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        Linthorpe House

        Berkeley Square, Mayfair

        July 1816

      

      

      James Westham, the Duke of Linthorpe, stared down at the line of carriages in front of his home. No matter how much time he had to prepare for such gatherings, he would never be truly ready. Not really. How could he be when his mind was focused elsewhere? Focused on things he couldn’t control and didn’t understand.

      Of course, Doctor Wells had no hesitation in telling James what he didn’t understand. At least the man had been honest, James supposed. He would give the fellow credit for that. Wells hadn’t offered false assurances in any way. Instead, the doctor stressed that while James might never experience another episode, he’d also made it quite clear that James might suffer more episodes and they might even be worse than what he’d already experienced. Apparently, the medical literature on the subject was rather limited. While the causes were not well understood, the doctor had stressed more than once, a great many men had gone on to lead long and full lives without ever experiencing a second event.

      Unfortunately, neither title nor money could guarantee such an outcome.

      That had been three weeks ago. Three weeks had felt like an eternity, and the conversation was never far from James’ thoughts.

      The good news, if there was good news, was that James had not suffered another episode since that fateful conversation. He also had not slept particularly well. In fact, he found himself taking mental inventory of his condition at odd moment. In the carriage. In the House of Lords. Once, absurdly, in the middle of a conversation about the unseasonably cold temperatures with his valet. Even with all that determined focus, James had yet to arrive at any useful conclusions about his situation. Through it all, his mind kept returning time and again to the single most important thing in his life.

      Hannah.

      What was he going to do about his daughter? He did not want to make her an orphan. She had his brother Daniel, of course, and Aunt Harriet both of whom doted on the girl. But Daniel was bound for Bermuda once he married. And Aunt Harriet would not live forever. Where would Hannah be then? Who would keep their eye on his daughter? Who would love her like he did?

      If only Alice had lived.

      He had not allowed himself to think about that in quite some time. There had been a comfortable logic, these three years since Alice’s passing, that Hannah was too young to miss what she had never known; and that he was managing, and that his managing was sufficient. He was becoming less certain of those things, which was bloody inconvenient.

      James looked at the clock on the mantel.

      Half past seven. Guests would be filling his hallways by now. He wished he had the desire to greet them. He did not.

      Of course, the gathering had been Aunt Harriet's idea, presented to him with the cheerful inevitability of something that was already decided and his opinion on the situation held no bearing whatsoever.

      James heaved a sigh. A small supper in honor of Daniel and his bride-to-be, Miss Caitrin Beckett. And a few close family friends. It was a normal thing to expect. After all, the wedding was just three weeks away, the banns had already been read, and the plans already in his aunt’s capable hands; just the family and a smattering of close friends, nothing too elaborate, perfectly easy.

      "Perfectly easy," James muttered to himself as he started for the corridor, wondering, momentarily, if he could get away with hiding in his study for the duration of the evening. But Aunt Harriet would have him strung up in a heartbeat. So, he pushed the thought away and he continued toward the inevitable like a convict headed to the gallows.

      The truth was that he didn't dislike entertaining in general. He disliked the sort of entertaining that required him to be ornamental. Balls and assemblies, soirees where he was expected to circulate and be charming on command, events where his presence was the point and his comfort was not a consideration. A small supper was different. Supper with Daniel and Miss Beckett, and people he actually knew, or mostly knew. That he could manage.

      Aunt Harriet had mentioned, almost in passing, Miss Beckett’s younger sister. Corinna, he thought his aunt had said. She’d described the girl as rather remarkable, but in a way that James had learned, from a long experience of his aunt's remarking upon young women, to treat with measured skepticism. Aunt Harriet had described previous young ladies  as "quite delightful," "perfectly charming," and "a very accomplished lady.”  James had then found himself across the dinner table from the ladies in question, watching each one perform her own rendition of “Impressing the Duke”. Each time, James felt wearier from the experience. And all of that was before he’d even suffered that bloody episode.

      God help him if Miss Corinna had any intention of trying to charm him this evening. He simply was not in the mood to entertain such nonsense.
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        * * *

      

      Oh, if Bernard Beckett could see his daughters now!

      Margaret, the Duchess of Hythe, settled on a brocade settee in the corner of the Linthorpe drawing room. Her spot was near enough to see the room at large and all its players but without being too close as to be obvious with her interest. It was something she’d mastered in her five decades in London, feigning aloofness. Her old friend Bernard would have been proud of her efforts.

