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Chapter 1

London, Winter 1728

Lady Elizabeth Hunnicutt smiled at her guests as she walked across the large room toward her husband. Dressed in a pale green velvet gown that complemented her auburn hair and hazel eyes, Elizabeth looked at the sea of faces and still did not see the one person she hoped would be attending her small gathering.

“Oh Lady Elizabeth! Your decorations are absolutely lovely,” a woman said, stopping her. “I am sure the children are simply excited about the season, what with all the gift-giving.”

“Why yes, Lady Harriet. Chelsea knows what the season is all about while Jonathon is still wide-eyed over the whole affair.”

“Well, he is so young. How old is he now? Two years?” another woman asked.

“Yes, Lady Beatrice, and into everything we set down,” Elizabeth told them.

With a warm hostess smile, she listened to the women chatter over her decorations. Vines of ivy and holly were strung across the mantel and outlined the entrances to each room. Hiding the nails that held the vines in place were sprigs of red holly berries. On the tables, the vines were formed into circles and dotted with more red berries to accent the larger platters of meats and bowls of stew, soup, and other mouth-watering dishes.

Around the house, Elizabeth placed red taffeta ribbons tied in large bows on mirrors and tables. The red bows also covered each place the vines were tacked onto the banister of the grand staircase leading up to the second floor. She had red berries and greenery hanging from chandeliers and other light fixtures.

Finding a pause in their comments, Elizabeth broke in with an apologetic tone, “If you will excuse me, I must catch Peter before he disappears on me once again.”

Silently congratulating herself, she thought of the ease in which she extracted herself from the two women. She had done so all evening with other ladies who offered their wisdom and tales of their family traditions. Such prattling at any garden party would have given her a headache in a short period of time. Reaching her husband, she touched his arm and smiled at the

tall slim man talking with Peter.

“Hello, Andrew. Somehow I missed seeing you come in,” she greeted.

“You seemed to be in an enthralling discussion with Lady Fields and Lady Wells,” Andrew replied with a smile, his eyes sparkling with humor.

Dressed in fawn colored britches, white shirt with a fashionably tied cravat, a green vest and matching waistcoat, Andrew Chandler, Duke of Kenilworth, caught many furtive glances from single and married women alike. His thick coal black hair was neatly tied back with a matching green ribbon to reveal a cleanly shaven chiseled face and emerald green eyes.

Looking at the auburn haired woman before him, Andrew bent his tall frame slightly towards her to whisper, “I dare say, anything those two had to tell you could not possibly be ignored. Such a wealth of knowledge, such insight into the—”

Elizabeth laughed and slapped at his arm. “You are still incorrigible, Andrew. If you must know, Meredith and Hazel were explaining the delicacies of raising a young boy.”

“Ah, there you see!” Andrew continued playfully. “Such knowledge and intelligence. Having raised only daughters, they would know how to care and nurture a young boy’s mind.”

Peter chuckled behind his hand then quickly cleared his throat when his wife’s hazel eyes shifted to him. Raising his glass in a silent toast to his friend, he sipped his drink to remain out of the conversation.

“Oh do be quiet, you rogue,” Elizabeth playfully chided.

“Someone talking about me again?” came a man’s voice from behind Elizabeth.

Turning her head, she found Lord Richard Pittman stepping around her. He was dressed in his usual dark blue colors that showed off his blue eyes and dark wavy hair. He placed a gentle kiss on her cheek and said, “Good evening, cousin.”

“Richard, you are late,” she grumbled.

“Have I missed dinner?” he asked with a frown.

“Well, no.”

“Then I am not yet late,” Richard said cheerfully. “Abby sends her regrets. Her father had not made it home this evening as planned, undoubtedly due to the snow, and her mother is still fighting a cough.”

“Oh, too bad. I will miss her this evening. I was hoping to reunite her with Christine and Caroline. It has been almost two years since we were all together last.” Looking around the room searchingly, she added, “Then again it would be difficult to reunite them if the other party does not arrive.”

“Are you sure Christine will come tonight?” Peter asked. “She is, after all, still in mourning.”

“And no doubt still blaming herself for Lord Christopher’s death,” Elizabeth muttered.

“What were they arguing about?” Richard asked.

“I have no idea,” Peter replied.

“Nor do I,” Elizabeth put in.

“Lady Christine Lockhart?” Andrew questioned.

“Yes, she and her mother returned from Vienna earlier this week and Christine assured me that she would come tonight,” Elizabeth replied.

Peter turned to look at the new arrivals standing at the doorway and smiled. “Well, she did not disappoint you, my dear.”

Elizabeth turned quickly in the direction of his nod and found Christine Lockhart standing in the doorway with two other women and a man. Patting her husband’s arm, she hurried away to greet her newly arrived guests. The three men smiled at one another then looked in appreciation at the vision dressed in black.

Lady Christine Lockhart stood unsmiling as she looked around the room while her mother spoke with their companions, Lady Caroline Huntington and her husband, David. All four were dressed in black as they observed the mourning period at the death of Lord Christopher Lockhart, Christine’s stepfather.

