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Prologue
Ashford Abbey stood like a sentinel over the windswept hills, its weathered stones soaked in centuries of history, scandal, and secrets. From a distance, it seemed untouchable, an indomitable symbol of power and prestige. But within its ancient walls, the air was heavy with unspoken truths, the echoes of love and betrayal whispering through forgotten corridors.
Lady Evelyn Harrington had never imagined that her life would become so intertwined with the Abbey’s legacy. Born into privilege, she was raised with a singular purpose: to marry well, secure her family’s future, and fulfill the duties expected of her as a noblewoman. Duty had always been the foundation of her world, the unshakable truth that guided her every action. And now, standing on the threshold of her future, she was poised to marry Lord Sebastian Ashford, heir to the Abbey and one of England’s most sought-after bachelors.
But the heart, as Evelyn would soon discover, did not always bow to duty.
It was in the shadow of Ashford Abbey that her life would change forever, when a penniless artist named Julian Thorne entered her world, challenging everything she thought she knew about love, desire, and sacrifice. His arrival was like a brushstroke of color on a carefully composed canvas, daring her to imagine a life beyond obligation and tradition.
As Evelyn looked up at the towering spires of the Abbey for the first time, she felt a strange mix of anticipation and dread. Her engagement to Lord Sebastian should have brought her peace, yet a deep, unshakable restlessness had settled in her heart. She could not yet know that the path ahead would be filled with choices that would test the limits of her loyalty, her courage, and her capacity for love.
For within Ashford Abbey, the past was never truly buried, and the future was anything but certain.
This is the story of a woman torn between duty and desire, and the secrets that could destroy everything she held dear.
 
The journey that awaited Evelyn Harrington was one that would challenge her soul, but it was also one that would lead her to the most profound truth of all: that sometimes, love demands we choose the hardest path of all—the one that defies everything we have been taught to believe.
The Abbey was watching, waiting. And its secrets were about to be revealed.
 
 
Chapter 1
The Arrival at Ashford Abbey
 
￼[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
The carriage wheels crunched over the gravel drive as Lady Evelyn Harrington gazed out at the imposing silhouette of Ashford Abbey. Its stone façade rose before her, towering spires reaching skyward, shrouded in the lingering mist of early evening. She had seen the Abbey before in paintings and heard tales of its grandeur, but nothing could have prepared her for the overwhelming presence it commanded in person. The sprawling estate stretched endlessly, a testament to the Ashford family’s wealth and power—soon to be her family by marriage.
As the carriage rolled to a stop, Evelyn’s heart quickened. This was to be her new home, and with it, the future she had been carefully groomed for. The grandeur of the Abbey, the centuries-old stone bathed in twilight, should have filled her with pride, yet a strange unease had taken hold. She felt a heavy weight settle on her chest as she glanced toward the dark windows, which seemed to watch her with silent judgment.
The door of the carriage creaked open, and a footman extended his hand to help her down. Evelyn descended gracefully, her every movement practiced and precise, as befitting the daughter of a noble family. Her dark green traveling dress fluttered lightly in the cool breeze, the hem brushing against the cobblestones as she stood before the Abbey’s looming entrance. She could already feel the weight of expectations pressing down on her. This marriage to Lord Sebastian Ashford was not merely a union of two people—it was a contract, a binding agreement that would secure her family’s future and restore its faltering status in society.
Her father had reminded her of this repeatedly. She was the Harrington family’s hope, their key to regaining lost influence. Marrying into the Ashford name was a triumph, one her mother had striven for until her dying breath. And now, it was up to Evelyn to carry that legacy forward.
Lord Sebastian awaited her inside, no doubt eager to introduce her to the household and begin preparations for their upcoming wedding. He was the embodiment of aristocratic dignity—handsome, poised, and respected by all who knew him. Their engagement had been the talk of London, a perfect match in every sense. And yet, as Evelyn stood before the vast stone edifice, she could not shake the nagging sense that her life was about to become something far more complicated than a mere social arrangement.
