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As Lady Margaret Ferguson’s twin brother, Gavin, lay on his deathbed, a plan of deception was set in motion. The Ferguson clan had always governed their land differently than most. Appointing Margaret as the new Laird upon her brother’s death wasn’t a stretch, and her people willingly accepted her. Disguised as her brother, her clan is committed to keeping Margaret’s identity hidden from outsiders.
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None of them accounted for invites to the Kings court. After Margaret declines all invitations, Sir Keelan MacDougall is directed to ensure the clan’s loyalty to the King during wartime. Keelan meets both Laird Gavin and his sister, Margaret, and the resemblance is uncanny. Exhausted after days of switching back and forth between her two personas’, Margaret is torn between wanting Keelan to leave and begging him to stay.
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Margaret was promised she would be able to marry for love. When word gets out that she is acting as Laird of the Ferguson clan that privilege may be taken from her. But she won’t go down without a fight.
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To my mother for introducing me to the world of historical romance when I was a teenager. I fell in love with the genre but never expected I would one day write my own. Thank you for opening up a whole new world to me.
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To my sisters, Sheri and Jennifer, you continue to support me and push me to write that next book. If it weren’t for you I probably would be wandering the Indie world aimlessly.
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To the Cool Kids, thank you for always being available as sounding boards no matter the hour. It takes a village to support an Indie author and you all are the best.

To my husband for continuing to be my muse, your goofiness and love can be felt in all of my male characters.
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Prequel
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1530

“It’s okay, Margaret, ye were always meant to be Laird of this land. Our people are loyal to ye, be the same person ye have always been and they will do anythin’ for ye. Promise me ye will stick to the plan. I need to meet my maker knowing ye will be safe.”

Margaret’s sobs echoed around the room. She never knew her mother, her father died four years ago and now her twin brother and the current Laird was dying. They’d been preparing for this moment for weeks but that didn’t make it any easier.

“Gavin, ye canna possibly believe I can get away with this. If the king finds out, we could lose everythin’.”

“I made a promise to ye a long time ago that ye can marry for love and this is the only way I can keep it. And it will work perfectly, I’ve always been too pretty for my own good and ye are tough as nails. How many times did we trick Father? Let me take my last breaths knowing ye will have everythin’ ye deserve.”

The desperate look in his eyes was more than she could bear. “I promise to follow the plan.”

Gavin’s cold hand cupped her cheek one last time. “Be strong, my gel, ye will be the best Laird this land has ever had.” His already shallow breaths slowed down and within seconds he slipped away. Margaret held on till the hand in hers was no longer warm to the touch.

“Come along, my lady. It’s time to let go. Ye need yer rest, we need to get ye ready to be Laird.” Alice, Margaret’s housekeeper, squeezed her shoulder affectionately, waiting for the tears to slow down. Her heart broke for the young lady losing her last living relative.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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One year later

“I’m not sure I can do this, I’ve had verra little practice with anyone outside of our lands.” Margaret couldn’t help biting her nails; it had always been a nervous trait of hers. 

“I swear on my life, if I didn’t know the plan ye would be fooling me right now.” Liza, Margaret’s maid, gave her a final once over before nodding approvingly and heading out the door. “The king’s man should be arriving any minute now, the lookouts spotted him just over the hill. Let’s get ye in place.”

The image reflecting in the mirror at Margaret was a heartbreaking one. How strange it was to look at yerself and feel utter despair. Not because of what ye looked like but because of who ye looked like. Dressed in her brother’s best finery and her hair cut to the shoulders and tied at the nape, she looked exactly like him. Well, exactly like he did before the disease came and ravaged his body.

This was it; once she presented herself to a court officer, she couldn’t go back. “Here goes nothing, let the games begin.”

As she descended the stairs, horse hooves could be heard thundering toward the keep. She settled in her seat behind the desk in her office and cleared her throat, preparing to speak in the lower tones she had been practicing.

Moments later, Franklin the butler knocked on the door before entering. “Laird Ferguson, may I introduce Sir Keelan MacDougall of King James’ court.”

At first her legs wouldn’t stand, why would they choose now to give in to such feminine proclivities as to wanting to swoon over a handsome man? They definitely didn’t grow men like him around here. The tall Scotsman had his chestnut hair tied back, his elegant coat and kilt were pristine, a near impossibility given he rode a horse for the last few days. She had never had much interest in boys before, but seeing this man’s knees caused a shiver to run up her spine. Men in kilts were a normal sight to her but none had caused her mind to wonder what else was under the kilt before.

After a quick internal chastisement, she stood and reached out to shake hands. “Good morning, Sir MacDougall, I trust yer ride was pleasant and easy going.” With a quick nod to the seat in front of her desk, she sat back down. 

“Franklin, have some food brought around for our guest.” When her eyes finally peeled away from Keelan, she noticed another giant looming in the doorway. The water in other parts of Scotland must be different where they come from. Could they all possibly be so huge? “My apologies, I didn’t see yer companion.”

Keelan turned and waved his friend inside. “This is my second in command, Patrick MacDuff.” 

