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      HER secrets could cost her everything…

      

      Beautiful but penniless, Sarah Killian is forced to accept charity from her haughty London relatives in order to search for her long-lost younger brother. That search leads her to the sordid streets of Seven Dials, haunt of thieves and other criminals, where she discovers her young brother is preparing to take over the role of the legendary Saint of Seven Dials. To prevent him taking such a risk, Sarah decides to assume the Saint’s mantle herself, at least until she can find gainful (and respectable) employment.

      

      Lord Peter Northrup is more entranced by the lovely but mysterious Miss Killian than he has ever been by any other woman, but she is very careful of her secrets. When he delves beneath the surface he finds more than he’d bargained for—not only intelligence and courage, but a secret that could ruin him along with Sarah herself, should it become public. But perhaps love is worth the risk…

      

      Book 4 of Brenda Hiatt’s bestselling Saint of Seven Dials series.
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            Prologue

          

          LONDON—September, 1808

        

      

    

    
      “PROMISE ME you'll do your best, William, and mind your teachers." Twelve-year-old Sarah Killian pressed her lips together as soon as she finished speaking, determined not to cry in front of her little brother.

      "I said I would, didn't I?" he replied with a scowl that made him look fiercer than any eight-year-old should look. "And don't call me William."

      Sarah gave him a quick hug, careful not to crush either her new clothes or his, the first either of them had had since running away from the workhouse two years ago. He endured it without struggling, which told her he wasn't as confident as he pretended.

      "Flute, then," she amended.

      Though the nickname had begun as teasing —the older lads making fun of young William's high, piping voice —he'd adopted it as his own after proving his worth by fighting —and besting —his tormentors, most near twice his size. Surely such a scrappy boy would be able to fend for himself at boarding school?

      "An' you take care o' yourself, too," he said when she released him, his eyes suspiciously bright. "I still think it's a stupid idea, y'know, goin' to school when we're making a good living here."

      Sarah set her jaw stubbornly in anticipation of yet another argument over the decision she'd made last week. "You won't be able to work as a climbing boy much longer —you're gettin' too big. And won't you like never having burns on your feet again?" His chimney-sweep master often used hot irons to prod the boys more quickly through the narrow flues.

      "I s'pose. But I been talking to Twitchell's lads, and they say I'd make a bang-up pickpocket with a bit o' training, and—"

      "No!" Sarah cut him off. "That'd be dishonest —and dangerous." She'd picked her own share of pockets for Twitchell, in fact, but she refused to let her brother follow that path. He was her responsibility, had been since their parents died within a week of each other, almost three years ago.

      "Besides," she continued, "if you don't go to school, I won't —and I'm really wanting to. 'Specially after Mrs. Hounslow was kind enough to make the arrangements and all."

      Flute nodded, though he still looked skeptical. "Long as this so-called grandfather of ours don't change his mind about paying, I'll go. For a while, anyways."

      Sarah wasn't sure he'd fully understood Mrs. Hounslow's hints of what would happen if she stayed with Twitchell's gang —what happened to most comely young girls on the streets once they reached a certain age. At least, she hoped he hadn't understood.

      "A pretty thing like you?" the charitable woman had said, tears standing in her eyes. "In a year or less, you'd be forced to trade your virtue for your keep. I want to spare you that, my dear."

      It had been enough to convince her to accept the woman's help, for both herself and her brother. In a few minutes she would board the mail coach for Cumberland, in the far north of England, to attend Miss Pritchard's Seminary for Young Ladies. Two hours later, Flute was to board another, bound southward to Westerham School in Kent.

      At the insistence of Mrs. Hounslow, who was known about the streets of London for her charity to orphans, a grandfather they'd never seen had agreed to pay for their schooling —even though he'd cast off their mother and wanted nothing else to do with them. Sarah didn't much care, as long as the man's money got her brother and herself off the dangerous London streets. Since escaping the brutal workhouse, she'd seen more than a dozen children die of want, violence, or at the hands of the so-called law.

      With a rumble and a clatter, the mail coach rounded the corner of the inn-yard where they waited. Quickly, Sarah grasped her brother's shoulders, forcing him to look her in the eye.

      "I'm goin' to be the best student Miss Pritchard ever had," she assured both him and herself. "They'll turn me into a real lady there. Then I c'n get me a good job, send you to university —make a real life for the both of us. I promise."

      She prayed he'd believe it, despite the fact that their mother, a "real lady," had failed to provide much of anything for them. To her relief, he nodded, his eyes glistening again.

      "C'mon, lass, we've a schedule to keep," barked the coachman, tossing her small valise into the boot of the coach and opening the door to the already-crowded interior.

      Sarah gave her brother one last hug. "Be good, William. I'll write you!"

      Before she could cry, she clambered into the mail coach and wedged herself between a fat farm wife and an elderly parson in rusty black. As the coach rattled away, she felt a sharp pang of loss at leaving the only person in the world who mattered to her.

      As London streets gave way to the unfamiliar green of the countryside, however, melancholy gave way to determination. They'd survived this long with nothing but their wits, she and William. Surely, with enough hard work, anything was possible. She would keep the promise she'd just made, or die trying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          London—October, 1816

        

      

    

    
      “GONE?” Sarah Killian asked in disbelief. "How can William be gone?"

      Mrs. Hounslow, smaller than Sarah remembered, and a little bit grayer, looked as though she might cry. "Believe me, I had no idea. I sent word that your grandfather had died, as I wrote to you, and only then did the headmaster inform me that he'd run away from Westerham."

      "But . . . all of those letters you sent me. You assured me William was doing well." Sarah followed Mrs. Hounslow into the tiny but very clean parlor of the little house on Gracechurch Street where she had arrived after three gruelling days on the southbound mail coach.

      "I fear I was sadly deceived by the headmaster," Mrs. Hounslow replied. "I presume he did not wish to lose your brother's annual tuition. Not until the source of that tuition disappeared did he tell me the truth. I have requested an inquiry by the board of directors, you may be sure."

      "Then . . . did William receive none of my letters?" Sarah couldn't quite grasp the enormity of what had happened. "He never answered them, but I attributed that to his youth —and gender."

      The older woman nodded sagely. "Men, and particularly boys, do tend to be dreadful correspondents. But no, it appears William left the school before the end of his first year. I have not yet managed to locate him, as I only discovered it yesterday."

