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AN MPREG CINDERELLA Retelling

He ran away from home and right into the King’s arms...

Since Asher’s omega father died years ago and since his alpha father remarried, he has been having a hard time.

For one, his stepfather and stepbrothers treat him like a servant, there to do their bidding, running him ragged. Ash for the ashes he rolls in every day, they say.

And for another, while everyone leaves to go to the King’s ball, Asher is left behind.

Asher has had enough. It’s time for him to run away, make another life for himself. So he hitches a ride to the capital and finds a job in the palace, lying low until the ball is over.

His pixie godfather, however, has other plans for him. He dresses Asher up and sends him to meet the king.

The king falls head over heels. Three nights of passion, as Asher’s first heat hits, and by the time his stepfather realizes who he is and whisks him back to the family manor, Asher has a very real souvenir from the ball.

He knows that when his stepfather finds out, not only Asher himself but also his baby will be in danger.

What he doesn’t know is that the king is already moving heaven and earth to find him. Will he get there in time?

* This is an mpreg retelling of Cinderella with shifters. *
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Chapter One
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Asher

––––––––
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“MOVE YOUR ASS, BOY. How many times do I have to call for you? For shame!”

“Ugh, heard you. Coming, coming...” Asher carried the sloshing buckets he’d filled at the well outside into the kitchen and put them down with a sigh of relief. “Here I am.”

“Only took you all fucking day.” The cook, Nico, sighed. “Fill the pots I have lined up on the counter. And the rest of the water goes into the water container in the corner. How many times do I have to tell you this?”

“I know what to do,” Asher huffed.

“Hm. Talking back, I see.” The cook was an older man in his sixties with a receding hairline, beady eyes, and a temper.

Then again, everyone in Griffin Manor had a temper, especially when it came to Asher. A chronic bad temper, since as it appeared he never did anything right.

“Now come here,” said the cook, wiping his hands on the long white apron tied around his waist, before Asher had even lifted the buckets to move them closer to the pots on the counter. “Stir while I throw in the chopped vegetables that you weren’t here to chop. Making me work for you, huh?”

Asher shook his head, but he knew better than to talk back again so he took the ladle and stirred as Nico threw the mounts of chopped veggies in. The soup smelled heavenly and Asher’s empty stomach growled.

“You haven’t helped around the kitchen at all today,” the cook went on with his grumbling, throwing in sliced onions and garlic.

Ash shrugged. “Where’s Liam? Why isn’t he helping you?”

“Looking for a scapegoat? Liam was sent away. Caught stealing from his lordship, Lord Cyrus.”

“That’s a pity,” Asher whispered. He liked Liam. And his lordship, who just happened to also be Asher’s alpha father, had so much wealth it was a miracle anyone had noticed something missing. Unless... “Wait, he was caught in the act?”

“Tarrant saw him stealing.” The cook hummed a melody under his breath, waving the aroma of the soup to his face, inhaling deeply.

Tarrant was the butler, a handsome middle-aged man who kept trying to grope Asher when no one was looking. 

“Stealing what?”

“A silver pendant, apparently.”

“He was in my father’s study? Isn’t it always locked?”

“Mm... this soup is heavenly. Stop bothering your blond little head with this, boy, and go do some work for a change. Lazy bum.”

“But—”

“You still need to polish the crystals and the silverware, and don’t forget to air the guest bedrooms and shake the dust off the drapes at the windows!”

Asher stopped stirring the soup. “Why the guest bedrooms?”

“Gods, give me patience...” The cook gave him a long-suffering look. “The guests are arriving today. Haven’t you started preparing for them? What a disaster!”

“But what guests? I didn’t know—”

“Baron Pankhurst and his paramour, of course! Now go! Shoo.” The cook waved his hands at Asher. “I can’t believe you’re still here with everything that needs doing. Unbelievable. Run!”

And Asher ran, skidding around corners, panic clawing at his insides. Any mistake, any delay would be blamed on him, even though nobody had informed him of these exalted guests arriving today. When would they be arriving? One room, two?

