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      "I think you might have sailed off the grid at some point. Can you remember anything unusual happening during the voyage?"

      Ragnar's lips pressed down as he considered this, which gave her the chance to study him. Hot as hell with sharp black stubble coating his jaw, his thick tawny hair fell in wild profusion, dropping into his eyes and catching on his stubble. Just the sight of his powerful shoulders was enough to make her weak.

      He was such a turn-on with that torso that looked as if it might have been sculpted by Michelangelo. With the addition of copious ink. She was growing to love tattoos and wanted nothing more than to taste him, all of him, especially the part that pleasured her, but she was also keen to learn as much as she could about him.
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      Sex and Isla Sinclair had been happy to remain strangers. Until now. Who was that man?

      Or was it the whisky talking? She’d had quite a few. Drink had been flowing during the ceilidh to celebrate Isla completing her six-month trial as the island’s blacksmith. Today she’d been offered a permanent post, which was one in the eye for Isla’s six brothers, all of whom had mocked her to hell and back when she’d told them her chosen path was working hot metal. But she’d always liked the intriguing, practical subjects at school, such as navigation, woodworking, sign language, and even morse code.

      Am I seeing things?

      Body phenomenal. Good looks spectacular. Posture easy. Thick, wavy hair tawny and windswept. And who didn’t like a man in a kilt? His gaze when their eyes met was lazily appraising with a touch of humor, when previously, as he stared into the crowded village hall, it had been ruthless and uncompromising. He had the air of a fearless adventurer, and she was seriously interested.

      Get real. Have another whisky and put that vision of a man down to good old alcohol-fueled hallucination.

      But the vision was too convincing not to be real. Head and shoulders above every other man present, with a lean, hard-muscled body, he was as perfect as any man she’d ever seen. It was a freezing cold night, but he’d chosen to attend the event in kilt and boots, with a cloak half covering his body, leaving one impossibly muscular arm exposed. All the better to wield that sword at his belt, she supposed.

      Sword?

      Are you kidding me? It looked as real as the man carrying it, and just as dangerous. She had to be hallucinating. There were many unexplained mysteries on the remote Scottish island where Isla had chosen to work. Rumored sightings of the supernatural spread like wildfire. Vague shapes in the mist and shadows in the loch, that might or might not have been a mythical water kelpie, or even a cousin of Nessie, the world-famous mythical monster in Loch Ness. To add to Isla’s conviction that the man had to be a figment of her overactive imagination, Morag, acclaimed elder and chief witch on the island, had told Isla that Isla also possessed the Sight. She’d put that down to the whisky talking too. Fire Witch was the sign Isla had fashioned to put over the door of her forge. It didn’t mean she believed in magic—well, any more than most people.

      This was turning into one crazy night. But that didn’t stop her glance flicking back to the doorway, hoping for another glance of the man with the tawny hair. Why had he been staring at Isla when she was the only woman in the place still in work gear of heat-resistant leather jeans topped with a faded sweater? There’d been no time to do her hair when she finished work, so that was scraped back from a makeup-free face.

      She always played it safe when it came to men. There was no love interest in Isla’s life. Growing up an orphan at home with six strapping brothers had been enough to put her off men for life. Try flirting with six beer-breath brutes looking over your shoulder. Her experience of sex could be written on the head of a pin with room to spare, and there was no one to experiment with on an island where the average age was well over sixty.

      Not to say she couldn’t handle men. Challenge came with her job. It wouldn’t be the first time that a visitor high on the island’s most excellent whisky had wanted to know if the female blacksmith would like him to hammer a nail into her horseshoe. That was when those brothers came in useful. She’d grown up fighting and laughing with them, and liked to think there wasn’t a man alive she couldn’t handle with good humor or a quick elbow in the ribs and a stranglehold, if she had to.

