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THIS BOOK IS FOR MATURE readers. It contains Mpreg, a Sicilian/French-coded character (Aleric), a partially Sicilian-coded character (Jaime), enemies-to-lovers, slow burn, hurt/comfort, a very protective man, and strict top and bottom roles. It ends with a baby. The full list of content can be found on its GR page.

While abundant males are similar to omegas, this isn’t a typical omegaverse Mpreg novel. They are generally not considered lesser or treated only as baby makers by society. Typical males who can’t conceive are not considered alphas here. Abundant males can procreate with other males, abundant or not, and they can also impregnate women. They can be straight, gay, pan, ace, or like Aleric, they can be bisexual.

Bloom is set in the fairy realm in the Kingdom of Soleil after the prior war between Soleil and Rowland. Certain events, a dislike for those of Rowland descent, and the Crown Prince Sébastien are referenced. Lay Me Down is separate and not needed at all to understand Bloom, but if you wish to learn more about things mentioned here, you can start there.

I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed creating it.

Bookbub

Castle Village

For info on the latest books, sign up here for the Newsletter.

“When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.”

― Alexander Den Heijer
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JAIME’S BOOTS THUDDED as he sprinted along the boardwalk. From one of the ships moored for the night, a watchful sailor shouted his surprise. Jaime tried to think only of escaping, not what would happen if he were caught by the three chasing him. He was sure one was drawing nearer, and he swerved right to take a darker side street away from the docks.

“Hey!”

A lone man barely jerked aside in time to avoid him. Another shout came from behind Jaime as he continued despite his burning legs and aching lungs. If he could lose his pursuers in an alley, he could hide for a bit somewhere and escape the city afterward.

One of the men was too close for comfort. While Jaime could fight, three against one wasn’t fair.

He slipped into another side street, thankfully free of people who might get in his way. Or worse, try to help his pursuers. The shops, mostly high and middle class, were closed for the night. Hidden Pearls was the only one lit up, and gauzy fabric covered the front windows so no one could see inside and peek at the treasures. One of the men grunted as Jaime slipped into the alley by it.

He would have sworn if he’d had enough air left. A few horses were being held by their bridles, and one snorted at the sudden intrusion in the space. An open side door made a rectangle of light on the cobblestones. Jaime pumped his legs, intending to make it by the few cloaked figures. Turning around wasn’t an option, and if he was lucky, it might slow down the guys chasing him.

One of the horses let out a whinny as he spooked, a man shouted, and one stepped away from the horse that tossed its head and neighed. By the door, a man in a crimson cloak hastily sidestepped inside. With his hood up, Jaime only caught a glimpse of white hair and a sharp jawline in the light. The others were blocking the alley, and trying to slip by a spooked horse was a bad idea.

His plan was half-cooked since he had roughly two seconds to think about it. Forget refining it. Instead of running by, he followed Crimson inside.

“M’lord-please-I’ll do anything if-” Jaime tripped on the door jamb and pitched forward. Crashing into Crimson had not been a part of his plan to beg for safety.

Crimson snarled and shoved him back. Jaime stumbled back into the doorframe when a pair of strong arms grasped him in a bear hug. Behind Crimson and down the hall, a lady appeared and screamed when Jaime was shoved down.

Jaime’s face pressed against the polished flooring as he tried to twist away from the one holding him. The guard snarled, his weight vanished a moment later, and one from outside dragged him away.

“What the fuck are you doing? Get off him!”

“Get that damn horse away from here and calm him down. Idiot!”

“Arrest him!”

“I’ll kill you!” breathed the one who had been holding Jaime. “Fuckin’ thief!”

Jaime gasped for air as he managed to get to his knees. Crimson drew his boot back just a little like he was tempted to smash it into Jaime’s face.

“Let go of me!” shouted the whorehouse guard.

The second caught up and huffed as the rest babbled outside. The third man’s gasping voice reached them too, and someone said to move Aleric’s horse away.

“I didn’t do it, m’lord. They chased me all the way from the whorehouse-Salty Blower-I didn’t take the money-” Jaime tried to catch his breath and wondered if he should stay on his knees. It wasn’t a position he was used to taking, but considering the crimson-cloaked man before him had to be Aleric Monet, the son of the lord and future Earl of Côte, maybe he should.

Aleric’s lips suddenly curved upward in a smile. “What did you say before? You’ll do anything?”

Just about if it meant avoiding prison and a sentence of slavery. Soleil enslaved their criminals, and anything could be done to them.

A muscled, bearded man who had to be nearly sixty stomped in. He had the paunch some older men have, and he didn’t look like anyone Jaime wanted to mess with. “Are you all right?” he asked Aleric.

“I’m fine.” Aleric pushed back his hood as the lady who’d screamed spoke up, although Jaime didn’t hear her words. Another woman had joined the first, and Aleric turned a little. “We’re fine. Leave us be for a few minutes.”

“What’s all this?” Beard pointed into the alley as Jaime got to his feet and pressed his back against the wall. The third pursuer, the owner of The Salty Blower, wiped his sweaty forehead. The other two hadn’t drawn their swords since the Castle guards wouldn’t like that.

Jaime turned to Aleric who stared back with growing disdain. He was several inches shorter and slimmer. “I work at The Salty Blower and-”

“I’ve heard of it, not that I’d go to such an establishment. I’m sure the sailors make good use of you.” In the light of the lantern hanging from the ceiling above him, Aleric’s dark blue eyes were sharp against his light brown skin that was a little darker than Jaime’s and spoke of the Rowland half of him.

“As a guard,” said Jaime. “Not a whore. I’ve only worked there for three days-”

“Shouldn’t you be asking me?” The whorehouse owner swiped at his forehead again. “He robbed me!”

“He crashed into me, so I’ll hear his side first,” said Aleric. “What’s your name?”

“Jaime Meyer. They found money in a secret bottom of the drawer in my bedside table. I didn’t even know it had a false bottom, and I don’t know who put the money in there! I didn’t steal anything. They barged into my room tonight to search it when I was about to get ready to go out since my shift was done. He threatened to have his two other guards kill me, and I had to run. They chased me all through the damn docks.”

Aleric let his gaze scan Jaime’s body before looking at the other three. Guards at The Salty Blower wore green vests, and at least two were on most of the time to discourage troublemakers. If trouble was still made, they’d deal with the maker by tossing him out on his arse.

“Well?” Aleric asked the owner.

