
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Quest for a Highlander

Joice Mascena

––––––––

Translated by Ana Eliza Tavares da Contreiras 


“Quest for a Highlander”

Written By Joice Mascena

Copyright © 2023 Joice Mascena

All rights reserved

Distributed by Babelcube, Inc. 

www.babelcube.com 

Translated by Ana Eliza Tavares da Contreiras

Cover Design © 2023 Malta Design

“Babelcube Books” and “Babelcube” are trademarks of Babelcube Inc.


[image: image]

[image: image]

Your feet will take you to where your heart is 

Celtic Saying
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Chapter One
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Duncan McGregor

Duncan replayed his speech in his mind while taking the cold, stone stairs that took to the library. He needed to make a special request to his mother and although what he was about to ask was rather common to the Society, in the McGregor clan that rarely happened.

He stopped by the door and hesitated before knocking. After he said the words to his mother, his life would change completely and there was no turning back. However, he was adamant that that would be the only thing that could stop his unease at night. 

This feeling settled onto his chest a few years back and it didn’t seem to go away. Outside, he was just Duncan, happy and dashing, his parents' pride and his enemies' nightmare. Yet, when he lay at night, unsettling thoughts came through his mind, and the most unsettling of them all was his place in the world. Everyone around him had their responsibilities; Archie already had three kids and he led the McGregor clan honorably; Alistair managed the McLean clan alongside his wife and child. And even his brother in law, whose past life they didn’t know about, not only had a clan to lead, but a grown lad and another child on the way and now he and Diana lived happily with the McKays. Thinking about his sister made his chest ache. He missed her so much and he wanted to stay there with them, to spend some time with Damien and to help out with the pregnancy, but he had more pressing matters at home.  

It seemed like it was everyone 's turn to find someone and be happy, except his own. There was even a time when he thought he would be with Victoria, but her heart always belonged to Archie. The women that caught his attention were either looking for just one warm night or they simply didn’t reciprocate the sentiment. That’s why Duncan decided that that was the best way to find what he desired.  

He knocked on the library door and his mother told him to come inside. 

— Hello, dear — she said, giving a book back to the shelf and opening her arms to embrace her son  — It seems like we don’t even live in the same place, honey, it’s been days since I last saw you.

— I’ve been busy — Duncan said, hugging her — I need to have a serious conversation with you. I made a decision and I want you to be the first to hear of my plans.

— Sure — his mother said — Come sit with me. 

They sat at the reading table so Ducan could contemplate his mother. She was a strong woman, beautiful even in her fifties, she had little gray hair and a firm stance and just a few wrinkles close to her eyes, and they only appeared when she smiled.

— Tell me what’s on your mind — Charlotte said — I can nearly hear your brain working and I feel that smoke will come out of your ears. 

Duncan laughed. His mother knew him so well and she knew something was bothering him only by looking at him. That’s why he would delegate the hardest task of his life into her hands.

— I was wondering... — he started talking, trying to find the right words, but it seemed as if his speech had disappeared from his mind — I decided that... Iwanttogetmarried... — he barely said the words.

— What? — Charlotte asked — Speak louder, hon.

— I want to get married.

Duncan looked at his mother and she faced him so shocked by his statement, that it took her a while to articulate words. 

— Do I know the chosen one? 

— Actually... — Duncan was choosing the right words — I wanted ye to help me with this.

— Duncan, please, be clearer — his mother requested.

— I want you to find a woman for me. An arranged, as some call. I am just tired of being alone. — he sighed.

Duncan, sometimes, even felt jealous of some couples. He could feel their connection, their love, along with their schedules and routines, the partnership. He wanted that. He never saw Archie smile so much before he met Victoria; he could feel Alistair’s happiness within miles and although he was asking for an arranged marriage, completely the opposite of what his cousins and his sister had, many matchmaking like that one worked sometimes.  

— I can’t say that I agree with this — Charlotte said — Once, I was promised to a man I didn’t love. My parents thought he was the right one for me and I am certain that my former fiance would make a fine husband, but I never regretted running away to Scotland and meeting your father. He was, and still is, the only man that makes my heart beats faster. 

— What if there isn’t a woman who makes my heart beat faster? What if I came to this world without my soulmate? — Duncan asked.

— Honey, you’re still so young. There’s no pressure to get married and you are no Lord nor have a title. What is bothering you so much? 