Where was Tarrant? He was the only one who could help him now...

***
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“TWO ROOMS, SIDE BY side,” Tarrant said, smoothing back his dark hair that was slicked with pomade, checking his appearance in an oval mirror hanging on the wall of one of the parlors where Asher found him. “Just to give them extra space, although they are a couple. The Blue Room and the Gold Room would be best.”

“The Blue and... but they haven’t been used in years!”

“Right, yes. I suspect they require a lot of cleaning out. You’ll have to change the bedsheets, of course, and air the pillows and the covers, shake out the carpets, dust and polish the bronze—”

“Good Gods!” Asher was already gone from the room, loping through the grand house, running up the stairs to the second floor. Gods. Why had nobody told him? Though, knowing Tarrant he may have done it out of vindictiveness, to punish Asher for refusing his advances every time.

Whatever. Asher didn’t want preferential treatment, and wasn’t going to let the butler get his hands on him no matter what—but damn, there were the guests to think about here! Aristocrats! Granted, Asher’s father was a baron, too, but one that had let himself fall into obscurity after the death of Asher’s omega father. Much of his fortune was lost because for years his father hadn’t left his room or his bed, not caring about the running of his estates and affairs, letting servants clear out his houses and steal his horses.

Those had been dark years. In a sense, Asher was grateful for Pharady.

His omega step-father.

Pharady had arrived a couple of years back with his two sons in tow and had settled in Griffin Manor making himself at home in Asher’s ancestral house, taking over most of the second floor, and some rooms of the third.

But it had brought Asher’s alpha father out of his room, out of the dark depression, and Asher was glad for it, even if it meant that Asher himself had been made into a servant boy.

Pharady didn’t like him. He didn’t like that Asher was the heir of the Manor, of the Griffin line. He also seemed to think that Asher endangered his sons’ Claiming prospects. Pharady’s sons, you see, were both omegas.

Three omegas of marriageable age in one house. Asher could understand the worry. He’d heard plenty of tales of sibling rivalry and injustice from the cook, but also from the vendors when he went to the village to buy provisions.

But Asher wished his step-brothers the best. Their prospects had to be great, since Asher’s father had Claimed Pharady, making Nevin and Orvin his own. His own omega father had always said that one had to wish the best for others, even if they hurt you, because in doing so, you also wished the best for yourself.

Only sometimes he wished... he wished for the past, for the quiet life he had led back when he’d had time to read and study, to learn about fencing and history and herbal lore, when he’d been able to sit down in the main parlor in front of the fire and talk to his fathers, laugh and tell tales.

When he’d been happy.

He rubbed the thin bracelet on his wrist, over the small medallion hanging from it, passed down to him from his omega father before he’d passed. Nobody had dared take it from him.

Not yet, anyway.

Stop thinking about the past, he ordered himself as he threw the doors of the two guest rooms open and cringed. You have way too much work to do to spend your time whining and reminiscing.

He always told himself that, trying to keep smiling in the face of adversity.

He could do this. Get on top of it.

Even if sometimes it felt like a mountain.

***
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“ASH! WHERE IN ALL THE hells are you?” Tarrant thundered from downstairs an undetermined amount of time later. “Come down right now. The guests have arrived!”

Oh, hells. Asher swallowed down panic. He was nowhere near done. Why couldn’t they have arrived late in the evening? As if was, he hadn’t managed to shake the drapes or dust properly, and he had to rush to close the massive balcony doors and the windows even as voices drifted up from downstairs.

Crap.

“How fare thou today, my fair Ash?” a voice said from behind him, making him jump. “Tell me your woes.”

“Not now, Roth!” Asher whirled about, shaking his head at the pixie. Roth had lived in the house for as long as Asher could remember, but had only started hanging out with him when Asher’s omega father had passed and even then, he hadn’t pestered Asher as much as he did these days.

