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      This one is for all of the fans who asked for the Duchess of Abernathy’s story.

      

      She is a fan favorite and I can see why! I hope you all find her tale swoon worthy, and fall in love all over again.

      

      Thank you for reading and loving the Ladies and Scoundrels!
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        England, 1822

      

      

      Lady Grace Brighton, daughter of the Viscount and Viscountess of Forton, stepped into the ballroom with her shoulders held too straight and her breath pinned high in her chest. Laughter rose around her. Candles blazed in the chandeliers. Debutantes smiled behind their fans and gentlemen bowed over gloved hands. At seventeen, she ought to have sparkled beneath it all. Instead, her fingers tightened on her skirts until the silk bit into her palms.

      The thing had been decided. Before the night was out, half the ballroom would know it.

      Grace made her way toward the veranda. Mr. Lewis Duffield would be waiting for her under the branches of their tree, the one where he had carved their initials a fortnight ago. A few nights earlier, the prospect would have set her heart fluttering. Now her stomach churned.

      She gathered her skirts and hurried around a marble column, then down the stairs toward the torch-lit garden. If she lingered, people would notice. Father and Mother were counting on her.

      Her mother’s words from an hour earlier still rang in her ears, each one precise and sharpened by strain. Do you wish to see us ruined? Do you wish to watch your sisters turned out without prospects? Father had said less, but the look in his face had been worse: drawn, gray, and frightened in a way she had never before seen. He had signed the papers with a shaking hand. By night’s end, half the ballroom would know she was promised to Abernathy, and by morning the rest of London would be congratulating the family on its good fortune.

      Good fortune. The phrase made her feel sick.

      She could not let them down, even if honoring their wish destroyed her heart.

      Dew dampened her silk slippers as she hastened down the garden path toward the old lime tree. The cool night air brushed her skin, and hundreds of stars sparkled overhead. But the peaceful setting did nothing to cool her nerves or soothe her upset. Her heartbeat increased as she drew closer to her destination—closer to Lewis.

      Grace checked her pace and fought for composure as she took the final steps toward Lewis. She saw him cast in the glow of the torchlight, his eyes sparkling and black hair gleaming as she left the path. The familiar flutter returned at the sight of him, bright and immediate, though dread still lay cold beneath it.

      His face lit with a smile. “My darling Grace, come let me hold you.”

      “Oh, Lewis.” Forgetting her duties for a moment, she cast herself into the warmth of his embrace. What she would give to stay safe in his arms for all eternity. A shudder went through her, and the first tears slipped hot over her lashes.

      “What is it, darling?” Lewis stroked her hair with his comforting hand as he held her close.

      The words would not come. They lodged in her throat like broken glass. One breath more in his arms and she might beg him to take her away from all of it, choose him and damn the consequences. But Father and Mother would still be left to ruin.

      “All will be well. There is no need for tears.” Lewis continued his attempt to comfort her. He dropped a gentle kiss on her forehead. “We are together now. I will keep you safe.”

      She had given Lewis her heart months ago, and there it remained, helplessly his. All the same, she had a duty to her parents, to the family title, and to the ton—at least according to Mother and Father. Personally, Grace could not have cared less for the title or the ton, but she could not make the same claim about her parents. She would sell her soul to protect her family.

      A chill ran over her skin. If it killed her, and it well might, she would do right by her family. She had to. What other choice did she have? Without her, they would be ruined. Cast out of society, stripped of consequence, left to fend for themselves in a city that would scarcely notice their fall.

      She could not do it.

      Grace drew in a slow breath and pulled away enough to look up into Lewis’s green eyes. Love shone there plainly. She knew she would remember that look for the rest of her life.

      “Grace, my darling.” He swept the tears from her cheeks. “My love, whatever it is, you can confide in me. Trust me, darling. I will see you through it.”

      She drew on every ounce of courage and strength she possessed and stepped out of his reach. There was no choice in the matter. She had to tell him what happened. What was expected of her. She had to wound him quickly before her own resolve gave way.

      He stepped toward her, but before he could reach her, she turned her back to him. The words would never come while his gaze was locked on hers. She could not watch his heart shatter. Grace opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again, searching for the proper words. The ones that would make this easier on both of them, but none existed.

      Blast, this was impossible.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her back against his hard chest before whispering in her ear, “All will be well. Tell me what is wrong and let me help you.”

      “You cannot help.” Fresh tears spilled and trailed down her cheeks. “I am to marry the Duke of Abernathy.”

      Lewis stiffened behind her, his breath hitching. “You can’t. Not when you are in love with me.”

      “God how I wish it were not so.” She turned in his embrace to look up at him and her soul shattered. “Father signed the betrothal papers yesterday. He plans to announce the engagement tonight.”

      Panic sharpened Lewis’s expression. “Run away with me. We can leave now. There is no need for you to wed a man you do not love.” He implored her with his gaze. “Grace. Do not destroy what we have. Hold onto our love, to me, with both hands.”

      He stepped closer, his voice roughening with urgency. “I am not a duke, and I have no title to lay at your feet, but I have two hands, a sound mind, and a back strong enough to work. I would take you anywhere you asked and spend every hour of my life making certain you never regretted it. We could go north tonight. Or to the coast. Or to America, if that is what it required. I would marry you within the week and thank God for every hardship so long as I faced it with you.”

      The force of it nearly undid her. For one terrible instant, she saw it all: flight, freedom, a life chosen for herself. Then the vision broke apart. She still had her parents to think of. She still had her family to protect.

