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

Diana Bainbridge, Duchess of Newcastle, thought she had found her way into the perfect life. Married to the darling of London's best and brightest, living in a gorgeous ducal estate, she perched at the height of prosperity—for a time. But now her beloved husband is dead, and as it turns out, he wasn't so golden after all. Diana is left to live in mourning and pick up the pieces of a future that had once been all but assured. She yearns to move on from her shattered dreams of happiness, but the long memory of the ton stands in her way. 

Then Peter Thornton walks into her life. Tall, dark, green-eyed, and strikingly handsome, he is bored with the aristocracy and isn't looking forward to moving up in the peerage. Marriage is the last thing on his mind, until he lays eyes on a lovely young woman standing alone outside the ballroom on the first night of the London season. Their first encounter lasts only a few minutes, but it's long enough to set the gears of destiny in motion. And when they finally meet again, the heart of a strange, bitter mystery begins to unravel.

Regency Romance Series:
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IT WAS ONLY FITTING that the short life of Andrew Bainbridge, Duke of Newcastle, should end in London, the city he loved so well. It was there within the walls of his ducal estate that a sudden acute illness ran its course, and within weeks, the young duke had fallen like an autumn leaf in the wild summer of his life.

The news of Andrew’s passing was met by a widespread shock of grief. For days afterward, whenever his widow gazed out the window, her dark eyes lit upon clusters of mourners in the street. They were mostly young and largely female, laying bouquets and wreaths of flowers at the gate. Diana Bainbridge could smell the cloying sweetness of the blooms from her sitting room, even if the house was locked up tight. 

And it was locked up tight in the weeks, and then months, following the young duke’s lavish funeral. At the dawn of each new day, Diana stood before the long oval mirror in her bedchambers as her maid helped her don the heavy black trappings of a widow in mourning. These, she knew, were mostly for her eyes only; tributes to the twin spirits of etiquette and society. 

The grand estate stood empty now. Andrew’s raucous lifestyle had filled its halls with talk and laughter. How many times had his wife gone to bed alone as a gathering rollicked on into the deepest hours of the night? But she had long since grown accustomed to the noise, and the house was hollowed without it. 

Diana spent her days receiving floods of condolences in the form of correspondence, such that the envelopes piled over her writing table. Andrew’s associations spread far and wide, particularly among the London elite, and each sorrowful missive further reminded Diana of the void his presence had left in the ton. She already knew it was a space she’d never be able to fill.

The ton did not welcome Diana, even as the bride of Andrew Bainbridge. Her father’s wealth could not erase his status as a gentry merchant; she was forever conscious of how far her station had been elevated. Diana was too quiet, too reserved, and she had stolen the gilded flower of many a young lady’s heart. 

The functions that she had loved to attend in their courtship, poised gracefully on her husband’s arm, had become a chore in their marriage, an exercise in public shame. Envious stares pierced her back wherever she went—to dinner parties, to the theater, even to the park. She remembered the whispers that fluttered around her ears as she read letter after carefully worded letter. 

Diana wondered if they still saw her as a nuisance, a gaily wrapped burden whose very existence served no purpose other than to curtail Andrew’s fun. Not that her presence had had any such effect—he had enjoyed flaunting her at first, but slowly, he began to leave her on the wall while he ran with his old pack. She was a garment to him, a coat which had lost its luster. 

In a perfect world, her private unhappiness would have remained concealed behind ornate and gleaming doors. But Andrew’s world had never been perfect for anyone but him, and it was no secret that his happy marriage was built on pillars of sand. Long before his untimely death, the rumor mill was churning about the raven-haired duchess. Now that he was gone, what meager protection she’d had from the wagging tongues of the ton all but evaporated. Diana herself remained sequestered in the sanctuary of the house, but the gossip dogged Emily, her poor handmaiden, with every step she took outside its walls. 

“I swear I’ve never heard such vile speech from ladies of their breeding!” Emily would exclaim as she came bustling in from the market, her arms full of groceries. The merry light in her blue eyes always turned sharp after such an encounter, and she tidied up just a little more forcefully than usual. “No decorum whatsoever!” At some point, the maid would look to her mistress and turn sheepish, tucking her red curls away from her face. “Forgive me, Miss Diana. It just makes me so mad to hear them talk!”

Diana, settled into one of the high-backed dining chairs, routinely fought the urge to ask for details, with mixed success. She tried to frame her interests mildly in order to hide how the answers to her questions might affect her. “Oh, Emily, I’m quite sure it’s nothing,” she might venture. “What were they saying today?” She spoke with an air of nonchalance, as if only humoring Emily’s annoyance. But the words on the lips of the ton were barbed, and they never failed to sting. 

