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      Sarah Osborne had only lived at Ironwood Park for a few days, but she already loved it. Birds serenaded her every morning, their trilling songs greeting her through the little window in the cottage she shared with her father. Each afternoon, the sun shone brightly over the Park, spreading gentle warmth to her shoulders through the muslin of her dress as she ran across the grounds. And in the evenings, lanterns spilled golden light over the façade of the great house, which sat on a low, gentle-sloped hill and reigned like a king over the vast lands of the Duke of Trent. 

      If Sarah looked out the diamond-paned window of the cottage she shared with her father, she could see the house in the distance, framed by the graceful, curving white branches of two birch trees outside the cottage. She gazed at the house often throughout the day, always giving it an extra glance at night before Papa tucked her in. It stared back at her, a somber, massive sentry, and she felt safe with it watching over her. Someday, she dreamed, she might be able to draw close to it. To weave through those tall, elegant columns that lined its front. Someday, she might even be able to go inside.

      But Sarah wasn’t thinking of Ironwood Park right now – she was thinking about a butterfly. She dashed down the path in pursuit of the beautiful black-and-white speckled creature flitting from leaf to leaf of the box hedge that marked the outer boundary of the garden. She hiked up her skirt and chased it through the wrought-iron gate that divided the garden from the outer grounds.

      Finally, the butterfly landed, seemingly spent, on a spindly branch. Sarah slowed and approached it cautiously, reaching her hand out. She let out a long breath as her finger brushed over one of the wings. The butterfly stared at her. So delicate and gentle. It seemed to nod at her, then in a soft flutter of wings, it flew away again, leaving Sarah gazing at the bush.

      “Oooh,” she murmured in delight. It wasn’t just any bush – it was a blackberry bush. Last summer, when Mama had been so ill, Sarah had picked blackberries nearly every day. Blackberry root tea had soothed Mama’s cough-weary stomach, but Sarah loved the berries’ bumpy texture and burst of sweetness when she bit into one.

      It was early in the season for blackberries, but among the ripening berries that loaded the bush, Sarah found a small handful that were ripe enough to eat. She gazed at her surroundings as she ate them one at a time, savoring the sweet taste edged with the slightest tinge of sour.

      Not only one blackberry bush grew here – there were many. They sprawled from the ground in no orderly fashion along the bank of a trickling stream.

      Sarah turned to glance in the direction she’d come from to make sure she wasn’t lost. The domes of the roof of the great house peeked through the elms, a reassuring beacon.

      Her handful finished, she went back to searching for ripe berries, picking through the thorn-covered branches. She searched and picked and ate until her belly was full, light scratches from the thorns crisscrossed her arms, and the dark juice stained her hands. Looking dolefully down at her skirt, she realized blackberry juice had stained her dress as well. Papa would be displeased if he saw, but she’d scrub out the stains before he came home.

      Her braid was being unruly again – strands had fallen out of it, and her dark hair wisped across her cheeks. She blew upward, trying to get them out of the way, but that didn’t work, so she pushed them away and tucked them behind her ears with her dirty hands.

      And then she saw the butterfly again.

      At least, it looked like the same butterfly. Beautiful and enormous, its wings speckled like a sparrow’s egg, it had settled on a twig deep and high inside one of the blackberry bushes.

      Sarah stepped onto a fallen branch. On her tiptoes, she leaned forward, peering at it. “Don’t fly away,” she murmured. “Don’t be afraid.”

      She reached out – this time not to touch it, but to catch it. She wanted to hold it, feel its delicate, spindly legs on her palm.

      Just a little farther… Crack! The branch snapped under her feet, and she lurched forward, her hands wheeling against the air as she tried to regain her balance. But it was no use. With a crash, she tumbled headfirst into the blackberry bush, gasping as thorns grabbed at her dress and tore at her skin. 

      She came to a stop on her knees inside the bush, her hands clutching the thorny undergrowth.

      Panting against the smart of pain, she squeezed her eyes shut as she freed one hand and used her fingers to pick the thorns from the other. Blood welled on her arms, a hot stream of it sliding down around her forearm. Each breath she released came out in a little moan of pain. Her knees hurt horribly, but she couldn’t regain her balance without something to hold onto, and there was nothing to grab except painfully thorny branches.

      “Can I help you, miss?”

      She tried to look over her shoulder toward the voice, but a thorn scraped over her cheek, and she sucked in a breath.

      It was a man’s voice, she thought. A kind voice. “Yes, please, sir.”

      “All right. Stay still.”

      It seemed to take forever, but slowly, using a small dagger, he cut away the thorny branches that twisted around her. Holding her by the waist, he gently extracted her, pausing to cut away any branch that might scrape her on the way out.

      Finally, he settled her onto her feet on solid, thorn-free earth. Taking a deep breath, she turned around and looked up at him.

      He was a boy. A big boy – far older than she was. Freckles splashed across his nose, and dark blond hair touched his shoulders. He gazed at her, concern denting his forehead between his crystal-green eyes.

      “Are you all right?”

      Sarah wasn’t accustomed to talking to boys. Especially handsome boys wearing breeches and fine dark wool coats. And boys whose voices were deepening with the imminent arrival of manhood.

      Speechless and wide-eyed, she nodded up at him. His expression softened.

      “Here.” He crouched down and withdrew a handkerchief from his coat pocket. Ever so gently, he swiped the cloth over her cheek, dabbing up the blood that had welled when she’d tried to turn to him. Then he folded it and tried to clean her hands. Then he looked at her knees. Following his frowning gaze, she looked down, too.

      “Oh no,” she whispered.

      Her skirt was rent from her knees to her feet, and her stockings, also ruined, showed through. Worse, caked blood stuck her dress to her torn stockings.