“I noticed money was gone from my lockbox. I was a fool to take it out in front of him when I gave him his starting bonus.” The owner curled his lip at Jaime. “I intended to find a new hiding place, and I forgot. These two wouldn’t know where the key is, and neither would the rest of my employees. We searched his room, and sure enough, the exact amount of money missing from my lockbox was in the drawer. It has a false bottom. He found that pretty quick and thought I wouldn’t know about it.”

“Someone planted it there!” exclaimed Jaime. “One of the whores said Gus might be sacked soon.” He pointed at Gus who had grabbed him earlier. “He wanted to make me look bad so you’d keep him, and I could tell he didn’t like me-”

“Bullshit!” yelled Gus. “I didn’t know where the key was to the lockbox, so how would I even op-”

“Like you couldn’t have found it with a little searching!” yelled Jaime. “You've been there longer.”

The owner squared his shoulders. “That’s why we were chasing him, and we mean no offense to you, m’lord. We want to see him arrested, and we’ll be on our way, knowing that a thief has been dealt with. You could even come to The Salty Blower and have your pick if you like since we’ve interrupted your night. No charge.”

“I’d rather not get the pox for free too,” Aleric snidely replied.

“None of my employees have the pox!”

“Uh-huh. That place is likely creating brand new diseases unknown to fairykind until now.”

“I swear to Elira I didn’t take the money, and I didn’t know about the false bottom,” Jaime said as the owner turned crimson. “Why would I get a job and steal from him three days later?”

“Same reason as anyone else. They think they won’t get caught.” Aleric leaned a shoulder against the wall. “How much was stolen?”

The owner huffed. “Er, about twenty din, twelve kops.”

“About?” Aleric tilted his head. “You said the exact amount was found.”

“It was. I mean, I didn’t exactly get to count it. It looked right, and we were more concerned about Jaime who hauled ass. I’d say that shows his guilt.”

“I ran because you threatened to kill me, and I’m not about to get enslaved either for a crime I didn’t commit!”

Aleric held up a hand without looking at Jaime. “Perhaps he is guilty. Still, it's a bit extreme that you were going to kill him for a few dins and kops.”

“We wasn’t!”

“I seem to recall your lackey saying, ‘I’ll kill you.’”

“He was angry from chasing Jaime so far. We weren’t going to actually kill him!”

“Ah. You can take your lackeys and go. You’ve got your money back, and you’re keeping me from my fun. You’re not hurt, and you don’t need to see him arrested.” 

The owner looked ready to argue as Jaime took off his green vest and threw it at him.

“Get out of my sight,” said Aleric. “Now.”

The owner caught the vest, and all three turned to leave. Gus shot Jaime a murderous glare.

“M’lord, I swear I didn’t do it.”

Aleric raised an eyebrow. “Both of you have a point, and with no real evidence, neither of you can prove your guilt or innocence, can you? Words can mean nothing. Or do you have evidence?”

“No,” Jaime grudgingly admitted. In cases like that, the lord would decide which party was guilty. If the case of both parties was too plausible, he might let the accused go free to avoid imprisoning a potentially innocent man. A petty theft wasn’t like a murder or an assault. Or he might pick the side he liked better. The Salty Blower owner had been in business for quite a while. Jaime wasn’t a local and had no friends since he’d been in Côte for barely a week, and his accent was more Morian than Soleilian.

He had lived in Natora for a while which wasn’t far, and stories had reached him since people often love gossiping about higher-ups. The landlady at his last dwelling had been more than happy to talk about anything with everyone even if they didn’t feel like hearing it. Aleric wasn’t known to be particularly kind. Or good. Cold and nasty better described him. He had no real friends, and he used to be friends with the woman he married. 

Until she ran away three days after their marriage.

“I could have you arrested, and you can present your case against the owner to my Father,” Aleric said after a moment. “My Father is typically fair.” 

Jaime had heard that he didn’t like slavery or own any. He also didn’t like anyone at his court to own slaves. Despite that, he could sense the ‘but’ in Aleric’s words.

“Father tends to favor locals over those from elsewhere, and he doesn’t like thieves.” Aleric brushed his hair away from his eyes. “He’d probably give you a year. Where are you originally from?”

“Riverview village in the north of Moria.” Jaime’s stomach clenched. He’d stay in the city prison until someone purchased him. If nobody wanted him, he’d sit in a cell and stare at the wall until his sentence was over. If he was bought, a year as a slave...untold things could be done to him in a year or even a few days. His owner might not do much of anything to him, or they could brutalize him. He’d heard stories he’d prefer to forget, and that included slaves who were used for sex and didn't get the option to say no.

“Do you want me to arrest him?” Beard looked impatient to get on with whatever decision was made.

“No. I’ve got another idea. Come here.” Aleric gestured. “The rest of you stay here.”

“M’lord,” started Beard.

“I’ll be fine down the hall. Don’t wear yourself out on your last night.”

“My job isn’t over until I leave tonight. It doesn’t matter if I’m worn out.”

“I said to stay. Come on, Jaime.”

He followed Aleric down the plain hall and past a few closed doors. If Aleric expected a bribe, Jaime only had a few coins on him. He’d left Natora because he hadn’t been able to find work, and his savings had dwindled. Aleric picked a room and stepped in. The lady from earlier was gone, and faint sounds of merriment from elsewhere in the Hidden Pearl reached Jaime’s ears.

The bedroom beyond was sparsely furnished and contained the basics: a neatly made bed, a chest of drawers, and a shelf with a few books that had likely been forgotten. A basin with water sat in a corner, and a crystal lantern hung from the ceiling. If anyone needed the room, the Madam would set out wine and anything else required.

“The Madam won’t mind if we borrow this room for a few minutes.” Aleric turned to Jaime who closed the door. “You said you’d do anything.” He arched an eyebrow.

Jaime regretted saying that because Aleric was looking at him like a whore while undoing the silver clasp on his cloak. “I meant, within reason.”

“Mhm.”

“Fine. What do you want?”

“I can think of something you can do to make me happy since my fun was interrupted, and I doubt you want to wait with the others while I make use of one of the men here.”

Jaime kept from rolling his eyes. “Just tell me what you want. Do you want me to bend you over?” Not that he'd mind. If the pretty future lord wanted a good pounding, it would almost be like a reward.

Aleric scoffed and flung his cloak on the bed. “No. This is what I’ll do. You can be my slave which means you stay with me until I say otherwise. Maybe a year. Consider yourself an aid if you like. You’ll have partial freedom.” 