      Cara, his eldest, was now perfectly matched and settled with the Earl of Darling, a coupling that still held the ton’s fascination. It wouldn’t be long before Margaret could say the same about Caitrin, Bernard’s middle child, and the dashing Lord Daniel Westham, as the pair would be wed in a less than a month’s time. Indeed, Margaret’s efforts had been unparalleled this last season, even if she did say so herself. With the two oldest Beckett sisters situated, Margaret could turn her focus solely on Bernard’s youngest and perhaps most challenging daughter, Corinna.

      She shifted her gaze to the girl in question, near the Linthorpe mantle. Bernard’s youngest and most tenderhearted child was as lovely inside as she was out. Margaret had known this guileless girl since she was small enough to fit under Bernard's arm, had watched her grow on their regular visits to England over the years. At five, Corinna had been the child who wept over an injured gull on the beach at Brighton. At eleven, she had somehow acquired a three-legged cat on the streets of London and brought it aboard her father's ship in an attempt to save the creature. Now at eighteen, Corinna was a rare beauty. This evening, the girl’s light red updo was arranged just so with little pearl pins to match the delicate necklace at her throat. And her gown of the palest blue silk made her appear like the most ethereal of angels, gracing the room with her presence. She was, in short, the sort of girl the ton would love to chew up and spit out if someone wasn’t watching out for her. Luckily, Margaret was just the sort of someone Corinna needed in her corner.

      Even so, the girl was managing rather well on her own that evening. She was holding court with Margaret’s own grandson Lucien Gates and his friend Mr. Archibald Atherton. If Margaret thought either fellow would be the best match for Corinna, she’d move heaven and earth to see the match made. Unfortunately, Lucien was not in the position to be the perfect match for anyone these days, and…Well, Mr. Atherton was the heir to his father’s healthy viscountcy and as pleasant a fellow as one was likely to meet. Corinna, however, had unknowingly and rather innocently set her sights even higher. About as high as one could set her sights, to be honest.

      Margaret sighed at the task at hand.

      She just wasn’t certain the Duke of Linthorpe would be the best match for Corinna, and that was if the man in question could even be brought up to scratch.

      She almost regretted mentioning any of this to her dear friend Harriet Upwell. But Margaret had mentioned Corinna’s infatuation. So, that proverbial ship had already sailed. Once Harriet had learned of Corinna’s interest in her nephew, the countess had been singularly focused – especially upon the fact that Corinna hadn’t realized he was the Duke of Linthorpe when her tendre was first born. It was, after all, easy for any girl to think herself in love with a handsome, eligible duke. Dukedoms held that sort of power over fanciful girls and their more calculating counterparts alike. But for Corinna to be besotted with the man before learning his identity…Well, Harriet did want to see her both of her nephews happily settled with women who loved them for themselves and not for their titles. Therefore, Corinna had risen in Harriet’s esteem tenfold and she was actively engaged in the situation. Unfortunately, subterfuge was not Harriet’s strong suit.

      As if on cue, Harriet settled beside Margaret on the settee, a small glass of ratafia in her hand. The countess’ lips pursed a bit impatiently. “Are you certain she’s taken with him?”

      Margaret cast her a sidelong glance. “Have I ever mischaracterized a situation before, my dear Harriet?”

      Her friend frowned rather churlishly. “She has not looked at him even once since she arrived.”

      "She has looked at him," Margaret replied, without inflection.

      From her spot by the mantel, Corinna laughed at something Mr. Atherton said, drawing Margaret’s notice. If only Mr. Atherton was a viable⁠—

      “When?” Harriet scowled in the same direction.

      "She has looked at him, twice." Margaret told her friend in sotto voce. "Both times when his back was turned."

      Harriet turned to stare at her. "When? How did you⁠—"

      "Because I was watching her," Margaret said matter-of-factly. "And she was being very careful that no one else was." Which was, in all honesty, more sophisticated than she would have thought Corinna capable of being.

      Harriet was quiet for a moment. Then the worry marks that had been so prevalent in the last few months appeared upon her brow once more.  " I fear it is of little hope at this point. Linthorpe…”

      When her friend said nothing else, Margaret turned slightly in her spot to see the countess better. “There’s no reason to sound so despondent.”

      Harriet shook her head. “That is, I am not sure he will ever truly recover from losing Alice."

      "Your nephew is eight and twenty," Margaret replied evenly. "Too young to live the rest of his life alone." Even if he didn’t fall desperately in love with Corinna, Linthorpe had ample time to find someone with whom to share the rest of his life.

