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Redressed takes place five years after the conclusion of Ruin of a Rake. Feel free to consider it non-canonical if the idea of magical creatures existing in the Turner universe is just too much. But the rest of it—Jack and Oliver quarreling over who gets to buy whom dinner, Georgie and Lawrence attempting to build a steam shovel, Simon spending the summer in France with Courtenay—seems to me like exactly where the characters would be after five years.

Many thanks to everyone who bid on this story as part of the Love in Panels auction to benefit RAICES. People have been asking for Sarah Turner’s story since meeting her in The Soldier’s Scoundrel, and I’d have dithered and dragged my feet forever without the incentive of writing it for a good cause. I’m grateful to Melinda Utendorf for copy editing; any errors are my own. 
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When people started suggesting that Sarah Turner visit the seaside for a holiday, they probably meant Brighton, not a dilapidated house on the rocky shores of Cornwall. They probably also didn’t mean a village that had been the site of a particularly grisly murder. But Sarah thought her mind might unravel after a month at the sort of genteel boarding house she was meant to find restful. 

That word—restful—had been creeping up in all her conversations that summer, as if her maid, her brothers, and the girls at the shop had all read the same pamphlet: Rest and the Cranky Spinster. Sarah would have liked to know where all these proponents of rest had been thirty years earlier when she started working her fingers to the bone to put food on the table for a pair of brothers with bottomless appetites. Now, when it was quite too late to unlearn the habit, she was supposed to simply subside into restfulness? Not likely.

Jack, the older of her brothers, at least had come right out and said it. “You look tired,” he announced. 

“What of it?” she had answered, not seeing the problem. She probably also looked brown-haired, English, and approximately forty years of age.

“You should close up the shop for August. I’ve been listening to you complain for years about how nobody buys gowns in August.”

“We do inventory in August.” Too late, she realized that she had walked into a trap. That morning Jack had sent over a note informing Sarah that he had in a store of the biscuits she liked, and that she had better come eat her fill before they were gone. It was an obvious ploy, and Sarah would have realized it earlier if she hadn’t been lamentably susceptible to shortbread.

“The girls can count yards of fabric and spools of thread without you there,” Jack pointed out.

Sarah looked hard at her brother. There was a line between his eyebrows. Younger brothers should not be allowed to look concerned. It went against all the rules of nature. But she supposed that a few years of soft living had made him forget that the Turners weren’t made of spun sugar. 

“And what would you have me do when the shop is closed up for an entire month?” Sarah asked. 

“Rest,” Jack answered promptly. “Go to the seaside.”

Sarah had burst out laughing, which only made the line between Jack’s eyebrows deepen.

“I fail to see—” Jack had begun.

“Oh you would. Really, Jack, try to imagine what I’m supposed to do at the seaside. Read?” They both knew that a lifetime of sewing by poor light had all but ruined her eyes. “A bit of embroidery? Fat chance of my taking up a needle without being paid handsomely for it.”

“I don’t care if you stare at the wall for a month. You know that you gave us a fright—”

“Shut up, you.” Sarah took a sip of tea. “I’m a grown woman. I haven’t been cosseted a day in my life and I don’t intend to start now.”

“You work as if your life depends on it. As if our lives depend on it,” he amended. “Your business is doing well. My business is doing well. Georgie’s set up better than either of us. Sarah, you could sell the shop and live handsomely off the proceeds for the rest of your life.”

For reasons she chose not to explore, this entire line of conversation made Sarah want to smash the dainty teacup she held in her hand. Speaking of which—since when did Jack own dainty teacups? Since when did he wear—Sarah nearly goggled—silk waistcoats? 

Thankfully, she was spared any further discussion by the entrance of Oliver (after five years of Jack sharing a home with the man, Sarah had managed to at least start thinking of him as Oliver) and the beginning of an affectionate squabble between the two men over dinner arrangements. This quarrel ended with Oliver entirely getting his way, Jack somehow seeming mightily pleased to have lost the fight, and Sarah forcibly reminding herself that Jack Turner had once been the terror of St. Giles. 

When she got back to the shop, she spent a pleasant couple of hours balancing the books, only to be interrupted by Betsy, her assistant, mentioning that a cousin kept a boarding house—“very genteel, ma’am”—in Torquay. 

“Did Mr. Turner put you up to this?” Sarah demanded.

“No, ma’am,” Betsy said, seeming genuinely flustered.

The next morning’s post brought a letter from Georgie, the younger of her brothers, inviting Sarah to visit him in Cornwall. This was the most clearly outlandish of the suggestions she had received so far—the house Georgie lived in was a crumbling ruin, getting to Cornwall would mean heaven only knew how many hours on a stagecoach, and only that morning the newspaper had mentioned Georgie’s village in connection with an especially gruesome murder in which a man had been decapitated and his wife had gone missing. Nobody in their right mind could consider any of that restful.

In fact, it wouldn’t be restful. Nobody could ever say that Georgie was a restful presence—Sarah still marveled that the boy hadn’t wound up on the gallows. She could spend the month mending Georgie’s shirts or something. And if there had been a murder, there would probably be plenty of gossip, at least. Perhaps the best way to get Jack and Betsy to stop harassing her about holidays was to simply take a holiday, and then do a terrible job of being restful. That would teach them to tell her what to do. 

For the first time in her life, Sarah Turner was going to take a holiday, and she was going to make an absolute pig’s ear of it.

***
[image: image]


Penkellis was a tremendous disappointment. Half of it was more or less a pile of rocks, which she had expected, but the other half was in a state of perfect order. There was nothing at all for Sarah to do. When she suggested mending his shirts, Georgie looked at her like she had run mad. “The maid mends my shirts,” he had said, and it was even worse than Jack’s dainty teacups.

Worse still was that Georgie seemed determined to look concerned and ask after her health and persist in topping off her teacup in a manner that hopelessly compromised the proportions of sugar and milk. So, bright and early on Sarah’s first morning at Penkellis, she announced her intention to take a walk to the sea.

“It’s two miles,” Georgie had protested. “You’re meant to be res—”

“If you tell me I’m meant to be resting I will shout, George Anthony Turner.” 

“He told me he didn’t have a middle name,” murmured the Earl of Radnor, from the opposite end of the breakfast table. He did not, Sarah noticed, seem to mind when Georgie ruined the proportions of his tea. Sarah supposed this was what love did to people. It was terrible to behold. 