      "His first— He's been missing for seven years?" Sarah gasped, a hand going to her throat. "Anything might have happened to him!"

      Horrible visions rose before her eyes. Little William, at the mercy of far worse than his old climbing master, perhaps beaten, forced to— "He—he could be anywhere by now," she whispered as tears threatened to choke her. "He could even be dead."

      For eight long years, Sarah's one goal had been to fulfill the promise she'd made her brother the day she had left London. That goal had supported her through her first months at what had turned out to be a harsh school in a harsh climate, established solely to educate orphans lucky enough to have benefactors.

      That goal had continued to sustain her as she stubbornly learned everything possible from those teachers willing to work in that environment. Finally, that goal had driven her to apply for the post of teacher upon graduation, so that she could earn both the money and experience necessary to return to London and seek gainful employment.

      Now she was here, but her goal was further away than ever— perhaps even unattainable. She took a deep breath, trying to keep panic at bay. "What of a position? Were you able to find one for me, as I asked?"

      "Ah, here's Maggie with our tea. Do have a bit," Mrs. Hounslow urged, taking the tray from the middle-aged maid. She poured a cup for each of them before answering Sarah's question.

      "I am sorry, my dear, but governess positions are not so easy to come by as all that. First, you must establish yourself, demonstrate that you have respectable connections. Indeed, now I see your face again, I fear it may be a trifle, ah, difficult to secure such a post."

      Sarah set down her cup, untouched. "I should perhaps tell you that I spent every bit of money I had on my fare to London, and on this dress." She fingered the brown-checked country gingham, the best she'd been able to afford after paying for her journey from Cumberland. "If not a governess position, I can work as a seamstress, or even a lady's maid —or in a shop somewhere."

      "Oh, no, my dear." Mrs. Hounslow appeared shocked. "You come of a good family, whether they choose to acknowledge you or not. You are too young to be a lady's companion, so governessing is your only option. That —or marriage." She regarded Sarah speculatively. "In fact, I should say—"

      Sarah interrupted this flight of fancy with a blunt question. "Then how am I to live while I search for William?"

      "Search—? My dear, you mustn't do any such thing. It would be most dangerous. I shall make inquiries, and I doubt not we'll discover something of your brother's whereabouts soon enough."

      "Of course I must search for him." How could Mrs. Hounslow imagine otherwise? To prevent further argument, she reverted to the other topic. "You were discussing my options for survival?"

      "Oh! Yes. As it happens, I have found you a respectable place to stay—a most respectable place. One that may offer far better opportunities than a governess post."

      Mrs. Hounslow's hands fluttered about her as she spoke, betraying her nervousness. "I have discovered a cousin of your mother's here in Town, and I'm certain she will allow you to stay at her home until we can get you settled more, ah, permanently. When we finish our tea, I will walk you to Berkley Square. Lady Mountheath will no doubt be delighted to meet you."
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      Lord Peter Northrup drained the last of a well-earned pint of ale and stood. After a fortnight away, he'd had a productive morning catching up on the news, political and social. After talking with a clerk or two at the War Office, he'd concluded with a pleasant hour among friends at the Guards' Club.

      "Leaving us, Colonel?" asked Tom Pynchney, a talkative fellow who still wore his regimentals despite the fact he'd done no soldiering since leaving Paris more than two years since— any more than had Peter himself.

      Peter hid a wince at the designation. "Aye, I've a thing or two to do at home before readying myself for the evening," he replied, twitching the fit of his coat back to its customary perfection. The news he'd heard this morning had brought back enough unpleasant memories without additional reminders.

      Lord Fernworth, already well into his third bottle of wine, guffawed from a nearby table. "Have to change to yet brighter colors, you mean? But I believe you may be losing your edge, Pete. Didn't you wear that same orange waistcoat only last month?"

      Peter smiled indulgently and shook his head. "You should know me better than that, Ferny. That one was peach. This one is apricot." This drew a general chuckle, to which Peter graciously inclined his head before picking up his hat and walking stick and taking his leave.

      He was used to his cronies' ribbing about his flamboyant collection of waistcoats, which defied the current fashion for sober blacks and blues. In fact, he prided himself on his unruffled calm in the face of their ridicule. This was who he was now— frivolous man of fashion, genial party guest, caretaker and conscience of his more dissipated friends.

      Besides, deviating from the norm was no bad thing. He was all too aware of what atrocities were possible under the guise of uniformity. In fact, this morning's conversation with Mr. Thripp at the War Office had brought back far too much, briefly cracking his carefully-maintained veneer.

      "Word is, the Black Bishop is due to hang by the end of the year," the clerk had told him.

      Peter had felt a surge of satisfaction, as that traitor had been directly responsible for the incident Peter had tried hardest to forget from the war. "When was he caught? And by whom?"

      Mr. Thripp shrugged. "The Foreign Office keeps to itself, so we don't get much beyond the bare facts. He was taken almost two months since, and I heard that a Mr. Paxton, a fellow working for the Bow Street Runners of all things, brought him in. Charlton saw it. Keep it under your hat, though. Everything's supposed to stay quiet until after the trial."

      Peter had agreed, of course, but the conversation had given him much food for thought.

      Before his marriage last month, Noel Paxton had been hot on the trail of the Saint of Seven Dials, that legendary thief who'd been stealing from London's rich and giving to the poor —and who had ceased operations precisely when the Black Bishop was arrested.

      During the Congress of Vienna, Peter had suspected Noel acted as far more than a mere courier for Wellington. Therefore, he'd thought it odd that Noel would be working for the Bow Street Runners. If the Saint was actually the Black Bishop, however, it all made perfect sense.

      While it was disappointing to realize that the Saint's vaunted "heroism" had merely been a ruse by a vicious traitor, Peter felt a sense of satisfaction as the missing pieces of the puzzle fell into place. Certainly, no punishment could be harsh enough to atone for the deaths the Black Bishop had caused. A vision of young Billy Winton's face swam before him—a private under Peter's command, not yet out of his teens, cut down before he'd lived his life. The long-suppressed rage stirred again, but Peter quickly subdued it.

      No, he would think only of the future —in particular, this week's social calendar.

      Tonight he would wear his scarlet and gold waistcoat, he decided, with the embroidered gold coat. His colorful wardrobe was one of the few indulgences Peter permitted himself, though in fact he could afford far greater ones. Amazing what careful investments could achieve in a relatively short time.

