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Prologue
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Two shadowy figures stood before the door of a remote hunting cabin, their breath ghosting white against the frigid night. Snow crusted the hems of their black cloaks as they shifted, stamping impatience into the frozen ground. Behind them, the wind threaded through the bare trees, stirring branches like skeletal fingers scraping at the dark. 

At last, the heavy door groaned open. A narrow blade of firelight spilled across the snow, trembling as if uncertain whether to welcome them. Without hesitation, the cloaked figures stepped inside, shedding the night for the sudden, almost indecent warmth.

“Is he dead?” one asked, voice low and tight. The man who had opened the door inclined his head. 

“Yes.”

“What of the servants?” the second figure said, pushing back their hood just enough to reveal sharp, watchful eyes. “Did anyone follow you?”

“My men dealt with the footmen. The valet as well.” His tone was flat, practiced. “All dead. His Grace suspected nothing. By the time we struck, the poison had already done its work. He was too weak to resist. There were no survivors.”

“Good.” The first figure moved closer to the hearth, rubbing gloved hands together as if warming more than flesh. “Then we proceed.”

The second figure cleared their throat and spoke with quiet authority. 

“As planned. The household staff at the country estate have already been dismissed. The property will be sold once Lady Bennett meets with the solicitor.”

“And the daughter?” the man asked. “Do we remove her as well?”

A glance passed between the cloaked figures, brief, measured.

“No,” the taller one said at last. “Not like this. A death would invite questions.” A pause. “She will be removed. Quietly. Sent to America to live with her aunt and uncle. It must happen swiftly, before the Grand Duke takes notice.”

“Where is she now?”

“Somerset,” came the reply. “With her great-aunt. She’s been there since before Christmastide. Isolated. Peaceful.” A faint smile touched the speaker’s mouth. “Ideal.”

The man frowned. “Is there anything to suggest the great-aunt’s health is failing?”

“No.” Amusement edged the answer. “The old woman is quite robust—for now.”

“And if the girl inherits?”

“She likely will,” the first figure said. “The aunt is wealthy and nearly alone in the world. She will grow fond of the girl. Indulgent. Generous.” The firelight flickered across their hood. “That is precisely why Lady Bennett sent her.”

“And when she returns to London for the season?”

“She won’t,” the second figure said softly. “She’ll be gone before she ever steps into her father’s study. Before she meets the solicitor. Before she speaks to the Grand Duke. Within two days, she’ll be aboard a ship bound for America.” The voice hardened. “And everything, his titles, his fortune, his legacy, will belong to us.”

The man hesitated. “You’re certain Lady Joanne won’t suspect anything?”

A short, dismissive laugh answered him. 

“She’s obedient. Quiet. She’s learned not to ask questions. She’s been overlooked her entire life.” The voice sharpened. “Why would she begin now?”

Silence settled over the cabin, thick and listening. The fire snapped, a log collapsing inward. Wind battered the walls as if seeking entry.

“At any rate,” the taller figure said at last, “by the time anyone notices Joanne is gone, we will be far beyond reach.”

And if she does begin to ask questions, the second figure thought. Her fate will be sealed long before she finds the answers.
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A House Gone Cold
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Snow clung to the hem of Lady Joanne Bennett’s traveling gown as she stepped into her father’s London townhouse, her boots clicking softly against the marble floor. The door closed behind her with a muffled thud, sealing out the storm, but not the cold. Though the entry hall glowed with warmth and polished grandeur, a deeper chill settled in her chest. She had barely begun to unfasten her cloak when a figure appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Stepmother,” Joanne murmured, lowering her eyes as she curtsied politely. Lady Edlyn Bennett did not return the courtesy. She descended the stairs with rigid, measured grace, her mouth drawn into a tight line, her eyes as frostbitten as the night beyond the door. As always, she regarded Joanne not as a stepdaughter, but as a nuisance that had once again found her way inside. 

Joanne handed her cloak to the butler, thanking him with a gentle smile. Without greeting or pleasantry, her stepmother dismissed the servants with a flick of her hand, then fixed her gaze on the young woman.

“Follow me.”

“But I must greet Papa,” Joanne said, hesitating. “I need to speak with him. My great-aunt passed away while I was visiting. I wrote to him twice. I asked him to attend the funeral. I never received a reply.” Her brow furrowed. “Is he traveling?”

“No,” Lady Bennett replied flatly, already continuing down the corridor.

“Did my letters not reach him?” Joanne asked, confusion tightening her voice as she followed. “Was the express also lost?”

They entered the study. The door closed behind them with a quiet but irrevocable click. Firelight danced in the hearth, casting long shadows across shelves lined with her father’s books, familiar, comforting shapes that now felt like strangers. Joanne’s unease sharpened. Lady Bennett turned at last, arching one brow.

“What was so urgent that it required His Grace’s attention?” she asked coolly. “Did you truly expect him to indulge you through the funeral of a distant relative? You scarcely knew the woman.”

“It wasn’t about me,” Joanne replied, her voice thin but steady. “She was family. She was kind. She deserved respect.”

Lady Bennett scoffed. Then, with the detached calm of a judge delivering sentence, she said, “Your father did not reply because he took ill. A fever at the country estate. He died ten days ago.”

The room pitched.

“No,” Joanne whispered, stumbling backward. She caught the back of a chair, her fingers whitening as she clung to it. “No... he was well when I left. He was strong.” Tears burned her eyes, blurring the familiar room into something unrecognizable. “Why didn’t you send word?” she demanded softly. “I could have returned. I should have been here.”

Lady Bennett waved a hand dismissively. “And what good would that have done? You would only have been in the way.”

Joanne stared at her, stunned.

“Regardless,” her stepmother continued briskly, “His Grace is gone. And his Will, found in his study, names me the sole inheritor of his estate and lands.”

The words struck like ice. Her father, gone. No farewell. No final embrace. No funeral.

“You, however,” Lady Bennett went on, “are no longer my concern. My duty is to my daughters. You are not my responsibility. Sending you to a workhouse or orphanage would invite scrutiny, so I have made other, more charitable arrangements.”

“Charitable?” Joanne echoed faintly.

“You will be sent to America. To live with your aunt and uncle. A sensible solution.”

Joanne’s breath left her in a rush. “Why so far? I am meant to remain here. My father said, if anything happened, I was to go to Uncle Henry. He promised—”

Lady Bennett cut her off with a sharp scoff.

“The Grand Duke has been absent for months,” she said coolly. “Abroad. He has neither the interest nor the time to take in a mousy, unremarkable girl who cannot even secure a suitor.”

“But he was always kind to me,” Joanne stammered. “He said—”

“He said many things,” Lady Bennett interrupted. “Idle kindnesses. You mistook politeness for obligation.” Her gaze sharpened. “It is pitiable.”

