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Ella has worn a mask of responsibility all her life...but what happens when she takes it off to find true love?

Ella, the half-fairy daughter of a human duke, has been obedient all her life, respecting her father and stepmama and mastering the tasks involved in the management of a large estate. She is kind to her sisters and to everyone of all social classes and species. But when Ella gets invited to the Twenty Year Fairy Gala and her jealous stepmama and sisters do not, she realizes the time has come for her change into the woman, the fairy, she was meant to be.

When she runs into deliciously handsome Prince Berich at the gala, her heart soars and her loins throb. Though blessed with little magic herself, something, fate, pushes her into his arms. Yet after he expresses his distaste for her human family, she fears their love will not survive the test of their first holiday together—much less the test of time.

Will Ella be unmasked before Berich at last or wear her guise forever?
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Once upon a time in the Bordertree Forest of the Magic Lands lived a moderately wealthy magic duke named Gerwin. He didn’t have the reputation and stature of Ronard the Riotous, a magician so skilled he was known as the King of Sorcery, but he did well for himself. He was especially talented in the areas of animal enchantment and agriculture and was known far and wide for helping his crops and animals thrive.

Gerwin was blessed with a pretty human wife named Lily and three daughters. Two of the daughters, Aliss and Esobel, were his by his second wife, which made them human. The oldest daughter, Ella, was Gerwin’s from his first, late, beloved wife, the fairy Yda.

Lily was a good woman, sometimes a little dense, but she could be firm when it came to the castle and those who lived therein. There were always chores to be done, and Ella, being a hard worker, often ended up with the toughest jobs because she was so good at every task Lily gave her.

One morning Jeffrey Cricket sat on the wooden mantel of the massive kitchen fireplace singing his tiny heart out. Ella, exhausted after a morning of chores and sweating, was aroused to uncharacteristic fury by the constant zizzing.

She put down the blackened, sooty rag and snapped at her friend. “Will you stop your infernal noise?”

“Sorry, miss, I thought a little music would make your job go faster.” Jeffrey rubbed his little front legs together, making a soft, squeaky sound. Her father had enchanted many ordinary creatures, and they had certainly developed minds of their own.

“Well, it isn’t helping, Jeffrey. It just gives me a headache.” In their household, unlike in the households of other lords and ladies and magicians, they didn’t rely completely on servants to do all the tasks. Ella’s father and stepmother believed in everyone knowing how to do chores.

Ella had learned to do everything from cleaning the stables to plucking geese—regular geese, not enchanted ones—for their dinner. 

Jeffrey stopped singing and she could hear his tiny feet scratching on the wood. “Why are you so cranky?”

“I’m tired and hot. This fireplace is filthy, and so am I. I’m afraid I’m in a dreadful mood.” More and more, Ella was feeling frustrated by the various restrictions of living with her father and stepmother. She was not a child any longer, and the itch to strike out on her own had begun to bedevil her of late. She just hadn’t told anyone, for she feared it would hurt their feelings.

“Madame Lily strikes again?” Jeffrey crept to the edge of the mantel, leapt into the air, and landed on the hearth beside her. His tiny black eyes sparkled up at her.

“You guessed right, dear friend.” Ella smiled and rubbed the head of her cricket friend. She hadn’t even told him that she wanted to flee the coop—but if she did, he could come with her. “I don’t know what’s gotten into her lately, but she’s become a royal bitch.”

Jeffrey rubbed his back legs together in distress. The noise was earsplitting.

“Ow, please stop that!”

He stopped and folded his little hands in front of his tummy. “I’m terribly sorry, dear Ella. I should know not to annoy you when her highness is in a snit.”

“A snit is putting it mildly. I suspect Lily is angry because she and the girls were not invited to the Twenty Year Fairy Gala next week. It’s to take place across the border into the fairy realm, which makes it different from the others.” Lily’s behavior was a lot of the reason Ella had become determined to move out of her father’s castle soon and make her own way in the world. She was far too grown to be treated like a bad child anymore.

The cricket bobbed his head. “Ah, I understand. Madame and her daughters do enjoy a good debauchery. I imagine she already had fairies picked out for her daughters to seduce.”

Ella laughed. “Yes, they have talked about it a great deal over the past month.” She might be of a mind to seduce someone herself at the Twenty Year Gala, but it would depend on whether she met anyone nice.

“I bet you’ve received your invitation, though.”

