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  Foreword



Please note: This is a special annotated edition, which means you’ll be seeing occasional notes from me throughout the book with thoughts on the characters, inspiration, etc. You’ll also get lots of underlined sections.




Since the whole point of this special edition is to share my thoughts about this book and the inspiration behind it, I want to start with a brief note of background.




I never planned to write this book. Her Fae Secret was supposed to be a standalone, and I had already written a Beauty and the Beast retelling, Seeing Beauty (though I had set that one aside for a while). If anything, I thought I’d write a Beauty and the Beast in the world of The Thunderstone Theft, a Regency-ish kingdom where fairy tales blend with cozy mystery. Beast would be accused of murder, and Beauty would have to clear his name. Except that after I wrote The Thunderstone Theft, I realized that while I love reading cozy mysteries, I don’t love writing them.




If I did write another Beauty and the Beast, I didn’t want her to be a captive. I wanted her to be there by choice, not by emotional manipulation. If the beast was her employer, that would work. I also wanted to lean into one of my favorite aspects of the original fairy tale, where she meets his true self in dreams. (I used that in Seeing Beauty as well.)




I may have been reluctant to write another Beauty and the Beast, but as soon as I started writing it, within the very first page, I felt like I’d come home. I knew then that this would be a series and that I’d retell as many fairy tales in this world as wanted to be retold.




Enjoy!

-Eliza




PS. You’ll notice that while I used Pride and Prejudice as inspiration for Her Fae Secret, Jane Austen’s Emma informed more of The Beast’s Magician. Not in terms of plot, but some of the settings, names, and characters.




PPS. I’ve drawn my own amateur character art for each of the books in this series, so I figured I’d share it with you.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Rain continued to fall as it had for days, but not a drop touched Isabelle Morton. Her gray pelisse and rose-trimmed wool hat were as dry as if she stood indoors by the fire rather than walking down the dirt road away from Elton Farm. This was one of the most useful spells Mama had taught her, and while it required almost constant concentration, she found it preferable to the umbrella she carried hooked over her arm. Umbrellas were a nuisance, and they invariably let rain drench her skirts. Not that the spell that made her clothing impervious to rain did anything to prevent the mud from the road from caking her boots and the bottom several inches of her skirts.




~~~

Writing this paragraph, from the very first sentence, hooked me and made me feel like I’d come home.

~~~




Belle sighed. She wished she’d been able to find a spell to help with the cleaning of mud. Laundry days were work enough without adding extra muck, but she really couldn’t delay this trip into the village. Papa’s horses were in use today—the rain had started minutes after she set out, and should only last the morning—so Belle walked.

It was a nice walk. The gray drizzle muted the already drab colors of the February fields. Elton Farm sprawled on a hill, and Belle could see the village spread out beneath her. The mill stream curved down from between Papa’s fields and around behind the mill, continuing past the village and on to the blacksmith’s forge on the other end of town.

Belle turned in at the miller’s house and knocked on the front door. She waited patiently on the front step, maintaining her concentration on the spell to keep dry as the frigid rain picked up.

The door opened, and a young woman leaned against the doorframe, watching her. “Showoff,” Emily muttered, grabbing her own pelisse from a hook by the door and shrugging it on. She tied on a bonnet and grabbed an umbrella from the stand. When she stepped out the door—Belle moved back to make space for her—she opened the umbrella without hesitation. “You couldn’t have delayed your shopping until this afternoon?”

Belle shrugged and put up her own umbrella. She’d keep the spell going for as long as she could, but it was hard to concentrate while holding a conversation. “Papa and Kingston are leaving for town tomorrow, and I have errands to complete before they do. And I’ve offered to teach you this spell a dozen times, and I’ll offer again, if you like.”

“You’ve tried to teach me a dozen times, and it’s beyond my limited skill,” Emily said, starting off down the path. “Is your father still going to ask his contacts in town about a governess position for you?”

“Yes,” Belle said.

“So he’s come around?”

