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Lady Rosalind Rhees has dedicated her life to being as scandalous as possible--it's the only way she can escape society's expectations. Unfortunately, flirting with ruin hasn't been  as exciting as she'd hoped. 
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				Chapter One

				Castonbury Village, September 1815

				The Castonbury harvest celebrations were in full swing. The courtyard of the Rothermere Arms was lit by blazing braziers, the windows of the inn cast wide open to the mild night. High above, in the deep velvet of the starry sky, the harvest moon was at its fullest.

				Yesterday, the villagers and farmers of Castonbury had flocked to the church to give thanks, but despite the plentiful harvest it had been a sombre occasion, the congregation acutely conscious of the grieving family in their covered pew at the front of the church. The Duke of Rothermere had lost not one but two sons in the wars with France. Lord James, the heir, nine months hence under mysterious circumstances in Spain. And then at Waterloo just three months ago his youngest, Lord Edward. The Reverend Seagrove’s sermon had been subdued.

				His Grace’s family, still deep in mourning, could not possibly host the harvest festival at Castonbury Park as usual. Were it left to the duke, stricken by grief, the whole affair would have been cancelled. His daughters, the Ladies Katherine and Phaedra, were, however, far more sympathetic and determined to find a way to carry on with the tradition of rewarding their father’s tenants for their toil. So it was that the festival was hosted at the local tavern, which bore the family coat of arms, paid for, but unattended by, His Grace or any of the Montague family.

				Lady Rosalind Rhees hesitated at the gatepost of the inn, clutching her cloak around her. The feast was over. Merrymakers spilled out into the courtyard to catch their breaths from the dancing. Some drank thirstily from pewter pots of ale. Others smoked clay pipes. A clutch of children linked hands to form a circle around the corn stack that guarded the entrance. On top was the corn dolly, made with the last sheaves of the harvest. Tomorrow, the dolly would be taken down and hung carefully in the barn of one of the largest of Castonbury’s tenant farms. Next year, she would be ploughed back into the fields. Rosalind knew this because her friend Lady Katherine, whose guest she was, had told her so.

				It was a shame Kate couldn’t have accompanied her here tonight. Rosalind eyed the doorway of the inn with the usual fluttering of nerves that always besieged her at moments like this, when she was on the cusp of doing something she knew she ought not. Six years married to a puritanical man, seventeen before that raised by a puritanical father, made every scandal she created an effort. Not that this was much of a scandal compared to some she had raised in the last two years since she’d emerged from mourning. The Rothermere Arms was no den of iniquity. She would be rubbing shoulders with farmers and travelling harvesters, not rakes and courtesans and gamesters. This was just a country dance, she reminded herself. What did it matter that she had neither partner nor chaperone?

				Throwing back her hood, Rosalind strode boldly towards the door. The Harvest Lord, complete with straw crown, grabbed her by the waist and planted a hearty kiss on her cheek. The reaper’s breath stank of ale, but his eyes were merry rather than lustful. Laughing, Rosalind wriggled free from his grasp. 

				She abandoned her cloak on a convenient peg. Her day dress was a simple affair of pale green figured muslin, the sleeves puffed at the shoulders, tapering tightly down to her wrists. Sea-green ribbons decorated the modest décolleté. She wore no jewellery, and instead of dancing slippers, a pair of tan kid boots upon her feet, having walked through the woods to the village from Castonbury Park. She wore no evening gloves and most certainly dangled no dance card from her wrist. Smiling to herself, her heart beating with excitement, Rosalind made her way towards the scraping of fiddles coming from the taproom.

				* * *

				He had never really been one for dancing. Not that he had lacked opportunity, for the long, arduous campaigns that had taken him through Spain, Portugal and ultimately France had been spiked with embassy balls, diplomatic gatherings and ad hoc parties in the officers’ mess. But though his hard-earned rank made him eligible, his reputation made him courted, and the very rough edges of his upbringing had long ago been smoothed over, Major Fraser Lennox was not a man who enjoyed the pomp and ceremony that accompanied such affairs. He found the dancing insipid, the finer nuances of sophisticated flirting tedious, and he was not inclined to adultery, no matter how many excuses the gore and guts of war, the imminence of death that hung its pall over them all gave the wives who offered themselves to him. It was that same pall of death that had kept him single. He would not take a wife when the odds were he would make her a widow before long.

				It was a lonely life, but it was the only one he knew, and now it was over he had no idea what to do with himself. Rootless and restless, Fraser did not miss the act of war, but he missed the cut and thrust of campaigning, the constant testing of his nerve and stretching of his intellect. He missed the edge it gave to life. At heart, he was a bold and reckless man; it was what had made him such a successful soldier. He feared how he would fare, leading a life that required none of those qualities.

				Which was not to say he was incapable of enjoying this gathering of honest working folk celebrating an arduous year’s labour. It was a pleasant enough interlude before the main event that had brought him here to Derbyshire. He had danced, enjoying the carefree gusto that the Castonbury villagers threw into the rollicking reels and jigs. He had danced with the prettiest girls and the oldest women. He had danced with the Queen of the Harvest and with Mrs Moffat, the landlady. It had been fun. It had been a very pleasant distraction from the very unpleasant task that lay ahead tomorrow. But Fraser was tired now, contemplating a walk to clear his head before retiring, when he saw her framed by the doorway and immediately changed his mind.

				It was her hair he noticed first, a flaming Titian red, piled carelessly up on top of her head. She was not stick thin but nicely curved. What’s more, she didn’t have that pale, about-to-faint look about her that seemed to pass for beauty these days and that he could not abide, having seen too much real hunger and want in his travels. This woman exuded health. Energy vibrated from her, from the deep, vibrant red of her curls, which seemed to have a life of their own, to the crimson of her lips, the glow on her cheeks. And those eyes. Big blue eyes. Fraser had always loved big blue eyes.

				Who the devil was she? Not a villager, that was for sure. One of the Castonbury servants? A lady’s maid, unable to keep to the family mourning? Abandoning his position by the window embrasure, Fraser decided to find out for himself.

				He was a moment too late. Before he could reach her one of the villagers beat him to it, putting an arm around her waist and pulling her, unresisting, into the crowd. The tables had been drawn back against the wall to form a dance floor on the flagstones. Three fiddlers played a raucous tune. Fraser watched as she danced, swaying gracefully, smiling up at her partner as he steered her clear of an overexuberant couple just in time. She was lovely. Not beautiful, but lush. Not as young as he’d first thought. Not a girl, but a woman. Built like a woman too. Hips. He liked a woman to have hips, though perversely, he didn’t like the way her partner obviously liked her hips too. The man’s hand was on her bottom. She wriggled free, placed his hand back on her waist, still laughing, so that the farmer took no offence. A light touch she had, though she was obviously no light touch.

				When the music ceased, she was immediately claimed by another. And then another. Fraser watched, content to watch, content to bide his time.

				* * *

				Rosalind was aware of him watching as she was whirled and spun around the confined space. Out of place among the villagers, he was tall, and had about him an air of authority. He was well-built too. While neither wiry nor brawny, there could be no doubting the muscle under that coat. A rather well-cut coat it was too. He had a rugged face, tanned, with a vicious scar the shape of a crescent moon curving across his cheek. The skin was new there, pulled tight and painful looking. He had dark hair, slightly longer than was the fashion. Meeting his gaze, she encountered a pair of grey eyes. Lines crinkled at their corners. Too much sun, or too much something. She flushed and looked away, concentrated on not tripping, on keeping up, but every time she snatched another glance their eyes met.

				As she changed partners again, Rosalind wondered why he did not ask her to dance. She could ask him, she told herself. She had done so, audaciously, before. A wager, that had been, at some high-society ball. She couldn’t remember the man in question. This man would not be so easy to forget. It was that which stopped her from asking. She sneaked another look at him as she passed, and he smiled at her. Sort of smiled, anyway. Though she hadn’t meant to, she found herself meeting his gaze yet again. He was—compelling. Perspiration prickled the small of her back. Why didn’t he just ask her to dance?

				Then the music paused, and he stepped forward at last. ‘My turn, I think,’ he said, and caught her in his arms as the fiddlers started up again, surprising them both at how quickly he moved them out of reach of her astonished partner. Perversely, she was irritated at not having refused him. ‘You were rather rude to that young man,’ Rosalind said breathlessly. ‘We were not finished our dance.’

				‘Then he should have put up more of a fight.’

				‘You did not give him much of a chance, and I wouldn’t care to bet against you if he did.’ She’d been right about the muscles. There was no reason for that to excite her, but it did. She wondered what they would feel like flexing beneath his bare skin, and was astonished to find herself wondering, horrified to feel herself flushing. ‘What are you doing here? You are not one of the villagers, that is for certain.’ 

				‘I could say the same of you.’

				He held her lightly but firmly. Close enough for their legs to brush, for her to feel the heat of his body. Not too close, but enough for her to wish it was, which was most unlike her. ‘Do I detect a northern accent?’ she asked.

