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Daisy and the Duke

by Elizabeth Cole


Miss Margaret Merriot is known as Daisy to her friends. But she is totally unknown by the larger world. Penniless, orphaned, and shy, Daisy is a true wallflower, destined to live out her days in the shadows, working for her thankless stepfamily. Living in the English countryside, Daisy knows that nothing special will happen to her…until she meets a most unusual duke.
 

Tristan Holbrook never wanted to become the Duke of Lyon, but when has fate ever favored him? Scarred by war, uneasy in his new life, and now saddled with a massive estate that can’t pay for itself, Tristan needs a miracle to turn things around. One day, his path leads him directly to Daisy, and now he can’t get his shy but sweet neighbor out of his mind.


Daisy is charmed by Tristan’s direct manner and his unpretentious ways, not to mention his brooding good looks. But he’s a duke, and must marry an heiress to fulfill his obligations. He’s expected to announce his choice at the harvest ball. Daisy seems doomed to loneliness…unless she can change her destiny during one magical night…
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“…five, four, three, two, one. Ready or not, here I come!”

While counting down, Mrs. Bloomfield could hear the giggling. The five girls in her care were hiding in the garden, though hiding implied a sense of discretion that none of them mastered at this point, as shown by the stifled laughter and the shuffling sounds of dainty feet.

Nevertheless, she kept up the pretense of searching. “Now where could those girls have gone?” she asked loudly.

More giggling. Mrs. Bloomfield smiled and deliberately wandered away from the nearest source of the sound, allowing whoever it was to enjoy the deliciousness of pulling the wool over a grown-up’s eyes for a few moments longer.

The rosebush sneezed, and then shook. Oh, goodness, Mrs. Bloomfield thought. That will be Daisy. The girl ought not to hide in the plants. She suffered terribly in the autumn, her little nose red for three weeks as she went through a dozen handkerchiefs a day. But she wanted so badly to become invisible!

Mrs. Bloomfield understood children very well, despite not having any of her own. Her marriage had been a happy one, but also very short. She’d lost her husband before they could have a child together, and she had never remarried. But she had children aplenty all around her now, for she was the owner and headmistress of the Bloomfield Academy for Young Ladies of Quality at Wildwood Hall, a boarding school that educated the daughters of the gentry.

Sometimes, that education included a healthy game of hide and seek.

“Is that Poppy’s gown I spy by the willow tree?” she asked out loud, and was rewarded by a high-pitched shriek as one of the girls dashed away, the willow boughs rustling in her wake.

Mrs. Bloomfield gave chase, and soon captured a bright-eyed girl in a blue dress.

“Poppy! I’ve got you and I deputize you to help me find the others.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Poppy cried, cheerfully switching her allegiance. “Let’s go! I know where Rosalind hid in the herb garden, right behind the fountain wall….”

Poppy was undoubtably the boldest of the bunch of Mrs. Bloomfield’s current crop of girls. Together they found Rosalind crouching behind the stone fountain, her head tipped to hear any approaching sound, even her friend’s light footfalls.

“Oh, Poppy,” Rose cried in dismay. “I know it’s you. I won’t ask you to help hide me if you’re going to betray me like that!” Since Rosalind was blind, she relied on her cousin Poppy every day of her life. In addition to being family, the two girls were the best of friends. They giggled together as Poppy took her in her arms.

“I wanted to find you first so you can have the fun of finding the rest with us!” Poppy cried. She always had an answer at the tip of her tongue. Then she twined Rose’s hand in her own, ready to guide her cousin safely, as she always did.

Next, Mrs. Bloomfield went with her girls to seek out Camellia, who was dark-haired and slender and already showing the pretty pout in her lips that heralded a personality to reckon with.

“Lia, Lia,” Rose cried. “You smell like you bathed in lavender!”

“Well, I was hiding in it for half an hour!” the other replied, emerging from the impressive bank of lavender, growing rampant at the edge of the gardens. “That’s as good as taking a bath. Who’s left to find? Let’s get Heather, before she leaves the parish.”

