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Book Description

Let these captivating fairy tale retellings sweep you into happily ever after. Re-imagined as black, trans women, come along with Cinderella, Erika, and Belle as they find love and laughter at the ends of their stories.

Ella’s stepmother insists she’s a boy, but the princess sees her for the woman she is. When Ella is dumped at the edge of the kingdom, she finds strength in herself to create a new life.

Erika’s father sends her across the ocean to the New World, only for a suspicious deckhand to throw her overboard mid-journey. With help from princess Ariel, and a little bit of magic, Erika learns how to live and love under the sea without her voice.

Belle has been harassed by Gaston for years, and escapes into her books and the abandoned castle in the woods to get away. It turns out, the castle isn’t abandoned, and the Guardian who lives there thinks Belle deserves the whole world.
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Chapter One

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 Two

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 Three

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
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