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            For my cousin, Laurie Duke. You’ve been in my life from the very beginning. I loved you then and I’ll love you always.
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            Chapter One

         
         There was an angry mob outside and what they wanted was inside Gwen Cully’s shop.
         

         
         She tugged off her thick work gloves and tossed them aside. Her leather apron slapped at her legs as she walked to her window
            and curiously peered out, appreciating the fresh breeze on her heated face even as she gasped at the wild sight before her.
         

         
         There were no less than thirty villagers charging down the lane—her friends and neighbors with faces mottled red with ire.
            She had no notion of what had precipitated their wrath. She had never witnessed the like in all her eight and twenty years.
            Not in the entirety of her life in Shropshire.
         

         
         They were not frothing at the mouth. They did not wave pitchforks, but several of them held sticks in a militant fashion.
            Mr. Fyfe, the village wainwright, waved a fire iron that she herself had crafted years ago for him. At the time she had not
            imagined it to be used as a weapon.
         

         
         The horde growled like a beast coming closer. Their shouts were indistinct, one great amalgamation of voices growing in volume as they advanced down the street of the village. 

         
         What they wanted was inside her shop and what they wanted was a man.

         
         A specific man.

         
         She whipped back around and squinted into the murky confines of her shop, her gaze searching, seeking him, the intruder, the
            interloper . . . their prey. Moments ago, he had exploded inside her smithy and flew across the space in a blurred streak.
         

         
         Hands on her hips, she peered into the shadows before moving cautiously past her burning forge. She found herself wishing
            for additional light. Less lighting was needed for her work, so she could better see the glow of heated metal, and yet she
            wished for the full light of day now as she came to a stop and glared down at the figure concealing himself in the corner
            behind a worktable. Although conceal was not really the proper word. Indeed not. The man was too big to be concealed anywhere.
         

         
         Even crouched as he was, she could see at once he was a veritable giant. Impressive shoulders and biceps filled out his jacket. His thick thighs strained against his trousers. Her stare fixed there on those muscled tree trunks. It was with some difficulty that she moved her attention away, sliding her gaze lower, assessing the boots that hugged a pair of well-muscled calves. 

         
         She blinked and swallowed and reminded herself that she was irritated and not . . . enthralled.

         
         With a form like that, she would have assumed him to be a man accustomed to work and vigorous labor. And yet his garments
            told another story.
         

         
         He was dressed as a gentleman of means, but she had never encountered a gentleman who knew a thing about hard work. His jacket
            was made of the finest merino wool and his boots expensive Hessian leather. Gentleman or no, he had done something wrong.
            Something grave indeed for the villagers to be after him.
         

         
         “You are trespassing,” she accused in a stern voice, her gaze resting on his face and not that riveting body.

         
         Although his face was equally distracting.

         
         He stared up at her with wolf dark eyes framed by lashes much too long and thick for a man. The face possessing those dramatic
            eyes was too rugged to be called pretty, but still quite arresting. On anyone else his nose would be too large, but it fit
            his granite-carved features perfectly.
         

         
         She swallowed. Altogether he was the kind of man she admired. At least physically. Big and well formed with hands larger than hers. Able to carry her from a burning building if the need ever arose. And carrying a woman like Gwen was no easy feat. In fact, no man had carried her since her papa. And not since the age of five. 

         
         Even flattened in displeasure, his wide mouth was surprisingly lush. “Please.”

         
         The single word uttered in his deep voice did something, twisted something inside her. Pity gave way and crumbled loose within
            her before she could stop it.
         

         
         She fought for detachment and demanded, “What did you do?”

         
         “Do?”

         
         “Yes. What did you do?” She motioned to the window. “Believe it or not, the good people of this town do not usually lose their
            heads and chase a man down the streets without just cause. They are, for the most part, sane. You must have done something.
            What did you do?”
         

         
         “You don’t recognize me?”

         
         She blinked and looked him over again as though she could have perhaps forgotten him. Impossible, but she reassessed him nonetheless
            since he seemed to think she should know him. “Should I?”
         

         
         It was his turn then to survey her. He looked her considerable form up and down, missing nothing of her near six feet.

         
         She held her ground, unblinking, unflinching, reminding herself to breathe and feel nothing under his perusal. She had long ago accepted herself as she was. She would wilt under no one’s inspection. 

         
         He glanced away and swept his gaze over their surroundings before again fastening his gaze back on her. “Who are you? What
            is this place?”
         

         
         Who was she? Who was he?

         
         “You mean the place you have taken refuge?” She snorted and crossed her arms. “It’s a smithy. I’m the blacksmith.” She inwardly
            winced. Not the blacksmith. Unfortunately not anymore. Not in this town. Rather, she was a blacksmith.
         

         
         Once the only smithy for miles and miles around, her family’s long-standing business ever since her grandfather, ever since
            her father and uncle, had now fallen to her.
         

