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      A pawn in her brother’s scheme to become Laird and Chieftain of Clan Weir, Freyja is unfairly accused of a heinous crime, humiliated in front of her clan, and banished from her homeland.

      Hugh MacCormac knew escorting supply wagons in the Highlands at night easily put him and his men in danger. His concerns escalate when the trail leads him to a woman barely alive, buried in a shallow grave.

      Forced to decide between her life or risking the lives of his men, he leaves the poor lass to rest in peace. Burdened by his hasty decision, Hugh returns hours later to give the lass a proper burial, only to find she is still alive.

      No good deeds have ever been left unpunished, and Hugh soon pays the price for his actions.

      Freyja awakens in an unfamiliar place engulfed in a sense of warmth and security, but that quickly vanishes when reality hits and she realizes she’s lying in the arms of a naked man.

      Unable to trust anyone places Freyja in danger. Will her fight for justice be contested or supported by those she once considered family and friends?
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      Scottish and English Historical Romances have always been my favorite genres to read. Fallen Angel is the second book in the MacCormac Warriors Trilogy, and Freyja is unlike any character I have ever written.

      

      I enjoyed watching her grow from a wounded soul into a courageous leader. I think she just might be my alter-ego.

      

      I would like to thank my critique partners, Jill Dalton, Elyse Lawrey, and Carol Michtics for their brilliant edits and suggestions.

      

      A special thanks to Jeff Peer for his helpful fatherly advice, and to my go-to-guy, my son Matt, who always takes the time to answer my crazy questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Scotland

        A charming country filled with

        breathtaking views, rich

        history, and romance.

      

      

      

      
        
        In the 1690s, the Highlands

        is a wild and dangerous place.

        ‘Tis a time when women would do

        anything to survive, and even more

        to protect those, they loved.

      

      

      

      
        
        Tragedy and a wounded soul

        forced Freyja Weir to become a fighter.

        Duty and a determination for

        justice made her a great leader.
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        1692 Scottish Highlands

      

      

      

      “I donae like this,” Malcolm Haywood whispered as he trotting his horse up alongside Hugh. Malcolm’s head swiveled from side to side, scanning their surroundings. Commander Hugh MacCormac ignored his cousin. Hugh also studied the heavily wooded area for the likelihood of danger. This was the perfect spot for an ambush. The moon, their sole light for the past hour, slid behind a veil of dense grey clouds, casting eerie shadows across the ground that darted behind rocks and trees like children at play.

      Malcolm shifted in his saddle and murmured, “Why did ye leave the main road back there to take this old footpath?”

      “I hae traveled this trail years ago,” Hugh replied. “The thick canopy above should protect us from the rain.” He looked up and said, “I just hope the trees aren't so thick that they block out the moonlight.”

      The constant rain had made it nearly impossible for Hugh to see more than one horse-length ahead of them. He estimated weighed down by the caravan of supply wagons, he and the troop of warriors were a little more than two hours away from Corell Castle, their Highland home.

      Nervously, Malcolm rubbed his chin and said, “It would have been wiser to have stayed another night in Edinburgh.”

      Hugh nodded in total agreement, but his thoughts were wrapped around the comfort of his bedchambers in the barracks. His travels had left them all cold, tired, and hungry. He wanted to stretch out and sleep in a bed instead of spending another night curled up on the cold wet ground. He preferred his large bed along with a curvaceous woman who would keep him warm through the night, and a bottle of brandy would do wonders toward restoring his soul.

      He should stop to rest the horses and give the men a chance to walk off the stiffness in their legs and backs but lined up as they were on this narrow trail left them vulnerable to attack. Thankfully, Hugh hadn’t seen any indication that the trail had been used recently, though if there were tracks up ahead of them, the rain would soon wash them away. He would watch for an area where the wagons could be grouped together for protection, so they could stop and rest.

