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Brinley hurried along the
muddied wharf. She scanned the enormous ships anchored and docked
in the harbor along the pier. Then she found the
Sea Maiden. The vessel her
brother, Everett, had set sail on nearly a year ago. She tried
spotting him among the sailors disembarking from the merchant ship.
He wasn’t there. She studied those left onboard unloading cargo. No
sign of him there, either. Her attention turned to the crowd where
some men hugged family and friends. Others walked alone.

Her only glimpse of a familiar face was the
local baker.

“Good day, Mr. Litchman. You haven’t seen
Everett, have you?” she asked.

“Not today, Miss Pageant.” He stopped
pushing his cart laden with sacks of sugar from a ship in port from
one of the Carolinas. “You should have hung tight to his arm. With
the arrival of three ships all in one day, it’s easy to lose sight
of a man in this crowd.”

She shuddered at the thought of losing
Everett. For the past month, she’d had worries he’d never come
home.

“No, Mr. Litchman, I didn’t
lose him. Remember, he signed on as a crewmember of the
Sea Maiden this past
spring.”

“Ah, yes. That’s right. How could I have
forgotten?” He glanced back toward the ship. “And you’re here to
welcome him home. How wonderful for you both to have each
other.”

“Thank you. But it’s proving to be ever such
a task to find him.”

Mr. Litchman’s brow furrowed. “I would give
assistance if I could, but alas, I have this shipment of sugar to
take back to the bakery. Once I get it secured in the storage room,
I could come back to…”

“Oh no, please don’t trouble yourself. I am
sure I will find him soon.” She smiled.

“Very well, Miss Pageant, Just don’t venture
too near the ships, especially the one on the end.”

She turned and looked past
the Sea Maiden.

“The docks contain a lot of unsavory men,”
Mr. Litchman continued. “And most of them will be from that
one.”

Everett always warned her about the bad
elements on the wharf, too. While she hadn’t had many opportunities
to go to the docks, she never had trouble. But if they said it was
a possibility, she would trust their judgment.

Brinley gave Mr. Litchman a nod. He smiled
and pushed his cart away. She resumed her visual scouring of the
area for her brother.

While she wanted to heed
everyone’s warnings about the sordid types she might encounter
closer to the ships, she continued in that direction. The longer
she looked, the more concerned she became. Where is he? She needed a glimpse of
him to know everything was going to be all right.

As she neared the water, the throng of
people changed. She saw fewer women and children and more sailors.
With hopes renewed, she spun around not wanting to miss Everett.
Then she stopped and stared at the ship.

She couldn’t go aboard. Not only wasn’t it
allowed, but it was also a merchant ship, and she would be
surrounded by men. And even she knew it would be unseemly to linger
there.

Frustrated, she wondered if
she shouldn’t go home and wait for Everett. Maybe he’s already there. If only she
could ask someone. As she ventured closer, she began recognizing a
few of the sailors. None came close for her to casually greet or
inquire, and she was left standing without a plan.

Then she saw the captain of
the Sea Maiden.
Besides her brother, he was the one other person she had longed to
see.

Lucas Pemberton had stolen her heart the
first time she had met him. Her brother had introduced him to her
in the market square. Then, to her surprise, for the two months he
was in port, Captain Pemberton always coincidentally ran into her
and Everett. Every week at the market, at the butcher shop, at the
park, and a dozen other places he’d appear. It was almost as if he
followed them. When she had suggested that very idea to her
brother, he countered that maybe Captain Pemberton had the same
thought as her. She doubted Captain Pemberton considered they
stalked him.

Brinley didn’t care how fate brought them
together. She relished every moment with the captain during those
unarranged hours. Whenever he talked about his ship, the ports of
call, and the long days upon the waters, she saw in his eyes the
heartfelt love he had of the sea. The best tale was one she’d heard
him tell on several occasions. He’d start with how his crew thought
they had captured a mermaid. Then he’d go into a romantic story of
a ship’s captain falling overboard, surely to his death, only to be
saved by a beautiful maiden from the depths of the ocean. Lying in
bed at night, she often dreamed of being that maiden.

Then there were the times
he’d take her elbow to help her through a crowd of people. It
amazed her at how often his touch sent tingles of excitement racing
through her limbs. It took a lot of willpower to keep from wrapping
her arms around him his neck and professing the riot of wonderful
emotions she experienced in his presence. What made it harder was
the way he looked at her. How often had she thought,
“He wants to kiss me.” and
then Everett innocently interrupted the moment, leaving poor
Captain Pemberton awkwardly red faced and speechless?

Needless to say, the captain captivated her.
Incredibly handsome, his strong physique, impeccable manners, and
his lovely disposition won her heart. When he said he wasn’t
married, she wondered what stopped women from throwing themselves
at his feet. How did any woman resist infatuation for the enigmatic
man?

Caught up in her reveries, Brinley stared at
Captain Pemberton on the wharf. He talked to several men, some of
his ship hands, she assumed. She hesitated to call out to him.
Poor, orphaned, and lacking a formal education, she knew in her
heart he’d never consider her anything more than a sister to one of
his crewmembers. Still, over his and her brother’s yearlong
absence, she didn’t let it stop her from imagining how things could
be different.

She shook away the distracting daydreams and
turned her focus once again toward the location of her brother.
Everett’s whereabouts were more important than an unseemly shout
she might make to say hello.

