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      “Why, see here. The Guerrier’s have gotten in their shipment of bananas!” Ella’s mother, Mrs. Tremaine, excitedly rushed over to the shop’s window.

      “Oh, Mother, we must get a bunch and bring them home to father!” Ella called out to her with a grin, rushing to join her. Ella, a small girl of only eight years old, was always thinking of her father, a trait she had inherited from her gracious and loving mother.

      “But of course, darling, we absolutely must!” her mother exclaimed. The two of them walked into the Guerrier’s store, where they went to buy the bananas along with a few other goods.

      While Mr. Tremaine was a wealthy merchant, he did not trade the same goods as Mr. Guerrier. And since both men were wise and upstanding, and both had families to provide for, they had come to an agreement to work together. Besides, living in the quaint little port town of Barnsley along the coast, there was plenty enough business for the both of them. By working together, they were able to keep other merchants from setting up shop. They were able to make the money they needed and were able to keep Barnsley peaceful—not loud and dirty like the many nearby port towns.

      The local farmers, craftsman, and nearby royalty all enjoyed the peace and protection that this agreement granted them, as well as the variety of goods that it provided them. They were more than happy to help the merchants to keep this peace. The duke kept the taxes fair so the merchants were able to keep their prices reasonable. Everyone was quite content, and no one suspected anyone of having any malfeasance toward another.

      It was a lovely sunny day in May, and Ella and her mother decided to enjoy the rare sunshine as they walked home from the market, opting to walk in front of their carriage instead of riding inside of it.

      “Was that not so kind of Mrs. Guerrier to give me this most perfect banana?” Mrs. Tremaine remarked to her daughter, holding up a perfectly yellow fruit.

      “It was—they are always so kind to us, Mother. I am forever grateful to have such wonderful friends,” Ella replied as she smiled down at her own banana. Her mother, unable to wait until they were home, peeled hers back and began to eat. It wasn’t until shortly after they had returned home, when Mrs. Tremaine went to take her daily nap to recover from the excitement of a day out on the town, that Ella finally decided to eat her own banana. And later that day, when Ella’s father returned home, Ella and her mother were able to give Mr. Tremaine the banana they had been saving for him.

      “How nice it is that Mr. Guerrier was able to get such a great price on exotic fruits!” Mr. Tremaine praised as he ate. “I will have to be sure to grant Mr. Guerrier a good price and first pick on the silk from China that I will be getting in soon.”

      “You are so kind, Father,” Ella complimented, watching him puff up as he was known to do when praised by his wife and daughter. Even though their compliments often went to Mr. Tremaine’s head, Ella and Mrs. Tremaine still loved giving them.

      When they were all done chatting, Ella played in the garden until it got dark, enjoying the last bit of the warm sunshine. When the maid, Mary, came to get her for supper, Ella was surprised to see her. Where had the time gone? Why was it Mary grabbing her instead of her mother, who usually called her to their evening meal?

      “Where is mother?” Ella asked Mary.

      “She is feeling ill and will not be able to make it down for supper, miss,” Mary replied, bowing her head in dismay.

      Frowning, Ella dusted off her skirt and followed Mary into the house, where her father was already sitting at the table.

      “Where is Mrs. Tremaine?” her father asked Mary as she walked in.

      “She has fallen ill and will not be able to make it down for supper, sir,” Mary repeated, her hands folded over her slightly dirty white apron. She was a nervous woman who came from one of the bigger port towns, and no matter how kind Mr. Tremaine was, she continued to be uneasy around him.

      “Did she say what seems to be ailing her?” Mr. Tremaine asked, concerned for Mrs. Tremaine as she never fell ill.

      “She says her stomach is causing her some discomfort, sir.” Mary held as still as a statue, as if readying for Mr. Tremaine to yell.

      “That is unusual. Does she have any idea as to what has caused her distress?”

      “She says that it is nothing but some stomach pains that should be gone by the morning. I offered to call the doctor, but she said there was no need.” Her shoulders stiffened, worried that Mr. Tremaine would go into a rage, even if he had never done so before.

      “Would you bring her some tea and tell her that I will be up there after dinner?” Mr. Tremaine requested. He was worried about his wife—she’d never gotten an upset stomach.

      “Of course, sir.” Mary curtsied and hurried off.