“I don’t have a middle name,” Georgie answered. “She’s making it up.”

“Likely story, George Anthony,” the earl said, and went back to reading his paper.

When Sarah had decided to visit her youngest sibling, she had not properly accounted for how bizarre it would be to share meals with an earl. The earl seemed to care only about Georgie, his dog, his son (who was currently in Paris with his uncle), and his inventions, and had probably hardly noticed that he had a Cockney shopkeeper at his table. As for Georgie, he had always been able to act like he belonged wherever he was. But Sarah strongly preferred for people with titles to stay on the other side of the shop counter.

She put on her boots, threw her warmest shawl over her shoulders, and headed in the direction that seemed most likely to lead to the sea. Just when she was about to give it up as a bad job, she heard—well, at first, she wasn’t certain what she was hearing, having never before been to the seaside. The sound of waves crashing on rocks sounded like the blood rushing through her own ears when she was faint with hunger, or maybe like wind whispering under the door during a storm. For minutes she heard that eerie sound without the sea coming into view, and when finally she could make out the dark blue of water she felt faintly disappointed. She had seen prints of the ocean. It looked precisely as she might have expected it to look—vast, blue, and wet.

How silly she was being. She must have hoped to feel something new upon seeing the ocean. But she was one and forty, and she had felt everything there was to feel. Of course she wasn’t going to be moved by the sight of water, no matter how plentiful.

That sound, however, was rather disconcerting.

So was the fact that she was evidently at the edge of a cliff. A footpath seemed to lead to the sandy shore below, so she gingerly made her way down. It had been a long time since she had climbed anything more perilous than a flight of stairs. But she reached the ground in one piece, spread her shawl on the sand, and sat.

She looked at the waves, picked up a seashell, regarded a gathering of blob-like rocks that turned out, alarmingly, to be seals, and within five minutes would have given a kingdom for a bank book to balance or a seam to rip. She tried to work herself up into a state of alarm by remembering that she was utterly alone, on the outskirts of a village where not a week earlier a vicious murder had taken place, but before she could decide whether to be thrilled or frightened or just increasingly bored, a figure came into view, walking along the sandy beach toward her.

The first thing Sarah noticed was the woman’s badly fitted gown. Even at a distance of many yards she could see that it was too broad in the shoulders—home seamstresses never paid proper attention to shoulder measurements; it was a sin and a shame—and a full three inches too short in the hem. 

The second thing she noticed was that the woman in the gown was—well, beautiful hardly covered it. It was irritating, honestly, for a woman like that to walk around in a dress so badly off kilter. It fit as if she had taken it off someone’s clothesline, dropped it over her head, and hoped for the best. It wasn’t even done up properly—the tapes that drew in the neck and waist were all askew, leading to asymmetrical bunches of fabric that made Sarah’s fingers itch with the urge to even them out. 

As the woman approached, Sarah saw that her black hair was half down, her feet were bare, and—good lord—she was not wearing any kind of corset or stays. A fisherman’s wife, she might have assumed, if the gown hadn’t been made of a very respectable cotton calico—certainly not of a quality to be seen at Sarah’s shop but—

She realized she was staring, and immediately returned her attention to the sea.

But the woman must have interpreted Sarah’s staring as an invitation, because she came to stop right before Sarah’s feet.

“A lovely day!” the woman exclaimed. Something about her accent made Sarah tip her head up to examine the stranger’s face even more closely. She didn’t speak with the accent Sarah had heard among the local people, nor with any accent Sarah had encountered in London, and she was fairly certain London contained all the accents it was possible to have. “Beautiful weather!” she added, with an air of great satisfaction, as if discussing the weather were a very clever thing to do. And then she sat beside Sarah, stretching her legs before her to reveal a pair of bare feet.

Sarah suppressed a sigh. People either ignored her entirely or decided she must be in desperate need of company. It was her age, she supposed. During her youth she had cultivated the sort of expression that kept people away, but middle age had hopelessly blurred its edges and now she probably looked like the sort of nice lady who fed birds and cooed at babies.

“Lovely weather indeed,” Sarah replied, because that was the next line. “I only arrived yesterday from London.” She didn’t even bother trying not to sound bored.

“London,” the woman mused, as if repeating the name of a place she had once heard in passing and not the capitol city of this land. 

Sarah once again regarded the woman’s gown, and wondered if the reason it looked like it had been grabbed off the nearest clothesline was because that was precisely where this woman had acquired it, presumably after escaping from some kind of lunatic asylum. Sarah opened her mouth to ask where the stranger had come from, hoping that she were from some place where London was as foreign and strange as the shores of Araby were to Sarah. But the idea of proceeding along these well-trodden, polite lines was exhausting and boring. (And probably restful, she thought bitterly.)

“Did you hear,” Sarah said instead, “that there was a murder here last week? The paper said that the man’s head was sliced clear off his body.” She watched her companion’s face for any sign of distaste, but her only reaction was a single slightly arched eyebrow.

“I feel certain that was an exaggeration,” the woman said lightly. “It is very difficult to decapitate people.” She paused for a beat. “Or so I hear.”

“And nobody’s seen hide nor hair of his wife, which either means she’s lying dead somewhere, or she killed him herself and ran off.”

“Which do you hope it is?” the woman asked, which was really a very odd question and not in the least bit boring.

“I don’t suppose any woman cuts off a man’s head without good reason,” Sarah said. “So if she did it, I hope she’s someplace safe.”

That must, somehow, have been the right answer, because the woman nodded. “One does feel sympathetic toward a woman who would go to all the effort of a decapitation,” she agreed.

Something about the woman’s tone—the certainty of it, and the way her voice seemed more like the breaking of waves over rocks than any person’s voice ought to—made the hairs on the back of Sarah’s neck stand up. But then the woman got to her feet, as normal as you please, and brushed the sand off her skirts. 

“Let me refasten your ties,” Sarah blurted out, her cheeks heating in a way they hadn’t in more years than she cared to count, and for reasons she preferred not to consider.

“Oh,” the woman said, looking down at her, “do I have them wrong again? I’m hopeless at these things.”

