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Prologue
 
The Duke's Fall from Grace
The grand ballroom of Ashford House was alive with music, laughter, and the rustle of silk gowns as the London elite mingled under the glittering chandeliers. The evening was meant to be a celebration—a toast to the future of the Ashford family, to their pride, and to the Duke who had long been the jewel of London society. Nathaniel Ashford, the Duke of Westfield, stood at the center of it all, the epitome of aristocratic grace. His eyes, however, were not on the glittering guests, nor the women who tried to catch his attention with coy smiles. His mind was elsewhere.
The woman who had consumed his thoughts for the past year stood at the far side of the room, a picture of beauty and restraint. Lady Eloise Waverley—elegant, poised, and, to the outside world, the perfect match for the Duke. But she was not the woman who filled Nathaniel’s heart. No, his heart belonged to someone far more unconventional, far less acceptable in the circles of the ton.
In a shadowed corner of the ballroom, standing slightly apart from the rest of the guests, was Adelaide Barlow, a woman of striking beauty but with the fierce independence that made her unsuitable for any respectable nobleman. She was a writer—a woman whose words had the power to stir hearts and ruin reputations.
Nathaniel’s gaze lingered on her, a forbidden ache in his chest. He had tried to stay away from her, to dismiss the thoughts that clouded his mind every time she was near, but he could not. She was different from any woman he had ever known, and she had captured him in a way no other had. The irony of it all: a Duke of Westfield, bound by duty to marry a woman of his status, falling for a woman who was nothing like his world.
But tonight, something had shifted. The whispers around the room were growing louder. Nathaniel had always been the charming, noble Duke, the man everyone looked to for leadership. But one mistake, one fleeting moment of reckless passion, and that all came crashing down.
As he reached for his glass of champagne, he caught the eye of Eloise, who was watching him with an unsettling intensity. His pulse quickened, and before he could stop himself, his feet were moving toward Adelaide, as though something far beyond his control was pulling him.
The music swelled, and in that single, fateful moment, Nathaniel and Adelaide exchanged a glance that would change the course of their lives forever.
By the end of the evening, the gossip would be all-consuming. And with it, the scandal that would follow the Duke of Westfield for the rest of his life. A scandal that would stain his name and push him to the brink of ruin. A scandal that Adelaide Barlow—whether she wished to or not—would soon become an unwilling part of.
Nathaniel had fallen from grace, and the world would never look at him the same way again. Nor would Adelaide.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1: 

The Duke’s Fall from Grace￼[image: Line Line]
 