      Papa would be furious.

      She must have made a sound, because the boy’s brow furrowed. “Does it hurt terribly?” he asked, his voice grave.

      Sarah swallowed hard. “N-n-no.”

      The edges of his lips tilted up in a smile. “You’re very brave, aren’t you?”

      At those words, her fear melted away. She squared her shoulders, and, standing tall, she looked directly into his green eyes. “Yes, I am.”

      “Where do you live?” he asked.

      She pointed toward the grand domes of the roof of Ironwood Park. “There.”

      “Well, isn’t that something? I live there, too. Can you walk?”

      “Of course I can.”

      Side by side, they walked down the path that led toward the house. Sarah’s knees hurt, and she couldn’t help it – she hobbled just a little. Without a word, the boy put a firm arm around her waist, steadying her.

      They passed the gardener’s cottage where Sarah lived with her father and headed toward the back side of the great house itself. Sarah didn’t speak, and neither did the boy. She bit her lower lip and glanced at him from the corner of her eye, watching him walk. He was tall and strong, and she liked the way the sun glinted on his hair.

      But as they drew closer to the house, and it looked more and more like he actually intended to enter it, her body grew stiff. She didn’t know where Papa was, but he’d be very angry if he discovered she’d ventured too close to the house. Above all, he’d stressed the importance of her staying out of the family’s way. If she bothered anyone, he might lose his position.

      The boy slowed as they walked beneath the shadow of the enormous house, and then he looked down at her. “Are you all right?”

      “Mm hm.” Her voice wasn’t much more than a squeak.

      He stopped altogether and pulled away from her, watching her carefully to make sure she was steady.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Sarah.”

      “I’m Simon.” He glanced at the back of the house, which now loomed over them, so massive and heavy she could hardly breathe, and then back to her. “Come inside and I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

      She licked her lips, unsure. Then she whispered, “My papa said I mustn’t disturb the family.”

      “You won’t be disturbing the family.” He said it like a promise.

      She gazed up at him. She didn’t know why, but she trusted him completely. He could have told her he took daily walks on the surface of the moon, and she would have believed him.

      He continued, “I’ve been a rather poor doctor, so I’d like Mrs. Hope to take a look at those cuts. She has a salve that cures scratches like those in a trice.”

      Sarah had no idea who Mrs. Hope was, but the scratches still hurt – they stung and ached and itched. A salve that could cure them fast worked as sure as a lure into the forbidden.

      She gave a little nod.

      He took her least-affected hand, gentle with her scratches. “Come, then.”

      He led her up the stairs and into a vast room that made her hesitant steps grind to a halt. It was the largest room she’d ever seen. Open and cold and vast, lacking furniture except for a few benches and tables lining the walls. But those were too ornate to even be called benches. Metal legs shaped into vines held enormous slabs of marble. The tables held beautiful vases and busts of important-looking men. The room was almost overwhelmingly pale – the giant stones that made the walls were of an off-white color, and the plasterwork that adorned the walls and ceiling pure white. The only color was provided by the black checks on the tiled floor, the metalwork of the benches, and the enormous gilded chandelier that hung down in the center of the room.

      Sarah tilted her head up, looking past the chandelier and gallery rails at the elaborately carved ceiling – it seemed as high as heaven itself.

      Simon stood beside her, and he looked up as well. She stole a glance at him, watched the considering look passing over his face – as if he were seeing the room for the first time, too.

      She gripped his hand tighter. “Are you sure it’s all right?” Her whisper seemed to echo in the cavernous space.

      Simon shook off whatever he’d been thinking and smiled down at her. “Of course. This is the Stone Room. We don’t spend much time in here. Come.”

      Holding her hand, he tugged her along. It seemed to take forever just to cross the vast area and reach one of the two doors that flanked a magnificent metal sculpture of a bearded, naked man and two naked boys. An enormous snake twined around their bodies. From the expressions of agony on their faces, she was sure the snake was crushing them.

      He paused just in front of the door, no doubt seeing that her jaw had dropped as she stared at the statues. “Do you know the story of the Laocoön?”

      She shook her head, unable to speak. She’d never heard of “Laocoön.” She’d never seen a naked man or naked boys before. She’d never seen anything quite so vicious, either. 

      “Have you heard of the Trojan War?” He hesitated while she shook her head again. “Well, there was a war between Troy and the Greeks. Laocoön was the son of the Trojan King. When the Greeks tried to trick the Trojans by bringing them a gift of a giant wooden horse, Laocoön didn’t trust them at all. He warned them to ‘beware of Greeks bearing gifts.’ But the gods were on the side of the Greeks, and Laocoön’s warning made them angry. Poseidon, the god of the sea —”

      “I’ve heard of him!” Sarah exclaimed, seizing on the one element of the story that was familiar to her. Mama had told her nighttime stories of Poseidon and the other gods.

      “Well, Poseidon sent a giant serpent from the sea to kill Laocoön and his two sons. And that’s what this statue represents.”

      Sarah stared at the statue. She had seen real death. Recently. Real death was bad enough, so why on earth would people choose to remind themselves of it on a daily basis?

      Simon turned from her to gaze at the statue again. “I don’t like it either,” he said in a low voice.

      After another minute during which they both frowned at the gruesome thing, Simon opened the door and led her into another room, this one smaller but equally magnificent. In contrast to the echoing cavernous feel of the previous room, this one was warm and colorful and full of laughter. Children’s toys covered a carpet containing a design of reds and golds and browns, and a large fire crackled heartily in the enormous hearth.

      The room seemed to be brimming with people, and Sarah came to a dead stop at the threshold, her heart surging to her chest. For as soon as she and Simon entered, all eyes turned to them.

