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      Lady Harriette, Pride and Prejudice Untold Series Book Three, was written to be read and enjoyed as a stand-alone full-length novel.

      Indeed, Lady Harriette was written during National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) in November 2012, several years after the completion of the initial series books.

      Although not required reading, the earlier books in the series, To Have His Cake and What He Would Not Do, provide a glimpse into Colonel Fitzwilliam’s courtship – some might say conquest – of Lady Harriette Middleton.

      If you love stories about Jane Austen’s Colonel Fitzwilliam, you’ll love this story, which prominently features Darcy and Elizabeth, too.

      

      
        
        This story contains mature content.
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      As the story goes in To Have His Cake (and Eat it Too) and its sequel, What He Would Not Do, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam enjoyed making light of Darcy’s deep affection for Miss Elizabeth Bennet in what seemed destined to be an unrequited love. After Darcy won Elizabeth’s heart and made her his wife, Richard continued his wont of taunting his love-sick friend.

      

      Now, the proverbial shoe is on the other foot. It’s Darcy’s turn to make light of Richard’s struggles to prove himself worthy of pleasing the woman in his life. Can Richard stay true to his purpose or will the worrisome winds of ill fate intervene?

      

      Past is Prologue …

      

      After his father threatened to cut him off financially for what the Earl of Matlock deemed his son’s debauched, heedless way of life, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam set his cap at young Lady Harriette Middleton. A second son whose habits of taste demanded he marry a woman of substantial means, Richard’s sole intention was securing her dowry. Having entered her bedchamber under the cover of darkness, he set upon his course. He promised to court her, to win her heart, to marry her.

      

      Lady Harriette, the only daughter of one of the wealthiest peers in England, never accustomed herself to accept 'no' for an answer. Richard meant to change all that. She likened his declaration to win her heart as more of a challenge than a promise. By the end of their whirlwind courtship, it was unclear who was pursuing who.

      

      The Continuing Story Unfolds …

      

      Their hasty courtship and subsequent marriage notwithstanding, Richard finds himself deeply in love with his beautiful wife. However, having seduced his innocent young bride, a single question haunts him—does he truly deserve his happiness?

      

      Her husband’s lack of fortune never concerned Lady Harriette— she loves him. Young, spirited, and confident, she has always enjoyed a charmed life. When Richard’s past lands on their doorstep, suspicion rears its head, and Harriette’s questions go unanswered. Seeking explanations on her own is her only recourse. Will she uncover more than she bargained for?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “If it proves so, then loving goes by haps;

        Some Cupid kills with arrows, some with traps.”

      

        

      
        William Shakespeare

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 ~ That Doth Fade

          

        

      

    

    
      Derbyshire 1815 - Beaconwood Park Estate

      Large leather-bound ledgers, littered with randomly scribbled notes and figures, laid scattered about the rich mahogany desk. Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam drummed a disinterested beat on his wing chair’s arm. The makings of a long, tedious day loomed large when his best friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy, whose expression riddled with worry, leaned forward and placed both hands on the only uncluttered spot he could find.

      “Tell me more about the tempest brewing amongst the tenants on the lower east side of the estate. I understand you have spent a prodigious amount of time attending them this past week.”

      Disquieted, Richard nodded. “Indeed, but to no avail.” In truth, the endeavour had been a complete waste of his time. Now retired to the life of the landed gentry, he considered being a landowner and the master of a large estate as having its advantages. Huddling over ledgers on such a fine day as this did not figure amongst them.

      “I would much rather have spent my time otherwise engaged. If only the steward had not abruptly taken off, I might enjoy more leisure.”

      Lightly tapping his fingers in rhythm on the desk, Darcy said, “I confess there is no substitute for a good steward. However, some things are best attended personally. From what you have confided in me, this is one of them. Beaconwood now belongs to you. Who better than you to understand its inner workings? Besides, I suspect your former steward was part of the problem. It is a good thing he is gone.”

      “A good thing it may be; however, the situation leaves me with the tiresome task of hiring a new one.” Richard puffed his cigar. “The sooner I find someone to take over the everyday management of the estate, the better. My dear wife is eager to spend much of the Season in town. With a bride as young and lively as Harriette, I hardly relish the prospect of not joining her. In fact, I am particularly keen on accompanying her.”

      Averting his gaze to a painting on the wall, Darcy settled back in his chair. He said nothing.

      Richard arched his brow. “I take it from your silence you second my opinion.”

      “Far be it from me to interfere in a husband’s relationship with his wife. I leave such unsolicited manner of officiousness to you, my friend.”

