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      A ship was a ship, that was Ewan’s take on the matter.

      He tugged at his cuffs. He was working on a new ship, that was all.

      Even if he did feel ridiculous in this uniform.

      That new ship he’d be sailing stood proud and tall behind him on this brisk, sunny day. The docks teemed with people, either crewmen loading trunks or passengers saying their farewells and preparing to board.

      He spotted Davy and Mick on the far end of the pier, just beyond the passengers of this ship bound for America.

      They were laughing at him. And he wasn’t being paranoid. Those nitwits were actually pointing and laughing, no doubt amused by his uncomfortably crisp uniform with the high, stiff collar.

      But like he’d told Captain Jones when she’d asked the men for a volunteer to watch over her youngest daughter on her voyage—a ship was a ship. He didn’t mind that it wasn’t a pirate ship–or, a privateering ship.

      That was what Captain Jones and her crew were now.

      Ewan still hadn’t quite gotten used to the change. They were law-abiding, semi-respectable sailors now. And to be fair, it hadn’t been much of a change going from pirates to privateers. The day-to-day life onboard and here at the docks was largely the same. The only real difference was that they couldn’t be hung for it now because they were stealing from foreign ships and all in the name of the Crown.

      God save Britain.

      Ewan smirked and shook his head when his friends continued to point at him with laughter.

      Let them laugh. He could handle their mockery because he was glad for the assignment. He’d wanted it, in all honesty. Hattie, the youngest of their female captain’s daughters, had been his charge for years now. He’d been watching over her this long, he didn’t like the thought of handing her fate over to someone else.

      His gaze caught on a crown of pale blonde hair in the midst of the crowd and he forgot all about his pirate cohorts and focused on his mission instead. His gaze narrowed as he found her in the crowd.

      As always, he felt like he’d just suffered a blow to the ribs when he fully caught sight of her as she emerged from behind the taller woman blocking her.

      An angel.

      His angel.

      She just didn’t know it, that was all. And that was for the best. She wasn’t the type of lady a man like him could ever be close to, let alone call his own. But he thought of her as his very own angel from afar, nonetheless.

      He glanced away, ducking his head slightly when she turned her head in his direction. It wouldn’t do to get caught gawking. Especially not now before they’d boarded the ship. There were people here who might recognize him. Namely, her sister Rebecca, a viscountess now, but she’d been a simple miss when he’d met her.

      She might not recognize him now after two years had passed, but he wasn’t willing to take that risk. If she did remember him as the pirate who’d knocked her now-husband unconscious and escorted her into her mother’s pirate den, she’d have questions if she saw him now. She’d no doubt balk at the fact that he was working on the same ship that was ferrying their youngest sister to visit their eldest in America.

      His captain—their mother—had been in contact with them over the years. Especially once she’d been fitted with a new name and the new status of privateer. But that didn’t change the fact that they were supposed to be living in different worlds.

      The naval captain’s dutiful daughters with their proper upstanding husbands...and the privateering captain who held power and status in her own right, though in far more morally ambiguous locales.

      He doubted anyone would fault their mother for assigning a crew member to accompany Hattie on the journey and keep her safe. They all wanted the same thing in that regard—Hattie safe and protected.

      But he didn’t exactly relish the thought of answering their questions, all the same. And after years of watching out for his charge, out of sight and in the shadows, he had no desire to step out into the light now.

      No, his Hattie need never know that he was there.

      He glanced back in her direction and was startled to see that she was alone.

      Well, alone in a crowd, but still. It seemed as though his little lamb had been separated from the fold.

      Ewan frowned. That metaphor made him distinctly uncomfortable. He’d like to say he was the shepherd in that scenario, watching over the lamb, but he was fairly certain anyone with a hint of sense would take one look at him and see him for the wolf that he was.

      But he was no threat to Hattie—only to any man, woman, or pirate who thought to harm her. Anyone who might pose a threat to Hattie ought to fear his wrath.

      Like a predator on the prowl, his gaze flicked over the crowd trying to sniff out danger. It had been an age since anyone had troubled the Jones girls, but between the captain’s newfound status as a privateer, plus all the fortuitous marriages of Hattie’s sisters...

      Ewan’s instincts were on high alert.

      Why was she alone on the docks of London?

      But a moment later his gaze landed on a familiar gray-hair lady with ramrod straight posture and the pursed lips of a high society snob. He knew her, all right. Hattie’s Aunt Lucinda. She was Hattie’s chaperone for this journey, and it seemed she’d fallen a little ways behind in the crush.

      His gaze darted left and right.

      There was no sight of her father or her sisters watching over her.

      But he was on guard. Always. So he was the first to notice when a sailor who’d passed her jostled the satchel she’d been holding, sending it to the ground at her feet.

      One of the deckhands beside Ewan noticed as well and went to move into action to help her. As he ought. Helping passengers with their baggage was one of his duties. Not the work of the ship’s navigator.

      But Ewan stopped the boy with a hand on his shoulder. “Leave it, lad. I’ll help the lady.”

      The boy gaped at him, but he didn’t argue.

      Ewan rather wished he would.

      Somebody should stop him, because this was lunacy. But it was also an opening he couldn’t ignore. A temptation that was too sweet to pass up.

      His heart thudded wildly in his chest as he approached her. What was he doing?

      This was madness.

      All these years of protecting her from afar, he’d never once dared to get so close. His heart beat louder with each step in her direction.

      This is a bad idea.

