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Victoria Richmond watched the white clouds race across the blue sky on that splendid summer’s day. A year ago, she thought to herself, I was crying for the loss of James, and in three days I’ll be another man’s wife.

It can’t be real, it can’t be happening, it seems like a nightmare... It’s not my fault; it was he who abandoned me, and now... I have to forget, and start a new life with Edward, who is such a pleasant and kind-hearted young man...

Edward Willmond, my future husband.

The young woman blushed at the memory of the previous night. She had been in his arms, dancing a waltz, and a few days before he had kissed her in the gardens and she had liked it. Her body had responded to his kisses and she had felt a strange excitement, had willed him to go on kissing her.

He was the suitable choice; she knew that. When they were introduced, he had fallen in love with her the moment he saw her, and there is nothing more irresistible to a girl with a broken heart than a handsome young man in love.

She sighed and returned to her bedroom from her brief morning walk. Sometimes she was gripped by nostalgia; she couldn’t help it. She was attracted to Edward, he held a special place in her heart, but she had not forgotten James, her Scottish love. Born in the heat of summer, that love was so strong that she would have left everything to run away with him to Scotland, not caring that he was poor, that he lived on a farm with a brood of siblings.

She had been ready to leave her life in England behind, but then everything had changed. Her brother had discovered the romance and put an end to it. Wicked Thomas, he had always hated her! And since their father had died, leaving him her guardian, Thomas had become unbearable. He never ceased giving her orders, and she could hardly go anywhere without asking his permission. That was why she was getting married: to escape her obstinate brother and the pain of having lost James forever.

She would try to be happy, to be the wife Edward deserved; she would leave her past behind. She was tired of crying over James.

*
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The day of her wedding arrived and Victoria awoke dazed and tired. She had not slept well.

She had to make herself beautiful, have breakfast and get ready to go to the church.

Her relatives were all waiting for her in the dining room, but she couldn’t bring herself to face them. All they did was talk and laugh incessantly. Her brother was annoyed because the visitors had come early, but he was making an effort to hide it. 

She rang the bell to tell the maid to bring in her breakfast. She was hungry and needed to gather her strength. 

A while later, her aunt appeared to help her with the dress. 

“Hurry up, my dear, your mother wants to see you in your bridal clothes.” 

Victoria obeyed, but when she saw herself in the mirror with the lovely white dress, the orange blossom, and the crown of pearls securing her blonde hair, she felt herself welling up. This wasn’t her. It was like looking at some inanimate, lifeless puppet, moved according to the whims of her family. What did she care about this wedding, about getting married in a beautiful chapel near the manor?

“What’s wrong, my dear? Oh, you mustn’t cry, you’ll ruin your appearance. Everyone will see you, Victoria, please. Calm yourself!” 

“No one cares how I feel, aunt!” the young woman cried out. “Everyone in this house hates me, and they’re making me marry against my will.” 

At these words, the old woman recoiled in shock.

“You’re being unfair, Victoria, don’t talk like that. Your brother is going out of his way for you, to make sure that you are happy and have a suitable husband.”

“My brother hates me, aunt, he has always hated me. He never wanted a sister as well you know. And when that business with James happened... He left me locked away for days without seeing anyone.”

“It was for your own good, Victoria, please try to understand. That young man was selfish, he thought only of satisfying his own desires, taking you north to that savage, inhospitable country. A life of misery and privation, that was all he could offer you. Do you think you could have borne being deprived of the comforts that you have always enjoyed, my dear? Living on a farm with his family, suffering hardships and perhaps even hunger just because that man took a fancy to you and made you fall in love with him. Forget that seducer, because that’s what these heartless men do: they take young girls as conquests and then cast them aside when they tire of them. Marriage is a very delicate matter; it is a great responsibility. A woman who makes a bad marriage is condemned, my dear, she can never turn back.”

“But I loved him, aunt, and he loved me.”

Her aunt stroked her hair.

