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Opposites attract in this age gap lesbian historical romance set in the hopeful aftermath of WWI.

An assertive bank manager, a wary heiress. . . A one night stand they can’t forget.

Stoic bank manager Rosalie must prove she’s more than her hedonistic nouveau-riche family. She’s continually fighting for her right to her job and doesn’t want to be lesser in her relationships. Being ghosted after a hot one night stand is exactly what Rosalie would expect from old-money Priya and she tells herself she has no time for an affair with a flighty young lady.

The war made Priya more determined than ever to use her aristocratic family’s wealth and power for good. When her beloved brother makes working with a bank a condition of her houses for war widows project, that doesn’t seem too bad... Until she realises she’ll have to work with Rosalie Sanderson. Their unforgettable night of passion followed by betrayal before the war isn’t something she can forgive. 

Two worlds collide, and Priya and Rosalie still have chemistry enough to power the homes they both want to build. But with the walls they’ve built around their hearts, how can they work together, or keep their hearts intact if they do?

A steamy second chance lesbian story of rivalry, opposites attract, and hope amongst the ashes of war. HEA guaranteed.
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An avid reader, Renée Dahlia writes contemporary and historical queer romance. Renée is a bisexual cis woman who is fascinated by people and loves to explore human relationships, with a side of humour, through her writing. Renée has a degree in physics and mathematics, using this to write data-based magazine articles for the horse racing industry. Her love of horses often shines through in her fiction, and she loves a good intrigue and to escape the real world in the pages of a book. When she isn’t reading or writing, Renée spends her time with her four children, usually watching them play cricket.

For those who volunteer their time to help others in need. 
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Welcome to HER LADY’S FORTUNE, the second book in the Great War series. 

This series consists of three lesbian romances is set after WWI. Each romance features one of three friends; Luciana, Priya, and Nell. 

Please note that this book includes some references to war injuries, Spanish Flu, war widows, and sexism. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 
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1913

The normality of an evening spent with the Bloomsbury set always helped Rosalie relax and smile. She hung up her coat and began to walk towards the drawing room with a nod to the host, Miss Stephens. She did an excellent job at making everyone feel welcome here. There was nothing about their gathering that society would call normal. Society had many ideas she disagreed with. For Rosalie, this was one of the few places where she did feel ordinary, normal, like everyone else. And that’s why she kept coming here because having friends she could relax with and be completely herself was more valuable to her than almost anything. Stepping into the Stephens” house on Fitzroy Square was like moving away from the world’s unfair expectations into a warm welcome of acceptance.  

“Welcome to our little soiree in Bloomsbury.” Miss Stephens spoke to a newcomer and the front door closed with a snick. Rosalie glanced over her shoulder to see who had just arrived, but the person was obscured by Miss Stephens. 

“Miss Sanderson has just arrived, and she can show you to the drawing room.” Miss Stephens stepped aside. Rosalie had only to turn a fraction to see the visitor, a young lady in a fantastic green and blue gown. 

“Good evening.” Rosalie stepped towards the young woman Miss Stephens introduced. Rosalie’s tastes didn’t usually go for someone so young and fresh faced, but she swallowed. Rosalie was naturally cautious, not a risk taker, and yet, everything in her was drawn to the shimmering brown intelligent eyes... She’s the one. Gamble on her. Rosalie’s blood hummed in her veins. This evening just became a lot more interesting. 

“Miss Sanderson, this is Miss Howick. Her brother is the heir to Lord Dalhinge.” At Miss Stephens declaration, a shadow crossed Miss Howick’s face and Rosalie smiled with shared solidarity. 

“Oh, I do so hate being defined by my male relatives.” 

