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CHAPTER ONE








England, 1864


The first twenty years of Lady Rowena Arrington’s life had seemed a pleasant dream. As the youngest daughter of the Earl of Mertoun, she’d known wealth and privilege, comfort and ease. She kept a fine bay hunter in her family’s stables and rode out every morning across the broad expanse of acreage which belonged to the illustrious Arringtons. She’d known nothing of hunger, labor, or strife. She’d known nothing of heartache—until now.


She and her family had been invited to the country home of Lord Craighorne to spend the Christmas holiday with the viscount. Lord Craighorne was handsome, clever, kind-hearted, and soon to be engaged to Rowena’s elder sister.


Never mind that Rowena nursed a tendre for Lord Craighorne since the summer. For nearly six months, she’d watched as the viscount paid court to her sister. She’d followed along on their picnics, teas, boating jaunts, and balls. She’d fallen in love with Lord Craighorne from a polite distance, never once giving voice to her heart’s desires.


To speak her feelings, to undermine her sister’s success on the marriage market, was tantamount to treason in the Arrington family’s eyes, for Papa had chosen Lord Craighorne for his beautiful, accomplished, if somewhat spoiled elder daughter. When Rowena’s turn to marry finally came, Papa would make a suitable alliance for her, too.


But Lord Craighorne would never be hers—and the powerlessness of that realization was breaking her heart.


Upon arriving at Craighorne Castle that afternoon, Rowena had been shown to a charming bedroom furnished in green silk and hung with matching draperies. She stood at the mullioned window, gazing down upon what must’ve been a garden in finer weather.


Through the frosty haze of the glass, Lord Craighorne’s parkland stretched for miles, comprised of forests and farmland which provided him with a comfortable income. A village sprawled some distance below, where gentle whorls of woodsmoke drifted from the chimney pots and thatched rooftops. The local railway skirted the viscount’s property, hauling his wheat and produce across the county, perhaps throughout the whole of England.


His future wife must keep busy visiting the tenantry and joining in the social rounds of his country neighbors, giving sumptuous suppers and managing his large household. Lady Craighorne would be well rewarded for her work by becoming mistress of this comfortable, prosperous place and sharing her days with a husband who would support and encourage her throughout their long, full life together.


Oh, the agony of it all!


Rowena spun away from the window as if she could no longer bear the sight. Why had she come on this wretched Christmas outing? At least in London she could pretend this day would never come, that her parents might refuse Lord Craighorne’s suit, or that the viscount would notice her instead. That a meteor would fall from the sky and put an end to this misery!


Like a thunderclap, a determined knock sounded upon the bedroom door, but before she could open it, the heavy wooden panel swung wide on its hinges and crashed against the wall beside it. Her sister, Petronella, swept into the chamber as though she had every right to intrude upon Rowena’s solitude, for what was Rowena’s was equally Petronella’s, and what was Petronella’s was ruthlessly hoarded and fearlessly guarded.


Petronella studied the green furnishings with an upturned nose. She frowned at the frost-bitten garden and said, “I’ve been given a rose-colored room at the front of the house. One does wonder why you’ve been tucked back here with a view of the agriculture…”


“I don’t mind the perspective,” replied Rowena, for truly it was a pretty view despite the wintry weather. She bristled, however, at the thought of her sister being provided with accommodations in closer proximity to the viscount’s own apartments.


Mama and Papa had insisted on Petronella receiving the finest rooms, the softest linens, the better clothes, and first selection of everything between the two sisters. It was always thus in their society, where the firstborn enjoyed advantages and opportunities not bestowed upon the second offspring, though Mama and Papa promised that when Rowena’s time came, she would be launched into matrimony with equal care and fanfare.


Petronella sank upon the green silk counterpane in a flutter of velvet and lace. The elder Arrington daughter bloomed in the prime of her beauty, with pure blond curls framing her exquisite complexion. Mama had hired a French maid to style her elder daughter’s hair and manage her wardrobe, yet Rowena made do with last winter’s frocks and rag-rolls in her red-tinged locks.


The resulting curls were inconsistent, though Rowena had brushed them into something soft and pleasant, and—to her mind, at least—unfussily attractive. She checked her coiffure in the looking glass while Petronella observed.


“Do you know,” said Petronella, “Mademoiselle Marie pulls my hair. She is too rough with her pins, and I swear she burned me intentionally with a pair of curling tongs fresh from the fire.” She ran a small, pale hand across her shining hair. “I’m certain I’ve a bald spot.”


Rowena smiled despite her aching heart. “You don’t have a bald spot, Pet. Mademoiselle Marie takes great care with your appearance, and I’m sure Lord Craighorne will be pleased with your curls. Besides, you always look so well in velvet.”


