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Chapter 1

Ella plunged her dark hands back into the piles of white bubbles, fishing up dirty fork after dirty fork. She scrubbed as she hummed, swaying slightly to a tune she barely remembered her father singing to her late at night. Her feet ached, but the swaying helped and she did a little spin to the dishrack where she propped up the forks. Ella slid a stack of plates into the suds. They clattered as they sank. The water was cooling, so Ella grabbed the big kettle slung over the fire and poured another boiling splash into her tub.

Now it was nice and hot. She hummed as she worked, scrubbing the plates, the bowls, another set of fine silverware, the first round of wine glasses—her two dish racks were full and the dishes were only half done.

Shaking her hands free of bubbles, Ella grabbed a warm rag from the rack by the fire and began wiping down plates. Her steps followed the song she hummed, touching lightly here, swaying there. She'd read through all of her sisters' pamphlets on how to dance like the ladies and lords, practicing on her sore feet until her satisfaction drove away the ache.

She set a plate down with its clean mates and lifted a handful of damp silverware. With a small flourish, she brandished a spoon at the nose of her dog. Lady lifted her nose far enough to sniff the offering, but since it wasn't food, she dismissed it. Ella stepped around the dog, sliding into the half-remembered positions of offense, defense, and parry. The dog was not a good opponent. Ella went back to humming. It was better that she practice the dancing, anyway. No one would take her seriously as a swordsman.

With a sigh, she turned away from the dishes to consider the prep counter. Plates of half-finished food stacked between serving bowls of soups occupied the entire surface. It was a great waste of things, but Ella's stepmother was never one to skimp on entertaining her betters. As if by stuffing their bellies she could find a place at their table.

Ella took great advantage. She laid out a fire-warm rag on the wooden floor and dumped all the breads and cheeses in a pile. The sausages would keep, too. Lady took an interest and trotted over, her blunt nails clip-clipping on the wood.

"Ah. Leave it," Ella warned. Lady huffed, but left it. She intently watched Ella add to the pile.

The root veggies had been boiled into mush and she skipped those, but the raw ones had hardly been touched. Ella wrapped up the bundle, tying it tight in the middle, and held the knot up for Lady. "To the bedroom," she directed.

Lady took the bundle gently and trotted out of the kitchen. Ella put her hands on her hips to study the rest of the leftovers. The soup would keep if she left it over the fire. And the remains of the roasted birds could be tossed in. Ella picked a bit of skin off a roasted chicken and delighted in its crunch.

Lady returned without the bundle of foods. Ella picked a piece of chicken off the bone and tossed it to her. She snapped it up, mid-air, and thumped her tail. Ella divided her attention between carving the birds for the soup and feeding Lady choice morsels from the bits that were left. Odds were good her sisters wouldn't touch the stew tomorrow, considering the mix of flavors too pedestrian. But Ella delighted in testing combinations together and that simply left more food for her alone.

Ella's stepmother probably thought all this prep and cleaning was a suitable punishment. Ella wasn't about to correct her outlook. The woman's need to show her wealth and status at the dinner table only left Ella with a rare full belly several days in a row.

"COLE! Get over here!" Her stepmother's high voice screeched through Ella's humming.

Ella flinched. She set the carving knife down gently and took two deep breaths. She ducked her head, wiped her hands clean, and took another moment in the kitchen doorway to gather herself. She was Ella, her father's daughter; but her stepmother only saw the lump of a son her ex-husband left behind. Ella swallowed herself down deeply. She was Cole. Her jaw too square, her hair too short, her chest too flat, her feet too big.

She pressed her hands together and walked briskly into the dining room. Her stepmother, Eleanor, sat tall and haughty at the head of the table, flanked on either side by her true daughters, Elise and Emily. The girls flanked Ella in age, and once they had played together. No longer. They were entertaining a minor lord and his retinue today, filling the table with six other guests.

Ella stopped precisely beside her stepmother, half bowed, ready for whatever instructions were demanded of her.

"Take these away. We're done. Bring the wine. You've let it breathe, I hope."

"Yes, ma'am," Ella whispered. She slipped around the table, efficiently collecting the small plates stained with dessert and the tiny forks that went with them.

Elise slapped her hand away. "I'm obviously not finished yet."

Ella demurred and moved to the next guest without protest. Her stack of plates was unstable. She tipped it toward her chest for balance and finished the circuit without incident. As she turned away from the table, Elise tapped her fork on her plate and cleared her throat too loudly. Of course, now she was done. Ella awkwardly fished the final plate and fork off the table, making for the kitchen as quickly as she could without dropping anything.

Ella let the whole stack flop inelegantly into the hot water. She grabbed the neck of the full decanter and a second bottle of red, sliding them onto a polished serving tray. She snapped a napkin into shape and folded it perfectly in the corners. She returned to the dining room with tray in hand, stopping at her stepmother's shoulder once again.

Polite laughter trickled around the table and Ella forced her mind blank. She could run herself into a frenzy worrying about being the subject of conversation, but worrying wouldn't change it. So she stood, ready, at her stepmother's side. Eventually Eleanor signaled for her to pour.

Ella did, offering the second round of wine glasses around the table and refilling the decanter as the first bottle ran out. She left the remaining wine with the table and made a second, subtle exit before she was yelled out of the room.

Ella let her serving tray flop into the hot water and let out a huge sigh. Her hands were tense from the stress and she plunged them into the dishwater, using the activity to dissipate her tangled emotions. Her stepmother was an awful person with no regard for anyone, including her own daughters, but even less regard for Ella.

There were no pleases or thank yous. Just Cole, wash these dishes, or Cole, scrub this floor, or Cole you're so fat, I bet you eat all of our scraps.

Ella leaned on the sink tub and let her hands dangle in the hot water. She eyed the remaining carcass of the roasted bird and her stomach turned. She used to sit at the table with the family, not serve it like their maid.

Lady whined and pressed against Ella's leg. Ella looked down. She dried her hands and knelt in the middle of the kitchen to hug her dog. Lady licked her face and whined again. She snuggled close, always happy to be in Ella's arms. Lady's needs were so simple. A pat, some food, a romp outside.

She held her dog's head and leaned back to look at her. "You're right. I have a home and clothes, I have you, this week we'll both have enough food, and tomorrow is gardening day."

Lady huffed and thumped her tail against Ella's leg. Ella gave her a kiss on her nose and stood up with purpose. She had to get this soup over the fire, these dishes organized, and the last of this food packaged up for her compost heap in the back by the shed. Her stepmother didn't know about that, and if her luck held, she never would. As long as Ella kept the yards blooming for tours, Eleanor never investigated the details.

Ella set about her work, mood once again cheerful and a song humming in her chest. Lady settled on her mat by the fire, tail flopping in time.

--//--

Ella took a deep breath of the stew over the fire. It bubbled and steamed, an odd mix of tonight's dinner leftovers that made Ella's stomach grumble. She ladled a generous scoop into her bowl and sat beside Lady at the fireplace.

The kitchen gleamed. The counters were clear, the stacks of plates shined, everything had been washed, scrubbed, blanched, or repurposed and now only two items remained: a teapot for Eleanor's nightly drink and the boiling jars of tomatoes that Ella was sealing for storage in the basement. Her stepsisters wouldn't be interested in the sauces she could make, but they occasionally liked the dye color when the fashion seasons circled back around.

Ella blew on her stew so she could sip it straight from the bowl as she paged through one of her sisters' discarded dress pamphlets. She was familiar with the seamstresses only because Emily was enthralled with the pleats on dresses by Heleen Costers. Ella thought they were nice, but the swooping lines she saw on Thea's dresses were much more her style.

Ella leaned over the pamphlet to peer at a full-page illustration featuring one of Thea van Lokin's creations. This printing was from last season but Ella didn't believe the designs expired. Just because new ones were made didn't mean the old ones were junk! The sketch featured a woman like Ella, big in the waist and small in the chest with hair that frizzed and curled depending on the weather.

The kettle began to whistle. Ella finished her stew and tucked the pamphlet into a fold of her apron for later study. She poured piping-hot water into a mug. A touch of honey. A small spoon. With the cup carefully balanced on its matching saucer, Ella contained herself deep inside to face her stepmother.

Eleanor and her daughters were seated around the study fire. Eleanor in her high-backed chair, reading a book, Elise in the smaller chair with a lapboard to write her letter, and Emily, the youngest, curled up on the floor against her mother's chair with her embroidery in hand. She wasn't stitching, instead watching Ella come into the room with narrow eyes.

Ella softly placed the teacup down on Eleanor's side table and offered the slightest of bows. Her stepmother glanced at the tea and dismissed Ella with a negligent turn of her wrist. Ella left.

She checked the dining table and kitchen one last time, unwilling to let a crumb or smear pass her notice if she could help it. Satisfied that all was well, she pulled the boiling jars off their fire to cool overnight, wrangled Lady up from her place, and, with teakettle in hand, headed straight for bed.

Ella didn't take a full breath until she closed the slight door of her room behind her. She'd managed to go the whole day without a major incursion from her stepmother and the tension melted out of her shoulders with her relief. Lady romped across the empty storage space and nosed the bundle of breads and foods Ella had wrapped up before, her tail high. Ella muffled a laugh and pushed the dog aside. "Ok, ok. One more treat before bed."

She rescued a partial sausage from the bundle and booped Lady on the nose with it for her attention. The dog sat, ears up and forward. "Stand," Ella said. Lady popped up onto four paws, tail a furious arc behind her. Ella pointed to the raised bricks in front of the fireplace where a dying fire huddled. "Bed." Lady went. "Sit. Down." Ella tossed her a piece of sausage. "Good girl. Stand. Come." Halfway across the room, Ella held up her hand. "Wait." Lady stopped on the spot. "Good girl." Another piece of sausage.

Ella turned away from her dog to pour herself two cups of hot water. One she steeped with her stepmother's used tea bag. The other she set aside to cool. When she turned back, Lady was still waiting in her spot. "Good girl!" Lady's tail spun. Ella tossed her a chunk of sausage. "Come." Lady came. Ella handed her a sizeable chunk of cheese. "Take it to bed. Go on." The dog went, happy to curl up with her prize.

Ella tested her cooling water and decided it was safe enough. She tipped the cup gently against an old clay pot full of dark soil. A stick of thorny rose stood straight out of the small pot without any branches. It did have one small budding leaf that Ella watched carefully every day. Ella whispered good thoughts to her little growing rose plant. If she was diligent, the branch would sprout and she'd be able to plant it in the garden. She couldn't wait. It was the only clipping she had of her favorite rose.

Ella took off her apron and the fashion pamphlet crinkled. She recovered it, folded her apron on the floor and smiled. She took a piece of bread and sausage from her stash, and retrieved her bedroll from the wall where she folded it up. The roll was little more than scrap fabrics and some rags carefully stitched together into the shape of a rectangle. Nevertheless, Ella placed it on the lifted bricks of her fire hearth, added her bread, sausage, and pamphlet, and settled in beside Lady for a bit of dress viewing before bed with a smile.

Today had been a great day and she was looking forward to tomorrow. It was gardening day. And Eleanor made plans to go shopping with her daughters which meant not only was Ella bound to be left alone for most of the day, but she might even receive hand-me-down items as well. She hoped she'd get one of the pillows from the couch. She'd overheard Eleanor complaining their color wasn't in season anymore. Ella grinned at the idea of a pillow for her bed as she snacked on her bread and squinted at the drawings in her pamphlet.

She had the dresses memorized, their styles and cuts matched with the names of their designers. She could recite the information by rote. Her fingers traced over the sketches and Ella wished she could feel the elegant fabrics each work of art contained. They were small worlds—every one of them a story.

Her little fire was dying, taking the light with it. Ella finished her tea and snacks quickly, brushing the crumbs from her lap. She tucked the pamphlet under her bedroll to put away in the morning and stretched out on the bricks, still a little warm from her fire. Lady sighed heavily. "Oh yeah," Ella teased her, "Like you had such a hard day snacking on pheasant." Lady thumped her tail. Ella grabbed it to keep the sound from traveling. She kissed her dog's nose and settled down to sleep.


Chapter 2

Ella plunged her hands into the rich, black dirt she'd cultivated and smiled as she inhaled its deep scent. Food scraps and garden clippings with regular water and a healthy variety of bugs had turned trash into perfect soil. She shoveled it into her wheelbarrow to bring to the front. Lady trotted around the yard, sniffing under bushes and barking squirrels up the trees.

Lining the stone path to the front door were several old rose bushes. Ella remembered fresh roses in the kitchen and at her father's beside—yellow, red, and white. When Eleanor had assigned their care to her, Ella learned quickly how delicate the plants were, despite their thorns. They took on rot and mildew at the first sign of moisture in the air. But under Ella's dutiful care, the bushes flowered year after year.

She knelt in the soft dirt and used a short spade to dig up the old soil. Bush by bush she went along the walkway, mixing in her new compost to give the roses a fresh start. She trimmed dead heads and collected all the fallen petals to throw back in the compost. If her luck held, another round of buds would push out before the cool season started.