“Tell me what is bothering you,” Roth said, hopping onto a low table and putting his diminutive hands on his hips. “Tell uncle Roth everything.”

“You’re not my uncle and I need to run. The guests are here. This is a disaster.”

“You’re not feeling out of sorts, your body too hot, anything out of the or—?”

“I’m fine!” Taking one last harried look around the Blue Room, then glancing inside the Gold Room as he rushed by, Asher crossed his fingers that it would be good enough and raced downstairs, barely avoiding tripping over his feet and falling the rest of the way down.

Now that would have been an entrance.

He skidded to a halt at the entrance of the hall and took a deep breath. Then he walked in and went to stand by his father. His stepfather and stepbrothers were there, on his father’s other side, dressed in their finery—velvet breeches and silken vests, taffeta frocks and polished shoes, their hair smoothed back and held with ribbons. They made a fine picture of an aristocratic family, Asher thought with a smile, and the guests...

The guests looked just as fine. Baron Pankhurst and his paramour, Tarrant had said. But of course Tarrant was being jealous and mean, like he often was. The slight omega at Baron Pankhurst’s side was his fiancé. True, according to the rumors, Baron Pankhurst had been engaged to be married but had broken the engagement when he’d met Elil. Yeah, the baron and his fiancé looked very fine in their matching blue ensembles, their black vests, their tall hats held in their hands as they stood there while the coachman and footmen carried their luggage inside.

Asher cringed because he would be the one carrying the luggage upstairs, for sure. How many suitcases did they need for the couple of nights they’d spend there?

Asher’s stepfather was telling their guests that they could go for a ride together if the weather improved—it was currently drizzling outside—and how delighted they all were to have them stay over on their way to Cloud Castle.

Cloud Castle? The royal abode? Why would they be going there? Asher was sure he was missing something again, something nobody had thought to tell him, but his musings were cut short when he realized suddenly that everyone’s eyes were on him.

“And who is this, standing by your side, my lord?” Baron Pankhurst asked, his shrewd dark gaze raking over Asher.

“Just a servant boy,” Nevin, Asher’s older stepbrother said with a sneer. “Go stand with the servants, Ash.”

“A kitchen help,” Orvin, the youngest stepbrother said. “Always forgetting his place.”

“He has good bone structure,” Baron Pankhurst said, squinting a little at Asher, examining him as if he were a racehorse, or rather a broodmare he might be interested in purchasing. “Nice body and the hair might look nice if washed...”

What in the hells? How dare he talked about Asher like that, as if...

Asher blinked, then looked down at himself, at his filthy, torn clothes and holed shoes, his hands dirty, black caked under his nails. It jolted him.

He’d forgotten for a moment where—or when—he was, thinking he was still the firstborn of Baron Cyrus Griffin, dressed in fine clothes and riding boots, returning from his forays into the woods and estates to greet his father’s guests.

He’d forgotten his station at this point in his life.

But before he could move away, go stand beside Tarrant where he was usually sent to stand these days, his father clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder, keeping him rooted in place.

“This is my son, Asher,” his father said.

“Your son?”

“He likes to hang out in the kitchens, in the ashes,” Pharady said with a strident laugh. “He’s a little simple, and his name is so fitting, don’t you think? Asher for the ashes he likes to roll in.”

Elil, Baron Pankhurst’s omega, chuckled. “He does?”

“I mean, look at him.” Pharady snapped open a fan of aromatic wood and fanned himself, smiling. “Covered in ash and dust from head to toe.”

“I don’t like hanging out in the kitchens,” Asher whispered. “It’s just where the work happens.”

But it was a moot point. His father believed every word Pharady said and was apparently certain that his firstborn son had no interest in participating in social events. Maybe he just didn’t care. Truth was that there was so much to do around the house and not enough servants because most of the revenue of the estates went to his stepfather and stepbrothers’ expenses. Clothes, jewelry, furniture, new bed covers and carpets...

“Come, come,” Asher’s father said, gesturing at the guests. “You must be tired. Asher will show you to your rooms and dinner will be ready soon.”