“He doesn’t like it, but he knows as well as I do that with the estate entailed to the next male cousin, I have little choice. Papa’s not young, you know. And I don’t have a large enough fortune of my own to live independently when he’s gone. My only other option is to find a husband, and I refuse to marry solely for security.”




~~~

Limited socially acceptable options for women:

-Dependence on men (husband or father)

-Find a position as a governess or companion (aka dependence on a wealthy family or individual)

-Independence (only possible with a large fortune)

~~~




Emily sighed. They’d always had differing opinions on which of their limited options were preferable. “But a governess, Belle.”

“I’m educated, and just because I couldn’t teach you this particularly useful spell doesn’t mean I’ll be a bad teacher.”

“I don’t think you’ll be a bad teacher at all,” Emily protested, jumping over a puddle before turning to look at her. “But you abhor children.”

“I do not.” Belle jumped over the puddle as well. “I like your younger siblings just fine, and the little Coles. What I dislike are the spoiled children of silly parents.”

“And who do you think you will meet most often as a governess?”




~~~

“The little Coles” is a tiny shout out to Jane Austen’s Emma.

~~~




Belle ignored the pointed question. They had reached the first of the shops, and they ducked inside. Mr. Olson, the shopkeeper, came out from the back room when he heard the bell on the door jingle. “What can I do for you ladies this morning? Or are you just getting out of the rain?”

“Papa goes to town tomorrow,” Belle said, stepping forward, “and I just noticed that his gloves are worn beyond repair. He’s had them for years and refuses to replace them. But I can’t let him go off in weather like this without a better pair. Do you have anything in stock?”

Mr. Olson chuckled. “Your father puts ‘waste not, want not’ into action daily, Miss Morton. If more people in the village were like him, I’d be out of business.” He led the way through the shop to where the gloves were.




~~~

My father is like this too.

~~~




Belle smothered a grin. Papa was a gentleman farmer, untitled but descended from an earl, and had delighted all his life in getting his hands dirty with the work of Elton Farm. He took much more pride in his work as a farmer than in his standing as a gentleman, and he never bothered much for new things, preferring the old, the comfortable, and the oft-repaired. But he was nearing five-and-seventy years of age, and he was beginning to show it. Belle couldn’t stop him from personally overseeing everything on the farm, but she could at least ensure that his hands were warm. She chose a pair of lovely sheepskin gloves and some soft gray wool that she would use to knit him a new scarf for his birthday. Once Mr. Olson had wrapped her purchases, she slipped them into her pockets and moved toward the door.

Before they reached it, a figure in a dark overcoat pushed it open and stomped in, tipping rain off his hat. He was about to grumble about the weather—Belle could see it in his face—when he looked up and saw them. A broad smile replaced the frown and he bowed. “Miss Watson, Miss Morton,” he said. His voice was a smooth tenor. He straightened, and the ladies were face to face with the handsome, young rector of the parish.

“Mr. Yorke,” they intoned, curtsying.

“You’re not heading back out into this rain, are you?” He glanced out the window in the door behind him. “Do wait until it lightens up. We can’t have you catching cold.”

“I’m afraid I have errands that can’t wait,” Belle said.

“Then let me escort you,” he offered.

“Not at all. You have business here, and no umbrella. We, on the other hand, have two. We shan’t come to harm.” With a bright smile, Belle stepped past him. He bowed and opened the door for her, though it was obvious he would rather argue for them to remain behind.

Emily joined her on the street and shot her a sidelong look, but she said nothing until they were several shops down the street. “I think Mr. Yorke might be pleased to give you an alternative to becoming a governess.”

Belle pressed her lips together. The rector’s attentions for the past several weeks had been too pointed to be missed. But while he was a nice enough gentleman and preached well on Sundays, she found something in him to be off-putting. Perhaps he had a bit too much confidence. He was a younger son of a baron, and he had been blessed with the kind of blond-haired and blue-eyed good looks that many young ladies dreamed of in a man. Between high birth and a handsome countenance, he’d spent his whole life entitled to think well of himself.




~~~

When writing Mr. Yorke, I pictured Mr. Elton from Emma (the character from the book, not from a movie adaptation). I wanted a “Gaston” character without having him be quite such a negative figure.

