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Chapter One
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James Alexander Green's estate, border between England and Scotland 

Victoria Green

"Well, child, it's late. Go to bed. Tomorrow is your big day," said Abigail, her old nursemaid, walking into the room.

"I'm thinking here, Abby, do you know the good thing about marrying my cousin Sebastian? I’ll keep my maiden name." Victoria giggled nervously. She was sitting at the window, watching the darkness outside. "Oh! Abby, tell me, why was I born with such bad luck?"

"Darling, don't talk like this. Try to be strong for your father's sake and the future of your family."

"That is the point, the future of my family, isn't it? The survival of the Greens is at stake? I wish they had at least asked my opinion, Abigail,” Victoria confessed. "This is cruel, marrying me off to the likes of Sebastian."

Abigail went to her side and hugged her tenderly. Although the maid wasn't her flesh and blood, she was the closest Victoria had to a family since her dear brother had been killed some days ago.

"This, my dear, is the fate for us women. We have to submit to men's desires, make sacrifices. Don't worry, love will come with time. You’ll raise a beautiful family, and soon you'll forget these little worries." 

Victoria had to laugh. "If I at least tolerated him, Abby, I could forgo love, but not even that. I can't picture myself being in the same room as him, much less sharing my life or my bed with him."

The laughter and howls of the men drinking downstairs drifted in through the door Abigail had left open.

They must be celebrating this great deal they’ve made, Victoria thought.

Her uncle had been running short on money for a long time, and the situation had only grown worse when Sebastian moved to London to study law. Everybody knew the kind of unruly life he led there. He amassed countless debts from gambling, drinking and women, and even though her uncle could always borrow money from his brother Liam—Victoria's father—to pay them, her uncle's finances weren't good at all. The money from her dowry would be a great relief to their pockets, and when her father eventually died, Sebastian would be a rich man.

"What I need to do is pray, Abigail," Victoria said.

"I’ll go with you to the chapel."

"There’s no need. I won't go to the chapel."

Abigail cast her a fond gaze. Victoria grabbed a thick cloak that lay on the bed and left.

***
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Making her way through the kitchen, so she wouldn't be noticed by the gentlemen who were drinking in the hall, Victoria walked towards the woods at the back of her uncle's house. She had always had a special connection to nature: she liked to be among the trees, to swim in the river, to lay on the earth, so it naturally led to prayers. To Victoria, it made more sense than praying caged between four walls. 

As soon as she stepped on the damp grass at the back of her uncle's house, Victoria hastened her step and glanced back to make sure that she wasn't being followed. It was then that she noticed movement. 

The window of the room where she had been lodged faced the woods. Victoria could clearly see someone trying to climb the wall to reach her room.

"Hey, who’s there?" she shouted.

The figure was startled and fell, but soon rose again, coming towards her. Victoria realized it was Jacob Sullivan, her neighbor and best friend since childhood.

"Vickie, you scared me," he panted.

"What are you doing here?" she asked, glancing around to be sure that no one was watching them. "Have you lost your mind, by any chance? What were you doing climbing my window? If my uncle catches you..."

"Hey, silly, what do you think I’m doing here? I came to rescue you! You won't marry that scoundrel. Let's run away."

Jake was one of her dearest friends. He was the owner of the estate neighboring her father's. Although he was ten years older than Victoria, he had always been by her side. Except for Oliver, her late brother, Jacob had been the most constant male figure in her life and always a gentleman, bringing her flowers, jewelry and dresses. Not counting the attention he had lavished on her when her brother left home to serve in the English army.

"Oh! Jake, we can't, my father would hunt us down. He's already making me marry for the family's sake. What would happen if his only daughter ran off with another man the night before the wedding? His name would be mud forever."

"Look, Victoria, your father be damned. He doesn't know that scoundrel Sebastian like we know him, like Oliver knew him. Do you believe, if he were alive, your brother would agree to this marriage?"

"No, but—"

"No 'buts'. I came here to rescue you. By the way, where were you going at this hour?" he asked.

"I wanted to pray in the woods. You know it's the only way it works for me."

Jacob chuckled, took one of Victoria's hands in his own and, with his other hand, he pushed a loose strand of her braided hair behind her ear.

"You and your nature spirits," he mocked her. "Then I want you to do this: go there, talk to them, ask them to show you the right way, and you’ll see if they don’t tell you to come with me."

He caught her hand and lay a peck on it.

"Jacob..."