Sarah rose, deliberately not wondering how on earth a woman could be hopeless at dressing herself. Sarah had fitted duchesses, and was quite certain that even they could ensure that their clothes all pointed in the same direction. Foreigners, she told herself firmly. Surely that was the answer. She began with the tapes at the small of the woman’s back, untying the knot and then redistributing the gathers of fabric along the drawstring so it lay in even folds. She retied the tapes, and then did the same to the ties at the nape of the woman’s neck. 

Sarah had dressed and undressed hundreds, probably thousands, of women. She had long gotten used to women’s bodies being little more than dressmakers’ dummies, variously sized oblong shapes with an assortment of protuberances that were either to be concealed or displayed. There wasn’t anything unusual about what she was doing, there wasn’t anything remarkable about the businesslike slide of fingertips over fabric.

At least there wasn’t anything unusual about it for Sarah. The woman, however, went stock still. Sarah could feel the moment her lungs paused mid-breath, could feel the shiver pass along the woman’s body. Sarah let her hands drop to her sides. “You’re all set, now,” she said. “Right as rain.”

“Thank you,” the woman said, sounding more foreign than ever, but not turning to face Sarah.

“I’m staying at Penkellis,” Sarah said, before she could examine too closely why she wanted to say it. She made for the footpath that led to the top of the cliff.
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Sarah picked at her supper. At breakfast, the sideboard had been groaning under the weight of eggs, kippers, rolls, and ham. When she returned from her walk she had found mountains of cakes and sandwiches waiting for her. And now she was expected to eat yet again? She wondered if this bounty was for her benefit, because Georgie was picking at his food in the same way he had shoved bits of food around his plate when he was five years old, and the earl seemed to be slipping most of his supper to his dog.

During the two days she had been in Cornwall, she noticed that Georgie and the earl were the sort of couple who were content to stay mostly in one another’s pockets. They spoke in a sort of shorthand, finished one another’s sentences, dined together, worked together, and seldom had visitors. Sarah thought she’d go mad within a fortnight, but Georgie seemed entirely content. Somehow both her brothers were not only alive—which was more than she had hoped for when they were small—but thriving. They had extra food; they had homes where they were safe and loved. Sarah had never let herself hope for so much, not for them, certainly not for herself. She was happy for them, but sometimes that happiness felt so wrapped up in layers of cotton wool that she couldn’t quite tell it was there. She wasn’t made for strong emotion.

Maybe that was why, looking at her brother flick adoring glances at the earl, she opened her mouth and said what she did. “What do you know about the man who was killed?” she asked, and suddenly became aware of two heads turning slowly toward her.

“John Pawley?” Georgie asked.

“Has there been more than one murder lately?” Sarah asked.

“Of course not. But it’s—what do you want to know about that for?”

“Because I want to know if he was an awful man who got killed for a good reason, or if I should feel bad for being morbidly curious about a poor innocent who was sent to an untimely death,” Sarah said, exasperated.

“Oh,” Georgie said, nodding as if Sarah’s reasoning made perfect sense. And it damned well should—they weren’t that different, after all.

“He was a rotter,” the earl said, and in the tone of a man who very much knew what a rotter was. Sarah felt inclined to trust his judgment. 

“A rotter, then,” Georgie said cheerfully. “And we can all be glad he’s dead.” He raised his glass to Sarah in a toast, and for the first time since arriving she could see in her brother a trace of the hellion he had been. 

“What did his wife look like?” Sarah asked, and when Georgie only stared at her, added, “I met a woman on the beach.”

“Of course,” Georgie said, glancing heavenward. “You’re meant to be here on holiday and instead of lounging around like any sensible person would, you mean to find a murderess and abet her flight from the law.”

“I’m so glad we understand one another,” Sarah said dryly.

Georgie sighed. “She was pretty. About twenty. Red hair.”

The woman Sarah met had been past thirty and had black hair. Some of her disappointment must have shown on her face, because Georgie reached across the table and patted her hand. “Better luck becoming an accessory after the fact next time.”

“Did she have any family?” Sarah asked. “Is anybody looking for her? Besides the magistrate, I mean.”

Georgie and the earl had no answer for that, but Sarah didn’t need them to confirm what she already knew. It was terribly easy for a woman to vanish, all too simple for the people who had known her to forget she had been there in the first place. Women had to fight so hard for a foothold in the world—a house, a name, a family, a living—and it was all undone so easily. It took nothing at all for a woman to dissolve like sugar into tea.

After dinner, Sarah retreated to the sitting room with the rest of the evening yawning before her, empty and dull. She excused herself after a quarter of an hour, pleading fatigue after her long walk. But instead of retreating to her bedroom, she wended her way through Penkellis’s labyrinthine corridors until she had reached the kitchens. The door was open, but she knocked anyway, not wanting to barge into another woman’s domain. 

Sarah didn’t exactly know Georgie’s place in the household; nominally he was the earl’s secretary, but canny servants would know which way the wind blew. Still, Sarah was technically the guest of a sort of upper servant, and it wouldn’t do for her to act as if she were a guest of the earl himself. Any presumption on her part would only reflect badly on her brother. 

A girl came to the door. “Oh, ma’am,” she said, looking faintly scandalized to see Sarah below stairs, “you could have rung the bell if you needed anything.”

“I came to see if you and Mrs. Ferris needed a hand tidying up after supper,” Sarah said.

The girl disappeared, returning a moment later with a thin woman of about Sarah’s age. 

“Has there been any trouble, ma’am?” Mrs. Ferris asked.

“No, not at all,” Sarah reassured her. “I came down to see if you might like an extra set of hands to wash the dishes.”

“An extra set of hands,” Mrs. Ferris repeated, plainly affronted. “I promise you, ma’am, that Janet and I manage on our own quite well.”

“Of course you do,” Sarah said. “You run this house beautifully. It’s just that—” She bit her lip, then let her hands twist in her skirt a bit. “You see, I was a lady’s maid for a number of years, and a housemaid before that. And, oh goodness, a scullery maid even before that. Frankly I’m happier down here than I am up there.”

Sarah watched as the other woman made a series of calculations. She couldn’t very well send Sarah away with a flea in her ear—Sarah was, after all, a guest in the house, and if she took a fancy to acting like a scullery maid, then it would do no harm to humor her. But neither could Mrs. Ferris actually put a guest to work in the kitchens. 

