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        Georgiana believed she'd marry Henry since the day she understood what it meant. But when he goes away to war, she watched that dream slip away.

      

        

      
        After two years away, Henry returns to find Georgiana engaged, and that winning her back might not be as easy as he first thought.

      

        

      
        Can the two otter shifters find a way back to one another?

        -

        The Otter and the Officer is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with a second chance romance, a surprise baby, and some cheeky otter shifters.

      

        

      
        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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            Prologue

          

          TWO YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Georgiana

      

      The wind rushes in from the sea, pulling my hair from its pins, and making my dress tangle with my legs. I should have dressed better for the weather, as the cold sends a shiver down my spine, making a small part of me wish to run inside.

      But I don't dare.

      I can't leave. Not when I'm waiting for the person I want to see the most in the world to appear before he's sent overseas for good. I slip my hand into my pocket and fiddle with my favourite pebble, turning it over between my fingers several times in order to soothe myself. While it normally works, it doesn't seem to be the case this time, and the nervousness doesn't depart.

      The path crunches under familiar-sounding boots and I turn around. My heart skips a beat at the dark-haired figure striding towards me with purpose and determination written all over his face.

      I don't wait for him to grow closer and rush over, throwing myself into his arms. Henry captures my lips with his, kissing me as deeply and passionately as he ever has. I lose myself in the way it feels for my body to be pressed against his, and allow myself just a moment to forget about the coming distance.

      We break apart, and he reaches out to push a stray tendril of hair behind my ear.

      "Must you leave?" I ask, my voice coming out almost pleading. Which it has to be with me wishing that he wasn't going to.

      "You know I have to, Georgiana," he murmurs. "How will we have the money to wed if I don't do this?"

      "You could die, then we wouldn't be wed at all," I point out.

      A sad smile spreads over his face. "You will have to trust me that I will come back. After all, I have something precious to return to."

      "I know that you feel that way, but it doesn't change the fact that I worry about it."

      "I love you, Georgiana."

      "I love you too, Henry, but that's not the point. This isn't your war, it's one that the humans are fighting, it's no place for an otter shifter."

      "This is my country too, and my king. But you know that I am not going to war for either of them, but for you. I have a good rank, which means that I will be paid handsomely."

      "I have no need of a fortune, Henry, just you."

      "You believe that now, but will you when I have taken you from your parents' house and am unable to keep you in the manner you're accustomed to?"

      I bite my bottom lip, knowing that there is no argument I can make to convince him. We have been over them several times since he made up his mind that he would go to war in order to make the money he believes he needs to in order to properly marry me.

      "I will return," he says.

      "You must. I believe that I can avoid going to Lynden for the Season this year, but I don't think my parents will allow me to put it off next year. They expect me to be presented." And to find a husband, though I leave that part hanging between us. I don't believe he will be particularly fond of that statement, even though it is the truth.

      "I'll do everything I can to be back before the Season begins."

      "Don't make promises that you can not keep, Henry."

      "I intend to." He puts his hand in his pocket and holds out his pebble to me.

      I frown. "What is that for?"

      "For you."

      "But..."

      "I want you to keep it, Georgiana. Please. It is my promise that I'll come back to you, and that when I do, I'll be ready to make you my wife."

      I bite my bottom lip and then nod, taking it from him and slipping it into my pocket.

      "I will come back," he promises.

      "I know that you're going to try." But there is a part of me that can't ignore just how dangerous what he's doing is. Human weapons could kill him as easily as magic could.

      "Will you write to me?" he asks.

      "Of course. Every month." At least that is something that I can do in order to feel like I'm still close to him, though it is a poor consolation next to the thought of not seeing him all the time.

      "And I will do the same. This will not be for long," he assures me.

      "I know."

      "How long do you have before your parents will miss you?" he asks.

      "My maid is covering for me, I should have until the morning."

      "That is a risk."

      "Perhaps you are worth it."

      He chuckles. "I feel more that I am lucky to have someone who believes as much. If you are hungry, I have had Frederick order food to be delivered to my rooms."

