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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Mayfield, the Country Estate of the Duke of Camberly

            May 12, 1813

         

         Soren York, Lord Dewsberry, was determined to marry the Holwell Heiress. He needed her money. Desperately.

         
         The problem was, Miss Cassandra Holwell appeared equally tenacious in avoiding him.

         
         And he didn’t understand why.

         
         Soren stood in the short hall located between the dining room and the reception room where the other houseguests were enjoying
            before-dinner banter and introductions. It was a good spot to observe Cass unobtrusively and plot his next strategy. He didn’t
            think she knew he was here. He’d tried to keep his name on the guest list hushed. He was running out of time to find a rich
            wife and hoped to slip past her guard to present his case.
         

         
         All he needed was a good listening to. A marriage to him would help Cass as well. She’d been on the Marriage Mart for at least
            three Seasons. She needed a husband as much as he needed a wife.
         

         
         The other guests were from the very highest tiers of Society. They gathered at the invitation of the Dowager Duchess of Camberly
            for her annual country rout. An invite to this event meant one was important, and they were all very pleased with themselves,
            especially Cass’s father, the bombastic MP Holwell. He had inserted himself into a group of lords where he was loudly conferring
            his opinion on anything and everything. His wife, Helen, Cass’s stepmother, stood at his side, a look of importance on her
            sharp features.
         

         
         Cass herself sat on a settee in the middle of the room, hands demurely folded in her lap. There was nothing to fault about
            her demeanor.
         

         
         Or her appearance. Her hair, the color of a golden ale, was piled high on her head in artfully arranged curls secured with
            diamond-tipped pins. The expensive stones caught the light and winked mockingly at Soren as if daring him to come forward.
         

         
         They alone would have been beacon enough to draw the eye to her. However, around her neck she wore the famed Bingham pearls,
            a long, lustrous strand that set off Cass’s perfect complexion.
         

         
         Her height also made her stand out. Cassandra Holwell was taller than the average man, although an inch or two shorter than
            Soren, he was pleased to admit. She was also a notable bluestocking, that sort of woman who valued her own opinion, who thought she was as intelligent as a man, and who had a decided preference for books. Fortunately, while she
            held strong opinions, she lacked her father’s demeaning arrogance.
         

         
         Nor did her proclivities deter Soren. He couldn’t remember a time in their acquaintance when Cass hadn’t had her nose in a
            book or had not known her own mind. Actually, he admired women who were bold and had something to say for themselves. They
            attracted him.
         

         
         It also helped that he’d thought Cass Holwell one of the prettiest girls in Cornwall back in the day, and his opinion had
            not changed—
         

         
         Huge hands clamped down on his shoulders from behind. “Are you ready to make your move?” the newly named Duke of Camberly
            said close to Soren’s ear, lest they be overheard scheming. “You had best be. Minerva has squawked long and hard about my
            insisting she invite MP Holwell to her prize event, until she learned we were up to matchmaking. Now she is onboard with our
            plan.”
         

         
         Minerva was the dowager duchess. No one had been more surprised than she when a series of untimely deaths had left a grandson
            of a second son, Matthew Addison—who had been nothing more than a lowly tutor at Eton and a hopeful poet—the new heir.
         

         
         To his credit, Matt had a poet’s dark, handsome looks and a fine mind. He was also without guile and naïve to the wolves of
            the world. Soren both feared for him and envied him.
         

         
         “Or,” Soren countered, “the dowager could also just be relieved you are not considering Miss Holwell for your duchess.” Camberly
            could use a marriageable heiress as well. The ducal estates were vast and in need of an infusion of money.
         

         
         “That was her fear. She swears she could never abide being related to someone with the table manners of Holwell. Are his that
            terrible?”
         

         
         “I’ve never seen him take a meal where he does not spit his food all over the place while he blusters away.”

         
         “Ah, so it is true what I’ve heard, that he is a fool.”

         
         “An elected fool,” Soren emphasized. “The worst sort. Before every election, Holwell returns to Cornwall to ply the masses with barrel
            kegs of ale and spits of roast pork while greasing any palm held out to him. They vote for him again and again. It is a travesty.
            They all think he is a jolly fellow. Or, knowing the Cornish, they prefer him in London instead of as a neighbor.”
         

         
         “Are you certain you wish to be related to him? Didn’t you tell me once there is bad blood between your family and the Holwells?”
         

         
         “According to Holwell, we are sworn enemies.”

         
         The duke’s brow lifted. “There is a story here. What did you do to them?”

         
         “It is what they did to us. Or rather, what we did to ourselves. My grandfather had lost heavily at the card tables and needed
            money quickly. He borrowed it from Toland Holwell, using a prime bit of our land as security.”
         

         
         “Security?” Camberly said. “Wouldn’t he accept your grandfather’s word as a man of honor?”

         
         “Miners don’t accept anyone’s word of honor when money is at stake. There was even a contract my grandfather had to sign.”

         
         “A miner?”