“But-a slave? I didn’t steal anything! I literally did nothing wrong.”

Aleric shrugged. “It’s the word of two men against each other.”

This fucker. The way he was standing there with a faintly smug expression grated on Jaime’s nerves. He wouldn’t be so blasé if his freedom was on the line. “What’s partial freedom?”

“You'll be more like an aid. I won’t dress you in a tunic or rags like some slaves. I won’t make you wear a lirek collar either, so you can use your magic if needed. You’ll be permitted to go out under guard as long as you promise to behave and return. If I don’t require you, you can also go around the Castle as long as you don’t bother anyone, and you can have books. When I require your presence, you’ll do what I say.”

“Like a private servant?”

“Yes. That’s basically what an aid is. You’ll have a roof over your head and food.”

It’d be sort of like having a job except he wouldn’t be paid. That was better than most criminals who received nothing and might not even be fed properly, depending on their owner.

“I’ll pay you too-”

All right, that made it a little better so Jaime wouldn’t be on the street later with just a few coins in his pocket.

“-if you agree to another job, which is to service me when I require it,” added Aleric.

Jaime nearly told him to go fuck himself. A one-night stand was all right, but Aleric wanted a whore. Jaime had considered it before since it could be a decent job depending on where one worked. With his muscular bulk and height, he'd likely attract those who wanted to be dominated and topped for a night.

Aleric was the sort Jaime would love to do all kinds of things too. White hair and dark blue eyes were a lure, and those features looked especially good on Aleric. He’d always liked his men slim and pretty.

The offer was still extortion since Jaime wouldn't have any other way to make income.

“So I can be your discounted toy or go to prison?”

Aleric’s smile wasn’t pleasant to say the least. “You can work for me or only stay as my personal servant and make nothing. Or you can go to prison. Three choices. It’s quite clear. If you’re innocent, my offer isn’t bad, and you won’t be like a proper slave. It’s merciful, and whether or not you go to prison won’t affect The Salty Blower owner. He has his money and lost nothing. If you did commit theft, maybe you’ll think twice next time because you won't get this offer from anyone else.”

“For fuck’s sake, I didn’t do it. Why can’t I just go on my way?”

“Prove you didn’t do it.”

“You know I can’t! It’s also the principle.”

“‘It’s the principle,’” Aleric repeated in a snarky tone as he straightened the embroidered cuff of his black coat. “Pick, Jaime. If you’d prefer to sit in a cell, I’ll have you arrested before I go enjoy my night. A night you’ve interrupted. I’ve spent enough time on this.”

“Servicing” might mean bending Jaimie over. Except he didn’t bottom. He had a feeling the future lord would. He could be wrong, but he was usually right with his intuition about men.

If he wasn’t truly owned, he could see himself fucking Aleric for the next year. Shit, he’d love to get in bed with someone who had such pretty hair and dark blue eyes. Aleric might be an asshole, but it didn’t mean he’d be a bad lover.

“What kind of servicing are we talking about?”

“You'll suck me off.”

Outside of bedroom activities, Jaime wasn’t sure of the man before him. He thought about the rumors he’d heard, including those about Aleric’s wife fleeing quite shortly after marriage. Then he thought about being arrested and bought by Elira-knew-who later. It was better to go with the person before him, service him for money, and save his wages. If he felt endangered, he could try to run away later, and after a year, he wouldn’t be broke and scrambling to find a new job once he was set free.

Perhaps the rumors were also just that: rumors. Aleric might loosen up in a couple of days and be a little nicer.

“Fine. I’ll go with you and be your aid, and, er, I’ll do the other thing. You better pay me and not back out.”

“I won't. Get on your knees, and suck my dick.”

Jaime paused. “Excuse me?”

Aleric tilted his head. “Get on your knees.” 

“Right now?”

“Yes, I intend to try your mouth out. If you’re terrible, I’m not wasting my money, and you can forget that part of the deal.”

Jaime frowned. “Servicing could mean we reverse things or do both. You could also get on your knees for me, suck my dick, and enjoy yourself that way.”

“You have a strange idea of the word.”

“Some men really enjoy sucking cock.” Jaime wouldn’t mind sucking him off, although the attitude was grating on him, and he wouldn’t be happy to spend the next year only giving and not receiving. “Are you going to do it back?”

“No.” 

Just fucking great. Maybe he was only saying that now to assert control. “Even though I’d be getting paid, you’re not going to get me off? That’s kind of fucked up. I’ve paid for whores before, and I didn’t leave them hanging after I finished.”

“You’ve been running around, and you’re all sweaty.” Aleric curled his lip like it was entirely Jaime’s fault that he'd been running.

Jaime could see that. He wouldn’t want to suck off a sweaty guy either. “What about later?” Aleric would be even prettier on his knees with his lips wrapped around Jaime’s cock. “Don’t look at me like that. Fair is fair.”

“You’d be the equivalent of a whore. I don’t care if you get off.”

Rude. Jaime was tempted to ask if they’d be going farther with the whole whore business, and perhaps Aleric was just leaving out that part. Jaime wasn’t about to turn over for any man, and he might lose the option of wages if he brought that up. He’d have to see how this went.

“Are you going to stand there and gawp at me like an idiot?”

“Fine.”

Aleric started unbuttoning his coat to move it aside. “Undo my trousers and get to work.”

“Are you going to sit?”

“No. I'm fine standing.”

Jaime had sucked plenty of dick before since he liked making a submissive man cum. He just wasn’t used to being ordered to do it and told to get on his knees like a submissive.

He told himself to deal with it. The rumors about Lord Monet’s son probably weren’t even half-true. His wife might have gotten cold feet about marriage and the future position of Countess. Or maybe she’d run away to join her true love. Besides, life as a slave could grow quite uncertain, and he couldn’t face that. This was the better route.

He’d have to swallow his pride along with Aleric’s cum. He still had pride even though he’d lost his title and everything else he should have had at that moment.

He unbuckled Aleric’s belt and got to work on his trouser laces. The bulge in his trousers was quite obvious and nothing to laugh at. Thankfully, Jaime knew how to deepthroat so he wouldn’t be gagging like a virgin. He undid the laces, tugged down his trousers, and popped the single button holding the waist of his silky drawers.

As he grasped Aleric’s erect cock, he looked up. Those dark blue eyes were almost black in the dimmer light from a couple of crystal lanterns in the room, and they didn’t look very amused.