      Oh no, she thought with a sinking heart. Except for the woman standing in the middle of the room and the toddler she held in her arms, the room was filled with children ranging from about her age to one who looked older than Simon – all of them boys.

      This was the family. It must be. Servants didn’t wear satin frocks or the fine wools and linens that these boys wore. Servants never played in spaces with silk hangings and Persian carpets. Servants’ toys weren’t carved of ivory and adorned with gilt.

      Papa was going to be so angry.

      Sickness welled in Sarah’s gut. Simon had led her right where her father had told her never to go. And nothing weighed on her more heavily than the idea of disappointing her father. Now that Mama was gone, he was all she had.

      She tried to tug her hand from Simon’s grip, but he held firm, keeping her standing beside him.

      The woman who stood in the center of the room had mahogany hair speckled with gray coiled elaborately on her head, but a few curls bounced down at the sides of her face. All that lovely blue satin she wore accentuated her voluminous bosom and narrow waist. The toddler was darker-haired than his – or her, Sarah couldn’t be sure – mother, with soft ringlets brushing his – or her – nape and a round, pink-cheeked face.

      Sarah blinked hard. The lady of the house was a duchess. One day, she’d dreamed about meeting a duchess.

      There was no doubt in Sarah’s mind. Though children surrounded this woman, and she even carried one on her hip, she was no nursemaid. She was far too elegant, far too regal. She had to be the Duchess of Trent.

      And here Sarah was, finally face to face with a real duchess. But Sarah was bleeding and dirty, with torn stockings and a ripped dress, and her traitorous fingers itched to stroke that blue satin that clung to this beautiful lady’s body.

      If it were possible to die of mortification, Sarah would have dropped dead right then and there.

      The duchess looked at her hand holding Simon’s – her grip had tightened as she’d realized exactly who she was facing – then smiled. “What sort of creature have you brought us this time, darling? A forest nymph?”

      Sarah’s brows crept toward her hairline. Darling? 

      Simon shrugged, a little chagrin seeping into his expression. “Not sure. I found her under attack from a blackberry bush by the stream.”

      “Come closer, child.” Hitching the toddler higher on her hip, the duchess approached them. What a contradiction – such a fine lady doing something so common as adjusting a babe on her hip. Weren’t such actions reserved for more lowly people, like Sarah herself?

      Simon stepped forward to meet the duchess, pulling Sarah along with him.

      “What’s your name? Where do you come from?”

      Sarah opened her mouth but no words would emerge.

      “She said her name is Sarah, and she’s from here,” Simon supplied.

      The duchess cocked a dark brow. “Is that so?”

      “Down, Mama!” the toddler complained, squirming. “Down, down, down.”

      With a sigh, the duchess lowered the child, never taking her gaze from Sarah. The toddler stared at Sarah curiously for a moment, then ran toward the cluster of boys, but Sarah couldn’t drag her eyes away from the duchess long enough to see what was happening on the other side of the room.

      “I don’t recall having any little girls in residence at Ironwood House,” the duchess mused. “Do you, Trent?”

      “No, ma’am. But I’ve not been home. There have been no new arrivals this summer?”

      “No, only the…” The duchess’s brown eyes brightened. “The new gardener. Fredericks hired him. I had naught to do with it. I’d wager she belongs to him.”

      Simon looked down at Sarah. “Are you the gardener’s daughter?”

      Biting her lip and looking down at the beautiful carpet her dirty feet had trod upon, Sarah knew she’d made a horrible mistake. She should have stopped Simon when they’d passed the gardener’s cottage. She should never have come into the house. What on earth had she been thinking?

      She hadn’t been thinking.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      Firm fingers grasped her chin, forcing her to look up into the stern face of the duchess. Tears sprang to Sarah’s eyes. Now was her only chance.

      “Please,” she whispered. Her throat opened just enough for her to speak in a croaking voice. “Please don’t dismiss my papa.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed, and Sarah’s heart sank so low, she could feel it beating in her toes.

      “What has your Papa done?”

      Sarah stiffened. “Nothing!”

      “Then why should I dismiss him?”

      Sarah’s eyes darted toward Simon, pleading for help.

      “Mother,” he said quietly, “you’re scaring her.”

      The duchess dropped her chin, leaving Sarah with blazing cheeks. Mother? Simon was one of the family, too, then. Oh, she was a royal idiot. 

      “I brought her here because she needs medical attention.” A touch of irritability had seeped into Simon’s smooth voice. “Where is Mrs. Hope?”

      “I’ve no idea.” The duchess turned away toward the group of boys. “Mark, my love, will you go find Mrs. Hope? Tell her to bring some of the salve she uses on you ragamuffins when you get a cut. Sam – run and fetch the new gardener, will you? Explain that his daughter has been injured, but do let him know it’s not serious. Bring him back to the house if he wishes it.”

      Sarah flinched. Her father had never beaten her before, but she had committed a severe enough infraction that she was entirely deserving of a whipping. Hopefully he would wait until they had some privacy. Nothing would be more disgraceful than being beaten in front of Simon.

      “Can I go with Sam, Mama?”

      “Yes, Luke, but stay with him and come straight back here. Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Me too?” said the smallest of the boys. “I want to go with Sam, too, Mama.”

      “All right, Theo, but do stay with your brothers.”

      As the door swung silently shut behind the four boys, the toddler wandered back to the duchess – a girl, Sarah thought, deducing from the child’s features rather than her dress. Taking her plump little hand, the duchess turned back to Sarah. “Really, child, there’s no reason to be afraid. You’ve done nothing wrong.” A hint of a smile touched her lips. “The duke said the bush attacked you, after all. You probably didn’t even encourage it.” 