“I understand. I was young once, too, my dear, and I also fell in love, and thought that the world would end if I were not with the young man I adored. But he married someone else and forgot about me. Those promises of love were like the winds of spring: they didn’t last... Sometimes ladies fall in love and die of it, but men are not like that, Victoria. Edward loves you. He is somewhat proud, perhaps, but his feelings for you are deep and lasting. You are not a passing fancy for him like you were for that Scotsman. Today you are sad and perhaps you will think of the other young man, but with time I know you will love Edward. He is the right man, and with him you will know neither hardship nor sacrifice. We have always looked after you and you have never wanted for anything.”

“Aunt, why did you never marry? Was it because of that young man who spurned you?”

Her aunt gazed into the distance. She seemed to disappear into her memories.

“I do not know, but I spent my youth looking after you both; first Thomas, and then you came along. You were such a delicate child, and so beautiful... One day I met a very agreeable gentleman, but I did not wish to leave you and get married and go so far away. I had no desire to do it. I was no longer young, I couldn’t give him children, and Cumbria has never held any attraction for me, with its frozen climate and draughty houses.”

Victoria dried her tears and drank the water offered to her by the maid. She felt better.

They left the manor in an opulent carriage. Victoria’s mother sat with Thomas and his wife, looking at Victoria with a distant expression. Her aunt took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

The journey would be long. Victoria soon fell asleep, tired after an almost sleepless night.

A shout woke her. Her sister-in-law was screaming and her brother cursing furiously. The carriage swayed from side to side and was on the verge of tipping over when suddenly it stopped and the door was opened.

Bandits entered the carriage, with covered faces and gleaming shotguns.

Her brother made to confront them but was powerless against four armed men.

Victoria looked at them in terror. She had heard tales of robbers but had never thought this journey would be unsafe; they were travelling in convoy and her brother carried a pistol. But the bandits were holding them up, demanding money. She trembled and screamed as one of them grabbed her and pushed her aunt aside.

Everything happened very quickly. The bandits took her to another carriage, which tore off as if possessed, disappearing into the woods.

This can’t be happening, Thomas thought: his sister, kidnapped by bandits. He felt he would go mad. He wanted to run after her, but his wife held him back. His mother had fainted and was not responding. His aunt was screaming, “Oh, she’ll die, her poor heart won’t bear it!”

There was little they could do to help her; shortly after, Mrs Richmond was dead.

Victoria had vanished without a trace, kidnapped by bandits who spurned jewels in favour of a much more tempting treasure.

When Sir Edward learned of the tragedy of Mrs Richmond he turned pale, but when he discovered that his bride had been kidnapped by bandits, he took his horse and went in search of her, followed by his men. They carried pistols, and he resolved that, if there was to be no wedding that day, he would at least take his revenge on those scoundrels. He had no time to think, or to consider the consequences. It was like a nightmare; there could be no more ill-fated day than this, the day of his wedding.

He knew all the paths that led to his property. They could not have gone very far; he would find them. He was a brave and daring man, and he was furious.

*
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Victoria, terrified, was curled up in a corner, keeping her distance from the bandits. They did not look at her; all they did was speak in a language unknown to her – Welsh, perhaps? It seemed like a familiar dialect, though she did not know it well... her dazed mind was incapable of thinking clearly. They had not harmed her in any way, but now she suddenly she felt that one of them was looking at her with a smile.

Without those masks covering their faces, they seemed like normal, even elegant gentlemen. Was this some kind of joke?

She felt herself slowly beginning to cry. She couldn’t bear to think of what these scoundrels would do when the carriage stopped.

“Calm yourself, miss, we won’t hurt you,” said one of them, with a marked foreign accent.

She looked at him, trembling.

“Why are you doing this? Where are you taking me?” she found the courage to ask. “You can take my jewels. My brother will give you what you want if you let me go, please.”

The young men looked at each other and one of them spoke.

“Do not fear; very soon you’ll know the purpose of this journey, miss. Just calm yourself and stop crying. We are not ruffians, nor do we mean you any harm.”

She dried her tears and noticed how the landscape had changed. The sky had clouded over and the sun was gone. It seemed to be early evening, but it could not have been later than midday. Perhaps a storm was coming.