The Abbey itself seemed to pulse with an ancient life, its towering walls steeped in history—some whispered of tragic romances, others of secrets long buried. As a child, Evelyn had heard the dark tales of the women who had once lived here, their lives bound by duty, their hearts left yearning for something they could not have. The stories were dismissed as little more than gossip, but now, standing before the very place where those legends had been born, she felt their ghostly presence lingering in the air.
A shiver ran through her as she followed the footman’s lead, stepping toward the grand oak doors. Her footsteps echoed in the stillness, each step bringing her closer to a future that felt both inevitable and terrifying. The Abbey loomed over her, its stone gargoyles casting long shadows in the dimming light, as if watching, waiting.
The doors creaked open, revealing the grand entrance hall of Ashford Abbey. Inside, the world was awash in warmth and luxury—rich tapestries adorned the walls, the floors gleamed with polished marble, and chandeliers cast golden light across the expansive space. Servants stood in neat lines, their eyes cast down in respectful silence as Evelyn entered.
And then she saw him—Lord Sebastian Ashford, tall and imposing, descending the grand staircase to greet her. His dark hair was immaculately groomed, his face bearing the sharp features of aristocratic lineage. He moved with the confidence of a man who knew his place in the world, a man whose future was already set in stone.
"Evelyn," he greeted her with a smile that was practiced but not unkind. He took her hand and kissed it softly. "Welcome to Ashford Abbey."
"Thank you, Sebastian," she replied, her voice steady though her heart fluttered beneath her ribs.
"You must be tired from your journey," he said, leading her toward the parlor. "There’s much to discuss, but I want you to settle in first. This is your home now."
The words felt heavy, final. Her home. She forced a smile, nodding, but her eyes wandered back to the high vaulted ceilings, the grand archways, and the shadowed corridors that stretched beyond the glow of the chandeliers. Ashford Abbey was magnificent, yes, but there was something else here—something darker, lurking in the spaces between the grandeur. She could feel it.
As they walked deeper into the Abbey, Evelyn couldn't escape the sensation that the walls were closing in on her, binding her to a life that had already been chosen for her long before she had a say. She had been raised to understand her role, to embrace the duty that came with her position, yet something inside her resisted. She wanted to belong here, to be the perfect lady of the house, but a voice—small yet insistent—whispered in the back of her mind, telling her that her life was not meant to follow such a predictable path.
Sebastian led her to the parlor, where a fire crackled in the hearth, casting flickering shadows on the walls. He offered her a drink, and as they sat together, he began to speak of their future—of the grand wedding they would have, the guests that would come from far and wide, the life they would build together. He spoke with certainty, as if it were all already set in motion, a train that could not be derailed.
But as Evelyn listened, her thoughts drifted elsewhere. She could not shake the feeling that something—someone—was waiting for her here at Ashford Abbey. Something that would upend all the carefully laid plans, something that would make her question everything she had been taught to believe.
And as the firelight danced in the darkening room, Evelyn Harrington felt, for the first time, that her future was not entirely her own.
Not anymore.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2: 
An Unexpected Guest
 
The following morning, Evelyn found herself seated at a long oak table in the Abbey’s sun-drenched breakfast room. The smell of freshly baked bread and tea filled the air as she gazed out of the tall windows at the manicured gardens beyond. The sky was still grey with the lingering chill of autumn, but the Abbey’s beauty was undeniable in this soft light. It was easy to understand why the Ashford family had built such a legacy here.
Lord Sebastian sat across from her, looking over papers with the casual air of a man whose responsibilities were grand but far removed from immediate concern. As she sipped her tea, his conversation turned to the logistics of their upcoming wedding, speaking with the same methodical tone he used for managing the Abbey’s estates.
“And of course, there’s the matter of your portrait,” Sebastian said, glancing up at her. “I’ve commissioned an artist—Julian Thorne. You may have heard of him. He’s somewhat unconventional, but his work is brilliant. He’ll arrive this morning.”
Evelyn frowned slightly, unfamiliar with the name. “An artist? From London, I assume?”