      Slowly, as if through a bucket of thick syrup, Sarah turned to Simon. “The duke?” she whispered. 

      Not quite meeting her eyes, Simon gave a one-shouldered shrug, and Sarah’s heart began to kick its way back up her body. 

      “I see he didn’t introduce himself properly.” The duchess turned on her son. “Really, darling, must you always ignore the fact that you’re the duke now? It has been almost three years.”

      “We didn’t exactly have a proper introduction. Trust me, Mother,” he added dryly, “whenever I am involved in a proper introduction, the title is never forgotten.” 

      The duchess stared at her son for a moment, then smiled. “Of course it is not.” She held her free hand out to Sarah. “Now, come, child, and sit down. Your leg is still bleeding. It must pain you to stand upon it.”

      Sarah glanced at the pristine silk sofa that the duchess was gesturing to and shook her head. It was so beautiful, the deepest color of purple she had ever seen, and shining in the sunlight streaming in from the window. “Oh, no, ma’am. I can’t. I’m too dirty.”

      “If I was afraid of a bit of dirt and blood, I’d have never been able to countenance raising one child. But I am raising six, and I assure you, you are not too dirty to sit upon my sofa.” 

      Simon gave her an encouraging look. “I think you should sit.”

      So she took the duchess’s hand and allowed the great lady to guide her to the sofa. Simon helped Sarah to settle on the sleek silk upholstery before he sat beside her, and the duchess took an elegant armchair across from them while the toddler wandered toward a pile of shiny toys in the corner of the room. Sarah studied the duchess. She looked like a beautiful fairy tale ice queen regally sitting upon her throne. That was, until she gave Sarah a smile that rivaled her son’s in its kindness. “Do you like tea, Sarah? I’ll ring for some.”

      “Um…?” She glanced at Simon for guidance.

      He nodded, then winked, making her feel like she’d just exchanged some communication with him that she hadn’t yet deciphered, before turning to his mother. “Some warm milk?”

      Sarah looked into her lap, smiling. That did sound nice.

      “Of course.” The duchess rang a bell, and a dainty maid came in to take the order for a bit of warm milk from the kitchen. The maid didn’t even slide a disparaging look toward Sarah, just hurried to do the duchess’s bidding without comment.

      When the door closed behind her, the duke and his mother looked at Sarah expectantly, and the absurdity of the situation washed over her.

      She was lounging in the parlor of a duke. She’d just been offered tea, and now a duke and a duchess were gazing at her as if expecting her to begin some sort of important conversation. And here she sat, torn and bleeding, her legs dangling from the adult-sized sofa, smearing dirt and blood onto the fine silk.

      Feeling a little desperate for a completely different kind of saving, Sarah glanced at the door.

      “She’s charming, isn’t she, Simon? And lovely, too, I imagine, underneath all that grime. The best thing that’s happened to us all day.” The duchess made a face as if reconsidering. “Well, aside from those wretched abrasions.”

      Just then, the door opened, and an older woman with fluffy white hair bustled in. Simon rose to his feet. “Mrs. Hope. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

      The woman curtsied. “Your Grace.”

      Sarah should have curtsied and said, “Your Grace,” too, to both the duke and duchess, but it was too late now. She would have at least risen from the sofa, but the older lady came bustling toward her brandishing a bottle, and she shrank back against the cushions.

      “Here now, little one, let’s have a look at all those cuts.” Mrs. Hope crouched in front of the sofa, first taking each of Sarah’s arms in her gentle hands, then carefully peeling her stocking away from the worst of the scratches on her knees. “We’ll have to wash them first. Binnie, hand me a towel.”

      Sarah hadn’t noticed the young, dark-haired maid who had entered with Mrs. Hope before now. She stood at attention near the sofa holding a basin and several small white towels, one of which she handed to Mrs. Hope. Mrs. Hope finished removing Sarah’s stockings and cleaned her knee, muttering about how the injuries looked horrible, but they were really quite minor, and once she’d cleaned them and applied a bit of salve, Sarah would feel as good as new. At one point, when Mrs. Hope had pulled Sarah’s dress up over both her knees, she glanced up at Simon. “If she were any older, Your Grace, I’d have you leave the room.”

      Simon’s expression didn’t falter. “I found her, so I am responsible for her. I’ll stay until I’m certain she’ll be all right.”

      She gave him a shy smile. She was already all right, thanks to him. She wouldn’t have ever imagined that a duke could be so kind. Or a duchess, for that matter.

      Ever since she’d come to Ironwood Park with Papa and lived under the shadow of the enormous house and his dire warnings should she go anywhere near the family, she’d formed an image of the House of Trent as a group of cold, unkind aristocrats who would brush her aside like an annoying fly – if they’d even bother to look down their noses at her. But they were nothing like that. Beneath the great gabled roofs and beyond the marble and silk and gilt, they were a shockingly regular family.

      One of the boys – Mark, Sarah remembered – stepped forward, cradling a steaming cup in his hands, which the duchess took and handed to Sarah after blowing a bit upon its surface. It was sweet and warm and soothing, and Sarah sipped at it and held her body as rigid as the statue of the Laocoön while Mrs. Hope applied the woodsy-smelling salve. If the Laocoön could be so still while being strangled by a gigantic serpent, then she could be still while her cuts stung and burned.

      And if Simon had thought her brave, then she would be.

      Just then, the door opened, and yet another servant stepped in, followed by her father. He rushed inside, then halted suddenly, drawing himself up and fumbling to remove his wide-brimmed gardener’s hat as the boys tumbled in behind him.