      Walking briskly up Dover Street toward Grosvenor, where he was temporarily staying at his brother Marcus's house, he reflected that it was just as well his friends remained in ignorance of his assets. Ferny, for one, would be continuously hounding him for money. He would refuse, of course, but others might be harder to deny. His best friend Harry, for instance.

      "Pardon, guv'nor, 'ave ye a penny to spare?" a bedraggled urchin broke into his musings.

      Smiling down at the lad, Peter reached into his pocket and flipped him a shilling. "Put it to good use, now," he admonished the delighted child.

      "Aye, guv, I will, guv!" the lad exclaimed, then scurried off, no doubt to boast to his mates about his successful begging.

      Peter sighed. Yes, he was far too soft a touch. Still, it wasn't something he wished to change about himself. Not after— Again, his thoughts shied away from the past.

      Life was good now, and he was more than content to play the gallant dandy with a reputation for knowing everything about everyone. His time— and thoughts —were well occupied looking out for his friends and for any unfortunates who crossed his path.

      He rounded the corner to Hay Hill and nearly collided with a trio of women near the railings, two of them hovering over the third, who appeared to be in some distress.

      "My pardon, ladies!" He swept off his hat and bowed. "May I be of some assistance?"

      The youngest lady looked up and he was forcibly struck by the beauty of her wide blue eyes and heart-shaped face, only partially obscured by her close-fitting bonnet. "Thank you, sir," she said in a cultured voice that belied her rustic clothing. "Maggie here appears to have strained her ankle."

      With an effort, Peter turned his attention to the injured woman, clearly a servant by her dress. "Let's have a look."

      "Come, Maggie, have a seat on the stoop here and let the gentleman help you," urged the older woman, no doubt the beauty's mother. "I told you it was too far for you to walk so soon after that nasty sprain you had last month. Perhaps you'll listen to my advice in the future."

      While she lectured on, Peter managed a quick examination of the affected ankle. He'd had far too much experience with injuries during the war, but this one, thankfully, was minimal.

      "It's a bit swollen, but nothing a day or two of rest won't cure," he said after a moment's probing. "I'll get you a hackney."

      This effectively stopped the older woman's chatter. "Oh! Thank you, sir, but I fear a hackney is a bit beyond our means."

      The younger woman nodded. "Indeed, there is no need, sir, though we thank you. I was just offering to walk back to Gracechurch Street and send someone —a neighbor —for Maggie. It's only three miles each way."

      Peter's brows rose, though he refrained from commenting on the novelty of such an undertaking for the sake of a mere servant. Instead, he raised a hand to hail a passing cab. "Pray allow me this small indulgence. It's not often I get to play the hero."

      He smiled at the daughter as he spoke. Working class or not, no healthy male could fail to enjoy having such a pretty face regard him with gratitude. Besides, he could never resist helping damsels in distress.

      He assisted the injured maid into the hackney, then turned to the others and held out his hand. To his surprise, the beauty shook her head.

      "I thank you, sir, for your kindness to poor Maggie, but Mrs. Hounslow and I have business to conduct in this part of Town."

      Not the older woman's daughter after all, then. As he paid the coachman the fare to Gracechurch Street, he reordered his original assumptions and made a few new ones. For the first time, he noticed that the younger girl clutched a small valise.

      "Anything with which I can be of help?" he asked, reluctant to leave them. Peter loved a puzzle as much as he enjoyed playing the rescuer. "May I offer my escort, at least?"

      He reached out to take her burden from her, but she backed away, glancing at the older woman, who said, "You are very kind, sir, but it is only a step. However, I do thank you again —I thank you very much indeed!"

      Though he would very much have liked to fill in the blanks of what appeared to be an intriguing story, he could hardly insist in light of this dismissal. He therefore bowed, murmured that he would always be at their service, and took his leave of them.

      Glancing over his shoulder as he continued on his way, he saw the two women turning onto Berkley Square. For a moment he debated following at a distance, but regretfully decided it would be unwise. The nameless beauty was almost certainly not of his world, so what could he do beyond persuading an impoverished but respectable young woman to trade her virtue for his protection? Not his style at all.

      Firmly putting the girl from his thoughts, he headed toward Grosvenor Street and Marcus's townhouse. He had more pressing matters to consider just now— such as which cravat would best complement the ensemble he meant to wear to Lady Driscoll's ridotto tonight.
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      Sarah gazed around Berkley Square with barely-concealed awe. Never, during her youthful years in London, had she ventured into Mayfair, instead making her living, such as it was, selling flowers and trinkets to the theater-goers in and about Covent Garden and Drury Lane. That, and picking the occasional pocket when opportunity presented.

      Nor had eight years at Miss Pritchard's prepared her for the opulence she now saw about her. The school had been utilitarian and drab —and so had the teachers, come to think of it. But there was nothing either utilitarian or drab about Berkley Square. Tall, gracious houses surrounded a central garden dominated by graceful plane trees and a sort of miniature Chinese pagoda.

      The houses themselves were more elegant than anything Sarah had ever seen, with their beautiful brickwork, immaculately painted facades and imposing portals. The thought of actually living in one of them, even temporarily, seemed almost laughable —like a pig taking up residence in a royal palace.

      And the people! Resplendent ladies walked here and there, holding delicate parasols and accompanied by distinguished-looking gentlemen in black, or by smartly-dressed maids.

      Sarah glanced down at her new brown frock, the prettiest she'd ever owned, and realized that even the maids were more modishly dressed than she. No wonder that handsome gentleman who'd aided poor Maggie had looked at her so strangely. How foolish she'd been to imagine admiration in his expression.

      Mrs. Hounslow seemed to share none of her reservations, however, for she walked right up the front steps of the third house on the right and boldly plied the door knocker. Determinedly gathering her courage, Sarah hurried to stand beside her.

      The impeccably imposing front door opened to reveal an even more impeccably imposing butler, clad in black. "Yes?" he asked in icy tones.

      "Good afternoon," Mrs. Hounslow said briskly. "Might I know your name?"

      If anything, the butler's expression became even more supercilious. "I am Hodge, madam. Your name and business?"

      "I am Mrs. Hounslow, Hodge, and this is Miss Sarah Killian. We should like to speak with Lady Mountheath."

      Hodge actually curled his lip, in a manner Sarah had heretofore only read about in novels. "I think not. Perhaps, if you go to the rear entrance, the housekeeper might be able to assist you."

