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Fleur’s eyelids felt themselves become

heavier as the night progressed on – she was already lamenting her decision of

staying up late last night. She should have known better as she had known of

this dinner party days prior but to be fair, these occasions were not her sip

of tea. Fleur was confident in her everyday dealings - an independent woman who

in her twenty one years of existence had raked up enough money to sustain

herself without the aid of a man. It was a virtue that was instilled into her

very early on by her father, who happened to be an admiral back in the day.

However, social gatherings tired her out when done in excess and once you threw

in the addition of lack of sleep, you reach quite the conundrum.




“Fleur!” a female voice called out to her,

drawing her out of her reverie, “Young lady, I have been searching all over the

place for you. It’s like you blended yourself against the white of the walls.”




Fleur shrugged; she had been keeping a low

profile all afternoon. “Sorry, Elizabeth,” she lamented to the woman, who

actually happened to be the host of the dinner party; her neighbor and good

friend. “The food was delicious, by the way. You always tend to throw the

grandest of dinner parties,” she said quickly, attempting to steer the

conversation away from any more discussion on her reclusiveness.




Fleur’s tactic seemed to work as Elizabeth

turned a shade scarlet and waved her hand in the air dismissively, “Oh you know

me,” she said modestly, “But enough about that. You do seem to look like you

are having the most morbid time and I will not stand for this!”




Fleur tried to backtrack, “No, please –

trust me, I am having a grand time!”




But Elizabeth, being the stubborn friend

she was, would not have any of it. “Come, I know something that is bound to

cheer you up!” she said and dragged her along with her to the main room where

the bulk of the party was situated.




“Oh Elizabeth – really you don’t have -,” Fleur’s

words were cut short as she came to see what Elizabeth was walking her over

towards. Her emerald eyes lit up at once. “Elizabeth! When did you get this?”




The object of fascination happened to be a

grand pianoforte situated at one corner of the room. In her previous sleepy

haze, it seemed that she had completely missed this wooden beauty at first

gaze. Elizabeth laughed at her friend – this was exactly the reaction she had

been anticipating.




“I knew you would enjoy it. We got it on a

very good offer – I thought it is the missing link this room needed to tie itself

together. After all, I always loved your pianoforte at your house.”




But Fleur had stopped listening halfway.

She had already sprung forward to the instrument and was already running her

fingers along the length of its keys – touching it but only barely so.




“Can I?” she asked, turning back to Elizabeth

with childlike excitement. The earlier traces of sleep all but washed away from

her system.




“Go right ahead,” Elizabeth nodded and then

stepped back.




Fleur had loved playing as long as she

could remember. She remembered stumbling across the instruments when she was a

child. Along with her eight siblings, she was offered lessons but while their

interest gradually fizzled away, hers only grew. And eventually, she developed

the proficiency of a truly talent pianist. It was one of her biggest passions

and Elizabeth loved watching her perform.




Fleur’s fingers glided expertly across the

black and white keys of the instrument and they rang out to play deliciously

melodic tunes. A small crowd gathered up around her as they listened

appreciatively and by the time she was done, they broke into applause.




Elizabeth greeted her with a grin

splattered across her face, “You amaze me every time,” she said to Fleur.




“Thank you. You’re always so kind.”




“You deserve every bit of it,” Elizabeth

said grinning, “Anyway, we must spare no time now! Let us go off to the card

room and have a game of whist amongst ourselves.”




Fleur smiled politely back at her – she did

not want to flat out decline but at the same time, she knew if she went with

her now, there would be no escaping.




“That sounds splendid,” she lied expertly,

“However, if you do not mind, I need to make a short trip to the retiring

room.”




“Of course, of course,” Elizabeth replied

back and then Fleur was on her way.




She felt like she needed to get away from

the large crowd and go into a quiet corner. But she knew that Elizabeth would

not leave her alone for more than a few moments, lest she were to spot her

again so she needed to devise a foolproof plan. Slowly, she headed over to the

library in the next room, careful not to be spotted by Elizabeth or any of her

family members. She opened the door and was delightfully pleased to find that

the room was empty.




Letting out a satisfied sigh, she took a

seat on one of the chairs. Finally, she could have peace at last. With now the

amusement of the pianoforte taken away, she felt herself drifting off to sleep

once again.




***




Fleur was jolted back to consciousness as she

felt a hand subtly shaking her by the shoulder. Annoyed and still groggy from

sleep, she snapped her head up to find an unfamiliar male face staring back at

her.




“What is the meaning of this?” she quipped

at him as she lazily rubbed her eyes, having only just realized that she had

fallen asleep in the middle of the dinner party.




The man pursed his lips together at her and

shot her a look of disappointment.




