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        An unexpected betrothal leads the rebellious Shifter Heir to sneak out to a ball and meet a handsome Count.

      

        

      
        Josephine, the Shifter Heir, knows that she is expected to be perfect at everything, and that includes marrying the man her parents pick out for her. But when that day comes, she realises that she wants to go to at least one more ball first.

      

        

      
        The Count of Strizenzia has been sent to Egria to marry, the only problem is the enchanting tiger shifter he meets by chance in the ballroom.

      

        

      
        Can Josephine and Otto find a way to be together or does fate have other plans?

        -

        The Heir and the Tiger is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with the heir to the throne who is determined to experience balls for the first time without the royal pressure, and a charming foreign tiger shifter who is about to sweep her off her feet.

      

        

      
        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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      Josephine

      

      I head into the dining room, my stomach rumbling and hastening me to break my fast. I wish I could have some meals delivered to my room, but Mother would never allow it. She is always speaking of how things appear to others, including the servants who may talk about the things we do within the palace.

      One of the footmen opens the doors for me and I step inside and freeze as I notice Mother sitting at the head of the table.

      "Your Majesty," I say, dipping into a curtsy.

      "Ah, Josephine." She waves the servants away, causing a kernel of dread to twist around in my stomach. I do not know what she wishes from me, but I am certain that it can not be good.

      I take a deep breath and try to dampen the urge to shift into my tiger form and run away. I know Mother has my best interests in mind, but her instructions often feel so contrary to my own.

      I pull out my chair and take a seat. I wish to pour myself a cup of tea, but I don't trust my hands enough. Surely they will shake and give away my nerves.

      "I was hoping to speak with you this morning," Mother says.

      I nod. That much is obvious. And concerning. She must be worrying about my response to what she is about to say.

      "I have most excellent news to share with you," she says.

      "That is wonderful, Mother," I respond without emotion. She barely listens to what I have to say, which means that I am safe to use such a tone with her.

      "You are to be married."

      The dining room spins around me as I try to process precisely what that means. "Married?" I echo.

      "Yes. Your betrothed will be arriving shortly."

      Shock rushes through me. "My betrothed?"

      "He is the youngest son of a Hapsburg Duke. A tiger shifter, so you do not have to worry about lineage."

      "I can not say that's my foremost concern," I murmur.

      "It should be, the lineage of the Shifter Throne is important."

      "I am not even the heir to the Shifter Throne," I point out. "You have chosen not to name me as such."

      Mother's amber eyes flare with anger at my words. "You are making assumptions you are not in a place to make."

      "I am simply stating the facts, Your Majesty," I respond, not allowing my frustration into my voice. It has always vexed me that Mother has not announced me as her heir, especially when she speaks of things such as the bloodline of the throne such as now.

      She purses her lips. "I have every intention of announcing that you are my heir, after you are married."

      I raise an eyebrow. "So my marriage is part of the condition for me to succeeding you?"

      "Of course. It is important that you marry the right person to secure our line and the strength of our kingdom."

      It is hard to consider the strength of a kingdom whose subjects are in hiding, but I do not voice that opinion. I have mentioned before that I believe it would be better if we did not have to hide our status as shifters to the world, but Mother always shuts me down and does not allow me to continue.

      Perhaps that is something I will be able to change when I am Queen myself.

      "If I agree to this betrothal, then you will announce me as your heir?" I check.

      "Only once you are married," she counters. "And there is no agreeing, Josephine, the contracts are signed and the deed is all but done."

      The world stands still as the words sink in. Mother is not speaking of a choice, she is speaking of something that has been done and can not be changed. I have lived in this world for long enough that I know a betrothal contract should not be broken, no matter what the cause.

      "Very well," I say stiffly.

      Mother gives me a look that makes me believe she expects me to argue with her, but I am aware that there is no point.

      "May I be excused?"

      She nods firmly, probably having expected more of a fight from me, but if I am to meet the man I am to marry within a week, then I must set some plans in motion in order for me to enjoy what little freedom I still have.

      I rise from the table, my appetite completely gone considering the situation. I shall have to slip down to the kitchens when hunger overtakes me. They are almost always willing to give me some bread and stew when I have not been able to eat.

      I hurry down the ornate corridor before remembering that I am supposed to be taking appearances into account. I slow my pace and hold my head up high. I make my expression as blank as possible, though no one pays enough heed to me to be able to ascertain my emotions, something I am grateful for. That way nothing will get back to my mother about how I am feeling.

      It isn't until I slip into my bed-chamber and close the door behind me that I let out a tense breath. I press my hand against my chest, focusing on the feel of it even through the fabric of my dress.

      Marriage? Not just that, but marriage to a stranger? This is not something I have ever wished for, and if I had a say, it is not something I would choose.

      The servant's door opens and my maid steps in, surprise flitting over her face when she sees me. "Your Highness," she says, dipping into a curtsy.

      I smile weakly. "I am not a princess," I remind her for what feels like the hundredth time. "I am simply..." I trail off, uncertain precisely what the answer to that should be.

      "The daughter of the Shifter Queen?"

      "And a Duke," I murmur.

      She gives me a knowing smile.

      "It is fine, you can call me whatever you wish."

      "But only within these walls, I am aware," she responds. "Though I must admit, I did not expect you back so soon, My Lady. I thought you were breaking your fast."

      "My mother was there." I do what I can not to let bitterness seep into my tone.

      "That is unusual. I thought she liked to take her meals in her office?"

      "She wished to speak to me about the matter of my marriage," I mutter.

      Lucinda's eyes widen. "Are you to finally attend a ball along with the rest of the ton in order to find a husband?"

      "Not on my mother's orders."

      She lets out a bemused laugh. "Then I shall make sure the guards at the west entrance are paid their bribes, and that your cloak is ready."

      I sigh with relief. "Thank you. I know that it is a risk for you to help me this way."

      She shrugs. "I enjoy the balls myself," she admits. "And if it was not for you, I would never be able to attend. It is purely for selfish reasons that I wish for you to go."
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