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        A hedgehog shifter accepts an unexpected proposal.

      

        

      
        Miss Agatha Spineforth has been considered a spinster for years, with no prospects of marriage and even her mother has all but given up. Until the offer of marriage arrives from an unexpected place.

      

        

      
        Desperate to change her fortune, Agatha accepts, even if it isn't because of any foolish notions of love. Only once she's in her new husband's home does she realise that there might be more to their new relationship than she first thought.

        -

        The Hedgehog and the Spinster is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with childhood friends to lovers in a marriage of convenience, hedgehog shifters, and a heroine who had given up on love.

      

        

      
        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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      Agatha

      

      Everywhere I look there are ladies in sparkling jewels and fine dresses, and gentlemen with their neatly combed hair and silk cravats. Music drifts over the room from the musicians in the corner, and the general noise of chatter can barely be heard above it. Even if the Season's balls are a reminder of all the ways Mother thinks I've failed my family, there's still something wonderful about them. I'm not entirely certain whether it's the music, the refreshments, or the way that many members of the ton appear to act freer here than they do when I see them elsewhere. It makes perfect sense that's the case. Here, we are still confined to the rules that govern us, but there are a lot more places to hide and make sure that no one else in the ballroom sees.

      Not that I have ever had need of any of them. Mother is right about my lack of prospects. I've been coming to these events for seven years, and as of yet, I've not had a serious suitor. Unlike my cousin. Harriet has barely been in Lynden for a few months, and she's already married. From what she said, Mother had a hand in that. No doubt she was trying to make up for my failings by ensuring everyone sees her success with Harriet.

      I pick up a glass of lemonade and take a sip, enjoying the tart taste as I watch the dancers. If I pay enough attention, it'll be possible to work out which of the couples currently dancing are interested in pursuing a further courtship.

      "Miss Spineforth."

      I spin around, almost spilling my drink as I do, finding myself face-to-face with Elias. My childhood friend and a charming gentleman by all accounts.

      Except that he is not simply Elias now, he is Lord Hedging. I have to remember that he is a baron. Especially when I need to address him.

      "My Lord," I say, dipping my head.

      "I don't believe that's entirely necessary, Agatha."

      "You shouldn't call me that here," I say. "People might get the wrong impression."

      He raises an eyebrow. "And what would be the wrong impression?"

      "You know as well as I do. You've made it clear that you've come to Lynden to find a wife. If people hear you call me by my given name, they'll think that you've found one. You shouldn't wish to ruin your chances of finding a good match."

      "Perhaps I'm looking at a good match."

      I let out an amused laugh. "You shouldn't even jest about such a thing."

      The expression on his face is difficult to read. He's even more handsome than he was the last time I saw him, though that isn't entirely a surprise given that it was ten years ago and I had yet to be presented to the Shifter Queen. Elias has grown into his tall form in that time, his shoulders clearly strong beneath his jacket. The fine fabrics befitting a man of his station don't hurt either. They make him appear distinguished.

      "It would appear the current dance set is ending," he says as his gaze strays to the floor.

      "So it does. I should remove myself from the refreshments table so I'm not in the way," I respond.

      "Perhaps you would care to remove yourself with me and take our place for the next set of dances?" he suggests, holding his hand out to me.

      "You wish to dance?"

      He nods. "I remember you enjoying it when we were younger. Isn't that how we met?"

      "I believe we met because I was practising in the gardens and you threw your ball over the hedge. I'm still not entirely certain how you managed that."

      "I wouldn't know. I never managed to repeat it, no matter how many times I tried."

      "You did?" That was something of which I was not aware.

      "I did."

      "Whatever for? My mother would have scolded you if she'd discovered your ball on our property."

      A charming smile spreads over his face. "I wished to talk to you again."

      Despite knowing I shouldn't let it, a small thrill travels through me. "I see."

      "So, do you wish to dance?" he prompts. "I believe our time is limited before we are trampled by thirsty dancers."

      I take a deep breath. "I'll dance with you." I set down my glass and put my hand in his. I'm not sure this is the finest idea. I'm not particularly known for my skills at dancing, even with the practice. Then again, I have no reason to believe that I'm known for anything. The gentlemen of the ton have quite forgotten me. Not that I blame them.

      Elias doesn't waste any time leading me onto the floor, and I try not to think too much about what this might mean. The answer is nothing. It is just two childhood friends taking a moment to enjoy ourselves, nothing more than that.

      "I have to ask, is the thought of marrying me so abhorrent that you don't wish people to even consider that it could be a possibility?" Elias asks me once we've taken our places.

      "Of course it isn't," I respond firmly. "I have every reason to believe that you would make someone a very fine husband."

      "Then why is it such an issue should someone hear me call you Agatha?"

      "You can do better than me for a wife," I respond, suddenly very interested in the couple opposite, while being completely unable to make out anything about them.

      "I do not believe that would be true."

