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~ Prologue ~

––––––––
[image: ]


CAMI TEMPLETON TOUCHED A LOCK OF her twin’s black hair as she gazed up into his violet eyes, so much like her own. “I will miss you so much. How quiet it will be around here without you coming and going!”

“I will miss you as well, sis,” Mateo said and put a brotherly arm around her. “I wish you and your mountain of a Scotsman were coming with us. What a time we could have in Paris together.”

Cami rubbed her large stomach, winked and said, “Yes, I know, but Callum doesn’t want to travel with the timing so close. Baby can’t come soon enough for me.” She told him and chuckled before breathing a long sigh. “Besides, I can hardly sit on a cushioned chair, let alone in a coach for hours on end in this condition.” She linked her arm through his as they walked to the panoramic window overlooking the garden. “Mateo, when Uncle left you the Stafford estate and the title, I knew you would have a job ahead of you. Uncle was so sick that last year before we lost him.”

“Yes, I have been tied down more than is in my style,” he said and wiggled his eyebrow.

She laughed. “Indeed, but now that the estate is doing so well, we will see more of you.”

He pinched her nose and said, “You can depend on me to do my Uncle duties. I will have a niece or a nephew to spoil. Mark me, you will get sick of my hanging around just to play with the baby.” 

“Hmm. I have wondered though, why Mat, did you choose to go to Paris now. It is still so early in March, and you might be barraged with snow along the way, and it is well before the Paris season.”

“Not interested in the season. Cami...I need to be doing something exciting and as you well know, I have no wish to be accosted by the mamas of the debutantes.” He sighed and put a hand through his black locks. “Life at the moment seems...not empty precisely but lacking. When we were younger and always gadding about, our lives were simple and so full. I missed you when I was up at University but at least it was busy and satisfying. Lately, with my estates in order and basically naught to do, I feel more restless than I thought possible.” He waved a hand in the air. “As my tenants won’t start planting for at least another month, I thought I might comfortably go abroad now. I’m not interested in Parisian balls and routs, but I need a change of scenery.” 

“It is Charlotte Abernathy, isn’t it. She pushed you for...”

“No,” he said and chuckled. “Charlotte was delightful, but she knew from the start she wasn’t the one for me and I would never do for her. We were a distraction for one another, no more.”

“There was someone once though...you would never tell me about her. Tell me now.”

“No.”

“You are most disagreeable. Very well, don’t tell me. I don’t want you to go...you will be an uncle, and I want you here when the baby is born.”

He laughed and said, “I will be here when it counts. You have at least two months to go the doctor said and I shall return by the end of the month, so voilà, I shall be an uncle in time to carry out m’duties.” 

She beamed, “Wonderful so go, enjoy the Parisian women but be careful of their wiles. I have not forgotten that Sophia was able to keep you at her side for an entire season before she returned to Paris.”

“Ah, the lovely Sophia...” he bantered. “She had my interest, my time, but not my heart,” he countered with a flick of his sister’s nose.

“I am glad she returned to Paris. You and she...well, she worried me at the time,” Cami said with a frown.

“Do you think me such a fool as to be taken in by such a woman’s wiles? Cami, really!” he bantered right back at her and had his shoulder slapped.

“Indeed, she was at least a decade older than you and more than a tart. She may have served you in bed but...” 

“Cami!” he interrupted on a snort. “What a thing to say. You are a complete hand.” 

“What? You are my brother, and we have always been honest with one another. I thought Mama would be sick every time she saw you dance with the woman.”

He laughed, “Poor Mama. At any rate, Sophia need not concern you.”

“I hear she has not yet latched onto anyone,” Cami pursued. “And I am concerned. You have not shown any interest in any of the lovelies that have floated your way since Sophia returned to Paris and I wonder if that is why you are traveling there now.”

“Enough. I will not be hounded on this matter,” Mat said and pulled a face at his sister.

Cami sighed, “Hmm. Even so, I am worried, and you are leaving, and I don’t want you to go.”

“I am flattered, Cami, but as I said, enough.” He dropped a kiss on her cheek and gave her an encouraging smile which he hoped would end the matter.