But rather than running, the fourth girl, Heather, had hidden herself up a tree. She was half-wild and fearless when it came to such things. But upon discovery, she came down willingly and with a broad smile.

“I let you find me,” she declared. “I kept plucking off the ash leaves and flinging them down when someone walked under. Honestly, I could have slept up there all night if I waited for you lot to notice me!”

“Now where is Daisy?” Camellia asked, looking around thoughtfully.

Mrs. Bloomfield knew, but she allowed the girls to search out potential hiding places. It was her belief as a schoolmistress that young people must be allowed to puzzle things out on their own, rather than having answers handed to them.

“Daisy!” Heather called out, far more loudly than appropriate for a well-bred daughter of the gentry. “Daisy! Oh, Lady Mar-gar-et!” She howled Daisy’s title and full Christian name, which Daisy never used since she disliked it so much. But as the only child of a baron, she would be a baroness in her time, and she’d have to get used to the title as well.

Following Heather’s call, they all held silent for a moment.

Another faint sneeze emanated from the rosebush.

Mrs. Bloomfield took pity. Better to get the girl out now, she thought, or she’ll be sneezing all night. “Let’s check the roses,” she declared.

And among the pink blossoms, there was the golden-blonde head of her smallest charge.

“I was the best at hiding, ma’am!” Daisy said in wonder. “Everyone else was found before me.”

“Clever girl,” Mrs. Bloomfield replied, not mentioning the sneezes. “Now, it is getting to be time for tea, I think. Shall we all go in?”

“Yes, Mrs. Bloomfield!” five young voices chorused back.

They all walked back toward the school, which was housed in a gorgeous old manor called Wildwood Hall. It had been owned by her late husband, and the two had started the school together, wanting to provide a warm and happy place for the often forgotten girls of families who thought far more about their boys…until it came time to marry the daughters off. At Wildwood, the girls had no such worries, at least not for many years to come. They could simply be girls.

Following her husband’s early death, she kept up the school, which he’d left to her in its entirely—an unusual decision for the time, but then, she wouldn’t have married a man who didn’t share her views.

Behind the gardens, the red brick of Wildwood Hall glowed deep and rosy in the afternoon light. The glass panes in the many windows glimmered, reflecting the sunlight back into the garden, beams landing on the sweet-smelling roses and bright chrysanthemums and the endless shades of green of the herbs.

What a paradise, Mrs. Bloomfield thought. These girls will soon enter a world that is not always so beautiful or protected. I must prepare them well.


Chapter 1
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Ten years later

Tristan could not remember a time that he had not been in pain. There had been such a time—he knew it had to be so, since his injuries dated back less than two years. But it felt as if that were another life, as if that were another man, someone who moved through the world without care.

Now everyone stared at him, and he could barely take a step without someone jumping to attention. Partly it was the injuries. The worst of the scarring and the brokenness of his body was covered by clothing, thank God. But his face couldn’t be hidden. The deep, puckered, ragged line was always going to be there, running from his temple down to his neck, a memento of the battle that nearly killed him.

The person who had manufactured the shell should be pleased. He’d hurt Tristan far more than any measly bullet to the head ever could.

The scar pulled at his whole face, offering the world a perpetual squint and scowl no matter what he was really thinking. And now people seemed to care very much what he was thinking, because another unexpected result of the war was that a few other men died too—a random but very important chain of deaths—leaving Tristan an inheritance he’d never dreamed of, and frankly didn’t want.

Maybe Jack could get him out of it. If Jack didn’t die first.

Tristan looked over at the man riding opposite him in the carriage. He’d seen corpses in better shape. And in a way, it was all Tris’s fault, because Jack had fallen ill after taking charge of Tristan when he returned to London. Just when Tristan started to need fewer doctors, Jack suddenly needed more.

“Should I have the coach pull off the road for a while?” he asked, preparing to knock on the wall nearest the coachman.

“No, no, no. Honestly, Tris, you’re worse than a mother hen. I’m getting better,” Jackson Kemble said, though his words were immediately followed by a hollow cough.

Tristan seized on this event, handing his best friend a clean cotton square before uncapping a flask. “Travel is not helping. Drink this.”

