. Well, Julian and Sheherazade are indeed sickenly sweet, I’ll give them that much,” Lloyd said.
“Mhmm,” Lady Cordona responded, uncharacteristically informal in her amusement. Her smile slipped off slowly. “Young lord, I shall keep my ears and eyes open for anything else, but you should do the same. Lady Dantes is fearsome to have as an enemy.”
He put on a grin for her.
“Thank you, Lady Cordona. Don’t worry – we don’t intend to do too much.”
***
Thump!
Julian dropped a stack of papers onto the coffee table, making the teacups rattle. Javier snatched his and Lloyd’s cups before they could spill and watched as Sheherazade did the same on the opposite side.
“That’s a lot of evidence for only two weeks of work,” Lloyd said, his eyebrows raised.
“It is less than it looks,” Julian sighed as he sat down next to his wife. “I cannot take paperwork home without permission, so I have been scribbling down reference information as soon as I return for the day, before I forget. And then I make sure to carefully hide it in case a maid sees it while cleaning.”
Javier delicately put the cups back down as he eyed the intimidating towers of furniture in Julian and Sheherazade’s rooms. He wasn’t sure the maids could find much of anything, but he understood and appreciated the precaution.
“So we’re working off your memory? The same one that forgot about my letter?” Lloyd joked with a smirk.
“There should be little error. I got quite good at having to rewrite my papers during my first few years at the academy,” Julian sniffed, shuffling some papers.
Javier grimaced, and watched the cheer immediately dim from Lloyd as well.
“Then your skills will be put to good use,” Lloyd said casually.
Julian’s eyes kept down towards the papers, but looked quietly grateful. With a soft expression, Sheherazade placed a hand on his shoulder. Seemingly bolstered at the move, Julian sat up determinedly with a few of the papers in hands.
“To begin, I must confess that something in your story caught my interest,” Julian said to Lloyd. “You mentioned that a magician appeared during your attack. That is already something unusual, as magicians are rare and expensive. There is a reason our fiefdom has never had one on retainer, even before the debt. Even the most average magician in the kingdom is the purview of only the rich and powerful. And while I am no magician myself, nor too aware of their workings, I am sure that teleportation magic that can transport humans is the rarest magic of all due to its high difficulty.”
Julian fiddled with his papers for a moment before pulling out a rather short list of names, every single one crossed off.
“Magic is a powerful tool, and the department of magic and artifacts makes sure the skills of the magicians within the empire are known to at least some extent. And none of the names I found on the registry were strong enough to teleport people, let alone fourteen people.” Julian pursed his lips. “Which led me to believe there are three options that may have happened that night.”
Julian leaned over and scribbled on a piece of scrap paper as he spoke.
“The first and least likely is that Her Majesty has a sorcerer to herself that is considered a state secret. I would certainly not be privy to such confidential information. However, this would be strange – If our kingdom had a magician powerful enough to teleport people, they would be on par with at least a swordmaster. And any kingdom, including our own, makes sure to flaunt the number of swordmasters in their domain.”
Julian glanced up at Javier, a little unsure, who nodded. He was fully aware of his status within the Kingdom of Magentano. Her Majesty was truly being generous when she allowed Javier to return home to her vassal instead of having him tied directly to the palace.
“Like nuclear deterrence,” Lloyd muttered to himself. Before Javier could even ask, he continued louder. “Another good indication that the queen is not the culprit behind the attacks. What were your other theories?”
Julian nodded and went back to scribbling, the first theory now crossed out.
“The next doesn’t really make sense to me either. The idea being – there is someone who has actively hidden an extremely powerful magician from the kingdom’s eyes. This could be possible, and would point to very suspicious actors being involved, potentially hiding this magician in order to use them against the kingdom. It would be very strange though – I understand that Sir Asrahan is incredibly powerful and worthy of being wary of,” Julian nodded in acknowledgement to Javier, “but why would someone work so hard to hide their trump card… only to use them for basic sleep and silence spells and avoid using a powerful technique like teleportation until after failure?”
“You’re saying that aside from the teleportation, any magician could do the other spells just as easily?”
“Again, I am not an expert in magic, but I can at least attest that sleep and silence spells are both listed as skills that many magicians have in their repertoire. I was keeping an eye out for anyone with those skills because of your story, and was surprised how common they were.”
“If you were finding this information from the royal department of magic and artifacts… then Count Paris, the dean of that department, could have hidden away a magician of such skills,” Javier weighed in. Lloyd nodded consideringly.
“That’s true,” Julian agreed, “and worth considering. However, it does not explain why he, or anyone, would use their trump card so poorly.”
“We’ll keep it in mind. Now… what’s your last theory?” Lloyd prompted.
Javier watched in concern as Julian licked his lips nervously, and delicately wrote his last theory down next to the others.
“My last theory… My last theory is that they did not teleport.”
Javier blinked.
“What do you mean, Master Julian?” Javier asked.
Julian nervously tapped his carbon pencil against the paper, taking a moment to organize his thoughts.
“The department of magic and artifacts also regulates certain branches of magic. Curses being one of them, as they are not terribly difficult to do… so long as you do not care about the price,” Julian grimaced. “A good example is a curse that recently greatly irritated the department when they dealt with the necromancer faction – a curse that dissolved any people or evidence if the department magicians did not step in to halt it in time.”
A creak from the couch arm informed Javier that he was gripping it too tightly.
Could we truly not be rid of these rats?
Lloyd said nothing. He stared at the scribbled theories seriously, an arm leaning on the couch with one hand rubbing against his forehead. Julian watched his brother worriedly, nervously tapping all the while. After some time, Lloyd dropped his hand and looked back up at Julian.
“While I agree your first theory can be safely put to the side for now, we shouldn’t shelve the second one quite yet. Your third theory, unfortunately, holds the most weight, but we cannot dismiss that our assassin simply made a mistake sending their trump card, especially since Javier knocked him out so quickly.”
“Hyung,” Julian said biting his lip, “there might be dark magicians involved, potentially from the necromancer faction from the south. Shouldn’t we tell the palace–”
“I want to hand all this off too, since it’s already troublesome enough,” Lloyd interrupted with a tsk, “but if we don’t know who’s orchestrating this, then we don’t want to accidentally tip our hand. Especially since it seems the closer the person is to royal ties, the more likely they are to be our suspect. Telling the queen herself, with whatever circumstantial evidence we can possibly gather, is our best bet to ensure our suspect doesn’t have the time to get away or come up with an escape plan.” Lloyd paused for a moment. “Though we should all be cautious. Both theories prove someone is out there with magic resources to burn.”
“It is distressing to have a snake slither under your bed, but one should not be hasty in trying to remove it,” Sheherazade intoned, shaking her head to her husband, “lest one loses a hand in their haste. Or their life.”
“Hear, hear,” Lloyd said with a lopsided smile. “And let’s try to prove there’s a snake before handing the issue off to Her Majesty. Any luck on who could mobilize such magicians and swordsmen?”
Julian sat back and turned to Sheherazade as she formally folded her hands against her knees and raised her head.
“I was lucky and encountered Viscount Nort’s small group of knights early in my training. I have heard that he has been accommodating to you both, and the knights have been just as helpful as their master. As such, it was quite easy to get a head start meeting those who come and go from the training hall.”
Julian waved a single sheet of paper with clusters of names before placing it in front of his wife. Sheherazade nodded in thanks before continuing.
“My work will rely more on testimony than paperwork, but I have made sure to keep track as well. After a number of discussions, and even more listening, there are a few rumors exclusively floating around the training hall that are worth paying attention to.”
She leaned forward to tap at a cluster on the paper.
“The silliest rumor, which at first seems unrelated, is that two of Count Paris’s knights have been rumored to have eloped in the night. Many people seemed entirely unsurprised at the rumor, making me think perhaps it rang partially true, but what was strange was what followed quickly after.”
She dragged her finger from one group of names to another cluster close by.
“A few days later, the day after you were attacked, the count’s second son, the magician that follows him around all the time, caught a ‘sudden illness’. Count Paris then sent his son home to his fiefdom in the middle of the night, apparently accompanied by a whole platoon of guards. The same platoon the eloped pair were from. Only some servants and guards saw them leave since it was such an odd time of day to travel, but none specifically saw the son inside the carriage that left, nor thought to count if the platoon was short a few more members than expected.”
“Even if the incident is entirely unrelated,” Julian piped up, “Count Paris is the dean of an entire department of magicians, a highly regarded and well-learned magic expert who is often consulted by the royal palace. How many magicians actually like him depends on who you ask, but he is not without support.”
“Nor is he without manpower,” Sheherazade frowned. “It would be unusual for an entire platoon to leave with a second son of the family, were it not for the fact that Count Paris hosts a large amount of manpower due to being on a far border of the kingdom. Were the diplomatic relations with that neighboring kingdom more turbulent, he may have been boosted to the title of marquis. It is not unusual for him to show off how many knights and guards he can support, even when, or especially when, one of his sons is travelling.”
Javier raised his brows. Lord Nort had mentioned that the count was in good standing, but he had not expected such a long list of powerful tools in the count’s arsenal.
“May I surmise that he has a number of high-level swordsmen in his employ?” he asked.
“Correct,” Sheherazade intoned. “Many of those in the training hall were both excited and nervous that there was a better chance to be part of Her Majesty’s training fodder when she returned, now that so many high-level swordsmen left for the count’s fiefdom.”
Javier saw her mouth quirk up in amusement, perhaps at the image of dozens of men being batted around by the queen, before tapping another cluster of names on her list.
“The other important news is simpler, but no less telling. Countess Dantes, as a member of House Magentano, even distant, has a number of guards assigned to her safety. They tend to keep to themselves – partly for royal decorum, partly because the countess chooses similarly taciturn knights to work with her. But even they visit the training hall on occasion.” Sheherazade sat up and gazed at them firmly. “And thirteen have not been seen in a few weeks.”
Javier glanced to Lloyd, who returned the look, eyes sharp. Lloyd turned his gaze back to Sheherazade, fingers rubbing together in thought.
“That’s a very specific number,” Lloyd said lightly.
“Indeed,” she said with a glint in her eyes. “Despite not knowing them very well, that is what made Dantes’ knights stand out even further to those who frequent the training hall, some even finding the group unnerving to work with. Thus, suddenly being without a little over a dozen of them had some people intrigued. The best they could puzzle out was that the sullen group had all switched to guarding Her Majesty on her trip south. This would make some sense, as the knights are for guarding those from House Magentano. However, a few guards involved in organizing Her Majesty’s departure have no clear memory of Dantes’ knights being assigned to such a task.”
“Julian? Any way to verify that?” Lloyd pressed.
Julian shook his head sadly.
“Her Majesty’s guard roster and itinerary is something beyond my reach. It is quite classified, as it relates to her safety. Sheherazade and I had some discussions when she uncovered this tidbit earlier in the week, but unfortunately the only way to have the matter looked into is to bring up our entire investigation to the palace first.”
“Can’t be easy, huh?” Lloyd sighed.
“What about her relation to magicians?” Javier asked Julian. “I am aware she is one herself, but if we subscribe to the last theory for our magician, she would not still be roaming the palace.”
Julian plucked a few more papers from his pile, speaking as he shuffled through them.
“She is a well-regarded magician, one with high skills under her belt. I had actually looked into Countess Dantes herself, as she does, in fact, use teleportation magic. However, it is the more traditional kind in which only small objects can travel,” Julian said. Lloyd opened his mouth for a single moment, only for Julian to instantly shake his head and hold up a paper. “The countess actually previously had a very embarrassing public failure trying to teleport even a small animal, so she is not on the list of magicians who could do the significantly more difficult task of human teleportation. Regardless, moving objects is still a respectable feat, and she uses such talents, as well as her gift for diplomacy, to facilitate quick communication for the queen. While the queen is gone, she acts as a relay for Her Majesty, and when the queen is here, the countess acts as one of a dozen magic advisors and the royal gift bearer.”
More shuffling of papers, a number of them being put down for ease.
“While she may not be your assassin magician herself, Countess Dantes does have her own personal magician assistant,” Julian said, pursing his lips. “He also is not listed to have teleportation magic, even object level like his master.”
“He was harder to look into,” Sheherazade said with a wrinkle of her nose, “as he, of course, does not attend the training hall. I got incredibly lucky, however – After the topic of Dantes’ knights were brought up during a practice break, I overheard a few servants quietly telling each other that they were relieved her assistant had secluded himself for research again. He is apparently an uncomfortably strange man who regularly disappeared, only to return with piles of research after a few weeks.”
Javier pursed his lips.
The personnel numbers fit Countess Dantes suspiciously well. But Count Paris’s timeline matches even better.
He glanced over to Lloyd in hopes things were coalescing more coherently to him. Lloyd sat beside him, rubbing his fingers together in thought, and staring down at the pile of papers with a furrowed brow. Javier held back his disappointment.
We need more evidence. And less circumstantial pieces of information. It is truly difficult to solve this without tipping our hands.
A quiet sigh came from beside Javier.
“And to button this all up, can we confirm all Her Majesty’s Thornbush knights are accounted for?” Lloyd asked, clearly pausing his musings for a moment.
Both Julian and Sheherazade nodded immediately.
“Again, I do not have access to confidential information, but I can confirm that there have been no logged illnesses or leave of absences among the Order,” Julian said confidently.
“And most attendees at the Training Hall confirm that the entire Order left with the queen on her journey south, acting as her main guard. And that it would be noticeable if some were missing from their corps,” Sheherazade confirmed.
“Good,” Lloyd said seriously. “We can officially cross the queen off the list of suspects.”
“You still thought so, after all your discoveries and revelations?” Javier asked, incredulous.
“Better to be safe than sorry,” Lloyd said with a bitter smile. “The queen has a significant amount of power, influence, and personnel. And we can’t know someone’s every thought. But with all this extra research, I feel confident my hypothesis was correct. And,” Lloyd said, snapping his fingers, “that our shadow is absolutely helping out our assassin.”
“Was that not the assumption?” Julian asked, confused.
“Yes, but Her Majesty has a very robust spy network,” Lloyd said, making a face like he remembered something awkward. “And we’re certainly being spied upon. But if our shadow, who was once described as working under the Order of Thornbush, is not working for the queen, then it’s safe to say the only way our midnight attackers got into Thornbush uniforms was because the shadow stole the uniforms from his previous position.”
“The shadow may be our key then,” Javier said, understanding flooding him.
Lloyd smiled crookedly.
“While we should keep our eyes and ears open in the meantime, our best bet to identify our culprit is when you two–” Lloyd gestured to Julian and Sheherazade, “move into the same building where our shadow reports to his master.”
Julian let out a breath and sat back, staring at his pile of papers. Sheherazade shot Lloyd a shrewd look.
“You certainly stir up trouble wherever you go, Lloyd Frontera,” she said. “Each time we meet, a storm of events follows you.”
Javier could find it in him to disagree.
“Well, one of those storms was you and Julian having a whirlwind romance and marriage, so it’s not all bad, I’m willing to bet,” Lloyd chuckled.
Sheherazade and Julian both coughed a bit at that, but sweetly glanced at each other with a small smile. Julian turned away while clearing his throat, and carefully compiled his papers into some semblance of order before standing up.
“I think that covers everything at the moment. Please feel free to stay and relax for a while if you wish. I will put these away safely, and then take some time to organize a little more before the move,” Julian said with a weak smile.
As he shuffled around the room, weaving around the mess, Javier watched with a bit of pride. His friend had never been a coward, but he had a timid nature. But now, despite the oppressive situation and despite the fact he still looked nervous, Julian was clearly determined to commit to the plan.
Sheherazade came up to help when some papers gave Julian some trouble, and Julian looked up to her with another sweet smile, any agitation leaving him. Javier crooked an amused smile of his own at the sight, though something about it itched at the back of his head.
He looks calm and centered.
Javier wasn’t sure why that thought made him pause. But before he could consider, Sheherazade sighed.
“It is irritating to be stuck sneaking around instead of properly fighting. I am itching to move as a proper swordsman,” she said as she rolled a shoulder. After a moment of contemplation, she turned to face Javier. “Sir Asrahan, join me for some practice at the training hall?”
Javier blinked.
It had been some time since he could properly train. It was important to keep sharpening his skills, but construction had picked up and occupied much of their time. And more importantly, he was busy guarding Lloyd.
“Huh! That sounds like a good idea, if you are up for it, Sir Asrahan. She has been wondering when you two could spar again. Other than the research, we have been cooped up since we arrived,” Julian said consideringly with a hand behind his neck. “And I know you mentioned some troubles gathering high-level swordsmen to train with you before we arrived as well.”
Javier hesitated for a moment. Julian seemed strangely nervous about asking for Sheherazade. Perhaps he had heard about her time in the sultan kingdom and thought they were not on the best of terms. Regardless of his friend’s comfort, he was about to open his mouth to refuse due to safety concerns, when Lloyd spoke up.
“Take the big mope. He’s been so grouchy without getting his exercise,” Lloyd smirked.
Javier frowned.
“Master Lloyd, I should not–”
“Nuh uh, I’m taking the chance to relax when I see it. We’ll be fine. Go play swords so I can kick back on the couch. Telling Julian how to actually pack properly and only moving to order new interesting teas every hour sounds like a dream,” Lloyd said while stretching his arms.
“Hey, my organization is not that bad…” Julian said, mildly offended.
“There’s optimism and delusion, and you are treading a fine line here,” Lloyd said, raising a brow and popping his legs onto the coffee table.
Javier watched the two good-naturedly bicker. He would have interrupted to protest more, but couldn’t bring himself to do so.
Master Lloyd doesn’t actually care for tea that much.
The comment to call for tea every hour was him offering Javier an olive branch. It was a different kind of protection – constant check-ins from the servants. Ones who were in service to the queen and no one else.
He sighed and stood up, fighting a sense of wry warmth. He’d be a fool to ignore an offer like that.
“I hope you understand that I shall not go easy on you, Lady Sheherazade,” he said to her, buckling his sword more securely to his side at the door.
She shivered, but clasped her arm bracers on with a sharp smile.
“I would not wish it any other way, Sir Asrahan.”
***
“So, why’d you want to send Javier away?” Lloyd asked as he kicked the door closed after the maid dropped off a new set of tea.
“Ah,” Julian said, looking sheepish as he rubbed his cheek, standing behind his couch still. “Was I that obvious?”
“Your hyung sees all,” Lloyd joked, sitting down and putting the tea on the table after a quick check for poison. “But really, it’s a wonder Javier didn’t suspect it himself. He must’ve really wanted to train.”
“He has always been dedicated like that,” Julian said with a smile, and Lloyd couldn’t help but chuckle at the sentiment.
Julian’s smile dimmed after a moment, watchful eyes on Lloyd, and he started chewing on his lip in thought, fidgeting his hands against the back of the couch.
Lloyd wasn’t surprised. He poured himself a new cup.
“I assume there was something in your report you wanted to keep away from Javier’s ears for some reason,” Lloyd guessed, looking up at Julian with a raised brow.
If it was related to safety, he’d certainly make sure Javier was here. But what else could inspire such secrecy?
Lloyd sipped his tea slowly, eyeing Julian right back as he contemplated, but the redhead just shook his head.
“Ah, no, I just– I mean to say–” Julian stuttered and stopped. He took a deep breath and, after a constipated look, he rushed out, “Are you aware you look like father when he’s pining after mother?”
Lloyd spat out his tea.
Cough. “I– What?” he choked out, wiping his face.
“I know you and Sir Asrahan have gotten closer over these few years, and you must follow each other around even more closely these days for reasons not entirely within your control,” Julian defended, “but you just carry this look about you these days, like you are helplessly drawn to him.”
“I’m what??”
“You walk tied to one another even when you do not always need to, you keep giving him food, you personally bandaged his wound – and do not think I have not heard of your recent pretend-bragging about the maze. The maze, hyung?!”
Lloyd nearly jumped out of his skin.
Oh, we have got to nip this in the bud, asap.
Lloyd slammed his cup back down with a clink, and sat up properly. He forced himself not to cross his arms and instead calmly slipped on a nonchalant but irritated expression.
“Honestly, Julian, that’s the whole point of this ruse. I’m supposed to look all mushy, aren’t I?”
Julian squinted at him.
“Ruse. Uh-huh,” he said, still sounding annoyingly doubtful. “Is that also the reason you watched his every move and stared after him until the door shut behind?”
“There’s literally only four people in the room, and eyes are drawn to movement–”
“And the reason you slightly sighed when he left?”
“Wha–” Did I!? “I don’t remember doing that, but if I did, it was because I was relieved to be free of his annoying butt for once.”
“And the smile when I brought him back up in conversation later?”
Lloyd let out a strangled yell. He was starting to understand why, growing up, some of his classmates grumbled about their little brothers.
“Look. Allow me to say this another way,” Julian said, standing up straight and coming around to the front of his couch. He sat down, and took a moment to gaze at the empty spot beside him before he looked back up. “During our honeymoon, we had a fight.”
Lloyd blinked, thrown off guard.
“Oh, uh–”
Julian waved him off before he could think of an appropriate response, and smiled.
“Haha, hyung, you should see your face. We’re fine,” Julian laughed. His hands fell back into his lap, fiddling. “When we arrived to Ahinsya, the sultan was quite kind enough and greeted us warmly. Many others in the royal family though… were not so welcoming.”
Lloyd grimaced. The Asfahan kingdom had a large royal family, with many vying for power. He could see how the new power couple who helped arrange an international peace deal would be intimidating for some people.
“It was nowhere near the awfulness you both are currently experiencing,” Julian continued, “but some people were rather intimidating. And our thoughts on how to proceed differed from one another. Sheherazade,” Julian looked softly at the empty space beside him, “argued that we maintain some distance for a while as a precaution to ease tensions. My safety was important to her. While I, however, argued that,” Julian’s eyes dragged back to face Lloyd, eyebrows raised, “we were already a united front in their minds, and that it would be better to stand together…”
Julian looked away, a little pink.
“...and that I could not let her go.”
Normally Lloyd would be fighting off a grimace at such a mushy relationship story like that. Or if he were in a nicer mood, he’d maybe come up with some platitudes to keep things rolling and move on.
Instead, Lloyd felt himself warming, probably beet red, at the very clear and obvious parallel Julian was putting down between the recently married lovebirds and Lloyd’s own comments about keeping the scheme going even when Javier suggested another option.
In a last ditch effort, he forced himself to look across the table determinedly.
“Just because it sounds similar, doesn’t mean it’s the same,” Lloyd said, his voice betraying him with a small croak.
“Hyung…” Julian said pityingly, clearly not taking any of his excuses. “Either you are being deliberately obtuse when evidence points out otherwise, or you are embarrassingly slow. But luckily, I know my hyung is very clever, so I can only assume the former is true.”
Lloyd kind of wanted to go out to the construction site, pick a hole, and bury himself in it. He was mournfully contemplating it when Julian cleared his throat awkwardly.
“I shall say this once.” Julian looked like he was biting into a lemon as he spoke, but carried on anyway. “Sir Asrahan– no, Javier – is my longstanding friend, even if you are my brother. I am glad it is easy to tell that you actually care for him, and not just as equipment… or, like many of his admirers, as a piece of meat to ogle.”
Forget being red – Lloyd felt himself pale at the horrible direction this conversation was going.
“Shovel talk? Are you seriously giving me a shovel talk?” Lloyd moaned, covering his face with his hands in agony. “This is literally the worst conversation I’ve ever had, and I’ve met Count Paris. And multiple necromancers. And an entire knight from Hell.”
“We can throw up later, but it needed to be said,” Julian said with a queasy grimace. He softened. “...and while I may have just defended Javier, you also deserve to follow your heart if you wish, hyung.”
Pang.
It took everything in him to hold back a flinch. After the rollercoaster of emotions, the sharp pain at the comment was unexpected.
Pulling his hands away from his face, Lloyd laughed, bitter and sore.
No need to get carried away.
He properly folded his hands down onto the couch arm and his lap. Lloyd felt calm and composed, despite the acid in his stomach.
“Even if there were feelings– which there aren’t,” he said challengingly, “it wouldn’t matter, because there would be no good reason to act upon it anyway.”
Lloyd watched wryly as Julian furrowed his brows in confusion.
“But–”
“Any hypothetical romantic overtures from someone who is technically the master of the other would be highly inappropriate,” Lloyd said firmly. He had no trouble staring Julian down now, the heavy weight in his heart steadying him like a back strapped with bricks. “Especially so if they were in a situation that forced their hand to respond in kind.”
“Sir Asrahan– Javier can be firm if he does not find an order compelling–”
“We also just said he was a dedicated person,” Lloyd bit back. “His loyalty isn’t blind, but he would do almost anything if it meant the county would be safe. Whether it is construction unfit for a knight, or a scheme unfit for a friend.”
He took bitter satisfaction at the wince Julian made at the reminder. When Lloyd leaned down to grab his quickly cooling cup of tea, Julian bit his lip, unsure.
“This hypothetical situation supposes that Javier wouldn’t be interested back,” he said tentatively.
“Ha, that would be because that part isn’t hypothetical,” Lloyd laughed. He took a sip, the bitterness in his mouth surely coming from the cold tea. “Javier has made it clear that this scheme is about the county and its heir’s safety, not becoming an actual partner. Contract and all.”
“Hyung, that–”
Clink!
Lloyd hadn’t meant to put the cup back down so roughly.
“It won’t be a problem. End of discussion,” he said, rough.
Lloyd could trust Javier to tell him where the line was, and when to stop. But Lloyd could not be the one to ask for anything beyond that line. Even if he considered him a friend, he was in charge of Javier. Even without that, he had already put him in an awkward position that Javier couldn’t back out of for two more years. And, the most important thing he refused to say…
I’ve been lying. I am not the eldest son, Lloyd Frontera.
He had taken over the body of the real son of Frontera. He was living a stolen life, and given kindnesses and support for reasons he didn’t deserve. The very basis of his current life was a lie.
Let alone anything else… I won’t start anything with a cracked foundation.
He gripped his hands tighter to prevent the small shaking that had begun for some reason.
This stays under wraps.
Suddenly there was more tea being poured into his cup, gently steaming, a drop rolling past the Frontera crest. He blinked and looked up, unsure when he had looked down in the first place. Julian looked somber as he softly placed the teapot back down.
“I only ask that you think on it,” he said quietly, “and that shall be the end of my prodding.”
Lloyd’s eyes drifted away, landing on the sugar bowl, lips in a tight line.
“In the meantime!” Julian said, suddenly clapping his hands together, the cheer a bit forced but not unkind. “Did you really mean it earlier when you said you could figure out how to pack the rooms better?”
Lloyd finally let out an airy chuckle, tension releasing. He picked up the cup in one hand, and gestured with the other.
“Look, it’s all about strategy…”

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          I know a LOT of you were (jokingly) tearing your hair out about the fact that Lloyd kept his romantic realization to himself... well. Here's his defense!

To reiterate for those coming from the webtoon - In the original novel, there is no open secret between Javier and Lloyd about Lloyd’s– Suho’s– real identity. It’s a real genuine fear of Suho’s that whenever he reveals his identity (and he vaguely plans to do so one day) that things with the Fronteras, their citizens, and Javier will go drastically poorly. Javier knows something is off with Lloyd in the novel, but isn’t sure what, and is more concerned about the day to day actions of Suho!Lloyd than about the reason behind his change.

