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        Esther's expectations from the Season are low, even if her parents seem intent on controlling every aspect of it, including who she might marry.

      

        

      
        Peacock shifter Laurence has grown tired of the attention being one of the most desirable catches of the marriage market and wants nothing more than to be left in peace.

      

        

      
        When the two of them enter a fake courtship with the intention of taking attention away from them, they discover that not every lie is based on a falsehood.

        -

        The Peacock and the Wallflower is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with a fake courtship, a peahen shifter who doesn't believe she'll find a match, and a peacock shifter who wants to escape his.

      

        

      
        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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      Esther

      

      I smooth out the skirt of my gown, hating how fussy the fabric is when I would prefer something simpler. But Mother is the one who controls my wardrobe, and I have to obey her wishes on the matter.

      A pair of ornate double doors swing open and the servant escorting us steps inside the room. "Lady Featherborn, and Miss Featherborn for the Viscountess Renarton."

      Nerves flutter within me despite the fact that Victoria is the one who invited me here. No, not Victoria, the Viscountess. I should not forget my old friend's new position in life, especially when she is being so gracious in helping me.

      "Welcome," she says, getting to her feet and smiling at the two of us.

      I glance at Mother to see how she's taking it. Up until today, I don't think she really believed that the Viscountess is my friend.

      "Please, join me." She gestures to the chaises on each side of a low table.

      "Thank you for inviting us, Lady Renarton," Mother says.

      "It is my pleasure," she assures us. "When I talked with Miss Featherborn at our presentation ceremony, I had the desire to reacquaint ourselves."

      I take a seat opposite her, smoothing out my dress and folding my hands into my lap.

      I barely look up as Victoria begins to prepare the tea with water and equipment brought to her by her butler. The service she's using is fancier than the one we have at our hired London house, but that's to be expected. She's the daughter of a baron and married to a viscount, which puts her far above me in social standing.

      "Is that seedcake, Lady Renarton?" Mother asks, eyeing the cake closest to her.

      "It is," she confirms. "I recall that it was one of Miss Featherborn's favourites."

      "You must call her Esther," Mother insists, much to my horror.

      Victoria gives her a tight smile. "I will only do that if Miss Featherborn agrees."

      Mother purses her lips, clearly unimpressed by being overruled, but knowing that there isn't anything she can do about it when she's faced with someone who has more power than she does.

      "I would be agreeable to that," I respond.

      "Then you must also call me Victoria, Esther," she responds, pointedly saying my name to make it clear that Mother does not get the same privilege.

      She has already given me permission to use her given name when we are alone, but this is different. More purposeful.

      "Are you enjoying the Season so far?" she asks me.

      "It has been pleasant." I take a sip of my tea, enjoying the warmth it spreads through me. I would drink it every day if I could, but it is far too expensive for our family to afford at such frequency.

      "There are many eligible gentlemen," Mother says. "That is always the mark of a good Season."

      Victoria raises an eyebrow, but hides it quickly. What Mother does not know is that Victoria is well aware of her views on whether I should be taking part in the Season, and that she believes I would do better to settle down in the country and marry someone there. It is Father who wants me to try to make a better match in Lyden.

      "Has anyone caught your attention, Esther?" Victoria asks, setting down her teacup.

      "N..."

      "I hear that Mr Laurence Peabury is making quite the stir," Mother cuts me off.

      Victoria offers her a tight smile. "Mr Peabury does seem to be the catch of the Season," she admits. "He is an old school friend of the Viscount's. I can furnish an introduction if Esther wishes for one."

      "She does," Mother says before I can.

      "Esther?" Victoria prompts.

      "I don't believe Mr Peabury will have much to say to me," I admit.

      Victoria nods, though I'm not entirely sure whether that means she plans to introduce me or not.

      "What nonsense." Mother clacks her cup down, making me wince at the highly unpleasant sound. "He is a peacock shifter, is he not? Why would he not want a suitable peahen to create his brood with?"

      "I believe Mr Peabury is probably like every other gentleman engaged in the marriage market," Victoria says levelly. "He wishes to find someone he is compatible with beyond being the same kind of shifter."

      "Surely you understand how that is preferable, Lady Renarton." A hint of indignation at being chided by a woman half her age comes through Mother's voice. "Is the viscount not also a fox like yourself?"

      "Mother," I warn. It is considered highly improper to ask someone what kind of shifter they are, and I wish she wouldn't do it in front of my friend.

      Victoria's smile doesn't reach her eyes. "The viscount is a fox," she agrees. "But that is not the reason we are married. We have known one another since we were children and have always felt great affection for one another. We married because we liked each other's company."

      I smother a small laugh by picking up my teacup and taking a sip. Her reasoning behind her marriage to Viscount Renarton is a little abridged and has removed the part where her other suitor found the two of them alone together. Twice. She assures me that nothing untoward happened before they were married, but I've been out in society long enough to know that may simply be something she says in order to maintain their reputations.

      Thank heavens Mother knows nothing of that.

      "If you believe that Mr Peabury would like an introduction, then I would be most obliged to you for one," I say diplomatically, wishing to change the subject and keep Mother happy all at once.

      "As you wish," Victoria says kindly.

      "Has there been news on your sister's engagement?" I ask before Mother can come up with another way of ruining our tea.

      Victoria hums and nods. "They are to marry at the end of the Season and then retreat for their honeymoon."

      "Who is she to marry?" Mother asks, her curiosity piqued.