“There’s not much left to do, ma’am,” Mrs. Ferris said, as Sarah knew she would. It had been over an hour since the main course was served in the dining room, which meant the women had probably all but finished cleaning up for the evening. “But if you’d fancy a cup of tea then Janet can put the kettle on.”

“Oh, that would be lovely,” Sarah said with unfeigned relief, as if that wasn’t exactly what she had been counting on.
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When Sarah set out the following morning, she found Georgie and the earl in the garden setting fire to an enormous wheeled contraption that appeared to consist of a shovel hanging from a beam with a good number of wires and pulleys holding the whole affair together. Perhaps they weren’t exactly setting fire to it, but smoke was pouring out of the thing, and at quite an alarming rate. Fire looked, at the very least, imminent. Neither Georgie nor the earl seemed terribly worried, however, so Sarah determined she would not worry either. She also decided that she would not take one step nearer that monstrosity. Instead she kept to the edge of the garden and kept one eye on the proceedings. 

When Sarah reached the village, she immediately realized that she had no clear plan beyond snooping around for any information regarding the fate of Mrs. Pawley. The previous night, she had managed to extract from Mrs. Ferris only the most cursory bits of knowledge about the missing woman. Mrs. Pawley had been beautiful (“far too lovely for the likes of him”), foreign (with a definition of foreignness that encompassed the entirety of the universe beyond west Cornwall), and shy. She sometimes worked behind the counter of her husband’s shop, and was often seen in church on Sundays, but other than that stayed home. The couple had been married a little over a year, during which time Mrs. Pawley’s family had never visited. When Sarah had asked about the woman’s clothing, Mrs. Ferris claimed not to have noticed it, which to Sarah’s mind probably meant the lady had been dressed neither poorly nor well. Altogether, this presented a frustratingly vague picture of a woman who had been all but invisible. As for Mr. Pawley, Mrs. Ferris exchanged a dark look with Janet and said that one always had to double check Mr. Pawley’s invoices or one would get robbed blind.

The dry goods shop was as good a start as any. Sarah walked along the high street until she found it, then went in and struck up the sort of nosy, idle conversation that people seemed to expect from women of a certain age, and discovered that the shop was being run by the late Mr. Pawley’s brother. But she learned nothing from the man, and left the shop with no new information and two entirely superfluous cakes of soap she had felt obligated to buy.

Upon leaving the shop, she promptly walked right into the stranger from the beach.

“Oh,” Sarah breathed, dimly aware that she ought to be apologizing for her clumsiness, but stunned into speechlessness by the change in the woman’s appearance. Yesterday, her hair had been loose, but today it was gathered at the nape of her neck, beneath the brim of a smart straw bonnet. She wore a light wool gown of cornflower blue, with a short jacket two shades darker. She had also acquired boots, gloves, and a corset and looked entirely like a normal person; indeed, she was attired not so differently than Sarah herself. Sarah was aware of being disappointed. “I see you’ve figured out how to do your tapes,” she said.

“Buttons,” the woman corrected, smiling as if she found the entire subject of garment fastenings hopelessly amusing. “And I had to have the girl at the inn do me up. Walk with me.” She held her arm out, as if they were not perfect strangers. Sarah took it without hesitation. “Now you’ll tell me what you were doing in that shop,” she said.

“I beg your pardon? I bought soap.”

“Come, now. You’re too practical a woman to travel without soap. That soap is a pretense. Why were you really there?”

“What business is it of yours?” Sarah asked.

“Trust me when I say that it is.” Her voice was low and intent. Sarah shivered.

“I’m worried about the dead man’s wife.”

“And you thought she would be in the shop?” the woman asked incredulously.

“No, of course not,” Sarah protested. She didn’t know how to explain that she had stopped into the shop for the simple reason that she had nothing better to do than prowl about looking for a woman who wasn’t there. “It’s just that there ought to be somebody looking for her. There ought to be somebody who misses her, and there isn’t. She could be lying dead and nobody even bothered to look.”

They had reached the gray stone church that sat in the center of the village. The woman sat on the low wall that bordered the graveyard and patted the spot beside her. Sarah sat, conscious of where her skirts touched the stranger’s.

“What’s your name?” the woman asked. Sarah told her. “I’m Merryn.”

“Merryn?” Sarah repeated, deciding to ignore the fact that they had evidently decided to use Christian names, and instead trying to duplicate the soft consonants in Merryn’s name.

“Now, Sarah, if I told you that Esolde is quite all right, and with her family, will you stay far away from that dry goods shop?”

Esolde, Sarah assumed, was Mrs. Pawley. “I hope her family takes care to keep her far away from here.”

“Oh, we will,” Merryn said darkly. And then, upon seeing Sarah’s stunned expression. “Some people are too stupid to know a family when they see one. They see a woman with no brothers or fathers and think they can do as they please.” 

“But why are you here now? And why must I stay away?”

“Mr. Pawley took something that belonged to Esolde, which would have been bad enough, but then he sold it. Esolde came to me for help, which was quite right of her. I handled the matter to the best of my ability, and now all that’s left is to find the item he stole.”

Sarah decided not to dwell on how, exactly, Merryn had handled the matter. 

“As for why you must stay away from the shop,” Merryn went on, “I don’t know whether the man who owns the shop has the item I’m seeking. If he does, he isn’t at all a nice man, and you should keep clear of him.”

“If you mean Mr. Pawley’s brother, he only arrived in the village four days ago. He’s a mercer in Falmouth and plans to sell the dry goods shop as soon as he finds a buyer. I had the sense he wasn’t particularly close to his brother.”

“You learned all that in the five minutes you were inside?” Merryn asked.

Sarah managed to stop herself from preening. “I could help you find Mrs. Pawley’s belonging,” she said, the words leaving her mouth before she could consider how eager she sounded. “I have nothing else to do.”

Merryn regarded her closely, then lifted Sarah’s hand out of her lap. As Sarah watched, she peeled off Sarah’s brown kidskin gloves, then ran her own gloved finger across Sarah’s palm. “Yes, that is what I thought.”

For one dazed moment, Sarah thought Merryn was attempting to read her fortune. Her brain, it seemed, could not work properly when her palm was being stroked like that. “Pardon?” she managed.

“These aren’t the hands of someone with nothing to do.”