      

      Catching a glance of the man out of the misted-up window as he strode away, she stared after him until he disappeared. He was all too real. But where was he heading, and where had he come from? Everyone knew everyone else on the island, and she’d never seen him before. The wind was howling, throwing up his kilt, giving her a better look at a pair of impressively muscular legs. The sleeting rain was horizontal, but it didn’t seem to affect him.

      “Hey, Isla, what are you staring at?”

      Fi was one of her friends. Quite a crowd of young people were fascinated by the work Isla carried out in the Fire Witch forge. “If he’s good-looking and has a few friends, save one for me,” Fi begged, hanging over her shoulder.

      By the time Fi had pushed Isla out of the way, the guy had disappeared, swallowed up in the night. Maybe that’s all he was: a ghost.

      Isla shrugged acceptingly as Fi danced off with their mutual friend Cameron. Any get-together was an excuse for the hardworking crofters and fisherfolk to let their hair down. Their work was so relentless, they more than deserved their downtime. Drink hard, dance hard, love hard, should have been the island’s motto. They were a tight-knit group, and one she was proud to be part of.

      Her thoughts soon returned to the visitor. Not many islanders wore a kilt these days, unless it was for a hatching, matching, or dispatching ceremony. And none wore what looked suspiciously like a genuine wolf pelt wrapped around their shoulders. Jeans, work boots, and a heavy fleece with a waterproof over was the uniform everyone wore. The size and sheer power he exuded, together with those impossible good looks, had really worked a number on her. If that was whisky talking, hit me again.

      It was freezing by the time she left the village hall. There was no sign of the mystery man; no sign of anyone. It was this solitude she loved about the island. It gave her chance to think. The path ahead was clear, and the lights she’d left on in her cottage twinkled a reassuring welcome. Happily anticipating the warmth and comfort of the simple stone dwelling that came with her job, she wasn’t prepared for an attack. The attack was a bit halfhearted compared to her brothers’ rough and tumble, nothing more than a grab and tug, but who knew what that could lead to? Back-elbowing her attacker, she whirled around, ready to fight.

      “Cameron!” Her shoulders sagged with relief.

      “I wanted to be sure you got home safely,” Cameron wheezed, clutching his ribs.

      “Sorry I winded you, but you startled me—” Which was as far as she got before a deeply masculine roar made them both jump, and a strong arm banded around her waist.

      “Run, Cameron! Run!” She hung on to an arm that felt like a steel girder, while Cameron who didn’t need a second telling, tore off in the direction of his parents’ croft.

      The man she was hanging on to turned out to be her ghost. With one arm locked around her waist, he held his sword aloft with the other. “You won’t need that," she soothed as he glared after Cameron.

      “Why did you stop me killing him?”

      “It would have been a slight overreaction?” Didn’t they say to humor the deranged?

      “But he was attacking you.”

      One look from those eyes and she was reduced in an instant from stand-up woman to fluttery female, melting with lust. “This weather makes everyone a little bit crazy.”

      The man was obviously from Viking stock, but took the connection more seriously than most. That was definitely a real wolf pelt slung around his shoulders, and those thick leather straps crossing his impressive torso looked as if they’d been hand sewn. “Cameron means no harm. He’s just a young lad with hormones racing,” she explained.

      “So, he’s not your man?”

      “Cameron?” A laugh bubbled out of her. “No.”

      “You do have a man?”

      “What business is that of yours?”

      “Answer me!”

      “Excuse me, but we’ve only just met, and that is an extremely personal question.”

      “Answer it.”

      Hands planted on her hips, she gave it to him straight. “My private life is no business of yours.”

      As they confronted each other unblinking, her heart began to race. He was ridiculously attractive. And the longer they stared at each other, the more convinced she became that her ghost was very real, and this wasn’t the whisky talking. This was a strange encounter in a very strange land.