      Richard cleared his throat. “You are determined to make me suffer for everything I have ever said about you and your tortuous devotion to Elizabeth during the earlier months of your—courtship.” Richard laughed. “I only did what I did and said what I said out of genuine concern for you and your reputation as a man’s man. It does not do to give the fellows cause to pity you a love-sick puppy.”

      “I must keep your gallant generosity in mind the next time I observe you behaving thus.”

      “Oh, you shall never witness such a pathetic spectacle from me.” Richard stood and stretched his long legs. “At any rate, I truly appreciate that you and Elizabeth are here. Whilst Beaconwood does not offer the finer conveniences of Pemberley, at least not on as grand a scale, I say it is well on its way in getting there.” Richard was proud of the many changes since his cousin’s last visit.

      Darcy gazed about the room. “I agree. Her ladyship’s hand is evident in many of the improvements to the house and the rooms.”

      “I shall tell her ladyship you approve.”

      “Perhaps we might pore over the ledgers. I agree. The sooner a new steward is engaged, the better. However, a healthy knowledge of the entirety of estate affairs will serve you well before turning such matters over to another.”

      “Must we examine the ledgers at this moment, old fellow? I would much rather we ride out and talk with the tenants than spend our time poring over accounts.”

      “I am well aware of your preferences. Nevertheless, as master, you must attend all matters, not simply the ones that suit your temperament.”

      “I declare, you remind me more of my father each time we meet.”

      “Your father is a fine upstanding gentleman amongst his peers. I shall consider your assertion a compliment, Richard. Speaking of your father, I believe you said he had lined up a few candidates for steward. Has he provided their names and credentials?”

      “Yes, the information is around here—somewhere. I barely went over it.”

      Darcy examined the untidy desks with piled-high stacks of papers. “Let us start with the list. Afterwards, we shall enjoy a ride out.”

      “If you insist, I suppose I am obliged to do as you recommend.”

      “I do. This matter warrants far more attention than you allow. You would not want a tenant uprising on your hands. Then you might well forget about the joys of the London season with your lovely wife.”

      “I daresay things would never come to that. Goodness, old man, I would not be as fastidious as you for a kingdom.”
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      The view afforded by the large double windows was exceedingly pleasing. Her ladyship favoured this apartment above all the other rooms in the house, save her own. She had taken great efforts in ensuring that it was amongst the most comfortable, on par with the mistress and the master suites. It and the adjacent apartment were the rooms in which her parents, Lord and Lady Stafford, resided during their brief visit. Otherwise, they were reserved for the Darcys. The rooms were well-suited for her in-laws, Lord and Lady Matlock, as well; however, they had never spent more than a few hours at a time at Beaconwood, what with the Matlock estate being such an easy distance away. Were it not for the long hours her husband and his cousin spent huddled together of late, Harriette was sure she would not enjoy the privilege of half as much time with her friend Elizabeth.

      A rather irritable baby commanded his mother, Elizabeth, and Harriette’s undivided attention.

      “What is my little godson complaining about?” she said, maintaining a respectable distance from Elizabeth and the baby. Now that Little William was getting older and rather less delicate, her ladyship was growing more at ease in his presence.

      “This little fellow is getting his first tooth. He is not too happy about it, I am afraid.”

      Her ladyship drew a quick breath. “His first tooth? How do you know these things, Elizabeth?”

      “Harriette, one need only look in his mouth.”

      Her eyes widened. She leaned a tiny bit closer. “May I see?” Elizabeth obliged her curious friend’s request. It was all rather unspectacular as far as Harriette was concerned. She endeavoured to mask her disappointment. An instant later, she resumed her former posture. Harriette frowned. What is that odour?

      Elizabeth merely regarded her friend in that same manner she always did when Harriette’s lack of maternal instincts manifested itself. “Little William needs a fresh change. Would you like to help?”

      Her ladyship sprang from her seat. “Heaven forbid! Is that not the task of a servant? Where is his nurse?”

      “Harriette, you know full well I do not assign such tasks to his nurse out of habit—not when I am quite capable of attending him.”

      “Perhaps you should, Elizabeth. I, for one, would never attempt such a thing.”

      “One never knows. You might surprise yourself.”

      “Indeed, I shall not! I believe it is one thing to eschew social mores as regards ballroom etiquette and the like. It is quite another to discard those tenets when it comes to rearing a child. In that respect, you will find me quite amiable to do just as my mother did when rearing Harry and me.”