Ella gave special attention to the final bush in the row. She combed through the leaves for any unfriendly bugs, and watered its roots thoroughly. This bush sported small blooms that were striped red and white. Ella had never seen another rose like it. Her precious cutting was from this very plant.

With the roses tended, she moved on to the tall, decorative grasses, the bushes along the property line, and checked the fence for any signs of rot or paint peeling.

Lady barked. A moment later, wheels clattered over the cobblestone drive leading past the house. Ella looked up. It wasn't very common for people to take this road by cart. But this wasn't just any cart. The royal seal glinted on the wooden face. A black horse tall enough for Ella to duck under, with feathered hocks and gold hardware, pulled the cart by himself. And hanging out of the open window was the most beautiful woman Ella had ever seen.

She watched the cart approach, stunned. The woman blinked at her with wide, dark eyes. Her black hair was pulled up tight on top of her head and gold dangled from her ears. Then suddenly she disappeared inside the cart and the horse clattered to an abrupt stop. Right in front of Ella's house.

There was a commotion inside the cart, and then the door sprang open mid-argument. "Mother wants me to find men of the realm to invite and now that I've found someone cute, you don't want me to?" She stepped out of the cart, all dark hair and rolling temper, eyes firmly on Ella. Not just any woman. The princess. Ella dropped her stare to the dirt and saw her filthy hands. She tried to rub them clean on her apron.

Someone followed the princess out of the cart. A woman with dark skin and tight, coiled hair piled high on her head. "I think your mother meant minor lords of the realm, Lizzy."

The princess shook her head, sending the gold in her ears swinging. "But the minor lords are so boring. They don't even let me take the dogs when we go riding."

Oh no. Ella glanced around for Lady and spotted her bounding down the walkway, muddy paws and slobbery tongue headed straight for the princess and her untouched gown. "Tsst! Ah!" Ella pointed at Lady and made her expression firm. "Wait." The dog slid on the stones, trying to obey. Her butt hit the ground just at the princess' feet.

"Oh, look at you, you're such a cutie." The princess knelt and greeted Lady without any concern for mud or slobber. Lady's tail whipped side to side. She leaned in close for a good scratch. The princess stood and faced Ella. "Is she yours? What's her name?"

Ella clenched her dirty apron and cleared her throat. She blushed in the face of such grace. "Um, yes, Highness. Her name is Lady."

"She's beautiful. Did you train her yourself?"

"Yes, Highness."

"Well, you've done a good job. She's very sweet."

"Thank you." Ella blushed again and tried to cover it with a bow.

The princess turned to the lady who'd followed her. "Lily, where's Lord Myron's invitation?"

Ella frowned. Lord Myron, his wife, and kids had been the guests they entertained just yesterday. Eleanor thought they might be a good entry to the circles of lords and ladies. Lily scowled, "Oh no. You are not going to use his. You need to deliver it."

"I'll send him a pigeon later today."

Ella's eyes went wide but she wisely kept her surprise to herself.

Lily didn't. "Absolutely not. He'll be so offended—"

"As he should be! He knows I don't favor him, especially the way he was looking at you during solstice."

"He was drunk," Lily grumbled.

"Ugh. That is not an excuse." The princess rolled her eyes hard enough to turn back to Ella. "He's an utter cur," she said with a drawn look. Ella looked to her dog and the princess corrected herself. "He's worse. He has no manner of decency at all." She reached for Lady's muzzle and kissed at her, "Not at all like you, beautiful girl." She straightened and held her hand out at her lady. "The invite. I've decided."

Lily rolled her eyes but winked at Ella. "Don't worry, I'll regret the decision for you." A piece of bright white paper passed between them and the princess motioned for Ella to come closer.

"I'm having a party in a few days. My mother thinks I should be considering who I'm going to marry, so all the lords and ladies are going to be there—" The princess waved her hand, "Blah. I won't lie, it'll be full of stuffy people and probably quite boring, but I'd be delighted if you could come." She held out the invitation.

Ella blinked. "Me? A ball?" She didn't know what to make of it. This was happening too fast for her to keep up.

"Well, you like dogs, I like dogs, and that means we have more in common than half my suitors for marriage already." She smiled, tilting her head. Sunlight caught the tight strands of her hair like a halo. "And you're cute."

Ella blushed hard. Somehow, she reached out and accepted the invitation, smudging the perfect white card with her dirty fingers.

The princess bit her lip; her eyes lingered on Ella as she turned away to climb back into the carriage.

Ella glanced around, suddenly struck with the need to give something in return. She hastily clipped a budding flower from her striped rose bush and rushed down the walkway. "Princess!"

The princess leaned out of her window. Ella offered the rose. The princess took it with a bright, wide smile just as her carriage lurched forward and clattered away.

Ella stood in the walkway with a stupid grin on her face for some infinite amount of time. Eleanor would be furious for missing the royal visit, but Ella didn't care in the slightest. The princess wanted her at the ball.

The abrupt chill of reality crashed over her. The princess wanted him at the ball. Cole. The man she saw working in the garden with his dog. The man she wanted courting her for possible marriage.

Ella flipped open the card. It was written with beautiful, curving letters and gold ink, but there was nothing that indicated Cole or Ella was the one invited. In fact, it could belong to anyone. Ella sat on the walkway, suspended between sour hope and tears. It was probably for the best. Eleanor wouldn't consider letting her go in the first place. Not if she could help it.

Lady leaned against her and whined. Ella took a deep breath and thrust herself back onto her feet. There was nothing for it. She left the invitation on the table just inside the door and went back to digging in her dirt. This she knew. This she could handle. A ball would just highlight how very out of place she was among the gentry. And maybe her stepmother would appreciate that Ella got the invitation for her.

--//--

"You did what?" Eleanor towered over Ella, her face reddening in her rage. Behind her, Elisa and Emily tittered behind their hands.

Ella lowered her head further and refolded the napkin in her hands. "I accepted the invitation. I thought you and the girls would want it."

"And you thought maybe you could tag along, see the sights?"

Ella squeezed her eyes shut to stave off tears. "No, of course not."

"Of course." Eleanor slid the invitation onto the table beside her. It still bore the brown stains of Ella's fingers in the dirt. "And why didn't you have me summoned to entertain her Highness directly?"

"There wasn't time. She was riding by in her coach. She didn't plan on stopping. It was brief."

"Lord only knows why she would have stopped for you." Eleanor's up-and-down glance said more than enough. Fat. Dirty. Worthless.

Ella let the words wash over her. Crying before what amounted to judge, jury, and executioner would only make things worse. Eventually Eleanor scoffed and waved her away. Ella scrambled out of the sitting room and away from the snickers of her stepsisters.

Lady followed her around, ears back, tail tucked. Ella gave the kitchen a rough check, but she couldn't keep the sorrow inside. She ran for her bedroom, leaned against the door, and sobbed. The tears fell wet and heavy. She sank to the ground and pushed Lady's questioning nose away. This couldn't be fixed with some cheerful thoughts. She held her knees up tight and buried her face so she could weep long and hard without someone complaining about the noise. Her nose ran. Her face was wet. She hiccoughed and shook.

For the first time in a long time, she wished her father was here. The cleaning she could handle. The snickers and talking she dismissed. All Ella wanted was to know someone cared.

The princess' voice echoed in Ella's head, You're cute. She swiped at her eyes and used a rag to wipe her nose. Ella craned her neck to look out of her window. Her tears caught in her throat, flowing back inside. She deserved to go to that ball. She'd caught the princess' eye. She'd trained Lady. She'd been out there gardening at the right time. And even if she had to go in a suit, she'd do it if that was what the princess wanted.

A star glittered across the sky, falling somewhere toward the castle. Ella whispered, her hands fists in her apron. "Starlight, star bright, first star I see tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight." She closed her eyes hard enough to see spots. "I wish I could go to the princess' ball. Please, oh please." She repeated it over and over in her head, wishing as hard as she could.

When she opened her eyes, nothing really seemed different. Lady still looked up at her from the floor and the stars twinkled the same way. But she was calmer now, and maybe she could get some sleep. Ella rolled out her patchwork blanket and settled down by her cold fireplace. Lady curled up at her back.


Chapter 3

Emily and Elise were beside themselves. As Ella tried to clear the dishes from breakfast, tidy the kitchen, and start the laundry, her sisters ran around the house like four-year-olds on a sugar rush. They screamed at each other in their excitement, and when the expected knock on the door came, they screamed again. Ella dried her hands and headed for the door. Emily pushed her to the side in a rush to get there first.

She hauled open the heavy oak, exposing the tall, severe angles of a woman Ella had never seen before. She was dressed boldly; a dark suit with minimal ruffles highlighted her square figure. With her not-quite-a-frown turned on Emily, the girl settled down to a steady vibration in her place. An awkward curtsy. "Welcome! We've been expecting you."

The woman turned her sharp eyes on Emily who also curtsied. Then to Ella. She wrung her hands in her apron and met the woman's stare. Who was she?

The woman swept her gaze across them all a second time. "I take it you are in need of a new wardrobe, then?" She settled on Ella and her not-a-frown evened out a little. "I'm here to make all your wishes come true."

Ella blinked. Emily squealed and the woman swept Ella's sisters outside. She turned away as if her words hadn't been for Ella alone. As if she hadn't said exactly what Ella needed to hear.

A step on the stairwell made her flinch toward her stepmother. Eleanor scowled at her. "What are you waiting for, boy? Go help them."

Ella hurried outside. The tailor, for it was rapidly clear that's what she was, had parked her coach on the cobblestone road just beyond the house fence. It appeared to be much like any other coach Ella had seen, but with the backside modified into a fold-open closet. The girls were already there, pulling dress after dress off their hangers, cooing over the fabrics.

Ella approached from the side, carefully, like the entire coach and its owner would disappear if she breathed too hard. The woman deftly maintained control of both Elise and Emily, manipulating their attention and mood with the kind of skill only Eleanor had previously displayed. It seemed she did so effortlessly. And when Ella approached, the woman caught her eye, then looked pointedly at the coach.

Ella looked. A riot of organized fabrics stared back at her. She touched a dress carefully, delighting in the rough texture of the puffy fabric that gave so many gowns their bell shape. And the smooth flow of the top pieces, tightly woven and shimmering. Ella didn't have names for what they were, but each one was more beautiful than the last, catching the sunlight between the fibers and holding it there.

Ella dug deeper into the racks and found a stout handle in the back wall. She cleared a space and pulled it out. A long, hidden compartment slid toward her on oiled balls, the dresses inside popping free of their storage. The rack extended beyond the end of the cart.

And while the dresses were brilliant, Ella was immediately suspicious. She walked around the cart while her sisters cooed over the new dresses. She leaned inside the window of the coach and frowned. There was no way that rack fit inside. It didn't make any sense. It was longer than she stood but the closet was only as deep as two or three of her hands.

Puzzled, Ella returned to the rear of the cart and dug into the back. She found several handles along the wall. Each of them held a new rack of dresses. Each of them was too long. The weight alone should have tipped the cart back. It was like magic.

The tailor reached past Ella's shoulder and pulled a light green dress away from the wall. Her angled hand exposed a new handle. This door hinged open, taller than Ella and almost twice as wide. Bright lights spilled out and she was drawn closer. Ella covered her mouth and stepped inside the room. It was bigger than the kitchen. Maybe bigger than the sitting room. And lined wall to wall with dresses the like Ella had never seen before.

The floor was white, the mirrors were edged in gold, and a neutral lounge stood in the middle, ready for dress after dress to be draped along it for comparison. Light spilled out of the edges somehow. Ella turned around, amazed. The tailor had followed her in. The woman stood with a little smile on her face, hands together behind her back.

Ella whispered, "Are you of the Fae?"

The tailor might have inclined her head a little. Or maybe she smiled wider. The shimmer that echoed over Ella's eyes made it hard to tell. But she asked, "Have you found something you like?"

Ella turned around again. "Oh, I couldn't possibly choose. They're all so beautiful."

Then Emily and Elise tumbled, chattering, into the space, and it suddenly lost some of its luster. As her stepsisters manhandled every dress on every rack—comparing, yelling, arguing—Ella tried to turn away from them and leave.

Then she saw it. Tucked between two cream dresses and a cloak, the bright turquoise blue caught her eye like it had been waiting for her.

Ella was drawn toward it, a powerful thing pulling her along. She pushed the cream dresses to either side and lifted it out of the rack. It rippled in dazzling purples, refracting the light. She knew this seamstress. This was a Thea van Lokin dress. The Thea dress Ella had been memorizing for days in the little pamphlet she had secreted away in her room. One of a kind. The color so rare they couldn't even re-create it for the pamphlets.

"It's going to be mine!" Elise snatched the dress from Ella's hands and lifted it high over her head. "Look at this one Emily!" She sing-songed, "I found my dreeeeess."

The tailor reached her hand out, frowning deeply. "You don't want this one."

Elise narrowed her eyes. "Why not?"

"Look at it." The tailor lifted the bottom hem. "None of the stitching is locked. This seam here isn't straight. The gather back here is going to fall apart at any moment. Did you see this neckline?" The tailor made a sound in her throat. "I mean, you could take it if you want, but everyone will know you just went to your local girl for a knockoff of something you found in a pamphlet."