      “Your Graces.” He bowed low toward Simon and his mother. “Please forgive me. My daughter —”

      “Ah, you must be Mr. Osborne.” The duchess rose from her chair to greet him. “Welcome to Ironwood Park. I do hope you have found its landscape to your liking.”

      Papa’s gaze flitted to Sarah, who gave him a fearful look, but she was still trapped behind Mrs. Hope’s ministrations, her leg being held down, and she couldn’t move to his side despite the fact that his expression summoned her.

      “Ironwood Park is an idyllic setting, Your Grace. I am honored to be employed here. The landscape is nothing less than an artistic masterpiece, and I will do my best to maintain its glory.”

      Sarah swallowed hard. She knew what Papa was doing. Trying to convince the duchess that despite his daughter’s wayward behavior, he was determined to perform his duties well.

      He was trying to keep his position. And it was Sarah’s fault he had to do this.

      “It is quite lovely, isn’t it? Boys” – the duchess waved her hand toward the door as she addressed her sons – “you are excused. You may remain outdoors until dinner. Keep an eye on each other, and please try not to ruin your clothes today.” 

      “Yes, Mama!” The four boys tumbled back out of the room, but Simon didn’t move from his mother’s side. He stood quietly, his shoulders straight and hands clasped behind his back. He gazed at her father with solemn green eyes, his face a mask of politeness.

      The duchess smiled at Sarah’s father. “The duke rescued your daughter from the throes of a blackberry bush attack.” Her dark brows rose into perfect arches. “No one informed me when we took you on that you were in possession of a family, Mr. Osborne. Fredericks has been remiss. I have told him time and again that he must tell me everything about everyone who makes their home at Ironwood Park.”

      Papa bowed his head. “It is only Sarah and I, Your Grace. My wife, she – died last year.” Papa still couldn’t talk about Mama without a catch in his voice. “I gave my assurances to Mr. Fredericks that I would keep the child out of the family’s way.”

      The duchess waved her hand. “The more children frolicking happily about this cold and desolate place, the warmer and friendlier it becomes. And your daughter, despite her ruffian appearance, is quite the epitome of sweetness. Not to mention that this house lacks in female blood.”

      Simon turned to his mother. “We do have Esme,” he pointed out.

      The duchess laughed. “I tend to forget that my youngest is female sometimes. But that poor child – with five older brothers, she’s more likely to turn into a ruffian like the rest of them than into a proper young lady.”

      Papa gazed at the little girl, then looked back to the duchess, clearly unsure how to respond.

      “Now,” the duchess said, “back to the problem of Sarah. As I told you, she suffered a brutal attack from a thorned assailant. However, the housekeeper has assured me that the damage is minor. I am relieved to report to you that the scratches are not deep and, thanks to Mrs. Hope’s miraculous salve, will not scar, save the one on the knee, perhaps.”

      Papa gave a short nod, then cleared his throat. “My daughter has a tendency to wander. However, I can assure you that it will not happen again. She will remain in our cottage from now on.” There was a note in his voice that promised future discipline, and Sarah cringed inwardly at the sound of it.

      “Oh, but Mr. Osborne, it is natural for children to wander, to explore their surroundings and to discover. Especially in an unfamiliar place. I have always encouraged my children to explore to the extent of their curiosity.”

      Papa gaped a little at that, but then he gathered his wits and bowed his head, clutching his hat to his chest. “Nevertheless, ma’am, my daughter should not be gallivanting about the grounds as if she owned them. She will refrain from doing so henceforth.”

      The duchess’s expression softened. “Can you truly expect a child of her age and disposition to sit in that tiny cottage of yours every day while you go about your duties? No child should be constrained so, Mr. Osborne.”

      Papa glanced toward Sarah again but didn’t answer. Clearly he wanted to be out of this great house and back to tending his beloved bushes.

      The duchess’s gaze moved from Sarah to her father, an odd glint in her brown eyes. “Tell me, does Sarah know her letters?”

      Papa’s body jolted at the change of topic, then he straightened a little. “Why, yes, ma’am. Her mother was quite learned – she was the schoolmistress at the parish’s charity school before we were married. She taught the girl to read and to write.”

      The duchess clasped her long-nailed hands together in front of her. “Ah! I thought there was something about the way both of you speak…” Musingly, she turned toward Sarah, who was holding out her arm to Mrs. Hope while the older woman dabbed salve over a cut on her forearm. “Would you like to continue your studies, dear?”

      Unsure how to respond, Sarah glanced at Papa. The answer was yes, of course she’d love to learn more. About everything. Especially the Trojan War Simon had mentioned earlier. If Mama were still alive, Sarah would run home and beg her to tell her the story right away.

      But how would Papa want her to answer?

      The duchess followed her gaze. “I see she turns to you, Mr. Osborne. Well, then, did your daughter enjoy her mother’s teachings?”

      “She did,” Papa admitted reluctantly. “Very much.”

      “Good!” the duchess exclaimed, clapping her hands. “It’s settled, then.”

      Everyone stared at her, including Simon. “What’s settled, Mother?” he asked.

      “Starting tomorrow, Miss Sarah Osborne will join your brothers in their studies with Miss Farnshaw.”

      No one said a word. Sarah watched as her father’s jaw slowly fell open.

      And that was how a gardener’s daughter ended up being educated with the offspring of a duke.
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Sixteen Years Later

      “Welcome home, Your Grace.” 

      Simon looked down at the stable hand who’d taken the reins from him. “Thank you, Tanner. Have my brothers arrived?”

      “Yes, sir. All but Lord Lukas.”

      Simon ground his teeth as he dismounted. He shouldn’t be surprised that Luke had ignored him – hell, Simon had sent the note to his brother’s residence in London not even knowing whether Luke was there. He could be off carousing in some bawdy house or on one of his drunken revels. It was possible the directive Simon had sent had never entered his brother’s hands.

