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      Prologue


      In the heart of Liberta, the royal capital city of the Kingdom of Rose, Chloe Ardennes stirred awake within a stately home tucked away in the city’s esteemed North District. As the caretaker of the house, her days began early. After a drawn-out stretch and a contented sigh, she hopped out of bed at the exact same time she always did. Her refined features, resembling those of an exquisite doll, included soft, compassionate eyes, a flawlessly shaped nose, and a complexion as pale as alabaster. Her voluminous beige-blonde hair, silky and flowing, cascaded past her waist, veiling a svelte yet balanced figure. Hers was an appearance so naturally beautiful that it belied her past—a time when she was so disheveled and bedraggled, she could have been mistaken for a stray waif.


      Striding over to her bedroom window, Chloe flung it open to invite the crisp morning air inside. She paused for a moment, savoring the brisk breeze and the gentle warmth of the rising sun. “Okay! Time to get to work!” she declared, punctuating her words with an energetic cheer. She shed her nightwear, donned her day clothes, tidied her bed, then left her bedroom and descended the stairs to begin her day.


      In the bathroom, she freshened up, cleansing her face with cool water. After picking up a hairbrush, she meticulously combed through her locks, ensuring that not a single strand was out of place before heading to the kitchen. “Breakfast, breakfast, breakfast...” she muttered, mulling over her options. She retrieved a few items she had purchased the previous evening: bread rolls, salad greens, sausages of a rather large variety, and... “Eggs... Fried eggs, yes! Let’s keep it simple today.”


      Lately, the master of the house had developed a fondness for eggs. Imagining his contented face brought a warm smile to her lips. With a practiced motion, she cracked several eggs into a hot pan. As they sizzled and popped, Chloe turned her attention to a handful of bright red tomatoes. Her kitchen knife glided effortlessly through the ripe fruit, reducing them to bite-sized pieces.


      Once upon a time, she couldn’t even bear the touch of a knife, haunted by the traumatic memory of her mother wielding one against her. That, however, was in the past; she was better now, and far removed from that dark period of her life. Since overcoming her fear, the act of chopping and dicing, slicing and mincing, had become a source of profound satisfaction. This morning was no exception.


      “All right!” Her voice, though soft, held a note of triumph as she declared breakfast ready. Surveying the steaming-hot spread before her, she felt a swell of pride.


      Thump, thump, thump. The familiar echo of heavy footsteps approaching the living room door reached her ears. Always right on time, she mused. His punctuality was nothing short of impressive, befitting a royal knight. Chloe hurried to the door, her step light and eager, like a child rushing to greet an overdue friend. With a click, the door swung open before her.


      “Good morning, Lloyd!” Chloe greeted him with enthusiasm, which momentarily caught Lloyd—the master of the house—off guard, as she had preempted his own salutation.


      “Morning.”


      As Lloyd echoed her greeting, Chloe found her gaze lingering on him. I’m still not used to this, she admitted to herself. Towering over her by two heads, Lloyd’s presence was impressive—a fact not diminished by his casual pajamas. His robust physique, a testament to years of disciplined training, paired well with his strikingly handsome face, defined by a strong, chiseled nose and a set of tightly bound lips. His jet-black hair, darker than night, had grown slightly longer since their first meeting. He was a man so gallant as to attract the attention of numerous admirers wherever he went—and, amidst the surprising turn her life had taken, Chloe had yet to fully come to terms with the reality that he was now an everyday part of her existence.
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      Before she could shake off her enchantment, Lloyd shifted his gaze towards the dining table. “Is that breakfast?” he uttered simply as he walked towards his seat. His expression was impassive, and his words rang brusque, but Chloe knew him better. She noted his long, eager strides towards the table—that was all she needed to confirm his anticipation.


      Contrasting his stoic demeanor, Chloe wore a warm smile as she took her seat opposite him. “I cooked these eggs a bit more than usual; I think you’ll find the texture slightly different from what you’re used to.”


      “I can’t wait to try it...”