      Mr. Tremaine put his napkin on his lap and cleared his throat. “I wonder what has caused your mother to fall ill,” he said to Ella.

      “She is often tired after market day,” Ella tried to reassure her father.

      “Was there anything particularly exciting that happened today?” Mr. Tremaine asked as he took a sip from his wine.

      Ella took a piece of bread and began to spread butter on it, thinking about the day, then placed the bread on her father’s plate. “Nothing of terribly great note happened. The only thing that was slightly exciting was the bananas that the Guerrier’s got in today. Mrs. Guerrier was so kind and got mother a special banana that was absolutely perfect in every way. You should have seen it. It could have won a prize or something.” Ella smiled.

      Mr. Tremaine paused mid-bite. “The Guerrier’s are wonderful people. We are so lucky to have them as friends.” As he smiled, Ella could see he was happy that the Guerrier’s had treated his wife and child so well.

      The rest of supper went as usual. They talked about what else Ella and her mother saw at the market, and her father talked about his new deal on the silk trade.

      “Mr. Guerrier put up a good fight, but in the end, I won over the silk traders being able to trade in silver.”

      While normally, men did not discuss their business with women, Mr. Tremaine did not have a son, and so Ella was more than happy to listen to him talk of his business.

      “Why, that is wonderful, Father!” Ella, being a proper young lady, decided against commenting more on her father’s business. She was starting to suspect that Mr. Guerrier would not be so fond of how well her father was doing on the market right now. Mr. Guerrier had eleven children, and his finances had to stretch further than their family’s did. Ella’s father had been slowly inching up for a while now, doing better than Mr. Guerrier in trade. This made Ella fear that the peace between their families would begin to waiver. So much so that she had been the one to suggest stopping by the Guerrier’s store to her mother. She hoped that by purchasing from them, they would be able to keep things more even. Her mother had beamed at the suggestion, as she had also been thinking the same thing, but she made a note that it was not proper to talk of such things.

      “Well, now that we are done with supper, I do believe I shall go up and see to your mother’s ailments,” Mr. Tremaine said when he and his daughter were both finished eating.

      Ella mimicked him, putting her napkin on her plate and rising from her seat. “Shall I come with you, Father?”

      “No, I would not want to overwhelm your mother. I will let her know that you asked about her well-being.”

      Ella went up to her father and hugged him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. “Will I see you in the study?” she asked as he kissed her on the head.

      “I think so. I will not want to keep your mother from getting her rest.” Mr. Tremaine let go of his daughter, and they walked out of the dining room together. Ella turned for the study as her father walked up the stairs and went to check on her mother.

      A few minutes later, Ella jumped to her feet when she heard a racket. She turned and saw her father running down the stairs, looking panic-stricken. She set her book down as her gaze followed her father, who rushed out the back door and broke into a run. Ella quickly came to the realization that he was rushing to the servants’ quarters. Normally, he would have rung the bell if he needed something, so Ella hurried after him, feeling frantic, sure that her mother’s sickness was not a mere bit of indigestion.

      She arrived at the servants’ quarters just as her father was already rushing back out of it, followed by Mary.

      “Father, what is wrong?!” Ella cried out as her father seemed to not even see her standing there.

      “It would seem as if your mother has taken a turn for the worse, my dear daughter. I have sent Henley to go and fetch for the doctor. Until then, I need you to stay out of the way. I promise your mother would wish to see you, but until we know what this is, I need to take precautions to protect you.”

      The three of them went back inside the house, and her father raced back up the stairs as Mary went into the kitchen. Ella stood at the bottom of the staircase, gripping the railing and trying to keep from crying out hysterically.

      “I will pray for her, Father!” she called up. She was not the son her father had always hoped for and was, therefore, unable to help him as a son would, so she strived to not be weak and cause him more trouble.

      Mr. Tremaine paused at the top of the stairs and looked back down at her. “I am so lucky to have such a brave daughter.” He smiled reassuringly, but the look of worry quickly came back to his face as he resumed back to his wife.

      He did not have the heart to tell Ella that her dear mother was now throwing up blood and that her complexion had become that of a ghost. She had fallen sick so quickly that she was unable to ring for help and had been sick all over the bed. Not finding it beneath himself, Mr. Tremaine was quick to start removing the soiled bed clothes and started to clean up Mrs. Tremaine when Mary arrived to help. They had Mrs. Tremaine cleaned and in fresh bedding by the time the doctor arrived.