Cami shrugged. “Right, so off you go for your adventure. At least you will have Felix with you for company, though I’d wager you would prefer Robby!” she teased.

“That is the sorry truth, but Felix is good company. I was surprised when he accepted to accompany me as he has political ambitions you know, and I thought he might be off for London.”

“He may be when you get back, but Mat, I have noticed lately he has become very much what you and your cronies would call in the petticoat line,” Cami said with an arched expression. 

Mat laughed, “Aye Cami, and my cronies might say that, but you shouldn’t.”

She shrugged and added, “Hmm, since when do I do what I should?”

“Devil take it, you are right, I shall have to watch he doesn’t try and bring him some French dancer or other home with us when we leave, as he seems to have a penchant for the ladies of the stage.”

Cami laughed, “Such a high stickler my brother!” As he started to object, she put up her hand, “And what sort of woman do you have a penchant for? After all, you know Mama is so hoping you would put yourself on the market?” Cami teased with a sparkle and a laugh. 

“Cami, I will never be on the market. Like you I rather believe in true love, perhaps even love at first sight.” As to all the rest, I am not sure I have a type, although I rather think with a mother like ours and a sister like you, I just might want a quiet and biddable wife.

Cami snorted, “You would be bored to tears, you know you would.”

“Perhaps, but life with a quiet woman not forever on the edge of scandal like you and Mama,” he eyed his sister meaningfully, “Might be pleasant.”

“Ah Mateo, I know you better than you know yourself. You would be driven to distraction with just a pleasant life,” Cami said as Wilma, who she had saved all those years ago from slavery, appeared in the open doorway.

Wilma was smiling happily as she walked in and Cami teased her, “Look at you, my dear, all bright eyed. Have you been visiting with Mr. Stone?”

“Aye, m’lady. He is ever so pleased that Lord Stafford,” she made a small curtsy “promoted him to head groom at Stafford house when Mr. Stuart retired, and I am that pleased that his lordship isn’t taking him away to Paris with him.” She beamed at Mat.

“Wilma, would I do such a thing to you?” Mat grinned. “No, he is needed here. Jetson will be driving us, and I need someone I can rely on to stay home and look after the barn.” He frowned and added, “Do you know, Wilma, you are part of our family, and really should by now call me Mat,” Mateo told her.

Wilma giggled. “His lordship Mat,” Wilma compromised. “Mr. Stone is very proud and says it isn’t often an ex-slave is promoted to such a position. He says...he says...soon perhaps he will save enough money and...”

“And you two can be married,” Cami stuck in and laughed. “Indeed, and you know we shall all help you in that regard when the two of you are ready. In fact, I will plan the wedding for you here, but don’t rush, you are still very young at nineteen.”

Wilma beamed and Cami moved to give her a hug, “Well now, we had better get home before my lord decides to rush over here and fetch me.”

“Aye, he worries so,” Wilma said and frowned.

Mat walked them to the front door where the Templeton coach was waiting, “Six weeks will go by before you know it Cami, and I will be back in time to welcome my niece or nephew into the family. And in the meantime, you will be surrounded and busy by our parents, not to mention Robby, Sara, and their little hoyden child.”

“And my Scotsman. My darling Callum has been hovering over me,” Cami laughed. “You would think our baby was a king or queen about to be born! Right then. You must go say your good-byes to Mama and Papa and don’t forget to write me!”

He waved them off and looked at the clock. He supposed the time had come to take his leave of his parents as he and Felix were traveling first thing in the morning!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​

[image: ]


~ One ~

––––––––
[image: ]


A LIGHT SNOW HAD STARTED to fall. Mat had been deep in thought as he sat his horse. His visit to his parents had left him mildly somber. He adored his mother, who had been tearful to see him leave, but finally she chided herself and waved him off with a smile. Even so, he greatly disliked seeing her so woeful, which was unlike herself. His mother was wilder than he and Cami had ever been. He loved hearing the stories of his father and mother’s adventures. He would be home soon and in the meantime his mother had Cami to fuss over...poor Cami.

His father, however, slapped him on the back and made a point of telling him how proud he was of his handling of the Stafford estate. He whispered on the aside he thought it was time his son went in search of some adventure or other.