      His horse Perseus slowed his steady gait. Holding his head high and his ears alert, the big bay turned his head from side to side as if perceiving noises and smells a human couldn’t detect. A shiver of apprehension slithered up Hugh’s back.

      “What’s amiss with yer horse,” Malcolm whispered.

      “I donae ken.” Hugh’s sharp gaze swept amongst the bushes wondering what could be lying in wait. Riding in the Highlands at night with loaded supply wagons and only a small troop of armed men, made their group a perfect target for attacks from the many clans who constantly raided each other. Being so near to where the recent massacre of Maclain and the Glencoe MacDonalds, which had occurred only two months earlier, made Hugh uneasy. The only place safe was behind the walls of Corell Castle.

      Hugh’s horse’s ears flicked out to the side, listening intently. He stepped gingerly, the layers of thick damp leaves covering the ground muffled the sound of his large hooves. The hair on the back of Hugh’s neck and arms drew to attention.

      Hugh placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and push the hilt downwards, causing the tip of his sword to rise up. A signal they had devised to alert the men behind them of an impending ambush.

      “Aye,” Malcolm reply.

      Hugh didn’t relish the idea of being accosted by rival clans or arrested by English dragoons and taken back to Fort William. He had been held there with Cameron once for a week and they barely escaped being hung. The rain had subsided, and streams of moonlight seeped through the trees as they moved cautiously along the trail.

      Hugh’s horse suddenly stepped to the side, bumping Malcolm’s horse forcing it off the trail. His horse stopped and lowered his head as if noticing something on the ground. Hugh’s gaze shot to the ground searching for a trap or anything that might pose a threat. Then he saw it. A small portion of a person’s arm protruding out from under a pile of leaves.

      “What do ye see?” Malcolm whispered, leaning forward.

      Hugh dismounted, patted the horse’s neck and handed his reins to his cousin. Cautiously, he scanned the area as he circled around the front of his horse.

      “What is it?” Malcolm whispered.

      “A partially buried body,” Hugh murmured softly. Kneeling down Hugh brushed away the dirt and leaves from the remains. Inhaling sharply, he swore under his breath. It was a woman. Her clothes were ripped, one sleeve completely torn away. He brushed aside a long muddy braid, which revealed her badly beaten swollen face. He had seen men slaughtered in war, but he could never handle women, children, or animals being mistreated. Gripping her by the arm he eased her onto her back.

      “Good Lord, she’s alive.” His stomach twisted and burned with rage.

      “A woman?” The captain’s horse stomped his hoof. “How do ye suppose she got here?” Malcolm replied. “There isn’t a croft aboot here less than two days ride. And ye say she’s still alive?”

      Removing his glove, Hugh picked off a leaf stuck to her cheek. He wondered what the poor lass could possibly have done to have deserved such a beating and then left to die alone in the woods. Given the severity of her punishment, she must have been accused of being a witch, a whore, or she had done something extremely evil.

      The news of the half dead, beaten lass spread quickly from soldier to soldier. The nervous whispers of his men still mounted and anxious to vacate the area could be heard in the eerie silence. Glancing up toward his cousin Hugh said, “Dispatch some men to search the area for signs of who might have done this to the poor lass.”

      Malcolm nodded, then turned and issued orders to the troops. Given her severe injuries, the girl would not last long in the cold. Hugh also knew she was too weak to survive the journey to Corell Castle.

      “Hugh,” Malcolm whispered, “We best be moving on. ‘Tis late and these woods donae feel safe.”

      Hugh glanced up; his cousin was quickly being engulfed in the thick fog.

      “‘Tis too dark to see anything,” Malcolm said, glancing at the soldiers shaking their heads as they returned.

      Hugh glanced back down at the woman and scratched his beard, then gently brushed the dirt and leaves back over her body. “Sorry lass. Ye’ll suffer less discomfort if I leave ye here. Though with the same result of death, I’m afraid.”