“Stop stalling.”

“I’m not stalling,” Jaime mumbled as he stroked the thick length. Bossy prick. He had to hunch a bit to take the tip in his mouth, and he lapped at the milky fluid that had collected near the tip.

While he didn’t mind doing this, he’d rather lay Aleric on the bed, put his ankles by his ears, and breed his ass. He’d found that brats are usually quite good when they’re pinned and folded in half for a good ass pounding. After a good orgasm, Aleric wouldn’t have such an attitude with shaky legs and Jaime’s cum dripping out of his hole. 

If he said what he wanted to do, he’d get a scathing remark. Aleric clearly wasn’t about to let Jaime up his ass after knowing him for five minutes.

Since Jaime couldn’t find out how flexible Aleric was and take his ass, he pulled back the foreskin to swirl his tongue around the head while he fisted near the base.

Aleric’s hips twitched. “Take your hand off. Only use your mouth.”

“Or what?” Jaime dared to say around the head.

“Suck. Don’t talk.”

Jaime glanced up to see Aleric’s face had a red flush as he looked up. He was either really into what Jaime was doing with his tongue on the underside, or he was an abundant male.

He removed his hands, wrapped an arm around Aleric’s thighs, and grabbed his ass to take him down to the root. If Jaime’s throat hadn’t been stuffed, he would have grunted when his hair was grabbed hard enough to make his eyes water. He kept a good handful of Aleric’s ass cheeks as he sucked, although Aleric had more control with the way he was holding Jaime’s hair.

If he was pounding the future lord into the bed, he’d make Aleric say what a dirty, filthy little slut he was while holding him by the hair.

“You’re making my ass wetter.”

He was definitely an abundant male. Jaime had been with a few of those. His partially erect cock thickened. There was nothing like sinking into a warm hole that could slick itself and allow sex to be more spontaneous. If Aleric was pushing his heat, which would make him desperate to get off, the blow job would be good for him, but he was likely still aching for his ass to be stuffed.

An abundant male could use the heat and make do with oral or hands. It wouldn’t quite match up to anal and the orgasm that could be had that way since the heat was to aid in procreation.

Jaime wasn’t about to risk a baby, but his fingers would be safe. He pulled Aleric’s trousers down a little more, locked an arm around his thighs, and slipped a finger into his hole. The slick helped a lot, and with Aleric practically dripping, it was nothing like trying to stick a finger into a dry hole. The heat helped the muscles relax to a point.

He jerked. “I didn’t say to stick your finger in my ass. Idiot.”

He also didn’t say to stop. Since he didn’t demand for Jaime to remove his finger, he managed to get out the words with a cock half in his mouth. “Shut up, slut.”

Aleric stiffened, although he still didn’t tell Jaime to stop. Maybe he liked being called a slut too. He made a slight breathless noise as Jaime added a second and found his prostate to massage. 

“Fuck-” Aleric grabbed Jaime’s shoulder and pumped his hips the best he could since his new toy had his one arm quite tight around his thighs. “You whine and then suck dick like you practice all day.” 

A top should always be able to care for the bottom’s needs. A little more air would have been nice. Jaime tried to breathe while he sucked and worked his tongue. His cock damn near ached as he worked in a second finger to rub Aleric’s prostate. He wanted to grip himself and jerk off, but he didn’t want to let go. Part of him also wanted to turn Aleric around and eat his ass too since slick had a faintly sweetish taste.

Aleric let out such a moan, one would have thought he was a slut getting the railing of his life. Jaime managed to get a decent breath before he took him down the root, tightened his arm, and added a little more pressure. Slick leaked out, and Aleric tensed his legs.

Jaime worked his tongue the best he could at the base. Jammed in his tight throat, Aleric made a noise like he was about to finish.

Jaime practically had to fight to pull back for air, and he was pretty sure a few hairs had been permanently separated from his scalp. “Cum for me, you bratty little slut. Now.”

Aleric thrust into the sucking heat of his mouth and swore. Cum flooded Jaime’s mouth, and fingers dug into his shoulder while his abandoned cock leaked. Aleric’s thrusting hips grew erratic. Jaime glanced up to see him with his eyes closed. His expression almost looked pained while he emptied himself.

Jaime swallowed the thick cum as it came the best he could. Aleric stilled, and Jaime ran his tongue along the underside before releasing him. A thick thread of spit ran from his lips to the tip of Aleric’s cock.

Jaime wiped his mouth with the hand he hadn’t been fingering him with and stood to find Aleric glaring at him as he fixed his trousers.

“What? You should be smiling after an orgasm like that.”

“I didn’t say you could shove your fingers up my ass.”

“You didn’t tell me to stop, and you’ve had no problem bossing me around tonight,” said Jaime. “You loved it, and I know abundant males prefer to have anal stimulation.”

“I should have you arrested.”

Jaime rolled his eyes. “I know your type. I bet you’re a bottom, and you’re just trying to pretend otherwise to keep the upper hand at the moment.” 

Aleric’s lips parted, and Jaime could already guess the coming denial.

“You’re mad because you tried to dominate me, and I still took control and made you moan...like the slutty bottom you really are,” he finished.

If looks could kill...Jaime had given him an amazing orgasm after being given shitty choices, and he still had an attitude. Jaime not only wanted to give him another on the bed to get relief for his raging erection, but to bend him over and give him a spanking.

Even though Aleric had gotten off, the heat wouldn’t entirely go away for a bit, although he imagined the desperation wasn’t so consuming.

“Don’t ever do that again, or I’ll have you imprisoned. Count yourself lucky that I’m letting you stay to service me.”

“Mhm,” hummed Jaime. “You’re quite pretty with your blush. I like abundant males. I bet next time, you’ll be telling me to stick my fingers in you again. Or something else.”

“Shut up. After you wash your hands, come outside.”

Aleric grabbed his cloak and swept toward the door without another word.

***
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ALERIC SNAPPED AT THE guards to get moving. Jaime had to sit behind Beard since it wasn’t like they’d planned on bringing anyone new to the Castle and brought a spare horse. Beard, who Aleric had called William, snapped in turn at another for not keeping his horse calm.

Aleric had a beautiful black mare to carry him through the streets of Côte, and Jaime had caught her name when he mounted his horse and told her she was a good girl: Mighty. The group was quiet. The snotty bastard hadn’t even thought to ask if Jaime had anything of value back at his shitty room in The Salty Blower. 