         
         Gwen was the third generation Cully to manage her family’s forge. The third generation wielding hammer to anvil. The third
            generation . . . and she was alone.
         

         
         Her grandparents and father and uncle were no more. They had schooled her in all there was to smithing and she did it herself.
            There was not a sibling to share the load. Not an uncle, aunt, cousin. No one.
         

         
         The smithy was hers alone.

         
         She was no longer the only blacksmith working in the village. Now there was another. Another blacksmith who did not bear the name Cully, and he had set up shop and was taking her business.
         

         
         She inhaled against the sharp sting of that hardship—and she was no stranger to hardship. She knew loss, but this was particularly
            bitter to consume.
         

         
         Over the last few months, she had gone from having more business than she could manage to a decided decline in customers.
            When she confronted her longtime clientele and asked why she had lost their patronage, they all had the same explanation.
            She took too long. She was slow. Unreliable.
         

         
         The truth stung.

         
         The last few years she had been generally slow to complete all her work in a timely fashion, to be certain. With her uncle
            ailing and bedridden, she alone had been responsible for his care. Her attention had been divided and the shop had suffered
            for it. At first it had not mattered though, as she had been the only smith in town.
         

         
         Until now.

         
         Meyer had recently arrived with his two strapping sons. They’d opened a shop one lane over and had steadily been taking all
            her business, the three of them working so much more quickly than she could.
         

         
         It did not matter that her uncle had passed away over a month ago, expiring from a long, wasting, cancerous sickness and she
            was now able to devote more time—all her time—to her work. The damage was done. A goodly amount of her customers had already left her for Meyer and his sons. 

         
         Faith in her had been shaken. She liked to think it had nothing to do with her gender. She had lived in Shropshire all her
            life. Worked here all her life. These people knew her. They were her neighbors. Her friends. She did not wish to think they
            were more at ease with a newcomer simply because he was born a man. That seemed vastly unfair and a cutting betrayal.
         

         
         The din outside increased. She glanced over her shoulder as though she could see out her window from where she stood. “They’re
            coming closer,” she remarked almost casually, as though she were accustomed to men bursting into her smithy every day.
         

         
         He nodded once in the direction of the sound. “Aye. They mean to hang me.”

         
         “Hang you?” What nefarious deed had this man done? Who was he? “Why?” Certainly he exaggerated. Her village was full of law-abiding
            citizens.
         

         
         Without waiting for his response, she marched back to the open window and looked out again to verify that they were indeed
            near. The bloodthirsty sight of them did not bode well. Settling back on her heels, she tsked. “I fear you may be right. I
            don’t know what you’ve done, but they are out for blood.”
         

         
         No answer met this declaration, and she moved from the window, lifting a rod from her nearby tool stand. She flexed her palm around the steel. 

         
         A strange man had taken refuge inside her shop.

         
         He was likely dangerous, and certainly desperate. That mob was for him. They were after him. She was not so foolish as to dismiss him. Indeed not. She would not underestimate him. He could very well attempt to use
            her as a hostage to protect himself.
         

         
         Armed now, she kept a careful distance. “Come out from there, you,” she demanded in her gruffest voice.

         
         As big as he was, he had moved like lightning only moments before, charging through the front door of her shop to the corner
            where he now hid. She did not permit herself to forget that. He was spry on his feet. She flexed her grip on the rod, waiting
            and wondering what this man had done, but determined that he should not catch her unawares.
         

         
         He rose and her breath caught. He was more than big. He was big and tall.
         

         
         He unfolded himself from his hiding spot, revealing himself to be well over six feet. Taller than me.

         
         He nodded at the poker in her hand. “Do you mean to use that on me?”

         
         “If necessary.”

         
         “I mean you no harm.” He held up both hands and bounced them on the air as though attempting to appease an unpredictable animal.
            “I simply need a place to hide until they pass along.”
         

         
         Gwen angled herself slightly toward the window again, prepared to call out if he made a threatening move toward her. “You
            cannot expect me to shelter you without knowing what you did.” Assuming, of course, he would be honest with her.
         

         
         He shook his head and sounded tired as he spoke. “Just a small matter of—”

         
         “I think he went this way!” The shout was close. Right outside her shop.

         
         She inched closer and peered out the window again to spot the mob converging on the wainwright shop across the lane. For whatever
            reason, they thought he took shelter there. Fortunate for him.
         

         
         “They’re at the wainwright shop across the way,” she informed him.

         
         The stranger exhaled, his stoic facade cracking slightly. His relief was palpable.

         
         “You were saying?” she prompted. “What did you do?”

         
         “It is just a small matter of fraud. Nothing that warrants . . .” He waved a hand. “This.”

         
         “What is a small matter of fraud precisely?” She pointed her rod at him. “If I were you I would stop prevaricating. Time is not on your side. One word from me . . .” She permitted her voice to fade away, letting the implication hang. 

