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Chapter One
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London, 1812

Oscar Williams was, he knew, quite lucky. Son of a duke, with passable good looks, charm, and the very best of friends. Those were all things he tried to tell himself while slowly sinking deeper into his cups at his father's club. Why at his father's club? Because then the drinks would be charged to the duke, and were of a finer caliber than Oscar could afford for himself. And he was drinking because he was already feeling maudlin. Son of a duke, yes, but the youngest son who couldn't expect much of an inheritance, if any at all. His good looks and charm had caused him more trouble than they had ever relieved him from, and his reputation as a notorious rakehell was well established. And friends. He snorted into his glass. His friends were now rather disgustingly boring. Finn ran himself ragged doing his father's bidding, Bran had somehow become even less interesting as he'd aged, and Galen not only kept to himself now, but had taken a papist wife as well. Only Conan could be relied upon for any entertainment, and the damn man had taken himself off to Cornwall on some errand or another. Oscar would hate to say that he sulked, but the truth was that he was sulking.

Another truth was that he didn't have as much interest in his rakish ways anymore, either. At least half the reason he did anything of late was to annoy his father. It was an interesting experiment to see exactly how far he could push the man before the duke snapped, cutting Oscar's allowance or simply summoning him for a round lecture. Just now Oscar couldn't afford to have his allowance cut again. And God in Heaven knew that in his present state even a lecture would push him to doing something egregious and having his allowance cut after all. As such, he needed a distraction. One that couldn't result in his father's ire. On his third glass of brandy he considered Bath (tedious), Newmarket (dangerous), and Cornwall (undoubtedly dull). Well into his fourth glass he finally knew the answer. Melanie. His charming, and secretly quite outrageous cousin. Cousin of some removal, he wagered, having come to be ward of his aunt, the duke's elder sister, by the byzantine family relations that were so important in his circle. His thoughts seemed to be straying so he centered them again. Yes. Melanie. Charming girl. They had always gotten on famously, and that was just the sort of companionship he needed just now. A good friend quite unlikely to encourage him to drink or gamble. Certainly Melanie's bonhomie would be worth the price of his aunt's choleric nature? Yes, come morn he would set out for Aylesford and Melanie. Provided he could remember the plan. Was this his fourth or fifth brandy? Oh, the life of a reprobate!

* * *
[image: ]


Melanie Garrett gave the gown in front of her a critical appraisal. It was too.... well, too. Too fussy, too light, too frilled. If this was truly what ladies were wearing in Town, then she had to question their refinement. She tapped her chin. The weight of the fabric seemed scandalously thin, the neckline dangerously low. Who, precisely, was the gown designed for? It would undoubtedly always be either too cold or too hot to wear it. The gown was so sheer that one draft in this dank stone manse would send the wearer to bed with pneumonia. And in the heat? Lud. The fabric would cling like a wet rag.

She ran a finger over the tiny cap sleeve. It was, she had to admit, delicate in a way that her life had never been. Was that what the women in London were like? Delicate? Impervious to the weather?

A light knock sounded at her door. She was fairly sure it was Jillian, her maid, but one could never be too careful.

"Just a moment!" She tucked the dress deep into her cabinet and tidied her own appearance quickly. "Come in."

Jillian came in with a curtsy. "Milady is asking for you, Miss Garrett. She's receiving a man."

"Mr. Hartley?" Melanie tried to keep the mild dislike out of her voice. It was only mild, as she couldn't even say she hated him. It was for the best, probably, as starting a marriage with a strongly adverse feeling would most likely be disastrous. Although perhaps mild dislike led to a disaster as well.

"No, miss. A Lord Williams, they said."

Melanie felt energy rush through her with a hum, like a tuning fork struck. "Lord Williams, you say? Oscar Williams?" It had been disappointing that thrice now when the duke visited her guardian, Oscar had not been in the party. He kept up his correspondence with her, and they wrote at least six times per year, easily, but she hadn't seen him in over three years. She had been a child when last he visited.

"I don't know his name, miss. Do you need me to find out? You look a bit faint, if you don't mind me saying so."

Melanie came back to her senses and spun to inspect herself in her looking glass. "You needn't check, Jill. One Lord Williams is much like another." Pinching color into her cheeks she admonished herself over being aflutter it could be Oscar. Even if it was him, they would spend no more than a handful of days together, and then he would be back to his glamorous life in London and she would officially betroth Mr. Hartley. She told herself that was why she'd not mentioned her likely marriage in her letters to Oscar, because the betrothal wasn't official yet. Not, most certainly not, because she wanted to keep her thoughts about Oscar firmly separate from her realities. Because that would be silly.
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Chapter Two
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"Miss Garrett," the butler Caplan intoned from the doorway. At long last, Oscar thought, the real reason he was here. His ever-delightful cousin.

She walked quietly into the room, hands clasped before her, head bowed ever so slightly. Her hair was still the same tawny brown, gathered into a soft chignon. When she made her curtsy and raised her gaze to his, he expected to see a bit of that hellion that always lurked just below the surface, but her eyes were a placid and guileless blue.

"Lord Williams," she said softly as he bowed over her hand.

