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        When Miss Emily Falnor decides to pay a surprise visit to her sister in time for the Annual Shifter Yuletide Ball, the last thing she expects is to fall in love.

      

        

      
        The dashing Mr William Crestfellow never planned to be swept off his feet when he visits his closest friend, but the moment he meets Miss Falnor, he knows that he has lost his heart for good.

      

        

      
        While Emily's sister seems intent on stopping the match, a masquerade ball provides the perfect opportunity for the two avian shifters to meet without anyone becoming wiser...

        -

        The Dancer and the Robin is part of The Shifter Season series of Regency-inspired standalone fantasy romances. It includes a lightly steamy m/f romance with Yuletide vibes, a falcon shifter who wants to live life her own way, and a robin shifter who she shouldn't be courting.

      

        

      
        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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      Emily

      

      The cool crisp air ruffles my feathers as I soar through the air and towards the large house my sister now calls home. It will be strange to refer to her as Your Grace, though I suppose I will only be required to do that when we are amongst other company. When we are alone, she will solely be Mary, just as she always has been.

      I spot the roof I'm looking for, and the roost on top of it just waiting for my arrival. Not that Mary is actually aware of it, but she will be soon enough, and we both know she wouldn't turn her baby sister away, even if she doesn't approve of me flying this late at night.

      I swoop down and enter the roost through the large open window, glad to find that no one else seems to have had the same idea about using it. That should give me some privacy, which is particularly important given that I don't currently have any of my belongings with me. I've had them sent to the house, but only so that they would arrive after me.

      I land in the middle of the floor and instantly call a shift. My body changes quickly, growing in size and changing in shape. It never ceases to amaze me how my human form can be contained in that of a falcon, especially given the size difference. But I suspect those kinds of mysteries are for people much smarter than I to unravel. Perhaps Mary and her new husband have a theory.

      A pile of rich-looking fabric catches my eye and a small smile lifts at the corners of my lips. I should have known that Mary would always make sure the roost has clothing in case she returns and is of need of it. And luck would have it that we are the same height.

      A sharp breeze through the small window sends a shiver down my spine. I take hold of the chemise from the pile and put it on quickly, following it with the dress. Neither are made of thick enough fabric to withstand the cold for long, but it is of no matter.

      Satisfied that I am not about to give any of the servants a shock they do not wish to see, I open the door. A small bell rings out through the quiet of the evening, causing me to wince. I had hoped not to draw any attention to myself until I have had a chance to speak with Mary. While I do not believe her husband will throw me from his home, I can not pretend to know him at all beyond what my sister has told me in her letters.

      Footsteps sound down the hall from me and a man with dark hair and a face I vaguely recognise comes into view.

      He frowns when he sees me. "Mary?"

      "No, Your Grace," I say, dipping into a curtsy. "I'm her sister. Miss Emily Falnor. I regret that I was not able to come to your wedding, I was attending on a distant aunt." Which is my way of saying that I was more or less held hostage by her, but it is best if he does not know the complexities of my situation. Perhaps Mary has already told him of it, but I do not wish to betray her confidence if she has not.

      "Good evening, Miss Falnor, I will inform the Duchess of your arrival," he says, regaining his composure with surprising speed.

      "There's no need," Mary's voice says from behind him. "I am here." She touches her husband's arm with evident affection.

      "Mary," I say.

      "Emily, I wasn't expecting you," she responds with caution. "I shall call for some tea. And you must stay the night, it is far too cold for you to fly all that way tonight."

      "I did not intend to return until the New Year," I respond, ignoring the small part of me that is screaming about how ridiculous my desire truly is.

      Her eyes widen. "I see."

      "I shall call the servants to prepare a room and deliver tea to your drawing room," the Duke tells my sister.

      She smiles gratefully at him. "Thank you, Stephen," she whispers.

      The smile he gives her feels as if it is not for my eyes.

      My sister doesn’t say a word as she waits for him to leave, which makes me certain that I am in great trouble for my arrival.

      "I was not expecting you." The expression on her face is one that I suspect is reserved for me alone. And given the situation, I probably deserve it. And the reminder that I've turned up unannounced.

      "No."

      She lets out a loud sigh. "I don't suppose that anything will convince you to leave now that you are here."

      "You know that it will not."

      "What did our aunt do now?" She gestures for me to fall into step beside her.

      "She is attempting to marry me off to the local vicar."

      Mary grimaces. "That seems like a poor choice."

      "It makes me wonder what she has promised him in the past to be going through with it. You'd believe that she would aim higher considering your marriage."

      Mary lets out a soft laugh. "You know that she disapproves because of how I met Stephen."

      "A duke is still a duke, even if he does have interesting pastimes."

      "Is that why you are here?" she asks. "Do you wish for us to try and extract you from our aunt’s care? I do not believe that Father's will left much room for that."

      "It was not my intention," I admit. "Though now you suggest it, I must admit it is a tempting offer."

      "And one that I have already asked the Duke to look into," she promises me. "His lawyers are hoping to make an argument for the transfer of your guardianship, though I fear that our aunt won't let you go without a fight."

      "She likes the money," I mutter.

      "Yes. But perhaps that allows us a simple way around it. If money is what she desires, then we have plenty of it."

      "I suppose marriage would be an easy way out of it."

      "You can not marry simply to escape from our aunt," Mary says firmly.

      "And what reason should I marry? Financial security and freedom both seem to be good choices, particularly when the alternative is that I marry the local vicar who I do not know. Is he even a shifter? That is how little knowledge I have of him."

      "Oh, Emily," she says softly. "You do not need to marry for either of those reasons, you should marry because your heart tells you that it is time."

      "That is rather easy for you to say, your heart brought you to a duke."

      "If you think me at all swayed by Stephen's rank, then I fear you do not know me well at all, sister."

      "That's not what I meant and you know it."

      She sighs. "Why are you really here, Emily? If you wished to escape our aunt, you would simply have sent me a letter to ask if you could visit, which forces me to believe that you are here for a reason I may not be best pleased about." She opens a door for me and gestures for me to head inside the room.

      The moment I do, it becomes clear that it is for her private use. Everything about the room says that it belongs to Mary, from the abandoned books on one of the chaises, to the scattered pages on the desk, and the multitude of mostly-used candles scattered around the room. Each of them having been used to a point and then forgotten about as she moves on to the next thing that interests her. The sight of it brings a smile to my face.

      "Emily," Mary says, recalling my attention to her.

      "I wish to attend the Shifter Yuletide Ball," she says.

      "No."

      "Whyever not? I've been presented, I'm of good descent, and my sister is a Duchess."

      "All reasons why you shouldn't attend. What if someone decides to take advantage of you?"

      I raise an eyebrow. "I'm perfectly capable of looking after myself, Mary," I remind her.

      She sighs. "You're going to be insufferable if I say no, aren't you?"

      "You know me well, sister."

      She lets out a loud sigh that makes me certain that she is going to agree, even if she doesn't wish to.
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