         
         “Aye, Toland started off in the mines but he made his true money smuggling. He developed a smugglers’ route between the Cornish
            coast and London. He claimed he could move ten barrels of brandy from Land’s End to Edinburgh with nary a taxman being the
            wiser. He was a shrewd man, and the only one with the blunt who was willing to lend it to my grandfather. Supposedly, and
            I do not know if this is true, my grandfather gathered enough cash to pay back the debt. However, he discovered in the contract
            that Toland had charged him so much interest, he owed twice what he had originally borrowed. We took Toland to court, but
            the contract was ruled valid. Then, to add insult to injury, Holwell claimed a large portion of our estate when we couldn’t
            pay, and built a fine house.”
         

         
         Soren’s gaze strayed back to the golden Cass. “Since then, the Holwell fortunes have risen while ours have fallen, mostly
            through our own faults,” he had to add. The trial of his life was his struggle to undo the damage his grandfather and father’s
            foolishnesses had brought upon his family’s estate, Pentreath Castle. “Marrying the Holwell Heiress would provide a certain
            poetic justice, don’t you think? Miss Holwell is her father’s only child. Eventually Toland’s lands would be returned to my
            family.”
         

         
         “But won’t she be suspicious of you?”

         
         In the reception room, Cass leaned down to better hear what Lady Bainhurst was saying. Her Ladyship was around Cass’s age
            and the wife of the influential Lord Bainhurst.
         

         
         Sitting on Cass’s other side on the settee was Miss Willa Reverly, the daughter of the banker Leland Reverly. Both Miss Reverly
            and Cass were known as the Spinster Heiresses. They were young women whose fathers knew their daughters were prizes and had
            yet to accept anyone’s offer for their hands. The word was that both men held out for the best titles. They knew the power,
            and lure, of their money could ensure their descendants a rightful place among the nobility.
         

         
         Soren drew his gaze away from the settee. “She might be. We were once friends,” he added.

         
         Camberly’s interest picked up. “What sort of friends?”

         
         “Childhood. Until I came to London several weeks ago, I hadn’t seen her for ten years or so. I was warned to stay away from
            her back then.”
         

         
         “So, she was the forbidden.”

         
         “Forbidden? Aye, absolutely. My parents went to great trouble to be certain I knew that a York would never associate with
            a Holwell.”
         

         
         “And yet you were drawn to her.”

         
         Soren had to laugh. “Sometimes, you are too dramatic.”

         
         “I just enjoy a good story, especially one that relives the Capulets and the Montagues.”

         
         “We were far from that. I came upon her at a parish picnic. She was sitting inside the church reading while the rest of us
            were playing our games.”
         

         
         “How old were you?”

         
         “I was thirteen. She was eleven. I remember she looked very lonely.” A bit like she did now, he suddenly realized. She appeared
            at ease, and yet, something about the stiffness in her shoulders told him she was not. He understood her apprehensiveness
            in Cornwall. It could be a small society for a woman of her class . . . but this was a London crowd, and he sensed she was
            still not comfortable in her own skin.
         

         
         “Well, you needn’t worry about blood feuds,” the duke assured him. “I asked Letty to mention your name several times and talk
            about what a stellar husband you would make.”
         

         
         “You didn’t.” Soren’s reaction was part alarm, part embarrassment.

         
         “We did,” Camberly answered proudly. “We want to take full credit on your wedding day.”

         
         “Your Grace, first, I must do this my own way.”

         
         “Your way is not bringing the lady closer to you. Didn’t you say you need to return to Cornwall soon?”

         
         Soren had. It was imperative he return to Pentreath.

         
         “We are helping,” the duke assured him. “Just a bit of prodding. Letty knows what she is doing.”

         
         “Letty? Do you mean Lady Bainhurst? You sound too familiar when you use her given name, Your Grace.”
         

         
         Camberly’s easy manner evaporated.

         
         No, this was not the proper time or place for such a conversation, but Soren was not going to let this opportunity pass. His
            friend had become very secretive. He’d taken to disappearing from Society for days on end. Soren did not believe he went missing
            alone. Matt returned too pleased with himself. For all the loftiness of his title, Camberly was not a sophisticate or in any
            form jaded, especially to romance. God help him, he was a poet.
         

         
         And what sort of friend would Soren be if he didn’t warn him? “Your Grace, you’d best watch yourself. You may be a duke, but
            her husband prides himself on the power he wields. He is not one to share anything.”
         

         
         “He is twenty years her senior. He is too old for such a young wife.”

         
         “Still, she is his wife. And a man in his forties is not ancient.”

         
         “He doesn’t appreciate her.”

         
         “He doesn’t need to. He is married to her, Matt. I’ve known you for close to two decades. You are not one for playing games.
            She is. You are not her first lover.”
         

         
         That news tightened the ducal jaw. Camberly took a step away.

         
         Putting a touch of empathy he did not feel in his voice, Soren cautioned, as he’d promised the dowager he would, “There is
            gossip. Letty Bainhurst is not discreet.”
         

