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Chapter One
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Fully aware that she was losing the argument from sheer absurdity, Maddy crossed her arms under her breasts and lifted her chin, determined to go down fighting. “You take that back right this minute! Refusing to have anything to do with another man named Billy does not make me a chicken.”

Eve Gregor—her supposedly very best friend—rolled her eyes. “I’m not implying you’re a chicken, he is. And his name is William.” She suddenly shot Maddy an eager grin. “But I’ll give you a manicure if you come over to supper tonight and call him Billy to his face. Or Bill. Or even Willy.” Eve leaned on the counter, obviously warming to the idea. “And I’ll throw in a pedicure if you wear your short shorts.”

Maddy dropped her arms to her sides in surprise. “Are you forgetting that he threatened to spank me if I ever wore those shorts again? Right after he walked up, stark naked, and kissed me in front of half the men in town? I don’t care if he is Kenzie’s friend; William Killkenny is an uncouth, outrageous, lecherous brute.”

Eve dismissed Maddy’s concern with a laugh as she walked from behind the counter. “William wouldn’t really spank you; he was just blustering because your short shorts had been driving him crazy with lust all week.”

“But I hadn’t even met him before he walked out of that library carrying your mother, so how in hell could I have been driving him crazy with lust?”

Eve started rearranging the shrunken supply of bread and pastries on the table of her woodstove shop and bakery, and shrugged. “There must have been two dozen men who showed up to help rebuild our house and barn, so it’s possible you simply didn’t notice William.” She glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “But the men all sure as hell noticed you and Susan.”

Maddy pounced on the chance to change the subject. “Speaking of Susan, nobody’s seen her since last Wednesday. I checked at the bank, but she never showed up for work on Monday, after her vacation. So I drove to her house last night, just to make sure she wasn’t lying in a pool of blood at the bottom of her stairs, and the place looked as if she hadn’t been there in days. All her plants were wilted, and there was a package from Victoria’s Secret on her doorstep that was still soaked from the rainstorm we had three nights ago. I think we should file a missing person report or at least talk to the sheriff. What if something terrible happened to her?”

When Eve said nothing, Maddy straightened the sign on the banana bread with a frown, wondering why her friend didn’t appear at all concerned about their friend. “I’m beginning to see why Susan feels so desperate to have a man of her own,” Maddy continued. “She’s been missing for six days, and nobody even noticed. Can you imagine being that alone in the world?” She nudged Eve with her hip. “I know she acted bitchy toward you when you moved back to Midnight Bay, but how can you not be worried about her?”

“Because not only do I know that Susan is on a mountain in western Maine, I also happen to know that she’s up there with Hamish MacKeage.”

Maddy slapped her hand to her chest in surprise. “Susan ran off with Hamish?”

Eve nodded. “I guessed as much when they both turned up missing last Wednesday, so I asked Robbie MacBain to check it out when he went home. He called Thursday evening and told me to quit worrying, because he’d spotted the two of them at an old cabin he owns up on West Shoulder Ridge.”

“Susan ran off with Hamish?” Maddy repeated, utterly shocked—and downright appalled. “Why, that no-good rotten witch! I can’t believe she managed to hook her claws in one of those sexy, seemingly intelligent MacKeage men.”

“Hey, two seconds ago you were feeling sorry for her.”

“That was before I knew she actually had the nerve to run off with one of them.” She shook her head. “Poor Hamish; by the time Susan lets him come up for air, he’ll be ready to swear off women forever.”

“It’s more likely Susan is the one trying to come up for air,” Eve said with a giggle. “Last Wednesday, just before we realized Mom was missing, Robbie MacBain warned me that he wouldn’t put it past any of his MacKeage cousins to steal you or Susan away if one of them took a serious liking to either of you. And sure enough, Hamish stole Susan.”

“Are you saying he kidnapped her?”

Eve’s grin widened. “Kenzie assured me she wouldn’t be protesting too long, once Hamish gets done with her.”

Maddy snorted. “Does your husband think all Scots are God’s gift to women?”

“I imagine Susan is thinking so right about now.”

“So you’ve known about her running off with Hamish for five days, and you simply forgot to share that juicy bit of gossip with your very best friend?”

Eve’s grin turned into a scowl. “It’s hard to share juicy gossip with someone who’s never around. I keep inviting you over to dinner, but you keep declining.”

“That’s because I wanted to give you newlyweds some privacy. You and Kenzie have only been married six days.”

Eve rolled her eyes again. “Privacy? We have an old priest, my mother, and a boisterous Irishman living with us, not to mention a spoiled-rotten harbor seal pup that keeps trying to get into the house. What’s one more? No, two more; I distinctly remember inviting Sarah, too.”

“Yeah, like I’d expose my sweet, innocent child to Killkenny. He was buck naked when he walked out of the library, Eve. But instead of having the decency to ask the paramedics for a blanket, he was more interested in threatening me.”

“Oh, will you get past that? I told you, William is not going to spank you.” Eve arched a brow. “Likely because he knows you’d clean his clock if he tried.”

“Damn right I would.”

“So, will you please come to dinner tonight?”

“I don’t know.” Maddy crossed her arms under her breasts again, this time to ward off a sudden chill. “The man gives me the creeps. His hair is longer than mine, for crying out loud, and his beard pretty near suffocated me when he kissed me. The guy not only acts like a caveman, he looks like one, too.”

“But he’s such a tall caveman. Come on, you have to admit he’s got one hell of a ripped body. And I have a feeling he really likes you.”

Maddy glared at her. “That’s the creepiest part. I’ll have you know that I heard a noise outside our house Sunday night, and when I shut off my bedroom light and went to the window, I saw a man going into the woods. And the next morning I found a collection of seashells on my back porch.”

“What makes you think William is the one who left them?”

“They were arranged to spell out my bonny sweet lass. And if that wasn’t bad enough, yesterday I caught him outside the nursing home talking to one of our male residents in the garden. But when I went out to ask him what in hell he was doing, he scaled the six-foot fence as if it were knee-high and was gone.”