      The voice in his head was clear, but his feet seemed to have a mind of their own. And then he was at her side, crouching at her feet to pick up the satchel just as she bent down to do the same.

      They only just narrowly avoided knocking skulls.

      “Oh! How clumsy of me.” Her head was tipped down, reaching for the satchel that he already had in hand so he could not see her face. “You don’t have to do that.”

      Her voice. The voice of an angel.

      He could barely breathe, only stare. He’d never been this close before. He’d rarely heard her voice and never so clearly. “It’s no trouble, miss,” he managed once he found his voice.

      She straightened and he followed, the satchel heavy in his hand.

      Very heavy, in fact.

      He looked down and a smile tugged at his lips. Of course it was heavy. It was no doubt filled with books. He should have known.

      She reached a hand out with a tentative smile, a blush creeping into her cheeks.

      His heart dipped and weaved as if it was out at sea while the rest of him stood firmly on shore. He’d seen that blush too, hundreds of times before, but never like this. Never while she looked at him.

      The feel of her eyes upon him was humbling after so much time in the shadows, literally and metaphorically. He wasn’t used to being seen, and her gaze right now...

      Well, he suspected she saw everything.

      It took every ounce of his will not to fidget or drop his gaze.

      He’d grown up unwanted and unloved, and he’d done whatever he’d had to do to survive. He wasn’t ashamed of surviving, but neither was he proud...of any of it. Except for her. He kept her safe, and that gave his life meaning. He’d never had anyone to care for before. Never been cared for in return, except by Captain Jones and the rest of the crew.

      His adopted family.

      But taking care of Miss Hattie Jones these past few years—whether she realized he was watching out for her or not—it had given him the sense of purpose that he’d always craved.

      “Sir?” she prodded, her hand outstretched.

      He was still holding onto her satchel like a fool. He gave his head a little shake and went to hand it over, but this was his one chance to speak to her and the urge to make her smile was undeniable.

      Just once he wanted to see that sweet, sunny smile aimed at him.

      “You didn’t by chance try to hide the ship’s anchor in that bag of yours, did you, miss?”

      Her eyes widened with surprise and then...it happened. Her lips curved up in a precious smile that made her eyes sparkle and her cheeks dimple. Light, soft laughter filled the air around him and made him forget about the jostling crowd or the imminent danger if her sister were to spot him.

      While he’d liked Rebecca, and he thought perhaps she liked him too—she cared about her sister’s wellbeing far more. She’d be the first to shout to the rooftops if she thought he was in any way inappropriate company for her sister.

      And he was.

      Of course he was.

      He was a pirate. Or privateer. Whatever. Same difference. Either way, he wasn’t fit to look upon this ray of sunshine, and he well knew it.

      Hattie looked down at the heavy bag in question with a sheepish grin. “It’s books,” she admitted.

      “Ah.” He pretended to be surprised. “That explains it then.”

      She peeked up at him from beneath thick lashes, and he caught more than a hint of vulnerability.

      But not weakness.

      He pitied any man who mistook her vulnerability, kindness, or innocence for weakness. He knew her far better than that. That dichotomy of strength and softness was what made her such an unparalleled treasure.

      “Very smart of you to be so prepared,” he said, nodding toward her books.

      Her eyes widened slightly. “Do you think so? My aunt believes packing half the library was rather too much for one journey.”

      There was rueful laughter in her eyes, in her voice.

      His own lips tugged up in response. “Forgive me for saying so, but your aunt is wrong,” he said. “Once the excitement of departure is over, there’s little to do as we cross the ocean. Most young ladies tend to be bored.”

      “I won’t be,” she promised.

      He knew she wouldn’t. He had a hunch she’d take to life at sea like a fish to water. It was in her blood, after all. A naval captain for a father, a pirate captain for a mother.

      The girl was destined to have some saltwater in her veins.

      He heard her name being called and stiffened at the impending danger. It was a female voice. Her aunt, no doubt. They’d been separated, but her aunt would catch up any moment now.

      Still, he couldn’t risk rousing any suspicions.

      He couldn’t risk losing his anonymity if he meant to stay close to his angel.

      He took one last selfish, greedy look at her face, her hair, her figure... And then he took a step back, ready to walk away. To blend back into the shadows where he belonged.

      “Wait,” she said.

      The urgency in her voice made him still.

      “Will you be aboard this ship?” She nodded toward The Calliope which he should be on even now to ready for the journey ahead.

      He tipped his head. “Yes, miss. I’ll be the navigator on board.”

      Her eyes lit with curiosity. “Fascinating.”

      He fought another smile. Not nearly as fascinating as she was to him. But oh, what he wouldn’t give for one night on the ship’s deck, just the two of them and a map of the stars.

      She’d know the stories behind every constellation, of that he had no doubt.

      “Hattie!” a voice boomed.

      They both gave a start. It was her father’s voice this time. Her family was closing in, and he couldn’t be caught.

      It was physically painful to step away from her. But he’d known this opportunity would be brief.

      And singular.

      “Miss.” He dipped his head again, doffing his sailor’s cap. “I hope you enjoy your journey.”

      Of all he wished to say, this was the least of it.

      I hope you enjoy your life. I hope you are happy. I wish for you all the best that life has to offer, because no one deserves it more.

      “Thank you—” She stopped short. “Oh, I never caught your name.”

      He smiled, took one last look, soaking in as much as he could in the heartbeat he had left—and he turned away without answering her question.

      No, she didn’t know his name. Or who he truly was.

      And God willing, she never would.
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