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      Prologue


      “...and then, the princess and the prince got married, and the two lived happily ever after.”


      In a cozy room lit only by the soft glow of candlelight, a young woman in a servant’s dress, a picture book in hand, read to a little girl sitting in bed.


      “The end.”


      She closed the picture book with a gentle snap and turned to the girl. The young child’s eyes sparkled, her eyes wide with the magic of the story. Then came a small tip of her head, a quirk of her brow. Had a question crept into her mind?


      “Shirley, I have a question,” she said, her voice tinged with curiosity.


      “What’s on your mind, young lady?” the young woman, Shirley, replied with a smile.


      “What does ‘married’ mean?”


      Shirley blinked, taken aback by the question of the young girl, Chloe. She thought for a moment, choosing her words with care. “Well, marriage, you see... It’s a bit complicated for your age, but let’s see. How should I explain this...”


      She lapsed into thought for another moment; then, suddenly, she stuck an index finger out into the air—an idea had struck.


      “A marriage is like a special promise. It’s when you find someone you love so much, someone you can’t imagine life without, and you promise to be with them always.”


      “Wow!” Chloe gasped with childlike wonder. She gave a big nod of her head, as if it all made sense. “Then, when I grow up, I want to marry you, Shirley!” Her voice was earnest, her eyes shining with sincerity. “Because I don’t love anyone more than you!”


      Shirley couldn’t help but laugh, touched by the child’s innocence. “That’s very sweet of you, young lady.”


      Gently, she reached out to stroke Chloe’s hair, causing the girl to giggle and squint her eyes in delight.


      “But the love you feel for me is different from the love in marriage,” Shirley said softly. “There are many kinds of love, you see.”


      Chloe frowned slightly, her brow furrowing in confusion. “I don’t understand.”


      “One day you will, young lady. One day,” Shirley said, her arms crossed, a wry smile playing on her lips. “When you meet someone who you can’t imagine life without, someone you want to be with forever...” Her voice trailed off, full of a wistful longing that seemed to reach beyond the confines of the room. It was almost a prayer, a whisper of hope lingering in the air. Then, slipping into a smile as tender as a mother’s embrace, with eyes glistening with unspoken dreams, she concluded, “Marry that person, Chloe. And may you live a long, happy life together.”




      Chloe gasped.


      Her eyes flew open as she woke to the comfort of her blanket and the relentless morning sun sneaking a ray through her curtains. The morning chorus of birds and the familiar hum of early bustle drifted in from outside. She sat up slowly, her mind still clinging to the threads of her dream.


      In the time since she had left her home for the capital, Chloe had transformed. Where she had once been frail and unkempt, regular meals and rest had sculpted her into a vision of young beauty. Her features were delicate, yet defined: sleepy, round eyes; a slender nose; and waist-length beige-blonde hair with the slightest hint of pink, tousled from sleep but still lustrous and untangled. Her skin was as white as snow, pristine other than a small mark on her cheek. Though slim, her figure spoke of newfound health and vitality.


      “A dream,” she muttered, her voice still thick with sleep. Unlike most mornings, where dreams faded upon waking, this one lingered. It was an old memory from her home, Shadaf, a border region of the Kingdom of Rose—Shirley, her beloved handmaiden, had read her a picture book.


      “When, one day, you meet someone who you can’t imagine life without...” she recited, clinging to the memory as though it were a precious jewel.


      “Someone you want to be with forever...”


      But as she reached the heart of the line, a warmth rose up from within her. Her hands flew to her face, as if to hold back the burgeoning emotions, as if something might happen to her if she were to say the last part out loud.


      Before she could, however, there came a knock on the door.


      “Chloe, are you awake?” called a familiar, muffled voice.


      “Y-Yes, I am!” she responded, a bit too quickly.


      The door swung open to reveal the voice’s owner: Lloyd. Her heart began to race at the sight of his formidable frame. He towered over her by two heads, his robust physique a testament to years of discipline. His features were striking—a strong, chiseled nose, lips set in a firm line, highlighted only by his usual impassive expression. His jet-black hair, cut in a no-nonsense style, somehow managed to look both imposing and inviting. Lloyd Stewart, the young knight of the First Order of the Knights Rose, was a man whose gallantry never failed to draw admiring glances wherever he went.


      “Something on my face, Chloe?” Lloyd asked.


      Chloe’s reaction was immediate; she jerked her head away, her cheeks burning.