NOTICE:
Sorry to end on a bummer note but... sorry sorry sorry, I need another month! That burnout was no joke, goodness. I'm feeling better, but I literally took this entire month to figure out HALF of this chapter. I'm speeding back up, but I want some more buffer. Next chapter will be November 15th! Hopefully we get back to every two weeks again, but I know better than to promise you all anything at this point (；´∀｀)

GASP. Jack_Of_All_Blades made some lovely fanart for this chapter. I feel very blessed.
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    Chapter Text

    Skritch, skritch, scribble… Scratch scratch scratch.
Javier watched silently as Lloyd intently wrote out strings of numbers and rows of instructions on the document he had been working on all day, only to scratch something out in irritation. Despite the changes and alterations, the pen never stopped. Even if the heavy eyebags and disarrayed hair didn’t make it obvious, the increased frequency of balled up drafts on the floor were an indication that exhaustion was creeping up on him.
Unable to contribute in any way, Javier’s mouth fell into a flat line. He returned back to his mana practice. He ignored the constant whir of Lloyd’s frantically working mana heart, and forced himself to focus on the sound of rain outside the windows.
It was day four of no sleep.
This confluence of events was not fortuitous.
A little over a week ago, it became clear that Lloyd’s task for the royal garden construction, the sluice gate, had hit a snag. The size and increasing tempo of the construction meant that supplies arrived regularly, rather than all at once. Except the last lumber shipment had been delayed, barely the required amount, and not even entirely the correct type of material. It did not take long to find the pair of noble brothers in charge of the lumber supply sniggering at Lloyd’s misfortune.
“Absolute mashed peas for brains to think that would scare or shame me into listening to their complaints, rather than it being their own downfall,” Lloyd had tsked.
Turning the incident around and destroying the reputation of the brothers’ lumber guild for dishonoring the queen was such a simple task that even Javier was embarrassed. A few months earlier, perhaps Lloyd would have been cautious about making a prominent noble family upset, but the hard work he and Javier had put in started to bear fruit – a few of the nobles who resided in the capital offered their sympathy and even offered to lend aid to Frontera County if the disgraced lumber guild decided to snub them. It also helped that with the biggest name in lumber being shamed and discarded, a number of eager smaller guilds were quick to fill the gap in supply in the capital.
No, protecting the Frontera’s reputation from those fools of brothers was no issue.
Nor was replacing the volume of the supply for the construction. But the sudden spike of supply chain organization required to fill the gap from the biggest guild with half a dozen smaller ones? It was not a simple task.
Lloyd hadn’t been too concerned. He and Javier had stayed at the work quarters a little later, and in the mornings they left to get there a little earlier, but it was a temporary hump until everything was set up to run on its own.
The letter from home was a bitter surprise.
Four days ago, a letter from Frontera county arrived.
My dear son,
It has been a month since I last wrote. How are you faring? You spoke of a party in your last letter, hosted by Viscount Nort – I do hope that you had a pleasant time. If not, your mother and I can only wish that the Winter Ball will be a grand time. Please convey the same wishes to Sir Asrahan.
I hope you do not misunderstand, but it is with deep regret that I must continue to fulfill my promise to inform you if there were any issues relevant to what we discussed previously. The supplies you helped secure last month were truly invaluable. The arrival of the caravan was met with actual fanfare, with many citizens cheering their arrival.
However, without saying much, it seems that news travels slowly out here in the distant edges of our kingdom. While the supplies will help secure the basics of winter, we continue to struggle in finding an uptick of trading in the area.
Thus, we wish to build a copy of the construction you made for the Sand and Steel tribe. I believe you called it a seokbinggo?
I have enclosed the full request from Sir Bayern for specifics.
Your mother and I send you all the love we can give to you. Please do not strain yourself if this task takes up too much of your time. We can always send the engineers to study your previous work in a pinch.
Your ever affectionate father and proud lord,
Arcos Frontera
 ===
Young Master,
I hope you fare well, sir. As my lord perhaps already stated in his letter, we are in search of blueprints of your seokbinggo.
We received a much needed shipment of salt due to the young master’s assistance, but as time runs short, some foods may not be preserved in time. After much back and forth with the administrator of the estate about the state of food storage, we came to the conclusion that if we are to safely house the material for distribution, the cellar does not have sufficient space nor is it the appropriate temperature. Your storage method was brought up as an alternative.
I have interviewed the engineers you took with you to the wastelands three years ago, and while they confirm the construction would take less than a month, time has washed away the specifics of how it was built. I humbly ask for the young master’s aid, and request blueprints and guidelines be provided, so we may construct a seokbinggo for the county appropriately and safely.
Your loyal servant,
Sir Bayern
Any hope that was buoyed by the friendliness of capital nobles was quickly dashed in the face of the ones who lived closer to their home fiefdom.
It is as if the rural nobility are holding their breath.
The clue was in the fact that the count stated that news traveled slowly. While the queen and House of Peers had used royal accessibility to ensure the engagement news was spread quickly, the day-to-day news of Javier and Lloyd’s work on the scheme relied on the slow filter of wagons and couriers carrying letters through already tightened trade routes. If they wanted the gossip to spread organically, it was slower than a royal announcement.
It has only been a month since Viscount Nort’s ball, and that only convinced a small number of people. It has not been long enough for the rural nobles to catch wind of the most recent changes of heart.
And even if they had heard within a week or so of the news, the damage had already been done. Trading was a slow affair, especially as the season grew closer to winter.
But to prevent further damage, the Winter Ball once more stood as their goal. Most nobility would arrive for the festivities, and it would be Javier and Lloyd’s job to put on a good show. They could not let a single noble doubt their betrothal.
Until then… Lloyd was tackling the construction issues and the seokbinggo plans.
Javier breathed in deeply, separating the mana in the air into its disparate parts, and exhaled slowly. Despite his heavy heart lately, the circles around it spun the mana delicately.
If the garden construction had kept Lloyd occupied, then the seokbinggo kept him completely consumed. The design was easily repeatable and the instructions were delicate but not too taxing, but there was one huge issue that hung over them both.
Master Lloyd made the ice for the seokbinggo himself.
Ice was a luxury. Obviously it was especially difficult to acquire in the wastelands and in summer, but even as autumn waned and winter slowly approached, acquiring large chunks of ice was not easy. As far as Javier was aware, the only ice storage in the kingdom was the palace’s “ice house”, where ice mages stored the cold items made from magic. It was why most people relied on salting and pickling their foods for winter.
So there was no infrastructure available to get the large amount of ice needed for the final product to work. Nor could Lloyd or Javier leave the capital for the amount of time needed, both for the length of travel and the task itself.
And so, in addition to the construction, and recreating the seokbinggo blueprints, Lloyd was busy figuring out how to transport ice from the Eastern Mountains intact.
Many tasks, none of them easy. And all were time sensitive.
Javier had known they were in one of the “crunch times”, as Lloyd liked to call them, when he woke up the day after the letter arrived and realized Lloyd had never joined him in bed. He had stared at the freezing cold spot beside him with pursed lips, and walked into the living area to find Lloyd still mumbling at his desk. Javier could only drape a blanket around his shoulders and stoke the fireplace back to life to combat the morning chill.
To Lloyd’s apparent confusion, Javier refused to be lulled to sleep again, but otherwise the day had repeated itself again.
And again.
And once more last night.
Work overnight in the living room. Head to work early, and leave work late. Head back to their quarters and end up back at the desk until the dawn rose, and then do it all over again.
Javier sat under one of their windows and stared blankly out at the rain lashing down.
He already seemed strangely quiet since our conversations with Master Julian and Lady Sheherazade. And as the work has suddenly increased, he has only withdrawn further.
Javier hadn’t seen an episode like this in some time. He had tried to slip food into Lloyd’s sight to make sure he remembered to eat, only to be forced to take the plate later in fear Lloyd picking at the cold food so absently would make him ill. The anxious summons had managed to convince Lloyd to take them on a walk, but that had been days ago. While he took care to change clothes each day, Javier watched as his dark hair grew more and more disarrayed, a bath the furthest from his occupied mind.
It was only thanks to an autumn storm that had arrived in the early morning that Lloyd had been able to put at least one of his responsibilities down. With the hurling sheets of rain and wind, Viscount Nort had ordered a halt in construction for the day. Javier had watched as Lloyd had turned the delivered message over once, shrugged tiredly, and then fell right back down into his desk chair, immediately swapping to more seokbinggo work.
No matter how much he could respect the impressive amount of dedication on display, Javier could not quell a rising sense of agitation.
He sat tense and restless despite his meditations.
If he would simply…
Simply “what”, Javier was unsure.
Accept the food put in front of him? Ask for anything needed, like any helpful references or even a blanket? Realize that pushing himself to the limit only sometimes helped get the task done?
But the rooms rotted in their silence. Lloyd never looked up, and Javier did nothing but wait mutely.
Perhaps not complete silence. There is the awful roaring of his manaheart as he pushes through sleep deprivation.
Javier missed its normal soothing hum.
He shook his head. Forcing himself to ease up, he closed his eyes and tried once more to focus on his own training instead.
Another quiet breath in. Another out. Spin the mana–
“Ah.”
At the muted sound of surprise from across the room, Javier blinked his eyes open, only for his heart to lurch at the sight it landed on.
“Huh. That hasn’t happened in a while,” Lloyd mumbled, half interested.
Lloyd blinked down at his own hand, blood trailing down from his nose. Drops slipped through his fingers, dripping down and ruining his latest document.
At that, Lloyd finally frowned, pinched his nose, grabbed another parchment, and painstakingly began rewriting the paper he just dripped all over.
Javier could only stare.
Something in him cracked a bit.
Before Javier could process his thoughts, he had already unfolded himself from the floor and was walking to the bedroom, agitation crawling under his skin.
It is time to take a leap.
Javier rifled around until he got what he wanted. He returned back to the living area, approached the desk from the side, drawing Lloyd’s attention… and then slapped the damp rag he was carrying onto Lloyd’s face with a wet smack.
“Mrph?!” Lloyd exclaimed under the rag.
“Please excuse the frigid cold of the rag. I did not find the time to warm the water,” Javier said, entirely unapologetically.
The rag was yanked down by the bloodied hand, revealing Lloyd’s annoyed and bewildered expression.
“What was that for?!” he exclaimed.
Despite the question, he clearly knew what to do with the rag at least. Lloyd quickly stoppered his nosebleed with the rag, leaving his question a little muffled behind the cloth.
Though clearly displeased, Javier blinked as he felt something in him ease as Lloyd’s eyes finally landed on him for the first time in what felt like days.
But he also couldn’t help noticing the dark bags under them.
I cannot go back and prevent the nick on his chest from reaching him, but I can prevent small harms in this moment.
Javier had vowed to keep Lloyd from harm.
“I would like to ask something of Master Lloyd,” he said clearly, conviction solidified.
This only bewildered Lloyd further.
“And so you decided to win my favor by slapping me in the face?”
“It was simply placed upon your face with a light amount of emphasis,” Javier said flatly.
“You could literally hear a slap–”
“I would like to suggest that you take a break for the evening in order to rest and recuperate your energy.”
Lloyd blinked at him, clearly taken aback. After a moment, those eyes squinted to examine him sharply, but Javier spoke quickly, hands raising up to hover near his ears.
“And I must warn the young master not to resort to sly tricks and weaponize the lullaby as you have done before.”
Lloyd cocked his head.
“Oh yeah, I had forgotten about that,” he said consideringly.
Javier twitched, cursing himself for the reminder. Lloyd continued to examine him from behind the rag. Javier refused to back down. Lloyd’s eye flicked away. He tentatively pulled the rag down, and after checking he was cleared of the issue, he quietly huffed.
“I just need some more time, and this will be all wrapped up,” he said while waving him off, and turned away from Javier and back to his papers.
Javier sniffed at the dismissal. He dropped his arms back behind his back, stance strong.
“In the next 10 minutes, I shall either order dinner with meals that you enjoy if you take a moment to rest and eat at the table. Or,” he said seriously, “I shall order a dinner that is easily spoiled and burdensome to create that will go entirely to waste if you do not.”
Lloyd froze, hand still outstretched towards his pen. The hesitation left Javier feeling a smidge victorious.
“You hate food going to waste,” Lloyd accused, turning back to squint at him.
Yes, but so do you.
“It shall not go to waste if Master Lloyd stops for the evening and eats,” Javier countered instead.
There was a small standoff. Lloyd glared at Javier who refused to relent; he deliberately glanced up at the servant’s bellpull across the room and then back down to the glare with raised brows. After a moment, Lloyd leaned his head against his hand and let out a tsk.
“Fine. I’ll stop to eat a meal, you goody-two-shoes. Then I can get back to my work in peace.”
“I was not finished.”
“Huh?”
“I said an evening of rest and recuperation,” Javier enunciated. “One full night of rest.”
“I’m busy, I’m not going to take all that time to–”
“One full night of rest, or I shall send a letter to the countess informing her of your terrible sleeping habits, or lack of it, of late.”
Lloyd’s eyes sharpened immediately, arm dropping as he sat up straight.
“You wouldn’t.”
“I would. I will.”
“You’re smarter than that; you’ll make her feel guilty if you do.”
“Not if I mention the sluice gate issue being the initial reason for your new habit,” Javier intoned, staring Lloyd down.
It was Lloyd’s turn to twitch. It wasn’t a lie; their sleep had already gotten shorter in the initial lead up before the letter from the county arrived. Lloyd glanced away, grimacing.
“Tsk. It would take at least a week to get to her, and I’ll be done by then anyway,” Lloyd said, taking a different tact.
Javier turned his head away from Lloyd.
“Sir Ggoming, can I entrust this task to you should it come to pass?” he asked.
Ggoming startled at the sudden request, sitting on the summons’ armchair across the room with everyone else. He glanced between Javier and Lloyd, then one more glance back at his companions. With three little firm nods in his direction, Ggoming turned back with a nervous, but firm, salute and cry of agreement in Javier’s direction. Javier nodded in thanks as the other three summons cheered him on.
“You little brats…” Lloyd grumbled with a hand back on his forehead.
The summons surrounded Ggoming with a huff of defiance, but Javier was the one who Lloyd rounded on, irritation clearly rising.
“I can get this fixed up, shipped out, and out of my hair in the next day or two, and I won’t waste any precious amount of time,” Lloyd shot.
“I would not call sleeping a waste of time,” Javier shot back.
“Is this all because you’re grumpy from staying up? I told you that lullaby services wouldn’t stop if you weren’t being weirdly stubborn about–”
Javier snatched the pen and an empty envelope off the desk with a cold glare, the movement startling Lloyd into leaning back.
“Stop work for the evening or not – either way, you will make your bed and lie in it,” Javier said, holding the items up.
“You–” Lloyd started with a snap before he grit his teeth. “Look, I don’t know why you’re harping on this, but if I can get this done, I’ll be helping the county that much faster, Mr. Knight.”
“I know your brain is without most of its function right now–”
“Hey–”
“But you are a part of the county as well,” Javier continued, unabated. He stared intently at Lloyd. “No matter how much of a crook or scoundrel you are, you are still human, and humans need rest. I believe you told me yourself that you were not just a piece of equipment.”
Silence.
One entirely different from rot of the past few days.
Javier watched as Lloyd's gaze flicked away, minutely shaking. While it clearly landed on the paperwork on the desk, Javier could tell it was without focus. At Lloyd’s fist clenching on the desk, Javier quietly sighed.
“One full night’s rest, that is all I want. Then I will cease,” Javier said, voice softer than he intended. “I promise.”
One more flicker in Lloyd’s eyes, before they closed.
After a long, quiet moment, Lloyd sat back in his chair, a hand pinching the bridge of his nose.
He let out a slow, heavy sigh.
“Fine. One night of rest. Promise.”
Javier put the pen and envelope down in triumph, the summons cheers filling the room.
A promise from Lloyd was nearly as good as a contract.
However, it still took some time to peel Lloyd away from the desk – Lloyd kept trying to organize his materials. Visions of the time in his youth he had needed to untangle a cat stuck in the manor’s curtains nudged at Javier as he slowly got Lloyd to inch away from his work. Even so, like a cat that growls and grumbles but never bites, Lloyd let it happen.
Finally able to leverage Lloyd out of his seat, Javier turned back to the summons.
“Sir Hamang, may I ask you the favor of retrieving bath water? Please have Sir Ppodong accompany you for extra safety,” Javier requested gently.
Both little summons nodded, with Ppodong giving another salute. As they hopped off the chair and dashed away, Javier pressed Lloyd towards the bedroom.
“You are still covered in your nose bleed. I encourage you to go wash your hands and face so as not to frighten your summons,” Javier said. “I shall order dinner.”
“Jeez, I’m going, I’m going,” Lloyd mumbled, but acquiesced.
With Lloyd successfully sequestered to their bedroom, Javier immediately made good on his promise and called a servant over to request some of Lloyd’s favorite dishes. It was still early, before the normal dinner rush, so the servant cheerfully informed Javier their meals would be quick.
Javier was in the midst of delicately clearing the dining table of Lloyd’s many projects when a large Hamang and little Ppodong returned with a cheer. He escorted them back in, and sent them back to the bedroom, Bangul and Ggoming hitching a ride on their way to the door. A sheepish looking Lloyd opened up to their cries. Javier shook his head with a small smile when he overheard a quiet apology, before returning to his task of carefully moving the mounds and mounds of paperwork onto the couches.
Some time later, Javier was meditatively crouched by the fire, making sure the room could fight off the late autumn chill, when he heard the click of the bedroom door. Lloyd emerged carefully, freshly washed, towel still around his neck. He seemed to pause, but with a small shiver, and without a word, Lloyd shuffled to the fireplace next to Javier.
Shhhhh…
The quiet pulse of the rain was just the same as it was earlier, but Javier found the current silence allowing its presence to be much more soothing. They both stared quietly into the softly crackling flames. Javier had already gained his victory, and so tried not to hound Lloyd when he noticed his fingers rubbing together in thought as he often did. They moved more sluggishly at least. Perhaps he was slowly relaxing.
Another shiver suddenly wracked through Lloyd, and Javier darted his eyes up in time to catch a few more drops of water fall from Lloyd’s still damp hair. Javier frowned and stood, scooping another log onto the fire and stoking it.
The quiet continued, Lloyd shifting from foot to foot. Beside him now, Javier could more easily spot the bruises under his eyes, the light of the fire illuminating them along with his tense expression.
Not to mention how Lloyd’s hair was still dripping despite the late autumn chill.
He will fall ill at this rate.
Javier found himself turning to Lloyd without much thought, those eyes finally once more landing on him at the movement.
It was only due to the knock on the door announcing their dinner that Javier was saved from doing something incredibly foolish like offering Lloyd to help dry his hair. The sound seemed to startle Lloyd, and Javier found himself already crossing the room to the front door in hopes of literally stepping away from the strange idea.
Javier returned with a cart of pleasant smelling dishes and pulled up beside the dining table when he heard the clearing of a throat.
“You moved all the paperwork,” Lloyd observed. The realization was muffled as he held the towel up close to his face, partially obscuring it while drying his hair.
Javier carefully examined a dish.
“I needed to clear the table for the meal,” Javier intoned, placing the cleared dish onto said table before him.
“Bath, sleep, and a full course dinner?” Lloyd chuckled with strain, shifting his stance from foot to foot again. “Am I a VIP?”
Javier smirked as he picked up another dish.
“With such a list, perhaps it is more accurate to compare the young master to an unruly child.”
“Hey–”
Despite the rebuttal, Lloyd let out another laugh, more vibrant than before. Shaking his head, he fully leaned against the arm of the overloaded couch with ease. Javier continued his steady work of examining and plating, and allowed his smirk to soften into a real smile, content to see a lively pink dusting Lloyd’s cheeks as he finally fully warmed by the fire.
Dishes and drinks cleared, they sat and ate their meals. Javier knew Lloyd would clear his plate regardless of its content, but also saw he chose correctly when Lloyd’s eyes brightened at the options chosen for the early dinner. Casual quiet discussions peppered the table, but even those tapered off as the evening wore on. Javier was torn between amusement and pity as, finally completely full for the first time in days, Lloyd clearly began to crash, head bobbing occasionally.
Javier glanced at the window, rain still lashing down.
“We should head to bed to rest, Master Lloyd.”
Lloyd blinked his eyes open only to glance out the window himself. He turned to Javier with a raised brow.
“It’s still only early evening,” Lloyd questioned, “And, ‘we’?”
“I see no reason to delay the inevitable,” Javier said, placing his napkin upon his plate. He gestured outside. “It is already dark as the solstice approaches, and there are rain clouds regardless. There is no reason for someone as sleep deprived as yourself not to go to bed as early as possible.” Javier stood up and walked over. “In regards to your second question… if you go to bed before myself, I shall not sleep. So we shall go together.”
Javier stood in front of Lloyd, arm hand outstretched. Lloyd shook his head with a crooked smile, but didn’t protest. He placed his hand in Javier’s, who instantly grasped tight and pulled him up. He did not let go, as Lloyd looked a smidge unsteady, and instead pulled them both over to the bedroom.
Javier only dropped the familiar calloused hand so he could retrieve their nightclothes. Upon grasping what he needed, he heard a troubled, “Hrm,” from behind him.
Curious, Javier emerged and handed Lloyd his set of clothes, to find him scratching the back of his head and looking at something with a complicated look across his face. Following his line of sight, Javier found the source of dismay – the summons had all very sweetly and happily commandeered Lloyd’s side of the bed and fallen completely asleep.
Ah.
Javier hesitantly glanced between the summons and the door. He could move them to their armchair, but the little summons had also had poor sleep lately. He didn’t have the heart to rouse them after such a strenuous few days. And after his behavior this evening, Javier did not think Lloyd would be inclined to either.
I could sleep on a couch instead…?
Which would require Javier to once more delicately reorganize the stacks of papers off of said couches. And he would need to call for someone to clear the dining table even before that. Javier frowned down at his nightclothes and was about to suggest he take the floor so that they could head to sleep quicker when Lloyd yawned and sighed.
“Whatever,” Lloyd muttered tiredly, quickly shirking his shirt to swap with his nightclothes, “just scooch over.”
Javier only had a moment to blink before Lloyd was finished changing and crawling between the summons and Javier’s spot on the bed. He snatched Javier’s hugging pillow for his own head and flopped down, eyes already closed.
Javier opened his mouth, then closed it immediately. He opted to change into his nightclothes without a word instead.
Climbing into bed, there was just enough space between the edge and Lloyd that Javier delicately wedged himself into. There was still a space between them, but far less than usual. It would be a little awkward, but Javier couldn’t help but be relieved that Lloyd hadn’t used the summons as an excuse to go back to work.
Javier turned his head, eyeing Lloyd’s already heavier breaths.
“Master Lloyd…” Javier asked quietly.
Lloyd grumbled.
“Yeah, yeah,” he mumbled, eyes still closed. “Hmm… Plain bearings, also called sleeve bearings or bushings, should be designed for a maximum normal bearing pressure of 6.9 MPa (1000 psi), except for bearings operating below five (5) rpm…. Under special, slow speed, uniform load conditions, the bearing pressure may be designed for up to 27.6 MPa (4000 psi). Blah blah blah…”[1]
Javier felt himself drift off, the sound of the rain mixing with the hushed mumbles of a drowsy Lloyd beside him.
***
Javier’s eyes shot open, on high alert.
Heart pounding, his body sensed covert movement before even fully waking. He shot out of bed and reached out for his sword, properly secure by the bedside these days–
Only to blink in the early morning twilight, nearly face to face with a frozen Lloyd in the midst of trying to stealthily creep out from the middle of the bed.
The only danger here is his careless disregard for himself.
Tension instantly lost, Javier felt his alarm fall away into irritation. Ignoring his sword, he swung his full attention to the escapee in bed. Lloyd visibly gulped.
“A full night of rest, Master Lloyd,” Javier reminded icily.
Lloyd glanced at the curtained windows, light scarcely peeking through.
“...Technically the night is ending,” Lloyd offered, weakly attempting to inch away again.
Javier did not deign him with a response.
Turning onto his side, Javier shot his far arm out, hooked it across Lloyd’s ribs, and dragged him back to bed. Back slammed into the mattress against his will, Lloyd gave a yelp and grabbed Javier’s arm in a panic.
“Hey–!!”
Javier ignored the protest and got comfortable half facedown on his pillow, arm locking Lloyd in place.
“Until the servants knock for breakfast. That is a full night,” Javier informed him, closing his eyes already. “Go back to sleep.”
Javier felt Lloyd struggle against his arm. He quietly boosted a mana circle to ensure it remained locked down.
“That’s not the exact terms of what we agreed on,” Lloyd struggled out.
“I suppose you should have gotten my terms in writing then.”
“You’re the worst. I’m so going to divorce you, you absolute rascal,” Lloyd grumbled down at him.
Javier huffed a laugh into his pillow. After a moment, Lloyd finally gave up and fully laid back, loose under Javier’s arm.
“No second lullaby for you,” Lloyd muttered darkly.
Javier could practically hear the pout. He hummed, still not bothering to open his eyes.
“Fine,” Javier agreed with a murmur, unphased. He could doze for a few hours. “Pull the covers back up and sleep now.”
Lloyd sniffed at the order, clearly put out that his last offense failed. However, a shiver ran through him as he clearly was made aware of the chill in the room, the fire having fallen to coals over the night. And so, straining as far as he could while still locked down, Lloyd pulled the covers back over them.
The next few hours were quiet and soft.
Javier felt as Lloyd became less tense over time. Gentle breaths and rhythmic heartbeats pressed steadily against his arm, both slowing to a languid pace. The hum of Lloyd’s heart circles flowed smoothly once more. The meditative sensations pressed right up against Javier were soothing, both physically and for his heart.
Javier dipped in and out of awareness, never truly falling asleep. He couldn’t find it in him to mind.
By the time the birds began to chirp in earnest and the sun eagerly poked its fingers through the cracks in the curtains, Javier fully woke to slow, warm breaths ruffling his hair. He cracked his eyes open to look up. While Lloyd had not moved from under his arm, his head had fallen to the side in his sleep.
He already looks better.
The bruises pressed under his lashes would not go away so easily, but even one night of rest had Lloyd looking less pale. Javier’s gaze roamed the rest of his face, caught on a thought.
It is not often I wake first these days.
Long gone were the days he would shake a hooligan awake well past the start of the day. Instead, Javier was left to keep pace with Lloyd, always moving forward. But, for this one moment, Lloyd laid resting instead, soft sunbeams pressing in from behind.
He looks… peaceful.
Javier refrained from any disturbing movement, arm still resting over the softly rising and falling chest. It was warm. Calming.
It was perhaps the most comfortable Javier had been without a lullaby in some time.
Javier was saved from having to contemplate his new realization by a sleepy snuffle. Javier watched as Lloyd’s soft expression crinkled, and slowly, incrementally, woke up, bleary eyes blinking down at Javier.
They laid in the quiet for a time. Soft sheets and softer breaths.
Then, to Javier’s amusement, Lloyd gave another shiver in the morning chill and ducked his neck a little more under the covers, nose wrinkling.
Truly no tolerance for the cold.
Javier wondered if he would be forced to rekindle the bedroom’s fireplace in order to ensure Lloyd rested longer. Lloyd’s gaze wandered down to Javier’s hold on him, and, despite his comfort and pleasant heaviness from sleep, Javier was prepared to ward off any excuses Lloyd could make up to leave before breakfast.
Javier nearly opened his mouth to do so when that lazy gaze rolled back over onto Javier’s face, freezing him in place. Under the haze of drowsiness and fatigue, the full weight of Lloyd’s calculative gaze could be felt pressing down on him.
“Until breakfast arrives?” Lloyd asked quietly, hoarse from disuse.
The voice rumbled pleasantly along Javier’s arm. Javier blinked at the sincere question. His own voice seemingly lost this morning, Javier hummed an affirmative, not moving an inch.
Lloyd yawned.
“Fine.”
And then Lloyd rolled over and curled up deeper under the covers facing Javier, still under Javier’s arm, which he instinctively curled in to press against the small of Lloyd’s back.
Javier froze.
“The mornings are getting cold though,” Lloyd grumbled, muffled from under the covers and Javier’s chin, “so I’m sticking to my very expensive living heater.”
It was said in a jesting tone, but Javier can feel the slight tension under his palm. Javier suddenly wasn’t sure why Lloyd thought the room was so cold. He spied the tips of Lloyd’s ears being a little pink, and Javier certainly felt warm as well.
No matter the strangeness of the situation though, something in Javier made him not want to risk letting go.
“Of course,” Javier croaked out instead. “A cold-hearted conman such as yourself can’t possibly have any warmth to survive.”
Brown eyes peeked up at that before one of Lloyd’s hands lifted to pinch one of Javier’s cheeks.
“Unnessecary,” Lloyd huffed.
But he seemed to relax at that, pulling his arm back close, closing his eyes, and, miraculously, returning to a doze.
Javier swallowed. He relaxed, sinking back into his pillow fully again, nose close enough to be tickled by brown hair. He slipped some of his mana through their connection, tentative and warm. The box in his chest rattled.
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          sweepy.... (－ω－) zzZ

smh this chapter wouldn't have happened if most places invested in Lloyd's incredible ondol construction... so I guess it's a good thing they didn't? lol

(yes, there IS a footnote link on Javier's lullaby. I didn't want to type another engineering paragraph up, so you got a real engineering manual instead LOL)

NOTICE:
(are you tired of these yet? lol)
I'm vaguely switching to once a month per post now! I can't keep up with once every two weeks... σ(^_^;)

The reason I say "vaguely" though... this is the first (and only??) time I can't give you a Next Chapter date... FOR GOOD REASONS THIS TIME - I'm going on a two week family vacation (wow!), and then immediately afterwards I'm starting a brand new job (WOW!!)!!