“You want me to die drunk?” Jack retorted, nevertheless taking the flask and sipping from it. He took a few breaths that seemed to come easier. “Well, it may actually help.”

“I hope that a good long stay in the country will help more. I’ve sent word ahead for the staff to have everything ready, and I contacted a doctor in the nearest village.”

“Most grateful, your grace.”

“Oh, shut up.” Even after a year, Tristan was still not used to being addressed as your grace. His elevation to duke was damned inconvenient, in fact. Tristan was content with a soldier’s life, and wanted nothing to do with whatever it was lords did all day—hunting, he supposed. Or visiting other lords and ladies, seeing who could bore the other to death first.

Tristan had liked the life of a soldier…until the day Death nearly found him. The enemy launched shell after shell. Most landed far short of the tent where the officers gathered to gauge the battle’s progress, but the risk was real. It was afternoon, the sun beating down, when Tristan sensed something plunging from the sky. He didn’t remember much of what happened. But when he came to, he was virtually deaf in his right ear, his head hurt like hell, and he couldn’t feel his right side. He was told he’d saved lives—and more importantly, superior lives, those of officers happy to still be breathing and happier still to tell stories of English bravery to those back home. Tristan was pinned with medals, offered commendations, and toasted at parties. He was a hero.

He hated being a hero. Being a lord, of course, made it even worse. He was expected to be gracious and speak proud words about how British victory was inevitable and the enemy should just admit defeat.

Tristan knew it was all lies. He wasn’t a hero. He was lucky. He was lucky that he looked up at just that moment. He was lucky there was a line of sandbags to his right when he hit the ground, turning certain death into mere disfigurement and constant pain. How lucky.

“Stop doing that,” Jack told him.

“Doing what?”

“Brooding.”

“I’m not brooding.”

“Yes, you are. And what’s more, you’re brooding so loudly that it’s distracting me from any thinking I might do on my own.”

“All right, no more brooding. I shall think on…” Tris stopped, because he couldn’t think of anything happy or pleasant.

“Try thinking of women,” Jack advised. “I find that helps.”

“Women won’t look at me.”

“Ha.” Jack wheezed out the laugh. “You’re an idiot. Women love a tortured hero. They’ll be flinging themselves at your feet.”

“God, I hope not. And anyway, I’m sure that any flinging will be solely the result of wanting to land a duke. I swear, Jack, I should have changed my name in the field hospital and let Tristan Brooks be dead, like all my relatives.”

“Brooding again,” Jack warned. Then he straightened up in the seat. “I say, I think we may be getting close. Those gateposts have lions on them.”

Tris twisted in his seat and caught sight of a large stone lion perched on top of a brick pedestal the size of a horse cart. Iron fencing met it and stretched into the distance. He saw a mirror image out the other window of the carriage.

“We must be here,” he said, suddenly nervous. Tristan had heard of Lyondale, the ancestral seat of the Dukes of Lyon, but he had no idea what the estate actually looked like. Pastures and woods and distant hills swept past him, and then he heard Jack sigh in relief.

“That’s the house,” Jack said, pointing.

The carriage followed the curve of the drive as it passed by a pond, and suddenly Tristan could see his new home.

It was unimaginable. The size of the house was massive, larger than some palaces. Rows upon rows of windows glittered in the sun, and the white stone walls practically glowed.

“Sweet Christ,” he muttered.

Jack was impressed. “You may want to think twice about giving this up, Tris. As duke, you could do a lot of good with the influence you’ll have.”

“What influence? I’m an imposter. I fell into this title by sheer bad luck.”

“Luck is what you make it. Practicing law taught me that.”

Just then, the carriage came to a halt, pulling up smoothly at the very center of the wide stone steps. An army of servants stood in lines outside, ready for inspection.

Tristan stepped out of the carriage, hiding the arcs of pain through his body after sitting in cramped quarters for so long.

A man stepped up to him and bowed. “Welcome home, your grace. I am Mr. Wynston, majordomo of Lyondale.”

Tristan nodded, then looked over the sea of eyes, the many black-and-white-clad servants who were all staring at him without seeming to do so. He was at a loss for what to do next, and briefly considered heading back to the carriage and fleeing to London.