      Hugh stood and walked away from the lass. He had witnessed death many times, and though she clung to life, he knew there wasn’t anything he could do to help her. Gathering his reins he swung up onto the big bay’s back. They rode the next two hours in silence. His men were weary and cold, yet the seasoned soldiers remained alert and watchful.
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        * * *

      

      Even though the rain had stopped and they finally rode through the gates of Corell Castle, Hugh felt miserable. Hugh dismounted, and without a word, relinquished his reins to a stable boy, then headed for the keep. He needed to work the kinks out of his sore body and put his thoughts in order.

      Over the past two hours he had struggled with how to inform Cameron of the woman they had found half buried, and his choice to leave her there. He had contemplated going back and properly burying her. Could she have been one of the MacDonalds who escaped, only to be found and beaten. How was Cam going to respond to that news. The decision of what, if anything, should be done about the lass would be left up to his chief. Laird Cameron MacCormac, chieftain of the MacCormac clan, happened to be his cousin and close friend since his birth. They were schooled side by side. Cameron was groomed to take over as Laird when his father passed. Hugh had been trained to fight at Cam’s side and to take over as Laird if his cousin were killed. But Hugh’s life had considerably changed when Cam married Lady Adriana, and their son, little Robbie, was born. The lad would someday become Laird of the MacCormac clan in the event of his father’s death.

      After being promoted to commander of the MacCormac army, Hugh’s position required him to leave Corell Castle and his cousin’s side. He was frequently assigned to patrols and to escort supply shipments. At eight and twenty, he had thought by now he would have something to call his own and wouldn’t still be living in the barracks. He recognized that something was missing in his life. Truth was, he was lonely and wanted a family of his own.

      Stopping at the bottom of the stone steps which led up to the keep, Hugh wearily rubbed both hands over his face, then dug his fingers deep into his beard and scratched his jaw. Without much enthusiasm, he trudged up the steps and entered the keep.

      The great hall was filled with folks having supper and avoiding the miserable weather. The warmth from the fires and tantalizing aroma of roasted meats, vegetables, and spiced breads filled the hall. Hugh spotted Cam at the high table next to his wife, Lady Adriana. He started toward his cousin but paused when he heard his name called.

      “Hugh,” Lady Adriana’s lady’s maid Bethany, called out in a loud whisper as she scurried toward him. “‘Tis aboot time ye returned,” she said, handing him a steaming mug. “We almost gave ye up for dead.”

      “Aye,” he said after taking a long drink and wiping his arm across his mouth. “I thank ye, Bethany. Big Alec is a lucky mon to hae such a loving wench to greet him each night.”

      She giggled, then dismissed his remark. “Maddy said to saved ye some venison and turkey.” She handed him a large package wrapped in waxed cloth. “Noo, ye drink down yer broth and get yerself into some dry clothes.”

      “I’d kiss ye lass but I donae need Big Alec hunting me down and relieving me of my head this night.”

      She grinned and collected his empty mug. With her free hand she patted his chest, and said, “Go on with ye noo. Ye look as if yer gonna drop where ye stand.” She turned and sauntered back toward the kitchen stairs.

      Hugh turned and saw Cam, and his lovely family start up the steps that led to their bedchambers. His report will have to hold until tomorrow.

      Back in his own chambers in the barracks, Hugh placed his wet boots by the fire. He stripped off his wet clothes and hung them on the drying rope next to his bed. He needed a hot bath, but it was too late to rouse someone to heat and haul water. He settled into his bed, sighed, and within seconds drifted off to sleep, only to toss and turn until he awoke tangled in his blankets. The lass’s battered face lingered in his mind. Who was she. Who were her people and where had she come from? Guilt of not doing more for the woman drove him from his bed. He dug out dry clothes from his trunk and donned them, then slipped back into his damp boots. He grabbed the wrapped meat and went to saddle his horse, Perseus. It didn’t take him long to ready the big bay, and soon he was heading back to where the girl was buried.