      "I don’t disagree in theory," Harriet said, worrying her lip just a bit.

      There was something in her friend’s tone that gave Margaret pause. Was something going on? Something else she didn’t know about?

      "But Linthorpe is another matter altogether,” Harriet continued as though to smooth over her earlier tone. “He was devoted to Alice. You know he was. And since her passing, he’s retreated so blindly into his ducal duties that I’m not certain he remembers what it is to want something for himself." She glanced once more in Corinna’s direction before taking another sip of her drink. "And, your Miss Corinna is young. He may not even see her as⁠—"

      "He did notice her," Margaret told her friend.

      Harriet blinked at her. "I beg your pardon?"

      "A few minutes ago. She laughed at something Mr. Atherton said, and Linthorpe glanced toward her. Just for a moment, mind you." Margaret kept her gaze forward, her expression pleasant. "He looked away almost immediately. But I was watching, and he definitely noticed her."

      Harriet absorbed this in silence, her ratafia momentarily forgotten. "Even so," she said at last, carefully. "They may not suit. He is so serious, and she is so—" she gestured slightly in Corinna's direction, where the girl in question had just made Lucien smile, which was no small feat in and of itself "—Well, she is so very cheerful, isn’t she? I don’t think that word has ever been used to describe Linthorpe even before Alice’s passing."

      "That’s true," Margaret admitted. "And I make no promises. They may find they have nothing whatsoever to say to one another." She smoothed her skirts in front of her. "But we cannot know that until they are properly introduced. This evening will be a good first step.”

      “If there’s a spark,” Harriet began hopefully. “Perhaps a fortnight at Acklan together for Daniel’s wedding…”

      Which worried Margaret more than a little. A fortnight at Acklan might do the trick, then again… “Linthorpe should have gone home to Acklan a month ago." She paused. "He avoids it, Harriet. You know he does. After his wife died in that house, he’s found one excuse or another to stay away ever since."

      They were both quiet a moment. The truth of those words weighing on both of them.

      Margaret glanced once more at Bernard’s most tenderhearted daughter. “You are right, of course. If Corinna can make Acklan feel like home to him again, that will tell us everything we need to know. But Linthorpe needs to be on his own ground, with time, and without the ability to leave early."

      At that, Harriet's expression sharpened. "Agreed.” She nodded most fervently. "Then we can turn our attention to Captain Gates.”

      Margaret let her gaze drift to her favorite grandson. “I am trying to let Lucien manage his own affairs. Should he decide to court Miss Atherton of his own accord, I will hail him as being blessed with inheriting Hythe’s good sense. But I must see Corinna settled first.” After all, the Beckett fortune was dangling by a thread and parliament’s decision on the salt trade could very well be the end of it all. Not that Margaret would even breathe those words aloud for fear of bringing them into existence. The fact remained, however, that getting Corinna properly settled was more urgent than seeing to Lucien’s future, at least for the moment.

      Harriet glanced in Linthorpe’s direction. "So, we focus on Corinna, and if Captain Gates does not have the sense to sort himself out, we’ll help him along."

      “For now,” Margaret agreed. And as Lucien was the most sensible of her grandchildren, there was hope.

      "You know, Margaret, " Harriet began with great feeling, "you are the most brilliant woman I have ever known. So⁠—"

      "You are too kind." She cast her friend a sidelong glance. "But you are grinning, Harriet, like the cat that ate the cream. Do stop. If Linthorpe looks over here and sees you, he will suspect something is afoot."

      Harriet pressed her lips together at once. "Something is always afoot."

      “Indeed, but there is no need for anyone else to be aware of that fact.” Then Margaret turned her focus toward Corinna once more. The girl was still laughing with the small group around her, so joyful, so full of life. How to manage her, how indeed…
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        * * *

      

      Miss Corinna Beckett had never paid quite so much attention to the back of anyone's head. Of course, she was not, as a rule, the sort of woman who required two attempts at a hairstyle or three attempts at a dress either.

      And yet here she was, in her third choice of gown with her hair done twice, doing her best to focus on Mr. Atherton's enthusiastic account of Astley's Amphitheatre. It would have been considerably easier if the Duke of Linthorpe wasn't standing approximately twenty feet behind her left shoulder. 

      She had not looked at him. She was rather proud of herself for not looking at him.

