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Sir Felix
Maxwell strode towards the house from the stables with an
unaccustomed sense of wellbeing, having spent an unexceptional two
hours riding on what had been a glorious late autumn day. The sun
had disappeared behind a cloud as he had ridden but he had revelled
in the increasingly chill wind and the sudden bite in the air.
Shropshire was a beautiful county and with every mile he had
traversed he had felt some of the accumulated tension that
prolonged interaction with people and the intrusive bustle that any
big city generated, leaving his body.

He had arrived
at his family home the previous evening having ridden straight from
London, weighed down with the usual sense of impatient exasperation
that his family, Society and even the capital itself usually imbued
in him. Although he had intended to spend a week or more in London,
it had all been too much to bear. His sister, Abigail, had already
retired to her home in Suffolk for the year but Fanny, the youngest
of his siblings, had still been about, fussing over him as she
always did when he turned up. As if he needed mothering. He didn’t
need mothering. He had not needed mothering for a very long time
and even when he had been young and dependent, his mother had not
been particularly good at the task. Her introspective, solemn son
had been a mystery to her, he supposed. She had certainly done much
better with the girls.

He was fond of
both of his sisters in a vague way – fonder still when he was a
considerable distance away from them. It was easy to recall their
manifest virtues when he was safely ensconced on the Continent or
in Scotland or Wales, but having to endure prolonged time in their
company did nothing for the relationship. At least from his point
of view, it didn’t. He was temperamentally disinclined towards
company, even if it was that of his family and, after fending off
Fanny’s determined desire to include her brother in a variety of
family situations – she had rattled on about the length of time it
had been since he had seen his nephews and niece – he had
determined the best defense was escape, especially when Fanny had
started hinting that it might be nice if he spent Christmas with
her and her husband in Kent. The prospect of being penned up with
Fanny, her jolly spouse and their three youthful offspring was so
alarming that he felt the metaphorical walls closing in and knew he
had to remove himself immediately. Declaring that he needed to
travel to the family home in Shropshire to determine how Seven
Oaks, the family home was faring, he had packed up his barely
unpacked London household (no great task as it was merely a matter
of throwing a kit together and depositing it in his saddlebags) and
had left immediately for less troublesome climes.

It had been a
wise decision. The countryside had soothed his sense of
claustrophobia, allowing him to breathe again.

Entering the
house through the back door, he headed towards the stairs, intent
on changing out of his muddy boots and breeches. He had never stood
on ceremony, either in the country or in town and, as he had only
himself to please, his was a very relaxed household. It wanted
several hours until dinner and he was looking forward to a glass of
claret in the library with a book by the fire, one of the rare
pleasures to be found in English country life for an English
country gentleman.

He had reached
the foot of the stairs before his butler, Skinner, hailed him.

‘Sir Felix!’

Felix turned,
surprised. Skinner was an imperturbable individual who enjoyed a
singularly uneventful existence, supervising a house that was
rarely used. He was not the excitable type, or not so that Felix
had ever noticed and yet there was a note of tension in those two
words.

‘What is it Skinner?’

‘Sir, you have guests. I have put them in the green
parlour.’

Felix paused,
momentarily taken aback. Guests? How the devil could he have
guests? It could hardly be morning callers at this hour and even if
it was one of the country set determined to foist their respects on
him, Skinner knew enough to send them politely on their way.

‘Who is it? And, more to the point, why didn’t you get rid of
them?’

The man’s long,
rather mournful countenance became distinctly more so. ‘I did say
that you were not receiving Sir, but Mr. Cambridge said that it was
an urgent matter and that he would wait.’

‘Cambridge?’ Felix racked his brain, trying to recall the
name. He couldn’t think of anybody in particular who was either a
friend – God knows, he had few enough of those – or an acquaintance
called Cambridge. Besides, who would know that he was home? He had
only arrived the previous evening.

Skinner
presented a calling card and Felix frowned down at the two words on
it; Edmund Cambridge.

‘He is a solicitor, Sir.’

‘A solicitor?’ Felix repeated, rather incredulously. Why the
hell would a solicitor be calling? Whatever the reason, it didn’t
interest him. Mr. Edmund Cambridge could take himself off again.
‘Get rid of him Skinner,’ he said firmly, then turned to mount the
stairs.

‘I cannot, Sir.’

The words
brought Felix to a halt. He frowned at his butler. ‘What do you
mean, you cannot? Why the devil can’t you?’

‘Mr. Cambridge intimated that he must see you. He informed me
that his business with you is most urgent and he will not leave
until he has spoken to you.’

‘Did he indeed?’ Felix returned grimly. He disliked it when
people insisted that they had business with him. He turned to look
at the door of the green parlour consideringly. It would be
entirely satisfying to send this Cambridge on his way immediately,
thereby allowing him to resume the leisurely program of activities
that he had decided on. Skinner, having interpreted the look on his
master’s face, spoke hastily.

‘Mr. Cambridge has not come alone, Sir. He has brought two
females with him.’

Once again, Felix’s head came round to stare at his butler.
‘What did you say? Two females?’ For some reason the idea
of two unknown females occupying his green parlour was even more
extraordinary than an unknown – and unwelcome – man of business.
‘Who are they?’