      “And what exactly was that?”

      “Harry and I were packed up and sent off to reside with our nurses until we were fit for polite society. I am quite content that any children that Richard and I beget will enjoy the same lot.”

      “You surprise me, dear Harriette. This is the first you have ever spoken of your own children.”

      “Indeed. I am in no particular hurry to suffer the pleasure of bearing a child. I prefer not speaking of such things because I see no point in tempting fate.”

      Elizabeth reached out and placed her hand on Harriette’s. “You were with me throughout my entire ordeal. It would be pointless for me to argue it was not arduous, but you must admit the reward was worth every ounce of the pain. I would gladly suffer all that and more just for the pleasure of this moment with my child.”

      “Of course you are right, and as laborious as it was, I can imagine no place else I would rather have been than by your side in the time when you needed me most.”

      Elizabeth stood and set about the task of changing his soiled garment. “Are you sure you do not wish to observe how this is done?”

      Harriette nearly stumbled in her haste to quit the room. Stopping in the doorway, she spoke over her shoulder. “I am quite certain. However, I would enjoy a ride about the countryside this afternoon. Will you join me?”

      “As much as I would enjoy the fresh air, I believe I will remain close to little William for the rest of the day. Do ask me again tomorrow.”

      “Indeed, and I shall not take no for an answer.”

      Drawing the door closed, Harriette leaned against it. What is Elizabeth thinking? One would never see me performing a wet nurse’s task. She went to her apartment where she espied Becky, her lady’s maid, rearranging her wardrobe.

      “Becky, I believe I shall go riding this afternoon. This is such a lovely day.”

      “Indeed it is your ladyship.” Becky laid out a finely tailored brown riding habit. “Will Mrs. Darcy be joining you?”

      “I am afraid not. As much as I wish Mrs. Darcy would accompany me, it seems she would rather spend the afternoon with the baby than enjoy the fresh, open air.” Her ladyship threw up her hands in frustration. “Please, if you ever detect me behaving so ridiculously over my first-born, do whatever you must do to stop me.”

      Becky smiled. “I am certain your ladyship exaggerates. I wager you will be just as smitten with your first-born child as Mrs. Darcy is with hers.”

      Harriette opened her mouth wide, readying sufficient protest. “Were I you, Becky, I would not stake too much on the prospect.” Both young women smiled. A silent truce was the only way to end that line of discussion, and both ladies acquiesced.
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      Smoke drifted lazily from the chimney of the small house just outside the village of Matlock. Inside, the atmosphere was not as serene.

      “Leave my house! I never wish to lay eyes upon you again.”

      Annabelle Alston lowered her head. If the sight of all her worldly possessions spread out all over the muddy yard was not confirmation enough, surely the hateful look in her husband’s eyes and the venom in his voice told her all she needed to know. The man was drunk—teetering on rage. This once kind and decent man who had accepted her and offered her a life she never dared to dream was possible now looked at her with utter contempt. The life he had given her was modest. He only asked that she keep up his home, a humble farm house, and help raise his two boys. Her situation was far better than the way of life she imagined two short years ago.

      Dark, brooding eyes of the wealthy gentleman who had been the means of her present disgrace flashed in her mind. By the time she learned her new life entailed being in proximity to him, it was too late. Had she confided in her husband as soon as she knew, would it have made a difference? Would she have found in her husband the strength to resist the haughty nobleman’s temptations?

      She did not wish to cause a scene—not with the boys in the adjoining room. She turned to walk away. A strong grip halted her steps. She turned to face him.

      “Because of you, I am a laughing stock—a cuckold. I realised the nature of your past when I agreed to marry you. I was willing to look beyond all that—thinking you were a decent woman—a repentant woman.” John Alston gripped his strong hands around her arms, drew her closer, and stared down at her. “We might have avoided all this had you told me of your connection—such that it is—with the Matlocks. Do you suppose I would have brought you here had I known that particular aspect of your past?”

      She knew she was wrong, but she did not mean to be intimidated—not after the harshness she had endured in her former life. “Do you think for one moment I would have allowed you to bring me here had I known?”

      “Surely you had some indication!”

      “I was never privy to such information.”

      “Liar! No—you are worse than a liar. You are—you are a,” he said, struggling to come right out and speak the words that must certainly cause any decent man a great deal of pain—regardless of his inebriated state. “This is my father’s home—and his father’s before him. We have made a name for ourselves in these parts. How could you? Did you suppose I would not learn of your deceit? What have you to say for yourself?”