She continued skirting the crowd, moving
closer to the ship. It didn’t make her overview of the men onboard
any better. She looked at more sailors disembarking as they trotted
down the gangplank, their hats, coats, and beards hid their
identities. For a fleeting moment, she worried she might not
recognize Everett.

Nonsense.
She laughed away the notion and kept looking at
the men. Impatience got the better of her. She reconsidered her
weak reasons for not asking the captain to help. After all, he was
in charge. He’d know the comings and goings of his men. Maybe he
had assigned a duty to her brother that had delayed him.

“Captain!” she shouted. “Captain
Pemberton!”

He obviously heard her as he turned his head
and looked around.

“Captain!” she yelled again, ignoring the
other people that gawked at her brazenness.

She waved while trying to hold her fur muff,
her string-handled purse, and the enormous box of chocolates for
her brother. She shook her hand in the air high enough to catch his
attention. His searching gaze stopped on her. A small, niggling
concern that he had completely forgotten who she was twisted her
stomach into knots. Other parts of her ached from the memories of
her desires. Unable to comprehend how hard it was to breathe, she
swallowed past the dryness in her throat. Her infatuation with the
captain had turned into something more real than any fantasy. She
found herself working words over in her head as to what she might
say to remind him who she was. The uncomfortable moment left her
without a plan. Did she wave again? Was he really looking at
her?

The captain’s arm went up, and he waved
back. Her heart fluttered at the recognition he gave. Excitement
bubbled inside her, yet apprehension clung to her every thought.
She pushed through the crowd to reach him. He did the same, heading
her direction in an equally hurried fashion.

The prospect of the captain being pleased to
see her again thrilled her to the core. Her aunt would wallop her
for her shamelessness in going to the docks, let alone approaching
any man. As she neared the captain, it worried her that her aunt
would find out. But that wasn’t an important concern now.

Several times, she paused and looked around,
hoping to find Everett on her own. Then she realized, with Everett
home, she’d never have to fear her aunt’s wrath again.

Unable to see her brother anywhere in the
large turnout of people, she continued toward Captain Pemberton.
Each step she took, men, women, and children bumped into her. It
hindered her progress. Like a fish going up stream, she walked
against the current of people leaving the area.

She kept in mind her need to reach Everett.
So many plans had weighed on her as she waited for his return. He
promised to take her away from their aunt’s house forever.
Brinley’s efforts to please the woman were never satisfactory. With
Everett’s wages, they had intended to buy a small cottage in the
country. He would paint beautiful landscapes as he had always
hoped, and she’d take in laundry and grow a garden to sell
vegetables at the marketplace. Between the both of them, they’d
make enough money to enjoy a life beyond the staunchness of their
cruel aunt. Saddled with having the extra chores Everett had left
behind, Brinley felt the burden lifting with each step she
took.

“Miss Pageant.” The captain reached through
the crowd, trying to get closer.

A shiver of delight ran through her. He said
her name. Not her given name, but her name, nonetheless. It meant
he remembered her.

“Captain Pemberton.” Her heart drummed
faster.

With his scruffy face in need of a shave, it
seemed impossible for him to be even more handsome than she
recalled.

She reached for him between two men. His
hand touched hers, and a tingling warmth of heat shot up her arm.
She breathed a bit heavier, and her face heated with a blush. A
deluge of fantasies she’d had about him entered her thoughts. She
stared at him afraid he’d see in her eyes the intimacy she had
imagined between them.

“Captain Pemberton, I don’t wish to be a
bother, but have you seen my brother, Everett?” She squeezed
through the men, closing the gap between her and the captain.

“Miss Pageant.” His hand slid along her arm
and circled, taking hold of her elbow. “I was hoping I’d find you
here.”

Someone bumped into her, pushing her
forward. The muff and the box of chocolates prevented her from
completely colliding with the captain.

“Is Everett still onboard the ship?” she
asked, stepping back, looking into his dark green eyes.

A nudge from someone else shoved her tighter
to him. She turned her head into his shoulder, feeling the strength
of his arms protectively surrounding her. A deep breath, and she
caught the scent of him beneath his winter wool coat. The hint of
the salty sea clung to his clothes.

“Let’s move out of the way so we can talk,”
he whispered hoarsely near her ear. “I have some bad news.”

“Bad news?” She tipped her head back,
looking up at him.

With her face still close to his, she felt
the warmth of his breath. His lips parted to speak, and all she
could think about was what it would be like to kiss him. When he
turned her away, he broke that trance, and she recalled he had said
there was bad news.

“Has Everett been hurt?” she asked.

The captain’s arm circled her back. He
guided her away from the ship. He steered her through the mass of
sailors with their families there to celebrate their return. His
silence heaped more worry on her mind.

“Where’s Everett?” She drew away and spun
around to face him.

“Miss Pageant, I have some rather
disturbing—”

She backed up and looked at the gangplank
empty of anyone getting on or off the ship.

“Where is he?” she asked again, alarm
rising.

A stranger tipped his cap as he passed.
“Sorry for your loss, Miss Pageant.”

She rotated, watching the
man, and then she looked back at the captain. What she considered
an attractive appearance showed signs of tiredness.
He is worn out from the trip. That is the reason
for his expression of distress.

“Everett is still onboard working, isn’t
he?” She gave a nervous laugh. “You have him cleaning the hold or
scrubbing the galley, don’t you?”

“Miss Pageant.” He reached for her.

She barely felt his hands on her upper arms
until he rubbed briskly.

“Tell me,” she said more adamantly
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