      Sarah took a half step back, prepared to comply, but Mrs. Hounslow was not so easily deterred. "I assure you, Hodge, that we are not tradespeople, nor back-door people at all. In fact, Miss Killian is a relation of Lady Mountheath's —the daughter of her cousin Mary. Pray inform her that we are here."

      Though he looked profoundly skeptical, the butler bowed —then closed the door in their faces. Sarah blinked, then glanced questioningly at her companion, who was now scowling.

      "Odious man! No, Sarah, don't retreat. I don't believe Lady Mountheath will dare to let us leave without first investigating my claim."

      Apparently she was correct, for a minute or two later the door reopened and the butler, as starchy as ever, motioned them into the marble-floored front hall. Sarah gazed, wide-eyed, at the gilt tables, richly upholstered chairs and numerous objects of art scattered about, illumined by an extravagant number of candles.

      "Wait here," the butler said, showing them into an anteroom near the back of the house. In contrast to the ostentatious ornamentation of the main hall, this room was simply and sparsely furnished, no doubt for the reception of "back-door people."

      "Do you think—?" Sarah began, but Mrs. Hounslow shushed her, nodding her head toward the open doorway. An instant later, a large, turbaned woman in yellow satin swept through it, her expression every bit as disdainful as the butler's had been.

      "So. You are Miss Sarah Killian?" Her voice was both strident and haughty.

      Painfully aware of her outmoded gown and worn valise, Sarah nodded. "I am . . . my lady?"

      The woman bobbed her turban. "Yes, I am Lady Mountheath. Now, what is this wild story about your being some sort of relation?" Her glance slid to Mrs. Hounslow, who stepped forward eagerly.

      "Yes indeed, my lady. Sarah here is the daughter of your own cousin Mary, who was daughter to Lord Wragby, your uncle. She only arrived in Town today, and as you are now her nearest living relation, it seemed fitting that I bring her to you."

      Lady Mountheath raised an eyebrow. "And how do you come into the business, Mrs.—?"

      "Hounslow, my lady. Esther Hounslow, of the Bettering Society. I make it my business to see to the welfare of poor orphans like Miss Killian here. It was I who, ah, suggested to your uncle that he subsidize her schooling at Miss Pritchard's Seminary for Young Ladies. And indeed, she proved both an exemplary student and teacher there."

      Sarah felt it was time she entered the conversation. "I have come to London to seek employment, my lady, not charity," she said, forcing an authority she did not feel into her voice, just as she'd had to do when teaching her first class of unruly girls.

      Lady Mountheath raked her with a critical gaze. "And what has that to do with me? My daughters are long past the age of needing a governess."

      Mrs. Hounslow spoke up again. "She will need to live somewhere until she obtains a position, my lady. Your, ah, charity is quite famous —I read of it in the Political Register only a few weeks since. Once it is known Sarah is your cousin, you must agree it would look rather odd if she were not under your protection."

      To Sarah's surprise, Lady Mountheath flushed an unattractive shade of puce. "Very well," she snapped, glaring at Mrs. Hounslow before turning to Sarah. "I do remember your mother —and how she disgraced the family. See you do not make me regret my generosity."

      "I doubt I will have to impose upon you for long," Sarah said, stung. "I am well qualified for a governess post and have brought references from Miss Pritchard and two of the teachers."

      Lady Mountheath sniffed. "You may find a post more difficult to obtain than you expect, young woman. For honest employment, it is no asset to be so—that is—"

      She seemed to falter for a moment, but recovered at once. "I will have the housekeeper find you a room and inform you of your duties while you make your home with us. Charitable I may be, but I'll not keep you in idleness."

      "Well, that's settled then," exclaimed Mrs. Hounslow delightedly. "You see, Sarah? I told you it would all work out. And never fear, my lady. Even if she cannot obtain a position as governess somewhere, she may well make a match, which will take her off your hands just as effectively."

      An odd grimace twisted Lady Mountheath's mouth. "As her mother did? This way, Miss Killian."

      After returning Mrs. Hounslow's parting kiss, Sarah obediently followed her new benefactress from the room, marveling at the abrupt change in her physical circumstances even as she braced herself for whatever verbal barbs might come her way.

      It afforded her no satisfaction to realize that Lady Mountheath had likely been referring to her looks earlier. Hadn't Miss Pritchard also warned that her pale gold curls and wide blue eyes would hinder rather than help her on her chosen path?

      "A governess in a noble household is a nobody," she'd said. "The men of the household will take liberties and the women will turn you out for it. You'd be advised to stay here, safe from the depravity so prevalent among our so-called upper classes."

      At the time Sarah had assumed that venerable woman's misgivings stemmed largely from her unwillingness to lose her best —and lowest paid— teacher. Surely, that gentleman who had helped poor Maggie proved that some members of the ton were decent, compassionate people.

      "Grimble, this is Miss Killian, a kinswoman of sorts," Lady Mountheath informed the large, black-clad woman supervising two ill-favored maids as they polished plate in the dining room. "She will be with us for a week or two— perhaps longer." Her tone made it clear she hoped that would not be the case. "I leave it to you to find a place for her in the household." Without another word to Sarah, she left them.

      Mrs. Grimble, a plain woman well past middle age, swept Sarah with as critical an eye as her mistress had done. "Not been much used to work, have you?" she asked after a moment.

      Sarah blinked. "Indeed I have, ma'am. For the past two years I have taught four classes a day, six days a week, to two dozen girls of various ages."

      "Educated, are you?" The housekeeper seemed to regard this as a drawback rather than a benefit. "I'd advise you not to put on airs, Missie. Her ladyship won't abide it. Maisie," she said to one of the maids, "see you and Betsy finish quickly —it's near time for the table to be set."

      With a jerk of her head, she indicated that Sarah was to follow her, but as they were crossing the front hall, a top-hatted gentlemen entered the house. Mrs. Grimble bobbed a curtsey, verifying Sarah's guess that this must be Lord Mountheath.

      He nodded absently at the housekeeper, then glanced at Sarah. Then lifted his quizzing glass for a better look. "Well, well. And who might this be?"

      "Sarah Killian, milord," Sarah replied, dropping a curtsey. "My mother was cousin to Lady Mountheath, and she has agreed to let me stay here for the present."