      Tanner led the lathered animal toward the stables as Simon approached the enormous columns that flanked the front door of the house. It had been almost three years since he’d last visited his ancestral home, but Ironwood Park hadn’t changed. He hadn’t expected it to. Ironwood Park never changed.

      Mrs. Hope didn’t change, either. She stood at the top of the steps to welcome him, her face awash with pleasure, looking the same as she always looked, with her pale skin, rosy cheeks, and white hair piled high on her head.

      A feeling of rightness swept through him. It was always this way – not Ironwood Park itself but the people who resided here who made him feel like he’d come home.

      “Your Grace,” Mrs. Hope said warmly. “Welcome home.” And then concern furrowed her brow, and he understood. He was sorry to be home under these circumstances. Sorry that he was so busy these days that the only thing that could drive him home was an emergency of this magnitude.

      He took Mrs. Hope’s clasped hands in his own and squeezed. “Thank you, Mrs. Hope.”

      And then Esme appeared behind the housekeeper, her dress as somber and dark as her hair, and he turned to greet her.

      “Esme. You look well.”

      And she did. With a jolt, Simon realized it had nearly been a year since he’d last seen her. Since then, she’d grown even taller and filled out with womanhood.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, eyes downcast. “You, too.”

      “Come inside, Your Grace,” Mrs. Hope commanded. “You’ll wish to change before you see your brothers. They have planned to meet in the parlor before dinner, and dinner will be served in…” She glanced down at her fob. “Just over an hour.”

      Dusk had settled like a soft blanket over the house – dinner at Ironwood Park was always earlier than in London. “Excellent,” he said. And to his sister, “I’ll see you in the parlor in a few minutes.”

      She gazed up at him, and it was only then that he saw the shine in Esme’s eyes. On impulse, he laid his hand on her shoulder, only to feel her stiffen beneath him. His intention had been to comfort, but his touch was so unknown to Esme, perhaps it had become unwelcome. He removed his hand and said in a low voice, “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”

      Esme nodded, her gaze shining, then looked away, blinking rapidly. At that moment Fredericks appeared in the archway leading to the grand staircase. After Simon exchanged a greeting with the steward, Mrs. Hope bustled him upstairs and into his dressing room, where a basin steamed on the bureau and clothes for him to change into were laid out on the clothes press.

      He washed and shaved himself. The silence of the room seemed loud after the bustle of London and Burton’s incessant chatter. Due to the urgency of this visit, he’d left his valet in London, probably happily fussing over some new outfit he was having tailored for Simon during his absence.

      Simon dressed in buff pantaloons and buttoned on a wine-striped waistcoat and a dark tailcoat before combing his hair and gazing into the looking glass at the somber visage staring back at him. The crow’s feet at the edges of his eyes spoke of his exhaustion – he’d ridden straight from London at the close of Parliament yesterday, changing horses but not stopping to sleep. His eyes appeared dull, the green of them not as light as usual, but dark and mossy.

      It was time to face his brothers and sister and reveal his plan of action. Unfortunate that he didn’t have one.

      He left the dressing room and returned downstairs, taking slow, deliberate steps to the parlor. When he reached the door, he didn’t hesitate but stepped inside and closed it behind him before turning to survey the room.

      Everyone was present. Except Luke.

      Samson, Simon’s older half-brother, leaned against the casing of the enormous rectangular-paned window on the far side of the room. Mother had given birth to Sam out of wedlock the year before she married the Duke of Trent. One of her conditions upon marrying the duke was that she would be allowed to keep Sam and raise him alongside any other children she might have. For reasons unknown to Simon, his father had agreed – he had even given Sam the Hawkins name – and it was one promise he’d never reneged upon, though he had never gone so far as to treat Sam like a son.

      Sam had been gazing outside but turned toward Simon as he entered. This was the first visit home for Sam in nearly five years. His work in the service of the Crown kept him busy, though Simon did see him from time to time in London. Sam had always possessed a serious demeanor, but the army had hardened him, given him a seemingly permanent cold and detached expression that Simon expected would never go away now. His brother had simply seen too much.

      Simon’s younger brothers, Theodore and Markos, sat side by side on the plum-colored silk sofa, their sandy brown heads and eyes so similar, people had always thought them twins. But they were very different in disposition. Theo was quiet and studious like Esme, and Mark was the one person in the family who could bring levity to any conversation. Today, however, Mark’s face was grim and set, his normal exuberance dampened by the gravity of the situation.

      Simon turned to the table in the center of the room, where Esme was pouring tea, his gaze finally coming to rest on Sarah Osborne, who stood at his sister’s side, assisting her.

      His body came instantly alive at the sight of her, even after all this time. Even under the circumstances. Lust. Desire. Need. All of it barreled through him in a hot rush. 

      Damn. She was more beautiful than ever.

      When he’d last come home to Ironwood Park, he hadn’t been able to keep his hands off her. God knew he’d tried.

      Her mouth caressing his, the feel of her body under his hands… It had been three years. He should have forgotten all of it by now.

      But how could he forget the sweetest lips he’d ever tasted? How could he forget the curve of her bottom, the feel of her soft, plump breasts under his hands?

      How could he forget that he’d taken advantage of an innocent? Someone who worked in his house, under his employ? How could he forgive himself for crossing a line he never, ever should have crossed?

      She turned the full force of her wide smile on him and then dipped her head as she dropped into a curtsy. “Your Grace.”

      “Good evening, Sarah.” He gazed at her, taking in her dark, dark hair, her black-fringed blue eyes, her porcelain complexion, her willowy stature, for perhaps a second too long before forcefully returning his attention to his brothers. “I’m glad you all came so quickly,” he told them.