Eve’s eyes widened. “You think he’s stalking you?”

Maddy was glad to see that her friend was finally taking her seriously. “You got a better definition for what he’s doing?”

“Then all the more reason to come to supper tonight and confront him.” Eve touched her arm. “That’s what the Maddy Kimble I know and love would do.”

Maddy balled her hands into fists at her sides. “You’re right. Since when have I started letting some full-of-himself man scare me off?” She stormed to the door, but then stopped to look back at Eve. “And I will bring Sarah with me tonight, if only to let her see me in action.” She shook her head. “She hasn’t said anything, but I think Sarah is being bullied at summer rec. And seeing me stand up to Killkenny just might help her do the same for herself.”

“She’s being bullied? Then you need to talk to the head of the summer recreation program. They must have a policy for dealing with bullies.”

Maddy sighed. “I’m sure they do. But if I make an issue out of it, Sarah will be mortified. And besides, I don’t think it’s any one kid in particular; I think a whole bunch of the little snots started teasing her after she got back from her trip with Billy’s parents.”

“Are they jealous that Sarah got to spend three weeks in a fancy motor home?”

Maddy smiled sadly. “What kid wouldn’t be jealous, considering the farthest most of them have ever gone is Ellsworth? But I think they’re really teasing her about the fact that her daddy knocked up an eighteen-year-old over in Oak Harbor.”

“So it’s true, then?” Eve whispered. “Billy got another woman pregnant?”

“An eighteen-year-old,” Maddy repeated. She snorted. “Apparently my ex-husband’s sperm only works on barely legal girls. Billy got me pregnant on my eighteenth birthday, but when we tried to give Sarah a brother or sister a couple of years later, he suddenly started shooting blanks.”

Eve held her hands over her gaping mouth. “What are you going to do?”

Maddy shrugged. “Privately, I am sincerely praying that this marriage works out for him. And publicly, I’m telling everyone that Sarah is going to be a flower girl at their wedding.”

“You want Sarah to be in the wedding?”

“Of course I do. She needs to be included, if only to know that she’s just as important to her father as his new baby. Jeesh, you’re acting as if you expect me to be embarrassed or something.”

“What do you have to be embarrassed about?”

“Maybe that Billy replaced me with a younger woman?”

Eve was back to rolling her eyes. “Oh, for the love of—Everyone knows that you left him. And this woman can’t be considered a replacement if it’s been six years since your divorce. Hell, I had barely been divorced six months when I married Kenzie.” She cupped her slightly bulging belly and grinned. “And I got knocked up before my wedding, too.”

Maddy gave a dramatic sigh. “Sperm just runs rampant in Midnight Bay.” She looked at her watch and then opened the door. “I have to get back to the nursing home. I’ll pick up Sarah when I get off work, and we’ll be on your doorstep in plenty of time to set the table.” She started to step onto the sidewalk, but immediately scurried back inside and headed for the rear office. “Speaking of the devil,” she muttered, rushing past Eve. “Kenzie and William just pulled up. I’m leaving the back way.”

“Jeesh, come on,” Eve said, running after her and grabbing her arm. “Now’s your chance to confront him.”

Maddy brushed down the front of her nursing scrubs and then tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m a mess.”

“What do you care, if you’re going to read him the riot act for stalking you?”

She took a deep breath and smiled tightly. “I promise I will tonight, right after supper. But instead of being covered in other people’s body fluids and looking like something the cat dragged in when I do, I intend to be dressed like a woman he’ll think twice about messing with.”

“Omigod,” Eve said, covering her mouth again. “So you are going to wear your short shorts tonight.”

“No, I’m going to dress like a schoolteacher!” she said, poking fun at her friend. “And I’m going to waggle my finger in Killkenny’s face just like old Mrs. Bean used to do, and tell him—Oh, shit!” Maddy cried when the bell over the front door gave a cheery tinkle. She immediately bolted out the back door, leaping a pile of old pallets as she made her escape.

•   •   •

“Cluck-cluck-cluck!” Eve called after her with a laugh, watching Maddy sprint down the back alleyway. The woman might be acting as though William Killkenny’s far from subtle pursuit offended her, but Eve suspected Maddy was secretly thrilled.

Though probably not nearly as thrilled as she was. Maddy was her best friend, and it was important to Eve that she also find happily-ever-after.

Well, she was her best friend after Kenzie. But husbands didn’t really count—especially when they were ancient enough to believe that a woman should be deliriously happy living on Old MacDonald’s farm.

Which Eve was. Deliriously.

And she wanted Maddy to be deliriously happy, too.

Preferably with William.

Not only did William have the potential to be Maddy’s desperately needed knight in shining armor, but Eve had a more selfish reason for wanting to see them become a couple. William was actually a ninth-century Irish nobleman whom some vindictive old witch had turned into a dragon twelve hundred years ago, and the poor guy could probably use some happiness of his own. He’d somehow managed to travel through time to this century in hopes that Kenzie could help him lift the curse, and now that he was a man again, keeping William’s past a secret from Maddy was just about killing Eve.

She desperately needed someone to talk to about the strange things that had been happening in Midnight Bay over the last few months—not the least of which was that she was married to a time-traveling, eleventh-century highland warrior!

Maddy wasn’t stupid, and would eventually figure out that it wasn’t until Kenzie and Father Daar had moved to town that Midnight Bay had started experiencing scientifically unexplainable . . . stuff. Like the fact that several reputable people in town swore they saw a dragon walking down Main Street last Wednesday, and watched it carry Eve’s mother into the library—only to have William Killkenny walk out carrying Mabel just after a flash of blinding white light had filled the building.

And really, Eve didn’t know how Kenzie expected her to keep coming up with excuses as to why violent storms destroyed only their farm, why men suddenly stepped out of the ether buck naked, and why everyone on the farm was fawning over some silly harbor seal pup. And if she couldn’t tell Maddy that the newest rumor about a mermaid being spotted just ten miles out in the Gulf of Maine was true, she was going to explode! What was the fun of knowing that magic truly existed if she couldn’t share it with her very best friend?