“Miss, please cover yourself, you look like a runaway bride,” said one of the bandits, a red-haired man, and before she could reply he passed her his fine cloth cape to cover her.

“Don’t try to run away. It would be very foolish of you, you know. We don’t want to tie you up or gag you, but if you try to flee, we shall have to.”

Victoria obeyed and they got out of the carriage. She walked, surrounded by the men, towards a train station. They approached the platform and bought tickets, their weapons safely hidden in their luggage.

“Get in,” they ordered, approaching the train.

The young woman obeyed with hesitant, trembling steps. In the train station she had looked around for help, but no one paid any attention to her and now it seemed she would be taken far away. But where, and why? Perhaps they would ask her family for ransom, or...

It seemed like a nightmare. She would have preferred whatever future she might have faced in marrying Edward to being there on that train, which seemed to be travelling so very far.

A gentleman seated opposite them looked at her from time to time, but she didn’t dare return his gaze or ask for his help. The men were watching her, and perhaps one of them was carrying a pistol in his jacket. Thomas did that on occasion. But in the end her brother’s weapon had been of little use. These bandits had taken her, and nobody had been able to prevent it.

She was scared and exhausted. It was not long before she fell asleep again, wishing that all of this were a dream.

*
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Edward came to a stop, exhausted. There was no trace of the bandits anywhere, and a thick fog had descended, covering everything. What a cursed day! If he had been a woman he would have cried from frustration and anger, but also from pain. It wasn’t his ruined wedding – damn it! – that he thought of, nor the scandal that would ensue, but rather the poor girl who was suffering the worst indignities at the hands of those scoundrels. He shuddered just thinking of it. But he would find her and take his revenge. He would do it, damn it! He alerted the police, and the vain search for Miss Richmond continued. The news spread across the county: Sir Edward Willmond’s betrothed had been kidnapped on her wedding day.

The young lady’s mother had died from the distress, without seeing her daughter married, without a trace of Victoria or the bandits, and without hope of finding her alive.

Day after day, Thomas suffered his double loss in silence. His mother and his sister: he had sworn to protect them in his father’s absence and he had done so, but on that terrible day he had lost them both, and he doubted whether he would find his sister alive. It seemed like some cruel revenge. Someone seemed to have taken against his family without mercy, but why? He couldn’t understand it. He had no enemies.

The gentleman’s head was a whirlwind, and soon he began questioning himself: why did she have to go to Willmond’s estate to get married? They should have married at New Forest Church like other couples, and then gone on at their leisure to Willmond Manor, their new home...

“Victoria was very sad that day,” Aunt Alice said suddenly.

Her nephew looked at her in alarm.

“She didn’t want to get married. She was still thinking of that young man, the Scotsman. We should not have forced her, Thomas. She did not want this wedding.”

“I did it to protect her, aunt. Besides, Edward is not to blame for what has happened, it was sheer misfortune.”

“What if it was that young man who kidnapped her? Those bandits had their faces covered, but they spoke with an accent; I heard it.”

“James MacLeigh? I doubt it, Aunt Alice. I gave that poor devil a good scare back then, he never would’ve dared. In any case, do you really believe he sent those ruffians to take her? Aunt, I think you let your imagination run away with you. That wretch never came back, nor did he write to her again. He was a fool and a coward. And, besides, he only ever wanted to take advantage of my sister. He never would have married her. Or perhaps he wanted her inheritance. But since he got neither Victoria nor the money, I imagine he must have found some other foolish girl in Scotland to dupe.”
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Victoria awoke to the realisation that it had not been a dream. The train was travelling at great speed and the landscape had become wild and rugged: lochs and moors, all shrouded in mist.

“Where are you taking me? You must tell me, please,” she said in an anguished whisper.

“You will know very soon, and you’ll like what you find out, Miss Victoria, I assure you.”

These words failed to calm her.

The train stopped; they had reached their destination.

They rested for a while in an inn, where the bandits ate lunch and she withdrew to freshen up, and to examine her drawn, sad face. She did not want to eat; she couldn’t have if she tried. All she could manage was a little water for her terrible thirst.