         
         He nodded grudgingly and expelled a breath. “My father has been pretending to be the Duke of Penning. And he is not.” Another
            heavy exhale. “His ruse was discovered as the real duke has now arrived.”
         

         
         The real duke?
         

         
         “Wait a moment. The Duke of Penning who has been cavorting all over the countryside these last many months . . . is not the true Duke of Penning?”
         

         
         She had met the duke at the Blankenships’ ball and once about town. She had heard of the son’s arrival, but not seen him.

         
         The Duke of Penning had commissioned her to do a number of improvements at the hall when he first arrived. That was before
            Meyer moved here, of course. She had only completed one of the smaller projects when she had spotted Penning’s fancy carriage
            out front of Meyer’s shop a fortnight ago. Apparently, like everyone else, he preferred working with the new smith over her.
            It had stung even though she did not blame the duke—or who she thought was the duke. He wanted a smith who could work in a
            timely fashion and produce results.
         

         
         He nodded with a grim expression. “That is correct. He is not.”

         
         Gwen started feverishly clicking all the pieces together in her mind. “He was your father? That means . . .” She broke off to laugh. “Oh, my! This is rich! You are the illustrious son that arrived a short while ago who has the village buzzing! You are the Duke of Penning’s most eligible heir! Only you are not. Not at all.” She motioned him up and down. “You are simply some bloke pretending to be a swell, taking
            all his riches for yourself.”
         

         
         He continued to stare at her grimly, accepting her words, not bothering to defend or excuse his perfidious actions.

         
         She had seen the duke out and about—or at least the man pretending to be the duke. He had sent his housekeeper when he commissioned
            work from her, but she had made his acquaintance. A middle-aged fellow, jovial and friendly. He had been in Shropshire for
            quite some time, reveling in his role apparently, stolen as it was. Everyone liked him. The Blankenships hosted a ball in
            his honor, after all. This shocking revelation had to sting all those that had pandered to the man.
         

         
         His expression turned almost rueful—and yet not. There was an air to the man before her. A level of dignity and acceptance
            for what he was. Or perhaps it was resignation. “I’m aware of what I have done.”
         

         
         What he had done the villagers of Shropshire would not like. Not at all. They had been making fools of themselves over the new duke and his heir. Bowing and scraping and tossing their daughters at the both of them, hoping to win a slice of a dukedom for themselves. 

         
         “So you are a thief. You are a swindler,” she pronounced. That was the plain and simple of it. She looked him over—every immense,
            impressive inch of him. He was a beautiful man. Of course there had to be something wrong with him. “A grand pretender. You
            steal lives and claim them as your own.”
         

         
         Something passed over his features. He did not like hearing that. And yet she spoke only the truth. She had no patience for
            a man like him. She led an honest life. He could take his illicit ways elsewhere. She had work to do and no time for this
            nonsense.
         

         
         “I suppose. Yes,” he grudgingly admitted even though the corners of his mouth tightened.

         
         “Where is your dear papa?” Her lip curled in distaste. “Why is he not hiding in my smithy alongside you?”

         
         “He managed to avoid . . . detection.”

         
         She digested that, and then translated. “He escaped? And left you here?”

         
         His father had left him.

         
         She digested that a bit more. His father had abandoned him to face a mob. For some reason, she avoided laughing at this. It felt a little sad. His father was just as guilty. More. He had been in Shropshire longer, pretending to be someone he was not and reaping all the rewards of that wrongdoing months
            before his son even arrived.
         

         
         He nodded once, tersely. Clearly she did not need to point out to him that his father had deserted him. He was aware.

         
         Deciding he was not dangerous, Gwen lowered her rod. “They will not hang you.” The people of her village were reasonable.

         
         “I would not be so certain of that,” he said grimly.

         
         “I know these people.”

         
         “Be that as it may, I would not like to test the limits of their tolerance today.”

         
         She set the rod back in her tool stand. “I suppose you may remain here until they disperse.” She did not condone violence.
            Whilst she did not think the good people of Shropshire would hang him, she could not deny they might give him the thrashing
            of his life.
         

         
         His features eased and some of the tension seemed to dissipate from those great big shoulders of his. She tried not to stare
            overly long at those endless shoulders . . . at any part of his body really, but it was difficult. His physique was remarkable,
            and she could not help thinking how easily a body like that could labor in a smithy. Her smithy. He would be quite useful.
         

         
         If she’d had an apprentice like him her business would not be under threat by the arrival of a competitor in the village.
            She quickly steered her thoughts away from the notion of if. If was not real. If did not help her now. She must cope with the reality of her life.
         

         
         “I appreciate that.” He nodded once, his throat working as he swallowed. “More than I can say.”

         
         Suddenly another voice intruded on them. So close. “Oy! Here he is! In the smithy! He’s right here!”