“Is there a reason you’re standing in the back door, clucking like a chicken?” her husband asked, sliding his arms around her from behind. “Wait, don’t tell me,” he whispered against her ear, his voice filled with amusement. “Ye have the urge to tell the world that you’re hatching our son.”

Eve turned in his embrace and smiled up at him. “I was clucking at Maddy for running away when she saw you and William drive up.” She leaned sideways to look behind him. “Speaking of the devil, where is he?”

“Headed for the library with a list of books on modern home building Mabel suggested he get.” His arms tightened when Eve gasped and tried to get free. “Ye needn’t worry; your mother explained the library rules to him.”

“It’s not William I’m worried about, it’s Maddy. She’s headed back to work, and he’s the last person she wants to run in to.” She glared up at him. “Did you know he’s been stalking her?”

Kenzie kissed the tip of her nose with a laugh. “Nay, wife, I believe he’s courting her.”

“Taking her on a date is courting; lurking outside her house at night and going to her place of work is stalking. He’s overwhelming her, Kenzie. And if he doesn’t back off, he’s going to ruin any chance he might have of winning her heart.” She patted his chest. “And since you did such a great job of winning my heart, I think you should have a talk with him about modern courtship.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” he said, setting her away with a fierce glare. “I am not getting involved in Killkenny’s love life. And neither are you. If anyone has any chance of influencing that hardheaded bastard’s behavior, it’s Maddy.”

Eve fought to hide her smile. Her husband was such a warrior, and talking to another warrior about matters of the heart appeared to be against some manly code. “So you don’t have a problem with bailing William out of jail when he’s arrested for stalking? And you’ve come up with a way to explain what he’s doing here in America without a passport or any proof whatsoever that he existed before last Wednesday?”

“What are ye talking about, woman? What’s a passport?”

“It’s a document stating that William Killkenny is who he says he is and that he’s here in America legally.” She frowned at him. “Come to think of it, you don’t have any documentation stating that you exist, either.”

He pulled her back into his arms, his golden gaze locked on hers. “I believe the babe you’re carrying is proof enough that I exist,” he drawled.

“But how did you get your driver’s license?”

“I showed them a copy of my birth certificate.”

Eve arched a brow. “And they didn’t have a problem that it said you were born in Scotland in the year 1047?”

“No, because it says I was born in 1977. And I have an immunization record, an entire set of school records—including something ye call a bachelor’s degree—and even citizen papers.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “How did you get all those kinds of documents?”

He lowered his mouth to within inches of hers. “By magic,” he whispered, just before he kissed her.

As soon as he finished—which was way too soon for her liking—Eve rested her head against his chest with a sigh. “Then you’d better have your brother the wizard conjure up some documents for William, too.” She suddenly leaned back. “Wait, where is William getting the money to buy the land surrounding Dragon Cove and build his house? It’s got to be costing a small fortune.”

“Matt gave him the money.” He sighed, hugging her to him again. “As it seems my brother has resigned himself to supporting the displaced souls I help return to their true natures.”

“Yeah, well, I wish you’d hurry up and return that harbor seal to her true nature,” Eve muttered into his shirt. She tilted her head back to look up at him again. “How are all these displaced souls finding you, anyway? Did you staple pamphlets in every century or something?”

“Or something,” he said with a chuckle.

Eve blinked up at him. “You actually advertised? Saying what: Need Help Lifting a Curse? Call 1–800-SOUL-WARRIOR? Kenzie, if we’re going to keep having all these desperate . . . creatures showing up here, we’re going to have to find a way to keep them contained.”

“We?” he asked, lifting a brow. “And just when did you join my team?”

Eve arched a brow right back at him. “I believe I was drafted the night I rescued you from that cliff.”

He hugged her to him again. “Aye, I remember that night quite well.” He gently pulled her rounded belly into his. “It was the night ye not only saved my life but conceived my son.”

“Our son,” she said with a sigh, melting against him. “And you only remember our lovemaking as an erotic dream.”

“A rather vivid erotic dream.” He also sighed. “I’m finding the problem isn’t breaking the curses of those who seek me out but what to do with the displaced souls once they become themselves again.”

Eve looked up at him. “But I thought the plan was for William to help you fight the evil forces that keep following them here?”

He nodded. “That is the plan. And being a skilled warrior who relishes a good fight, Killkenny will be invaluable to me—that is, if I don’t run him through with my sword first out of sheer frustration. I’m afraid he’s embracing his new life a little too eagerly. Everything about this century fascinates him, and he’s trying to experience it all at once. He’s insisting I take him to buy a truck today. And are you aware that he and Mabel have eaten in just about every restaurant within fifty miles?”

Eve giggled. “William is Mom’s new pet project, and she’s having the time of her life explaining how everything works.” She glanced up with a smile. “She’s a born teacher, and . . . and I think helping William is actually keeping her in the here and now. She rarely has bouts of confusion anymore.”

Kenzie kissed her forehead and stepped back with a grimace. “Aye, she’s even offered to teach him to drive. And she has been a great help with our newest lost soul.”

“Speaking of which, there are rumors going around town that someone saw a mermaid out in the Gulf—which means our harbor seal isn’t always fur and whiskers when she’s out of our sight. Can’t you at least lock her in the barn during the day, before one of the local fishermen catches a spoiled-rotten mermaid in his net?”

“I can’t, Eve,” he said, his eyes turning pained. “She stops eating whenever I do. According to Fiona, the pup is running from an abusive man, and that’s why she came looking for me. It’s a wonder she even lets me near her, considering how much she fears men.”

Eve snorted. “Personally, I think she’s playing you. And I think she’s playing your sister, too. She won’t tell Fiona her name or where she came from or what century, yet she was pretty quick to say some evil man is chasing her just as soon as she learned Fiona isn’t all that fond of men herself.”