Naturally, these questions came up and no matter how much he thought about it, there was no answer to them. Duncan was young, rich and had no direct responsibility with the clan, it was almost expected that he would be a great libertine. And, for a while, he was one, but he was tired of pleasuring himself with women who couldn't utter half a dozen words without asking him for a jewel or a dress. He wanted more. He wanted someone he could talk to, someone to be his faithful confidant and lover.

- What of love? - Charlotte asked, snapping him out of his reverie.

- I can learn how to love her.

Charlotte watched him and seemed to be trying to decipher to what extent he was telling the truth or to what extent her son had gone mad.

- I don't know if I can take all this responsibility on myself," Charlotte confessed.

- "I'm confident you'll find a woman who's right for me. You're one of the people who knows me best," Duncan assured her, "I want a good woman who's committed to me and when our children arrive, everything will be easier.

That was a big point for him. Children.

Duncan had complete adoration for children. Archie and Victoria's children were the joy of the castle and since their arrival, it was clearly noticeable how much his cousin's life had changed. If he was in an arranged marriage, even a loveless one, it would be impossible not to love the fruits of the union and, since the children were his blood, they would be linked for life. Duncan would have a family, even if it wasn't the one he'd always idealized.

- Are you absolutely sure this is what you want? - Charlotte asked.

-"Aye," Duncan replied in a firm voice.

- Will you give me complete autonomy over this decision? 

-”Aye," Duncan said again.

- Then I have a great idea," Charlotte said, with a grin from ear to ear, "Let's throw the Scottish Games!
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Chapter Two
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Lyra Wright

Propriety of Marquis of Chapman, England.

— What kind of salvages do this woman think we are to invite us to such a brutal event? — Edward, the Marquis of Chapman, said — I think this is outrageous! Half naked men, only wearing skirts and carrying tree stumps should not be considered entertainment. 

Lyra listened to that and laughed while dusting the last silverware of the Chapman family. 

She would never understand the English nobility. They thought themselves superior to almost the rest of the world only because they had a title and a crest. Yet, if you paid enough attention, you could see they were normal like everyone else. Lyra worked for one of those, the Chapman, a rich and wealthy family, esteemed by the royal court and many war heroes. However, there were rumors about their fortune, given the effort they made to wear the finest jewelry and clothes, their debts and the few invitations to tea parties, balls and hunting parties. 

— My dear husband, this will be our salvation  — Cherry, his wife, argued — They can be the salvages you think they are, maybe they don’t even know how to use cutlery, but they are rich. And Charlotte's son is looking for a wife, that’s the reason for this whole event. Don’t you think our daughter would be ideal for this role? 

— You want to give our daughter to a Scott? — the Marquis asked.

— To a rich Scott — the marquise corrected him — Since no English noble has shown any interest in her and that is her fourth season already, her odds of finding someone are dwindling. And you know people talk. 

Lyra had to stop herself from laughing. Missy wasn’t a mean person. She was spoiled and a bit self centered, but in comparison to her parents, she was an angel. Plus, she wasn’t the one to blame for her parents. There were so many women in those ballrooms worse than her and of lower classes, but managed to find a husband on their first try, which showed how much Missy was paying the price for her parent's mistakes. The mothers of the British Society didn’t want their precious sons marrying the broken Chapman. Maybe the rumors didn’t reach Scotland yet. 

— I see you finally remembered to work — Cherry told Lyra when she saw — You got so late that I had to serve myself breakfast.

— I apologize, Lady Chapman.

— Tomorrow, you are going to have to come earlier to compensate for your lateness. I pay you a fine salary, so make it worth it — the woman said and turned her attention back to the invitation. 

— Yes, milady — Lyra answered, lowering her head in submission.

But no, she didn’t pay Lyra a fine salary. If Lyra actually worked the equivalent to what she gained, she would work no more than three hours a day. The only reason why she submitted to that kind of treatment was because she had no other choice.  

— I need you to make the carriage ready for us — the marquise ordered — We must go to the modiste. Missy needs new dresses to catch that Scot's attention. 

— Last time we went there, she said she would not sell you a pin if your debt weren’t paid, milady — Lyra reminded her.

— So we are going to a different one. Even if we have to go to another city! — the marquise replied — I feel this is finally our chance.

Lyra looked at the marquise and she couldn't recall the last time she saw her so enthusiastic about something. She fanned herself excitedly while looking at her husband, who didn't give her attention anymore. The marquis was the youngest of five brothers, but he ended up inheriting the title because his brothers chose war and died without any heirs. So Edward Chapman saw himself with responsibilities and duties that he never wanted in the first place, including having to marry Cherry, who people used to say was very desired back then. Looking at her boss now was hard to believe, she had small blue eyes, very rosy cheeks that no amount of powder was able to cover it and she wore a gray wig, even not being more than forty five years old.