Miss Howick nodded once but didn’t respond. Her black hair was longer than fashionable, pinned up high, and she wore an incredible green silk gown cinched tight around her waist with folded fabrics in the latest Belle Epoque style. A loose sheer silk of lightly shaded blue hung from the v-shaped neck line giving the whole neckline and décolletage an oceanic effect that was mirrored lower on the flowing slimline skirt. A dramatic necklace glittered at her throat, with a large sapphire that sat nestled between her collar bones surrounded by an incredible number of diamonds. The gold setting was matched by several thin gold bracelets on both wrists and matching sapphire earrings. Miss Howick... Lord Dalhinge. Ahh, Rosalie made the connection. If Miss Howick’s brother was the heir to Lord Dalhinge, then her father must be Lord Dalhinge’s younger brother who had married into the vast Carlingford manufacturing empire. No wonder she could casually wear so many jewels to a quiet evening in the suburbs. 

“Miss Sanderson works for the bank, Sanderson and Sons.” Miss Stephens continued her introductions.

“I know of it.” Miss Howick’s voice purred over Rosalie’s skin, a rich alto with a hint of smoke that would only get more attractive with time. Rosalie wanted to drag Miss Howick away from Miss Stephens and explain that she didn’t just work for the bank, she ran the whole blasted thing. It had been started by her grandfather, and she’d fought for years to be given the top job. Finally, last year, he’d recognised her talents and she spent most of her days in the large office overseeing the entire bank. It was long hours, but damned if she’d let anyone think she wasn’t capable. 

“How lovely for you both to know of each other. Now, are you going to join us for some cakes?” Miss Stephens waved towards the drawing room, but stayed in the hallway, ready to greet more guests. 

“Yes.” It wasn’t cake Rosalie wanted, unless it was a new euphemism. 

“Soon.” Miss Howick spoke over Rosalie’s yes. Presumably Miss Howick had entered the neat townhouse on Fitzroy Square in Bloomsbury for the same reason Rosalie was there. A relaxing evening chatting about art and literature among people who didn’t care whom one loved. Once a month, Rosalie dropped by here to listen to the conversations and hopefully meet someone new. There weren’t many places where it was safe to meet a woman with the same desires as her, and to be frank, most of the other places were too physical for her tastes now she was thirty-six. In her youth, she’d enjoyed pleasure with many other young women, but now she had a few years under her belt, she wanted to be wooed intellectually and meet someone who respected her work. 

Rosalie leaned towards Miss Howick, “Is there a problem?” 

Miss Howick paused. “Have you been here before?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is it?” It didn’t seem possible, but Miss Howick’s eyes widened even further. 

Rosalie chuckled. “I don’t what you’ve heard or from whom, but mostly people sit around talking, or rather, they argue passionately about art. It’s not a constant orgy.” 

“Oh.” The slight slump in Miss Howick’s shoulders must be in Rosalie’s imagination. 

“If you are wanting that, I know of other places better suited. But if you want conversation first, the Stephens abode is a good beginning.” 

“For women? I have heard of such places for men, but...” Miss Howick paused. Rosalie raised one eyebrow at the revelation that Miss Howick must have spoken to her uncle to know of the existence of molly clubs. 

“Lord Dalhinge is a client of mine at the bank.” It was the right thing to say as Miss Howick relaxed a smidgeon more. Lord Dalhinge was of Indian descent through his mother, and his title came from his English father who’d done something with rail in India a long time ago. She’d seen some investments of that nature in the Dalhinge records. All her knowledge of people came from her work. Lord Dalhinge was a confirmed bachelor, but not many knew he had a male lover and even fewer people knew who he was, for the same good reasons that the Bloomsbury Group told people they met to talk about art. Homosexual relations between men were illegal, although thankfully the death penalty had been removed some time ago, much to the relief of those who attended London’s oldest meeting places. Care still had to be taken for everyone’s safety. 

“And that is relevant, how?” For Miss Howick to have discussed this with her uncle demonstrated a tight relationship between them and Rosalie had great respect for Lord Dalhinge. He was one of the few in Lords who cared for people outside the aristocracy; and hopefully his niece would be similar. The Carlingford fortune was new money, built through industry, and Rosalie was cynical enough to wonder if the marriage of Miss Howick’s parents wasn’t designed to bolster the Dalhinge estate. 