‘I did not ascertain their names, Sir.’

Felix swore
softly, but comprehensively. Skinner’s face returned to its usually
impassive state. He was not unfamiliar with his master’s propensity
for cursing. After a moment’s hesitation, Felix shook his head.
‘Very well,’ he said curtly. ‘I need to go and change. I will be
down shortly. Mr. Cambridge and his companions can kick their heels
until then.’

‘Yes, Sir. Shall I serve refreshments?’

‘What?’

‘Refreshments. Tea and a light repast. I believe they have
come some distance.’

‘Good God, how should I know?’ he snarled. ‘Do whatever you
think best. Frankly, I’m damned if I want to encourage uninvited
interlopers but I leave the niceties up to you.’

And with that,
he turned and stomped irritably up the stairs, his earlier good
humor entirely gone.






Dominica Maria Salazar Mandeville had been prowling the
attractive, spacious parlor restlessly for the past thirty minutes,
unable to sit still any longer. She had been sitting for far too
long on the interminable carriage ride from London, trapped in a
small space with nothing more than her unhappy thoughts regarding
Mr. Cambridge and the extraordinarily irksome Miss Prescott. The
sight of Seven Oaks, their destination, had hardly bolstered her
spirits. On a bleak afternoon in November the substantial building
of red-gold stone had looked intimidating. Intimidation was not
something Dominica experienced very often and she had felt a fresh
wave of resentment wash through her. The place was no more grand
than her parents’ home – no, her
home, she corrected herself with a slight hitch
of sorrow – in Lisbon but, unlike the Casa
à Beira-Mar where she had spent much of
her childhood, Seven Oaks had a sullen air about it. Admittedly it
did not cling to a rocky escarpment overlooking the blue estuary of
the Targus before it emptied into the Atlantic Ocean, but then, few
places were so blessed.

A wave of
homesickness suddenly threatened her and she braced herself,
pushing the unwelcome emotions away.

Now was not the
time for grief.

She did not wish to be here and the fact that that she was
still had the power to both infuriate and bemuse. More than that,
she still could not believe her father had left her in such an
untenable situation. He had been gone for five weeks and in truth,
her grief at his passing was mixed up with a great many other
emotions; anger, betrayal, disbelief. That he could have left her
– her – in such a
manner, at the mercy of those around her.

In the hands of a man who was a stranger to
her…

Leaving her
home in Lisbon had been a wrench, despite the fact that she had
lived there only intermittently over the past nineteen years.
Irregular visits or not, Lisbon had been a great deal more familiar
to her than England, even though her father was English. He had
only brought her to his home country a handful of times, for there
seemed to be little there for Peter Mandeville. An only child, he
had a few distant relatives, but there had certainly been none he
had been close to. None that he had felt comfortable entrusting the
care of his only child to. Having joined the army at the age of
twenty, he had remained in the service of the king until his death,
participating in battles from Egypt to Poland and much of the time
he had taken his wife and daughter with him, travelling in the
large, movable camps that trailed the business of battle like a
well regimented machine. Dominica had seen more of life – and of
death, for that matter – than most girls her age. Especially girls
who were born into the nobility.

Peter
Mandeville may have chosen the life of a soldier but he had been
wellborn and very well off. If he had wished to, he could have
settled comfortably into English Society, electing to have a
dutiful wife and a parcel of children on his estate in
Herefordshire. Instead he had chosen to travel with the army,
marrying a highborn Portuguese woman and chasing the curious
freedom that came from abandoning Society’s expectations. Dominica
could honestly say that she had loved her life on the road.

Which made the
disposition of her father’s will all the more intolerable.

What had possessed him to give his daughter over to a man who
was a stranger to her? To make it impossible to stay in the only
home she had ever really known and be whisked away to a country
that was instilled in her memory as being cold, unfriendly and
unwelcoming? She had been eleven the last time Papa had brought his
wife and child back to England and Dominica could still remember
the disapproval on the faces of the few acquaintances her father
had thought to introduce his family to. She could recall her
mother’s wicked amusement at the stir she created with her sultry
beauty and her casual disregard for the rules. On one occasion,
when her parents had taken her to a picnic hosted by one of Peter
Mandeville’s cousins, Dominica had gone off to find the children of
the other families and had been baffled by her reception. The
girls, some of whom had been around her age, had snubbed her
outright while the boys had treated her with a curious mixture of
uncertainty and awe. Bewildered, she had gone running to find her
mother who had listened to her with the grave attention she usually
reserved for her daughter. Isabela Salazar Aviz, daughter of
a fidalguia family whose line ran directly back to the kings and queens
of Europe, had shaken her head, declared the culprits of all this
rudeness completamente idiota
and had kept her daughter close by for the rest
of the afternoon. Alerted to the peculiar behaviour of these
strange foreigners, Dominica had watched silently from her mother’s
side and had noted that Isabela herself seemed to be subjected to
much of the unfriendliness she herself had experienced.