He didn’t have much. A few shirts and trousers could be replaced someday. He had money in his pocket because it had been his night off, and he’d planned to find a tavern. The owner of The Salty Blower might have been a dick, but he gave a small bonus to anyone he hired as a guard or a whore at his business. It had been barely enough for a nice night at a tavern.

Jaime’s most valuable possession was at his side. Nobody had demanded he hand over his sword. That was surely coming. Jaime didn’t like the idea of possibly parting with it because it was all he had left of his old life. Even during a few times when he’d been in a pinch for money and hungry, he hadn’t thought of selling it. 

Most people probably thought the leather strips around the hilt and handguard were to hide scratches. The old sheath wasn’t the original, and it had quite a few marks.

“I’m going to miss it,” William grumbled as he followed the Prince up a road leading straight to the gate of the walled Castle. He twisted a bit in the saddle to peer at Jaime over his shoulder. “Did you fight in the war?”

“No.”

“You don’t sound all Soleilian.”

“I’m northern Morian. I’ve been around enough to pick up a bit of the accent. I drift.”

“Ah. I fought. Came out alive, and now I’m being made into the Commander of the City Guard. Some whelp who’s too young in my opinion is going to command the Castle guards.”

“Twenty-five isn’t bad,” said one of the other men. 

“Any Commander should be thirty or older. I didn’t get my position until I was older. You’re even older than me. You know we were still dumb at twenty-five. It’s not about how many kills you made in a war or if your swords ever had blood on it.”

“I’ll be happy to be around when my new grandchild comes. I don’t see why you’re not retiring. Isn't it time to sit back and enjoy life?”

“I enjoy working. Three days at home, and my wife will be telling me to find something to do.”

It seemed William would be leaving, and the other older man was retiring. The third was younger, so Jaime might see him again.

A stableboy with sandy hair, freckles, and eyes still nearly closed came from a side room in the stables when William yelled for him to take care of their horses. Aleric patted his mare’s neck, told her she was a good girl, and earned himself a pleased snort. He snapped his fingers like Jaime was a dog and started heading for the Castle.

Jaime followed, thought of the rumors he’d heard, and took a deep breath. The landlady had said Aleric had been friends with his first wife since they were children. After they married about three years ago, she’d run away three days later. Of course, there was always the chance the marriage had been forced on her by her parents, and she’d fled. Not every woman wanted to be a Countess or have children. She might have been in love with someone her parents didn’t approve of and run to be with that person.

Depending on the man, a woman might have more important reasons to flee.

The landlady said she had a feeling that Aleric was quite horrible in private. He might have even been one of those men who beat their wives, and he'd shown his true colors after the wedding. Jaime, not thinking he’d ever have a reason to deal with Aleric, had brushed off her gossip because the stupidest things can be twisted out of proportion.

The Castle was quiet and felt empty. Lanterns dangled in the hallways to give light. Jaime remembered the Castle where he used to live. It wasn’t that far since Côte was by the ocean and bordering Moria. Three days along the coast would bring him back. 

He hadn’t been in a Castle in years, and while the inside was different, and some of his old memories had grown a bit fuzzy, there was something almost comforting about it. Before that one night, his memories were mostly good.

Aleric didn’t speak as they took the stairs up several floors. Down the first hall they went, a portrait showed Lord Monet, Countess Monet, and a young Aleric who appeared to be about three. Jaime paused to study the family. Aleric’s little face was round and innocent. Getting him to sit still even for short sittings must have been a struggle. 

The Countess had been dead for years. The landlady had said she’d grown feverish after giving birth to a set of twins. The twins had come too early and failed to thrive.

Countess Monet had been from Rowland. Her son, who had gotten her coloring and eyes, had his Father’s white hair. Countess Monet had rich brown hair swept up in a diamond hairnet which was something that had mostly fallen out of style in Soleil.

Currently, Rowland and Soleil didn’t get along thanks to the recent, vicious war that had ended last year. Regent Corentin and Regent Lupo had signed a treaty, but hard feelings don’t always vanish so soon. Aleric’s parents had married long before those events. Still, he wondered if the rumors were made up because of the Rowland side of Aleric. People from there were often called savages and idiots by Soleilians. The event at Calmerra hadn't helped.

He caught Aleric turning and looked over to see his cutting gaze.

“Keep up. You’ll have time to dawdle around and look at portraits later.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Jaime muttered under his breath. He wondered what the younger half-brother looked like.

They turned right once and came to a door at the end of the hallway. Jaime raised an eyebrow as Aleric pulled a key on a cord from his pocket to unlock it. Why did he lock his rooms? Only a fool would try to steal something belonging to him, and his little brother was old enough to mind himself and stay out.

“You can read the books on the shelf or get ones from the library,” Aleric said as he entered his sitting room. A lantern had been left on the table in front of the couch, and he tapped another on a table under the window to Jaime’s right. “Don’t fold the pages or tear them, and that goes for library books too because the librarian will have a fit.”

“I know not to ruin books,” said Jaime.

“Can you even read?”

“Yes, I can read.” What a stupid question to jab at him for nothing. Most fairies could, and Jaime had learned quite fast once Mother had taught him.

Aleric pulled off his riding gloves and tossed them on the table in front of the couch before he undid his cloak. Once he’d flung it over the back of an armchair, he turned to Jaime who was awkwardly standing a few feet away.

The flush had dissipated from Aleric’s face, showing that his heat was gone. “Draw your sword and give it to me.”

Jaime scowled and gripped the handle as he tried to think of a way around the command.

“Partial freedom doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want. When I command, you act. Think of yourself as a pet.”

“I’m not a pet. You also said you wouldn’t collar me, and I can use my magic. I need my weapon for my magic.”

“I highly doubt you’ll require it within the next few minutes. The Salty Blower owner isn’t about to barge in and try to get revenge.” Aleric held out his hand. “Sword.”

Jaime drew it and held it out so it could be taken by the handle since that was proper, and Father had taught him so. Aleric gave him a look before he gripped the handle and stepped farther into the room where he had room to swing. His own weapon hanging at his side was quite nice with emeralds on the hilt. It had likely cost a fortune.

Jaime had done his best to hide the inscription on the handle, and the leather was treated to withstand his fire magic since he could only channel it through metal. While nothing had been wrong with it before, the leather also helped with grip. He’d wrapped the cross guard too, which was unusual unless the sword was badly scratched, and the owner wished to hide it.