         
         Camberly’s mouth opened as if he would deny any connection, and then he closed it. His somber eyes strayed in the direction
            of his rumored paramour. “I can’t. I love her.”
         

         
         “You are poaching on another man’s territory. It will not go well if you are discovered.”

         
         “We are careful.”

         
         “Ah, yes, careful,” Soren echoed. “If I had a pound for every man I’ve heard make that claim, I’d not need to marry money.”

         
         The response was a cold silence.

         
         Soren leaned closer to his friend. “Welcoming smiles can turn to vicious tongues in a snap of the fingers. Bainhurst is notably
            pugnacious. He would proudly put his sword through you, and everyone would believe him justified.”
         

         
         “I’m not afraid of him.”

         
         “You are also not a fighter. You are a scholar. You know words, not weapons.”

         
         “Granted, I haven’t been a soldier like yourself, but I’m not a coward—”

         
         “I’m not saying you are.”

         
         “We are careful,” the duke reiterated.

         
         “You play with fire, you will be burnt. It is the oldest adage known to man. And the one continually ignored.”

         
         Camberly put his hands behind his back. He did appear a duke, even as he professed, “I’ve never met anyone like her. She has
            so much passion inside her waiting to be released.”
         

         
         “I’m certain you are eager to help,” Soren murmured.

         
         His friend ignored the comment. “I can’t stay away from her. It is impossible. What we have between us is stronger than mere
            human will.” He turned away from Soren. “It can’t be wrong. It isn’t.”
         

         
         Soren shrugged, the movement straining the seams of his jacket. It was a bit too tight. He’d purchased his evening clothes
            from the widow of the man for whom they had been tailored. Another forced economy. He hadn’t the money to go to a tailor.
            Once he won Cass, his first act would be to burn these clothes.
         

         
         “I’ve done my duty,” Soren conceded. “Spoken my piece. I’ll say no more.” Instead, life would have to teach Matt its lessons.

         
         At that moment, Minerva, the dowager, came up behind them from the dining room, where she’d been checking last-minute details.
            The purple plumes in her hair bounced as she said, “My dear grandchild, what are you doing hiding here when you should be
            out amongst the guests? Circulate, Camberly. Circulate.”
         

         
         “Yes, Grandmother, of course,” he said. “Especially since Dewsberry and I are growing disagreeable with each other.” He marched
            into the room, not even bothering to go to the reception room’s main doorway where the butler had been waiting to announce
            him. He set a direct course for Letty Bainhurst.
         

         
         “You spoke to him just now?” Minerva asked, referring to her concerns about the duke’s love interest.

         
         “As you requested of me.”

         
         “Did he listen?”

         
         Soren looked down at her. “Do you see where he is?”

         
         She stared bleakly at her late husband’s heir leaning over the immoral Lady Bainhurst. “Yes. He is ogling her breasts.” She
            sighed her exasperation. “Do you men not realize how obvious you are?”
         

         
         “Apparently not. Then again, an idiot couldn’t miss those breasts. They appear to be served up on a platter.”

         
         “And supposedly her husband doesn’t notice.”

         
         “He enjoys his jealousy. How else would he have a reason to call men out?”

         
         The color drained from her face. “The title cannot afford another death. You have been a good friend to Matthew, my lord.
            Please don’t abandon him.”
         

         
         “If I can be of service, I will, Your Grace. However, I cannot save him from himself.”

         
         “He’d be wiser to pay attention to Miss Reverly and her thousands of pounds in funds, as would you. Aligning yourself with
            Holwell is folly.” She shivered her distaste for MP Holwell.
         

         
         “Miss Holwell will someday inherit land that abuts mine. Furthermore, she receives the Bingham fortune when she marries. The
            pearls around her neck alone would wipe away my debts and secure Pentreath.”
         

         
         “Yes, yes.” She gave his arm a motherly pat. “And MP Holwell is an absolute troll of a man. Let me remind you, when you marry,
            you take on not only a wife, but her family as well.”
         

         
         Soren’s gaze went once again to Cass’s shining halo of hair. Was he being overly stubborn? Cass had rebuffed his every attempt
            to court her.
         

         
         And yet, he reminded himself, they had been friends at one time—until she’d abruptly refused to speak to him.

         
         The sudden recollection startled him.

         
         He’d forgotten that incident, he realized. Memory was a funny thing. However, now he could recall her abrupt change toward
            him. They had been at a house party and she’d gone cold. Before he could learn what had created the rift between them, his
            father had informed him he would not be returning to school and had shipped him off to an uncle in Upper Canada.
         

         
         Could whatever had set her against him years ago be behind her distance now?

         
         He refused to believe so. He could not remember anything he’d done to upset her. Besides, Cass was a reasonable woman. She
            wouldn’t carry a grudge for years . . . would she?
         

         
         Either way, he would win her. Because otherwise, he’d lose Pentreath, and he was not going to give up his birthright easily.
            Not with his son’s future in play.
         