“No, no, no.” Emily waved her hands like a woman warding off great evil. “You need not concern yourself with this foul business, Mistress Diana. I’m sorry to have brought it into the house.” Then she’d put on a smile and change the subject to the weather, or the flowers growing in the back garden. 

The faithful maid’s noble attempts to shield her duchess from the harsh judgement of the ton came too late; Diana had already heard the worst. She had seen it, too, with her own eyes. Andrew leaning close to talk to a gaggle of giggling young women. Andrew stepping furtively out of the ballroom and into a side hall with someone who was not his wife. He thought he was being so clever, but subtlety had hardly been the Duke of Newcastle’s strong suit. 

Diana knew he was not hers alone. How could he be, if honoring his vows meant giving up the thing he loved most in the world; attention from the fairer sex? No, Andrew Bainbridge was not built to be a married man. The woman he had wed found that out too late. 

But there was another current of intrigue swirling below the surface of Diana’s persistent humiliation. She was barren, the ladies suggested among themselves. Married near on two whole years, and yet, no signs of a son—or even a daughter! Either Diana Bainbridge was not paying her husband due wifely diligence, or she was, and simply could not bear the fruit of those efforts.

Neither outcome cast her in a positive light. Andrew, however, was ripe for every sympathy, particularly from his legion of admirers. Diana, ever childless, became something of a pariah even as she remained at Andrew’s side. Conversations grew shallow and insultingly polite. On occasion, she had been ignored completely. 

Were she to carry a babe in her arms, preferably a boy with his father’s golden coloring, Diana’s problems might be mended, at least at a superficial level. But she had understood, almost from her wedding night, that such a scenario would not soon come to pass. The nature of this dreadful truth was one she bore on her own, for no one would believe it if she told.

Andrew Bainbridge refused to consummate his marriage. He had spoken his fair share of ardent words during their courtship, and he had sworn vows of love without hesitation. But he lay apart from her in the marital bed, hardly sparing her a glance. At first, his hesitation was endearing in its own strange way. Diana had assumed that his passionate public persona was truly an act, and that he was nervous. Then one loveless night turned into a long unbroken stretch. Indeed, the man had died without ever touching her as a husband touches his wife. 

Andrew’s spurning hurt her deeply, though not as much as the idea that the ton thought her barren. How could anyone know whether Diana could carry his child? He had never given her a chance, not even once! Even at present, to think of it made her cheeks burn with shame. In hindsight, it was crystal clear that her marriage had not been for an ounce of love. It was for the coin in her father’s coffers. And she had been little more than the means by which the deal was brokered. 

No matter, now. Andrew was gone, ill-fated to retire early into the misty realm of memory. His future died with him, and so, Diana feared, did his legacy. Half a year on, she did not need to be told that there was no baby growing below her breast. The Duke of Newcastle had left behind no traces of an heir. 
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THE EARLY MORNING LIGHT sifted pale through a crack in the thick bedroom drapes, illuminating a sliver of the otherwise darkened room. Diana gazed at herself in the familiar oval face of her mirror. She frowned and smoothed the folds out of the top of her lavender skirt. 

“It’s not too soon?” she asked aloud. 

“Six months today, my lady,” Emily replied. Their eyes met in the glass, and the maid smiled cheerily. “I think you look lovely.” 

Diana conjured the ghost of a smile to her lips. “That’s kind of you to say,” she murmured. Once more, she flattened her palms across the fabric. The hem swept gently around her feet. “It doesn’t look strange?” 

“Of course not.” Emily’s voice soothed as she brushed the young duchess’ long, dark hair. “You’ve steeped yourself in darkness long enough, don’t you think?” A wry spark of amusement leapt into the maid’s eye. “Why, I don’t think any of the ladies-in-waiting are in attendance today.” 

“Hush,” Diana chided, but without venom. Her own curiosity got the better of her, and she leaned to shift the curtain ever so slightly. The street in front of the wrought-iron gate barring Andrew’s estate was empty, as it had been for some time. A last lingering pile of bouquets huddled on the cobblestone, their blooms browned and curling. 

At long last, it seemed that Andrew’s star was fading from the sky. It was almost too bad, Diana thought, that her reentry into the public eye would certainly stir the pot again. She dreaded the inevitability of hearing Andrew’s name wherever she went. In life, he had cast her off; in death, he’d haunt her. She took one more long look at her reflection, drew a deep breath in, and sighed. 