Ella watched in amazement and Elise's expression turned from triumph to dismissal with each fault the tailor pointed out. Elise dropped the gown in Ella's arms with a disgusted snort. She moved on, rifling through the dresses with her lips pressed tightly together.

The tailor winked. Ella flipped the hem up. Checked the seams. Looked at the gather and neckline. Ella knew the Thea van Lokin dress inside and out. This dress was genuine and somehow Elise had been convinced otherwise. She covered her mouth to suppress a laugh.

"This one. This is the one." Elise announced. She had pulled a green, layered gown against her chest to look down as it cascaded over her body.

The tailor waved her outside where Emily already waited, her own peach dress glittering in the light. Ella hung the turquoise gown on an empty hook on the wall. She stroked its liquid fabric and smiled. There was no way her stepmother would let her attend the ball, and she'd have to go in a suit anyway, but for a moment she'd seen the best dress ever made in person. She would remember this day for the rest of her life.

Ella closed the dressing room door behind her, slid all the racks back into their seats, and carefully closed the tailor's cart without catching any trains or ribbons in the seams. Everyone had already run inside for fittings.

"Cole!"

Which she was late for.

Ella jogged up the walkway. Both Elise and Emily wore their new dresses and the tailor moved between them, pinning, adjusting, and making them twist and turn with questions. She sent Emily to walk down the hallway and back to check her fit, then Elise. No detail was spared. Eleanor watched from the stairs, her heavy attention fixed on her daughters.

The tailor made alterations right there in the sitting room. She refused to let either girl go until their dresses fit with the kind of precision that only personally made garments could. As her hand whipped around with thread, she glanced up at Ella, then further to Eleanor. "Will anyone else be fitted?"

"My dress is already suited to my taste." Eleanor said.

The tailor looked at Ella. "And you have something ready as well?"

Elise scoffed. Eleanor waved her hand, "He won't be attending."

The tailor stopped stitching. "Aren't you all listed on the invitation? You did get a personal invitation, didn't you?"

Elise frowned, "Of course we did."

Eleanor pointed. "Elise, grab it. It's on the side table."

Ella ducked her head but the tailor pinned her with a sharp stare. Ella had seen the invitation from the princess' own hand. It wasn't personalized. Her name, any name, wasn't on it.

Elise returned with the invitation in hand. She cleared her throat. "You are hereby invited to a— blah blah, boring, ok, here we are." Elise pointed to her mother. "Mrs. Eleanor Jones." She splayed her fingers on her own chest. "Miss Elise Jones." She pointed casually at her sister. "Miss Emily Jones." Then her hand dropped and she glared at Ella.

The tailor, her mouth full of pins, made a questioning sound without looking up from her work.

Elise ground out, "And the only child of deceased Mister Edward Jones."

Ella looked up, wide-eyed. Elise's jaw was tense. The tailor didn't meet her eyes, intent on her stitching. She looked up at her stepmother and found Eleanor already halfway down the stairs in her rage. "Give me that thing." She snatched it from Elise's hand and scowled. She tossed it in Ella's direction. "This was blank yesterday, how dare you—"

The tailor cleared her throat. "Wouldn't the princess know who she was inviting? I mean, she does know you, right?"

Eleanor straightened, "Of course."

Ella flicked her attention from her stepmother, to the tailor, and back. This wasn't possible. How was her name on the invitation? Well, not her name, not Cole Jones and not Ella Jones either. Not even son or daughter. The only child… Ella breathed too quickly. How much did the tailor know?

The tailor said, "Well, if everyone's listed, then everyone has to go."

"I'm not going to spend a small fortune on a suit he's only going to wear once." She grimaced at Ella, "You don't deserve it."

The tailor nodded, as if this were an argument that made a lot of sense. She gathered the fabric she was working on and began a new stitch. "Well, if you were trying to make a point, you could always pick out a different dress."

Elisa gasped, her eyes wide like saucers. "Mother, yes."

Emily flapped her hand. "Oh, oh, Elisa. The knockoff you found. The junky one in the back room!"

Ella straightened, "No!" Her protest was more disbelief than anything. How could this woman manipulate her family so easily? She'd only been here for an hour or two and already Ella's world was turned upside down.

Elisa laughed and in that moment Ella wouldn't have been surprised to see horns sprout from the top of her head. She deserved them. "Mother, it's perfect. Please, you have to."

Eleanor sighed, put upon. "Alright, show me this dress."

Elisa scrambled out the door to go get it. Ella put a hand over her mouth, staring back and forth between her stepmother and the tailor. The tailor winked. This wasn't happening. This was absolutely not happening. She had to be dreaming.

Elise returned with the one-of-a-kind Thea dress clenched in her fist. She was wrinkling the fabric and Ella covered her face. This was going to turn into a nightmare any moment now. She wanted to fall through the floor in her embarrassment.

The tailor shook out Emily's peach dress, now altered, and handed it to her. "Put it on, let me see it." Then she gestured for Ella to take the shimmering turquoise gown as if she was just another client to take care of. "Go put it on. If you're going to walk around in a knockoff, you should at least have it tailored so you don't embarrass your family."

But it wasn't a knockoff and the tailor knew it. The tailor knew that Ella knew. She bit her lip, staring at the dress in her hands. Then jumped when her stepmother snapped at her to get a move on. She scrambled to her room to try it on, breathless. Her heart raced in her throat.

Lady looked up from her spot beside the fireplace, tail thumping. With shaking hands, Ella pulled the flowing gown over her head. It curved around her flat chest and draped around the rolls of her waist. The hem fell to the ground, a cascade of shimmer. It fit her. It fit perfectly. Ella looked up at her ceiling and took several deep breaths. She couldn't cry, not right now. She'd sob herself silly when this was all over, but right now she had to go back out there and pretend she was ashamed. Pretend a dress made her an embarrassment.

Pretend she had never felt more like herself than this very moment.

She walked back to the sitting room where Emily's alterations were finished and Elise was twirling her latest changes to check the flow. Everyone looked up at Ella. Elise's smile was predatory. Emily hid a laugh behind her hand. Even Eleanor appeared smug. The tailor gestured her forward. Ella went, her face red with excitement. She hoped it looked like shame.

Closer to the woman, and perhaps out of earshot of everyone else, Ella whispered, "It's a perfect fit."

Equally quietly, the tailor said, "I know." But she made Ella turn around, hemmed and hawed at the slopes and seams, and finally sent her away with a wave of her hand. "It'll have to do."

Elise cackled, "Mother, you have to let me do his makeup before we go."

"Maybe." Eleanor narrowed her eyes at Ella. "Go take that thing off before you rip it. Keep it safe or you'll be more than an embarrassment to us.

Ella bent her head and whispered, "Yes, ma'am." But inside her heart leaped and she couldn't quite believe it wasn't all an elaborate trick. The tailor had somehow brought this all together. Her stepmother thought this was a good idea. Ella couldn't believe this was happening. Her hands shook, her breathing was too fast, and she almost felt sick with excitement.

In the safety of her room, Ella pulled the dress overhead, carefully aligned it on the hanger, and hung it up in the middle of her room from a hollow knot in the exposed rafter. The sun glittered against it, throwing color and light into Ella's dreary storage room.

Ella covered her mouth with both hands and screamed as hard as she could. She was going to the ball in a Thea van Lokin. Her vision darkened around the edges and she sat on the ground for a moment, breathing hard. She was going to pass out from the excitement and ruin everything.

When her vision cleared, Ella scrambled back to the sitting room, ready and willing to assist with anything her stepmother demanded.

She was going to the ball.


Chapter 4

The way Elise snickered every time she leaned back to check Ella's makeup, Ella knew it was going to be a hideous mess. She didn't much care. Basic makeup she could handle once they arrived. Nothing, not even her stepsister's petty humor, could possibly put a damper on this night.

Ella closed her eyes and let Elise have her wicked joke with huge strokes of liner and impossible dots of color that resembled a clown more than anything. It didn't matter. Ella couldn't even be bothered to worry about it.

She was going to the ball. In a dress. And no one had a clue how much it meant to her.

The turquoise gown clung to her curves and felt sexy as much as it did like home. Ella had played with her sisters' skirts before, twirling in circles until she dropped to the floor, but this was something else entirely. This was unmistakable. She was going out in public, among the gentry, in a unique dress. No one would mistake her for a man. No one would call her boy.

Emily's shoes clicked on the floor as she came up behind Elise and frowned. "You know, you should have a girl's name. Since you're pretending and all."

Ella popped her eyes open when Elise lowered her hand. "Well…" She tried not to look too eager. "What about Ella?"

Elise snorted and lifted her hand again with the eyeliner. "More like Cinderella, you're so dirty from sleeping on the fireplace. Your elbows are always covered in ash. It's so obvious with your darker skin."

"Cinderella!" Emily laughed, "Oh, wow. I have to tell Mother."

Ella bit her lip. Elise slapped her hand. "Don't do that, you'll ruin the lipstick."

"Sorry." She remained still as Elise finished her master work. Then she endured the laughter, even from her stepmother, at the image she made. But eventually the ladies left her alone to finish their preparations. She heard Cinderella echoed across the house with laughter. Cinder Ella. So clever.

Ella prepped for leaving resolutely. She was going to enjoy the party with or without her sisters' blessings. Something elegant caught her eye in the mirror and Ella paused. She'd spent hours last night braiding her tight, black hair and today her braids were done up in coils on her head, studded with flower pearls. She straightened her back, in awe of the bright dress that curved around her hips and flared down to the floor. She was beautiful.

Well, the makeup was a wretched mess, a casual slight by Elise, but she could fix that. Ella nodded to herself in the mirror. Confident. Her sisters expected embarrassment, but she finally looked like the woman she was. Ella couldn't help a smile.

"Cinderella!" Her stepmother shrieked to a chorus of hard laughter. "You're keeping us waiting."

Ella ducked her head, lifted the skirt of her dress, and hurried to the door.

--//--

The coach lurched to a stop at the stairs of the palace and Ella was as grateful as anyone they were finally here. Elise and Emily spilled out of the door after their mother, leaving Ella with blissfully empty seats. She stood, balancing carefully on low heels she wasn't entirely confident in. She spotted Elise's tiny clutch stuffed into a corner and snatched it on her way out.

"Elise!" She held up the clutch in one hand and the skirt of her dress in the other. "Elise, don't forget your bag."

Elise paused at the steps to scowl at her. "You carry it for me. Make yourself useful."

Emily looked down at the small clutch in her hand and marched back to Ella to drop it into her hands. "That's a good idea."

"Girls, today." Eleanor called, already half up the stairs.

Emily hurried. With her hands full of small bags, Ella stalled. In sudden decision, she turned back to the coach. Ella unzipped the bags and dumped their contents onto the bench. She sorted through the items quickly. An eyeliner, a lipstick, a blush, nothing dramatic, just the very basics. She needed to wipe this clown makeup off and replace it. If her sisters were going to give her the means, she'd take them.

With a clutch full of choice items, and an excited grin, Ella grabbed her dress up off her toes and hurried across the courtyard. She navigated the stairs much more quickly than the others. Elise's heels were so tall she'd spent the past two days walking around the house, practicing. Emily wore a pair of platforms that made her almost as tall as Elise. Between the two of them, they wobbled more than Ella, who simply wasn't used to such delicate shoes. They were deep, dark blue, and had come from the depths of the tailor's coach. To match, lest she embarrass the family. But Ella knew it was also to accommodate her large feet. There was no way anyone had ready-made shoes for women in this size.

She caught up with all three just as they reached the podium and Eleanor submitted their invitation. They were waved inside and at the doorway, their names were announced. Eleanor, Elise, Emily, and Cinderella Jones. It didn't matter that the nickname had stuck, Ella was at the ball!

The doorway opened to a grand room. The ceiling stretched higher than she'd ever seen and it was gilded white and gold. Everything glittered. Ladies with hair piled up over their heads, men with tall hats and long canes—just for show. She came to a stop at the stairs and felt tears well in her eyes at the whirling dancers on the floor. Everyone was so elegantly dressed and beautiful. Everyone glittered with light. And she was here with them.

Derisive laughter caught her attention. Emily leaned in toward a sharply dressed man, displaying her minimal cleavage. "Oh, that's Cinderella." Laughter bounced around the ladies, mostly behind very polite gloved hands. Ella stiffened. But the group seemed to be done with her as quickly as they started. Before they could change their minds, Ella backed away into the first hall she found. A subtle bathroom sign caught her eye.

Ella rushed for the men's room and froze as she turned the corner. A man sat in the changing room, pulling a sock up his leg. He blinked at her. Ella blinked back and in a sudden rush of embarrassment realized for once in her life she should be in the other side. She turned and fled into the women's room.

The powder room was blissfully uncrowded and Ella had a chance to compose herself as the door swung shut. This side of the bathroom wasn't very different, but maybe that was a function of wealth. Ella had never seen the women's room before and this one glittered as much as the ballroom did. It smelled like roses, too. They probably didn't have to burn flowers, either, it was just infused into the walls or something. Ella let her fingers trail down the gold edging of a corner. Then she caught sight of herself in a polished mirror and set her jaw with determination. This clown makeup had to go.