Sebastian shook his head. “Not quite. He’s a local talent, though he’s made some waves among those with an eye for such things. He lacks wealth, but his work speaks for itself.”
She sensed the faintest hint of disapproval in Sebastian’s voice, as though Julian Thorne’s lack of noble lineage made him less worthy of mention. Still, there was a spark of curiosity in Evelyn’s chest. A penniless artist seemed an unusual addition to their meticulously planned lives, but perhaps it would offer a distraction from the relentless expectations that now consumed her every thought.
Before she could ask more, a footman entered the room, announcing Mr. Thorne’s arrival.
Evelyn’s breath caught slightly as she stood, smoothing the folds of her pale lavender morning dress. The thought of meeting the man who would paint her portrait—an image that would be hung in Ashford Abbey’s great hall, immortalizing her role as its new lady—suddenly felt far more personal than she had anticipated.
“Ah, here he is,” Sebastian said, rising from his seat. “I’ll introduce you.”
They made their way to the front parlor, where the footman had left their unexpected guest. As Evelyn stepped inside, her eyes fell on the man standing by the large fireplace, his back to them as he examined one of the paintings adorning the wall.
He was unlike anyone she had expected.
Julian Thorne turned as they entered the room, and Evelyn was immediately struck by the stark difference between him and the world she knew. He was tall and lean, with dark, tousled hair that seemed to defy the carefully groomed styles of men like Sebastian. His clothes, while clean and presentable, lacked the fine tailoring of noblemen’s fashion, hinting at his modest means. There was a certain disheveled quality to him, as though he had wandered in from another world entirely.
But it was his eyes that caught her most—deep, piercing, and full of intensity. They seemed to take in everything at once, the kind of gaze that made her feel seen in a way she was not accustomed to. For a moment, it unsettled her.
“Mr. Thorne,” Sebastian said, breaking the silence with the formality of a nobleman greeting someone beneath his station. “This is my fiancée, Lady Evelyn Harrington.”
Julian bowed his head, a polite but brief gesture. “My lady,” he said, his voice smooth yet humble. There was no fawning, no excessive praise, just a simple acknowledgment of who she was.
“Mr. Thorne,” Evelyn replied, her voice steady though she couldn’t shake the feeling that this meeting was far from ordinary.
Sebastian, clearly uninterested in lingering too long, made quick work of formalities. “Julian will be staying with us for the next several weeks while he completes your portrait, Evelyn. I trust you’ll make time for sittings over the coming days.”
“Of course,” she said, though her thoughts were already shifting. She couldn’t help but wonder how this artist, with his rough edges and quiet intensity, would capture her on canvas. Would he paint her as the poised, elegant woman society demanded she be, or would he see something more?
As Sebastian excused himself to attend to estate matters, Evelyn remained, feeling the sudden weight of Julian’s attention on her. He stepped forward, his eyes flicking briefly to hers before glancing around the grand room. The high ceilings and opulent furnishings seemed at odds with his presence.
“This is quite the place,” he said, his tone respectful yet unguarded, as though he couldn’t help but speak his mind.
“Yes, it is,” Evelyn replied, unsure of what else to say. She wasn’t used to such casual conversation with strangers, particularly those of Julian’s station.
“Have you lived here long?” Julian asked, his gaze returning to her.
“No, not yet. I’ve only just arrived,” she admitted. “I’ll be here permanently after the wedding.”
“Ah, I see.” There was something in his voice that suggested he understood more than he was letting on.
For a moment, silence stretched between them, though it was not uncomfortable. Evelyn was aware of how different he was from the other men she had met. There was no practiced charm or calculated speech, no carefully constructed airs. And though it unsettled her, it also intrigued her.
Julian’s eyes traveled briefly over her, not in a way that felt inappropriate, but as though he were already imagining her likeness on canvas. His gaze lingered on her face, studying her with an intensity that made her feel both exposed and curious.
“Shall we begin tomorrow?” he asked, his voice breaking the spell. “The light in the east room will be perfect in the morning.”