Mat sighed and looked around himself. They had crossed the channel a couple of hours ago. His carriage horses were rested and fit. He and Felix on horseback were making good time on the road until now. 

He was shaken out of his reveries as the snow hit him in the face. Gusts of wind nearly blew his hat off and he came to full attention.  The light snow had begun only a few moments ago, but it seemed to be covering everything very quickly. The wind picked up and visibility had begun to be a problem. “Felix,” he called as his friend had lagged a bit behind him. “Felix!”

“Here...coming up, damn this bloody weather,” Felix answered on a hearty laugh.

Mat had sent their coach with their luggage ahead of them to Dover to secure passage to France. After they reached the French port, Calais, Mat again sent his coach on ahead, but he and Felix were on the road only twenty minutes or so behind.  

“What do you think Felix, shall we try and catch up to our coach?”

“Aye, good idea,” Felix agreed. “They can’t be that far ahead.”

“Right then, we’ll tether the horses at the boot and get out of this blasted snowstorm.” 

“Famous, I was just thinking we should do that,” Felix agreed. “And pull into the first decent inn we come across.”

They trotted their horses a bit faster than they should have with the road covered over with the wet snow, which was balling up between their hooves and their shoes. Their driver had already slowed the coach because of the weather, and it didn’t take long for them to catch up. 

Their driver had some protection from the storm as Mat had an ‘imperial’ which was much like a canopy, but even so, the wind blew the snow in Jetson’s face making progress difficult. 

“Well met, Jetson,” Mat called out. He and Felix nimbly dismounted their horses and went about the business of slipping off their horses bridles and saddles. These they placed in a compartment at the boot which had a leather covering.

“Jetson, this is ugly weather and even with your overhang I can see you are being covered in snow. No need to suffer like this. Pull into the first decent Posting House. I can’t have you or our horses suffer such a storm.” 

“Aye,” Jack, Mat’s valet said as he opened the coach door. “Posting House, a pint and some food.”

Mat laughed and brushed the snow off his face as he took a long look at the road ahead.

Jetson, who was a big and hearty fellow, grinned and gave Jack a wink. “Aye, good notion that. Thankee m’lord, oi’ll do just that, but oi do thankee also for this overhang ye installed for me. Most times it is a help from the weather.”

“Not necessary to thank me, my man,” Mat told him before he and Felix shook off the wet snow and climbed inside the coach. There, the valet moved to the far side of the leather upholstered seating. He was a neat fellow of small stature and a large heart. 

Mat and Felix enjoyed and exchanged some robust tales inside the coach with him, and he had a tale or two to tell as well. A full twenty-five minutes went by before Jetson called to them that he was pulling into a fine Posting House he was sure his lordship would like.

Felix laughed and said, “It’s called the Lion d’Or...the Golden Lion. They must get a great deal of English on their way to Paris.”

Two young grooms came rushing out and took charge of the horses and the carriage, while Mat and Felix watched them lead them to a large well-built stable.

Mat turned to his driver, “Go and get yourself some dinner Jetson and tell them I want you to have whatever you like. I will tell the innkeeper to provide you and Jack with warm clean rooms for the night.”

“Thankee, my lord. Yer great uncle was a fine man to work for, but ye, well never thought anyone would be so kind to the likes of me.” He inclined his head. “Oi’ll just check on the horses first.” Jetson rubbed his gloved hands together before he hurried off to the stable.

Jack said, “I’ll bring in yer overnight portmanteaus, my lord.”

“We can take them, Jack,” Mat said as Jack took up one in each hand. 

“No such thing,” Jack said chin up.

“Right then,” Mat said on a laugh.

Felix eyed Jetson as he walked off, watched Jack rush on ahead to meet the innkeeper and said, “You have loyal fellows in those two.”

“Aye, everyone who works for me at Stafford are good people.” He sighed, “Now, come on,” Mat said as he hurried towards the huge oak door. Inside he found Jack and told him, “Go on, you have had a long journey as well. Go meet Jetson and have dinner. I shan’t be needing you for anything this evening.”

“But, m’lord...”

“Go on, Felix and I can manage the bags.”