         
         Gwen swung around and spotted young Ben Hawkes, the tanner’s son, looming in the window of her shop. He waved a spindly arm
            wildly, motioning others over to him. Apparently they had moved on from the wainwright shop.
         

         
         The swindler occupying space inside her shop made a strangled sound and looked around wildly for an escape.

         
         “Oh, bloody h—” The words died in her throat.

         
         She did not have time to say or do anything else before her place was invaded. A dozen men charged in and made a direct line
            for the intruder. He didn’t have time to evade them—not that there was anywhere for him to go. They had him cornered. He seemed
            to realize this. Turning, he faced them as stoically as a soldier confronted with the enemy.
         

         
         They seized him roughly and began dragging him back toward the door. His face remained fixed, like something etched in stone. There were no tears, no panicked pleas, no blubbering as one might expect. Her worktable was toppled over in the process, tools scattering to the packed-dirt floor. 

         
         She called out in irritation and moved to heft her table back up to its legs.

         
         Her closest neighbor, Mr. Fredericks, whom she had known her entire life, looked back at her contritely. “Sorry about that,
            Gwen.”
         

         
         Then they were all gone, pouring outside in a great racket, hauling the hapless swindler with them.

         
         She moved to the window to observe, frowning at the sight before her. She wanted to walk away, to turn her back on it all.
            It had nothing to do with her. She had better things to attend to, work waiting for her that she needed to do well and swiftly
            so the word got out that she was reliable once again. Uncle was gone now and her time was her own, but her customers were
            still not returning even though she had all the time in the world to devote to her business.
         

         
         One stranger’s fate was no concern of hers.

         
         With that reminder, she turned away, but then stopped with a hard breath. The din outside was impossible to ignore.

         
         Bloody hell.

         
         With a groan, she whirled back around and departed her smithy to witness the chaos unfolding outside. As much as she wished she could scrub this from her mind, it was too late. She had seen him. She was part of this now. His stoic expression was imprinted in her mind. He might be guilty of fraud and all manner of thievery, but she was invested in the drama of it now. There was no unseeing it—or him. 

         
         She had to know what happened next.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The moment Gwen stepped outside, the fall air pleasantly cooled her overheated face. Her smithy was excessively warm from
            the forge. The first breath of fresh air after being cooped inside was always welcome. She lifted her face to the breeze.
            Even though it was late in the afternoon, it felt more like dusk with the overcast sky.
         

         
         She stood on her tiptoes and peered after the crowd. She could not see him anymore. The imposter had been forced somewhere
            to the front of the group, out of her range of vision.
         

         
         She hastened forward and fell in behind them, pressing in with the others and becoming swept up with the tide of bodies, accompanying
            the mob down High Street toward the village square.
         

         
         The crowd seemed to have taken on a life of its own. She glanced around uneasily. It felt bigger. Well over thirty people
            now. The villagers grew even angrier, their faces flushed red in high temper.
         

         
         She recognized most everyone. Some people she knew better than others, but a few were unfamiliar to her. The town was growing. New businesses. New families. She winced as she was suddenly confronted with direct evidence of that, for there, among the faces, was Shropshire’s newest blacksmith—her gloating, swollen-faced rival, Meyer. His two thick-necked, dull-eyed sons stood beside him. As always. They were never far from his side. Constant shadows. They were close in age to Gwen, but she only ever thought of them as boys. They did not make a move or decision without their father’s approval and direction. Meyer’s sons were simply mindless drudges, laboring in their father’s smithy and following his bidding. 

         
         Meyer’s gaze found hers. He arched a bushy gray eyebrow at her in silent question. She knew the question though. She had already
            given him her answer in indisputable terms, but apparently he thought she still might change her mind.
         

         
         She forced her gaze off him and searched the crowd, looking for its quarry.

         
         They reached the square and the throng of people spread out, fanning wide, revealing the swindler. The sleeve of his jacket
            had somehow been torn, and it occurred to her that she had perhaps underestimated the extent of her neighbors’ bad humor.
         

         
         She scanned the faces, observing the bloodlust in the eyes of so many. She had said there was nothing to fear from them, but now she was not so certain. 

         
         Mrs. Dove, the serene and jovial baker’s wife, waved a glossy-skinned fist in the air and called out, “Put him in the stocks!”

         
         Gwen winced. The stocks still stood at the center of the square, but she had not seen them used as punishment for years. Not
            since she was a child. Still, she recalled the incident acutely. A thief had been locked in the wooden frame, forced to stand
            there overnight. Villagers jeered at him and tossed rotten food. It had struck her as the height of cruelty then. Thankfully
            such punishments had stopped once the new magistrate came into authority.
         

         
         “No stocks for him,” a voice cried out. “Hang him! Hang his black soul!”

         
         Gwen jerked at the cry. Several others took up the call, chanting, and she scanned the crowd, searching for the magistrate.
            He would bring sanity to this chaos.
         