Evelyn nodded, feeling oddly breathless. “Yes, tomorrow will be fine.”
“Very well,” Julian said with a small, polite nod. “I’ll be in my quarters preparing.”
As he turned to leave, Evelyn found herself watching him closely, trying to decipher the strange sense of anticipation that had taken root in her. His presence in the Abbey felt out of place, as though he belonged in a different world, far removed from the wealth and grandeur surrounding them. Yet something about him—his quiet confidence, his lack of pretense—stirred something within her.
When he had gone, Evelyn lingered in the parlor for a moment longer, her mind racing. She had been raised to navigate the intricate web of society with grace and composure, to marry a man like Sebastian and live a life of privilege and duty. But now, standing in the heart of Ashford Abbey, she could not deny that something had shifted.
An artist, a man of no wealth or title, had arrived in her world—a world where he did not belong. And yet, his presence felt like the beginning of something she could not yet understand.
Whatever it was, Evelyn knew one thing for certain: her life at Ashford Abbey was about to become far more complicated than she had ever imagined.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3: 
Whispers of the Past
 
The next day dawned with a pale light, seeping through the thick curtains of Evelyn’s bedroom. She rose early, the promise of her portrait session with Mr. Thorne lingering in her thoughts. The Abbey was eerily quiet as she dressed, her maid attending to her in silence. There was a stillness in the air that felt heavy, as if the very walls of the estate were holding their breath, waiting for something to happen.
After breakfast, with time to spare before her sitting with Julian, Evelyn felt a need to explore her surroundings, to acquaint herself with the place she would soon call home. Though Ashford Abbey was undeniably beautiful, its grandeur often left her feeling small, as though she were a mere guest rather than its future mistress. She wandered down the grand hallways, her footsteps muffled by the thick carpets, each step taking her deeper into the heart of the Abbey.
As she moved from room to room, Evelyn marveled at the centuries of history contained within these walls. Portraits of Ashford ancestors lined the corridors, each face staring down at her with an air of solemnity. Some were regal, adorned in fine silks and jewels, while others bore expressions of quiet suffering, as though their lives had been marked by sorrow more than triumph.
It was in a far-flung wing of the Abbey, where the stone walls grew colder and the light dimmer, that Evelyn found herself entering a part of the estate that seemed less cared for, less polished. The air here was different, thick with dust and age. A grand door stood ajar at the end of a narrow corridor, its once ornate wood now worn with time. Drawn by an inexplicable pull, Evelyn stepped inside.
The room beyond was unlike the others she had seen. Its grandeur had long since faded, the furniture draped in heavy cloths, the windows covered in grime. But there was something in the atmosphere that captivated her. She walked slowly, her fingers brushing against the fabric of the covered chairs as she moved. And then, in the corner of the room, she saw it—a small writing desk, cluttered with papers that looked as though they had been left in a hurry, forgotten in the haste of time.
Curiosity piqued, Evelyn approached the desk, lifting one of the yellowed letters. The ink had faded, but the words were still legible, written in a delicate hand that spoke of a woman’s touch. She scanned the page, her breath catching as she read.
"My dearest Edward,
I know the love we share is forbidden, but my heart cannot deny you. The weight of my duty bears down upon me, yet I cannot forget your touch, your voice, your promises. What is a life lived without love? It is an existence bound in chains, and I fear that is the future that awaits me if I do not follow my heart. I cannot bear the thought of leaving you, even if my family demands it. The Abbey has its secrets, and now we are one of them.
—Isabella"
Evelyn’s heart raced as she read the letter again. Isabella—who was she? And Edward? Her mind reeled as she pieced together the fragments of the story. A secret love, hidden within the walls of Ashford Abbey, a love forbidden by duty and family. She had heard whispers of such tales, but never imagined she would come across one so close to the truth.
She set the letter down, her fingers trembling. The story unsettled her, its echoes too close to her own growing restlessness. Isabella, a lady of the Abbey, had clearly fallen in love with someone beneath her station. And it had led to ruin—there could be no other explanation for why her letters were hidden away, forgotten in this desolate room.