      What might she say? General knowledge of her misdeeds had arrived at her doorstep, and now she must face the consequences. She struggled to break free of his tight grip. He released her with enough force to land her on her backside. Annabelle stood and righted herself. She had suffered at the hands of a man before. What little pride she possessed would never allow her to endure such brutal treatment again.

      As it had been all those years ago, she was without a home—cast into the cold harsh world, alone as the day she was born. She forged ahead into the darkness with nary a backwards glance and gathered what little she could carry in her arms. Tears laced with contrition and sorrow traced down her face. What am I to do now?
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      After dinner, the gentlemen sat in Richard’s study—Darcy behind the cluttered desk and Richard in a comfortable chair by the fire. Richard drew a long puff from his cigar. He blew out a lazy cloud of smoke. “Your mind has been elsewhere all evening, Darcy. Why did you insist we forgo an evening with our wives to return to these crusty old ledgers? Have we not exercised enough diligence for one day?”

      “I simply cannot fight this feeling that something is terribly amiss with these account books.” He opened the ledger to the place he had left off before dinner.

      After a while, he rubbed his hand across his forehead. “Richard, I fear the situation is grimmer than either of us suspected. I no longer wonder why the tenants are in an uproar.”

      “What? Why do you say that?”

      “Come; you must see this.”

      Richard did as his cousin requested. For the longest time, he studied, he contemplated, and he worried. “My God! I have been robbed.”
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      Deft fingers combed through long, dark tresses. Widely known for his rakish behaviour and heedless, nonchalant disposition, Richard had always prided himself a connoisseur of beautiful women, only now he deemed but one woman worthy of his attentions—his lovely, young bride.

      He smiled. Being married to her had its advantages. Ever since that late autumn night, whilst visiting his parents’ Matlock estate, when he had entered her bedroom, under questionable circumstances, the sight of her hair cascading over her satin pillow never failed to arouse him. After months of marriage, every day he still questioned his good fortune in having won her hand.

      The great irony in all this was that Richard had never known love before Harriette. He had never even thought he wanted to know love—nay he was certain of it. How he enjoyed chiding his younger cousin Darcy and making light of his struggles over his love for Elizabeth. Richard never envisioned such romantic frailties for himself. Now he was also married. Yet, there had been no struggle, no heartache and pain. It was as though it had been too easily won—as though he had not earned his blissfulness, but had stolen it. He had seduced an innocent. Now his greatest fear was she might one day come to her senses and realise all she had given up. She might one day consider him unworthy of her sacrifice.

      The first time she visited the Matlock estate with her parents, after her coming out, came to mind. Lady Harriette was strikingly tall and voluptuous, with facial features and hair colouring favouring those of Elizabeth. He recalled amusing himself at the time that his dear, match-making mother had intended her for Darcy. What was more, Harriette was in every way amenable to the scheme. Harriette had always been and likely would always be a great flirt. He knew that from the start. At first he had been diverted by her antics to win Darcy’s affections. For a time, Richard, Darcy, and Lady Harriette had been inseparable—her ladyship had made sure of it. What an uncanny threesome they had made when she insisted upon accompanying them for their morning rides.

      Her antics were far less appealing during their second time in company in Matlock. By then, Darcy had chosen Elizabeth as the woman with whom he wished to spend his life. How fortuitous for Richard that his cousin had placed in his hands the means of securing his own future mere moments after his dear father had threatened to cut him off financially. It was a note that bore Lady Harriette’s seal, elegantly inscribed Fitzwilliam. His cousin had argued that although she had handed it to him, surely she must have intended it for Richard, for it was hardly appropriate for a young maiden to address a note to a married man. Accepting the unread missive, Richard had commented on the fortuitous turn of events. Nothing ventured is nothing gained.

      Theirs was the hastiest courtship his family had ever seen—a little under a month to be precise. He traced his fingers along her jawline. She is exquisite. Do I truly deserve this goddess? Had his father not threatened to cut him off financially, Richard would still be the care-free bachelor who came and went as he pleased. The timing of his father’s threat in conjunction with the beautiful young heiress’ dowry of fifty thousand pounds had certainly been the impetus for his pursuit. In the dark of night, he had stolen into her room. How young and foolish she had been to suppose she could tempt his cousin Darcy. He cautioned her on the folly of her misguided wish to entice his cousin. He recalled their first kiss. The gentle insistence of his lips pressed against hers had offered a glimpse of their future. He vowed to court her, to win her heart, to marry her.