      The doctor looked over Mrs. Tremaine, checking her for signs of all the known sicknesses that he could think of. Nothing matched, but her heart rate was declining at an alarming rate, and no matter what the doctor tried, he was unable to stop it. After an hour of her throwing up every remedy he could think up, the doctor had to give Mr. Tremaine the bad news.

      “I am sorry, Mr. Tremaine. There is nothing else I can do for your wife,” he whispered in the hall outside the bedroom door.

      “What do you mean there is nothing you can do?!” Mr. Tremaine bellowed, no longer worried about keeping his composure. “She was in perfect spirits this morning. There is no reason for her to be so ill!”

      The doctor’s face fell. “I have tried everything I can. It is in God’s hands now.”

      Mr. Tremaine began to sob as he realized he was likely going to lose his wife. But after a moment, he looked back up at the doctor. “What do you suspect to be the cause of her sickness?”

      At that, the doctor began to shift uncomfortably. “With her rapid decline and usual good health, I initially assumed that she suffered from a bite of sorts, but she assured me that she had not been bitten by anything. I was able to confirm this after examining her, but with no other explanation, I am left with only one possibility. It would appear that your wife has ingested some sort of poison. I would try to purge her stomach, but it has done that on its own. I have used leeches but have not had any luck slowing down or stopping the poison from spreading. I am afraid I have come too late, Mr. Tremaine. All I could do was give her medicine to ease the pain.” The doctor was worried that word would get out about this and wanted to be sure that the people would not chase him out of town.

      “I don’t understand,” Mr. Tremaine said. “Why would anyone want to poison my wife?” He had done everything possible to protect his family. They lived in a quiet town for a reason—these things were not supposed to happen in places like this!

      “When I asked your wife what she had done today, she said nothing unusual,” the doctor continued. “However, when she mentioned going to the market, I knew that I was correct in my diagnosis. She must have come about the poison while she was at the market.”

      Mr. Tremaine went suddenly still as he started to put the puzzle pieces together. “What have I done?!” Mr. Tremaine exclaimed, covering his mouth as he realized the only possible answer.

      “I would not rush to rash conclusions, Mr. Tremaine,” the doctor said. “You are not able to think clearly right now. Your wife has asked to see you and your daughter. Would you like me to go and fetch Ella on my way out?” He wanted to help in the only way that was left.

      “Yes, please,” Mr. Tremaine muttered as he walked toward the door. “Thank you again for all that you have done for us.”

      “I regret that it was not more,” the doctor said as he went down to tell Ella that she was able to go see her mother now.

      “How is she?” Ella asked immediately, quickly worried by the doctor’s poor attempts at hiding his bad news. He was a fairly new doctor; they had just gotten him to move to Barnsley, and his bedside manner was lacking the finesse of a more experienced one.

      “She is not well, my dear,” he replied. “I have done all I could for her, but I would urge you to hurry to her side.”

      Ella was not able to keep up her brave face any longer as she pushed past the doctor, forgetting her manners.

      Rushing into her parents’ room, she found her father beside her mother’s still form on the bed and let out a gasp, worried that she had been too late. Mrs. Tremaine’s eyes fluttered open, and Ella rushed to her side, relieved that her mother was still with her.

      Ella held her mother’s hand as tears began streaming down her face. “Oh, Mother, how could this be happening?”

      “My beautiful daughter, you must not fret about the why—it will not change what has happened. We all must leave this world for Heaven at some point. It would seem that my time has come.” Ella laid her head upon her mother’s bed and began to weep uncontrollably into the blankets.

      Mr. Tremaine leaned over and hugged both his wife and daughter, and they sat there in their grief. After a short while, they had to break apart as Mrs. Tremaine began to groan; her stomach pains were back. Quickly, Mr. Tremaine grabbed the bowl and provided it just in time as Mrs. Tremaine became sick again.

      Seeing how weak her mother was, Ella was able to regain some of her courage; she did not want to distress her mother more. “Is there anything I can do to help you be more comfortable, Mother?” she asked once her mother had regained her composure.

      Her mother spoke slowly as she struggled to breath. “There is nothing you can do to bring me relief for my physical pain. You can, however, help me with that which worries my soul.”

      “Anything, dear Mother,” Ella pleaded as she looked up at her. “Whatever you wish. I will do anything to ease your pain in any way I can.”