The very ends of the crossguard and the pommel showed, and a good eye would notice the immaculate quality, although Jaime’s had no gems gracing the hilt. A man like Aleric would be able to tell a blade’s quality, and he seemed to be testing the weight and feel as he swung at the air. Jaime watched his feet and movement.

Aleric wouldn’t be easily bested in a sword fight, and the children of lords often learn to fight at a young age. Jaime had decent skill, although if life had gone differently, he’d likely be far better.

He held up the sword and looked down the blade which was straight and true. Not many had seen the blade before.

“Have you used it?” He shifted, and strands of lightning flared to life around the blade, showing he too needed something to channel his magic.

“Yeah. A couple of outlaws have tried fucking with me.” 

“Where are they?”

“I left their bodies in a ditch. I wasn't going to bury anyone trying to kill me.”

The lightning fizzled out, and a couple of last sparks jumped off as if seeking freedom only to disappear. Aleric checked the other side and studied the hilt and crossguard before his eyes slid to Jaime. “Why is it wrapped?”

“Because it’s old, and the handle is scratched. It looks like shit.”

“The blade is in perfect condition.”

“It was protected by the sheath.” Jaime nudged it. “I don’t know what the last owners did with it. I got it secondhand.”

Aleric held his gaze for a moment like he sensed the lie. Securely holding it, he suddenly swung, and it took every ounce of Jaime’s self-control to not jump back as the edge came for his neck.

Aleric stopped it about a half inch with a smile that wasn’t comforting. “It’s a pity they let the handle get so beat up.”

Jaime burned with anger at the move, which was just a show of power to scare him and hopefully wring a frightened reaction from him. He knew damn well Aleric wouldn’t slaughter him in his sitting room.

“I could kill you,” said Aleric. “Yet you stood there.”

“I don’t think you’d bring me to your sitting room to kill. Get it away from my neck.”

“Why?”

Jaime’s anger went up several more notches. “Did you pull this shit with your wife because you think it makes you look like a big man? Is this why she ran after three days? No wonder you’re stuck with whores. I bet she couldn’t wait to get away from you.”

Aleric’s sword hand twitched as the silence crackled between them. “You know nothing about my wife. Watch your mouth.”

“If you kill me, your Father also isn’t going to like that.”

“I can guarantee you won’t like prison and slavery.”

“Your Father might see my point of view and dislike the fact that his son coerced a guy into being his dick sucker.”

“You still might not win, so I’d keep your mouth shut about this.”

Aleric could say anything in private to his Father and make Jaime look like the bad guy. 

He withdrew the sword and gave it a last look before he properly held it out. “Try to keep the blade nice. That’s the most important part.”

Was this a trick? Jaime hastily snatched it. “You’re letting me keep it?”

“I think that’s obvious. Don’t bother planning to stab me in my sleep. I keep my bedroom door locked at night.” Aleric pointed at it and at another to one side. “That’s the privy room. It connects to my bedroom, and the other door inside is kept locked. If you can’t get in, that means I’m using it. If you’re desperate, there’s a privy a floor down and not far from the stairs. Don’t try to enter my bedroom unless you’re invited. You’ll sleep on the couch.”

“I don’t get a proper room? Even a small one?”

“No. Pets often stay in their owner’s quarters.”

“I thought I'm your aid who happens to get paid for blowing you. Stop calling me a pet.”

“Eh, you are a bit like a stray pet. Give me twenty minutes before you use the privy room. I’ll leave what you can use on the top shelf by the basin. Don’t fuck with my things.”

With that, he took his cloak and gloves before unlocking his bedroom door and disappearing inside. The clock clicked from the other side, and Jaime sheathed his sword. Maybe a foolish servant had once stolen from him? Or he had horrible things in there like the heads of his enemies.

Jaime wasn’t sure what to do with himself. A neatly folded throw blanket had been draped over the back of the armchair, and a couple of decorative pillows sat on the matching brown couch. He’d slept on the ground plenty of times, so it wasn’t the worst accommodations he’d seen.

What was he supposed to wear? Damn it. He should have told Aleric he needed his clothes so he wouldn’t be wearing the same shirt he’d sweated in while hauling ass. If he slept naked on the couch, Aleric probably wouldn’t like getting a surprise eyeful in the morning.

Almost as if Aleric had heard his thoughts, he came out with a few things. “My clothes won’t fit right, but make do.” He dumped a small, messy pile on the couch and headed for his room. “You’ll get more stuff later.” He closed his bedroom door.

Jaime had gotten the barest glimpse inside his bedroom, and he hadn’t seen anything horrible like severed heads. He rifled through the pile to find a sleep shirt and pants that would be baggy on Aleric and all right for Jaime, although snugger than he’d like. The drawers might be too tight. Socks. Aleric had also included a pillow better for sleeping instead of decorating couches. 

He sat since he had nothing else to do except listen to a few innocent noises from the privy room as Aleric presumably washed up to get ready for bed. Jaime might as well rub one out before bed since he certainly wasn’t going to have Aleric’s pretty mouth around his cock that night.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two
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ALERIC CURSED HIMSELF as he stood in the sunken tub and thoroughly washed between his legs to make sure no dried slick remained.

Whores were easy. He went into the house and selected one. Usually a man, but occasionally a woman since he liked both. After a short exchange to find out what they were willing to do, he’d either deny or accept them. Or he’d tell the Madam what he wanted, and she’d pick someone to satisfy his desires. 

Whores were paid to satisfy the customer, and if they did a good job, the bigger their tip would be. They didn’t question Aleric since he was one of many customers. They didn’t look him up and down, declare him to be a bottom and a submissive, and get an attitude because he wouldn’t let them up his arse.

He hadn’t bottomed or submitted to a man in years, and he never would again. He’d promised himself and made it a rule. No man was ever going to have that much control over him again.

He’d walked a dangerous line earlier. He could get enough satisfaction from doing the penetrating or being sucked off, and his heat still made the orgasm damn good. It wasn’t the same as having his ass filled and stimulated. It had felt good when Jaime, the uppity bastard, had stuck his fingers in, so he hadn’t wanted it to stop. He’d ended up letting Jaime do what he wanted in that department since he’d still felt in control.

Now that he could think better, he told himself he wasn’t doing that again. What an idiot he was to let it happen just because his dick had been down someone's throat. First, it’d be fingers, and then Jaime would be expecting to stick his cock in Aleric’s ass. He seemed to have guessed that Aleric preferred bottoming.