         
         “I’m willing to take MP Holwell on,” he told the dowager.

         
         “You and my grandson, both fools in love.”

         
         “I’m not in love. Lust, perhaps, but not love.”

         
         Her answer was a world-weary sigh. “Give me your arm, Dewsberry, and lead me in to properly welcome the guests, something
            Matthew is not doing. Unless everyone is tucked into Letty Bainhurst’s bodice. If being in my company as a favored guest does
            not impress your Miss Holwell, then she isn’t worth your attention.”
         

         
         Soren knew better than to argue with a duchess.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “He’s here. I know he is,” Cassandra whispered in the ear of her friend Willa, lest she be overheard by either Lady Bainhurst sitting
            on the settee with them or the very handsome, highly desirable Duke of Camberly. He stood by Lady Bainhurst but Cassandra
            felt he gave her and Willa most of his attention.
         

         
         “Who? Dewsberry?” Willa managed around the smile spread across her face for the duke’s benefit. She was far more interested
            in him than in Cassandra’s sudden premonition that Soren York was close at hand.
         

         
         Willa was as petite as Cassandra was tall and perfectly formed in every way. Her hair was raven black, and the two were dear
            friends—well, except when it came to their competition to earn the attention of the Duke of Camberly.
         

         
         They’d even made a flirting game of it, attaching points for different actions of courtship—a point for an introduction, three
            points for each dance, five points if he called upon them. When a woman had been on the Marriage Mart as long as they had,
            she needed a bit of competition to sharpen her skills . . . not that either of them required the edge of a game when it came
            to Camberly.
         

         
         He was young and amazingly handsome. He had broad shoulders, a lean jaw, and dark hair that emphasized the jewel blue of his
            eyes. What woman wouldn’t want to become his duchess?
         

         
         Cassandra was actually ahead in the game by one point. She’d been wondering how many points being invited to this weekend
            would earn her when Willa had made her appearance in the reception room. They had not known the other was coming.
         

         
         And now here was Camberly, ignoring his other guests and spending his time focusing on both of them.
         

         
         Everyone knew he needed to marry money. She and Willa were the only two marriageable women invited to the dowager’s house
            party as far as Cassandra could see. Did this mean the duke intended to decide between the two of them? Perhaps even this
            very week?
         

         
         The thought made her giddy. She wanted Camberly. He was “the one.” The very embodiment of all her romantic dreams. No other
            could match him. And she was not going to let Soren York ruin this country party and her one chance for marital happiness with his presence.
         

         
         Willa proved what a good friend she was by momentarily turning her attention from hanging on to the duke’s every word to murmur,
            “I don’t see Dewsberry.”
         

         
         “He’s here,” Cassandra insisted. She sat up straighter so that she could unobtrusively gain a better look around the room.

         
         There had been someone lurking in the hall leading to the dining room. That was when she’d first experienced the suspicion
            that things weren’t completely right. However, she’d been so distracted with Willa’s presence and what it meant to her chances
            with the duke, she’d not been interested in concentrating on her inner sense.
         

         
         Then again, the duke had come from that direction, making an appearance that had surprised everyone in the room by his lack
            of fanfare. Still . . . Soren was here.
         

         
         The tingling of the hairs at the nape of her neck had never failed her, especially since she’d been exercising it more than
            she wished for the past month. Soren seemed to be everywhere she went in spite of her best efforts to avoid him because she
            knew what he wanted—marriage.
         

         
         Dewsberry might be an old and respected title, but the earldom was done up, ruined by generations of poor decisions and unwise
            gambling. Soren was hunting her because of the money she would inherit upon marriage and because her father’s lands abutted
            his. He was that obvious. However, she thought herself safe here. Why would Camberly, who also needed a rich wife, invite
            a competitor?
         

         
         Unless the duke thought to hand off whichever heiress he didn’t want to Dewsberry?

         
         The walls in the room seemed to close in around her.

         
         She would not marry Dewsberry. She couldn’t.

         
         Her father would never allow it. The Yorks were his enemies. They looked down on the Holwells, and neither she nor her father
            would subject themselves to their high-handed treatment.
         

         
         But also, Soren had betrayed her. She could recall perfectly the pain of what he’d done to her. It had been close to eleven
            years ago, and the hurt, the disappointment, was still surprisingly raw.
         

         
         From the other side of the room, her father caught her eye. He was of average height, with bushy eyebrows and hair that had
            gone gray at a young age. Helen stood at his side as she always did. She had a short nose and a determined chin. Her hair
            had once been red but had faded to a dull brown. Her father had noticed Cassandra wasn’t paying attention to the duke. With
            a scowl and a jerk of his head, he silently commanded her to focus on her business. His goal was for her to marry a titled
            man. He wanted his descendants to be “the highest of the high,” such as a duke.
         

         
         And he was right; she was not listening to Camberly.