Sarah might have been ashamed of the calluses that the thimble had left on her fingertips, or of the knuckles that were slightly twisted from miles of intricate stitchwork, if not for the sense that beneath Merryn’s gloves were hands that had also seen a lifetime of use. Her touch was respectful, delicate even, and something more—the woman quite plainly liked what she saw, to the extent that Sarah felt that she ought to pull her hand away, or at least turn her head. She didn’t, though. Desire was nothing new, after all, neither experiencing it nor being the object of it, but Sarah’s last few lovers had ranged from not worth the bother to only marginally worth the bother. She sometimes thought she’d be quite happy to shelve the entire concept of sex, but it was harder to dismiss the warmth of someone else’s hand on hers.

“I’m on holiday,” Sarah said, turning her hand over so her fingers laced with Merryn’s. “I’m meant to be resting.”

“Do you not want to rest?”

“Goodness, no,” Sarah laughed.

Merryn sat silently for a moment. “Why not?”

“I wouldn’t know where to begin,” Sarah said, and it wasn’t until the words had left her mouth that she knew them to be—not a lie, but not quite the truth, either. “I like to work,” she said, and that wasn’t true either. The truth was that she had worked so hard, for so long, that it was woven into who she was. It was the warp thread, stable and fixed, and without it the rest of her barely existed. 

“So do I,” Merryn said. “You couldn’t make me stop.” She let out a breath of laughter. “Of course, sometimes I spend days doing nothing but eating and sleeping. Or talking to women in churchyards,” she added, casting a sidelong glance at Sarah. “I fill my hours with things I enjoy, and work is one of them. Speaking of which, I’ll be glad of your help.” 

***
[image: image]


Merryn evidently thought the various coves or caves or whatever those dank and unwholesome seaside caverns were called were likely hiding spots for Mrs. Pawley’s stolen treasure. But thus far, they contained nothing but various slimy rocks.

“May I ask what exactly we’re looking for?” Sarah asked after exploring the third such cave. It was low tide, but the sand was still very wet, and she was beginning to contemplate taking off her boots and stockings.

Merryn looked at her curiously. “A sealskin,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

A sealskin...coat? Well, that seemed an odd thing to kill a man—rather, to handle a matter—over, but Sarah decided not to think overmuch about that. Besides, she supposed it made her hopelessly amoral, but she rather wished all women had relations willing to decapitate any man who mistreated them. She just could not muster up much of an outraged sense of justice on behalf of a cruel husband.

As they searched, they talked, mostly about small and inconsequential things. Merryn went into raptures about a pastry she could only get in Cornwall, Sarah made Merryn laugh by describing the latest fashions from Paris, but somehow each trivial words seemed to slot perfectly into place. Every word that passed between them filled Sarah up, like coins in a bank she hadn’t known she possessed. A few times she caught Merryn looking at her, her head cocked, her expression bemused, and thought she was not the only one for whom this sort of rapport was unusual.

“The problem,” Sarah said, now carrying her shoes and stockings, her skirt gathered up in one hand, “is that I don’t need to work. I used to have to work in order to take care of my brothers.” Maybe it was the sun or the sea or the company, but the truth suddenly felt comfortable, something she could hold safely in her hands, not some barbed and dangerous thing she needed to bury away. “We stuck together, you know? Even after they were grown, we had to work hard to take care of one another. Sometimes I found them jobs, sometimes they did me favors. And now we don’t have to do any of that.”

“You don’t need one another anymore,” Merryn said evenly. “But do you want one another? That’s the important thing.” She tucked a strand of hair behind Sarah’s hair, letting her touch linger. Sarah leaned into her palm.

“Yes.” Sarah didn’t know how to explain that want seemed like such a flimsy thing, comparatively. She thought again of a heap of unwoven yarn. “I’m happy for them, I really am. I’m relieved that they don’t need me, for heaven’s sake. They’re grown men. But what on earth is the point of me now?” Sarah winced at how pitiful she sounded, but still Merryn didn’t drop her hand.

It had long since occurred to Sarah that they were not going to find a sealskin coat in a seaside cave, but she was loath to say anything that would put an end to their time together. When the tide came in and they had to stop their search, she no longer had any reason to hold her tongue.

“Why on earth would a man put a woman’s sealskin in a cave?” she asked as they splashed through the calf-deep water on their way out of the cave. “That seems quite an extraordinary thing to do.”

“Well,” Merryn said, “I already checked Mr. Pawley’s house and it definitely isn’t there. Nor is it in any of the fishing boats. I was out of ideas, and it was a pleasant day to spend out of doors,” she added sheepishly. 

Sarah took a moment to rejoice in the notion that they had mutually deceived one another into—whatever this was. But then she thought about what Merryn had said before that. “Why in heaven’s name would a man put something valuable in a fishing boat, of all places? I beg your pardon, but however things are done where you’re from, here in England no man in his right mind would store a sealskin coat in a cave or in boat.”

“Perhaps he wanted his wife to suffer,” Merryn said. It was dark in the cave, but Sarah saw her flash a smile that seemed comprised of teeth that suddenly looked far too sharp.

“Perhaps he did,” Sarah conceded. “But a coat like this is a thing of value. If Mr. Pawley were mad enough to throw good money away by storing a fine coat in such an appallingly damp place, then he might as well have set the poor thing on fire.” Beside her, she heard Merryn make a noise that sounded altogether wrong—dark and low and more like the crashing of waves on rocks than any woman’s voice ought to sound. Sarah reached for her hand, not quite knowing why. “But if he had a single ounce of sense, or at least greed, and I’m certain he did if his invoices were as bad as I’m told, then he wouldn’t have destroyed the coat. He’d have sold it.”

“Sold it,” Merryn repeated, in a voice that Sarah was relieved sounded almost entirely human, if quite cross. “For money.”

“Or to pay off a debt,” Sarah said. “I see it all the time, I’m afraid. A man will pawn his wife’s jewels and replace them with paste, sometimes behind her back. One client, the poor lady, returned from a visit to her sister to find that her husband had not only pawned her jewels but sold three evening gowns, a velvet cloak, and her court dress. My, but we had quite a bit of bother getting that sorted. A lady can make do with one evening gown but there’s no substitution for a court dress, however grotesque one finds them. It took some doing before I found someone willing to loan the lady her second-best court dress.” Sarah realized she was babbling and cut herself off. “It seems to me that we need to know whether Mr. Pawley had any debts.”

