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Chapter One



“Ican’t decide if you’re the most patient man I know or the dumbest.”

Duncan Ross set his drink down on the bar and followed Keenan Oakes’s gaze to the booth in the back corner of the pub. “I prefer cunning to patient,” he said as they watched the two chatting women. “Patience implies that I’m waiting for something to happen, whereas cunning denotes a plan.”

Kee turned narrowed eyes on Duncan. “And does this plan involve any actual dating, or are you saving all of your energy for the honeymoon?”

Duncan shot him a grin, picked up his drink, and looked back at the booth over the rim of his glass as he took a sip. Willow Foster and Rachel Oakes were both hunched forward, whispering to each other across the wide oak table. Rachel suddenly sat back in her seat with a laugh, and Willow just as suddenly leaned away, folded her arms under her breasts, and snorted loudly enough to be heard over the hum of the crowded pub.

Duncan quietly chuckled. “It’s going to be one hell of a honeymoon.”

Kee slid his empty glass toward Duncan, nodding for a refill. “Inviting half of Puffin Harbor to your wedding before you’ve secured a bride is not a good plan.”

Duncan felt a dull flush creep up the back of his neck. If he ever found out who had started that rumor, he was going to kick some serious butt. Having his love life bantered about town was not only not part of his plan, it could very well be the death of him. Duncan picked up the bottle he’d opened just a few minutes ago and absently ran his thumb over the embossed crest on the cap. “Have ya ever known me to fail in an objective once I’ve made up my mind to go after something?” he asked softly.

“No,” Kee said. “But then, wife hunting isn’t exactly your usual objective. And Willow Foster isn’t exactly…easy prey.”

Duncan had started to refill Kee’s glass, but instead he set the bottle down again. “Willow’s just scared, is all. It’s a holdover from what she thought had happened between her mom and dad and Thaddeus Lakeman. Unlike Rachel, who thought passion was the root of all evil, Willow still thinks commitment is a four-letter word. All I have to do,” Duncan said softly, finally refilling Kee’s glass, “is convince Willow that marrying me won’t be the end of her life as she knows it, but the beginning.”

“Yeah, that’ll happen,” Kee said with a snort, picking up his drink. “Just as soon as you stop acting like a caveman.”

“Troglodyte,” Duncan said, puffing his chest and smoothing down the front of his shirt. “She calls me a troglodyte.”

Kee stopped in mid-sip. “To your face?”

Ignoring Kee’s question, Duncan looked back at the booth. Willow was glaring now, her snapping hazel eyes reflecting the firelight from the stone hearth as she leaned on the table again and whispered something to her sister.

Rachel still hadn’t stopped laughing.

“Willow knows about the betting pool for when—or rather if the wedding will take place,” Kee drawled. “Mikaela told her.”

“That little rat fink,” Duncan said, his smile betraying his affection for Kee’s seven-year-old daughter. “She’s supposed to be part of my plan, not the spoiler.”

Kee shrugged, his own smile filled with equally fierce affection. “My daughter is as impatient with you as the rest of us are.” He leaned closer. “She wants you to sweep Willow off her feet and live happily ever after.”

“Someone’s been reading fairy tales to our baby again,” Duncan accused, shaking his head. “Is it Luke? I told that man a thousand times that he’s only inviting disaster. Ya know how Mikaela gets when it comes to stories. She’s always trying to bring them to life. Hell, it’s why she changed our wolf’s name to Mickey Mouse, and insisted we call Jonathan Captain Ahab after somebody read her Moby Dick.”

Kee held up a hand. “Willow’s the one inviting disaster. At least four nights a week, she spends almost an hour reading bedtime stories to Mikaela over the phone.”

Duncan relaxed back on his hips and hid his grin by sipping his drink as he looked over at the booth. He wasn’t surprised to hear that Willow ran up phone bills reading to Mikaela.

Nothing about Willow Foster surprised him.

Especially not his feelings for her.

Duncan had fallen under her spell nearly two years ago, from the first moment he’d laid eyes on the stunning woman. She had been as drunk as a sailor on leave at the time, gulping strawberry daiquiris while having a rock throwing contest in the pitch dark with her sister, arguing and giggling and nearly falling down every time she sent another missile wobbling into the fog-shrouded sea.

She had instantly captured his interest. And by the next night, when he and Kee had helped the two sisters anonymously place a large Puffin statue in the town park, Willow Foster had somehow captured his heart.

She was a bossy, sassy-mouthed, impulsive little tyrant who didn’t know the definition of retreat. She was also beautiful, intelligent, and utterly feminine, and when she walked into a room heads turned and male hearts started breaking.

She’d been a state assistant attorney general in Maine for just over two years now, and had slipped into her role as the people’s defender just as smoothly as Duncan’s drink slid down his throat.

And she thought he was a troglodyte.

Not that he’d done anything to dispel that notion.

“Aren’t you afraid some rising politician in Augusta will go after her?” Kee asked.

Duncan turned back to his friend. “Not really,” he quietly admitted. “Willow’s in love with me.”

Kee lifted a brow. “A rather arrogant assumption, don’t you think?” he asked softly.

Duncan tamped down another flush edging up his neck. “Not arrogant. Confident. There’s a difference.”

Kee studied Duncan through narrowed eyes. “What makes you so sure she loves you?” he asked. “She’s been going out of her way to avoid you for the last eighteen months.” He snorted and started to take a sip of his drink, but stopped and said, “That doesn’t sound like love to me.”

Duncan grinned and shook his head. “No? Then why do ya think she’s working so hard to stay away? Because Willow is scared of her feelings for me,” Duncan answered before Kee could. “And why do ya suppose none of those three-piece suits in Augusta have caught her eye yet? She’s looking, I know, but according to Rachel, Willow can’t seem to settle on anyone.” He turned serious and leaned closer to Kee. “I didn’t imagine what happened between us eighteen months ago. Willow Foster was definitely a woman in love when she spent the night in my bed, and she’s still in love. She just hasn’t realized it yet.”