“We will have so much fun, deciding on our outfits for the ball!” Orvin clapped his hands together, beaming at Elil. “We need your exquisite taste to choose between the various ensembles we’ve had made.”

“Of course,” Elil said. “But this is a competition, my friends. You understand. The new king will only choose one mate to be his consort, and I can’t afford you looking better than me.”

“Elil!” Baron Pankhurst sent his fiancé a mock glare. “You’re not in the race. You’ve already been Claimed by me.”

“Doesn’t hurt to be noticed,” Elil said with a little sniff and smile, patting his hair. “Does it? After all, if we’re traveling to Cloud Castle together, we must make sure that we all look mighty fine...”

This was all news to Asher who gazed dumbly from the guests to his step-family. The king was looking for a mate among the omegas of the land, and his stepbrothers were going to try their luck at the ball.

While Asher stayed behind, like always, to clean and wash and scrub and wait. He didn’t expect many things in life, not anymore, and he certainly didn’t expect to become a royal consort, but Gods, he’d have loved to attend this ball, even if just to see the Cloud Castle, and the costumes and the king!

With a small sigh, he went to get the suitcases of the two lords and carry them upstairs.
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Chapter Two
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Leo

––––––––
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“MAJESTY.” THE FOOTMAN bowed so low his nose almost touched his knobby knees. “Prince Elander is here.”

“Let him in.” Leo grimaced when the royal tailor pinched him again with a pin. He was an old man, a bear shifter, with big hands and the finesse to go with them. “Careful...”

“Apologies, Majesty.” The tailor promptly pinched him with another pin at his waist. “Stand still please...”

“I am.” But Leo snapped his mouth shut because he didn’t want to be that kind of king. The arrogant asshole alpha who picks fights with everyone knowing they can’t fight back. “Are we almost done? My friend Prince Elander wants to talk to me.”

“Almost done, Majesty.”

From the tailor’s tone, Leo guessed it would take another couple of hours. Swallowing a sigh, he resigned himself to his fate. He’d have to talk with the tailor pinching him all the while, making strange squawking noises at random intervals.

“Majesty.” The footman was back, doubled over like before. “Prince Elander of Samisia.”

“Elan. Come on in.” Leo grinned and opened his arms, tried to take a step forward—and was rewarded for his efforts with a pinch and a muttered apology. “Dammit.”

Elander walked into the room, smiling. He was a tiger shifter, the black and white of his hair the same as his fur when he turned. “Leo. Or should I say Your Majesty as well?”

“Not you. Come here. I’m held hostage by my tailor.”

“Well, the ball is coming up fast,” Elander said, coming to stand in front of Leo, giving him an appraising look. “The color suits you. With your black hair, it looks elegant.”

“Thanks.” Leo glanced down at the white shirt and cream breeches, the cream vest and the gold-and-white frock thrown over a chair. “I think I’ll look like a meringue pie.”

Elander laughed. “The Black Lion of Nefele, King of the Cloud Kingdom. Never. Besides, you have to dress apart. You’re the sun above the clouds, the new leader of the land.”

“Damn, ow.” Leo sighed. “Sorry. He keeps pinching me with pins.”

“Sorry, Majesty,” the tailor muttered, no regret in his flat voice.

“So how is the life of a king different to that of a prince?” Elander sat in one of the ornate chairs. “Tell me.”

“Tedious,” Leo grumbled. “Dead boring. Full of never-ending and meaningless meetings.”

“Fun,” Elander said. “I shall look forward to my coronation, then. Though my fathers are well,” he hastily added, “and I pray they stay that way.”

“As you should,” Leo agreed, trying not to think too hard about why he was king already and failing.

Since the accident that took his fathers’ lives a few years back, it was all he had been able to think about. This ball was a distraction for which he was grateful but at the same time, he found it hard to focus on it. He knew he should start looking for a mate, that he needed to produce an heir and secure his line.

He needed more time.