      Without supply wagons slowing him down, Hugh soon reached the edge of the woods. The rain had stopped, and the sky cleared. Moonlight illuminated the trail, allowing Hugh to find the shallow grave. However, in his haste, he had forgotten to grab a shovel from the gardener’s shed. Swearing under his breath, he dismounted and tied his horse to a tree. He kicked the leaves and ground cover aside until he found a branch thick enough with which to dig. He knelt down next to the woman and brushed the leaves and dirt from her face. His plan was to pull the woman’s body from the shallow grave, drag her further into the woods and bury her in a proper grave. It did not matter to him what she might have done to get to this place, he’d been raised a Christian, and it was his duty to see the lass received a proper Christian burial.

      Hugh pulled her long braid from the dirt and placed it across her chest. He made the sign of the cross then bent down and reached under her arms and pulled. A loud grunt slid between his lips. The body didn’t budge. This is no wee lass. With more determination, he squatted down, hooked his arms under hers, then clasped his hands together under her breast. Inhaling a long breath, Hugh pulled with all his strength. The body dislodged from the shallow grave causing him to fall back. He ended up sitting on the ground with his legs spread wide and the woman’s body sprawled across his lap. Growling, he pushed her to the side and tried to crawl out from under her. Then he heard a soft moan. Hugh froze. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I never thought to check if ye were still alive. Noo, what am I to do with ye?”

      This new development definitely altered his plans. Foremost, if she were possibly a survivor of the MacDonald clan, just being here could have severe ramifications for him and his own clan.

      Until he learned who she was, he needed to keep her hidden and away from Corell Castle. Unfortunately, this lass would not make it through the night if exposed to the elements in her condition. It was dangerous, but being the God-fearing man he was, he needed to find a warm, dry place in which to take her, if he was to try and save her life.

      After weighing his options, the ancient hunting lodge on Loch Morar where he and Cam used to hunt and fish, came to mind. As far as Hugh knew the stone building had been closed up after the old laird’s death. Although it had not been kept up, he could start a fire, and the place would at least keep the rain off them for the night.

      Scrambling to his feet Hugh glanced around checking to see if anyone might have returned to make sure the woman was dead. He pulled her up as if he expected her to stand, and she wabbled like his cousin Malcolm once he’d passed out from too much drink. With a great grunt, he shoved her body up against his horse’s side. After adjusting his grip, he pushed her up and onto the horse’s neck. Once she was positioned and he felt she wouldn’t fall, he swung his leg up over the horse behind her. Hugh pulled her across his lap hoping to make her more comfortable. He glanced around again, praying no one witnessed him robbing a grave, and nudged his horse forward.

      The woman’s dead weight was heavy and hard to hang on to. Once again, the pale light from the moon disappeared behind thick black clouds and after a spell, it began to rain again. They finally reached the eastern shore of Lock Morar and followed the trail south. Perseus picked his way along the rocky, forgotten trail that lead to the old MacCormac hunting lodge.

      It had taken Hugh much longer than he thought to reach the lodge. He was cold, wet, sore from riding most of the day, and exhausted as he reined his horse in by the lodge door. He pushed the woman from his lap back onto his horse’s neck and dismounted. He anticipated the needle-like-pain that radiate through his numb feet and legs as he stepped down from his horse and touched the ground.

      After a moment he pulled the woman from his horse with a loud groan. “Och, woman. Yer five and ten stones if yer one.”

      He struggled to get her repositioned in his arms, then stumbled to the lodge and kicked the door open. The room was shrouded in dark shadows. He hoped he remembered where everything was and crossed to where a narrow bed once set against the wall. When he bumped into the side of it with his leg, he leaned over and set the woman down. Straightening, he stretched and rubbed his back, then crossed to the hearth. He filled the hearth with what little scraps of wood there was left in a basket and built a fire. The low flames offered little light to the gloomy space, although enough for him to see the woman’s breasts rise as she drew air into her lungs. He returned outside and led his horse into a covered, two-sided shed in the fenced in paddock. He unsaddled the horse and carried his sodden leather gear and blanket into the lodge.

