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        A stoat shifter heiress is sent to Lynden in the hopes of catching a suitor.

      

        

      
        Miss Harriet Ermington knows that as an untitled heiress, being presented to the Shifter Queen is an opportunity she can't let pass, even if it means living under the control of her aunt.

      

        

      
        With his family almost in financial ruin, Mr Frederick Stoaly knows he is expected to find a wealthy wife, even if his heart would rather find a lady whose company he enjoys.

      

        

      
        The two of them find themselves drawn to one another despite believing there can be nothing more between them, but what happens when they discover how wrong they are?

        -

      

        

      
        The Stoat and the Debutante is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with a new heiress, stoat shifters, and the heir to a viscounty looking for a wife.

      

        

      
        Dance through the balls of The Shifter Season in a series full of shifters, stolen moments, scandals, balls, and romance!

      

        

      
        The Shifter Season is set in a secondary world inspired by Regency era England where shifters exist and engage in the social season. It is not intended to be entirely factual and elements have been fictionalised.
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      Harriet

      

      The rumbling of the carriage is almost soothing, or it would be if I were making this trip under other circumstances. I watch out of the window at the grey streets and the people walking alongside them. A paper boy runs up to one of the houses and speaks with a servant at the entrance.

      The carriage rolls over a large stone, jarring me from my position. I lean back in my seat and smooth out the skirt of my dress as I try to get my thoughts in order.

      Before I can even start to do that, the carriage rolls to a stop in front of the ornate townhouse. A familiar flutter of nervousness starts within me. I only have distant memories of the family who are taking me in for the Season, and while I know it's an honour that my aunt wishes to sponsor me in my presentation to the Shifter Queen, I have no idea what the next few months have in store for me, and that does nothing to stop the nerves.

      The door of the carriage opens, and I step down, straightening out the skirt of my dress as I stand. I know it's the latest fashion and in the right fabrics, Mama made sure of that before we packed my cases to come here. Though no matter how many fashionable dresses I own, or even how much money there is in my dowry, no one is going to forget that I'm a nobody.

      The large front door opens as I approach, and a servant bows to me. I try to give them a grateful smile, but I worry that it has come across as more of a grimace.

      "Lady Spineforth is expecting you in the drawing room," the man says.

      "Thank you." My voice shakes as I speak. "Where is that, if you would not mind me asking?"

      The servant gives me an unimpressed expression and gestures for me to follow them.

      I suppress a sigh, knowing that I can not let any of my emotions show in front of these people. I can not trust anyone but myself in the current situation.

      The servant pushes open one of the doors and steps inside. "Miss Ermington," he says, announcing me.

      I paste a serene smile on my face and head into the room, dipping into a curtsy to the woman who I assume is my aunt. "My Lady."

      "Miss Ermington," she responds. "It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. This is my youngest daughter, Miss Agatha Spineforth."

      I dip my head to the other girl in the room, though I suspect she is older than I am.

      My aunt gets to her feet and makes her way over to me, clearly appraising everything about me. "Your presentation is in three days' time, I wish to make sure that everything is perfect for it," she says. "Your mother has assured me that she has provided the correct dress."

      "I believe she has," I respond, not moving from my spot by the door.

      "I shall need to approve it all. Once your things have been moved into your room, I will examine it."

      "Of course, My Lady." My voice shakes as I speak, and I know I'm going to have to have more confidence once I am at events.

      She gives a small hum. "I shall arrange for the housekeeper to take you on a tour of the house."

      "Perhaps I could do that, Mother," Miss Spineforth suggests.

      The older lady looks over at her daughter and appraises her for a moment before nodding. "Very well, Agatha."

      Miss Spineforth rises and heads over to me. "Shall we start in the gardens? It is beautiful weather."

      "If you like," I respond, not knowing how to talk with my cousin, especially when we have never met before. For all I know, she's going to be exactly the same as her mother.

      "Come." She offers me what seems to be a friendly smile and guides me out of the room. She guides me through the house and to the back, where a surprisingly large garden. The sweet scent of flowers fills the air, and it almost reminds me of home save for the fact I can't hear the background noise of the farm.

      "You must forgive Mother," Miss Spineforth says with an almost conspiratorial air. "She will be strict about your presentation because she is still disappointed in how I managed mine."

      "I do not find her to be particularly strict." Though considering I have only just met her, perhaps it is too early for me to make that observation.

      Miss Spineforth laughs lightly. "Perhaps that is true. It shall depend on how she responds once you are actually presented. She will see this as a chance to make things better after my disastrous Season."

      "What happened?" The moment I ask the question, I regret it. "I must apologise, I should not have asked."