Joanne swallowed. “What about the funeral?” she asked softly. “Perhaps Uncle Henry will return for it.”

“The funeral is over,” Lady Bennett replied coldly. “A private burial, as requested.”

“Without ceremony?” Joanne asked, struggling to breathe past the weight in her chest. “We spoke of it. He did not want pomp, but he wanted those who loved him to come. I should have been there.”

“You know nothing of his final wishes,” Lady Bennett said coolly. “I fulfilled them precisely. He is buried beneath the old oak tree at the country estate, his favorite place.”

Grief surged like a tidal wave, dizzying in its force. The old oak tree had never been his favorite place. He had wanted to be buried beside his late wife.

“Why didn’t you write when he first became ill?”

Irritation flickered across her stepmother’s face before hardening.

“There was no point. You were with your dying aunt. She needed you more than he did.”

“You can’t mean that.”

“Oh, but I do,” the dowager duchess snapped. “You were always a burden, Joanne Noelle, more so now. You have no suitor, we have no access to your dowry, and you are not the least bit useful.”

Joanne recoiled as though struck.

“I begged him to stop exhausting himself over sick tenants and paupers. And you, you encouraged him. I blame you. His Grace is dead because of you.”

Joanne wiped at her tears, her fingers unsteady. “I never told him what to do. He lived by his principles. He helped others because he believed it was right.”

“And it cost him his life.”

The silence that followed pressed in on her chest, thick and suffocating.

“You’re seventeen,” the duchess continued coolly. “You’ll board the ship in two days. Then I can finally focus on my daughters.”

Joanne’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “Why do you hate me so much?”

Lady Bennett’s eyes flashed. “Because you remind me of your father. Naive. Sanctimonious. Blind to reality. And because you cost me everything. I thought sending you to your great-aunt might make you useful or place you in someone’s good graces for once.”

The words struck harder than any slap. Joanne swayed, fighting to remain upright.

“Aunt Petunia offered to name me in her Will,” she whispered. “I declined. Her nephews needed the money more.”

Lady Bennett’s gaze sharpened. “What did you say?”

“She left it to her family.”

“She had no family,” her stepmother hissed.

“Not immediate family,” Joanne replied quietly. “But she had other relations.”

“And you refused what could have saved you?” the duchess snarled, seizing Joanne’s arm, her nails biting into her skin. “That money could have been added to your dowry. A reason to keep you.”

“I didn’t want it,” Joanne burst out, wrenching herself free. “And I didn’t want you to have it. You may think me foolish, but I know you only sent me to her because she was wealthy, and you wanted your share.” The words escaped before she could stop them. Lady Bennett’s face twisted with fury, but she said nothing.

“For your information,” Joanne added, forcing her voice steady, “her nephews were with her until the end. They cared for her.”

“Fortune hunters,” the dowager duchess spat, her fists clenching.

“No. One is a physician. The other a solicitor. They loved her.”

A mirthless laugh escaped Lady Bennett. “How noble. I imagine they don’t even realize they’re rich now because of you. And yes, I think you’re stupid. I didn’t want anything from your great-aunt. I encouraged the visit for your own good, so you could secure your future.”

Joanne nearly scoffed. She knew it was a lie, but she held her tongue. Her stepmother was not finished.

“You’ll learn the hard way, then. You’ll have to work for what you need. You’ll discover what it means to live without privilege. Your aunt married a commoner. You’ll follow in her footsteps.”

“I don’t care about wealth,” Joanne snapped, her voice rising at last. “I only wish to be with someone who loves me. Loves me the way Papa did.”

“And no one does,” her stepmother shot back viciously. “Not me. Not your uncle. Not even your late mother. She never wanted you. Do you know why she died? She was ill for years after your birth. Your uncle believes you caused it. He blames you. That’s why he wants nothing to do with you.”

Joanne staggered back, her heart splintering anew. Her gaze searched her stepmother’s face, for mercy, for doubt, for the smallest hint of kindness. There was none. Only triumph and hate.

“As for my decision, I’m done discussing it,” Lady Bennett said coldly. “You will do as you’re told. The arrangements are made. The ship departs in two days. Say your goodbyes, or don’t. I don’t care.”

With a brutal shove, the dowager duchess forced her from the study and slammed the door shut behind her.
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Joanne stood frozen in the hallway, unable to move, unable even to draw a full breath. Her father was gone. Her home had been taken from her. Her very identity had been dismantled, piece by merciless piece. And worst of all, her stepmother’s words still echoed in her mind, each one cutting deeper than the last. Unwanted. Unloved. A burden.

She pressed a trembling hand to her chest as the questions rushed in, relentless, cruel. Was it true? Had her mother truly never wanted her? Had Uncle Henry really blamed her for her mother’s death?

The thought twisted painfully in her stomach. She had never known him well, yet on the few occasions she had seen him, he had treated her with kindness, like a daughter, not an inconvenience. Had she been mistaken all along? Had that warmth been nothing more than obligation, a courtesy offered out of pity rather than affection?

Grief and shame tangled together until her chest ached, her breath shallow and unsteady. She felt suddenly very small in the vast, elegant house that had once been her sanctuary, now nothing more than a place she no longer belonged.

“Lady Joanne?”

The softness of the voice startled her. She turned slowly to find Hannah standing a short distance away, the lady’s maid’s eyes filled with quiet concern. Her posture was respectful, as always, but her expression held an unmistakable tenderness.

“Allow me to take you to your room,” Hannah said gently. “I’ll have tea brought up. You only need a moment to breathe, and perhaps a good cry.” 

At that, the fragile restraint Joanne had been clinging to finally shattered. Tears spilled down her cheeks, hot and uncontrollable. She shook her head faintly.

“I don’t believe I have a room anymore,” she whispered. Her voice cracked beneath the weight of the truth. She swiped uselessly at her tears, humiliation flooding her. “Forgive me,” she murmured, scarcely audible. Before Hannah could reach her, Joanne turned and fled. She crossed the entryway in a blur, wrenched open the front door, and disappeared into the bitter cold, the sharp night air biting her tear-streaked face.

“Lady Joanne!” Hannah called after her, but the door had already swung shut. The maid turned sharply to the nearby footmen, her voice firm despite the worry etched into her features. “Follow her. Make sure she is safe.”

The men exchanged brief nods and moved at once, slipping silently through the open door and into the night, following after their young mistress as she ran blindly into the darkness, carrying a shattered heart and nowhere left to belong.
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“Joanne, child, what on earth are you doing out here, soaked to the bone?” Mrs. Brooklyn exclaimed as she opened the door and found the young woman standing on the steps, trembling as snow clung to her gown and lashes. “Oh, my goodness, and are you crying?” she added at once, her voice softening with alarm. “What has happened to put you in such low spirits?”