      With a few playful exchanges, they clapped their hands in gratitude for their first meal of the day.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: Halcyon Days


      Chloe’s path from her desolate days in the border region of Shadaf to the royal capital was fraught with twists and turns. Born as the second daughter of a margrave, Chloe’s life began under a cloud of despair. The prominent birthmark on her back coupled with the tragedies and famine that seemed to coincide with her birth led her family, under the matriarchal rule of Isabella, to brand her a “cursed child.” Verbal abuse, physical torment, and emotional neglect were her daily realities; she had been treated no better than a dirty, worn-out rag, condemned to a life of servitude. The tipping point, however, came on the day her mother attempted to take her life. Fearing for her safety, Chloe fled the only home she knew, setting her sights on the royal capital.


      Upon her arrival in the capital, fortune smiled upon Chloe in the form of Lloyd, a compassionate First Order knight who took her in, providing shelter and offering her employment as his housekeeper. The encounter marked a turning point in Chloe’s life. In the two months that followed, their relationship deepened—they shared meals, exchanged morning and evening greetings, gave and received gifts, and even stood together against a gang of miscreants in a city park. Formality gradually faded, and they began addressing each other by their first names.


      Chloe’s social circle expanded within the capital, where she forged friendships with the locals, including the kindhearted proprietress of a certain grocery stall in the merchant district, and Lloyd’s superior, Freddy, along with his family.


      Life in the capital was tranquil and fulfilling, a stark contrast to the torment she had endured in her past.


      While she was engaged in her post-breakfast dishwashing duties, a question that had been gnawing at Chloe surfaced. “Lloyd,” she began, “I’ve been meaning to ask... What do you usually do for lunch?” Though she was responsible for his breakfast and dinner, Lloyd’s midday meal remained a mystery.


      As Lloyd busied himself preparing for the day’s work, he replied, “I usually go without it, I suppose. That, or I have a meal bar.”


      “Really? And you don’t grow faint from hunger?” Chloe knew that the meal bar Lloyd mentioned was a dry and bland concoction, intended primarily for sustenance rather than enjoyment. It could be made palatable with a bit of effort, but it was hardly appetizing on its own.


      “Hunger peaks—once you’re past it, the rest is easy. There’s a cafeteria close to our training grounds for knights, but I don’t usually bother with it. Too much hassle,” Lloyd explained.


      “Really? I see...” Chloe responded, aware of Lloyd’s strenuous training regimen. She had spent many an evening watching him practice his swordsmanship, and if that was any indication of the level of his daytime activities, she found it hard to believe that he could function without a decent lunch, no matter how accustomed to it he might’ve claimed to be.


      Feeling compelled to intervene, she halted her dishwashing and retrieved a small wooden box. It was brand new, polished to a shine, and roughly the size of two palms. “Wait one moment, please! Before you leave,” she said as she placed it on the kitchen counter and set to work.


      After about five minutes, Chloe finished her task. She carefully wrapped the container in a large cloth and handed it to Lloyd. “Here you go!”


      “What’s this?” he inquired.


      “It’s your lunch! I had a hunch you were skipping it, so I bought this lunch box yesterday.”


      “Is that so?” Lloyd nodded, a touch of admiration in his eyes. “Your intuition is most impressive. With some training, you might even be able to anticipate and evade attacks.”


      Chloe offered up a brittle laugh, uncertain but amused to see Lloyd’s typical off-kilter humor alive and well. “I’m not so sure about that...” she said, “but um, it’s nothing fancy; it’s just leftovers from last night, so...”


      “Leftovers from last night? So the pork roast?”


      “Yes! I managed to get my hands on some affordable cuts yesterday and ended up making too much. There should also be some bread and salad in there.”


      “That’s more than enough. Your pork roast is one of my favorites, you know?”


      “Well, thank you! I’m glad you like it. But really, it’s Miss Ciel you should be thanking; I’m always impressed by the quality of her cuts.”


      “True, good ingredients matter,” Lloyd agreed. “But isn’t preparation just as crucial? Seasoning, the cooking process... All of that reflects your own skills, doesn’t it?”


      Chloe blushed at his words, casting a shy smile his way and offering a faint giggle. “Thank you, it’s... I’m glad you think so; it’s just, when you put it like that...”


      Lloyd felt his pulse quicken as he caught sight of her bashful smile, and a warm flush crept up his cheeks. He averted his gaze quickly. More frequently of late, his body had been reacting strongly around Chloe, and he struggled to understand why—there was an inexplicable hesitation in his gaze and a restless stirring in his chest whenever she was near.