So either I'll have a lot of free time (vacation relaxation? no work overtime?), or no free time at all (vacation plans! learning a new job!). I'm not sure what this next month will even look like, so I don't want to promise a chapter date I can't fulfill! I will certainly get it out before the end of the year though. (oh my god it's already november somehow-)
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    Chapter Text

    A few days later, Lloyd struggled awake. Thankfully, it was the struggle of someone who had slept far too well, rather than not enough. The day after he had been bullied convinced to get a full night of sleep, he had been able to finish up all his loose ends surprisingly fast. Within a few more days, the garden construction was back on track. With the fiefdom set up for success, his plans shipped off with Ggoming at high speed, he felt comfortable now. Everything was slowly falling into place, just as planned.
Well. Perhaps a little too comfortable. And not at all as planned.
Lloyd glanced down, his musings not distracting enough to ignore the unfortunately pleasant weight pressing down on his chest. Javier’s head rested against him, crown of soft silver curls filling most of Lloyd’s vision. Slow, warm breaths puffed against him, shooting little thrills to his heart at the sensation.
Even his arm, tucked under Javier and nearly entirely asleep, couldn’t completely convince Lloyd to move from the warm covers.
The work had gone out, but the new sleeping arrangements did not stop.
Since the night after his promise, they would head to bed on their respective sides. Lloyd would knock Javier out like a light and promptly curl up on his own side per usual… and then in the morning they would wake up tangled.
To Lloyd’s chagrin, he felt like he could nap the whole day away like that. Instead, he brought his free hand up and poked Javier’s cheek aggressively.
“Wakey, wakey, you rascal.”
“Hhrmph…” Javier grumbled back, eyes scrunched up.
Before Lloyd could think of anything to say in response to such a sight, Javier blinked his eyes open and instantly rolled away and off the bed towards the wardrobe.
“The servant’s cart with breakfast is rolling down the hall,” he informed coolly, quickly plucking his clothes for the day.
Lloyd wasn’t surprised about the lack of commentary. He wasn’t sure what to say either. He wasn’t… opposed to the sleeping arrangements, and there hadn’t been complaints from Javier either. So he supposed, just like everything else lately, he would just keep accepting any crumbs that were tossed his way until Javier complained again.
And it’s not like I’m even doing this one on purpose.
He shook his head and rolled out of bed as well, landing with a thump.
“We’ll certainly need breakfast – it’s going to be a busy day.”
***
Swaying steps and graceful movements stretched across the practice room, elegant music accompanying each stride. Lady Cordona kept a keen eye on their gliding around the room, but rarely had to step in.
In just a little over two weeks, the final death knell for nobility’s desperate perception of Lloyd’s bachelor status would toll – the Winter Ball was approaching fast.
When the fools faced the reality of his betrothal in front of an entire ballroom of their peers, most disputes would completely fizzle out and Frontera county would finally be removed from the crossfire. Without any idiots fervently trying to prevent his skills from being “stolen” by perceived competitors, Lloyd could go back to business as usual. The wedding a few months later was really just a formality; something to put a little bow on the operation and prevent any new conflict until the contract ran out.
Doesn’t mean we should skimp on the details though.
Lloyd unconsciously squeezed his hand at the thought, forcing himself not to react when Javier squeezed back with a question in his eyes. Lloyd simply huffed and then spun Javier out. Javier returned back from the spin with squinted eyes, making Lloyd chuckle, but swapped to his lead with ease.
Hand in warm hand, Lloyd got tugged along. There was a weight and a warmth that wasn’t there before, a comfort and familiarity that was nervewracking in how regular its presence had become.
There was also the persistently nagging idea that something had changed.
I don’t want to get carried away.
The song ended gently, hand tucked in the now-familiar grasp. Lloyd blinked as they were met with more applause than he would have expected.
“Oh, wonderful! Simply marvelous, you two! You both are showstopping!”
“Lady Bell,” Lady Cordona greeted, looking over with a smile, “it is a pleasure to see you once again.”
Lloyd pulled himself out of the dance position that Javier still had him in and turned to the entrance of the practice room, finding an utterly charmed looking Lady Bell. She was closely followed by the two tailors from months and months ago.
Lady Bell untucked her notebook from under her arm to clutch it tightly with a grin.
“I feel much the same, my dear!” She cheered right back to Lady Cordona before turning back to the group as a whole. “Oh, what wonderful work you all have put in here, I can’t wait to see how the movement will look in your suits.”
“I wasn’t expecting to give a show today, Lady Bell,” Lloyd said with a wry smile.
“Oh hush, you,” Lady Bell harumphed playfully, “I know very well that you were informed that your first fitting would accompany today’s dance session. They may be your wedding suits, but one must ensure a garment is more than simple decoration!”
“We are at an excellent stopping point, Lady Bell,” Lady Cordona said. “Please feel free to take them.”
“Wonderful! Now, come, come – You’re with me now, boys.”
Lady Bell led Lloyd and Javier into the room just beside the practice one. It was slightly smaller, with a large partitioning screen on one end, and a table full of thread and tailoring tools at the door. While Lady Bell sat next to the table, the two tailors escorted Lloyd and Javier onto the other side of the partition.
Nudged to their own ends of the screen, the tailors began to slowly help put on the layers of their suits, painstakingly checking for anything that didn’t fit perfectly. Lloyd didn’t know much about clothing, but even he could tell his outfit was leagues better than the last time either of them had gotten suits. He could tell Lady Bell had taken his taste in comfort and practicality into account.
Well. The one shoulder cape is a bit much, but I can’t deny it looks cool.
Upon each layer, Lloyd could take a peek at Javier’s suit as well. To his complete unsurprise, he looked amazing. But the silver-haired adonis of a protagonist always looked good, so it was about par for the course.
Facts of the world: money is good to have, payday is the best day, and Javier always looks annoyingly handsome.
Scratching his chin as he mused that Javier’s new suit wasn’t nearly as overly embellished as the one from home, Lloyd realized he wasn’t the only one looking. As the tailor examined some misbehaving folds in his vest, Lloyd realized Javier was staring right back.
“My lord, how does this adjustment feel?” the tailor inquired, interrupting Lloyd’s thoughts.
“Ah, perfectly fine, thank you,” Lloyd said, turning back to speak quickly.
The tailor nodded, pleased, and returned to his notes. Lloyd glanced back to Javier, his heart jumping as he realized he was still staring strangely. Lloyd finally raised a brow at him in confusion, unable to puzzle out what Javier was trying to convey. Instead of getting a clearer answer, Javier twitched and turned back down with a pinched look to his own tailor apprentice, carefully pinning the hem of his pants.
Baffled, Lloyd could only turn back to the tailor attending to him, who closed his notebook with a smile.
“I think we are all set here, my lord. Allow me to do a small mockup for the final touches, and we shall get you in front of Lady Bell to discuss the specifics.”
Lloyd wrinkled his nose as pomade was brought out and used to push his hair back. In an effort to avoid the awkwardly professional gaze in front of him, Lloyd’s own wandered off. As such, he managed to catch Javier staring and twitching again.
What, is he getting pricked by pins over there?
“Ah, I think I need to adjust something here, Master,” the apprentice said apologetically, standing up with Javier’s vest and coat in hand.
“Let me take a look.” The tailor wandered over, wiping his hands. After a few moments of quiet discussion, the tailor and apprentice turned to them both and bowed respectfully. “Please kindly excuse us, it seems we will need some of our tools. We shall not keep you too long.”
Lloyd and Javier nodded them out, Javier stuck in only his new trousers and an undershirt. Lloyd snorted and wandered over, poking at the front of the basic piece of clothing, necklace clinking gently beside it at the force.
“Looking a little underdressed for the wedding, there,” Lloyd teased with a smirk. “Planning to walk down the aisle in basically your pajamas?”
There was a small pause, enough to have Lloyd squint up to Javier’s face, where he caught Javier’s eyes shooting back up from his suit. Lloyd started to wonder if the tailor had messed with his ensemble without him knowing when Javier cleared his throat.
“It would not matter either way, as I am handsome enough to make any outfit work for the occasion,” Javier intoned, chin lifted up high.
Lloyd rolled his eyes.
“Yeah, yeah, you punk,” he huffed. “But would anyone even recognize you without your cravat? That thing is practically glued to you.”
And without thinking, Lloyd lifted his hand up from Javier’s chest, slipping right up against where his cravat normally was, and pressed a palm softly against his warm neck.
Lloyd froze. He… hadn’t meant to do that.
Frantically thinking of a nonchalant extraction from the situation, Lloyd jumped when Javier moved.
Only, instead of moving backwards, Javier leaned minutely closer.
A hand approached Lloyd’s face. Very gently, it moved some stray hairs back into his pomade-slicked hair before grazing the shell of his ear, coming to a rest on his cheek.
The gentle warmth that seemed ever present these days felt nearly burning. Lloyd held very, very still.
“It seems that the tailor did a poor job of attempting to tame your hair,” Javier murmured coolly. “I do not think we need to allow someone else to do that task again.”
Lloyd swallowed and gave a little high-pitched hum of agreement.
Feeling a little under water, he tried to carefully slide his hand off of Javier’s neck. He only moved an inch before the movement made Javier shiver under his palm.
Lloyd stilled again, glancing between Javier’s neck and face. He nervously licked his lips despite his mouth suddenly feeling very dry, not really sure what was happening, but–
“All fixed, my lords!” The apprentice announced cheerily, turning the corner of the partition.
Like a shock of lightning went through him, Lloyd jumped backwards, ducking his head and covering his mouth, regaining his breath he hadn’t realized he’d lost.
The tailor duo paused, and quickly stepped back on the other side of the partition.
“Oh, ahem!” The tailor coughed, failing to conceal an awkward laugh. “Do you both need a moment?”
His face felt entirely too warm, but Lloyd forced himself to take a few deep breaths and stand up straight.
“No, I’m–” Lloyd’s voice cracked and he coughed again to clear it. “Ahem! We’re fine.”
“Very good, my lord,” the tailor said as he and his apprentice cautiously turned the corner of the partition again. “I was just about to take you to Lady Bell for your once-over.”
Lloyd scrambled to follow him immediately, but couldn’t resist the urge to glance back just before leaving. Javier had already turned away, letting the apprentice adjust his suit, his face fixed in its normal stoic expression as he blinked down to the chattering apprentice.
But Lloyd clearly saw that his ears were tinged pink as he flexed one of his hands hesitantly.
Lloyd could only stare dazedly before his pace obscured the sight behind the partition.
Heart thumping wildly, he stared down unseeingly at his own hand. He tried to examine what just happened, to rationalize it and come up with a logical conclusion. But every time he tried to examine the moment, his train of thought slipped off the tracks. The warmth against his own hand, and pressed up against his cheek would rise up in place instead.
That wasn’t a demonstration. What was that–
“Young lord Frontera, you look so dashing,” Lady Bell gasped, popping into his vision like a jumpscare. “Let me take a good look at you.”
Mired in thought, Lloyd had ended up near the tables. Lady Bell drew near him enthusiastically, and began to circle him at a respectful distance, critically eyeing his suit.
“As I thought, the color looks lovely on you, and the unusual cravat-less style looks just as polished. The gold accents are just perfect, a touch of grandeur, but nothing overwhelming… Perhaps we can adjust this section though, it can be spaced out better, hmm…” Lady Bell murmured.
The familiar and passionate chatter of a tradesman’s craft flew entirely over Lloyd’s head, but was oddly grounding. After a few more moments of circling and taking down notes in her notebook, her bustling came to stop and she looked up at Lloyd intently.
“Now, here’s the real and most important question for this initial fitting, young lord,” she said, carbon pencil held up imperiously and eyes shining seriously. “Is this suit comfortable and to your taste?”
Lloyd blinked, and then gave a laugh.
“I’ll be frank, Lady Bell – when it came to wedding preparations, I expected to be dragged along into decisions a lot more,” Lloyd said with a crooked grin. “I admittedly don’t know much about clothes. It’s not what I would have imagined, but I know my previous suits were never this comfortable.”
Lady Bell straightened up with a proud smile, before it softened into something a little more contemplative.
“Young lord, our clothes are something we are with everyday. We must understand that if we do not feel comfortable in them, then we spend our whole lives never truly at peace. Which means that clothes made for something special are all the more important to get right.”
He partially understood what she meant, though he never particularly put much thought into it. But what he did understand was that Lady Bell was using her skills as best as she could to make their lives easier. It was a kind gesture.
“Then I thank you for your thoughtfulness even more, Lady Bell,” Lloyd said with a smile, glancing down at his suit. “I guess I didn’t realize how constricting the suits made for me were before. You caught my taste well even when I didn’t – It’ll be annoying to get back into the ill-fitting suits Sir Asrahan and I brought from home for the ball.”
“Oh dear, ordering a new suit takes far too much time than you have before the ball! If I had known, I would have recommended a good shop sooner,” Lady Bell sighed morosely.
Lloyd was saved from having to respond by Javier being escorted over to Lady Bell, who gasped just as happily upon seeing the suit in place. She circled him just the same, muttering up a storm. When Javier minutely furrowed his brows and glanced over to Lloyd, he steadily ignored his heart jumping at the eye contact and weakly smirked at Javier’s apparent confusion instead.
Inspection complete, Lady Bell asked Javier the same question.
“Your and the tailors’ work is impeccable, my lady,” Javier said, inspecting his sleeve as he stretched his arm around. “There is a surprising amount of movement. I am also very grateful for the lack of ornamentation and inclusion of a sword belt, thank you.”
It certainly suits him better than the last one.
Lloyd immediately pinched his arm, thankfully hidden under the cape, and shut down all thoughts immediately. He’d had enough strange thoughts lately.
Lady Bell looked incredibly pleased at Javier’s compliments, but quickly put her hands on her hips and held her head up high.
“I am delighted to hear such flattery from you both, but I shall only accept the compliments if the suits are put to the test. Hence – back to dance class with you both!” Lady Bell cheered as she marched them all back next door. Lloyd jogged to keep up with her enthusiasm.
Dragged back into the practice room by Lady Bell, the normal dance group turned to greet them with delight. Ser Noel gave an amused whistle, while Lady Cordona looked impressed, complimenting both Lady Bell’s hard work and the ones wearing the outfits. Even the musician, normally very proper in keeping to themselves, quietly complimented the tailors who happened to be nearby.
Entirely uncomfortable, Lloyd held his hands up.
“Ah, I understand, so we can go ahead and get back to the task at hand…”
“Oh, pshaw, young lord, take the compliments. Or maybe it’s because they’re from us. What say you, Sir ice prince swordmaster?” Ser Noel asked, eyes dancing with mirth.
Javier, entirely unphased by the whole embarrassing affair since they changed rooms, was quiet for a moment. His gaze seemed to be stuck to the side before it flicked back onto Lloyd, who still twitched despite expecting it.
“...the color choice was a good idea,” Javier finally said coolly.
Lloyd blinked.
That’s just because you chose the color!
He wanted to roll his eyes, but his heart still curled up in embarrassment.
“You know, I don’t want to take up any more of Lady Bell’s time. We needed to see if the suits work while dancing, right?” Lloyd did not beg.
Lady Cordona coughed into her fist, a sound that sounded suspiciously like a laugh, and then waved towards the musician in the corner.
“I see your point, young lord. Let’s practice your wedding dance, as that will be the venue for these garments.”
Relieved for the exit, Lloyd marched to the center of the room, blindly waving behind him to get Javier to join. Once the music began, however, he immediately realized his ploy was no escape. Familiar warm hands slipped into his own, unmistakable cool eyes greeting him up close. Javier smirked at his clearly warm face, which did not help Lloyd’s heart in any way. He took a steadying breath and shot the source of his agitation a scowl. His hand on Javier’s firm back started tapping the rhythm more aggressively than usual before Lloyd pulled them into the dance. It was nearly whisked away by the air, but he didn’t miss the small chuckle in response.
As they had lately, they moved well. Really well.
Lloyd was almost irritated about how smoothly they worked in all the steps, turns, and flourishes. But he was never one to deny the truth to himself if he could help it; it sent a thrill up his spine feeling how perfectly they worked together. There was a quiet satisfaction sitting just behind his ribs as Javier seamlessly swapped to his lead, and a lighthearted amusement as he was pulled along so determinedly.
As they swayed to a stop, Lloyd found all his agitation had eased, face to face with Javier. Just as before, he found that he was not the only one looking. Javier’s gaze stayed on him, looking faintly content below his usual calm facade.
Clap! “Oh, how lovely! But I already see adjustments needed for better movement,” Lady Bell said pleasantly.
Lloyd startled, taking a half step back. He and Javier had never let go. Swinging his head around back to their small crowd, he spotted the tailors hurrying over with their tools, heedless of his renewed embarrassment.
When Lloyd fully stepped away to make room, his connected hand was the last to go, a sword weathered grip skimming out slower than anticipated. Before he could turn back in surprise, the tailor swooped into his vision and started his work.
“Honestly, it has been such a delight to work with you both,” Lady Bell sighed happily as she wrote in her notebook. She glanced up with a soft smile. “You both fit so well together.”
Beside her, Lady Cordona hid a smile behind her hand. “I do not think I have encountered such an ardent pair as you two before.”
We didn’t do anything that unusual though?
Off-kilter, Lloyd managed to glance over to Javier, but he was looking away, focused on the notes being conveyed to him by the tailors.
“Well, of course,” Lloyd said, turning back to the two women. He steeled his voice from any shaking. “We are betrothed after all.”
He felt like he was trying to convince someone, but he wasn’t sure who.
***
Another day working under the scrutiny of workers, nobles, and their shadow alike, and another evening home. Javier opened the door to their rooms as Lloyd wandered past, yawning loudly and stretching his neck. Javier couldn’t find it in him to sniff at the excessive display.
They had been working long after it got dark the past few days. That wouldn’t have been unusual considering the winter solstice was only a week away, but after being in the garden until the sun set, they had retreated to the office, tackling as much work as possible before the ball. It had left them both tired, but, much to Javier’s relief, the amount was not nearly as worrisome as the last workload increase. Still, they were constantly occupied, the garden’s vast construction taking up much brain power.
Lloyd handed his coat over to Javier with another yawn, carefully using his other arm as a ramp so the summons could gleefully slide down to the table. While Javier grasped the coat, it seemed Lloyd had not noticed he could let go yet. Rather than stretch the fabric, Javier gently tapped the top of the hand instead.
Lloyd’s fingers instantly let go, brushing past Javier’s hand as it backed away. He muttered a quiet thanks before he rushed off to bed without a word.
Javier inspected his own hand, as if it would reveal anything. Such moments were the other reason that his thoughts had been occupied as of late.
Occupied is perhaps too light of a term.
Javier had no idea what was going on – which was an alarming feeling when it came to his own actions and reactions. He found himself frequently drifting closer to Lloyd on their walks around the capital lately, and they almost never walked arm-in-arm anymore because he would already be reaching for dedicated, calloused hands instead. It was unbecoming of him, but Javier found he slept better whenever he ended up waking up with Lloyd pulled close and a heartbeat pressed to his ear. The other day Lloyd had laughed brightly about something innocuous and Javier had nearly walked them into a wall.
And when Lloyd had accidentally pressed his hand to his neck, Javier had not felt the urge to step away but stepped closer instead.
Javier may have been a knight, but he was no meathead fool. Something was happening. He just couldn’t quite find the words.
Knock, knock.
Javier paused as he was hanging up their coats, squinting at the door. After a moment, he blinked in confusion and opened the door.
“Master Julian?”
“Sir Asrahan, good evening!” Julian chirped.
He was smiling and dressed like he was almost ready for bed, a house coat and slippers wrapping him up against the chill in the hallways. The state of undress and the fact that Javier knew his friend well enough to see the edge of nerves under his smile immediately put Javier on alert. He waved Julian inside, triple checking the hallway was clear of threats.
“Are you all right, young master? It is quite late,” Javier asked urgently.
Lloyd leaned out from their rooms, pajama shirt being tugged into place.
“Julian’s here?” he asked, brows furrowed.
“I am all right, we are all right!” Julian insisted first to Javier, then to Lloyd, eyes wide. “I wanted to catch you both before you went to bed. You both worked quite later than expected.”
“What on earth couldn’t wait until morning?” Lloyd asked, wandering up to the duo, scanning Julian up and down carefully.
Instead of answering right away, Julian fished inside his house coat until he pulled out a folded message with the palace’s seal. He handed it to Lloyd, who took it with a raised brow.
“We just got word,” Julian said, “Sheherazade and I are moving into the Residency Wing by the end of the week.”
Javier jolted, shooting a look up at the paper. Lloyd read a few lines, a sharp smile creeping up his face. He snapped the paper closed.
“Excellent news,” Lloyd said wickedly. “It’s go-time.”
Javier clenched a hand around his sheathed sword. He was ready to get to the bottom of their foul assassin. Beside him, Julian shivered.
“Gosh, I am rather nervous about confronting them so soon, but I am ready.”
Lloyd cocked his head.
“What? Who said anything about confronting?”
Julian blinked. He looked between Lloyd, Javier, then back again.
“Wha– Was it not our intention to catch your shadow and your culprit?”
“Jeez, you all are so eager to chase shadows,” Lloyd tutted, handing back the message to Julian, who fumbled it for a moment.
“If that was not the idea, what are you planning?” Julian asked, incredulous.
Lloyd’s eyes suddenly shot to Javier, making him twitch.
“We’ve done this before, right? What was the plan in Namaran?”
“Hmm,” Javier hummed. “Gather evidence discreetly, and then present it to the lord.”
Lloyd snapped his fingers. “And the plan here is the same. While figuring out who the shadow’s master is will prove invaluable, confronting them will be pointless. Our evidence is all circumstantial, we’d just be picking a fight with someone politically and magically powerful.”
“But once you have a name, handing all our evidence to Her Majesty will be much easier than giving our guesses,” Julian concluded, worrying his lip.
“Bingo, little bro.”
“Her Majesty is just,” Javier assured him, resting a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We can trust her to take our work with the gravity it deserves, and conduct a detailed investigation when she returns. Until then, please do not hesitate to ask for any assistance, young master.”
Surprisingly, Julian chuckled and patted his arm, cheeks dusted pink.
“I think my wonderful wife has me covered, Sir Asrahan, but it brings me joy to hear your assurances, thank you.”
Javier huffed a laugh, still pleasantly surprised whenever Julian’s new demeanor brought him to full height. Lloyd cracked a smile beside them as well.
“All right, it’s good to know what to prepare for, but it’s bedtime for everyone. I’m tired,” Lloyd said, making a shoo-ing motion to Julian.
“Yes, I am sure you need as much beauty sleep as possible, hyung,” Julian said solemnly.
Javier took his hand back and coughed into it, desperately trying not to laugh at Lloyd’s disgruntled expression. As Lloyd leaned over and began to bicker with Julian, Javier paused and stared down at his hand.
His hand on Julian felt nothing like with Lloyd lately.
In fact, comparing the two, even if they were both the young masters of Frontera, and ones he was on friendly terms with, felt utterly wrong. Entirely perplexed, he glanced back up, eyes drawn immediately to Lloyd. He was fervently explaining something to Julian who rolled his eyes, landing on Javier. Javier wasn’t sure what he saw, but Julian raised his brows and quickly looked between him and Lloyd before sighing heavily.
“What’s with the sigh?” Lloyd grumbled, interrupting his own train of thought. Javier wondered the same.
“It means I am also tired, and shall head to bed for the evening,” Julian said, suddenly sounding exhausted.
Lloyd raised a brow, but after only a moment his jaw cracked open wide to another yawn.
“Okay, fair, go rest, Mr. Messenger,” Lloyd sighed. “I’m sure your wife is wondering what’s taking so long.”
“I shall see you both on your next free day. Sir Asrahan,” Julian directed to him as he walked back to the door, “I wish you much luck.”
“Thank you, Master Julian. I am sure we will find our shadow successfully,” Javier said with a grateful nod.
Julian rubbed the back of his neck.
“Hmm. Yes, that too,” Julian mumbled, and then closed the door behind him gently.
It was a strange exit, but it helped to box his strange thoughts up and focus on the impending task. Which reminded him.
“Master Lloyd,” Javier said, turning coolly back to the man at his side, “your plan in Namaran did not properly come to fruition last time.”
Lloyd didn’t look phased in the least about the comment. In fact, he smirked up at him, expression sharp and devious. Javier’s heart jolted at the look, both in uneasiness and something he couldn’t name.
“Of course,” Lloyd replied, “that’s why we’re going together this time.”
***
Walking into the Residency Wing was surprisingly easy.
“We simply required an invitation this whole time?” Javier grumbled under his breath.
“You say that like it was easy,” Lloyd tutted beside him, waving farewell to the front door guards with a salesman smile, most of them eyeing their joined hands awkwardly. “Believe it or not, none of our allies regularly live in the capital, so there was no one to invite us in.”
Javier supposed that was true. They could not have faked their way in either – the high-level swordsman guards at the entrance even had used a rudimentary magic test to see if Julian’s invitation to his brother was forged.
“Besides,” Lloyd continued, “it’s good we have the legitimate excuse to wander the halls. I’m glad that we didn’t attempt to sneak in.”
Lloyd eyed yet another guard discretely wandering the halls, his smile bitter. With how the Residency Wing held a large subset of the palace’s core personnel, Javier was not surprised at the security. It did make their plans riskier, however.
The easiest part was meeting with Julian and Sheherazade.
“You made it!” Julian exclaimed with a nervous smile.
“Welcome,” Sheherazade said with a nod.
Their rooms were much larger than before, and while it was clear that they still hadn’t finished arranging everything, it was less harrowing to enter their rooms than before. Javier saw Lloyd sighing in relief from the corner of his eye, and he couldn’t say he didn’t feel the same.
They had dinner and chatted away the evening. As Lloyd had made clear to the couple from the beginning, they were an excuse to get into the building – the actual work would be left for Javier and Lloyd, as one was a swordmaster and the other was both the planner and his apparent betrothed. They all simply needed to wait until…
“It is about time for the shadow’s nightly report,” Javier intoned, standing up.
“Okay, let’s get this show on the road,” Lloyd said brightly, clapping his hands before sticking one of them out. “Time to put our scheme’s reputation to work.”
Javier took the offered hand gently and pulled them out into the hallways, leaving behind Julian and Sheherazade who waved them off, looking serious.
Down and around and around, Javier guided Lloyd through the halls, past many doors on many floors. Upon reaching the side entrance, Javier pulled them one more hallway behind, into the shadow of a curtain. Javier focused his mana on the entrance, waiting for his quarry, while Lloyd tucked himself beside him, using his own mana to quiet his breathing.
Within ten minutes, the door opened with a creak.
“Thank goodness for his punctuality,” Lloyd muttered wryly under his breath.
The familiar face of their hidden shadow, now dressed as a servant, stepped into the hallway. He looked around briefly, eyes skipping right over the shadows where Javier had hidden them, and began to walk.
As expected – he is not heading to the Order of Thornbush.
Once the servant had left the hall, Javier grasped tight onto Lloyd’s hand and pulled them out from behind the curtain, walking them briskly in the same direction.
“Lighten up,” Lloyd said quietly, moving much more languidly. “We’re meant to look like we’re aimlessly wandering after a good meal, not chasing someone.”
“I have keen senses, but I am not a prophet. We need to keep pace,” Javier countered quietly, eyeing another patrolling guard discretely. “Also, I am sure a recently betrothed pair would have cause to move quickly at night.”
He discretely tapped Lloyd’s hand twice before he tugged him closer to his side. Javier watched as the guard grimaced and walked away a little faster than before.
There were a few moments of quiet. When no rebuttal came, Javier glanced to the side, his silence making him wonder if Lloyd was as embarrassed as he usually was when it came to demonstrations. Instead, he found Lloyd looking where the guard had just been, calculations clearly being tallied in his head.
Javier had no time to worry over any new factors in the plan and let Lloyd be, tailing their shadow through the halls.
Finally, the servant curved into a quiet hallway with a single elegant doorway. Javier had them wait around the corner until he could sense the man slip into the room after a quiet, but complex, set of knocks.
This would have been simpler had the entrance not been down a hall.
Javier frowned. There were no curtains, columns or shadows to help them. Hallway cleared and the area currently free of prying eyes, Javier dashed up to the doorway and knelt flat against the wall where it would be harder to spot them, creeping closer–
“Oh, yeah, like you don’t look like the most suspicious person on the planet,” Lloyd quietly interrupted beside him, still standing up, looking entirely unimpressed.
Javier glared up at him, but was met with a hand to help him back up. He squinted at that too, but hesitantly accepted. The nice gesture did not mean he would hold back however.
“We are alone in a hallway where we have no business being,” Javier huffed. “To reduce suspicion, we must escape the moment guards approach too closely.”
Lloyd's gaze drifted, tilting his head thoughtfully. Javier watched as he chewed the inside of his cheek, and when he absently rubbed his fingers in thought, still tucked into Javier’s own, Javier nearly jumped, the sensation shooting tingles up his spine.
“Not being noticed doesn’t necessarily mean we need to be hidden,” Lloyd muttered.
Javier’s eyes, which had fallen to watch the absent movement of hands, jumped up to meet with Lloyd’s gaze. It held an expression Javier had come to know very well, but had no specific name for; one that raised both his curiosity and his hackles.
Lloyd’s hand slipped out from his and instead pressed it firmly against Javier’s chest.
Confused, Javier backed up to make space for whatever plan was building in Lloyd’s brain. Only, Lloyd trailed after him and continued to press back until Javier felt his spine press against the wall. And Lloyd was suddenly in his space. Very close.
Javier felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. He told himself to be wary, but the memory of the strange moment behind the changing partition flashed across his mind, warming and confusing him.
The thing that was not confusing was the fact that there was suddenly a hand on his waist while another tugged at the knot of his cravat.
“Master Lloyd–” Javier hissed, shaken.
“Shush!” Lloyd whispered. Directly in his ear. The warm air brushing against it made Javier shiver unexpectedly. “If you can’t hide, the best way to make people stop paying attention to you is embarrassment.”
That was why he was staring after the guard.
The realization somehow only eased him slightly.
“And nothing’s quite like walking into two famous lovers up close, hmm?” Lloyd continued casually, quiet voice steady against Javier ear.
Lloyd may have spoken confidently, but in the quiet of the hallway Javier could feel Lloyd’s heartbeat rise. Javier pushed down the strange feelings climbing his throat and took solace that he wasn’t the only one twitching at the situation.
Cravat now loosened, Lloyd backed up an inch and snatched one of Javier’s hovering hands before placing it directly on his own hip. Javier only had a moment to twitch before Lloyd leaned back in to speak.
“I’ll do this job, now you do yours. Focus. Listen.”
No matter how snappy and matter-of-fact the tone, Javier could still feel the air from the order tickle against the bare of his neck. Pulling all his focus, Javier ignored the strange ruse and turned to listen to any sounds beyond the elegant doorway.
Muted conversation could be heard with two people, but… Javier frowned and pushed his mana harder. He was no magician, but he should be able to sense things far more clearly. The conversation sounded strange, very muffled. As if there was a barrier.
Magic.
It surrounded the main room where the muffled sounds were coming from. Javier poked and prodded at it, pouring mana over sections of the barrier, feeling for any sort of crack or keyhole. When it quickly became apparent that it was solid, he decided–
Javier jumped when he felt a hand untucking his shirt. He whipped his head around to find Lloyd retrieving the hand and switch to ruffling his own dark hair.
“Just making it look realistic,” Lloyd muttered, his own shirt already untucked, the edges tickling Javier’s hand still on his hip. “Do you have them?”
Javier took a steadying breath.
“There is a magic barrier preventing eavesdropping. I shall attempt to crack it open discretely.”
“Is there really such a thing as breaking a magic spell discretely…?”
“...”
“Mhmm, I thought not.”
“There is not much choice. Otherwise we must return another day.”
“Shattering a spell is an instant tipoff to the spell weaver; let’s not make our quarry run,” Lloyd sighed, “and our ruse is only believable once – there’s no way we can ‘accidentally wander’ down this specific hall a second time.”
On the side facing the entrance of the hallway, Lloyd placed a hand back on Javier’s waist. He forced himself not to twitch.
“And so you propose…?” Javier forced out.
“Waiting our quarry out. We’ll be spotted, but they’re already convinced that we’re a pair, so finding us in an awkward position, on the day we were supposed to visit the Residency Wing anyway, will make them wary but not entirely suspicious.”
Lloyd reached up and ruffled Javier’s hair this time, looking determined. Nerves already frazzled, Javier could only freeze at those calloused fingers sending strange tingles down his spine.
“How does it not look any less good, what on earth–” Lloyd muttered darkly to himself.
“What makes you certain of this plan?” Javier interrupted abruptly. “We hardly look convincing. It practically looks like we wrestled, not anything salacious.”
Surprisingly, Lloyd snorted.
“‘Wrestled’, he says…” Lloyd muttered to himself before continuing with a roll of his eyes. “What, Casanova, you want to look more like messy teenagers left unsupervised, with a big ol’ hickey?”
Without a single thought, Javier responded, “Master Lloyd’s lack of experience would not make that an option.”
“Hey,” Lloyd shot back a bit too loud before dropping back down low, “I bet I’m just fine, thank you very much.”
He leaned in under Javier’s chin, jokingly blowing a puff of air at Javier’s throat.
Javier's thoughts felt explosive.
“Do not make bets you cannot keep,” Javier attempted. He wasn’t sure what his tone sounded like. Mocking, hopefully.
It was very quiet in the hallway.
After a few strangled breaths, it occurred to Javier that Lloyd had frozen in the same spot, face still hidden away under his chin.
After an eternity, Lloyd imperceptibly tightened his grip on Javier’s waist.
“Demonstration?” he murmured, almost shaky.
“...”
Javier swallowed loudly, practically echoing in the empty hallway.
He did not trust his own voice at the moment. He gave a hum of agreement.
Javier suffered through another long shaky breath against his neck before he felt the hand at his waist grasp tighter, while the other slid up to his collar and pulled the ever-present Frontera necklace to the side. The warm calloused hand continued and pulled up, gently holding the back of Javier’s neck, the small coin of metal the only thing cool at the point of contact.
All thoughts stopped when lips met his throat.
It was nothing like a kiss to the cheek.
The slow, unsure presses alone left his nerves shooting lightning through him. By the time a gentle nip happened, Javier’s hand not clutching Lloyd’s hip shot out to find purchase on anything, and pressed up against Lloyd’s back. It was a very good thing Javier did not need to listen or do anything anymore because all he could hear was a whistling noise in his head. His breathing became uneven, which he only came to realize because each gulp only made things worsebetter whenever his throat bobbed into the motions.
Javier had never been more startled since becoming a swordmaster than when the nearby door suddenly opened, and from the gasp against his sensitive throat, he was not alone.
Clack.
“...will trick that fool into taking the fall if we cannot succeed. My dear Targa would not have– Ahem!! Goodness. Are you two lost?”
Out into the hallway, just behind their shadow in his servants uniform, walked a flustered and exasperated Countess Dantes.
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    Chapter Text