      “Chloe?”


      Finally, she mustered the courage to speak. “I-It’s nothing—absolutely nothing!”


      His response came quick, a touch of genuine concern in his voice. “That doesn’t sound like ‘absolutely nothing’ to me.”


      Chloe’s heart thrummed, a drumbeat too loud, too early. She took a deep breath, bracing herself to face Lloyd once more. As she did, she noticed something distinctly out of place.


      Lloyd was in his uniform.


      Uniform? Not his pajamas? Chloe’s groggy morning brain complained. Each morning, like clockwork, Lloyd would appear in his pajamas, ready for the day she would meticulously curate. She would rise before him, prepare a hearty breakfast, pack his lunch, and ensure the house was in order. But now, here he stood, in the attire he wore only when he was about to leave.


      The implication behind this newfound reality struck Chloe with the force of a tidal wave. Her face paled.


      Lloyd, noticing her distress, sheepishly scratched his cheek. “Sorry,” he began, a hint of awkwardness in his voice. “I came to wake you, but you were sleeping so peacefully, I thought it best to let you rest a bit longer.”


      Chloe’s piercing cry, distraught and desperate, reverberated through the house.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: The Two Who Became Lovers


      This single detached home nestled in the prestigious North District of Liberta, the royal capital of the Kingdom of Rose, was Knight Lloyd Stewart’s home and the housekeeper Chloe Ardennes’s place of work.


      Chloe stood in front of the dining table, bowing deeply as if to embed herself into the wood. “I’m so terribly sorry!” she blurted out. “It’s an inexcusable lapse for a housekeeper to oversleep. Please, forgive me. I’ll make this right! I’ll do whatever you—”


      Lloyd, seated across from her, raised a hand to gently interrupt her rambling. “Chloe, stop,” he said firmly. “It’s all right. We all make mistakes. If I were to take issue with you over something as trivial as waking up late, it would never end. I’m not upset, so please.”


      Slowly, Chloe lifted her head, her expression akin to a startled animal. Her eyes seemed to ask, Are you truly not upset with me?


      “It’s all right,” Lloyd repeated. “I managed breakfast on my own and was just about to leave for work.” He paused, his voice gentle. “And Chloe, I would never reprimand you for something like this. You should know that by now.”


      “R-Right,” Chloe stammered, a wave of relief washing over her. “Of course you wouldn’t...” Of course he wouldn’t, she repeated internally. Lloyd isn’t the type to get upset over a small mistake like this. I know this, and yet...


      Chloe clenched her fist tight in front of her, recognizing the source of her deep-seated fear. It wasn’t Lloyd; it was the shadows of her past in Shadaf, where she was mistreated by her family, the house of Margrave Ardennes, because of the birthmark on her back.


      Chloe’s birth coincided with a series of famines and deaths in her family. Her mother, Isabella, deemed her a “cursed child” and subjected her to relentless abuse growing up. Verbal threats, physical violence, treatment akin to that of a dirty rag—she endured it all silently until a life-threatening encounter with her knife-wielding mother spurred her to flee to Liberta. It was here she met Lloyd Stewart, the kind knight who had offered her the position of housekeeper. In the three months since, Chloe had begun to reclaim the life and confidence stripped from her, thanks to Lloyd’s kindness and her new acquaintances in the capital. The path to full recovery, however, was long. Despite all her improvements (when she’d first arrived, her apologies left her prostrate; now, they were still frequent, but verbal), the guilt she’d been trained to feel over minor mistakes still reared its ugly head every so often. She had resolved to change, but it seemed the pace at which it would happen was out of her hands.


      Lloyd remarked with a hint of concern, “It’s unusual for you to oversleep.”


      Chloe felt a lump form in her throat. “Well, you see, the reason for that is...” she paused, gathering the courage to say the words. Then, in a rush of honesty, it all spilled out. “I got so caught up in the book I was reading I didn’t realize how late it was!”


      Reading was the one cherished hobby Chloe had found for herself since coming to the capital. Each evening, as if it were a treasured ritual, she would be found curled up on the sofa, eagerly delving into a new purchase from Ian’s bookstore resting on her lap. Her reason for oversleeping was, indeed, very much in character.


      However, Lloyd raised an eyebrow skeptically. “We read together last night, and I recall you retiring to your room at a decent hour.”


      “Where I continued to read...” Chloe said sheepishly. “The story was so captivating I couldn’t put it down.”