Her mother had
turned the sugary jibes of the women aside with a quip and a
mocking dimple but her daughter had felt her mother’s wrath grow
with each passing hour. In hindsight, it had been a wonder that she
had remained silent for it was not in her nature to do so. It
seemed likely that she had been behaving for the sake of her
husband. They had left the festivities early and, shortly
afterwards, her father had returned them to more agreeable climes,
much to the relief of wife and child.

That last visit
had not left Dominica with fond memories of England. Certainly, she
liked most of the English soldiers who were regular visitors to her
parents’ quarters. Sometimes they had come with their families in
tow but mostly they had come alone. Soldiers such as her father
generally left their families behind in comfortable villas in
Lisbon or in the seaside town of Nazare that was popular with the
English, rather than subject them to the rigors – and all too
often, the dangers – to be found on the road. After her mother had
died, Dominica had wondered for the first time if her father had
ever suggested leaving his family behind. She could imagine such a
conversation would not have gone well. Isabela had been devoted to
her husband and long separations would not have been to her taste.
Besides, the woman Dominica had known had always revelled in
adventure and had imbued her daughter with a taste for life on the
road. And really, she had too many memories of laughter and
happiness throughout her childhood to believe that Isabela and
Peter had ever regretted their unusual lifestyle.

‘For heaven’s sake, Miss Mandeville, do come and sit down,’
the slightly adenoidal voice of Constance Prescott brought her
squarely back to the chilly room of this unfamiliar manor house, so
many miles distant from all that was familiar. ‘A young lady does
not fidget!’

Dominica’s eyes
narrowed as she set down the small figurine of a robed Grecian
female she had been absently examining. She did not turn around,
however. The sight of Miss Prescott’s rabbit-like face with its
unfortunate overbite would only make her angrier and she was
battling to stay calm. She had a plan, of a sort and it would not
do to appear hysterical. These English, they did not feel
comfortable with forceful displays of emotion and Dominica was
determined not to forget herself… unless she absolutely must.

‘A young lady does not do many things, apparently,’ she
responded, moving across to stare out the window. It overlooked a
vast expanse of gardens and she was forced to admit that it looked
pretty enough. A great deal more green and damp than she was used
to but there was an ordered kind of beauty in the beds of
shrubbery. Nothing flowered at this time of year but she imagined
in spring it would be lovely.

‘Honestly, Miss Mandeville, you are far too restless. A
gentleman does not expect a female to twitch about in such a
fashion. A gentlewoman is expected to be calm, dignified and, above
all, decorous.’

Dominica bit her lip… hard. Since Lady Grenville, a
gentlewoman who was considered to be the presiding organizer of
Lisbon’s English social scene, had been handed the responsibility
of placing Dominica in the hands of her new guardian, her life had
become intolerable. The death of her sole remaining parent had left
her grieving, especially as it had come only a year after that of
her mother. When Lady Grenville had turned up at
Casa à Beira-Mar –
now her villa as
her parents had left everything that was theirs to leave to their
sole surviving child – she had at first been incredulous, then
infuriated, to discover that her father had decided he did not
trust his daughter to take care of herself. Lady Grenville had been
given the task of transferring her into the hands of Sir Felix
Maxwell, who would act as her guardian and protector until she
either married or reached the age of three and twenty. Which was
three and a half years away.

She had
protested, of course. She had never heard of Felix Maxwell and had
no desire to go to England, a sentiment that might have shocked
Olivia Grenville more if she had not been familiar with both
Isabela and her head-strong daughter. Dominica was aware that the
woman did not care for her and strongly disapproved of her
unorthodox upbringing, but she knew her duty and had insisted on
abiding by the request Peter Mandeville had apparently made of her,
which was to safely transport his child to England and into the
care of Sir Felix.

Lady Grenville,
no doubt exasperated by Dominica’s sullen disposition, had rather
skimped on the last part of her pledge, hiring a chaperone to
escort her charge down to Shropshire in the company of Peter
Mandeville’s man of business in London, Edmund Cambridge. It had
been a journey fraught with tension from the outset as Dominica did
not like the pallid, whining Constance Prescott in the least, while
Miss Prescott took her duties very seriously, trying to foist
nineteen years of English gentility onto somebody who was too
incensed by the circumstances she found herself in to tolerate an
insipid fool whose only purpose seemed to be to make her life even
more unendurable.

‘I think we have already established that I am neither
dignified nor decorous, Miss Prescott,’ Dominica finally returned.
‘And if you continue on, you may well find that I am no longer
calm.’

‘I was only trying to help you. I have been hired
-’

‘Not by me!’

‘ –
to try and instill some of the traits that a
young English gentlewoman is expected to possess. Lady Grenville
told me of your unfortunate circumstances and, while I must deplore
such an unsuitable upbringing, you can hardly be held accountable
for the deficiencies of your parents. If you would only
listen to me, I am sure
-’

‘No more!’ Dominica’s tone indicated she had lost a measure of
the calm they had discussed. That such a creature should criticize
her parents was unacceptable and she found her hands curling into
fists.