“Does she not smile?” Richard asked Peter.

“Yes, she does and has a beautiful smile if memory serves me correctly,” Andrew replied, not taking his eyes from the new arrivals. When two pairs of eyes shifted to him, he smiled and added, “I would have to be dead not to notice such beauty, gentlemen.”

The three men laughed in good humor. They continued to look on as Elizabeth happily greeted the newcomers. Catching sight of her friend, the young Lady Lockhart smiled.

“You see,” Andrew said smugly and smiled.

“Good, now I can tell Abby I have confirmation that I am not dead,” Richard said slapping his friend on the back. Andrew chuckled at his play as Richard looked around and said to Peter, “However, a man could die of thirst because his own cousin did not offer a drink.”

“Your legs look sturdy enough and you know where the drinks are served. Good God, how often have you been in my house, Richard?” Peter grumbled through a smile.

Richard laughed and headed into the small crowd to get his choice of liquors.

“Her presence should give the Ton something to talk about for the next several weeks,” Andrew said to Peter while gesturing towards Christine.

“The Ton always talks about Christine Lockhart. Nothing she does is good enough for them but then she does not try to appease them either, which I fully applaud. If they bothered to know and understand her, they would truly be surprised at the woman they would find beneath that so-called heartless shell,” Peter told him then let out a snort of disapproval.

Defending Christine when some lady or gentleman would purposefully alter her statements in hopes of stirring up gossip had become a weekly ritual if not daily in some instances. With a show of his irritation, Peter downed a good portion of his drink before lifting his gaze to Andrew. He found the Duke’s green eyes watching him with amusement.

“Sorry, Andrew. You have heard me grumble too often of late,” Peter apologized.

“She is your wife’s friend. It is understandable,” Andrew replied with a shrug.

“At least Christine is intelligent enough to carry on a conversation that is worth carrying on. Too bad most of these well-born ladies who think so highly of themselves cannot seem to—” Peter stopped abruptly and smiled at Andrew. “You can just tell me to be quiet, you know.”

“Oh no, you are providing me with a great deal of entertainment, my friend,” Andrew said with a chuckle.

The two men turned their attention to Elizabeth who now rejoined them with the Lockharts following her.

“I am not sure if you have been introduced in the past, but let me do so now. Christine, Maggie, this is the Duke of Kenilworth, Andrew Chandler. Andrew, this is Lady Christine Lockhart and her mother, Lady Margaret. Lord David Huntington married Christine’s cousin, Caroline, whose mother was Maggie’s twin sister, Lady Katherine Pinckney.”

Andrew found himself looking into the deepest blue eyes he had ever seen. Christine smiled up at him and said, “We have met before, Your Grace, though it had been some years ago.”

“Yes, I remember. Lord Christopher brought you along one day to observe the boring proceedings at the House of Lords.”

“Not boring,” she said with smiling blue eyes before she corrected, “informative.”

Andrew looked up for an instant as if contemplating the statement then smiled and said with a nod, “Interesting word.”

Peter chuckled lightly. “Only you would think a day of proceedings was interesting.”

With Christine’s attention on Peter, Andrew’s gaze took in the beauty before him. Although dressed in black, the only other color she wore was a ruby red rose-shaped broach.

Giving both Lockhart women a rueful smile, Andrew said, “I must confess that I saw you last year—at Lord Lockhart’s funeral. I apologize for not speaking with you that day, or to you, Lady Margaret. There were so many people in line to speak with you both that I slipped away to another appointment.”

Christine’s smile faltered slightly as she remembered the large number of people who attended the funeral and the reason why she and her family wore black now.

“Thank you, Your Grace. I do remember receiving your note of condolences,” Lady Margaret told him.

“There you are, Andrew. I have been searching all over for you,” a woman’s purring voice rang out nearby.

The Duke’s attention was sharply drawn away from Christine Lockhart as a beautiful woman dressed in a deep sapphire colored gown stepped into the small group. Her light brown hair was piled high upon her head and soft brown eyes looked up at him in a provocative manner as she slipped her arm possessively into his. Looking down at her, Andrew’s gaze went immediately to the deep cut of the bodice that almost shamefully revealed the ample breasts. Catching the direction of his gaze, the woman smiled in pleasure at capturing his attention.

Ignoring her smile and looking briefly to the faces nearby as he lifted his gaze from his companion, Andrew announced in an almost bored tone, “May I present Lady Marian Sanders.” When his gaze met Christine’s eyes, he was struck with the thought that the sapphire gown Marian was wearing would better compliment Christine Lockhart as her eyes were of the same rich color.

No one noticed his extended attention to Christine’s eyes as she offered a small smile in greeting to Lady Sanders. After a few moments of small talk, Elizabeth whisked the Lockharts to another group of people.

“Well, always against tradition, I suppose,” Marian said scornfully. “After all, they are still in mourning. This is the last place either one of them should be attending.”

She sipped her drink, watching over the rim of her glass as the women moved away. Andrew looked at Peter and was in time to see the man roll his eyes in vexation.