His looks couldn’t be more opposite of Keelan’s. His raven black hair and crystal blue eyes were a beautiful combination. His smile was just as huge as he was, making him even more appealing. She’d have to lock up all the lassies in the house if these two didn’t leave quickly.

“Gentlemen, please sit. I must say I am surprised the king is bothering with our humble house, to what do we owe the honor of yer visit?” There, that sounded good, nice and strong, she mentally patted herself on the back.

“The king was concerned to hear ye have turned down all invitations to visit the court and ye have not been to any parliamentary proceedings in almost two years. I dinnae have to tell ye we are on the brink of war. The king expects loyalty from his subjects. When one of the oldest houses in the area suddenly goes silent, ye can imagine his concerns.”

Keelan’s matter of fact tone and cut to the chase approach was shocking. Margaret knew turning away a third invitation was courting disaster but she wasn’t ready to face the public, let alone a court of her peers. 

Franklin chose that moment to return, the group remained silent as the housekeeper, Alice, prepared tea for each of them and served small plates of cakes. Once the servants were gone Keelan quietly sipped his tea, never breaking eye contact with Margaret.

“I do regret ye made the long trek out here for nothing. My father passed a couple of years ago quite unexpectedly. I wasn’t prepared for everything the lairdship needed of me. I thought it best to not get distracted by events outside of my area and focus on my people. Ye can assure the king all is well here and we are loyal to him.” Satisfied with her speech, she bit into a cake.

“I can sympathize with yer plight. Perhaps Patrick and I should stay for a few days and see if there is any way the king can help ye.” The cake lodged firmly in Margaret’s throat causing her to choke out a small cough. “After all, we did ride for four days to get here. The king would expect we made sure all of his subjects are well taken care of before we left.”

She took her time swallowing and sipping her tea, stalling while she thought of a plan. Passing herself off as Gavin for a few hours was one thing, doing it for days was quite another.

“I appreciate the offer but I can’t take ye away from more important duties than some farmers in the Highlands. How about a tour of our lands, that should give ye enough to satisfy the king?”

Margaret watched nervously as Keelan exchanged glances with Patrick, maybe pushing so hard was making her look guilty of something.

“I think a tour of yer land would be wise, however, we are a wee tired from our travels. Perhaps we can start that tour on the morrow after we break our fast?”

With great resignation, Margaret knew she couldn’t say no to the king’s men. “Of course, give me a few moments to inform the staff that ye will be staying the night with us.” 

As soon as she was in the hall she spotted Franklin, Liza, and Alice standing in the doorway to the kitchen looking at her anxiously. “Bloody hell,” she whispered as she rushed to them.

“Tis a good thing ye are such a wonderful housekeeper because we have two weary guests looking for rooms. Tell Cook she needs to prepare a dinner fit for these gentlemen. Liza, help Alice open the rooms while Franklin shows them upstairs.” 

Everyone nodded nervously and scurried to do their task. They had never had such important guests before. Franklin followed Margaret as she took a deep breath and composed herself back into pretending to be Gavin before returning to her office. The chairs in front of her desk were empty; her unwanted, handsome guests had made themselves at home and were staring at a family portrait over the mantle. Her stomach squirmed with dread for her mistake.

“Laird, ye didn’t mention ye had a sister. Is she in residence?” Patrick questioned without turning and looking back at Margaret. She was not happy with how closely he was studying the picture. If she had removed it, they would have been none the wiser to ask about her.

“Yes, that is Margaret, my twin sister actually. I daresay ye probably won’t see her before ye leave on the morrow. One of our tenants is in labor; she went to help deliver the bairn. Ye know how long those things can take.”

“Tis a shame to be sure.” Patrick smiled innocently at Margaret.

“Franklin will help ye with yer bags and show ye to yer rooms. Dinner will be served at six o’clock if that will do for ye both?”

“We appreciate the soft beds, do ye ken we can bother the staff for bathes as well? I’d hate to sit down to dinner covered in dust.” 

If there was a speck of dust on either man, Margaret couldn’t see it, and part of her would’ve loved to get close and inspect them. “Of course, my apologies for not having that ready. We dinnae get a lot of guests out here, we’re not verra formal. Perhaps King James should leave us out here so I dinnae embarrass him at court.” Margaret chuckled at her attempt to convince these men she should be left alone. 

Keelan simply smirked and looked to Franklin. “If ye could show us to our rooms, we’ll leave our bags then take our horses to the stables.” 

“Of course, sir, right this way.” Franklin turned and led the way to the foyer. 

As soon as the trio was out of view, Margaret shut the office door and collapsed into her chair. What have ye got yerself into, Margaret?
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Chapter Two
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“Is it me or is there something a little off about Laird Ferguson?” Keelan took his time taking the reins off his horse while Patrick was in the next stall brushing his mare down.

“He does seem a wee effeminate but maybe that’s just how they are around here. He did seem shocked at our size, lookin’ at us like we’re ogre’s he was.” Patrick was talking more to his horse than to Keelan.