“I have a great deal of respect for your uncle, Lord Dalhinge, and I assume you heard of such places from him.” 

Miss Howick almost smiled, a cautious flicker of her lips. “I rather let myself open to that one, didn’t I?” 

“Your comment is safe here.” 

Miss Howick flicked her gaze over Rosalie, sending shards of heat across her skin. From the blaze heating her cheeks, Rosalie knew she was blushing like this was her first flirtation, not her... well, she was too old to bother with counting anymore. 

“Shall we join the others?” 

Rosalie had a sudden urge to keep Miss Howick to herself. “Unless you’d rather not. I know a room we could...” She breathed in. “Um, retire to.” 

Miss Howick paused and Rosalie held her breath, hopeful that Miss Howick would understand. 

“Are you always so forward?” 

“Not typically, but you—” Rosalie deliberately ran her gaze over Miss Howick. 

Miss Howick tilted her head to the side. “Oh, I see, you will make an exception for me.” 

“I’m not some sort of predator waiting for a younger woman to corrupt.” 

Miss Howick chuckled—finally giving her amusement some freedom. “I rather think that I’m corrupt enough by simply knowing to seek what I want in a place like this.” 

“Touché. So, should we?” 

“Yes. I rather like the efficiency of your proposal.” From the way Miss Howick’s gaze lingered on Rosalie’s breasts, there was more to it than simply efficiency. Rosalie resisted the temptation to press her hand across her breast and sigh at the combination of careful innocent words and Miss Howick’s not so subtle stare. 

“Will you follow me?” 

“I shall. And if you treat me poorly, I shall warn my uncle about your character.” When Miss Howick broke her pause with a giggle, Rosalie realised it had been a joke and she had been momentarily outwitted. She shook her head at the rarity and grinned back at Miss Howick. 

“Come along then.” Rosalie glanced at Miss Stephens but she was some distance away at the front door. Rosalie walked down the hallway before anyone else arrived to disturb them. She moved with deliberate steps away from the drawing room, away from her safe group of friends where she was free to be herself without the demands of being the boss of Sanderson and Sons, or the expectations of society. As she opened the door to a small sitting room and library at the rear of the house, a wave of jaded regret filled her head. She used to love this, rushing off with some random woman with only lust to guide her, but it’d been years since she’d done this. 

“Please call me Rosalie. Miss Sanderson is far too formal...” Rosalie let her sentence fade off.

“My name is Priya, but you already know that.” Priya. Her name would roll off Rosalie’s tongue.

Rosalie leaned against the window, an attempt at nonchalance while inside her heart sped up. “Why would I know your given name?” 

Priya shrugged. “You know my uncle. I assumed.” Did she realise how self-centred and young it made her sound to assume her uncle might chat about his relatives during a business meeting? 

“He has mentioned his niece and nephew in passing, but we typically keep our business meetings on topic.” Rosalie gulped. Maybe she should leave before this went any further. “You are very young.” 

Priya leaned closer and whispered, sending a new shiver across Rosalie’s throat. A subtle perfume filled the air; jasmine and orange blossom. “I’m twenty two. Plenty old enough to know what I want.” She paused for a long moment, and the simmering heat under Rosalie’s skin surged. “And more than old enough for your intentions.” 

Her confidence was Rosalie’s catnip, and the jaunty way Priya approached her outstripped any concern Rosalie had over Priya’s relative youth. She’d become jaded with their scene, all the drama, and as Dorothy said, the way people loved in continuously shifting triangles. It was time Rosalie settled down with one person because she was bored by the intrigue of these evenings. She also needed them, the easy companionship, the rare ability to relax without having to be cautious with herself. The contradiction in needs made her fidget. She wanted to arrive home from the bank, put up her feet, drink whisky beside a roaring fire, and have a companion to share her life with. The last thing she needed was an attraction to someone more than a decade younger than herself—someone who wasn’t ready to settle down—but as much as she rationalised all of that, she couldn’t resist Priya’s confidence either. 