‘I think that’s enough, Miss Prescott,’ Mr. Cambridge said
hastily. Having spent an interminably long time inside a carriage
with two fractious females, he was clearly unwilling to sit through
further explosions. Back in London, Dominica had suggested that she
ride, at least part of the way, but the suggestion had met with so
much scandalized consternation that she had abandoned the idea
almost immediately. Fresh air and exercise would have been
extremely welcome, but it seemed that ladies did not ride on
horseback unless it was tamely through parks on the back of mild
mannered mounts and so she had been condemned to sharing long hours
with two people she would have been more than happy never to
encounter again. Mr. Cambridge continued to try and pour oil on
troubled waters. ‘We are all peevish from the journey, no doubt. I
am sure that Sir Felix will not be much longer.’

Sir Felix… yes
indeed. In the uneasy silence that descended after the solicitor’s
words, Dominica turned her brooding attention to the matter of
Felix Maxwell, a man who was both an enigma and a thorn in her
side. In Lisbon she had demanded of Olivia Grenville to tell her
who, exactly, this Felix Maxwell was.

‘He was a very good friend of your father’s,’ Lady Maxwell had
observed repressively. ‘I believe they fought together on more than
one occasion.’

‘So a soldier, then?’

‘Sir Felix is an English gentleman.’ The woman had pronounced
the words as if they were a benediction.

‘I cannot recall meeting him. Why would Papa place me in the
hands of a stranger?’

‘I daresay it was because he wanted – very belatedly, I must
say – to see you properly settled. I will be blunt with you, my
dear. I have long since thought that your upbringing has been
entirely unacceptable but neither of your parents would listen to a
word anyone had to say. Your mother was… exceedingly stubborn in
all matters but particularly in regards to you. I had thought after
her unfortunate death that your father would immediately place you
in the care of somebody who would supervise your development but he
elected not to. It seemed then – as it seems to me now – to have
been a very odd choice. You are deficient in the social niceties,
Dominica. You will never make a suitable match if you continue on
as you are.’

‘I do not want to make a suitable match!’ Dominica had
retorted. ‘I am not interested in marrying anybody.’

Lady Grenville
had actually snorted. ‘So you say, my girl, but what else do you
intend to do? Continue to rattle around the countryside like a
hoyden? Live in this place unsupervised? It is out of the
question.’

‘You say my father has left everything to me. If that is so,
then I have no need of supervision. Or a guardian.’

‘He did leave everything to you, that is true. But he left you
in the care of somebody who will mold you into a young lady. Under
the terms of your father’s will, you do not have access to your
inheritance until you are three and twenty or until you marry,’
Lady Grenville had said with some satisfaction. ‘The choice is not
yours to make, Dominica. You will be going to England.’

‘What if this Sir Felix allows me to live as I wish? If he
agrees to give me what is mine, I do not have to stay in
England.’

‘He will not do so,’ her ladyship said with complete
confidence. ‘I have no doubt that, after hearing of your
circumstances, he will arrange a marriage for you as swiftly as
possible. It is what I would do.’

Dominica had no doubt of that. Olivia Grenville was an
unfeeling bruxa,
a witch whose own daughters were all safely ensconced back in
England, married off to their pallid English gentlemen. There could
be no reasoning with her but, upon further consideration, perhaps
she might be able to reason with this guardian. What would he
think, having a female thrust upon him? If he were anything like
most of the soldiers she had known, he would undoubtedly be
horrified. If she gave him a plan, something that he might endorse,
then perhaps they might both benefit and she could try and forge a
life for herself. She had been raised to think independently and
the idea of being dependent on another’s whims was far from
appealing.

A door opened
behind her and she turned quickly, only to discover that it was the
butler and a footman bearing trays of refreshments. Having set them
down, they retired once more.

‘How delightful!’ Miss Prescott chirped. ‘Miss Mandeville, do
come and have a cup of tea.’

‘Do they have coffee?’ Dominica enquired disagreeably. She
quite liked a cup of tea – it was something she and her father had
shared in common – but she had no desire to accommodate the
woman.

‘Of course not. This is not the breakfast table.’

‘Then I will stay here.’

She was almost
certain the woman would protest but Mr. Cambridge interrupted, tone
hearty. ‘I shall have a cup if you don’t mind pouring for me, Miss
Prescott.’

‘Certainly Mr. Cambridge.’

Five minutes
later the door opened again and Dominica turned slowly to see a
tall man had entered the room. A shock of surprise rippled through
her at the sight of him. Felix Maxwell (for surely it could be no
other) possessed a lean, dark face, a hawkish nose and striking
green eyes, made all the more so by the sooty lashes that rimmed
them. He looked… formidable.

Ele tem a aparência de um homem
Português… A sliver of hope went through
her as she took in his dark, brooding demeanour. Perhaps this man
had some Latin blood in his veins. Could that be why her father had
left her in his care? Because he had known he would be in
acordo with the half
Portuguese daughter of an English nobleman? His eyes ran around the
room, settling on her briefly before seeking out Edmund Cambridge
who had risen to his feet quickly when his host had
entered.

‘Sir Felix?’ he said, rather tentatively.