“You worry too much, Mistress Diana,” Emily told her, deftly pinning up sections of her hair. “Time sorts everything, and you’ve got enough of that. You’ll see.” 

The duchess wasn’t so sure. Eager as she was to move into the next husbandless phase of her life, to act on those desires would be to invite a barrage of harsh judgement from her peers. The ton had loved Andrew with a fierce, practically fanatical devotion—it would be madness to do anything other than honor his memory. 

But honor dictated six more months of sitting in gradually lessening isolation. She might have grown used to waiting on the world to open up again, but she also despised the feeling of suspension, of limbo, of maintaining a mask of sorrow. Diana had grieved her husband as much as she figured any widow in her situation ought to grieve a man she’d loved once upon a time. She did not want to linger on pain that had long begun to ebb, or on memories that did nothing except burn her cheeks. 

And she could not pretend that new problems didn’t loom on the horizon. At the moment, Diana’s welfare remained secure by an unusual twist of fate. The generosity Andrew had seldom displayed toward his wife in his living days manifested in his will; he had written that she was to keep his London estate, and all assets contained within. The duchy of Newcastle went to his oldest brother, which meant that Diana now lived in an estate without land, bearing a title without substance. 

She remained the Dowager Duchess of Newcastle, but those were only words—a fact that rankled Andrew’s entire family to no end. Diana had seen them last at the funeral, his mother draped in a long dark veil, shedding conspicuous tears behind her gloved hand. Nothing was exchanged between mother- and daughter-in-law, save for a plethora of cold glares from the elder Lady Bainbridge. There had not been a single visit paid to the London estate over the course of Diana’s mourning.

In that regard, Diana sensed her luck was about to run out. London was on the very cusp of a new season, and most of the ton had returned to their city lodgings, or so she had heard. It was with more than a little trepidation that she requested Emily receive the morning mail delivery and read to her the news. 

“Right away, my lady.” Promptly at a quarter after eight, Emily went down to the street and met the postman, took up the mail, and bought a paper on the corner. By the time she returned, Diana’s teacup sat empty in her hands, the dregs of the leaves swirling in the bottom. “More tea?” Emily asked.

“Please.” Diana eyed the bundle of papers fanned out across the tabletop. Most of it was the news. The volume of her letter correspondence had fallen off sudden and sharp, and she was rather surprised to see a couple of letters half hidden beneath the newsprint. The steam from her brand new cup of tea curled up around her face as she reached for the letters. “What are these?”

Emily set the teapot down. “I’m not sure. I hadn’t time to look.” She picked up the newspaper and unfolded it. “It says here that the Cowan twins will be debuting this season. The writer thinks their mother will still be making sure they match in the ballroom.” 

Diana half-listened to the stream of news and gossip, punctuated by the turning of a page. She was always attuned to the sound of her own name, or Andrew’s, but neither had made the news cut that morning, at least not before the sight of the first letter caused all external awareness to cease. Diana recognized the seal instantly as belonging to the Bainbridges. She dropped it onto the table as if it had burst into flame.

Emily stopped reading. She glanced up. Her brow furrowed. “What’s the matter, my lady? You look...concerned.” Her keen blue eyes fell upon the discarded letter and widened. 

“It’s nothing.” Diana spoke lightly, hoping to mask the way her heart had begun to race in her chest. She didn’t even want to consider the myriad reasons her former in-laws might have to write to her. She flashed Emily what she hoped was a convincingly casual smile, drew the letter back, and tucked it away to the side. The maid was hardly comforted by Diana’s manner, but she knew better than to say so. 

Somewhat hastily, Diana took up the second envelope, turning it in her hands. It was made of thick, fine parchment, and when she broke the deal, a sweetly floral scent wafted from the page within. 

“Oh?” said Emily teasingly. “A love note?”

It was not, though the missive’s true nature proved no less surprising. Diana held an invitation to the first ball of the season in her hands. She blinked her large, lovely dark eyes at it, stunned into momentary silence. Never had she expected to receive an invitation to anything, much less a ball. 

“What is it?” Emily slipped around to the side of Diana’s chair, intrigued by the duchess’ speechlessness. Diana turned the sheet toward her, yet unable to find words to match her feelings. “Oh!” Emily paused. “I admit, my lady, this is not what I had expected.” 

“Nor I.” Diana finally located her voice. Slowly, she set the invitation down upon the table. The loops and whorls of her name and title kept vying
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