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Dedication Note

For the ones who wait, who hope, who believe love can survive anything—even the sea.

And for those who came home, carrying the weight of those who couldn’t.

You are remembered. You are loved.
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The Boarding, April 10, 1912

Southampton, England

The RMS Titanic

It was not the fanfare that Evelyn Ashcombe remembered—but the quiet just beneath it.

The low, endless hum of steam. The creak of ropes straining at the dock. The rustle of silk gloves as they clutched tickets, handbags, secrets. The ship loomed like a cathedral of steel and splendour, glinting in the April sun, impossibly large, impossibly proud. A floating palace. A promise disguised as a vessel.

She stepped aboard with her head high and her past buried beneath her hem.

The wind off the Solent was sharp that morning, tugging at the brim of her hat, teasing loose the copper strands she hadn’t pinned tightly enough. She didn’t flinch. Let them whisper. Let them look. The daughter of a viscount, jilted by her fiancé in the pages of the London Gazette, was now just another passenger sailing west. Her trunk was monogrammed, her gloves spotless, but she carried something heavier than reputation.

She carried escape.

The gangway groaned under footfall and farewells. Porters shouted. Children wept into starched sleeves. A mother pressed a rosary to her lips. Evelyn paused, mid-step, and looked up at the rows of decks stacked like promises above her. Somewhere inside that gleaming hull, her cabin waited—small, sufficient, anonymous. No handmaid. No escort. Just her, and the ocean, and what came next.

A steward bowed with the hollow courtesy of someone who’d done it a hundred times already that morning. “Welcome aboard, madam.”

She nodded; her voice lost somewhere behind her throat. The deck beneath her shoes felt too still. Not like a carriage, not like a train. This was something else. Something vast. Alive.

She stepped over the threshold and felt it—not fear, not grief. Not quite hope either.

A shift.

A beginning.

Below, in the thrum and clatter of second class, Rowan Carver lugged his battered case up the stairs, the handle fraying beneath his fingers. The piano keys inside rattled in sympathy. Or maybe in warning. He was sweating under his coat and didn’t care. He had made it.

The Titanic. Four days of playing polite waltzes for strangers. Four days of white linens, muted bows, and maybe—just maybe—a new life waiting in New York on the other side.

He didn’t believe in destiny. Only in survival. But when the first cold gust off the water hit him full in the chest, something told him this crossing would not leave him unchanged.

And far above, Evelyn stood at the rail and closed her eyes.

The ship began to pull away, inch by inch, as the brass band struck up a cheerful lie.

She didn’t look back.

Not at the dock.

Not at England.

Not at the girl she had once been.

Only forward—toward the horizon, the unknown, and the wild blue silence between endings and everything after.
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Chapter 1: Sketches and Secrets
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April 11, 1912

At Sea — North Atlantic

The sea had a sound, Evelyn decided—not a roar or crash like poets so often claimed, but a hum. A low, unbroken vibration beneath everything. It rumbled gently underfoot as she walked the upper deck of the Titanic, just after dawn, shawl wrapped tight around her arms. The cold air stung her cheeks and drew colour back into skin that had spent too many months pale and shadowed by drawing rooms.

She hadn’t slept. That didn’t bother her. Sleep had become elusive in the weeks since the engagement unravelled—pulled apart like old lace. Instead, she found comfort in motion, in ritual. Waking before the stewards, dressing herself, combing her hair with deliberate care. Her gloves were already on when she stepped out of her cabin, boots laced, spine straight.

It was the only way to stay invisible.

Few others walked the deck at this hour. An older man in a bowler hat paced at the far end. A steward coiled a length of rope without urgency. Somewhere beneath her feet, hundreds of passengers still slept in their cabins or stirred over trays of weak coffee. But here—up here—there was only wind and steel and sky.

She found her usual spot near the aft rail, beside a lifeboat. It wasn’t the most picturesque corner, but it was quiet and mostly free of eyes. She perched on the bench, slipped off her gloves, and opened her sketchbook.

The pages fluttered as if eager to breathe again.

The first was a rough sketch of the harbour at Southampton. Cranes, smokestacks, gulls. The second—a self-portrait, half-complete. She had abandoned it halfway through the left eye. The third: the delicate silhouette of a woman’s back, drawn from memory, not vanity.

This was her sanctuary now. Her secret. Her salvation.

She wasn’t supposed to be drawing. Her mother had told her it was unbecoming, that real ladies painted only as a diversion—not with seriousness or solitude. “Sketching is for shopkeepers' daughters and newspaper men,” she had said once, with the sort of soft disapproval that cut far deeper than anger. But Evelyn had always preferred charcoal to china, smudges to etiquette.