She thought of escaping, but where could she go? Her beautiful wedding dress had become crumpled and she had lost her veil – the bandits had taken it from her – but she still had her crown, as well as her jewels, rings and choker. They didn’t want her jewellery; they wanted her. But why? So they could take her somewhere and sell her as a slave?

“Miss Victoria, we must leave.”

Someone had entered her room without knocking, looking for her. Suddenly she realised that this young man’s face was familiar to her. She had seen it before, but she couldn’t remember where.

“Eat something, please. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

“I won’t eat anything until you tell me what you’re going to do with me. Please.”

“Very soon you will know the truth, miss,” he replied. “Do not fear, you will come to no harm.”

“I know you. I can’t remember how, but your face seems familiar.”

The red-haired young man met her gaze, reddening slowly. In the daylight he looked much younger. He said nothing.

A carriage was waiting. Before her spread a landscape of hills, mountains and moors, and the deep sea in the distance. They were not in England. Where on earth had they taken her? She felt like crying.

When they had been travelling again for a few hours, the road suddenly became steep and dangerous. At the end of a path she saw a grey castle, ancient, and enormous.

So, her kidnapper was a depraved nobleman, one of those who lived shut away in their castles, isolated from the world and from civilised society?

“We have arrived, Miss Victoria,” said the red-haired youth, and he helped her down from the carriage.

An ancient castle; some ducks and pigs running along the path. There must have been a farm nearby. Her arrival seemed to have caused a great commotion among the animals.

She followed her kidnappers, thinking to herself that it was rather late to try and escape. She took off the cape, seeing no sense now in hiding her dirty, tattered dress.

She passed through a door and heard a din as it closed behind her, finding herself in a warm, opulent hall, full of colourful mahogany furniture.

She waited there alone, looking at the portraits with curiosity. One of them caught her eye in the distance. It couldn’t be him... But the resemblance was striking.

As she was reading the inscription that gave his name and the date of the painting, she heard steps approaching. She turned in fright, trembling.

It couldn’t be him, but it was. He was wearing a kilt and dress jacket. She knew that those clothes were worn for special occasions; this must be such an occasion.

It was James, and he looked at her with those deep, blue eyes, but no happy smile crossed his face. There was something so strange about him that he almost seemed to be someone else. She hardly recognised him.

“James... did you do this? But, why? Those bandits...”

Overwrought, the young woman began to cry. She was overcome with intense emotion. She thought she would never see him again, that he had forgotten her, and now...

“Hello, Victoria. I trust my men took good care of you and rescued you in time from marrying that distinguished lord.”

He spoke with a certain irony in his voice and in his eyes. He seemed changed. This was not the James she had fallen in love with.

“But why did you do it, James? You sent those bandits with pistols.”

“They are no ruffians, but rather my most loyal friends, and two of them are my relatives. They would never have hurt you. I couldn’t have come myself; if I had my plan would have been ruined.”

“Your plan? What plan?” Victoria was growing more and more frightened.

“To run away together, Victoria. Or have you forgotten?”

She turned away from him, confused. It was all so strange.

“But this is not your home, your farm, James... You said you were very poor, and...”

“Well, this is a dilapidated castle; it’s not a mansion with thousands of acres of land. And there’s a farm beside it. Did you see the ducks I told you about? They run out like little dogs when people come by.”

“James, why are you dressed like that?”

“It is the traditional dress of my country,” he replied. “I fear we shall not be married today. You look very pale, Victoria.”

She felt defeated. Her head was full of questions. There was something strange about all this; something didn’t add up.

“James isn’t your real name, is it? Or MacLeigh? You lied to me, you pretended to be poor... That portrait...”

He looked at her, attentive to her every movement.

“It is true, I lied to you, but I had very good reasons for doing it. It wasn’t you I was hiding myself from, Victoria. I shall explain later. For now, I think you should rest after your long journey. You look beautiful in that wedding gown... But tomorrow you will wear the dress of my ancestors.”

“To marry you? I won’t marry you until you tell me the whole truth. And I have plenty of time to find it out, James. Or whatever your name is.”