Ella grinned. Fairies in the Magic Lands adored parties and revelries, and it was a mark of consequence for humans to be invited to participate. Moreover, this particular gala, an event only held every twenty years, was to celebrate true love, increasing the chances that one would find the right person. Ella, whose mother had been a fairy, was almost always invited to the various galas, but her stepmother and sisters were not. Especially not to this one. “Yes, I received my invitation weeks ago. Lily is beyond angry at me.”

“Maybe your father can talk some sense into her,” a sly, catty voice came from the doorway.

“Oh, good morning, Mitton. Am I to understand her ladyship is mad at you also?” Jeffrey greeted his cat friend.

Mitton sat down and licked his paw, rubbed his ear, and put his paw back on the floor. “Yes, she tossed me out of her room earlier than usual. All I was doing is singing the song of my people.” Mitton rubbed against Ella’s leg. “Do you think you could find something for a hungry kitten?”

Ella tripped over the cat twice while making her way to the cupboard in the corner. “Mitton, will you please get out of the way before you injure me?” 

Mitton parked his butt right next to her feet and regarded her with innocent yellow eyes. 

“Gee, thank you,” Ella said with a touch of sarcasm in her voice.

Ella opened the cupboard and brought out a pottery jar. Mitton began to purr loudly. Ella poured a handful of dry cat food she had made into Mitton’s bowl and placed the bowl on the floor. She filled another bowl with water and sat it next to Mitton’s food bowl. “Enjoy.”

Ella reached into the cupboard and brought out a smaller pottery jar. She shook out a spoonful of dry flies into her palm and laid them on the mantel in front of Jeffrey, who had hopped back to his accustomed spot.

A bell rang loudly.

That would be her stepmother demanding her morning meal. Her sisters’ bells were smaller and more tinkly, and they were more inclined to take care of themselves. Sometimes they even helped Ella with chores, depending on their own duties for the day.

Ella washed her hands and arms using the sink pump. She boiled water in a kettle hanging inside the fireplace and poured it into a pretty porcelain pot hand painted with violets. She put the pot, matching cup and saucer, a spoon, and a plate of hot biscuits and fresh butter on a tray. 

Carrying the heavy tray, she trudged upstairs to her stepmother’s room. Ella preferred her little room in an older part of the house over the big, fancy rooms down this hallway. Easier to keep clean. But her mother and stepsisters liked grandeur.

She liked warmth and good insulation.

She balanced the tray on one hand and her hip while she knocked on the heavy carved wooden door.

“Come!” called her stepmother’s cranky voice. 

Damn. It was no easy feat to balance the tray and open her stepmother’s bedroom door. If she were a full fairy instead of a half fairy, she might have enough magic to open doors and such, but she hadn’t taken after her mother or her magician father in that way. Her powers weren’t like that.

Ella tiptoed across the wide expanse of rug and set the tray over her stepmother’s lap. “Good morning, Mama.”

Lily’s face still bore a few pillow wrinkles, and she looked much younger than her age when she hadn’t donned her makeup and gloss. But she was also as cross as angry wasp. “What’s so good about it?”

Ella stifled a grin. Lily would roll out of bed eventually and do her part to maintain the household, but she was not a morning person. She fluffed her stepmother’s pillows until Lily slapped at her hands. “Stop fussing. I’m fine. Open the curtains, and if it’s a nice day go ahead and open the window. Maybe the fresh air will get rid of this headache.”

No please or thank you. Typical when her father wasn’t in earshot. She did as Lily demanded. It was a lovely day so she opened the window.

After a few moments, Lily complained. “The birds are noisy. Perhaps you should close the window.”

“But the birds are so happy. Spring is in the air. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. It’s getting warmer every day.”

“Oh fine, leave the window open. Have you seen your sisters yet?” Lily asked with her mouth full of buttered biscuit and jelly.

“No, ma’am. Shall I wake them?”

“Leave them to sleep. They were up late last night arguing over what to wear to the Twenty Year Gala. They are determined to find their true loves.”

Ella tried hard not to speak, but she couldn’t manage to keep her mouth shut. “But Mama, they aren’t invited. The fairies would be very angry about that.”

Relations between the humans and fairies in the Magic Lands were sometimes precarious. The fairies were fewer in number than humans but powerful magically, and the humans dared not anger them. Not all humans interacted much with the fairies, but here they lived close enough to some fairy enclaves that they did. 

Not that the fairies were as erratic and vengeful as witches tended to be! You did not want to cross a witch, no matter how much they deserved it. But crossing the boundary into the fairy part of the Magic Lands changed the magic and rules that humans were used to. This gala would not be like the others. Ella had not been in the fairy territory herself that often, and it would be new to her as well.

“Quiet, girl,” Lily said with a growl to her voice. “The invitation must have been lost. We will be going
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