~~~




She sighed. “I’m sure he would, but I would not.”

“Really?” Emily said. “You’d choose teaching spoiled brats over marriage to a good man who worships you?”

“He’d better worship God alone,” Belle said severely. “He doesn’t even know me. All he’s seen are a pretty face and good manners.”

“And for some men, that’s enough.”

“Hmph.”

Emily let the subject drop. They’d covered the same ground several times since Belle had confided her decision to find work. Emily, though her family was in trade and they lacked status and connections, had a good dowry to add to her natural appeal. She was short but with a good figure, and the blue eyes in her heart-shaped face were always sparkling. She’d be a good wife someday, and she had the disposition to enjoy running her husband’s household and raising their children.

Belle was taller, with dark hair and eyes and a rosy complexion. She’d had her share of admiration over the years, but she wouldn’t marry for anything less than ardent love, even if that meant working as a governess. She’d done the math; with what little fortune she had, she needed to work for fifteen to twenty years before she’d have enough to live comfortably, if economically, in a small cottage by herself.

In the meantime, she still had a home at Elton Farm, and she needed to make sure Papa and his steward got off to a good start tomorrow for their week of business in London.




~~~

Emma was also the inspiration for Belle’s village and Elton Farm. (And, yes, I borrowed the name Elton for the farm directly, although I pictured it as something like Mr. Knightley’s Donwell Abbey.)
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Thomas Hughes, Duke of Harborough, had not left his country estate in the past eight years. Sheffield Park was vast enough that anyone could be content there for quite some time, but a young man who hadn’t yet reached his thirtieth birthday was rarely so willing to stay put. Not that Harborough didn’t have his share of restlessness. It was why he was up before dawn every morning for the past eight years that hadn’t started with a torrential downpour. It was why he was out running along the boundary of the park, getting in several miles as the sun rose.

He ran barefoot and shirtless, even in winter. It was all his own land, and there was no one to dress properly for, no one to see him but his tiny contingent of servants who were somewhere about their business in the vast house that ought to have a much larger staff. He’d dismissed the rest eight years ago when he returned from London, and he didn’t regret it.

After making the whole loop of the park, and with the sun now climbing into a partly cloudy sky, Harborough returned to the house. Carrey had water and towels ready in the duke’s dressing room. The man was Harborough’s valet in the mornings and evenings and a combination of steward and man of business the rest of the day. He left Harborough to bathe alone, then returned to help him dress, silently assisting his master.

Harborough suppressed a sigh, waiting impatiently as Carrey tied his cravat. He’d considered dispensing with the formality of a coat and waistcoat many times over the years—wasn’t that one of the benefits of being a recluse?—but he never did. Carrey wouldn’t stand for it, for one, and dressing like a duke and a gentleman helped see Harborough through the times when he didn’t feel like either. And those times came more frequently than not.

When the duke’s attire was up to his valet’s standards, the two made their way to Harborough’s office, where a tray of breakfast was delivered moments later. Mrs. Smith, the housekeeper, looked more flustered than usual this early in the morning.

“Is everything all right, Mrs. Smith?” Harborough asked.

“As right as it ever is, Your Grace, in a house this size with next to no staff,” she said, her round cheeks pink from working hard for several hours already. “You really ought to—”

“Hire more help,” he sighed. “Yes, you’ve been saying so for years.”

“This house is going to fall to pieces around your ears if it’s not maintained.”