“Dammit, Ross,” Kee snapped, leaning on the bar. “Then quit playing games while waiting for her to come to her senses. Show her you’re not really a caveman and sweep her off her damn feet!”

Duncan said nothing as he pulled a worn leather box from under the bar, opened the delicate silver clasp, lifted the small tulip-shaped glass out of its tattered velvet nest, then half filled it from the bottle they’d been drinking from. “It’s troglodyte,” he calmly corrected, stepping out from behind the bar. “And the game stops when Willow decides it does.”
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Willow kept waiting for her sister to quit laughing, but when that didn’t seem likely to happen she leaned over the table and said, “I mean it, Rae. Every time I think the chemistry might finally start to happen with someone I’m dating, my libido suddenly heads south. I’m in a sexual drought,” she quietly hissed, clenching her fists on the table. “And if it keeps up much longer, the statute of limitations will run out and I’ll legally be declared a virgin again.”

Rachel’s eyes glistened as she tried to stifle her laughter behind her hands.

Willow leaned closer. “I’m so frustrated I’m ready to jump the first breathing male that crosses my path. I can’t go—”

Willow snapped her mouth shut the moment she noticed the change in her sister. Rachel’s eyes were no longer laughing, but dancing with mischief. “Then here’s your chance, Willy,” she said, looking past Willow’s shoulder.

Willow dropped her head with a groan. “Tell me he’s not coming over here,” she muttered.

“He is breathing and he’s definitely male.”

“Dammit.”

“And I doubt chemistry scares him.”

“Damn.”

“Actually,” Rachel continued, canting her head. “I don’t think anything scares him. Not even you. Hi, Duncan,” Rachel said, her eyes still bright with mischief as she slid deeper into the booth to make room for Kee. “Where’s Ahab? My sister is looking for a breathing male to attack, and I thought he might be interested.”

“Ahab’s sworn off women for at least another month,” Duncan said, sliding in beside Willow and setting a small glass of pale amber liquid on the table in front of her. “I might be interested, though,” he continued. “If she promises to be gentle with me.”

Willow found herself trapped between a hard oak-paneled wall and an even harder male body. The air thickened with a heady masculine warmth, just as it always did whenever Duncan Ross got close, and Willow fought the urge to squirm.

The memory of their one night together immediately sprang forward with images of their naked bodies entwined, Duncan’s broad, powerful hands moving over her heated skin with gentle urgency…his intense, forest green eyes gathering intimate knowledge with each response she made…the feel of his sleek-muscled body covering hers, building her to a fevered pitch time and again throughout their nightlong, hauntingly carnal dance.

Damn, this sexual drought was hell.

She was sorely tempted to take him up on his offer.

Instead Willow turned her own brilliant smile on the man responsible for every damn one of her salacious dreams of the last year and a half. “Thank you, Dunky, but I’m afraid my intentions aren’t the least bit honorable, and I just can’t bring myself to crush your…ah, delicate sensibilities.”

The devil himself winked out from the sparkling green eyes locked on hers. “What a sweet woman ya are, Willow Foster,” he said, placing an arm on the booth behind her and letting his hand drop to her shoulder, “to not take advantage of me.”

His other hand slid the glass of amber liquor toward her.

Willow remembered the last time she’d shared a drink with Duncan Ross. It had been eighteen months ago. He’d just signed the papers to purchase the run-down Drop Anchor Bar, and the ensuing celebration had ended with her waking up the next day in an equally run-down farmhouse—in Duncan’s bed—wonderfully satisfied and appropriately horrified.

Things had gone downhill rather abruptly from there.

Before she’d even been able to find her clothes, much less scramble into them, Duncan had started making plans for her to move in with him. Seemingly oblivious to her shocked silence, he’d held a one-sided discussion on how they would handle the logistics of her working a two-hour commute away.

“I’m so glad you understand,” Willow said, patting his arm and then wrapping her fingers around the stem of the iceless drink. “Because our friendship is very important.” She lifted the glass, sniffed its contents, then looked up at him. “Single malt,” she guessed, “aged fifteen or twenty years.”

“Thirty,” he clarified softly, nudging the drink to her mouth. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this bottle to arrive. Tell me, counselor, if my patience paid off.”

Willow took a small sip, and just as Duncan had taught her, she let the rich, peat-flavored liquor bathe her senses before letting it slide down her throat.

“Mmmm,” she hummed, closing her eyes as the whisky settled in her belly like summer sunshine. “It was definitely worth the wait.” She looked up at Duncan and smiled. “So that’s what thirty-year-old Scotch tastes like.”

He took the glass from her, repeated the same sipping ritual as she had, then held the glass up to the light and gazed into the tawny liquid. “Aye. It’s hard to believe I was a mere lad of five when this Scot’s gold was casked.” He handed it back and nudged the glass toward her mouth again. “And it’s not just single malt,” he continued as she sipped. “It’s single-barrel Scotch, which means it was taken from only one cask rather than vatted with others from the same distillery.”

Willow savored the second wave of heat washing through her, then turned in Duncan’s casual embrace and lifted an inquiring brow. “You know an awful lot about expensive whisky for a troglodyte.”

Willow heard Rachel gasp and Kee choke on his own drink.

Damn. She’d forgotten they had an audience.

Duncan’s grip on her shoulder tightened, drawing her close enough to meet his stare of glittering amusement. “I know quite a bit about a lot of things, counselor,” he whispered. “Including how to survive a full frontal attack.” He leaned closer, until his mouth was only inches from hers. “And it’ll take more than a sassy little brat like you to crush my delicate sensibilities.”