“The pup’s not faking her desperation, and the energy searching for her sure as hell is real. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m thankful Killkenny will be living just across the cove. Which brings us back to him and Maddy. I want you to leave them to figure out their own courtship, like you and I did,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back.

Eve felt a lecture coming on. She clasped her own hands behind her back, taking immediate, evasive action. “How much longer are you going to pretend that you love sleeping in my bed, in the house?”

That certainly did the trick; he dropped his hands to his sides and frowned at her.

Eve stepped into his arms and focused on toying with a button on his shirt so he wouldn’t see her smile. “I bought a baby monitor today, so we can camp down by the ocean and still hear what’s going on in the house. I know you’re having a hard time adjusting to being a man again, and I don’t want you fighting your old nature,” she whispered, finally looking at him, her eyes shining with all her love. “And . . . well, I’ve discovered that I like sleeping under the stars with you.”

Instead of a lecture, her husband kissed her again, this time quite thoroughly.
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William reclined on the knoll overlooking Madeline’s home, watching the bonny lass hang out laundry as he munched on a loaf of bread. He wished he had some mead to go with his snack—and not some of that sissy ale the moderns called beer, either, that turned his stomach. Christ, but he yearned for a pint of the dark, sweet brew of his old homeland.

Maddy was working in almost complete darkness, the porch light not reaching the clothesline set near the woods. The interior of the house was black but for the soft light coming from the kitchen window, and she wouldn’t be able to see what she was doing if there hadn’t been a nearly full moon.

William washed down the bread with a swig of water pulled from the spring he’d found behind Maddy’s house, and wondered why in hell the woman was still doing her chores at midnight. Especially considering that he knew she had to be up early to get her child fed and dressed, then get to her job at the nursing home by eight.

He’d only caught one side of the phone conversation Eve had had with her earlier this evening, but it had been enough for him to realize that Maddy was backing out of yet another dinner invitation. So how in hell was he supposed to implement dear Mabel’s suggestion that he ask Maddy to go on a picnic if he couldn’t even get close enough to talk to her?

He admittedly may have come on a bit strong last Wednesday, but hell, he’d been lusting after the woman for nearly two months, since the first time she’d come to Kenzie’s farm to visit Eve. And he’d been so excited the old hag’s curse had finally been lifted, that when he saw Maddy standing there on the library lawn in the rain, he hadn’t been able to restrain himself. He’d grabbed her beautiful face between his very human hands, pressed his very human lips to hers, and feasted on her sweetness.

Madeline Kimble was a startlingly beautiful woman, with long, wavy brown hair that refused to stay confined, skin that glowed with the kiss of the sun, and large, expressive brown eyes a man could drown in. As for below the neck, her full hips just begged to fill a man’s palms, her lovely legs cried to wrap around a hard body, and her ample bosom all but screamed for a man’s attention.

And William had decided that once the curse was lifted, he would be that man.

Only the lass didn’t seem all that interested in him, which was vexing, considering the women of his old time had found him rather attractive. He tore off another bite of bread with a snort. More likely, they’d been attracted to his position of power. But he hadn’t earned and then held his lands by sheer brawn alone, and any woman, of any century, would be lucky to catch his eye. He was legendary not only for his skills on the battlefield but also in the bedroom—or the hayloft, or the kitchen, or wherever else he happened to catch a handsome woman.

A lass had to be willing, though, as that was his one sacred rule when it came to dealing with the fairer sex. He’d been shoveling dirt over the bodies of his ravaged mother and sister when he’d given his vow never to force himself on a woman—right after he had hunted down, castrated, and then killed the plundering bastards who had murdered them.

William suddenly rolled to the side and sprang to a crouch in one swift motion, his dagger drawn. But just as swiftly as he’d prepared to defend himself, he sat down with a curse, slipped his weapon back into his boot, and picked up his bread again.

“Christ, Gregor, ye know better than to sneak up on a man like a goddamn cat.”

Kenzie sat down beside him with a chuckle. “Old habits die hard, my friend.”

“What are ye doing here?” William snorted. “Don’t tell me your bride has had her fill of you already. Or did the pixie throw up on you again?”

“At least I have a woman willing to throw up on me; whereas you, Killkenny, have to sit up on a knoll in the dark to be near yours.”

“Why are ye here, Gregor?”

“To find out your intentions.”

“Toward Maddy?” he asked in surprise. “Why? What concern is she to you?”

“She’s Eve’s friend, which makes her my concern.” Kenzie watched Maddy in silence for several seconds, and then looked at William again. “She’s a good woman, Killkenny, and Eve told me Maddy is having a rough go of it right now, what with trying to rein in her strong-minded brother until he leaves for college in a few weeks. She doesn’t need you adding to her problems, if all you’re looking for is sport.”

“Ye expect me to live the rest of my life like a monk in this century?”

“I expect you not to hurt her,” Kenzie said softly. “Don’t force my hand, William. Either tell me that your intentions are honorable, or give me your word that you’ll leave her alone.”

“How in hell can I tell you what my intentions are if I can’t even get close to the woman? Christ, she could be a demanding bitch for all I know, or a tiresome nag or, even worse, a flaming shrew.”

“She’s a loving, sincere, compassionate, hardworking single parent and the sole support of her mother, daughter, and brother.” Kenzie looked over at him, the moonlight revealing how deadly serious he was. “If that’s more woman than you can handle, then ye need to walk away.”

“I can’t.”

Kenzie blew out a heavy sigh. “Then at least back off a bit. Eve told me you went to the nursing home the other day, and she explained that if ye pester Maddy at her place of work, you could get her in trouble with her boss.”

That surprised William. “Just by my talking to some old man who lives there?”

“Why do ye think they have a tall fence around the place? It’s as much to keep the residents safe as it is to keep them from wandering away.”