Then again, it had been years since his fathers’ passing and his becoming king. His counselors were probably right. It was time to at least look. And the truth was... he felt it. Felt the need to find someone to share his time with, someone to share his bed with. Children would be nice.

Just... all the omegas he had ever met at the castle and when visiting other kings and princes had been so... simpering and fake. Fake not only outwardly with their fake moles and wigs and painted lashes and tailored clothes but most importantly fake inwardly, in the way they’d treated him, fawning over him, throwing themselves at him.

Being an omega could be hard, he knew that. Being an omega in court was hard in different ways—too much pressure to find a good, rich mate and feel safe. He understood.

It still didn’t make them want any of those omegas.

“You’re thinking too hard,” Elander said. “I can hear the cogs in your head turning.”

Leo laughed. “You can, huh? Is that your tiger hearing? I was only thinking how I’ve never found any omega particularly attractive so far in my life.”

“You mean... you tend to prefer alphas? Or maybe betas?”

“No. I don’t know.” Asher winced as another pin pierced his skin. “I’ve just never seen one and thought, yes, this one. This could be the one. I’d bed him. And I’d give this a try.”

“Leo, my friend...” Elander shook his head and combed a hand through his black and white hair. “Consider that you are quite young. You were barely an adult when your fathers passed, placing the burden of responsibility for an entire kingdom on your shoulders. You were sad, depressed for a long time, a time when most alphas start to chase after omegas and explore their preferences. I mean... you’ve been with an omega before, right?”

“Yeah, sure.” Asher stepped away from the tailor, losing patience. “Fumbled about. Sucked each other off. That sort of thing.”

They had been betas, in fact, not omegas, but Elander didn’t need to know that. Besides, if you wanted to experiment, fucking a beta or an alpha was encouraged to avoid unwanted pregnancies.

The tailor helped Leo out of the clothes, pinching him enough times in the process that Leo started to curse.

Elander was still laughing when the tailor left.

“So you think it’s normal? That I have never liked an omega before?” Two manservants approached Leo to dress him and he let them, thinking. “Could it mean I like alphas?”

“We’ll see.” Elander didn’t seem too bothered by the prospect, though a small frown had creased his forehead. “It would put a crimp on the crown plans to get an heir. You could always adopt, of course, and—”

“Hold your horses. I haven’t said I don’t want omegas. Only that I haven’t found one I seriously like so far.”

“Oh.” Elander relaxed a little. “That makes things easier. What sort of person do you think you would like?”

Leo went to sit across from his friend, waving the servants away, adjusting one of his golden cuffs. “Someone... nice. Natural. Someone who wouldn’t tell me how amazing I am all the time and how incredibly lucky he is to lay eyes on me.”

“You want someone nasty and unappreciative. Got it.” Elander rubbed at the smile on his lips.

“Right.” Leo snorted. “I want someone honest. That’s all. And pretty, I suppose.”

“You only suppose?”

“Okay, yeah. A pretty, honest, nice omega. How does it sound? Think I may find one?”

“At the ball? Tricky. All the omegas attending will be the aristocratic, spoilt, fawning kind. They are raised like that.”

“Yeah...”

“But you never know. Gems do pop up sometimes. Keep your eyes peeled. During the ball, I mean.”

Leo grunted and reached for the bottle of spirits on a low table. “Drink?”

“Oh yes. I thought you’d never ask.”

“How are your brothers? Your fathers?”

“Everyone is well,” Elander said, accepting the spiced liquor, taking a sip. “They send their greetings and best wishes to you.”

“Send them mine as well. I wish you had an omega brother.”

“For you? That would be weird.” Elander laughed. “I’d be tempted to punch you every time you touched him and that would land me in the dungeons pretty quick. There’s only so much lenience for old friends.”

Leo shook his head, grinning. “And you? Got your eye on a pretty omega already?”

“Would I be coming to your ball if I had? The only reason I’m here is to take one of those you will discard.” Elander winked. “Joking, your Majesty. I’d never touch those you discard in case you throw me into the dungeons anyway.”