      “I see,” Lloyd responded, his tone softening into understanding. “I, too, find myself lost in books at times. I can relate to that feeling.”


      Observing Lloyd’s uniquely charming pose—his arms crossed, nodding slightly—Chloe felt another rush of warmth to her cheeks.


      “Chloe?” Lloyd’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.


      “Wh-What is it?” she stammered.


      “Your face is quite red. You don’t have a fever, do you?”


      Lloyd leaned forward, concern etched on his features. He extended a hand towards her forehead, but Chloe quickly turned her head away.


      “Chloe?” Lloyd asked again, more hesitantly this time.


      “I’m fine, really. The picture of health. Especially after such a good night’s rest, thanks to you.”


      “I struggle to see the correlation there, but you’re certain? There’s nothing bothering you?”


      “Yes, I’m certain. Nothing at all. I’m the same old Chloe as always,” she insisted, trying to sound convincing.


      “The same old...? No, something is wrong, isn’t there...” Lloyd stopped himself midsentence, his gazing searching hers. A silent, charged moment passed between them. Then, with a tenderness that startled her, he gently caressed the mark on her cheek. “It looks a lot better now.”


      “Yes. It could’ve been much worse, if not for you,” Chloe murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.


      As Lloyd’s fingers traced the mark on her cheek, a battle scar from recent days, Chloe winced slightly. Despite the healing, it still ached.


      “That’s good to hear,” Lloyd said tenderly.


      Suddenly, he stood up.


      “Well, I should be going.”


      Chloe quickly rose to her feet. “Right, of course. It’s almost that time, isn’t it?”


      As they made their way to the door, Chloe spoke up again, her voice tinged with regret. “Again, I’m really sorry about this morning. Because of me, you haven’t got your lunch.”


      Lloyd laced up a boot. “Nothing to worry about there. I’ll make do. And I’ll be back at the usual time this evening.”


      “Yes! I’ll more than make up for it at dinner!” Chloe declared, her determination evident as she tapped her chest confidently.


      “I’m looking forward to it,” Lloyd said, a faint smile gracing his face. He opened his mouth again as if he wanted to add something more, but then seemed to change his mind, shaking his head slightly. “All right then,” he said instead.


      “Have a good day at work, Lloyd! And be careful—don’t hurt yourself!” Chloe called out after him.


      With that, Lloyd left for work. As the door swung to a close, Chloe slumped to the floor, her facade crumbling. She buried her face in her knees, her voice was a mix of frustration and self-reproach as she murmured, “‘Same old Chloe as always,’ my foot.”


      She knew it—there had been nothing “usual” about her lately. Her words, her actions, everything felt off. She was convinced Lloyd noticed it too, as this wasn’t the first time she’d behaved out of character recently. Despite this, Lloyd chose not to probe too deeply, and as a result, the both of them chose to wallow in their respective confusion—it was preferable to the potentially embarrassing truths they’d both face airing things out.


      “Oh, what do I do?” Chloe lamented softly. “I can’t even look him in the eye...”


      Peeking through the gap between her knees was a face as flushed as a ripe apple.


      ◇◇◇


      It’d been three days since that fateful night, a turning point that profoundly altered both Chloe’s and Lloyd’s lives and their relationship. Reflecting on it, Chloe realized just how tumultuous that day had been.


      On that day, Chloe’d had a harrowing encounter. Her sister, Lily, having traveled from Shadaf to attend a soiree in the capital, had found her. Lily kidnapped Chloe, dragging her to a hotel room, where she subjected her to a brutal assault. The mark on Chloe’s right cheek was a grim souvenir from that cruel episode. Chloe was moments away from being dragged back to Shadaf when Lloyd intervened, rescuing her in the nick of time.


      Later that same evening, amid the emotional upheaval, Chloe and Lloyd had confessed their feelings to each other. “I’m in love with you, Lloyd,” Chloe had admitted, her heart laid bare. To her relief and joy, Lloyd had reciprocated. “I’m in love with you too, Chloe.” Their mutual confessions had unlocked something profound between them. Words long unspoken had been shared, and from them, a conjoined love blossomed.


      Now, they were lovers.


      “That was all well and good, but...” Chloe mumbled on the living room sofa, a cushion clutched tightly in her embrace. “Now that we’re a couple, what are we supposed to...”


      The thought was too much for her. With a soft poomf, Chloe’s face once again disappeared into the cushion, her mind a whirl of emotions and uncertainties about this new chapter in their relationship.


