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      Prince Owin

      

      Being a fierce predator—not at all adorable, despite my graceful stature—the last thing I needed was a bodyguard. Especially a wolf shifter, whose presence alone was an insult to my princely principles. As Prince of the Ocelot Shifters, I prided myself on my infallible feline instincts, uncompromisable dignity, and flawless fashion sense. If having a canine follow me around at all times wasn’t bad enough, I now faced the most important moment of my entire life. The time had come to prove I was worthy of my crown. If only I could find a way to get rid of the pesky bodyguard.

      

      Grimmwolf

      

      When the King of All Shifters asked me to guard Prince Owin, I admit I had no idea what to expect. Cat shifters tend to be a little intense, not to mention kinda cranky. Owin was no exception, though he seemed crankier than most. Being his bodyguard was proving to be one of the greatest challenges of my life—but not nearly as great as convincing him there was something special between us. When Owin is faced with a perilous quest to prove his worth, I was determined to keep him safe, even if the same couldn’t be said of my heart.
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      Today was the day. How very exciting!

      “The princesses did exceptionally well. I’m so proud of them.” I sat back against the pillows Jean had fluffed for me as he did every morning. He puttered around my royal chambers, opening the many curtains in preparation for a new day. Bright sunlight cascaded through the windows, casting a warm glow throughout the expansive ivory room and reflecting off the many gold accents. What a gorgeous morning. Perfect for a quest.

      “They’re certainly worthy of their titles, Your Majesty. I’m sure the princes will be no different.” Jean finished his task before bringing me my breakfast tray. The scent of freshly brewed coffee and bacon crisped to perfection wafted through the air, and my stomach grumbled. One would think I hadn’t been fed in decades. He placed the tray over my lap, and I smiled affectionately at the small vase with the single flower. Jean had been bringing me my breakfast since I could remember—which was quite a long time for an immortal—and he always remembered the flower.

      “What?” Jean asked, a bemused smile on his handsome face. “You’re quiet.”

      “Nothing. You’re so very good to me,” I said, beaming up at him. He might not be able to see me smile, but he could sense it. He’d been at my side for so long, he didn’t need his heightened senses to see me or even know what I was thinking. Jean had lost his sight a lifetime ago, but he’d found other ways to “see.” He chuckled and shook his head at me as he made his way over to the ivory couch to the right of the room.

      “Well, someone has to keep you out of trouble,” Jean teased.

      I laughed and took a sip of my coffee as he sat. Today his suit was a plum color that looked particularly good with his fair skin. Whereas my dark hair always seemed in disarray, his was combed and neatly parted to one side. He sat where he did every morning, one long elegant leg crossed over the other. As I ate my breakfast, he went over my itinerary. When all the boring stuff was out of the way, we came to the fun part.

      “On to the princes, then.” I rubbed my hands together in glee. “Who’s up first?” Done with my tray, I moved it to one side and got out of bed. Jean was immediately at my side, helping me with my robe.

      “Prince Owin of the Ocelots.”

      “Ah, yes. He’s adorable, isn’t he?” I crossed the room to my walk-in closet. What to wear?

      Jean stepped up beside me and ran his fingers over the shoulders of the suits in front of me, each one tailored to fit my frame and stature, no two alike in color, fabric, or style.

      “Wear the red three-piece suit with the gold embroidery and the black robe. I wouldn’t let him hear you say that, Your Majesty, but yes, he is adorable.”

      “And feisty. This is going to be fun.” I pulled the suit off the rack. “Good choice.”

      “You’re a little bit evil, my king.”

      I snapped my jaws at him, making him laugh. “Come now, Jean. He needs it. We both know it. Some of my children are rather….”

      “Royal pains,” he replied with a knowing smile.

      “Well put, Jean.”

      “Thank you, My Liege”

      I handed the suit to Jean, who then busied himself laying it out on my bed while I went about my morning routine. Once I’d brushed my teeth and showered, I returned to Jean.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jean asked from behind me.

      “One second. I forgot to grab underwear.” I turned, not realizing he stood so close, and ran into him. “Goddess above. I’m so sorry, Jean.” I grabbed him to steady him, and he put his hands on my waist.

      “You’re naked,” he said through a gasp.

      I chuckled. “I’m always naked before I get dressed.”

      His cheeks turned a lovely shade of pink, which was a first, and I put my hand to his brow. He jumped with a start.

      “Goodness, are you all right?”

      “Yes. Sorry, I, um, must be a little off this morning. Those pesky fairies were playing outside my window again last night.”

      “I’ll speak with their queen. They’ve been warned about playing tricks on the staff. Our agreement was they could enjoy the palace grounds and gardens, provided they behave themselves.” I couldn’t help but worry. Jean wasn’t merely my advisor; he was my truest friend. I felt lucky to have him at my side. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      Jean smiled brightly. “Absolutely. As I was saying, do you think this is a good idea?”