    “The love birds are back!”
“Bold for someone who banned scarves at the site to make a mess like that!”
“Ain’t no hiding that thing, eh?”
The construction workers had become quite friendly over the past few months, and so their hearty jeers were not unexpected when Lloyd and Javier arrived on the site. Didn’t mean he had to like it though.
“If you have enough breath to shout, then you’re not swinging your pickaxes to the proper rhythm! Back at it!” Lloyd yelled to the entire site.
“Yes, sir!” came the respectful but cheerful assent.
“The construction guidelines for where to blast are still set up. You know the drill. Make sure the magicians follow the proper safety guidelines with their acceleration powder. Stop anyone by force if they aren’t careful enough,” Lloyd rattled off, not quite looking to the side.
“Understood, Master Lloyd,” came the cool reply.
Lloyd’s gaze flicked up against his will and landed on Javier’s stoic expression, ready to begin his tasks on the construction site.
He also caught sight of the bruise again, sitting squarely at Javier’s cravat line. He turned away and walked towards his designated zone for the day, waving behind him.
“Keep safe as well. Get to it.”
***
Boom!
Lloyd ignored the explosion, focusing hard on the blueprints in front of him. It was only one of many loud noises as, a safe distance away, Javier and assigned magicians continued to thunderously explode obtrusive boulders from the construction site while Bibeong removed the pieces carefully.
“Ppodong?”
“Yes, I’m fine,” Lloyd responded automatically.
On the work table beside Lloyd, from his peripheral, he caught Ppodong and the other summons who were staying out of the blast zone glancing at each other after his response.
Ppodong crept forward and placed a tiny paw on Lloyd’s arm.
“Ppo-ppodong?” he asked quieter.
Lloyd felt like he could burst. Instead, he clenched his free hand tight enough to hurt, then released a breath.
“I don’t know why you all are so worried over there,” he chuckled. “In fact, I’m pretty pleased that we’ve compiled enough circumstantial evidence and a name to hand off to the queen when she gets back. We’re nearly free of Dantes.”
“Ppo… Ppo-do-dong?”
“I’ve been perfectly fine since last night. Javier too. If you want to check up on anyone though, it would be him,” Lloyd strained out.
Boom!
Lloyd glanced up this time, no longer able to parse the paper in front of him, not quite listening as directions echoed from the site.
A fuzzy head pressed up against his arm. He tried not to clench his arm and knock the small weight off him.
He’d already done enough damage lately.
“I messed up,” Lloyd croaked.
He stared back down at the blueprints, unseeing.
“I promised not to cross any lines.” He couldn’t resist pressing a hand to his mouth. “It was… great, and I asked before I… and he’s certainly said to knock it off at least once before… but still.”
His throat felt strangely tight.
“He… he signed a contract to pretend to be my partner, not actually be one.”
Boom!
Eyes drawn back up, Lloyd watched silver hair whip in the wind, calm directions given to Bibeong, a sword tucked safely to the side.
Lloyd took a deep breath and straightened up, rolling the blueprint between his hands properly.
“I’m proudly greedy, but not at the expense of others. If I’m keeping him forever, it’s time I shape up.”
He gathered his materials and walked out, ignoring the worried glances behind him.
***
Javier cleaned up during his break, absently dragging the rag across his face and neck.
Why did I not stop that sooner? Why did he not stop me sooner?
…Are we still acting?
What felt like eons ago, before any of the scheme was set into motion, Javier had joked with Lloyd about how he hadn’t been interested in such demonstrations. That said, Javier had agreed to the most recent one, and it certainly had the desired effect if Dantes’s avoidant gaze afterwards had been any indication. Additionally…
He gently tapped the bruised area. A small zing ran through him, not just from the bruise being pressed.
He shook his head.
Pleasant sensations aside, he had long been the object of desire for hundreds, so he was not unaware of what the look should look like. But it was… different with Lloyd. It didn’t feel quite like the same thing as all the letters and all the comments and all the gifts he had received before…
Perhaps there are more things than what lies in love letters.
Javier found the idea shook him, an idea looming close but just out of reach, his heart pounding and face warm for some reason. He couldn’t resist pressing a hand to his neck, mind jumbled terribly.
“Hey.”
Javier blinked. He had truly been distracted. He glanced up in time to see Lloyd standing before him,  eyes flicking down to Javier’s hand with a strangely tight expression on his face before it was wiped away.
“Yes, Master Lloyd?” Javier intoned, dropping his hand to stand properly.
He eyed Lloyd’s fidgeting fingers, a strange sense of unease pricking him as he looked back up into brown decisive eyes.
“Just. I wanted to apologize for last night. Things went too far, and crossed a line.”
Javier stilled. Lloyd continued solemnly.
“We’ll heavily ease up on demonstrations the moment the Winter Ball is over. Practically resetting to almost how it was before the scheme entirely. Promise.”
If Javier thought his mind was jumbled before, then Lloyd’s declaration threw him into a whirlwind. It was rare for Lloyd to apologize to him for something.
Javier was also… not entirely sure why Lloyd was apologizing in the first place. They had both agreed to this.
Did I read him wrong?
An apology and a promise, all in one. Javier pushed down the clawing unease in his heart.
Lloyd did not do these things lightly.
It would be undignified to ignore a rare apology. Lloyd also always seemed to have a plan up his sleeve, perhaps it was the correct move. Maybe–
“I–” Javier fumbled.
“Young Frontera! A moment of your time before you return to work, please!” A distant cry of Viscount Nort came from the other end of the worksite.
“I’ll be right over, viscount!” Lloyd shouted off to the side. He didn’t move however, eyes sliding back onto Javier with a raised brow. “You wanted to say something?”
He had certainly opened his mouth, but Javier wasn’t sure what had been about to come out. He gritted his teeth and desperately tried to wrangle his thoughts into some semblance of coherence.
Moments passed, and nothing logical presented itself.
“No, Master Lloyd.” He wasn’t sure why it felt like he choked on the statement of fact.
Lloyd examined him. After a moment, he glanced back to the waving viscount. Javier watched as his fingers rubbed together in thought. When Lloyd turned back, it was with a large grin.
“Come on Mr. Knight, one week left, I promise. We got this.”
And then he was gone.
The only reason Javier’s nails did not break the skin of his palm was because of the rag he was clutching so tightly it nearly shook.
I think I was just shut out of something.
The thought came unbidden, but felt true. Frustration nearly choked him, partly because felt as if he lost the trust he had thought he had fought to earn. But most of his frustration curled inward.
If nothing was important, why does it feel like I failed to speak up.
He tossed the rag aside and picked up his sword.
For once he was grateful for the construction labor to throw himself into. It was going to be a long week.
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    Chapter Text