      She caught at her lower lip and averted her gaze. Her chest heavy and tears flowing freely, Grace squeezed her eyes shut. She did love him with all she possessed, but it did not change a thing. She had to honor her parents. Had to protect her family.

      “Damn it, I love you,” Lewis said, his voice cracking with emotion.

      She returned her gaze to his, her heart shattering beyond repair. If she could make him believe they had never truly stood a chance, perhaps he would go. Perhaps he would live. Perhaps, one day, he would give this same fierce devotion to a woman free to keep it.

      A lump formed in her throat at the very idea, but she still wished him happiness. He deserved a lifetime of love. The last thing she wanted was for him to spend his days and nights mourning their relationship.

      Squaring her shoulders, Grace peered at him. “Sometimes love is not enough. My life is in England. Yours is in America. We were doomed from the very beginning.”

      “Grace.” He tightened his hold on her. “You cannot mean that. Come away with me.”

      “I cannot.” She stepped out of his embrace and held one hand in front of her to stop him from recapturing her. “I must return to the ball and to my future.”

      He took one tentative step toward her. “You are wrong. Your life is with me. Let me take care of you. Allow me to cherish you, to love and provide for you.”

      Grace closed the distance between them, placing one gloved finger on his lips. “Do not make this harder on us. You have to let me go.” Every moment she spent here with him weakened her resolve more. If she did not end their time together soon, she might never return to her responsibilities, for God knew her heart belonged to Lewis. “There is no choice. I must honor the agreement my parents made. I…it is my wish to do so.”

      The lie hung between them, thin and wretched.

      Lewis went utterly still. Not because he believed her—she saw at once that he did not—but because he understood that she meant to hide behind the lie and force him to accept it. Pain flared in his eyes with such naked clarity that she nearly cried out and took the words back. Yet pride, desperation, and filial duty held her upright when love would have dropped her to her knees.

      His mouth flattened. “No,” he said quietly. The quietness of it was worse than if he had shouted. “It is not your wish. But it is what you have chosen.”

      She turned and strode toward the garden path.

      Lewis caught up to her. Grabbing her elbow, he halted her. “Grace.”

      She swallowed hard. “Please. Don’t.”

      His gaze filled with hurt and without a word, he released her.

      Grace hurried toward the shelter of her home. Toward the life her parents had planned for her.

      She waited for the sound of his footsteps behind her. For him to call her name once more. For the impossible miracle of him refusing to let the matter end. But the garden remained still save for the rustle of leaves overhead and the distant murmur of music drifting from the ballroom.

      When she dared one glance back, he had not moved.

      Lewis stood beneath the lime tree exactly where she had left him, one hand braced against the carved initials in the bark as though he must steady himself against something stronger than grief. Torchlight caught on the hard line of his jaw and the devastation in his face. He did not follow.

      That, more than anything, undid her.

      Grace turned away before he could see her break and fled toward the house with tears blurring the path before her. By month’s end she would be the Duchess of Abernathy, but her heart would belong to Lewis forever.
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        London 1845

      

      

      A sharp crack split the air, and the carriage lurched so violently that Grace Stratton’s shoulder slammed into the squabs. The floor shuddered beneath her slippers. Beside her, Eliza pitched sideways with a gasp. Grace caught Jasmine closer against her as the carriage rocked once, twice, then listed hard enough to rattle the glass.

      The carriage came to an abrupt halt, punctuated by Eliza’s startled scream. The girl righted herself on the leather and velvet seat then placed her hand on her chest. “Mercy! Are you alright, Your Grace?”

      She’d told the girl a dozen times that she need not address her so formally. Every time Grace protested, Eliza countered, pointing out that the daughter of a baron had no business addressing a duchess by her Christian name. It mattered not that they had become friends. Grace gave Eliza a shaky smile. “Fine, thank you.”

      “And Jasmine?” Eliza looked at the small orange-and-black-striped cub nuzzling against Grace.

      “She is well too. Only a bit shaken.” Grace stroked her hand down the cub’s back. “What of yourself?”

      Eliza pushed a loose tendril of fiery red hair out of her eyes. “I’m unhurt.”

      The carriage door swung open causing Eliza to screech once more as Grace jumped a fraction at the sudden intrusion. Settling back, she nodded at her coachman. “Do not keep us in anticipation.”

      The coachman folded his hands in front of his abdomen and gave a firm nod. “I’m afraid we hit a rather deep rut in the road and have broken an axle as a result.”

      Grace handed Jasmine to Eliza. “Be a dear will you?”

      “Of course.” Eliza accepted the cub with a smirk, then settled her carefully on her lap.

      “I’ll have a look at the damage.” The coachman helped Grace down, then led her around to the back of the conveyance.

      Grace stood behind the carriage, inspecting the broken axle. The noonday sun warmed her face and bare shoulders while a soft wind tugged at her skirts. The countryside might have been lovely on another day. Grass moved in the breeze. Skylarks trilled somewhere above the hedgerow. None of it mattered. Grace looked only at the axle, split clean through, the raw wood jutting out like a snapped bone.

      Her stomach dropped.

      She had promised Amelia. She had agreed to stand beside little Evangeline at the font. That obligation alone would have been enough to drive her onward. And beneath it, tucked deeper than she liked to admit, lay another urgency entirely.

      Lewis would be at Goldstone Castle.

      For three years she had known of him only through scraps: a mention in one of Amelia’s letters, some passing remark about America, shipping, business, travel. Nothing that truly belonged to him. Nothing that told her whether time had gentled his old resentment or sharpened it. She had spent the better part of this journey preparing herself to meet him again and had not once felt equal to
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