“But why are they locked away from everyone? They couldn’t have committed any disturbing crimes; hell, half of them can barely walk. Have ye been to that place, Gregor? Everyone living there is positively ancient,” he whispered in awe. “Some are ten, even twenty years older than Mabel.”

Kenzie chuckled. “Fifty years old was considered ancient in your time, whereas today it’s considered middle age. And we, my friend, are considered to be in the prime of our lives.”

“But where are their families? Why aren’t they living in their homes, watching their grandbabies grow up?”

“A good many of them have no families. And some are infirm, and some have the minds of children—like Mabel’s mind is getting.”

William reared back. “You’ll not be moving Mabel there, Gregor! As God is my witness, I’ll steal her away if I have to.”

“Nay, as long as I have breath in me, Mabel will remain with us. But Eve told me some of the residents choose to live there for the companionship.” He grinned. “And because of the attention the workers like Maddy give them. Can ye not imagine how pleasant she’s making their later years just by showing up to work every day?”

Only moderately mollified, William settled back on his elbow and watched Maddy carry her empty basket to the house. “I still don’t understand the point of such a place. All that wisdom is being wasted,” he muttered. When she disappeared inside, he looked over at Kenzie. “I spoke to an old man in the garden the day I went there, and he told me his name was Elbridge, and that he used to work in a mill that made paper. He was a warrior, too, and fought in what he called World War Two. He buried his wife ten years ago, and one of his sons came back in a pine box from a war in some country called Vietnam. He’s been living in the nursing home for five years, having moved there when his only remaining child, a daughter, died of something called cancer.” He shook his head. “And now he has practically no one.”

“He has Maddy.”

William grinned. “Aye. And when I happened to mention her name, Elbridge’s eyes lit up. And then he told me that if he were my age, he sure as hell wouldn’t be wasting his time talking to an old man in a garden.”

Kenzie stood up. “Then maybe you should heed his words of wisdom. Instead of jumping fences in town and lurking in the shadows up here, ye could walk in the front door of the nursing home like a respectable citizen and offer to take Maddy to lunch on her noon break.”

William laced his fingers behind his head and stared up at the night sky. “Maybe I’ll do that.”

“Oh, and William?”

“What else, Gregor?” he asked with a sigh.

“Shaving off your beard and getting a haircut might go a long way in convincing Maddy that you can at least look civilized.”

William sat up and smoothed down his beard. “But I haven’t shaved since my first whisker showed up when I was twelve.”

Kenzie shrugged. “It was just a thought; Eve said something about Maddy calling you a caveman.”

“The lass called me a caveman?”

“Among other things,” Kenzie said with a chuckle.

“Like what?”

“I’m not playing ‘he said, she said.’” Kenzie pointed at him. “And I was never here—you understand?”

William perked up. “The pixie asked you to follow me tonight? To what? To give me pointers on how to deal with Maddy?”

“The only point I intend to give you is the tip of my sword if Eve finds out I was here. This conversation never happened.”

William reclined back on the grass with a snort, and Kenzie Gregor disappeared into the darkness as silently as the panther he’d once been.



Chapter Three
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Of the eight full-time residents and four day campers at the River Run Nursing Home, no less than six of them were waiting at the front door when Maddy showed up for work Monday morning. Some were sitting in wheelchairs, some stood clutching walkers, and all of them looked more excited than a squabble of seagulls at a clambake.

Eyeing them curiously as she pulled her hair forward over her left cheek, Maddy plastered a warm smile on her face and opened the door. But because she wasn’t too steady on her own feet, she stubbed her toe on Samuel’s walker and almost knocked Lois over when they all rushed forward, barely catching herself by grabbing the back of Charlotte’s wheelchair.

Lois dodged Maddy’s swinging purse and grabbed her arm. “You’re late, young lady. Come on, let’s get that hair of yours combed out,” the spry octogenarian said, leading Maddy toward the nurses’ station. “Of all the days for you to oversleep. He’s going to be here any minute, and you look like you’ve been on a four-day bender.”

“Who’s going to be here?” Maddy asked, hiking her purse onto her shoulder as she tried to keep up without wincing. “Dr. Petty? Since when does everyone get excited over one of his visits?” she asked, glancing back to find everyone following them. She stopped walking and turned with a frown. “I told you people, I am not asking Paul Petty out on a date. He’s old enough to be my father.”

“Not Petty,” Lois said, tugging her arm to get her moving again. “Come on, we have to wash off that makeup, too.” She made a tsking sound. “Gracious, Maddy, you slapped it on so thick this morning, William’s going to mistake you for a hooker.”

Maddy pulled to a halt again. “William who?

“William Killkenny,” Charlotte said, beaming brightly.

“William Killkenny! He’s coming here? This morning!” Maddy cried at the halted parade of people, who were all nodding excitedly.

“He’s been visiting us every day since last Thursday,” El-bridge said. “Which you would know if you hadn’t called in sick the end of last week.”

“He’s been visiting you?” Maddy asked, this time in a strangled whisper.

Everyone nodded again.

“But why?”

Hiram puffed out his chest. “To get our advice, because we have . . . we have . . .” He frowned at Elbridge. “What did he say we have, Elby?”

“Several centuries’ worth of combined wisdom,” Elbridge said, straightening his own shoulders. He nodded to Maddy. “He claims we’re more valuable than a whole library of books.”

“And he needs our help,” Charlotte interjected. “Because we know just what he should build and exactly where.”

“Build what exactly where?” Maddy asked.

“His home.”

“The one he’s planning to put up over on Riley Cove,” Hiram added.

“It’s called Dragon Cove now,” Elbridge corrected. “Remember? They changed the name of it after those kayakers saw that dragon.”

“What in tarnation are kayakers?” Hiram asked.

“That’s what you call people who paddle those covered sea canoes.”

Lois made another tsking sound, shaking her head. “Land sakes, Maddy, did you go out for ladies’ night last Wednesday and get roaring drunk again? You obviously still haven’t recovered; you look like hell.”