      Ever since she arrived, Chloe’s relationship with Lloyd had been strictly professional. He was her employer, and she was his devoted servant. This clear distinction had allowed Chloe to control the feelings she harbored for Lloyd. But now, with the boundaries blurred, her mind was constantly caught in a whirlwind of thoughts about him. The mere sight of his face, the sound of his voice, and even the lightest touch all sent her heart racing and a warm flush to her cheeks. Alas, what was a girl to do? Chloe’s past in Shadaf had offered her no opportunities to explore romance. Lloyd was her first love, and with that came a flurry of uncertainties and dilemmas. How should she behave around him now?


      “No, Chloe, focus!” she admonished herself, vigorously shaking her head to clear the distracting thoughts. Despite their newfound relationship, she was still Lloyd’s housekeeper. She couldn’t allow her romantic daydreams to interfere with her duties—not any more than they already had.


      Her late rise this morning hadn’t solely been due to staying up late reading. After closing the pages, Chloe had found herself restless, unable to sleep. She’d tossed and turned, the image of Lloyd engrossed in his reading lingering in her mind, disrupting her peace. Just thinking about it now made her face burn up again.


      Sitting up straight, Chloe gave her cheeks a light clap. “This won’t do,” she whispered to herself. Then she stood up and took a deep breath. After coaxing her heart to slow, Chloe set her mind to the tasks at hand: sweeping, laundry, a trip to the market, and preparing dinner. Today, she would focus on her work, her way of showing love in the life they shared.


      ◇◇◇


      Chloe managed to finish all her chores before noon, and soon she was out the door, heading towards a familiar market square. Today, besides procuring ingredients for dinner, she had one other important mission to complete.


      As she navigated through the bustling market, a familiar voice called out to her. “Chloe, dear, it’s so good to see you!”


      Chloe turned, a smile touching her lips. “Hello, Miss Ciel!” she greeted, bowing her head respectfully. It was her first visit to Ciel’s stall since the harrowing incident, and the familiarity of it brought a sense of comfort.


      Ciel’s face, however, clouded with concern as her eyes found the mark on Chloe’s cheek. “Oh, Chloe!” Hurriedly, she asked someone to take over the register as she rushed out from behind the counter to Chloe’s side. She peered closely at the wound, her expression conveying deep sympathy. “Look what happened to your pretty face. Does it hurt much?”


      “I’m fine, really,” Chloe reassured her quickly. “It’s a bit tender, but it’s healing well. The doctor believes it won’t leave a scar.”


      Chloe recalled the day after the ordeal when Lloyd had insisted on taking her to a doctor. Thankfully, the treatment she received had been effective, and her wounds were healing steadily.


      Ciel let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, Chloe. You have no idea how glad I am to hear that.”


      Chloe chose that moment to bow her head deeply. “Miss Ciel, I wanted to thank you sooner but hadn’t had the chance. Lloyd told me how you and the townspeople helped find me. I owe you so much.”


      Three days earlier, in this very market square, Lloyd had frantically sought information on Chloe’s whereabouts. It was Ciel’s initiative that had rallied the community, leading to the swift gathering of clues about Chloe’s location. Their collective effort had pinpointed the hotel where Lily was staying, setting the stage for Chloe’s dramatic rescue.


      “Ah, so the young man’s name is Lloyd,” Ciel murmured to herself, her lips curling into a knowing smile. “A fine name indeed.”


      Chloe, undeterred by Ciel’s musings, pressed on earnestly, “If it hadn’t been for you, Miss Ciel, who knows where I would be right now. Truly, I am in your debt.”


      Indeed, that other “important mission” for visiting the market this afternoon had been to convey her heartfelt gratitude to Ciel. However, Ciel, ever humble, dismissed Chloe’s thanks with a gentle wave. “Nonsense, dear. You’d do the same for me. I’m just glad to see you safe.”


      Then, with a cautious glance around, Ciel leaned closer, ensuring their conversation remained private. “By the way, Chloe, a little birdie told me you’ve got noble blood in your veins.”


      Chloe’s heart skipped a beat. “Wh-Where did you hear that?!”


      “Don’t be counting ol’ Ciel out yet, my dear. I’ve got my sources,” Ciel replied knowingly. “With everything that’s happened, I’m not exactly an unrelated third party anymore. I thought it prudent to do a little bit of digging.”