Joanne’s lips parted, but no sound emerged. Her throat burned, her chest tight, as though the cold had reached straight into her lungs and frozen her words there. She swayed slightly, the long flight from the house behind her and the weight of everything she had lost bearing down at once.

Mrs. Brooklyn did not wait for an answer. She stepped forward and wrapped Joanne in her arms, drawing her firmly across the threshold and into the warmth beyond. The scent of beeswax and burning wood enveloped her, so familiar it nearly undid her altogether.

“Teresa,” Mrs. Brooklyn called over her shoulder, already guiding Joanne inside, “fetch a towel and a blanket at once.”

A maid hurried away.

“There now,” Mrs. Brooklyn murmured, steering Joanne farther from the door. “You’re safe here. Let’s get you warm and dry, hmm? Then you can tell me everything, when you’re ready.”

Joanne nodded faintly, though tears continued to spill unchecked. Her fingers curled into the front of Mrs. Brooklyn’s sleeve, as if letting go might send her sliding back into the cold and darkness she had fled.

The maid returned quickly, and Mrs. Brooklyn took the towel, gently blotting Joanne’s damp hair and shoulders before wrapping a thick woolen blanket around her like a shield. The weight of it was comforting, grounding, as if it anchored her to the floor beneath her feet.

“Come,” Mrs. Brooklyn said softly, keeping an arm around her. “You’re frozen through.” She led Joanne into the great hall, where trunks and wooden crates stood stacked in neat rows, mute evidence of the family’s imminent departure. The sight made Joanne’s stomach twist. Everyone, it seemed, was leaving. Everyone had somewhere to go.

Just then, footsteps sounded above them. Anna Brooklyn descended the stairs and stopped short when she saw Joanne, her expression shifting instantly to alarm.

“Joanne?” she cried. “What’s the matter? What happened?”

Mrs. Brooklyn cast her daughter a brief, warning shake of the head, gentle but unmistakable.

“Anna, take her to the guest room,” she said calmly. “Bring some of your undergarments and a dress. Once she’s warm and comfortable, join me and your father in the sitting room.”

Anna nodded at once, her concern undimmed but her questions held firmly in check. She stepped forward and took Joanne’s hand, squeezing it reassuringly.

“This way,” Anna said quietly. “You’ll feel better once you’ve changed.”

Mrs. Brooklyn turned to the maid lingering nearby. “Teresa, please ensure that tea and biscuits are served when Lady Joanne and Miss Brooklyn join us.”

“Yes, madam,” the maid replied, already moving.

As Anna led her toward the stairs, Joanne glanced back once. Mrs. Brooklyn stood watching her, her face composed but her eyes filled with something Joanne had not felt directed at her in a very long time, unquestioning concern. For the first time since the door had slammed behind her, Joanne felt the faintest loosening in her chest. She did not yet know what would come next, or how much of her life had been irrevocably altered. But as she was guided toward warmth, clean clothes, and waiting tea, one truth settled gently over her like the blanket on her shoulders: She was no longer alone.
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When the two young women entered the sitting room a short while later, Mr. and Mrs. Brooklyn were already seated near the fire. The hearth glowed warmly, flames crackling as Teresa set down a tray of tea, biscuits, and preserves. With a discreet nod, the maid excused herself and closed the door behind her, leaving the family in quiet privacy.

“Come, sit,” Mrs. Brooklyn said warmly, rising at once and motioning them toward the hearth. “You must still be chilled.”

Joanne lowered herself onto the settee beside Anna, her hands folded tightly in her lap, the teacup trembling slightly as she accepted it. The warmth seeped into her fingers, but her chest still felt tight, as though grief had settled there and refused to loosen its hold. Mr. Brooklyn stood, studying her with open concern.

“Joanne,” he said gently, “Marianne said you arrived in tears. Didn’t you just return from Somerset? What on earth has happened?”

The sound of his voice, deep, steady, unmistakably kind, was more than Joanne could bear. This was the father of her dearest friend, a man who had known her since childhood, who had always greeted her with warmth and quiet approval. The dam inside her finally broke. She burst into sobs.

Startled, Mr. Brooklyn crossed the room in two long strides and pulled her into his arms, holding her close in a firm, fatherly embrace. The scent of wool and pipe smoke surrounded her, familiar and safe. Her sobbing worsened, wracking her shoulders, but she clung to him, burying her face against his coat as though it were the only solid thing left in her world.

“There, there,” he murmured softly. “You’re safe, child. You’re safe.”

Across the room, Mrs. Brooklyn pressed a hand to her mouth, her eyes shining with tears, while Anna reached out and laid a steadying hand on Joanne’s back. When at last Joanne’s sobs subsided into uneven breaths, she stepped back, her cheeks flushed and wet.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, managing a faint, grateful smile. “I didn’t mean—”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Mr. Brooklyn said firmly. He guided her back to the settee and waited until she was seated beside Anna before returning to his chair. Mrs. Brooklyn leaned forward, her voice gentle but resolute.

“Now, my dear, tell us everything.”

Joanne had intended to offer only a few halting words, to summarize what could not truly be spoken. But once she began, the story spilled out unchecked, her father’s sudden illness and death, the burial conducted without her knowledge, her stepmother’s cold accusations, and the abrupt decree that she would be sent away to America within days. 

As she spoke, the room grew utterly still. The fire crackled. No one interrupted her. The Brooklyns listened in stunned silence, their expressions shifting from disbelief to dawning horror.

“Wait,” Mr. Brooklyn said sharply when Joanne finally fell silent, her voice spent. “What do you mean your father passed away? I saw him not a fortnight ago at Parliament.”

“You didn’t attend the burial?” Mrs. Brooklyn gasped, her hand flying to her chest. Joanne shook her head slowly. 

“I didn’t even know he had died until I returned home earlier.”

“Neither did we,” Anna said quietly, her eyes wide, her hand tightening around Joanne’s. Mrs. Brooklyn went pale. 

“Do you mean to say your stepmother hid his death from the ton and buried him in secret?” She frowned deeply. “But why?”

Joanne opened her mouth to answer, but before she could speak, the door opened. The butler stepped inside, his expression carefully neutral.

“The Earl of Watford is here to see you, sir.”

Mr. Brooklyn hesitated, then nodded. “Send him in.” He caught a disapproving glance from his wife and sighed. “Don’t worry, dear. It will only be a moment. He wished to bid us farewell, and perhaps,” he added gravely, “he may know something about the duke’s death.”