Mrs. Smith had been a fixture at Sheffield since before he went to Cambridge. She’d served his father for several years before the old duke had passed away and Harborough had inherited. His father had kept a much larger staff, and he’d even maintained some of the house himself.

Harborough sighed. “What we need is a magician,” he said quietly. “My father kept several spells going, and I never got around to recasting them before…” He still couldn’t talk about what had happened eight years ago, but he didn’t need to. Mrs. Smith knew perfectly well.

She smiled kindly. “Now, don’t take on any more blame for this, Your Grace. But please consider hiring a magician—or an army of maids and handymen—before your ancestral home disintegrates.”

Harborough assured her he’d consider it, and she left. He grabbed a piece of toast and shoved it in his mouth as Carrey poured tea.

“You don’t intend to hire one, do you, Your Grace?”

Carrey knew him too well. “No,” Harborough agreed. “Much as I care about the house, I don’t intend to welcome anyone new into Sheffield.”

However necessary spells of upkeep may be, hiring a magician was out of the question. His housekeeper couldn’t know what kind of agony it would be for him to be in company with a practicing magician when he couldn’t be one himself. It would be torture. Besides, most of the needed spells were mundane, and any magician worth his salt would see them as beneath his dignity.

Carrey nodded and changed the subject, addressing some concerns about a tenant’s leaking roof and a road through the park that had been flooding during the winter rains. They spent the rest of the day dealing with business. He may be reclusive, but he did his duty. As the afternoon wore on, the sky outside the study windows grew darker, and just before dinner the rain let loose. Water sluiced from the sky like a waterfall, obscuring everything. Harborough spared a moment to be grateful not to be out in this weather, then ate dinner in his study and settled by the fire to read.

He had not been reading half an hour before the butler, Jennings, knocked on the door. “Westley to see you, Your Grace.”

“Come in.” Harborough closed his book and looked up as the groom entered. The man was in his early forties, stocky and well-muscled. Now he was soaked to the skin, and he held his dripping hat in his hands. “What brings you out in this weather, Westley?”

Westley bowed. “Beg your pardon for interrupting, Your Grace, but I thought you’d want to know we have visitors. An elderly Mr. Morton from Elton Farm and his steward; says he was on his way home from town when the rain came, and he’s asking to shelter in the stables for the night.”

Harborough’s spine stiffened at the word “visitors,” but he said, “I see no harm in that, if they stay in the stables. I don’t see how that was worth going out in this rain for.”

Westley fixed his eyes on his sopping hat. “That’s not it, Your Grace. I was chatting with Mr. Morton as I helped settle his horses into the stalls, and he said that he wished his daughter were here because she has a spell that keeps her dry in the rain.” He dared a glance at Harborough’s face. “I asked about her, Your Grace. She’s a young lady looking for a place as a governess. He even showed me a miniature that he keeps with him, and if it’s a fair likeness, she’s quite pretty.”

Harborough sat silent for a long moment, frowning at the fire as Westley twisted his hat in the doorway. He knew why the man thought he ought to know about this gentleman’s daughter. It was the first glimmer of hope any of them had had in eight years. If they could only get her to come here… A plan began to take shape in his mind. Mundane spells wouldn’t be beneath a lady magician, who could only have been educated at home in the frivolous illusions common to drawing rooms and dinner parties. And her magic use would be so minor and unimpressive that it would be to him as though she weren’t a magician at all. He could tolerate such a person. Mrs. Smith would be satisfied, and he had a pretext for inviting the young woman. It was perfect.