She set her fingers to the page and began to draw. Not anything in particular—just the shape of the railing, the sweep of the sea beyond, the way the horizon bent ever so slightly under the morning haze. Her fingers moved on instinct. She didn’t need inspiration. Only stillness.

Her hair blew free again. She let it.

She was no longer London’s darling. No longer the future Lady Cheltham. No longer anyone’s lesson in virtue or grace. On this ship, she was simply Miss Ashcombe—a name that carried less weight with every mile westward.

And for once, that was a mercy. 

The sound of footsteps—measured, purposeful—echoed across the deck. Evelyn paused her pencil. She had developed a reflex over the past two days, a habit of stilling her hands and expression anytime someone approached. She tilted her head down just enough to appear focused but not withdrawn, a balance she had perfected in the parlours of Mayfair.

The footsteps passed. A man in uniform—a steward, she thought—nodded politely as he made his rounds. Not a threat. Not a question. Just a passing presence. She returned the nod, briefly, and resumed shading in the edges of the lifeboat.

There was irony, wasn’t there, in drawing something so functionally grim? Lifeboats were practical. Unromantic. Unlikely to be needed, according to the papers. The ship, after all, was unsinkable. That word again. Unsinkable. Like her mother’s expectations. Like her father’s disappointment. Like the cold resolve that had kept her afloat while London’s gossip pages dined on her ruin.

“Tragic,” one of them had written after the announcement was retracted. “A promising engagement dissolved under mysterious and whispered terms.”

She had read it twice. Then folded the page into a tiny square and dropped it into the fireplace.

Mystery, they’d called it. As if betrayal and cowardice were poetic. As if being left for another woman wasn’t old as time.

But perhaps it was her fault for being too careful. Too measured. Too observant. She had sketched him, too—Reginald, her once-fiancé. A study in angles and arrogance. She had drawn him asleep once, and the longer she stared at the finished lines, the more she realized she hadn’t drawn a man—she’d drawn a shell.

By the time he ended the engagement, she felt more relief than heartbreak.

Now, on this ship, on this steel leviathan steaming west, she could let it all melt away. The sketchbook was her only companion. No one asked about it. No one intruded. The sea had no questions. The sky gave no opinion. And here, in this moment, she was not a scandal. She was a woman with a pencil.

The ship shuddered beneath her slightly—a mechanical ripple in the bones of the vessel—and she paused again, this time listening. Not fearfully. Just curiously.

Voices drifted from below. Music, too. A faint melody rising from a lower deck—violin or piano, perhaps. Something classical, but not quite. It was played with freedom, she could tell. Improvisation. The sort of looseness that would’ve horrified her governess and thrilled her secret self.

She angled her head, trying to catch more of it, but the breeze interfered.

She wanted to know who was playing.

Was it a passenger? A member of the orchestra warming up? Or someone tucked away in second class, rehearsing for a room that would never truly listen?

It was strange—how that music seemed to touch the edge of something inside her. A recognition not of memory, but of possibility. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the sound settle beneath her skin.

And then it was gone.

A steward passed again, this time with a clipboard and a distracted frown. Evelyn closed her sketchbook carefully, tucking it beneath her shawl. She had learned when to disappear.

By the time the breakfast bell rang—a distant chime of metal on metal—Evelyn had already returned to her cabin and poured herself a cup of tea from the silver pot left outside her door. She didn’t join the other first-class passengers in the saloon that morning. She hadn’t since boarding. Instead, she sat by the porthole, sketchbook now resting untouched on the writing desk, and watched the Atlantic roll in slow, endless folds.

It wasn’t that she disliked company. Only that she’d forgotten how to endure it.

Polite questions. Overlong smiles. The brittle cheer of those trying too hard to look like everything in their life was ordered, proper, perfect. On land, that world had once claimed her. On this ship, it was only a mask that grew heavier by the hour.

She pressed a hand to the windowpane. It was cold. The sky outside was pale and spare, like a painting unfinished. The kind of day that felt suspended—waiting for something to arrive, or depart.

Her thoughts turned again to the music from earlier. Whoever had played it wasn’t rehearsing; she was certain now. There had been too much softness in it, too much intention. Not for show. For self.

She envied that.

The impulse to draw returned quickly and uninvited. She opened the sketchbook again and, without thinking, began to draw not what she saw—but what she’d heard. A man at a piano. Not his face—she hadn’t seen him—but his hands. Long-fingered, confident. The bow of his shoulders bent toward the keys. The tilt of a head that listened as much as it created.

Her pencil danced. Lines curved into shape. Shadow and light emerged. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until she let it out in a soft exhale, like someone waking from a dream.
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