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        A falcon shifter who prefers to look at the stars than dance at the ball, and the secret Duke falling for her must navigate the Shifter Season.

      

        

      
        Miss Mary Falnor much prefers intellectual discussions to formal balls, especially as the last thing she expects to find at them is a husband.

      

        

      
        When the Duke of Clawdon encounters a young lady willing to get to know him as Stephen instead of His Grace, he realises exactly what he's been missing. But it soon becomes clear that Mary has no idea who he actually is.

      

        

      
        Can Mary unravel the secrets of the falcon-shifting duke without losing her heart in the process?

        -

        The Falcon and the Bluestocking is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with a heroine who would prefer to be learning, falcon shifters, and a secret duke.

      

        

      
        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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      Mary

      

      The chatter of dozens of young women fluttering from one gentleman to another is almost more than I can bear. I do not understand how people can enjoy events such as these, with all of the people and the conversation that never leads anywhere. I do not wish to converse with someone about the weather unless it is an in-depth consideration of how it comes to be. Nor do I have any desire to engage in the compliments that are taken as flirtation but are nothing more than an excuse to stare at people for longer than is proper.

      I flick open my fan and cover my face lest anyone catch a glimpse of my scowl.

      "Careful, Mary, or someone will discern that you don't wish to be there," a familiar voice says.

      I turn and offer one of my dearest friends a genuine smile. "Lady Cygnus," I say, dipping into a curtsy.

      "Really, Mary?" Amusement belays her admonishment.

      "You are a future countess."

      "And you are one of my closest friends," she reminds me.

      "It is only upon greeting, Letty," I promise. "Where is Georgiana, I have not seen her yet."

      The swan shifter raises an eyebrow. "She did not receive an invitation."

      "But she said..."

      "I shall rephrase. Her invitation was rescinded."

      "By whom?" I do not understand how anyone would find that acceptable.

      "Lady Sheerly. She is a friend of Georgiana's mother, I assume she is being punished for marrying Captain Stone without their permission. Or more accurately, for breaking her betrothal to a future viscount in order to do it."

      "That is highly unfair."

      "That is society," Letty responds, a matter-of-fact tone in her voice that has just a hint of frustration behind it. I can tell that she is not best pleased by the turn of events. And I must admit that I am not either, even if I do not fully understand how the situation came to pass.

      "Then we should not have come. We should have shown solidarity to Georgiana and visited her."

      Letty gives me a sad smile. "We can not do that without damaging our reputations."

      "You are a..."

      "Yes, I am a future countess. But you are not. You can not ruin your prospects of a good marriage by making enemies of the other members of the ton."

      "I do not wish for marriage prospects," I mutter, though I am aware that there is truth in what she is saying, especially as it would not just be my prospects, but my sister's too. "I am content with my books and learning."

      "You may change your mind. But if you do not, at least you have your fortune." She sighs wistfully, though I do not believe it is for the freedom not to marry. She is more than perfectly content with Lord Cygnus, I have seen the way the two of them are with one another. No one would ever think anything of them other than that they are perfectly in love.

      "Mmm, that is a solace, even if Father's title passed to a fourth cousin." Frustration comes through my words, mostly as it is something I have lamented many times. "What would it be like to be a baron in my own right? Why should I not be?" If Father's title had passed to me, then there would be so much more I could do. Both for myself, and for Emily.

      Letty smiles dotingly at me, and I know I have lost her. She is so sickeningly in love with her husband that she has not given any thought to why she needs him in order to become a countess.

      "It's the way it is," she says simply, proving my words to be true.

      "Perhaps it should not be that way," I respond. Though I am aware that I am fortunate to still have money, all things considered. If Father had not left provisions in his will for the event of his untimely demise, then my sister and I would have found ourselves at the mercy of said fourth cousin, a near stranger to us. Instead, I am able to spend the Season here in Lynden, while Emily resides with our aunt and hates it. I wish I could bring her with me, but as she is not yet presented at court and I am not in a position to present her yet, it is not an option.

      "I believe Lady Batloam wishes to speak with you," Letty says, nodding over to where a portly woman is trying to make her way over.

      "I should speak with her, will you be well on your own?" I ask, worrying about the fact that she will have no company. Normally when I leave to engage in other conversations, I am leaving my friends together.

      "I shan't be alone for long," she promises. "Lord Cygnus is sure to rescue me."

      "But you can not dance, that is not proper." Though it seems particularly cruel to me that married couples are not supposed to dance together. A ridiculous rule if anyone asks me. But then again, many of the rules we live by are just that.