“That,” Merryn said, “is very clever. Is there someone you could ask?”

Yes, Sarah realized, there was. “Come see me tomorrow morning, and I’ll tell you what I’ve learned. Unless,” she added, feeling stupidly shy, “you want to come with me?”

Sarah didn’t know whether it was the chance to be useful or the pressure of Merryn’s fingers against her own that infused her with a sudden warmth, but she decided it was all the same thing.
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This time, Mrs. Ferris didn’t seem surprised to see Sarah in the kitchen.

“I know this is the worst possible time,” Sarah said, gesturing at the simmering pots and pans around them as the household prepared for dinner. “But I’ll be quick. Oh,” she added, remembering her manners, “this is...” But Merryn had drifted to the shadows at the edges of the kitchen, and Sarah supposed this meant she didn’t want to be introduced to the cook, or possibly to anyone. She also realized that she didn’t know whether Merryn was a Miss or a Mrs., nor have the faintest clue as to her surname. If Sarah had needed a reminder as to how out of the norm her interaction with Merryn was—which she did not, thank you very much, she was a grown woman and knew she was behaving like a lad of fifteen—that would have done the trick. Well, there was no use beating around the bush, so she took a deep breath. “Did Mr. Pawley have any debts? I’m afraid he sold or gave away a coat that belonged to Mrs. Pawley, and her relations want it back for her. I can only assume he took to so rash a measure because he had a debt to pay. Or perhaps he had a mistress, but I think you’d have mentioned that when we spoke last night.”

Mrs. Ferris raised her eyebrows. “Did Mr. Pawley have a debt,” she mused. “He lost a hand of cards to Jacob Davies not a fortnight ago. Jacob went around in a huff for days, saying that John Pawley wasn’t paying him what he was owed. But then he shut up about it, and everybody figured that meant John Pawley had parted with some coin for once in his life.”

“Where would we find John Davies?” Sarah asked.

“At the George, either drinking in the taproom or working in the stables,” Mrs. Ferris said. “But what could Mrs. Pawley have worth stealing? That doesn’t make a bit of sense. She got married with nothing more than the dress she stood up in, or so everybody said.”

“She had a sealskin coat,” Sarah explained. And, well, certainly it was a bit odd for a woman to have a fine coat and nothing else, but it wasn’t so shocking for Mrs. Ferris to go quite pale over it. But Mrs. Ferris was certainly pale, her gaze fixed at some point over Sarah’s shoulder. 

“A coat?” she asked faintly, sinking onto a stool. “Had my doubts about Esolde Pawley. Where is she now,” she asked, addressing the remark to that spot behind Sarah’s shoulder.

“With family,” said Merryn, appearing at that same shoulder.

“Without her skin?” Mrs. Ferris asked, her voice barely audible.

“Without her coat,” Sarah corrected. “Without her sealskin—oh.” Oh dear. She sat on the stool beside Mrs. Ferris. What a prize idiot she was. She had almost known that something was slightly off about Merryn—the woman was foreign, hardly knew how to dress herself, barely knew about London, and yet claimed to be the kinswoman of a villager. “We don’t have any of that in London. I beg your pardon, Merryn,” she added, feeling that it was somehow rude to be shocked that one’s companion was a—whatever she was.

“We don’t have much of it here,” Mrs. Ferris protested. “Last time was when my grandmother was a girl. Oh my days.”

Merryn flashed a smile that suddenly held too many teeth. 

“If you’d be so kind as to give my regrets to the earl and tell him that I won’t be at dinner,” Sarah managed to tell Mrs. Ferris as she followed Merryn outdoors in the direction of the setting sun.
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Sarah decided that when this was all over, she would spend a good long hour determining whether or not she had utterly taken leave of her senses. But for now, she had to help find Mrs. Pawley’s coat, or her skin, or whatever it might be. It really didn’t matter whether she was mad or not, because she had a job to do.

The George was hardly an inn at all. It was a one-roomed tavern likely frequented by fisherman, with a small stable behind it. Merryn led the way past the front door and to the stables. “I can smell it,” she said.

“The...skin?” Sarah asked.

Merryn smiled that predatory smile and pushed open the door. There was only a single horse in the stable, and at the sight of Merryn prowling about it gave an alarmed little whinny that Sarah could not help but agree with. 

“It’s not down here,” Merryn said, and began climbing the ladder to the hayloft. Sarah opened her mouth to protest that Merryn’s skirts were too narrow to be climbing ladders in, but recalled that Merryn probably was unconcerned about the state of her garments, and snapped her mouth shut again.

It was too dark for Sarah to see what was happening up in the loft, but she could hear footsteps and the sound of items being dragged about. And then there came a sound that made Sarah and the poor horse startle. “In a barrel,” Merryn hissed. “Dirty and damp. Moths have been at it. It’ll take months for poor Esolde to—”

But before Sarah could learn what it would take months for Esolde to do, the stable door opened and a tall man of about twenty came in.

“What in hell is happening here?” he asked. He smelled like gin and sweat and he stood there as if all the world owed him an answer. Sarah took a moment to rejoice in the fact that she lived a life that was blessedly free of that sort of man, and all at once she understood why Esolde had needed to flee to Merryn.

“Are you Jacob Davies?” Merryn asked, climbing gracefully down the ladder despite her arms being full of rich brown fur. 

“Depends on who’s asking, don’t it,” he snarled.

Merryn came to stand beside Sarah. “Stand by that back wall and hold this for me, will you?” she asked, placing the fur in Sarah’s arms. “I don’t want to get blood on it. It’s been through enough.” And then in one movement she had Jacob Davies against the stable door, her forearm braced against his throat and her knee at his groin. “Did you know what Mr. Pawley gave you to pay his debt? No, of course you didn’t, or you wouldn’t have hidden it in a barrel. I’m not going to ask whether you knew you were taking a woman’s freedom, because I don’t care. I don’t care about you at all, and if I were a younger and less patient woman I’d tear you apart and feed you to the fish. But I’m old and I’m tired and I won’t use my precious time on men like you, so I’ll make you a bargain. Do you want to make a bargain with me, Jacob Davies?”