A woman stepped forward. By her outfit and her manner, she was no servant. Her hair was bound up simply and her features were pleasant, though her whole attitude was faded, as if she’d been left in a closet and long forgotten. She curtseyed to Tristan. “Your grace, I am Miss Wallis. We corresponded these past months, and I have worked to ensure that everything you need is ready for your arrival.”

“Miss Wallis,” he said politely. She was related to him in some distant, tangled fashion. All he knew for certain was that she’d been living at Lyondale at the behest of the old duke. “How good to meet you at last.”

“You and your guest must be quite fatigued, your grace,” the majordomo said smoothly. “Allow me to show you to your rooms. A tour of the house can wait until you are fed and rested.”

Tristan nodded. “The first order of business must be to get Mr. Kemble to his bed. Don’t fight me on this, Jack,” he warned in a lower voice. “You look like you’ve got one foot already in.”

Jack nodded in silent agreement, which was the most alarming thing he could have done.

Everything moved quickly from there. Tristan was swept along on a tide of servitude. Footmen carried bags, maids hurried ahead to open windows and doors. Jack was suddenly supported on both sides by two hulking footmen, helping him to walk.

As they all advanced into the house, the majordomo kept up a running commentary, explaining where such and such room was, and how so-and-so in the portrait was the second duke, and when this and that piece of furniture was brought back from a Roman ruin.

Tris didn’t register a word of it. He cared only that his friend could be made comfortable as soon as possible.

“I sent word ahead that a doctor—” Tris began to say.

“He’s here, your grace,” the majordomo assured him. “Dr. Stelton, the best in the county. Edinburgh man.” That fact eased Tristan’s mind. As he had cause to know from his lengthy recovery, Edinburgh was renowned for its medical schools.

Dr. Stelton was actually in the room where Jack would stay, and he proved to be a large, confident, genial bear of a figure.

“Ah, patient’s here at last,” he boomed out. “Excellent! Let’s get the poor creature to bed so I can take a proper look. With your pardon, your grace, I’ll get to work now.”

Tristan nodded, pleased that the doctor didn’t waste time on small talk.

“See you soon…your grace,” Jack said in farewell, as the footmen worked to follow the doctor’s orders.

The tour was not over. Tris was taken along yet more corridors to a set of double doors at the end of a hall. Two more footmen rushed ahead to open them. Just how many people did he employ?

Beyond the doors, he saw the ducal suite: a massive chain of rooms, far larger than the entire house that Tristan had lived in during his early life.

He stared at the four-poster bed, each corner pillar looking as sturdy as an oak tree. Quite probably six people could sleep comfortably in it. Tristan had no plans to test that theory, though.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with all this space?” he muttered.

“Did you say something, sir?” one of the footmen asked, leaning in. It would never do to ignore a duke.

Tristan thought fast, saying, “I said I want to speak to the doctor when he’s done. Show me to a more suitable room where I can wait. I don’t like to be in a bedchamber during the day.” He’d lain in a bed for almost a year—he was sick of it.

Again through the halls. Again down the wide marble steps of the main staircase, into a blessedly normal-sized place filled with shelves and books.

“This room was used most by the late duchess, sir,” the footman explained. “The small study, we call it. I’ll inform the doctor of your location.”

Tristan paced in the library, waiting for the doctor to finish his examination.

At long last, Stelton entered. “Sorry to keep you waiting, your grace. Your friend is sleeping now, thanks to a bit of laudanum. The travel was difficult for him.”

“It’s not consumption, is it?” Tris asked abruptly.

“No, no fear of that. No sign of blood in the lungs, which would be the death knell. His illness is serious, but not fatal. However, he’ll need to take things very carefully if he hopes to recover. No strenuous activity, no distressing conversations, nothing to worry him at all.”

“How long will he need to rest like this?”

“Weeks,” Stelton said bluntly. “Could be months. The slightest strain could set him back, so see that he’s coddled like a baby.”

“He’ll hate that,” Tristan muttered.