      Taking Jean’s word that he was fine, I fetched a pair of red boxer-briefs and pulled them on before returning to the bed. “Of course it’s a good idea. My ideas are always brilliant.”

      He cocked his head to one side and scrunched up his nose. “Are they?”

      I arched an eyebrow at him. “You don’t think so?”

      “Remember your disco phase in the seventies? You had a disco ball installed in each room, and every morning when the staff opened the curtains, they were blinded. Poor Alistair tripped over a footrest and fell off the balcony. Good thing the rosebush broke his fall.”

      I cringed. “Poor Alastair. Margaret was pulling thorns out of his butt for hours.” I waved a hand in dismissal. “Perhaps not my brightest idea, but this idea is brilliant. Every generation of shifter nobility brings with it a new set of challenges. The more my shifter children are exposed to humanity, the more I question whether the decision to bring our worlds together was a wise one.”

      I quickly pulled on my socks, then slipped into the shirt Jean held out to me, followed by my pants and then the vest. Once everything was buttoned, Jean held my jacket out to me, and I slipped my arms into the sleeves. “Many believe I made a grave error in exposing my children to humans, but the world has changed so much, Jean. Magical creatures across the globe are dying, fading into nothingness. Their stories lost and forgotten. I won’t allow that to happen to my children. I won’t. Humans are keeping us all alive, even if they don’t realize it.”

      Our magical world was as complicated as the human one. A melting pot of legendary creatures and monsters. Unlike the human world, we magical beings found ways to coexist. It was either that or perish, and we were all quite fond of living, especially with our survival becoming more challenging with every millennium.

      As King of All Shifters, my kingdom stretched across the globe, each shifter species ruled by its own shifter prince or princess. Every magical creature species possessed a monarchy of sorts, a family to rule over them, keep the peace, and look out for them.

      Some creatures preferred to live in secret, hidden away in forests, caves, or bodies of water, while others preferred to live among humans. Some even formed their own humanlike towns and cities, hiding in plain sight. Very clever, my children. But then the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it? Humans had no idea. I found it amusing they never thought to question why there were so many lumberjacks in Longview, Washington. Beaver shifters. A whole city of them, one of many actually. Who did the humans think invented lumberjacking? Jean’s hand on my shoulder snapped me out of my thoughts. I had a habit of letting them run away with me.

      “You did what any good father would have done. You’ve taught your children to survive. If that means walking among humans, then so be it. We must all adapt to this changing world or be left behind.” Jean smoothed down the front of my jacket, then buttoned it up for me. He placed a hand on my shoulder, a little lower than usual so it covered part of my heart. His smile warmed me. I laid my hand over his.

      “Thank you, Jean. What would I do without you?”

      “You would be sad.”

      His words were unexpected and squeezed my heart in a way no words ever had. “Yes, I think I would be.” We stood in silence for a slip of time, our hands touching. “You know, it’s not necessary for you to wear that bandage around your eyes.” He was so self-conscious about anyone seeing his eyes. To me they were beautiful—pools of fathomless aquamarine. Jean feared the lack of pupil would frighten those around him, but I couldn’t imagine anyone being afraid of such a wonderful creature. As close as we were, Jean had never entrusted me with what manner of magical creature he was, and his scent was unlike anything I had ever come across. It hurt a little, but I trusted him with my life. He had his reasons.

      “I know.” He placed his hand to my cheek, his thumb caressing my skin. “We should go. Mustn’t keep the brat waiting.”

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Oh, how I do love you, Jean.” Throwing my arm around his shoulders, we headed for the door.

      Jean’s reply was so soft, I barely heard him. “I love you too, Your Majesty.”

      “This is going to be such fun.”
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      The time had come.

      I had finally been summoned by King Alarick. Next to my coronation day, this should have been the most exciting moment of my life, but was I jubilant over the occasion? No, I was vexed, oh so very vexed. Why? Because I was forced to share this moment with the most infuriating creature in all existence!

      Grimmwolf.

      Goddess above, who named this guy? Grimm was the most annoying wolf I had ever come across. Did I mention he was infuriating? First of all, he was a wolf. He smelled like a wolf. Ugh, so gross. It wasn’t bad enough King Alarick assigned me a new bodyguard—one I couldn’t get rid of—but a wolf? Of all the magical creatures in all the realms, why a canine shifter? The very idea had me instinctively drawing my claws out and hissing as I stomped up and down the ornate carpet in front of the king’s throne room. I, Prince Owin of the Ocelot Shifters, regal and pretty, was saddled with an overgrown, hairy dog. This was wrong on so many levels.