Jaime was good-looking enough to make it tempting. Since he only topped and never did what he truly desired anymore, he couldn’t say his sex life had been that great. Penetrating just wasn't the same as being penetrated, and before, he'd never considered himself versatile or a switch.

Why did he have to get a man who was a top and not about to roll over at a word? Aleric had almost considered booting him onto the street just to get rid of him, but it was better if Jaime stayed. He was heavily muscled, enough to give Aleric all sorts of filthy thoughts that he shouldn’t be having, and that meant he could fight. 

After last month, he needed someone who could be made to stick around. A typical guard was no good. Two of the ones Aleric was sure would be mostly loyal were leaving, and new ones had come in. Hiring one to stay in his rooms would also appear odd.

Jaime had seemed like a stroke of luck. Any man can be paid off, and it was unlikely that a stranger pulled from the street would already be paid off and plotting betrayal.

If he suspected Jaime later, he could deal with him and send him away. 

At least a certain someone wouldn’t be stupid enough to try to get in and do anything with a man in the sitting room.

He was combing his hair when he heard Jaime enter the privy room. Both doors to Aleric’s bedroom were locked. It still made him a little uneasy to hear someone in there. Nobody had shared his rooms for a long time since Clementine, and she’d been the only one after a certain incident.

A small tap made him jump, and when he noticed a flash of blue beyond his window, he couldn’t help a small smile. He hurried to open it, and a blue dove on the sill fluttered in and landed on his writing desk.

“Aleric Monet.” The blue dove stuck out a leg. “Take.”

Aleric approached, carefully untied the letter, and sat at his desk to unfold it.

“Reply?” queried the dove. 

“Give me a minute,” he muttered so Jaime wouldn't hear. His desk was by the privy room door.

“Reply,” repeated the dove.

“Go occupy yourself. Quietly.”

The dove fluffed himself and turned to flounce across the desk with the air of one who has better things to do. Aleric finally got the letter open. The dove bobbed his head, looked to see what Aleric was doing, and proceeded to peck at a never-fill quill.

Of course, he figured Clementine and her wife were fine, but it was still a relief to see the words and know his childhood friend was safe with her wife.

He’d met Clementine at the age of three when a traveling fair had come to the city, and his parents had taken him. Aleric had spotted a small wooden horse on the ground and picked it up when his parents hadn’t been looking. Clementine had marched over with her pigtails bouncing and a scowl to say it was hers and demand it back.

Finders keepers, losers weepers had been his attitude. She’d pushed him. He’d pushed back. Father had seen him shove the girl and popped him on his bottom with a warning. No future lord was going to push around commoners, literally or figuratively, and he certainly wasn’t allowed to steal a little girl’s toy. Clementine’s Father had hurried over, and Mother had explained what happened and why Clementine was sitting on her butt in the dirt and wailing.

He wasn’t sure who’d later suggested it. She had been allowed to come to the Castle to play with him, and they’d ended up being friends who shared their toys without pushing or shoving. Aleric was pretty sure her Father had been hoping they’d get married one day.

He hadn't planned on his daughter falling in love with their servant when she was much older. Clementine hadn't been permitted to marry a servant, not with the position of future Countess on the line. She only liked women, so he’d helped her to run away with her true love.

If a couple separated for any reason, they weren’t supposed to remarry anyone for four years, but Clementine and Bella had gone far away where no one knew them and married. Aleric was sure the Goddess Elira didn't mind. Their marriage had only been to make it easier to help her run away.

A good deal of the court was made up of cousins who were distantly related by blood or had married in. That didn’t stop them from gossiping, and some thought Aleric had been monstrous to make his wife run away. He couldn’t tell the truth because Clementine’s Father would demand to know where his daughter was, and Aleric wasn’t ruining her peace. 

She’d be back one day, and her Father wouldn’t be able to do a thing such as demand that Lord Monet force Clementine to go back to her husband.

Aleric missed her and wished he could say the danger he was in simply to unload it. He hadn't been able to speak of a particular incident before.

Why put the worry on her now? She deserved to be happy with her wife, and it wasn’t her problem.

It was getting late, so he figured he’d write another day. They had doves, and he didn’t need the one who had moved on from the quill to peck at an old book.

“Knock it off,” Aleric whispered and put out a hand for the bird. “What are you? A hen? Peck, peck, peck.”

The dove hopped onto his finger. “Reply?”

“No reply. Go back to where you came from.” 

He brought the bird close to his forehead and pictured Clementine in East Forest. The dove had come from her, and he would return. The bird stared at his forehead as he read the fairy’s thoughts. With the image and command, he’d know where to fly.

“Take your time, and don’t rush on the way.” Aleric held his hand out in the direction of the open window, and the dove took off. In a flash of blue feathers, it flitted out and was gone.

Aleric wished he could fly away with no worries or real concerns. 

***
[image: ]


DRESSED AND READY FOR the day, Aleric entered his sitting room. Jaime was asleep on his stomach with the blanket twisted around him and half on the floor. Since his sleep pants were too tight and not made for someone over a half foot taller with so much muscle, Aleric had an excellent view of his round ass. The kind he’d like to grab if he was on his back with legs spread while getting railed.

Not that he’d ever do that anymore. He hastily left the room and swore at himself. Sometimes, it was tempting to go to a whorehouse and find a man to fill his ass. Even without the kinky stuff he used to love, it’d be a relief to have his brains fucked out for a change.

But even with a whore, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Breaking his rule once would lead to doing it again, along with other things, and he couldn’t risk putting himself in such an unsafe position again.

Some courtiers ate breakfast in their rooms. Father almost always came to the Hall, and he was in his usual chair with his cane hooked over the arm. Morning sunlight flooded through the huge windows to the left, highlighting the silk and trim of the courtier’s clothing. The magic light, which appeared to come from nowhere and was used for cloudy days or evenings, wasn’t on. Once Aleric greeted Father and sat, he told him the news.

“So he’s a slave?” Father frowned while his son selected a piece of toast from a platter on the table. “What’s his name again?”

“Jaime Meyer, and no, he’s not really a slave. I’m paying him.” Aleric had left out the part of Jaime sucking him off last night or how he’d be paid as long as he gave Aleric more blowjobs. Two of their most trusted guards were gone now after decades of service, and he wouldn’t go through the city at night with the others. It’d be easy for a certain someone to pay them off, and he didn’t want a knife in his back.