A pitcher beside a bowl and some scrubbing later, Ella blinked at her unpainted face in the mirror. This was better than that mess of a joke Elise had left. Ella upended her small clutch on the counter. The few items she'd taken tumbled out, clinking and rolling. Then a woman at the far end of the room tsked.

Ella hesitated. She'd been found out. She was going to be kicked out. Or worse. She looked up, tense and almost ready to fight for her space here. But the dark woman wasn't looking at her. She wasn't even aware of Ella. She leaned over the counter to be closer to the mirror, the shimmering folds of her dress wrinkling, and made a face at the errant dark line stretching under her eye. She threw the pencil responsible into the bowl in front of her, where it bounced around and fell to the floor. "Stupid thing. Can never get the right eye the same." She scrubbed her face clean with a cloth that looked like she'd been struggling here a while. It carried all manner of colors in its folds.

Ella focused on the task at hand. Eyeliner. Blush. Lipstick. She started at the top and worked her way down. The blush she dusted on as lightly as she could. The color didn't work well for her, though, and she removed it again. Just the lipstick, then?

"Hey, help me out." The woman leaned on the counter next to Ella, two sticks in her hand, her mouth an annoyed twist. "Do I go with the thin liner or the thick one?"

Startled, Ella marked herself with the lipstick. As she wiped it away, she turned to look at the woman questioning her. With a jolt, she recognized her. This was the woman who'd followed the princess out of her coach that day. Her lady-in-waiting. Royalty was speaking to Ella in the bathroom, asking for advice, and clearly didn't recognize Ella. Her dark skin shined under the lights like it had been oiled or creamed, soft and supple in a way that Ella's wouldn't ever be with the work she did. She met the woman's bright amber eyes and smiled a little. "Um," she cleared her throat and set the lipstick down. "The thin one. Probably. You have colors, too?" Ella tried not to let her voice croak. What had the princess called her? Lin?

The woman waved a hand at her large bag on the counter. "Yeah, but none of them are working."

"Can I take a look?"

"Knock yourself out." The woman turned back to the mirror to try her hand at the liner again.

Ella opened the bag and stifled a gasp. Piles of pens, inks, powders, and more made a mess of the inside. They weren't organized, or even sorted, like someone had taken their entire drawer and dumped it into the bag on the way out the door. Ella dug through the collection, pondering. She eyed the woman's gown. It was a gorgeous swirl of dark, woody brown, and bright gold. It hung off her shoulders, exposing miles of the woman's gentle skin, even darker than her dress.

Her eyes needed something that would make them stand out. They were already bright amber, like the glass of a streetlight, but they were in competition with her dress.

Ella fished out a liquid ink she thought would do the trick. Gold like the dress, but if applied around her eyes, would draw attention there instead.

The woman tsked at herself in the mirror. Ella put a hand on her bare shoulder and found it warm to the touch. Or maybe Ella was just cold with all the excitement and nervousness bouncing around in her stomach. The woman turned. Ella took the cloth and gently wiped both attempted lines away. She accepted the small pencil and took a long look at the woman's face, the planes and dips of her beauty. Hills of dark glory. "Ok," she whispered, mostly to herself. Less was always more according to the pamphlets she'd read.

With gentle hands, she traced the bottom of the woman's eyelids, extending the line just so off the corner. She felt her fingers warm as she worked.

"So what's your name?"

Ella bit her tongue, almost spilling her stepsister's awful nickname. She swallowed it down and willed her heart to settle. This was an important moment. For the first time she could introduce herself how she wanted. She got to define her own self. And no one was going to stop her. "Ella," she said quietly, as if saying out loud what had been only in her head for so long would break it further.

"Ella, oh, that's really nice. I'm Lily, like the flower? But my sister always says it's because Mom wanted me to be delicate." She snorted.

Ella smiled. An unfamiliar warmth bloomed in her chest and she had to look down to recover herself. She switched to the pigment and said earnestly, "It's really great to meet you, Lily."

"Yeah, you too. So what are we trying?" She gestured at the ink.

"Just a little color to bring attention to your eyes. Look up for me?" Lily did so. Ella slid the pigment from the corner of each eye, straight out to a dagger point. Then she added two dots on the inside corner of each eye to soften the look just a bit.

Lily blinked at her. "That's it?"

"Yeah, take a look." Ella stepped back so she could spin around.

Lily gave the new style serious consideration. More thought than Ella expected, if she were honest. Finally, she nodded. "I like it. It's a little bit dramatic and my sister will probably think I'm about to throw a tantrum."

"So… it's good?" Lily smiled at her and Ella felt a bit like the two of them were conspiring together. She covered a laugh with the back of her hand.

"It's perfect," Lily insisted.

They grinned at each other. Then Lily grabbed her hand and dragged her back over to the big bag on the counter. "What should we do for you? You can't go running around with that awful yellow blush—yeah I saw that. It really doesn't work with you. Ah!" Lily presented a very small lipstick in one outstretched hand. "Go on, do this. It'll be great."

Ella opened the tube and her eyes widened. It was bright blue, nearly the color of her gown. "This… how do you have this color?" It had to be obscenely expensive. "I can't wear this."

"Absolutely you can. Go on. Do it." Lily turned back to her bag, effectively denying Ella any way to give her the stick. "I think I have some liner that will match…"

Ella took a deep breath. She watched carefully in the mirror to apply the color across the broad stretch of her lips. She closed the cap and pressed her lips together, letting them part gently. Her entire face changed with this lipstick. The black liner she'd used under her eyes didn't quite carry the weight it needed to anymore.

"Ah, this is it. I didn't think I'd ever use it." Lily handed her a blue powder with a small brush.

"Aren't shadows supposed to be dark?" Ella popped the small square open and gasped softly. "Is there gold in this?"

"I know this tailor, she comes by every now and then and sells all kinds of things I've been wishing for. She insisted I have this one but I just don't think it works for me. It'll be perfect for you, though. It's like she knows these things."

Tears threatened behind her eyes. Ella recognized the way her skin tightened and her cheeks heated up. She took a sudden, deep breath to stave off ruining the work she'd just done. Wishes she didn't know she had were coming true thanks to that woman.

When the almost-tears ebbed back, Ella brushed the bright powder across her eyelids and blinked at the difference it made. Bright pigments against her dark, work-rough skin with the bright color of her dress—the picture was complete and Ella had never felt more beautiful.

She closed the powder and tried to give it back, but Lily just waved at her. "Keep it. It worked with you a lot better."

Ella held it tightly in her fist. "I don't know what to say."

Lily slung her stuffed bag over her shoulder. "You say thank you," she chirped.

Ella smiled. "Thank you." It was inadequate. She returned her few items to the clutch and saw Lily waiting at the door to the powder room.

"And now we escort each other back to the dance," she said, her hand out and waiting.

Ella's cheeks were going to cramp from all this grinning. She hurried to take Lily's hand and together they marched out of the hallway and back to the gleaming throng.


Chapter 5

Lily left Ella standing at the top of the stairs, having spotted someone she knew. As the princess' lady-in-waiting, it was likely Lily knew most of the people in attendance. That Ella had an opportunity to be with her, alone, in all the ways Ella had ever wanted to be with a friend, left her trembling a little. Now that the moment was over, it felt fleetingly short. Ella stood at the top of the stairs, watching the lords and ladies as she tried to memorize every possible detail. Lily thought she was a woman. No—she was a woman and Lily was the first one who'd been able to see it. How did someone repay that kind of world-shattering point of view? Ella was in her debt for life.

Ella worried her hands together, frozen at the top of the steps. This night had already become far more than she'd ever dreamed. She didn't want to screw it up. A woman bowed slightly and offered Ella a tray of the smallest sandwiches she'd ever seen. Abruptly, Ella's hunger made itself known. She hadn't noticed it. She ate two triangles in a blink. "Is there more?"

The woman gestured very elegantly down the stairs and off to the left. A buffet of delights stretched along the wall. How had she missed it? She thanked the woman, lifted her dress to descend the stairs, and made straight for the food.

Ella hadn't really tasted the sandwiches in her hurry to eat them, so she found another tray of them at the first table and savored one a little more slowly. The chicken inside was still warm. A creamy sauce coated her tongue and the lettuce snapped, cold and fresh. Ella made a delighted sound involuntarily. She moved from tray to tray, bowl to bowl, unable to leave any new delight untested. Even the things she found highly questionable, she gave a good try. Was this raw fish? It was so red! And… cold? A little bit… how odd. She tried a second one, trying to pin down exactly what it tasted like.

"Why am I surprised to find you here? We should know by now all you care about is stuffing your face." Elise took the spot Ella was standing in, bumping her to the side with a sharp elbow in her gut. She sneered at the raw fish, her lip curled up in disgust, and reached for a single strawberry instead.

Ella stepped back, giving Elise and her dress the room she needed. She swallowed her mouthful of food but it went down like a lump of coal. Her stomach turned and it wasn't from dinner.

Elise continued, oblivious, or simply uncaring, "I've seen you take our food after dinner, you don't need any more."

Emily bounced up to her sister and grabbed a handful of cookies, crumbling the beautiful patterns in her fist. "Elise, Elise, I heard the princess is walking the ballroom floor. We have to find her."

"Ella! There you are!" Ella and her sisters turned. Lily pulled someone through the people, her gold dress and paint doing as much as her beauty to part the crowd. "Ella, this is Leo—er." She waved her hand. "Crown Prince Leonard duGrasse, first of that name, son of Leopold, blah blah blah." She rolled her hand as if the gesture could effectively encompass twelve generations of royalty.

Ella stared. He was quite handsome. His tall figure matched Lily's height perfectly and they'd clearly been dressed to reflect one another. He held his hand at Lily's back and nodded. Behind her, both Elise and Emily dipped into deep, elegant curtsies. With an embarrassed blush, Ella bent and lowered her eyes.

"Oh, the food came out!" Lily left the Prince and grabbed Ella's hand instead. Her very presence edged Elise to the side. Lily looked over the options and hummed.

"Try one of the cookies, they're delicious." Elise offered one on the flat of her palm.

Lily looked at Ella. "Have you had any?"

Surprised that she'd be consulted, Ella blinked at Lily. A seed of dark mischief caught her heart and she looked over Lily's shoulder to meet Elise's eyes. "I wasn't a fan. They're a little dry." Elise narrowed her glare, but quickly smiled when Lily turned back to the table. Ella indicated the fish she'd tried. "This was very good, though."

"Oh, the sushi! My favorite." Lily slid two servings onto a small plate and her face softened in delight. "Mmm! So good."

Elise couldn't stop her expression of horror and Ella laughed behind her hand. Then the prince stepped up beside Lily, shutting Elise and Emily out of the conversation entirely. "Hey, don't eat it all yourself," he said.

To Ella's amazement, both Elise and Emily were dismissed and they knew it. With final, sharp glares at Ella, Elise marched off with Emily's arm in hand. They were probably going to find Eleanor and wreck Ella's beautiful night, but with Lily and the prince beside her, Ella couldn't bring herself to worry about it.

Lily laughed at the prince, unaware she'd just saved Ella from a terrible situation. "But I love it!" Lily took several more pieces of fish and turned her plate away from Leonard. Ella snuck one for herself and grinned when she was caught enjoying it. They both laughed.

The prince offered them each grapes and Ella moaned at the delicious sweetness. "I've never had fruit so juicy."

"They come from our vineyard in the neighboring duchy," he said.

"You make wine from these? It must be like dessert."

"It's very sweet. We usually serve it with salted buns."

Lily pointed at a pocket of flaky crust. "Ella, you have to split one of those with me. They're full of cherries."

"What's this?" Leonard picked up a small cookie between his long fingers.

Lily shook her head. "Maybe a tart?"

He ate it in a single bite and his face puckered. Lily and Ella laughed. He cleared his throat and his expression. "Wow, that was sour."

"Well,"—Ella grinned—"they're called tarts for a reason."

Lily snickered beside her and they shared a glance. Ella's chest warmed with gratitude and love, and she wanted it never to end. Nothing had ever been so comforting.

Someone called, "Leo!"

The prince looked up, spotted his caller, and excused himself gracefully from their company. Lily turned, her small plate full of variety, and leaned her hip on the table to watch him go. "That boy is going to be the death of me."

"What? Why?" Ella leaned close to watch Leonard greet his beautiful sister, the princess. "He seems quite nice."

"Oh, he is," Lily insisted. "He's very sweet. But it's been three years now… I think I'm going to court him."

Ella widened her eyes. "You can't do that!" She looked sharply at Lily. She whispered, "Can you do that?"

"Why not?"

"Well. I mean… That's not how it works! He's supposed to court you."

"But he's not. I don't even think it's occurred to him." Lily pouted at her tray and rolled a grape around the edge. "You think I should wait?"

Ella looked back at the princess and her brother. They chatted quietly, heads close. Then the princess looked up, straight at Ella. Ella swallowed hard and her stomach flipped. "No, you shouldn't," she told Lily. Ella took her plate of forgotten treats and set it on the table. "How does one start to court someone else?"

