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Preface:

What does it mean to love in a world where everything is predetermined for you? What does it feel like when your heart yearns for something that society tells you is forbidden, something that could destroy everything you’ve ever known? The Duke’s Forbidden Love is a tale that asks these questions, taking you on a journey of passion, self-discovery, and sacrifice, set in the world of British aristocracy, where reputation is everything, and personal desire is often sacrificed at the altar of duty.

At its heart, this story is about the courage it takes to follow your heart when it leads you down a path of uncertainty, of rebellion, and of heartbreak. Edward Ashford, a man bound by tradition and the weight of his title, finds himself in a dilemma that many of us can relate to: the struggle between what is expected of us and what we truly want. And Amelia Wentworth, a woman caught in the chains of her own societal obligations, must make a choice between duty and passion.

As you read, I invite you to reflect on your own life, your own loves, and the choices you’ve had to make — the decisions that define us, the sacrifices we make for the ones we love. Love, after all, is never a simple thing. It’s a force that bends, challenges, and shapes us in ways we never expected.

In these pages, you’ll discover a love that defies all expectations, a love that dares to challenge the very rules of the world around it. I hope you enjoy the journey, as Edward and Amelia learn, just as we do, that sometimes the most powerful love is the one that society tells you to let go.
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Chapter One: A Duke's Duty
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The grand estate of Ashford Castle loomed before Edward Ashford, Duke of Ashford, its ancient stone walls standing as a reminder of the centuries of tradition that had shaped his life. The castle was not just a home — it was a legacy, one that Edward had inherited not by choice, but by birthright. The sprawling grounds, meticulously manicured gardens, and the hallowed halls of Ashford were more than just symbols of wealth and power; they were the very bedrock upon which the reputation of the Ashford family rested. And it was Edward’s responsibility to uphold that reputation, to protect the name of Ashford for future generations.

He stood on the balcony of his private study, looking out over the vast expanse of the estate. The early morning sun cast long shadows over the rolling hills, painting the landscape in hues of gold and amber. The world before him was calm, predictable, much like his life had always been. Every decision he made was guided by duty — duty to his family, duty to his title, and duty to his ancestors who had built this legacy with blood, sweat, and sacrifice.

But today, something felt different.

Edward’s gaze wandered across the horizon, yet his mind was far from the sweeping views of his domain. He was lost in thought, consumed by the conversation he had had the previous night with his father. The Duke of Ashford, Edward’s formidable and unyielding father, had once again reminded him of the importance of securing the future of the family through marriage. The message was clear: it was time for Edward to marry, to choose a woman who would uphold the family’s status, a woman who would be the perfect Duchess of Ashford.

But it wasn’t the first time he had heard this. In fact, it was a conversation he had endured more times than he cared to admit. And each time, the weight of the words felt heavier, more suffocating. Edward was a man who understood the importance of his family’s legacy, of the duty he had to carry it forward. But with each passing year, the pressure mounted. The burden of expectation pressed against him like a vise, threatening to crush the very part of him that longed for something more — something real, something not bound by the rules of society.

As he mulled over his father’s words, a voice interrupted his thoughts.

“Your Grace, there is someone here to see you,” his steward announced from the doorway. Edward turned, his face expressionless, though his mind was already elsewhere.

“Who is it?” he asked, his voice steady but tinged with a weariness he could not hide.

“A Lady Wentworth. She says it’s a matter of utmost importance.”

Edward’s brow furrowed at the mention of the Wentworth name. The Wentworths were a respected family, well-connected and admired for their social standing. Lady Amelia Wentworth, in particular, was a woman of exquisite beauty and grace. She had been the subject of many whispers in the ton — the gossip columns often painted her as the ideal woman, the perfect match for any man of Edward’s station. Yet, it was not her beauty that made Edward pause; it was the fact that she was already promised to another. She was set to marry Lord Henry Whitley, a man who was considered by many to be a suitable match for her.

Edward had met Lady Amelia only once before, at a ball hosted by Lady Blackwell, a friend of his mother’s. She had captivated him from the moment she entered the room, her presence like a breath of fresh air in a room full of stiff and stilted conversations. Her laughter, light and genuine, had caught him off guard, and for a brief moment, he had allowed himself to wonder what it would be like to know her, to speak to her, to hear her stories.