      "Indeed!" Lord Mountheath continued to gaze at Sarah in a way she didn't entirely care for. "As a member of the family, you will dine with us tonight, will you not?"

      Sarah glanced at the housekeeper, who quickly smoothed a frown and gave her an almost imperceptible nod.

      "Of . . . of course, my lord, if you wish it."

      He smiled broadly, large teeth showing through thick lips. "Excellent. I'll see you again soon, then." Finally taking his eyes from her face, he turned and headed up the stairs.

      "If you're dining with the family, you'll need to freshen up." Mrs. Grimble's voice dripped disapproval. She led Sarah, still carrying her valise, up three flights of stairs to a tiny room under the eaves.

      "I'll have the extra bed moved out before nightfall so you can have this room to yourself," Mrs. Grimble said grudgingly. "You can change without help?" Her tone implied she didn't have much choice.

      "Of course. Thank you." Sarah saw no point in telling the housekeeper that she was already wearing her best dress, her only others being a pair of school uniforms. She owned nothing remotely suitable for dinner with a peer and his family.

      Once alone, she took stock of her surroundings. The deep-set dormered window let in a dusty shaft of sunlight, revealing two narrow beds, a single chair, a wash stand, and a few hooks on the wall in lieu of a clothespress.

      At school she'd shared a dormitory with eleven other girls, and even as a teacher she'd had to room with another woman in a chamber not much larger than this one. To have this room to herself was unexpected luxury. And she was in London again, surely that much closer to William! She was determined to find him as quickly as possible.

      With that settled in her mind, she gave some thought to her own situation, which was far from hopeless. True, she had no money, but employment would soon change that. She'd left London eight years ago a frightened, ignorant girl with street smarts and little else. Now she was a well-educated woman with skills that should allow her to move on the fringes, at least, of Society.

      She allowed her imagination a brief ramble, spurred by something Mrs. Hounslow had said. For years, her dream had been to provide a home, perhaps a three-room flat, for William and herself. In her more optimistic moments, she'd even imagined a small cottage in the country, complete with chickens and a milk cow. Now, however, she flirted with a grander idea.

      Though governesses rarely interacted with their employers, surely there was a remote chance that some tradesman —or even a gentleman!—might catch sight of her, might fall instantly in love with her, marry her, and provide handsomely for her. It happened in her favorite novels.

      Her thoughts strayed again to the handsome gentleman who had hailed the hackney. To be loved by someone like that— She fingered a curl that had escaped its confining bun. Her appearance, which some seemed to think beyond the ordinary, might not help her find respectable employment, but if Mrs. Hounslow was to be believed, it might help her to find a husband —and marriage would be more secure than any hired position.

      A maid entered then with an ewer of water, dispelling such fanciful musings —for that was all they were. With a fleeting wish for a bit of looking glass, Sarah tried to make herself presentable for dinner.
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      FOUR ELEGANTLY dressed people turned to regard Sarah when she entered the dining room— Lord and Lady Mountheath, whom she'd already met, and two young women perhaps a few years older than herself. Only Lord Mountheath smiled.

      "I apologize for my tardiness," Sarah said. "I, ah, neglected to ask what time you would be dining."

      The younger ladies only stared, but Lady Mountheath's brows rose into her turban. "And why, pray, should it matter to you when we dine, Miss Killian?"

      Sarah opened and closed her mouth, looking to Lord Mountheath for support. In response, he rose and extended a hand to her.

      "I invited her to dine with us," he informed his wife. "As she is a cousin, it seemed appropriate. No doubt Fanny and Lucy will enjoy her company, as well. Welcome to the family, Miss Killian."

      Though Lady Mountheath looked outraged and her daughters tittered, he led Sarah to the empty chair next to his own and motioned for a footman to serve her.

      "So, my dear, tell us about yourself," he said solicitously, filling a wine glass for her. "What are your plans?"

      Sarah smiled at his kindness, hoping that was all it was. "I intend to find a position as a governess. Mrs. Hounslow has promised to help me do so. I hope not to impose on your hospitality for more than a few days."

      "Very commendable," Lady Mountheath said coldly before her husband could respond, then turned pointedly to her daughters. "Surely you do not intend to wear that to Lady Driscoll's ridotto tonight, Lucy? You wore it only last week to the Stanhope ball."

      Lucy, a tall, pallid young woman with small blue eyes and flyaway brown hair, shrugged. "Mr. Galloway said I looked well in it—that the color matched my eyes. It's a perfectly nice gown, unlike—" Her eyes strayed to Sarah with a barely concealed sneer.

      Her mother frowned. "I told you to keep your distance from that young man, did I not? Everyone knows he is naught but a fortune hunter. My lord, you will need to warn him off, should he approach Lucy tonight," she told her husband.

      But Lord Mountheath was still looking at Sarah, with an intensity that made her more than a bit uncomfortable. "I thought I'd stay home tonight," he said. "Seems impolite to leave our new addition all on her own, her first night in Town." Sarah could not misunderstand the suggestiveness of his smile now.

      Nor could his wife, it seemed. "You'll do no such thing," she said sharply, and to Sarah's relief. If all the family went out tonight, she would be able to begin her search for William.

      But Lord Mountheath did not give up so easily. "I'll do as I please," he retorted. "I don't care for such entertainments anyway —not likely to be a smoking room, knowing the Driscolls."

      "Very well. Stay home if you like," Lady Mountheath responded with a slight shrug. "However, I have decided to bring Miss Killian with us to the ridotto."

      It would have been difficult to say who at the table was more startled at this declaration. Fanny and Lucy stared open-mouthed, Lord Mountheath's eyes widened with surprise, and Sarah was aware that she herself was gaping.

      "I—ah— I fear I have nothing suitable to wear, my lady," she finally confessed, though with a pang, for she would dearly have loved, just once, to attend a grand Society function.

      "Of course not," agreed Lord Mountheath. "No matter. You can stay home and tell me all about yourself."

      Lady Mountheath glared at her husband —and at Sarah. "Fanny, your old rose and white gown should fit Miss Killian well enough —you're much of a height. As soon as we finish eating, have your maid pin her into it. And you, miss, mind you say nothing about your parents to anyone. Leave all explanations to me."

      An hour and a half later, Sarah regarded herself in Fanny's looking glass with something like awe. She scarcely noticed the mended tear under the left arm, nor the stain near the hem in front. This was far and away the finest gown she had ever worn, and it made her look almost a different person.