“Shut up,” Leo said with a chuckle, downing his drink and pouring himself another. He had a feeling he would need the liquid courage in the days to come...

***
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WITH ELANDER AT HIS side, the days passed faster. It was a relief to have someone of his age and class to talk with—someone he could trust, no less. They had spent many summers together at Elander’s family’s estates and summer palace. And today another friend was arriving and they both headed to one of the parlors to meet him.

“Holden!” Leo opened his arms and their friend jumped up and came to give him a brotherly embrace. “Long time no see.”

“I wouldn’t miss your ball for anything.” Holden patted his back. He was a few years older than the two of them and had already Claimed an omega from a good family, Ira.

“And your mate-to-be? Is he with you?”

“Ira is...”

“He left you? Not surprised,” Elander muttered, grinning. “He clearly deserves better.”

“You, asshole.” But Holden’s grin was wider than Elander’s. “He’s pregnant, in fact, and didn’t feel well enough to travel. We have set the Mating ceremony for next week.”

“You animal!” Leo laughed, thumping his friend’s back. “Couldn’t hold back until the official ceremony to jump his bones, huh?”

“You’ll see when you find the right omega,” Holden muttered, shaking his head. “It’s primal, it takes over you. You need to get inside of him, mark him, knot him, make him yours. It’s impossible to fight it.”

“Well, if you say so.” Leo shrugged.

“Our friend the king here,” Elander said, jabbing a thumb at him, “doesn’t believe he can find an omega like that. He doesn’t believe he can fall like that for someone because he has never experienced anything like it.”

“Finding a true mate, you mean,” Holden said. “It’s not easy. Not everyone finds theirs.”

“There you go,” Leo said with a huff. “Hear that, Elan? Maybe I won’t find mine.”

“And maybe you will. Have some faith.”

“I may have to Claim an omega I don’t like all that much to continue my line.”

“Just... open your eyes and your senses and look,” Elander said. “Right, Holden?”

“Yes. I found mine one day walking into a ballroom full of people. The moment I saw him, the moment I smelled him, heard his voice... that was it for me. I knew right away.”

“Right... Sounds like magic,” Leo whispered, unconvinced.

“Maybe it is,” Holden said. “Attraction is like magic. Give yourself time. If not during this ball, maybe another time you will find a mate. I know the council is pressing you, but you are very young. Press back. Wait until you’ve searched your kingdom for the right one.”

They were right. He wasn’t in any real hurry. He was the king. Nobody could make him do something he didn’t want. And if finding his true mate from the start was not in the cards... he would keep looking until he found him.
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Chapter Three
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Asher

––––––––
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“ASH! WHAT’S TAKING so long! Where’s that wine?”

“Coming!” Asher balanced the tray with the glasses and the decanter in one hand and the tray with the canapes in the other as he rushed from the kitchen toward the dining hall. “Apologies.”

“Just move your ass, boy,” Tarrant growled, standing by the table where everyone sat, obviously unhappy he had to actually work and bustle. “Can’t do everything myself.”

Managing to place the tray down without upsetting the decanter or the glasses, and then the canapes, so relieved he’d brought everything in one piece that he grinned. “Here is the wine.”

“Go now,” Tarrant said, shoving him aside. “You can’t serve the wine, you’ll spill everything.”

“But I just brought it without spilling it, all the way from the kitchen,” Asher protested.

“Just do what you’re told,” Orvin said with a roll of his eyes, spearing a bacon-wrapped fig with his silver fork. “Boy.”

They were both older than Asher, both stepbrothers, but the way he spoke the word always sounded like an insult.

“At least he’s put on some clean clothes,” Nevin snickered. “Looks less Ash-y.”

“Stop that,” Asher muttered, embarrassed, turning to go, passing behind Nevin and Orvin. They often said things to him but the guests were listening in.

“Oh, you want me to stop?” Nevin picked up the glass of red wine that Tarrant had placed in front of him, took a sip.