“Is that why you called in sick last Thursday and Friday?” Charlotte asked. “Oh, Madeline, you know drinking doesn’t agree with you. Whatever possessed you to take another chance like that?”

“I did not go drinking last Wednesday. I fell off my porch and wrenched my knee. I couldn’t come to work Thursday and Friday because I couldn’t walk.”

Charlotte immediately got out of her wheelchair and pushed it toward her. “I thought I saw you limping on your way across the parking lot. Here, use my chair.”

Knowing that Charlotte would be insulted if she didn’t, Maddy sat down with a sigh, setting her purse on her lap so she could maneuver the chair. “Thank you,” she said, turning around to wheel backward down the hall.

Everyone started following again like a herd of excited turtles.

William Killkenny was coming here this morning?

“Hiram, why are you wearing your jacket?” she suddenly asked. “It must be seventy-five degrees in here.”

Hiram fingered the zipper on his jacket. “Because it ain’t gonna be seventy-five degrees down on Riley—I mean, Dragon Cove,” he said, shooting Elbridge a grin. “The water temperature probably ain’t even fifty, and the breeze’ll be chilly.”

Maddy stopped wheeling. “What’s the sea breeze got to do with anything?”

Hiram puffed up his chest again. “William and his friend, Mr. Gregor, are taking some of us to Dragon Cove to help him figure out where he wants to build his house.”

“Elby and Hiram and I are going,” Samuel piped up, catching his own jacket as it started to slide off the front bar of his walker.

Charlotte smoothed down her sweater. “And Lois and I are going with them to make sure they position the house so the kitchen has a good view.”

“Because men never think about that sort of thing,” Lois added, pulling Maddy’s chair backward toward the nurses’ station. “But no woman wants to look out her sink window at some silly old forest when there’s an ocean around.”

Maddy was so dumbfounded that she just let herself be dragged down the hall. William and Kenzie were taking some of her residents on a field trip? Because William had been coming here for the last four days, asking for their advice?

“Did Doris say it was okay for you to go?” she asked.

Elbridge snorted. “We don’t need her permission; we’re not exactly prisoners.”

“We told Doris we were going,” Lois explained.

Hiram made a harrumphing noise. “Her face got all screwed up again, in that look she gets whenever we tell her something we’re planning.”

“But after William turned on his charm,” Charlotte interjected, “and assured her that he would personally make sure none of us got swept out to sea, Doris calmed down.”

“His charm?” Maddy whispered, standing up when Lois stopped the chair.

“Oh, my, yes,” Lois breathed. “William got that twinkle in his handsome blue eyes and smiled that crooked smile of his, and Doris literally melted.”

“Are you sure he said his name is William Killkenny?” Maddy held her hand several inches over her head. “About six-two, wild dark hair down past his shoulders, and a beard that’s bushy enough to hide a flock of birds in?”

“Not anymore,” Charlotte said. “Well, he’s definitely tall, but the beard and most of the hair is gone.”

“The poor man actually flinched when Elvira started hacking away,” Lois said, “and he broke into a sweat when she took the electric razor to his beard.”

“Elvira barbered William? Our Elvira?

“She’s the best stylist east of Ellsworth,” Charlotte defended. “And unlike that little twit Doris hired from Oak Harbor, Elvira keeps up with the latest trends. She left William a goatee because all the sexy men are wearing them. And I must say, it certainly makes him look dashing.”

“Especially now that he’s wearing the fancy new watch Janice found for him on the Internet,” Lois added. “We told William he simply had to have it to go with his new look. And we also talked him into letting Janice order a sporty leather jacket, too, for when it gets chilly at night.”

Elbridge snorted. “There wasn’t any need to pay extra to have it overnighted. But you all insisted William needed the watch now. Money doesn’t grow on trees, you know. I don’t know why you women can’t wait even a few days for anything.”

“Because we could be dead in a few days,” Charlotte snapped. “And it was only an extra fifty-three bucks.”

“It damn near maxed out Janice’s credit card,” Elbridge shot back.

“Omigod!” Maddy yelped. “Please don’t tell me Janice paid for William’s watch and jacket!” Honest to God, she would kill him. Nobody took advantage of her residents, especially not some caveman of a scam artist. “Wait. Janice has a thousand dollar limit on that card! Are you’re saying she maxed it out?”

Lois patted her arm. “Now, calm down, Maddy. William gave her the cash to put toward her credit-card bill.”

“In fact,” Charlotte added, “he gave her extra to purchase a brooch he saw on the same website, that he claimed would bring out the green in her eyes. He said he wanted to buy it for her as a thank-you for shopping for him.”

It was Hiram who snorted this time. “Apparently the boy not only has money to burn, but he’s color-blind, too. Janice’s eyes are as faded as her hair. Elby, where’d William say he got all his money? I can’t remember what he told us he does for a living.”

“He said something about making a killing over in Ireland,” Elbridge said with a shrug. “He must have been talking about investing in the stock market before it tanked.”

“He mentioned owning a bunch of land over there,” Samuel offered. “It’s more likely he’s one of them land developers. That must be why he didn’t mind paying Frank Riley a small fortune for Dragon Cove.”

“Which means he’s as smart as he is handsome,” Lois said smugly. “He’ll make a killing here, too, once the economy turns around. There’s enough land on that cove that William could sell several oceanfront lots and still have plenty left over.” She nudged Maddy and lowered her voice. “There was a little something else in the package that came Saturday, but I believe it’s a surprise for . . . a certain someone. William asked Janice to add it to the order, because after we told him how pretty and kind and caring you are, I guess he wanted to thank a certain someone. So will you please go comb your hair and wash your face before he gets here? First impressions are very important.”

Utterly dumbfounded again, Maddy plopped back down in Charlotte’s chair. Jeesh, take a few days off and this place went to hell in a handbasket. Now what was she supposed to do, if William kept showing up here to get advice from her residents?

“Maddy, come on!” Lois cried, tugging on her arm to get her to stand. “Your hair looks like you’ve been up partying all night!”