 
The grand halls of Ashford House were quieter than usual. The extravagant chandeliers, which once sparkled with brilliance, now seemed to hang heavy in the silence. It wasn’t just the dimming light or the occasional hushed conversation that lingered in the air. It was the weight of Nathaniel Ashford's fall from grace.
Duke Nathaniel Ashford had once been a name spoken with reverence in the highest echelons of London society. His family had a long legacy of power, wealth, and influence, and Nathaniel himself embodied the qualities of a man destined for greatness—handsome, charismatic, and fiercely intelligent. But all of that had changed, irrevocably, after that one fateful evening.
It had started as an ordinary ball. A celebration of London’s finest—noble families, fashionable women, men in finely tailored coats. But as the night had progressed, something dark had taken root, spreading like wildfire. At the center of it was the Duke, inebriated by more than just wine and champagne. His heart, usually guarded behind layers of control, had fallen into the hands of the one woman he could never have.
Lady Eloise Waverley, the beautiful but unattainable heiress, had captured Nathaniel’s affections from the moment he met her. But she was promised to another, a marriage arranged for the benefit of both families. Nathaniel had known better than to pursue her—knew the consequences of courting scandal. But love, as it always does, had a way of rendering logic and propriety meaningless.
The whispers began the moment Nathaniel had stolen a kiss from Lady Eloise behind the potted plants in the garden—a simple, desperate act of passion that spiraled out of control. Unbeknownst to the Duke, someone had seen, someone had watched the two lovers in their heated embrace. It was a moment that could have been forgotten in the haze of a ball full of fleeting encounters. But the gossips, ever watchful, never forget.
The very next morning, the papers were full of scandal. It wasn’t just the kiss that had ruined him—it was the affair that followed. Eloise, having succumbed to the same longing, had abandoned her intended, and the two had spent the next few weeks secretly meeting at various locations across the city. By the time the truth came to light, it was too late to repair the damage.
Nathaniel had not been prepared for the ferocity of the backlash. The whispers turned to shouts, and those who had once courted him for favor now avoided his gaze. His name, once synonymous with respect, now became synonymous with disgrace. His standing among the ton had crumbled.
He paced the length of his library, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. The room, which once held the prestige of his family’s heritage, now felt oppressive—its heavy oak shelves, filled with centuries of knowledge and tradition, only reminded him of how far he had fallen.
“Your Grace, you have a visitor,” his butler, Mr. Collins, announced with a careful air of neutrality, though Nathaniel could see the pity in his eyes.
“A visitor?” Nathaniel muttered, not looking up. “I hardly believe I’m in the mood for company.”
“It’s Miss Barlow, Your Grace. She says she has urgent business to discuss with you.”
“Miss Barlow?” Nathaniel’s voice was laced with confusion. He could not recall ever having been acquainted with any Miss Barlow. "Send her away."
“Sir, I believe it’s a matter of some importance,” Mr. Collins persisted, his tone just this side of insistent. “She’s adamant about speaking to you.”
Nathaniel paused. There was something about the mention of the woman’s name that piqued his interest. Miss Barlow. He vaguely remembered hearing her name whispered in certain literary circles—a writer known for her sharp pen and her scathing critiques of London’s aristocracy. The last thing Nathaniel needed right now was more scandal, but he was curious nonetheless.
“Very well,” he said, though he felt his stomach tighten at the thought of what she might want from him. A writer like Miss Barlow wouldn’t come without her own agenda, surely. “Send her in.”
A moment later, the door opened, and in walked the woman in question.
Adelaide Barlow was nothing like the women he was accustomed to. She didn’t wear the delicate lace or the silken fabrics of the ton’s most fashionable women. Instead, her attire was practical, a simple dress of deep blue that didn’t draw attention to her figure, but rather emphasized her air of understated confidence. Her gaze was sharp—calculating, even—as she entered the room, her eyes scanning Nathaniel with an expression that bordered between disdain and curiosity.
"Miss Barlow," Nathaniel said, his voice low and measured, "I must admit, I am puzzled by your sudden appearance. What is it that brings you to Ashford House?"
Adelaide gave a small, amused smile. “I’m not here for pleasantries, Your Grace,” she said, her voice cutting through the heavy air of the room. “I’m here because you have a problem, and I’m the solution.”
Nathaniel’s brows furrowed, his interest piqued. "A problem?"
"Your reputation," she replied, her tone blunt. "It’s ruined. You know it, I know it, and everyone in this city knows it."
Nathaniel felt his jaw tighten at her words. It wasn’t as if he didn’t already know the truth, but to hear it spoken so plainly was another matter altogether.
“Do you come here to mock me, Miss Barlow?” he asked, though there was no real heat in his words. He was too tired for anger.
“No,” she said, her gaze unwavering. "I come to offer you an opportunity." She stepped closer, her eyes now fixed on him with a hint of something calculating, something far more dangerous than sympathy. "I am a writer. I have the means to change the narrative, to rewrite your story. But first, you must play the part. You need to restore your image, Your Grace. If you want to save what’s left of your reputation, I can help you."
Nathaniel regarded her silently for a long moment, the weight of her words settling over him. Here was a woman, an outsider, offering him the very thing he needed: a chance at redemption. It was a risky proposition, one that could either help him reclaim his position or seal his disgrace forever.
“Why would you help me?” he asked, genuinely curious. "What do you gain from it?"
Adelaide’s lips curled into a faint smile, but there was no warmth in it. "Because, Your Grace, I’m no stranger to scandal. And it seems we’re both in need of a little rescue."
And just like that, Nathaniel knew that his life, and his reputation, were no longer in his own hands. The moment Adelaide Barlow entered his life, everything had changed.
Now, the only question was whether he was willing to trust her—and whether he could survive the consequences of the alliance they were about to form.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2: 

