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“DON'T PUSH ME IN A corner. You have no idea what I am capable of.”

After the tumultuous scandal after becoming a widow, Diana has become a blushing bride once again. She and her dashing new husband Peter Thornton, Duke of Avondale, are eager to embark upon their life together and leave the ghosts of the past behind. The world has never looked so bright for the once unfortunate duchess, and her joy continues to grow. Embraced by her peers and her beloved husband alike, Diana turns toward the future with a renewed optimism and seizes the second chance to build the future of her dreams. 

But some things are too good to be true, and some demons refuse to stay banished. The happiest moments in Diana’s life are suddenly tempered by the resurgence of a familiar and dangerous threat. Torn unwillingly miles apart, husband and wife must struggle to get by alone as an insidious plot brews in the background. Diana flees to the country, where she learns to balance the weight of her burdens with the sheer bliss of motherhood. Meanwhile, back in London, Peter works to uncover the truth of the secret danger lurking around his family.
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THE DAY OF THE WEDDING was clear and mild, a perfect jewel of spring. Diana gazed at the sky from her bedroom window as she waited to go down to the drawing room, and she couldn’t help but smile. What a difference a year had made in her life! On the occasion of her second marriage, Diana had never been so happy. 

“Your Grace?” Emily smiled from the doorway, her hand extended. “It’s time. Your father is waiting in the hall.” 

Diana took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and let it go. She touched her long, dark hair, which had been swept up and crowned with a ring of delicate roses. Then she smiled back at her maid. “All right. I’m ready.” They stepped out into the corridor together, and her father offered his arm. 

“You have scarcely looked lovelier, my dear,” he told his daughter. The merchant’s kind brown eyes beamed with pride as he escorted her out to the landing and down the winding staircase. She could see through into the drawing room where Peter’s handsome figure stood patiently beside the priest. 

At the piano, a young musician struck up a bit of music to enhance the entrance of the bride. When Peter first laid eyes on her, he seemed to stop completely, savoring the moment. Then he grinned and stepped forward to shake her father’s hand. 

“Take good care of her, son,” Edmund murmured. He clapped a hand on Peter’s shoulder.

Peter said, “Yes, sir.” 

Diana kissed her father’s cheek and whispered her love in his ear. As she turned to the man who was about to become her husband, Peter took her hand. He led her to the priest, and they stood there together, looking into each other’s eyes, already joined at the soul. The ceremony was only perfunctory as far as Diana was concerned; she felt as though she had loved Peter Avondale for a lifetime. Now, finally, she had become his wife. 

The celebration afterward was cozy and sparsely attended, for Diana had precious little family, and Peter’s were flung far afield. The breakfast room was filled instead with friends who were so different from the rowdy crowd at Diana’s first wedding, who laughed and smiled and maintained polite decorum all morning. They could have had a larger party—Peter could certainly afford it—but he had chosen wisely to elude the prying public eye. For that discretion, Diana was tremendously grateful.

The gathering dispersed in early afternoon with a final showering of grace and well-wishes. Diana’s father embraced her before climbing onto his carriage, bound for the country. She watched him roll off down the street, and for a moment, forgot that she herself had nowhere to go. But Peter was there to remind her when she turned around; she was already home.

That night in their newly shared bedchamber, truly alone for perhaps the first time, Peter took her into his arms and kissed her. “How do you feel,” he asked, “now that we’ve done it?” 

Diana laughed. “Done what? All we’ve done is marry and eat rum cake.” Her heart thrilled a little in her chest to be so close to him. And she was nervous! She had not quite told her husband how her virginity was preserved; indeed, she wasn’t sure if it was even prudent to bring such a thing up now. How to admit that she was a virgin widow, that she had never known a man’s certain touch? 

Peter didn’t ask, and Diana was relieved to find that as a lover, he seemed not to need instruction. If he thought she ought to know more of what she was doing, he graciously did not say so. Her first taste of intimacy simultaneously drove all traces of Andrew Bainbridge from her mind and convinced her he had not loved her if he refused to share himself that way. 

Peter told Diana he loved her every day, even as they began to settle into an easy, everyday rhythm. The house that had belonged to his late uncle needed revitalizing now that both the mourning and the wedding were finished. While Parliament was still in session, Peter spent his mornings working on the place, steadily repairing the evidence of the last long months of William’s life. 

At half past two, he’d kiss his wife and head off to the House of Lords, and Diana would take over supervision of the house. Under her watchful eye, rooms were painted, curtains taken down, laundered, and re-hung, wide windows washed until they shone. She had the floors waxed, the outside flower boxes cleaned, every nook and cranny cleared of dust and cobwebs. Slowly but surely, the young duchess chased the gloom from each corner of the house and filled the space with light and warmth in its stead. 