"I'll be waiting for you behind the stables. Whistle twice, short and quiet, and I'll know it's you. My horse is already saddled. You don't need to bring anything. I’ll buy you everything new, it’ll be like a new life."

He kissed her again, this time on the mouth. A chaste kiss, only their lips brushing. 

Victoria had always been shy and inexperienced, and the kiss was completely unexpected. She went stiff, unable to react.

She had always known Jacob was somewhat infatuated with her. No man would spoil a woman like he did if he wasn't aiming at a marriage proposal. Now she was sure that Jacob didn't want to merely save her from an unhappy marriage because he sympathized with her. He also intended to marry her himself. 

He was better than Sebastian. Actually, anyone would have been better than her cousin. On the other hand, even after all the years they had known each other, Jake had never made her heart flutter. Would love come with time, as Abigail had said? Could she give Jake—and herself—this chance?

Victoria stepped back, pushing him away. "Jake, this isn't right—"

"I’ll be waiting for you," he cut her short, turned and walked away, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

Victoria walked to a clearing in the woods and kneeled on the grass, feeling the moonlight wash over her. She held the stone in the necklace she had inherited from her mother and prayed that Oliver, her brother, was in a better place, that she would have the strength to stand Sebastian, or that a miracle would happen to give her a chance to be happy.
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Chapter Two
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James Alexander Green's estate, border between England and Scotland

Archie McGregor

How the gods are kind, Archie thought. 

Hiding among the trees of the dense woods in James Green's land, he was watching his prey come to him.

An exchange. Liam's daughter for his brother.

Kidnapping the little Englishwoman to have Alistair back had seemed the best solution to his problems. At least, it was the one that would bring the less immediate consequences.

Oliver Green's body had been found in the lands of Bruce Douglas, his neighbor, and Archie had been blamed for the crime. Sebastian claimed to have seen, with his own two eyes, Archie McGregor take Liam Green's heir’s life. Archie's twin brother had been in London at business when this all happened, and he’d been arrested in Archie's place. As soon as Archie heard the news that his brother was imprisoned in England, he wanted to gather all his men and set off to his rescue, but that would have been a very dangerous choice. There were bound to be deaths, and Archie was already sick of them. He learned that Liam Green, his brother's captor, had completely lost his mind after hearing of his son's death, turning to drinking and agreeing to marry his only daughter to his nephew.

Sebastian. 

A bitter taste rose to Archie's mouth, and he felt like spitting. Sebastian must’ve had a hand in Oliver's death. Nobody would profit more than him from his death. Even if he didn't marry Victoria, he would still inherit his uncle's property because he was the closest male relative. Besides, he was the sole witness of the “crime” he claimed Archie had committed. When the opportunity showed itself, Archie would kill Sebastian with his bare hands for dragging his name through the mud. For now, though, he needed to think straight and focus on the Englishwoman in front of them.

The original plan had been climbing to Victoria's bedroom and kidnapping her. They were already in England for two days, working in disguise, and by bribing some servants, they had learned exactly which room was the young lady's. She had made their job much easier, though. 

Archie had brought his best men—also his best friends—like Duncan, his cousin, who was just a few years older than him. They had spent their whole lives together.

At a first glance, Archie had thought Victoria was a guard from the castle. The little Englishwoman was unrecognizable, wrapped up in a cloak. Besides, he had assumed Englishwomen didn't leave their rooms at this hour. As soon as she arrived at the clearing, though, she had cast the cloak aside and kneeled on the grass, and he recognized her as the youngest Green.

He had seen her once, but a long time ago, a certain night about six years before. He’d been in England with Alistair, visiting their grandparents on their mother's side. On their way back, as they crossed Liam Green's property, close to London, they had met Oliver, who had still been very young, barely sixteen years old, but very mature. He had inquired what two Scotsmen were doing on his land but, as soon as he saw they were trustworthy, he invited them to spend the night at his house. At dinner, Archie had noticed a girl watching them shyly from her seat. She must’ve been thirteen or fourteen years old. Her features were still child-like, but Archie had known she would become a beautiful woman. He was right.

"Is that her? Are you sure?" Edwin asked, breaking the flow of Archie's memories.

Yes, he was sure. She had grown, but her face hadn't changed much. She still had the same golden hair, the same fair brow. Her eyes were closed, but he was sure that, behind her eyelids, were hidden grey eyes, the most exotic and the prettiest he had ever seen in his life.