      I raise an eyebrow. "You're getting a future viscount to serve you?"

      "I asked a friend if he could aid me to spend one final night with the lady I love," he corrects me.

      "When you return from war, you're going to have to repay Frederick tenfold for everything he's done for you. And for us."

      "I believe that it might be more than that. I've asked for him to watch over you while I'm gone."

      "I do not require that."

      "I know. But I trust no one more than I trust him. He is like a brother to me."

      I nod. "Perhaps Frederick is owed some of the fortune I am set to inherit."

      "You will not get that for a long time yet, one would hope."

      "I certainly do," I respond. "Now, shall we have that meal? I hope there is a fire burning already, the cold has quite gotten to me."

      "Absolutely. There is only the best for my future wife." He holds out his arm to me and I slip mine through it, resting my hand on his sleeve.

      We make our way through the sleepy fishing town, and I find myself glad that we do not live in Lynden where there are many more prying eyes who could speak of things they should not.

      Then again, perhaps if I did not wish people to talk about what I chose to do with Henry, then I should rethink doing it in the first place. I may not have a title, nor will I ever, but there is no doubt that dallying with someone below my station would be frowned upon, especially when we aren't married.

      Though I do hope that can change once he returns from war.

      I glance at Henry and my heart swells to several times its normal size. That day will not come soon enough.
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      Georgiana

      

      I step into the ballroom and slip my hand into my pocket, feeling the two pebbles within and asking them for strength. A part of me knows that I should have left Henry's at home.

      I should always leave it behind.

      But despite knowing that's what's best for me, I can not seem to help myself.

      "Miss Rocke," a smooth voice says from beside me.

      I turn and bring a smile to my face for my betrothed. "Mr Stoaly," I respond with warmth in my voice that isn't entirely fake.

      "After all the years of knowing one another, shouldn't you be referring to me as Frederick?" he asks, holding out his arm.

      I lace mine through it and rest my hand against his. The position is comfortable, but mostly because it has to be.

      "You greeted me as Miss Rocke," I point out.

      He chuckles and leads me around the ballroom towards where the drinks are being served. It's a ritual that we've started doing ever since our parents formed our betrothal.

      "Very well, Georgiana. You look lovely this evening."

      "As do you. That jacket is very fine."

      "Thank you, it is new."

      "The colour is excellent on you," I say.

      "Instead of discussing my choice of attire for the evening, perhaps we should talk about the topic that is really on your mind."

      I let out a loud sigh. He knows me far too well. "Have you heard from him?" I don't say Henry's name, but I don't need to. Frederick knows precisely who I'm talking about.

      "No."

      "Oh." I glance away. It's not like it's a surprise to me.

      "He'll return," Frederick says. "And then we can be done with this farce of a betrothal."

      "One of these days, you might say something that makes it sound like you want to marry me."

      He lets out a light laugh. "It is not that I don't like you, Georgiana. I'm sure we would share a wonderful life together."

      "But it would be as friends." Because both of us know that I'm still in love with his closest friend.

      "There are a lot worse fates," he agrees. "Which is why I have not fought this union very hard. Yet. Make no mistake, I wish to marry you about as much as you wish to marry me."

      "Will you go through with it?" I ask. "If our parents force the matter."

      "We both will," he points out, bringing us to a stop. "You know how I feel about this, Georgiana. I believe we are friends so that we may speak plainly with one another."

      "We are friends," I agree.

      "Then you know that I care for you as such. And that I will do what I can to honour the relationship you had with Henry. I don't wish to replace him. If our parents force the issue before we have found a satisfactory way to avoid it that doesn't ruin you, then I will do everything that a good husband should."

      "Even though I won't love you?"

      "There are different types of love," he points out. "Having a friend in my wife would be much more than many of the gentlemen here would say."

      "I'm not sure. There have been several love matches lately. Including Lord and Lady Cygnus."

      "Ah, yes, you are friends with the new Lady Cygnus, are you not?"