    To say that the palace transformed during the Winter Ball was an understatement.
Evergreen boughs and winter flora lined the halls, filling the air with their fragrance, as well as beautiful candles that helped light everything with a warm brilliance. All rooms, from the largest halls to the smallest guest rooms, had their fireplaces stocked high and were bedecked in glass and crystals to enhance their glow. Even the walkable gardens had lanterns holding lightbugs, commonly found in the eastern range for soft lighting, trimming the bushes and winter-thin trees.
The people were dressed to the nines as well.
“Ugh.”
Passing groups of nobility in the halls, Lloyd tugged at his collar, once more decked out in the awful suit lugged to Magenta for the trip. After the recent fitting with the new suits, the original one felt almost confiningly tight.
Though he would confess it wasn’t the only reason he felt fidgety.
Lloyd glanced to the side, where Javier looked just as stiff, their arms tucked into each other’s. His own suit was irritating him as well as Lloyd could spot a well hidden glare being directed to the baubles on it.
“Oh look, look, it’s so lovely over here as well– ah!”
A small pack of cheerfully distracted girls nearly bowled them over. Lloyd tried to duck to one side, only to be nearly yanked the other way by Javier, also trying to dodge in the other direction.
Coordination seemed to be lacking recently. Perhaps they had gotten too used to holding hands instead.
Lloyd tugged Javier’s arm firmly, pulling them out of the way of the mob of girls, and Javier only hesitated for a moment before giving in. Turning away from the clenched jaw beside him, Lloyd smiled politely back forward, keeping his bitterness tightly tucked away.
It was time to focus up anyway.
The girls, slowly catching up to their near-collision, blinked at Lloyd before their gazes slid off of him to Javier with some quiet giggles.
“My, pardon us sir. Perhaps we could be your guides around the ball rather than the ones in your way?” one managed to say, clearly batting her eyelashes.
After all, we have important plans for tonight…
“Very polite of you, thank you, but it’s not the first time we’ve stumbled into a group of nobles lately. Besides, I’m already perfectly happy with my choice,” Lloyd said, waving them off.
And, we have our parts to play.
Lloyd double tapped a finger against Javier’s arm. His arm slightly tensed against him for a moment.
Clink.
With a stoic face, Javier’s necklace revealed itself as if by accident, making it clear to see. The move had barely been made before Javier calmly pulled away from the wall, taking Lloyd with him.
Almost stumbling after him, Lloyd bit back a swell of bitterness. Compared to the previous reveal, the movements were stiff and preloaded. The last time had almost been fun.
This time Javier’s expression looked pinched.
Thankfully the effect was the same.
The girls gaped behind them, a few of them pink.
“Wait, were those the famous lovers from Frontera–” could be heard before they were out of earshot.
As they approached their destination, the amount of nobles floating around the hallways increased, as well as the eyes landing upon him and Javier. Quiet chatter could be heard as they passed, capital nobles informing their fellow out-of-towners who they were. The air was festive, but with an underlying morsel of tension.
At the impressive doors to the palace’s Grand Hall, Lloyd handed his invitation over to a stiff servant parked beside it.
“Announcing the guest of honor, Young Lord Lloyd Frontera, and his betrothed, Sir Javier Asrahan!”
Nearly all eyes in the below ballroom swiveled their way.
Of the familiar nobility who spent their time in the capital, their gazes had cooled, either rolling their eyes or chuckling at their appearance. But the gazes from out of town carried a distinct sense of resentment and distrust, their eyes calculating between their appearance and the other nobles around them.
Lloyd huffed a wry laugh.
Time to get to work.
Lloyd pulled at the stiff arm tucked into his own and walked them down into the lion’s den.
The Grand Hall was a decadent and enormous room with brilliantly shining chandeliers of glass and crystal illuminating the darkest night of the year. It was filled to the brim with the nobility of the kingdom, the balconies overlooking the ballroom floor containing either more nobility or musicians playing gentle rhythms before the ball swung into full gear. Easing into the crowd, Lloyd began his and Javier’s slow, deliberate circle around the room.
It wasn’t very hard to entice people into conversations.
Cries of “Young Lord Lloyd Frontera!” were quickly met with Lloyd’s large business smile and rapid-fire introductions. By the fifth conversation, Lloyd’s cheeks hurt from trying to look friendly, and the conversations made him feel like a character with stock phrases:
“Yes, I’m honored by Her Majesty deigning to make me the honored guest this evening. I hope you shall treat us well – Sir Asrahan and I aren’t used to parties…”
“No, no, your praise exceeds my work. The garden construction has been smooth sailing thanks to the expert guidance of Viscount Nort, the two of us are merely helping out…”
“My brother and his lovely wife should be around here somewhere – no, I’m afraid we haven’t talked too much, as they’ve been rather busy moving into their palace-gifted home, all while supporting the administration and swordmastery of Her Majesty’s kingdom…”
“Goodness, word travels fast. Yes, my betrothed was offered the commander position. No, I may have been a delightful bonus, but his main reason for refusal was loyalty to our county…”
“Yes, our wedding will be back at home once the work for Her Majesty is safely complete…”
The last one always left an ashy taste in his mouth, but it worked wonders to charm those who he was speaking with, their eyes wandering over to the taciturn man attached to the arm of the famous Lloyd Frontera.
Well. It worked best when there were capital nobles mixed into the groups he was conversing with, who nodded wryly at his antics, eyeing how Lloyd and Javier stayed tucked together arm-in-arm long past most others would. Out-of-towners, however, would have reactions that felt reminiscent of the Lord Nort’s party – hesitantly accepting, but a little skeptical.
And considering the last party, Lloyd knew exactly what was needed to convince people.
Lloyd tightened a fist at his side.
It’s not exactly necessary. In fact, doing anything right now would be patently obvious. And we’re still arm-in-arm at least.
The night was still early; the party had barely started and would last until the sun rose. Lloyd firmly decided flashy demonstrations weren’t needed.
Just because it’s slower doesn’t mean it won’t work.
“It will be a long night. Should you rest for a moment and speak to some allies?”
Lloyd jumped at the quiet question that came from beside him. Ripped from autopilot, Lloyd finally turned to look at Javier for the first time in an hour, despite being literally attached to him since they arrived. His eyes followed where Javier gestured; he could see Viscount Nort and his wife chatting comfortably with Lady Bell of all people.
Lloyd blinked, visions of plans and conversations threads shaking loose, and he realized he’d never loosened his fist. He relaxed, stretching his hand, and examined the cheerful group for a moment. He finally shook his head to the original question.
“We should greet them, but we should focus on our first goal for tonight more. If anything, at a capital party it would be more beneficial to us to talk to someone like Lady Cordona.”
“Hmm.” Javier did not sound like he agreed. Blue eyes inspected him for a moment, making Lloyd twitch, before they wandered off of him to somewhere on the side. “It may be kindest to leave them be for a little while perhaps.”
“Hmm?”
Lloyd once more followed Javier’s line of sight, this time to the edge of the ballroom. Tucked away at one of the handful of little side tables for those who wished to eat their hors d’oeuvres sitting down, Lady Cordona shyly held the hand of one Ser Noel who looked pleased as punch. Lady Cordona’s other hand was nervously twisting a lock of hair in her hand before Ser Noel gently took it from her and tucked it softly behind her very pink ear. They looked entirely in their own world.
Lloyd let out a low whistle. “Wow. They finally got their act together?”
Javier hummed in agreement, amusement faintly flashing at the pair sitting. Lloyd felt like he hadn’t seen that expression on him in a while. He wasn’t the only one tired from the past week he guessed. He brought a hand to the back of his neck.
“If we wanna chat with some allies, we can–”
“Hyung!”
The familiar cry had Lloyd turning to the side. Julian was bounding towards them, Sheherazade quietly helping move anyone in the crowds out of his way whenever he got stuck.
Suddenly, Lloyd’s arm was left empty as the one tucked in it was pulled away. He nearly locked on tighter in alarm, but tamped down the urge and glanced over in confusion instead.
“With Lady Sheherazade here, I shall get us something to drink.”
Lloyd didn’t even have time to formulate a response before Javier gave a polite nod to the approaching couple and turned away. As he slipped into the crowd, Lloyd caught Javier surreptitiously tugging his already high collar even higher.
Any good mood Lloyd had soured in an instant.
It was nearly gone, but it hadn’t even been a week yet. His mistake could still be spotted if you looked for it.
“Where is Sir Asrahan headed?” Julian asked, finally arriving beside Lloyd.
Lloyd reigned in his mood. “He went to get us drinks, obviously.”
“Oh, well, you do look a bit flushed,” Julian said, brow furrowing.
Sheherazade’s gaze followed Javier’s path for a moment, but kept quiet. Instead, after scanning the area, she turned to Lloyd, eyes sharp.
“From your message the other night, I assume you are prepared to build your case?”
“I dared not bring most of my notes, for fear of something happening to them,” Julian said, biting his lip, “but you said you had something ready to go?”
Lloyd fidgeted with his sleeve, shooting a wry grin.
“I’m already working on the other important goal of the night – chatting up the nobility to convince them of my betrothal. As for the, ah, issue you mentioned, we can’t tackle it until Her Majesty arrives to–”
Too-too-too-toooom!
A triumphant horn had all heads once more turning to the entrance.
“Presenting Her Royal Majesty, Queen Alicia Magentano!”
With bold steps, and a flourish of her cape, the queen appeared at the top of the Grand Hall steps with her head held high. Lloyd, as well as everyone else, bowed respectfully before their attention returned to her. As a servant provided the queen with her favored starting drink of sparkling wine, members of her entourage that had been left behind in the capital gathered behind her… including one Countess Dantes.
Lloyd dryly noted that the magician that used to hover around Dantes was no longer present, random servants carrying her normal pile of gift boxes instead. One of the servants was familiar, even.
The queen turned her attention back to her eager crowd.
“My royal subjects. On this cold evening, I warmly welcome you to the annual Winter Solstice Ball,” she resounded, and lifted her glass.
After applause, she continued, eyes alighting across the room.
“This year was not without its difficulties. The few brave survivors of last year's Monster Domino faced more attacks from stray beasts. War seemed inevitable with our eastern neighbor who refused to concede responsibility for their provocations. And a large subset of necromancers were parasites to our lands in the south, where I just returned from.”
The room was quiet, a few nobles nodding with tired eyes. The queen, however, smiled regally.
“But for those keeping track of the score, it was truly a year of triumph. The final dregs of the Monster Domino were swept away, allowing many loyal knights to finally return home. The Asfahan Kingdom made peace with our own, both outright apologizing for their actions and growing closer with a union. And the necromancers have been obliterated down to their last man, leaving the lands they were occupying free from their corrupting magic and treasonous plans.”
The queen waited a moment, clearly anticipating the resulting applause and cheers from the room. After letting the moment breathe, she held her hand up, the hall instantly quieting.
“Many people worked tirelessly to ensure all these achievements were possible. My loyal knights. My dedicated diplomatic team. My investigative magicians. But I must acknowledge one person who contributed to much of the year’s accomplishments.”
Lloyd gulped as that fierce gaze landed on him, finding him quite easily amongst the large crowd.
“From maintaining a point of safety in the east with his summons and his construction mastery, to providing the launchpoint to the necromancer investigation, and for bending the ear of the sultan himself to encourage peace talks…” She raised her glass again. “Lloyd Frontera has contributed much joy to the kingdom this year, and as such, is the guest of honor this evening.”
More applause, this time with eyes roaming around the room looking for him. Lloyd resisted the urge to fidget. He felt a bit sheepish at the lavish praise.
Yeah, I did a lot of that, but it was mostly just so I could get back to the county and relax…
As more eyes landed on him, he straightened his back and popped on a businessman's smile. He may not be a hero, but he would take advantage of the opportunity presented to him.
“Just as any amount of light may help illuminate the darkest night of the year, know that efforts for the kingdom will be noticed regardless of any attempts to be humble. This long night, many guests will be rewarded for their service with tokens of my appreciation. As guest of honor, Lloyd Frontera will be granted the honor of partaking at the royal table’s midnight meal and, of course, shall accompany me as we officially usher in the Winter Solstice Ball.”
The crowd cheered and, as if on cue, began to part like the Red Sea to the edges of the ballroom as the queen put her cup down and started down the stairs. Lloyd waved goodbye to Julian and Sheherazade, who gave him serious nods, and resisted a frown.
Hmm… It’s unfortunate Javier isn’t nearby when there are so many eyes on me…
Slowly stepping into the empty center of the ballroom floor to meet with the queen, he subtly scanned the crowd, skimming over the large swaths of people watching his progress. After a moment, he spotted Javier just near the edge of the crowd, holding two glasses of juice.
Thinking both very quickly and not very hard, Lloyd shot a finger-heart in his direction with a grin, practically begging people to pay attention to the direction of his actions, and for Javier to play along just a little longer. Instead of something fairytale-esque like he expected, Lloyd got back a raised eyebrow from Javier, who then clearly sighed through his nose and stoically raised a glass to toast him.
The very Javier-like response startled a chuckle out of Lloyd and a more crooked grin.
Well, he’s less tense at least.
He turned back just as he reached the center of the floor, where the queen stood firmly. Lloyd bowed.
“Lloyd Frontera is honored to be in the audience of Her Majesty,” he greeted.
“You avoided my presence for so long after our previous encounter that I was beginning to believe the rumors, Lloyd Frontera.”
With a start, Lloyd popped his head up with an intelligent, “Huh?”
The queen merely looked down at him with a wry smile.
“After that lovesick grin, however, I can rest at ease knowing you were certainly not lying about your relationship.”
Cough!
Suddenly feeling warm, he bent back down into his bow.
“Please have mercy, Your Majesty…” he said.
The queen let out an amused scoff as she gestured for him to rise. Jumping up, hoping to skip past the frighteningly accurate observation, Lloyd was met with the queen in a starting dance position. He was entirely unsurprised that she moved her hands out to take lead, and he slipped into position just as the music began, thankfully a tune that Lloyd had learned previously. Lloyd tried not to think about how her hands felt familiar in their sword-worn state.
They began to move.
Lloyd barely had a moment to breathe before the queen wryly commented, “It is also clear that you are much more used to dancing with someone taller than yourself.”
Lloyd stumbled briefly, but the queen’s unyielding, yet not forceful, lead kept him from falling over.
“Your Majesty, your humble servant is begging for mercy,” he croaked.
Step, step, turn.
The queen hummed, looking entirely too amused, making Lloyd sweat. He cleared his throat.
“Your Majesty made a strange comment earlier,” he coughed. “Who said I was avoiding your honorable presence?”
The queen eyed him, clearly understanding he was deliberately changing the subject, but she relented.
“It is not my usual style, but to confirm that your decision was not a deliberate attempt to rebuff my token of goodwill, I and my advisors agreed to observe if you would begin to actively avoid me. I have been rather busy, but it was not without notice that you avoided contact when possible.”
Lloyd blinked.
“I had been advised that I should give you space…” he said slowly, before gritting his teeth.
She made her move quite quickly.
The music swelled, echoing beautifully in the illuminated hall, even medium level chatter from nobles eaten away by the vibrant tone.
Lloyd took a breath.
“Your Majesty… do you remember our discussion about retaliation?” he asked lowly.
Blade-sharp eyes cut into him before being replaced with a stately expression. With the next turn in the dance, the queen moved them to the center of the space, far away from the closest ears.
“If you are bringing up such a subject in this situation, then I can only assume it is not as simple as retaliation,” she stated, just as low.
Lloyd was so very glad she was sharp as a tack sometimes.
Step, step, turn.
“Let’s just say that… events… occurred that made it look like retaliation,” he said carefully, “but how they looked didn’t add up to what I actually knew to be true. Including the physical evidence pointing to the culprit.”
As discretely as he could, using only the fingers on the same hand, Lloyd gently tugged at a small piece of fabric tucked in his sleeve.
“Someone is doing something sneakier than just retaliation,” he finished, and subtly angled his wrist toward her.
If the queen’s gaze was blade sharp before, it quickly became fiery instead as it landed on the torn piece of fabric, lightly splattered in blood and with a clear Thornbush insignia.
Lloyd almost yelped as her lead suddenly became more aggressive, hidden beneath the rising cadence of the music.
“Clarify yourself, Lloyd Frontera,” she demanded.
He was suddenly very glad that Javier was a poor dancer for a while. He was having a hard time keeping up.
“I have no more physical evidence remaining, Your Majesty, only my word,” Lloyd struggled out, “but in quick summary…”
As he had practiced beforehand, Lloyd provided a very succinct description of mysteriously disappearing poisons, being attacked by “Thornbush knights”... and a spy they had tailed discretely.
Step, step, turn.
The music was reaching its last hurrah, nearly complete, as nobles watched with cheerful excitement.
“It is clear you have a name you wish to drop,” the queen stated, eyeing him disapprovingly. “I suggest you stop literally dancing around the issue – the song is nearly over.”
“I can provide Your Majesty with more detailed circumstantial evidence pointing to one suspect. What I can say though, in this public space,” he said, grinning sardonically at a memory, “is that I suspect someone from a branch family of the Magentano house and an advisor to the crown.”
Her hands tightened against Lloyd’s painfully, making him smother a wince. For one brief moment, the queen looked absolutely furious, an oppressive air nearly stealing the air from his lungs. It was only because the look was not aimed at him, and then was quickly wiped away, that Lloyd didn’t fear for his life. The queen tossed her fiery hair out of her face to raise it high, contrasting the tightness of her eyes.
Lloyd was suddenly reminded that it had only been two years since her closest confidant had betrayed her.
The song sang into completion. Among the eruption of applause and cheers, Lloyd and the queen separated in silence. He bowed to her once more, his gifted dance complete.
“I swear on my name to keep Your Majesty informed if I ever learn more,” Lloyd muttered, trusting her swordmaster ears to hear him.
“Do so,” came her sharp reply. “We will discuss your circumstantial evidence during the midnight meal.”
With that, he heard the swish of her cape as the queen turned back to face her adoring crowd.
“The Winter Solstice Ball now officially begins!” she announced regally. “I bid the room to enjoy their long evening, and to dance to their heart’s content.”
A loud cheer burst from the crowd, and people began to gather onto the dancefloor. A number of excited couples came out together, but a few brave nobles approached the queen herself, looking hopeful. As if on cue, a handful of people from the queen’s entourage swept in first, sweetly informing nobles that, in the interest of fairness, Her Majesty only danced once with the guest of honor.
Dantes was among them. If Lloyd weren’t on the lookout for it, he would have missed how the queen quickly scanned her with a considering look, before walking with the group elsewhere in the hall.
“Phew,” Lloyd sighed, flexing his sore hand and subtly tucking his evidence back away.
Just as some nobles got a gleam in their eyes, realizing that they could also invite Lloyd to dance, silver hair came into his vision.
“Did your dance with Her Majesty go as expected?” Javier asked.
Lloyd turned to find Javier standing stiffly beside him, juiceless.
“Yes. We’ll see her later tonight. For now though–” Lloyd eyed the rising number of nobles watching him eagerly and held out a hand to his side, making sure he wasn’t encroaching on any personal space. “Let’s keep pushing our other agenda.”
There was a moment of hesitation before Javier grasped his hand. Lloyd forced aside his instant comparison between the hands he recently held, and how Javier’s slipped in more comfortably, and instead pulled them back to the dancefloor.
If their coordination in the hallway with the ladies had been bad, then their first dance at the ball was practically a car pileup.
They were both stiff, failing to follow each other’s rhythm, and toes were not free from being stepped on. Lloyd could practically hear Lady Cordona cringing at their slip ups, and the echoes of the military officers in Seoul shouting at his awful lead.
It came as a relief when the song ended, and Lloyd firmly pulled them to a stop as the next song picked up.
“The next song is for groups. Let’s get back to walking the room,” he sighed. “Gotta show off up close and keep the neighbors friendly, yeah?”
An almost pinched look crossed Javier’s face before he stuck out his elbow.
“Understood,” he stated.
Lloyd linked up and, as they extracted their way off the dancefloor, he caught Julian waving from the sidelines, examining them with a raised eyebrow. Suddenly sweaty, Lloyd glanced between Julian and Javier. He knew Javier spotted him as well when he felt a twitch against his arm.
In the first coordinated thing in days, they both waved back to Julian and then promptly exited the dancefloor in a different direction entirely.
With the ball in full swing, the emotion in the hall was practically electric. For the next few hours, Lloyd tugged the pair around in order to schmooze the party full of increasingly tipsy nobles. From all corners to the Grand Hall, to the numerous adjacent rooms where games were being played and old nobles rested, to the balconies overlooking the bustling dancefloor – Lloyd didn’t spare a single noble from his presence.
Well, almost. Lloyd, and Javier beside him, warily dodged the queen who wined and dined her way across the full breadth of the hall with her entourage, Dantes and her little crew of servants included.
The level of hostility from the nobles is lowering, but we have a long night ahead of us at this rate.
Lloyd sighed and cracked his neck between conversations. As evidenced how Javier also remained tense, it was clear that the line between convincing people he was really betrothed out of love, and their own comfort, was razor thin these days.
“It’ll take more time, but I promise we’re nearly done. Keep your eye on the prize, Mr.Knight, and I’ll get out of your hair,” Lloyd muttered to his side.
If anything, that somehow made Javier more tense. Lloyd frowned.
“Hey, do you need me to–”
“Master Lloyd, there are still a few more hours until the midnight meal and you have yet to partake in anything.”
Lloyd blinked. “Uh–”
Suddenly they were walking to the edge of the ballroom, towards a table similar to the ones they saw earlier.
“Playing mental chess requires energy, even for a dubious conman like yourself.”
“Hey–”
 Javier very firmly encouraged Lloyd to sit, who gave an indignant yelp as he landed. Javier ignored him and turned to the nearby guard.
“Sir Doe, from Viscount Nort’s order?” he asked abruptly.
The man blinked over from his post and nodded a friendly greeting once he spotted them. Javier nodded back and turned to face Lloyd again, who felt irritation prick him.
“What are you–”
“I shall retrieve some food from the buffet. I advise staying in sight of an armed ally.”
“Wha– Javier, I can manage to join you to the buffet table. Besides, don’t you know it’s the duty of a betrothed man to always stick by his betrothed’s side?” Lloyd joked, trying to wrestle the conversation into something that made more sense.
Javier pursed his lips and shook his head.
“As you are doing your duty, as am I.” Lloyd felt a small wave of mana wash over him, a hint that Javier was referring to his poison testing. Javier turned partially aside, already ready to leave. “And while I will respect that the young master does not want me close, it does not mean I will not continue to keep you safe.”
And with that, he melted into the throng, leaving Lloyd feeling a little like he got slapped and wasn’t sure why.
He felt frozen, staring at the last spot he saw silver hair and a pinched face.
Hey, what did that mean–
“Pardon pardon pardon pardonpardonpardon– argh!”
With a thump, a young man was practically launched from the end of a very enthusiastic dance line into the wall beside Lloyd’s table. Both Lloyd and the guard jumped, and as the young man gave a weak wheeze, the guard moved to help him. Lloyd struggled not to look amused.
“Are you all right?” he coughed instead, pushing one of the chairs back with a nod to the guard.
As the man was sat gently to the seat, he blinked a few times before nodding gratefully to the guard as well.
“Thank you Sir,” he wheezed, before turning to Lloyd as well. “And thank you as well for your concern. As you can see, I am not quite the party type. I am quite exhausted.”
As the guard stepped back to his post, Lloyd scanned the young man. He was clearly a noble, in fine clothes, so after shaking off his fog, Lloyd rang up a smile and switched back to schmoozing-mode.
“Completely understandable,” he reassured. “That first dance was overwhelming, so I’m taking a break while my betrothed gets some food for us.”
“Oh, how sweet!” the young man cheered before coughing one last time, ending in a groan. “I, myself, cannot dance much at these events. I am more the type to sit at a drafting desk.”
Lloyd raised a brow. It was a weird way to worm into his good graces, but Lloyd was grateful that the man already seemed friendly about the betrothal at least. He resisted the urge to glance around for Javier again.
“You’re an engineer?” he asked instead, offering up the opportunity to brag.
Instead of puffing up though, the man looked almost sheepish.
“Gosh, I am no big name, but I try to do what I can,” he said, scratching his cheek. “I did not receive the magic aptitude that my younger brother did, but I wished to help my fiefdom any way I could.”
A corner of Lloyd’s mouth twitched up into a real smile at the familiar sentiment, but he quickly shaped it into a wry grin.
“My oh my. A respectable choice, but you certainly chose a profession to keep yourself busy with that wish,” Lloyd joked.
“I know,” the guy groaned. “There is always much to improve. Though there is only so much I can do when I am stuck with my latest project.”
Speaking of projects, I’d like to get a move on and speak to more people than this.
Lloyd glanced to the side, scanning for Javier half heartedly.
“Oh?” Lloyd asked politely. “What project?”
Suddenly Lloyd was reminded of the excited fervor Viscount Nort whipped himself into when talking about garden management as the young man lit up, practically vibrating, and scooched his chair closer to the table and to Lloyd.
“There is an old road in the low mountains between my fiefdom and the next, and the thing needs constant fixing. I am planning to update it from the dirt road it is now to something better.”
He suddenly whipped out a small notebook from his inner pocket, as well as a well-used carbon pencil, and opened it on the table excitedly.
“It is not a treacherous angle on the road,” he continued unheeded, and Lloyd could only blink at the barrage, “but it rains quite a bit, so I decided on a paved option like the capital, with drainage gullies on the sides, to ensure the path does not shift too much. But–!”
The young man pointed emphatically to some intricate notes, face screwing up in frustration.
“It is on this point where I get stuck. I have done some testing, and the design just makes the paved trail into a new mountain river instead. I tried this and…”
The young man rambled on and on about his testing methods, but Lloyd stared at the little notebook. A similar itch when Lord Nort brought up the canal issue bit him.
“Why did you bother with the gullies?” Lloyd interrupted, unable to help himself.
The young man blinked.
“Pardon?”
Lloyd pointed to a specific note in the corner of the page.
“At that angle? Of course it’s a waterpark slide now. Why are you sticking with the gullies?”
The young man thoughtfully brought a hand to his chin.
“The capital does not have the same issue though, even on similarly steep angles.”
“Well, no, but the capital is actually mostly flat, by virtue of being literally split down the middle by a river,” Lloyd countered. “The gullies and their occasional divots get the water out quickly and into the river, or sinks back into the rich earth from the riverbed. And most important to your comparison–”
Lloyd tapped a rough sketch on the far page and continued.
“-the steep parts in the rich earth of the capital pale in comparison to the length that occurs on a rocky mountain. There is nowhere for the water to go but down the side of your road, and at an accelerated speed. And since the gullies are parallel to the road, no simple divot can fight against the competing angle. You’re just directing the water along the path… blah blah blah… perpendicular drainage… dangers of landslides…. Blah blah blah… precautions against erosion….”
Before Lloyd knew it, he was chatting about the pros and cons of mountain road construction and drainage with the guy. The young man was clearly inexperienced, but not stupid; he frantically wrote things down and frequently brought up examples he had read up on, all while debating Lloyd. In a strange way, it made Lloyd nostalgic for his engineering classes that he never got to finish.
After a certain amount of time however, Lloyd had to raise his hand.
“Look, I could keep going, but I can’t give all my trade secrets away. We can meet another time to discuss this in a more official capacity, or even discuss a deal,” Lloyd said.
The young man seemed to catch himself finally and looked entirely embarrassed.
“Oh my– I apologize! I did not mean to make it seem like I was fishing for free help from kind strangers.”
He fumbled to pick up his notebook and pencil. As he was tucking them away, his expression slowly turned a little shy.
“That– That said, it would be nice to meet with you again, engineering or not. You are so easy to talk to,” he finished with a small smile, tinged pink.
What.
Was this guy fishing for something else instead? Lloyd gaped, no idea what to say, mind completely blank. He had no idea how to fight off such a sincere request. He’d never had to.
A plate of food landed with a thunk on the table between them, making them jump.
“It seems I have walked into an interesting discussion, Master Lloyd.”
Lloyd’s heart was still jumping from the surprise when he whipped around to look behind him.
“Javier! There you are, finally,” he complained.
He let out a sigh of relief.
Oh thank goodness I’m spared from… whatever was just happening.
“Apologies, the servants were doing their best to restock the buffet table when I arrived,” Javier said coolly.
Lloyd raised a brow when Javier’s gaze weirdly refused to move from the guy instead of speaking to Lloyd properly.
“L-Lloyd?” Came a shaky voice from behind him. “As in Master Builder Lloyd Frontera…?”
Hmm?
Lloyd turned back to find the young man gaping at him and turning a very bright pink.
No way…
“It… seems we forgot to introduce ourselves properly,” Lloyd said slowly, feeling a bit stupid. “Nice to meet you, I’m Lloyd Frontera, son of Count Frontera. And this guy here is Sir Javier Asrahan, my betrothed.”
He stuck his hand out, but the guy just stared at it uncomprehendingly. There was an awkward pause where Lloyd considered taking it back, but the young man finally seemed to fumble into action, grasping his hand with both of his own and then shaking it so hard his arm felt like it was going to fall off.
“Oh my goodness, I– My apologies, I did not recognize you! I arrived to the ball late and missed the first dance– oh, that’s what you meant earlier?! I feel like a fool, many many apologies for making a Master Builder like yourself look through my silly notes when you are so– gosh, pardon my excitement! I have been a big fan ever since I saw your sky-walking bridge– did you know we celebrated it last year–?”
Lloyd practically had to squint through the excitement shining off the guy. He struggled not to curl up in embarrassment under the bombardment of adoration, his arm still being shaken vigorously.
Unusually though, Javier stepped forward, keeping an arm on the back of Lloyd’s chair, and interrupted the barrage.
“Greetings, young lord. Could I ask for your name as well?” Javier asked politely, though Lloyd shot him a look at the hidden chill in the question.
The guy looked embarrassed again and, to Lloyd’s relief, finally let go with a jump.
“One faux-pas after another, apologies!” He coughed.
And then, to Lloyd’s, and evidently Javier’s, surprise, the young man stuck a hand out for Javier as well, looking sheepish. Javier hesitantly reached forward, the strange tenseness not easing, but Lloyd could tell the iciness eased up at the kindness being presented by a noble.
“It is absolutely wonderful to meet the famous swordmaster as well,” the young man said with an apologetic, though sincere, smile. “I am Alexander Paris, eldest son of Count Paris.”
Lloyd froze, instantly shutting all reactions down. He could tell Javier twitched minutely, but kept a well formed stoic expression plastered on as well.
Despite their efforts, the silence must have been enough of a giveaway, as Alexander deflated a little, looking a little tired as he retrieved his hand from the handshake.
“Ah, have you perhaps already met my father in the capital…?” He wondered.
Lloyd cleared his throat.
“We have met, yes,” Lloyd said, as politely as possible.
“I take it he has perhaps made an effort to not gain your favor?” Alexander hedged, looking uneasy.
“Well. Despite your father’s… tenacity… over the past few months, I can’t say he wasn’t trying to gain my favor,” Lloyd picked his words slowly. “But no matter his insistence, I, uh, I am already very happily betrothed.”
Alexander, after taking a few moments to process, turned a bright crimson red.
“I– I– I was not aware that father was still insisting on the idea,” he stuttered out, palm resting against his forehead. “I apologize for his behavior– I had once mentioned to him that I was willing to join in talks with the Frontera’s to meet you, b-but I absolutely insisted to stop down once he heard the news– congratulations, by the way! I am no mope like my younger brother, no sir, I will not hide away just because of a broken heart– not!! That I was that invested, I was just–”
Among the babbling, Lloyd felt like every inch of him was disintegrating into space.
What is happening. Did I wake up in a different dimension again?
“Excuse me,” Javier interrupted curtly, thankfully ceasing the babble. “I enjoy this song. Could I ask for a demonstration of dance skills?”
And for the first time since returning to the table, blue eyes landed directly on Lloyd and a hand was held out for him, palm up.
The return of the term made Lloyd’s heart rate jump, not prepared for the request. He opened his mouth to deny it, as it was clear the guy in front of them was harmless and already supportive, and Lloyd could even use him to sway his awful father. There was a practical use in sticking around.
His mouth slid shut instead, unable to say anything. It was the last night before his self-imposed deadline.
And he was a greedy man after all.
Lloyd reached up and grasped the warm hand tightly. Javier’s hand tugged Lloyd to his feet, and then pulled further forward into a light embrace, one arm around his waist. The hand was met with the warm press of lips on his knuckles. Javier was not looking anywhere but him.
Lloyd’s breathing hitched, unable to look away.
An eternity later, Javier’s gaze finally freed him as he lifted his head to glance over Lloyd’s shoulder.
“Excuse us, young lord Alexander Paris,” Javier said, voice rumbling against Lloyd.
Lloyd jumped. He had entirely forgotten they were next to someone else. Lloyd turned his head back to find an extremely red Alexander.
“Y-yes, Sir Asrahan?” Alexander squeaked.
“Feel free to keep the food. We shall be far too occupied to return here,” Javier stated coolly.
Javier’s gaze flicked back to Lloyd, and then spirited him away to the dance floor.
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    Chapter Text