"Let's catch her by surprise. We can’t give her a chance to scream or run. We don't know if she hasn't brought any guards. I'm still finding this too easy. Edwin, Duncan, get in place," Archie told his mates.

"Hey, Archie, the girl is staying at her uncle's house. She wouldn't bring any— Oh! Steady, boy!"

At that moment, some small animal scurried past Duncan's horse, startling the beast. It neighed. 

Archie cast an alarmed glance at the little Englishwoman and saw her raise her eyes, trying to find the source of the sound. She was already backing away to run.

"Go, run! She’s escaping!"

They rushed towards Victoria. She didn't have time to even leave the small clearing. The three men surrounded her. She looked for something to defend herself and, not finding anything, she stared at them, frightened.

Archie could see the precise moment when understanding dawned on her face. She had surely recognized their clothing and guessed who they were. She probably didn't remember the day they had met all those years ago. She was still scared. You could see her trembling, but she had a defiant look on her face. She raised her chin towards him, and her gaze didn't turn away from his.

It was really Oliver's sister, Archie thought. You can’t deny they’re the same blood.

"You are Victoria Green, Liam Green's daughter, aren't you?" he asked. "I need you to come with me."

"You bloody Scotsman, what are you doing here? Have you come to end my family for good?"

"No, Englishwoman, I just want my brother back, and you’re going to help me with that."

"I don't think I can help you. I don't have any say on my father's choices, and even if I had, I would never free him. I want you, your brother and all other Scotsmen to burn in the fires of hell!" she cried out.

Archie climbed down from his horse and walked over to her. He had a rope over his shoulder and a handkerchief in his hands to immobilize her.

When Victoria realized what he planned to do, she tried to scream, but Archie quickly grabbed her and put his hand over her mouth, stopping her. With his other hand, he tried to immobilize her so he could tie her up, but Victoria didn't hold still, and she was much stronger than Archie thought possible for a lady.

"Edwin, come over here and help me," he asked.

"Hey, Archie, you can't hold your own against a little English lady?" Edwin laughed as he got down from his horse.

Victoria didn't stop punching and kicking Archie, and she bit the hand that tried to keep her quiet. 

Edwin walked over to them, and Archie asked him to hold her in a tight embrace while he tied her hands in front of her body. Archie had to commend her: she didn't stop fighting for a single moment.

"I'm taking you to Scotland. I'm planning to buy time to prove my innocence or trade you for my brother."

Victoria widened her eyes and started squirming again.

"Stop!" Archie told her. "You'll hurt yourself, more than me, like this."

She bit poor Edwin's hand so hard that blood dribbled from her lips. Edwin drew his hand back.

"You damn Englishwoman," Edwin cursed, holding his hand to stop the bleeding.

"You'll only take me dead, you bloody Scotsman."

"I intend to take you alive, because that's how I wish to find my brother. Alive, without a single scratch on him. I don't believe your father would be pleased to bargain for his daughter's corpse."

Archie noticed Victoria had thoughtfully lowered her gaze. A doubtful look took hold of her face. He was sure that he would make a deal with her father. She was the only child he had left. Archie knew Liam Green had been absent in his children's upbringing, but could he sacrifice his daughter in the name of revenge?

"Victoria!" A scream erupted from the darkness.

"Jak—" she started yelling, but Archie quickly silenced her, putting his hand over her mouth.

He grabbed her, shoving the handkerchief in her mouth, and flung her upon the horse.

"Victoria, are you there?" The voice grew closer.

"Let's go, fast," Archie said.

They raced away, disappearing into the darkness.
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Chapter Three
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Somewhere in Scotland

Victoria Green

"Couldn't we stop for a while?" Victoria asked.

The sun had risen some hours ago. They’d been riding at a fast, steady pace, without making a single stop, since they had left England. She had managed to take the handkerchief from her mouth, but her hands were still tied. Victoria ached all over, riding in that uncomfortable way, tossed like a sack of flour on the horse's back. 

"We aren't stopping until we reach my home," Archie said.

"I really need to stop," Victoria insisted.

"I understand. You need to relieve yourself."

Actually, she’d been making a plan. She had noticed they rode always closely following the river. Victoria was a good swimmer. She would make use of her moment alone to wade into the river and try to escape.

The giant gave the others a sign, and they slowed their pace until they stopped. He climbed down, untied her hands and hoisted her to the ground. 

She could barely stand while her blood resumed its normal flow. Her legs faltered, and she would have fallen if the giant hadn't held her. 