And then spilled it right down Asher’s shirt, letting the glass fall and crush on the floor.

“Hells!” Asher stumbled back in shock as the liquid ran down his only clean shirt and into his breeches, red like blood. “What did you do that for?”

“Oops. Glass slipped. I think Asher pushed me. He’s the one who’s clumsy, not me, right, father?”

“Of course, my heart,” Pharady crooned. “You’re never clumsy. Cyrus, look what your son has done now. Pushing Nevin, breaking a precious rock crystal glass. It’s unacceptable.”

“Oh, Asher...” His father cast him a nebulous but annoyed look. “What shall I do with you?”

Suddenly Asher had a knot in his throat. “But father—”

“Go and help the cook in the kitchen. Tarrant will attend us.”

The butler shot him a smug look.

Defeated, Asher collected the shards of the glass and retreated to the kitchen. He sat in front of the fire, rubbing at the bracelet on his wrist, and even the cook let him be for once. He’d tried so hard to convince himself that his father simply didn’t realize what was going on in his own house—how Pharady and his sons treated Asher, how Asher had become a slave in his own home. Sending him away without even listening to him, without giving any weight to Asher’s words, without seeing that Asher was doing all he could to please him, please them all...

It broke Asher’s heart.

His omega father had wanted him to be kind and supportive, to help his alpha father any way he could, but had he imagined this? Had this been what he’d meant?

Was Asher selfish to have these rebellious thoughts? His alpha father looked happy. He couldn’t start a row now.

Could he ever? Should he wait until Pharady took from Asher everything? Give up all hope that his father would come around, that he would come to Asher’s defense one day, invite him one day to rejoin the family in the parlor, and stop the bad treatment by this stepfather and stepbrothers? Should he put up with the abuse for much longer?

The problem was, if there was a way to stop it, Asher couldn’t see it...

***
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“ASH, COME IN HERE, you lazy slob, and help us dress!” Nevin yelled as Asher passed outside his room carrying a bucket and a brush to wash the stairs. “Right now!”

Asher’s jaw tightened. He hefted the heavy bucket in his hand. “Nevin, if I don’t wash the stairs and hallways while there is still some light—”

“The cheek on this servant,” Elil said with a cluck of his tongue. “How do you allow him to talk back at you like that?”

“You’re right,” Nevin said, eyes gleaming. “Ash, what are you waiting for?”

“Yeah, Ash,” Orvin said from his perch on an ornate chair where he was putting on his shoes, “you can’t expect us to dress ourselves. The stairs can wait.”

With a sigh, Asher placed the bucket and brush by the door and entered Nevin’s opulent room. It was on the second floor, the doors opening on a balcony with a view of the river and the hills.

It used to be Asher’s once upon a time. Before omega father’s death. Before Asher’s fortunes changed.

“Come lace my new shoes,” Orvin said imperiously waving at him to approach. “The best dancing shoes in all of the kingdom, made by Master Corlion, the shoemaker.”

“They say that these shoes make you dance like a Fae,” Nevin said, looking down, admiring his own shoes. “They are light as a feather and look at how they sparkle. Well, Ash?”

“Yes, Ash.” Nevin kicked at Asher’s hands as he tried to lace the shoes up. “Well?”

“Nice,” Asher muttered, gritting his teeth.

“That bow is crooked. Redo it.”

He did, his hands shaking ever so slightly.

Then, standing up, he caught sight of himself in the mirror and once more he froze, realizing how he really looked these days. Even though he’d tried his best for the guests—washing up his few clothes and having to put them back on still cold and clammy, washing himself hastily in the early morning with icy water from the well, scrubbing the dirt off as best he could, but it didn’t help all that much, not when he was still working as much as before.

More, since the guests arrived. The dirt under his nails wasn’t going away anytime soon. His blond hair was matted with grease and filth. His clothes were threadbare, holes at the knees and elbows. His shoes were a size too small and had opened all around, the soles cracked.
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