      "It is a shame," she agrees. "We shall likely take a turn around the gardens. I do rather enjoy his company."

      "Something the entire ton is aware of," I point out, remembering the small scandal the two of them caused earlier in the Season. It has since diminished into the background, particularly with others having risen up in the meantime.

      "Enjoy your conversation, Mary," she responds with an affectionate smile, heading over to where her husband is speaking with Lord Renarton.

      I watch her go, envying the grace with which she moves. I feel like I lack it, even if I do not truly wish for it. I push the longing to the side and turn my attention towards Lady Batloam, dipping into a curtsy as she approaches.

      "Miss Falnor, how are you this fine evening?" she asks with a friendly smile.

      "Very well, Lady Batloam. I trust you are enjoying the diversions here?"

      She lets out a hearty laugh. "I fear I am not enjoying them nearly as much as the discussion several evenings ago. You will be attending our next soirée, will you not?"

      "I should like to," I respond, as always fearing somewhat that she is going to rescind her invitation for me to join her at any moment. I do not know why I believe so when she has never done such a thing, but it is a hard concern to rid myself of.

      "Excellent, it is at the usual place and time. I believe there will be several new faces this week for me to introduce you to," she says.

      "There shall?" Surprise creeps into my voice even though I do not mean it to. Perhaps her daughter is finally going to make an appearance. From what I have heard, she has been living in the country with a relative to further her pianoforte skills this Season, mostly in preparation for her own introduction to society next year.

      A knowing smile crosses the older woman's face. "I have been busy, Miss Falnor, seeking out minds such as your own. There are many people in the ton who wish to speak of less frivolous matters than silks and dances."

      "I am relieved to hear it," I respond, still lost in thought.

      "Mmm. Though there is something to be said for frivolity." A youthful smile accompanies the words. "There is no shame in enjoying the company of others when there is simply fun to be had."

      "I fear I never find as much enjoyment on the dance floor as I do when engaging in discussion with a keen mind." Though there is something to be said for spending balls in the company of my friends, I am partial to that.

      "Perhaps one day you shall find someone who shall engage both for you," she says.

      "Is that what you discovered with the Earl?" The question hangs between us before I can think to recall it.

      Lady Batloam smiles. "No, the Earl and I were not a love match. Our parents brokered the marriage. But we have found a peace in that and I count him amongst my dearest friends."

      I frown. "Is that what marriage is for? Finding a friend?"

      "Marriage is for a great many things, Miss Falnor. And should you find yourself wed, I have no doubt that you shall make it into something entirely your own." The way she says it makes it sound almost as if it is a fact. But I do not believe that will be the case.

      "I do not believe that I will ever wed. I believe I shall become a spinster."

      Lady Batloam chuckles. "I have heard many of the young ladies who frequent my soirées utter words such as those, and more than one of them has ended up falling for someone shortly after."

      "That shall not be me."

      "We shall see, Miss Falnor, we shall see." She gives me a knowing smile and takes her leave.

      I let out a frustrated sigh. What is the point of having independent means if everyone simply wishes me to marry anyway? But it is of no matter what they wish. I do not want to be a wife. I wish to live my life in pursuit of my own interests, and that is precisely what I intend to do.
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      Stephen

      

      I step down from my carriage and take a deep breath of fresh air. It's been a while since I have managed to make it to one of Lady Batloam's soirées, and I am glad that I can make it now.

      "That will be all, Phillips," I instruct my footman as I depart from my carriage and make my way up to the ornate front door that will lead into the Batloams' Lyden House. Ornate carvings around the arches make it clear what kind of shifters they are, for everywhere I look, there are bats frolicking through the stone. It truly is a marvel that humans are still unaware of the magical beings living among them. I am certain that the witches and vampires living in Lynden are just as inconspicuous as the shifters.

      The loud crack of the door opening sounds before I even reach it.

      "Your Grace," the servant on the other side says with a dip of his head.

      "Good evening," I respond with what I hope is a pleasant smile. No matter what my position in society is, it never hurts to be polite to people.

      "Her Ladyship and guests are in the parlour by the library," the servant says.

      "Thank you." I smile, but he doesn't respond beyond another small nod. Which is not a surprise, most of the servants do not seem to know how to react around me. I suspect they are somewhat surprised to find a Duke visiting with the scholarly Lady Batloam. Or perhaps they are like that with everyone. It would be much more usual for me to be visiting with Lord Batloam than with his wife, but while the Earl is a perfectly pleasant gentleman and is known for his joviality, he is not the sharpest wit to have ever been graced with a title.