Lily laced her fingers. "Usually it starts when one person gives a gift to the other. There's usually a witness." They watched as the prince turned with his sister, escorting the woman toward Lily and Ella. Ella spotted a striped rose on the princess' wrist. Red and white. Ella's rose. The rose Lily had witnessed Ella giving to the princess. Lily continued, apparently unphased, "Then the person who received the gift asks the person who gave it to do something with them. Also usually in public."

The princess paused before them and inclined her head gently. Dark braids coiled around the back of her head, laced with silver ribbons. Her elegant, dark skin glittered like it had been dipped in diamonds. This time Ella remembered to curtsy before she made a scene. "Your name is Ella," the princess said.

Ella found she had no breath in her body. The woman had trapped her here against the table with beauty and grace, everything Ella wasn't. She probably didn't recognize that Ella was the same person she'd discovered in the garden. Ella nodded, a jerky, hesitant thing. Then she saw the princess' dark, long hand reach out to her. Her nails ended in glittering paint and her palms were free of calluses. The rose draped elegantly over her wrist. "Ella, would you honor me with a dance?"

Ella gasped. She thought maybe she might be faint. Then Lily's strong hand pushed her forward—maybe she did realize Ella was twitterpated—and Ella grabbed the princess' hand before she fell. Her grip was firm in Ella's, and more than enough to keep her on her feet. The princess was far, far above her station. Lily was already beyond what Ella had ever hoped, but the princess herself… Ella pressed her lips together and nodded, sure that a single word from her would break the spell. Nothing else could explain this. Why else would the princess even notice her?

The crowd parted before their royal daughter and Ella was drawn behind in the wake. The princess turned her on the dance floor, guiding her hands into the proper positions. With a jolt Ella realized she was about to perform a dance before the entire kingdom that she'd never practiced with anyone but herself before. She whispered, a little desperately, "Something slow, please?"

The princess honored her with a smile and nodded at the players. Beautiful strains of something gentle wrapped around them and the princess carried Ella through the first stanza. She memorized the steps with fierce concentration, determined not to embarrass her gracious host. Once her feet seemed to find the rhythm, the princess pulled her a bit closer and said, "I thought I recognized you. You're the cute one I saw in the garden." Ella blushed hard and looked away, but there was no getting away in the middle of the dance floor. She couldn't help but worry. Did the princess think she was playing dress up here at the ball? She'd found Ella in pants in the garden.

The princess said, "You're beautiful."

No one had ever called her beautiful before. Ella was going to be fighting tears soon if this kept up. She forced a smile through the tremble in her lips and said softly, "Pale compared to you, my Grace."

The princess snorted and the indelicate sound made Ella jump and stare. "Please, call me Liz. Lizabetta if you have to. And look up at me. Let me see you."

Ella looked on command. And she lost herself in Lizabetta's dark eyes, like the new thorns on her roses: soft, but with dangerous potential. She misstepped in the dance and Lizabetta swept her around in a twirl as if it had been intentional. They came together again, more smoothly this time, and Ella looked without fear.

Lizabetta's hand slid up Ella's back, warm and solid. "Your eyes are amber, clear and warm like the sun. The gold in your eyeshadow was a good choice."

As if Ella had chosen the eyeshadow. As if any of this at all had ever been under her control. She wished the heat would leave her cheeks so she could think straight but Lizabetta was so overwhelmingly forward, that it took a second song for Ella's heart to stop racing.

This melody was a bit faster. They twirled around the dance floor and Ella was thankful at least her feet seemed to know what they were doing when her head couldn't sit straight. Her Thea dress slid around her ankles and somehow the princess didn't get them both tangled up in it.

The princess never mentioned her shyness. "When I met you the other day at the very edge of our city, I thought I was seeing things. I like to go riding, and I'm sure I've seen most of the citizens but you… you were so lovely in the garden. Your hands turning the dirt—" Lizabetta shifted her palm against Ella's to stroke her rough fingers. "You made all those plants bloom. This rose… how do you do it?"

Ella's hand tingled where Lizabetta's fingers still stroked. She cleared her throat. "Well it depends on the kitchen, really." Her voice shook.

"The kitchen?"

"I take the scraps from the kitchen, like the ends of vegetables, or the insides that you scoop out, and put it all in a big pile outside. Mix it up with the clippings from tending the garden and in a month or two the whole thing turns into good dirt. You have to start with good dirt." Now that she was on a topic she knew, Ella gushed without hesitation. "It's easier to start with annuals, the roses are delicate, prone to mildew and rot, so practicing on pansies or something small is a good way to start. But without good dirt, you can't get going."

"Fascinating." And Lizabetta did indeed appear to be fascinated. She nodded and asked, "So anything left over in the kitchen, then?"

"Almost. Anything that's a plant is good. And fish guts or scales are okay. I wouldn't put pig parts in, though. You'll just attract the dogs and coyotes. You need the garden pieces, too, or everything just turns to a mushy slime. Tree clippings, dead flowers, weeds, it can all go in. Oh, and horse poop is good!" Ella blinked and bit her lip. The princess didn't need to be hearing about manure.

"Of course, because they just eat grains." Lizabetta nodded. "And we have a lot of that to go around in this place." She winked.

Ella hunched her shoulders a bit and smiled. "You're different than I expected."

"Oh?"

"I just thought… well, we're talking about dirt and gardens not… whatever princesses talk about." What did princesses talk about?

Lizabetta laughed. "The lords here are stiff and dull, all they want to discuss are tithes and how eligible their oldest sons are. Want to know what I like? Dogs. I just helped my favorite hunting bitch give birth to seven puppies. Seven! And I was up all night with her. I think I got two hours of sleep before I had to get ready today. And one of them is probably not going to make it through the day so I've got someone with her all the time to let me know if he passes while I'm here. Then I've got a stud who's got the runs. It can't be his food since everyone gets the same, but heaven knows I've checked everything else. Believe me, Ella, talking about gardening and plants is a welcome refresher. At least they don't move when you're trying to keep them healthy."

Ella chuckled, "That's true, though the rose thorns can be a hazard."

"It sounds like they're tough to maintain. Do you grow them just for their beauty?"

"Not at all. The petals for most of my varieties are strongly scented and I can dry and burn them in the latrine or in a room. The hips can also be dried and added to tea. Oh, and sometimes, if we have extra sugar, I use a little bit of egg and candy the petals for dessert. That's a rare treat, though."

Lizabetta leaned close, her eyes dark. "They're so much like you, then. Stunning and imminently practical."

"Oh, stop." Ella blushed again.

"I'll stop when it's not true."

"Anyway, not all are practical. This one"—Ella indicated the striped blossom on Lizabetta's wrist—"is a hybrid. My father grafted it when I was young. As far as I know, I have the only plant in the kingdom. It's just pretty."

"So much more than pretty." Lizabetta said, her voice soft.

Ella leaned close to hear her. The princess bent her head and touched her lips to Ella's. They were soft and dry. Delicate like the rose. A jolt of heat speared through Ella and she pressed in for more. Their bodies leaned together and Lizabetta's hand slid up Ella's neck. Their dance came to a stop and the music lingered in Ella's ears. She swayed in Lizabetta's arms, overwhelmed with warmth.

This was not the kind of kinship she felt with Lily. Lily was fun and mischief and bright lights. This was deep and calm, like the river, and Ella was swept away. She never wanted to come up for air.

Lizabetta pulled away first, her breath gentle on Ella's cheek as she smiled. "I'm not done with you yet," she whispered. "But I need to mingle. I'll see you again?"

Ella bit her lip and nodded, unable to hide the joy in her heart. Lizabetta leaned their foreheads together for a brief moment, and then she was gone in a whirl of silver fabric.

The band struck up a lively tune that Ella only half heard. Dancers flooded the area, whirling around her. She laughed. Then she spun, her arms wide, and hugged herself. The princess liked her. The princess wanted to see her again!

Ella whirled, searching for Lily. She froze at the sight of her stepmother. Eleanor stormed like a bull through the revelers, Emily and Elise in her wake. Ella's heart dropped into her feet. Her chest pinched with cold. She lifted her skirt and ran, but with the dance floor so full, there was nowhere to go.

Eleanor grabbed a handful of Ella's braids and yanked her back. Pearl flowers pinged out of place and dropped to the floor. Like stars, pain exploded across Ella's head and she scrambled close to her stepmother to relieve it, crying out. There was no relief. Eleanor marched her toward the door. Ella spotted Lily as she was dragged through the ball and reached for her through tears. She saw Lily push people out of her way to get closer, eyes wide and confused. She wasn't fast enough.

Then Ella was through the doorway and stumbling down the stairs. Elise snatched Ella's necklace and yanked it free, scattering the beads. She tore her clutch from Ella's hand and hurled it back the way they had come. Ella stumbled and lost a shoe in the rush.

Eleanor shoved her halfway into a coach and kicked her when she didn't move fast enough. Ella scrambled up, into the farthest corner of a seat, and curled tight. Emily yanked Ella's last shoe off her foot and threw it out the coach window. She grabbed every little pearl flower in Ella's hair, bending the pins and tossing them out to the road. The coach lurched forward. Ella's last glimpse of the castle and her beautiful night faded between the trees.

--//--

Emily and Elise pushed Ella out of the coach. Ella was too stunned to resist them. There was a hole in her chest that gaped and sucked all her air away. She stumbled up the walkway, wondering if this burning cold was what grief felt like.

Eleanor slammed the door closed behind them. And now that they were safely hidden at home, their viciousness rose to the surface. Elise grabbed the top of Ella's dress and yanked it down. She tore it at the edges, enough force in her arms to pop the seams and destroy it. Ella stood passively under the violence. She'd seen this before. Resistance would make everything worse. She knew that well, but her heart still raced and her body shook with fear. She couldn't make her eyes blink. Tears burned down her cheeks.

"Do you think you're so smart?" Eleanor hissed, low and dangerous.

Emily shoved Ella's shoulder. She went down hard, sprawled on the wood floor with her feet tangled in the rags of her dress. She curled her fingers in the fine slip that was left and bit her lip. Her head smarted. Her neck hurt where Elise had yanked the necklace.

Eleanor circled her. "Did you really think you could worm your way in with royalty? That you could trick her with a dress and some paint?"

Elise yanked the remains of the Thea van Lokin dress free and marched to the door. She threw the fabric outside where the dirt and the weather would destroy what wasn't already ruined. Ella turned her head away, unable to watch her stepsister reject the only beautiful thing that had come into her life.

"You are nothing compared to her. You weren't even yourself! Do you honestly think the princess would keep you once she found out?"

The gaping hole of nothing in Ella's chest began to fill with white-hot tears. Her breath shuddered and she tried to swallow it all back. At least until she could get behind the door of her room.

"All you've ever been good for is washing the floor."

Ella spotted her escape. As Eleanor circled, she crowded her daughters to the other side. Ella lunged from the floor as tears burst from her eyes. Behind her, Emily shrieked. Ella scratched at her door and slammed it hard. She leaned against the wood. Someone banged on the other side and tried to turn the handle but Ella was bigger, her weight and desperation worked to her advantage.

Emily yelled profanities through the door and when her mother didn't stop it, Elise joined in. Ella turned and sank to the floor, sobbing. Her chest shook and she lost track of insults in her grief. After a while, the only thing she could hear was the sound of her own crying.

Lady watched her from the hearth.


Chapter 6

The next morning found Ella still seated at the door, rocking gently in place. Tears had dried all over her face and she mentally retraced the words her stepmother had said the night before. Trickster. Liar. Nothing. She poked at the wound like one pokes at a scar, worrying the spot because the pain was familiar and Ella needed something familiar.

Ella hadn't slept, but it was far past the time when she'd normally get started in the kitchen. Still, the sun was barely up. So when the deep echo of knocking on the front door pulsed through the house, Ella furrowed her brow.

She didn't get up.

At some time in the night, Lady had crawled to her and lay against her hip. Ella stroked the dog's fur and rested her forehead in her hand. New, hot tears raced down well-marked lines on her cheeks, but they were reflexive. Like tracing her stepmother's words, the tears were familiar.

Whoever was at the door pounded again. One of the girls shrieked at Ella to answer it, her voice piercing the distance between the upper bedrooms and Ella's storage space below. Ella flinched. Lady whined.

She took a deep breath and wiped her face. Her fingers came away streaked with black and blue. Her makeup. She shuddered and wiped her fingers on the thin slip around her body, staining the cream cloth. She didn't have the strength to stop the new tears.

Another knock. Another shrieking demand. If her sisters wanted her to answer the door so badly, they couldn't complain about her state of dress. Ella struggled to her feet. Her butt was numb from sitting all night.

The knock came again. This time there was no shrieking. Ella took a deep breath and opened the door. She froze, peeking through a gap only an inch wide. Elise had answered the door and Lily stood on the other side of it, dressed from top to toe in formal gowns and livid with anger. Ella eased the door closed a bit more, hiding in the dark of her room. Eleanor had been right. The princess was furious and she's sent Lily to make sure they knew it.

