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            To my oldest sister, Evelyn.

            When I was a child,

            she was like a second mother to me.

            I love her dearly.

            —KEW
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Near Charleston, South Carolina

            July 29, 1803

         

         Reluctantly Raelynn Birmingham roused from slumber and lifted an eyelid to peer menacingly toward the open French doors through
            which drifted a distant, repetitive pounding. The sun had barely weaned itself from its earthly breast, yet a clammy warmth,
            augmented by a brief downpour during the night, had already stolen into her second-story bedroom. In spite of the portent
            of unbearable heat and humidity, Raelynn considered her chances of getting a few more moments of sleep . . . if she could bestir herself from the chamber’s stately four-poster long enough to close the portals. Through most of the hours
            of darkness just past, she had tossed in restless frustration upon her lonely bed, tormented by sensual longings her handsome
            husband had awakened within her, cravings that were as yet unappeased after almost two weeks of marriage. If not for the untimely
            intrusion of a predacious blackguard, who, with his hired rabble, forced his way into the plantation house on her wedding
            night, and the barrier she had personally set between her bridegroom and herself a day later after hearing a young wench accuse
            him of siring her unborn child, Raelynn had no doubt that she would have now been sharing not only her husband’s bed but all
            the pleasures to be found in matrimony. Truly, in this case, ignorance might have led to bliss if not for a girl named Nell.
         

         
         The idea of remaining ensconced in bed didn’t seem nearly so appealing when Raelynn realized she had been perspiring enough
            to have dampened her batiste nightgown. It clung to her with maddening persistence until she was driven to pluck the garment
            away from her bosom and fan herself with it, creating a billowing motion that forced a light current of cooling air over her
            moist skin. It brought instant relief, but, at best, it would last no longer than her efforts.
         

         
         Her lengthy yawn bordered on a recalcitrant groan as she crawled from the bed and tottered drowsily to the washstand. There
            she poured water into the porcelain washbasin and cupped the liquid to her face, hoping to put her doldrums to flight. The
            benefits proved just as fleeting, and no less groggy, she lent her attention to brushing her teeth.
         

         
         Foreseeing a lingering lethargy unless she regained some small portion of the sleep she had lost, Raelynn pondered her chances
            of subduing the noise to create a more restful mood. In such a quest, she wove an unsteady path to the French doors, but upon
            reaching the glass-paned portals, it dawned on her that if she closed them, the room would then become stifling. Her bedchamber
            was one of four opening out onto the veranda that stretched across the back of the house. Only Jeff’s larger chambers next
            door and the bedroom at the opposite end of the structure had combinations of windows and French doors. The middle two only
            had a double set of the latter.
         

         
         When presented a choice between suffocating within the confines of a hot, stuffy room and suffering through the noisy hammering,
            Raelynn decided forthwith that she could tolerate the racket far better than the unbearable alternative. Far removed from
            England’s moderate weather, she was now ensconced in Oakley Plantation House, located in the Carolinas where she had been
            warned prior to her arrival that temperatures could soar to sweltering degrees in the summer, especially in the latter months
            of the season. It was not a place to lightly dismiss the discomfort and hazards of rising temperatures.
         

         
         A disconcerted sigh escaped Raelynn as she leaned a shoulder against the jamb and swept her gaze beyond the white balustrade
            bordering the outer limits of the gallery. Some time after the rain, a thick haze had crept over the land. Even now, it seemed
            to isolate the manse in a world of its own. Wreathed by the milky vapors, a row of huge, sprawling live oaks created a vague
            rampart of blurred darkness across the spacious back yard, obscuring everything beyond them as they separated the main grounds
            from the servants’ quarters, a collection of cabins, ranging in size from small to large, that resided in the shade of other
            lofty trees. Raelynn had no need to probe the mists to locate the area from whence the din arose. She knew as well as anyone
            living on the plantation that behind the third tree a new structure was presently being erected for the black housekeeper
            and her small family. Less than a fortnight ago, charred ashes and blackened timbers were all that remained of Cora’s home
            and possessions, yet, as late as yesterday afternoon, Raelynn had seen pitched rafters rising above the new timbers that now
            formed the outer shell of the structure.
         