Peter grew accustomed to seeing the old place lit up like it used to be as he came in off the street, the large front windows glowing with candlelight. It had been a long time since the house was so alive—years, most likely. And it was a little bittersweet, in a strange way, to walk through the door and see his wife rather than his uncle, though the sight of Diana always filled him with joy. 

She often postponed her dinner until he arrived home so that they could eat together, and it was during one of these late meals that he first brought up the Avondale country estate. “The house is beautiful now,” he said, “but I thought you might like to winter in the countryside.” The season was drawing ever so gradually to a close, and he knew he wanted to leave London behind for a while. 

Diana looked at him inquisitively, candlelight flickering in her deep brown eyes. “Could we? I would love that.”

“Of course.” He shot her a smile. “I’m sure at this point it’s nothing to write home about, but we’ve proven ourselves decent enough at fixing up a place.” Truth be told, Peter could barely remember the last time he’d seen his uncle’s country home. Part of him dreaded the sight of it, but he loved the hint of excitement in Diana’s voice. “If you can wait until Parliament lets out, we’ll go then.” 

Diana’s smile faltered for a second. She glanced at the tabletop, obviously considering something. “Do you think...?” She paused. 

“Tell me, darling.” Peter had noticed that she could sometimes be bashful with her feelings. He never wanted her to hold anything back from him. Theirs would be a union built only on openness and trust. It was the very least that she deserved.

“Well...do you think perhaps we might live out there and visit here? I know it might be far, but I would so love to raise our family in the country, Peter.” Her expression grew faraway, almost wistful. Then she frowned. “I’d rather not be constantly within easy reach of the ton.”

There was no way he could argue that. He, too, had thought a lot about how best to balance his disdain for high society with his duties as a peer. The country estate was far, days away by carriage, but he thought the travel a small price to pay for privacy. 

“You’re right, my love,” he said, kissing the back of her hand. “London is no place to be rearing children full-time. But I think you’d better see the place before you make your final decision. I’m certain it’s had better days.” 

She laughed, beaming, the sound like music to his ears. “Oh, it could be a dumping ground and I’d be pleased. I can’t wait to be out of town for a while.” 

It was a sentiment Peter shared enthusiastically. Ever a man bound by duty, he had taken with as much gusto as he could muster to his position within the peerage. Parliament sessions were to be religiously attended, speeches sat through, legislation signed. Occasionally, he’d go early and meet his fellows for a drink or a meal before the day’s work began, but for the most part, Avondale liked to stay unobtrusive. For him it was already an easy task, and it would only get easier after they took the trip north. 

Diana could not quiet the song in her heart as the summer months moved toward temperate autumn. She didn’t know exactly where they were going, nor what awaited them, but she was excited nonetheless. Her new life had reignited the old embers of a once adventurous spirit, and despite the natural anxieties of leaving established routines behind, she couldn’t wait to feel like they were actually beginning a new life together. 

Moving house meant there was much to do. This was the sort of business that Diana loved, the kind that cemented her place in the household and in the world she was building for herself. She mobilized their small army of household servants to pack trunks full of clothing, linens, kitchen items, non-perishables. The rooms that had just been cleaned were cleaned again, top to bottom. The furniture that could not accompany them was neatly enveloped in dust covers, except for the few rooms they used the most. 

“Looks like we’re leaving tomorrow,” Peter remarked, chuckling, as he stepped through the door. Diana came and took his hat and coat, pressed her lips tenderly against his cheek. 

“I wish we were,” she said, and winked. “What would I do all day if we ever finished working on our home?” 

“Whatever it is, it’s harder work than what happens in the House of Lords,” Peter answered wryly. That day he had listened to nearly nine hours of impassioned speeches, with nothing to show for his time spent other than muscles stuff from sitting. “If only they’d let me mail in my votes.” The fact that he had to return to London for months out of every year just to warm a seat at Parliament chafed him to no end. 

But the drudgery of politics was now a necessary evil. He had a wife to support, and maybe someday soon, a family. 

Diana came close and put her arms around him. “You’ll miss it when you’re baling hay and fixing fences,” she said. 

Peter kissed her on the nose. “Who says I’ll be doing any of that?” he asked playfully. “That’s why we have people, darling. They’d love to do the dirty work while we sit around drinking tea.” In reality, Peter was determined not to succumb to the haughtiness that consumed many of his peers. He would much rather end the day with dirt on his hands than be caught looking down on anyone. Besides, he had always been taught that work, in some fashion, built character. And if there was anything the House of Lords was missing, it was character. 

The Duke and Duchess of Avondale set out for the country in the earliest throes of autumn, amid leaves just beginning to turn. Diana watched the cityscape turn to countryside, and she felt her heart grow lighter with every mile. 