      “I would ask you to not let this cause you to become mean or ill-mannered,” Mrs. Tremaine said between deep breaths as the words became difficult for her to speak. “Always be kind and do what is right as I have taught you, my beloved daughter. Be especially good for your father and take good care of him for me. Know that I will be with God, and we will be watching over you from Heaven.”

      “I promise, Mother,” Ella said. “I will keep you in my prayers always!” She was sure of this promise that she agreed to and sealed it with a kiss on her mother’s hand.

      Ella and her father spent the night by Mrs. Tremaine’s side until she passed in the late hours of the night.
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      The next few days went by in a blur for young Ella. She was still a child in need of a mother to finish teaching her the ways of a proper woman. Due to this, Mr. Tremaine had no other choice but to remarry shortly after losing his dear wife. The woman he chose to remarry was a widow who lived in one of the nearby port towns. He felt he had done well with providing Ella not just a new mother, but two stepsisters as well. However, so lost in his grief and determined to seek revenge for his deceased wife, he did not notice how horribly his new wife and daughters treated Ella.

      Remembering her promise to her mother, Ella ignored her new family’s rude behavior and never brought it up to her father. She’d been forced to do the cleaning and cooking as her stepmother, Eudora, did not want to spend money on servants and had found a reason to fire each one. Mr. Tremaine was none the wiser about any of it, as he was busy plotting his revenge.

      Ella learned of her father’s plan while she was dusting in the study, watching as her father rushed in with the blacksmith and the butcher. It was not an unusual scene, as they would often do business together, leaving the fisherman and farmers to do business with Mr. Guerrier. It was dark in the study—Ella’s stepmother refused to let her light the candles, saying she would not waste them on her. So her father did not see her in the back, dusting by the faintest light coming through the window.

      Her father lit a few candles, but by then, Ella had fallen back into the shadows, not wanting to disrupt his business. She tried to leave quietly, but stopped when her father spoke. “Well, gentlemen, how goes the plan so far?”

      “Everything is set up,” the blacksmith said with a serious face. “The place shall be nothing but cinders come tomorrow morning.”

      The butcher spoke next, his face twisted into an angry glare. “My men have made sure to set things up to slow down the help from getting there in time.”

      “Soon, my deceased wife will be avenged, and we will be rid of the Guerrier’s once and for all,” Mr. Tremaine told them. “I cannot believe I had been so blind.”

      “We all were, Mr. Tremaine, but no more,” the blacksmith said with the most sincerity. “Soon, our town will go back to being peaceful again, and it will all be thanks to you.”

      “It is getting late,” the butcher said as he stood. “We best be off.”

      “Yes, of course. And thank you again, gentlemen, for being of the utmost help,” Mr. Tremaine said as he walked them out, taking the candelabra with him and leaving Ella in total darkness.

      Anger filled her as she went over her father’s conversation in her head, realizing he had discovered who had poisoned her mother. She’d been so caught up with grief and remembering her mother’s last wishes that Ella had not let herself think about how her mother had come to be so sick. Now aware of her father’s plan to get rid of the Guerrier’s and how he had forbade her from visiting their store after her mother’s death, it made perfect sense. It had been the special banana that they’d given her mother that had poisoned her.

      Overwhelmed with her thoughts, Ella rushed out of the study and went straight to the servants’ quarters, having been kicked out of her own room a long time ago by her stepsisters. Unable to sleep that night, she stayed up until she heard shouts coming from town. Looking out her window, she could see the flames clear as day. It was plain to her that her father had been successful in his quest for vengeance, and Ella was grateful for it. However, as she sat up in her bed, she started to wonder if she had failed her mother by being happy about her father’s revenge. Recalling what she had promised her mother, she swiftly decided that she was caring for her father by being supportive of him, and she was kind and well-mannered around her awful stepmother and sisters, therefore, fulfilling her mother’s wish.

      The next morning, as Ella set out the breakfast, her father came in looking tired and stressed.

      “What is the matter, Father?” Ella asked, ignoring her stepmother’s glare.

      “My beloved daughter,” he replied, holding his head high, “I just received word that the Guerrier’s home burned down last night.”

      Ella’s stepmother and stepsisters all gasped and began fanning themselves at the news.

      Mr. Tremaine continued, though his expression had turned somewhat grim. “It would seem that everyone was able to escape with minor injuries except for Mrs. Guerrier, who perished.”