      Of course, she had looked once, earlier. She had timed it carefully, waiting until she was reasonably certain his attention was elsewhere. Just briefly, just long enough to confirm what she had suspected the moment she walked into the drawing room. He was exactly as she remembered from the Plumstead ball all those weeks ago. Linthorpe was tall, fair-haired, and possessed a certain quality of stillness, even in a crowded room. It was that quality that had first caught her attention some weeks ago. That and the fact that he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      Cori had looked away before he could turn around.

      Her sister Cara was watching her. Cori could feel it the way she always felt her eldest sister's attention, a warmth at the edge of her peripheral vision that was fond and a little too perceptive for comfort. Of course, Cait was watching too, in her own way, which was less warm and more like the feeling of being quietly assessed by someone who was very good at keeping their conclusions to themselves. Both of them knew, of course. Both of them had known for weeks that she was a tiny bit infatuated with the duke, but neither of them had said anything about it this evening, which Cori appreciated enormously.

      Still, she had every intention of giving them nothing to report to each other afterward.

      "The horses are the most extraordinary part," Mr. Atherton was saying, with an engaging enthusiasm. "They do things on horseback I would not have believed possible if I had not seen them with my own eyes. One fellow stood on the saddle at a full gallop and I am fairly certain my heart stopped."

      "Stood on the saddle?" Cori said, her interest genuine. She had heard of Astley's at some point since arriving in London but she still hadn’t yet been. "At a full gallop?"

      "At a full gallop," Mr. Atherton confirmed with great satisfaction. "And then he jumped. And landed. Still at the gallop."

      "Good heavens," Cori breathed out.

      "I nearly fell off my seat," the gentleman agreed. "Which is considerably less impressive but still speaks to the effect."

      "Are the horses well treated?" she asked, because she could not help it, and because it was always the first thing she needed to know.

      Mr. Atherton blinked at her. "I believe so," he said, more carefully. "They’re magnificent animals. Well-fed, well-muscled, clearly trained with considerable patience. Nothing about them suggested distress."

      "Then I should very much like to see a show," Cori declared, as her mind raced with his description of the venue.

      "I would be glad to arrange a party," Mr. Atherton said, and Cori had the impression he meant it entirely. "Before everyone leaves London, if you'd like."

      "Miss Corinna would probably end up in the ring," Lucien said, from beside her, which from Lucien was the equivalent of a warm compliment.

      "I think you are confusing me with Cait,” Cori said. “I would be very well-behaved, Captain Gates. On that I can promise you.”

      "I have never confused the two of you before," Lucien replied dryly. “No, no, I can just imagine you in the ring, making certain all the horses were happy and doing exactly what they wanted and beholden to no one else.”

      She laughed at the image he painted. He had known her since she was in leading strings and was rather accurate in his depiction.

      All things considered, this evening was going rather well. Whatever else happened or didn’t happen tonight, she was in pleasant company in a warm room and was glad to be there. Of course, she’d been glad about coming since the duchess first mentioned it.

      She had also been in the drawing room for the better part of an hour without exchanging a single word with His Grace. She was starting to think that was not composure but avoidance.

      Supper was announced, and Mr. Atherton offered her his arm with the easy manner of someone who’d decided they were friends and saw no reason to make a production of it.

      "You will tell me," he began as they followed the others toward the dining room, "if I have overstated the horses. I should hate to set expectations too high and have you disappointed, Miss Corinna."

      "If the horses are half as remarkable as you've described, I shall be perfectly satisfied."

      "They’re at least three quarters as remarkable," Mr. Atherton said, with great seriousness. "I was being conservative."

      She was smiling when she sat down, which was useful, because she needed something to do with her face when she looked up and found herself directly beside the Duke of Linthorpe.

      Oh, goodness!

      Cori swallowed a bit nervously.

      Clearly, the Countess of Upwell had been responsible for the seating arrangements. That much was obvious as the woman was staring directly at Cori as though waiting for a reaction.

      Cori was determined not to give her one.

      She accepted a glass from the footman and took a healthy sip of claret.

      She could do this. She could make pleasant conversation with His Grace. She was perfectly capable of doing so. She was. After all, she had faced down a Bahamian customs official for the better part of an hour one time. She had once even talked a pelican out of the ship's cook's best hat. So she could manage dinner next to the Duke of Linthorpe. Even if he did have the loveliest grey eyes she’d ever seen.

      To her right, Mr. Atherton had turned his attention to his sister Emma, which left Cori to manage the left side of the table on her own. The Duchess of Hythe was next to Linthorpe on his other side, which Cori had only just noticed; but the duchess was already engaged with Lucien to her left, and there was a moment, just a brief one, where it was only the two of them, Linthorpe and Cori, at their end of the table with no one else paying them particular attention.