      “My name is Isla Sinclair,” she said to break the silence. “What’s yours?” She’d read somewhere that it was better to keep an assailant talking—not that he’d assailed her, but it was dark, she was miles from any human habitation but her own, and when you were holding a conversation with a man dressed in a wolf cape, thick tunic, what looked like a battle kilt, and buckskin boots, it was wise to err on the side of caution.

      “My name is Ragnar Rask.”

      He said this as if she should know. Even his name betrayed a Viking heritage. “Did you miss the ferry home?”

      Bad weather was no deterrent for the ferries that plied the rough waters between the islands. If it had been, they would never get any supplies. Missing a late sailing to one of the Scandinavian ports seemed the most likely explanation. But if he had arrived on a ferry, why hadn’t she seen him before? “Do you mind if I get out of the rain?” She glanced up the path at her cottage. She’d feel a lot safer once she was locked up securely and on her own.

      Ragnar followed her glance. “I’ll come with you.”

      He had an air that suggested he was used to giving orders and being obeyed. Arguing would not be in her best interest. Plus, the islanders always helped one another out. “If you’re stuck for somewhere to sleep, I’ve got an outhouse you can use. It isn’t much, but it’s next to my foundry, so it’s warm, and it has facilities.”

      “Facilities?”

      “You know, a toilet loo and a shower—quite a good shower, actually.”

      Ragnar was frowning as if he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. “Come on, I’ll show you…” She had a nice stock of weapons, fashioned by her good self, and sturdy bolts on every door. If Ragnar slept in the barn outside, she’d be safe.

      “Do you mind if I take a horse in to sleep with me?”

      “You have a horse with you?”

      “Not with me, exactly. But I noticed one in the field. It’s customary to sleep with a horse for warmth in the winter.”

      “It is?” What part of Scandinavia did he come from?

      “A horse is a good substitute for a woman.”

      “Ah…” Her jaw dropped and not a single word came to mind. She’d close the shutters over her windows too. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Turning, she bolted for the house.

      After slamming the door, she locked it securely. Resting back against the smooth wood, she realized she was too worked up to think straight, let alone take a glass of water to bed or eat some food.

      Has my guest eaten?

      It was to be hoped so. No way was she leaving this house until morning.
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      He woke and swam in the loch and then returned to continue his assessment of a woman who might very well fit his purpose. Having conducted extensive research in his own land, he’d been forced to travel farther in search of a queen than anyone before him.

      The sound of a hammer striking metal in a reassuringly familiar rhythmical pattern in the foundry next to the outhouse where he’d spent the night confirmed what he’d learned so far about Isla Sinclair. She was the island’s blacksmith, which made her an excellent fit for him. He had a lot of use for a woman who could help one of his experts to shoe a horse, or mend a spear with basic soldering. In his land, there was no excuse for a woman not making herself useful.

      To bring down the heat inside the foundry, Isla had left the big double doors open to the elements. Rain had stopped falling, but the icy wind had not dropped. He appreciated the warmth as he walked into a scene that could have come from the jaws of hell. Isla Sinclair, a tiny woman by Viking standards, with her burnished copper hair worked neatly into a thick plait down her back, was firing up the foundry until the flames threatened to escape and devour her. “That’s enough!”

      “I beg your pardon?” Swinging around, she lifted the mask she was wearing to fix him with a questioning stare. “How do you think I do my work?”

      “There’s fire, and then there’s an inferno.”

      He appreciated the irony as her eyes grew dark and the pink tip of her tongue crept out to moisten her lips. So, she felt the attraction between them too. The connection might be new, but it was powerful. He took in the sight of her lithe, healthy body, undoubted good looks, lush breasts and childbearing hips, and was convinced his search for a woman had ended.

      “I’m my own boss, Ragnar. You want something working in iron, I’m your gal.”

      “Gal?” he queried.

      With a huff and a shake of her head, she carried on working.

      “What is that you are making?”

      “A shoe for a horse. Only this one’s going to hang above the door to the forge. A hint, if you like, regarding the purpose of this building.”

      “You shoe horses?”