         
         “Where is Mr. Redmond?” she demanded of no one in particular, simply hoping someone would hear her or—even better—that the
            magistrate himself would step forward to put an end to this.
         

         
         No one answered her and she shouldered her way ahead. Spotting Dr. Merrit, she latched on to his sleeve. “Where is the magistrate?”

         
         Dr. Merrit glanced down at her distractedly. He was clearly riveted by the spectacle. “Mr. Redmond? Ah, I believe he is visiting his daughter’s family in London.” 

         
         Brilliant. The one man who might have injected law and order into this chaos was not in residence.
         

         
         She waved to where they were dragging the hapless gentleman to a nearby tree. “Dr. Merrit, do something.”

         
         He was a prominent man. A healer. Certainly he would put a stop to this.

         
         Dr. Merrit shook his head, his lips pressed into a grim line. “He’s gone too far. He made a fool of everyone.” His lips thinned.
            “He danced with my own daughter at the Blankenships’ ball and she has not stopped talking about him since. She will no longer
            even consider any other suitor.”
         

         
         Clearly, Dr. Merrit held a grudge. She tugged harder on his sleeve, insistent. “And he deserves to die for that?”

         
         His face flushed in clear agitation. “Every mama in this town pelted their daughters at him as though he were a prince.”

         
         She stared intently at him. He was serious on this matter. He would not speak up on the man’s behalf. Doubtlessly his wife
            was one of those mamas.
         

         
         “No! Stop!” she cried out before she even quite knew what she was about.

         
         Some people heard her. A few heads turned in her direction, curious expressions and frowns marring their faces, but she had not attracted enough notice for anything to be done, for anyone to actually stop. He was still being dragged toward the large oak tree a man was scaling. Another man waited below with a rope, ready to toss it up to him. 

         
         This could not be happening.

         
         The people in her village were not doing this horrible, wretched thing.

         
         And yet they were.

         
         It was as though they shared a collective brain. They were operating under a hive mentality. No one was thinking independently.

         
         If the old vicar were here, he would put a stop to it all. Except she knew that he, too, was out of town. She had only bumped
            into his daughter a week ago on the street. Imogen had told her that she was journeying with her husband and father to London
            to buy a few items for their new home, a lovely house they had just finished building outside of town.
         

         
         Gwen expelled an anxious breath. The magistrate and Mr. Bates. There could not be a worse time for both of these honorable men to be gone. She released a hot puff of frustrated breath and shook her head in bewilderment.
         

         
         Retired or not from his role as vicar, Mr. Bates was a good man who would have injected reason and compassion into the situation.
            His daughter, too: Imogen and her husband, Peregrine Butler. They were decent people. They would not have gotten swept up
            with the crowd. They would have put a stop to it. If only they were here. Why was there no one here that could stop this madness?
         

         
         Only you.

         
         You are here.

         
         You can stop the madness.

         
         She swallowed and tried again, using her size and elbows to push farther to the front. “No!”

         
         No one could accuse her of reticence or timidity. She’d spent her life working in a man’s domain. Her father and uncle had
            raised her like a son, teaching her to stand on her own two feet and command attention, to demand respect. Yes. She could
            do that.
         

         
         She would do that.
         

         
         She now noticed that at some point during the trek to the village square that his captors had bound his hands. He was pushed
            forward to stand directly beneath the tree, its branches a canopy overhead. The man climbing the tree had almost reached the
            branches. Leaves rustled and showered from above.
         

         
         “Enough of this! You cannot hang him!” She searched for a single face in the crowd that reflected reason, someone who was capable of good judgment. She winced at her findings. There was still far too much bloodlust in the sea of eyes and a decided lack of sanity in the expressions of these particular residents of Shropshire. 

         
         “Mind yer business, lass.” Meyer’s son, the eldest one—although she could not be sure given their similarities—sidled up beside
            her.
         

         
         Both sons were of like age and appearance—each of them dull-eyed with mouths that hung open with their sawing breaths. Especially when they looked at Gwen. Their jaws went slack and excess saliva gleamed on their lips. They never hid the crude direction
            of their thoughts when they looked her over, their attention resting on the swell of her breasts. Considering their father’s
            insistent proposition that she marry one of them and they then merge their smithies, she knew they were envisioning her indelicately.
            As a potential wife in their beds.
         

         
         She scowled at him. That would never happen and she had informed Mr. Meyer succinctly of that at the time of his rather aggressive offer of marriage.
         

         
         Gwen moved at least two paces away from young Meyer, putting some much-desired space between them whilst managing to get closer to the tree. “Do not do this!” She waved at the grim-faced stranger they had swept from her shop. He looked somewhat accepting of his fate. “There has to be another way!” 

         
         “He deserves to be punished!” Meyer countered almost shrilly.

         
         “This is murder,” she thundered over the clamor. “The punishment should match the crime.”