"I'm looking for Ella." Lily growled, her eyes sharp like glass.

"Who are you?" Elise asked.

"Lily vonKarl, Lady in Waiting to the Princess Lizabetta, and Heir to the vonKarl Diocese, and I'm looking for Ella."

From the stairs where Ella couldn't see, Emily snickered, "More like Cinderella."

She watched Elise stifle a laugh, then look further up the stairs. Eleanor must have come out of her room. "Ella doesn't exist. The woman you met last night was actually a man."

Lily's blinked, obviously confused.

Ella frowned. If she didn't know her secret, why was she so angry? Had she actually come to rescue Ella from what she'd seen at the end of the ball? Ella yanked her door open and stepped into the hall but Lily spun in the doorway and marched down the walk. Elise quietly closed the door behind her and turned with her arms crossed. Emily walked down the stairs, still in her nightdress, to face Ella. And slowly behind them, came Eleanor.

"So what am I supposed to do with you now, Cole?"

Ella trembled in the hall. She was afraid of her stepmother in a way she'd never felt before, the kind of all-consuming terror that could kill people where they stood.

"Grab her," Eleanor said to her daughters.

Ella turned but the only place to go was back into her room. She scrambled for her roll of belongings and the little potted rose she'd been trying to root. Maybe she could escape out the window? She never got the chance. Emily and Elise grabbed her arms and the shift, hauling her from the room. Lady followed, barking and surprised.

They dragged her outside where Eleanor was flagging a taxi coach. In much the same manner as the night before, the two girls shoved her into the coach as she was, hardly decent and rattled. Lady barked. Eleanor kicked at her but the dog was too quick. Ella leaned out the coach door, "Please! Let me take her—"

"Why would I give you something you want?" Eleanor growled.

"You'll just have to feed her. Please!" Eleanor snarled at the very thought. Ella tried to lighten her voice, but the panic made her desperate. "Lady, come. Come here!"

The dog jumped into the cart and stood in the door, growling and barking. She snapped at Elise when she came too close. Emily shut the cart door on them both. Then Eleanor slapped a bag of coins into the coachman's hand. "Take him as far as this will bring you and just drop him off wherever you are." She looked into the window. "I never want to see him again."

The coach lurched forward. Ella fell back into the seat and pulled Lady up with her. She rocked. Lady licked the tears from her face.

--//--

Ella straightened in the coach. Her face was warm from the tears, but she'd wiped them away hours ago and set her mouth in a line. She pulled her shirt down straight, the only shirt she had left, and checked the tie on her small bundle again. Ever practical, Ella tried to focus on her next few steps. She would need a place to stay, first of all, everything else she could figure out later. Lady sighed heavily from the seat she lay on, eyes rolling around in her head.

The coach lurched to a stop. Ella snatched her small potted rose and her bundle, decided and ready. She stepped out of the carriage before the coachman could kick her out, and Lady hopped down beside her. The coachman snapped his reigns and left without a word.

Ella turned a slow circle. She'd been dumped at the edge of a town. In the distance, a Lord's keep squatted on a hill. And not far behind her, rich forest stretched for miles and miles. Ella tightened her lips. As far as abandonments were concerned, this was not a terrible result.

She took a deep breath of unfamiliar forest air and smiled down at Lady. She had an opportunity here that she'd never had before. Freedom. It smelled sweet. She was away from her stepmother and stepsisters both, with every sign that they never wanted to see her again. She could find a place for herself here. As Ella. She knew how to cook and clean. Surely, someone in town needed a housekeeper. Ella held her head high and pointed herself in the direction of the keep. If her stepmother thought she would collapse on the side of the road and die of a broken heart, she was sadly mistaken.

Ella blinked through some sudden, fresh tears. They welled in the back of her eyes. Not for her stepmother, but for a princess she'd known for one moment—one dance. Ella wasn't sure if a woman could fall in love talking over dogs and gardening, two songs and a single kiss, but her heart was giving it a good try. Lady leaned her hip against Ella's shin. Ella sniffed and took a few deep breaths. She had priorities, and lamenting what could have been was not on the list.

Ella cleared her throat. "Lady, heel." She cradled her bundle of belongings and headed for the town she could see in the distance. She'd start there, and with any luck, she'd have work by evening.

The road she followed wasn't quite straight. It dipped around hills and curved where the way wasn't flat. Around the lee of one such hill a familiar Fae woman yanked her cart to a stop. The horse tossed her head in protest. "Ella?"

Ella awkwardly attempted to curtsy with her arms full. The tailor hopped to the ground, her leather coat flaring like wings. "What are you doing all the way out here?"

Ella put a hand down on Lady's head to steady her heart. "My stepmother left me on the edge of town. I'm looking for work, a place to stay. Do you know anyone who needs help?"

The tailor frowned, but Ella got the impression it was at the situation, and not her specifically. "I'm not sure about work… But there is a place just here." She led Ella around the coach and just past the curve of the hill was a dirt path that branched to the right. A short way beyond stood a small cottage. "It's a little run down," said the tailor. "A woman used to live here. She supplied breads for the bakery in town. But it's been left abandoned since she passed."

Ella thought it was delightful. Wildflowers riddled the path up to the house and a small archway at the door was overgrown with a flowering vine Ella had never seen before. She was halfway up the walk when she turned back to the tailor. "Truly, no one owns the property?"

The tailor shrugged. "All of these lands belong to the lord." She nodded at the distant keep. "If no one takes care of it, time will eventually bring the house down. You're as good as anyone else to keep it in shape."

"I can provide bread for the bakery." Ella said, with a nod.

"The lady who runs it is named Barbara. Tell her I sent you."

Ella smiled, then rushed up to the door of the house. It was unlatched and swung in with a creak. It smelled of old wood and dust, but sunlight slanted in from one wavy window over the sink, and Ella was filled with that warmth and joy Lily had brought her that night at the ball. This place was hers. Lady sniffed as she roamed inside, her nose leaving a trail in the dust on the floor.

Ella turned back, but the tailor was gone, her coach nowhere to be seen. As if she'd never been there in the first place.

No matter. Ella placed her bundle on the sagging table in the kitchen and rolled up her sleeves. The air was stale, but beneath the layers of settled grime stood smooth, polished wood. The kitchen had a few baking pans and Ella discovered a neatly folded set of rags in one cupboard. Around back, she discovered a well pump and unearthed a functional bucket. This cottage had been left to time and neglect, but Ella wasn't daunted by the tasks that lay ahead of her. She worked the pump with both hands. This place needed some love. Ella was ready to provide, knowing her labor wouldn't be scoffed at or unappreciated.

There was a sense of redemption here. Ella hauled the water bucket into the house and soaked a rag. She had some work to do.

--//--

The dirt here was lush. Ella plunged her spade into the grass and turned it over to reveal dark, living soil. A worm wiggled where she'd exposed him. Working by hand, one scoop at a time, Ella tilled the ground about two hands deep in a decently-sized circle. She had picked a spot for her small rose cutting near the main road, just where her little dirt path split away. Here, travelers would be able to enjoy the red and white stripes of her roses when the plant bloomed in a year or two.

Ella eased the cutting out of its tiny pot and set it into the ground. It still looked like little more than a stick, but it was a stick with three new leaves. It was full of potential and just starting to stretch. Ella settled the dirt around the circle, and then poured a healthy puddle of water all the way around. It would need extra care until the roots took in this strange new place.

Ella stood and looked down at the cutting with her hands on her hips. She'd worked the past few days cleaning up the cottage and clearing out the cobwebs, but the rose was the final step. Now this place could be home.

She was just dusting the soil from her skirt when a clatter of wheels rolled down the road. A small, dun donkey brayed as he pulled a flatbed wagon behind him. A woman walked at the donkey's head, one hand on his halter. She kicked her bright blue skirt ahead of her and dark red hair cascaded over her shoulder. Lady stood on the dirt path, ears and tail up at attention. Ella smiled a bit nervously. The woman stopped at the split in the road and blinked owlishly at Ella.

Then several small goats bounded up from behind the cart and trotted among the donkey's legs. They bleated at each other. One bounced up the dirt road, it's tiny tail quivering as it tried to smell Lady. Lady barked at the goat kid and it bleated back, unphased. They touched noses. The shuffling sound of an animal caught Ella's attention. One of the kids had come to investigate her rose clipping.

"No, no, no!" Ella grabbed the small creature up by the belly before she could eat the new leaves right off her rose. It hadn't even occurred to her that animals might walk up this road. Her stepmother's house was at the edge of the city. The only danger to her plants had been passerby clipping the roses before they were ready to bloom

"Oh, I'm sorry. Here, give her here." The woman left her donkey and took the kid goat in hand. Her color was high and her hazel eyes smiled at Ella. "I was surprised to see you. This house has been empty for a long time."

Ella blushed but she tried to fight down the self-conscious feeling. This was her place now. She had to meet her neighbors at some point. "Yes, I just moved in. I'm… from the city."

"Oh, wow!" The woman's eyes lit up. "I've always wanted to see it. Is it beautiful? Is the palace made of gold? I've heard the princess only wears white."

Ella laughed gently and covered her mouth. A pang of bittersweet longing hit her, but that wasn't this woman's fault. "The city is busy. A lot of people live close together." Not like here, where Ella couldn't even see her neighbor's property from the cottage. "It's… different. I think there's a lot of beauty here, too."

"Have you ever met the princess? I heard she's the most beautiful woman in the kingdom."

She was. Ella bit her lip and blinked the threatening tears away. "Once," she whispered.

"Hey… hey are you alright?" The woman took a step closer and put a hand on Ella's shoulder. The goat kid squirmed but she held her fast.

Ella smiled a bit and forced some cheer into her voice. She wasn't used to anyone being concerned for her. Much less someone she'd never met before. "Yes, I'm sorry. It's nothing. Um… I'm Ella."

"Oh, heavens, where are my manners? I'm Heather." Heather stuck her hand out until Ella took it to shake. "It's really nice to meet you. I live just down the road a bit. I've picked up some new goats for this year, I'm hoping I can start making cheese. Have you ever made cheese?" She rambled over Ella's headshake, "Darn, I'll have to go into town and ask Mister Gother, than." She made a face. "He's such a pain."

Lady barked. She hopped around the curious goat kid and the two of them chased each other in the yard.

Ella had a sudden idea. "Heather, are you going into town today? Would you mind if I walked with you?"

"I can," she said. "I'll need to get these little monsters into the barn, but my place is on the way."

"Great, let me close up the house, just one second." Ella lifted her skirt to jog down the road, trusting Heather wouldn't let one of her goats eat the rose cutting in the meantime. She shut the front door but left the window cracked for air. She whistled for Lady. The dog and her playmate bounded ahead and harassed the donkey.

Heather and Ella started down the road. The goats followed along. Ella asked, "I heard the woman who used to live here supplied bread for the bakery in town?"

Heather hummed. "That must have been before me. I know Barbara runs the bakery—she's a little cranky if you ask me, but maybe that's because she gets up early to bake." She flashed Ella a smile that reminded her of Lily: a little mischievous. "Do you bake?"

"I can. Cooking, cleaning—the basics. I figure it's a good place to start looking for some work. Lady and I don't have much food and we could use the money."

"Well, I'm sure Barbara would let you take over the majority if you're willing to get up in the morning. Help me get these goats into my barn. We can have some lunch at my place, and we'll go talk to her!"

Ella bumped her shoulder into Heather's. "And you can talk to Mister Gother about cheese."

"Ugh." Heather's grin fell and she gave an exaggerated shudder.

Ella laughed. Her heart swelled with this new friendship, like and unlike Lily in all kinds of ways. She was confident her new life in this small, rural town would be exactly what she needed. She longed for Lizabetta, what they'd shared was unique, but Ella needed to stand on her own two feet.

--//--

In Heather's small cottage, Lady tucked herself under the kitchen table while the ladies sat and talked over sandwiches. The space was small and cozy, warm with laughter in a way that Ella's stepmother could never fill the house. She felt safe here and with Heather, unburdened for the first time in her life.

So when Heather asked what growing up in the city was like, Ella became pensive and quiet. She pushed some fresh green beans around her plate and said softly, "I think it's great for a lot of people, but it wasn't for me."

Heather caught the mood immediately and watched with wide eyes.

Ella leaned back in her chair. "My mother died when I was born, in childbirth, and for a while it was just my father and I. He remarried… a horrid woman. She had two kids already and they… they barely tolerated me. After my father died I was little more than their servant."

"Ella," Heather said softly, leaning forward to grab her hand. "That's terrible. Why would anyone do that?"

Ella tried to take her hand back, but Heather's grip was strong. She wouldn't hold on for long, but Ella couldn't lie to her. Heather was sweet and kind, she'd opened her home and her kitchen. Ella blurted, "I was born a boy."

Heather's brow furrowed in, but her hand stayed tight. "Ok," she said, without saying anything.