“Better a warm blanket than a cold grave. I’ll stop by daily to check up on him.” Stelton added, “And you, sir? How do you fare?” He gestured to Tristan’s scarred face.

“Well enough,” Tris said. “After all, I was wounded nearly two years ago.”

“But you still feel the pains,” Stelton guessed. “Nasty business, this modern warfare. I’ve seen men come back—” He stopped, his expression haunted. He shook himself and said, in an overly hearty tone, “Anyway, let me know if you require anything for yourself. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

Then he left and once again, Tristan was alone, with little to do but brood.

A familiar feeling of being suffocated crept up again. He had to get out of doors. After going to his bedchamber once more, startling the maids who were unpacking, he changed his outfit and said to the nearest footman in his line of sight, “Show me to the stables.”

“This way, sir!” The young man, still a boy, really, led Tristan through the byzantine hallways and finally outside. Tristan could smell the stables now, the comforting aroma of hay and horse and manure. That smell never changed, whether it was the army or a duke’s estate.

“My horse, Stormer, is here, yes?”

“Arrived last week, your grace. He’ll be wanting to gallop through new fields, I’ll warrant. Good to have the stable filling up again. The old duke hadn’t rode for years.”

The stableboy dashed away to saddle Stormer and led him out, which he did with obvious reverence. Quite possibly Stormer was the finest and most expensive creature the boy had ever seen.

“I’ll return by dark,” Tristan said, mounting up.

Tristan wore his usual riding gear, which was more suited to a hostler than a duke. For him, riding wasn’t a social activity. It was solitary meditation. He didn’t care how he looked.

 He was glad to be riding out on his own. While recovering from his wounds, Tristan had discovered that riding was one of the few activities that didn’t cause him pain, so he rode as often as he could. Stormer was the one indulgence Tristan granted himself upon receiving his inheritance. He loved horses, but the idea of owning one as fine as Stormer was an impossibility for most of his life.

And he had to admit, the estate of Lyondale was perfect for riding. Almost reason enough to keep the title…

As Tristan rode over the estate, he was doubly glad he wasn’t in company, because the state of the place was beginning to make him angry. Farmhouses looked in need of repair, and many fields were untended. Tristan wasn’t a farmer, but he knew there was no chance that all these fields could be lying fallow intentionally. What could be hindering the tenants from tilling them?

When he happened to see a few men working, he rode over and introduced himself. It took a while for him, as Lord Lyon, to get a real answer out of the nervous farmers, but at last a picture emerged. The rents were high enough so only land absolutely certain to yield enough crops was tilled. Farmers were afraid to risk buying more seed than they might be able to harvest, and they lacked more modern techniques to speed up work, though at least these men were keenly interested in acquiring good equipment.

Leaving the farmed land, Tris rode miles farther on, crossing through meadows and forests. He was impressed by the natural beauty of this part of the country, where’d he never been before. Then, in a thick stand of old oak trees, he stopped short, pulling Stormer up as he caught sight of an unknown house tucked in the middle of the woods.

“This wasn’t on the map,” he muttered.

The place was strange. It looked much like the old Tudor-style manors, but shrunk down to almost nothing. He’d be surprised if the cottage could accommodate more than three people. The walls had once been plastered white, but now were cracked and sagging.

But why was it here at all, so far from any other estate or village? As Tristan rode closer, he was puzzled to see that the house was also surrounded by a lush and obviously well-cared for garden that seemed at odds with the deteriorating structure. Someone had to be tending it. Gardens simply didn’t last without constant attention—weeds and wild animals soon took over. So what was this place, and who could possibly live there?

“Good day, young man,” a voice called.

Tristan startled, causing Stormer to shift a few steps, neighing in concern.

An old woman emerged from the woods, bearing a brace of rabbits. For someone who’d obviously been poaching, she looked quite calm about it. But then, the old lady probably didn’t know who Tristan was.

“Good day,” he returned. “I didn’t expect a house here.”

“Been here longer than you’ve been on this earth, my boy,” the woman replied with a chuckle. “Come down and have a drink.”

Tristan dismounted before he thought twice. Stepping though the verdant garden, he was assailed by a wave of green scent. Flowers and herbs he couldn’t name surrounded him, intoxicating in their aggressive beauty.