      “I’ve said this before,” he began, “but it’s like magic to me, what you do.”


      “I’m just doing what I’ve always done,” Chloe responded, “so I’ve become rather good at it. To me, the way you swing that sword of yours around seems far more magical.”


      “It’s not magic. Just muscle memory honed through years of repetition and practice.”


      Chloe’s heart ached as his words struck a familiar chord. Her mind flashed back to the evening of Freddy’s dinner party when, on their way home from the city park, Lloyd had confided in her about his past. He’d shared the story of his parents’ untimely death in a carriage accident, his subsequent trafficking to a hidden facility deep in the southern wilds where he was trained as a child soldier for the revolution, and the unimaginable suffering he endured during those days.


      The story weighed heavily on Chloe’s mind, stirring up grief whenever she was reminded of it. Yet, she was determined to not let it show—Lloyd had made it clear that he had moved on from that painful past. She masked her emotions behind a cheerful smile. “Well in that case, I’m just the same—all muscle memory.”


      Lloyd’s eyebrow gave an upward twitch, as if he sensed something amiss, but he chose not to pursue it. “Is that so? Very well,” he said, tucking the lunch box into his shoulder bag. “In any case, thank you for lunch; I’ll be sure to enjoy it.”


      “Great! Work hard, eat well!”


      As their conversation drew to a close, the two found themselves by the door. Lloyd put on his heavy-duty knightly boots and said, “Chloe.”


      “Yes?” She felt her face relax into a soft grin.


      “What is it?”


      “N-Nothing,” she stuttered, “I’m just...not quite used to you calling me by name yet.”


      While she didn’t mind when others called her by her first name, Lloyd was different. She had a hunch why she felt this way, but chose to keep it to herself, quietly reveling in the joy of hearing the man she loved call her by her name.


      That man then placed a comforting hand onto her head. “I’m off then.”


      “Take care; have a good day!” she called out, gently waving as the door shut behind him.


      “All right, then.” Now alone, she clenched a fist out in front of her chest in determination. “Time to get some work done!”


      Her resolve shone brightly, betraying a past only a few months gone where she was treated no better than a slave, made to toil, prostrate, and shed blood, sweat, and tears.


      ◇◇◇


      Chloe plunged into her daily chores, sweeping the floors, doing laundry, and airing out her and Lloyd’s mattresses. Once she finished, she hoisted a rucksack onto her back and headed to the door.


      “Off to shop!” she announced, stepping out into the sunlight. The sun’s rays bathed her in gentle warmth. What a beautiful day, she thought, reaching out to the clear blue sky in a full-bodied stretch. There wasn’t a cloud in sight, signaling an end to the harshest part of winter and the arrival of spring just around the corner. Chloe found this particularly novel, as her hometown of Shadaf, nestled in the north among the mountains, spent the better part of the year locked in deep winter.


      With a brisk stride, she soon found herself in the bustling Merchant Quarter. She weaved through the usual crowd of shopkeepers peddling their goods, the lively ambience putting a spring in her step as she ventured deeper into the quarter.


      “Let’s see... We’re out of...” Chloe murmured, pulling out her shopping list. It detailed the household items she needed to restock and where to purchase from. Methodically, she made her way through her list, visiting each designated stop. Once finished, she turned her attention to the vibrant open market.


      “Chloe! Good to see ya. Lovely day, ain’t it?”


      “Hello, Mister Arnoido! Yes, indeed! The sky couldn’t be bluer, could it?”


      “Hey, Chloe! Love your outfit today!”


      “Oh hello, Miss Snow! Oh, this old thing? It’s nothing special...”


      Over the past two months, Chloe had become a familiar face in the market, making friends with many of the stall owners. As a young woman amidst mostly middle-aged proprietors, her presence was something of a rarity. Her natural charm and modesty only added to her popularity, making her a bit of a local star.


      Before long, Chloe arrived in front of her favorite grocery stall.


      “Chloe! C’mere, c’mere!”


      “Hi, Miss Ciel!”


      Ciel’s grocery stand had been Chloe’s go-to since she arrived in the district.


      “Miss Ciel, I’m thinking of making something with fish tonight. What do you recommend?”