      “Of course. Why not?”

      “Women should fight at my side as shield maidens or warm my bed. What they should not do is shoe horses, because that takes patience as well as skill.”

      She didn’t even look up this time. “You must be heavily into reenactment.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Historical reenactment.” Straightening up, she lifted her visor. “Vikings?” she added with a touch of impatience. “Women are good enough for your bed, or to die fighting at your side, but not skilled enough to shoe a horse. Don’t you think that takes reenactment a shade too far?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. If it’s my bedding you that concerns you, in my country, we take a very liberal view of sex—”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Sex,” he repeated.

      Placing her hands on her hips, she narrowed her eyes. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      “If I must. If the feeling’s mutual and we’re hungry, we eat.”

      “And?” There was an ominous edge to her tone.

      “We don’t waste time thinking about it, let alone talking about it, we just get to it.”

      “Well, in my country,” she countered smoothly, “we view sex as the natural outcome of a growing attraction between a couple who’ve been close for some time.”

      “You ask me to believe that when your eyes are nearly black with lust, and your lips are swollen as you imagine me kissing you. What about your nipples?”

      “What about them?” she said, quickly covering her chest.

      “I can see them clearly through your tunic, and they’re erect.”

      “Sweatshirt, but we won’t split hairs.” Dropping her visor, she took up a pair of pincers to place the iron she was working on back into the roaring furnace.

      “I can wait,” he informed her as he propped a hip against her grime-streaked work table.

      “Just as well,” she said as she started hammering and shaping. “If you’re going to stick around here for any time, you’ll have to get it through your head that I will shoe your horse, even mend that nick in your sword, but I will not provide extra services.”

      “Mend my sword?” He couldn’t hide his astonishment. “That’s a job for an expert.”

      “Lucky for you, you found one here,” she said coolly, continuing on with her work, “though I’m surprised you find it necessary to wear full fancy dress this early in the morning.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, and as for trusting you with my sword?” He laughed.

      Lifting her visor again, Isla regarded him with weary indulgence. “So, you’d trust me with your body but not with your sword?”

      “Who said I trust you with my body? And as for my sword, it never leaves my hands.”

      “That must be uncomfortable in bed.” Staring pointedly down the length of his sword, she added with studied patience, “Matt or polished finished on your blade?”

      “Forget it!”

      She gave a careless shrug. “Okay.”

      Who was this woman who dared to insult him?

      “Isla Sinclair, witch and blacksmith at your service.”

      “You read my mind?” he demanded with affront.

      “That’s just another useful service I provide. But I do not provide the type of service you’re thinking about now— Ooh. Sorry. That’s my phone. I’ll just have to answer it—”

      “Your phone?” he queried, but she gave him no chance to question her further as she hurried outside. Following her, he noted that she’d pulled out an object from her pocket. He couldn’t see a blade. It didn’t look dangerous. But it was making a noise. Was it an insect?

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded as he snatched it out of her hand.

      Stamping on it, he smashed it into pieces. Hunkering down, he picked them up and frowned. “What is this?”

      “It was my phone,” Isla flared with a black look for him. “You’re taking this reenactment nonsense way too far.”

      “If I knew what you were talking about—”

      “How do you expect me to communicate with the outside world now?”

      “You will send a raven, or employ a messenger.”

      “Are you for real? Honestly. Ragnar, I’m not in the mood for this.”

      “This what?”

      “This joke—and please don’t ask what a joke is, or I might just have to hit you over the head.”

      He laughed. He couldn’t help it. She was so small and so fiery. And she could read minds.

      “I think you should make plans to go home,” she said, reading him now.

      “Believe me, if my boat wasn’t holed beneath the water line, I’d have left last night.”

      “You sailed here on your own boat?”

      “Naturally. Would you like to see it?”

      “Very much,” she admitted in a changed, much more interested tone. “Just as soon as I’ve mended your sword.”
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