Lady Petronella Arrington looked well in everything, as she was a walking fashion plate. The ladies’ periodicals fairly overflowed with praise for her beauty and her bearing, and reported that she’d outshone all other marriageable girls in London since her debut. While being ‘out’ for five Seasons might be ruinous for any other young lady’s prospects, it was reported that the Earl of Mertoun refused to settle for anything less than the best for his eldest daughter.


Rowena had been but a footnote in her sister’s shining story, yet the two girls were hardly adversaries. She understood her place in the family hierarchy, and had been—until Lord Craighorne came along—content to play a supporting role among the Arringtons.


It never occurred to her that Petronella was an unwilling star.


“Rowe,” said the elder sister, softly. “Do you think Mama would give you Mademoiselle Marie and I might have another gentler maid to dress my hair?”


Having her own lady’s maid was a luxury Rowena could hardly fathom. Although she dreaded public praise of her appearance, she’d often dreamed of being called beautiful by her small circle of close acquaintances. With a maid like Mademoiselle Marie, she might’ve caught the viscount’s eye.


“Oh, Pet.” She went to her sister and draped an arm about her shoulders. She hugged her closely and did her best to soothe the young woman’s fears. “When you are Lady Craighorne, you may choose any maid you wish. You may have one for your clothes, another for your hair, and a third to attend you in your bath. Remember how Fraulein Becker used to rub buttermilk onto your skin to keep it supple? How your complexion shone! You may know such luxuries every day once you’re the viscount’s wife.”


Petronella only huffed. “What use is a fine wardrobe and pretty hair when one is married? Who will notice my complexion then? Craighorne will have got what he wanted and I shall be put out to pasture!”


“You mean you do not want to marry Lord Craighorne?” She could not imagine such a thing. The viscount was handsome, wealthy, intelligent, and tirelessly patient with the elder Arrington sister. No young lady of good breeding and polite society could do better!


“I do not want to marry anybody—not yet, at any rate. I want to go to London and attend parties. I want to see my friends. No one will visit me all the way out here. I shall be forced to wear heavy woolens and tweeds for warmth, and don a lace cap like Mama!” Petronella buried her face in Rowena’s bosom, staining her bodice with teardrops. “Oh, Rowe… Rowe…” She plucked at the embroidery on Rowena’s dress front. “If only we could trade places and you could marry first and I could return to town for another Season!”


If only!


“Pet, you know I cannot marry until you do. It is up to the eldest sister to set the tone for matrimony. It is your duty to marry first and marry well, and Papa has chosen a fine husband for you.” She stroked her sister’s hair. “You don’t really wish to go to London. You’re merely frightened of a change.” She lifted her elder sister’s face and gazed into two blue tear-streaked eyes. A child’s eyes—perfect, bright, and trusting.


Although it broke Rowena’s heart to send her sister into the arms of the man she loved, her voice never wavered as she vowed, “Lord Craighorne will take good care of you, I promise.”










CHAPTER TWO








It was a rare thing to know a house filled with festivity. In the days preceding the arrival of his future family, Lord Craighorne had watched as his ancestral castle was hung with bowers of greenery, sprigged with holly, and decorated with mistletoe.


An evergreen tree towered over the reception hall. Its branches sagged with glass ornaments, gilded baubles, tinsel, and garland. A star crowned its pinnacle, and the carpeted floor beneath its boughs was cluttered with hampers for the cottagers and gifts for his guests.


Craig had not known such a Christmas celebration since his boyhood, and though he was not at all happy with the way his adult life had turned out, he felt determined to make the best of the situation looming before him.


The sad truth was that he did not care for Lady Petronella Arrington, yet marriage to the Earl of Mertoun’s daughter was a good match. Their alliance would benefit both families.


Did he not owe it to his late parents to marry well and ensure the prosperity of the estate they so loved and tragically left behind? They, above all, would’ve been delighted to know Lady Petronella, and to welcome her to Craighorne Castle as the future viscountess. For their sakes, he could scarcely fail to receive the Arringtons or the eldest daughter to whom he must soon pledge his hand in matrimony.


How had it come to this? As he walked the low, timbered passages and candlelit corridors, Craig tried to recall the moment when his courtship of Lady Petronella had progressed beyond his control.


They had met in London during the Season. They’d danced a few times and made up a boating party that went punting on the Thames. He’d shared a box at the theatre with her family, where Lady Petronella sparkled brighter than any diamond and outshone the leading lady of the production. No one could keep their eyes off of her—as her parents had intended.