“Oh, for the love of God,” Kee growled from across the booth. “You’re like two teenagers with more raging hormones than sense. Willow, put the man out of his misery and take him to bed.”

Willow blinked across the booth, undecided if she was scandalized by Kee’s command or shocked by his vehemence. Her brother-in-law was supposed to be her defender, not her pimp. She suddenly narrowed her eyes. “How much did you wager?”

Two flags of color darkened Kee’s cheeks.

Willow nodded. “Well, I’ve placed five hundred on myself, and I intend to use my winnings for a nice vacation in Bermuda.”

“Five hundred?” Rachel squeaked. “You dropped five hundred dollars into the pool?”

“Most of Puffin Harbor is placing wagers on this imaginary wedding,” Willow said, lifting her chin. “Why shouldn’t I get in on the action?”

“Maybe because you are the action?” Rachel asked, darting a quick glance at Duncan before looking back at her. “Isn’t that unethical or something? Sort of like insider information?”

“Nay,” Duncan said with a chuckle. “Willow is actually bettering the odds so we can use our winnings to go to Tahiti on our honeymoon instead of Bermuda.”

If it had been anything other than thirty-year-old Scotch in that glass, Willow would have tossed the drink in his face.

Duncan obviously read her intent and pulled her against his broad, laughing chest. Raw, sizzling heat consumed Willow with the suddenness of a matchstick flaring to life, and she couldn’t stop the shudder of awareness that shot through every drought-ridden nerve in her body.

Duncan’s arms tightened at the telling movement, and Willow cursed her body’s betrayal. Dammit, why this man?

Of all the pleasant, civilized men in this world, why did she have to be so attracted to, so turned on by, Duncan Ross? He was an adventurer turned barkeep—a tall and ruggedly masculine, green-eyed, blond-haired throwback to a time when brawn was more useful than brain when it came to wooing naïve, starry-eyed women.

Willow pulled free of his embrace, leaned back against the oak-paneled wall, and crossed her arms under her tingling breasts. Either there were several regressive genes rattling around in her own body or the drought was affecting her more than she realized.

It was definitely time for a rain dance. And she was getting just desperate enough to do it on the front steps of the Capitol Building in Augusta.

“So,” she said a little too brightly, looking at her sister, “what do you have for mailboxes that we can put out?”

Rachel blinked at the change in subject. “I, ah, I have two that are finished,” Rachel finally said, her smile turning crooked. “Mikaela decorated them.”

Willow winced, imagining what the mailboxes looked like after the seven-year-old had finished decorating Rachel’s beautiful creations.

Rachel and Willow had been anonymously gifting unsuspecting homeowners around Puffin Harbor with new mailboxes for almost five years now. They did their work under the cover of night, digging postholes at the ends of driveways and setting up the handcrafted boxes to be discovered in the morning. But the best fun was then watching the entire town try to figure out who the “Mailbox Santa Claus” really was.

Two years ago, they’d broadened their benevolence and set an eight-foot Puffin statue in the town park, causing an explosion of speculation that still hadn’t died down.

And Mikaela, Kee’s daughter and the child of Rachel and Willow’s heart, insisted on helping, both with the decorating and the installation. And young Nicholas Oakes, Rachel and Kee’s fourteen-month-old son, was already showing signs of getting involved in their clandestine hobby—although the toddler was more interested in eating the sawdust than he was in helping.

“You’re only in town for the weekend, so we should put one out tonight,” Rachel suggested, reaching across the table to pick up Willow’s drink.

Willow immediately snatched it away from her. “You can’t have that. You might be pregnant.”

The stunned silence lasted for several heartbeats before Keenan Oakes turned to his wife, his ocean blue eyes so intense that it was a wonder Rachel didn’t burst into flames.

Her face darkening with a soft flush, Rachel glared at Willow and then turned and smiled up at her husband. “I…ah, it’s just a possibility. I haven’t said anything because I wasn’t…it’s not…”

Willow poked Duncan’s side and pushed him out of the booth ahead of her. “I can’t do the mailboxes tonight, sis,” she said as she scrambled to her feet and faced her once again glaring sister. “I’m meeting someone in an hour. But don’t expect me home until late tomorrow morning.”

Another silence—so absolute that the hum of the pub faded to nothing—settled around the four of them, seemingly centered just behind Willow’s left shoulder, right in the vicinity of Duncan Ross.

Willow felt like smacking herself on the forehead. She was igniting one fire after another tonight, and if she didn’t get out of there quick she was the one about to be burned.

“I got to go,” she muttered, spinning on her heel away from Duncan, too much the coward—or rather too intelligent—to meet the piercing green stare boring into her back.

Willow marched past the cheerily burning hearth on the back wall of the pub, smiling and nodding at several friends as she held her breath, half expecting a large, powerful hand to close over her shoulder.

She was not marrying Duncan Ross, but she sure didn’t want to provoke him, either. Tugging a troglodyte’s tail was not a wise thing for a woman in a sexual drought to do.

She made it into the restroom without being stopped. Willow closed the solid oak door, leaned her back against it, and let out a loud groan of disgust. She finally gave in to the urge and smacked her forehead. “Dumb. Dumb,” she hissed, closing her eyes on the realization that she should have left the pub instead of hiding behind the first available door.

She stood there berating herself for a good five minutes, knowing full well Duncan was waiting for her, all the time eyeing the narrow restroom window and gauging her chances of fitting through it. Finally, with a sigh of resignation, she forced open the stubborn window and climbed out into the crisp June night.







Chapter Two



With the patience of a predator waiting for supper, Duncan leaned against the candy red SUV in the dimly lit parking lot, his arms folded over his chest and his feet crossed at the ankles in a pose that might appear almost languid to anyone who didn’t know him.