				‘Aye, I’m from Scotland, though I’ve not been back for a long time. I didn’t think it was noticeable.’

				‘I like it. You’ve been in the army.’ It was a statement rather than a question. With that scar, that authoritative bearing, those eyes that saw everything, had seen everything, there could be no other explanation.

				He nodded.

				‘You are on your way home then?’ Rosalind probed.

				He did not contradict her. ‘And you?’

				‘I am visiting friends.’

				‘Who did not see fit to accompany you tonight?’

				‘No.’ Rosalind’s hackles rose at the implied criticism. ‘I am six-and-twenty years old, and perfectly capable of taking care of myself.’

				‘In other words, I am to mind my own business.’

				She smiled. ‘I came here to escape.’

				She half expected him to ask why. She was half relieved, half disappointed when he did not. Not that she could have answered. Or wished to. ‘That makes two of us,’ he said instead, surprising her.

				She had to work very hard not to ask what he was escaping from. The music came to a stop. She did not want it to stop. She did not want to dance with anyone else. She didn’t want his hand to let go of her waist.

				‘Come on, let’s get out of here before I have to fight for you,’ he said, ushering her through the door of the taproom as if he had read her mind. ‘It’s Fraser, incidentally. In case you wanted to know.’

				His smile was like his eyes. Warm, and yet reserved. A hard kind of smile. He had a tiny dimple on his chin. She shrugged, trying for nonchalant, though she suspected she failed. Her heart was beating too fast. From the dancing, that would be. ‘It’s Rosalind,’ she replied, ‘in case you were interested.’

				‘Oh, I am,’ he said softly. ‘I’d have thought that was perfectly obvious. Just Rosalind?’

				‘Just Fraser?’ she countered.

				‘Just so,’ he replied with another of those hard smiles. He pulled her through the doorway of the inn, snatching her cloak from the peg as they passed, leading her out into the night. The children were huddled asleep like a litter of puppies against the hayrick. The braziers were starting to die down. The village street was deserted.

				What happened now? Rosalind wondered, but did not ask, for she did not really want to have to deal with the answer, nor, more particularly, to make any decisions to counter whatever he had in mind. So she allowed herself to be led farther into the night, away from the main street of the village towards the path she had walked earlier. ‘It is so dark here in the country compared to the city,’ she said, gazing up at the sky. ‘but it is a—a softer dark, don’t you think?’

				‘Comforting rather than threatening,’ Fraser replied. His smile was fleeting but complicit too. ‘No one can see us, you mean. And no one will know.’

				It was exactly what she’d meant. It was exactly how she felt, as if her actions, whatever her actions turned out to be, were not her own. In the city, the dark was always edged with danger. In the city, such a dark was threatening. In the city, her own lust for excitement, her desire to push at boundaries, was always laced with caution coupled with a reserve she feared she would never overcome. Her inheritance, she thought of it. Here in the country, the night was like a comforting blanket.

				As they reached the edge of the Castonbury woods and stood in the shelter of a huge tree, Rosalind felt none of the trepidation that had kept her teetering on the brink of the indiscretions for which she was unfairly reputed. ‘No one will know,’ she agreed softly as she allowed the angled trunk of the tree to support her. ‘In this night, on this night, we could be anyone.’

				Fraser leaned in closer. ‘Anyone? Oh, no, I don’t think so. I don’t want anyone here but you.’

				The bark of the tree was knobbly against her back. Her hair caught in it. Her heart was pounding erratically. The only thing she was afraid of was that he would not kiss her. And he was hesitating. Seeking reassurance, she realised. So different from all those others. ‘Not anyone,’ she whispered, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him against her. ‘Only you. Just you.’

				She was rewarded with the heat of his body against hers, his breath on her cheek, then his mouth on hers as he repeated her words. ‘Only you. Just you.’ And finally, he kissed her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Rosalind had been kissed many times. Chaste, dry kisses from her husband, a fleeting prelude to the doing of their marital duty. Bartholomew feared pleasure even more than he feared God, and had therefore ensured that for both of them it was a matter rather of enduring than enjoying. Since he died, and Rosalind embarked upon her wanton widowhood, she had been kissed passionately, ardently, sloppily, half-heartedly and even cruelly. Some had been more pleasant than others, but she had never been able to switch off her inheritance, that little watcher who lived in her head and kept her just detached enough to ensure that she never got carried away.

				Tonight, her little watcher seemed either to have fallen asleep on guard, or to be giving her tacit permission by his silence. This kiss was different because she wanted it. She really wanted it. She wanted him, the man who was Just Fraser. His mouth fit hers in a way that no other had. He kissed her gently, his lips warm, soft, inviting. Tempting, but not demanding, and because he made no demands, she was tempted.

				‘You taste of the night,’ she said breathlessly.

				Fraser’s hands cupped her face. His thumb stroked the sensitive spot behind her ear she hadn’t known was sensitive. His kiss warmed her from the inside. ‘You taste of velvet,’ he replied. ‘I want to wrap you around me. So soft.’

				His words made her shiver, made her want to do as he said, enfold him. ‘So hard,’ she said, blatantly arching against him. It was the night. No, it was not just the night, it was the man. This man. He was the kind of man who would catch her if she fell. She let herself fall, just a little, and opened her mouth to him. His tongue licked into her, and the heat inside her spread, creeping down, an aching trail to her belly, to her loins.

				She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him closer. His body was so solid. Broad shoulders, which her hands swept over, his breath a little faster on her cheek as she did so. Her own breath too, faster. His hair was thick, tangled in her fingers, coarser than her own. There was a graze of stubble on his cheek. A rasp of it on her skin. She liked it, the contrast of it. She stroked the length of his jaw. His tongue touched hers and she moaned, letting go a little more, clutching at his face, pulling him closer, kissing him deeper then deeper still until she lost track of time. 

				* * *

				It was he who stopped eventually, lifting his mouth from her just enough to look at her. ‘Rosalind.’

				His voice was ragged, which was exactly how she felt. ‘Fraser.’ It was all she could manage, struggling to come back from the distant, delicious place his kisses had transported her to.

				‘Rosalind.’

				Throaty voice, heaving chest, but he was smiling now, as if he could not quite believe this was happening. ‘Fraser?’ she repeated, smiling too.

				‘Rosalind, this is ridiculous. I will not ravish you against the trunk of a tree, no matter how ravishing you may be.’

				There was laughter in his voice and in hers too when she spoke, for it was ridiculous, the situation, but it was also marvellous. ‘You take rather too much for granted,’ she said teasingly. ‘Even were you so inclined, I would not allow you to ravish me.’

				‘No?’ His fingers traced the lightest of paths down her neck to her shoulder, then skimmed under the folds of her cloak to rest on her waist. He nipped the lobe of her ear. ‘Is it the situation that deters you, Ravishing Rosalind, or the company?’

				He kissed her neck. Beneath her cloak, his hand stroked up her side to cup the weight of her breast. She bit back a soft moan. Her nipples hardened in response. She leaned back against the tree trunk, arched her back just enough for her thighs to brush his, and had the satisfaction of hearing his sharp intake of breath. For once she was enjoying the wielding of power, utterly bereft as it was from any sense of answering threat. This man would not try to take what she would not give. Which made her want to give. More. A little more. ‘The situation is certainly not conducive,’ she said.

				Fraser laughed at this, though it was more of a growl, and it raised the hairs on the back of her neck in the most delightful way. ‘Yet you followed me out here willingly enough,’ he said.

				His thumb was moving over her nipple now. Despite the layers of gown and chemise and corset, she could feel it. His other hand was below her cloak too, cupping her bottom. She moved against him, the tiniest of movement, the most sinuous of touches, enough to feel the hard length of him against her. ‘I do not recall that you gave me much of a choice. Besides,’ she said, ‘I wished to take the air.’

				‘Are you telling me you’ve taken sufficient air now?’

				His rhythmic caress stopped. In the shadow of the moonlight, she could barely make out his expression, but she did not need to. He was calling her bluff. Rosalind hesitated. She ought to say yes. Almost any other of the men she kept company with would take that for a cue to persuade her, but this man, she was certain, would not. She was not ready for him to walk away. Her body felt alive. Humming, thrumming, taut. Every cliché she had ever read, but she felt it. Rosalind shook her head. ‘I have not,’ she said, and pulled him to her, fastening her mouth on his.

				* * *

				This time when he kissed her, Fraser eased some of his restraint. It astounded him how much he wanted her. This time their kiss was more ardent. It was ridiculous, just as he had said, for two grown people to be kissing in the open air with only a tree trunk for a prop, but it was also intoxicating, and he did not want to stop. Not that it would go much further. Not that he would try. Not that she would permit it. But still…

				Her tongue tangled with his. Her body writhed against his. She had such delicious curves, his hands could not help but cup and mould and stroke. The soft shelf of her breasts above the neckline of her gown. The swell of them, irksomely corseted, beneath. The flare of her hips, and the sweet curve of her rear. The delightful arch in her back as he pulled her harder against him. The softness of her thighs against his. The ache as she rubbed against his erection. He drew his breath in sharply as she did so.