The silence around her seemed to deepen as Evelyn stood there, her mind spinning. What had become of Isabella and Edward? Had they been torn apart, their love sacrificed on the altar of duty and family expectation? The question gnawed at her, the uncertainty of it unsettling.
Evelyn could not deny the parallels between the story in the letter and her own life. She, too, was bound by duty—duty to her family, to Sebastian, to the legacy that the Harringtons and the Ashfords were determined to protect. And yet, the weight of it all felt heavier now, more suffocating. Julian Thorne’s arrival had only stirred the waters further, making her question the path she was expected to follow.
As she left the room, her thoughts churned with the tragic tale of Isabella and Edward. The Abbey felt different now, its grandeur tainted by the knowledge that its walls had witnessed such heartache. The corridors seemed narrower, the shadows longer. Even the grand portraits on the walls appeared to stare at her with knowing eyes, as if they, too, held secrets she was not meant to uncover.
Evelyn wandered deeper into the Abbey, her mind drifting between the present and the past. She had always known her marriage to Sebastian would be one of duty, not love, but until now, she hadn’t questioned what that truly meant. The thought of a life bound by obligation, devoid of passion and true desire, gnawed at her soul.
She soon found herself in the Abbey’s library, a vast room filled with leather-bound books and old maps. The scent of aged parchment filled the air, and the towering shelves made the space feel both comforting and overwhelming. She perused the shelves absentmindedly, her fingers tracing the spines of books she had no intention of reading. The weight of Isabella’s story pressed on her heart, and for the first time, she wondered if she, too, could face a similar fate.
Would she spend her life yearning for something—someone—that she could not have? Would her portrait, hanging in Ashford Abbey’s grand hall, tell a story of quiet suffering, of a woman who had done her duty but had never truly lived?
The thought unsettled her more than she cared to admit.
As the hours passed, Evelyn returned to the east wing for her sitting with Julian. But even as she sat still, posing under his intense gaze, her thoughts wandered back to the hidden room, the letters, and the tragic love story that had unfolded here long ago. She could feel Julian’s eyes on her, studying her face, but her mind was far away, lost in the corridors of the past.
The Abbey held secrets—secrets that whispered of love, loss, and sacrifice. And as Julian’s brush moved across the canvas, capturing her likeness, Evelyn could not help but wonder if her own story was destined to follow a similar path.
The whispers of the past were growing louder, and they were beginning to sound a lot like her own.
 
 
 
Chapter 4: 
The First Sitting
 
As the soft morning light filtered through the tall windows of the east room, casting a warm, golden hue over the space. Evelyn sat poised on an intricately carved chair, her back straight, her hands resting delicately in her lap. She wore a pale blue dress that complemented her fair complexion, and her dark hair had been pinned up with care. The room was quiet except for the faint sound of Julian Thorne's brush moving across the canvas and the occasional crackle of the fireplace.
Evelyn had been sitting for nearly an hour, her eyes focused on a point just beyond Julian’s shoulder. He stood before his easel, his brow furrowed in concentration as he worked. The air between them felt thick with unspoken words, the silence a fragile thing that neither of them seemed eager to break.
Though their conversation had been minimal thus far, Evelyn couldn’t help but feel the tension that simmered beneath the surface. It wasn’t unpleasant—on the contrary, it was something entirely new to her, an unspoken connection that felt both exhilarating and dangerous. She had grown used to the polite, predictable exchanges she shared with Lord Sebastian, where every word was carefully measured and every emotion subdued. But here, in this room with Julian, the air felt charged with possibilities.
At last, Julian stepped back from the canvas, studying his work in silence before speaking.
"You must be quite accustomed to this," he said, his voice breaking the stillness. "Sitting for portraits, I mean."
Evelyn allowed herself a small smile. "Not as much as you might think. I’ve had my likeness painted a few times, but never something as grand as this."
Julian glanced at her from behind his easel, a flicker of amusement in his eyes. "You seem very… practiced at it."
"I’ve been
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