The fire flared as the butler withdrew, and Joanne felt a ripple of unease move through her chest. The truth, it seemed, had not finished revealing itself yet.
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Lord Nathaniel Cox entered the sitting room with a measured, courteous bow, his movements smooth and practiced. He was a man of undeniable wealth and standing, his tailored coat of dark wool cut to perfection, his silver-flecked hair arranged with meticulous care. Everything about him spoke of privilege, of doors opening at his approach and deference offered without question. He was also known, quietly, persistently, to be a close associate of the dowager duchess. Whispers in drawing rooms and behind fans suggested they were more than merely friends.

“Brooklyn,” he said pleasantly, inclining his head toward Mr. Brooklyn, then toward his wife. “Mrs. Brooklyn. I trust I do not intrude.”

“Not at all, Lord Cox,” Mr. Brooklyn replied, rising to greet him. “We were just settling in.”

A brief exchange of polite words followed, courtesies about the weather, the family’s impending departure, the state of the roads. Lord Cox listened with attentive interest, his expression affable, his manner unfailingly smooth. Yet even as he spoke, his gaze drifted, slowly, deliberately, until it came to rest on Joanne. 

His eyes lingered for a moment too long. Joanne felt the weight of his attention like a chill along her spine. She straightened instinctively, her fingers tightening around the edge of the settee.

“Well,” Lord Cox said at last, turning fully toward her, “if this is not a pleasant surprise.” He stepped closer and offered a shallow bow. “Lady Joanne. You are looking... pale. Travel does not seem to have agreed with you.”

Before she could respond, he reached for her hand. Joanne rose and curtsied politely, the movement ingrained, automatic. His fingers closed around hers, cool and firm, and he lifted her hand to his lips. The kiss was brief, proper in form, yet something about it made her stomach knot. She withdrew her hand at once, smoothing her skirt as though to brush away the lingering sensation. Her discomfort did not go unnoticed. Mrs. Brooklyn’s gaze sharpened, her smile polite but watchful.

“I was unaware you had returned so soon from Somerset,” Lord Cox continued, his tone mild, his eyes studying Joanne with renewed interest. “Your absence was noted.”

Joanne forced herself to meet his gaze, though unease curled in her chest.

“I returned only today, My Lord.”

“How fortunate,” he said softly, the corner of his mouth lifting. “One hates to miss the opportunity to offer one’s respects.”

Mr. Brooklyn cleared his throat and gestured toward a nearby chair. “Please, Lord Cox, sit. You mentioned you wished to bid us farewell.”

“Indeed,” Lord Cox replied, taking the seat, but his attention remained fixed on Joanne, as though she were a puzzle newly set before him. 

As he settled back, the firelight caught in his eyes, and Joanne felt a prickling awareness she could not name, only that his presence unsettled her in a way few ever had. Whatever he had come to say, she sensed it would not be a mere courtesy call. Not when he looked at her as though she were suddenly of interest.
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A Lady’s Refusal
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The Brooklyns understood all too well why Lord Cox’s presence unsettled Joanne. Since her debut, the earl, more than twice her age, had shown her an interest she neither invited nor welcomed, attention that had only sharpened Lady Bennett’s resentment and sense of opportunity.

“Lady Joanne,” Lord Cox said now, a smile stretched thin across his face. “How fortunate to find you here. I have been meaning to speak with you ever since the dowager duchess informed me of her decision to send you to America. I cannot imagine how distressing that must be.” He stepped closer, still holding her hand, his gaze intent as though he expected gratitude. The contact made Joanne’s skin prickle. She gently but firmly withdrew her hand and folded it into her lap.

“I would like to offer you marriage,” he continued smoothly, as if this were the most natural conclusion in the world. “So that you may remain in England. I can provide for you well and be a good husband.”

The room seemed to tilt. Joanne’s face drained of color. Anna made a soft, involuntary gagging sound, earning a sharp look from her father, though his jaw tightened in clear agreement. Ordinarily averse to confrontation, Joanne straightened. Her father was gone. Her uncle wanted nothing to do with her. The Brooklyns could offer shelter and kindness, but they could not fight this battle for her.

“You are asking me to marry you, My Lord?” she said carefully. 

He frowned. “I did not think I would need to ask. It is merely a formality.”

“A formality for whom, sir?” Joanne replied, her tone cool. 

His expression darkened. “Between your stepmother and me. She is making decisions on your behalf now.”

“Lady Bennett is not my official guardian,” Joanne said quietly. “His Grace is.”

Lord Cox exhaled slowly, impatience creeping into his voice. 

“I am not accustomed to such games, young lady. His Grace is traveling, as you are well aware. I shall seek his audience when he returns. Until then, I have offered you marriage and expect an answer.”

Joanne sensed the tension radiating from the Brooklyns, but she refused to be cowed.

“You do not get to demand anything, My Lord,” she said calmly, lifting her chin. He opened his mouth to retort, but she continued, her voice steadier than she felt. “I shall give you an answer, although you never asked the question. I thank you for the honor of your offer. I understand you believe it is a sensible solution. But you are old enough to be my father, and I cannot accept.”

His dark eyes flashed. “I am trying to help you, Joanne. You are hardly in a position to decline a respectable proposal. You should be grateful a man of my rank is willing to marry you, particularly if you wish to remain in England.”

Mrs. Brooklyn drew in a sharp breath but remained silent, trusting Joanne to defend herself. Though her hands trembled, Joanne kept her voice even. She remembered her governess’s lessons. She remembered her father’s quiet insistence that dignity was not something to be surrendered.

“What gives you the right to address me by my Christian name?” she asked coolly. “I am Lady Joanne Noelle Bennett, daughter of Lord Hyrum Edmund Bennett, the late Duke of London, and a marchioness by birth. I outrank you, and I expect to be addressed accordingly.”

Lord Cox stared at her, momentarily stunned, caught between offense and reluctant admiration.

“And no,” Joanne continued, “I do not believe your offer is a kindness. Nor is it meant to help me. It is a selfish attempt to secure a young wife, and whatever remains of her father’s legacy.”

A heavy silence settled over the room. Mr. Brooklyn broke it by clearing his throat. 

“Let us return to the matter at hand. Why was Lady Joanne not informed of her father’s death? Why did Lady Bennett conceal the funeral?”

Lord Cox shifted. “I do not know. I was surprised myself. Only the vicar and I were present.”

“Even Vicar Harris knew?” Mrs. Brooklyn scoffed. “That must have cost the dowager duchess dearly. He is one of the worst gossips in London.”

“How did Her Grace manage to conduct a funeral without word spreading?” Mr. Brooklyn pressed.

“Papa was not buried in London,” Joanne murmured, the last remnants of her composure slipping away. “He was laid to rest at our country estate.”

Mr. Brooklyn inhaled sharply. “You and the vicar traveled all that way? And the servants? How was this kept from them?”

Lord Cox merely shrugged. That gesture hardened Mr. Brooklyn’s expression. 