      "It seems to suit you," said Fanny peevishly before turning back to her dressing table, where her maid was attempting to style her thin brown hair into ringlets.

      "Aye, miss, it does indeed," agreed the rotund maid with an enthusiasm that earned her a glare from her mistress. She quickly turned back to the business at hand.

      Sarah smiled into the mirror, for they were right. The pink of the bodice flattered her pale skin and hair, and the high waist showed off her ample bosom to advantage. It was a far cry from the black-and-gray high-necked uniform she'd worn for the past eight years, or even the brown-checked frock she'd thought so fine when she'd left for London.

      "Thank you so much for lending this to me," she said to Fanny, who shrugged.

      "Libby here is too fat to wear my cast-offs, so you may as well have it," replied the other girl ungraciously.

      Sarah glanced anxiously at the maid, feeling sorry for her after such an ill-natured outburst, but Libby, struggling with Fanny's string-straight tresses, appeared not to have noticed.

      Though she knew she wasn't nearly so well turned out as the Mountheath ladies, and though they completely ignored her, Sarah couldn't help feeling a bit like a princess as they all set off in the elegant carriage.

      The delay in her search for William gnawed at her a bit, but excitement helped to keep her impatience at bay. This would surely be the most magical night of her life!
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      Lord Peter winced as Harry Thatcher downed his third glass of champagne.

      "We've not been here half an hour yet, Harry," he admonished, knowing it would do no good but obliged by concern for his oldest friend to make the effort. "Do you want Lord Driscoll to have you forcibly removed?"

      Harry snorted. "Don't much care, to tell the truth. This party is boring as hell. Besides, I need some fortification after a fortnight of witnessing Jack's domestication. Poor bastard."

      The pair of them had returned only the day before from a visit with their old friend and wartime crony, Jack Ashecroft —Marquis of Foxhaven these past two years.

      "Can't imagine why you're pitying Jack," Peter said. "He and Lady Foxhaven quite obviously dote upon each other, as well as on little Geoffrey. He's happier than I've ever seen him, and that's saying a lot."

      Two weeks visiting their longtime friend at his estate in Kent, where he'd retired shortly after his marriage, had left Peter rather envying Jack his present happiness, in fact.

      Harry clearly did not share his sentiments. "Jack thinks he's happy now, but once the novelty wears off, he'll realize what he's done— shackled himself to a life of duty and domesticity, routine and responsibility." He shuddered visibly and signaled a passing footman for another glass.

      Peter managed not to frown. "You don't think your lifestyle will pall eventually? It must get old to wake up every morning— afternoon, I should say— too muzzy-headed to dress yourself."

      "That's what Brewster is for," said Harry with a shrug.

      Peter didn't pursue that topic, knowing that his friend would have difficulty dressing himself without his valet's help even if he weren't hung-over, as Harry had lost his left arm during the war. Of course, now he used that as one more excuse for getting foxed every day of his life.

      Though he'd never admit it, Harry needed a good woman —a wife—to keep him in line and give him new purpose. In fact, Peter was half-tempted to make that his project for the autumn Season. Not that such a task would be easy. Harry would have to be head-over-ears in love to overcome his deep-seated aversion to matrimony. Still, with that in mind, Peter looked over the ladies assembled at tonight's ridotto —a fair sampling of what was available.

      Miss Cheevers, standing near an archway, was pretty enough with her dark hair and eyes, but she had a streak of pettiness he couldn't like. Lady Minerva Chatham was both beautiful and properly behaved, nor had Peter even known her to be unkind. She was a bit flighty, but Harry might not mind that. His friend would certainly consider her above his touch, however.

      "Lord Peter! How nice to see you again," came a feminine voice at his elbow.

      Turning, he managed an outwardly pleasant smile. "Good evening, Miss Mountheath. The pleasure is mine, of course."

      The Mountheath sisters represented the worst of all possible worlds. He could have overlooked their lack of beauty easily enough if their characters had compensated. Alas, they did not. Both sisters were self-important, tediously banal, and undeniably ill-natured —as vindictive as their mother, who was legendary in her penchant for shredding reputations.

      He spared a quick thought that here was yet another reason to keep his investments a secret. As fourth son of the Duke of Marland, Peter was considered a respectable catch. Were it known he was rich besides, he'd likely top many matchmaking mamas' lists of eligible bachelors, inviting attention from some quarters he'd prefer to avoid.

      "Do you know whether Mr. Galloway is here tonight?" Lucy Mountheath asked now, while Fanny batted her pale, watery eyes at Harry, who managed a half-smile in return.

      "I believe he may be in the card room," Peter offered, hoping he didn't sound as eager as he felt to have the sisters move on.

      "Now, Lucy, remember what Mama said," Fanny admonished. "I certainly won't go chasing off to the card room with you, and you can't go alone." But then she smiled unpleasantly. "You can always take Miss Killian with you, however."

      With a start, Peter noticed the young lady hovering behind the Mountheath sisters —the same young lady he had encountered that afternoon, his beautiful puzzle. Clad in a fashionable gown, she was even more beautiful than he remembered —and more puzzling.

      Lucy Mountheath, however, regarded her with open disfavor. "I think not. I have no intention of going into the card room anyway."

      She turned with a sniff but before they could leave, Peter said, "Won't you do us the honor of introducing your friend, Miss Mountheath?" He noticed Harry was staring at Miss Killian in bemusement and belatedly realized that this was an opportunity to further his new plan.

      Lucy grimaced but turned back. "Oh, Miss Killian is merely a connection of my mother's," she said ungraciously. "She is staying with us temporarily, until . . . that is . . . Lord Peter Northrup and Mr. Thatcher."

      The lovely Miss Killian drew her startled gaze away from Peter and bobbed a curtsey while the two sisters looked on in amusement. "I'm pleased to make your acquaintance, gentlemen," she said, her voice as low and pleasing as Peter remembered.

      Concealing his surprise that this vision was a member of the Mountheath clan, he bowed. "Charmed, Miss Killian. I take it you are but recently arrived in Town?" He had the distinct impression that she preferred not to acknowledge their earlier meeting.

      "Yes, my lord. In fact, I arrived only today."

      Harry stepped forward with an elegant bow and took her hand. "Then let us be among the first to welcome you, Miss Killian. May I offer you some refreshment?" He seemed not at all put off by her connection to the Mountheaths. A good sign, Peter thought. Or was it?