“I canna put my finger on it but he seems a wee odd. Let’s see how his tenants act toward him, that will tell us a lot.”

Patrick spread fresh hay for his mare, cooing to her all the while. 

“Sometimes I wonder about ye and that horse, maybe it’s been a little too long since ye were with a lassie?” Keelan said it jokingly but was serious, too.

“Dinna be jealous just because yer horse is an angry bassa that hates everyone. Besides, I dinnae have to defend myself, ye know as well as I do how the lassies love me.”

“Maybe it’s better the Laird’s sister is away, dinna need ye starting yer own war.”

“Och, ye know ye wouldnae mind a wee bit o’ fun before we leave again.”

Keelan tossed the brush he was using, hitting Patrick in the back. “Keep the family jewels under yer kilt till we’re gone. I dinna think these country lassie’s would want an ogre like ye anyways.”

Patrick wrapped his arms around the mare’s neck. “Ye’ll still love me, won’t ye, gel?”

Keelan shook his head at his friend and strode back to the house for his bath, muttering under his breath about the nutty Scot needing a wife before he married his horse.
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Chapter Three
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“Ye dinnae join them for dinner last night, ye can’t skip out on breaking yer fast, too. If ye dinnae start acting like the Laird, they’re gonna get suspicious.” Margaret scowled at Liza in the mirror.

“Having to leave for an issue at one of the tenant houses is a perfectly acceptable excuse for missing dinner.” Liza didn’t say a word, just raised one eyebrow at her. “But yer right, I’ll be down soon. Besides, the faster we eat, the faster we get the tour over with and I can send them on their way.”

“Speaking of yer visits, I sent one of the stable lad’s around last night and let everyone know yer comin’ around as Sir Gavin.”

“Thank ye, Liza, I dinnae know how I could get away with this if it wasna for ye and the others.”

Liza swiped a tear from Margaret’s cheek. “Enough of that now, no weakness in front of those brutes. Then again, they are mighty fine lookin’ gents, maybe ye are ready to start thinkin’ aboot a husband?”

“Liza!” The blush spreading across Margaret’s face heated her cheeks instantly.

“Dinnae tell me ye didna notice how fine they are?”

“No, I did not, thank ye verra much.” Margaret tried to look affronted but had to hide her smile. With one last inspection to make sure her costume was in place, she headed down to greet her guests. 

Relief flooded her body as she saw the dining room empty. Cook laid out an impressive spread, that should assure the men that everything was well here and they had no need to worry. With a plate in hand and the room to herself, she loaded up a mound of food and dug in. Her appetite had always been hearty. At least if the men caught her, they wouldn’t think twice about Lord Gavin eating so much. 

A few bites later her unwanted guests entered, ducking slightly to clear the doorway. That’s it, they were giants to be sure. 

“Gentlemen, good morrow. My apologies again for missing dinner. I had a widowed tenant with a leaky roof and I wanted to fix it so she could sleep peacefully.”

“As any good Laird would.” Keelan smiled before grabbing a plate and loading his own mound of food on it.

“I trust ye slept well? I hope the housekeeper gave ye everythin’ ye needed?” Margaret sat back, waiting for both men to join her.

“We coulda slept in yer stables and thought it heaven after the ground we’ve slept on the last few days. But yes, I slept like a wee bairn. Speaking of bairns, has Lady Margaret returned from her task?” Patrick looked questioningly to Margaret as Keelan stared daggers at him.

“I was told she sent a message that all was well and she hoped the bairn would be along soon.”

Patrick’s face contorted like he ate something bad. “I dinnae ken how the lassie’s do it. I was there when my sister had her first child. There were sounds coming from that room that dinnae sound human. I wanted to call for a priest for protection but my father said it was to be expected.” A shudder racked his body before he shook his head of the memories and continued eating.

“Does that mean ye are still a free man, no standing in the hall waiting for yer own babes to come howling into the world?” Patrick’s look of horror was all the answer she needed.

“I have a good long while before I take a wife, being an uncle will be enough for me for now.”

“How about ye, Sir MacDougall, do ye have a lassie waiting for ye back home?” Was that even a question men would ask each other? Either way she had to admit to herself she was more than a little curious to hear his answer.

“When the right alliance comes along I’ll take a wife, till then I’m loyal to my king.”

“Ye dinna want to marry for love?” The question slipped out before she realized it. By the sounds of their boisterous laughter she knew they thought her question ridiculous.

After a few gasping breaths, Patrick wiped a tear from his eye and settled down. “Love? No one marries for love. It’s about land and money or who our king tells us to marry. Ye dinnae follow that way here?”

“Land is just a pile of dirt, ye can get that anywhere. Love will give ye everythin’ ye need to live a long and happy life, or so my father had always said.” Margaret got quieter with each word spoken as both men looked at her like she was some unknown creature.

“I’m surprised, Laird Ferguson, I had no idea ye were such a poet. Maybe the court is the right place for ye after all.” Keelan tipped his drink in salute to Margaret before looking back at his food.

“If ye’ll pardon me, I need to see to a few tasks before we leave.
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