      I tried to distract myself with my surroundings. It wasn’t every day one was called to the palace. As the King of All Shifters, King Alarick’s palace was like its own city, nestled among lush forests on Heart Island in the St. Lawrence River. My palace would fit in his palace. His was grand in design, reminding me of several of the human palaces—all ivory walls and gleaming marble floors, gold accents, and red carpets—with the exception of the decor. Where most human palaces featured the royal family’s human ancestors, the many paintings and statues around King Alarick’s palace featured our shifter history, proudly displaying all manner of shifters, from the most delicate and beautiful to the most terrifying.

      No one knew who birthed King Alarick, but we did know the sun was involved, hence the golden suns featured throughout the palace’s decor. It was really quite breathtaking. Spinning on my heels, I smacked into a wall and bounced off. Oh, wait, not a wall. Stupid wolf. Why did they all need to be so darn tall? Not that I envied his stature. Not. At. All. Naturally wolf shifters were bigger than ocelot shifters, and bodyguard wolves were even bigger than regular wolves, so it wasn’t the brute’s fault he took up so much space. I glared at the beast.

      “I can’t believe you chose that to wear to see the king,” I hissed, waving my arms at his general person. “Humans invented fashion for a reason. Look at me.” I stood tall and motioned to my tailored blue suit and cute little bow tie, which I could totally pull off because I was fabulous. “Now look at you.”

      Grimm shrugged. “This is my uniform. It’s what I always wear. Everything in my wardrobe is exactly the same.”

      “Exactly!”

      “That makes no sense. You make no sense.”

      I poked him in the chest. “I don’t have to make sense. I’m the prince.”

      “You’re something all right,” Grimm muttered.

      “What did you say?” I narrowed my eyes at him, sizing him up once again in case by some miracle the guy had shrunk. Over the last six months that I’d been stuck with him, I’m not proud to admit I’d been tempted to smack him on more than one occasion, but that would have required having a chair brought to me, and that sort of indignity was beneath me. I could have shifted and bitten him, but again, not how the Prince of the Ocelot Shifters should comport himself. Or so I’d been told by my advisor. Several times. Whatever. I was the prince! If I couldn’t randomly bite someone who annoyed me, what good was my title? I was a cat, for crying out loud. Might as well tell the birds they shouldn’t chirp or fly.

      Grimm pointed to the large painting on the wall beside us. “Isn’t that an interesting piece of art?”

      “Don’t try to distract me, you—” I made the mistake of glancing to where he pointed. “Oh, it is, isn’t it? Look, there’s a little rabbit in its burrow!” I loved rabbits. Granted, I mostly enjoyed eating them, but they were fluffy and cute when they weren’t being eaten. They were an ocelot favorite, but then so were most small creatures that we could hunt and catch. Not that I couldn’t catch something bigger than myself if I wanted, but that’s what the royal hunters were for. As if I’d get my fur dirty.

      “You’re right,” Grimm replied, sounding amused.

      “Of course I am. I’m⁠—”

      “The prince,” he said with a smile. “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten.”

      “I loathe you.”

      “And I think you’re adorable.”

      I hissed at him. Adorable? I was a predator! I was fierce! Fierce, I say! Stature wasn’t everything you know. Grimm was clearly compensating for something with his size and height.

      “You’re only strengthening my case, really.”

      “And you look like you’re about to go to war.”

      He seemed to consider this. “As I’ve been assigned by the king to guard you, that’s a fair observation. And a fact.”

      I chose to ignore that. “What’s with the gray camouflage?” Honestly, of all the clothing options available to us. The wolf had no sense of style whatsoever. My image had suffered greatly since his arrival. At least I thought so.

      Grimm pointed to his face—“It matches my eyes.”—then his head. “And my hair.”

      “I’m sorry, are you telling me you wear an all gray military uniform because it matches your eyes and your hair?” He couldn’t be serious, could he? Then again, he was a canine, and they were… easily distracted. Perhaps I should have done some research on wolves when he’d been assigned to me?

      “I’m a gray wolf. See what I did there? Actually, I just like gray. But hey”—he pointed to his chest—“this part’s black.” He wiggled his fingers, drawing my attention to the black fingerless gloves. “See? Also black.”

      “And what’s with all the pockets?” I motioned to his pants. “Who needs that many pockets?” No response. Ugh, whatever. “You’re a bodyguard. Shouldn’t you be wearing a suit or something?”

      “That’s a little cliché, don’t you think?”

      I rolled my eyes and started pacing again. This day was nerve-racking as it was, without adding him into the mix. “I don’t understand why King Alarick would assign you to me. I really don’t.”

      “Probably because you ran off every other bodyguard you ever had, and anyone who hasn’t been your bodyguard refuses to be in the same realm as you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Such drama queens.”