         
         Making no attempt to stifle another yawn, Raelynn lifted her long, auburn tresses off her neck. In such climes her hair had
            proven as heavy and warm as wool, and in view of the heat yet to come, which only promised to worsen as they entered August,
            she could only foresee added discomfort unless she started braiding the thick mass before retiring at night.
         

         
         In preceding years, when her father had been respected as a loyal subject and emissary of King George the Third of England,
            the name of James Barrett, Earl of Balfour, had drawn swarms of guests to her family’s London estate. For those lavish affairs
            her personal maid had coifed her hair with an artistic flare, the beauty of which had drawn raves from friends and guests
            who had lavishly praised not only the styles, but the rich color and lush texture. In gracious response she had acknowledged
            their compliments, lending little consideration to her maid’s talents or toils that, even on a diurnal basis, had seen the
            auburn tresses arranged in more sedate, yet no less charming modes.
         

         
         That was then. Now Raelynn had to care for the unruly mane herself, making her fully conscious of the arduous task just keeping her hair clean
            and reasonably subdued in a chignon was. Merely combing out the tangles after every washing was an ordeal, one which had recently
            led her to consider the benefits of reducing its length by at least half, but she had refrained, not at all certain how her
            husband would react to such a change. Considering the formidable wall she had erected in her marriage with her refusal to
            yield herself to the intimacy involved in a marital union, she dared not tweak Jeffrey’s temper any more than she had possibly
            done already. Her sire would have had a bloody fit if she had had the audacity to do such a thing while he had still been
            alive, and she couldn’t say with any assurance that her husband would tolerate such a deed any better. Though in preceding
            weeks she had glimpsed Jeffrey’s unyielding tenacity only once, and that during his confrontation with Nell, she had nevertheless
            been left with the impression that there were definite limits to what Jeffrey Birmingham would tolerate. As yet, she had not
            dared test that extent herself, certainly not after her request for separate beds, for to do so had seemed a definite pathway
            to folly.
         

         
         Deliberately Raelynn turned her thoughts away from that sensitive subject, and in an attempt to stretch and tauten her muscles,
            she twisted this way and that several times before bending forward and pressing her palms flat upon the floor. Upon rising
            again, she arched her back as far as she could go, and then repeated the exercises.
         

         
         On the voyage from England, steerage had been packed nigh to overflowing with passengers, and there had been little space
            to walk about in the dark, dank hole to which the less fortunate had been consigned. Any movement beyond the limited area
            her mother and she had been allotted had usually entailed bothering others, which they had both been reluctant to do. Her
            inactivity throughout the whole of those three months had left a lingering stiffness that, even now, was still noticeable
            immediately following her initial departure from bed. Still, Raelynn considered herself fortunate to have survived the poor
            conditions and the scarcity of food; her mother hadn’t.
         

         
         “You’re up early, my sweet.”

         
         Straightening with a gasp of surprise, Raelynn glanced back along the veranda from whence the deep, male voice had emanated
            and found her husband strolling leisurely toward her. Apparently he had ventured past the open French doors of her bedroom
            while she had still been asleep, no doubt to observe the progress of the carpenters from the far end of the portico, a favorable
            spot from which to view the building site. He wore no shirt or shoes, only sleek taupe trousers that accentuated the muscular
            trimness of his hips and waist. His short, raven hair was wet and wildly spiked, evidencing a recent washing that was further
            confirmed by the linen towel hanging about his bronzed neck.
         

         
         Perhaps it was just another dreamy fantasy she was having about the man who had whisked her out of the path of a swiftly approaching
            four-in-hand shortly after they had collided quite by accident on a boardwalk in Charleston, but Raelynn thought he looked
            especially virile this early morning hour. No doubt his abbreviated garb lay at the root of such a premise, for the man had
            been gifted with a most excellent physique. His shoulders were remarkably wide, his arms admirably wrought with lithe muscles,
            his darkly furred chest broad to just below his male breasts, from there tapering downward nicely along firmly fleshed ribs.
            She knew well enough that beneath those crisply tailored trousers, his hips were narrow enough to be envied by a woman. He
            was an active horseman and, on a regular basis, sparred with several of his close friends merely for the sport of it. As a
            result, his muscles were well honed to a vibrant hardness.
         

         
         Though his hair was as black as ink, he was not a man who was naturally swarthy or excessively hairy. His chest and loins
            bore the heaviest matting, his forearms and long, lissome legs only a light layer, his back and shoulders none at all.
         