— I'll be ready in a couple of minutes — Lyra told her boss. 

— And I also need you to prepare because you are going to Scotland with us — the marquise added.

— Please, milady, don't make me go — Lyra asked — You know I can't go on a long trip like that, I have...

— That is an order. What kind of impression will we pass if Missy gets there without a chaperone? — the marquise looked at the maid angrily — You know how much we have helped you and your family. Can't you repay us? 

— Yes, ma'm — she answered, lowering her eyes and fighting back the tears. 

***
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It started to rain very lightly on the way back from the modiste. 

When they got to the same modiste that always attended them, she refused to make any dresses, because their debt was too high and still unpaid. Then they went to the closest city, but the rumors about their money problems followed them. Only after negotiations, little begging and an "emerald" necklace, they managed to get for Missy a whole new wardrobe, equivalent to a whole season in London. Not even the marquise herself expected so many dresses, but the modiste was really impressed by the necklace.  

“If only she knew where that necklace came from...”  Lyra thought.

Since Lyra was driving the carriage- because the coachman left due to his lack of paying- she caught a little rain and as soon as they got home, she kept the carriage in the stables and left for her own home, not very far away from there, still on the Chapman's property. It was very generous of them, which they never ceased to remind her of. The deal was: Lyra and her family could live for free, in exchange, Lyra served them as maid, cook, she also took care of the animals and many other tasks...

While Missy was trying on her new dresses, Lyra took advantage of the distraction and went away for a bit to buy supplies for home, since she would take a trip to Scotland and had no idea when she would return.

On her way home, she started thinking about her trip and how she never left England. During her childhood, she and her family lived in London and then they moved to the countryside. After they moved, she never left that little town. Even though she didn't want to leave her parents alone, she was secretly excited for the trip. She heard many stories from her father about Scotland, a green land with high hills and crystal clear water. The weather was tough, but that was compensated by good food, good music and especially good people. 

Lyra thought about the man that the marquise wanted Missy to conquer and her heart squeezed a little. She didn't know him, but she knew Cherry was very persuasive and the poor man would end up falling for the trick. She wondered if she should warn him about the Chapmans, after all, the man had no idea who he was dealing with. But as soon as she got home and remembered that that was the only place they could live, she put the thought aside. She would never risk the well being of her family, especially over something that wasn't any of her business.  
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Chapter Three
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Duncan McGregor

The weather was hot and pleasant. Maybe it was a sign that the following days would be good. 

“It's getting close” He thought.

While the arena was receiving its final touches, Duncan felt a mix of feelings in his chest: anxiety, excitement, but mostly fear. The arranged marriage plan was still standing and he wasn't going to quit, but the weight of the responsibilities he acquired a few months ago were starting to get the best of him, physically and mentally speaking. 

He was in charge of the construction of the arena, where the Games would be held, Victoria and his mother were in charge of the parties and the entertainment. However, he had to deal with all the pressure alone because Archie despised Duncan's idea. When he first told Archie about hosting the Games, his friend got excited because he already participated in competitions like that one in other clans, having won a few. He even wanted to host the Games in his own clan, but when he discovered that the main goal was to attract women, he refused to take any part and even stopped speaking with Duncan for a couple of days. 

— Faster, please! — Duncan shouted at the men who were cleaning the arena —  The grandstand is going to be built this afternoon and you are not even halfway done. 

Most of the McGregor men were involved in the Games: cleaning the arena, mowing wood to the grandstand or participating in the hunt to help feed the countless mouths that were about to get. His mother invited nine clans in total to play the Games, plus some very influential English families as spectators. Most of these families had a daughter or a niece old enough to get married, but Duncan didn’t really care about where they came from, he just wanted a woman by his side. But it was safe to say that Charlotte did her research, both in England and Scotland. She looked for references, picked up the candidates and sent several messengers with invitations to participate in the event plus a personal one to each mother to clarify Duncan's behind the Games. They received tons of excited answers, some of them even said that their daughters were secretly in love with him for years.

— Sir — one of his workers got closer to him — The tents just arrived. Should we set them up already? 

— Aye — Duncan answered — Come with me. I’ll show ye where I want them.