~~~

I forget how annoyingly condescending he is at first.

~~~




“Invite the two guests to the drawing room. Jennings, have Mrs. Smith bring tea and food to them there and prepare rooms for them to stay the night. Once they’ve eaten, I want to speak to Mr. Morton alone.”

Both men disappeared, and Harborough stared absently at the closed door for a long time after they’d left. This was the first time any stranger had entered Sheffield since he’d returned home, and a wave of fear washed over him. His plan was risky, but what choice did he have? This was the first opportunity fate had dropped in his lap in eight years, and he couldn’t waste it.

When Jennings knocked on the door again, Harborough managed to affect an air of cool politeness, even as his insides spasmed in fear as his guest entered. It was a cruel side effect of the curse, he thought—before all this, he’d been calm to the point of indifference about everything, his self-assurance carrying him through any situation. Now he watched the color leach from the old man’s face. He gestured to the nearest chair. “Have a seat, Mr. Morton. You’ve had a difficult day, I hear.”

He turned away, but his peripheral vision caught Morton reaching for the back of the chair for support but definitely not sitting. For a second Harborough saw himself as Morton must: the coarse gray fur on his exposed face and hands, the half inch claws at the tip of each finger. The extended canine teeth on top and bottom that peeked past his lips even when his mouth was closed and that gave him a slight lisp. The incongruous garments of a lord.

“Word has reached me, sir, that you have a daughter.” Harborough addressed himself to the darkened window, not wanting to see the horror cross the old man’s face as this—creature—asked after his child. “Tell me about her.”

“Wha-what would you l-like to know, Y-Your Grace?”

“How old is she?”

“She w-was twenty at Christmas, Your Grace.”

“I understand she is to be a governess?”

“We are looking out for a p-position for her,” Morton said. “I wish she could stay with me, but she is determined.”

“Why?” Harborough turned half toward him.

“I am old, and my estate is entailed.” The man’s shoulders slumped. “She wishes to be prepared for the inevitable.”

“A wise choice,” Harborough said. “Does she know magic?”

“Yes, sir. Her mother taught her all the usual accomplishments.” A pause, then, “Do you know of a situation, Your Grace?”

“In a way.” Harborough steeled himself to announce his plan. “I am looking to hire an assistant, specifically a magician.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Belle rushed to the front door when she heard the carriage in the drive. She threw the door open without waiting for a servant and heaved a sigh of relief as Kingston climbed down and turned to help her father. They were supposed to arrive home yesterday, but the sudden rainstorm must have delayed them. While it wasn’t surprising that they had found somewhere dry to wait out the weather, she couldn’t help worrying about her father.

She worried even more when, instead of walking up the steps to the house upright and under his own power, he leaned heavily on Kingston who supported him to the door and inside. Belle directed them to the family sitting room. Kingston settled her father into his seat while Belle rang for tea.

“What happened?” she asked. “Papa?”

He closed his eyes and bowed his head. He looked pale and tired.

“Kingston?”

The steward, a short, plump man with keen eyes and a perpetual frown, met her eyes. “I don’t know, Miss Morton. We begged shelter for the night in the stable of Sheffield Park because of the weather. When His Grace learned we were there, he invited us to stay in the house. He had a private conference with your father, which must have been upsetting, but he refuses to tell me about it.”

“It is for Belle’s ears only,” Papa said quietly, his eyes still closed.

“In that case, I’ll leave you to her care and get back to work.” Kingston bowed and left.

The tea tray arrived, and Belle closed the door so that they were alone. She poured tea, setting both cups on the low table. She knelt by her father’s chair.

“Tell me, Papa. What about your visit to Sheffield has shaken you so badly?”

“What do you know about the Duke of Harborough?” Papa said slowly, opening his eyes and taking Belle’s hand. He looked at their fingers, old and young, clasped together.

“Only that he lives at Sheffield Park and never leaves it. He’s the most notorious recluse in the ton.”

Papa sighed. “I now know why.”

“What do you mean?”

He shook his head. “When he heard that you were looking for employment, he asked me to offer you a position as his assistant. He didn’t specify precisely what the job entails, but he requires a magician, and it has something to do with his library.” He scowled.

Belle frowned. The term “assistant” didn’t fool anyone—this was a position for a magician. Which was baffling because women didn’t work as magicians. Men went to university to study magic and practice it; ladies were much more limited. The only women who practiced magic for money were low-class purveyors of old wives’ remedies. For a lady of a higher class, to work as a magician was practically scandalous. Even so, Belle’s heart beat faster at the idea. She enjoyed magic, and she loved books. Her father’s library was her favorite room in the house, and a duke’s library must be even more wonderful. Against her better judgment, she asked, “What would it pay?”


~~~

Belle is one of several heroines in my books that choose an unconventional path, and all those paths involve nontraditional use of magic.

~~~


Papa spoke the words reluctantly, as though they were being dragged from him by force. “Four pounds per month, in addition to room and board.”

Belle gasped. That was twice what she could make as a governess. With a salary like that, she could earn what she needed in less than ten years and be independent by the time she was thirty. “But that’s incredible,” she said, studying her father’s face. “Please don’t be upset. It’s not conventional, but we agreed that I should go to work.”