“Lady Bennett’s haste in sending her stepdaughter away raises troubling questions. Now that she is a widow, one wonders what she hopes to gain. Does she intend to strengthen her position by aligning herself with you?”

“Careful, Brooklyn,” Lord Cox snapped. “I will not tolerate baseless accusations.”

“Baseless?” Mr. Brooklyn replied coolly. “Titles and estates pass to the nearest male heir, unless the duke’s daughter marries first. That is why you offered marriage. That is why you pounced. You assumed Lady Joanne would be easy prey. I doubt the Grand Duke will look kindly on a scheming fortune hunter circling his niece, particularly when several nephews stand to inherit.”

Lord Cox bristled. “My interest in Lady Joanne is sincere and entirely proper. She needs a husband. I need a wife. Her lineage is merely fact, not ambition.”

“Sincere?” Mr. Brooklyn said softly. “Proper? Forgive me if I struggle to believe that a man twice her age, so closely allied with her stepmother, developed a conscience the moment a title came into play. Lady Joanne has been cast aside with cruelty. Has the Grand Duke been informed of any of this? As her guardian, he should be the one protecting her.”

“Her Grace claims he has no interest in taking the girl in.”

“And you accepted her word?” Mr. Brooklyn shot back.

“I have no reason to doubt a duchess.”

“Then allow me to be plain,” Mr. Brooklyn said icily. “You are too weak to stand against her. You trail behind Lady Bennett like a lapdog in velvet.”

The insult landed.

“You go too far,” Cox snapped. “I could demand satisfaction.”

“Name the time and place,” Mr. Brooklyn replied without hesitation. The women gasped. Cox’s hesitation was answer enough.

“I would answer such insolence,” he muttered, “but out of respect for the ladies present, I shall let it pass.”

“Then take your wounded pride elsewhere,” Mr. Brooklyn said coldly. “As for your proposal, it has been refused. Her stepmother may manipulate many things, but Lady Joanne’s answer was unequivocal.” He turned sharply. “Does the duchess intend to provide an escort for Lady Joanne?”

Silence.

Mr. Brooklyn’s hands clenched. “So, she intends to send a titled young woman alone across the Atlantic. It is not merely disgraceful, it is dangerous.”

“If you are so troubled,” Cox sneered, “perhaps you should take her yourself.”

Mr. Brooklyn did not hesitate. “An excellent suggestion. I shall call on the dowager duchess at once and make the arrangements.”

“Then I shall accompany you,” Cox said tightly. “I still intend to press my suit for Lady Joanne.”

Joanne felt a chill settle deep within her chest. The battle, she knew now, had only just begun.
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After the men departed, the sitting room fell into a quieter stillness, the crackle of the fire the only sound left behind. Joanne remained where she was, her hands clasped tightly in her lap, her thoughts still racing in the wake of raised voices and thinly veiled threats. She turned slowly to Mrs. Brooklyn.

“I thought you were moving to Scotland,” she said, her voice tentative, as though she feared the answer might dissolve the fragile sense of safety she had only just regained. Mrs. Brooklyn nodded, settling back into her chair. 

“We were,” she said simply. “The house near Inverness was already secured. Everything was arranged.” She paused, then smiled faintly. “But our two sons in America urged us to reconsider. They wrote often, speaking of opportunity, of fresh beginnings, of a place where families might grow without quite so many shadows.”

Anna leaned closer, her expression gentle. “Mother prayed over it for weeks,” she added softly. “So did Father.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Brooklyn agreed, reaching for Joanne’s hand and enclosing it warmly. “After much prayer, we felt a peace about the decision. Leaving England was no small thing for us, but the conviction grew stronger with every passing day.”

Joanne swallowed. “And now?” she asked quietly. Mrs. Brooklyn’s gaze softened as she looked at her. 

“Now I understand,” she said. “God knew long before we did. He knew you would need someone by your side, someone to stand with you when others would not.”

Joanne’s breath caught. No one had spoken to her with such kindness in a very long time. But how could she let them take her in? She had already cost too much. Becoming a burden to them was unthinkable.

“You are not a burden, Joanne,” Mrs. Brooklyn continued gently, as if reading the ache in her heart. “Nor are you unwanted. You are cherished, and you are welcome with us, for as long as you need.”

Tears welled again, but this time they did not burn with humiliation or fear. They slipped quietly down her cheeks, born of something far more unfamiliar. Relief. Hope. Joanne squeezed Mrs. Brooklyn’s hand, unable to speak past the tightness in her throat. She felt the steady reassurance of a truth she had nearly forgotten. That she was seen. And that she was not facing the road ahead alone.
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“You cunning wench,” Lady Bennett snapped the moment Joanne crossed the threshold. She stood waiting in the entry hall, arms folded tightly across her chest, her posture rigid with barely contained fury. “Throwing yourself at an old man simply to remain in England? Pathetic. You couldn’t secure a proposal during your entire first Season, and now you chase a man old enough to be your grandfather?”

Joanne stopped short. The words struck like cold water, but she refused to shrink beneath them. She lifted her chin, meeting her stepmother’s glare head-on.

“He approached me, Stepmother,” she said evenly. “I did not seek him out, and I certainly did not accept his proposal.”

Lady Bennett let out a sharp, mocking laugh. “As if you had any choice. Don’t delude yourself. All that simpering shyness, it was an act, wasn’t it?” Her lips curled with disdain. “Fortunately, Mr. Brooklyn has offered to escort you to New York. I have agreed.” 

The finality in her tone sent a chill through Joanne, though she fought to keep it from showing.

“I wish to contact my uncle before I go,” Joanne said quietly. “Perhaps I need not leave at all.”

“There is no time for that,” her stepmother snapped at once. “Your ticket is already purchased. You depart in two days. Your uncle is abroad, and whatever hollow assurances he once offered are meaningless now.”

Joanne held her tongue, though the injustice burned. Her fingers curled at her sides, nails biting into her palms as her stomach twisted painfully. Two days. So little time to grieve. So little time to fight. 

Lady Bennett stepped closer, lowering her voice with cruel satisfaction. 

“You should be grateful. Few girls of your...circumstances are afforded such an opportunity. America will teach you humility. It will rid you of these delusions of importance.”

Joanne said nothing. She would not give her stepmother the satisfaction of a reaction. But as she stood there, silent and outwardly composed, a single, steady resolve began to form beneath the turmoil. If she was to be sent away, it would not be because she was weak. And if she was to leave England, she would do so with her dignity intact, even if it was the only thing she had left.
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Later that evening, Joanne stood beside her open trunk while Hannah knelt on the floor, carefully folding garments beneath the watchful eye of the dowager duchess. Candlelight flickered across the bedchamber walls, casting long, restless shadows that seemed to stretch and recoil with every sharp word spoken.