      I let out a bitter laugh. "I am three and thirty," I remind him. "As you well know. I am well past the ideal marrying age."

      "We are shifters, Agatha, it is hardly old at all."

      "Tell that to my mother." Tears spring at the corners of my eyes as I think about the number of times she's told me how undesirable I am as a wife due to my age. Up until a few years ago, I still held hope that I could change to prove her wrong, but over time, my confidence in that has waned. There's no reason to truly suppose that anyone would be interested in marrying me right now.

      "Perhaps I shall," Elias murmurs, almost too quietly for me to hear.

      I turn around, looking at him with pleading eyes. "Please do not."

      There's a strange expression on his face. "Agatha..."

      Whatever he is about to say is cut off by the music swelling. These dances are designed for us to be able to have a conversation, but I know better than to entertain any notions from the conversation he's having with me. None of his suggestions are serious, and if I am certain of one thing, it is that I will never be Elias' baroness.
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      Agatha

      

      A pleasant breeze drifts past me, blowing my hair free of its pins. I didn't bother to redo it. There is truly no need when I'm in the garden of my own home and no one is likely to come by here, never mind to see me.

      I turn the page of my book and let out a contented sigh. As much as I hate to be the disappointment Mother believes I am to be, there is a part of me that is happy to sit in the garden and read rather than tending to a house or whatever such other tasks befall married women.

      A brief pang of longing travels through me. Not to be married, but to have someone with whom I could share a great love. From the way it seems when I read about it in books, and the whispers I hear from Harriet and her friends, it is a feeling unlike any other. Even if I don't want to admit it, I want to feel that.

      One of the servants comes out of the house and over to me. I frown, not really knowing what to expect from their arrival when I don't have any events to be ready for today.

      "Ma'am," she says, dipping into a curtsy. "There is a gentleman caller for you."

      "A caller?"

      "Yes, ma'am. Lady Spineforth is not in at the moment. Do you wish for me to send him away?"

      I start to nod, but then pause. "Did he give his name?"

      "Lord Hedging, ma'am."

      I suck in a breath. "He is a childhood friend. Perhaps you would show him out to the gardens? There are plenty of chaperones here." I can spy three gardeners just from where I'm sitting now. I'm not entirely sure the garden requires that much keeping, but I know there is no arguing with my mother about things such as that. She would no doubt tell me that I don't know anything about keeping a house in order and of course it needs more than I believe it does. Gardeners aren't technically chaperones, but I doubt anyone is going to question it, considering it is unlikely that I shall ever marry anyway.

      "Of course, ma'am." If the maid believes I am making a mistake, she keeps the thought to herself and disappears back into the house, hopefully to collect Elias and bring him here.

      There is a part of me that thinks this is too much of a risk, but then again, what do I have to lose? No one is going to marry me anyway thanks to my age, so being ruined isn't precisely an issue. And if Elias thinks it's too much of a risk for him, then he won't come through to the garden.

      It isn't until I see him stepping out through the double doors and in the garden that I realise how much I wanted him to decide it didn't matter and that speaking with me was worth the risk.

      I set down my book and get to my feet, making sure that I'm presentable. At least the sun is shining, which brings out my better features.

      "Miss Spineforth," Elias says with a surprisingly deep bow.

      "My Lord." I curtsy in return. "Would you like some refreshments, or would you prefer to simply take a turn around the gardens?"

      "I believe the latter would be delightful," he responds, stepping forward and offering me his arm.

      The maid looks uncertain about allowing this, but I don't give her a chance to say anything as I slip my arm through Elias's and the two of us start to walk together.

      "You know that we might be the subject of some gossip if we continue our walk?" I ask him.

      He chuckles. "I'm sure that could end up being the case today anyway."

      "Whatever do you mean?" I draw us around the maze, not daring to go within it, even if there is a part of me that wishes for the privacy. There are some boundaries that I will not cross, even if it is to talk with an old friend.

      "I don't believe I made my intentions clear the other evening," Elias says.

      I frown. "When we were at the ball?"

      "Yes."

      "I'm afraid I have no idea of what you're referring to."

      "And that is precisely the problem," Elias responds. "I was trying to make it clear that I intend to ask you to marry me."

      Despite knowing I shouldn't, I stop in my tracks. We're out of sight of the house, and the maid who brought Elias to me, though there are still several gardeners around, each of them busy with their own work. Hopefully, none of them can overhear our conversation. And if they can, that they do not choose to report it to my mother until I have entirely processed what Elias is saying.

      "You wish to ask me to marry you?" I repeat.

      "If that is something that would please you," Elias says.

      "Why would you want that?" I ask. "You must know that I am not a desirable match according to the majority of the ton."

      "I can not say I care for their opinions," Elias responds. "Particularly when I do not share them."

      "Elias, I am not a good potential wife," I point out. "I am over thirty, and have no prospects."

      "Is that true? Or have you had suitors who have pursued you, but you have never noticed?" The expression on his face makes it seem as if his question is genuine.
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