      Not an unpleasant turn of events for the second son of an earl, in want of a sizeable fortune. Richard adjusted his position in bed, causing his wife’s lush lashes to flutter. He kissed the tip of her nose. “It is time you awaken, my beautiful wife.”

      She opened her eyes. His heart skipped a beat. She smiled and turned away, trying her best to curl up closer just as she always did. It was her ardent endeavour to cling to the last vestiges of sleep in his arms.

      He brushed her hair to the side. “I have plans for you, this morning.” He caressed her bosom, gently tracing tiny circles. Her soft moans proved his efforts were not in vain. Lowering his hand, he traced light kisses along her slender neckline. Her womanly scent intoxicated him. The prospect of exploring her body in that manner all day held infinite appeal. Her tiny waistline, her firm abdomen. Those long slender legs. The soft treasure within.

      His wife turned her face to his and their lips met. Richard swept his tongue inside her warm, pliable mouth and met hers in a sweet swirl. Sensual kisses and ardent moans, in simultaneity with his long, engaging fingers, led to a thunderous quiver. He entered her with a deep, urgent thrust and remained still long enough for her body to settle before he brought her to that special place again. In due time, he found his own pleasure, ever cognizant of their mutual desire to avoid any unintended consequences despite their connubial situation.

      Yes, married life definitely had its advantages.
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      Harriette sat in her oversize bathtub and breathed deeply, relishing the invigorating scent of sweet oranges, whilst her lady’s maid washed her hair. She sighed contentedly. It had taken her a while to get used to this new home. Her parents’ country estate in Staffordshire, with all its conveniences, was better than three times the size of Beaconwood. If she had not noticed the stark contrasts at first, she certainly had by the time her parents had visited. Her dear father made certain of it. Although he had given his blessing on her marriage, he had done so with utmost reluctance.

      It had taken quite a bit of work to get Beaconwood up to par, and still she had a long list of things to complete. She did the best she could with the money she had. Harriette pursed her lips. Richard had taken more than a casual interest in the nature of her expenditures of late—a stark and sudden contrast to when they first arrived at Beaconwood. He encouraged her to do whatever and spend whatever she had deemed necessary to improve the manor house in order to see it become one of the finest homes in Derbyshire. What has brought about his sudden bout of frugality? What was more, she had not failed to notice how much time her husband and his cousin had spent huddled in his study during the Darcys’ last visit. Whatever was the matter, it had not affected the housekeeper’s ability to exact the funds she requested to hire additional staff.

      “What do you think of Mrs. Donaldson, Becky?”

      After an awkward moment, Becky said, “In what respect, my lady?”

      Must I spell it out? The housekeeper’s insolence had been a source of great vexation since Harriette arrived at Beaconwood. She lamented that fact to her lady’s maid with alacrity. Becky had been Harriette’s maid since her ladyship reached the age of sixteen. It was her ladyship’s wont to seek Becky’s opinion whenever something bothered her. Mrs. Donaldson certainly bothered her. Replacing her as housekeeper was one of the first things on her list, but her husband had been adamant that Mrs. Donaldson keep her position. Harriette simply did not trust the elderly woman. Her loyalty did not quite suit Harriette, for she objected to most of her recommendations for improvement as though it were an effrontery. Harriette did not like having her decisions questioned, even tacitly. The housekeeper was too shrewd to be out right insubordinate. Harriette decided to take pleasure in vexing the old woman at every turn.

      “Well,” Harriette said, “you spend quite a bit of time below stairs with the servants.”

      Now finished washing her ladyship’s hair, Becky wrapped a towel around it. “Must I remind your ladyship that I am a servant?”

      “You comprehend my meaning, Becky.” She stood and allowed her maid to wrap a large fluffy towel around her. Stepping out of the tub, she said, “Pray, how does Mrs. Donaldson get on with everyone?”

      “Mrs. Donaldson is well respected by all the staff, my lady. She is fair and honest. If I may speak plainly, I fail to see why you doubt her abilities.”

      It was more like Mrs. Donaldson doubted her ladyship’s abilities. The housekeeper was intent on undermining her authority. Am I to blame because the old woman does not fancy taking orders from someone young enough to be her great-granddaughter? “I do not question her abilities as much as I question her loyalties.”

      “Her loyalties, your ladyship?”

      “Indeed. She seems more devoted to my husband and his family, even to this house, than she does to me. At times, I wonder why I tolerate her.”