         
         She plastered a smile on her face and an expression of feigned interest. The duke was talking about friends. She pretended
            she understood the thread of the conversation. Apparently, he’d been at a horse race? Or riding in a park? She wasn’t certain.
         

         
         Fortunately, the duke and Lady Bainhurst liked to hear themselves talk so there hadn’t been much call for her or Willa to
            offer a response. Besides, women in need of a husband were expected to listen more than “jabber,” something her stepmother
            was always upon her about.
         

         
         You have too many opinions, Cassandra, she liked to say. We’ll never find a husband for you. Two daughters I’ve easily married off, but you? I don’t know. I just don’t know.

         
         This Season, Cassandra was truly making an effort to be all that she should be. She’d had offers in the past, but her suitors
            had been penniless younger sons or worse, tradesmen. Her father had rejected them all—
         

         
         The duke’s next words snapped her out of her worried woolgathering. “. . . Take my good friend Dewsberry. There are few men
            who are better riders. He has a gift for understanding horses.”
         

         
         Willa, bless her heart, dared to ask what Cassandra feared. “Is Lord Dewsberry here?”

         
         “Of course,” the duke answered. “Such a good man.”

         
         “Yes, he is,” Lady Bainhurst chimed in brightly. “And quite handsome, don’t you agree, Miss Holwell?”

         
         So. There it was. Her intuition was once again correct.

         
         Cassandra looked at the duke’s classic male beauty and dropped her gaze to her lap before choking out, “I suppose.”

         
         It was a lackluster response but then, look at what she was losing. It was now apparent to her that the duke was more interested
            in Willa. Why else would he be hobnobbing with them in a room full of far more important people?
         

         
         As for herself? Camberly was playing matchmaker.

         
         At that moment, the butler stepped into the room.

         
         Expectantly, everyone looked in his direction. “Minerva, Duchess of Camberly,” he announced. “Escorted by the Earl of Dewsberry.”

         
         Willa leaned back toward her. “You are uncanny.”

         
         “I wish I hadn’t been right,” Cassandra answered under her breath as she and Willa rose politely with the others in deference
            to the duchess.
         

         
         The butler stepped aside and Soren came forward with the aged dowager on his arm.

         
         “Shouldn’t you be the one escorting your grandmother?” Lady Bainhurst said to the duke.

         
         “I’d much rather be right here,” he answered.

         
         Yes, here . . . with Willa, Cassandra thought.
         

         
         Her friend must have sensed her bitter disappointment. Willa gave her hand a commiserating squeeze, a beat before shooting
            a dazzling smile up at the duke. And she did have to look up because she was so petite and he so tall; they would always appear
            the oddest of couples.
         

         
         Yes, Cassandra was that jealous, and it was unflattering. Still, she couldn’t control it . . . because she and Camberly would
            have made a far more handsome couple. They were both tall. He’d spend his life bending down to kiss Willa.
         

         
         Lady Bainhurst added insult to injury by sidling closer to Cassandra. “You know Dewsberry is in the market for a wife? The
            two of you are both Cornish, are you not?”
         

         
         “We are.”

         
         Cassandra could also add, I’d rather be staked to a seven-foot-high stone pillar and let birds peck my eyes blind than wed Soren York. But that would have sounded churlish.
         

         
         She’d save those words for Soren.

         
         He now escorted the dowager around the room so she could personally welcome her guests, but Cassandra knew they would end
            up here. She could admit that, as Lady Bainhurst had pointed out, Soren was not unattractive. Nor was Her Ladyship the first
            woman to say this about him.
         

         
         It was true he lacked the duke’s flair, but Soren bore himself well. He’d been a military officer, which, considering how
            adventuresome he’d been as a lad, seemed a proper career for him.
         

         
         He had blue-gray eyes that often saw more than they should, and yet revealed nothing about himself. His hair had been white
            blond in their youth. Time had toned it down to a light brown, and someplace throughout his adventures, someone had broken
            his nose. It was obvious when he was in profile.
         

         
         Cassandra could also concede that his shoulders were as broad as Camberly’s . . . perhaps even broader—still, he was not the
            man for her. They had nothing in common save for both being from Cornwall, a place she hoped never to see again.
         

         
         Her father was watching Soren, as well. Was he surprised a York escorted their hostess? These had been doors her father had
            knocked on and knocked on for years without admittance. His feelings were clear when, upon seeing the duchess and Soren close
            at hand, he moved so that he would not have to show respect to a York.
         

         
         If the duchess noticed, she gave no sign. Instead, she tapped Soren’s arm to direct him toward the settee. “And here we have
            three lovely English roses,” she announced as she approached.
         

         
         Cassandra, Willa, and Lady Bainhurst offered proper curtseys. Cassandra refused to make eye contact with Soren. It was the
            one thing she could do without being impolite, and she knew he would know he was being ignored. He was no fool.
         

         
         However, Willa and Lady Bainhurst were under no such strictures. “How wonderful that you are here with us this weekend, Lord
            Dewsberry,” Lady Bainhurst said, offering her gloved hand.
         