      Wet and half froze, Hugh removed his boots and placed them by the fire, then stripped off his clothes and hung them over the chairs to dry.

      Naked and shivering, he turned to the woman sprawled across the bed. Her clothes were filthy, wet, and half torn from her body. If her wounds didn’t kill her, she would surely freeze to death in what was left of her clothes. It may not be proper to undress her, but nothing about the situation was proper, and he could not let her stay as she was.

      Hugh made quick work of untying her petticoats and tossing them aside. His large half frozen fingers fumbled with the laces on her ankle boots, but once removed, he pulled down her stockings and dropped them on the floor. Sitting her upright, he removed her torn bodice and shift and was pleased to find she wore no corset for him to remove. Since he could not see her clearly, he brushed his hands over her body searching for open wounds with protruding bones. Not finding any wounds other than lumps and abrasions, which he could tend to in the morning light, he grabbed a thin wool blanket and covered her. Gathering up what was left of her clothes, he quickly laid them by the fire, then carefully crawled under the blanket behind her and pulled her cold body back against his. Normally, he would have appreciated the fullness of her curves and the predicament he found himself. Except, at the moment he prayed the warmth of his body would keep her alive throughout the night. He had no desire to awake snuggled up against a lass who had died during the night.

      In the morning, if she lived, he would question her. He would find out who she was, and who had left her in the woods to die.
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      Freyja longed to stay wrapped in the warmth and protection that engulfed her. A deep groan emanated from behind her, followed by a lengthy sigh. Warm breath tickled her neck and sent a delightful shiver down her spine. She did not wish to awaken from the security and contentment of her dream, so she relaxed and soaked in the warmth. Little by little she inched her way back to reality. She blinked several times as she took in her surroundings. Nothing about the small room looked familiar.

      Something heavy lay over her side, then she detected the steady breathing of someone behind her. Her chest tightened, she struggled to control the fear quickly growing inside of her. Holding her breath she listened, forcing her brain to recall who it might be and how she came to be inside the small stone structure.

      An enormous hand, which laid across her abdomen, pulled her body backwards until it molded perfectly to the soft hair tickling her backside.

      Freyja came fully awake and realized she was naked and lying in front of a man who she feared was also naked. She didn’t dare move. What would he do if she woke him? A large, calloused hand leisurely slid up and cupped her breast. The man sighed and snuggled in closer. He moaned softly into her hair as something long and hard pressed against her buttocks.

      A wave of panic surged over Freyja, and she leaped off the bed. Foggy and lightheaded, she tried to control her balance so not to fall. Her body shook from a sudden onslaught of pain and adrenalin, and a strange sensation she could not name.

      The man sat up.

      His long auburn hair hung wildly over his tanned chest and wide shoulders giving him the appearance of a beautiful, wild creature. Her heart slammed against her ribs.

      The man grabbed a fistful of blanket and yanked it up to cover himself. His piercing amber eyes slowly swept over her nakedness.

      Although Freyja felt hot and flushed from standing before him naked, she refused to let that fact appear as if it affected her. Clenching her fist, she tried to slow her breathing and forced her body to stand tall. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose, and her head pounded as if a stampede of horses raced through it. Yet, she was determined to show this man, whomever he was, that she was calm and in control and would not be taken down as easily as he might think.

      She raised her chin and glared down her noise at him. Oh, she recognized the repulsed expression on his face. Most men did not approve of her tall, muscular frame, or the rigorous training routine she put herself through each day. While her reward had always been witnessing their defeat at her hands in the training ring, she did not need this man’s or any other man’s approval. Never again.

      Freyja’s head felt heavy, and she struggled to hold it upright. She licked her dry lips and said, “What do you think you are doing? Did you believe you would actually get away with this? You should be ashamed of yerself.”