It felt like a homecoming, in the truest sense of the word. Never mind that she had yet to see their destination, or that Peter had warned her about its condition. She looked forward with an open mind; whatever she found, it was going to be wonderful.  
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DIANA HAD BEEN JOKING about mending fences, but she saw what Peter had meant about the country estate’s questionable condition as soon as they crossed the property line. Many of the posts that framed the land were damaged, some of them listing heavily to one side or the other. The grass grew untamed all the way to the rolling horizon. It was certainly not a place that had been cared for, that much was clear. But Diana still thought it wildly beautiful in its own way.

“What do you think?” Peter asked, in a tone that suggested he expected her to ask the driver to turn around. They were pulling up to a path half-obscured by brush. She leaned forward to peer down the pretty little lane, through a tunnel of greenery that was starting to brown with the season. 

“I love it,” Diana said. “It needs a little bit of help, that’s all.” The carriage wheels moved slowly through a litter of leaves and branches on the way up to the house. Diana held her breath with the anticipation. Then most of the overgrowth cleared out and the house was standing in front of them, large, grand, and neglected. 

Peter exhaled. He glanced at her. “It needs a lot of help,” he said. But he smiled and squeezed her hand. “I suppose it’s a good thing we’re here.” 

The Avondale manor soared high against the crystalline blue sky, its silhouette imposing under layers of shabbiness. To Diana’s untrained eye, the house itself still looked sound, but it was shrouded in at least a year of near-total abandonment. Still, she could see the beauty hiding behind the dirt and debris. And she was so overjoyed to be back in the country far away from the incessant chattering of London’s elite, that she would have happily camped on an empty lot. 

“Your uncle William had wonderful taste,” she remarked. “How incredible this place will be once we’ve restored it!” At the moment it looked as though it might be haunted by the ghosts of Peter’s ancestors, but that wouldn’t last long. 

Peter came and slipped his arm around her waist, squeezing her fondly. “Some ladies might be upset about inheriting two broken-down estates.” 

“Some ladies haven’t had it bad enough,” Diana replied. She grabbed his hand and pulled him eagerly toward the porch steps. “Come on! I want you to show me the inside.” 

“Wait.” Before he let her set foot on the stairs, Peter tested them himself, just in case they were no longer load-bearing. They creaked dreadfully, but the old wood held. He still advised her to be careful all the way up, until they had opened the front door and stepped across the threshold. 

Diana sneezed. Everything in the interior seemed to be filmed in a thick, soft layer of dust, more of which danced in the sunbeams filtering through gaps in the drapes. As Peter began to dispatch the servants to open windows and air things out, Diana turned in place, mesmerized by the sheer grandeur of this poor, forgotten house. The scale of it reminded her of Lady Woolcombe’s home; the high ceilings, spacious rooms amplified by their emptiness, proliferation of gleaming glass panes. 

She noticed that Peter had come to a standstill as well, though she was sure his reasons weren’t rooted in the impeccable design. He looked to be in a trance of nostalgia, a hundred different emotions moving across his face like clouds. For a moment, they were two statues surrounded by a bustle of activity. 

“Sir?” Peter’s steward stood at the entrance, hands clasped behind his back. “Shall I have your things brought in?” The question was phrased so as to allow them one last chance to decide not to live in a half-ruined relic of the past, to get back in the carriage and return to the home in London that was now so cheerful and welcoming. 

Peter blinked as he shifted back into the present. His eyes met Diana’s, and he said, “Yes, Jones, thank you. I think we’ll stay here a while.” 

The country house was enormous, each room slightly more dilapidated than the next. Nonetheless, it was everything Diana could have dreamed of, despite the stained floors and the leaks in the ceiling, the smell of must and the peeling paper on the walls. The work commenced in earnest after a day or two of rest, during which Peter took her on a tour of the grounds outside. There was a barn sitting empty in the massive field behind the house, surrounded by a maze of yet more falling-down fences. 

“Imagine this field full of horses,” Diana said softly. She had always wanted a place where the animals could run free across the hills. The city stables made her so sad, with their cramped paddocks and narrow stalls. 

Peter laughed. “So you do want me fixing fences all day.” 

“If it will keep you out of the house while we’re cleaning, I want you to do it,” Diana replied. They walked hand in hand across the largest pasture. In places, the grass brushed her waist. “Really, Peter, the estate is gorgeous.” It was like a dreamscape, all feathery plains fringed by bright forest. 

“I thought I wouldn’t remember it,” he mused, almost to himself. “But the moment we walked through the door...” He trailed off, gazing into the distance. Diana watched the breeze tousle his dark hair. “It’s odd, stepping directly into someone’s place,” he added. “Like I’ve just taken over his life. Perhaps someday soon, people will wonder if William Avondale ever existed.” His words were calm, but tinged by the shadow of grief. 

Diana rested her cheek against his shoulder. “Someone left these broken-down estates for us to rebuild,” she told him. “I can’t see him here, but you do. That’s what we have
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