         
         Soren gallantly bent over it. “It is my pleasure as well.”

         
         He had a deep voice with a distinctive sound. It was a bit gravelly, a bit husky, definitely masculine, and unforgettable.

         
         Cassandra wished she wasn’t going to have to listen to it for the next few days.

         
         “Miss Reverly, how good to see you again,” he said.

         
         Willa bobbed another curtsey. “Thank you, my lord. It is a pleasure to see you as well.”

         
         And then he gave his attention to Cassandra.

         
         She could feel the warmth of it. Worse, the dowager, the duke, and seemingly everyone in the room watched them. Cassandra
            had no choice but to acknowledge Soren.
         

         
         “Miss Holwell, I’m happy to see you as well.”

         
         She borrowed Willa’s manners. “Thank you, my lord,” she chirped, dignifying him with the barest of curtseys. Her father would
            be scrutinizing her every movement.
         

         
         The dowager pursed her lips in a sound of satisfaction. “Why, I say, what a good couple you make. I’d not realized it before.”
            She emphasized her words by pretending to push Cassandra closer to Soren. “So tall and equally fair. I wonder, can you both
            trace your ancestry back to the same Viking raid? Would that not be something?” she declared to the room.
         

         
         Heads nodded agreement until Cassandra said, “I do not claim Viking blood.” The words came out snippier than she would ever
            have intended.
         

         
         Eyebrows were raised, especially the dowager’s.

         
         There was an awkward moment.

         
         Soren stepped into the breach. “We Cornish, Your Grace, are not particularly proud of our raider history. Especially those
            of us who actually do have names that could be traced back to those days.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes, York.” She smiled munificently at Soren, letting him and everyone else in the room know she found him a favorite—and
            then her watery gaze slid to Cassandra. “I’m certain Holwell is not a Nordic name. It doesn’t even have a particularly melodious
            sound.”
         

         
         As if York did?

         
         Cassandra wisely kept her thoughts to herself, and a vapid smile across her closed lips.

         
         Thankfully, the Camberly butler stepped into the room. “Dinner is served.”

         
         “Thank you, Marshall,” the dowager answered. She looked to the duke. “Your Grace, you will escort me in.”

         
         “Of course, Grandmother.”

         
         “Ah, and Bainhurst, you have come for your wife,” the dowager said to a hard-looking man in his forties. His hair was close-cropped
            with a good amount of iron gray among the black. He was of average height, with frowning lines around deep-set eyes. At one
            time he’d probably been quite handsome. That time had passed, to Cassandra’s way of thinking. He was too full of himself now,
            too prideful. She could feel it about him immediately. This was a man one should never cross.
         

         
         And he was especially pleased to have a young and beautiful wife. He staked his claim to her by placing a heavy hand on her
            shoulder.
         

         
         For her part, his lady didn’t flinch. Cassandra realized that the very pleasant Lady Bainhurst she’d been enjoying conversation
            with might also be a cold creature who could well take care of herself. There was no basis for the thought, just a strong
            awareness of an undercurrent of something Cassandra did not understand.
         

         
         The dowager busily paired Willa to the overly plump and gossipy Mr. Bullock, who tiptoed when he walked. He was vastly annoying.
            Willa’s father smiled his satisfaction because Mr. Bullock was a confirmed bachelor. Mr. Reverly probably thought, as Cassandra
            did, that this pairing was saving her for Camberly’s attention.
         

         
         And then the dowager announced what Cassandra had feared she would say. “Lord Dewsberry, will you please escort Miss Holwell
            in to dinner?”
         

         
         “It would be an honor,” Soren responded.

         
         Cassandra had been aware of him moving into position behind her. He’d known.

         
         She dared not look at her father. He would not kick up a fuss right here with everyone’s eyes upon them, but she knew she’d
            be hearing his opinion later.
         

         
         He had no need to fear. Cassandra had let down her guard around Soren once and he had wounded her in the cruelest way possible.
            A wise woman would gird her loins against him. And if Cassandra was anything, she was wise. Without looking at Soren, she
            placed her hand so lightly on his arm, she barely touched his sleeve.
         

         
         The dowager finished her assignments. They would all process in. They might be in the country; however, London rules would
            be observed, albeit an hour earlier for dining. She led the way to the dining room with the duke, followed by Lord Bainhurst
            and his lady, with all the pomp due a formal event.
         

         
         Others fell in line. Soren moved and Cassandra went with him, almost tripping over the hem of her dress. She’d stepped wrong
            and would have fallen except for her hand quickly gripping his arm.
         

         
         It was a humbling moment. Soren knew what had happened, and he knew that he had saved her.

         
         She had yet to look at him, although from the corner of her eye she could see the hard line of his jaw . . . and a hint of
            a smile as if he was pleased with himself.
         

         
         The thought struck her that he truly did need a haircut. What was wrong with him, or his valet, that he wasn’t a bit tidier?