Priya traced her finger from her lips down her slender throat, brushing over the magnificent necklace, and across the décolletage of her slimline dress. Naturally, Priya wore the very latest of fashions in the most expensive fabric, lush silks that shone against her light brown skin. The weighty sapphire tied tight around her neck flickered in the light and were a little overdone for an evening like this. The jewels were enough to purchase a decent sized house in a good part of London. 

“You assume my intentions with such certainty.” 

Priya’s mouth quirked up at the edges. “Come now. You said yourself that you are much older. I presume you’ve been part of this set for all the eight years it has been in existence. It’s an open secret in certain circles, and besides, you remain unmarried.” Priya demonstrated the same intelligence that Rosalie knew her uncle possessed, and Rosalie’s adoration increased. 

Rosalie sneered. “Men who want to own one of England’s biggest banks are hardly attractive prospects.” 

“Oh, I understand. For the past four years, since my debut at Buckingham Palace, I have been inundated with offers from men who don’t want me, but the proximity to my family. I don’t mind a handsome figure, but why would I marry and gift someone all that money and power when I don’t require marriage for pleasure?” 

Rosalie’s eyes widened slightly as Priya hinted at having desires for men as well. If that was true, Rosalie’s first impression of Priya’s naivety was wrong. “And therefore I’m a safer option?” 

“When I could easily fall in lust with any lovely body, why not preference the people who aren’t going to have power over me. Legally, at least.” Youth and innocence didn’t always coexist and Priya appeared to have all of one and less of the other. Temptation... No, pure lust increased with a rush of heat across her abdomen.

“I see.” When said like that, Rosalie couldn’t help but agree. She’d never seen the point of men, although she admired them for setting up the world for their advantage. The Bloomsbury set included several people who lived and loved beyond society’s gender boundaries, but the sheer pragmatism of Priya’s decision to chase pleasure with women was... Rosalie ran her tongue behind her teeth, uncharacteristically uncertain. Was she charmed by Priya’s decision to preference women because she retained legal power over herself, or was she bothered by it? 

“And given that you dragged me into this room, I take it you want the same thing I do.” Priya tugged slightly at her dress, obviously unaware of Rosalie’s mixed thoughts, and the top button popped open. “Oh gosh. Look at that.” 

“It is an incredible dress.” Rosalie heard the crack in her voice and her mind blanked, unable to see beyond the rising mist of lust that beat like a drum behind her breastbone. 

“Docuillet.” Priya shrugged as she mentioned the famous designer. “Paris of course. You are most welcome to assist me in removing it.” 

Rosalie pushed away from window she’d been leaning on, focused only on the hint of flesh that Priya had deliberately exposed. The rounded curve of breast. “Buttons.” 

“Yes.” Priya lifted her chin. The last fragment of Rosalie’s mind that could manage thought realised something.

“You’ve done this before.” 

Priya nodded, a gentle soft movement, almost imperceptible. “Didn’t everyone explore while at school?” 

Rosalie reached out and touched Priya’s chin and a pulse of energy rushed up her arm. “Not at the school I went to.” Presumably Priya went to one of those rich young lady finishing schools. Rosalie had had governesses and when she outgrew those, she’d done an apprenticeship at the bank.