      His Grace turned.

      "Miss Corinna." His greyish blue eyes were direct and a bit warmer than she'd expected. "I don't believe we've been formally introduced, though under the circumstances that seems rather beside the point, doesn’t it?"

      "We’re nearly family," she agreed with a nod. She meant to say something clever, something to capture his interest, but what came out instead was, "I'm very glad to finally meet you properly. Cait speaks so warmly of your family."

      He looked at her for a moment in that steady way he had. "Your sister has made Daniel extraordinarily happy," he finally said. "I find I am quite in her debt for that."

      Oh, that was unexpected. And lovely. And she liked him enormously for it. "She’s happy too," Cori replied quickly before reminding herself to steady her pace. "Happier than I've ever seen her, actually, which is no small thing. Cait does not do half measures, so the fact that she’s this blissful is rather significant."

      The corner of his mouth moved upward. There. She had been waiting for that since the Plumstead ball. Up close it was even better than she'd remembered.

      "Daniel does not do anything by half measures either," he confided. "It has been the defining challenge of my existence for the past twenty-seven years."

      She laughed at that, genuinely, and his almost-smile became something a little more definite and a great deal more appealing.

      "At least they are well-matched in that regard," she said.

      "At least," he agreed, and there was something dry and fond in it that made her want to ask him a hundred more questions about Lord Daniel and about growing up at Acklan Castle and about whether Hannah had always been the force of nature that she was, but dinner was beginning in earnest and the Duchess of Hythe had said something on his left that required his attention, and he turned.

      Cori turned to Mr. Atherton.

      "You look pleased about something," he said with a knowing glint in his eye.

      "I am pleased about everything," she replied, which was true. "It is a very good evening." And it was even better than she could have imagined.

      Mr. Atherton glanced briefly past her toward the head of the table. "Yes. I rather think it is."

      She chose to ignore the knowing quality of that remark.

      Between courses, the conversation opened up to include the duchess, and it was Her Grace who said, with the natural ease of someone merely following the thread of the evening, "I was thinking today about the arrangements for the wedding. Acklan Castle in August. It has been too long since I've seen it."

      "It is very fine in the summer," Linthorpe said. He paused briefly as though deciding whether or not to divulge a truth. He surprised Cori when he added, "Daniel has been after me for years to open it up more. He feels it sits empty too much of the time."

      "Is he right?" Cori asked, before she thought the better of it.

      He looked at her, and she felt it in her bones. Then something passed through his expression that she couldn't quite name. "Probably," he said. “But do not tell him I said so, it will make him unbearable.”

      Cori bit back a smile. "He says it’s one of the loveliest places in the world. He says it with such conviction that I find myself quite prepared to believe him."

      "My brother says most things with conviction," Linthorpe replied. "It’s one of his more exhausting qualities."

      "Is he ever wrong?"

      “Often.” His greyish gaze held hers with just a hint of mirth. "But not about Acklan. He’s not wrong about that."

      There was something underneath those words, something she couldn't quite reach from across a dinner table at a first meeting, but she tucked it away carefully because she thought it mattered.

      "Then I am very much looking forward to seeing it," she said.

      He held her gaze for a moment longer than was strictly necessary which made her belly flutter in response. Then Mr. Atherton drew her attention away. By the time she turned back, the moment had dissolved. Though the flutters were still in her belly, and Cori managed, just barely, not to sigh.

      The rest of dinner passed pleasantly. Cori said sensible things and listened well and did not embarrass herself in any visible way. Beside her, Linthorpe spoke when spoken to and listened with the same focused, unhurried attention she had now noticed three times over, and she found, somewhat to her own surprise, that she enjoyed watching him listen as much as she enjoyed watching him talk. 

      Floating a bit after her success at dinner, Cori went in search of a retiring room and was thankful when she bumped into a footman who gave her directions. Apparently, however, she should have written them down. How in the world did someone get lost in a home, for pity’s sake?

      After navigating the corridor for several minutes, she heard a voice she recognized. "You're going the wrong way," Lady Hannah Westham said from somewhere near the marble floor.

      Cori looked down.

      The little girl was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the corridor floor in her nightrail, with an adorable orange and white kitten settled in her lap.

      "Hannah." Cori smiled at the child. "What are you doing in the corridor?"

      "Marmalade was not supposed to be here," Hannah said, which was not precisely an answer. "He belongs in the kitchens. I was returning him." She paused briefly. "He was already in the corridor when I found him."