Perhaps she'd learned to hide her devilish nature in Lady Eunomia's presence? Alas, his sweet Melanie had grown up!

Undeterred, he tucked her hand in his elbow and escorted her to a seat, grinning at her cheekily. "I was just telling our dear aunt about the latest goings on in Town."

Lady Eunomia fluttered a hand carelessly. "Such foolishness that goes on there. I far prefer Aylesford."

"And living in a veritable castle appeals, I assume," he teased. The estate was one of his father's larger holdings, rather ironically named the Pilgrimage, but it suited his aunt quite well. Large, foreboding, and cold. She had a presence that could suck the life from a room far faster than a winter wind. He was certain that she'd never quite 'taken' in London, and that the town missed her no more than she missed it. Sometimes Melanie would try to convince him that Lady Eunomia had some tenderness in her, but Oscar was not convinced. Goodness, perhaps, but not tenderness, not warmth. No, those were things that only Melanie had brought into this house. Now watching his cousin, her composure unbroken, he feared that some of her perpetual warmth had left her. Was she a candle guttering in a cold breeze? Her letters had seemed as vivacious as ever. This visit, meant to be a distracting lark, now seemed something much more important. Was Melanie upset? Hurt? 

He still remembered the first time he'd met her. Father brought him along because he was closest in age to his aunt's new ward. She was a little reed of a girl, all of eight years old. He, at the far more worldly and sophisticated eleven, thought himself far above the duty of 'playing' with his new 'cousin'. Further, girls in his experience were mewling, simpering beasts who only wanted to trap a duke's son into marrying them. Or so said his older brothers, who were the authority on everything.

Melanie, however, was quite different. When he joined her in the garden to avoid his father's stern eye for not playing with the girl, she looked him up and down as though considering his suitability.

"I'm playing Knights of the Round Table," she declared in a firm voice.

"Then I will be your King Arthur!" he said.

"No." A decidedly mulish expression crossed her face. "I'm always King Arthur. You can be Lancelot."

"But you're a girl," he said flatly, a bit stunned that she'd claimed the best role for herself.

"And I'm King Arthur," she insisted, drawing up her tiny shoulders in a resolute stance. "You can be Lancelot."

He frowned. "I'd never be Lancelot. He betrays Arthur."

She pondered his point. "You can be Galahad. We will quest for the Grail."

"Do you even know what the Grail is?" he asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Maybe," she hedged.

"It's the cup of Christ."

He would never forget the grin she'd had at that tidbit. They spent the afternoon gathering every cup they could get their hands on and carefully selected their Grail. One from his aunt's favorite set of tea cups. Melanie hid it in her room and Oscar convinced the servants to claim it had been broken.

* * *
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Damn his charming eyes, but it was deuced difficult to remain a lady in Oscar's company. He teased and cajoled, even making funny faces when Lady Eunomia's head was turned. Soon Melanie was going to have to kick him under the tea table. And not a gentle kick, either, but one designed to make him grimace and focus more on his aching ankle than taunting her. The next time Lady Eunomia looked down, Melanie deigned to give him a warning look, her eyes so wide and lips so pursed she felt sure she looked like a loon. Strangely, he smiled at her and settled into a more relaxed posture.

"I hope that I can indulge in your excellent library while I'm here, aunt," he said casually.

"Of course, Oscar," Lady Eunomia gave a small wave of her hand again. "You know they are really your father's books." She said it with a mild frown, as though she didn't care to be reminded of it.

"Yes, we all seem destined to live on his largesse," Oscar agreed dryly. "We're fortunate he has so much largesse to share."

Lady Eunomia expressed censure at his tone. "It doesn't become you to speak ill of His Grace."

Melanie knew that left to their own devices they would spar, like the bull and matador. Oscar, of course, being the lithe and clever matador, Lady Eunomia being the ever more furious bull. It would be best to distract them. "Now that you mention it, I fell across a poetry book that I don't think you've read."

"Oh?" His attention turned to her, as she'd hoped. But also as she hadn't hoped. How had the man become even more devilishly handsome since last she'd seen him? His brown hair was tousled, and his green eyes periodically lost their practiced expression of ennui to sparkle with humor. It was as though current fashions had been designed to highlight his particular assets. His buff breeches were tighter than a second skin, and the trim fit of his bottle green jacket highlighted the breadth of his shoulders. The color itself was just a shade darker than his eyes.

It was criminal how different he was from the man she was destined to marry. Mr. Hartley was a tall, gaunt man with no shoulders to speak of. She wasn't sure if he had an indifferent tailor, or that there simply wasn't a cut that could complement the spare man's physique. 

Oscar's gaze changed from curious to concerned while she was woolgathering. She popped up from her chair and chattered as though there hadn't been an awkward pause in their conversation. "Yes, I'm sure Aunt Eunomia wouldn't mind if I show it to you. Would you, Aunt Eunomia?"

Melanie knew that her guardian had an aversion to enthusiasm, and wasn't surprised by the dismissive wave of fingers. "Of course, child."

As a gentleman, Oscar stood when Melanie did. Now he leaned down to kiss his Lady Eunomia's hand. "Until dinner, then, dear aunt."
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