      Kidnapping, wrongful confinement, battery, not to mention obstruction of a knight from the famed First Order in the line of duty—Lily’s actions had attracted considerable attention. In the aftermath, even the details of Chloe’s abuse at the hands of her family had come to light, kicking off an official investigation into the matter. Currently, a hearing with both Lily and their mother, Isabella, was scheduled to take place—though at an indeterminate date, as they yet awaited a response to the summons sent to Shadaf.


      “And that lady, Lily. She’s your sister?” Ciel inquired further.


      It seemed Ciel had left no stone unturned. Right, she’s the director of a top trading firm, Chloe reminded herself wryly. Realizing the extent of Ciel’s knowledge, she gave a resigned nod.


      “Aha!” Ciel said with a look of satisfaction. “I’d always thought you were more than just a common girl. Too pretty for that.”


      “M-Me?” Chloe stammered, her gaze dropping. “Not at all...” she said, her eyes falling to the ground. Though Lloyd had worked hard to boost her self-esteem, she was still unaccustomed to such compliments.


      A moment of silence followed, during which Chloe’s expression softened into one of apology. “I didn’t mean to keep it a secret from you,” she said quietly, still not meeting Ciel’s eyes.


      “Oh, nonsense, sweetie!” Ciel said, emphatically dismissing her apology. “With that piece of work as your sister, I can understand why you’d be cautious. People don’t just flee to the capital for a fresh start without good reason.”


      Chloe hesitantly nodded again. She had valid reasons for her secrecy; she knew she did, but the weight of her past—the abuse, the life-threatening encounter with her own mother—it all felt too burdensome for casual conversation.


      Picking up on her discomfort, Ciel smoothly steered the conversation down a new path. “Well, we all have our secrets. We wouldn’t truly be us without them, am I right?” she said with a big smile. The smile slowly slid off her face, and Ciel’s gaze fell to the floor as well. “Chloe, I’m truly sorry, I really am. If it weren’t for me and my big mouth, none of this would have happened to ya.”


      At this, Chloe’s eyes shot up. “Oh, no, no, no, Miss Ciel, please don’t think that way!” she implored, fervently waving her arms dismissively in front of her. “You couldn’t have known about me or my sister, and even if you had, considering the circumstances, I don’t think you could’ve done anything differently, even if you wanted to! This is not your fault nor mine! It’s just something that happened!”


      Ciel looked at Chloe with deep appreciation. “Oh, what did I do to deserve you? You’re too kind, Chloe. But my pride just won’t accept that. I’m a merchant, and us merchants believe in making things right! Today, whatever you need from my stall is on me. Take your time—pick out anything and everything you want!”


      Chloe was mortified. “No, no! Absolutely not!” She was being a little harsh, but she knew that if she failed to show a little teeth and put her foot down here, Ciel would no doubt insist on giving away too much.


      After a brief but spirited haggling, Chloe managed to argue it down to just a few complimentary items. “All right, now that’s settled, what do you have for me today, Miss Ciel?”


      “Why, I’d never thought you’d ask! Today, we got in the most amazing...”


      ◇◇◇


      “Haaaaaah!”


      Meanwhile, a sonorous war cry split the air over the arena at the First Order’s training complex. The source of the cry, a fearsome knight known as Daz, launched an aggressive attack, his wooden sword descending swiftly towards Lloyd.


      But Lloyd, with his exceptional foresight, sidestepped the blow with pinpoint precision. Where he had stood moments before, Daz’s sword sliced only through air.


      Daz, frustrated, clicked his tongue loudly and reset his stance, ready to strike again. A heavyweight fighter, Daz always possessed considerable strength behind his strikes. It was only recently, at Lloyd’s suggestion, that he’d started to focus on enhancing his agility and stamina, significantly boosting his overall combat effectiveness.


      The air hummed with the whoosh of Daz’s sword, now striking and swaying at a pace that belied his bulky frame. His opponent, however, was still Lloyd, the renowned Ebon Reaper of the First Order, and Daz’s newfound speed alone was not about to help his sword find its mark.


      Or at least, it wouldn’t have. Normally.


      To an onlooker, Lloyd appeared completely at ease, dancing around Daz’s sword with grace, but beneath his composed exterior...


      Strange, I can’t seem to focus...