He was soon rewarded by the sight of Willow climbing out the restroom window of his pub; one shapely jeans-clad leg appearing first, followed by a deliciously firm little butt, followed by another leg, until she was hanging suspended over the sill. Her sweater caught on a protruding nail as her waving feet searched for a toehold, and she suddenly tumbled down over the stack of firewood with a curse loud enough to be heard all the way across the parking lot.

Despite his dark mood, Duncan couldn’t stifle a smile. It was a wonder she could even walk after putting first one foot in her mouth by spilling Rachel’s secret, then cramming in her other foot when she’d blurted out that she wouldn’t be home until late tomorrow morning.

That Rachel had told Duncan she’d heard Willow on the phone with an old high-school boyfriend earlier also didn’t bode well for the sassy-mouthed little brat.

He was one second away from dragging Willow home—kicking and screaming, if that’s what it took—and tying her to his bed and not letting her go until she agreed to marry him.

Duncan’s smile widened at the image of her tied to his bed. He watched Willow creep toward freedom while looking over her shoulder at the front corner of the building. A cool ocean breeze was blowing her long, blunt-cut brown hair across her face, the hem of her heavy wool sweater was hiked up over one shapely breast, and there was a smudge of white paint on her left knee. She was also fishing in her pocket for her keys, obviously forgetting that she had the same bad habit as most of the citizens of Puffin Harbor and had left them on the floor of her truck.

Those keys were now tucked safely in Duncan’s pocket.

Apparently satisfied that she had made her escape relatively unscathed, Willow started sprinting toward her truck only to finally spot him, swallow a gasp, and skid to a halt just four paces away.

Duncan continued to watch in fascination as her chin came up, her shoulders squared, and her large hazel eyes glittered with challenge. Still he didn’t move from his insouciant pose, but simply stared back, not saying a word, and waited to see how inventive her lie would be.

Lord, he enjoyed her games.

She suddenly made a production of looking at her watch, holding her wrist toward the dim light of the streetlamp. “I’m going to be late, Dunky,” she said with a hint of impatience, lifting one brow as her shimmering gaze returned to his. “Was there something you wanted?”

“Aye. You.”

She smoothed her sweater back down into place, settled her hands on her hips, and shook her head. “We both know that’s never going to happen.”

“Never say never, counselor. It’s a word that always comes back to haunt ya. Where are ya going tonight, Willow?”

“If it’s any of your business, I’m going to visit an old friend I haven’t seen since high school.”

“All night?”

Her chin rose the slightest bit higher, and her hands on her hips balled into fists. “We’ll probably have a few drinks, so I won’t be able to drive home. And if I know his wife, she’ll cook a breakfast so big I won’t be able to walk away from the table, either.”

“Ray and Patty Cobb separated three months ago.”

Willow’s hands fell from her hips. “They’re separated?”

Her surprise wasn’t fake, Duncan realized. She truly hadn’t known. “Aye,” he said quietly. “So tell me, did you call Cobb or did he call you?”

She took a cautious step back, though he hadn’t moved so much as an inch, but then she stiffened. “How do you know I’m going to see Ray?” Her eyes narrowed. “And who told you he and Patty are separated?”

“Your sister just told me, while you were hiding in the restroom,” he said with an indifferent shrug. “As payback, I suppose, for your so eloquently telling Kee she’s pregnant.”

Duncan saw her wince. “Rachel’s not even sure yet,” she muttered. She took another step, this one sideways instead of back, obviously hoping to work her way toward her truck door.

Duncan was on her before she could react. He caught her around the waist and lifted her up as he turned, dropped her down on the front fender of her truck, and settled himself between her knees so quickly that she had to grab his shoulders to steady herself.

He threaded his fingers through her hair and cupped the sides of her face firmly enough to warn her against struggling. She went perfectly still, her eyes widening in alarm.

Or was it awareness?

“Come home with me tonight.”

“I can’t, Duncan. And you know why.” There was anger in her whispered response. And also regret.

“Then stay and help me finish my bottle of Scotch.”

She slowly shook her head inside his hands. “I’ll just find myself waking up in your bed again.”

“Eighteen months is a long time to be celibate.”

Her face under his hands flushed with heat, and her eyes shimmered defiantly. “What makes you think I’ve been celibate? I’ll have you know I’ve had lots of dates in the last year and a half. Probably hundreds,” she said, waving an angry hand over his shoulder.

“But not one of those dates ended in bed.”

“How do—Dammit!” She squirmed to break free and pushed at his shoulders. “Let me go. I have to go kill my sister!”

He ignored her struggles and covered her mouth in a kiss that was long overdue, holding her firmly as he tasted peat-dried barley malt mingled with her own sweet flavor.

She stiffened on an indrawn breath, her hands on his shoulders digging into his leather jacket. Duncan dropped his own hand to her backside and slid Willow forward, pulling her pelvis firmly into his. He groaned into her mouth, and with an aggression born of need, deepened the kiss, not backing down until he felt her shudder in response.

“Sweet heaven,” he growled, forcing himself to come up for air. “Dammit, Willow, don’t do this to us. You want it as much as I do.”

She set trembling, delicate hands on either side of his face, and smiled sadly through passion-bright eyes. “You blew any chance for us eighteen months ago, Duncan, when you took me home, made incredible love to me all night, and then turned into a chest-beating caveman the next morning.”

“It’s troglodyte,” he whispered, flexing his fingers on her hips. “I’m a troglodyte.”

“Yes, you are,” she whispered back, her own hands tightening on his face. “You’re possessive, protective, and wonderfully physical, and you haven’t evolved into this century. If I ever let down my guard with you, for even a minute, I’d find myself in more trouble than I could handle.”