"I know it sounds crazy. I was born a boy. I have… no breasts, but I'm a woman. I've known it since I was five or six. My father named me Cole but I asked him to call me Ella instead. I started wearing dresses instead of pants." Ella looked up into Heather's confused hazel eyes. "And when my stepmother found out, she was furious. She insisted on calling me Cole, she would scream…" Ella sniffed and pressed her free hand to her cheek. She shook, memories of fight after fight, so much yelling, pressed into the edges of her mind. She couldn't stop the tears.

Heather's confused eyes hardened, but so did her grip. "Your stepmother's an ass."

Ella sniffed and wiped her face. "What?"

"Your stepmother? She's an ass. No, you know what?" Heather pointed vaguely behind her. "I have an ass in the barn, but even he will do what he's told eventually. I don't have a word for your stepmother."

Ella felt her hands shake. Her blood rushed through her ears but the knot in her chest relaxed just a little. "You don't think I'm… tricking you… or something?"

Heather tsked and stuck one foot out from the table. "You see this skirt?"

Ella glanced at it. It was still blue, still down to Heather's ankles. What did the skirt have to do with anything?

"I got this skirt from a tailor, she comes to visit every now and then. Weird lady, interesting, though. It's made of something I've never heard of, it never gets a wrinkle even if I scrunch it up after washing it, and it never takes a stain. I wear this thing every day, I've had it for six years."

"It looks brand new."

Heather nodded. "That's a trick. It's magic or something, I don't know." Heather waved her hand to the side. "But I believe there are things that kids know without a doubt. When I was little, I was sure that I would live to be three hundred years old. It was just something I knew. I'm older now, and I know people don't live to be three hundred, but it was a fact when I was small, and maybe I lost something along the way so it's not true anymore. But that doesn't mean it wasn't true then." Heather squeezed Ella's hand. "Your name is Ella, you wear skirts and plant flowers. Sounds like a woman to me." And she handed Ella a kitchen rag to wipe her eyes and blow her nose.

Ella looked up at the ceiling and just breathed for several minutes. "You're the first one I've ever told after my father."

Heather hummed and took their plates to the sink.

Ella laughed a little, just a huff of air, and folded the rag in her hands. "I met the tailor a little while ago. My stepfamily was invited by the princess to a ball."

Heather made a little sound of surprise. "And you went? That's where you met the princess?"

Ella nodded. "The tailor came in with her suit and her cart. She talked my stepmother into taking me with them, in a dress I'd been dreaming about. I still don't know how it happened."

"Magic," Heather said with conviction. "That lady is Fae."

Ella had to agree. All the signs pointed to it. "The princess wore a corsage on her wrist. It was a rose I had given her." Ella smiled, some disbelief in her tone. "And she asked me to dance."

Heather turned from the sink. "You and the princess?"

Ella whispered, "She kissed me."

"Oh my god." Heather wiped her hands and grabbed Ella by the shoulders. "What are you doing in this town? Why aren't you courting the princess? You could be royalty, Ella."

The tears came back fast this time, huge and wet. Mourning for something she'd only tasted for an hour. "My stepmother—"

Heather let out a furious growl and spun back to the sink. "I swear, if that woman ever comes around here she's going to get a piece of my mind. Maybe even my hoe in her gut. She deserves it."

Ella pressed the rag to her eyes and hiccoughed, trying to get her breath back under control. She hadn't meant to weep all over Heather's table. They were just supposed to go to town. But her chest loosened and she sighed between breaths. No one had ever wanted to fight for her. Not like Heather. She took a deep, calming breath and thought maybe this was alright. Maybe she could have more than just a home here, but also a friend that knew everything about her. A best friend.

Ella pushed herself up from the table and hugged Heather from behind. "Thank you," she said softly.

Heather rested her hands on the edge of the sink and sighed. "You know, our keep pays tribute to the palace every few months. The lord comes through with his cart and we can put gifts in the back. That rose you planted today? You should send one when it blooms. The princess will know it came from somewhere around this keep."

"She's not going to come down here because someone sent her a flower."

"Maybe not," Heather shrugged. "But you don't know for sure. Maybe she fell in love with you, too."

Ella sighed. "Is it that obvious?"

"I was in love once… But enough." Heather spun around and grabbed Ella's hands. "We need to talk to Barbara in town before she closes shop."

"And Mister Gother."

Heather made a face. It was probably just for Ella's benefit, but it made her laugh and for that, Ella was grateful.

--//--

When Ella returned home with Lady in the waning afternoon, she was startled to find a huge rose bush in the place of her cutting. Over just a few hours the plant had morphed from a small twig to a mature, five-year-old bush with an array of ready buds. She investigated the plant and found dark, hard wood at the base, a sure sign of age.

Ella shook her head. This place was Fae-touched, maybe she was Fae-touched. In town, Barbara had happily handed over a bag of spare change to jumpstart Ella's baking. And when Ella admitted to a lack of supplies, she'd simply opened the back door of her shop's kitchen and invited her to take anything she needed. Ella had never experienced such generosity before, not from people without an ulterior motive. But Barbara was straightforward and firm, and Ella trusted that she knew what she wanted even if Ella wasn't confident in herself. She now was the proud owner of a pile of pans, several bags of flour, a stack of eggs, some extra sugar, and an array of smaller bottles of oils and jams packed tightly into a box so they wouldn't roll about on the way home.

Then, Mister Gother had reluctantly let Heather into his back rooms to share his cheese-making secrets when Ella arrived to check on her. Until then he'd been adamantly against it, but he was motivated by profit more than goodwill so when Ella suggested Heather could supply cheese to his shop the way she would supply bread, he softened just a little. He was a sour man, and Ella understood why Heather had been reluctant to speak with him, but she needed to learn about cheese making and Mister Gother knew how. Maybe, Heather had confided, when she knew all there was to know, she could open her own shop selling creams and milks. Ella promised to provide custard and pies. They'd giggled over what to name their joint business all the way home.

Ella straightened and dusted her knees. It seemed so easy to establish herself here, with people who only ever knew her as Ella. Maybe Heather was right. Her rose bush was ready to bloom tomorrow, and the next tribute cart was scheduled to come through in a week or so. It couldn't hurt to send one along.

Ella eased her front door open and let Lady trot inside ahead of her. She had a home, a friend, a job; if the princess wanted her, she'd be waiting.


Chapter 7

The early pre-dawn was crisp and its familiar glow left just enough light that Ella quenched her lantern and hung it just outside her front door. She and her dog walked up the path, Lady hauling the cart while Ella carried a basket, both full of sweet breads and loafs. Ella paused at her white gate to gently touch her striped roses. The cutting she'd planted, just like the garden she was starting and the two hens in her house, was growing at an unnatural rate. She had four rose bushes, now, all of them red-and-white striped and in full bloom. It was the wrong season, and they weren't nearly old enough. Ella suspected her entire property was Fae-touched. She wasn't about to protest the good fortune. She cut a single budding rose and left a small sweet cake on the post of her fence as an offering. They were always gone by the time she returned.

Ella led the way up the road. They came to a branch on the road and Lady came to a stop. Ella followed the path down to a small cottage, one of her many new neighbors. She left two loafs on the step and left again in silence. She and Lady continued up the road.

Only a few weeks ago, Ella had been dumped here on the edge of a keep with nothing but a roll of blanket and a potted rose cutting. She was more than pleased to have not only a place of her own, but a job people appreciated.

Lady stopped at another fork in the road. Another house stood at the end of this walk, and a small goat barn squatted beside it. Ella frowned. It was well past time for the goats to be out, but there wasn't a whisper of activity.

She checked around back, but there was no one awake. Ella tried the door, it opened. She carried her breads in with her. "Heather? Are you up?"

No answer. The hearth was cold. "Heather?"

"Ella?" From upstairs, her friend's voice wavered softly.

Ella climbed the stairs and found Heather tangled in her bed sheets, flushed and damp. She set her breads to one side. "Oh, Heather, look at you." She perched on the side of the bed and placed the back of her hand on Heather's shoulder, then chest. Her hair was limp and her skin paled. "You're burning up. Did you have that tea I brought yesterday?"

Heather shook her head, her eyes falling closed. "I went to bed early," she whispered.

Ella tsked. "See if you can sit up, I'll go make that tea."

She busied herself downstairs, stoking a new fire and swinging the kettle over it. She also wrapped the new loaves and organized them in the breadbox for later. She cut a few slices of sausage and cheese, and then poured the tea when her kettle steamed. Ella brought the whole thing up on a platter for Heather to pick at as she felt hungry.

"You should put something in your stomach," she instructed, sliding the platter onto Heather's side table. "The tea will help your fever break, just keep warm. I've set the fire downstairs to keep everything toasty."

Heather sat up against her headboard and accepted the cup. She sipped at it and wrinkled her nose. "No lemon?"

"You're out, but I can pick up one in town today."

"No, don't go out of your way—"

Ella frowned. "Nonsense, I need to finish this delivery to Barbara."

Heather sighed, already worn out, and cradled the cup in her lap.

Ella put a hand on her wrist. "Want me to fetch the physician?"

"No, I'll be better once the fever breaks."

"Well, nibble on something." Ella indicated the platter. "I'm delivering to the Hogans, I'll make sure they send Frankie over to tend the goats." She stood. "And I'll stop in on my way home."

"Thank you, Ella." Heather rolled her head to the side on the headboard in order to follow her.

Ella took the cup of tea before she let it fall. "Get some rest."

She left the woman in bed and opened the goat's door on her way out so they could roam their fenced pasture in the meantime. She checked on the donkey and filled his hay, too. She and Lady stopped at each house on the way to the town square, dropping bread as they went, informing Mrs. Hogan of Heather's condition and if they could spare Frankie to milk the goats. They arrived at Barbara's bakery a little later than usual. The sun had crested the hill of the keep and glittered on the bakery's glass windows.

"Oh good," Barbara chirped. "Miss Rittle's been waiting for you." She nodded at the older woman seated in the corner of her shop.

"Sorry I'm late, Heather's come down with a fever." Ella placed her basket of goodies on the counter and began to empty Lady's cart. She handed a wrapped sweet bread to Miss Rittle, plus a small cut of something new. "You wanted to try my apple bread. This is the best recipe I've made so far, but Barbara thinks it's too sweet."

Barbara scoffed, "You're getting a biased opinion from her and you know it."

Ella and Miss Rittle shared a smile. The woman tasted Ella's new concoction and hummed. Her eyes fell closed. "Oh, that's delicious. Do you have a whole cake?"

"I do!" Ella produced one. "They're made with the Hogan's preserved apples. But next season they'll be harvesting fresh ones and I'll try it again with those."

"Hm, well Barbara doesn't know what she's talking about, it's amazing."

Ella laughed. At the counter, Barbara counted out the loaves and buns and breads. She organized them in her displays. Then she slid a coin bag across the counter with a list. "For the next week," she said. "The tiny cakes were very popular when the keep ladies came by; let's do more of those. I think they'll be making regular trips out just for the lemon tart."

"Good!" Ella smiled. "I'll bring a dozen variety and a dozen just of the lemon."

"Thank you, Ella. Tell Heather to feel better!"

Ella waved at them both.

--//--

A clatter of horses and carriage wheels interrupted Ella's pastry baking that afternoon. A lot of people were traveling up the road, judging by the sound of the entourage.

Then Lady bounded to the door, barking and whining. She rubbed against it, pawed at the seam, and huffed. Ella frowned. Lady only acted up when she smelled someone she knew. Who could she possibly know? Ella wiped her hands on a rag and opened the door. The princess herself stood on the walkway, touching the red-and-white striped roses that led to her door. Ella froze. Her heart thumped high in her chest. Had she received Ella's flower? Why was she here? Ella clenched her jaw. If she was going to be punished for tricking the princess, she wasn't going to run from it.

Then Lady bounded down the walk and the princess bent to greet her, dog-friendly as she'd ever been. She looked up, and when she spotted Ella her mirth faded to a serious stare. "I finally found you. I've been looking all over."

The princess nudged Lady to one side and ran up the walk. Ella braced herself. She clenched her hands to resist the overwhelming urge to run.

Then the princess grabbed her around the middle and hauled her up in the air. They spun. Ella's skirt flared wide. "I found you!" Lizabetta smiled and laughed. "I knew those roses were yours."

Ella's feet touched the ground and she held tight to Lizabetta's forearms. It slowly dawned on her that she wasn't in trouble.

"Ella." Liz said, her fingers tucked a stray hair behind her ear.

"Cinderella." Ella said, surprised at her own bitterness. She'd spent weeks here as Ella, trying her hardest to put her stepfamily far behind her.

"My Cinderella." The way Lizabetta said it changed the word entirely. It was soft, like the name of a rose. "I was so afraid I'd lost you."

Lost her? The princess could have anyone she wanted. "I'm so sorry," Ella burst without planning. "I wasn't supposed to be there. I just wanted to wear a dress for once. I wanted to be like the other ladies."

"Nonsense, I invited you. I wanted you there." Lizabetta pulled Ella closer, so their hips touched and their breath mingled.

"You gave the invitation to a boy you could marry." Ella shook her head, "Not me."

Lizabetta tsked. "By my recollection, I gave an invitation to someone who is super cute, owns a black cur named Lady, and grows the most beautiful red and white roses in my kingdom." Her nose touched Ella's and she whispered, "So who would that be?"