      “Where’s Luke?” Theo asked. “You wrote to him as well, didn’t you?”

      Taking the china teacup and saucer that Sarah held out toward him, Simon thanked her then stepped forward. “I did. Evidently he chose not to respond.”

      Everyone was struck silent by that, until Sam spoke up from his position near the window. “Or he didn’t receive the missive. We all know how Luke feels about Mother.”

      “It’s possible he didn’t receive it,” Simon acknowledged. It was true – despite all of his shortcomings, Luke adored their mother. “I wasn’t sure where to find him. You know Luke. He could be anywhere.”

      Theo gave a low whistle as Sarah handed him and Mark their tea. “Thank you, Sarah. Right. Well, then, it’s just us. But Luke won’t be happy we met without him.”

      Simon arched a brow at his youngest brother. “He should either visit his lodgings once in a while or let us know where he is located in the world if he wishes to be privy to important family news.”

      Theo raised his cup. “True.” He took a sip before setting the cup and saucer down on the oblong carved teak table that squatted low in front of the sofa.

      Simon lowered himself into the Egyptian-styled bronze and silk-damask empire chair across from Theo and Mark. He looked at his sister and gestured to the identical chair beside him. “Please sit, Esme.”

      As Esme approached, Sarah set down the teapot and turned to leave the room.

      “Sarah, you will stay.” His tone was clipped and brooked no argument. He glanced at his brothers. No one reacted to the out-of-place command, which meant they understood exactly why he wanted Sarah in the room with them.

      This was a family affair, and while most might dismiss a maid after she’d finished with the tea, this particular maid had embedded herself so deeply into life at Ironwood Park that she sometimes knew things that occurred here that none of the rest of them did. His brothers understood as well as he did that her presence might prove valuable.

      Plus… well, damn it, he just liked having her close. His brothers didn’t need to know that.

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Her answer was automatic, as was her bobbed curtsy. She stayed where she was, standing behind the silver tea service, attentive but silent.

      When he had everyone’s full attention, Simon turned to his sister.

      “Tell us what happened, Esme. We must hear every detail. From the beginning.”

      She nodded. Fixing her gaze on the teak table and clutching the carved arms of her chair in her hands, she began. “I don’t see Mama every day anymore – not since she moved into the dower house. So I don’t know when it happened, but… but… I should have been paying closer attention. She is my mother. I should have been visiting every day, making sure she was all right…”

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Sam’s voice, as always, was cool and detached.

      Esme’s eyes filled with tears. “A week ago.”

      Simon nodded. “Go on.”

      “Well, the day before yesterday I realized I hadn’t seen her in a few days, so I went to the dower house for a visit. And…”

      “And?” Theo prompted, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, his eyes narrowing on their sister.

      She turned her focus to Theo. “There was no one at home. Binnie and James weren’t there, and Mama wasn’t there. All three of them had simply vanished.”

      Simon frowned. Binnie and James were the two servants his mother had taken with her when she’d moved to the dower house. He hadn’t known they’d also disappeared.

      “I knocked and knocked. I tried the door, but it was locked, and you know Mama rarely ever locks her door. I ran back to the house and asked Mrs. Hope for the key. Sarah came with me, and we went inside, but no one was there.”

      “Why didn’t you go straight to the constable?” Mark asked, his brow creased in a rare frown.

      “I… I…” Esme broke off, and sent a helpless glance in Sarah’s direction.

      “We thought it best to send His Grace a message before we involved anyone outside the family,” Sarah explained. “Because once we contact the authorities, everyone will begin to speculate. We thought it would be more prudent to allow His Grace to decide whether to involve them.”

      “You made the right decision,” Simon told her. And he wouldn’t involve the authorities at all in this matter, if he could help it. Sarah knew him well enough to understand that he preferred to keep private family matters private, because when it came to the Hawkinses, the gossipmongers tended to take facts and embellish them to the point of outlandishness. In any case, he possessed more resources to use to find his mother than any constable would.

      Sam pushed off from the window casing and took a step forward, his cool gaze focused on Esme. “What was the state of the interior of the dower house? Was it clean? Ransacked? Were any of Mama’s things missing?”

      “It was clean,” Esme whispered.

      “As far as we could tell, most of her possessions were untouched,” Sarah added. “But her safe was open and empty. All her money was gone, as well as her jewels.”

      Hell. His mother had enough jewels to keep a small village living in luxury for years.

      Mark’s frown deepened. “A robbery?”

      If someone wished to rob Ironwood Park, the dower house would be the best place to start, considering that not only was it secluded – hidden in a copse of trees on the northern edge of the property – but it wasn’t well guarded, and everyone acquainted with his mother knew she wasn’t one to pay much heed to such frivolous things as locks.

      But if someone had entered the dower house with the intention of stealing jewels, what had the thief done with his mother and her servants? The thought brought bile into Simon’s mouth.

      “Possibly,” he told Mark, but his voice held doubt.

      “Who originally searched the dower house?” Sam asked Sarah.

      “Mrs. Hope, Lady Esme, and me, sir. We were out there this morning again while we awaited your arrival.”

      Sam met Simon’s gaze. “We’ll do a thorough search. Leave no stone unturned.”

      “And not only of the house,” Simon added, “but also the woods and the surrounding areas. And” – he took a fortifying breath – “we’ll need to drag the lake.”

      Esme sniffed. The stream running through the property fed the small lake near the dower house… dragging the lake was akin to admitting their mother might have been drowned. Turning toward his sister, Simon saw her shoulders slump as a tear carved a trail down her cheek.