Duncan took her hands from his face and held them securely against his thumping chest. “But that’s the very thing we have going for us, lass. Your own strength matches mine in a way that promises us a lifetime of passion.”

“I’m not capable of making that kind of commitment, Duncan. Can’t you understand that?”

“Aye,” he said on a sigh, leaning forward and giving her mouth a gentle kiss. He pulled back slightly. “I’ve understood that from the beginning. Cancel your date with Cobb.”

“I can’t.” She also released a shuddering sigh. “It’s not even a date, really. I’m meeting Ray tonight because he has something to show me.”

Duncan just bet Cobb had something to show her. “Then let me come with you.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. This is business.”

“Attorney general business?” He canted his head. “Your sister said Cobb is a lobsterman. What’s he got that concerns your office?” Duncan tightened his grip on her hands. “And why did you have to come here to meet him, and at night? All night, for that matter.”

She wiggled to get free, and Duncan allowed her to shove him away and slide down off the fender of her truck. She turned with a snort and finally opened the driver’s door. “This is exactly why we can’t be together. I can’t even have a simple meeting without you getting all possessive and protective. I’ve been doing my job for over two years now, and I’ve been doing it damn well without your help. Go tend your bar.”

“I have a staff for that. I’m taking tonight off.”

“You can’t come with—” She stopped in mid-sentence and reached inside her truck, picked up the bottle he’d set on the seat while waiting for her, and turned back with one brow raised in question. “Pretty damn sure of yourself, aren’t you?” She returned her gaze to the bottle, lifting it toward the street light to read the label. “Rosach Distillery,” she read out loud, looking back up at him. “It’s the same name as your bar—The Rosach Pub.”

He took the bottle from her. “They’re my silent partner.”

“But I thought you bought and remodeled the bar with your share of the reward you and Kee and the others got when you recovered Thaddeus Lakeman’s stolen art?”

“Aye, I did. But I also went into partnership with the Rosach Distillery.”

After giving him an odd look, Willow reached into the truck again and reemerged with the small leather box that had been sitting next to the bottle. “What’s this?” she asked, running a finger over the faded gold letters embossed into the top of it. “Who’s Galen Ross?” she asked, opening the box.

Willow shot him a quick look of surprise, then lifted the tulip-shaped glass from the velvet and held it up to see the etching. “This is the glass I just used inside,” she said, looking back at him. “It has the same crest as the label on the bottle. Who’s Galen Ross?” she repeated.

“My father.”

“You have a father?” she blurted out. She shook her head and smiled. “I mean, I know you didn’t really crawl out of a cave, but I never thought of you as having a family. You never talk about them.”

He tucked the bottle under his arm and took the box and glass from her, set the glass back in the velvet, and carefully closed the lid. “My father and I were supposed to share this Scotch when it came of age, but he died six years ago.”

“I’m sorry, Duncan,” she said softly.

He tucked the bottle and box under his arm. “Life happens” was all he could think to say.

“So that’s why you know so much about whisky,” she continued brightly. “Your father worked for the Rosach Distillery. Was he one of those…what do you call them? A noser?”

“Aye, Galen Ross had a legendary nose for blending whisky.”

“And that’s his nosing glass,” she said, stepping forward and lifting up on her toes as she pulled on the sleeve of his jacket. “Thank you for sharing your special Scotch with me, Duncan,” she whispered. “And for letting me drink from your father’s glass.”

She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and then turned and climbed into her truck. Duncan watched her grope around on the floor for her keys, then bend over with a muttered curse and continue her search in front of the passenger’s seat.

Duncan took her keys out of his pocket but said nothing, deciding to let the woman’s frustration build—even though he knew it wouldn’t even come close to his own. He smiled when she suddenly stilled, his grin widening when she bolted upright, glared at him, and held out her hand.

He dangled the keys just out of her reach. “Take me with ya and I promise to be as quiet as a church mouse and not interfere in your work.”

She climbed back out of the truck, stood directly in front of him, and stared up with a fierceness that would have worried the devil himself. “Do you trust me, Duncan?”

He relaxed back on his hips and folded the hand holding the keys under his arm holding the Scotch. “I trust ya not to lie to me about the important things,” he said softly. “And I trust that ya know what you’re doing when it comes to yar work. But I don’t trust an old boyfriend not to have an agenda.”

“Ray and I dated three months,” she snapped, clearly at the end of her patience—and seemingly not at all impressed that he trusted her. “I am not interested in Ray Cobb that way.”

“Then ya shouldn’t have any problem with my tagging along.”

She shoved her hand out again. “You are not coming with me.”

He held his own hand over hers, the keys locked in his fist. “Then agree to have dinner with me tomorrow night.”

She actually stamped her foot, and Duncan realized she’d just barely restrained herself from kicking him. “I will not be seen on a date with you. It would only feed the rumors about us.”

“Then we’ll eat in. At my house.”

She looked down at his leg, specifically at his shin, her mutinous eyes obviously judging her aim.

But she looked back up at the sound of her jangling keys as Duncan made them disappear behind the zipper of his jacket, to an inside pocket over his chest. And then her eyes widened when his hand returned not with her keys but with a pen. He stepped forward, the bottle and box tucked firmly under his arm, and took her still extended hand in his and started writing on her palm.

Just as he’d known it would, Willow’s curiosity held her still as she tried to read what he was spelling out in small, bold blue letters.

“What does that say?” she demanded, pulling free the moment he finished. She held her hand flat, facing the light, and squinted down at it. “Potes currere…” She looked up and scowled at him. “Either you can’t spell worth a damn, Dunky, or this isn’t English.” She looked back down and tried reading it phonetically. “Potes currere sed te occulere non potes.”

Duncan winced. “Ya’re slaughtering it, lass.”