“Oh, now that is a shame. It ought to be a rite of passage for all young girls to explore the pleasures of their body with school chums.” Priya leaned forward, her breath slightly minty, and Rosalie knew exactly what she wanted to do. She was only an inch or two taller than Priya, so it was easy to slide her hand to cup Priya’s cheek, pull her closer and kiss her. The hum of lust roared to life, like an opera singer projecting her voice from a balcony, making all the moments leading from the front door to here seem like a pittance. She practically vibrated with need as her lips touched Priya’s mouth, and it wasn’t anything she’d done but simply the way Priya responded. With enthusiasm and a need which matched Rosalie. Not many of her partners had the ability to take charge like this, and the tussle between them grew stronger as Priya stepped closer and pressed her lithe body against Rosalie, heat burning, threatening to melt Rosalie at the knees. Rosalie flicked her tongue between the seam of Priya’s lips, half a question and half pushing for more. Priya parted for her, and Rosalie stroked her tongue into Priya’s mouth. Never before had a kiss made her close her eyes so she could focus on taste, but Priya tasted as fresh and gorgeous as she looked. She was either a quick learner, or more experienced than she looked, as she stroked Rosalie’s tongue and deepened their kiss. The world around faded away. Rosalie wrapped one hand around Priya’s waist and tugged her closer. 

“Too close and you won’t be able to undress me.” 

“Patience.” Rosalie pressed a little kiss to the corner of Priya’s mouth. 

“What good is patience?” 

“Why rush?” Rosalie wanted to take her time and rejoice in the way Priya made her feel. It’d been so long since someone had made her wet so quickly. 

Priya’s mouth quirked up at the corner. “I didn’t come here to meet a four percenter.” 

“Sometimes a long term investment works out best.” 

“And many times, business succeeds by taking a risk for a rapid return.” The glint in Priya’s eye sent another surge of heat through Rosalie’s veins. Her respect for Priya surged and that annoying little flutter in her chest hoped against hope that she’d found someone she could come home to after a long day at the bank. But given the way Priya’s hands moved confidently to undo her dress, it was obvious they didn’t want the same thing. Short term pleasure would suffice for now because the rush of it pushed away Rosalie’s dream with a surge of heat, like the roar of steam releasing from a train. She wasn’t going to let Priya have it all her way though, and she kissed her again, using her hand on Priya’s head to change the angles, deepen the kiss, and distract her from her task. A giddiness made her knees a little weaker as they kissed. Rosalie wanted a bed and more time than they had. She’d visited here often enough to know that this room wouldn’t be empty for long.

“Oh, these corsets are such a nuisance.” Priya mumbled against her cheek and Rosalie glanced down to see that Priya had undone all the buttons on Rosalie’s blouse. She hadn’t changed before coming here and was still in her suit from the day’s work at the bank. A starched shirt of a style similar to a man, that she had specially tailored for her, and a floor-length woollen skirt, again in the same fabric as a man’s suit. It was her own style, invented for the job, to demonstrate her importance and her position. No one would assume she didn’t belong in a male dominated world. Underneath she wore a Gibson corset designed to keep her shape in the current feminine style, long and slender. Her corset began halfway down her breasts and went all the way over her hips. She didn’t use the longer version of the Gibson as it was difficult to sit and work in. For all the time she spent at work, she also walked twice a day to maintain her posture. She dared not give anyone a reason to criticise her. 

“Let me show you a trick.” If Priya wanted speed, then Rosalie could give it to her.

“Oh?” 

Rosalie didn’t answer, but slowly turned and backed Priya towards the windowsill. “Sit here.” Rosalie swept her hands all over Priya’s body, down the silk fabric of her dress, until she knelt before her on the floor, with the hem of the dress in her fists. Priya rested her hands on Rosalie’s shoulders and she shivered. They barely knew each other, although their kisses were perfectly compatible. Rosalie slowly inched Priya’s gown upwards, exposing the slender stocking encased legs. As she pushed her skirt up to her mid-thigh, Priya’s fingers tightened on her shoulders and Rosalie licked her dry lips. With the gown carefully rolled up to the edge of the long corset, Rosalie gathered the fabric into one hand, freeing the other to explore. Priya’s stocking were hooked to the base of the long corset, the undergarment finishing just at the apex of her thighs. A hint of black curls peeked out from under the rigid corset and Rosalie sucked in a deep breath. 