She was the daughter of an earl and a worthy bride for a viscount. She was attractive and generously dowered, which never failed to turn a fellow’s head. At twenty-two years of age, she was a trifle old to be unmarried, but her parents doted upon her and were not eager to part with her. Though with two daughters well out of the schoolroom, the time had come to let the darling of the family go.


When Lord Mertoun put the matter to him, Craig had felt bound to accept. He would not find a more beautiful, better-connected bride, though it felt uncharitable to recall that she was impulsive and overindulged. He’d found her childish, and could not see how she would ever be a friend to him. They would live as strangers, each in their separate spheres, coming together only for the siring and rearing of children.


This would not be the life he wanted, but then again, things so rarely ended up the way one wished. Was it not selfish to put his own needs and desires before that of his family and hers?


He would do as Lord Mertoun had planned and formally ask for Lady Petronella’s hand at the Christmas Eve ball. Their engagement would be publicly announced amidst the pageantry and merriment of the festive season.


After having settled into their various accommodations, he soon discovered the Arringtons gathered in his drawing room. Lady Mertoun perched upon the brocade sofa, her kid-booted feet propped upon its matching footstool. Lord Mertoun crowded the ornate chimneypiece to warm his backside against the grate. Lady Petronella was seated beside her mother, wearing a mound of wide, velvet skirts trimmed with lengths of priceless lace. His intended bride appeared pale and delicate, and her eyes were red-rimmed as though she’d been weeping. Perhaps the heat of the hearth irritated her senses, for she certainly could not find fault with his home, his estate, or the countryside in which it was situated.


Surely, Lady Petronella Arrington could not find fault with him.


Craig bowed to his guests and greeted them heartily. As she took his hand, Lady Petronella’s gaze met his, proud and petulant. He’d spent all summer looking into those bold, blue orbs only to realize that he did not know her at all.


“You remember,” said Lady Mertoun, piercing the silence, “my youngest daughter, Lady Rowena.”


He’d all but forgotten the sister! 


Craig turned to find Lady Rowena Arrington tucked into a window seat, framed by mullioned glass. A shard of fading sunlight crowned her strawberry-blonde hair in a wreath of gold. He had never thought her pretty, yet the sight of her now caught his gaze and held it. 


Although she scarcely met his eyes, no tears scalded her cheeks. Her embroidered wool dress appeared comfortable, sensible, and well-suited to a castle at Christmastide. If Lady Rowena found fault in his home, she was shrewd enough to keep her displeasure hidden.


He suddenly wished to know what she thought about Craighorne Castle.


“My housekeeper tells me you’ve taken the green bedchamber. You’ve made a fine choice, as the back of the house has a view of the gardens. In kinder weather, there is no prettier prospect.”


Gesturing through the frosty panes, he explained, “This is a Norman castle, you know, which has been enlarged over the centuries. The grounds have been improved, as well, and most of what you see is from my father’s time. Like me, he considered the preservation of Craighorne to be his life’s work.”


Lady Rowena blinked up at him as though she were stunned that he’d spoken. As though she were surprised that he’d noticed her at all, much less acknowledged her presence in his window seat.


Again he gestured, and this time she turned her face to look where he pointed. The drawing room boasted a lovely vista, as the castle stood on a high hill overlooking flat country, with the village below and farmland beyond.


She craned her neck to get a better view, drawing his attention to the soft slope of her throat beneath the collar of her frock. She was so very shy, so primly buttoned-up. She seemed tongue-tied, self-conscious, and so unlike her sister.


He’d encountered Lady Rowena often, though they’d rarely spoken more than a few words. She was always on the fringes of the conversation. Quiet, reserved, and never a moment’s trouble to anyone. She would make some fellow a perfectly respectable, unremarkable wife, which was—he supposed—her ambition.


He couldn’t imagine Lady Rowena Arrington craving passion, excitement, or romance. When the time came, she would marry suitably and settle into bland matronhood.


Craig ought to have invited some friend to entertain her, but he hadn’t spent much time with her, and did not know her well enough to recommend anyone. She seemed meek, quiet, and dull, but she was to be his sister-in-law and one must be kind to her.


At last, she spoke, “It’s lovely countryside, my lord. You’ve every right to be proud of this place.”


“We could ride down to the village tomorrow, all of us,” he offered. He turned to her family, eager to include them. “It’s a fine way to pass the morning, and if we take luncheon in the inn, we might make a day of it.”


Lady Rowena, he recalled, liked to ride, yet Lady Petronella appeared displeased at the suggestion. “All that effort for a greasy pub tea?”


“The food is rather good, actually,” he said, unwilling to be put off. He intended to know his future family, and for his future family to know his home. “I can vouch for it.”