    Javier plunged into the sea of dancers, his heart swooping as a calloused hand gripped tighter onto his own. He almost itched to bring the hand back to his lips once more, but instead simply clutched back as he searched for an empty area on the dancefloor.
None of the pleasant sensations eased the writhing pit of snakes that seemed to have found a home in his stomach.
Lloyd finally spoke up from a little behind him.
“Almost grateful that you couldn’t bring a sword to the ball – you looked ready to chop our poor supporter in half.”
The pit of snakes gave a particularly aggressive wriggle as Javier pulled them into a clearing in the throng. He swung around and slipped into a lead position, Lloyd complying without too much surprise. As Javier swayed them into the beat, he was unable to resist the urge to glance one last time over Lloyd’s shoulder, spotting the obnoxiously crimson Alexander Paris as he stared into the crowd in shock.
Javier sniffed.
“The young master looked uncomfortable.”
Sure, Javier found amusement in getting a rise out of Lloyd, but he could not bring himself to allow it this time, irritation eating away at him in a way he couldn’t name. He returned his gaze to Lloyd just in time to spot him raising an eyebrow at him, skepticism clear.
“This, coming from the same guy who has a hobby of beating me up with his words?”
Caught, Javier glanced away.
“I simply speak the truth as I see it.”
“Mhmm. Worst protector in the kingdom as far as I can tell.”
“There is no need to protect a conman like yourself.”
Lloyd opened his mouth at his jest, but Javier’s eyes flashed as he quickly gripped them both tight and spun them to the side. He frowned at the enthusiastic and drunk couple who stumbled into the space Lloyd had just been occupying. Still dancing to the beat, Javier returned to face Lloyd once more, who was shooting him a knowing look, the corner of his mouth twitching amusingly. Javier held his head up high, deliberately ignoring the tease.
Step, step, turn.
After a few beats, Lloyd’s gaze slipped away.
“Well, I can admit you’re right about not needing any defense here. There’s no need to be harsh with him, it’s just that I’m not used to– I mean, I didn’t expect this.”
“...It is obvious that the Parises must be terribly intent on taking Frontera County’s glory for their own to hound you so,” Javier scathed.
“A sound theory, if we’re talking about the count. However, it seems like maybe there was also a…” Lloyd coughed, pink rising in his cheeks. “...sentimental reason… that the count was so insistent.”
The flushed expression, normally one that interested Javier greatly, set his teeth on edge instead. Irritation rose under his skin.
What a foolish idea.
“It may be a ruse of their own.”
An expression flashed across Lloyd’s face too fast to identify before it landed on a scowl.
“I know most people are only running after me for my reputation, but I’m not that unlikable,” he grumbled out.
Javier resisted rolling his eyes.
“That pair simply do not know the young master well enough to conceive of any true sentiment,” Javier stated firmly. Lloyd’s expression cleared a bit, letting Javier finish with, “After all, they clearly do not know that you are an awful miser.”
Lloyd blinked, and then snorted a laugh.
“Verbal bullying, I’m telling you,” he tittered.
“I am a knight – it is simply the truth, as someone who has actually been by you,” Javier restated.
Step, step, turn.
Lloyd’s gaze felt probing. Javier resisted the urge to wrinkle his nose at how much thought was going into their recent run-in with the young lord. After a few beats, Lloyd cleared his throat again and, much to Javier’s irritation, a flush appeared once more.
“Look, cool your jets and think about it,” Lloyd insisted. “He seemed pleasant, especially since it was clear he didn’t know who I was until the end of the conversation. And even when things got weird, he managed to navigate the situation well. Enough to show his good intentions.”
Unbidden, a memory from months ago rose up of sitting at a coffee table, a teacup clutched nervously in Lloyd’s hands.
“Our lives are busy and strange. If someone can’t handle situations when they’re this weird, or I can’t trust them when things go sour, then they’re not for me anyway.”
If his stomach had been full of snakes before, it was full of rising acid now.
Javier hid his clenched hands by rolling Lloyd into a spin, who exclaimed in surprise, and reeling him back in with an unsteady breath.
“I feel like I’ve been getting tossed around a lot lately…” Lloyd grumbled, shaking his head.
That is my line.
Javier had always made it a point to restrain his curiosity; it was unbecoming to be nosy. And in this case, the answer itself felt like it would hurt more than the acidic curiosity curdling in his heart. But he couldn’t resist.
(4) though it would need to remain secret, actual relationships could be pursued at any time.
Step, step, turn.
“Will you go to his home in Paris County?” Javier bit out.
Lloyd blinked at the question, hesitant for a moment.
“Um, that would require a formal discussion between him and I, but I don’t see why not.”
No, stay.
Javier wasn’t sure where he was referring to, but he pushed aside his nausea to barrel on before he lost his nerve.
“Is that man good enough at navigating situations that he was worth taking an interest in?”
Lloyd furrowed his brow at that, making Javier wonder if he was crossing a line. Some part within him refused to look away from this however.
“Sure…” Lloyd said slowly. “He seemed interesting enough to see how a future connection would unfold? Not exactly what I would expect, but you never know what you’re gonna get.”
His heart ached, as if squeezed on all sides.
“Enough to trust him when things go sour?” he asked, voice weaker than he had hoped.
Step, step, turn.
There was a stretch of silence. Despite it being a question he had asked himself, Javier felt like a coward, unable to keep eye contact, watching their hands as they swayed instead. A sigh came from Lloyd, making Javier’s heart sink. Did he truly cross a line? Retreat crossed his mind, but he steeled himself for one last look back to gauge how poorly this line of questioning had gone.
Lloyd was smiling up at him, radiating exasperated amusement.
“I don’t understand why I’d have to?” he laughed. “I already have you, don’t I?”
Something shattered in Javier’s chest with a rattling bang.
He almost gasped with how his heart swelled and shook, a wave of relief and warmth washing over him.
The room suddenly seemed brighter, bigger than before. But all modicum of focus ended up on the crinkled eyes in front of him.
Oh. Oh.
Javier clutched Lloyd closer, as close as the night of their date. It somehow didn’t feel close enough.
“You do,” Javier murmured.
Lloyd twitched in his hold and shifted slightly. Javier almost clutched tighter; he didn’t want to let go. But instead of stepping back for space, Lloyd inched closer with a wobbly smile, making Javier’s heart sing. He pushed a little more, practically nose to nose, and, for the first time in a week, Javier felt like he could breathe.
“Master Lloyd… I…”
Bum ba-da-bum!
A wave of applause broke out as the song ended with a flourish.
Dazed, heart thumping wildly, Javier leaned back, suddenly aware of the rest of the room around them. He didn’t let go. He was allowed this small comfort as he grounded himself from the rush of emotions.
Lloyd also leaned back with a shake of his head.
“Check yourself, Lloyd…” Lloyd mumbled to himself. Or at least that’s what it sounded like to Javier.
“Pardon?”
Lloyd cleared his throat. “I said we should go check out Alexander’s engineering schematics if you’re so interested in him.”
“...Schematics?”
“Yeah, you seemed weirdly invested in his construction quality?”
“...”
Wait.
Faster than lightning, Javier frantically replayed the dance in his head. His face felt very warm as he quickly realized that he and Lloyd had not been having the same conversation. A tumult of emotion filled his head, embarrassment winning the match against most others. But even as Javier fought the urge to run and find the buffet table alone again, a thought caught up to him.
What was that lean in for then?
“We’re… not talking about business, are we…?” Lloyd said slowly, a dazed look on his face.
He does not… seem upset.
In fact, Javier could see Lloyd looked even more flushed than earlier.
That meant something. That meant something.
Javier gripped Lloyd’s hand, still nestled in his own, and opened his mouth, unsure what would come out–
“Hello, sirs! Her Majesty has ordered Sir Javier Arahan’s presence!” A tiny voice chimed in from beside them.
In his arms, Lloyd jumped and looked to the side. Blinking, Javier slid his gaze to land upon a tiny young servant boy, looking at them with stars in his eyes. For one brief and shining moment, Javier considered ignoring the servant, and, by proxy, the queen herself.
His poor decision was taken from him when, instead, Lloyd slid carefully out of his grasp and gently pushed Javier in the little servant’s direction.
“Ahem. You shouldn’t keep Her Majesty waiting,” Lloyd strangled out, coughing behind his fist.
He wasn’t quite looking at Javier. But Javier couldn’t look away from that flushed face. He plucked the hand that was trying to hide it and held tight, not sure of his goal. To take Lloyd with him? To make sure he wasn’t whisked away?
Lloyd’s face, if possible, got even pinker, but dazed amusement also crept into his smile. His calloused hand gave a squeeze.
“Sh-shoo, shoo, you rascal,” Lloyd managed. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Javier took another moment to examine the wonderful display before him and then sighed, slipping out of the hand hold and following the now very shy looking little servant.
***
Lloyd’s heart was beating so fast it felt like it was going to pop out of his chest.
He had so many questions, chief among them being: “Wha??” and “Huh??”
Lloyd thought he had been getting carried away again, but… He stared down at his hand, remnants of familiar warmth clinging to him.
“Wow, so you do know how to dance, hyung!”
For the second time in a few minutes, Lloyd jumped and turned to the side. Julian smiled up at him, Sheherazade just behind.
“After your and Sir Asrahan’s first dance, I was a little worried. But this time you both moved so wonderfully, even though it looked like you two were having a deep discussion the whole time! Maybe the key for you two is to not think too hard about it?” Julian finished cheerfully.
Despite his effort, Lloyd couldn’t summon up anything to say, head still swirling.
“I– sure…” Was his voice shaking? Why was that happening?
Julian paused and, after a moment, exchanged glances with Sheherazade.
“Let’s get you off the dance floor, hyung.”
Next thing he knew, Lloyd was dragged to the edge of the ballroom while Sheherazade plucked a fruit drink from a nearby servant and popped it into his hands. He nearly fumbled it, but surprisingly Julian helped him, catching and steadying it before it could fall.
“As far as I can tell, you have not stopped moving since you arrived. Drink up,” Julian said encouragingly.
“It’s alright, I’m fine,” Lloyd summoned up, clawing his focus back, feeling the weighted and cool drink in his hand.
“Drink up, Lloyd Frontera. One cannot survive without sustenance,” Sheherazade said, unimpressed.
He blinked under the combined weight of the couple’s worried gazes. He glanced down at the drink, focusing on it as he poured mana into it to scan.
Javier would kill me himself if I didn’t.
A memory of blue eyes, barely an inch away, crossed his mind at the thought, making the room feel warm again. Drink thankfully cleared, he took a sip to cool off, surprised when it did in fact make him feel a little better. Fog marginally dispersed, he shook himself back into focus and let his eyes wander the crowd.
“So, how’s the ball treating you two…?” Lloyd asked casually. He definitely wasn’t searching for a cloud of silver hair in the room.
Sheherazade sighed.
“For a man who helped his brother and sister-in-law get into a relationship, you are rather slow with your own, hmm?”
Lloyd, mid-sip, coughed violently.
Wiping his face with the back of his hand, Lloyd turned and shot a cheerless smile over to Julian.
“What an interesting thought, isn’t it Julian?” he accused.
The worst little brother in the world looked a little sheepish, but stood firm, staring Lloyd down.
“She is my wife,” Julian defended, cheeks a little pink. “She took Sir Asrahan away last time we talked – you already knew that was not a spontaneous arrangement.”
Lloyd glared at the ceiling. He could walk to the construction site right now. There were still plenty of holes to bury himself into forever. It was possible.
Well, maybe not the garden, but he’d take a tactical retreat.
“Interesting thought, but since I have some free time again, I should go chat with–” He tried, inching away.
His way was immediately barred by Sheherazade casually stepping into his path and crossing her arms. Lloyd squinted, took one step to the side, and immediately had his way barred again.
“Do not be childish,” she said, eyeing him pitifully.
“You’re childish,” Lloyd muttered to himself, slumping in defeat.
Why did the love of Julian’s life have to be a high-level swordswoman?
Sheherazade smiled pleasantly and gave Julian a playful bow, along with a clear “go ahead” gesture. Julian gave the hand she had stuck out a grateful squeeze and a smile. She nodded once and then turned away to scan the area around them like a hawk.
Lloyd squinted as Julian turned to him determinedly.
“Why are we doing this at a ball?” Lloyd hissed.
“Because I am not a fool and can tell you are currently in the process of using said ball to run away from a good thing," Julian said, firm.
“It’s not exactly private–”
“I am familiar with all the high-level swordsmen who could overhear us,” Sheherazade interrupted, her head turned back slightly to speak. “And the swordmasters, Her Majesty and Sir Asrahan, are occupied elsewhere.”
“Wha- we could still wait until tomorrow.”
Or never hopefully.
Julian frowned.
“I am concerned. It has only been a week, and it is very clear how you treat each other has changed.”
Lloyd winced at the reminder, even as he saw his opportunity.
“I mean, sure, things are a little awkward, but everything will settle back down–”
“No, your first dance was awkward,” Julian interrupted, raising an eyebrow at him. “That last dance we saw, however, looked charged.”
“Oh, ew,” Lloyd replied instantly.
“Yes, so please never make me say it again,” Julian grimaced.
Despite the awful commentary coming from his little brother, Lloyd felt his heart lurch. It hadn’t been just him. He gripped the glass in his hand tight, scrambling to think things through logically.
“...There was a strange mix up in the conversation; you probably just saw confusion or irritation.”
“I was not aware that tenderly embracing your partner long after a dance number finished was a symptom of irritation,” Sheherazade dryly commented with a glance back to Julian.
“I do not know what exactly is going on, but you two cannot keep the balance of… whatever this is… going for long. You need to have some courage, hyung.”
“Regardless of what I do, he’ll be stuck with me either way,” Lloyd scowled, throat tightening. “If our balance is off, we might as well fall back to the comforts of how it was before this Magenta nonsense.”
“What, keeping him at arms length forever is comfortable for you both?” Julian raised his eyebrows in incredulity.
“I’m still in charge of him,” Lloyd bit out. “That can easily lead to being taken advantage of.”
“Well? Are you planning on taking advantage of him?”
“That’s– You don’t plan to take advantage of someone!”
“See, you are making up issues that may not even take place.”
“Argh!”
Lloyd used both hands to hold his glass, as it had become oddly shaky. He wouldn’t let himself get swayed. No matter how much the strange, mixed up conversation made him wonder, or how the dance made him hold his breath. Hope didn’t keep you safe.
“None of this matters. Javier’s just acting on the scheme, he doesn’t–”
“You do not know that, hyung!” Julian cut in, inching closer. “You are running away! You are not looking properly. Observe his feelings too. This matter involves more than just how you feel.”
Despite his heart clenching tight, Lloyd squinted down at Julian, something ringing familiar.
“...you can’t steal my advice.”
“I can when it clearly worked,” Julian deadpanned, gesturing to Sheherazade behind him, who nodded despite facing away. “So listen to your own advice.”
Argh.
Lloyd stared down into his glass, his fingers rubbing in thought. His gaze drifted to the back of his hand where the scar from his time in the military had been missing for the past three years.
“...If I do anything, it won’t end well,” Lloyd muttered.
He wasn’t sure if the statement was for Julian, or a reminder for himself.
“You do not know that,” Julian repeated anyway, eyes firm, but with a gentle hand resting on his shoulder. After a moment, Julian’s eyes drifted away awkwardly. “Besides, if you do not do anything, you will eventually lose your chance at all. It’s Javier. You know he has options.”
“...”
Bile rose as Lloyd remembered passages of The Knight of Blood and Iron confirming the possibility. Along with the evidence of literally just being in the man’s presence for years.
He lifted a hand to pinch his nose with a sigh. Julian patted his shoulder with a weak but encouraging smile.
“Come now, where is my greedy hyung who refuses to let anything that’s his out of his grip?”
A little insulted, Lloyd lifted his hand to squint down at Julian.
“...hey, now.”
“You know I am right,” Julian said, unfazed. “Show some courage, hyung. It’s a worthy chance.”
There was a moment of silence, the hum of distant chatter from the hall washing over them.
Lloyd fiddled with his glass one last time. He didn’t buy everything but… it was nice to be comforted. He cracked a crooked smile down to his little brother.
“Never in a million years did I expect a role reversal,” Lloyd said wryly. “It was almost as good as my advice.”
Julian puffed a laugh at that, looking sheepishly pleased.
“I cannot even defend. I am married to a wonderful and clever woman thanks to your advice,” he said, turning behind him with a soft smile.
Sheherazade gave Julian a small, sweet smile before she uncrossed her arms and turned back to their conversation.
“Lloyd Frontera,” she said quietly and seriously, “it pains me to admit it, but you are a clever man. Use those wits and actually observe Javier Asrahan. And how he looks back at you. After all, you know each other best.”
Lloyd swallowed.
“Now, enough,” she said, glancing around. “Many people are returning from the dance floor, and, more importantly, an irritant approaches.”
Before Lloyd could question her, a cry came from the middle distance. Glancing over her shoulder, Lloyd zeroed in on the sound and instantly grimaced.
Approaching slowly, Alexander waved at Lloyd, clearly dragging his father Count Paris along behind him, who looked irritated.
“Oh god, I don’t need this right now,” Lloyd groaned, feeling warm again, though not the same as with Javier.
Julian poked his head out from behind Lloyd to get a look.
“Oh my, is that not Count Paris? Who is dragging him our way – was he one of the suspects?” Julian asked with a furrowed brow.
“No, worse, one of my, uh… suitors? I guess?” Lloyd coughed.
“One of your what–”
“Master Builder Lloyd Frontera, hello again!” Alexander cheered as he approached them.
Like a rusty floodgate, Lloyd slowly inched up a business smile.
“Ahem, hello again. Let’s not make the same mistake twice. This is my brother Julian Frontera, and his new wife, Sheherazade.”
“Oh! The famous couple! Wonderful to meet you two, I’m Alexander Paris. I hope you are both settling into the capital well,” Alexander smiled sincerely.
“...you have our thanks,” Sheherazade responded with a nod after glancing at Julian, who was too busy gaping at Alexander to respond.
Alexander seemed a little confused but didn’t seem to mind. He nodded politely and turned back to Lloyd with shining eyes.
“But yes, hi, hello again!” he said breathlessly. “I apologize for bothering you, but I brought over someone who had something important he wanted to say, didn’t you father?”
The last line was directed forcefully towards Count Paris who sighed as he tugged his richly embroidered suit back into place.
“My son, this is excessive,” the count grumbled.
Lloyd’s eyebrows lifted up. He didn’t think the man knew a volume quieter than “booming”.
Alexander shot his father a look before he pulled him aside and muttered aggressively to him. Sheherazade, carefully scanning Alexander up and down, slightly raised her own eyebrows and leaned over to Lloyd.
“Well now, speaking of how people look at you…” she murmured.
“Oh my god…” Julian muttered.
Lloyd shot a glare at Sheherazade’s passively amused expression, though he wasn’t sure how effective it was with his warm face hiding behind a juice sip.
After a few more emphatic gestures from Alexander, the count grimaced. Despite his clear displeasure though, he turned back to Lloyd’s group and, to Lloyd’s shock, bowed his head.
“I would like to formally apologize for insisting on a mutually beneficial union well past when it was appropriate, and I will refrain from mentioning the suggestion further,” the count said, his tone nearly solemn. After a moment, he peeked up. “...Though you should feel free to speak to me or my brilliant son if you ever change your mind.”
“Father!”
“All right, all right!” the count insisted, raising his hands up in mock surrender to Alexander, who was burning red, either in anger or embarrassment. “What about a collaboration between fiefdoms to get you that construction experience you were thinking about then?”
Head in his hands, Alexander looked like he wanted to crawl into a hole and die. Both at the relatable feeling and in incredulity, Lloyd huffed a laugh.
Okay, so the count still sucks, but his goals seem understandable now at least.
Clearly power-hungry and prideful, but with a heart to look out for his family and fiefdom. Lloyd didn’t quite warm up to the man, but staying in his presence felt far more tolerable for the moment.
Patting his son on the back, Count Paris looked around, seeming to take in the whole group for the first time.
“Hmm, where is that knight of yours? It pains me to say it, but it is rather odd to see you two apart,” the count asked, face pinched at his own comment.
Beside Lloyd, Julian seemed to have finally gathered his wits and glanced around.
“Oh, right, a palace servant called him away, did they not?” Julian asked.
“Yeah, Her Majesty asked for him,” Lloyd said, looking for silver hair once again.
“Ahem, yes, it is about the time that Her Majesty would be handing out her tokens of appreciation to those who contributed to the kingdom this year,” Alexander sighed as he dragged himself upright. “I was surprised to hear that the swordsman was not a full blown guest of honor this year.”
“There,” Sheherazade said, pointing.
In nearly the opposite corner of the ballroom, a little huddle surrounded the queen with a few people in a queue approaching her. Javier’s silver hair stood out as he waited patiently in line. And just as it was at Lord Nort’s party, the one who stood before the queen was presented a gift, which was artistically summoned with the flick of a wrist by Dantes.
Lloyd stiffened.
At least he’s next to Her Majesty…
Lloyd had already given his warning to the queen, and there were two swordmasters on the scene. He watched Dantes quietly speak to a servant, and then flick her wrist once more to summon another gift, presented to the queen with a bow. Lloyd’s eyes flicked over to Javier, only to blink in surprise when blue eyes were staring right back.
Lloyd deliberately glanced toward Dantes again and then practically bugged his eyes out at Javier, beaming “be careful” as loud as he could. Javier stared at him for a moment. Lloyd was fully prepared for a deadpan stare or a raised brow, but, instead, Javier’s mouth curled up into a small Javier-smile and nodded. A zing shot through Lloyd at the sudden and unfair attack. Before he could react though, Javier’s eyes seemed to catch on something, and the smile disappeared as he turned back to the queue.
What?
“I wonder what Sir Asrahan will receive,” Alexander mused behind Lloyd. “Last year, my friend’s uncle was gifted a fantastic magic pen set from Lady Dantes.”
Lloyd blinked and turned back to the guy. It had been the same direction Javier had been looking.
No way.
His thumb brushed against the back of his other hand, as it suddenly tingled where warm lips had pressed against them before Lloyd was whisked away.
I thought he thought the count’s son was being rude. Was he…?
Before Lloyd could let himself ruminate on the heart-shaking possibility, Count Paris scoffed out, “Ugh, Countess Dantes.”
Lloyd blinked.
Hmm?
He turned to the count who had his nose raised to the air at the sight of the gift exchange.
“I’ve seen you and Lady Dantes meet before,” Lloyd said slowly, “and I know you’re both high level magic experts. Aren’t you friendly?”
Lloyd didn’t care about the count’s daily life, nor the quality of his relationships. No – as Lloyd had narrowed down his suspects to only two names over the past few weeks, he seriously considered the possibility that they were in cahoots. As evidence rose and conflicted with one another, he had mostly ruled it out. Seizing the opportunity to confirm couldn’t hurt. Especially since the count was a gossipmonger and had a wide social circle; even if the count had a foul personality, he didn’t seem the type to show outright disdain to another noble, so the offhand comment was intriguing.
Count Paris huffed at the comment and crossed his arms.
“The countess is intelligent and skilled, something quite rare in palace proceedings,” he harumphed. Lloyd refrained from commenting on how the statement seemed to imply the count was included as well. “Her courtesy applies to everyone equally… as well as the amount of disdainful distance she keeps to all.”
“I may not be in the capital often, but she seemed kind enough, father,” Alexander protested. He turned to Lloyd’s group with a smile. “Recently the Lady graciously helped our family. She encouraged us to send my younger brother home in order to recover from his broken hear– ahem, his illness,” Alexander coughed at the glare from his father and continued. “She worked tirelessly to help get one of our county’s platoons out the same day that she had spoken to us, all so that my brother could return home safely and recover faster, and did so discreetly so that he would not be bothered by anyone.”
Lloyd exchanged a glance with Sheherazade. He heard Julian suck in a quiet breath from beside him as well.
The count’s most suspicious evidence, his timeline, was set into play by Lady Dantes?
Count Paris scowled.
“Prying is what she is. No matter her help, she should not have known about your brother in the first place,” he scoffed, shaking his head. “The lady said it was to repay my favor, though I must wonder if she simply wanted to avoid being in my debt. Though I suppose that did not stop her from asking for it again…”
As the count stroked his beard consideringly, Lloyd felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. Summoning all his experience working with miserable supervisors and abrasive customers, he whipped up his best business smile, dripping with honey and sympathy.
“Oh wow. As Lady Dantes has a hand in internal diplomacy, she must normally need to keep an even hand with all the nobility in the kingdom,” he oozed. “I already knew you were an impressive and well regarded count, but you must have done something magnificently generous to have her assist with such complicated arrangements when they originally didn't involve her.”
Despite Count Paris raising a hand and waving him off, he clearly puffed up in pride.
“It was nothing, really. The lady has the credentials to visit herself, but she sought my expertise twice now to visit the restricted Thornbush vaults on my inspection days.”
“The vault containing hazardous materials and all the confiscated necromancer tools?” Julian startled, face paler than usual. “The one that needs careful records of all who access it due to its high level of restrictions?”
Sheherazade’s eyes narrowed as if ready to hunt, but Lloyd quickly stepped forward, heart racing.
I need to get the count to the midnight meal somehow. This self-important jerk was the final piece of evidence I needed??
“It’s so impressive how high up your security clearance is, Count Paris,” Lloyd coaxed, forcing himself not to rush. “I recall you mentioning the place at the last party. She must have been in need of materials?”
“In a fashion! For the first favor a few months ago, the lady mentioned she needed to inspect some evidence left behind from the terrible assassination attempt on Her Majesty. Something about comparing it with some evidence from the helpless nobles down south,” he said with a shrug. He then waved Lloyd off again. “And of course, you already know why she visited just the other day.”
“...I do?” Lloyd asked. A feeling of dread started clawing up his back.
“Yes, Lady Dantes said you asked her for extra acceleration magic components for the garden construction, correct?” the count said slowly, brows furrowing. “Everyone in the palace has heard you blasting away this past week.”
“I didn’t…”
Lloyd froze, feeling all the blood drain from his face.
He spun around, instantly shoving his drink into Julian’s hands, and whipped to look around.
“Hyung–?!” Julian yelped, fear rising on his own face.
Lloyd’s eyes shot to the other end of the ballroom, Javier bowing and reaching out for a box–
BOOM!
An explosion rocked the room, centered in the hands of the queen and Javier.
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    Chapter Text