      I make my way through the familiar surroundings and towards the sound of spirited conversation, feeling myself relax with every step. While everyone here knows who I am and the position I hold, they are also well aware of Lady Batloam's rules about everyone being treated equally. Being able to speak without fear of ending the conversation by expressing my opinion is rather freeing, and one of the reasons I like to come here when my duties allow.

      I step inside the room, drawing the attention of the hostess, who hurries over with a large smile on her face. She is rather clearly enjoying the event so far.

      "Your Grace, I wasn't expecting you this evening," she says in greeting, gesturing for one of the servants to fetch me a drink.

      "I was not aware I could make it until an hour ago," I admit. "I had a prior engagement that was done sooner than I anticipated." Much to my delight.

      "It is most excellent. How long has it been since we last saw you here?" she asks.

      "I believe it was before the beginning of the Season," I respond, hating that it has been so long. The last thing I wish is for Lady Batloam to believe that I do not value the evenings she hosts. "Far longer than I intended it to be."

      "Ah, well you are with us now, Your Grace. The rules have not changed."

      "I should hope not, they are one of the reasons invitations to your soirées are the most sought after for anyone with sense," I assure her.

      She lets out a bemused laugh. "Does your flattery know no bounds, Your Grace? I am a married lady."

      I nod my head, but do not speak more of it. We are both aware that my flattery is not flirtation, even if it might be for another.

      The servant appears with a glass of brandy, and I smile at him in appreciation. It is impressive how well the Batloams' staff remember their guests, even those who have been absent for far too long.

      "I have had a new telescope set up in the far room, should you wish to inspect it," Lady Batloam says. "You seemed particularly fond of the astronomy books we had delivered last year."

      "I shall head straight there," I respond, feeling excitement rising up within me. She is not wrong about my love of the stars, I simply wish I had more time to study them.

      "Then I shall leave you to it. Your Grace." It is possible to hear the dismissal in her tone. "I wish you a pleasant evening."

      "Likewise, My Lady," I return in kind, my mind already on what I'm going to find in the side room between the parlour and the library. It is an unusual layout for a house, but one I suspect has been adapted to allow Lady Batloam to have her soirées. I am not privy to what goes on behind closed doors in regard to her marriage, but it would appear that she and Lord Batloam are well-suited for one another at the very least in understanding one another.

      I take a sip of my brandy, enjoying the smooth taste of a familiar vintage, and step into the small room, stopping in my tracks at the sight of a young woman turning towards me. Her eyes widen, and the two of us stay as we are, frozen and locked in some kind of connection with no name.

      "I'm sorry, I did not realise anyone was here," I say quickly.

      "It is no trouble, I am simply studying the star charts," she responds, gesturing to the large wooden desk with unrolled maps on it.

      Everything about the way she moves suggests she is nobility, but she does not have the same air of always trying to please me that some members of society do.

      "I can leave," I say.

      "There is no need. There is plenty of room for the two of us to work," she says brightly. "I'm Mary." She holds out her hand to me.

      I stare at it for a moment, somewhat confused by the abrupt way she is introducing herself to me. This is not how I am normally greeted by young ladies.

      "I must apologise, I should not have introduced myself that way. I am Miss Falnor." She starts to retract her hand, but I reach out to catch it before she can.

      The warmth of her palm against mine is almost too much, especially as she is not wearing gloves as she should be. Despite that, I shake her hand firmly.

      "A pleasure to meet you, Mary. I'm Stephen." I do not think twice about giving her my forename.

      A small smile spreads over her face. "Stephen," she responds. "It is a good name. It suits you."

      I raise an eyebrow and finally let go of her hand. "You do not know the first thing about me."

      "I know that your name is Stephen," she responds. "And that you have an interest in the stars."

      "How would you know that?"

      "Your face lit up when I said that was what I was doing," she points out. "Which is just as well for me because I do not understand the first thing about these charts."

      "Then why are you looking at them?" I ask, my curiosity chasing away any lingering sense of impropriety. Either Miss Falnor has no idea who I am, or she does not care. Regardless of which is the truth, it is rather refreshing. Lady Batloam may attempt to insist that everyone attending her soirées be treated as equals, but it is rare to meet someone who can completely ignore who I am, and I plan to make the most of it.

      "How else will I learn them?" she responds as if it's the most obvious thing in the world. "Is that not why you are here? To learn."
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