“Personally, I like tousled hair on a lass.”

Maddy snapped her head up at the sound of the deep, lilting voice and would have gasped if the marine-blue eyes locked on hers hadn’t stolen her ability to breathe. It took her several thundering heartbeats to realize she was staring at . . . he was . . .

No, that couldn’t be William. He didn’t even come close to the Neanderthal who had kissed her on the library lawn in front of God and half the men in town, and he sure as hell didn’t resemble the outrageous lech who had stood opposite her as best man at Kenzie and Eve’s wedding.

This guy was . . . he was . . . hell, he actually looked civilized.

And so drop-dead gorgeous Maddy didn’t think she’d ever breathe again.

It took her several more heartbeats to realize the residents had abandoned her in favor of crowding around William.

“Close your mouth, Maddy girl,” Kenzie said with a chuckle, walking up and gently lifting her chin with his finger. “And tell me why you’re sitting in a wheelchair.”

It took some time—and a surprising amount of effort—but Maddy finally tore her gaze away from the imposingly tall, impeccably groomed, sexy hunk laughing at something Hiram had said. She blinked up at Kenzie “I . . . he . . .” She took a steadying breath. “William bought the land surrounding Dragon Cove? And he’s going to be living here in Midnight Bay? Permanently?”

Kenzie nodded. “Why are ye sitting in the chair? Did ye hurt yourself?”

“Huh? Oh . . . I fell off my porch Wednesday night and wrenched my knee.”

His eyes went from amused to concerned. “When on Wednesday night?”

She frowned up at him. “I don’t remember. It was late.” She levered out of the chair and hiked her purse over her shoulder. “It was more like early Thursday morning.”

“It’s not only your knee ye hurt,” he said, gently brushing her hair off her cheek.

Maddy stepped away with a humorless laugh, and walked behind the nurses’ station. “I guess I also smacked my head on the steps when I fell.”

“You should have called Eve to come help out, if you couldn’t walk. Or at least Sarah could have come to An Tèarmann for the weekend, and played with the puppies while your knee mended.”

Maddy stuffed her purse under the counter and straightened with a smile. “Sarah spent the weekend with her father. I just sprawled on the couch for four days, read a ton of books, and let Mom wait on me.”

Seeing his gaze focus on her cheek again, Maddy went to the medicine cabinet, fished her keys out of her pocket, and unlocked the door. “Charlotte,” she called out, turning to see everyone following William as he made his way to the nurses’ station. “You’re not going anywhere until I check your blood sugar.”

“My blood is just fine,” Charlotte said, lifting her chin defensively. “I checked it myself this morning.”

“How? The monitor is locked up.”

“Not anymore, it isn’t.”

Not seeing the monitor in the basket, Maddy moved the medications around in the cabinet, searching for it. She turned back to Charlotte with a sigh. “You’re going to get our new weekend nurse in trouble. You know Valerie wasn’t supposed to let you keep that monitor because it could get broken or lost again. If I have to replace it a fourth time, we’re all going to get in trouble.”

Charlotte’s smug smile disappeared. “I didn’t lose those other ones. Someone must have stolen them. And I’m not five years old; I can check my own blood sugar.”

“Now, Charlotte, my sweet,” William said, wrapping an arm around her frail shoulders. “Ye mustn’t take this personally,” he said, lowering his head next to her ear—though Maddy could still hear him. “This really has nothing to do with you. It has to do with not wanting Miss Kimble to worry about you. Did ye not spend these last few days telling me what a wonderful nurse she is and how lucky you all are to have her working here?”

“We are lucky,” Charlotte whispered back, smiling up at him. “It would be quite gloomy around here without her.”

“Aye, I can see how she brightens up the place. And ye said she’s not shy about telling you bawdy jokes, which proves she knows you’re not a child who needs coddling. So, would it not make her feel needed if ye simply let her take care of you?”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way.” Charlotte reached into her pocket, pulled out the small monitor, and set it on the counter. “Maybe you should keep it locked up, so it doesn’t get stolen again.”

His deep ocean-blue eyes locking on hers, William gave Maddy a wink.

And once again, she stopped breathing.

“So, people,” he said, turning to the residents and rubbing his hands together. “Are ye ready to go have a look at my land? Mabel Bishop and Miss Kimble’s mama, Patricia, kindly packed us a picnic.”

Kenzie reached across the counter and gently lifted Maddy’s gaping mouth again. “I take it ye like William’s new look,” he said.

“Huh? Um . . . but what’s he doing here?” she whispered, forcibly tearing her gaze away from William’s broad shoulders. “Why is he suddenly hanging around my residents?”

“He’s fascinated by all that these folks have seen and done in their lifetimes, and he feels there’s much he can learn from them.”

“Do either of you realize what taking a bunch of senior citizens on a field trip involves?” She waved toward the residents, where Elbridge was pointing at what looked like a small map William was holding as the others crowded around them. “Samuel can barely walk indoors; he’ll never be able to maneuver his walker on uneven ground. And Charlotte’s legs just suddenly give out on her, and she has to resort to using a wheelchair half the time. And old people get chilled easily, Kenzie, and they won’t tell you they’re cold because they won’t want to spoil the field trip.”

“We will take good care of your precious charges.”

She didn’t doubt they would, as she trusted Kenzie implicitly. She’d seen how well he took care of the old priest, Father Daar, who had moved to Midnight Bay with him five months ago, and how he kept a watchful eye on Eve’s ailing mother. Maddy blew out a sigh, knowing she was being ridiculous. But dammit, seeing William this morning—looking so handsome—had rattled her more than her fall off the porch.

“Why don’t ye call Eve to come have lunch with you?” Kenzie suggested.

Maddy forcibly tore her gaze away from William again. “I can’t today. My cousin is stopping by to have lunch with me. I haven’t seen Trace in over five years. He just got back from Afghanistan, and I’m looking forward to our visit.”