				She smelled musky, of some exotic perfume mixed with soap and the saltiness of her perspiration from dancing. Her skin radiated heat. ‘So hot,’ he murmured. ‘I could almost believe your hair was fire.’

				‘It was the dancing.’ Her hands fluttered under his coat, stroking down his back, clutching at the tensed muscles of his buttocks, then back up under his waistcoat so that there just his shirt between her hands and his skin. ‘But you are hot too.’

				He kissed her throat. ‘And I was not dancing.’ He nudged her against the tree trunk.

				‘Then it must be this.’

				She pulled him between her legs, kissing him, touching him, urging him on with soft little moans, making him wild, almost desperate for more. ‘We are adults, not overwrought adolescents,’ he said feverishly, his hands roaming, stroking, urgent.

				‘Far too old to be carried away by lust,’ she agreed lustfully. 

				‘Far too old.’ He hitched up her skirts and she helped him do so.

				‘Absolutely,’ she said, then gasped as his hand slipped beneath her petticoats to find warm flesh covered by the thinnest layers of silk and cambric.

				She wrapped one of her legs around him. Her cloak fell back, and he kissed the quivering flesh of her breasts, licking into the squeezed-tight valley between them. Her hand skimmed the front of his buckskins to lie flat on his erection. Blood coursed to thicken it. If he did not stop now…

				He did not want to stop now. His fingers found the opening between her pantaloons. He did as she did, flattening his hand against her sex. He could feel her curls on his palm, feel the heat and damp of her sex, radiating. Above them in the tree, something rustled. He looked up and caught sight of the moon.

				Rosalind followed his gaze. ‘A harvest moon.’ 

				‘Symbol of fertility,’ Fraser said wryly.

				‘And madness.’

				She was looking at him now. There was something in her eyes—uncertainty, hesitation. The merest hesitation, but it was sufficient. Fraser forced himself to remove his hand. ‘Is it madness?’

				‘Probably.’

				‘You are probably right.’ Fraser sighed. ‘We have had enough of the night air, wouldn’t you say?’

				Would she? She should. Rosalind righted herself. ‘I think we are both a little drunk on it,’ she said regretfully, pulling her cloak around her. ‘That, and the moon.’ She shook back her head and met his gaze full on. ‘I should have heeded Kate’s warning. She told me it was potent.’

				‘Kate?’

				‘The friend I am visiting. I should go.’

				‘May I escort you there?’

				Rosalind shook her head firmly. ‘It is but a step.’

				She did not wish to be seen with him, that much was plain. Was she ashamed? More likely—and quite rightly—simply cautious of her reputation. Though she had left the inn with him boldly enough. Fraser was torn. She was right to go. It was madness for him even to consider asking her to stay, pure folly to contemplate finishing what they had started, but he hadn’t wanted anything for so long that was exactly what he was contemplating. Even though the last thing he wanted was any sort of entanglement. Except that when he looked at her, he could think of nothing but entanglement. He ran his hand through his dishevelled hair. ‘You will not be insulted if I tell you that I wish it could be otherwise.’

				‘On the contrary, I would be insulted if you wished it so,’ she replied with a hint of a smile. 

				He couldn’t help but laugh at that. ‘Aye, well, that is some consolation.’ A cloud scudded over the moon, and Fraser’s laughter faded. ‘You know, I am not the sort of man who usually takes advantage. I doubt you’ll believe me, but I was on the point of retiring when you walked in tonight. I don’t know what I was thinking—I wasn’t thinking—but I do, you know. Usually.’

				‘So too do I. Usually. Despite my reputation for doing otherwise.’

				Her voice had changed, there was a sharpness to it now he did not like. Irony. Sarcasm. Bitterness. He caught her hand as she turned from him. ‘What were you escaping from tonight?’

				He thought she wouldn’t answer him, and then she did. ‘Myself. And you?’

				‘The same. Rosalind…’

				But she had slipped her hand free again. ‘Goodbye, Just Fraser,’ she called, and began to walk quickly down the path that led through the woods. He took an instinctive step towards her and then stopped. What was the point? Already she was but a shadow. He watched her until she disappeared, then turned back towards the village. Picking his way past a slumbering farmer slumped in a hard chair in the hallway of the Rothermere Arms, Fraser was already beginning to wonder if he’d dreamed the whole encounter.

				* * *

				Rosalind and Kate had the huge dining room at Castonbury Park to themselves. Kate’s father, the Duke of Rothermere, took his breakfast gruel in his rooms. Mrs Landes-Fraser, the duke’s dead wife’s sister who had moved to the great house to take charge of her two nieces upon their mother’s death, took tea and bread and butter in her bedchamber. Phaedra, Kate’s sister, had piled a plate high from the covered dishes that lined the sideboard, devoured it in a few minutes and fled to the stables where she spent most of her time.

				‘It seems such a waste,’ Rosalind said, indicating the virtually untouched platters of kidney, eggs and sausages from which only Phaedra had partaken.

				‘I expect the servants eat most of it,’ Kate replied, buttering a bread roll. ‘I have tried to suggest that it’s unnecessary, but despite the fact that my father has more or less taken up residence in his rooms since we had the news about—about Edward—he insists that everyone else carries on as normal. Though, to be honest, since we’ve been pretty much an all-female household for some time, with all my brothers and my cousin Ross away, I think it has been some considerable time since we have done anything like justice to breakfast.’ Kate poured herself a second cup of coffee. ‘Never mind that—tell me, did you enjoy yourself last night?’

				Rosalind took a sip of coffee, debating the various replies to this question. Having lain awake most of the night reliving the evening, she was no closer to understanding her behaviour. Across the table, Kate was looking at her quizzically. No point in prevaricating, Kate would see right through her with those too-perceptive blue-grey eyes of hers. ‘I think so,’ she said cautiously.

				‘You think so? How intriguing.’ Kate leaned her chin on her hands, placing her elbows on the table in a way that would have had her aunt clucking in horror. ‘I scent a scandal, do tell.’

				Rosalind laughed. ‘I am the wanton widow, of course there is a scandal.’

				‘My dear, your reputation, as you very well know, is as much undeserved as mine,’ Kate said acerbically. ‘You may keep company with rakes and harlots because by doing so you hope to make up for those years spent incarcerated with that puritan tyrant of a husband, but keeping company is where it ends. In fact, I am willing to bet that despite all your attempts to have the world think otherwise, there has been no one either before nor since Bartholomew to dock at your berth.’

				‘Kate! Your language is quite shocking,’ Rosalind exclaimed with mock horror.

				Her friend grinned. ‘I learned that one from a streetwalker in Covent Garden. I have been working with a new charity to rescue such women, you can have no idea how colourfully they speak.’

				‘Actually, I can.’

				Kate chuckled. ‘Yes, but my point is that while you undoubtedly have had any number of vicarious experiences, you have none that are first-hand.’

				 Rosalind began to cut her crusts into small squares on her plate. ‘You are right. The sad fact is that I find the whole experience of intimacy really rather—well, off-putting. I thought it was simply a case of ousting Bartholomew’s disgust of the whole matter by some alternative experience but—’ She broke off, blushing wildly.

				‘Ros, as you know, I too found it disappointing,’ Kate whispered. ‘I wonder if it’s simply that some women are not capable…’

				‘Yes, that is exactly what I thought. Exactly. Until last night.’ Rosalind pushed her breakfast plate aside. ‘Kate, I still can’t quite believe it, I can’t believe what I did—I can’t believe that I actually regret not doing more, but it’s true. Last night, I met this man.’

				‘Rosalind!’ Her friend’s eyes were wide, her narrow face avid with interest. ‘Who?’

				‘I don’t know. A stranger. He is not from here, merely travelling through. A Scot. It doesn’t matter who, I will not see him again, but—Kate, for the first time ever I could understand why women cast their reputation to the winds. When he kissed me…’

				‘He kissed you! In the Rothermere Arms!’

				Rosalind burst out laughing. ‘I thought you were unshockable.’

				‘So too did I,’ Kate said wryly.

				‘Not at the inn. We danced there, in the taproom, and then we went for a stroll in the woods and it was there that he kissed me. And when he did, Kate, I swear it was different from anything. I felt—I felt—I don’t know how I felt, but I didn’t want it to stop.’

				‘And did it?’

				‘Two grown people with only a tree for a prop,’ Rosalind said with a soft smile, remembering his words, ‘of course it did. Eventually.’

				‘My God! So it is true what they say of the harvest moon then?’

				‘Well he was certainly potent enough, but whether it was to do with the moon or not…’ Rosalind pushed her chair back and went over to gaze out the window, cooling her heated cheeks on the cool pane.

				‘And now?’