      I nod.

      "Weren't they caught together in a compromising position?"

      "Yes. And I feel grateful that I've not been in their position."

      "That's because you and Henry were always away from society when you..."

      "Frederick," I hiss. "Not here. Do you have any idea what kind of trouble we'll both end up in if people find out what Henry and I did? It will ruin me, and if they realise you knew, then it won't reflect well on you either."

      "I am not going to tell anyone of it," he promises. "It is a secret between the three of us and your maid."

      I let out a sigh of relief. "I feel foolish for allowing him such liberties."

      "I believe as your future husband, I can say that it does not matter to me."

      "That's because you are a good man. If one of the other betrothals my parents had thought about had gone through, then the situation might have been very different."

      "One has to assume there are ways in which you could fake it."

      I close my eyes. "We are not having this conversation."

      "Very well. What shall we speak of instead?"

      "How delicious Lady Greyling's lemonade is," I say, picking up a glass and taking a sip. I wrinkle my nose.

      "Or not?" Frederick asks, amusement in his voice.

      "It's ghastly. What kind of shifter is she?"

      "A squirrel, I believe."

      "I did not realise that they liked things this tart." I force the rest of the lemonade down to save myself from appearing rude, but resolve to drink wine for the rest of the evening.

      "I shall take your word for it and choose an alternative," Frederick says. "And then I must bid you adieu until our dance later this evening. I see that Lord Angus is wishing to speak with me."

      "Then you should not keep him waiting."

      "Luckily for us both, Lady Cygnus and Miss Falnor appear to have arrived." He reaches out and takes my gloved hand in his, raising it to his lips and kissing it. "Until next time, Miss Rocke. As always, it has been a pleasure."

      "Mr Stoaly." I bow my head.

      He disappears to speak with his friend, and I let out a loud sigh. Sometimes, when I'm speaking to Frederick, I can almost believe that my heart isn't breaking at every moment. It's like he keeps part of Henry alive, but when he leaves, there is no one I can talk to about him in quite the same way.

      I push thoughts of my departed love away and head over to where my friends are speaking.

      "Georgiana," Letty says brightly. "Is everything all right with you? You're looking rather pale. We can retire..."

      "I think you've had enough of retiring rooms," I quip.

      Mary hides her laugh behind her fan.

      "I'm married now, it's different," Letty responds.

      "Yes, because you ended up in a retiring room," I point out.

      "Well technically, it was because we got caught, not because we were in the room."

      "You shouldn't sound so pleased about that," Mary says. "Even I know that."

      Letty tilts her head. "I'm married to the man I love. Why shouldn't I be pleased? Georgiana understands, right?"

      "Understands what?" I ask, surprised she's using that as her reasoning.

      "Taking risks with the man you love. From what you've said about your Captain..."

      "I haven't said anything about my Captain," I snap.

      "Ah, so Mr Stoaly hasn't heard anything from him either," Mary says.

      I pull out my fan and snap it open, mostly for something to do with my hands rather than because it's too hot. "I know I should give up hope that Henry will come back. It's been two years without a single word."

      "And you're betrothed, so even if he does, it's a moot point," Mary points out.

      I give her a weak smile. "Precisely."

      "I thought you said that Mr Stoaly was looking into a way of breaking your betrothal?" Letty asks.

      "He is, but so far there is nothing that won't ruin me, and he's too good of a gentleman to do that."

      "It won't ruin you if it's not true," Mary says.

      Letty and I both turn to her with disbelieving looks on our faces.

      "The ton is abuzz with scandals that aren't true, and the women always end up ruined," Letty points out.

      "And the only reasons we can come up with are true," I murmur.

      "I'm certain that no one will think twice about a kiss with a man who is not here to say anything," Mary says.

      Letty raises an eyebrow and gives me a look that I think means she's worked out that I'm talking about far more than a kiss. And that even the hint of what passed between Henry and I could cause a very great scandal, which will mean that no one will ever consider marrying me.