      “I suppose you have a point, but I do not believe any of that has to do with her disloyalty to you, my lady. It is just that she has been a stalwart of Beaconwood since Lady Matlock resided here as a child. For years she kept this place going as though it was lived in. Now that you and Colonel Fitzwilliam have made it your home, it is taking a bit of time for her to accustom herself to the change.”

      “I see you and my husband are of the same mind in this matter.” She shrugged. “Very well, I shall be patient a while longer.” In due time, she will reveal her true self to Richard. Then I shall know how to act.

      Becky returned from the wardrobe with three day dresses. “Which shall you don this morning?”

      “The blue one suits my mood.” By far her favourite colour, it reminded her of the wide open sky—of the freedom of being outdoors.

      Becky smiled. “The blue one it is.”

      Moments later, Harriette crumpled her brow. “On second thought, I think I shall ride out this morning to see what my husband is up to. He mentioned having trouble with some of the tenants. Will you fetch my blue riding habit, instead?”

      “As you wish.”

      “And will you inform Mrs. Donaldson that, upon my return, I would like to inspect the new scullery maids whom she recently hired.”

      “Yes, your ladyship.”
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      He observed his young bride from a distance with a mixture of pride and consternation as she raced across the tricky landscape. She marshalled her high-spirited chestnut gelding through nature’s hurdles, which might have been avoided altogether had she stuck to the main road. For the sake of his equanimity, Richard mounted his steed and dashed off to meet her.

      Espying her husband, she slowed her pace in anticipation of his approach.

      Comforted she met with no harm, Richard feigned more seriousness than he truly suffered. “Where are you headed—with such reckless abandon, I might add?”

      She leaned forward and petted her gelding’s neck in appreciation of their triumphant ride. “I decided I would head out here to see you.”

      “Harriette, I told you that I needed to settle a matter with one of the tenants this morning. Haggling with irate farmers is the last thing I wish to expose you to.” His lovely wife did not need to know the tenants woes stemmed from the dilapidated state of affairs at Beaconwood. The dire straits of the estate’s near empty coffers rendered him unable to do anything to address their concerns. Good humour and well intentioned words would only carry him so far.

      “I am simply curious is all. I would not have said a word.”

      “Why do I have trouble believing that?”

      She is young. She is beautiful. It would not do to burden her with the estate’s travails. Good intentions aside, what could she possibly do? Heaven forbid she should turn to her father, one of the wealthiest men in England, and solicit his help. No—I would never allow him the satisfaction of knowing of my troubles.

      “Was it not you who said my place is the management of the household matters whilst your place is the management of everything else?”

      Richard raised a quizzical brow.

      Harriette bestowed a dazzlingly coquettish smile. “Well, dear husband, I assure you that I respect you in that regard, even if you do not adhere to your own rule.”

      “Does this have anything to do with my insistence you do not remove Mrs. Donaldson from her position as housekeeper?”

      “I have decided to stop questioning your decision in said regard. In fact, after visiting with you, I plan to meet with her to have a look at the new servants she hired. Do you care to join me?”

      His eyes widened. “Hardly! What do I care about such matters? That, my dear, is your domain, just as managing the tenants is mine.” Finding and retaining good help had been rather difficult of late. Richard no longer questioned why, and whilst this was yet another expense, it was one that could not be avoided.

      “Of course. Household affairs hold no interest to the Master of Beaconwood. The Master of Beaconwood can only be bothered with tenants and crops—and horses.”

      Richard jumped down from his horse and dashed to Harriette’s. He slipped his hands around her slender waist. Lowering her whilst pressing her body against his, he eased her to the ground. Still holding her close, he swept one hand up, caressed her neck and claimed her lips. She shuddered against him. Trailing his fingers along her cheek, he spoke softly in her ear. “That all those things are important is true, but none as important as you.” Her hair smelled terrific, fragrant oranges; its essence was nearly his undoing. “What say you do not keep your appointment with Mrs. Donaldson and we return to our warm bed?”

      She pressed her hands against his broad shoulders and shook her head. “You are incorrigible.”

      He reclaimed her lips—sweet, luscious. “Incorrigible? I suppose that is one way to describe how I feel at this moment.”

      “What if we compromise? I shall keep my appointment with the housekeeper, and whilst I am downstairs, I will have Cook prepare a basket. Meet me by the lake in an hour?”
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      Dressed in black from head to toe, save the white lace trim that adorned her collar and cuffs, Mrs. Donaldson stood in a line up with the three young women she had recently employed. Still wearing her riding habit, Harriette held her hat tucked under her arm as she towered over them. Only Mrs
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