“Afghanistan?”

“Trace is in the military.” She frowned. “Or he was. We all thought he intended to make a career of it, but he suddenly came home a week ago, announced that he’d quit, and bought a fishing boat.” She shrugged. “Mom’s sister—Trace’s mother—said she thought he might be burned out or something, because he’s been acting sort of strange since he got back.”

Kenzie’s golden eyes filled with concern. “Aye, war does have a way of taking its toll on a man.”

“Trace was in some special forces group. I don’t know which one, though, because he refuses to talk to anyone about what he did.”

“Well, he’s home now,” Kenzie said. “So, is your knee all better? I know ye have your mom and your brother to help with your chores, but I’m sure Eve would love to visit with you this evening. She says she hasn’t seen very much of you since our wedding.”

“I know,” Maddy said with a sigh. “But I’ve had a lot of stuff going on lately.”

“Maddy . . . ye know that if there’s anything we can do to help lighten your load, all ye have to do is ask.”

Maddy shot him a thankful smile. “Eve lending me her car until I can save up to get a new one has been more than enough help.”

“When is your brother leaving for school?”

Maddy kicked her smile up another notch. “Rick heads out in two weeks.”

Lois and Charlotte walked over to the counter. “We’re going to ask Doris if you can come with us,” Lois said. “I think we should have a nurse on our field trip.”

Maddy shook her head. “I have meds to dispense and a couple of treatments to give. But I can see if Katy can go with you if you want.”

“She’s a CNA,” Charlotte said. “What if Samuel’s pacemaker suddenly quits or my blood sugar goes haywire after lunch? We need a nurse.”

Maddy slid the monitor toward her. “If you start feeling woozy, you can check your own sugar. And Samuel’s pacemaker isn’t suddenly going to quit. You’ll be in good hands with Kenzie and William.” She darted a look down the hall and immediately wished she hadn’t.

Damn, the man was gorgeous. Now that his hair was shorter and he was clean-shaven—except for that sexy-as-hell goatee—she couldn’t seem to stop staring at him. And he certainly filled out a pair of jeans rather nicely. But it was the crisp white shirt he was wearing, spanning unbelievably broad shoulders that really got her heart to thumping. He’d rolled the cuffs back, and for some unexplainable reason muscled forearms and powerful, masculine hands were Maddy’s greatest weakness when it came to men.

And that fancy new watch glistening on his wrist definitely finished the look.

Damn, she was in trouble.

“Come on, you two,” Elbridge called out. “We’re not getting any younger standing around here.”

“Ladies,” Kenzie said, ushering the women ahead of him while giving Maddy an amused nod. “We’ll have them back for dinner. Enjoy your lunch with your cousin.”

Maddy leaned over the counter to watch the turtle parade shuffle down the hall and out the front door. She rushed limping into the sitting room to look out the window and saw them gather around Kenzie’s large black SUV, where they immediately started arguing over who was going to sit where. She covered her mouth, laughing out loud when she saw William suddenly realize that getting any of them into the third-row seat was going to be about as easy as getting a newborn chick back in its egg.

She cracked open the window to listen.

“Charlotte and Lois,” she heard William say. “Since the rear seat is smaller than the middle one, why don’t ye let me pick up you two wee lassies and set ye inside?”

Lois’s eyes widened. “I’m not that wee a lassie.”

“Of course ye are, darling,” he said, sweeping her off her feet, chuckling when she gasped. “Why, I’ve lifted kittens that weigh more than you do.”

By the time he reappeared from settling Lois in the third seat, Charlotte was positively giddy with anticipation. Maddy fought but failed to hold in her laughter when the tiny woman all but threw herself into his arms. “Oh, William, you are so strong,” Charlotte said, her arthritic hands clutching his broad shoulders.

“What’s so funny?” Doris asked, coming to stand beside Maddy.

“How many strong men does it take to load a truck with senior citizens?”

Doris looked out the window and sighed. “I don’t know if those two are saints, or if they’re really sinners trying to worm their way into heaven. I can’t imagine what possessed Mr. Killkenny to offer to take them on a picnic.”

Maddy grinned at the thirty-year veteran of nursing-home administration. “Maybe we’ll find out when they bring them home this afternoon.”

“I know Kenzie Gregor married Eve Anderson a couple of weeks ago,” Doris said. “And whenever I go to Mabel’s shop to buy bread, she can’t stop raving about her new son-in-law.” Doris glanced at the nearly loaded SUV, then back at Maddy. “But I can’t quite get a handle on William Killkenny. He walked in here last Thursday morning and asked if it would be okay for him to visit with the residents.”

“Did he say why he wanted to visit with them?”

“He told me he was building a house down on Riley Cove and that he’d like to get their advice on how he should go about it. He said that if anyone knew what would work and what wouldn’t in this climate, they would.” Doris broke into a rare smile. “I have to say, my first instinct was to call the sheriff and have him removed from the premises. Lord,” she said, shaking her head, “the man was scary to look at; big as a barn, strong enough to stop a freight train, and so hairy I thought Bigfoot was standing in my office.”

“What stopped you from calling the sheriff?”

“Elbridge came in just then, and William’s face—at least what I could see of it—immediately lit up. He shook Elbridge’s hand, and I realized that very few of our visitors ever think to offer such a simple, respectful gesture. Just then Lois peeked into the office, and William’s eyes turned . . . well . . . tender. He tucked his hands behind his back, gave her a slight bow, and formally introduced himself to her.”

Doris shrugged. “I’ve been in this business long enough to know that just like dogs and children, seniors have a sixth sense about a person’s character. So I told William I’d be willing to give him a chance, and in the four days he’s been coming here, I can only say that the atmosphere has been nothing short of electric.” She waved at the window. “Just look at them. They were up at the crack of dawn and waiting at the kitchen door for breakfast, dressed in their Sunday best. I haven’t seen them this excited since I lost my mind and gave them permission to paint their own rooms whatever color they wanted.”
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