“What language is it? French? Latin? Stone Age gibberish? And what does it mean?”

He placed the pen back in his pocket, his hand returning empty. “You’re an educated woman, counselor. Do what I did when ya wrote troglodyte on my palm two years ago. Look it up.”

Her eyes glittering in the street light, Willow balled her hand into a fist and spun back to her truck with a muttered curse. She climbed in, slammed the door shut behind her, and tripped the electric locks. Then she reached up, pulled down the visor, and took out a hidden key. She shot him a triumphant smile as she crammed the key into the ignition and started the engine.

Duncan stepped back with a long-suffering sigh and turned to avoid the parking lot dust and debris shooting out from her screeching tires as Willow exited the parking lot with all the poise of a spoiled brat.

He was going to have to do something about her recklessness, Duncan decided as he loped to his car. He climbed into the right-hand seat, tucked the Scotch and leather box safely under the left-hand seat, fished his own keys out of his pocket, and started the fifteen-year-old Jaguar.

The engine rumbled to life with the distinct purr of a jungle beast, and Duncan slowly pulled out of the parking lot. But the moment he turned onto the road, he pushed the powerful engine through the gears, only easing back on the throttle when he caught sight of Willow’s taillights.

Aye, he thought with another sigh. The game continued.

 

Not only was their game continuing, Duncan decided thirty minutes later, it was getting curiouser and curiouser.

He could have been watching a B movie for all the drama of the scene unfolding through his binoculars: the old fishing pier hugging the shore of the fog-obscured cove, the halo of one weak bulb from the scale house illuminating the two people standing hunched over a wooden crate, and the thick, desolate silence broken only by an occasional, distant foghorn.

He’d witnessed this sort of scene more times than he cared to remember, and Duncan’s gut tightened at the thought of Willow being in the middle of this one. Cobb’s personal interest in her was no longer a worry; it was the situation the man was getting her into that made Duncan break into a cold sweat. When state’s assistant attorneys general met with men who wanted to show them something on a desolate pier at night, it usually meant trouble.

Big trouble.

Usually more trouble than one tiny woman could handle.

Duncan was back to rethinking his plan of dragging Willow home and tying her to his bed. He straightened from leaning over the roof of his car, tossed the binoculars onto the front seat, softly closed the door, and started down the steep hill toward the clandestine meeting.

He had no trouble keeping to the shadows as he carefully worked his way out onto the pier, his ears tuned to the silence around him and the soft voices ahead.

“How long has this been going on, Ray?” Duncan heard Willow whisper.

“They started turning up about seven weeks ago,” Cobb answered just as softly. “Just a few at first, and only in my traps closest to the island. And it’s not just the lobsters. Even the crabs look like this.”

Duncan inched forward and peered around the end of the scale house, but he still couldn’t see what Cobb was holding, since the man was standing with his back to him.

“Why call me?” Willow asked. “You should have contacted Marine Resources.”

“I did. George White covers this part of the coast, and I told him exactly what I’m telling you. I even gave him some of my catch.”

“And?”

“And he said he’d look into it, but that was six weeks ago. I called his office several times and they told me he’s gone on vacation.”

“That’s a long vacation for a civil servant,” Duncan heard Willow murmur as she looked back at what Cobb was holding. “What about the other lobstermen? Are they turning up the same thing?”

Cobb dropped what Duncan guessed was a lobster back into the crate and brushed his hands on his pants. “Yes,” Cobb said, closing the crate and picking it up. “There’s about seven other fishermen who usually set traps around the island. But we’ve all had to move them because we can’t afford to keep throwing back our catch.”

Cobb started walking farther out the pier, and Willow fell into step beside him. Duncan silently followed.

“And that means we’ve started crowding each other,” Cobb continued, stopping beside the gently bobbing roof of a fishing boat. “We’re on the verge of starting a trap war.”

“A trap war?”

Cobb snorted. “You know how territorial fishing gets. And we can’t afford to just pull our traps, so we have to move into other areas,” he explained, setting down the crate. “After I called and asked you to come down, I set some traps around the island so you could see for yourself what I’m talking about.”

“And the sick lobster are only coming from this one place?” Willow asked. “They’re not turning up anywhere else?”

“No. Other than an expected mutation and the occasional blue or harlequin lobster, all’s normal.”

The tide was low, and Cobb stepped onto the ladder that ran down to his boat, slid the crate onto its deck, then turned and faced Willow at eye level. “I run almost nine hundred pots from June to October, and about three hundred in winter. I’ve been fishing for over ten years, and I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Duncan could just make out Cobb’s smile as the man held out his hand. “Come on, Willy. It’ll be just like in high school, when I used to steal my old man’s boat and a bunch of us would head out to one of the islands for a party.”

Dammit, he was not letting Willow get on that boat. Duncan silently moved forward, preparing to rush her, when the beam of a powerful light suddenly cut through the fog, scanning shoreward from the water in a sweeping arc.

Duncan stepped back into the shadow of several stacked crates and listened to the muted chug of an engine approaching at idle speed. The searchlight stopped on Willow as she stood on the pier, its beam also catching Cobb in silhouette.

“Hey The Corncobb Lady,” the man in the approaching boat hollered. “That you, Ray Cobb?”

Duncan watched as Cobb quickly helped Willow down to the deck of his boat and rushed her into its wheelhouse. Then he climbed back up the ladder and moved down the pier to intercept the boat coming in.

“You’re out late tonight, Gramps,” Cobb said, leaning over to catch the roof of the other boat as it gently edged up to the pier. He took the rope handed to him and tied it off on a large post. “You have engine trouble?” he continued, moving back to help the old man up the ladder.