Hot tears pricked at the back of Ella's eyes. "Me," she said, a little unsteady. Maybe she was a little cute, and Lady couldn't be the only black cur in the kingdom, but the roses were hard to argue. She whispered, "That's me." Her heart raced. Anticipation made her shake. Ella leaned forward and pressed her lips to Lizabetta's. The princess hugged her closer. Their kiss warmed Ella from the inside out, a huge rush of love she'd never felt quite like this before.

She gasped and hid her face in Lizabetta's neck, overwhelmed. Lizabetta stroked her back. "I'm going to stay overnight at the keep. In the morning I'm going riding with the dogs. I'd love for you to come with me."

Ella choked a laugh, her throat a little think. "I don't have any riding clothes."

"Don't worry. I know a good tailor."

The tailor! Ella pulled back to look hard at Lizabetta but she showed no sign of joking. The tailor had made everything possible. Ella was sure her roses bloomed from her influence.

"Well? Will you come?"

Ella blinked. "Right now?"

"Yes, right now. I've found you again. I'm not letting you out of my sight."

Ella laughed out loud. She covered her mouth, but it couldn't be contained. Heather had been right all along. "Yes. Yes, wait just a moment."

She ran inside to take the sticky cake out of her oven and bank all the fires. She shuttered her windows and packed a quick bag of sausage and cheese. When she rushed back outside, Lizabetta was waiting for her, straddling a huge chestnut horse. She offered her hand.

Ella left the sticky cake on her doorstep and approached the horse. Lizabetta pointed, "Put your foot in the stirrup, and grab my hand. You might want to gird your skirt up."

Ella did so, folding the fabric up modestly. She slid her flat shoe into the stirrup and grabbed Lizabetta's wrist. She hopped and stood. It was so high! She settled behind the princess and wrapped her arms around her waist, clinging to horse and rider.

"Ready?" Lizabetta asked.

Ella nodded her head. She couldn't quite speak.

"Hup!" Lizabetta directed her horse. They bounced forward. The entire entourage moved with them. "Lady! Follow on!"

Ella turned her head to find Lady trotting warily at a distance. She was unfamiliar with horses but she was smart. She would learn. "Can we stop at one of the houses up ahead? My friend came down with a fever this morning and I want to check on her."

"Of course, I'd love to meet your friend. And my physician can check on her if you like?"

"Please."

Ella turned forward to watch the road over Lizabetta's shoulder. She squeezed the princess tightly. Lizabetta had seen her before the dress and the makeup, before the ball. It was no wonder she'd found Ella without it.
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Chapter 1

Erika caught her footing on the bare wood of the cabin as the Legacy rocked her way across the Atlantic. The wood was worn smooth by the boots and feet of a hundred sailors before her. She leaned on the shelves built into the wall, their small spaces further confined by elastic lines criss-crossed at the front to keep bottles, boxes, and baubles safely stowed while underway. The whole cabin managed to fit inside a mere five feet by seven, made smaller by the shelves and drawers lining the walls for storage. It smelled like salt, because everything on a ship smelled like salt, but this cabin also held the warm scent of wood oil, the smoky air of lantern oil, and it muffled the whistle of the wind and the flap of the canvas sails. It would have been charming in any other circumstance.

But Erika was only here because her mother had died two months ago. Tuberculosis, the doctor said. Nothing he could do. And Erika watched the only person she ever really trusted sink into herself and disappear. The only person who understood Erika wasn't Erik despite what the doctors called her at birth.

And now she was stuck on this boat, sailing to the new world with a father in little but name, an act meant to sever her from the world she'd made for herself and force her back into a shell she couldn't wear. Like a beetle shedding a carapace too small, she'd grown beyond the expectations for Erik and there was no going back.

Her father would have to adapt.

The lantern behind her creaked as the boat tipped back the other way, throwing Erika's shadow across the shelves and lighting up her single battered travel chest. The only thing of her mother's she'd been allowed to keep. It stood up to her knees, the top rounded and banded in shining brass. The oversized lock only had one key, which Erika wore around her neck on a chain thin enough to hide under clothes.

The contents of a chest like this hadn't yet come under her father's scrutiny and Erika wanted to keep it that way, because the chest wasn't the only thing of her mother's she'd kept.

With one hip braced on the shelves against the rocking of the ship, Erika fished the key out of her undershirt and unlocked her vault of treasures. On top was a layer of men's clothes: trousers and button shirts fit for an heir of the house. Better than rough-hewn, but still stiff and abrasive with the expectations of her father. The real treasure lay buried beneath, like Erika herself hid away during the day. It wasn't safe to be a woman among these men, not when her father was her biggest enemy.

But at dusk, when the wind had picked up, speckling her skin with salt and pushing the Legacy to a swift speed, Erika could struggle out of the cocoon she'd spun and let her wings grow in the light of the moon. A secret moth ready to glitter like a star. Unknowable but to those who prayed in the night for their own truth.

Her lips still tasted like salt, abraded by the sun and the wind after weeks on the water. That same scratch of salt itched her skin as she stripped out of a jacket and trousers meant for a man and reached for her wings.

The dress she'd saved from her mother's closet wasn't the most glamorous—it didn't have four layers of tulle skirts or a crest of diamonds across the bust. Erika had to select something she could hide in the trunk and it laced up the front so she could tie the ribbons herself. But the satin gleamed in the lantern light, throwing jewel-tone green and pristine white reflections into Erika's eyes. A water lily bathed in the moonlight.

She adjusted the corset around her waist, throwing the ribbon ties out before her. The act of lacing was as much a ritual as the shedding of trousers. These ties bound to her all the grace of a woman and freed her to act accordingly. Ribbon in, ribbon out, crossed in front and then behind. The ties started at the top and bottom, meeting in the middle where Erika could cinch out the slack. Steel boning hugged her ribs, squeezing her waist in as if she could shift the mass of her body to her chest, forcing her to breathe high in her lungs instead of low in her belly. The steel kept her together when she couldn't hold herself, an unflinching reminder of who she was.

White satin covered the bodice, dotted with tiny pearls, each one hand stitched. White fell down into the skirts, wrapped in folded green like leaves surrounding a lily. A bloom that opened for the light of the moon and glowed only in secret darkness. Erika kicked the edge of the skirts with her bare toes and spun once. The dress twisted, then flared around her knees, gleaming in the lamp light. A jewel wrapped from top to bottom.

Erika found a small mirror in her trunk and angled it overhead to see her whole self. Her dark skin shined like the satin of her dress, but the lantern's light was yellow and it took all the life out of her. How unsatisfying.

Erika eyed the door of her cabin.

It was well past dusk now, and only three men crewed the Legacy overnight, a rotating watch every four hours. If she was careful, she could sneak on deck and be back with no one the wiser. Her door opened to the top deck…

Erika slipped the mirror into the strap of her bodice and eased the cabin door open. Salt spray tickled her face and the night breeze made her shiver, but the deck glowed with silver moonlight and Erika found herself transfixed. Yes. The cold blue glow of the moon was exactly what she needed.

She flicked her attention around the deck even as she inched herself out of the doorway, drawn to the moonlight despite the danger lurking in the dark. The sailors wouldn't appreciate the governor's son dancing around in a woman's dress. And she'd heard them discussing their superstitions in the week's she'd been here. Superstitions were like luck, intangible and fleeting. But they held power over men and they would act on them. Erika couldn't afford to be caught.

The doorway of her cabin was bordered on both sides by wide stairs leading up to the wheel, a platform that overlooked the rest of the ship. But she rarely saw anyone at the wheel lately. Ever since they'd cleared England's bay, the captain had set the course and tied the auto-steer—some device that flopped back and forth to correct their heading. It was a crude measure, totally useless in the tight channels of the bay, but out in the ocean expanse, it kept them on course and allowed the captain to handle other tasks in the meantime.

Erika hoped it meant no one stood at the helm tonight.

Forward of her door, the top deck of the ship stretched, yawning into the dark distance like a boardwalk that never ended. The main mast stood just in front of her, illuminated by a single lantern at head height and looming overhead, only its edge caught by the moonlight at the top. Canvas sail creaked under the wind and lines that ran down their length slapped softly, the sound almost lost under the steady rush of the waves.

A ship wasn't silent, but for its size, Erika was surprised at how little sound it made, floating in the big blue sea. A thing this large should make more noise, but it was the water and the wind that drove the pace, both of the boat and now of her heart.

There were three men on watch overnight. She spotted one high in the rigging of the main mast, his legs dangling, and his head drooped like he was asleep or getting there quickly. Erika didn't think she was afraid of heights, but she wouldn't trust falling asleep without being securely tied! Sailors were another breed altogether.

A man sneezed into the dark. Erika squinted through the tempting moonlight and found a sailor at the front of the ship, facing out to sea. He was lit from behind by a dim lantern and picked his fingernails with a knife. He wore trousers, and a belt loaded with pouches, but no shirt, and the lantern light on his skin made it look like leather. Perhaps after years in the sun it was more like leather now.

Erika inched further out of her doorway, catching her skirts in one hand so she could close the door silently. There should be one more man on duty tonight, but she couldn't find him. Maybe he was belowdecks. Or he ditched his shift. Erika wasn't familiar with the culture of sailors, but such a limited living space made her think men who ditched their work didn't last long.

Under the salt and spray, the ship smelled like pitch—a tar and cotton packing shoved into the gaps of the wood to seal out the ocean water. It was tangy and dark and settled on the back of her tongue like molasses that had turned months ago. She scrunched her nose and almost turned back to the warm wood oil scent of her cabin. There were no luxuries out here.

But the moment Erika reached her hand out and saw the silvery moonlight fall across her dark skin, she gasped with delight. She forgot all about the sour pitch taste and the rough scour of the salt air. Her skin glowed in the moonlight, its purple undertones shining like a polished jewel. There was no comparison to the lantern light of her cabin.

Erika pulled the small mirror out from the strap of her bodice that kept it secure against her breast and held it up as she stepped into the moonlight. Silver draped across her shoulders and glittered in the pearls sewn into her bodice. Erika spun, sending the light dancing through the satin and her dark skin. She caught her own eyes in the mirror and grinned at the light in them. There was no other place for her but here in the deep moonlight, fluttering like the luna moth.

She couldn't catch her breath. The dress and the light and her joy were wrapped so tight that tears squeezed at the corners of her eyes. Her breath caught in pants and she couldn't blame it on the tight lacing. If only her mother could see her now.

Erika hugged the mirror to her chest and closed her eyes. The tears fell, but they were happy tears, and Erika continued to rock her skirts as she smiled. There was no better feeling than expressing her true self. A euphoria of rising emotion, both blissful and driven.

And it shattered when work-rough hands, muscle-bound arms, and the sour breath of beer wrapped around her from behind. Erika shrieked as she was lifted bodily off the deck. Her mirror dropped and she heard it shatter, then crunch as the grunting, hulking man who held her stomped toward the rail.

His breath, slimy and hot, licked past her ear and she heard him growl through grit teeth, "Bad luck t'ave a woman aboard."

The rail of the ship loomed closer and despite how the deck rocked, the arms around Erika tightened and the sailor's march never wavered. Beyond the rail there was only darkness. Slapping, churning, windy darkness. Even the moonlight failed to illuminate the water, leaving its surface as inky black as the fear growing in Erika's heart.

She struggled. She kicked and screamed and scratched. Her stomach dropped like the ship. The arms around her waist would not keep her from vomiting. Silky dress tangled around her legs, and the boning in her bodice dug into her ribs.

Then she was falling. Her knees hit the rail and the sailors broad chest dumped her over the side. Her hands smacked the heaving wood side of the ship as she tumbled head over feet, whipping past the crew deck, and plunging into the icy water.

Black water folded over her head. She clawed at it with nothing to grab. Her legs tangled in the dress, she watched the weaving dot of silvery moonlight fall into the distance. Cold seized her lungs. The pressure squeezed from every angle, like a bodice tied too tightly. The ship was only a grim shadow, and she lost even that in a blink of her eye.

Erica felt the last bubbles of air leave her nose and she knew she was dead.
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Cinder Ella

Ella is transgender. She's known since she was young; being a woman just fit better. She was happier in skirts than trousers, but that was before her stepmother moved in. Eleanor can't stand her, and after Ella's father passes she's forced to revert to Cole, a lump of a son. She cooks, she cleans, and she tolerates being called the wrong name for the sake of a roof over her head. Where else can she go?

An opportunity to attend the royal ball transforms Ella's life. For the first time, strangers see a woman when she walks down the stairs. While Princess Lizabetta invited Cole to the ball, she doesn't blink an eye when Cinderella is the one who shows. The princess is elegant, bold, and everything Ella never knew she wanted. For a moment she glimpses a world that can accept her, and she holds on tight.

She should have known it wouldn't last. Dumped by her wicked stepmother on the farthest edge of the kingdom, Ella must find a way to let go of the princess and the beautiful life they shared for an hour. She'll never find her way back. But it's hard to forget the greatest night of her life when every rose she plants is a reminder.
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