      She looked uncertainly at the Mountheath sisters, who were both glaring in outrage. "I . . . That might be nice," she said.

      "Come, Lucy," Fanny said, turning with a sniff. "I see Miss Spence, and I simply must know whether that story about her brother and her mother's abigail is true." Without a backward glance, the Misses Mountheath abandoned their young companion.

      "Is this your first visit to London?" Harry was asking her, apparently oblivious to her startled glance after the sisters.

      "Not exactly," she replied. "I lived here as a child, but I have not been back since."

      Stepping to her left side, Harry extended his right arm with a courtly gesture. "I see. Where have you lived in the meantime?"

      After a moment's hesitation, she took the proffered arm. "In Cumberland. A few miles from Penrith."

      Peter accompanied them to the refreshment table, trying to divine whether Harry's attention to Miss Killian went beyond mere admiration for a pretty face. He was also trying to figure out her relationship to Lady Mountheath. Peter prided himself on knowing the family background of nearly everyone in the Upper Ten Thousand, but he knew nothing of this girl whatsoever. Yet.

      "Are your parents in Cumberland as well?" Peter asked.

      She shook her head. "My parents died several years ago, my lord. I merely attended school there."

      "But you're here now, and that's what matters," said Harry, with a frown at Peter's inquisitiveness. Peter frowned back.

      "Yes, it is," she said with surprising firmness. "The past is the past."

      Harry blinked, and Peter raised a brow. So, she didn't wish to talk about herself. Did she have something to hide, then? His interest quickened at this additional evidence of a mystery.

      While Harry procured her a glass of ratafia, Peter took the opportunity to examine Miss Killian more closely. That gown —it was by no means new. In fact, hadn't Fanny Mountheath worn it last winter, to the Plumfield do? Yes, and to the Chesterfield ball, as well. She must be some sort of poor relation, then.

      He recalled a recent article in the Political Register, a small but incisive newspaper, which criticized certain members of the ton for their notable lack of charity. The Mountheaths had been pilloried by the anonymous author, a regular contributor who signed his essays "MRR." Had they taken in this girl in an effort to counteract the ensuing gossip? It seemed likely.

      But who was she? He was determined to find out. After all, he could scarcely promote a match between Harry and an unknown quantity. Besides, he needed a challenge to occupy his mind. Peter was certain those were his only motives.

      Well, almost certain.
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      Sarah accepted the glass of ratafia from the charming Mr. Thatcher with a smile, grateful that he and Lord Peter —the helpful, handsome gentleman who had intruded on her thoughts since that afternoon —had ceased their probing for the moment.

      She was also grateful that Lord Peter had not referred to their earlier meeting, particularly in front of the Mountheath sisters. They would have been certain to misinterpret it, to her detriment, and to inform their mother, who might use it as an excuse to eject the already unwelcome Sarah from her home.

      Until she found William, or at least a position somewhere that afforded her another place to live while she searched, she couldn't allow that to happen.

      Though she'd meant to halt Lord Peter's questions about her background with her last comment, the silence now threatened to become awkward. Feeling that she couldn't afford to alienate anyone else in Society, as tenuous as her position with the Mountheaths was, she cast about for something conciliatory to say.

      "That's a very striking waistcoat," was the first thing that occurred to her.

      Lord Peter glanced down at the gold-embroidered scarlet with a smile, though Mr. Thatcher stifled what sounded like a laugh. "Thank you, Miss Killian," Lord Peter said. "It's one of my favorites."

      Now there was no mistaking Mr. Thatcher's amusement. "What, you're actually admitting you've worn it before? You must know, Miss Killian, that Pete here is renowned for his unending succession of gaudy garments. His clothespress looks like a tropical garden."

      Sarah now recalled that this afternoon Lord Peter had been wearing a pale orange waistcoat. At the time, she'd had no idea it was not in keeping with current fashion, but now she realized that the other gentlemen present were all clad in shades of blue, brown and black. Lord Peter seemed not at all put out by his friend's teasing, however.

      "I find it rather refreshing," she offered.

      "Again, I thank you, Miss Killian," Lord Peter said with a half bow. "It's true that I try not to repeat myself too often, but I haven't worn this since June. Three months seems a reasonable interval."

      "How do you keep track?" Mr. Thatcher asked with a chuckle. "An elaborate cataloguing system, no doubt. I prefer to spend my time on more pleasurable pursuits." He winked at Sarah, and she smiled back uncertainly.

      But Lord Peter only laughed. "I've no need for a system. I keep it all in my head. In fact," he said, with a glance at Sarah, "I have a tendency to remember everything anyone has worn to any function I've attended over the past year or more. A waste of brain space, I suppose, but there it is."

      Sarah felt the color creeping up her neck at this oblique reference to the old gown of Fanny's she wore, which he clearly remembered. But then she realized that every lady here tonight doubtless knew her gown was not in the latest stare of fashion. She surely had less to fear from Lord Peter than from most of them.

      "A formidable talent indeed," she said now. "Surely, such a memory for detail is something to be envied, not disparaged."

      "You've found yourself a champion, Pete!" Mr. Thatcher exclaimed before Lord Peter could respond. "A moment." He paused to exchange his empty glass for a full one as a footman passed with a tray. After a long draught, he continued.

      "Aye, Peter here is a walking Debrett's, Miss Killian— remembers everything about everybody. A memory like no one I've ever known, except perhaps Wellington himself. In fact, the Iron Duke put Peter's abilities to good use in the Peninsula, and again in Vienna."

      Sarah looked at Lord Peter with new respect, only to discover him frowning at his friend. "Do stopper it, Harry. We don't want to bore Miss Killian with war stories her first evening in Town."

      "I'm not bored in the least," she assured him, wondering why he appeared so ill at ease. "Did you both fight in the wars, then?" She would never have guessed that the dandyish Lord Peter had been a soldier. How interesting.

      Mr. Thatcher grinned broadly. "War heroes, the pair of us," he assured her. "I lost my arm at Salamanca, then went on to fight another year on the Peninsula. The gratitude of those we fought to defend makes it all worthwhile, however." He gave an exaggerated sigh and waggled his eyebrows.

      Sarah had to laugh at this obvious bid for sympathy and adulation. "Very commendable, Mr. Thatcher. You see me duly impressed —and grateful."

      "Ah, but how grateful?" he asked, sidling closer.