“Naw. I anchored myself off Pregnant Island and had a nap,” he said with a chuckle. “Next thing I knew, I woke up and it was dark. Already radioed the missus, so she ain’t worried none.” Gramps leaned around Cobb, eyeing the younger man’s boat. “Who you got there, Ray? I thought I recognized her.”

Cobb moved into his line of sight. “Just a friend.”

The old man squinted up at him. “You should be working on winning Patty back, not fishing new waters.” He suddenly stiffened. “Willow Foster,” he said, starting toward Cobb’s boat. “That’s who I recognized, damned if it ain’t.”

“Go home, Gramps,” Cobb said gently, crowding him away from his boat. “It’s not Willow Foster.”

“I sure hope to hell not,” the old man said, stopping and looking up at Cobb.

Duncan slid deeper into the shadows, since the men were only ten feet away now.

“I hear that huge Scot over to Puffin Harbor already got a claim on her,” Gramps continued. “He owns The Rosach Pub, and I hear he used to be a…what you call them? A fortune soldier or something. Ayuh,” he said with a nod. “Word is he’s trying to take up with that Foster girl, but she ain’t making it easy for him,” he finished with a cackle. He pointed at Cobb’s chest. “You mind whose traps you’re pulling from. That Scot ain’t no one to mess with. Go back to Patty.”

“I’m trying,” Cobb growled. “But she’s being stubborn. She says I take her for granted or something.”

Gramps glanced toward Cobb’s sleek-lined, crisply painted boat, then cocked his head at the young man. “Maybe you should spend more money on your house than you do your boat, boy. Homes are important to women.” He puffed up his chest. “I’ve kept the same missus and the same boat for near forty-six years, ’cause I spent my earnings on whichever one was complaining the loudest at the time.”

“Maybe I’ll do that,” Cobb said, urging the old man toward land. “And you should get home before Mildred locks you out.”

That said, Cobb jogged back to his boat, untied the ropes with quick efficiency, jumped onto the deck, and had the engine started before Gramps even got moving.

Duncan gritted his teeth in frustration, inching around the crates as the old sea salt finally walked by muttering something about the foolishness of horny toads.

By the time Duncan was able to move down the pier, Cobb’s boat was already disappearing into the fog—and Willow Foster was standing on deck, waving back at Duncan.







Chapter Three



Willow sat on a large box under the wheelhouse of The Corncobb Lady, hugging her knees to her chest as she watched the spray of frothing water disappear into the darkness behind.

“Are you warm enough?” Ray shouted over the roar of the diesel engine, slipping out of his heavy canvas jacket and tossing it to her before she could answer.

“You’ll freeze.”

“Naw. I’m used to being damp and cold,” he said, returning his attention to the dark sea ahead.

Once they’d idled out of the shore-hugging fog, about twenty minutes ago, Ray had given the powerful boat full throttle. Willow wasn’t worried they’d run into anything; she’d made enough trips in speeding boats in high school to know that visibility was actually quite good on the ocean at night. She was only mad at herself for not remembering how raw it could get on the open water. Unlike kayaking, where one worked up a sweat, cruising the Gulf of Maine at twenty-five knots in June was damn cold.

Willow slipped into Ray’s jacket, and it was as she was pulling the sleeves up to find her hands that she saw the ink on her right palm, though it was too dark to read it.

She was pretty sure it was Latin.

And just how did Duncan Ross—the definition of a troglodyte if there ever was one—know enough Latin to write an entire sentence on her hand?

Willow lowered her chin to her bent knees and wrapped her arms around them again as she remembered two years ago. She’d stopped into the old Drop Anchor where Duncan had been sharing a drink with Kee and Ahab and Jason and Matt and Peter four days after rescuing Willow and Rachel from Raoul Vegas and his henchman. Luke had been in the hospital, recovering from gunshot wounds, and Willow had still had several fading bruises from the frightening ordeal.

But before heading back to her job in Augusta, she had sought out the men to formally thank them for rescuing her. Especially Duncan, because he’d been the one to burst into the house where she was being held captive—looking like Zeus himself—and save her from one of the bad guys.

So she had paid for a round of drinks and Duncan had walked her out to her car. But before she could especially thank him again, her hero had hauled her into his arms and kissed her quite passionately—right there in the parking lot, right in front of God and the rest of the world.

That she had kissed him back, not even realizing what a slippery slope she might be heading down, only proved that intelligence had nothing to do with common sense.

Because right after that heart-stopping kiss, Willow had unknowingly fired the first salvo of their upcoming war. More mad at herself than at Duncan, she had taken out her pen and written troglodyte on his palm, telling him she’d spelled it out so he could look it up in the dictionary. Then she’d gotten into her car, cursing the fact that he was either too dense or too amused to realize the insult, and driven away.

And so had started their two-year-long, passionate battle of wills. Every time she would come home for a visit, the maddening Scot somehow managed to get her alone and kiss her until she couldn’t even remember how to spell troglodyte, much less hero for that matter.

There were a hundred ways to describe Duncan Ross, and only one way Willow could describe her feelings for him: dangerous. What she felt for Duncan was dangerous not only for herself, but for him.

Men like Duncan had a tendency to think in simple terms, and when something caught their interest they usually went after it with the determination of a hungry tiger.

Finding herself the prey of such a formidable beast was both frightening and exhilarating. And at times, like tonight, damn frustrating.

Eighteen months ago she’d made her biggest mistake.

Going to bed with Duncan had only encouraged his pursuit. It didn’t matter that it had been the most incredible night of her life; she’d awakened a sleeping tiger who up until that point had seemed contented with stolen kisses and kicked shins, laughter and insults, and a bit of mutually enjoyable necking.

But for the last eighteen months, Willow had felt positively hunted. So instead of coming home one or two weekends a month, she’d thrown herself into her work and simply avoided Puffin Harbor as much as possible.