“No drawers?” 

Priya made a little noise, as if she both cleared her throat and moaned at the same time. “More efficient this way.” 

“You came here to be seduced?” Rosalie could barely speak.

“Didn’t you? Doesn’t everyone?” 

Rosalie glanced up. “I suppose they do, in a fashion. Can I?” It’d been a long time since Rosalie had been wooed by anyone here, although she’d sought pleasure on occasion in a disconnected bored way that satisfied her body but not her mind. She missed this; the chase, the hesitance, the exploration of someone new. The challenge. 

Priya shifted, parting her legs a fraction. “Please.” She removed one hand from Rosalie’s shoulder and took her dress from Rosalie’s fist in an elegant motion that demonstrated her care for the gown. Rosalie’s fingers trembled as she reached out and traced along the tops of Priya’s stockings. Her skin was warm, soft, and when Rosalie stroked both hands up the insides of Priya’s thighs, the moan from them both hummed in the air. 

“Please.” Priya spread her legs wider again, her throaty plea sending a shiver down Rosalie’s spine. She responded with a slow exploration; the tips of her fingers brushing over Priya’s curls and Priya’s hand tightened on her shoulder in response. When she dipped her fingers into Priya’s soft wet centre, a musky fragrance filled the air and Rosalie breathed it in deep down into her lungs. She squeezed her own thighs together, tight, as she explored, carefully listening to Priya’s panting needy breaths. 

“Like this?” 

“Yes, I like that.” 

It wasn’t quite what Rosalie had asked, but the answer was perfect. She leaned closer and pressed a kiss to Priya’s inner thigh, then slowly licked her skin, all the way up to the ambrosia at the top. Rosalie nipped and sucked at Priya, at the swollen bundle of nerves at the top of her vulva, tasting her wetness and enjoying the way her lips and chin were covered in Priya’s delicious moisture. Priya’s hips bucked towards her, and Rosalie groaned. She sunk one thumb deep inside her and used her other hand to grab Priya’s bottom, perched on the edge of the window sill. This was her favourite thing, to nibble and suck at a woman until her knees melted and her thighs shook. With Priya’s salty rich taste on her tongue, Rosalie was in heaven. Her body went soft, and it felt like her insides were mimicking the effervescent fizz of champagne. Priya wasn’t a passenger in this interaction either, not from the way her hand gripped Rosalie’s scalp, her fingers threaded through her hair, and every moan came with a sharp tug which sent more sensual prickles racing up and down Rosalie’s spine. Damn, she was going to come from this. How could she lose control while being the one to dish out pleasure? She’d gone into this moment thinking she was the more experienced of the two, the one with more control, but it wasn’t one-sided and Priya was going to be the undoing of her. Priya tasted better than anything she’d ever put in her mouth, and the erotic sounds she made as Rosalie toyed with her quim made Rosalie want to do this for hours. Until she was starved for actual food. 

“Deeper.” Priya shifted slightly. A swathe of fabric landed on Rosalie’s head with a soft whoosh, as Priya wrapped her other hand around the back of Rosalie’s neck. Rosalie scraped her teeth over Priya’s quim, then dragged herself up to her feet. She kept her hands in place, one hand on Priya’s backside, the other with two fingers as deep as she could reach inside Priya. The gown hung over her forearms, awkwardly in the way of her view, but somehow more erotic by hiding Priya’s curls from her gaze. 

“What are you doing?” Priya asked, and Rosalie kissed her hard. After a few minutes, she pulled back for breath. 

“This.” She bent her head again and sucked on Priya’s nipple, pert through the camisole. The current style of corset began under the nipples, giving her mouth easy access. 