“We shall talk later, my love. Rest for now. I will not introduce a pale and frightened bride to my family. I am your beloved James, the poor young man you’ve been dreaming of. Are you not happy to see me? I have saved you from a marriage arranged by your brother.”

She wanted to say something in response, but she was too scared and confused. It wasn’t James. She knew neither his name, nor why he had sent a band of rogues to kidnap her.

He came close and gently stroked her hair. Victoria shivered at that soft, almost tender caress, and their eyes met. It was James, her beloved James, her first, lost, ill-fated love. She burst into tears; she had been so frightened!

“Be calm, my love, it is I, your James, though I bear another name. I have brought you here to be my wife, as I dreamt you would be long ago...”

The young woman dried her tears and looked at him, her crystalline eyes shining with intensity. But he could see that she was uneasy, that she didn’t trust him.

He would have to give her time, he thought. It had been so easy to win her heart; why the devil was she being so prim, recoiling from him, asking all these questions?

“It is I, your James, my love, and you promised to run away with me, gave me your word we would be married. Perhaps you would prefer we move to the farm with the ducks and the chickens. I’ll do it if it pleases you, my dear, after the wedding.”

Victoria cried out.

“Don’t laugh at me! My mother suffered an attack when she saw those rogues carry me off,” she wept, confused. He pulled her to his chest and kissed her, but she pushed him away.

“You cannot escape from me, my love, you will not. Tomorrow morning we shall be wed and then I shall tell you the truth, I promise. And my name is not James; I am Archie MacInner.”

She looked at him, wiping away her tears.

“Marry you tomorrow? I won’t marry you, not until I see my mother and my family knows that I am well. This is all so rushed, and I don’t understand why...”

The Scotsman looked at her intensely.

“I will leave you to rest, my love. I know you are confused and rather frightened, but you should not fear me. I am still myself, the James you promised never to forget.”

Victoria stepped away, but he persisted, stealing a kiss in spite of her anger. There had been a change of plans, but very soon he would have her nonetheless, as he had so dearly wished all this time...

Victoria pulled away from him as soon as she was able, frightened and confused. He took her to his chambers and locked the door behind her. He gave orders to his servants: she was his captive, his prisoner, and they were to watch over her lest she should try and escape.

*
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Victoria awoke the next day with the feeling that it had all been some strange dream. But slowly she began to remember. Archie MacInner – James, her former love, the Scotsman – had kidnapped her, had kissed her, and told her they would be married that day. Had she lost her mind?

She had to talk to him, make him understand that this wasn’t right. He must explain to her at once why he had pretended to be poor when he lived in an enormous castle and came from a noble family.

While she was dwelling on these thoughts, a maid appeared with her breakfast.

She was hungry, but tired as well after the long journey, so she asked for hot water to be brought so that she could have a good bath. The night before she had had little more than a quick wash, and she needed a good soak to feel better.

The preparations took longer than expected; the stone bathtub she asked for was in another room, and she had to be escorted to her longed-for soak by half a dozen maids and a hardy, red-haired servant with a thick beard. It was as if she were a criminal, as if they feared she might try to escape.

They locked the door and, while she bathed, three maids patrolled the room. Annoyed, Victoria got into the bath in her underclothes. No servant had ever seen her naked, and she would not tolerate these young women being the exception.

But the bath improved her spirits; she felt comforted by the warm water.

She closed her eyes and sighed.

Suddenly she heard loud footsteps and opened her eyes in alarm, fearing she might see the red-haired servant there. Would he have dared come in? These Scottish servants were as bold as their master.

But it was not the strapping redhead; it was James, watching her with a smile, taking in every inch of her exposed arms.

“James, what are you doing here?” she screamed furiously.

He smiled, amused.

“Good morning, my beautiful captive. Do you always bathe with your clothes on? Rather uncomfortable, don’t you think?” he said.

These words enraged her. Had he been spying on her? She withdrew from him awkwardly and wanted to climb out of the tub, but would not while he was there.

“Calm down, I didn’t come here to make love to you. I promise I’ll wait until our wedding night. Which will be mid-morning, you may depend upon it.”

She turned red with anger. Kidnap, a hasty wedding, making love; these words together filled her with terror.