      She was fairly certain he was teasing, but said, "I see you are quite adept at parlaying your heroism into an advantage with the ladies. I am not so easily manipulated, however." She glanced at Lord Peter and found him grinning at her response.

      Mr. Thatcher chuckled as well, clearly not the least bit upset. Following her gaze, he clapped his friend on the shoulder. "Now Pete, here, can claim even greater deeds, though he hasn't my badge of honor to show for them. Why at Vittoria—" he began, but Lord Peter cut him off.

      "That's enough, Harry," he said with an authority that startled Sarah. "Miss Killian, it's time we restored you to the Mountheaths. It won't do for Lady Mountheath to see you spending your evening with the likes of us."

      Mr. Thatcher frowned, but on encountering Lord Peter's eye, he stifled whatever protest he might have made— rather to Sarah's surprise. Lord Peter extended his arm and she gingerly took it, acutely aware that it was the first time in her life she'd been escorted by a lord— even if it was only across the room.

      "My apologies for Harry," her companion said with another quelling glance at his friend. "When encouraged by a lovely lady's smiles, he has a tendency to run on, though he knows I prefer not to dwell on the past —any more than you do, Miss Killian."

      Sarah looked up at him curiously, struck by the anomaly of his strong, handsome profile and almost foppish attire. "I should think most war heroes would enjoy reliving the days of their glory."

      For the barest moment a grimace of what might have been pain crossed Lord Peter's face, but he converted it so quickly to a smile that she thought she must have imagined it. "Far better to live in the present, in my view," he declared lightly. "Give me fashionable London any day over the blood and mud of war."

      Before she could voice her agreement, they reached Lady Mountheath.

      "Good evening, my lady." Lord Peter swept her a bow that contrived to be both respectful and flamboyant. "I thought you might wish to have Miss Killian restored to your care."

      As Sarah had feared, Lady Mountheath spared barely a glance for Lord Peter before turning a censorious gaze on herself. "Thank you, my lord," she said, glaring at Sarah. "My apologies if Miss Killian has made a nuisance of herself. She has yet to learn how to go on in polite society."

      "Nuisance!" Lord Peter exclaimed. "Not a bit of it. In fact, Mr. Thatcher here was hoping for your permission to take Miss Killian driving tomorrow. Weren't you, Harry?"

      If Mr. Thatcher was startled, he hid it admirably. He had been lagging behind, but now stepped forward. "Indeed I was, my lady. I would be honored to show Miss Killian the Park and other sights."

      Lady Mountheath's eyebrows ascended into her turban. "I should say not, Mr. Thatcher! Your reputation precedes you, though I will assume Miss Killian is too new to Town to know of it—or how improper it was of her to speak with you gentlemen at all." The look she sent Sarah implied she believed her quite capable of deliberately inviting the attentions of a rake.

      "We were quite properly introduced by your daughters, my lady," Lord Peter told her. "Indeed, I thought Miss Mountheath and I might make it a foursome tomorrow," he added.

      "Oh? Oh!" As if by magic, Lady Mountheath thawed. "I'm certain Lucy would like that very much, Lord Peter. And with you along, I need have no fear that Miss Killian's reputation will be at any risk. Oh, Lucy!" She beckoned to her daughters.

      Sarah shot a grateful glance at Lord Peter, wondering whether he were making a sacrifice for her sake or if he actually wished to spend time with Lucy Mountheath. Not that it mattered. It would get her out of the house, perhaps affording her an opportunity to make a discreet inquiry or two about William.

      He returned her glance with a slight smile that told her nothing, though it caused her heart to flutter slightly. Really, she was being most foolish, she chided herself. This man was a lord and a war hero. She mustn't misinterpret his kindness as any sort of romantic interest. He'd only just met her.

      "Yes, Mama?" Lucy Mountheath came up to them just then, her sister in tow.

      "Lord Peter has invited you for a drive tomorrow," her mother informed her. "I wished you to assure him yourself that you have no other plans."

      Lucy flushed an unbecoming shade of red but turned at once to Lord Peter with a simpering smile. "Of course, my lord, I should love to drive out with you!" She shot a triumphant glance at Fanny, who managed to pout and cast flirtatious eyes at Mr. Thatcher simultaneously.

      "Until tomorrow, then." Lord Peter bowed briefly over Lucy's hand, then he and Mr. Thatcher moved away.

      "I don't see why I can't go too," Fanny said before they were quite out of earshot. "His friend could come along and we could all be quite cozy together."

      "Mr. Thatcher and Miss Killian will be going," her mother told her. "I hope you have not been romanticizing that man's reputation, Fanny! He's the veriest scoundrel, not to mention maimed by the war. I would never allow a daughter of mine to receive his attentions."

      Though Fanny still pouted, Lucy smirked. Clearly she had caught the implication that such a man was good enough for their poor relation. Sarah barely noticed the insult in her effort to conceal her outrage that Lady Mountheath should hold Mr. Thatcher's heroic injury against him.

      "Shall I wear this dress again, my lady, or the one I arrived in this afternoon?" she asked, rather than voice her thoughts.

      Lady Mountheath turned an irritated glance on her. "Neither will do, of course. My girls will have to see what other castoffs they have that you might use for the duration of your stay with us. I refuse to allow you to embarrass us. I trust Mrs. Hounslow is actively pursuing that governess position you mentioned?"

      "I believe so, my lady." Sarah carefully kept her tone polite, mindful of her goal. "I will send a note to her tomorrow, if you'd like, asking her to redouble her efforts."

      "Yes, please do." Turning her back to Sarah, Lady Mountheath began instructing Lucy on how she was to behave on the morrow if she hoped to bring Lord Peter up to scratch.

      "But I don't particularly want to marry him, Mama," Lucy protested, "though it will be nice to have him dancing attendance on me. He is too far down the line to inherit, nor is he very rich. He hasn't even his own estate or town house!"

      "When a girl reaches six-and-twenty, she can't afford to be so choosy," her mother bluntly informed her. Now it was the younger Fanny's turn to smirk. "The son of a duke is nothing to sneeze at, even if his fortune isn't all we could wish."

      Sarah tried to ignore the unpleasant byplay, but couldn't help wondering why the thought of Lucy marrying Lord Peter sent her spirits into her shoes. To distract herself, she focused on what she hoped to accomplish tomorrow, though in truth she could think of little besides seeing Lord Peter again.
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