Jack thanked him as Felix watched a barmaid cross the room, “Lovely girl,” he said to Mat. 

“Aye, behave yourself,” Mat answered.

“When don’t I?”

Mat raised a brow.

Felix laughed and then moaned, “Damn the snow.”

“We both knew snow was a possibility...so no complaining, ‘ole friend,” Mat returned, grinning at him.

“Not complaining precisely just thinking mayhap we should skip Paris and head for warm and sunny Italy instead.” He inclined his head against the snow and gave Mat a friendly push. “Italian ladies are I am told quite beautiful.”

Mat grinned, “I should first like to enjoy the company of one or two of the French beauties we are sure to encounter, so first we’ll head to Paris.”

“To see Sophia no doubt,” Felix said and frowned. “I have told you before and I am telling you now, you must stay away from her. She won’t do for you.”

“Don’t be absurd! Sophia? No, we are not headed for Paris because I wish to see her. In fact, I was hoping we would not find her at any of the routs we attend.”

“She had her claws into you last season. I rather thought she was looking to get you to come up to scratch!”

“Felix!” Mat snorted. “Even when I was spending a great deal of my time in her company, I made her understand I was not interested in anything permanent.”

“Aye, but she was,” Felix said with a sapient nod of his head.

“Sneck up. This is all fustian,” Mat grimaced at his friend. “We were together for a pleasant time—nothing more.”

“Cad!” Felix said and laughed.

“Od’s life! Yes, indeed, if Sophia was an innocent, you could say that, but she wasn’t. Now enough!”

“That sounds cold. I prefer alliances...for a time, with the ladies of the stage. They never expect more than a few trinkets and a bit of fun. I give them both.”

“Aye, and that sounds just as cold,” Mat sighed. “You know, lately I have been thinking I want more.”

“Then stop thinking. You probably aren’t ready, I know I am nowhere near being ready to settle down with one woman. You want more? No, you just need this change of scenery,” Felix said thoughtfully.  

“At any rate. They are in Paris, you know, so that may be likely.”

“Are they? Famous,” Felix exclaimed with enthusiasm. “ Aye, then, snow be damned, You know Lord Hamilton is more your father’s friend than mine. I would love to have his help with my application.  I don’t need you to introduce us exactly, but rather to give my application some semblance of respectability.” Felix said with fervor then laughed before he stood in the open gallery of the inn and saw the oversized logs in the huge fireplace. He went right to it and put out his hands.

As they waited for the innkeeper, who was nowhere to be seen, Mat said, “I’m not looking forward to paying a call on m’relatives in Paris. Damn nuisance. Nonsensical too as m’father doesn’t even know them and m’mother is only a distant cousin.”

All at once the innkeeper appeared, rubbed his chubby hands and hurried towards them, speaking in broken English mixed in with his French.

Mat spoke French and told him what they needed for the night as he led them to a table in a corner of the dining area. 

Mat told him they required separate rooms to be prepared for his friend and himself, adding that he wanted to be sure his driver and valet would receive warm clean rooms and hearty meals. 

The innkeeper happily agreed with a clap of his hands and a broad grin before turning to one of his serving girls and telling her to hurry and serve the gentlemen refreshments.

Felix pulled out a chair and sat back against it as he winked at one of the young serving girls when she arrived with ale, warm buns, and a wedge of cheese.

Mat grinned at Felix and shook his head, “Hold steady there, Felix ‘ole boy. This one looks a bit young, I’d say she is no more than seventeen.”

“Aye...I never go near the young innocents, but I can’t help but admire them and she has a lovely smile,” Felix said and laughed.

They were just starting to enjoy the fare and the warmth of the fire when a bit of a commotion caught their interest and Felix exclaimed, “Egad, Mat. Will you look at that lovely! She is stunning—look at the color of her hair, ‘tis the color of cornsilk but thick and luxurious.”

Mat eyed his friend and tried to take an inconspicuous glance at the newcomers. He saw in fact that the young woman in question was certainly out of the ordinary, and as his friend had exclaimed, quite a ravishing beauty, but he shrugged. “You are a devil, and she is a child. Now relax and allow me to enjoy my drink.”