      "And Mr Stoaly is aware of what occurred?" she asks, intrigued.

      I nod.

      "I beg of you to tell me that you didn't confide it in him," she says.

      "Are you asking because you're potentially upset that I didn't tell you first, or because it would be idiocy on my part?" I ask.

      "The latter. Though I reserve the right to change my mind once I've heard your reasoning." She checks around us to make sure that no one is listening in. Which is certainly for the best.

      "He knows because he grew up in the same town as we did. Henry and Mr Stoaly went to school together."

      Understanding dawns on Letty's face. "It is not you who confided in him, it's Henry?"

      "Of sorts. Mr Stoaly would aid us when we wished to speak in private."

      Mary let out a small gasp. "Georgiana, you shouldn't have. Speaking in private with a gentleman is enough to ruin you."

      "Because you've never found yourself in that situation at one of your meetings," Letty says to her.

      "Only to discuss books."

      "Perhaps Georgiana and Henry were simply discussing books." Her tone says that she knows that's not the case, but I appreciate her defending me, especially after how I was when she was sneaking into retiring rooms with Lord Cygnus.

      "It is still a risky game," Mary warns. "Oh, there is Lady Batloam, I must speak with her." She drifts off before either of us can say anything.

      "She doesn't know what she's saying," Letty says to me.

      I sigh. "I know."

      "But really, Georgiana? Just what did you do?"

      "Everything you claimed you didn't."

      "Because I didn't," she stresses. "Nothing more than a kiss happened between Lord Cygnus and me until several weeks after our wedding."

      Surprise flits through me. "I didn't realise."

      "I will admit that I was tempted to do more than that, but I wasn't willing to risk my reputation. Something you reminded me of on several occasions."

      "Perhaps I was warning you based on past experience," I murmur. "I did not think we were doing anything wrong. I knew that people would not approve, but we planned to marry. I saw no harm in it."

      "And there still is none if Mr Stoaly is aware and still willing to marry you."

      "The only problem being that we do not wish to marry one another for other reasons." I close my eyes and resist the urge to scream. How have I gotten myself into this situation? "We don't love one another, Letty. And we never will. No matter what we do, Henry will always be between us."

      "Perhaps that will fade in time."

      "I don't believe it will."

      "Perhaps Henry will return."

      "I'm starting to believe that is even less likely," I admit. "I've lain awake at night thinking it over in my head, and the only reason I can possibly think of for him not having written to me in two years is that he's dead. And even if he is not, why hasn't he written to me? I can understand one letter going astray, but every letter for two years when he promised me that he would write." My voice cracks, and it almost becomes a strangled sob.

      "Use your fan," Letty says softly, snapping her own open and using it to shield me from view of the others surrounding us. Thankfully, it is still too early in the evening for my dance card to be full, which means that I'm not required on the dance floor until someone specifically asks.

      I know it's only a matter of time, but at least being betrothed offers me some modicum of reprieve from the situation.

      "I know that there is nothing that I may do in this moment, but if there is anything I can do to improve your situation, you will tell me, won't you, Georgiana?" she asks, with a serious look on her face that I haven't often associated with Letty in the past.

      "Thank you, I appreciate it. You're a dear friend."

      "I hope to be," she responds. "And I will do anything to help you. As will Lord Cygnus, though I promise I won't tell him any more than he needs to know."

      I smile in gratitude.

      "But now I believe your reprieve is over and you're being sought after for a dance."

      "It's almost enough to make me wish I were married already so we could spend the entire ball speaking with one another," I mutter.

      She lets out a light laugh. "You'll only be saying that for as long as you can dance. Sitting on the side while the unattached ladies dance the night away is tediously dull. How I wish I could join you on the floor." She sighs wistfully. I know my friend is happily married, but it's clear that she misses some parts of these events that she can no longer take part in.

      A gentleman approaches, and I make sure to put my serene smile into place. No matter what happens now, I have to at least appear as if I am enjoying his company, even if the entire time I'm thinking about how much I'd rather be in the embrace of a ghost.
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