~~~

Yes, I did research what a governess would have made during the Regency period, and it wasn’t much.

~~~


“Oh, Belle, not there. Not at Sheffield,” he moaned.

“Is it that I’m a young woman, and it’s a man’s house? Surely there are enough others working for him that I will be perfectly safe from harm or scandal.”

“He assured me you would come to no harm.” Again, the words dragged out against his will.

“Is it the magic? He lives such a reclusive life that I couldn’t possibly come to anyone’s attention—”

“It’s not that. He’s—he’s…” He sat forward and clutched her hand tightly. “You don’t know what he is.”

Belle frowned. “What do you mean?”

A harsh silence, then her father told her what he’d seen at Sheffield Park, words spilling out, now propelled by fear rather than held back by it. Belle listened, wide-eyed, as he described a horror of fangs and claws and fur that dressed as a man but was truly a monster. “A monster intent on taking my only daughter,” he finished, tears leaking from his eyes.

Belle fished in her pocket for a handkerchief and dried her father’s cheeks. She was shaken by his tale, but also curious. She’d heard of “human curiosities” that were shown in cities around the world, most of them the results of irreversible curses or spells gone horribly awry. She wondered which of these had been at play in the Duke of Harborough’s case. It was perfectly understandable now why he hid away from society; at best he would be more ostracized than a female magician, and at worst he would be put on display for people to gawk at. Though her father spoke with fear and repulsion, Belle felt only sympathy.

“Very well, Papa,” she said slowly. “I will take some time to think, and I will have you send my answer in a few days.”

Her father seemed to sag in his chair. “You must write the letter,” he said. “He was afraid I wouldn’t tell you about the position, that I would try to protect you and make your decision for you, so he insisted that you must write the letter with either your acceptance or refusal with your own hand.” He dug in his waistcoat pocket and drew out a scrap of paper. “His Grace also required that, whatever your choice, you read this spell-word aloud after our conversation.”

Belle took the paper and studied the word. It was just the one word, written with a sure, confident hand. One could tell a lot about a person by their handwriting, she thought. Harborough’s script spoke of boldness and self-assurance, which was perfectly reasonable for someone with his social standing. She felt her father’s eyes on her and blushed, feeling silly for analyzing the duke’s character based on his penmanship. She read the word silently one more time to make sure she could say it properly, then spoke it aloud. There was a kind of silent thud, or invisible star burst, or intangible pressure—something there but not there. Belle blinked, and it was over.

Her father let go of her hand and reached for his tea. “I’ve done what I must,” he said, frowning into his cup. “Your decision is your own, but I beg you to choose wisely, my dear.”

[image: Image]

Belle stayed awake late into the night thinking about what her father had said. In nearly all respects, the offered job sounded better than she could have asked for. It involved her two favorite things, magic and books, and paid significantly better than anything else she’d find. She’d achieve financial freedom much sooner than she would by any other plan. Taking a job as a magician would carry a social stigma, to be sure, but Papa was only the second son of the second son of an earl, which meant that they were barely on the fringes of society. Belle had never had a Season in town, nor did she want one, so the risk of ostracism was minor. More importantly, Sheffield Park wasn’t too far from home, so if anything happened, she could be at Papa’s side within hours. And His Grace couldn’t be nearly as bad as Papa made him out to be.


~~~

I wanted Belle to be a willing guest, not bound by captivity or emotional manipulation, so she needed good reasons to want the job.

~~~


When she woke in the morning, she sat in her dressing gown at her writing desk, a sheet of hot-pressed paper in front of her. She hesitated, pen poised above the paper. She’d told Papa she’d take time to think about it. And she had—all day yesterday, and sleepless hours last night. Her choice seemed obvious now in the light of morning, and the only question was how to word her answer.


To His Grace, the Duke of Harborough,

My father informed me yesterday of your offer of employment, and I’m
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