In the stories, witches live in the woods, Tristan thought.

“Hang those up on the branch,” the old woman instructed him, handing him the brace of rabbits. “I’ll cook them tonight. Stew for a week!” She sounded delighted.

She disappeared into the darkness of the cottage, leaving Tristan in the garden. He noticed a log placed on end, and sat on it. His right leg was tingling, so he stretched it out carefully, kneading his calf.

The woman emerged again, bearing a tin tankard. She handed it to him, saying, “Drink up, for who knows when you can drink ale again?”

It was remarkably close to what the soldiers used to say to each other, and Tristan took a long pull of the ale, which was cool and hoppy and faintly fizzy.

“Thank you,” he said, wiping his mouth. “But you must have to haul this a long way. I can’t drink all your ale.”

“Bless you, I brew it myself. No distance at all.”

“You live out here all alone?”

“Oh, I’ve plenty of company when I wish it,” she said with a wink. “Folk do happen by.”

“Do you fear that thieves or ruffians might harass you?” Tristan thought it very odd for an old woman to live in such a solitary way.

“They’d never find this place,” she said. “Only such folk I want to see me can see me.”

That answer made no sense, but Tristan didn’t argue. He took another sip of ale. It was excellent.

She gazed to the west, where the trees had been lit up like stained glass. “Ah, look at the slant of the sun. Time for you to be moving on. Don’t want to be late.”

“Late for what?”

She ignored his inquiry. “When you ride out, young man, you’ll follow the track until you encounter a stream running west. There’s a tree that divides the flow into two. You must take the left turning. Understand?”

“Certainly. But where does the right turn lead?”

She brushed his question away impatiently. “That is for another day. Go left! And don’t dawdle!”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was amused by the old woman, and didn’t want to spoil the encounter by mentioning his title, which would no doubt make her curtsey and apologize for being so familiar.

Tristan mounted Stormer once more. The horse stepped merrily, evidently rejuvenated after the meal of green grass in the clearing. Tris was feeling surprisingly refreshed himself. Maybe he could persuade the old woman to brew ale for Lyondale.

But not today! She had practically pushed him out of the yard, telling him once again to mind the sun. It’s nowhere near dark, he wanted to protest. Instead he bid her goodbye and rode on. After a while, he saw the fork she was so obsessed with.

“Turn left,” he muttered, seeing the huge tree that split the water into two separate, tumbling brooks.

He glanced down the righthand path, feeling a bit contrary. Who was that old woman to tell him where to ride?

But then he heard something, and paused. Singing? The sound was faint and far away, but something about it was enchanting. And it came from the direction of the left-hand path.

So that is where he rode.


Chapter 2

[image: ]

At about the same time that Tristan and Jack were pulling up to the steps of Lyondale, another scene was unfolding not far away.

Rutherford Grange had been the home of the barons of Rutherford for centuries, so entwined with the family that locals often skipped the full name of the place and referred to it simply as “the Grange.” The land behind the great house was forested, and the green trees were just beginning to blush with color as the summer closed and autumn entered. Beyond the trees, a range of hills rose, bare stone peeking out in patches. Birds sang in the high branches and a soft breeze rustled the dry leaves and grasses. It was as fine a day as anyone could ask for.

Daisy Merriot didn’t get to see any of this glory, for she was working in the kitchens alongside the house’s servants.

Daisy plunged her hands into a washtub of scalding water and scrubbed the next dish vigorously. Soap bubbles flew out, but she paid no mind. This task needed to be finished quickly, or the servants would fall behind schedule, and that made the lady of house quite cross. No one wanted this, least of all Daisy, who faced her wrath more often than anyone else.

“Here, Elaine,” she said, pulling the clean dish out of the water and handing it to the other servant to dry. “We’re almost done.”

“We’re never done,” Elaine grumbled, taking the dish.

“Well, then be happy it’s so, for we have stable work to keep us occupied,” Daisy said, trying to look on the bright side.

“It’s not right, my lady,” Elaine insisted, slamming the dry plate down a little too hard. “You ought to be up in the great hall, instead of that…woman.”