“You’re not letting him leave. You know how I feel about slaves. It’s the law in Soleil, and I wouldn’t tell the Regent otherwise or question the law his brother made, may Elira rest Jean’s soul. That doesn’t mean I need to approve of the concept or that we need to keep slaves.”

“I’m paying him,” Aleric repeated. “If you thought he was guilty, he would've ended up as a slave. Who knows who would buy him? This was a case where either could be lying. You tend to side with locals. Don’t you?”

“Well, yes, but-”

“If he’d been arrested and brought before you, who would you pick?”

Father couldn’t pretend he didn’t tend to side with locals when neither had proper evidence and it was all based on what either party said. He furrowed his brow and took a sip of his tea. “I don’t like you owning a slave. I didn’t raise you like that.”

“He’s more like an aid. He’ll get a wage, and it’s not like I’ll be beating him. If he is guilty-” Honestly, Aleric didn’t think he was, and he shrugged like he wasn’t sure. “In the future, he’ll hopefully think before he acts so he doesn’t end up as a real slave. Being forced to stay in a Castle for a year is a much better deal than prison or the home of whoever might buy him.”

“Don’t start fooling around with him just because he’s in your rooms a lot.”

Aleric barely held back an eye roll. “I don’t need my Father telling me what to do in private.”

“You shouldn’t be messing around with employees. Remember what happened with the head maid and the other who served here last year?”

“Yes, I remember.” The head maid had been married and started an affair with another servant which had caused a bunch of trouble.

Truly, if Jaime refused to suck him off, Aleric wouldn’t force him or threaten him with money. He’d like to get sucked off at home, and it’d avoid the awkwardness of taking him along if he went to a whorehouse. Guards were one thing. They didn’t stay in Aleric’s room. It was different with a private servant or aid.

Also, asking Jaime to service him put him in control first instead of Jaime possibly later asking if they could mess around. Jaime would be trying to get control if that happened.

Fuck. He’d already tried getting it last night. Being firm and putting one’s foot down didn’t always work with certain people. Jaime was one of those people who didn’t think to take charge or be the dominant one. They just did it because it was who they were. 

When Aleric did it in certain situations, he felt like a fake. It worked at whorehouses because whoever had been paid to get in bed with him did what they were told for the money. While Aleric was the future lord, he wasn’t that special. The whore would be with another man the next night or a few hours later.

“Are you bringing him tomorrow when we go hunting?”

“He can come,” said Aleric. Jaime’s presence was more important, and Aleric had an idea to get out of being in the woods where “accidents” might happen.

Even if Jaime knew what was going on, he wouldn’t be able to protect him from everything. 

“It’s better than being stuck inside,” Aleric continued as he spread norben on his toasted bread. “If he wants to hunt, he can.”

“Does he know how?”

“I don’t know.”

Allowing Jaime to do something would probably make him happy and more compliant. Maybe he wouldn’t whine about not getting his dick sucked, do his job, accept his pay, and shut up. 

“Are you playing chess later?” asked Father. “I put money in the pot for all three of us.”

“I'm playing.”

“You almost got to the end last time. Hopefully, I won't lose the first round.”

Aleric rather envied his Father at times. One of the people he had to worry about was sitting in the Hall with Zacharie at a round table. Father didn’t have to worry much. He should have been worried.

He also should have listened to his oldest son, and it still stung that he’d looked at Aleric and called him a liar. Neither spoke of that time anymore, but the fact remained, and Aleric hadn't forgotten. 

No matter what happened in the future, he might as well get used to relying on himself for the most part. Jaime was a tool. A temporary one.

Lord Monet wasn’t a bad Father. In fact, he was a good one. His problem was that he was blind to the faults of people he believed to be good. Unfortunately, that hadn’t applied to Aleric because Zacharie had gotten there first, and the accused had been around and in Father’s good graces before Aleric was even a thought.

Again, like many times before, he wished he’d gone to Father with the evidence when it was fresh and new. He wished he hadn’t allowed shame and fear to close his mouth. 

He couldn’t even run and leave it all behind because Father wasn’t safe. If Aleric couldn’t figure something out within a year or two, he might have to take the risk, deal with the problem, and if he was caught, endure the crushing disappointment from Father.
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JAIME AWOKE IN THE morning to find Aleric glaring down at him. The small throw blanket had slipped off, and Jaime’s morning wood was straining through the sleep pants which were too short on him.

“A servant took your things to wash and has fetched a few items from one of my cousins who leaves clothes here when he goes home to visit. You’ll put them on and be ready when I return.”

“I thought you’d like me pants that are too tight. You gave them to me.”

Aleric rolled his eyes. “What else was I to give you late at night? Get up and eat.”

A tray had been left on the table in front of the couch. Jaime hadn’t heard anyone and hoped he hadn’t traumatized a servant with his morning wood. “I’m up.” A huge pile of clothes had been left on the armchair.

Aleric avoided looking at him and pointed at the large ottoman against the wall near the fireplace. “The top opens. You can keep your stuff in there since I don’t use it.”

“Thanks.” Jaime dragged the blanket over his lap. “Er, what am I supposed to do after I eat and dress?”

“I’ll come back after a while.”

Aleric left, and Jaime headed for the privy room while trying to clear the cobwebs from his head. He’d slept like a rock the previous night. The couch was long enough and quite comfy, but it’d been rather late by the time he’d finally settled. After he took a leak, he hurried to eat breakfast, although it was already partially cold. Oh well. He returned to the privy room to wash up and change.

Jaime had noticed the night before that there was no visible lock on the privy room door that led to Aleric’s bedroom. That meant the latch was on the other side, which he thought was quite odd. It was almost like he was afraid someone would try to get in through the privy room.

He’d have to later ask Aleric if anyone had tried robbing him. The Monet family held a court partly made of family members, and they had relatives of other higher-up families who came to visit since it wasn’t like they had real responsibilities for the most part. Lord Monet had built the family fortune up quite a bit with business dealings, and according to Jaime’s last landlady, they enjoyed holding large parties. It wasn’t like the expense meant much. 

He dressed and sighed over the laces. The newer Soleilian style involved laces that started at the shoulder and went all the way down to the wrist. They were often used instead of buttons down the front. It was slowly spreading to Moria since he’d seen a rich man wearing a coat like that the last time he’d been over the border.

It was tedious to do them up. Why
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