				She turned back to face into the dining room and shrugged. ‘And now nothing, Kate. It was just a—fleeting fancy We were strangers who passed in the night, that is all.’ She threw herself back down in her chair with a swirl of petticoats. ‘Actually, that is not all. I think I will make some changes to my life. I’m bored, and kicking over the traces simply isn’t helping—I’m just as bored with that. I need something else. Some other excitement. Last night I felt alive. That’s what I want.’

				Kate smiled wanly. ‘That is what we all want.’

				Rosalind was immediately contrite. ‘I’m so sorry, that was tactless of me,’ she said. Her instincts were to give her friend a hug, but she remembered that Kate hated to be touched, and instead contented herself with leaning across the polished breadth of the breakfast table to press her hand instead. ‘You must miss your brothers dreadfully.’

				‘I keep expecting them to come walking through the door. If they had been living at home, I think I would have accepted it more easily—you know, their absence would have been more obvious. But because they were both away in the army, it is as if they are still there. Am I making sense?’

				‘Perfect sense.’

				Kate sniffed. ‘Phaedra feels it worse than I. She and Ned were so close—and so alike. She spends all her time down at the stables—not that she ever did anything else—but it is different now. Her horses are her only consolation, and though she has been forbidden to ride out while we are deep in mourning, I cannot bring myself to reprimand her for doing so. She is hiding from facing the facts, she won’t talk, and I am no use at all to her, so if her horses help—well, I shall not be the one to stop her.’

				‘What about your other brothers?’

				‘Giles is in London, hiding just like Phaedra. You have most likely seen him more recently than I, since you share a taste for the shadier reaches of society. He is probably trying to drink himself into oblivion. And Harry too. He was with Ned at Waterloo, you know. But he too is hiding in work—a new post, something diplomatic that he won’t talk about. Neither of them want to come to Castonbury, and who can blame them. Too many memories. I wish they were here today, though.’

				‘Today?’

				Kate began to crumble her untouched bread roll. ‘We had a note yesterday from an officer who fought with Ned. A Major Lennox. He is here in Castonbury. He has brought some of Ned’s effects and a commendation from Wellington himself—which we knew about, of course, from Harry, but it seems this major has to deliver it. He comes today for an audience with my father. Rosalind, I know it’s a lot to ask, but if you would sit with me, I would very much appreciate it. This commendation, it is an honour, I know, and I hope it will help my father, but I can’t help feeling it will be difficult, meeting a man who was actually there with Ned when he—at the end. I don’t want to break down in front of Phaedra. Will you sit with me?’

				‘Dearest, of course I will. If you are sure I would not be intruding.’

				Kate shook her head. ‘No. My father probably won’t even notice.’ She got to her feet. ‘Major Lennox arrives at noon. We are meeting in the drawing room.’

				Rosalind looked down at her bright primrose morning dress. ‘Then I had better make haste and change.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Fraser drove himself to Castonbury Park in a gig borrowed from Albert Moffat, the landlord of the Rothermere Arms. He had known Edward Montague’s family was influential, but he had thought nothing of it. Passing through the huge ornate gates under the watchful eye of the gatekeeper, he was taken aback by the sheer grandeur and beauty of the stately pile in front of him.

				The grounds were extensive. Rolling parklands to the south stretched back to a tree-lined horizon. The main entrance he had come through faced north, the wide carriageway sweeping through more formal grounds and gardens. Two lakes, Fraser noticed as he drove slowly by, the larger with an island in the middle, separated by a suspiciously rustic bridge. A little pavilion on the farthest stretch of water suggested there would be good fishing. Then came Castonbury Park itself. Neoclassical, with the pleasing proportions of the Palladian, in style, the frontage, which was flanked by two galleries curving out to an east and west wing, consisted of an imposing colonnaded portico that reminded Fraser of the Palais Bourbon in Paris. The tall windows on the main floor were pedimented. Behind them Edward’s family, twice bereaved by the war, waited for him to provide them with consolation.

				Handing over the reins to a waiting footman splendidly clad in scarlet-and-gold livery, Fraser felt a craven impulse to turn around. A hand-cast medal, a hand-written commendation from Wellington, a few personal belongings bound in a trunk were all he had to offer. What consolation could any of those be? If Lord Giles was anything to go by, none. He’d met him and his rather less forbidding sibling Lord Harry at their club in London, thinking that one or both the brothers would prefer to be the bearer of his news to their family. He’d been wrong. Lord Giles, now the heir apparent to the dukedom, had no intention of going to Derbyshire in the near future, and Lord Harry was about to take up a new post abroad. Fraser had thought at first that they didn’t care. Upon reflection, he realised they cared too much, and could not find it in his heart to blame them even if he wished fervently, now the day was come, that one of them could have had a change of heart.

				He wished it was over. Writing bland letters, making of the bloody reality something palatable in the aftermath of battle for bereaved families was bad enough. Facing them was a thousand times worse. Fraser, who had never once faltered in the line of duty, who was famed for his fearlessness, could almost believe he would rather take up arms again than execute this final commission.

				Inside a gloomy hall dominated by a vast number of stone pillars he was relieved of his hat and gloves by a sepulchral butler. Fraser had dressed with care for this visit. His hat was beaver, his gloves York tan. He had polished his Hessian boots to military perfection himself. His pantaloons were an elegant grey and without a wrinkle, his linen crisply white, his waistcoat sombre. His dark blue cutaway coat of superfine with its polished brass buttons was, Scott, the tailor, had assured him, the latest style. Having lived most of his life in uniform or buckskins, Fraser had been forced to outfit himself from scratch in London after he sold out. Scott had been recommended by a fellow officer. Holby, who made his boots, by another. Well-born and well-healed, these gentlemen had clearly not considered the expense. Fraser was base-born and for much of his life down-at-heel. Fortunately, he had invested very wisely over the years, and though he still flinched at the cost of his new attire, it had hardly made a dent in the allowance he had awarded himself from the capital the manager at Coutts’s bank had been more than happy to keep safe.

				‘His Grace will receive you in the drawing room with the ladies,’ the butler, who was called Lumsden, announced, turning towards a set of stairs at the rear of the great hall.

				‘Ladies!’ Fraser exclaimed.

				‘Lady Katherine and Lady Phaedra, Lord Edward’s sisters. Mrs Landes-Fraser, who is their chaperone and His Grace’s sister-in-law. Miss Araminta Montague will not be present.’

				‘Miss Araminta?’ Fraser repeated dumbly. He had never heard of an Araminta or a Phaedra or even a Katherine, never mind a Mrs Landes-Whatever.

				‘Miss Araminta is Lord Edward’s cousin,’ Lumsden explained, obviously disdainful of his ignorance. ‘And Mr Ross Montague, who is currently in India, is her brother, so he will not be present either.’

				‘I had not realised. I thought it would just be the duke.’

				‘The family has been much affected by the deaths of the eldest and youngest sons, Major Lennox,’ the servant said, unbending a little. ‘The circumstances of Lord Jamie’s death are as yet unknown. It was felt—to be frank, sir, both Lady Kate and Lady Phaedra insist upon being present. They hope that hearing the details of Lord Edward’s bravery will be some consolation.’

				‘I doubt the real details would give them anything but nightmares.’

				The butler paled. ‘Forgive me, Major, but may I ask, did he suffer?’

				It was the question they always asked, the truth they never wanted to hear. Fraser closed his eyes. The noise, the stench, the horror of that last and bloodiest of battlefields were never far from him. The war haunted him. It haunted all of them who survived. Opening his eyes again, he found the butler’s anxious gaze fixed upon him. The man had obviously been very fond of Edward. Most likely he’d grown up on the estate, and would have known the lad when he was in short coats. Fraser shook his head. ‘He didn’t suffer,’ he lied, as he always did, touching the old man reassuringly on the shoulder.

				‘Thank you, Major Lennox. That is some consolation at least.’ Lumsden gave him a small smile, all traces of his former disdain now gone. ‘Now, if you will follow me, I will take you to the family.’

				Fraser followed him up the stairs into a magnificent reception hall on the main floor of the house, which seemed to be made entirely of marble. Lumsden opened the door of the drawing room. It was a lofty room, ornately corniced. Blue damask walls, blue window hangings, a number of huge gilded matching-blue sofas set against the walls, giving the impression of being some sort of oppressively formal underwater chamber. 

				The Duke of Rothermere sat alone on the sofa at the far end. A faded man, was Fraser’s first impression, a shadow of his former self by the looks of it, thin, grey, leaning heavily on a gold-topped cane. An older woman and a very young one, both dressed in black, sat on another of the sofas, the former still as a statue, the latter moving restlessly, clasping and unclasping her hands, looking as if she would flee at any moment. Nervous, and on the verge of tears, by the looks of things. The younger sister, Lady Phaedra, Fraser surmised. On the third sofa sat another woman in mourning with an interesting face who must be Lady Katherine. And beside her, the only person not clothed in black…

				Dark red hair. Lush red mouth. And blue, blue eyes.