      Lloyd’s mind was in turmoil. Usually, he was a master of combat, perfectly attuned to his opponent’s every move. He would observe their gaze, analyze their swordsmanship, gauge their movements, and even listen to their breathing—all to outmaneuver them with precision. This heightened awareness was his ultimate weapon, a mode of fighting that was only available to someone raised to be a soldier, almost instinctual.


      That instinct today, however, was clouded by the memory of Chloe as she bade him farewell this morning.


      Have a good day at work, Lloyd!


      Her bright and cheerful voice reverberated with startling clarity in his head, slowing his reflexes, weighing down his body, dulling his mind. But as he clung to that memory, a more immediate, gruffer shout snapped him back to reality. “Eyes on the prize, Lloyd!”


      He’d lost his focus, and Daz’s sword was already bearing down on him.


      I can’t dodge it.


      In an instant decision, Lloyd raised his sword to block Daz’s ferocious strike.


      Crack!


      Pain shot through his arms as the two swords collided, the impact resonating deep within him. His feet dug into the sandy arena floor as he struggled with all his might not to buckle under Daz’s powerful assault. As he pushed back, trying to regain his footing, Daz’s superior weight bore down on him relentlessly.


      A triumphant grin spread across Daz’s face. His strike was calculated, and with both of Lloyd’s arms occupied, Daz unleashed a powerful kick to Lloyd’s flank.


      Lloyd grunted in pain and was sent reeling backwards. He tumbled to the ground, his foothold lost. He hastily tried to straighten his form to readopt his guard—but it was too late. Daz had already closed the gap.


      “I’ve got you now!” he bellowed. His sword carved a vicious trajectory towards Lloyd. At the last possible moment, the sword halted abruptly; then came down to a gentle tap on Lloyd’s shoulder.


      A hush fell over the arena.


      A stunned moment passed. Two moments. Then...


      “Daz wins!” the referee’s voice boomed, igniting an uproar in the amphitheater.


      “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Daz roared. He paced triumphantly around the arena, fists pumping in the air, reveling in his rare victory over the Ebon Reaper.


      In the wake of Daz’s victory, his fellow knights gathered around him, their cheers filling the training complex. “Let’s go, Daz!” one exclaimed. “That’s Lloyd you just beat!”


      “Well, I’ll be darned,” another added, clearly impressed. “Seems you aren’t just all bulk after all.”


      Daz responded with a loud laugh. “Who’s bulky, huh?” His tone was playful, basking in the rare moment of triumph.


      Lloyd, still sitting on the arena floor and watching the scene, let out a soft sigh. His face was as impassive as always—marred by the slight pout that had formed on his lips.


      Was someone upset they’d lost, perhaps?


      Before he could dwell on the defeat, the crowd’s attention turned to him. “Good show, Lloyd!” one knight encouraged.


      “Ah, don’t let it get to ya. Daz just had the upper hand that time,” another chimed in.


      “Even the Ebon Reaper has his off days, am I right?”


      It was a circle of warm encouragement and supportive comments for a duel well-fought—a scene that would’ve been unthinkable just a short while ago. His colleagues used to keep their distance, hesitant to engage with him. But a recent event had shifted that dynamic.


      Daz then stepped towards Lloyd, extending a hand. “Can you stand?”


      “Yeah,” Lloyd replied quietly, accepting the hand and pulling himself up. “Thanks. Those were some good moves back there.”


      Daz’s laughter boomed at the compliment. “A fluke is all that was! I wasn’t sure that last move would work, but hey, it did!”


      “Choosing to follow up with a kick in that position was indeed risky,” Lloyd remarked. “But you controlled yourself well.”


      Daz slapped Lloyd on the back, grinning widely. “All thanks to you and your training regimen! Who knew mobility was so important, huh? Watch out, world—Big Man Daz isn’t just about strength anymore!”


      Watching this, the other knights fell into their own hushed conversation. “Daz has been keeping up with Lloyd’s hellish training regimen?”


      Another nodded. “He’s got my respect for that.”


      “Anyone would improve after going through all that,” a third agreed.


      Since bridging the gap with his fellow knights, Lloyd had taken a more active role in their development, offering tailored guidance to each. His intentions were noble, aiming to bolster the strength of the Order. It was just...his training regimens were notoriously rigorous, often daunting enough to intimidate even seasoned knights at first glance.


      Daz, with his already formidable physique and endurance, was the sole knight who consistently kept pace with Lloyd’s demanding course.


      Amid the postduel conversations, a new voice chimed in. “Master Lloyd! Here, a towel!”
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