But that was before he knew of her engagement to Lord Whitley. It was before he realized that a man of his rank could never entertain such thoughts. She was already spoken for.

Edward’s gaze softened, and he motioned for the steward to bring her in. He was a man of duty, after all, and duty was the only thing that ever truly mattered.

As Lady Amelia stepped into the room, Edward’s breath caught in his chest. She was even more beautiful than he remembered. The delicate curve of her neck, the way her auburn hair cascaded down her shoulders, and the grace with which she moved — it all struck him like a thunderclap. And yet, as their eyes met, there was something deeper than attraction that stirred in him. It was a feeling he couldn’t name, a pull that he knew he should ignore but found impossible to resist.

Her smile was warm, genuine, and the way she looked at him — as though they shared some secret — made his heart race in a way he hadn’t expected.

“Your Grace,” she said, her voice soft, yet steady, betraying no hint of nervousness despite the weight of their social positions. “I hope I am not disturbing you.”

Edward stood to greet her, his movements slow, deliberate, as he tried to steady his emotions. “Not at all, Lady Amelia. Please, come in. How can I assist you?”

Her eyes held his for a moment longer than necessary, and Edward found himself trapped in her gaze. He cleared his throat, shaking himself from the daze that had settled over him.

“I... I have come to ask for your help, Your Grace,” she said, her words careful but full of a quiet urgency.

Edward nodded, gesturing for her to take a seat. “Please, sit. Tell me what troubles you.”
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Chapter Two: The Unlikely Encounter
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Lady Amelia Wentworth had never expected to find herself here, in this grand and intimidating room, standing before a man she knew she should avoid — a man whose name carried more weight than she could fully comprehend. And yet, as the door shut softly behind her, and she was left alone with Edward Ashford, the Duke of Ashford, it seemed as though the very air in the room shifted. It was as if the world itself was holding its breath, waiting for the first words to fall between them.

She had seen him at the ball, of course. Who hadn’t? The Duke of Ashford was one of the most talked-about men in London — tall, with dark eyes that seemed to absorb the light around him, and a jawline that was as sharp and defined as his reputation. He was a man of duty, of quiet strength, and the world had a way of adoring him for it. But Amelia had never allowed herself to be captivated by such men. She was promised to Lord Henry Whitley, a man of much the same stature, though he lacked the intensity that Edward possessed. That, perhaps, was the one thing that made Henry so tolerable — his steadiness. He was a man who played by the rules, and in a world where those rules dictated everything, it was far easier to marry someone who would never ask for more than what was expected.

Yet, standing in front of Edward now, Amelia found herself questioning the very foundation of the life she had carefully built for herself.

“Your Grace,” she began, her voice steady but tinged with an emotion she couldn’t quite place. “I hope I am not intruding.”

Edward’s gaze shifted slightly, his eyes narrowing for a fraction of a second. He had been expecting her, yes, but the urgency in her voice, the way she carried herself — as though she were carrying the weight of something far heavier than what her delicate frame suggested — intrigued him more than it should have. There was something different about her, something he couldn’t quite put into words. She was not like the other women he had met in his life, and he had met many.

“No,” he replied, his voice smooth, yet carrying the weight of authority that came with his title. “You are not intruding, Lady Amelia. Please, take a seat.”

Amelia hesitated for just a moment, glancing at the chair opposite him, before sitting down with a grace that came so naturally to her that it almost seemed effortless. She tucked her hands neatly in her lap, her fingers twitching slightly, betraying the calm exterior she was trying so hard to maintain.

Edward studied her for a moment, noting the way her auburn curls framed her face, the softness of her expression that belied the tension in her shoulders. He wasn’t sure why, but he suddenly felt the need to break the formality of the situation, to make her feel at ease. It was a strange impulse, one he wasn’t accustomed to. Normally, he commanded respect without effort, his mere presence enough to demand it. Yet, with Amelia, there was something different — something that made him want to understand her, to listen.

“I must admit, Lady Amelia,” he began, his voice softer than he had intended, “your visit comes as a surprise. I did not expect you to come to me with such urgency. Is there something you wish to discuss?”