      At this news, one of Ella’s stepsisters, Mildred, pretended to faint onto her sister, Tabitha, who pushed her off her in disgust, which elicited Mildred to suddenly come to.

      “That is just horrible,” the new Mrs. Tremaine said to her husband, putting on what was surely an act. The woman didn’t care about anyone but herself and her daughters.

      “I would never wish the death of a spouse on anyone, most of all my dear friend, Mr. Guerrier,” Mr. Tremaine said. “If only that was his only woe, but alas, he also lost all of the records to his business and is now penniless.” He kept his remorseful look, but Ella, who knew her father best, could see in his eyes the slightest hint of joy.

      “Oh, Father, what shall we do to help our friends in their hour of need?” Ella asked, receiving another glare from her stepmother. She knew she would pay dearly for staying so long, let alone speaking.

      “Sadly, I have just invested all of my money in a new trade and am unable to help Mr. Guerrier,” Mr. Tremaine informed them. “He must go to his country home and become a farmer.”

      Ella looked away, pretending to be sad when really, she just didn’t want her new family members to see her smile.
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      The next day, as the Guerrier family was traveling to their new home, the youngest daughter, Bernadette, who had been friends with Ella, stopped by to say her farewells. Ella had just been punished for her disruption at breakfast and was in a foul mood at Bernadette’s arrival. She had been busy smacking the giant rugs that she was forced to clean, and she knew that due to how small she was, it would take her all day to finish them, and she still had dinner and supper to make afterward.

      Bernadette ran up to Ella as her family walked by, her sisters wailing about now being poor. “Ella, my dear friend, how sad it is that we both should lose our mothers so suddenly?!” She embraced Ella, tears streamed down her face.

      Pushing her away, Ella looked at Bernadette with disdain and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I would say we are now even.”

      “I told you, Ella, we did not poison your mother!” Bernadette pleaded.

      And little did Ella know—Bernadette was right. It had not been any member of the Guerrier family that had poisoned the banana—it had been so done by a fairy.

      Bernadette was not who she believed she was, though no one but two fairies knew this. Bernadette was actually the daughter of a king who fell in love with a fairy named Moonbeam. So forbidden was their love, that when the other fairies found out, they told the lovers they were taking their daughter away from them as punishment. However, at the last minute, another fairy, Winona, stepped up, jealous of the bravery of the love-stricken fairy for being true to her heart, for Winona also loved a human but had not been brave enough to go against tradition. She did not want to see Moonbeam punished and promised her that she would not let any harm come to her daughter. She also promised that one day, the king and Moonbeam would be reunited with their daughter, and that the other fairies would never be able to take her away again.

      While looking after the half-fairy princess, Winona came upon some kind humans and saw how they always looked after the less fortunate. They had many children, and they were all loved and well cared for. Sure that the family would take care of the child, Winona left the princess at their front door. Then she hid, where she watched as a woman came out and found the quiet child wrapped up in a basket. The Guerrier’s had so many children that no one was surprised when Mrs. Guerrier showed up with another. They assumed that they had just not noticed the pregnancy, as Mrs. Guerrier’s figure was quite plump from already after having so many children. This was how Bernadette had come to be known as the daughter of Mr. Guerrier, and no one but the Guerrier family was the wiser.

      That was, until another jealous fairy, Sage, found out about the switch when she came through Barnsley, noticing how all the animals flocked to Bernadette—the signs of a fairy. Everything Bernadette touched grew and flourished, and she was more beautiful than any human girl could ever be. Sage happened to be the one who found and requested the punishment of Moonbeam and her human king in the first place. She had once tried to acquire the love of a human king, but when he rejected her, she went into a rage and cursed him. Seeing the happy Moonbeam with her human lover, Sage quickly told the other fairies of her misdeeds and encouraged them to punish her.

      Now, seeing their child happy and flourishing, Sage could not allow the child to be happy. So, she cursed the banana that Mrs. Guerrier gave Mrs. Tremaine. She knew that in doing so, the humans would destroy each other, as was common among their kind, and left to go wreak havoc among the humans elsewhere, for she was both ugly inside and out and had no friends among the other fairies back home.