Lady Mertoun came to his rescue. “A wonderful suggestion. Lady Petronella could use the fresh air.”


“Mama!” The elder girl balked.


“Oh, don’t be missish, dear. If Lord Craighorne wishes to take you riding, then riding you shall go. Rowena will act as your chaperone. She shan’t mind a village jaunt.”


Lady Petronella pursed her lips but held her tongue. It seemed his future bride knew better than to argue with her mother, though Craig felt certain a squabble would take place the moment his back was turned. 


For her part, Lady Rowena Arrington sat in downcast silence. He doubted she’d ever spoken a contrary word in her life. He sometimes wondered whether she spoke at all, except under duress.


Craig moved to press her further, yet she turned her face to the window, once more refusing to meet his gaze. Again, he was awestruck by the beauty of the sunset gilding her hair.


He carried that image—indeed, her quiet presence haunted him from across the drawing room—as he sat upon the sofa and dutifully paid court to Lady Petronella.










CHAPTER THREE








A lone lamp lit the page as Rowena struggled through the book she’d brought to bed. She lay between the sheets, reclined upon a mountain of pillows with the green silk counterpane tucked beneath her arms. Even in the seclusion of her bedchamber, she could hardly focus on the story of Adam Bede. She thought only of Lord Craighorne and this first evening at the castle.


She liked his home and what she’d seen of the surrounding countryside. The gardens were lovely, and she could almost imagine the flowers in summer, riotous with color and alive with birds, bees, and butterflies. How she adored the honest activity of nature! The wholesome busyness of life in the country!


She envied Petronella, who would be mistress of such a beautiful place. Petronella, who would be the viscount’s wife. 


Lord Craighorne was the most handsome of all her sister’s suitors. Unlike her London beaux, who wore their manes in faddish, oily waves, he had clean, brown hair, cropped short, and a stubble of whiskers in the evening. His physique was lean and firm, as he spent most afternoons in the saddle, riding to his farms and racing across the parkland. Rowena had admired him in everything from morning dress to yachting flannels, and his presence never failed to set her heart racing.


For too long, she had listened to her sister lament her fate, thinking all the while how blessed Petronella was—if she could only see how wonderful becoming the Viscountess Craighorne could be!


She put away her book and snuffed her lamp. Frustrated, she hunkered beneath the covers and stared at the bed-hangings overhead. Beyond the warm, safe enclave of her bedchamber, the windows rattled from a fierce December wind. The floorboards squeaked and the chimneys moaned. 


Perhaps Craighorne Castle wasn’t quite the paradise she’d imagined it to be…but it was the viscount’s home, and he’d been kind enough to share it with her family for Christmas. Rowena was inclined to love the creaky, ancient place for his presence alone. 


A knock sounded upon the door, and a pale face appeared in the crack of the jamb. “Psst! Rowe, are you awake? I thought I saw your lamp burning.”


She blinked at the apparition, yet it was only Petronella, who did not care to sleep alone. 


“I’m awake. Come in, if you wish.”


The elder Arrington hastened into the room. “I despise this drafty castle! Shove over, I’m cold.”


Rowena lifted the green silk counterpane to make room for her sister. “Hurry, then.”


Petronella’s toes were icicles as she climbed beneath the bedsheets. “How clever you are to keep a warm brick at your feet, Rowe. Mine went cold an hour ago. Have you only just now gone to bed?”


“I’ve been reading.”


“You’re always reading.” Petronella huffed. “I don’t know how you can bear to keep your face above the bedcovers. I swear, I can see my breath.”


“It’s not so bad,” Rowena said, cuddling her sister. “It’s rather cozy with a warm bedfellow.”


There was a beat of silence as both girls contemplated sharing a bed with Lord Craighorne—for very different reasons.


Pet shivered. “I refuse to go riding tomorrow. You shall have to make excuses to the viscount.”


“What will Mama and Papa say?”


“Tell them this miserable castle has given me the grippe!”


Rowena frowned. “Lord Craighorne will be disappointed…”


She hated to think of his feelings being hurt. Petronella might be an unwilling bride, but His Lordship was still a gentleman whose sensibilities deserved consideration.


“Let him be disappointed, then,” said Petronella in her usual style. “He ought to be thankful for your company, as you’re a far better rider than me. I’d never keep up.”


“That’s because you only ever ride in Hyde Park,” said Rowena, “and then it is only to show off your riding habit.”


Petronella preened at the compliment. “My new habit is very fine, which is why Mama agreed to the outing. She imagines that one glimpse of me in my tight skirts and jaunty hat will bring the viscount to his knees.”