“Oh.” Priya’s moan became a word of wonder, and Rosalie sucked her nipple into her mouth. At the same time, she thrust with her fingers, and brushed her thumb over Priya’s most sensitive peak. Priya came undone, her head falling backwards against the window as she cried out with pleasure. Rosalie lifted her head to kiss her and drink in her breathy moans. 

“Oh, thank you.” Priya grazed her hands slowly down Rosalie’s spine and gripped her backside. She was so close, it wouldn’t take much to slip her hands down Rosalie’s backside, and inside her. Rosalie used both her hands to hitch her skirt around her waist. Priya held her hands for a moment and leaned forward to kiss her. Rosalie’s heart skipped a beat. No, she couldn’t read too much into it, but damn if it didn’t make her want to keep Priya forever. An impossibility. The longing disappeared almost before it could form into a proper thought, because Priya’s clever hands moved just as she imagined, with a long stroke over her buttocks and between her legs. Because Priya’s arms were wrapped around her, their bodies were pulled tight together, with Priya’s head tucked low between Rosalie’s breasts. As Priya pressed a long finger inside her, Rosalie begged for more. Actually begged. 

“You are so wet.” Priya explored along and played, and each stroke sent a rush of heat surging inside Rosalie. 

“Tasting you did that to me.” 

Priya glanced up with her brown eyes sparkling, and her mouth twitched at the corners. “And one day I hope to return the favour, but I think you don’t need that now.” 

“I just need you.” Rosalie’s body was taut, ready, on edge. All it would take was... 

“Yes, oh, God. That’s it.” A stream of needy words flew out of Rosalie’s mouth as Priya fingered her with her arms wrapped around her. Desperate and quick, slick in her wetness, and Rosalie ground her hips against Priya’s body in the same rhythm. Wanting, wanting, until her orgasm hit her with the strength of a thunderstorm. The best bloody orgasm she’d had in years and definitely worth the stream of curses that flew unbidden from her mouth. 

After a long pause, and many loud breaths from them both, Priya tilted her head. “Such delightful language from a bank manager. Do you talk like that when you lose money?” 

Rosalie could barely form a word. “No. It’s just... for you. That was special.” 

Priya stretched up to kiss her on the forehead and their height difference meant her fingers slipped out of her. Rosalie wanted to squeeze her legs together and keep her, like a silly youth. She could get addicted to this, the way Priya made her feel alive and free again. 

“Special enough for such language.” 

Rosalie frowned. “I didn’t pick you for a prude?” 

“No.” Priya laughed. “My family run a ship building company. I’ve heard it all before. But from a staid bank manager... Actually, no, you have a skilful tongue. It’s not that much of a surprise.” 

If anyone had asked her, Rosalie would have said she was beyond blushing—too old for such nonsense—but Priya made her cheeks ablaze. 

“Thank you.” 

“Oh, no. Thank you. I had a marvellous time.” Priya ran her hands down Rosalie’s arms until she reached her hands, then gave them a squeeze. “Shall we join the others?” 

“I need a few minutes to compose myself.” Rosalie felt almost hungover, swoony, after that. Her knees were wobbly. She couldn’t imagine walking out to see her friends and definitely wasn’t going to be any good for conversation for a while. In fact, she thought she might just go home. Would Priya come with her for more? 

“Sure. Take your time.” Priya slid away from her, shook out her dress, undid her buttons with competent fingers, then turned to look over her shoulder. “I’ll see you later?” How could Priya appear so put together with a simple flick of fabric? It was unfair given how unbalanced Rosalie felt. 

“Absolutely. I wouldn’t miss it.” Rosalie wanted more than to see her again later. She wanted to keep Priya with a desperation that was, quite frankly, unseemly. It would take her some time before she was ready for company. She managed a little wave as if it only mattered as much as it appeared to matter to Priya and stood in the room with her arms hanging helplessly at her side, unable to move further until Priya left. As soon as the room was empty, Rosalie collapsed into a chair, her breath still ragged and her shirt still spread wide with her corset exposed. She licked her bottom lip, remnants of Priya’s salty taste filling her mouth again. What on earth had just happened? Was it just her age that meant she took longer to recover? She wasn’t that bloody old. Just completely overwhelmed by a stunning orgasm with a beautiful woman. She needed to go home and recover, to regain her sense of purpose. Further conversation had been rendered impossible. How could one orgasm with a fresh faced, smooth talking young woman bring her to her metaphorical knees? 
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Late summer 1919.