“You should not be here sleeping. Are you

not meant to be playing whist out with the rest? Such improper behavior,” he

scolded her lightly whilst standing over her.




But Fleur seemed to grow even more

confused. “Who are you?” she demanded at once and then straightened out her

dress, “And what business is it to you whether I sleep or stay awake?”




The man straightened his back, too, as a

chain reaction. “My name is Duke Roger Trenton,” he announced with considerable

pride.




But Fleur seemed unimpressed as she fought

the urge to roll her eyes. “That did not answer my question. What is it to you

if I sleep or stay awake to attend the party, Duke Trenton?” she added in the

last bit quite sarcastically.




The Duke seemed to be quite offended. He

had only just met this girl in the span of less than a few minutes and he

already found her to be quite gauche.




“Well, my uncle and aunt have thrown this

nice gathering and I find it most improper of guests of your likening to spoil

the evening by sleeping away like this,” he said with a firm voice.




“Your uncle and aunt?” Fleur crinkled her

nose in confusion, “Are you Elizabeth’s cousin?”




He nodded. “Indeed I am.”




“Ah,” Fleur let out, “Of course, she has

never mentioned you, so I had no way of knowing. I am one of her very good

friends and I believe she would agree with me when I say you had no business of

waking me up like so,” she huffed crossing her arms out against her chest.




“It does not matter to me what she thinks,”

the Duke scoffed, “I was only fulfilling what I thought was right.”




Fleur rolled her eyes at him. “If you think

it is so improper that I have come here instead of joining the main party, why

are you here standing with me? Bit of a double standard isn’t it, Your Grace?”

she said sardonically.




The Duke was quiet for a moment and it

caused a triumphant smile to spread across Fleur’s face. She was about to speak

up again, claiming how she had been right about the double standard when the

Duke spoke up.




“I only came here for some peace, however,

you seemed to have taken over the place for yourself and I needed to get rid of

you somehow,” he admitted truthfully and then looked at her properly for the

first time. “Are you the girl who was playing the piano just now?” he asked

after a moment of realization.




Fleur raised her eyebrows at him but

nodded. “That was me.”




“Ah, right,” he let out a strange sound

that sounded both like disappointment and the state of being unimpressed.




Fleur caught onto this and replied back,

rather irritated. “Why? Did you have a problem with that as well?” she fired at

him.




He shook his head slowly, “Of course not –

no problem. Just that I am a man of the books and these trivial pursuits do not

serve to amuse me; though I cannot speak the same for everyone else present in

that room.”




Fleur felt anger suddenly pulsate through

her veins. This m




an thought he had the audacity to say such

a thing to her in such a casual manner. "You are quite the opinionated

gentleman," she huffed out in her anger but the Duke seemed to be unfazed

by it.




"I only share my opinions honestly.

You do not have to agree with them - that is very much your prerogative,"

he replied with a casual shrug of the shoulders.




"You are quite pompous in your

opinions, has anyone ever told you that?" She hit back at him with an

equally unimpressed stare.




"It is not often," he said after

a moment of thinking, "However, I am an intellectual man who appreciates

differences of opinion."




"Right," Fleur rolled her eyes

once again, "On second thought, I am not so sleepy anymore. I must go and

find Elizabeth."




The Duke looked at her for a moment and

then realized that she had not asked for his approval as she had already begun

to walk away. He walked over behind her.




"So how do you know my cousin Elizabeth?"

he inquired her, curiosity getting the best of him.




"We have known each other for years. We

are neighbors after all."




"Interesting," the Duke said in

response and then stopped his motion.




She walked away and out of sight. Then

suddenly, as if remembering something of great importance, he ran over to her.




"What is the matter?" she said

turning around, surprised by his sudden appearance.




"You never told me your name. It is

against proper social etiquette for you to leave without informing me," he

explained.




Fleur felt as though she had heard the word

social etiquette far too many times for one day. But she decided to answer him

anyway.




"My name is Fleur Moore."




And with that, she had walked away from

him. The Duke took a moment to collect his thoughts. Such a strange woman - she

had no regard for him even after he informed her he was a Duke. That was a

reaction he was not usually accustomed to receiving from women. In fact, most

people gave him special treatment after finding out the high position he

enjoyed in the society.




The reaction both surprised and irked him.

He had to admit to himself that he had behaved a little rudely with her but

that was only because she had been shamelessly taking over the one spot he

thought he would find peace. The entire afternoon had taken its toll on him and

he wanted to be left alone.




Truth was, the Duke was not feeling quite

himself for the past few weeks. It was as though the pressures of daily life

had turned into a burden on him lately. He sighed and then walked back into the

library that was just recently vacated. Finally, with the improper girl out of

the way, he could enjoy his time alone in peace.
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