      His eyes rounded at her statement, and he moved as if to rise up off the bed. With an unsteady hand she brushed a clump of matted hair to one side of her face. Noticing an iron fire poker leaning against the heath, Freyja spun around and grabbed it then turned back to face him. Her hands shook as she held the iron rod out like a sword. She raked her teeth over her lower lip and demanded, “Who are you? Where am I, and how did I get here?”

      The huge man’s nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply, his chest expanded then relaxed as he exhaled slowly. With a bearlike paw he reached up and stroked a hand down over his thick reddish-brown mustache and beard. His gaze held hers with intense scrutiny, as if he strived to see inside her head and read her thoughts.

      Without any warning, a crippling pain seized Freyja. She closed her eyes and swayed, dropping the poker as she stumbled back a couple of steps.

      Damn, I’m going to faint.

      Powerful arms swept her up and gently placed her back on the bed. The man drew the blankets up and over her. They were still warm from where they both had slept only moments before. Freyja opened her eyes and found the man had donned his trews. “What happened to me?” she whispered, rubbing her temples to ease the pain. Her voice sounded as weak as she suddenly felt.

      “I am anxious to hear yer tale myself, lass. Do ye remember how ye came to be in the woods?”

      He had a strong, deep, commanding voice, one Freyja felt certain instructed men, like an army. Her eyes widened. Were there soldiers camped outside? Had they returned and found she had not died? She needed to see who they were. She struggled to sit up.

      “Easy lass, yer hurt verra bad.” Two large hands gently pressed her shoulders back to the pillow. “Yer gonna hae to stay abed a few days.” His expression had turned from disgusted to pity. Freyja turned her face away from him. She disliked being pitied or treated like a defenseless woman.

      She had trained alongside her brothers and the other soldiers to prove she could handle herself. Her eyes filled with tears. The only thing she actually proved was that she wasn’t strong enough to protect anyone when tested.

      I’m so sorry, Andrew. I let you down, and I will never see you again.

      “Lass, donae cry. Tell me what happened to ye. Mayhap I can help ye.” He paused, and when she did not reply or turn to look at him, added, “At least I can return ye to yer family where ye’ll be safe and looked after.”

      Panic boiled anew. How was she to feel safe if he returned her to her family? She would never be safe again. She could never return to her home. Home, the word alone squeezed her heart. She no longer had a home nor a family.

      “Lass, ye rest. I am gonna fetch ye some water.”

      He slipped his shirt over his head and stepped into his tall boots. As he grabbed his leather jack and sword belt he glanced back at her. The deep tanned lines on his ruggedly handsome face softened.

      “Yer safe here. Ye’ve nothing to fear, least of all from me.” He pulled the door open, ducked through the opening then pulled it shut behind him.

      Safe from him? What a great warrior she was. She hadn’t even seen his sword lying there. She could have been free now; except where could she go? Freyja fidgeted with the frayed edge of the old worn blanket. Wouldn’t Finlay laugh at her predicament. Was that it? Was this man one of Finlay’s men? Had he been sent to find her body, to make sure she was truly dead, or had he been sent to finish her off? She glanced toward the door.

      Spying her ripped clothes draped over the chairs in front of the hearth, she drug the blanket from the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders and scrambled to her feet. She prayed he would be gone long enough for her to search the stone cottage for weapons. The dizziness was gone for now, but the pounding in her head had returned. She made her way to the door and slid the bolt over, locking it. As she slipped on the now dry dress she wore helping with chores around the castle, she noticed the many bruises and scrapes that covered her body.

      If this man had been sent to finish the task, he would have to do better than Torcall and Dunn. Freyja paused, if he had wanted to kill her, why had he gone to such lengths to save her?

      He doesn’t know who I am. But what does he want with me?

      Freyja cast a quick glance around. The room appeared much larger with the morning light streaming in through the two smeared windows. There appeared to be a couple additional rooms in the back part of the structure, and she noted to investigate them later.