Sarah did not feel like she needed to point out that Jacob Davies was hardly capable of answering in any meaningful way, as he probably could not breathe. But he managed to nod enough that Merryn let up her grip in a small way. “Oh, good,” she said. “Here are the terms of our bargain. I’ll let you go tonight, and you’ll make sure every man you meet for the rest of your days knows better than to trifle with one of us. Let them know what happened to John Pawley, and let them know he had a merciful death. I will tear the next person limb from limb and I will enjoy doing it.” She smiled in a way that left no doubt as to how she would affect the limb tearing. For one insane moment Sarah thought she might be a little bit in love.
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They were halfway along the road to Penkellis when Sarah realized they were heading away from the sea.

“Don’t you need to...” Sarah gestured at the sealskin she still carried. 

“I do,” Merryn answered. “But I wanted to see you safely home before leaving. I’m afraid Esolde will be quite uncomfortable while her skin heals, as if she hasn’t been through enough. But it’s high time she give me my skin back.”

“Your skin?”

“I lent her mine. I always do, when girls get stranded on land. Then I set about finding their skin and...pursuing justice.”

“Justice, of course,” Sarah said, her voice slightly wobbly, not from shock or dismay but from sheer proximity to this woman. “That’s very kind of you. To lend your skin I mean.” Perhaps it was like letting a friend borrow an umbrella, but Sarah doubted it.

“Kindness has nothing to do with it,” Merryn said. “Nothing at all. I’ve been rescuing stranded girls for—goodness, it’s been decades now. I’m not very squeamish, which is the main thing. Esolde could never have disposed of her husband, I’m afraid, and she would have spent the rest of her life trapped here.”

“If you hadn’t intervened, you mean,” Sarah said. 

Merryn shrugged. “She and I both would have passed a lifetime sharing my skin back and forth between us, if it hadn’t been for your help.”

“Nonsense,” Sarah said. “You had the matter quite in hand.”

“Everything goes easier with a bit of help. And it certainly was more pleasant with you around. Threatening that bastard wouldn’t have been half as enjoyable without you watching.”

Sarah’s cheeks heated. “And I enjoyed watching you.”

Merryn let out a low laugh. “I thought you did.”

They were within sight of Penkellis now, the jagged walls of the castle looming against the night sky. “Do you want to come in?” she asked, before she could think better of it. She didn’t know how she’d explain Merryn’s presence, let alone her existence, to her brother. The idea of Merryn sitting in the parlor and playing whist with them, her skin resting on the sofa beside her, was too absurd to contemplate.

“You must be eager to return to London,” Merryn said. Now when she spoke the city’s name, it rolled off her tongue. Sarah remembered how foreign and strange she had seemed that first day on the beach. Either Sarah had gotten used to the sound of her, or Merryn had gotten used to...well, used to speaking, Sarah supposed.

“And you’ll be wanting to get back to...” To the sea, to her home. “To your family,” Sarah said.

Merryn gave her a smile that didn’t seem sharp at all, just soft and bright. And Sarah hadn’t forgotten what to do with a person who looked at her like that, so she stepped closer, fitting one hand to Merryn’s hip and the other to the back of her head. As far as kisses went, it was small and quiet. It wasn’t a promise, really, but a suggestion of what might happen if they ever had the chance for a second kiss.

“My shop is in Sackville Street,” she said before pulling away and heading to Penkellis.
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“Goodness,” Betsy said when Sarah walked in the door of the shop. “We weren’t expecting you for another fortnight.”

Sarah breathed in the familiar scent of the shop, dearly welcome after being absent for almost two weeks. She barely restrained herself from embracing each individual bolt of fabric that lined the shelves of the workroom. “I couldn’t take another minute of it,” she admitted.

“Well, that’s ten shillings for Mary. I had next Wednesday, and Josie thought you’d last the full month.”

Sarah’s mouth twitched up in the beginnings of a smile. “Well, Josie hasn’t been here very long, has she? This time next year she’ll know better than to waste her money on a bad bet.”

She had stayed on at Penkellis for three days after Merryn left, and spent that time watching Georgie and Lord Radnor attempt to tear up the back garden using the smoking monstrosity she had seen them assemble. It wasn’t resting, she decided, so much as it was being on hand to send for the fire brigade to combat the inevitable inferno. She might not be any good as rest, but she could manage quiet vigilance. Georgie enthusiastically attempted to explain steam engines and the prevailing likelihood that they would not explode, but from this conversation Sarah only gleaned that her younger brother was exactly as clever as she had always expected, and that she would need to pay another visit the following summer to ensure he didn’t get injured in any explosions.

Sarah brought her satchel to her rooms upstairs and unpacked the few items she brought with her to Cornwall. On her last day, she had walked to the sea. She knew she wouldn’t find Merryn; the seals basking on the sand were probably just seals, but if she had pointedly looked one in the eye and announced her plan of returning to Cornwall next year, then that was perfectly fine. It was perhaps a bit sentimental to want to look out at the sea and know Merryn was there, but there was nothing wrong with a bit of sentiment. Sentiment was all there was, in the end; that was all there was tying her to the people around her. She wasn’t needed, but she was wanted. 

She did wish she had some kind of memento of the day she had spent with Merryn, partly as evidence that it had happened, but also as an excuse to linger over the memory. Because when Sarah thought about it, the fact that Merryn was some kind of sea creature was less surprising than the fact that Sarah had wanted more of her. Sarah didn’t expect to ever see her again—surely selkies didn’t have much cause to visit London, what on earth had Sarah been thinking, giving the woman her address like that—but it was lovely to know that there was someone whose hand she wanted to hold, whose lips she wanted to kiss.
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When the shop reopened in the beginning of September, business was so brisk that Sarah had to hire another seamstress, as well as a girl to run errands. Jack insisted that this was entirely due to the cachet of Sarah having closed up for the month of August, and therefore took all the credit for himself. Sarah privately thought he was partly right, even though she would never admit it. The rest of the credit, unfortunately, probably went to the new fashions that were coming out of Paris. A certain class of woman would never be able to resist a heavily ornamented flounce, god bless them.