				Rosalind. Dear God, it was Rosalind. What the devil was she doing here?

				* * *

				Rosalind thought she was seeing things. She screwed her eyes tight shut, rubbed them, and opened them again, but he was still there—only slightly blurry now. Fraser. Just Fraser. Who was being announced as Major Lennox. How could she have been so bloody stupid as not to have put two and two together before now?

				A startled look from him told her that he was equally astonished by her presence, but he so quickly regained his composure that it was a small consolation. He was bowing over the Duke of Rothermere’s hand. It was not the most accomplished of bows, not really nearly low enough, especially not for Kate’s father, who was such a stickler for etiquette, but for once His Grace didn’t seem to mind.

				Fraser—Major Lennox, for God’s sake!—was every bit as—as compelling by the light of day. He was dressed carefully, neatly, but without flamboyance, just as she would have expected. The scar on his cheek was more livid in this light. It must have been deep, for it was obviously still healing. His appearance really was most—manly was the word that sprang to mind. Rosalind quickly suppressed a smile. Such a very overused word, manly, but so wholly appropriate. Really, she could quite forgive herself for having been so carried away last night. Was that a relief, or not? Lord, she had no idea, but what she did know, was pretty certain of, was that seeing him again was giving her ample grounds for regretting she had not allowed herself to become even more carried away.

				‘May I offer my deepest condolences for the loss of your son, Your Grace.’

				Fraser’s words cut into Rosalind’s thoughts, making her feel horribly guilty. She cast a sideways glance at Kate, who was holding herself rigidly and eyeing Phaedra just as surreptitiously. The younger girl looked to be upon the verge of tears already, but catching her sister’s eye, she tossed her head back and managed a smile. Not a watering pot, and determined, despite her youth, to hold herself together, Rosalind thought admiringly.

				Obeying the duke’s regal nod to be seated, Fraser—she just couldn’t think of him as Major Lennox—had embarked upon a careful account of Lord Edward’s last battle. It sounded, Rosalind couldn’t help thinking, like something from the Iliad, with the duke’s youngest son in the role of Hector, all nobility and bravery, with nary a hint at blood and gore. Lord Edward was a lion, a Trojan, an Ajax. The personal recitation signed by the Duke of Wellington himself, and the hand-cast medal that Fraser now passed reverently into the duke’s hands, were so well deserved as to make them superfluous, he seemed to be implying.

				‘You must be proud of your son, Your Grace,’ Fraser continued, and it was almost a command, the way he said it, Rosalind thought, her admiration growing. ‘He died bravely and without pain. He died for the country he loved, wearing the colours he revered. Without people like Ned—Lord Edward—who made the ultimate sacrifice, we would still be at war.’

				It was not lies, she was sure, but it was a vast distance from the truth. Rosalind waited for the duke to say so, but to her astonishment the old man smiled. It was a weak smile, but it was the first she had seen from him in this visit. He kissed the medal too. A quick peek at Kate showed that she was also moved, furiously blinking in an effort not to cry.

				Phaedra, on the other hand, had given up any attempt to keep her emotions in check, and had leaped to her feet. ‘May I see that, Papa? May I hold Edward’s medal?’ Clasping it to her breast, she turned to Fraser. ‘Thank you, Major. I can’t tell you how much it means to hear—to know that Edward did not suffer, to hear that his loss was of value. I can’t tell you,’ she said fervently.

				‘Indeed, Major, may I add my thanks to my sister’s.’ Kate’s tone was more measured, but there was no doubting her sincerity. ‘It must have been very difficult for you to face us today. It was most kind of you to take the time to come to Castonbury. Forgive me, but we cannot help but notice you yourself have also suffered.’

				‘Nothing. This was nothing,’ Fraser said, though Rosalind noticed he had to stop himself midway, as his hand went to touch the scar.

				‘You will stay,’ the duke said in his quavering voice. ‘I too am very much obliged for the consideration you have shown us in coming here. There was never any doubt, of course, that Edward must have died bravely. He was a Montague, it must have been so,’ he continued with a touch of his old arrogance. ‘But still, it has been most reassuring to have that confirmed. You will stay, Major, and dine with my family.’

				It was not a request but a command, as everyone in the room was perfectly well aware, but nonetheless Fraser shook his head. ‘Thank you, but I will not intrude any further.’

				The duke looked quite taken aback, but his eldest daughter intervened. ‘Indeed, Father, Major Lennox has given us quite enough of his time, and no doubt has business of his own to attend to,’ she said. ‘I will see you out, Major.’

				‘No need, Kate. I shall see to it.’ Rosalind had spoken, leaped to her feet before she’d even realised she meant to do so. ‘You will wish to speak to Phaedra,’ she whispered in explanation, earning herself a grateful look from Kate and feeling immediately guilty, but unable to help herself. She had not thought to see Fraser again, but now he was here there was no way on earth she wasn’t going to snatch some time alone with him. There was nothing worse in the world, in her opinion, than ‘if only.’ Edward Montague had been cut down in his prime. She could not help but think of all the life he was missing. Now fate had given her a second chance, and she was not going to miss it. Whatever it may mean.

				Fraser said his formal goodbyes without looking at her. She took his arm and led him out of the room, and still he looked straight ahead. Only as the door of the drawing room closed behind them, and she crossed the marble hall, down the staircase to the great hall did he visibly relax, and she realised just how tense he had been. ‘Thank God that is over,’ he said softly.

				‘You pitched it perfectly.’

				Fraser stopped dead on the stairs. ‘You knew?’

				‘That you told them what they wanted to hear rather than the truth?’

				‘Ned was a brave lad.’

				‘I don’t doubt it. Nor do I doubt that your account was very much sanitised, and I very much admire you for it. As I said, you pitched it perfectly. I meant it as a compliment, Major.’

				‘So formal! Last night, I was just Fraser.’

				Rosalind blushed. ‘About last night, Major.’

				‘No. Let’s not, not here,’ Fraser said, looking around the gloomy space with its myriad of pillars. ‘It’s like a damn crypt. Take the air with me, Rosalind.’

				It was exactly what she wished, and exactly what she knew she ought not to do. ‘It is Lady Rosalind, I’ll have you know,’ she said, turning her nose up.

				Fraser laughed. ‘Is it, by God! Take the air with me, my lady.’

				‘I took the air with you last night.’

				‘You did, and it was one of the most enjoyable experiences of my life.’

				‘I ought to go to Kate,’ Rosalind said, not because she believed it but because she felt she ought to.

				‘Lady Katherine will be best left alone with her sister. Come for a drive with me, Ravishing Rosalind, what possible harm can it do?’

				‘Two adults, in the open air. Why, nothing at all!’ Rosalind declared, laughingly surrendering to temptation and the shocking hope that he would prove her utterly wrong. ‘Wait for me while I fetch my hat.’

				* * *

				‘Tell me your history, Lady Rosalind. Tell me what brings you to Castonbury. Tell me your hopes and your dreams and your nightmares. But before you tell me anything,’ Fraser said, grabbing hold of her wrist and pulling her up into the gig beside him, ‘tell me that you are not married.’

				‘Of course I am not.’ She met his serious look with one of her own. ‘I am many other things, but I am not unfaithful. Are you?’

				Fraser shook his head. ‘Many other things, but not unfaithful,’ he said with just the right note of mockery in his voice. ‘I have never been wed, unless you count the army as a wife.’

				‘Do you?’

				Fraser picked up the reins and urged the horse into a trot. ‘It’s the only family I’ve ever known, that’s for sure. I joined up as a drummer boy when I was twelve.’

				‘What of your real family?’

				‘I am the bastard son of a Highland laird and his laundrywoman. Or so they told me at the orphanage in Glasgow. No, don’t look at me like that, I have no need of your pity. It was a tough rearing, but if nothing else it was a right good grounding for soldiering. It taught me to fight, and it taught me that you have to fight to survive.’

				‘It’s a lesson you obviously learned very well, since you’ve survived nigh on twenty years of war.’

				‘Aye, though there have been times when I’ve wondered if I would.’

				Rosalind touched the scar on his cheek. ‘Is it painful?’

				‘To look at, certainly.’

				His tone was sarcastic, but Rosalind was not fooled. ‘When I saw you today, I thought only that it looked as if it was still healing. I thought it must have been very deep to have taken so long to heal since Waterloo. What I did not think was that it was in any way repellent. On the contrary. As you must be perfectly well aware, Major Lennox, if I did not find myself quite bafflingly attracted to you, I would not be seated by your side in this rather smelly gig, which I fear must have been used at some point in the recent past to transport livestock, allowing you to drive me out into the country without an escort. Do you, incidentally,’ she asked, looking around her at the country lane upon which they were now travelling, ‘have any idea where we are headed?’

				‘Do you care?’

				‘Do you always answer a question with a question?’