      A knock sounded at the door. Freyja grabbed the fire poker and turned toward the door. “Lass, may I enter?”

      She paused. He hadn’t tried the handle. “One moment.” She crossed to the door, slid the bolt back and opened the thick wooden door.

      He entered, and she watched him closely. In one arm he carried an armful of firewood, in the other a bucket of water. He crossed the room and placed the bucket and firewood by the hearth. His shirt stretched tight across his wide back and shoulders. His legs where thick and muscular. When he turned, his bushy brows pulled together as he took in her appearance and glanced at the poker she once again pointed at his chest. He towered over her height of five foot ten by almost a half-foot and Freyja had to tilt her head all the way back to keep eye contact with him.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, glancing around the room. “And where am I?”

      His voice was low and deep, and gentle when he answered, “My name is Hugh MacCormac. I am cousin and commander for the MacCormac chief. Yer in the MacCormac’s old hunting lodge on Loch Morar. We are aboot nineteen kilometers from Corell Castle.”

      “What are your plans for me,” she asked, willing her body not to tremble. She didn’t like being vulnerable and defenseless. The man was huge and could take her head off with the swipe of one hand if he pleased. Though it had never been an easy task for her in the past, she would do well to keep a tight rein on her temper and sharp tongue. His mesmerizing, amber eyes studied her closely. When he spoke, the tone of his deep voice sent warm quivers through her body.

      “I donae know what to do with ye till I be known who ye are and what happened to ye.” He fisted his hands and placed them on his narrow hips.

      She had no desire to divulge her name to a commander for the MacCormac. If she did, he would cart her off to her home where she certainly would hang. Though the poker did not weigh much more than a stable cat, her battered arm ached from pointing the iron rod at him.

      “Set yer weapon down. Let us sit and discuss yer situation.” He gestured toward the chairs by the table. He crossed to the table, pulled one chair aside and settled his bulky frame onto it. His back slightly turned to her.

      Her situation? Freyja contemplated hitting him over the head with the poker but as weak as she felt right then she didn’t think the big dumb numpty would even feel it. The loss of her home, her beloved brother Andrew, and her own life was more serious than a mere situation.

      Freyja returned the poker to the hearth, and with more force than needed she jerked a chair over to the table and plopped down upon it. She felt her lips purse as she tried to control her emotions. It would be no service to her to lose her temper now. She needed to try and gain control of this situation.

      “Weel, lass. Are ye gonna be telling me who ye are? I am expected elsewhere, and I would be knowing yer name afore I go.” He squinted as he examined her, waiting for her to reveal all her secrets to him. His face was bronzed and creased with deep lines at the outer edges of his eyes, and around his mouth from years spent riding, training, and fighting in the sun. She wondered at his age. He wasn’t old enough to be her father, but certainly old enough to be an uncle or older brother. Far older than her age of ten and nine.

      “Weel, lass. Hae ye suddenly lost yer tongue?”

      Freyja cleared her throat and blinked a few times. “I cannot recall my name.” She rubbed her temples and added, “And I do not remember what happen to me before I awoke this morning.”

      His piercing eyes narrowed as he studied her, considering if she spoke the truth or not. He didn’t seem to believe her tale. Well, she didn’t care what he believed or thought about her. She was not used to answering to anyone other than Andrew.

      After a long moment he finally spoke. “As ye wish. Just know yer safe here. No one will bother ye.” He shoved a package wrapped in waxed cloth across the table toward her. “There’s plenty of meat in here.” His gaze raked over her, and he added, “I will bring ye something more suitable to wear when I return this evening.”

      She didn’t reply, though she wished she knew what he was thinking. He shook his head as if he were frustrated then stood and walked to the door. Only to stop and turn back to stare at her for a moment longer. “Anything ye be wanting me to bring ye?” She shook her head. She didn’t need anything from him or any other man.