Daisy sighed, for this was an old, old conversation among the servants of Rutherford Grange. “You mean to say Lady Rutherford.”

“Aye, Lady Rutherford up there, while you toil as a scullion in your own home.”

It was true that, at the age of twenty, Daisy never expected for her life to look this way. But then, she never expected her father to remarry when Daisy was twelve, or for him to die so soon after, or the news that the last will and testament of the Baron Rutherford turned out to be quite different than expected. Rather than Daisy inheriting the title and estate, it seemed that the baron’s surviving spouse would receive them instead, as well as the guardianship of Daisy until her twenty-first year.

A few days after her father’s funeral, Daisy learned that she was not to be addressed as the Honorable Margaret Merriot anymore, but rather as plain Miss Margaret, or (by more and more folks) simply as Daisy. And she would not return to school at Wildwood, but would instead remain at Rutherford Grange to help the family through this difficult time. Somehow, that meant Daisy taking on the management of the house and the lands, while performing ever more daily tasks that kept her among the servants and the tenants instead of with her stepmother and stepsister, Lady Rutherford’s own daughter, the Honorable Bella Merriot by courtesy. How quickly things changed.

The young, grieving Daisy was bewildered and confused by all the sudden upheavals following her father’s death. Those first few weeks were a blur of despair, and the next few months not much better. Her great love for the estate of Rutherford Grange was all that kept her going—she knew this land better than anyone else, and she knew how to manage the house and the grounds to keep the income relatively steady, and to keep the tenants working and fed.

All that was six years ago, and it now seemed like another person’s life. Daisy once dreamed of marrying and having a family and growing old at Rutherford Grange. Now, only one of those things would likely happen, and not in the manner she first imagined.

Still, she thought, it’s home. And it’s better to be here than in some strange and cold building far away, where no one knows me and no one cares about me.

“Miss Daisy,” a man said. “Her ladyship wants to speak with you.”

“Thank you, Jacob.” She smiled at him. Jacob was married to Elaine, and they’d been at Rutherford Grange since Daisy was born. She couldn’t imagine doing all this work without them to help her. Yes, there were other servants in such a great house, but not as many as there used to be, and none so dear to her heart.

As Daisy climbed the servants’ stairs from the kitchen to the first floor, and then moved to the grand staircase that led to the parlor, she passed several portraits of her family. At the top of the stairs, she paused in front of the large oil painting of her father.

“Good day, Papa,” she said quietly. She always greeted him when she passed by, fancying that he still watched over her.

Her schoolfriend Poppy had expressed (in very colorful terms no young lady should know) that the late baron must have been mad when he placed Daisy under the care of her stepmother.

Daisy had dutifully replied, “I am certain Papa thought he was acting in my best interests. After all, I have a home and I am fed and clothed.”

“You would have had those things as Lady Margaret,” Poppy had said. “Now you have a pallet by the embers.”

“That’s an exaggeration—I have a bedroom, just as before. And as a young baroness with no guardian, I should have been a target for fortune hunters,” Daisy pointed out.

“That sounds much more fun,’” Poppy had noted with a sly smile.

Now, as Daisy gazed upon the portrait of her father, she wished she could speak with him just once more, even for an hour. She had so many questions, and no way to find answers. The image looked out at her, almost as real as the man himself. The baron was not a tall man, nor could he have been termed a Corinthian in any way. But he possessed an amiable smile and kind eyes, and the painter had captured these qualities in oil. In the painting, he sat in a dark leather chair, wearing a black jacket over a snowy-white shirt. His cravat had been tied simply, as he’d done in life. Her father had not been a fussy man, nor overly concerned with details. Perhaps that was to Daisy’s detriment.

Sighing, she continued on to the parlor. The main part of the house was of course much grander than the kitchens and servants’ quarters. The floors were marbled and the walls hung with expensive silk. However, the last several years had been difficult, and Daisy noticed some troubling signs of neglect. The corners should be dusted more often, the runners taken out and cleaned. She saw wax splotches on the floor beneath a candle sconce and sighed. If only Lady Rutherford would agree to hire a few more housemaids! The Grange deserved to look its best. But Lady Rutherford said that it was quite impossible, explaining, “The late baron, bless his sweet heart, did not invest as well as he ought. We must make do, and hope that Bella makes a splendid match.”