         
         Gwen noticed then that some of the ferocity had started to ebb from the crowd. Mrs. Dove, the baker’s wife, gazed in distaste
            at the rope that suddenly dropped from the tree branch and swung in the air. “She is correct! We cannot kill him.”
         

         
         Mr. Dove turned and faced the crowd, waving his hands in the air as though he were confronting a wild beast. “She is right,
            of course. There has to be a more fitting punishment.”
         

         
         Hope fluttered in her chest. The tide had turned. The crowd became divided then, half still clamoring for his hanging, the
            other half urging restraint.
         

         
         Dr. Merrit, of all people, a supposedly learned man, lent his voice. “The punishment does fit the crime. Impersonating a member of the aristocracy is punishable by death.” He pointed a damning finger to the bound
            man. “If he was to face the courts, they would sentence him to execution. I say we handle this matter ourselves!”
         

         
         “Indeed,” Mr. Pedersen, a solicitor seconded unhelpfully. “It is a crime punishable by death.”

         
         A chorus rang out to greet this unwelcome bit of legal truth.

         
         She groaned. This only breathed fire back into the crowd. Those who had been vacillating were suddenly shouting for his head
            again, reassured with this latest information that justice was on their side from both the good doctor and the esteemed solicitor.
         

         
         See there!

         
         Righto!

         
         There you have it! ’Tis the law!

         
         Hang him!

         
         Even Mr. Dove, who only moments ago had urged restraint, added his voice to the choir, apparently indifferent to his wife’s
            displeasure when she swatted at his arm.
         

         
         No one was listening anymore. This new information gave everyone the last bit of justification they needed.

         
         No one cared about her objections. She could say nothing to sway them. Not a single word to gain anyone’s empathy . . . or
            even their attention anymore. They had moved on from her. She was dismissed.
         

         
         “That man deserves to hang!” This was shouted from the young and fashionably attired Emily Blankenship, one of the daughters of the village’s wealthiest citizen. The pretty girl’s eyes were remorseless burning embers as she pointed to the man who would soon be dead. 

         
         “You’re just saying that because you let him kiss you behind the church and you thought he was going to propose! You thought you were going to be a duchess! Ha! Look at your would-be duke now!” another girl shouted.
         

         
         Miss Blankenship’s face turned multiple shades of red. She whirled around and propped her hands on her hips. “And you let
            him do more than kiss you!”
         

         
         “You take that back, you tart!”

         
         “I will not, you—you jezebel!”

         
         The girls lunged for each other across the crowd with fury. They were stopped before they even got within one yard of each
            other, dragged apart in a flurry of skirts and indignant screeches by members of the community who deemed it too gauche for
            such esteemed young ladies to escalate to physical violence. Not too gauche though to witness a rogue execution. If she wasn’t
            so troubled by the circumstances she could have laughed at it.
         

         
         “The man has had his way with half the lasses in town,” a man near her grumbled plaintively, clearly aggrieved that he himself lacked such favor among the fairer sex, and then he bellowed in a louder voice: “Let him hang!” 

         
         Ah. So now she understood everyone’s very invested ire with him. He was a swindler who had taken advantage of the good women
            of Shropshire. That was enough for men and women alike to thirst for his blood. He was fortunate someone had not already seen
            to his demise.
         

         
         A man looped the rope around his neck.

         
         Desperation drummed hard and deep in her blood. She lunged ahead to reach him, unable to stop herself.

         
         The man was a stranger. A swindler. A womanizer. But he did not deserve this. She didn’t care what the law stipulated. Not
            that a court of law had been permitted to make a ruling on this man’s fate.
         

         
         She grabbed the arm of the man tightening the rope around his neck. “Don’t do this. Please.”

         
         She did not know him, but he was familiar. She had seen his weasel-like face about the village before, walking the streets. She thought he worked as a rag-and-bone man, collecting people’s scraps to be sold. He was not a big man. She stood a full head taller than him. At her touch on his arm, he looked her up and down with widening eyes, scowling as he did so. It was not the first time a man looked at her with aversion—as though her towering height over him was a personal affront to his sense of self. 

         
         Weasel Face shook her hand off his arm and went back to adjusting the rope.

         
         All the while, the imposter stood tall, stalwartly staring straight ahead, his lips pressed into a grim line. That was perhaps
            the worst of it—the thing that could not allow her to quit, to walk away and let people have their satisfaction with him.
            If he was weeping or begging for his life, she would have been less moved perhaps. But he was stoic. Accepting. Almost . . .
            dignified.
         

         
         “Remove the rope,” she insisted, clamping her hand down on Weasel Face’s arm once again.

         
         The wretched man whirled on her with a curse and shoved her hard, catching her off guard and propelling her to the ground.

         
         She shouldn’t have felt such astonishment. The man was happily volunteering as executioner. Of course, he would react with
            violence against her if she dared to thwart him.
         