‘I am Felix Maxwell,’ the man agreed, voice
cool to the point of cold. ‘And I understand that you are Edmund
Cambridge and wish to speak to me. No, that you
insist on speaking to
me.’ The faint emphasis on the word ‘insist’ had Mr. Cambridge
shifting uncomfortably.

‘Yes, well I am sorry to intrude, I am sure, but my business
with you is most urgent.’

‘Really?’ Sir Felix seemed to find the idea that the solicitor
could have urgent business with him incredible.

Mr. Cambridge
flushed a little. ‘Indeed. I am Captain Peter Mandeville’s man of
business and I have been charged with the disposition of his
estate. I have come to -’

‘Wait,’ Sir Felix interrupted. ‘Peter Mandeville is
dead?’

‘Yes, Sir. He died five weeks ago in Portugal.’

‘How?’ The question came abruptly.

Mr. Cambridge
pursed his lips. ‘I believe it was an accident.’

‘He fell off his horse,’ Dominica said brusquely. ‘His neck
was broken.’

Penetrating
green eyes turned towards her. This time, they lingered. ‘And you
are?’

‘His daughter, Dominica.’

Enlightenment
dawned. ‘Ah. Then allow me to tender my condolences. Twice over, I
believe. Your father wrote to me some months ago and told me of
your mother’s death.’

‘It is true. She died of pneumonia.’ It still seemed
extraordinary to Dominica that her vital, vibrant mother could have
died of anything so prosaic. A simple cold had gone to her chest
and from there… well, it had not taken long. All in all, no more
than ten days, leaving her husband and daughter bereft. It had been
a particularly bad strain that had been going around and Isabela
had not been the only one to perish, but Dominica and her father
had still been left reeling from the shocking speed of it
all.

‘You have had a difficult time of it,’ he conceded. ‘But I am
still uncertain as to why you are here.’

The solicitor
hastened to elucidate. ‘I believe I can explain that. Captain
Mandeville has left the guardianship of his daughter to you.’

Sir Felix
blinked once… twice. The he shook his head, as if to clear it of
some imaginary cobwebs. Or readjust his hearing. ‘What did you
say?’

‘That Captain Mandeville has left the guardianship of his
daughter – Miss Mandeville – to you,’ Cambridge repeated patiently.
‘Lady Grenville wrote and told me when Miss Mandeville’s ship was
arriving. She was accompanied by Miss Prescott, who was hired
specifically to escort your ward. Upon learning of Mr. Mandeville’s
directions, I undertook to bring Miss Mandeville to your townhouse
in Half Moon Street but was told that you had retired to your
estate in Shropshire. I determined immediately to proceed here. It
was,’ the man added fervently, producing a large white handkerchief
from his pocket and pressing it to his forehead, ‘quite a
distance.’

‘I am aware of the distance between London
and Shropshire,’ Sir Felix replied impatiently. ‘Are you telling me
that Mandeville actually wanted me – me – as the chit’s guardian?’ The
man’s disbelief was palpable and Dominica was delighted. She had
been quite correct; he most certainly did not want responsibility
for her. Perhaps she really could work this situation to her
advantage.

‘He did, Sir. I believe he felt that he could entrust her
welfare into your care.’

‘Why the devil did he think that?’ Sir Felix demanded. ‘I am a
single man who lives alone. How the hell am I supposed to set a
young female up?’

Dominica heard
a soft gasp from the so far silent Miss Prescott and smiled
inwardly. She was well used to the more colourful language of the
soldiers she had freely associated with, but knew that most ladies,
even the ones in Lisbon, were not used to hearing anything of the
kind. The oh-so-prim Constance Prescott must be horrified. Mr.
Cambridge certainly looked taken aback.

‘Well… I am not sure. That is to say…’ He cleared his throat
and tried again. ‘Perhaps you have some female relatives that may
assist you? A sister or mother? I am uncertain of your situation,
of course but I am sure that some arrangement can be
made.’

To take in the unfortunate orphan… meu Deus, Dominica thought in
disgust. All this fuss and she had the means to make it all go
away. If they would just give her access to what had been left to
her, she would be more than happy to vanish, never to trouble them
again. Even if she did not have any relatives left, she had
friends, did she not? People she had always known. She would book
passage back to Portugal on the next boat and none of them would
ever need to trouble themselves about her again.

‘I have sisters but I cannot comprehend why I should foist her
on either of them. Why did you think to bring Miss Mandeville here
at all?’

Mr. Cambridge
looked confused. ‘Why, where else would I bring her?’

‘Why bring her anywhere? Why didn’t Olivia Grenville keep
her?’

‘She does not care for me,’ Dominica explained, thinking it
best to quash any possibility of re-enlisting Lady Grenville’s
assistance again before it had a chance to flourish. ‘In fact, I
believe the lady hates me.’

Sir Felix
turned to regard her frowningly. ‘Why? What did you do to her? She
can usually tolerate any nonsense.’

‘I cannot say,’ Dominica met his eyes squarely. ‘But believe
me when I say that she would not welcome me back into her
household.’

He scowled at
her. ‘Well you can’t stay here.’

‘Why not?’

‘I would have thought that was obvious. I don’t want
you.’