“Yes, but though I admit she is young, I think older than the style of her clothes suggests...she is absolutely enchanting!” 

“You, Felix are beginning to show signs that you are entering a group of friends of ours that are most definitely in the petticoat line.”

“You are one to talk!” Felix snorted.

Mat laughed, “Ah, the difference between us is that I tend to fix my interests with...”

“Widows and married women looking for adventure,” Felix said on a sigh.

“Indeed. Less complicated,” Mat said and sipped.

“Wise. You are right. No complications,” Felix returned. “Still ‘n all. I don’t think you have ever clapped eyes on any chit more beautiful than the one standing beside that hatchet-faced dowager!”

“True, but remember, that dowager wouldn’t let you anywhere near the beauty and that is a good thing. Shouldn’t be in the business of seducing an innocent, Felix, and that one...well, innocent is precisely what she is.”

“I am not in the business of any damn thing, but I certainly can look. There is truth in what you say though. Looking can lead to trouble, but it isn’t often you come across one such as she, Mat. Why...her very presence tears at my wayward heart,” Felix said and chuckled. “But then I hear the sound of wedding bells begin to chime in m’head and damn, I remember m’place.”  

The dowager evidently in charge of the beauty in question stood rigidly surveying her surroundings as the beauty smoothed over her snow-covered traveling clothes, took off and shook out her blue bonnet which naturally released a thick profusion of her long thick locks.  Both men could not help but stare as she then put a hand to her loose platinum colored hair and peeped at the two men with open curiosity. Mat and Felix gazed into deep green eyes which immediately appeared to twinkle with amusement. 

Mat laughed out loud. “She finds us entertaining does she not?” Mat said softly to his friend.

Felix put a hand to his heart and bowed his head in subservience to her and the chit openly laughed.

The woman at her side gave her a scowl and took another step forward.

“I admit,” Mat offered his friend, “She is quite stunning.”

They would have been surprised to know that the young lady in question was quite annoyed with her guardian at her side for forcing her to wear clothes more suited to a schoolgirl and style her hair in the same fashion. 

Mat and Felix watched as she unbuttoned the first upper buttons of her dark blue cloak and Mat had to force himself to look away.

He was then surprised to hear the dowager shout, “Nonsense!” He turned and saw the older woman lift her hand and point a finger at him. A moment later she had marched over to their table to shout, “You. The innkeeper told me you have spoken for the last two rooms here and all the other rooms are already occupied.” She huffed for a moment and then said in a regal fashion, “I demand you move on to another inn and relinquish your rooms to us!”

Mat got to his feet and Felix followed suit. Mat could see Felix’s hazel eyes were lit with amusement as he leaned in and whispered, “Well now Mat, time for your famous diplomacy.”

Mat ignored Felix and spoke gently to the dowager, “I am sorry. This is a most untenable situation. Our horses have been stalled for the night, and I cannot ask my driver to continue in this weather. However, perhaps we can find a solution...”

She interrupted him with, “What sort of a gentleman do you call yourself? Would you put two women out in this weather at this time of night!”

“How is it you did not stop somewhere sooner?” Felix stuck in audaciously.

“How dare you question me!” the dowager snapped.

“It is a reasonable question since you are asking us to give up our rooms,” Mat said quietly.

“Well, I never!” snapped the dowager. “Never mind the reason we did not stop sooner. It is the present problem we must now attend. I can’t believe you would expect us to travel on at this hour—two women alone?”

“I don’t actually mean to tell you anything,” Mat said with some firmness. “We can be of some service.” He certainly did not like the overbearing woman, but his principles would not allow that to overshadow the woman’s predicament. “Perhaps my friend and I can share a room, thereby freeing up a room for you and your daughter?”

She seemed to quiet at this suggestion and said, “Well...that is, I suppose, an acceptable solution.”

“I am glad you think so,” Mat said cordially with ever a tinge of sarcasm attached to the words. 

She eyed him doubtfully but said, “Well, I suppose I should thank you. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Mrs. Sylvia Bentley, and this is my ward, Miss Desiree Randall.”

“Enchanted to make your acquaintance,” Mat said quietly as he turned a soft smile to the young beauty who immediately blushed but lifted her
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