				‘Would you prefer, Lady Rosalind,’ Fraser asked, pulling the gig to a halt, ‘if I answered you instead with a kiss?’

				His smile did strange things to her insides. The way he was looking at her too, with intent, made her stomach churn, made perspiration break out on the backs of her knees, of all ridiculous places! ‘Fraser, you cannot mean…’

				‘Rosalind.’ He pulled her towards him. ‘I can.’

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				And he did. And the moment his lips touched hers, she was extremely glad that he had. He tasted the same. The feel of lip on lip, tongue touching tongue, was exactly the same as last night. Desire and wanting positively surged through her in a way that she would have scorned, had anyone else suggested that such a thing could happen. She opened her mouth, she let out a soft little moan, she wrapped her arms around his neck to pull him closer, and she kissed him back with what could only be described as fervour.

				She kissed him, and he kissed her. He nipped at her lower lip. She nibbled on the little dent in his top lip. He kissed her hard, mouth-crushingly hard, and then he kissed her with just the lightest touch of lip on lip, and the most tantalising lick of tongue, and she teased him back, as if they were fencing. They found new ways to kiss, leaning this way, leaning that, open more, closed more, sucking, licking, succouring, demanding, until they were both panting heavily, until they were both left staring dazedly at each other, clothing in disarray, hair in disarray, emotions in disarray.

				‘I believe you,’ Fraser said finally, with one of his stomach-clenching smiles.

				‘What?’ Rosalind gasped. She feared she must look like a fish out of water, but that is how she felt. ‘Believe what?’

				‘That you don’t find my scar repellent.’

				‘Oh. Well, I am glad to hear that. Is it your only scar?’

				‘Lord, no, I have several more. Why?’

				‘Are you perhaps a little worried that I mind find some of them repellent?’ Rosalind said, matching his smile with one of her own, which she hoped would also have the same effect.

				‘Would you — are you offering to reassure me, Lady Rosalind?’

				She could see, with immense satisfaction, from the way his pupils dilated, feel from the way his hand tightened around her waist, that she had been successful. ‘These injuries you suffered, they were all in the course of duty, were they not?’ Rosalind murmured, nibbling on his ear. ‘I would be failing in my duty as a patriot if I did not show you my appreciation of your suffering.’

				‘And it would be quite wrong of me, I suppose, to deny you?’

				She laughed. ‘Oh, I would not wish to force myself upon you, Major. If you feel that it would be too much to bear…’

				Fraser swore, put her from him and picked up the reins. ‘The only thing I could not bear,’ he said, urging the horse, which had been quietly cropping at the verge, into as near a gallop as the staid beast could manage—which was not very near, truth be told—’would be if you changed your mind. You have until I find us a suitable place to continue this conversation in private to do so.’

				Rosalind clutched at the side of the gig, for though the horse was not exactly cantering, the track was deeply rutted and full of holes, and the gig was making contact with almost every one. ‘Do you mean private, as in indoors?’ she asked after a while.

				Fraser grinned. ‘No, I mean private as in right here.’ He pulled on the reins and brought them to a halt by a small wood. Leaping down, he looped the reins over a tree stump, then held his hand out to Rosalind. ‘I spent most of last night regretting that we came to our senses. When I saw you there, in that great big house, I couldn’t believe my luck. If all this war-making has taught me anything, it’s that you don’t often get a second chance. I don’t know what it is about you, Lady Rosalind, but I haven’t ever wanted any woman the way I want you. I don’t know what that means or if it means anything at all, except I want you now. Right now. Here, in the open air, in the full light of day. I want you. I just want you. Just Rosalind.’

				No pretty speech, no flowery stream of complements, no fancy declaration could have had anything like the impact of his words. Rosalind jumped down from the gig. ‘I felt the same when I saw you. I feel the same now. I thought the same too, almost exactly. Life is too short to let it go by. I want you every bit as much. Just Fraser,’ she said, taking his hand and leading him into the woods.

				* * *

				The track through the trees led them to the edge of a small body of water. Too small to be called a lake, it was in the shape of a figure of eight, the banks mossy, the water obviously shallow, judging by the thick reeds that covered most of it. Above them, the autumn colours formed a canopy of russet, gold and brindled yellow. Below, the leaves that had fallen were darker shades of copper and brown, already softened by the damp, peaty soil underfoot. A hush hung over the place, their steps were muted, the light filtered through the trees was dappled. The place had a magical quality about it.

				‘Did you know about this?’ Rosalind whispered, looking about her in awe.

				‘No idea.’

				‘I think we must still be on Montague land. The Castonbury estate is extensive and we have not come so very far, but I have never been here before. What do you think that is?’ Rosalind nodded to the small wooden building that clung to the edge of the little lake.

				‘Privacy,’ Fraser said, smiling. ‘It’s your last chance, Rosalind.’

				‘Not my last, our second, and I think we have already both agreed not to let it go by.’

				He laughed at that, just as she had intended, but his laughter had an edge to it that told her he was not immune to the nerves fluttering in her stomach. A swift kiss reassured her, but as he led the way to the wooden structure that was not much more than a hut, Rosalind’s anxiety threatened to get the better of her.

				‘It’s not much,’ Fraser said, throwing open the door, ‘but it’s dry and it’s clean.’

				It was a square space, lit by a skylight in the roof. A wooden chest revealed a thick rug, which Fraser threw onto the floor. There were several small stools, the type used by fishermen, stacked in a corner, along with a selection of angling rods. Was she really going through with this? Rosalind wondered. Because if she was not, now would be the time to tell him. Did he think her experienced? Did her lack of any real experience, save the vicarious kind, matter? The need to reclaim her life, fuelled by the infinite sadness of the young life lost forever from Castonbury, and flamed by desire for this man, looking quizzically down at her, had brought her here. But was she sure?

				‘Is this really what you want?’

				Rosalind could not help but smile. ‘Can you read minds?’

				‘I know my own.’

				‘Tell me.’

				‘I want you, but only if it’s what you want too. It’s important that you feel the same.’

				‘I do. About both things.’

				‘But?’

				She gave a little shrug, blushed a little, but forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘I’m not very experienced.’

				‘Rosalind, do you care about my experience?’

				‘I—I hadn’t thought about it.’

				‘I want you. Just you. Don’t you understand?’

				She nodded. She put her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him. ‘I do now,’ she said, and kissed him.

				This time their kisses followed a more defined path. They sank down together onto their knees, still kissing, but their hands roamed more, anxious for contact, to learn shapes and contours, anxious to please. Rosalind’s hat went first. Then Fraser’s coat. Then her pelisse. She had always thought that the removal of clothes was an awkward thing, but this was a delightful game. The buttons of a waistcoat. The buttons of her morning gown. A necktie. The laces of her corset. Why was it that an exposed throat against a white lawn shirt could be so alluring. She breathed in the scent of him as she kissed him there and licked over his pulse. Male skin, masculine skin, manly skin. So different. So foolish, her thoughts, but she didn’t care.

				He returned her caresses, licking down the column of her throat and making her arch back in pleasure. The curve of her breasts now, exposed by the loosening of her gown. His kisses gave her goose bumps. She tugged his shirt free from his pantaloons. There was the groove of a scar on his back. His stomach muscles rippled under the flat of her palms. He pulled her gown down, over her arms to her waist and then yanked his shirt over his head. Pressing her tight against him, her breasts flattened against the hardness of his chest, he kissed her mouth savagely but not brutally, and she liked it. It was as if he had turned up her internal temperature with that kiss. The rough hairs of his chest felt scratchy on her breast, and she liked that too. She scraped her nails down his back. He eased her down onto hers, and pulled her gown off.

				And all the time he murmured her name, told her how lovely she was, what she was doing to him, what she was making him feel. She was silent at first, afraid to speak lest she sound foolish, but gradually she joined in, telling him that she liked this, and that, and wanted more of that. He untied the ribbons at the neckline of her chemise, and pulled it down to reveal her breasts. For a breathless moment he stared down at her, his eyes dark, his cheeks flushed, his scar pale by comparison. Then he caught her nipple between his lips and sucked hard, making her cry out with pleasure.

				He worshipped her breasts, there was no other way to describe it, and she worshipped him for worshipping. There seemed to be no end to the pleasure he took in stroking, cupping, licking and suckling. She thought there could be no end to her pleasure either, but it was becoming unbearable. He had set up a path, from her nipples to her belly to her thighs, centring between them. Inside, deep inside her, she felt so tight and hot, so tense, so desperate for release, but she did not want her release to be alone.

				Pushing him onto his back, taking him by surprise enough to do so, Rosalind straddled him. Her hair was coming down, long curls of it bright on his skin. There was a round, jagged indent in his shoulder. A bullet wound, old. She kissed it, feeling its contours with her tongue. Another scar on his belly, white with age, the shape of a sickle. She kissed that. Her breasts brushed against his chest. The rough hair felt delightful on her hard, aching nipples. She moved, teasing them both, nipples on skin, excited by the way his belly clenched in response, but much more excited by the hard, solid length of him she could feel between her legs, through her chemise and his pantaloons.