This unusual
bluntness brought another inarticulate squeak of protest from Miss
Prescott but Dominica, having been hemmed in for weeks by the
exasperatingly obscure social talk that seemed to say one thing but
inferred another entirely, found his honesty refreshing.

‘That is perfectly all right,’ she assured him, ‘for I do not
want to be here. Nor do I wish to be at Lady
Grenville’s.’

‘No? Well where do you want to be, then?’ he
demanded.

‘In my home in Portugal,’ she returned promptly. ‘I did not
wish to leave it in the first place.’

‘That is not possible,’ Mr. Cambridge said, voice bracing.
‘Your father wanted you to come to England. He specifically
requested that you be put into the care of Sir Felix, the better to
facilitate your transition into English Society.’

‘I do not want to transition into English Society,’ Dominica
retorted. ‘Such a thing would not suit me at all.’

‘Nevertheless,’ the solicitor persisted, only to be cut short
once again by Sir Felix.

‘Be quiet, for God’s sake while I try to make sense of this.’
He glanced around and saw the tea trays. ‘Come and sit down and
take some tea or something, Miss Mandeville. Cambridge, can I
interest you in some claret?’

The man
hesitated for a moment, before nodding enthusiastically. It really
had been a difficult journey. ‘That would be most kind of you,
Sir.’

Dominica
considered for a moment, before coming and taking the chair next to
Miss Prescott. The look on her companion’s face was interesting;
she appeared quite ruffled.

‘What is wrong?’ Dominica demanded. ‘You look as if you have a
stomach ache. Was it the cake?’

‘No!’ Miss Prescott said, voice low and
trembling. ‘I had not realized that we were coming to the household
of a man who shows such a sad want of breeding. He is
cursing, Miss
Mandeville. I am not accustomed to such language.’

‘Oh,’ Dominica shrugged. ‘I am. Men curse all the
time.’

‘Not in front of females!’ Miss Prescott hissed.

She fell silent
as Sir Felix returned to hand a glass to Mr. Cambridge before
taking a chair. ‘Well then,’ he observed, before pausing, his eyes
taking in Constance Prescott. ‘Companion?’ he hazarded.

‘Miss Constance Prescott, Sir,’ Miss Prescott quavered. ‘I was
engaged to accompany Miss Mandeville down here and to teach her
some of the things that are expected of a young lady.’

‘I dare swear that will be a waste of time if she’s anything
like her mother,’ Sir Felix observed laconically. ‘Isabela
Mandeville was a hellion.’

Not
unnaturally, the companion looked horrified at this but Dominica
leaned forward in her chair eagerly. ‘You knew my mother?’

‘Both before and after her marriage to your father. She was a
rare piece.’

‘She was, it is true. We returned to
England for a visit when I was a child but
minha mãe did not like
this place. The people are…’ she hesitated, trying to find the
right word for people that were as temperamentally cool as the
climate.

‘Stuffed shirts,’ Sir Felix supplied with a grunt. ‘Yes, I can
see how Polite Society must have grated on your mother no end.’ He
ran his eyes over her, frowning. ‘And whilst I am sorry your
parents are dead, I’m at a loss to know what Mandeville expected me
to do with you.’

‘Oversee her presentation at court and arrange a suitable
marriage,’ Miss Prescott had finally found the courage to speak.
Her voice wavered a little but she clearly felt her it was her duty
to express Lady Grenville’s instructions.

Sir Felix
stared at the companion. ‘And how the devil am I supposed to do
that?’

Miss Prescott
blanched once again at the language but soldiered on gamely. ‘Take
her to London for a Season. We are too late for the one just gone,
but I do not believe Miss Mandeville is fit to go into Society yet
anyway. A great deal of work will have to be done if she is to be
presented before the Prince Regent.’

Dominica eyed
Constance Prescott with dislike. She had largely ignored her as
best she could for the whole interminable journey from Portugal but
now that she was in England she thought the woman’s presence could
be dispensed with. She just needed some time with her guardian
alone.

Sir Felix
glanced at Dominica. ‘What sort of work? She looks well
enough.’

Dominica knew
this was not so much a compliment as an observation and found it
soothing. Her looks, inherited from her mother, often brought
unwelcome attention from males. Older males, in particular, liked
to pinch her cheek and pat her shoulder in a way Dominica found far
too familiar. Her parents had always shielded her very effectively
from unwanted masculine attention but, when she had been staying in
Lady Grenville’s house she had found herself exposed in a way that
made her feel a good deal more vulnerable than when she had been on
the road, two miles from where a battle raged. She had taken to
sleeping with a knife beneath her pillow. A pistol would have been
better but she contented herself with keeping that in the top
drawer of her bedside table.

‘It is not her looks, Sir,’ Miss Prescott returned
repressively. ‘It is her attitude. Miss Mandeville does not know
the meaning of civilized restraint.’

‘I do,’ Dominica retorted immediately. ‘I have been using it
ever since we set foot on that boat in Lisbon.’

Miss Prescott
flushed and pressed her lips together so firmly that they
threatened to disappear.

‘Now Miss Mandeville,’ Mr. Cambridge began.