      “I’ve got just the thing—fresh trout, shipped in from Riedel, you know that port town up north? You cook it up with a little butter, a little soy sauce, and you’ll do just fine. The tender, flaky meat will do most of the work for ya!”


      “Trout! That sounds wonderful!” Trout season is...now, isn’t it? she mused. “I’ll take two, please!”


      “Thank ya very much, sweetie!”


      “Do you have any suggestions for side dishes, if you don’t mind?”


      “Sides? Let’s see...”


      After a bit of the usual exchange, Chloe had her dinner plan sorted.


      “Thanks again, Chloe! See ya soon!”


      “Thank you, Miss Ciel! I appreciate it!”


      Leaving Ciel’s, Chloe rejoined the bustle of main street. As she strolled along, an enticing, mouthwatering aroma wafted through the air, arresting her attention. Her stomach growled in response.


      “Is it lunchtime already?” she wondered.


      Her eyes darted around like those of a lost puppy looking for its owner as she scanned the scene, until she spotted the source of the tantalizing scent: a street stall featuring a large piece of meat roasting on a vertical spit. She watched as the vendor shaved off slices, tucked them into a round wheat flatbread with some lettuce and tomato. It was a dish she’d seen before but hadn’t had a chance to try yet. A kebab, was it?


      “I think I’ll have that for lunch...”


      With a gulp, Chloe pivoted towards the kebab stand.


      ◇◇◇


      Just as Chloe was savoring another delicious bite of her kebab, in a different part of town at the royal castle’s training grounds, Lloyd unwrapped a cloth-covered wooden container. While his fellow knights streamed into the cafeteria, he was all set to enjoy Chloe’s homemade lunch.


      His face remained its usual stern and unapproachable self, but internally, Lloyd’s heart fluttered with anticipation. Opening the container, he found a thoughtfully arranged assortment of dishes: pork roast, salad, bread, and a fried egg, just as Chloe had promised.


      “Looks good,” he murmured. The lunch may have been last night’s leftovers and this morning’s extras, but for Lloyd, used as he was to meager meal substitutes or nothing at all, it was a veritable feast. “Thanks for the—”


      “L-L-L-Lloyd!!!”


      A familiar voice interrupted Lloyd just as he was reaching for a piece of pork roast.


      “...Deputy Commander.”


      Freddy, the First Order’s blond-haired, blue-eyed deputy commander stared at Lloyd’s lunch box, his mouth agape. His usual carefree grin was absent, replaced by a look of pure astonishment. Pointing at Lloyd’s lunch box, he almost shouted, “I know a love-packed lunch box when I see one!”


      “Love didn’t pack this lunch box, my housekeeper did.”


      Freddy dropped his shoulders in an exaggerated slump, deflating at Lloyd’s parched response. “Oh Lloyd. Would it kill you to play along, just once?”


      “I apologize, but I don’t know how.”


      “I know, I know,” Freddy chuckled as he leaned over to peek at Lloyd’s lunch box. “Wow, look at that! Chloe’s handiwork, I presume?”


      “Who else would pack lunches for me?”


      “I suppose no one! But still, lunch now too, eh? She knows, all right—the fastest way to a man’s heart is through his stomach!”


      “I’d rather you speak more plainly, Deputy Commander; she’s just doing her job.”


      “Is she now...?” Freddy teased.


      “...What is it?”


      “Nothing, nothing...” Freddy said, grinning widely.


      Seriously, what? Lloyd thought. Freddy’s personality was far too different from his own; it was nearly impossible for Lloyd to predict what was going on in that man’s mind.


      With a quiet sigh, Lloyd, ever the stern figure, asked, “Can I eat now?”


      “Oh I’m sorry, of course! But wow, lunch with Lloyd... Mind if I join?”


      “I can’t exactly say no to my deputy commander, can I?”


      “Sure you can.”


      With a deep sigh, Freddy sat next to Lloyd and pulled out his own cloth-wrapped lunch box. Freddy firmly clapped his hands together, the two of them gave thanks, and they began to eat.
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      Picking up where he left off, Lloyd popped a piece of pork roast into his mouth. Delicious, he thought, savoring the flavor internally in an effort to avoid any extraneous comments from Freddy. Despite not being fresh, the meat was still tender and juicy—the cold pork was surprisingly tasty, a testament to Chloe’s culinary skill. He chased another bite of pork with a piece of bread, relishing in the wondrous alchemical wedding of starch and meat.