    10 MINUTES EARLIER
 “I’m not going anywhere.”
Calloused hands slipped out from Javier’s hand hold as he turned to follow the little servant in a daze, his heart jumping in his chest.
One step, two step, side step, he wove through the crowd. His hands felt fidgety, empty after so long, that Javier brought one to his neck, clutching the quietly tinkling necklace that had hung there for months. Its shallow ridges and cool metal were familiar. Grounding.
What am I even doing?
He had reacted on impulse. There was no thought or plan. He was just so desperately relieved that Lloyd wasn’t interested in seeking out that son of Paris and, as such, was not considering leaving.
Leaving where? Or who?
And for a moment, when Lloyd said he trusted him, when he thought Lloyd had implied that he wanted to stay close… Javier squeezed tightly around the necklace for a moment before releasing and bringing the hand up to partially cover his face. He was glad he was a handsome man. His face felt so warm he could fry an egg on it.
Apparently the idea of Lloyd choosing to stay by him had his heart swooping with a joy he could not contain and a desire to press close. Which was rather mortifying.
The same petty man who is a miser for every penny? Who slyly twists situations to his benefit? Who’s bizarre actions confound everyone with every decision? That man??
His throat bobbed as he swallowed, the recent mark tingling.
Despite the tumult of realizations, one thing was clear. It was a very simple matter.
I want this.
Javier’s hand fell from his face, eyes glinting bright with determination as he stared down at it. He had not been on the other side of this matter before. He would need to ponder his next move.
…he will not make this very easy, will he.
“Sir Asrahan, sir! Please wait here for your token of service from Her Majesty,” the little servant squeaked with a bow before Javier, gesturing to a queue of people.
“Thank you,” Javier responded automatically, hand clutching tight before falling back to his side.
As the young boy scurried away cheerfully, Javier took a quiet, deep breath, bringing himself back to full attention. Stepping behind a noblewoman in the queue, he subtly scanned the area. A small curious crowd surrounded the area where a handful of nervous and awed people lined up, winding their way to step before the queen who stood augustly as she personally presented each person with a gift.
The gifts, of course, were conjured with great pomp by Lady Dantes just behind her.
Javier felt his heart rate slow as his focus landed on the obvious threat in the room.
His summons could be a coincidence. After all, he and Lloyd had been surprised that Javier had not received his own invitation to the Winter Ball, so, at the minimum, receiving a gift from the queen would be within reason. He pinched his lips, deciding to keep his responses to the queen to the polite minimum to ensure Lady Dantes couldn’t twist his words against him.
With some light applause from the crowd, the queue inched closer. When a young knight accepted his gift with a flushed face, Javier felt the urge to look for Lloyd. He barely had to search before finding him, heart jumping when Lloyd’s brown eyes caught his own within only a moment. Lloyd made an obvious glance over to Dantes, then returned his gaze back. His eyes bugged out foolishly for a moment, clearly trying to convey something.
Javier was no mind reader, but he felt comfortable assuming the message was along the lines of “be careful.” Javier couldn’t help his mouth curling in amusement. Even with things between them being odd lately, Lloyd always cared about safety. He returned the sentiment with a nod.
With a quick headcount, though, he paused. As he had assumed and had hoped, Julian and Sheherazade were beside Lloyd once more. But it seemed that Alexander Paris had returned to pester Lloyd again as well.
Whatever pleasant feelings he had been harboring dissipated at the sight of the young man.
Feeling embarrassingly churlish, he forced himself to channel his irritation back into observing Dantes, also noting that their infamous shadow was her assistant. As the noblewomen in front of Javier bowed and giddily walked away clutching her gift, the shadow stepped forward. It was strange to see the man face to face for once, though it did not last long as the man stiffly waved Javier forward.
“Presenting Sir Javier Asrahan, of Frontera County,” he announced with a rigid bow to the queen.
“Greetings, Your Majesty,” Javier said as he stepped forward with his own bow. Even as he appropriately kept his eyes down, he kept his senses open to track his quarries as they fluttered about.
“Good evening, Sir Asrahan,” the queen greeted archly, though a bit rote. “Your service to the kingdom this year was not overlooked. Your direct support of your young lord, our guest of honor this long night, was instrumental to his success. As the rightful monarch of the kingdom you have supported, I have no intention to leave such actions unrewarded. Rise.”
Javier stood properly, catching the queen once more gesturing to Dantes. The prim woman looked no different than usual when she magically summoned a box with a fancy flourish, and Javier could sense no difference in the spell itself. As Dantes handed the box over to the queen with a bow, the queen turned back to Javier, who blinked as he was greeted with a smirk hidden behind a regal smile.
“I am under no illusion that you are not only bound by loyalty, but also love, to House Frontera,” she said, not quite under her breath but certainly quieter and less formally than before, “but I hold high hopes that your loyalty to the kingdom will continue to be fruitful next year as well.”
Javier fought valiantly to keep his expression from returning to its state before joining the line. From the amused twinkle in the queen’s eyes as she extended his gift out to him, he wasn’t sure how successful his endeavor was.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” he pledged, grabbing the token.
Crackle.
The next three seconds were the longest seconds since perhaps his fall in Cremo.
One. Dantes stepped dramatically backwards, as if to speak to one of the distant roaming servants. Javier had not let her out of his senses however. She was sweating.
Two. As his fingers skimmed the box, he sensed a sudden rush of mana. One he instantly recognized from his time in construction as acceleration magic. The same magic used to instantly incinerate entire carriage-sized boulders from the earth.
Three. Cannot stop it, cannot throw it safely, cannot let it harm anyone in the vicinity–
Javier slammed both hands onto the box tightly and, with his manaheart frantically spinning, pushed–
BOOM!
The explosion rocketed upwards, shattering a chandelier and flinging Javier and the queen backwards.
The world tumbled, full of nothing but dizzying colors, before Javier slammed his knee down, coming to a halt on the floor, kneeling upright. Through the ringing in his ears, he could hear screams of terrified attendees and the tinkling of falling glass and crystal.
He coughed, scanning the area. Through the dust and smoke he spotted blurry people frantically running about and a handful of people on the ground, including the queen a little distance away. Thankfully she was already leaning back on her arms, coughing as well.
Javier also caught a glimpse of Dantes, partially shielded by a dazed and coughing shadow servant, looking over at the queen, completely indignant.
Javier moved to stand, grimacing as he placed a hand on his knee, but with one step and a loud crack of glass beneath his dress shoe, Dantes whipped over to look at him. The look of rage was both expected and novel from such a buttoned up woman. In the next moment however, a shiver ran through Javier as the look was instantly wiped away and replaced with a frightened expression and shimmering tears.
“T-Treason!” she cried, pointing a shaky finger at Javier. “Guards! There has been an attack on the crown!”
A number of guards were already pushing through some of the crowd still staggering around in shock. While a handful ran immediately to the queen, a few paused minutely at the shouted instructions, clearly glancing at each other in confusion as they spotted who was being accused, before circling Javier slowly.
Still clearing his lungs, Javier squinted around him, weighing his options. He had an audience. He should not move in a way to make the situation fall out of his favor. This had become a mind game, his least favorite pastime.
Dantes pushed past the shadow servant and dramatically dropped to her knees by the queen’s side.
“I am shocked and appalled at such a bold attempt on your life,” she said tearfully. “Your Majesty is so resilient to fight off such a direct attack from a swordmaster–”
Javier’s line of sight was interrupted by the lead guard approaching him cautiously.
“With the situation as it is, we ask that you come with us willingly, Sir Asrahan.”
Javier eyed the guard's arm sticking out in front of him. Leaving was not a viable option. He opened his mouth, hoping to attempt a reasonable defense–
A familiar calloused hand snatched past the guard’s to grab onto Javier’s own just as dark hair filled his vision.
“I don’t think so.”
Javier reflexively winced at the touch but felt a wave of relief at the sudden appearance of a harried-looking Lloyd who stared the guard down with a steely gaze.
“Young lord Frontera, I know you may be upset–”
“I certainly am,” Lloyd interrupted, tone low. “I would have thought the guard captain would properly investigate the scene before making arrests at the behest of someone who isn’t the queen.”
Lloyd stepped forward and slightly in front of Javier, hand gripping onto him tightly. The action made Javier’s heart thump.
A number of knights also began to pile into the area, the straggler crowd around them moving out of their way. The guard captain hesitated, pursing his mouth.
“My lord, I am simply trying to–”
“Trying to make a mess of a situation, yeah–”
“Enough,” a regal voice rang out. “Halt.”
It was a voice that commanded attention. A few paces away, the queen rose, dusty and singed but still intact, her expression fierce. All eyes left in the ballroom pulled to her.
Dantes, gazing up, continued her worried platitudes. “Your Majesty, you are strong but perhaps you should rest. I can–”
With barely a tilt of the queen’s head, blade-sharp eyes shot down to her.
“I said halt, Countess Dantes,” the queen commanded.
Dantes froze. The queen’s gaze slid away, and Javier tensed as the full weight of it skipped past Lloyd and landed on himself. Cape fluttering, she stepped forward with intent.
“Your hands, Sir Asrahan.”
While Lloyd blinked, Javier’s eyes flashed.
She is quick.
Javier gently squeezed Lloyd’s hand once, earning him a confused glance backward that halted halfway, immediately shooting down to their hands. Javier slipped out of his grip just as Lloyd quickly dropped it with a sympathetic hiss of air. He moved aside, clearly seeing the plan.
Stepping forward, Javier held his raw, burnt palms out for the queen’s inspection.
Finger to her chin, she examined them for a moment, the room full of guards, knights, and nosy stragglers holding their breath.
“In the moment before the explosion, I saw a fleeting moment of shock cross your expression,” she said, almost causally. Her eyes flicked back up. “I could also sense how the mana went from exploding outwards, only to immediately be forcefully compressed and redirected upwards.”
Javier bowed his head in acknowledgement.
“I apologize for not reducing the damage further, Your Majesty.”
Dantes scoffed from the floor.
“What a convenient excuse for a traitor–!”
“I also clearly saw that the mana explosion originated from inside the gift, not below,” the queen interrupted. She turned, gazing sharply down her nose to Dantes. “I find the fact that you wish to skip over that fact far more convenient. Countess Dantes, as one of the rare few to help prepare my celebration gifts, you are called upon to explain yourself.”
The guards and knights around Javier all seemed to tense, focus changing to the woman stuck kneeling on the ground. Javier glanced over to Lloyd, who looked to be thinking the same as him.
How is she going to wriggle out of this one? Or is this really it?
“You see I– I just… I…”
Breathing unevenly, Dantes’s eyes scoured the room as if searching for an answer. When all she received in return were cold stares, her gaze fell down to her hands in her lap. There was one more moment of silence.
Then Dantes gave a small, manic laugh.
“I am so sick of dealing with you, bitch.”
Her hands slapped to the floor with enough magic force for the room to shake, eyes full of venom facing the queen. The crowd gave a small gasp at the comment and louder shrieks as the chandeliers jangled ominously. The guards and knights around the queen immediately took defensive stances. Javier tensed, unnerved that Dantes completely dropped her facade of perfection which had been her best disguise and protection.
Someone tossing aside their shield when they still have fighting spirit is a dangerous sign.
He moved to the side, slightly in front of Lloyd who also looked alarmed at the sudden shift.
“Restrain her,” the queen ordered, gesturing sharply, her face made of stone.
“My lady!” The no longer dazed shadow servant cried, attempting to step in front of Dantes. He was quickly pinned to the ground by the onrush of guards and knights swarming them. Dantes barely seemed to notice any of this, eyes burning into the queen.
“Do you know how hard it is to keep listening to some fool lead the kingdom with the same backwards views on magic as every monarch before?” she spat.
Two separate knights swooped in, forcefully pinning her arms and hands behind her back and keeping her knelt on the ground. Almost unfazed, Dantes continued, eyes boring up to the queen even as they lost clarity.
“Such a hard stance on dark magic, completely unwilling to listen to reason. Deaf to its potential. Blind to its power.”
Shouts of alarm came from the guards pinning the shadow servant to the floor as they sank further to the ground when the man gave a fearful cry and began to dissolve, piece by piece, into the air. Javier sucked in a breath at the familiar sight. He took another step in front of Lloyd.
“And you!” Dantes spat at Lloyd who was poking his head out from behind Javier despite Javier’s best efforts. Her voice dripped venom. “You scheming little suckup. You destroyed our plans in Namaran, leading her right to us in the south. How dare you. How dare you!”
Dante's head finally drooped, weight falling forward so thoroughly that the knights pinning her arms practically had to hold her up.
“My Targa, my dear wonderful visionary Targa, slaughtered like a pig…” she keened mournfully.
The queen scoffed at the tableau before her, her expression almost in pain.
“I have had enough. There is no sense left in her. Take her away!”
The knights began to lift her, struggling a bit as it was clear Dantes was completely limp and they could not leave her hands and arms unpinned. Though wilted, mad laughter once more began to flutter out of her mouth. With another jerk upwards from the knights holding her, she lifted her chin, her disheveled hair falling into her face with a grin that felt sharp.
“Sense? Sense?! Hahaha, what do you know of sense?!” There was not an ounce of mirth in the laughter. “I know what love looks like and what it does to a person.” Her eyes jolted back to Lloyd. “You. If I killed yours and made it look like this murderous bitch did it, I could get everything I wanted, both as a supporter of the cause and my revenge. What a delightful solstice miracle that would be! How wonderful!”
The knights started to drag her away, her screams growing to a fever pitch as she began to struggle aggressively.
“But you three keep fucking everything up! So fine! Fine! If you’re not going to tear each other to pieces for my delight, then I will take matters into my own hands and start the celebrations myself!”
Clack!
Arms still trapped by guards, she sharply kicked a foot up with a familiar flourish, revealing some intricate sigils etched onto metal soles, and summoned a fist-sized hole in space. Before anyone could react, a beaded amulet fell through and, with impressive skill, Dantes snapped it out of the air with her teeth and viciously bit down, a small trail of blood trickling down the corner of her mouth. The hole in space dispersed instantly, but Javier didn’t bother looking at where it had just been. He didn’t know what it was, but the amulet felt wrong.
Whatever knights and guards left around Javier immediately swarmed in front of the queen.
“What are you doing?” the queen barked. “Grab that object!”
One of the knights holding Dantes shot a hand forward to tug on the small part still sticking out from her teeth while the other fumbled to grab his sword, raising the butt of it to knock her out.
“Hoc magico carmine reali non est! Nolite facere hoc domi liberi!” Dantes chanted, muffled.
Fwoosh!
A hurricane gust of mana swept through the ballroom and the knight grabbing the pendant howled in pain before collapsing to the floor, arm bubbling with burns. Javier quickly grabbed onto Lloyd and dragged them both backwards. The second knight got his sword butt strike in, only for Dantes’s head to dip like wet clay, skin dripping like melted wax, the amulet launching in the cheek opposite the strike and fusing into it.
An animal scream ripped through the hall. And then she began to expand.
A lot.
The second knight quickly fell backwards, unable to restrain her anymore, looking up, terrified. Among the awful sounds of bones creaking and cracking, any attendees who were still around screamed and ran for the exits.
Claws emerged where appendages once were, as did scaly skin. Her neck stretched and stretched and stretched and fangs poured out of her head until a maw formed. The boiling mass of flesh nearly scraped the distant ceiling until the arms extended and expanded from the ballooning torso, where she fell upon the thick clawed trucks with a boom.
It was nearly dragon-like until the weaving snake-like head screamed…. and from crown to neck split completely in twain.
Riiip.
…Only for the flesh to bubble over to reform into two separate heads.
Then it split again.
And again.
After one unified roar, four snakeheads wove their way closer to the ground, eyes gleaming as the monster found its prey.
***
Absolutely not, absolutely not, absolutely not– what the hell is that!
Lloyd panted as he sprinted, Javier’s tight grip on his hand yanking him this way and that as they dodged fanged heads whipping around the ballroom.
Knights attempted to attack the beast, only for their swords to bounce off ineffectively and then get stomped on viciously. The few attendees left scrambled to escape, only avoiding a snake head slamming into them due to the guards closer to the queen that the heads were picking off one by one. All parts of the ballroom began to get flipped over by long scaly necks that swung about wildly.
Seriously? She was just supposed to get arrested, not become even worse of a problem!
“We’ve gotta get out of here!” he shouted ahead of him.
“Agreed,” Javier said, his head turned slightly back but eyes roaming vigilantly. “At the moment, we will not be able to assist while in the middle of the fray.”
Lloyd gaped.
“That is not what I–”
“Hyung!”
As they dashed, an eager Sheherazade carrying a nervous Julian on her back rushed up alongside them.
“What the– what are you two still doing here?” Lloyd barked.
“We are here to help!” Julian exclaimed, voice shaky.
“Have you found a sword to use yet?” Sheherazade directed her question to Javier.
“I have been on the lookout,” he replied coolly.
These knuckleheads… Julian too??
“There’s nothing to help, we’re getting out–”
Javier suddenly whipped his head backwards, quickly followed by Sheherazade.
Skreeeeee!
The next thing Lloyd knew, he was being yanked harder than usual to one side and an impact to his stomach lightly winded him. At the feeling of quick movement, and the feeling of arms around his legs, he realized what happened.
“What am I, a sack of potatoes?!” he cried from over Javier’s shoulder.
“Please endure it, Master Lloyd,” Javier replied, dodging the weaving snakehead a few more times before it lost sight of them again.
Lloyd grumbled from his position, but since he was no longer actively running, he could see the situation even better than before.
The queen had lost her cape and gained her sword, organizing the armed protectors around her. Regardless, knights and guards went down left and right, snakeheads whipping around like flails or darting down with a few well timed bites. They went down fast too, as if they were nothing more than plaster walls in the way of a wrecking ball. Watching the scene, Lloyd felt a creeping realization.
The guards and knights are just collateral damage. That monster is chasing us and the queen.
He frantically scanned the ballroom one last time in desperation, only for Javier to suddenly clutch onto him tighter and shoot forward, dodging behind a fallen chandelier.
Skreeee!
Lloyd gripped onto the back of Javier’s coat as he watched a snakehead whip a guard across their vision who had been near them just a moment before. He skidded to stop amongst some overturned banquet tables at the edge of the ballroom with a groan.
Lloyd’s heart felt like a jackrabbit.
“Dammit.”
Running wouldn’t help here.
He gripped tighter on the back of Javier’s coat in bitterness. The world seemed dead set on making him fight things he didn’t want to.
Fine. Fine! The queen hasn’t paid me for the garden yet anyway!
Before Lloyd turned away from the miserable sight, a familiar head of dark hair peeked over the edge of an overturned banquet table. Sheherazade, carefully eyeing the monster’s movements, waved them over.
Lloyd tugged on the back of Javier’s coat. “Hey.”
Javier moved his head to the side for only a moment before he dashed over to the tables without even being asked. With a surprising amount of elegance and silence considering their speed and configuration, Javier discretely slipped them out of sight and finally let Lloyd down as well.
Sheherazade and a nauseous looking Julian were crouched, shielded from sight by a dozen collapsed tables and chairs. She opened her mouth to say something but Lloyd had no time for any nonsense now.
“Get out of the ballroom,” he ordered. “There’s no reason for you to be here.”
“I beg to differ,” Sheherazade snapped. “Find me a sword and I will help put that beast down.”
“Sure, just like all the other high-level swordsmen?” Lloyd asked, jerking his thumb behind him.
With incredible timing, another knight got thrown past their hiding spot, groaning as he landed a few meters away.
“Take Julian and get out. Cover your butts and get to safety," Lloyd continued, grumbling. “Heck, I’d leave right now if I could!”
Javier squinted at him, but before Lloyd could grumble back, Julian piped up.
“I let you go alone for the locusts, but I can help here!”
It was Lloyd’s turn to squint, and even Sheherazade looked like she was trying to think of a nice way to say he was weak. Julian scrunched his face at the gazes, and quickly waved them off.
“No, no, not by fighting,” he said. “Hyung, I have read of this monster before.”
Lloyd sucked in a breath. Whatever that thing was out there, it had never appeared in pages of The Knight of Blood and Iron.
Having a bit more access to information. That’s all it takes sometimes.
From a crack in the table, another whole group of guards could be seen being completely tossed aside. The queen’s sturdy back tensed as she dodged yet another head snapping after her.
“All forces below high-level swordsmen are to retreat immediately!” the queen shouted.
She was still baring her sword, her gaze landing on the growing piles of groaning armor making it clear she had also understood the dire situation. She faced forward and took a few casual steps before an enormous amount of energy was released in her wake.
The monster slowed for a moment, only to lock in on the queen. It bellowed another awful roar.
Skreeee!
Lloyd turned away and stared Julian down.
“You heard her. You get 2 minutes to recap, then you need to get out.”
Julian gulped but nodded vigorously. “Yes. Yes, of course. W-well, it looks larger and faster than what I had read, but the Lerna is similar in appearance to dragons as well as their affinity for passively absorbing mana, though they are smaller and without the ability to cast spells. They have multiple heads, though, and rumor has it that if you manage to cut one off–”
SKREEE!!
Slash!
The Lerna let out an earsplitting cry as one of its long necks was sliced off from its body, the head landing with a boom, leaving behind a writhing stump. The queen landed back on the floor a moment later as well, sword raised above her, coated in a sheen of glowing mana.
Lloyd didn’t celebrate too quickly though. Julian had turned ashen at the move.
“...the mana they absorb for healing will sprout two more heads in its place…” Julian finished.
As if summoned by the description, the monster’s writhing stump quickly boiled over, scales and flesh melting and reforming. Then, like a shot, two more long necks and snakeheads burst out from the stump.
Skreee!
As the queen looked on with wide eyes, the five heads screeched to the ceiling, destroying another chandelier as well as Lloyd’s last hope that perhaps the queen could handle the Lerna herself.
“If it can reform, then how must one defeat it?” Javier asked in the silence behind the table, eyes examining the monster seriously.
“Th-the regeneration seems faster than the books said,” Julian said, voice shaking with his own gaze on the ballroom, “but in theory if you cut off all its heads at once and then burn the stumps, you can defeat it–”
“That will not be enough this time,” a trembling voice interrupted.
Lloyd blinked at the interruption, looking for its source. Frowning and looking behind her, Sheherazade pushed aside an askew and draped tablecloth. Behind it was an impressive pile of chairs and tables that created an alcove, where a rattled Count Paris was curled up holding tight to an unconscious Alexander, a scratch on the young man’s head bleeding.
Lloyd winced in sympathy, but another roar behind him rendered all inquiries pointless unless they were helpful to the situation at hand.
“Explain,” Lloyd said, staring the count in the eyes as the sounds of battle began once again behind him. “Quickly.”
“The amulet,” the count rumbled, shaking his head. “What she summoned was not what made her a monster, it was the incantation. No, that crafty traitor summoned an artifact from the vaults before she lost her form. It pulls mana from a separate plane, essentially acting as a mana multiboost. Combined with the Lerna’s inherent ability to passively absorb mana to heal… nothing can harm her long enough to kill her.”
“Great,” Lloyd sighed. “Okay, so steal or break the amulet, and then kill the monster thing?”
“You do not understand!” the count nearly bellowed, before strangling his voice lower. “It is connected to her by blood now, stealing it will not work. Even if it were not, the amulet is pulling mana not just for its owner but itself as well – it will repair faster than you can shatter it.” He gazed agitatedly towards the ballroom, clutching tighter to his son. “There is no hope of stopping that thing. You would need to manually reconstruct the magic mana flow of the amulet to stop it. Hard enough in a lab, near impossible on a battlefield.”
Lloyd blinked.
“Huh. Why didn’t you say that first? I’ll do that,” Lloyd said, matter of fact.
“...Wha–”
“I reversed some noctanium spells in Namaran. I assume it will be the same thing here, yeah?” Lloyd waved him off, mind already pouring over plans.
The count gaped at him. “You did what? How–??”
SMASH!
A table behind Javier shattered to pieces as a snakehead launched into the balcony above, causing the snakehead and the balcony to collapse to the floor.
Lloyd rounded on Sheherazade. “Time’s up! Take them and go!”
Even as she kicked open a path on the other side of the chairs, she tensed.
“Are you sure–”
The snakehead shook itself, their hiding spot falling away as it righted itself and broken stone crashed down onto the furniture on the edges.
“You swore nothing would happen to Julian if you were by his side, right?” Lloyd smirked cheekily to her.
She huffed a dry laugh, but turned away to help Julian support the Paris’s through their escape hole, snatching the unconscious Alexander while the count yelped a “careful with my Lexie–”
Skreee!!
Lloyd whipped back. The snakehead’s slitted eyes had spotted them. It screeched in anger and plunged into the nest of fallen tables, fangs bared.
Javier gripped a wooden table leg half hanging off and, with a wince and gritted teeth, wrenched it free with a crack, swinging it upwards and parrying the strike. The snakehead ricocheted backwards in shock as shattered chunks of wood bounced around the area, leaving Sheherazade and crew to finally make their escape.
“Give me a minute!” Lloyd shouted to Javier.
Javier didn’t seem to need to hear more than that from him.
“Think quickly, Master Lloyd,” he intoned. Then he burst out of their hiding spot with a hand skimming the ground. He latched onto a flat piece of wood, flipped it into the air and, with the remnants of the wooden leg, batted it like a home run baseball into the snakehead, launching the monster across the ballroom rather than piercing its skin.
While Javier dashed into the ballroom fight, Lloyd took a moment to evaluate the field.
It looked like Julian’s group’s escape was one of the last to do so – in the large Grand Hall, there were only unconscious guards and knights left around, the queen (who exclaimed upon seeing Javier join her battle), and him and Javier. His initial suspicion was also reinforced – escape for him and Javier did not seem feasible. A few armored men on the ground were still groaning and trying to move out of the way, and unless they were near Javier or the queen, the Lerna ignored them entirely.
Seems like Dantes’s grudge stuck around even if her humanity didn’t.
A monster with five heads also made blind spots almost nonexistent. Additionally, even high-level swordsmen failed to withstand the Lerna’s onslaught, meaning the only players left to work with were the two swordmasters, Javier and the queen. But the amulet made any attacks useless (or worse). If Lloyd didn’t want him or Javier to end up as snake food, dealing with that item would need to be his job.
Lloyd gulped. He was only a mid-level swordsman.
No time to be scared. Let’s get this over with before we get flattened. Survey!
Crackle!
[Surveying will begin.]
Everywhere his eyes touched was instantly scanned and categorized, blue lines, dots, and text filling his vision. Lloyd made sure to thoroughly go from the claws on the ground to each individual head as they whipped wildly around to try and hit Javier and the queen. The information on scales and flesh matched what he had expected. Nothing particularly new was learned about the body, but that wasn’t what Lloyd was looking for.
Gotcha!
Only one of the snakeheads whipping around had a small round piece of metal buried inside it – the amulet that had folded into Dantes’s melted face before her transformation.
Phew. Here we go.
With one last pluck of courage, Lloyd jumped out of the pile of tables and chairs and into the open, hands reaching into his inner pockets. Once he had enough space, he plucked two little summons out.
“You two have your emergency red sunflower seed, right?”
“Ppo!”
“Ggo!”
Lloyd tossed the two into the air, and Ppodong and Ggoming landed with a thud in their giant forms. Lloyd instantly began rummaging through Ggoming’s saddle.
“Alright, that monster looks scary, but I’m going to need your guys' help. Ready?”
“Ppodong!”
“Ggoming!”
“Thank you, you two. Ppodong, I need you to immediately clear the board for me. Get all the downed guards and knights out of the Grand Hall. Be quick about it – I’ll need you back here soon.”
“Ppo-Ppodong!” he cried before saluting and immediately running off, grabbing a handful of people right off the bat.
“And Ggoming, I need you to goop those heads up– Ah, finally–” Lloyd pulled a collapsible shovel out of the saddle. He immediately started securing the saddle back down. “Your webs probably won’t stop it, but we need to slow it down.”
“Ggo!”
“In particular,” Lloyd paused as he turned to face the monster again, squinting. After a moment he pointed. “Can you see that snakehead there? Can you mark it with a web somehow?”
“Ggo… Ggomiming!”
Lloyd smiled as Ggoming squinted and nodded seriously.
“Good job. Those snakeheads pack a powerful punch, so be careful. Go!”
Skree!
The Lerna had finally noticed Lloyd was out in the open, a snakehead screeching in his direction. As it shot forward, Ggoming darted into the air, distracting the snakehead for a moment by webbing its eyes and allowing Lloyd to run. He made sure his path went through the area Ppodong had just passed through and picked something up.
Skreeee!
The snakehead freed itself, and roared in irritation, whipping around to chase after Lloyd again.
“Javier!” he shouted.
As expected, his knight was already dashing away from the main body to intercept. Thankfully for him, Lloyd found something to make that easier for everybody. He tossed the fallen sword he had just picked up towards Javier, feeling an odd sense of deja vu at the action.
From the flash in his eyes, it seemed Javier felt the same as he tossed aside his makeshift weapon and snatched the sword from the air. Within a moment, Javier darted in front of Lloyd protectively, a singed hand reaching behind to shield his center chest. The snakehead screeched forward.
Skreee– Schick!
The head juddered to a halt. Javier’s newly acquired sword shone as it pierced the head from jaw to crown.
Javier quickly retracted his sword with a wet snap and knocked it away with a powerful kick just before it began to writhe.
“The plan, Master Lloyd,” Javier asked coolly, eyes not leaving his foe.
Lloyd scrunched up his face in disgust as he watched up close as the snakehead’s skin and scales bubbled over, reforming unharmed. He looked away, keeping track of Ggoming’s efforts temporarily blinding the Lerna or sticking snakeheads to the ceiling, even if only for a moment. It seemed like it didn’t matter if Ggoming’s silk was like woven steel – the monster could bite through it with only a little effort.
“Wellllll, we can’t hurt the monster long enough for it to matter, so that amulet has to go,” Lloyd said, tapping against his folded shovel in thought. “You and the queen pull the attention of all the heads. Be as annoying as possible, I know you’re good at that.”
Javier didn’t comment, eyes locked forward, but raised a brow, unimpressed. Lloyd smirked before it slipped off his face as he continued.
“Ggoming flies me behind and up, and I carve the amulet out of the jaw like a rotten tooth before it notices. Make sure you run interference when I drop down with Ppodong, I don’t particularly wanna become snake food.”
Skree!
The reformed head didn’t take kindly to its prey ignoring it and dove after them again. Javier had them both step back a bit, and then parried off its fangs.
Almost unaffected by the battle, Javier turned his head slightly back to eye Lloyd.
“That plan is no good,” Javier huffed.
“I dunno, I think you’re pretty good at being annoying–”
“No,” Javier interrupted him. The snakehead before them hissed angrily and dove once more, only for Javier to roundhouse kick it far to the side. When he landed, he was facing Lloyd, visibly frowning. “Why must you get on that monster’s head?”
Lloyd frowned. “I’m not exactly qualified to fight multiple monster heads at once–”
Skree!!
A second head finally joined their battle, shooting toward them alarmingly fast. Lloyd already knew he was dodging too slow. Before he could panic, Javier grabbed his hands in a familiar dance position and spun them both out of the way, scales skimming right past them like a speeding train.
The original head snaked over the other’s neck, teeth bared.
Snap! Snap snap snap!
If Javier had ever been bad at dancing it was unclear now as he twirled him and Lloyd dizzyingly around to the beat of snapping fangs. Lloyd was finally pulled to a halt, hand around his waist, as Javier kicked the nose of the snapping snakehead into the neck of the other, staggering them both.
“I shall go. I assume you have a plan with that option,” Javier stated.
Lloyd shook off his dizziness, only to glare at Javier.
“Why ask for a plan if you’re going to do whatever you want? Anyway, Plan A works best. That thing won’t notice me as quickly as two swordmasters, and besides, I’m getting quite good at scaling giants at this point–”
“Their aim is greatest up close and your speed is poor.”
“Beating me up with your words for no reason–”
The hand around his waist tightened.
“The danger outweighs the use of this strategy,” Javier interrupted again, intense eyes scanning the ballroom. “I do not want you on that beast’s head.”
Lloyd’s mouth snapped closed.
The fight was clearly getting to him. His heart rate was jumping up again.
“Argh. Fine.”
Lloyd finally snapped open his shovel.
“Plan B makes our lives harder,” Lloyd continued, “so I’m trusting you to make this work.”
Beneath the icy focus, Javier softened beside him. Lloyd determinedly ignored him and instead pointed to one of the snakeheads weaving around the main body of the Lerna.
“Chop off the head with the spidersilk necklace,” Lloyd sighed, “and give it to me. I’ll take it from there.”
“Understood.”
Skree!
Javier let go and focused forwards, parrying two heads away from them with lightning quick swipes, while Lloyd immediately turned away and finger whistled.
Fuzzy gallopping could be heard approaching.
“Ppo-Ppodong!”
Ppodong dashed towards them from the entrance, his way much speedier than earlier now that there weren’t groaning piles of armor all over the place now.
“Wrap it up nicely for me, yeah?” Lloyd said back to Javier before leaping forward, grasping onto Ppodong’s fur as he rushed by and swinging up to ride on his back.
Lloyd didn’t hear a response, instead catching a blur of silver as Javier shot forward and smacked one of the heads to the far side of the ballroom and the other to the ceiling, where a panting Ggoming immediately stuck it in place. The silver streak then disappeared behind the rubble of broken balconies and shattered chandeliers.
“Let’s go see Her Majesty,” Lloyd said down to Ppodong.
“Ppo!”
Ppodong dashed closer to the monster, quickly catching up to the queen’s position beside it. She was impressively and steadily avoiding attacks from three heads, looking like a woman in a batting cage hitting home run after home run. It was clear her frustration was mounting.
Lloyd gripped tightly onto Ppodong’s plush fur with one hand and leaned over to stick his other hand out.
“Your Majesty!”
The swings paused for a moment as sharp eyes caught his approach. A snakehead shot forward at the opportunity, only to be swatted directly into the ground.
As it skidded away, the queen stuck her hand out and, with barely a tug on Lloyd’s hand, leapt onto Ppodong’s back.
“When your beau returned without you, I assumed you had run off, Lloyd Frontera,” she said immediately.
Lloyd coughed.
“This humble mid-level swordsman just needed a moment, Your Majesty.”
“Hmm.” She eyed him for a moment. “You have my thanks for my own reprieve then.”
She was composed in speech and posture, but it was clear she had worked up a sweat already during the battle so far. Lloyd almost felt bad for getting her help. Almost.
“Apologies, Your Majesty, but I’m going to ask you to work hard again,” Lloyd asked, wetting his lips. “I am no swordsmaster, and we need to distract the monster so Javier can cut off one of its heads.”
He started to sweat himself when her sharp eyes shot daggers to the side of his head. She frowned.
“That will only create more heads–”
“Excuse me, Your Majesty, you are correct, but we need to disable the amulet that is bloodbound to Dantes that is currently boosting its power.”
There was a pause, the queen gazing at him in silence as Ppodong continued to weave and dodge around the Lerna’s attention.
“I heard reports,” the queen said slowly, “of you somehow taking down the magical wall in Namaran by yourself.”
I don’t know if I should be impressed or scared. Both by her spy network and her quick wit.
“I am overwhelmed with gratitude that Your Majesty catches on quickly.”
“You and your gratitude,” she harumphed, but then, amazingly, stood up on the still galloping Ppodong, sword at the ready. “I understand and endorse this plan.”
“Yes, Your Majesty!” Lloyd said, then turned to Ppodong. “To the side!”
Ppodong immediately peeled off from his circuitous path and dashed to one side of the monster. The Lerna’s attention was mostly focused on Ggoming by now, most heads ignoring the group to snap aggressively upwards in the hopes of clipping one of the wings of the slowly panicking summon.
Lloyd put his fingers to his lips and whistled loudly once more.
“Shift change, Ggoming!”
“G-Ggoming!” he panted affirmatively, clearly trying to be tough.
As Ggoming wove his way through snapping heads, Lloyd leaned back down.
“Let’s give them something to chase.”
“Ppodo-do-dong!”
Just as Ggoming shot towards Lloyd, Ppodong slowed to a stop, stuck his furry butt up in the air, and wiggled it in the direction of the Lerna.
Skree!!
A few heads screeched as their old nuisance joined a new one. Lloyd tossed a blue sunflower seed up in the air for Ggoming, who snatched it up and, in a flash, shrunk back down to pocket size. As a few heads charged down at them in anger, Lloyd held open his coat for Ggoming to slip back into, and shouted back down to Ppodong.
“Go!”
They shot off like a rocket, making the heads give chase. While the queen stood at the ready, Lloyd’s heart thumped at the vicious gleam in the monster’s eyes. And yet…
Not enough!
Two heads were left behind, eyes clearly roaming for an unaccounted for prey. Lloyd lifted his shovel and steadied it in the direction of the heads not paying attention.
2:3:3 ratio!
Ziiing!
An enormous fireball made of mana shot out at terrible speed, cooking even the air as it sped through it.
Boom!
It impacted violently into the head and neck of the two snakeheads.
Skree!!
The three heads chasing his group screeched as the two distant heads remained intact but writhed in pain, bubbling and melting over. To add salt to the wound, Ppodong pulled them closer to the main body to allow the queen to drag her sword along its side, dodging the slow moving legs as they kicked out in pain.
As they pulled away, the monster’s bubbling wounds reformed back once more, a new venomous anger in its eyes, all five heads intent on the group now.
Once upon a time, that blast shot straight through a Gigatitan shell. Yikes.
While Lloyd gulped as he had the full ire of the monster on him, he glimpsed a blur of silver hair again. This time it was under the Lerna’s legs, its only blindspot. He quickly looked away.
“Even as a giant lizard, you’re losing to Her Majesty and I!” he cried out mockingly to the heads, shaking his shovel. “Try and get us, slowpokes!”
Whether the monster could understand him or not anymore, the snakeheads still shot forward with furious screeches.
Ppodong dashed away, but as the heads gained traction the queen began her batting routine again, determinedly keeping them away from the group by either smacking a head into the distance or parrying any snapping fangs.
Within a blink, Javier appeared, running along a snake neck. The snakehead with the spidersilk necklace halted as the sensation, but before any head could move, there was a flash of silver.
Shing!
The snakehead, blinking as it was no longer attached, began to fall. Another flash as Javier swung his sword again, this time using the flat side to double tap it in a direct line to Lloyd.
Fwump.
“Oof!”
Lloyd coughed out as the full weight of a whole snakehead flattened him to Ppodong’s back, nearly covering him entirely. It nearly slipped off but, both thankfully and disgustingly, when Lloyd clamped down on the maw, his hands sunk into the edges like clay.
SKREE!!
The Lerna roared, its one stump neck already bubbling and splitting down the middle. Javier landed on the ground with an elegant flip, standing at the ready in its direct line of sight.
Cough. “Your Majesty, could I dare to ask you to help–” Lloyd began.
“I already endorsed this, Lloyd Frontera,” she interrupted. “Finish your task quickly.”
And with that, she leaped from her perch on the back of Ppodong and landed on the floor like a superhero, quickly standing at the ready with her sword.
Shifting to sit beneath the weight of the snakehead, Lloyd could only chuckle in disbelief.
Those two are crazy.
“Alright, Ppodong, I need you to keep me away so I can focus,” Lloyd urged to the summon below.
“Ppodong!”
Skree!!
Shooting past the battle, Lloyd watched as the six snakeheads roared furiously down at Javier and the queen. The two swordmasters exchanged a word or two under the din before splitting up, tearing the heads’ attention.
Focusing on his task, Lloyd turned back the head in his possession.
“Urgh,” he grimaced.
His hands continued to sink into the dead maw like a disgusting wet clay. Lloyd turned his surveying skill back on, searching for the amulet again. He pinpointed it just below its right eye.
Schick.
With only a single spongy strike from his shovel, he spotted the glimmering amulet sticking out. He had learned his lesson in Namaran though, and scanned it with the Asrahan Core Technique before touching it. Sure enough, there was a gloomy and dark cloud of mana swirling around it. But he could also tell that it was much less powerful than the complicated mana within the amulet itself.
A shield spell probably.
Easy enough. He’d also done this before.
Ziiing!
Using his heart circles, Lloyd methodically pulled at the strands of mana around the amulet like unfurling yarn and discarded the excess into the air.
After about a minute, he jolted. Then he smiled in satisfaction – the protection spell was gone.
Aww, no expensive gems as a reward this time?
There was no time to bask in his success though, so he quickly jammed his hand inside to grasp onto the amulet. With one great tug, the amulet dislodged from the cavity with a disgusting wet smack, allowing Lloyd to finally toss the limp head off of Ppodong. The furry summon sighed in relief below him.
Lloyd patted his back before gripping tight to the plush fur below him.
“Okay, you’re in charge for a bit,” Lloyd said seriously. “I need to focus on this, so please help me stay out of range.”
“Ppo-do-dong!” Ppodong assured him.
“Thank you.”
And then, on a battlefield with a six headed monster, two swordmasters, and a speeding hamster, Lloyd closed his eyes.
Okay, I just did this recently too. It’s just a blueprint. A design outline. One with a flaw I need to fix. You can solve this and ace the test and save your scholarship. No big deal!
He poured his mana into the amulet and began to inspect.
He bit his lip at what he found.
If the mana structure of the noctanium in Namaran was a complex labyrinth, then the amulet was like an intricately descending mine, spiraling ever downwards into darkness with dizzying amounts of sprawling pathways.
Whew.
Lloyd determinedly pulled himself together and slowly began to map it out, step by step.