Sir Felix cut
whatever he was going to say off. ‘Did Mandeville leave her any
money?’

‘Er… perhaps we should discuss this in the privacy of your
study?’ the man countered.

‘He will not speak to me of money,’
Dominica explained. ‘Despite the fact that it is
my money we are speaking
of.’

‘I am sure Miss Mandeville is allowed to know the state of her
finances,’ Sir Felix snapped. ‘Just get on with it.’

‘In that case… Miss Mandeville is exceedingly well off, with a
good deal of money in trust for her and several houses, both here
and in Lisbon.’

‘She has a house here?’ Sir Felix demanded,
surprised.

‘The family house in Herefordshire did go to the surviving
male issue, of course; a cousin, as you say. But she has been left
a very nice place in Essex that belonged to Mr. Mandeville’s
mother. It came to him on her death and he left it to Miss
Mandeville. It has no encumbrances and monies are forwarded for its
upkeep quarterly.’

Dominica knew
all about the house in Essex that belonged to her. It was her
secondary plan should her first fail her.

‘Well why didn’t you take her to Essex? You could have written
me and let me know she was there. I would have visited at some
time.’

‘Left her there by herself?’ Mr. Cambridge said dubiously. ‘I
do not think that would have done at all.’

‘It would,’ Dominica observed flatly. ‘It would have done very
well.’

‘You require proper supervision,’ Miss Prescott pointed out
sharply. ‘It would be most unsuitable for you to live by
yourself.’

‘I could hire servants.’

‘Servants will not teach you the ways of the world, my girl.’
Apparently she was trying Constance Prescott’s patience. Her tone
was becoming particularly snippy.

‘Then I will hire a companion and… and tutors,’ she said,
turning the idea over in her mind.

‘You have a companion,’ the much tried Miss Prescott
sniffed.

Dominica gave
her a look. That was yet to be determined.

Essex was not what she had intended, of course. What she was
really hoping for was to persuade this Sir Felix to let her return
to Lisbon. Her mother had several family connections that she
thought might be called upon to support her. If she demonstrated
that she was under proper supervision then it seemed quite likely
her new guardian would agree, ship her back home and she would
never have to see any of these people again. What she would do in
Lisbon was yet to be decided. She had only thought of all the
things she would not do, one of which was to attend any function where Lady
Grenville might put in an appearance. Their strained association
had cut both ways; Dominica was no more eager to promote a
relationship with the woman than her ladyship. Unfortunately, the
silly woman would probably take it upon herself to interfere if she
thought that Dominica was not being supervised. It was
muito chato but Dominica
believed she could avoid the woman’s attentions if she kept to
herself. It would not be hard to do so. She had no real taste for
the company of others, not when her heart was still so heavy from
the loss of her parents.

‘Besides,’ Miss Prescott pointed out sourly, ‘you cannot
possibly hire servants and manage a household. Having lived the
life you have, you would not know how to go about such
things.’

Dominica felt
her temper rising once again but did not allow it full rein. ‘I
would know how,’ she returned, keeping her voice even. ‘I am not
some silly school girl who knows nothing of the world. I hired many
of the servants in my parents’ household. I know all I need to know
about running my own household.’

Miss Prescott
snorted but before she could say anything, Sir Felix spoke. ‘I
suppose you do at that. You have grown since I last saw you.’

Dominica looked
at him. ‘I do not remember you,’ she admitted. ‘And I knew most of
Papa’s friends.’ Not only did she not remember him but he had to be
younger than her father had been, perhaps by as much as ten or
fifteen years.

‘I was considerably younger than your father,’ he said,
confirming this. ‘But our families had known each other in England
and we fought together in Prussia and Poland. And then in Portugal,
of course. You must have been no more than five when I last laid
eyes on you.’

‘You did not, like my father, follow the battles?’

‘I did not. As appealing as such a life is, I had other
responsibilities. When your father married I daresay he should have
recognized that he had new priorities too. Unfortunately, he never
could settle in one place for long.’

Dominica fired
up immediately. ‘My father took very good care of my mother and
me!’

‘He would have taken better care of you if he’d stayed still
somewhere,’ Sir Felix returned, but without heat. ‘However, he did
not. What confounds me is that he thinks I would be a suitable
guardian.’

‘It confounds me, too,’ Dominica agreed.

‘Miss Mandeville!’ Miss Prescott reprimanded. ‘Your
manners.’

‘I do not have any. We have discussed this many times,
yes?’

For the first
time, Sir Felix grinned and Dominica found that she was taken aback
for it changed his face quite remarkably, lightening the darkness
and giving him an appeal that certainly was not there when he wore
what she suspected was his customary expression of grim impatience.
She suspected that this was a man who had very little time for the
world around him. Perhaps he might also have very little time for
the ridiculous foibles of Society? He was certainly far better than
she had hoped for.

‘You really are very like your mother. God
knows what the ton
will make of you. So what are you proposing,
then? You want to take up residence in this house of yours in
Essex?’

‘I do,’ she agreed, deciding that she would not mention
returning to Lisbon. Not yet. This was going far better than she
had thought it would.

‘And what about being presented?’