Victoria noted his strength. His body was made of huge, hard muscles. A true God of war. She would have to outsmart him, because she had no chance against him in a fight.

"You may go behind those bushes, but I'll be keeping my eye on you. Don't try anything."

"I need to go to the river."

Archie stared suspiciously at her.

"I'm a woman," Victoria quickly added. "I need it."

"Very well. You may go, but remember we’re three against one, and we are on Scottish ground. I'll be waiting."

She nodded and quickly wove between the trees to the little river. 

When she arrived there, though, she was faced with a great disappointment: the river was too shallow, and its bottom was too rocky. She couldn't dive into it without injuring herself. 

Victoria started looking around to see if any ideas came to her. There was no way she would go on with this journey. She glanced back to see if the men hadn't followed her and noted the thickness of the forest. The trees grew very close together. It reminded her of a game she played with Oliver when they were little. 

She looked again to make sure there was no one behind her, then tied her gown to her legs to have more freedom of movement and started climbing up a tree. She climbed as high as she could, and thus she moved from branch to branch, from tree to tree. She got very close to where the men were standing, taking care not to be seen, though it was unlikely they would look up, anyway.

"Isn't she taking too long?" the red-haired giant asked.

"One sees you haven't met many women in your life, Ed. They're all like this about cleanliness," the blond one replied. Victoria found him quite similar to her brother and also very attractive.

"You know there’s only one woman for me, and that’s your sister.”

The blond one immediately frowned at the red-haired giant. They sat glaring at each other.

"She's really taking too long," their leader announced. "I'm going after her."

"You'll catch her naked, and she'll be even angrier, Archie," the attractive blond said.

The leader ignored him and went into the forest to look for her. He walked past her, right under her tree, but didn't notice her. 

Perfect, Victoria thought. She counted about one minute, until she heard a shout.

"EDWIN, DUNCAN! THE FIEND RAN AWAY!"

They dropped their food and ran to meet their chief. A few minutes later, they came back to the initial spot.

"She isn't here," the red-haired one said, "and she isn't in the forest either."

"How could she vanish like this?"

"I think she must've crossed the river." 

“Come, she can't have gone far."

They moved back towards the river. 

Now's my chance.

Victoria swiftly climbed down from the tree and walked towards the horses. She smacked two of them on the rump to make them run away and mounted the black horse, the one she’d been riding with Archie. She urged the animal to move. It neighed and set off at a gallop. 

The men certainly heard the horse. They must already be on their way, but they would never be able to catch up with her—not on foot, at least. She prompted the horse into an even faster run, taking the path to the left of the one they’d been following, so she wouldn't be found so easily.

Then Victoria heard a long, sharp whistle, and the horse halted abruptly, nearly knocking her off. She slammed her heels on its flanks, but nothing happened. 

Next, she heard two consecutive whistles. The horse simply turned around and trotted back the way they had come.

"No, come back, come." Victoria pulled at the reins to make him stop, but she couldn't. 

Each moment brought her closer to the men. She even thought about jumping off the horse, but it was picking up speed now, and she might die if she jumped. 

When she arrived at the spot where the men were waiting for her, their countenances were quite different from before. The red-haired one was frowning and glancing carefully at the leader, fearing his reaction. The blond one was having a fit of laughter. 

Archie stared at Victoria, an unreadable look on his face.

"Gather your things. We’re leaving immediately." He approached her. "Move a bit forward."

Archie mounted behind her, their bodies fitting perfectly against each other. He spurred the horse into motion.

"You’re smart, miss." He sounded amused. "I admire that very much."

"Is that it? I try to run away and you praise me?" Victoria asked sarcastically.

Archie laughed. "I said I admire your cleverness. I don't approve of your actions, but unfortunately for you—or fortunately for me—we’re in Scotland, miss, and you can't defeat me on my land."

At this moment, a light rain started falling. Archie pulled at his plaid and wrapped it around both of them to protect them from the rain. Victoria had to lean against his chest. Archie's smell immediately invaded her nostrils, a scent like soap mingling with his own particular fragrance. It was a heady combination. She instinctively inhaled a little deeper.

The wind picked up, but Archie kept her sheltered under his plaid. This, along with her not having been able to sleep the night before, his scent and the comfort of his broad chest made Victoria's eyelids grow increasingly heavier, until she fell asleep.
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Chapter Four 
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Archie McGregor

As soon as the McGregor stronghold appeared at the horizon, Archie felt a relief on his chest. Being at home was the best feeling of all. It nearly made him forget all the problems he currently had in his life. He urged his horse into a gallop. He wanted to be home soon.