The Independent Writer
 
Adelaide Barlow sat at her cluttered desk, the dim light of the afternoon sun filtering through the drawn curtains. The small room, tucked away at the top of a narrow London townhouse, was her sanctuary. It smelled faintly of ink and old paper, the walls lined with books—many of them written by the very men and women she had come to despise.
She had never wanted to be a part of the aristocratic world. Born the daughter of a respected but financially strained scholar, Adelaide had spent most of her youth in academic circles, never concerned with balls, gowns, or the politics of London’s elite. Her ambition had always been focused on writing, and more specifically, on exposing the hypocrisy of the very society that her mother had raised her to loathe.
The aristocracy was an institution built on privilege and self-interest, where power was handed down through bloodlines, not earned through merit. It was a world where women like her—women of intellect, independence, and ambition—were often dismissed as inconsequential. She had spent years carving out her own path, writing articles for small journals, contributing sharp critiques of the latest fashionable novels, and sometimes even publishing pieces that tore apart the reputations of the powerful figures who paraded through society’s upper crust.
It was, perhaps, one of the reasons that she had never once entertained the idea of writing about men like Duke Nathaniel Ashford.
She despised the very notion of men like him. The Duke, a product of privilege and scandal, was everything she had come to challenge with her pen. His name had been synonymous with power and respect—until, of course, it had all come crashing down. She had heard the whispers in the street, the hushed conversations in cafés, the gossip in every parlor. The Duke had fallen from grace, tangled in a scandal involving a forbidden love affair. His reputation, once unassailable, was now shattered, and the public had turned its back on him. To Adelaide, it was nothing more than the predictable outcome of a man who had always believed he was above reproach.
But the world she had come to despise was about to come knocking at her door.
A soft knock on the door interrupted her thoughts, and before she could respond, her landlady, Mrs. Potter, entered with a letter in hand.
"Miss Barlow, there's a visitor downstairs," Mrs. Potter said, her voice full of curiosity, "A Mr. Hawkins from Wyndham Publishing. He insists on seeing you immediately."
Adelaide frowned. She had no interest in meeting with any publisher. She had made her name through smaller journals, never interested in the well-paying but creatively stifling world of large publishing houses.
"Very well, Mrs. Potter. Show him in," Adelaide said reluctantly, not bothering to hide her irritation.
Minutes later, a man in his early forties entered the room, looking every bit the part of a well-dressed, successful publisher—clean-shaven, with dark, meticulous hair and a demeanor that seemed both cordial and calculating. His round spectacles perched on the edge of his nose as his sharp eyes took in the cluttered surroundings. Despite the neatness of his tailored suit, there was something about him that made Adelaide feel as though he had stepped into the room with a purpose, as though he wasn’t quite as polite as he appeared.
"Miss Barlow," Mr. Hawkins said, his voice smooth, "A pleasure to finally meet you. I’ve heard much about your work."
Adelaide gave a polite nod, though her thoughts were already drifting toward the door. "Thank you. If you'll excuse me, I’m rather busy—"
"Of course, I won’t take up too much of your time," he interrupted with a warm smile, settling into the chair across from her. "Actually, it’s precisely your talents that I wish to discuss. You see, I’m working on an exclusive project, one I believe you’re more than capable of handling."
Adelaide raised an eyebrow. She had no interest in any “exclusive project,” especially not one that could tie her closer to the very people she sought to expose. But Mr. Hawkins wasn’t finished.
"I represent Wyndham Publishing," he continued, folding his hands before him. "We’re launching a new series of works focusing on the scandals that have rocked the aristocracy in recent years. There’s one man in particular who’s of great interest to us, and we believe you could write the perfect expose."
Adelaide stiffened. "I’m hardly interested in writing about the scandals of the aristocracy," she said with a firm edge to her voice. "My work speaks for itself. I don’t pander to the whims of rich men looking to sell more papers."
Mr. Hawkins smiled, unphased. "I’m not asking you to pander, Miss Barlow. I’m offering you an opportunity. A generous contract for a piece that will not only pay handsomely but elevate your career to new heights. I’m sure you’re familiar with the scandal surrounding Duke Nathaniel Ashford."
Her blood ran cold at the mention of the Duke’s name. She had heard the rumors, of course—who hadn’t? Nathaniel Ashford, the once-glorious Duke of Westfield, reduced to a laughingstock after his scandalous affair. It had been the talk of London for weeks, his name dragged through the mud, his former admirers now his fiercest critics.
"You want me to write about him," Adelaide said flatly, as though testing the words on her tongue. "Expose him further."
"Precisely," Mr. Hawkins said, his smile widening. "His reputation has been shredded, but the public has a thirst for more. They want to know the real story. And who better to tell it than you? Your sharp eye for detail, your ability to cut through the facades—they’ll eat it up."
Adelaide felt her pulse quicken. This was what she had fought against for years—the sensationalism, the eager hunt for scandal at the expense of truth. She wasn’t a tabloid writer, and she wasn’t interested in making a name for herself off the misery of others, no matter how deserving they were of their fate.
But Mr. Hawkins was persistent.
"You’d be paid handsomely for this, Miss Barlow. A sum that would allow you to write without concern for financial constraints. The story would be yours—exclusive, unfiltered. You could finally move beyond the small journals, and be at the forefront of literary society."
Adelaide stared at him, her fingers drumming against the armrest of her chair. He knew her weaknesses—she had made no secret of her desire to escape the financial struggles that often plagued independent writers. This was an opportunity she couldn’t afford to dismiss outright. But it came with a price. The cost of her morals, her integrity.
"What if I refuse?" she asked, her voice low but firm.
Hawkins’ eyes gleamed with a knowing light. "Then the opportunity passes, Miss Barlow. But think carefully. The story of Duke Ashford could make your name. It’s not often that a writer gets such an opportunity."
Adelaide didn’t speak for a long moment. The offer was tempting—impossible to ignore. But she had built her career on her ability to remain true to herself, to avoid becoming another pawn in the game of gossip and intrigue. The aristocracy was not her world. She had no interest in it. But the sum he offered was enough to make her consider.
She finally spoke, her voice colder than she intended.
"I’ll think about it," she said, standing. "But I won’t be bought, Mr. Hawkins. And I will not sell my soul for your publishing house."
He stood as well, unfazed by her words, a glint of victory in his eyes. "I’ll leave you to consider it, Miss Barlow. But don’t take too long. Opportunities like this are rare."
As he left, Adelaide sank back into her chair, staring at the letter he had left on her desk—a formal contract outlining the details of the project. She could feel the pull of it, the lure of something greater, but she knew what it would cost.
For now, she would focus on the words she could control. But Nathaniel Ashford’s name would haunt her, and the question remained—how far would she go to write the story that could change everything?
Adelaide Barlow had just been thrust into a world she had long avoided.
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