      His stomach, empty from a morning full of activity, grumbled appreciatively. As confident as Lloyd was in his ability to maintain his performance for at least three days and three nights without food, he had to admit that a good meal was a welcome morale boost. He felt more energized than usual, ready to take on the afternoon’s training.


      His musings were interrupted by a sharp poke to his shoulder. “But still, Chloe’s homemade lunch?! I want some too! No fair, Lloyd!”


      “Doesn’t your wife always pack your lunch, Deputy Commander?”


      “Oh? How’d you figure?”


      “What’s that in front of you right now?”


      “A wife-packed lunch box!”


      “Permission to remain silent, sir.”


      Freddy’s specific aesthetic tastes evoked a certain sense of free-spiritedness, but Lloyd knew him on a deeper level. He understood that Freddy was a devoted husband and a loving father who often gushed about his wife and daughter. The love he held for his family was palpable. Freddy was also a watchful commander, well aware of Lloyd’s tendency to keep to himself within the Order. He looked out for him, a gesture for which Lloyd was sincerely grateful.


      “So? Any progress?” Freddy asked, as Lloyd finished his meal.


      “Progress? With what?”


      “With Chloe, of course! Any new developments?”


      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at; she’s just my housekeeper.”


      “Just your housekeeper, eh?” Freddy’s lips curved into a mischievous smile.


      Lloyd, on the other hand, simply stared back in silence, his brow furrowed in confusion.


      “A young man and woman living under the same roof and nothing’s happened? I find that hard to believe.”


      “I apologize if I’m not meeting your expectations, Deputy Commander,” Lloyd paused. “But there was one thing...”


      “One thing?!”


      “We’ve started addressing each other by our first names.”


      Freddy deflated once again. “What are you, schoolchildren?! Lovers should be more, you know—like this.”


      “Our relationship isn’t romantic to begin with, it’s professional.”


      Frustrated by Lloyd’s calm and measured response, Freddy threw his hands up in the air, exclaiming, “Hopeless, utterly hopeless...”


      Should there be something happening? The exchange left Lloyd pondering. Their relationship was indeed professional, but it was also true that they were a young man and woman living together—it wouldn’t be unreasonable to expect things to progress. In their case however, they both had set boundaries—invisible lines between them that neither dared cross.


      But then again...


      They were lines they found themselves inching ever so slightly towards, every single day.


      Lloyd was stern, cold—feared even, as the Ebon Reaper, his moniker within the Order. Despite that, Chloe treated him with a warm smile and a gentle demeanor, without so much as a hint of trepidation. Their shared days were comfortable and peaceful, they had nothing in the way of disagreements, and there was no denying that the distance between them had gradually shrunk. Furthermore, the night they left Freddy’s house, Lloyd had even confided his dark past to Chloe, and she’d accepted it without batting an eye. He’d be dishonest if he claimed his feelings for her hadn’t deepened.


      Still, there’s no romance. She’s only my housekeeper, and I’m only her employer, he reminded himself. On one hand, Lloyd was a firm believer in the rigid hierarchy between superior and subordinate, a principle ingrained in him during his time in the jungle compound. On the other hand, Chloe’s words, smiles, and actions often whipped his emotional state into a frenzy. When he was around her, his cheeks would warm, his pulse would quicken, and a peculiar heaviness would grip his chest. For now, he had been appeasing these stirrings by merely petting her head, but how much longer could that continue?


      Suddenly, a loud voice snapped him out of his reverie.


      “Like I said, how you gonna walk into me when I’m just standin’ here?!”


      “You walked into me. If you’re going to take up so much space, the least you can do is be aware of where all of you is!”


      “Why you little...”


      A heated exchange echoed nearby.


      “What’s that all about?” asked Freddy.


      “Some sort of disagreement, Deputy Commander?”


      Their faces shifted in unison, hardening into grave expressions. Freddy and Lloyd promptly headed for the source of the commotion. There, on the path leading from the training grounds to the cafeteria, two men were embroiled in a verbal spat.
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