Sarah knew that her work wasn’t important, not in the grand scope of things. She spent her days charging clients a frankly ludicrous amount of money for clothes they didn’t strictly need, and bullying women into making choices that would make them (and by extension, Sarah’s shop) look their best. Nobody’s welfare depended on whether a woman wore the proper shade of blue; no lives were saved when Sarah coaxed a lady away from the dangers of an overly puffed sleeve. But it mattered to Sarah—this shop was hers. Every bolt of fabric, every spool of thread, the reputation she had built for her shop, the satisfaction of her customers, and the loyalty of her employees—it was all hers. How many people—let alone women who had been born poor—had half so much? When other people looked at her, they might see a woman working too hard, but really she was tending something she loved. 

Besides which, her gowns made people happy and confident, and her advice had saved any number of women from disgracing themselves in hideous clothing. Plenty of dressmakers did not know how to sew a french seam or how to rescue velvet cloaks from the clutches of troublesome husbands. So maybe what she did really was important, in its way.

On a rainy day toward the end of September, when the weather had kept away all but the most desperate clients, Betsy tapped on the door of the room where Sarah was measuring a woman for clothes that would conceal her impending motherhood for as long as possible. “There’s a lady asking for you,” Sarah said. “A foreigner.”

Sarah’s fingers faltered on the measuring tape. “What does she look like?”

“A proper fright, if you’ll pardon me. Her gown is at least four years old and it looks like it’s been dragged through every puddle between here and Regent Street. I put her in your parlor.”

Sarah handed the measuring tape to Betsy. “Will you take the rest of the measurements while I see to our new arrival?”

The only sign Betsy gave that she thought it odd for Sarah to personally attend to a bedraggled foreigner was a fractionally raised eyebrow, which Sarah ignored. Over the past few weeks, Sarah had been letting Betsy and the other girls do more work—opening and closing the shop, ordering supplies, and attending to clients who didn’t personally request Sarah. Just because Sarah loved her work, didn’t mean she had to do all of it herself, after all.

The room which Betsy referred to as a parlor wasn’t a parlor at all. It was a small room where they kept clients who were in too sorry a state to be seen in the shop itself. When Sarah smoothed her skirts outside the door, she didn’t let herself form any hopes as to who she might find inside, but still she patted her hair and adjusted her bodice.

When she opened the door, the first thing she saw was the gleam of soaking wet black hair, a profile she had half forgotten, and a mouth that curved into a proper smile when she saw Sarah. At her feet was a carpet bag.

“That gown is worse than the first one I saw you in,” Sarah said, leaning against the closed door.

“You might not realize this, but it’s rather difficult to acquire a gown that fits when one is utterly naked. I tend to grab the first garment I see.”

“And it shows,” Sarah said. Then she noticed how very wet Merryn’s hair was, and a horrible thought occurred to her. “You didn’t swim up the Thames, did you?” 

Merryn let out a laugh. “I took the stagecoach from Norfolk, then walked here from Charing Cross.”

“Norfolk?” Sarah asked. “Business or pleasure?”

“It’s always a pleasure,” Merryn said meaningfully, and Sarah let out a satisfied little sigh at the thought of Merryn threatening and possibly otherwise dispatching bad men. Some of her thoughts must have shown on her face, because Merryn gave her a sly smile.

“The next time you have an errand on land,” Sarah said, “you should write me, and I’ll have a couple of gowns sent in advance.” She wasn’t certain how she’d manage it, but surely people could be paid to leave a parcel on the beach. How post could be arranged from the sea was another matter, but she’d figure it out later. “Something in dark colors that won’t show the blood,” she added.

“Or you could simply meet me there,” Merryn said. “You could ensure that I’m dressed to your satisfaction, watch me terrorize villains, and then kiss me in secluded lanes afterward.”

“That sort of thing could become a habit,” Sarah cautioned, pushing off the door frame and crossing to where Merryn stood by the fire. “Be careful what you ask for.”

“I always am.”

“I might even start kissing you in places that aren’t secluded lanes.”

“I wonder what that would be like,” Merryn asked. 

Sarah showed her.
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“I wouldn’t have thought,” Sarah said later, after she had gotten Merryn out of that frightful gown and into her bed, “that you’d have much use for human lovers.” And that, really, was not a sentence Sarah could have foreseen uttering. 

“You mean because I spend my time dealing with the aftermath of what happens when women like me take a human lover?” She wrinkled her nose. “Really Sarah, why would you lump yourself in with them? Do you have any plans to hold me captive?”

“No, Merryn,” Sarah said, rolling her eyes. “I thought you’d want to spend your time in the sea. You’re called onto land for business—” One day she’d really grapple with how any allusion to Merryn’s business made Sarah’s heart speed up in a very pleasant manner “—so I’d have thought you’d choose to spend your leisure with your family.”

“I spend my leisure with people of my own choosing,” Merryn said. “And I expect you do the same.”

“I suppose I do,” Sarah said, much struck by the realization that she had walked out of the shop in the middle of the day with no explanation other than simply telling Betsy that she was in charge. 

The following day was a Sunday and the shop was closed, so when Sarah heard someone let themselves in through the back door, she knew who it had to be.

“I’m afraid you’re going to meet my brother,” she told Merryn. They were reading the paper and eating bread and cheese before the fire in Sarah’s rooms upstairs. 

“Not the one who explodes things?” Merryn asked.

“No, although I daresay he’d relish the opportunity to explode some things.”

“Who would?” Jack asked, entering Sarah’s sitting room.

“One day,” Sarah placidly told her brother, “you’ll learn to knock.” Then she sipped her tea and waited the five seconds it would take for Jack to notice that neither Sarah nor her guest wore any shoes and that the dress Merryn wore was one of Sarah’s.

“You know,” Jack said slowly, “I think you’re right about that.” He pulled up a chair and helped himself to some cheese.

“Merryn, this is my brother, Jack. He sometimes forgets that he doesn’t live here anymore.” She didn’t bother explaining precisely who Merryn was, because Jack would have already figured out the most important detail, which was that she mattered to Sarah. “She and I will be taking a holiday together sometime soon.”

Perhaps the distance between aiding and abetting a felony and taking a holiday wasn’t so vast, or perhaps Jack knew her well after all, because he raised a knowing eyebrow. “Do me a favor and send for me if you run into trouble,” he said.

Sarah caught Merryn’s eye and saw the flash of sharp teeth in the other woman’s smile. “I don’t think that will be necessary,” she said, and took a sip of her tea.
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