      Hell, he’d been raised with brothers. Esme hadn’t been born until he was ten years old and already at Eton. His mother had always been the epitome of strength – she’d never shed a tear in his presence. He’d never learned how to comfort a weeping female.

      He glanced up and realized he wasn’t the only one at a loss as to what to do about this. His brothers appeared frozen in place. Even their expressions didn’t change as they stared at their whimpering sister.

      Sarah broke the stillness. She hurried over to Esme, knelt beside her, offered her a handkerchief and put an arm around Esme while the girl sobbed into Sarah’s shoulder. Sarah looked up at Simon over Esme’s head, stroking Esme’s dark hair. Her blue eyes, usually sparkling with vivacious warmth, had darkened with sympathy… and with her own worry. Sarah loved their mother as much as any of her children did.

      “Hush.” She looked back down at Esme and rubbed her back in gentle circles. “If anyone can find her, His Grace can.”

      Esme’s shoulders shuddered. When Sarah looked up at him again, the knowledge of what he must say flooded into him. “We’ll find her, Esme. That is a promise.”

      He glanced at his brothers, all of whom nodded their agreement.

      Esme took a great gulping breath, her voice muffled in Sarah’s shoulder. “But what if she… if she isn’t… what if she is…”

      “There’s no evidence whatsoever that points to the conclusion that Her Grace has come to any harm,” Sarah soothed.

      “That is correct,” Sam said, his voice a notch lower than his usual cold detachment. “And that is how we must approach finding her.”

      “Mama wouldn’t —” Theo broke off, frowning.

      “She wouldn’t what?” Simon asked him.

      Theo gazed at him with bleak eyes. “She wouldn’t run off, would she?”

      Everyone stared at Theo. Even Sarah looked at him with parted lips. Finally, Mark asked, “Why would she run off?”

      Theo shook his head. “Couldn’t say.” He shrugged. “It was just a thought.”

      “If Mama simply decided to leave Ironwood Park, one would assume she’d let someone know where she was going,” Mark said. 

      Simon looked to Esme, whose tears had abated. Sarah still crouched beside her, though, keeping that comforting arm around his sister, and he was glad he’d told her to stay. “Has our mother been behaving erratically in any way?”

      Mark snorted. “What kind of a question is that, Trent? Our mother is always erratic.”

      “I mean more so than usual.”

      Esme shook her head somberly. “No. No more than usual. She was excited about the ladies’ luncheon she was going to hold next week. She’d embroidered kerchiefs for each of the ladies and was planning to give them as gifts.”

      “So she wasn’t planning to run off, then,” Theo said thoughtfully.

      “But you know her. She’ll change plans on a whim,” Mark pointed out.

      “True,” Sam agreed. “We should check her house near Lake Windermere as well as her townhouse in London.”

      “And her sisters’ houses as well, in case she decided to make a last-minute visit,” Simon said.

      Theo shook his head. “If our mother went somewhere on a whim, she could be anywhere in England.”

      “But someone would have seen her, somewhere,” Mark said. “Collectively, we know her favorite haunts and the routes she’d take to travel to them.”

      “We will check them all,” Simon said.

      A knock on the door heralded a footman, who told them dinner was served. Simon dismissed the man, then turned to his siblings, his stomach growling in anticipation of a hot meal. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

      “We’ll formulate a solid plan after dinner.” He turned to Sarah. “Thank you for staying. Will you meet us back here at nine o’clock?”

      “If you wish it, Your Grace.”

      “I do.”

      She inclined her head and looked at him with her big, blue eyes. “Then I will be here.”
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      The midnight hour had descended over Ironwood Park when Sarah finally left the great house for the night and walked toward the cottage she shared with her father. 

      Yesterday it had rained, but tonight the waxing moon shone bright, sparkling over the trees, shrubs, and flowers her father was responsible for keeping beautiful. He’d done an excellent job of it, and the duchess loved to tell him so. She always laughed and said that when he’d been hired, she hadn’t actually expected him to improve Capability Brown’s famous landscape. 

      But improve it he had. The gardens around the house were beautiful to look upon year-round, constantly emitting the fresh, sweet scents of flowers and herbs. The outer garden was a study in geometric forms, its boundary keeping a strict separation between it and the landscape beyond, which Papa constantly assessed and modified to provide a haven of nature that flowed naturally with the contours of the land.

      Despite the beauty and perfection of the grounds through which she walked, Sarah was brimming with a feeling of dread.

      The duchess’s strange disappearance had knocked the small universe of Ironwood Park out of kilter. The Duchess of Trent was a constant here. Sure, she traveled often, visiting London and her family scattered throughout England. But Ironwood Park was her home, her anchor, and when she was gone, everyone felt her absence keenly. And this absence was different from a mere holiday – everyone knew it in their bones. The servants were all on edge. Even Mrs. Hope – a woman in possession of an inherently positive nature – was scared.

      Worst of all was the family. Sam, Mark, and Theo had all rushed home, their concern obvious in the speed of their arrival. Luke hadn’t come, though no one was worried – he made an appearance either in London or at Ironwood Park once every few months, but Sarah knew how upset he’d be when he ultimately heard the news. Of all of them, Luke was closest to their mother.

      Poor Esme had discovered her mother missing, and for some reason she blamed herself for the odd disappearance. Esme was terrified something dire had happened. So was everyone else, but Esme wasn’t able to push that fear aside like the rest of them had.

      And Simon.

      Sarah’s step faltered. She gazed up at the spray of stars that made silver pinpricks in the dark velvet of the sky.

      Simon. 

      She couldn’t speak his name out loud anymore. That wouldn’t be proper. But she’d never stopped speaking it in her mind. Not since the day he’d encountered her in the blackberry bush long ago and had gifted her with it.
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