“No, Hannah,” Lady Bennett said curtly, her voice cutting through the quiet. “She is not taking those. This pile will suffice.”

Joanne’s gaze dropped to the small stack set apart on the bed, three worn gowns and a bundle of undergarments, their faded fabric and altered seams unmistakable. They were garments she had worn before, not by choice, but by necessity. Hand-me-downs. Reminders. A hollow ache settled in her chest.

“I need more than this,” Joanne said quietly, forcing the words past the tightness in her throat.

Lady Bennett turned with startling speed and seized her arm, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. 

“Be grateful I allow you to take anything at all,” she snapped. “This is plenty. One to wear, one to wash, and one to spare. Do not expect charity.”

Joanne’s breath hitched. She glanced down at the gowns again, shame burning beneath her skin.

“These are my stepsisters’ castoffs,” she whispered, the truth tasting bitter on her tongue.

“They are being generous,” her stepmother scoffed. “You will not require finery where you are going.” With a sharp flick of her hand, she turned and swept from the room, her skirts rustling with finality as the door slammed shut behind her. Silence rushed in to fill the space she left behind.
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Joanne stood frozen, the small room suddenly too close, the air too thin. Her vision blurred, tears burning behind her eyes as she fought to keep them from falling. She had endured her stepmother’s cruelty in silence for years, but tonight it pressed on her chest with a weight she was not sure she could bear. Hannah reached for her hand, her touch gentle and grounding.

“Lady Joanne,” she began softly—

“You mustn’t call me that anymore,” Joanne interrupted, her voice trembling despite her effort to keep it steady. “You heard Her Grace. I have nothing now, and she is sending me away.” She swallowed hard. “That means I won’t have a title either.”

Hannah’s brows knit with quiet pain. After a moment, she inclined her head. 

“As you wish, Miss Bennett.” Her voice softened further. “What I meant to say is... I could secretly pack a few of your own gowns. Your stepmother would never know.”

Joanne shook her head at once. “She would accuse me of theft,” she said firmly. “I will not give her that satisfaction. I will take only what she allows me to take.”

Hannah studied her for a long moment, admiration flickering in her eyes. Then she tried again.

“What about your late mother’s things? The dresses and the pearl necklace stored in the attic?”

For a heartbeat, Joanne’s face brightened, just a flicker, but unmistakable. She had nearly forgotten them. Her father, who was wary long before the truth had fully revealed itself, had hidden the small trunk of his first wife’s belongings in the attic once he realized how far his new family’s greed would reach.

“Yes,” Joanne said quickly, hope threading her voice. “Please. I would like to take those things.”

“I will see to it,” Hannah replied at once. “I have already sent your mother’s tiara and a warm coat to the Brooklyns. You will need them.” Her chin lifted with quiet defiance. “I will not allow her to rob you of what is rightfully yours.”

Emotion swelled in Joanne’s throat. She turned fully to Hannah and placed her hand over the maid’s, squeezing gently.

“Thank you,” she said simply. It was a small word, but it carried more weight than titles or jewels ever could, because it was given, at last, to someone who had chosen loyalty over fear.
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Hannah stood beside the housekeeper at the wide kitchen window, her hands clasped tightly in front of her as she watched the snow drift down in heavy, unhurried flakes. The cold had sharpened again, frosting the glass and seeping into the stone beneath their feet, no surprise, not with February only just begun.

“I still cannot believe that wicked woman is sending Lady Joanne away,” Hannah muttered at last, her jaw tightening. “To a wild land, of all places, alone, with nothing, to live among relatives she has not seen in years.” She shook her head, anger flashing across her face. “What a cold-hearted creature she is.”

The housekeeper sighed, her expression lined with long-earned weariness. 

“Perhaps it will prove a blessing for the young mistress,” she said quietly. “Anything must be better than this household. Her Grace has humiliated that poor girl in front of half the ton. It is a wonder Lady Joanne has not already been reduced to a scullery maid.”

Hannah snorted softly. 

“And the duchess’s daughters are no better. All three of them, arrogant, spoiled, and far too choosy for women nearing their mid-twenties.” Her mouth curved into a sharp, humorless smile. “They will only settle for a title and a fortune, and with tempers like theirs, I rather hope no such man ever crosses their path.” She fell silent for a moment, watching the snow thicken, as though England itself were being slowly buried beneath white silence.

“I had best be going,” Hannah said at last. She reached beneath her cloak and slipped out a sealed letter, pressing it flat against her palm. “Lady Joanne asked me to deliver this to her uncle’s townhouse. She knows he may not read it for months, but she would not have anyone accuse her of running away.”

The housekeeper nodded solemnly. “And you know Her Grace will try all the same,” she said grimly. “Blaming Lady Joanne is her favorite pastime.”

Hannah tucked the letter safely away and squared her shoulders. 

“Then at least the truth will exist somewhere,” she replied. “Written. Witnessed. And one day, answered.” She pulled her cloak tighter and turned toward the door, leaving the warmth of the kitchen behind as the snow continued to fall, quiet, relentless, and utterly indifferent to the cruelty it concealed.
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The morning of departure arrived bleak and bitterly cold, the sky a dull gray that pressed low over the rooftops as though England itself were reluctant to look on. Frost clung to the carriage rails, and Joanne’s breath fogged faintly in the air as she stepped out into the chill. She was not surprised that no one from her stepfamily came to see her off. No last words. No pretense of affection. The great house behind her stood silent and closed, as though she had never belonged there at all.

Mr. Brooklyn assisted her into the carriage with quiet care, his movements deliberate, protective. The moment Joanne was seated, Anna climbed in beside her and immediately drew her close, wrapping a thick wool coat around her shoulders and fastening it securely.

“There now,” Anna murmured. “You mustn’t be cold.”

Joanne managed a faint smile, her throat too tight for words.

“Here,” Anna said, lifting a handsome leather valise Joanne had never seen before. It was sturdy, well made, far finer than anything she had been permitted to take. “This is from Hannah. It arrived early this morning.”

Joanne frowned, confusion knitting her brow. “From Hannah?”

Anna’s expression sobered. “Your stepmother inspected the other bag you packed with her,” she said quietly. “She discovered two of your late mother’s plain gowns and flew into a rage. To punish you, she took everything, every item.” Her jaw tightened. “Even the three dresses she herself had allowed you.”

Joanne’s color drained at once. Of course. She should have expected it. Her stepmother would not miss the opportunity to remind her how little she was allowed to possess.

“So, she intended to send you away with nothing but the clothes you are wearing,” Anna continued softly. Joanne’s fingers curled into the wool at her collar, her stomach hollowing with the familiar ache of humiliation.