         
         Then she chastised herself for even noticing.

         
         At that moment, as the line entering the room slowed to a stop so that people could be properly seated, he turned and looked
            right at her with his all-too-knowing eyes.
         

         
         She refused to give him the satisfaction of so much as a glance. She could feel the heat of his stare. Instead she focused
            on the bald patch on Lord Rawlins’s head in front of her.
         

         
         “You are welcome,” he said quietly, a hint of laughter in his voice.

         
         He’s nothing to me, she began repeating to herself. Nothing at all.

         
         She must keep those words in mind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The dining room was set for forty with gilt-edged plates and silver centerpieces. The light of what seemed to be hundreds
            of candles reflected off the place settings and glassware. Footmen dressed in forest green velvet and cream satin stood ready
            to pull out chairs. It was all a bit much, and yet emphasized the power of the House of Camberly and paid honor to the importance
            of the company.
         

         
         Soren also knew this party was costing Camberly more blunt than he could afford to spend. He’d complained to Soren about his
            grandmother’s extravagances. Apparently there was no reasoning with Minerva. She wanted what she wanted, and it was up to
            the Duke of Camberly to see she received it. Soren was glad his mother wasn’t as reckless. She might be cold but she wasn’t
            a spendthrift.
         

         
         The guests flowed around the table searching for their names on the place cards at each setting. The scent of cooked meats
            and breads was in the air, and the convivial atmosphere was enhanced by the fact that everyone in this room believed he or
            she had been invited as a Person of Importance. They mattered.
         

         
         Cassandra had removed her hand from Soren’s arm as quickly as she was able. All without so much as a full glance his way.
         

         
         Soren watched her look for her seat. The duke was naturally at the head of the table, with Miss Reverly on one side and Lady
            Bainhurst on the other. Disappointment crossed Cass’s face when she noticed. She acted as if she’d hoped she was nearer the
            head of the table and then realized that there was only one seat unclaimed, the one next to Soren.
         

         
         She straightened her shoulders and accepted her chair assignment with the stoic grace of a French noble heading to the gallows.

         
         Soren took it upon himself to pull out her chair.

         
         “Please, allow me,” he said.

         
         She hesitated as if debating taking the chair or bolting for the door. The dowager and other ladies were already seated. The
            gentlemen now waited upon Cassandra. Even the servants, queued up in the doorway with trays of soup dishes in their hands,
            waited for her.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she murmured, and sat with the weight of an anvil. As a matter of form, he tried to give the chair a little push
            toward the table. It didn’t budge. She must have had her heels dug in. She was doing it on purpose, another silent message
            that she was not pleased he was one of her dinner companions, as if her iciness hadn’t been enough.
         

         
         Of course, once her bum hit the seat, the gentlemen at the table were free to take theirs and—finally!—all eyes were off the
            spectacle Cass was making of herself.
         

         
         And of Soren, since he was the gallant performing a servant’s job.

         
         Why the devil had he thought to do a bit more than he should? She was making her feelings toward him very obvious.

         
         Several raised their eyebrows at him and more than one smirked in a knowing way. Yes, all the world knew he was making a play
            for the Holwell Heiress. And her rudeness was ensuring they knew he did it because he didn’t have any other choice. Damn it
            all.
         

         
         Servants rushed forward with the soup course. Footmen began filling wineglasses. Good, because he needed a drink.

         
         The eating started. He sampled his soup. “Ah, this is very superb, is it not?” He spoke to those around him in general.

         
         Sitting on Cass’s other side, Lord Rawlins nodded. “Camberly always sets a good table.” Across from Cass, the almost deaf
            Lord Crossley nodded as if he agreed. Soren doubted he’d heard a word.
         

         
         “I think it needs salt,” the widowed Marchioness of Haddingdon pronounced. She was seated to Soren’s right. She had been quite
            the thing in her day. She still dressed the part in bold colors, a purple turban with jewels and two huge plumes, each the
            size of a full-grown ostrich. Her bodice was cut so shamelessly low her aged, ample bosoms threatened to spill over. “I need
            salt,” she repeated, speaking to the air.
         

         
         A footman stepped forward, picked up the salt dish that was right in front of her, and sprinkled her soup with a silver spoon.
            She peered down to see what he was doing, leaving Soren to change his opinion from thinking her too haughty to salt her own
            food, to suspecting she probably possessed a very strong pair of spectacles vanity prevented her from wearing.
         

         
         “Is it better, my lady?” the footman asked.

         
         She tasted the soup with a smack of her lips. “Yes, that is fine. Much better.” The footman stepped back.

         
         “And what do you think, Miss Holwell?” Soren asked, keeping his tone formal and polite. “Is the soup to your liking?”

         
         She wanted to ignore him. For the briefest moment, resentment flashed in her expressive eyes. She looked away. “It is good.”

         
         Well, at least she’d acknowledged him.

         
         But then her nose wrinkled. She took a sniff. “Do I smell camphor?” She looked at Soren’s jacket, her brows puzzled together.