Amelia’s gaze flickered for just a moment, and she exhaled a quiet breath, as though gathering the courage to speak. For a moment, the silence between them seemed to stretch on forever, each second thick with the unspoken words hanging in the air. She was caught between the truth of what she wanted to say and the weight of the consequences that could follow if she allowed herself to speak too freely.

“I...” She hesitated again, searching for the right words. “I do not know how to begin. I—” She paused, shaking her head slightly. “I did not come here to make things more difficult than they already are. But I find myself in a situation where I feel I have no choice but to ask for your assistance, Your Grace.”

Edward’s brow furrowed, his curiosity piqued. He leaned forward slightly, as though to show her that she had his full attention. “Whatever the situation may be, Lady Amelia, I assure you that I will do what I can to assist you.”

Amelia glanced up at him, her eyes meeting his for the first time with an openness that surprised both of them. “It is not so simple,” she murmured, almost to herself. “I... I find myself torn between what I am expected to do and what I cannot help but feel.” Her voice trailed off, and for a brief moment, her gaze dropped to her hands.

Edward felt a sharp pang of recognition in her words. He understood that feeling all too well — the tension between expectation and desire, between duty and the yearning for something more. It was a conflict he had lived with for as long as he could remember. But hearing it from her, from the woman sitting before him, struck him in a way he hadn’t anticipated.

“Amelia,” he said, using her first name for the first time, the name feeling foreign on his tongue yet oddly familiar, “I am not sure what it is you are asking of me. But I want to understand. Please, tell me.”

Her eyes flashed up at him again, this time with something resembling vulnerability. It was fleeting, but it was there — the guard she had so carefully maintained slipping just for a second, showing him something real, something raw.

“I am promised to Lord Henry Whitley,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper, “but my heart... my heart does not belong to him. It never has.” She swallowed hard, her gaze flickering away for a brief moment, as though ashamed to admit it aloud. “I came here, Your Grace, because I do not know what to do. I do not know how to reconcile my duty to my family with the feelings that I... that I cannot ignore.”

Edward’s heart quickened at her confession, though he could not fully explain why. Perhaps it was the honesty in her words, or perhaps it was the sheer weight of her admission. Whatever it was, it stirred something deep within him — something he had long buried beneath the layers of responsibility and expectation.

He sat back in his chair, taking a moment to process her words. “You are in a difficult position,” he said, the words simple, but laden with understanding. “But if you wish for my help, Lady Amelia, I must ask you to be more specific. What is it that you need?”

Amelia’s gaze met his again, this time with a spark of determination. “I need someone to help me find a way out,” she said, her voice steady now, though there was an edge to it that Edward hadn’t noticed before. “I cannot marry Lord Henry. I cannot go through with it. But I do not know how to escape without destroying everything that has been built for me.”

The silence in the room stretched between them, heavy with the weight of what had just been said. Edward’s thoughts raced, and for the first time, he felt the undeniable pull of something greater than the expectations of his title. Something that drew him toward her — not as a duke bound by duty, but as a man who understood the pain of living a life defined by others.
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Chapter Three: A Forbidden Connection
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The days following Amelia’s visit to Ashford Castle passed in a blur, each one filled with the weight of the conversation that had unfolded between them. Edward couldn’t shake the memory of her words, the way she had admitted the truth about her engagement to Lord Henry, and the quiet, unspoken pain that had been written across her face. He had seen that same look in the mirror countless times — the look of a man trapped by duty, by the expectations that governed every aspect of his life. But it wasn’t until he saw it mirrored in Amelia’s eyes that he truly understood the depth of her struggle. She was bound by a chain, one that, unlike his, was wrapped around her heart as well as her reputation.

Each time he closed his eyes, he saw her face — the quiet vulnerability she had shown him when she admitted that she didn’t belong with Henry. In a world where appearances meant everything, where every choice was weighed by its impact on reputation and status, Amelia had dared to speak her truth. And in that moment, Edward knew that their paths had crossed for a reason, a reason he couldn’t yet explain, but which he felt deep in his bones.

He couldn’t stop thinking about her.

At night, when the castle grew quiet and the darkness crept in, Edward would lie awake in his bed, staring at the ceiling, his mind consumed with the questions
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