That and get rid of the damn smell of the damn hair of the damn Englishwoman, damn her!

She smelled nice like hell, like a ride over spring fields covered in heather, mingling with the scent of Gwen's sweets just out of the oven. This and the fact that she was perfectly snuggled against him didn't help him at all with his hard-on.

Victoria must have felt the change in the horse's pace. She woke up, raised her head and came face to face with the breathtaking sight of clan McGregor's home. 

The McGregor stronghold had been built atop a tall hill some hundreds of years before. Legend said it had stood there since the time the Fae walked the earth and the creatures themselves had helped the first members of the clan to erect the building, infusing the stones with their magic, turning them indestructible. Although the McGregors had been Christians for a couple generations now, Archie couldn't ignore the Celtic blood running through his Scottish veins or the powerful magic springing from these lands. 

Behind the castle, there were crop fields and animal pastures. In front of it, there was the village where most of his people lived. It was a vast clan.

"It's beautiful," Victoria said.

"Welcome to my clan."

She raised her head and glared at him. He laughed. 

As they crossed the village, many of its inhabitants greeted them. Their chief had returned. 

They stopped at the castle’s gate, and Archie called for the guards to open it. Caleb arrived to welcome them.

"Laird," he bowed.

Archie dismounted and helped Victoria do the same. Duncan and Edwin went to the stables on the castle’s side.

"Caleb, take her to the first room upstairs and keep watch at her door. Don't let her leave it, don't let anyone enter and don't let anything happen to her. She's my only hope of having my brother back. I must see to a few things, but I'll meet you soon." Archie turned to Victoria. "Follow Caleb upstairs. He'll show you your lodgings."

"Lodgings?" Victoria asked ironically.

Archie ignored her, walking into the castle, and made his way towards the kitchen. He was looking for Euffie, his grandmother on his father's side.

"Gwen, where’s Euffie?"

Gwen was the main cook at the castle. Archie was as fond of her as of a beloved great-aunt. She made the best sweets on the whole of Scotland. 

"Oh! Laird, Mrs. McGregor went to visit Mrs. Douglas, and she said she'd only be back when you got some sense into your head, laird."

Her grandmother said he sulked, but she could be ten times worse when she wanted to.

"Get some food on a tray," he asked Gwen, "and send it up with a bucket of water for the Englishwoman to refresh herself. I'll take a look at some things, but I'll be back soon."

He noticed Gwen was staring accusingly at him. It was clear that she didn't approve of his actions either, just like Euffie. Actually, no one had approved of his plan, but he was their chief, and they had to respect his decisions. He left the kitchen to look for Edwin.

"Is everything right?" Archie asked when he found Edwin.

"Aye," he replied. "Old Rob said everything's fine, just like we left it."

"Good. Edwin, I want you to go to the Douglas’s and bring Euffie back."

Edwin guffawed.

"You know you take after her, don't you?" he teased Archie. "Ask somebody else, Archie, I can't take any more tough women after this trip." He raised his bandaged hand, which Victoria had bitten. "Now all I want is my sweet Diana."

"I'll ask Duncan, then. This way you'll be able to enjoy the lady's attentions without her brother being around."

"By the way, laird—I mean, as soon as this whole mess is over—I want to marry her."

"Is she going to travel with you?" Archie asked.

"Actually, I wanted to talk with you about this. I want to move here for good. I want to be part of clan McGregor and raise my family here," Edwin said, full of conviction. "My place is here, by her side and yours."

"That's a great relief to me, man. I was already wondering how many acres of land I'd have to offer you to convince you to stay. You know you’re a dear friend to me."

"And don't forget you'd be doomed without me."

They laughed.

"As far as it concerns me, you have my leave. Choose whatever plot of land you want, build a home for your family and, of course, bring Duncan around."

***
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Archie went back to the kitchen, took the tray of food and climbed up the stairs to face the little Englishwoman. Now he had to plan how he was going to exchange Victoria for his brother. 

He walked into the room. She was at the window, gazing out at the courtyard.

"I’ve brought you some real food this time. Eat up," he told her. "Your father can't think you’re being mistreated."

She let out an ironic laugh and turned to face him.

"Of course. I was kidnapped the day before my wedding, I was tied up and brought on the back of a horse to a strange savage land by the traitor that murdered my brother. It would never cross my father's mind that I'm being mistreated."
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