      The huge warrior paused for a moment longer then walked out.

      Freyja quickly unwrapped the meat and found a large hunk of roast venison and a thick slab of turkey. She took a bit of the moist turkey, closed her eyes she savored the wonderful flavor. Her teeth and the right side of her face ached with each bite, but she was too hungry to care. She knew as filthy as she was, that she must look dreadful. If her face was bruised as badly as it felt, she must be a terrible sight.

      His repulsed expression at seeing her naked was one she had seen before. Her body looked different from the other girls at Dreki Craige Castle. She grew until she’d become as tall as her brothers. Her hips and shoulders were wide, and her breast were too large in proportion to her narrow waist. When her brothers and the other children started to tease her, it wasn’t long before she’d enquired on how to use a sword and a dirk. Soon she had numerous soldiers offering to instruct her.

      Her thoughts turned to her family. They had once been a loving family, but once her parents were both gone everything changed. Freyja closed her eyes when tears threatened and pushed them away. She refused to let herself cry over all that she had lost. There were too many things which required her full attention right now. She was counting on her years of training to help her through this situation, as the big warrior with the amazing amber eyes referred to her life as.

      Exhaling a long breath, Freyja assured herself that her only options were to survive, heal, and regain her strength. Not sure how or when, but she would return to Dreki Craige Castle, and Finlay, Torcall, and Gunn would pay for what they had done--at the end of her sword.
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        * * *

      

      Hugh tossed his saddle up onto Perseus’s back, secured the leather straps, and mounted. It didn’t feel right leaving the lass alone, but the hunting lodge would be hard to see tucked back in amongst the trees. The woman should be safe. Though, if she truly could not remember her name and what had happened to her, she may be still in danger from whomever attacked her. He would have to hurry. He kicked his horse into a gallop.

      The infuriating woman held a tight grip on Hugh’s thoughts as he made his way back to Corell Castle. He’d saved her life, yet she anticipated he planned to hurt her. She should have been grateful to him for coming back and removing her from her grave and giving her the warmth of his body throughout the night. Instead, he had been jolted from a sound sleep when she jumped from the bed and confronted him like a crazed warrior. Not ashamed of her nakedness, but strong, proud and determined to fight him. He wondered who had trained her to fight. Her shapely body displayed bruises and scrapes, and many old scars. Her thick hair was caked in mud and plastered to her head. Her tanned skin and greenish-blue, almond shaped eyes gave her a striking appearance. Cleaned up and eliminate her bruises, she would be a bonnie lass.

      With the well-defined muscles in her arms and legs, and what appeared to be dried blood and skin beneath her jagged nails, she had put up a good fight against her attacker. Which most likely had saved her life. Yet, he feared her severe bruises were caused by more than one mere man. What horrible act had she done to warrant such treatment? Maybe she learned someone’s secrets. Secrets she was supposed to take with her to the grave.

      When she had fainted, he had caught her in his arms, he’d been stunned that he hadn’t wished to put her down. He had a strong urge to hold and protect her, but until he knew who she was and what really had happened to her, he couldn’t do much to help her. Hugh’s stomach twisted when he realized that she could be married. Her husband may have caught her with a lover, then beat her but had gone too far. Fearing he would be caught and charged with murder, he buried her, thinking no one would find her in the woods. Could she simply be a fallen angel? The third scenario that crossed his mind was due to her physical strength and obvious training; she could easily be an assassin that had been caught and punished. If that were the case, he needed to inform Cam as soon as he arrived. Cam would decide what should be done with her. If only she would have given him her name, where she had come from, and who attacked her. She apparently didn’t feel comfortable revealing anything to him. One thing that confused him was how well spoken the lass was. By her sturdy Nordic body structure, he thought she would have had a strong Celtic accent instead of speaking proper English. She had been educated.

      Even though the lass may have lost her memory, Hugh was certain she was somebody important, and he was sure someone was searching for her.
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