      Miss Spineforth lets out an amused laugh. "You will know before too long, I am sure she shall regale you with all of my failings. I am three and thirty, considered a spinster by most due to my failings seven years ago. For a shifter, that is beyond the acceptable marriageable age."

      "Why did you not? Marry?"

      She leads me around the gardens, clearly keeping an eye on where the various staff members are. No doubt some of them will be reporting back to Lady Spineforth about our conversation. "That is a question Mother has asked me many times, and I do not have an answer. Perhaps it was just not meant to be. I do not mind. There are many liberties that I experienced now that no one is interested in me compared to when I was younger."

      "Are the rules truly so bad?"

      "I suppose that depends on what you are used to," my cousin responds.

      "Mama has taught me what she believes I need to know in order to be successful when I have a Season of my own, but she also says that the rules are likely different from when she was presented." I will find out in due course. I am not entirely certain why she has not come to present me herself, she would be able to do so. Perhaps she does not want to attract the ire of the ton after they shunned her for marrying Pa.

      Miss Spineforth nods. "I shall be there to help you in whatever way I can," she says. "Mother will be expecting me to chaperone you most of the time."

      "I did not realise."

      "Probably because she did not tell your mother about that part for fear that she would find someone else to present you, and she would not have a chance at the redemption she seeks. But it is no matter, I suspect we shall become good friends."

      "I should like that." It would be nice to have a friend, especially when I know no one in London.

      "Then you must call me Agatha," she says, gesturing for us to head under a trellis and towards a beautiful bed of roses.

      "And you should call me Harriet," I respond.

      "So I shall. Do your parents have any requirements for your Season?"

      I sigh. "They are hoping I will marry well."

      "Ah, the same story as every wealthy untitled heiress," she responds. "Likely someone with a title, if possible."

      "So it would seem." I hope that doesn't mean that I am going to be looked down on for my position.

      "I would not worry, there are going to be many gentlemen who will wish for their bride to be an heiress. You will find a match in no time."

      I glance over to where a bird is flitting over to an ornate bird bath, contemplating how I feel about that. It seems like a good marriage like that is what everyone wishes for, and what people want me to have. But I am uncertain about whether it is what I want.

      "Ah, you wish for something more than just an advantageous marriage," Agatha guesses, probably as I've stayed silent for a little too long.

      "I do not know what I want."

      She raises an eyebrow, but doesn't say anything.

      I don't suppose she needs to. We can both hear the words I'm not saying. If it were up to me, I would marry a sensible man who I liked. But I feel as if that is not something I should be admitting to anyone, especially not someone who is supposed to be introducing me to society and everything that means. Agatha might say that she wishes to be my friend, but there is no way I can fully trust that she won't go and tell everything to her mother at the first opportunity, and I must be wary of that if I am to protect myself.
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      Harriet

      

      Everywhere I look, there are people making the most of the ball, whether that's with dancing, or speaking with people on the edges of the room.

      I resist the urge to fiddle with my reticule, not knowing what to do with myself. Many of the other young ladies who had been presented with me are dancing with gentlemen and have no time to speak with me. Though I suspect in some cases, they are being prevented from doing so by their mothers for fear my status as a commoner will taint them.

      "You appear lost," a woman with a light Gallonian accent says.

      I turn, surprised to find someone my own age standing beside me with a curious expression on her face.

      "This is my first Season," I respond, even though I don't believe I have to explain myself to her. I wish I recognised her, but if she was presented this year, then it was after I had left the room.

      "Ah, I thought I recognised the expression," she says knowingly.

      "I'm Harriet," I say. I know it is rude not to introduce myself, and that I am able to do so to another young lady. "Miss Ermington, I mean." I resist the urge to outwardly express my frustration with myself for getting that wrong. Mama taught me better.

      "Well I'm Jane," she responds. "Or Miss Whisking if you wish to remain completely formal."

      "Should we not? Mama said I should always be formal at events such as this." Though I am sure it is not as simple as that, she was simply trying not to confuse me.

      "Friends are permitted to use one another's given names," she responds.

      "We do not know each other."

      "Yet," Miss Whisking replies. "But as this is the first ball of the Season and you seem to be without anyone, even a chaperone."

      "My aunt is somewhere," I murmur.

      "No doubt she is using the ball to her advantage and socialising with her friends. My mother used to do the same."

      "She doesn't any more?" I ask the other young lady.

      Miss Whisking clears her throat. "So, have any of the gentlemen caught your eye?"

      For a moment, I am taken aback by her change of subject, but I assume it is simply because the answer to my question causes some hurt within her. "I've only been part of society for a few days. I believe it is too early for that."