      Playing into Sage’s evil plan, Ella did not hide her hate for Bernadette and her family, thinking they were the poisoners. “I do not expect you to tell me you poisoned my mother,” she said to the other girl. “Why, if you are capable of that, you would never admit it now, would you?” Then she turned back from Bernadette and continued to beat the dust out of the rugs.

      Shocked by Ella’s rude behavior, and distraught from having just lost her mother, Bernadette walked back to her family as they made their way to their farm. Mr. Guerrier watched the exchange between the girls as he walked behind his family, his sons more than capable of leading the way, and held his favorite daughter as she cried. Of all his daughters, she was the only one who had cried over the loss of her mother and not because they were now poor.

      As he held Bernadette, he thought about the exchange between her and Ella, and found that it proved his suspicions—Mr. Tremaine had to have been behind the mysterious fire. And it had not just been an accident that help was not able to get there in time. Mr. Guerrier’s business started suffering ever since the sudden death of Mrs. Tremaine, right after she had been seen purchasing and eating the banana from his store. He had been sure to show his deepest regrets at the loss of Mrs. Tremaine, and even destroyed the rest of the bananas in hopes of proving his sincerity. He said that he did not want to risk anyone else dying from them, even though no one else who had eaten the bananas had fallen ill.

      A feud thus began, neither man able to forgive the other, and soon, the once peaceful town was divided. Other merchants came into Barnsley, as Mr. Tremaine was not able to provide everything that the town needed or wanted. Because of the increase in business, the town grew, but with it, so did the amount of crime. This made it easier for Mr. Tremaine to make attempts on Mr. Guerrier’s life without ever being blamed for it. He hired thugs to sabotage his farm and tried multiple times to have him killed. In retaliation, Mr. Guerrier’s sons would do the same to Mr. Tremaine, neither man ever truly successful.

      As the years went on, Ella continued to serve her stepmother and sisters, her father too distracted by the feud to ever notice the slavery. She’d never lost her temper or argued with her new family—that was, until she had finally reached the age where she could attend the local balls. The first ball of the season had always been thrown by the king, King Henry, and this year, he made it clear that his son, Prince Julien, was to pick a bride. Ella knew that Bernadette would be there, and that she would be able to help her father in his search for revenge by killing Bernadette.

      Her stepmother immediately dismissed the idea when she asked. “You? Go to the ball? Hah. Always covered in dirt and with nothing to wear, how do you plan to attend this ball?”

      Her stepsisters laughed at this.

      “I can make my own dress, and I would be able to clean up for the occasion,” Ella begged as she served them tea.

      “You also have our dresses to make and us to get ready, along with all your other chores,” Eudora said. “If you can do it all, I will allow you to attend.” Then she waved Ella out of the study.

      Overjoyed at having talked her stepmother into letting her go, Ella stayed up late into the night and sewed by candlelight as she worked on her dress. It was a beautiful gown made of the gold and white silk her father had brought back from China.

      When the night of the ball finally came, Ella was running ragged between everyone as her stepmother and stepsisters worked to keep her from going. They told her they would wait for her to get dressed as there was plenty of time before the ball started, but really, they left and took the carriage they had hired to escort them to the ball, leaving Ella with no way of getting there. The evil women told Mr. Tremaine that Ella was tired and had not wanted to go to the ball, and Mr. Tremaine was so distracted by his latest plan to be rid of Mr. Guerrier that he did not think too much of this and left without his daughter, not pushing the matter more.

      Ella hurried out of her room to find the house empty and the carriage gone. It made her so unbearably sad that they had left without her, she almost gave up trying to attend. But then, as she was sobbing on her knees, she heard the horse in the stable neigh for its dinner. It was an old mare that her stepmother had not been able to sell when she got rid of the servants. Leaving the horse to fend for itself, she did not know that Ella still bought hay and grain for the horse, marking it as food supplies when she went to market.

      The horse, Trinity, had been her mother’s favorite, and Ella could not bear to lose her as well as her mother. As she walked out to feed Trinity, she remembered the old wooden cart that was collecting dust in the barn. Changing back into her work clothes, she got the cart out as Trinity ate her dinner. Once finished, Ella hooked up the mare, just as her mother had taught her, and changed back into her white and gold silk gown, throwing an old protective cloak over it. The silks had been another secret that she’d managed to keep from her stepmother—they had been the silks her father had given her in the first shipment he’d received. Then, the ball being a masquerade, she put her mask on before stepping onto the cart.
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