Priya slowed her steps, each one more reluctant as she approached Rosalie Sanderson’s office. She cursed her brother for deciding she should oversee their latest charity project. It was her idea, she should be thrilled to lead this one, but every time she entered this bank to talk about Carlingford’s financial plans with Miss Sanderson, she was reminded of that one night six years ago. It wasn’t that it went badly, more that she’d felt too much, and the intensity of their connection had scared her. She’d been so young back then, naïve in her enjoyment of the world before the war changed everything. It might have been fine without the oddity of Rosalie disappearing—she’d promised to join her in the drawing room for the general discussions—but had simply gone home. When she asked someone about Rosalie, the answer had confirmed that Priya had made a terrible mistake. So she’d kept her distance and would continue to do that despite this project pushing them to work together. 

“Can I help you?” Mrs Patel asked. She’d been Miss Sanderson’s receptionist for as long as Priya had been visiting the bank, an older Indian woman who kept her wooden desk extremely neat with several piles of paper stacked beside her. Sanderson and Sons was a close to a meritocracy as was possible in a city where far too many people weren’t granted more than a basic education. Every time Priya interacted with Mrs Patel, she was reminded of how much she respected the way Miss Sanderson ran the bank. If only she’d managed her personal life the same way... No, now was not the time to relive old regrets, Priya had an important task to achieve today and one that would help many people thrive after the horrors of the Great War. 

“I’m here to see Sanderson about the Rowley Mile project.” It was an annoying name, one that Ashwin had given the project because of some silly joke with their friends James and Rafe who loved racehorses; they lived, breathed, and obsessed about racehorses on their farm in Newmarket. She breathed in and out slowly. Focus. Don’t get distracted by whatever aimless thought wandered through her brain. She was going to need all her focus to get through today’s meeting. 

Mrs Patel traced her hand down her giant diary, even though she probably already knew the days appointments by heart, and nodded. “Yes, you may go in now.” 

“Thank you.” Priya hesitated. The first time they’d met since that night in Bloomsbury before the war had been awkward, but that awkwardness had slowly dissipated over time because they’d focused on business with both of them preferring to pretend that night hadn’t happened; well, that was what Priya preferred anyway. If only she could shake the niggling concern about why Miss Sanderson had been so keen to get her alone that night. The way she’d disappeared afterwards only reinforced Priya’s doubt over Miss Sanderson’s motives. Money brought out the worst in people and Priya had grown up knowing she could never trust that people were interested in her for her own sake. One throwaway comment combined with Miss Sanderson’s non-appearance afterwards had cemented her opinion that her memory of the night’s pleasure was overblown in the face of Miss Sanderson’s actions afterward. Maybe it was only the heightened emotions in the aftermath that created the memory around how explosive their touches had been. 

With a slow breath out, Priya pushed open the door, ready to do battle. This was a good project, and having Sanderson and Sons involved meant they could expand to help more people. The war’s unfortunate impact on society was vast and even with the bank’s help, this project was only a drop in the bucket towards reducing the harm done. On top of the war, the Spanish Flu outbreak had taken an already precarious situation and stomped on the people who were already hardest hit. Rowley’s Mile had to happen—she had to make it happen—so the city of London could begin to heal from all the wounds of war. The familiar chill of guilt pricked at the back of her neck. She had to do this, and if working with Miss Sanderson was what it took, then she’d push past her own issues to heal others. A little rejection, nah manipulation, from years ago was barely a crumb on the scale of things. 
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