“But Hannah anticipated her,” Anna said then, her voice brightening with fierce satisfaction. “She packed this valise in secret, hid it in her room in the servants’ quarters, and had one of the footmen deliver it to us before dawn, along with a note.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Several of your mother’s gowns are in here, and your jewelry chest is tucked into a hidden compartment. The pearls and your mother’s tiara are safe.”

For a moment, Joanne could only stare at the valise. Relief washed through her so suddenly it left her breathless. Not for the jewels themselves, but for what they represented. Proof that something of her past, something of her mother, had survived Lady Bennett’s grasp. She pulled the coat tighter around herself and closed her eyes briefly, steadying the rush of emotion.

“Hannah is a blessing,” she said quietly. “I will miss her dearly.”

Anna squeezed her hand. “She loves you,” she replied simply. “As do we.”
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Once they were settled inside the carriage, the steady creak of wheels and muffled street noise filling the pauses between breaths, Mr. Brooklyn cleared his throat.

“I am deeply sorry for your loss, Joanne,” he said gravely. “Losing your father in such a manner, being kept in ignorance of his death, denied the chance to mourn him properly, and then treated as you have been by your stepmother... it is beyond cruel.” He shook his head. “We would have offered you a home with us without hesitation, but the dowager duchess insists that your aunt and uncle are expecting you.”

Joanne inclined her head in acknowledgment. 

“I am not yours to worry over, Mr. Brooklyn,” she said softly. “But I am grateful beyond words that you have allowed me to travel with you.”

“She did not agree to that willingly,” Mrs. Brooklyn muttered, her tone edged with restrained fury. “Only after my husband threatened to make the matter public did, she relent. Had it been left to her, she would have sent you aboard that ship entirely alone.”

Joanne’s eyes widened, a chill rippling through her. The thought was horrifying, and yet, in some distant, weary corner of her heart, not entirely surprising.

“You are very kind,” she said quietly, though her voice trembled.

“No,” Mr. Brooklyn replied, his jaw tightening. “We are outraged. And we are not alone. Many beyond the ton are appalled, and even within high society your stepmother is scarcely respected. She knew I would not remain silent, and that others would join me if I spoke.” He exchanged a look with his wife before continuing. 

“I gave the matter long and careful thought. But I could not leave England without calling her actions what they are. I have written to a friend at The Morning Post. There will be an article, one that questions both her treatment of you and the secrecy surrounding your father’s death. He was a duke, after all. Such matters should not be buried.”

Anna stared at her father, startled. “But Papa... what if she blames Joanne for the article?”

Joanne managed a tired, knowing smile. 

“She already blames me for everything, Anna,” she said gently. “Once I am gone, she will have no reason to speak of me again.”

Mrs. Brooklyn reached across the narrow space and took Joanne’s hand, her grip warm and firm. 

“You are your father’s daughter,” she said with quiet conviction. “Kind, gracious, and dignified. The duchess may have stripped you of title and inheritance, but she cannot touch your character.”

Joanne let out a slow breath. “It matters little,” she said. “I have no means to challenge her, and I am not yet of age. Still... I remember my aunt and uncle with fondness. I believe they will be kind to me. I shall be content in America.”
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The carriage drew up at the docks, the air thick with salt, coal smoke, and shouted orders. Mr. Brooklyn paid a porter to take their luggage aboard, and the four of them followed him up the gangway. When they presented their tickets, the captain frowned and drew Mr. Brooklyn aside.

“Forgive me, sir,” he said quietly, “but the young lady traveling with you has passage only. Her ticket does not include a cabin.”

“What?” Mr. Brooklyn gasped, color rising to his face. “That woman did not even secure her privacy?” He drew a sharp breath. “How much for a cabin?”

“There is only one remaining,” the captain replied. “A very small one, barely room for a bed and chair. It can be had for five pounds.”

Mr. Brooklyn muttered under his breath and produced the money at once. “And see that my wife, daughter, and I are lodged as close to her as possible. The young lady is traveling alone, and I will not risk her safety.”

“Of course, sir. I shall see to it immediately.”

Mr. Brooklyn hesitated, then asked, “And her ticket, does it include meals or drink?”

The captain shook his head, shame flickering across his expression. Mr. Brooklyn closed his eyes briefly. 

“Do not tell her,” he said quietly. “Charge everything to me.”

“As you wish, sir.”

As the captain turned away, the ship’s horn sounded, long, low, and final. Joanne stood at the rail, the enormity of what lay ahead pressing down upon her. She was leaving her country, her home, and everything familiar behind. Yet as she felt Mrs. Brooklyn’s hand slip into hers, she understood something else just as clearly: She was not crossing the ocean unloved.
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Joanne remained close to the Brooklyns throughout the voyage. The deck was often crowded, the air thick with salt and smoke, and too many single men lingered where she and Anna walked. Their gazes followed, measuring, appraising, lingering a moment too long. Joanne kept her eyes lowered, her steps careful. Mr. Brooklyn noticed everything. He positioned himself between them and the world with quiet vigilance, drawing the girls nearer whenever a stranger passed too close.

After a late supper, fatigue finally drove them below. The corridors were narrow and dimly lit, the ship’s gentle sway lulling some passengers toward sleep while leaving others restless and prowling.  Joanne stepped into her cabin and turned to secure the latch. 

Her fingers had just brushed the lock, when the door burst inward. A middle-aged man stumbled through the opening, reeking of drink. Before she could cry out, his hand clamped over her mouth and he drove her backward, forcing the door shut with his shoulder as he pushed her toward the narrow bed. Terror struck like a blow. For a heartbeat, she could not move, could not breathe, her body locked in a cold, paralyzing stillness, as though the air itself had frozen around her. Then something fierce rose up within her. Pride. Defiance. Desperation.

“Don’t think you can resist me, beautiful,” he slurred, pressing his weight against her. “This bed is big enough for the both of us.”

Joanne fought. She thrashed and twisted, her hands striking blindly, her breath tearing free in short, ragged gasps as she tried to wrench herself from his grip. Panic clawed at her chest, but she refused to go still again. Refused to yield. His hold tightened as he leaned closer—

The door exploded open with a thunderous crack. 

“Get away from her.” Mr. Brooklyn filled the doorway, his face carved from fury, his eyes blazing. He did not wait for explanation or apology. In two strides he seized the man by the collar and hauled him off Joanne with brutal force. The would-be assailant barely had time to protest before he was dragged into the corridor and flung bodily into the grasp of two waiting crewmen, summoned by the noise. Their expressions were grim, resolute, already moving to restrain him. 

Joanne slid down the wall, her legs giving way beneath her. Mr. Brooklyn turned back at once, crossing the room and catching her before she could fall. She clutched at his coat, shaking uncontrollably, her skin gone pale as moonlight.