      "Mr George Beaumont. He is a distinguished scholar and rabbit shifter." The twinkle in her eyes reveals just how much pleasure she is getting from putting Mother in her place. I can't say I blame her.

      "I wish them the happiest of unions," she responds, fussing with her skirt to avoid looking Victoria in the eyes.

      "We all do," my friend responds. "Now, why don't you tell me about the gown you plan to wear for Lady Ferrington's next ball?" she asks me.

      "I don't believe we have an invitation to it," I admit, glancing at Mother.

      "Then I shall speak to Lady Ferrington at once and make sure we rectify the situation," Victoria responds. "You simply must come. Her balls are some of the best shifter-only ones of the Season."

      "We'd be very grateful if you could do that for us," Mother says.

      "I will see that it is done," Victoria assures her.

      "And could we trouble your cook for this seedcake recipe?" Mother asks. "It is simply divine."

      Victoria nods. "I will see to it." She gestures for one of the servants to come, presumably to fetch the recipe.

      I resist the urge to lean back in my seat. I know Victoria has invited me here to help my social standing, but I wish it could be just the two of us. Mother has a way of turning things into a farce.

      I'm starting to believe that I should put myself fully behind Father's plan of finding me a husband during the Season, it's the only way I can conceive that will allow me to get out of her grasp.
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      Laurence

      

      It's a relief to enter Pullman's and no longer be surrounded by dozens of eligible women all determined to make themselves my wife. I know it's their mothers behind it, but it does grow tiresome after several evenings' worth of events.

      And yet I have to return on the morrow and do it all again until I find someone who is suitable to be the wife of a marquis' third son.

      A familiar dark-haired man waves me over to the corner table where he's sitting with a full glass of whiskey and a satisfied expression on his face.

      "Ah, Renarton, I didn't expect you to still be here. Hasn't your new wife demanded a honeymoon?" I ask as I sit down opposite him and gesture for one of the servants to bring me a glass.

      One materialises seconds later, and Renarton pours me a glass from his carafe.

      The fox shifter chuckles. "We'll be going on one shortly, but she wishes to see out the Season, and who am I to deny her?"

      "I would have thought she'd want to get out of here the moment she achieved her goal of marrying a Viscount."

      "She's decided to help one of her friends secure a good match," Renarton responds.

      "Oh, anyone we know?"

      "I don't think so, this is her first Season. Miss Featherborn, I can arrange an introduction if you're attending the Pirham's ball tomorrow evening."

      "Featherborn, you say?" I ask thoughtfully.

      "I believe so. Does the name mean something to you?" he asks.

      "It seems familiar," I admit.

      "Isn't it an avian shifter name? If anyone knows the family, it'll be you, Peabury." He takes a sip of his whiskey.

      "Perhaps one of my brothers has mentioned the family name in passing."

      "I can ask Lady Renarton if she knows of any connection between your families," he responds.

      "There is no need. Once you have made the introduction between us, I'm sure I will recall where I know the name from."

      Renarton nods. "Did you hear that Ferrington has finally been called back from abroad?"

      "It's about time. How long ago did the baron die?"

      "Two years, I think. From what I've heard, the late baron's widow has been dealing with the affairs of the barony."

      "Mmm, I have an invitation to her next ball," I respond. "Lady Ferrington has certainly managed to make a name for herself since her husband's demise."

      "If my wife is to be believed, it is because she was not afforded many freedoms in her marriage and is now being allowed them by the new Lord Ferrington, even if it is simply by his absence," Renarton says.

      "Do you think he will continue to allow them once he returns?" I take a sip of my whiskey.

      "I suppose we shall find out in good time. I would hope he does, her balls have become excellent ways for shifters to find suitable marriage prospects. And there are some rather charming retiring rooms off her ballroom." Renarton says with a slight smile on his face.

      "Do I want to know?"

      He chuckles. "I would not tell you even if you did, some things should stay behind closed doors."

      "Why do I get the feeling that this has something to do with your swift marriage to Lady Renarton?"

      A sly smile spreads over his face, revealing his inner fox to anyone watching. "There was nothing swift about it," he counters. "Lady Renarton and I have known one another for nigh on twenty years."

      "Mmm." I swirl my whiskey around my glass, not quite believing my friend. He's never been a particularly good liar. "How you escaped the marriage market is beyond me. Even before your engagement, you seemed to have avoided the swarm of eligible young ladies."

      "I don't have your good looks and charm," Renarton responds, leaning further back in his chair.

      "Ah, but you are a viscount, while I will likely never inherit a title."

      "You could earn one. The Shifter Queen has been known to be generous with her patents."

      I raise an eyebrow. "To avian shifters?"

      "Perhaps not," he acknowledges. "Though it is not unheard of."

      "But the off chance of the Queen changing her mind and deciding to grant me a title does not make me a desirable match," I point out. "Quite the opposite."

      "Then I have to assume that it is your charm that is gaining you so much attention. Young ladies would not flock to you if you didn't sway them with such perfect words."

      I groan. "I just want it to stop."

      "Then you know what you have to do."

      I sigh and take another drink. He's right about that. If I want the attention to stop, then I need to make it seem as if I'm courting a young lady seriously. Which is easier said than done when this whole situation is a problem because of their wish to court me in the first place.

      Perhaps the answer is to find someone for whom it would be advantageous to pretend to court me. A mutually beneficial arrangement could be the answer to my problems.

      Except that I have no idea how to find such a lady. Or how to convince her that it is the right course of action.
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