Although the McGregor Castle was immense, it couldn’t possibly fit everyone there. The tents would form a small village and since it was summer, the nights wouldn’t be so cold. Besides, during the day, the guests would be so occupied with the Games and the Festivities that they wouldn’t even notice some discomfort at night. Well, the Scottish guests certainly wouldn’t mind...the problem would be the English ones, at least a few. When he first asked his mother to make all of that, he said he only wanted Scottish women, but somehow, his mother convinced him to invite some of her compatriots. He wasn’t totally against it, but Duncan already lost his mind once over an English woman and the trauma cut deep within him. However, he was open to put that aside and worry more about their personalities than their origins. 

When they finished setting up the tents, it was almost night and Archie sent a missive, telling he wanted to talk to him. Duncan hurried to his office, mentally preparing for the conversation. 

Archie wasn’t at all in agreement to the arranged marriage and that much he made it very clear. He was the chief of the clan and he tended to make everyone else 's problems his own. If that was a quality or a flaw, it was still up for debate but Duncan clearly remembered that he didn’t show up to his own twin’s wedding, Alistair, with Rose, because it was also an arranged marriage. 

— Come in — Archie told Duncan when he showed up at his door.  

Archie had papers, books and an inkwell quill to write. The person who used to be in charge of the clan’s finances was Alistair, but since he moved to his wife’s clan, the work was on Archie’s back and it was clear he wasn’t being successful.

— I really wasn’t born for this. I think that I already gave more to the villagers than I should have  — he said, pointing to the papers in front of him — I want to ride my horse, I want to duel with my sword and I want my calloused hands back from working hard.

Duncan and Archie lived most of their lives together and knew each other more than anyone. Scottish blood cries out for nature and combat, taking a cold bath in the lake by morning, swordplay in the afternoon and that well known combination of a good scotch and a woman to warm their beds. That’s what a true Highlander really needed.

— How’s everything going for the Scottish Games? — Archie asked.

— It’s all fine — Duncan answered — We are a little behind schedule, but I believe we can make it on time till the guests arrive.

— I decided I am not going to compete — Archie announced — I’ve thought about it and it’s best that I give the opportunity to other men win. 

— Stop with the lies, you son of a bitch — Duncan said — You know this year I would destroy ye. The truth is, ye are getting old. 

However, his cousin wasn’t exaggerating so much. Archie indeed was one of the best competitors in Scotland. At only seventeen years old, he won his first championship and only accumulated victories throughout the years. So the news was good because he knew how much women were attracted to “alpha males” and since he was looking for a wife in a competition based on strength and ability, it was expected that he won the Games, and with Archie out, he had a good chance to do so. 

— If I remember correctly, ye’re older than me — Archie argued.

— Aye, I am older than ye but I don’t even have half of what you have  — Duncan said, sitting at the chair across from Archie  — I know ye don’t agree with anything about this, but this is my deepest desire for the moment. 

Duncan’s words were sincere to his core. He was a romantic and he believed in true love and he never would try something like that if he didn’t think he was out of options.

— I can’t agree with ye — Archie said, getting up to get closer to Duncan — The only thing I want is for ye to be happy. I also trust your judgment and your mother’s. If this is what you really want, soon enough we will have another wedding in McGregor. I just ask of ye to not get me further involved in this, I have too much on my plate already. 

— As soon as this whole situation is settled, I’ll go to London in search of someone to look after the finances. I promise ye — Duncan assured.

Duncan got up to leave, but stopped halfway and turned to Archie.  

— I know that everybody thinks I’ve gone mad — Duncan said — I just decided that I want to take over the reins of my life instead of looking for someone to magically appear in front of me and we fall madly in love. 

— The truth is, us, human beings, we treat time as an enemy because we are impatient and stubborn — Archie said — Fate acts in the most mysterious ways. I don’t know if there's some God or anything, I just know whoever this is knows us the best and when the time comes, what truly belongs to us will come. Not a minute sooner, not a minute later. 

— Since when did you become so wise? — Duncan asked only to tease, leaving the room laughing.

But the weight of Archie 's words followed him. Everything his cousin told him was true and a seed of doubt was planted in Duncan’s mind.  
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Chapter Four
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Lyra Wright

While she packed her bags for the trip, Lyra held back her tears. She needed to be strong and she didn’t want people around her to think she was weak. She found herself in a position where only a small mistake could make her lose everything. She didn’t want to travel, she didn’t want to leave her parents alone, but she was incapable of making a decision about what to do with her life, especially when it came to confronting her bosses. Contradict them meant risking her parents' well being, and she wasn’t willing to do it. 
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