  

  

    
        Notes:

        
          lloyd to paris: [Legally Blonde voice] what, like it's hard?

Also... oh... the manhwa changed this too, I forgot........... uhhhhhh-
In Namaran, the necromancers were holding up the magic wall that sucks people's mana/life away. In the manhwa I think lloyd just... makes them fall over? In the novel though, Lloyd realizes their powers come from the noctanium necklace (the same thing that was in the skulls), and uses the Asrahan Core Technique to meticulously alter and change the necklace's magic properties - instead of sucking life from Namaran citizens, Lloyd reverses it and makes it suck the life out of the necromancers. This is noted to only be possible because he had the Asrahan Core Technique and a history examining blueprints, making his feat bewildering to those who don't know about the technique (aka. basically everyone but Javier), and terribly difficult with magic knowledge anyways.

Also, technically there's only one chapter and then an epilogue next, and I'll post them at the same time so.... NEXT CHAPTER DROP IS THE END MY FRIENDS! ✧｡◝(ᵔᗜᵔ)◜✧*｡

        

      







              

  


  
    
      Chapter 25: The Whole World at Your Fingertips
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          Thank you for your patience. :)


      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    Shing! Shing shing shing!
Flashes of silver, quick as lightning, slashed through a thick trunk-like leg.
Skree!!
The knee crumpled to the ground with a small boom, a few snakeheads giving a cry of pain. But with a sickly boil of skin and surge of energy, the wound was healed over and the leg slowly rose into position once more.
Swish.
Javier ducked swiftly, dodging the heads who had not cried out. The ones he could not dodge, he batted aside or pierced so they would freeze to heal over for a moment. Through the writhing mess of necks, snakeheads, and legs, Javier caught glimpses of the queen moving similarly, slicing the beast’s underbelly and parrying the fangs of any head that approached her.
He grimaced as he dashed off again.
Truly frustrating.
He and the queen could have coordinated to end this fight without much effort were it not for the boiling. Even more frustrating, Javier was using all his energy focusing on his precision and restraint for fear of exacerbating the situation. It was like trying to defeat a powerful warrior with nothing but needles.
With a jump backwards to avoid a speeding snakehead, Javier glanced in the direction of Lloyd, who had not moved an inch off of Ppodong as the summon dodged the occasional stray snap of fangs or  the rubble that was piling up. Mana swirled wildly around Lloyd, eyes closed and face concentrated like when he was faced with a tricky construction design.
Skreeee!
Javier snapped back to his task of keeping the beast away from Lloyd, dodging a head in a direction opposite of Ppodong’s path. Angry, two more heads shot down. As usual, he batted them away in succession.
It was only after his swing followed through that he realized that the queen also batted a head in the same direction.
Thump-thump! Bam!
Both swordmasters watched in shock as the heads crashed into one another and dominoed violently, slamming directly into the path of one of the last chandeliers.
Shatter!
The chandelier’s connection to the ceiling was instantly snapped off and launched to the ground.
Right towards an alarmed Ppodong and his rider.
Heart beating fast, Javier gripped his borrowed sword in his burnt hands. Mana blasts were off the table. The chance of melted glass and metal was worse.
He instantly poured all his mana into a jump.
Shing!
Skree–
Without hesitation, Javier sliced off one of the dominoed snakeheads from its neck. With a spin, he kicked the head with a snap.
The head instantly changed its trajectory and rocketed into the slowly falling chandelier, the disgusting clay-like skin catching much of the shattered glass and crystal. The pair shot directly over Ppodong and Lloyd, crashing behind.
“Argh.”
Javier’s heart lurched as he felt a dip in familiar mana.
Landing on his feet and skidding back a bit, he frantically searched the room to find Lloyd. Javier’s heart pounded as blood trailed from below dark hair. But before he could sprint to help, Lloyd opened his eyes and, in clear annoyance, wiped it from his brow. Then, with a nose crinkle, he closed his eyes again and concentrated back on the amulet, the injury clearly superficial.
Javier gritted his teeth. He wasn’t pleased, but he’d take what he could get–
Riiiiip.
The consequences of his actions returned as the stump he left behind ripped in twain with a wrenching wet lurch.
Skreeeee!
He sensed rather than saw the next attack. He swung his sword around just in time to block a sharp pair of fangs from taking a bite into his side, skidding a bit at the force. He tensed as he scoured the battlefield, prepared to parry the second snakehead.
But the beast clearly learned a new trick.
Instead of the second head snaking over the other to attack as he had expected, it rammed into the first at full speed, rocketing both it and Javier into the ballroom wall.
Crash!
The impact was jarring, stonework crumpling from the impact behind him.
Gasp! The wind may have been knocked out of him, but Javier did not allow that to stop him. Shaking off the dust, he poured mana into his diaphragm and grasped onto the head pushing him into the wall. With a mildly slimy pop, he flipped himself over to land on its head.
Skreee!!
The Lerna seemed to remember what happened the last time Javier was on one of its heads and bellowed in anger. But Javier had no interest in adding another snakehead to the seven now already in play and sprinted down the long neck instead. Irate, the neck swayed and then rose up high, turning his path into a slide instead.
Undeterred, Javier used the momentum. Kicking off at the last second, he slammed down onto the beast’s back and grasped his sword with both hands to pierce past its scales.
Boom-boom-boom!
A handful of mana blasts shot directly into the ribcage, the site of impact glowing iridescent and molten with mana and burnt flesh.
SKREE!!
The whole body shook like an earthquake, every head screeching to the ceiling in agony. Javier ripped the sword out just as his perch started to lose tension. The moment he felt it, he leapt sideways off the beast, watching as its whole chest writhed and bubbled over. The snakeheads twisted and thrashed, some banging into the walls and creating more rubble.
As he touched down to the ground, Javier felt a familiar bold presence near him.
“You certainly know how to make up for adding another head to the mix, Sir Asrahan.”
The queen watched the scene from beside him with a wry smile, sword at the ready and slightly out of breath.
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Javier responded. He also felt a touch out of breath, the battle extending longer than ideal. Just because he trained for it did not mean he welcomed a burdensome fight.
The two stood for a moment, resting, as there was no proper way to finish off the beast yet. The Lerna, screaming one last time, settled with a few heaving breaths of its own. In the next moment, all seven snakeheads whipped to look down at the swordmasters.
If snakes had expressions, it certainly looks even more enraged than before.
Javier’s lips thinned, readying himself again, only to suddenly feel another sharp dip in mana. Only this time, it was directly in front of him.
CrrrraaACKK!!!
A loud reverberating shattering noise echoed throughout the air that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere. It was immediately followed by another strong dip in mana from the core of the Lerna… and a cackling sound of triumph from behind.
“Got it!”
Lloyd’s welcome voice rang out, full of satisfaction.
The beast seemed to feel something going wrong with itself as the snakeheads stilled, blinking.
“Now…” Lloyd continued. Javier could hear the vicious smirk. “Beat it up!”
Something niggled in the back of Javier’s mind and senses, but could find no reason to hesitate when the beast had finally been broken from its source of infinite mana.
“May I suggest we split up, Your Majesty?” Javier requested beside him, eyes glued to the Lerna as it warily spread its heads far from each other, hissing.
“Acepted. Move.”
In an instant, they shot away from each other.
Javier slashed at its side and legs as he dashed off to one side, watching hopefully as the bubbling still occurred but at a slower pace. The Lerna screeched, anger once more clawing back to the forefront instead of defensiveness. He lifted his sword and shot a few more mana blasts to ensure its irritation, and saw that the queen was doing the same on her side with some rocks she launched fiercely into some eyes.
Once they were on each side and all snakeheads were poised low, Javier spun his circles fervently, ready to strike. He noted with interest that the queen was preparing by bringing forth a 8-foot aura around her sword.
“Launch!” she shouted.
Swoosh!
With speed faster than wind, they dashed towards each other, Javier swinging precisely, the queen with brutal chops.
Boom boomboom boom!
Snakeheads fell quickly from their necks, the seventh one cut by both the queen and Javier at the same time. The instant his sword swung through the last of the flesh, he swung around quickly, ready to shoot mana blasts at the stumps–
Riiiip.
The sound came from the first stumps they had chopped on each end.
Heart dropping, he launched his attacks with fervor. Iridescent with aura and burning hot, the blasts scorched the beast… on top of the new snakeheads already slowly emerging from the boiling muck, the heads at the distant ends emerging faster than the ones in the center.
SkreeeEEEE!!!!
The chorus of screeches echoed discordantly in the rubble of the destroyed Grand Hall. Fourteen heads slowly struggled to emerge, but without any hesitation.
As a pair of heads writhed and stumbled into the ceiling, causing more stonework to fall, Javier and the queen dodged backwards. Lloyd and Ppodong pulled up beside them, looking just as frustrated as Javier felt.
“It was too early,” Javier observed. “It still had enough mana in reserve for another quick recovery.”
“Ugh, like it’s been charging in the wall this whole time while you guys were still on batteries,” Lloyd muttered, examining the Lerna with sharp eyes.
Javier ignored the strange comment as the queen scoffed in frustration beside them.
“We will need to wear it down once more,” she stated, gripping her sword. “Chip away at its body until it burns through its fuel.”
Javier nodded tightly, replying “Agreed. I shall take the left–”
“Not gonna work,” Lloyd interrupted. He looked down at both of them from his perch on Ppodong, seemingly scanning their condition. “Please excuse my rebuttal, Your Majesty, but you guys have already been fighting for a while, and that was before we doubled the heads.”
“Master Lloyd–”
“The problem is that there’s too much mana still, right?” Lloyd interrupted again, this time examining the beast with a calculating eye. “But its usage is slower than before. And without that amulet, the Lerna has no good way to quickly replace it.”
Lloyd jumped off the side of Ppodong, landing directly at Javier’s side.
“New plan,” Lloyd continued, brown eyes boring into his own. “I eat its remaining mana and you chop it up at its most drained.”
Beside him, he could sense the queen shuffling uncomfortably at the reminder of the destructive skill. Javier frowned as well, but pinned Lloyd with a furrowed brow and hard stare.
“Master Lloyd, I do not like this. This is not like Namaran – this is an active battle.”
Skreeeeee!
To emphasize his point, the Lerna screeched as all fourteen snakeheads finally reformed. They shook themselves as if shaking off a daze, weaving around each other defensively and warily eyeing their group. Lloyd, however, ignored it entirely, and started rifling through his coat's inner pockets.
“Hey, I hear ya, I don’t like it either. I don’t wanna get hit!” He complained, tucking his miniature summons onto Ppodong’s large furry back. Looking away, his ears suddenly looked warm. “I trust you though.”
Despite the sheer madness of the plan and his own grimace, Javier’s traitorous heart skipped a beat.
He sighed.
“Fine. I understand.”
“Good. Your Majesty?”
“I have been subject to this skill before,” the queen said with a shiver. “I see no reason this plan would not work. We shall proceed.”
“I am overwhelmed with gratitude–”
“Proceed, Lloyd Frontera.”
As Lloyd turned quickly to encourage a stubborn Ppodong to run away with the other summons so none were affected by the skill, the queen stepped beside Javier, eyeing the movements of the Lerna. Despite the new acquisition of fourteen heads, it crept around, more cautious than it had been at the start of the battle.
“I presume you will be by his side, so I shall move around freely to support until the right moment.”
Javier bowed his head. “Thank you, Your Majesty. He will need defending when dazed by the skill.”
Her gaze flicked over to look at him for a moment, contemplative.
“It will be quite a burden to be at his side, subject to his swell of destruction.”
“It is not a burden I cannot carry, Your Majesty.”
And then, to his surprise, the queen gave a huff of laughter.
“Who could have doubted the devotion of this pair,” she said, and then, with one amused glance behind Javier, launched herself towards the Lerna.
Javier only had a moment to blink at the comment before Lloyd reappeared beside him, freshly summon-less. And very flushed. He must have heard their conversation. Javier couldn’t find it in him to be embarrassed, especially if such sentiments gained him such an amusing look.
Lloyd cleared his throat.
“All right, get me within 13 meters and don’t let me get squished!” Lloyd ordered firmly, hands on his hips, demeanor settling.
“Your tasks are always so difficult,” Javier sighed deeply with a mocking headshake.
“And always rewarding!” Lloyd insisted. He shot over a crooked grin. “Unless you wanna lose your lullaby, of course.”
“To use blackmail before encouragement… How petty.”
“Yeah, yeah. Now let’s get going before I regain my sanity and change my mind.”
Despite the obnoxious commentary, Lloyd held out a hand to Javier, ready to be guided wherever Javier led him. Sword at the ready in one hand, Javier’s other clasped onto Lloyd’s. It was clammy and faintly shaking despite its owner’s look of determination.
Javier held onto Lloyd tightly, and then began to run.
Skreeee!!
Fearfulness and venom echoed in each jerking movement of the diving snakeheads. Javier pulled Lloyd this way and that, dodging what he could and parrying any fang or snout that he could not, rubble and clay-like viscera bursting around them. At one point, with a yelp from Lloyd, Javier yanked them both into the air to avoid a sweep of a long neck. When they landed, they were about ten meters from the Lerna’s chest.
“Close enough?” He asked.
Lloyd gulped like he was fighting nausea, but his eyes flicked around brightly before nodding firmly. Within a moment, he whipped his shovel around and, aiming directly at the chest in front of them, shot out a duo of his signature triple-circle mana blasts.
Boom-Boom!
SKREEE!!
The snakeheads screeched in agony, a huge gaping wound bubbling slowly in its chest. Javier barely bothered to keep an eye on its writhing throes because, in an instant, Lloyd’s stance grew unsteady and then collapsed to the ground, eyes closed. Javier was ready though, guiding him to the ballroom floor with the hand that was still tucked into his own. He hated this part.
“See you soon, Master Lloyd.” He squeezed his hand one last time, resisting the urge to supply Lloyd with the mana he was dangerously low on.
He received a weak squeeze back. And then the hand went completely lax and slipped out from his own as Lloyd fully went into a daze and his mana circles began to violently sing.
Ziiiiing!
Javier’s own manaheart and circles spun into action, frantically working as mana began to get violently pulled towards, and then absorbed by, Lloyd.
An abandoned corsage wilted and then crumbled. Pieces of glass shuddered and tumbled into chunks of sand. Even the air became stale.
And most importantly, the gaping chest wound on the Lerna began to heal even slower.
Skreeee?!
Panic could be heard in the beast’s screeches. Javier stepped forward a few paces, fighting nausea as mana was pulled out from him just as quickly as his circles desperately pulled more back from the air. But he crouched into a firm stance, sword at the ready.
Fourteen snakeheads wheeled around, and, identifying the problem, charged down.
Desperation tinged the snaps, swipes, and swings that lashed down from above. Javier worked overtime, defending the mana storm behind him even as he began to sweat and gasp from the exertion. He fought quicker and more intensely than any training or any battle before, a blur of movement.
Exhaustion or not, it did not matter. He would not let a single hair on Lloyd’s head be harmed again.
A few minutes into desperately standing his ground, Javier sensed a rising swirl of bold mana. Through a particularly complicated domino battery, a brief opening appeared between the snakeheads through which he finally glimpsed the queen. She was perched on the edge of a high up balcony and held up only by one arm and a braced leg.
Crack!
The balcony in her grip splintered as the queen’s aura rose to surround her sword once more. She clearly poured everything into it – the sword grew to be 20 inches wide and a whole 13 feet long.
Now.
In a flash, Javier forced his circles to slow, the feeling of nausea returning full force, and allowed himself to look distinctly weakened to any creature that might be able to sense mana. Such as a Lerna.
SKREEEE!!
All the snakeheads instantly dove for the bait.
Swoosh!
A red blur shot across Javier’s vision followed by a streak of brilliant aura.
B-BOOM-BOOM.
Fourteen snakeheads skidded straight to the floor past Javier and Lloyd… no longer connected to the stumped necks writhing in front of him.
Ziiiiing!
Javier spun his circles back to a fever-pitch, pulling in as much mana as he could, and thrust his sword forward.
Boom-boom-boom!
Fourteen mana blasts shot out.
Alarmingly, they started shrinking the moment they were fired. But the stumps were close – the blasts rocketed forward and smothered each with overwhelming heat and aura, the disgusting smell of burning flesh lingering in the air once more.
The Lerna’s legs scrambled as its necks writhed. Javier watched with bated breath, ready to scoop up Lloyd should it prove too dangerous to remain close to the stumps, skill range be damned.
The beast twitched and stomped nearly 5 meters away… and then its knees crumpled beneath it, the whole beast falling to its side.
BOOM.
Javier watched, tense.
And then he let out a breath.
The Lerna lay unmoving, no more mana running through it.
***
[The Asrahan Core Technique Skill Option 5: Your Supercharge time is up.]
Lloyd dazedly opened his eyes to find about a dozen notifications, a very dead monster, a rumpled but noble looking queen, and a serious looking Javier.
Oh. It’s over.
It took him a moment to register that Javier had knelt before him and started poking and prodding him over for injuries, a hand braced familiarly on his back. Through his post-charge haze, he heard the queen sheathe her sword and say something about checking on her guards and knights before walking away.
Lloyd shook his head a little, shoving aside the notifications ringing in his ear for now. The status windows looked quite promising, but more urgent was the scratched up face before him. He squinted, lifting a hand to poke at it.
“I am well, young master,” Javier sighed quietly before he could even ask, face still serious.
“Good,” Lloyd managed to mumble. It always felt like waking up from a too-long nap after a Supercharge session. “I need you… for construction, obviously.”
Javier stopped poking him.
What’s with that look?
He shook his head again, pinching his own leg this time, telling himself to focus up and speak more sense. As his mind cleared and he opened his eyes again, they landed on something that made him chuckle.
“You know, I think it’s time to toss these stupid suits,” Lloyd chuckled.
Javier blinked and glanced down. His stupidly over-embellished suit had been ripped, charred, and gooped on in multiple places. Lloyd’s own was riddled with tears where the seams sat, with muck everywhere.
Javier paused. And then, the moment he looked back up and their eyes met once more, a small laugh burst out of him, sounding both amused and relieved. Lloyd grinned at the sight.
We won, and, more importantly, we’re alive.
He felt a relief so profound at both of them surviving another crisis that it looped into pure joy. Especially since Javier was clearly fine enough to laugh. The sound signaled ease.
The next thing Lloyd knew, arms reach launched around him and he was in a hug.
Lloyd startled, suddenly surrounded by warmth. Awkward, his hands fluttered around until he could poke an arm with an intelligent, “Um.”
When Javier made no move and the bizarre moment didn’t pass, Lloyd let out a sigh which, to his chagrin, sounded less irritated and more fond.
Well…
He tentatively clutched at one of the arms around him and allowed himself to sink into the warm crook between Javier’s shoulder and neck, the arms around him following him close. The positioning reminded him of their embrace after the attack in their rooms. Did life threatening events warrant hugs now? Lloyd would never admit it out loud, but he wouldn’t say no to that…
A tickling whisper was felt against his ear.
“Master Lloyd, I thought of a reward that I want.”
Lloyd blinked his eyes open (when had he even closed them?), mentally stumbling to catch up to the odd comment. With a sudden recollection of a late night walk, he snorted a laugh into the shoulder he was leaning against.
“What, was a goopy evil monster inspirational for you?”
Javier still didn’t move at the comment, so there was no way Lloyd would. With a hum, Lloyd hooked his chin over the shoulder still pressing comfortably into him and continued, “I still reserve the right to refuse any outrageous requests.”
The responding hum from Javier made Lloyd shiver and grip the arm in his tighter, the sensation unusual up close.
“I trust that you will be fair,” Javier murmured. Lloyd ignored that he warmed at the comment. “But… It may be considered as such.”
“Gonna demand a huge mansion or something?” Lloyd chuckled.
“The request would require you to break a recent promise.”
Lloyd paused. Furrowing his brows, he tried to back up.
“You recently promised a return to previous standards after the Winter Ball.”
He froze.
“I– What–”
“I can assent to the end of the scheme as it is now, but I want something else instead.”
Still frozen, Lloyd felt as Javier bent closer to his ear, and murmured his request.
“Master Lloyd, would you do me the honor of a non-scheme courting?”
“Wha–” Lloyd startled, fully breaking free from the gentle grip around him to stare incredulously at Javier, his heart beating a mile a minute. “Are you sure you didn’t hit your head?? Are you sane??”
Lloyd swiftly brought his hands up to poke through soft silver locks, searching for any splotches of bruising or blood. There was no way. He had tentatively wondered about the possibility, but…
Among the fussing over his head, Javier’s expression was cool, but Lloyd knew him well enough to spy the determination hidden behind it. Javier moved, but only to allow his hands to slip down behind Lloyd’s back, where Lloyd felt them tighten minutely.
“You cannot use that kind of language against your courtship partner,” Javier said lightly, eyes twinkling in amusement.
“Hey. I haven’t accepted yet,” Lloyd shot back thoughtlessly.
“Are you frightened?”
Lloyd blinked and stopped fussing, the question ringing a bell.
And then he laughed, a smidge hysterical. He took a deep breath and slipped a hand down to Javier’s shoulder, grasping onto the torn fabric nervously. But Lloyd forced himself not to look away.
“Of you, Javier? Terrified.”
Javier looked… hopeful.
Oh god. This is happening. It’s real.
The hands on Lloyd’s back tightened once more, and, if his eyes didn’t deceive him, Javier’s ears were pink. Lloyd’s heart was beating so fast he was getting nauseous and a dozen emotions threatened to overtake him, but the warmth around him kept him grounded. Javier leaned a little forward, eyes dipping down briefly.
“Then perhaps a demonstration of my determination?”
Lloyd struggled to swallow.
“There’s… there’s no one looking.”
“I am aware,” Javier muttered, ears pinking further.
A swooping sensation nearly made Lloyd dizzy, and he gripped Javier tight.
“You sly dog,” Lloyd’s voice croaked out.
And he tugged at his grip and leapt forward, eyes shut tight, his lips pressing desperately to soft ones.
He instantly felt the warmth press back, Javier breathing shakily through his nose against him. His hand still in Javier’s curls grasped tighter, and Lloyd wanted to cry as he felt Javier’s hands press down to hold him closer.
A dozen pings could be heard going off around Lloyd’s head. He ignored them. He was busy, the whole world focused down to the warmth at their fingertips.
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    Chapter Text

    Leaning against the ballroom wall, Lloyd looked serious.
“Could you give me some time?”
Palace employees had slowly started to trickle into the Grand Hall, helping to clean up the rubble and viscera. As such, Javier had pulled Lloyd along to the side to avoid getting in the way. They had ended up tucked near the pile of furniture they had hidden behind before, seated on the floor, pressed up against one another.
The hand tucked within Javier’s own burnt one fiddled nervously even as they softly pressed warm mana against the injury. At some point in the hectic battle, the Frontera necklace came loose once more and Lloyd had stared at the crest secured around his neck with a complicated expression on his face when he began to quietly speak again once more.
“I…” Lloyd continued slowly, picking at his words. Javier felt more hand fiddling within his own as he ruminated. “I need to talk to the count and countess in person at some point before we can move forward. Not sure when, but… yeah.”
Despite the imperfect news, Javier couldn’t help a warm sense of fondness rise up. Count Arcos and Countess Marbella were important figures in his own life and he respected their wishes. How could he begrudge Lloyd for wanting to speak to them? Especially when, judging by the request made so carefully, he clearly wanted to take the whole thing seriously.
“I do not have a problem with waiting,” Javier said truthfully, his thumb brushing against the hand within his own comfortingly. “Though, I am curious about what you mean to discuss.”
Lloyd scrubbed at his hair, eyes darting to the side.
“Let’s just say I made a promise to myself about something.”
Well, that does not answer anything.
Lloyd was never a forth-coming person in the first place; it was nothing new. But he was never unfair to those he cared for.
“Perhaps…” Javier wondered aloud, “one for me as well, then?”
“Hmm?”
“A promise.”
“Ha. That’s all you need?” he asked with a wry smile. “This–” He gestured between the two of them. “was your demanded payment for the past few months.”
No matter the smile pasted on top, he still looked uneasy. Javier considered carefully for a moment. Finally, he nodded to himself seriously.
“Hmm,” he hummed, “then, as compensation, I propose one demonstration of sincerity as payment for postponing.”
Lloyd blinked.
He quickly pinked, sweet and charming, and burst out laughing, hiding behind a fist. Javier wished that he didn’t and almost plucked the offending appendage away again, just as he did earlier in the evening. But he would be fine. Neither of them were going anywhere.
We have all the time in the world.
Lloyd finally calmed and smiled properly over to Javier.
“You drive a hard bargain. Deal.”
Lloyd reached over with his free hand, and Javier shivered as it brushed past his skin to tentatively cup his face.
The kiss this time was slow and soft. Javier dared not pull away from the press of chapped lips that slotted perfectly against his own, willing it to last as long as possible if it was to be the last in a long time. Considering Lloyd breathed in deep through his nose to only press in further and angle himself to slot even more wonderfully together, Javier could only assume the sentiment was shared.
After a time, they did pull back. Javier blinked open his eyes to find Lloyd’s hand lingering on his cheek, gaze staring as seriously as a safety explanation.
“...I promise,” Lloyd croaked.
Javier’s heart skipped, light as a feather.
A distant call from a familiar voice shook Javier free from the urge to immediately fail Lloyd’s request to wait. He turned to the ballroom and spied a small head of red hair looking around worriedly.
“Over here, Julian,” Lloyd called out.
There was a single gentle squeeze from their joined hands before Lloyd slipped free, waving over a worried-looking Julian and a serious-looking Sheherazade. Javier allowed it free with a feeling of wistfulness, but turned to comfort his poor friend making a beeline towards them.
“Hyung! Ja– Sir Asrahan! Are you both alright?” Julian cried as he jogged up close. Sheherazade wasn’t far behind, eyes scrutinizing both the men sitting against the wall.
“Maybe a few scratches here or there, but nothing a few nights rest won’t fix,” Lloyd said calmly, smiling up at him.
“I can confirm that we are not particularly injured, thankfully,” Javier reassured the two himself, a hand up in appeasement.
“You say that as if you do not look like someone tossed you down a muddy hill on fire,” Sheherazade said with a raised brow.
From her untensing shoulders, though, it was clearly in jest now that she had inspected them up close. Poor Julian may have noticed, but it was clear he was still worried.
“I’ll say!” He fussed. “You have scratches all up and down! Even Javier’s neck is not unscathed from bruising!”
Javier instantly slapped his hand to his neck over the forgotten bruise just as Lloyd whipped over to look at him.
There was a pause as two people were confused, and two people were frozen.
Lloyd, the worst person in the world, instantly fell over, roaring with laughter.
Javier began to sweat as Julian and Sheherazade looked ready to interrogate them and nearly shook the infuriating man beside him, but, surrounded by his loved ones who were all safe, his cheerful laughter echoed.
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