      “Or,” Grimm said, holding up a finger. “Hear me out now. Or, maybe you being a complete and utter jerk is the reason they wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire. No offense.”

      My jaw nearly hit the pristine red carpet. “What?”

      “I said⁠—”

      “I heard what you said! That’s the problem. Aren’t bodyguards supposed to be silent? Shouldn’t you be standing stoically, brooding while you practice your menacing scowl?”

      “Do I look like a cat to you? I’m a wolf. We don’t brood.” He paused in thought. “Okay, maybe some of us do, but generally we’re quite cheerful by nature. Unless you try to take our food. That would be bad. I enjoy conversing, smiling, and wagging my tail. Did you know a lot of humans don’t realize wolves can wag their tails?”

      I stared at him. “Oh my Goddess, my bodyguard is an idiot.”

      “That’s harsh.”

      “Why are you smiling?” Who was this guy? All he did was follow me around and smile for no apparent reason.

      “Why not?”

      I was going to explode into sparkly prince confetti at any moment, I just knew it. He was going to make me burst. An earsplitting clatter made me jump and I spun around, claws at the ready. A member of the King’s staff was on the floor, picking up pieces of scattered silverware. I hurried over and dropped to my knees.

      “Here, let me help you,” I told the young girl. Her scent revealed her to be a fawn shifter. Her big brown eyes widened, and her cheeks flushed.

      “Oh! It’s not necessary, My Prince.”

      “Nonsense.” I waved a hand at her in dismissal. As if it were a hardship. “What’s your name?”

      “Ayla.”

      “Well, Ayla, did you know that the kitchen is one of my favorite places? Next to the library and gardens, of course,” I rambled on in the hopes she might feel more at ease since she was all but shaking from nervousness. “So much so that Faline—my head chef—has to chase me out more often than not. But can you blame me? It’s always so warm in there, and it smells so good.” I picked up the tray that was bigger than her and stood. Turning to Grimm, I handed it to him. “Hold this.” I swiftly helped her gather all the fallen silverware and placed it on the tray. “Where would you like this delivered? I’ll have Grimm carry it for you.”

      Ayla smiled sweetly. “Thank you, My Prince. I can take it from here. I’d simply tripped earlier. Head in the clouds.”

      “Are you sure?” She was a tiny little thing. I was certain the tray weighed more than she did.

      She nodded and curtsied before taking the tray from Grimm. “Thank you again, My Prince.” With a big smile she walked off, singing a little tune to herself.

      I turned to Grimm and arched an eyebrow at him. “You heard her. I’m the prince.”

      “Doesn’t make you any less adorable.”

      I hissed, ready to give him a princely thrashing when the huge gilded doors opened, and the king’s advisor, Lord Jean Eldrich, appeared. “The king will see you now.”

      Grimm smiled wide. “The king will see us now.”

      “I heard him!”

      With a frustrated growl, I marched into the throne room, ignoring Grimm walking beside me, his long strides making it so he was always at my side no matter how much I quickened my pace.

      The throne room was impressive with all its ivory and gold, the only color coming from the vibrant red and gold throne, but then the king who sat upon it was far more impressive. King Alarick was bigger than Grimm, broad shoulders, muscular, strong, with pitch-black hair and amber eyes you could see the cosmos in if you stood close enough. They were a little freaky, to be honest. Not that I would tell him that.

      My power came from my people, allowing me to control their shift. Technically, I could control Grimm’s shift, but a prince had to have a really, really good reason to force a shift in another species. Any prince or princess who abused their power would be stripped of it along with their title. They’d be banished from their realm. King Alarick was immortal and drew his power from all the shifter nobility, allowing him to change into any shifter he reigned over. I wondered how a prince could get in on that action. Being immortal, I mean, not action as in sexy times with the king, because ew. He was a father figure to us all, and that was not my kink. Not that I had any. Or maybe I did and didn’t know it? Being a prince sort of limited my dating options, and wow, maybe now was not the time to think about this.

      “Welcome, Prince Owin of the Ocelot Shifters, and welcome Grimmwolf of the Grimm Wolves pack.”

      I turned to Grimm. “You’re named after your pack?” So lame.

      Grimm blinked at me. “Um, no. My pack is named after me.”

      Why would a wolf pack name themselves after a bodyguard? I turned a questioning look to the king.

      “Wolf shifter hierarchy is a little more complicated than your feline shifter hierarchy due to packs. Each pack has its own alpha, but like all my shifter children, they are all still ruled by one prince or princess. Grimmwolf comes from a long line of nobility,” King Alarick offered with a proud smile. “The Grimm Wolves pack is the monarchy wolf pack. Grimm’s mother is the current alpha of the pack, while Grimm’s father is the Prince of All Wolf Shifters. Grimm is an alpha wolf and the prince’s successor.”
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