         
         A sound of protest swelled over the crowd. There was that at least. They did not like her being harmed. They had not lost
            all conscience apparently. Even the culprit at the center of all this mayhem, the man with a noose around his neck, did not
            approve of her mistreatment.
         

         
         His wide shoulders tensed. He growled and attempted to step forward, even as the rope cut into his throat. Weasel Face stopped him with a swift punch to his stomach. 

         
         “Oof.” He bent slightly at the waist, but did not otherwise react. No crying out. No dropping to his knees. No sign of weakness.

         
         “Ho, there!” Mr. Dove stepped forward and helped her to her feet. “Apologize to Miss Cully, you rogue!”

         
         “Shame on you!” Mrs. Dove shook her fist.

         
         Others joined in with similar castigations.

         
         Weasel Face glanced around, measuring his audience and instantly determining that his manhandling of Gwen had not gone well
            and he himself might soon be hanging from a rope. He inclined his head in humble meekness. Insincere, of course. “Begging
            your pardon, Miss Cully. It won’t happen again.”
         

         
         She knew he only apologized because it was demanded of him. His eyes shouted his resentment loud and clear.

         
         Apology tendered, he turned his attention back to the true offender, checking the rope once more and satisfying himself that
            it was snugly secure about his neck. That was what he was about. Violence. Vigilante justice. Murder.

         
         “Come now, Miss Cully. This is no place for you.” Mrs. Dove gently took her arm and started steering her away. “Clearly you are too tenderhearted. Who would have guessed it? Big strapping thing like you.” She shook her head with a tsk as though an illicit hanging were of no account . . . and as though it was perfectly acceptable to call another female big and strapping. “I will accompany you back to your smithy and prepare a nice pot of tea to calm you.” 

         
         Gwen looked over her shoulder as she was being led away. Mrs. Dove was right, of course. She did not have the stomach for
            this. Who would have the stomach to witness a man being killed? Hanged by the neck? It was terrible.
         

         
         Still. Perhaps she could have been led away then—if she had not locked gazes with him again.
         

         
         He stood at the center of all this chaos, a vision of soldier-like resolution, and in his eyes was coolly grim acceptance—the
            dignity she had already observed in him that made her chest ache.
         

         
         No.

         
         No. She could not abide this. She would not permit his murder.

         
         She tugged her arm free from Mrs. Dove’s grasp and staggered forward. A quick scan of the crowd revealed that no one else
            was going to stop this. They were only cheering and shouting encouragement. A few watched in slack-jawed amazement. None would
            stop it though. No one would say the words to put an end to it.
         

         
         No one but Gwen.

         
         “Stop! Release him!”

         
         At this point, no one paid her the slightest attention. As before all her commands and pleas fell on deaf ears. No one would listen. No one could hear: No. Stop. Don’t.

         
         “You cannot do this!” The blood pounded in her ears. She paused a beat. Everything in her paused, holding and squeezing tightly as the next words hovered on her lips . . . and then exploded free in a violent
            release that propelled all the air from her. “I love him!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         From the moment Kellan woke today, it had been one unpleasant, jarring shock after another. Even so, the tall, fair-haired
            Viking shouting that she loved him? That was the most astonishing and incredible thing of all.
         

         
         He had never even met her before. He would have remembered. She was mouthwatering. The manner of woman most men would be too
            afraid to approach. Only the most bold—or idiotic—would even try. His lips twisted wryly. He doubted anyone felt a bigger
            idiot than he currently did.
         

         
         How else had he landed himself in this predicament?

         
         By listening to Da, of course. As always.

         
         Kellan had ignored his gut. He had wanted to leave a fortnight ago. From the start, really. This sham had felt too precarious.
            He’d attempted to persuade his father, but Da had been unwilling to budge, enjoying himself far too much in his role of grand
            duke.
         

         
         The plump woman beside the Viking looked at her in horror. “Gwen Cully! What in heaven’s name are you saying?”

         
         Gwen. That was her name.
         

         
         This woman who professed to love him. She herself had said she’d never seen him before, so why was she lying?

         
         Because it might be the one thing to save you.

         
         He had accepted his fate the moment hard hands seized him and dragged him from the smithy. It had been pure happenstance that
            he took refuge there. He considered himself fit, but his legs were burning and a stitch twinged painfully in his side.
         

         
         He’d been running for so long, for miles. Penning Hall was half a day’s ride by horse, and he’d been on foot. Desperate. Hunted.
            He had avoided roads, sticking to the woods and avoiding his pursuers as he made his way to Shropshire, hoping to find some
            manner of salvation there.
         

         
         They had been gaining on him as he darted down one street, then another and another, until he spotted the smithy looming like
            a church offering refuge. He couldn’t resist. He couldn’t go any longer.
         