Bella Merriot was the product of Lady Rutherford’s first marriage (she’d been Bella Dunley until her mother married the baron, taking his family name instead). Based upon her beauty alone, it seemed likely that she could marry a prince. Next to her, Daisy felt like a little fieldmouse, dull and dingy and utterly invisible.

Now, upon reaching the parlor door, Daisy paused, hearing her stepmother talking.

“—his arrival is nothing less than a sign, Bella. Long-delayed but inevitable, and we must seize the opportunity at hand. During the London Season, all is chaos and competition, with gossips everywhere to thwart your efforts. Here in the country, you will command every room. Who is more beautiful than you, sweeting? And you must school yourself to never reveal what you may think of his own appearance.”

“Yes, Mama,” a softer voice answered.

Daisy knocked on the door, idly wondering who they were discussing. Lady Rutherford always seemed to know who among the local gentry was coming or going.

 “Enter!” Lady Rutherford called in her resonant alto voice, before dropping back to the conversational tone she was using before. “Remember, darling, this is what you want.”

Lady Rutherford sniffed when Daisy came in and approached where she was sitting, as though she smelled something unpleasant. “Oh, there you are, Daisy. I asked for you some time ago.” The implication that Daisy had somehow failed her lingered in the air.

“I came as soon as I heard. What do you require, my lady?” Daisy asked politely.

“Tomorrow, Bella and I will go into Lyonton, for she is in need of some essentials and we must not delay in ordering them. I trust the carriage will be ready at nine.”

“Yes, my lady.” Daisy knew that a wheel needed to be replaced, but Jacob could do that early, if Daisy took over the feeding of the animals and fetching water.

“Just eggs and toast for our breakfasts tomorrow,” Lady Rutherford went on. “Bella is so delicate, you know, and she must not eat too much before a ride. Isn’t that right, darling?”

“Yes, Mama.” The agreement came from the young lady sitting in a chair near the window. She was embroidering while the light was strong. Bella Merriot looked like a porcelain doll, with perfect blond ringlets and wide sea-green eyes that at least one suitor had declared to be “the perfect calm turquoise of the Mediterranean,” though he himself had never been there.

Perfect and calm described Bella very well. She was the model of a young lady of the aristocracy: beautiful, accomplished, well-mannered, and well-spoken. Daisy had never once heard Bella express an opinion of her own.

Lady Rutherford went on, “The vicar is joining us for supper tonight, and he does so like mushrooms. See to it that they are in at least three of the dishes.”

Alarmed, Daisy said, “Oh, no! We haven’t got any in the kitchen. I could go get some in the village if you would give me next week’s marketing money early…”

“Daisy!” Lady Rutherford said, in a shocked tone. “This is why we must all be grateful that you do not have charge of the finances here at the Grange. Buying mushrooms when they can be had for free in our very own woods? Nonsense. You must go and harvest them. You always seem to know where they are growing among the dirt.”

“Yes, my lady.” The added task would mean not doing something else today. Could she put off the mending? Or the repairs to the chicken coop?

“What would we do without you, Daisy?” Lady Rutherford said then, smiling in satisfaction. “To think you wanted to run back to that school. This house would not be the same if she were not here, would it, Bella darling?”

“Indeed not, Mama,” Bella agreed, snipping a thread with a pair of delicate brass scissors.

“That will be all, Daisy,” Lady Rutherford said, dismissing her from the parlor and her mind. Daisy dipped into a little curtsey and left.

“Mr. Hornthwaite here for dinner again!” Elaine cried out when Daisy returned to the kitchens and gave her the news. “That man can eat enough for ten, and you’d think he doesn’t have a perfectly good cook of his own at the vicarage. Why that woman enjoys his presence is beyond me.”

“I am going to the woods to find some mushrooms,” Daisy said. “With luck I’ll be back in time, but I think the closest patches
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