“You’re safe,” he said firmly, holding her until the tremors eased. “I’ve got you.” He did not release her until her breathing steadied. Then, with gentle care, he guided her from the cabin and across the narrow corridor into his family’s quarters, where light spilled warmly from the open doorway. 

The ship continued through the dark water beyond the portholes, indifferent to what had nearly happened. But Joanne knew this much with painful clarity as she was drawn into the shelter of waiting arms: Had she been alone, the night might have ended very differently.
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As the door closed behind them, Mrs. Brooklyn rose at once and gathered Joanne into her arms, drawing her close with a maternal firmness that brooked no refusal. She murmured soothing words, smoothing Joanne’s hair again and again, as though touch itself might chase away what words could not. Anna, pale and wide-eyed, hurried to her father’s side and clung to his arm, tears trembling at her lashes. The immediate danger had passed, but its echo lingered, sharp and unrelenting, in every shallow breath and strained glance between them.

“Henry,” Mrs. Brooklyn said softly, though her tone carried quiet authority, “we cannot allow her to remain in that cabin. Not after what has just happened. You will take that berth. Joanne will stay here, with Anna and me.”

Mr. Brooklyn did not hesitate. He nodded once. “A wise suggestion.”

Joanne drew back at once, her hands lifting instinctively as guilt flooded her expression. 

“I can’t possibly accept that,” she said softly. “You have already done far too much for me.”

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Brooklyn replied, her voice firm now, leaving no room for protest. “Just because your stepmother is cold and calculating does not mean we will behave the same.” She met Joanne’s gaze squarely. “Henry and I have seen the way those men look at you. It would be nothing short of reckless to leave you unguarded. You have not even spent a single night in that cabin, and already someone sought to harm you.”

Joanne hesitated, her brows knitting together. “But what if I put you in danger as well?” she asked quietly. Mrs. Brooklyn smiled, calm and reassuring. 

“You will not. They are not interested in married women, certainly not one of my years.” She glanced toward her husband. “Henry will remain by the door until we are safely secured. And if it will ease your mind, we can wedge the furniture against it.”

Joanne turned to Mr. Brooklyn, her voice barely more than a whisper. 

“How did you know?” she asked. “How did you arrive so quickly?”

“I never left our cabin door,” he replied simply. “I was keeping watch, just in case.”

Her throat tightened. Even now, she struggled to accept such care. 

“Even so,” she murmured, “I cannot take your place, sir.”

“Yes, you can, and you will,” Mrs. Brooklyn said before her husband could speak, her tone decisive. “This cabin has ample space. Henry may leave his trunks here, visit during the day, and sleep in the cabin across the passage. Anna and I will share the bed. You will take the settee.”

Mr. Brooklyn inclined his head in agreement. 

“It is the safest arrangement,” he said steadily. “The journey to New York will take only two or three weeks. We intend to see that you arrive there unharmed.”

Joanne looked from one face to another. At Anna’s silent, fierce loyalty. At Mrs. Brooklyn’s unwavering resolve. At Mr. Brooklyn’s steady vigilance and felt something unfamiliar rise within her chest. Not fear. Belonging. She lowered her gaze and nodded at last. 

“Thank you,” she said, her voice unsteady but sincere. “I... I will do as you ask.”

Mrs. Brooklyn drew her close once more, holding her as though she truly were one of her own. Joanne allowed herself to rest, if only briefly, with the certainty that she was protected, watched over, and not alone.
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They reached New York in just under eighteen days. Joanne felt the relief instantly, the moment her boots touched solid ground, as though the earth itself had steadied her. She stood very still for a breath, her hand curled into the wool of her coat, letting the certainty of it sink in. The voyage had been grueling. She had been seasick more times than she cared to remember, her appetite unreliable, her strength diminished. And though no further threats had materialized, the memory of the night in her cabin lingered like a shadow at the edge of her thoughts, never quite releasing its hold.

Now the docks swarmed with life. Stevedores shouted orders over the groan of ropes and the thud of crates being lowered onto the wharf. Gulls cried overhead. The sharp scent of salt, coal smoke, and damp wood filled the air. It was loud, chaotic, and utterly foreign. As the Brooklyns gathered around her, another sensation crept in, heavier than fatigue. This was where they would part. Mr. Brooklyn scanned the crowd anxiously, lifting a hand to shield his eyes from the glare of the late-morning sun.

“Do you see your uncle anywhere, my dear?” he asked gently. Joanne searched the wharf, her brow knitting as she turned slowly in place. Men passed by in dark coats and hats, their faces strange and indistinct.

“No,” she murmured, her voice tight with nerves. Truthfully, she could barely recall her uncle’s face at all. She had not seen him since before leaving England, and time had reduced him in her memory to little more than a vague impression. 

Frowning, Mr. Brooklyn began approaching nearby gentlemen, politely inquiring whether any of them were Eldon Edwardson. Each shook his head with an apologetic murmur before moving on. Perplexed, Joanne stepped closer. 

“Why are you asking strangers if they are my uncle?” she asked quietly. He turned to her, surprise flickering across his face. 

“Your stepmother told me he would meet you here, at the port.”

Joanne inhaled sharply. “She never said anything of the sort to me,” she replied. “She only told me to take a train to Denver, then continue by stagecoach to Castle Rock.”

A heavy silence settled between them. Mr. Brooklyn’s expression darkened, his jaw tightening until a muscle jumped along his cheek. For a moment, he looked capable of murder, most likely of the dowager duchess herself. Then he mastered his temper and turned back to Joanne, resolve firming his features.

“If need be, I will travel with you,” he said without hesitation. “It is far too dangerous for you to make such a journey alone.”

Joanne shook her head at once, deeply touched but resolute. 

“No,” she said softly. “That would delay your journey by a week, perhaps longer. And it would cost you more than time. You have already done so much.”

She was right. The Brooklyns were bound for Buffalo, a journey requiring multiple transfers and a portion by stagecoach. Two of their sons awaited them there, and their plans had been carefully arranged around reaching them before winter tightened its grip again. To divert now would mean sacrifice Joanne could not bear to ask of them. 

Still unwilling to abandon her, they accompanied her through the bustling station to the platform where her train westward waited. Mr. Brooklyn’s gaze never stopped moving. At last, it landed on the train conductor and an older, well-dressed couple standing nearby, their demeanor calm and unhurried. Without delay, he approached them.

Joanne lingered a few steps behind, watching as he explained, her sudden loss, her vulnerable position, the long and lonely journey ahead. She could not hear every word, but she saw the change in their faces as understanding dawned. 

The conductor introduced himself as Mr. Alden, a gruff man with a thick mustache and kind, watchful eyes. The couple followed, Abigail and Reginald Cook, bound, they explained, for Colorado, with plans to continue beyond Denver to Colorado Springs. Their route would nearly mirror Joanne’s
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