      "Was he, indeed?" Cori couldn’t help but be charmed by the little girl.

      Hannah regarded her with the frank, assessing look Cori remembered from their first meeting and then, as though extending a significant honor, she held out the kitten for Cori. "You can hold him. He remembers you, I think. Do you remember about his back legs?"

      "I do," Cori said, and sat down on the floor beside the girl. The kitten didn’t like his hind legs to be touched and was not shy in reminding people if they forgot. Cait had a scratch on her wrist that served as a reminder.

      Hannah settled Marmalade carefully into Cori's hands. The kitten, after a brief and businesslike assessment, tucked his head beneath Cori's chin and began to purr with an enthusiasm utterly disproportionate to his size.

      "He does remember you," Hannah said, nodding once as though a matter had been settled.

      "Animals usually remember people who mean well by them," Cori told her.

      "Papa says that too." Hannah was quiet for a moment. "He says Biscuit is the most trouble of the litter though. But I think Marmalade is sneakier, which is worse."

      "Strategic trouble is always the kind to watch for," Cori agreed with a nod.

      Hannah nodded too with great seriousness and then she tipped her head to one side. "Do you think you will stay in England? Uncle Daniel says you might go back to Bermuda after the summer’s over."

      Goodness. Had Cori been a topic of conversation at Linthorpe House? "I’m not yet certain," she said honestly. "There are things at home that need looking after." And now that Cara was remaining in England⁠—

      "I hope you’ll stay,” Hannah said. “Marmalade does too.”

      Cori smiled again at the child, completely taken aback that Hannah might have any opinion whatsoever about Cori’s comings or goings.  An unfamiliar warmth settled in her chest.

      She was still sitting with the feeling when she heard footsteps at the far end of the corridor. She looked up to find the Duke of Linthorpe standing there.

      Cori gulped.

      His Grace appeared in the corridor, clearly having come in search of his daughter and found considerably more than he had anticipated. His grey gaze moved from Hannah to Cori to Marmalade, and then back to Cori. Then she realized with complete and sudden horror that she was sitting on the floor of his corridor in her third choice of gown, and that the careful composure she'd crafted over the previous two hours had not survived contact with a five-year-old and a kitten.

      She returned Marmalade to Hannah and pushed to her feet, suddenly close enough to catch the clean scent of sandalwood. His eyes were more direct than she'd prepared for, serious and yet with the very faintest suggestion of amusement held carefully in reserve. 

      "Your Grace," she said. "I believe I took a wrong turn."

      "Ah, the retiring room—” he gestured behind him "—is the second door on the right. Not the left."

      "Yes, Hannah was in the process of redirecting me," Cori said. "I’m afraid we got distracted."

      "Marmalade escaped the kitchens, Papa," Hannah said, from the floor, with dignity.

      "Indeed." He looked down at his daughter with an enigmatic expression. “He’s not the only one to escape this evening, it appears.” Then he glanced back at Cori. "You will have to forgive us, Miss Corinna. We usually keep a tighter ship at Linthorpe House.”

      “Nothing to forgive,” Cori muttered.

      “Come along,” the duke said to his daughter. “We’ll find Miss Roseberry and return you to the nursery.”

      “We have to take Marmalade back to the kitchens,” said the girl.

      Linthorpe took Marmalade from Hannah's arms, mindful of his hind legs, then held out his free hand to his daughter, who took it and stood with the ease of a child who had learned to trust that hand completely.

      "Say good night, Hannah," he said.

      "Good night," Hannah parroted around a little yawn. Then with the thoroughness of a five-year-old who wanted to be certain all-important things had been addressed, she added, "You should come and see Biscuit soon. She is very small but very loud about everything."

      "She sounds like someone I would very much like to meet," Cori said.

      Hannah smiled with her whole face, the way she did, and allowed herself to be steered back down the corridor.

      Linthorpe glanced back once, at the turn.

      Cori’s cheeks warmed. Goodness! He’d caught her sitting on his floor. On his floor for pity’s sake. She wished that very floor would open up and swallow her whole.

      The duke inclined his head and then disappeared around the corner.

      Cori found her way to the retiring room and managed not to sag under the weight of her own embarrassment once she arrived. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror for a moment and sighed. Her third choice of gown had something on the left shoulder that looked almost certainly like fluff from a white and orange kitten. She closed her eyes, her embarrassment complete, and her cheeks stung from the experience.
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