         
         He had escaped the hall by the skin of his teeth. Unfortunately, he’d had to leave everything behind. His belongings. His mount. He couldn’t reach the stables. Unlike his father who had reached the stables at the first whiff of trouble, not losing even a moment to wake Kellan. At least that was what the housekeeper who had taken pity on him told him as she directed him down the servants’ stairs and out a back door. He owed Miss Lockhart for that kindness. Otherwise angry members of the Penning staff would have dragged him from his bed. 

         
         He knew his father well enough to know that the risk to himself had been measured and then ruled far too great. Kellan was
            simply a casualty. Blood relation or no. Da would not risk imprisonment or his own neck to warn his only son that they had
            been discovered. And discovered in a spectacular fashion, no less. The new duke, the true and legitimate duke, had arrived
            to claim his rightful throne and oust them.
         

         
         Kellan had reached the village where he had hoped he might pilfer a horse. Apparently his misdeeds had reached the ears of
            the villagers, however, and they joined those from Penning Hall who had given pursuit. They all wanted to see him punished
            for his perfidy. With his father in the wind, he would bear the brunt for both their sins.
         

         
         “I love him!” Gwen Cully cried out again as though she had not been heard, as though her words had not shocked everyone. “You
            cannot hang him. I love him!”
         

         
         Her words achieved the desired result.

         
         Everyone stopped. Frozen, they stared. Even the wretch tightening the rope about his neck appeared flummoxed. For a moment, Kellen did not even feel the discomfort of the rope. He could only gawk at the woman uttering the most outrageous thing he had ever heard in his life. 

         
         “You love him?” Emily Blankenship squawked in outrage. “You! You!” She laughed then, rudely and shrilly. “That’s ludicrous! You don’t even own a dress.”
         

         
         He looked at Miss Blankenship and marveled that he had ever let himself become ensnared by her. It was true. He had kissed
            her in a weak moment. Although he was not quite the philanderer they made him out to be.
         

         
         He had been pursued, of course. From the moment he arrived in this bloody town, the ladies had been pelting themselves at
            him left and right. He had no notion a noble title could make such a difference. Another reason he had tried to convince his
            father they ought to give up on this perilous swindle. It felt too bold. There was no staying beneath notice. Maintaining
            a constant vigilance against the advances of title-hunting ladies and their matchmaking mamas was exhausting.
         

         
         Miss Blankenship had been one of the more clever and determined lasses to chase him. She had made it so very difficult, hunting him with such resolute steadfastness, proffering her lips at every opportune, and inopportune, moment. 

         
         “Yes, me!” Miss Cully replied with equal indignation, her pretty face flushed pink.

         
         “I haven’t seen you with him even once.”

         
         “And you have been with him every moment of every day since his arrival, have you?” Gwen Cully challenged, looking scornful
            and lofty and imperious, her eyebrows arching.
         

         
         The woman was a blacksmith. Salt of the earth. A laborer. A commoner from common stock. And yet she looked as regal and as
            commanding as a Viking queen.
         

         
         “You are lying,” Miss Blankenship said tartly.

         
         Miss Cully looked down her nose at her. “I love him,” she proclaimed simply. Her bright gaze whipped back to him, fastening
            on him with a hot fervor that gave him a hard jolt.
         

         
         Suddenly he felt alive.

         
         She reminded him that he was not a man on the verge of death as he had been only moments before. As he assumed. As he had been.

         
         Indeed, he was still alive and preferred to stay that way.
         

         
         He was alive because of her. At least for the moment. He was not out of the woods yet.

         
         She was the only person to speak out on his behalf. All the women who had so ardently pursued his favor now turned their backs on him. She alone had granted him an escape—potentially—and he was no fool. He knew how to seize an opportunity when it was tossed at him. He was quite adept at that. He’d journeyed through life doing that very thing. 

         
         “I love you, too, Gwen,” he called back to her, feeling foolish and yet knowing precisely how he looked—a man standing on
            the gallows, proclaiming his love for all and sundry. A moving scene worthy of the stage, to be certain. Hopefully moving
            enough to dampen the hot temper of the mob.
         

         
         He’d always been accomplished at acting, at artifice. He’d been trained since birth by his father, a man who had perfected
            such skills himself. Da could persuade the most hardened individual to part with the clothes off his back, and Kellan could
            do the same. In fact, Da claimed Kellan could sell a pitcher of seawater to a sailor.
         

         
         Kellan’s declaration brought the crowd to a fever pitch.

         
         “Whaaaat?” Miss Blankenship screeched over the sudden burst of voices. Her father arrived at her side then. The most influential
            man in the community, aside

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780063035720_tpimage.jpg
SOPHIE JORDAN

The
Scoundrel

[Falls Hard

5 THE DURE HONT 24





9780063035720_coverimage.jpg
New York Times Bestselling Author

OORHII J@RDAN

“Deliciously sexy!”

: }[\T}aw'-York Times

Best

& The
COUndml
[alls Hard

THE DUKE HUNT