      Relief flits across her face that I've answered her question rather than prompting her to tell me more about her family. "Then it is an excellent thing that we have met," she responds, looping her arm through mine. "I can tell you everything you need to know."

      "Mama prepared me the best she could."

      "Ah, you misunderstand me," Miss Whisking responds. "I am going to tell you everything you need to know about the members of the ton, not about how you're supposed to interact with them."

      "I did not realise there was so much I needed to know."

      "Oh, absolutely," Miss Whisking responds.

      We start to take a turn around the room.

      "Stay clear of Mrs Foresythe if you wish to avoid becoming the subject of gossip, she often spreads it," Miss Whisking says, nodding towards a woman in a pale blue dress.

      "I would not imagine I would do anything gossip-worthy."

      "That does not mean you won't become the subject of it," Miss Whisking responds. "Perhaps she might wish to talk about the cut of your dress."

      I look down at it. "What's wrong with it?"

      "Nothing. It is a beautiful dress," she assures me. "Now, Lord Angus over there is a good dancer." She gestures to a gentleman who is probably not that much older than I am.

      "Is a good dancer all that is noteworthy about him?"

      "He is an excellent conversationalist and a shrewd businessman, from what I have heard. We danced at a few balls in the country."

      I nod. "Should I be making note of who is a good dancer?"

      "Oh, yes. If you wish to pass a pleasant evening, you don't wish for your dance partners to be stepping on your toes."

      "I believe I'm the one who is more likely to do that," I murmur.

      She raises an eyebrow but continues to walk around the room. "Ah, so the whispers are true."

      My heart sinks. "Whispers?"

      "That you're an heiress from the country."

      My cheeks heat with embarrassment. "Yes, that is true."

      "Do you know Mrs Stone?" she asks.

      "I do not recall her."

      "Oh, perhaps you know her as Miss Rocke, the lady with the dark hair over there." She nods towards a cluster of three women.

      I study the woman's profile, recognition setting in. "As in Rocke Fishing?"

      "I believe so."

      I nod. "Our fathers have done business together. Who is she with?"

      "That's Lady Cygnus, the wife of the heir to the Earldom of Swancove, and the new Duchess of Clawdon. The three of them have been friends since before their marriages. Mrs Stone is the one with the least advantageous marriage."

      "It would appear as if she is happy." Though it is impossible to tell for certain from this distance, but Mrs Stone does not have the air about her of someone who is displeased about her lot in life.

      "So the gossip mongers say," Miss Whisking responds. "Mrs Stone and her new husband almost caused quite the scandal, she was supposed to marry the son of a viscount, but eloped with an officer before it could happen."

      "I see there is no escaping the gossip after all," I murmur.

      "I'm afraid not," she responds. "But there is always another scandal. Last Season was rife with it. Lord and Lady Renarton were supposedly caught in a compromising position, and the new Baron Ferrington married his cousin's widow."

      "I did not realise there would be so much going on."

      "All the time. And that is why you need a guide," Miss Whisking announces brightly. "Otherwise, you can get caught in the complicated maze that is social interactions."

      The music comes to an end, and the dance floor empties of people.

      "Will you take to the floor for the next dance, Miss Whisking?" I ask.

      "Please, call me Jane," she reminds me.

      I nod, though mostly because I'm uncertain about whether it's acceptable for me to do so given the fact we've only met this evening, even if she has asked me twice.

      "I do not believe so," she adds, answering my original question.

      "Perhaps Lord Angus will ask you," I say.

      She lets out an amused laugh. "Even if he wishes to, he will not."

      I frown, considering her response. "Why would he not if it's what he wishes for?"

      "We danced earlier in the evening. We can not dance again, that would imply that we had decided to court one another."

      "Is that not what you want?"

      Jane gives a strange smile. "I do not believe Lord Angus would be interested in courting me. No one would." There's something in the way she says the words that makes me think I'm missing something.

      "I'm certain that isn't true," I respond.

      "Perhaps in time I shall find someone worth my time in courting," Jane says. "And for you too. Perhaps we should work on gaining you some introductions so you can take to the dance floor yourself."

      "I don't believe that will help my chances of securing a proposal. My dancing skills are not particularly strong."

      "Then we shall make sure to introduce you to people who are patient and kind," she responds.

      "Those seem like they would have been desirable qualities regardless," I point out.

      "True."

      My gaze tracks back over to where Mrs Stone is speaking with the other ladies. Perhaps it is time for me to reacquaint myself with her. While I do not know many of the people in the room, I am certain she will, and perhaps if I am fortunate, she can assist me on who I should be speaking with and getting to know better.
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