Or she had been able to until Ray Cobb had called her office Monday, saying he didn’t know who else to bring his problem to. He knew her personally, he knew she specialized in environmental crimes against the state—high-profile, newsworthy crimes—and he knew he could trust her to quietly discover what was happening in her childhood playground.

So here she was, spending a Friday night in June racing through the Gulf of Maine in a lobster boat and foolishly wishing she was in Duncan Ross’s bed instead.

Willow smiled, remembering the picture of him standing on the dock as they’d idled away. His fists had been planted on his hips, his feet had been spread in predatory anger as he’d watched her escape, and the fog had swirled around him in waves of simmering frustration.

Yes, possessive and protective described Duncan very well; as did passionate, utterly physical, and perfect in all ways but one.

Duncan wasn’t willing to have a quiet, flaming affair with her—he wanted marriage. A lifetime of passion, he’d told her tonight. And for that reason alone, Willow knew she couldn’t afford to lose this war, simply because she couldn’t make the kind of commitment he was demanding.

Which also proved that intelligence didn’t have anything to do with irrational fear, either.

“We’re here,” Ray said, throttling the engine down to an idle and pushing several buttons on one of the navigational instruments over his head.

Willow stood up and looked at the colorful monitor. “How far are we from Thunder Island?” she asked, trying to orient herself in reference to the map on the screen.

“Two miles. There,” Ray said, pointing over her shoulder.

Willow turned and looked toward the black horizon, letting her eyes go out of focus just enough to see the outline of the island as it rose into the starry night.

“Nobody lives on it?” she asked, turning back to Ray. “It’s still just an abandoned granite quarry? If I remember correctly, it took more courage than brains to even land there, since it was so rocky and the tides were so rough.”

“Nobody lives there,” he said, shaking his head and smiling at the memories the island held for both of them. “We had some really fun times, didn’t we, the whole gang swimming in that old quarry pond?”

“It was the only place we could swim,” Willow said, looking back toward the island. “The sun warmed up the pond water enough to make it just barely tolerable. Have you and Patty been there lately?” she asked, still looking at the island.

“Naw. What for?”

She turned to him. “To go swimming.”

She could just make out the dull flush of his cheeks in the light of the instruments. “Why would Patty want to go swimming in that old quarry?”

“Maybe to bring back memories,” Willow asked softly, “of youthful passion and a time when nothing else mattered but living each day to the fullest?”

Ray snorted, turned back to his screen, and punched several buttons. “I guess you heard what Gramps said. Patty left me.”

“Has she filed for divorce?”

“No,” he said softly, pulling the boat out of gear to stop their forward movement. “Not yet.”

“Have you thought that maybe she doesn’t want a divorce, Ray?” Willow asked. “That she only wants her high school sweetheart back?” She took hold of his sleeve and turned him toward her. “Maybe the Patty I remember wants the carefree young man she remembers.”

“I have three kids, two mortgages, a sky-high overhead, and not enough days in a fishing season,” he said, waving at the boat they stood in. “I can’t afford to take Patty on trips down memory lane.”

“You can’t afford not to, Ray. What good is working so hard if there’s no one to come home to at the end of the day?”

“I don’t see you rushing home to anyone,” he snapped, shoving on a pair of gloves. He picked up a stick with a hook in the end and waved it at the air. “If I remember correctly, you didn’t keep a boyfriend more than four months all through high school. And you’re—what—twenty-eight? And you still haven’t settled down.”

“This isn’t about me.”

“No, it’s about lobsters,” he said, turning to watch the screen on his Global Positioning System. “And about whatever’s in these waters that’s damn near killing my livelihood.”

He put the boat in gear and idled forward while watching the monitor. “Look for a blue and pink buoy,” he told her, turning on a floodlight and directing its narrow beam over the water.

Willow saw nothing but black ocean gently swelling around them. Ray slowly idled The Corncobb Lady in large circles for several more minutes, then turned the wheel sharply, pulled back on the throttle, and took the engine out of gear. He leaned over the side, reached out with his pole, and in one fluid movement dropped the snagged buoy onto the deck and tossed the attached rope over the pulley above his head.

Willow stepped back as the electric winch whined with the strain of dragging the trap off the ocean floor.

Ray leaned over the side of the boat and hefted the green wire lobster pot up onto the gunnel. He reached up and turned on the wheelhouse light, then manhandled the cumbersome trap down to the deck as if it weighed no more than a sack of groceries.

Willow took another step back from the odor of stinky bait wafting into the air, and watched as Ray opened the door on the top of the trap, reached in with his gloved hand, and pulled out a lobster.

It sat listlessly in his hand but for an occasional spasm of twitches, acting just like the one he’d shown her on the pier. Ray set it beside the trap and reached in again and pulled out a crab. The crab was obviously dead. He threw it onto the deck of his boat, then reached in a third time and pulled out what looked like a healthy two-pound lobster, its claws snapping and its tail flapping frantically.

“This seems to be about as far as the contamination goes,” Ray said, quickly picking up a plierslike tool and slipping a wide rubber band over first one waving claw and then the other. “I’ve set a couple more traps closer to the island, and a few farther out and to the south and east, so we can see how far the problem’s progressed.”

Willow looked down at the dead crab lying next to the blue and pink buoy only to realize something. “I thought your colors were orange and white,” she said, pointing to the buoy displayed on the roof of his boat.

Ray waved at the expanse of ocean around them. “These waters are usually filled with hundreds of buoys, but now there’s only the seven I set Tuesday, so they stand out like a sore thumb. I wasn’t about to advertise my interest in this area, so I painted seven buoys with colors that aren’t already taken along this part of the coast.”

Willow knew that each fisherman had his own distinct colors and designs on the buoys that marked his pots so that when fishing close to others he could distinguish one from another.
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