‘I do not want to be presented,’ she said,
before adding with what she hoped was sweet reasonableness.
‘Although I suppose I must, if that is what Papa wanted. But I
would like to hire those that are to teach me the things that I
need. Not,’ she added, shooting a sour glance at her po-faced
companion, ‘people who are disagreeable. It is easiest to learn
from those who are not compreensivo, you
understand?’

He thought
about that for a moment, then nodded slowly. ‘I suppose I do. Very
well. Cambridge here can explain the ins and outs of your financial
situation to me and we can see about making this place in Essex
liveable. I daresay it has been empty for some time and will need
attention. You can do that,’ he added carelessly. ‘It will give you
something to do.’

‘It is my household,’ Dominica agreed. ‘It is right that I do
so.’

‘Sir!’ Miss Prescott began, clearly taken aback from the
direction the conversation had taken.

He raised an
eyebrow at her. It was a haughty, imperious gesture and it stopped
the companion in her tracks. ‘What?’

‘I…’ Beneath the power of that eyebrow, the woman’s protests
faltered and died. ‘Never mind.’

‘The three of you can stay here tonight.’ Sir Felix continued
on. He didn’t look particularly thrilled at the prospect. ‘And we
can see about travelling arrangements tomorrow.’

Miss Prescott
tried to regroup. Perhaps, Dominica thought uncharitably, she was
thinking of Lady Grenville, who had paid her to do a job. ‘You are…
you are really allowing her to go to Essex? Alone?’

‘She will not be alone, surely. You will be with
her.’

Dominica
thought otherwise. She could not dismiss the woman until she had
been delivered up to her guardian but she was not going to spend a
minute more in her company than she needed to. She gave Miss
Prescott a speculative glance. ‘I think Miss Prescott must travel
back to London and from there to her sister in… where was it, Miss
Prescott? Was it in Bath?’

‘Brighton,’ Miss Prescott said, before adding quickly.
‘Although I am perfectly happy to stay on as your companion. I feel
that I can help you to achieve what is required.’

‘That is very kind of you,’ Dominica returned mendaciously.
‘But it is not necessary. You have said frequently that you miss
this sister and I can see how that might be the case. I would not
like to keep you from her any longer.’ She turned and looked at Sir
Felix. ‘Miss Prescott, she was returning from being a governess in
Portugal. She did not like the climate there or the… how did you
say it? The savages?’

Miss Prescott
flushed. ‘I am sure I did not mean any such thing. I was merely
saying that the peasants could be very insolent.’

‘Ah yes, that is what you said. I am sure that you will find
the peasants in Brighton to be much more agreeable.’

‘But you need me,’ Miss Prescott insisted, a
note of desperation in her voice.

‘I do not,’ Dominica said firmly. ‘I will find my own
companion, if you please.’ She saw the fearful anxiety in the
woman’s eyes and softened. It was a very unpleasant thing to have
no money. Dominica had seen poverty often enough to understand
that. Genteel poverty must be so much worse for the need to
maintain a façade of respectability must eat up what little one did
have. ‘I will give you money. Enough to make things pleasant in
Brighton.’ She turned to look at Sir Felix. ‘I can do that? I can
give my money to who I wish to have it?’

‘Whom,’ Miss Prescott said automatically, voice
faint.

‘Within reason,’ Sir Felix agreed. He glanced at the
companion, then looked away. ‘In this instance, I do not anticipate
there will be any problems. Just tell me how much you require.
Later,’ he added hastily, when Dominica opened her mouth to do so.
‘Now is most assuredly not the time.’

Dominica
settled back, more content with the results of this meeting than
she had thought possible. It had all gone so well! If she was not
to return to Lisbon immediately, she was to be allowed to live in
her own place in England. On her own terms. The only cloud was this
silly presentation and the Season they talked incessantly about in
Portugal and here, too, apparently. But she would deal with that
when the time came.

All in all, it
had been a most successful interview.


Chapter
Two


Six months
later…




Ever since he
had learned that he had been responsible for Dominica Mandeville,
Felix had felt an unpleasant sensation somewhere between his
shoulder blades, as if something was itching away beneath his skin.
It had eased a little when he had sent her off to Essex and he had
hoped that out of sight was out of mind. And it had worked, more or
less although he had been vaguely troubled by unfamiliar pangs of
guilt. He was not used to anybody being his sole responsibility and
he resented Peter Mandeville’s ridiculous assumption that he could
manage the affairs of his daughter. What the devil had made the man
believe he could deal with such an obligation satisfactorily?
Mandeville had only known him as a soldier on the battlefield or as
a man he occasionally entertained off it and he sincerely doubted
he had given the impression that he was full of the milk of human
kindness.

Still,
Dominica’s brief visit – and the manner with which he had
dispatched her off to Essex – continued to trouble him, along with
the knowledge that he had not yet gone to see her these past six
months. Admittedly, he had a friend who lived in the vicinity look
in on her and report back, but this was surely an abdication of his
own responsibilities. Wasn’t it?

Whatever the
case, he had managed to avoid thinking about the wretched affair
too much, vaguely dreading the forthcoming
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