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  Author’s Note



Her Desperate Masquerade is a standalone Cinderella novella with a complete happily ever after. It can be enjoyed on its own, even if you’ve never read any of the Regency Magic Faerie Tales. However, it also serves as a series epilogue, which means you’ll see characters from all eight of the other books.

For a complete list of characters and what books they belong to, see the second Author’s Note at the end of this book.

You might also recognize the male main character of Her Desperate Masquerade, George Cole, from his side-character role in Her Fae Secret.

Happy reading!

Eliza








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Lizbeth Sandiford pulled her shawl tighter around herself as she hurried through the streets of Bath in the dying daylight. There was a chill in the early fall air, now that the sun had set. Her back was stiff and her feet ached from working all day. She’d have to scurry back up these winding, hilly streets again before dawn tomorrow, but for now she had a few precious, short hours at home to spend with Mama, and she didn’t want to waste them dawdling.

Lizbeth would never have believed a year ago that this was what her life would look like: one-and-twenty, unmarried, and working as a housemaid for the Earl of Sterling. A year ago, she’d had a dowry, albeit a small one, and a dream of finding a husband of good character and comfortable means. Her ideal was nothing extravagant, as she knew her social limitations, but she’d attended finishing school and knew she’d make a good wife.

She’d dreamed of connection, on an emotional level but also a mental one, of mutual understanding, of the kind of affection she’d seen between her parents as a child before her father passed away. She might not have been as pretty as some of the other girls at school, but she’d thought that with her blue eyes and flaxen hair, she might be fine enough to catch someone’s eye.

Except that growing up in such a small village as Wolfford meant that there were very few gentlemen with eyes to catch.

She and Mama had tried to attend public assemblies in the larger towns nearby, but Mama’s health had kept them home more and more often. What started as occasional headaches worsened. The headaches were debilitating, and sometimes they came with dizziness and nausea that kept Mama abed for days.

It hurt to see Mama suffer, and Lizbeth had called in the apothecary and the magician who lived in Upper Dwinton. Neither had anything useful to help. The only relief Lizbeth had managed to procure was a special tea blend from her classmate Emma Darling—technically Emma Peters now, having married the older brother of another classmate after Lizbeth had left town. It eased Mama’s pain, but it did not fully eliminate the headaches, and there were some that even the tea couldn’t soothe.

After months of cajoling, Lizbeth had convinced Mama to relocate to Bath. The waters were said to heal ailments of all sorts, so perhaps they could help Mama. If not, surely there were doctors in the city who would know what to do.

Well, there were certainly doctors, and they had medicines to try, but not a thing had worked. Mama still had a moderate income, left for her by Papa, but while it was enough to pay for a set of rooms and food to live on, the costs of doctors’ visits and medicines added up. Lizbeth didn’t tell her mother that she’d spent her dowry on medical care. Mama had stopped handling the household finances and the cooking as soon as Lizbeth had left school and taken them over, so it wasn’t hard to hide. But then the dowry money ran out too.

For the second time, Emma Peters’ family had been Lizbeth’s saving grace. Lizbeth had written to Emma, asking for more tea or for the recipe to buy ingredients to blend it herself. To Lizbeth’s surprise, Emma’s grandmother had knocked on the door of their rented rooms. She had brought a bag of the tea, and as they sat together in the small parlor to visit for a moment while Mama rested, Mrs. Adair somehow managed to charm Lizbeth into spilling all her worries.

Lizbeth didn’t know if all grandmothers had this gift—she’d never known either of her own—but Emma’s most certainly did. Mrs. Adair was comforting and easy to talk to, and it was a relief to get everything off Lizbeth’s chest, all the things she couldn’t bear to burden Mama with.

Not only was Mrs. Adair comforting, however; she was also as practical as Emma. She had a few old friends in town, one of whom had married even better than she had, and before the week was out, Dowager Lady Sterling had given Lizbeth a position as a housemaid in the house she’d taken for the autumn and winter with her son.

Lizbeth’s new life wasn’t what she had dreamed of, but it was what she needed. The hours were difficult, but she was able to spend some time with Mama, and she had a day off every second week during which she arranged consultations with a variety of doctors, apothecaries, and magicians. The pay was also quite good, and Lizbeth worked hard, grateful for the opportunity and knowing that every penny went to caring for Mama.

She also secretly didn’t mind a bit when her path accidentally crossed Lord Sterling’s in that big townhouse. He was about a decade older than Lizbeth, with clear blue eyes and light hair shading somewhere between gold and red. It was impossible not to admire his broad shoulders in his well-tailored coats and the easy smile he seemed to share around to everyone.

In a different life, if he were a country curate and she still had a dowry and no need for employment, she’d be rather taken with him. She would hope to dance with him at the next assembly, maybe catch his eye, meet his smile with a shy one of her own.

But this was her life, he was a lord, and she was merely a barely-above-impoverished housemaid.

Nothing would ever—could ever—happen between them. So Lizbeth merely kept a private list of her admirations.

Today she’d added that he’d cleared his tea things back onto the tray, rather than leaving them spread across the table. He was surprisingly good at picking up after himself, rather than leaving a mess and expecting the staff to put it away for him. Ruth, one of the other maids, said she’d worked for another family before Lord Sterling and his mother had come to Bath, and they’d left plates and teacups everywhere, along with crumbs and spills that were left to dry and get sticky before the staff were allowed in to clean it.

Lizbeth didn’t know why she found Lord Sterling’s behavior so appealing, just that it showed a respect for the servants and either a desire not to make their jobs harder or simply a sense of responsibility for himself.

It was a small thing, but Lizbeth noticed.

Her thoughts occupied her all the way home. When she opened the door, Mama was sitting in the kitchen with a steaming cup of tea. Lizbeth recognized the scent as Emma’s special blend.

“How are you?” she asked, hanging up her shawl and coming to kiss Mama’s cheek.

“Well enough for now,” Mama said, patting Lizbeth’s hand. “I was just preparing some supper when my head started spinning, so I decided to sit awhile and hope the tea can keep the headache away this time.”

“I’m glad you did,” Lizbeth said. She went to the stove and found a pot of soup simmering. It looked like Mama had managed most of the work, leaving Lizbeth only to slice bread to go with it. “How much tea do we have left?”

Mama shook her head and took a sip from her cup. “Not much. Maybe three more pots’ worth?”

Lizbeth nodded. This week’s pay would go to buying more tea instead of trying a new medicine. “I’ll call on Mrs. Adair tomorrow on my way home.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Emma Peters climbed out of the carriage and stepped aside so that the wolf could jump down after her, leaping over the step completely. Kane sniffed the air in all directions, and Emma could feel the tension in his shoulders as she reached around his neck to attach the rope she’d brought to use as a leash.

Kane’s tongue darted out to kiss her hand, and he whined at her, but Emma straightened and put her hands on her hips. “You wanted to come with me like this,” she reminded him. “You insisted that you must protect me. Even though Nan assured us that it’s not a bad part of town.”

Emma glanced along the row of homes. The street didn’t look particularly dangerous, though it certainly wasn’t affluent. Emma trusted Nan’s judgment, but she also hadn’t spent much time in cities. She’d never gone beyond Macclesfield, a few hours from home, where Kane’s sister Lissette lived. She did feel better having Kane by her side, though she was sure she would have been just as safe if her husband had chosen to wear his human form instead.

“And now you must bear the consequences,” she added, lightly swinging the rope leash. No one in Wolfford minded having Kane walking loose beside her, assuming he was a very well-trained dog, but a new place and new people meant new precautions.

Kane huffed an exaggerated sigh and nudged her hand with his
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