				Determined to raise him to the same fever pitch as he had raised her, she kissed his nipples, sucked at them and licked. His hands clutched at her bottom, fingers sinking into the soft flesh of her thighs, pushing her hard up against his erection. She wriggled down his body, wrestling with the buttons of his falls as he kicked off his boots with some difficulty. Panting now, both of them, he helped her remove the last of his clothing. Still on top of him, she surveyed the result. Naked man beneath her. Sold. Muscled. Scarred. And potent.

				She touched him carefully, the length of him, the girth of him, weighting and caressing. Imagining. Watching his face to see the effect of her touch. Relishing it. He cupped her breasts as she cupped the potent heat of him. She leaned towards him to kiss him, hot mouth, different now, their thrusting tongues a definitive prelude as he rolled her onto her back, rucking her chemise up, lifting her legs up so that he could kneel between them, kissing her mouth, then swiftly moving down, pushing apart the legs of her drawers, and kissing her sex.

				Rosalind cried out. She knew of such kisses, had heard much discussion of such kisses in the low company she kept of late. Women lamented the lack. Men demanded reciprocity. But no one had ever described just how it felt. Hot. And incredibly intimate. And unbelievably arousing. She felt as if his mouth had found the centre of her, the tight, curled, pulsing centre of her, and his kiss, his delightfully circling tongue, was making that centre swell, take over her world, until she had no option but to surrender to it, to let it drag her up, over, and then explode, splinter and shatter.

				But even as she did, she was crying out for him, for more of him, clutching frantically at his shoulders, her mouth seeking his, her hands feverish on his skin, tugging and clutching and stroking, her nails digging into him, tearing at him, in her desperate need for them to meld, join. In the unstoppable, driving urge to have him inside her.

				He rolled onto his back and once again she was straddling him, but this time there were no layers of clothes to impede their joining. The tip of his shaft, then the length of him, slid into her as he supported her. She leaned forward to kiss him, and felt the frisson of friction as her movements made him move inside her. She needed no encouragement then to ride him, and he let her set the pace. Slipping and sliding, then pounding and pulsing. Holding him tight inside her, then letting him go. His thrusts, the slick, thick feel of his length picked up the echoes of her climax and sent her over the edge once more. She cried out wildly, leaning back, grinding down on him, then thrust hard, several more times, deliberately slow and hard, watching his face all the time, watching him unravelling, losing control underneath her, feeling him thicken inside her, feeling the first ripple of his own climax, just in time to roll from him as he came, his cries muffled by her mouth, her lips, kissing him hard, drinking in his pleasure, pouring forth her own.

				* * *

				They lay panting, damp, hot, on the musty blanket on the wooden floor of the hut, spent and sated. Rosalind gazed in wonder at Fraser, at the marks she had added to his body, at the slick of sweat, at his heaving chest, his still-tumescent manhood. She felt glorious. Full of life. Inflamed with life. She felt utterly and completely satisfied, though pretty certain that within a very short time she would be ready for more. She couldn’t help smiling. Catching Fraser’s gaze, she saw her joy and pleasure reflected on his face. He laughed, a deep, skin-bumping laugh, and pulled her to him. Her hair was a curtain over them. There was no need for her to ask if she had pleased him, any more than he needed to ask the same of her. Something wonderful had happened. They just knew.

				But later they did talk, and she finally answered the questions he had asked what seemed like a lifetime ago when they had set out in the gig. She told him it all, right up to the frustration she felt with her life, the need for change, the desire to have a life, though she had no idea what she meant.

				‘Any more than I do,’ Fraser said. He had pulled his coat over her back, but his hands were stroking her rhythmically beneath it, up from the swell of her derriere along the line of her spine and back down. The tails of his coat were tickling the backs of her knees. Her breasts were crushed against his chest. Their legs were entangled. She couldn’t tell, lying here, which parts were his and which hers. No, that was not wholly true. There were some parts that were unequivocally his. They were skin and flesh and blood and sweat mingled. Even the scent of them was different. A new scent, salty and musky. Sex.

				‘What will you do, now that you have left the army?’ she asked.

				‘I have no idea.’

				‘Do you wish to settle down?’

				‘That’s one of the things I’m certain I don’t want to do. It’s not for lack of funds, mind. I’ve not enough to buy an estate like Castonbury, but I dare say I could afford something along the lines of that Dower House of theirs if I wanted to. I don’t though. I’ve seen a fair bit more of the world than most, but it’s a big world, and life is short.’

				Rosalind sighed enviously. ‘I would love to travel.’

				‘Why don’t you? You’ve the money, you said.’

				‘It is different for a woman, Fraser, don’t tease me. It would be dangerous, for a start. And yes, before you ask, I do like the idea of danger, but not the sort that would actually cause me physical harm.’

				‘What sort do you mean?’

				Rosalind chewed on her lip, a frown drawing her brows together. ‘I suppose I mean the thrill of the unknown. I want to wake up each day and wonder what it will bring. I want the chance to pit my wits against others. I want — oh, I know it sounds silly, but I want my life to be exciting. Unpredictable. I want to take chances.’

				‘You took a chance on me today. Do you regret it?’

				She laughed, a full-throated laugh that startled her, for it had a sultry quality about it she hadn’t known she possessed. ‘Not only do I not regret it, Major Lennox, but I am quite willing to take another chance on you, right now.’

				‘And if, Lady Rosalind, I am not willing?’

				He was looking at her as if he was quite prepared to devour her, and it was really quite a heady experience. ‘I think,’ Rosalind said, throwing off his coat and pushing herself upright, stretching her arms above her head, arching her back and enjoying the effect of all this on Fraser, ‘that I can persuade you.’

				‘You are very confident of your abilities, my lady.’ He held the weight of her breasts in his hands, running his thumbs over her nipples in the most tantalising of caresses.

				She shifted down his body, pushing his legs apart so that she could kneel between them just as he had done to her. Her vicariously debauched life was proving useful after all, for she knew exactly what she was going to do. ‘Major Lennox,’ she said, wrapping her hand around his thickening shaft, ‘I have cause to be.’

				She flicked her thumb over the sensitive tip of him. He bucked under her. She bent over him, her hair trailing over his thighs.

				‘Rosalind.’ His voice was quite hoarse. She looked up, still holding him, and raised an enquiring eyebrow.

				‘You have every cause to be,’ Fraser said hoarsely.

				She laughed, her newly discovered throaty laugh. And then she set about proving, with mouth and lips and tongue, that he was quite right.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				At Rosalind’s insistence, Fraser dropped her at the gates to Castonbury Park before returning himself to the Rothermere Arms in the village. They did not discuss what happened next, but nor did Fraser make any plans to leave.

				Walking slowly up the sweep of the drive to the big house, Rosalind’s mind was curiously blank, floating like her body in the aftermath of her first truly satisfying experience of lovemaking. She did not want to think, nor to analyse nor to discuss what had happened. Kate was too distracted to notice that she was being palmed off with a half truth when Rosalind said that she had spent the afternoon outdoors enjoying the countryside, but by the next morning over breakfast, when the two friends were again alone, it was a different matter.

				‘What are you smiling at?’ Kate asked.

				‘Was I?’

				‘You were.’ Kate’s shrewd gaze met Rosalind’s across the breakfast table. ‘You look as if something particularly pleasant has happened to you. What were you up to yesterday?’

				‘I told you, I was enjoying the fresh air.’

				‘Alone?’

				Rosalind wished her friend were not so sharp. She tried not to blush, but she could feel the telltale heat spreading across her cheeks.

				‘You were with him, weren’t you?’ Kate said.

				‘You knew I was, for you saw us leaving,’ Rosalind replied. She was flustered and realised too late that Kate had not actually made the connection between Major Lennox and her harvest moon mystery man. But Kate had certainly made the link now, for she dropped her coffee cup with a clatter into the delicate china saucer.

				‘It was Major Lennox? Rosalind! My God.’ Kate burst into a peel of laughter. ‘Did you know? Before he walked into the drawing room yesterday, I mean?’

				‘No. It was a—a shock.’

				‘I’ll wager it was. I can’t believe I didn’t notice.’

				‘You naturally had other things on your mind.’

				‘Yes. He told us a very consoling story, didn’t he? Oh, don’t look like that. Of course I knew it was a story, but I confess, Rosalind, I’m glad he did. Even though I knew that at the very least he had glossed over some of the facts, it helped. In time I may even come to believe it was the truth. Phaedra already does. And Smithers, my father’s valet, says that His Grace slept with the medal under his pillow.’

				‘Fraser did not mean to deceive you, Kate.’

				‘Oh, goodness, I know that. He seems like a very nice man. Is he?’

				She had known him less than two days, but Rosalind had no hesitation in answering. ‘He is,’ she said with conviction, ‘very nice.’