“I am no captive, James. That is... You abandoned me a year ago and all of a sudden you appear; you send a group of madmen to kidnap me, and you expect me to want to marry you right away? James, or whatever you’re called, I think you owe me an explanation now.”

He moved towards her – oh, how he wanted to take her out of that tub and cover her in kisses!

“Well, I lied about my name, that’s true. I had my reasons. Victoria, your brother said he would kill me if I came near you again, and for a while I let him think he had intimidated me, but... I promised I would come for you one day and I did. I gave you a rose, and I begged you never to forget me... And you promised to wait for me.”

Victoria’s eyes shone with emotion remembering that goodbye, the little red rose and the promise she had made. “I will always love you, James, I will always wait for you,” she had said, and for months she waited for him to come looking for her and marry her as he had promised, but he never did. She suspected that her brother had intervened, and during an argument Thomas had confessed that he would never allow her to marry a man who was poor and low-born.

“It’s true, James, I made that promise to you, but you seduced me with lies; you lied about your name and where you lived, and now... You treat me like a prisoner, and I feel you are not that man I loved so dearly. Something has changed. You keep me locked up, imprisoned here. More and more I feel you are a stranger to me, that it was all a lie.”

He assured her that that was not true, but he gave her no further explanation; he simply would not. They were to be married mid-morning and there was nothing she could do about it.

“I won’t marry you, Mr MacInner,’ she cried.

He looked at her in surprise, as if he had not expected this rebellious outburst. He should have known; she had always been a spoiled, capricious girl.

“Miss Richmond, allow me to remind you that you are in my castle and I can do what I like with you. I am not asking you to marry me; I am ordering you. Do you understand the difference? Or is that not what you wanted? To marry your poor Scottish beloved? I cannot believe you stopped loving me so quickly, when not so long ago you were melting in my arms and sighing under my kisses.”

“That was before. Now I am not certain of anything. It’s as though you were someone else, and I fell in love with an illusion... You pretended to love me, tried to seduce me back then, and I was almost ruined.”

He smiled at the memory, noticing that the girl was blushing. Yes, he could have had her that night in the gardens at Lord Remus’s party; she was ready that night to be his. Young and inexperienced, and after one glass too many, she had responded to his kisses like a tender, passionate young woman. It would have been so simple to undress her at that moment and make her his. The devil had tempted him but, more than that, he had fallen in love with her. He was a gentleman, not a seducer, and although a monstruous desire compelled him at that moment he had stopped himself in time.

“I respected you then, my love, do not forget that. If I hadn’t, you could not have promised yourself to your perfect English lord... But perhaps you prefer him? Do you wish to return to see your family and talk to your former betrothed?”

Victoria was confused. She had begun to love Edward; she was attracted to him, and thought that he would be a kind and patient husband. He was such a gentleman! Not like this rough Scottish kidnapper who had almost seduced her in the gardens, and who now held her to an old promise and expected her to accept him without question.

“Hurry up now, my love. My relatives have travelled a great distance for our wedding.”

“I will not marry you, MacInner. Maybe it’s my dowry you desire. In that case, I advise you to demand a ransom. I assure you, my brother will pay whatever you ask if you return me to my family untouched.”

He gave her a furious look.

“So, you think I want to marry you for your dowry? What dowry? We are in Scotland and there is no provision for such a thing here. Nor will I demand a ransom. I am sorry that your feelings are so inconstant, Miss Richmond, but mine are unchanged. If I wish to marry you when I could have my way with you like a bandit whenever I feel like it, it’s because I love you and want you to be my wife. I understand that you are confused and frightened, but I remind you that my request is that of a gentleman, and I have no time to spare. I don’t want your English cad to find you and ruin all my plans.

Victoria looked at him perplexed. Her “English cad”? Was he referring to Edward? Was he afraid that Edward would come for her and that the wedding would be ruined?

“I don’t need your dowry, nor do I want it. Don’t you see? I never cared about your money, but your brother always believed that I did, and offered me a tempting sum to leave you in peace. Now get out of that tub, my maids will help you with the gown.”
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