         
         Lady Melrose, a birdlike woman who was the dowager’s sister and seated across from Soren, tested the air. “I don’t smell anything.”

         
         “I don’t, either,” Lady Haddingdon agreed before taking another slurp of her soup.

         
         But Soren could smell it.

         
         When he’d first purchased the jacket, it had reeked of camphor, a popular agent against moths. He’d given it a good airing
            out and had already worn it to several balls and dinner parties without complaint, and yet he’d always been aware of the slightly
            medicinal odor. Especially the day after an event. Camphor had come to symbolize his bloody empty pockets.
         

         
         Then again, that Cass had noticed might be a sign she paid more attention to him than he thought?

         
         Perhaps Camberly and the dowager’s plan did have some merit.

         
         The hard-of-hearing Lord Crossley said to the people on either side of him, “What? What are they saying?” No one answered
            him.
         

         
         With a last quizzical glance, Miss Holwell turned her attention to her meal.

         
         Lady Melrose spoke up. “I understand you are recently returned from the war in America, Lord Dewsberry. What do you make of
            all that is going on there?”
         

         
         “Here now, were you in the military?” Lord Rawlins asked. He had been surreptitiously ogling Cass’s admirable breasts in such
            a way that Soren had been tempted to thump him on the head.
         

         
         “I was for a time,” Soren said.

         
         “A time? What does that mean?” Rawlins barked. He motioned for this wineglass to be refilled. The footman also filled Soren’s.

         
         “I sold my commission several years ago.”

         
         “And why?”

         
         “I had other opportunities.”

         
         “What sort of opportunities?”

         
         “I embarked on business,” Soren answered. That statement was met by several blank stares.

         
         “Do you mean trade?” Lady Haddingdon queried. “You sold your commission to work?”

         
         Soren knew their generation would think him odd. His generation would as well, although things were changing. If they knew
            the complete truth of his life in Canada, they’d be horrified.
         

         
         He wondered if Cass would be as well. The girl she had been wouldn’t have blinked. But the woman she had become apparently
            followed the pack.
         

         
         Or did she? She’d been known for thinking for herself. Now, behind a veneer of bored sophistication, she pretended to be uninterested,
            but he sensed she listened.
         

         
         For that reason, he elaborated. “I have investments in Canada. I own a trading post, a store for general supplies, and a tavern.
            I also started a small shipping company on Lake Huron.”
         

         
         He was proud of his accomplishments. To his knowledge, he was the first York to make money instead of squandering it. Hence
            he could set aside his pride to purchase another man’s clothes and not run up more debt. Of course, finding a tailor willing
            to extend him credit had also been a challenge. Tradesmen were wary of the York name.
         

         
         “Why would you need to ship things on a lake?” Lady Melrose wondered.

         
         “Lake Huron is larger than the Channel,” Soren explained. He understood how difficult it was for the average Englishman to
            grasp the vastness of Canada.
         

         
         “But you are a storekeeper?” Rawlins questioned.

         
         “I HEARD HE IS DONE UP,” Lord Crossley said to Rawlins, indicating with a nod of his head he was speaking of Soren.

         
         “You are speaking too loud,” Lady Melrose chided him.

         
         “WHAT?”

         
         “BE QUIET,” Lady Haddingdon said, a comment that was heard up and down the table. There were twitters here and there. Glances
            were exchanged.
         

         
         Soren could have cheerfully wished them all to Hades.

         
         Lady Melrose proved she was indeed attempting to be his angel by saying, “My late husband was good in business. It is one
            of the things I liked most about him. Tell me, Dewsberry. Are your businesses lucrative?”
         

         
         “There is the rub. They were starting to do well when I was there to oversee things. Then my father died. I had to return
            to England and took on a partner.” He kept his story simple. “He is overseeing matters for me; however, with the war . . .
            well, one never knows.”
         

         
         “Your man could be robbing you blind,” Rawlins predicted.

         
         “Possibly.” With Soren’s luck of late, he probably was. Or bankrupting the businesses. “I pray not.”

         
         “Did you see any savages?” the blunt Lady Haddingdon demanded. It was a question all Londoners liked to ask and the one Soren
            detested the most.
         

         
         “I knew many natives,” he answered. “I find them intelligent people.”

         
         “I hear they run around half naked. Is that true? Are they all naked?”

         
         “No, they wear clothes.”

         
         “Oh,” was her disappointed response. “I’d like to see one. I hear they are frightfully ugly.”

         
         “You ‘hear’ a great deal,” Soren countered. “The truth is, the natives are not ugly. They are a handsome people who have the
            same concerns and cares as you or I.”
         

         
         “It sounds as if you admire these Indians?” Rawlins said.

         
         “I do,” Soren answered. “I’ve worked with them for years. They are our closest allies in the war we fight right now and I
            respect them. No,” he said, correcting himself. He’d attended too many dinner parties where he’d been “polite,” a condition
            that was
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