				‘So what happens now?’

				‘I think I must return to London. I have intruded on your family’s grief long enough.’

				‘You plan a fresh start?’

				‘Whatever that means. A change, certainly.’

				Kate stared down into her empty cup, running her index finger round the rim. ‘There will be a fresh start here at Castonbury Park of sorts, soon enough. Father is not fit to look after the estate, and though he has a sound enough manager, William Everett does not own the land. Jamie is—is dead and Giles is now the heir to the dukedom, whether he likes it or not. He must come back from London and take up the reins before his heritage falls to rack and ruin.’

				‘I did see Giles, a few weeks ago in London. If you’ll pardon my speaking bluntly, Kate, it is he who has gone to rack and ruin. If you can persuade him to come here…’

				‘It is not a question of persuasion, but one of duty. And it is our father who must see to that,’ Kate said brusquely. ‘You have not answered my question, Rosalind. Does Major Lennox feature in your future plans?’

				‘You are as tenacious as a terrier.’

				‘Yes, I am.’

				Rosalind laughed. ‘The truth? I would like him to, but I have no idea what to do about it. Do you have any advice?’

				‘The truth?’ Kate pushed back her chair and got to her feet. ‘Don’t be like me, Rosalind. Circumstances, combined with my own very ill judgement, have tied me to a life here doing my family’s bidding. You have the means to escape and no ties to keep you. You can have a life of adventure, excitement, passion, if you wish it, or you can lock yourself away from the world and enjoy a life of solitude. Whatever you do, do it on your own terms. That is true freedom. Now, I must go and see how my aunt. She has agreed that we can put off some of our blacks for greys, and that means we must stop off at Ripley and Hall, the cloth merchants in the village, before visiting the seamstress in Buxton.’ Kate surprised her by giving her a quick hug. ‘Today is a fresh start for all of us, it seems.’

				* * *

				Kate had given her much food for thought, but no concrete advice. Telling herself that it was foolish beyond measure to consider any sort of future based on such a very brief—if also exceedingly intimate—acquaintance, Rosalind took herself off to the village in the hopes of another chance encounter with Fraser. Though when she bumped into him coming out of the Rothermere Arms, she forgot all about feigning surprise and simply smiled up at him like a besotted puppy. ‘You haven’t gone,’ she said inanely.

				‘Did you think I would, without saying goodbye?’

				‘No. Yes. No. I don’t really know anything about you.’

				‘You should know enough to be sure that I wouldn’t just walk away without a word, Rosalind.’

				He was serious, and he was also right. ‘I did. I do.’

				‘Walk with me, wont you?’ He took her hand and tucked it into his arm. ‘Show me some of the parklands at the big house. Tell me how the family do. Did my visit help?’

				Upon this matter, she was able to reassure him. They walked and talked of everything and nothing, noticing little of Castonbury Park’s rusticated landscaping, nor its extensive formal gardens, nor any of the carefully constructed aspects that the architect Robert Adam had so thoughtfully taken into account when positioning the house. Only when they reached the fishing pavilion at the top of the biggest of the lakes did they take stock of their surroundings, and only then because the pavilion could not but remind them of yesterday.

				The slow burn of awareness that they had both been carefully ignoring flickered into vibrant life between them as they stood with their backs to the pavilion, staring out over the water at the island. ‘Rosalind, you know that for me, yesterday was not just a—a—it was not like anything I have experienced before,’ Fraser said. 

				‘It was the same for me.’

				‘Thank God.’ He put his arms tight around her and kissed her, swiftly but hard, so that she was in no doubt that she had been kissed. ‘I haven’t slept. I wasn’t able to sleep.’ Fraser leaned back against the wall of the building, staring up at the pale blue of the sky. ‘All night, I kept telling myself that it was just my imagination, telling myself that it was folly, to even consider—but I have considered. I can’t help but consider it.’

				‘What?’

				‘Us. The future. Whatever it is. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t really care too much, as long as you’re in it.’ He pulled her back into his arms, his eyes alight with excitement. ‘Take a chance, Rosalind. I can’t tell you what you’d be taking a chance on. Life. Adventure. Us. Come away with me.’

				Her heart was thudding wildly. Recklessness, that’s what it was that had her in its clutch. And passion too. Everything seemed to be intensified as she stood there in his arms. The light. The grain of the wood from which the fishing pavilion was constructed. The smell of the damp grass they were standing on. The lap of the water on the lake. Her skin felt stretched, yearning for his skin. And her mouth for his. ‘Come away where?’ she asked, realising as she did so that the question of whether she would or not was already answered.

				‘Anywhere.’

				‘France? Corsica? Spain?’

				‘Greece. Egypt. Turkey, if you like.’

				‘America,’ Rosalind said, laughing now.

				‘Arabia,’ Fraser countered, pulling her tighter against him.

				‘Australia,’ Rosalind said, rubbing her cheek against his, turning her head to nuzzle a soft kiss on the jagged outline of his scar.

				‘New Zealand,’ Fraser replied, running his hand down her side, brushing her breast, her waist, settling on her hip.

				‘The North Pole,’ Rosalind said, her lips just touching his.

				‘The North Pole,’ Fraser agreed. ‘We will go to the North Pole, and the South Pole too.’ And then his lips fastened on hers.

				She kissed him back, aware that her kiss was a promise, deepening it so he would know it was so. Her breathing was ragged when they stopped.

				‘You mean it?’ Fraser asked. ‘Just like that? You’ll take a chance?’

				Rosalind laughed. The same throaty, sensual laugh she had discovered not twenty-four hours ago, though it had grown in confidence. ‘Just like that,’ she said. ‘I’ll take a chance.’

				They made love in the little bathhouse that was formed underneath the fishing pavilion. Though they were wild for each other, they made love slowly, knowing that this was the first of however long their lifetime together would be. The took their time kissing, touching, as they divested themselves of their clothing. Their mouths lingered in creases and curves, watching each other, smiling at each other, tangled up in each other, and then finally joined, inside each other, perched precariously on the edge of the sunken bath, slowly pulsing, pushing, rousing each other into a climax that was all the more fierce for having been so long delayed.

				They did not speak their feelings. In time, perhaps they would. Perhaps they never would. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that there would be time.

				‘You will write and let me know where you are?’ Kate said anxiously.

				‘And that I am safe, you mean?’ Rosalind said.

				‘That you are happy is what I mean.’

				‘I am happy now,’ Rosalind said, moving closer to Fraser in the gloom of the great hall. ‘Who knows what the future will bring.’

				‘Wherever you are, it will be more exciting than being at Castonbury,’ Kate said. ‘Nothing ever happens here.’

				‘I met Fraser here.’ Rosalind stepped forward to embrace her friend. ‘It’s true,’ she whispered, ‘what they say about passion. It can happen. It has happened to me, and I can give you several years. Don’t give up hope.’

				Kate’s smile was sceptical. ‘Take care of her,’ she said to Fraser, taking him by surprise and shaking his hand firmly. ‘Now, go, the pair of you, or I shall cry and I have shed enough tears for a lifetime. I won’t wave you off. I’ve done enough of that too.’

				A brief salute and she turned her back, running lightly up the stairs, leaving Lumsden to see to their departure. The post chaise and four that Fraser had hired was waiting on the carriageway, their baggage already strapped to it. As she settled into the squabs beside Fraser, and the horses headed at a walk down the drive, Rosalind leaned out the window to look back at Castonbury Park. ‘You know, there is a whole world here, just on this estate,’ she said. ‘Gardeners, servants, farmers, villagers, shopkeepers, even clergy, as well as that extended family living in the big house. I wonder, if we came back a year hence, what differences there would be?’

				Fraser pulled her back into the carriage. ‘No doubt there will be a hundred different stories to tell, but right now I’m only interested in one. Ours.’ He leaned forwards and produced a bottle of champagne with two crystal glasses, which he gave Kate to hold while he loosened the cork. It popped just as the carriage turned out of the gates. The ruts in the road made the champagne slop about the glasses as they clinked together.

				‘To our story,’ Fraser said, ‘whatever it may be.’

				‘To us,’ Rosalind replied, sipping the warm bubbles. ‘And to Castonbury,’ she added, ‘a place of beginnings.’

				Fraser leaned over to kiss her, and then across her to pull down the window blind.

				‘What are you doing?’

				He raised his glass and drained it in one gulp. ‘Another first, my love,’ he said, pulling down the other blind. ‘At least, for me it is.’

				‘You can’t mean—in the carriage?’

				‘Ah, so it is a first for you too. Excellent. And I do mean it.’ He was already shrugging himself out of his coat. ‘Now,’ he said, gazing at her with a devilish look in his eye, ‘I think we should start the way we mean to go on. You choose. Which way would you like me?’

				Rosalind swallowed her champagne and threw the glass onto the opposite seat. ‘I think I shall learn to like you any way,’ she said, ‘and every.’

				* * * * *
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