         
         His features were noble: his jaw crisply chiseled beneath warmly burnished skin, his nose lean with a subtle aquiline curve,
            his chin slightly cleft. Whenever he smiled or thoughtfully pursed his lips, twin indentations appeared in his tautly fleshed
            cheeks as a vague form of dimples that, along with the beauty of his darkly translucent green eyes, never failed to capture
            the attention of young ladies everywhere. His lopsided way of grinning could be termed lethal in regards to stripping away
            a woman’s resolve. Raelynn had found herself no less susceptible and, many a time, had been forced to fortify her wits lest
            she, too, fall prey. In all aspects, her husband was an exceptional specimen of the male gender.
         

         
         If she had been a wife in actuality, Raelynn would have yielded to a strengthening desire to sweep a hand over that firm expanse
            of sinew, muscle, and crisply curling hair that constituted his chest, much as she had done on their wedding night when she
            had first viewed him without hindrance of clothes and had been awestruck by his manly grace and beauty. But then, it would
            hardly have surprised her to discover that since that time she had become more than a little besotted with and perhaps even
            a bit prejudiced about a certain Southern gentleman named Jeffrey Lawrence Birmingham.
         

         
         “Jeffrey, you startled me,” she scolded with a nervous little laugh. It didn’t help her composure one whit knowing that behind
            that charming mask of refined masculinity there could be lurking a disreputable rake bereft of any concern for how carelessly
            he used smitten young maids for his own ease and pleasure. Even after witnessing the altercation between Jeff and Nell, Raelynn
            realized she had cause to fear that she, too, was becoming just as susceptible, for it seemed lately that she could think
            of nothing else but those brief moments she had spent in his arms.
         

         
         His white teeth flashed briefly in a wayward grin. “Did I now?”

         
         The way his eyes flicked over her in a sweeping glance left Raelynn feeling as if she had just been stripped from head to
            toe. It was enough to bring a brighter glow to her cheeks and leave her voice less than steady. What was worse, it aroused
            within her a yearning for his husbandly attention and fervently wishing she could forever banish the memory of Nell to the
            four winds. “You’re usually gone by this hour of the morning, aren’t you, Jeffrey?”
         

         
         “Aye, but my bookkeeper wanted me to look over the accounts for my shipping company, and I just finished them this morning.
            It’s always tedious work, and I decided to spend a few leisured moments relaxing before making the trip into Charleston.”
            He canted his dark head at a contemplative angle. “And what of you, my pet? Are you normally up this early?”
         

         
         Raelynn blushed, knowing that in contrast to his early morning risings, she probably seemed like a sleepyhead. The French
            doors of her bedroom were usually left open all night to allow the cooler air to enter its confines. Though no sound had disturbed
            her, she had roused from sleep enough times to have become cognizant of the fact that it wasn’t at all unusual for her husband
            to roam the gallery just before or shortly after daybreak, leaving her no other choice but to assume that he was well acquainted
            with her habit of sleeping fairly late. “The hammering woke me.”
         

         
         The hand she clutched to her throat trembled slightly, in part from an inexplicable excitement that his presence never failed
            to evoke within her, and, perhaps in similar degrees, from a troubling suspicion that she was weakening like some mindless
            twit to a libertine’s subtle wiles. If she had her wits about her, she wouldn’t wait around for him to rend her heart. She’d
            turn tail and run. It was pure folly to subject oneself to temptations that with each passing day were becoming more difficult
            to resist. Indeed, the only thing that had thus far kept her from avidly pursuing a consummated marriage was the niggling
            fear that Jeffrey Birmingham wasn’t nearly as honorable, noble, or gentlemanly as he seemed on the surface.
         

         
         More often of late, her heart seemed torn asunder by two choices, both of which at different times seemed rational. One was
            driven by a growing desire to become his wife in actuality; the other, based on fear and suspicion, to abscond with her virginity
            intact before she fell victim to his deceit. Yet when she mused on the latter option, a miserable emptiness settled within
            her vitals, leaving her feeling drained, and she’d find herself struggling against a volley of tears, both strong indications
            of his affect on her and her reluctance to leave him.
         

         
         The tumult raging within her seriously jangled her nerves, and as much as she would have preferred otherwise, Raelynn feared
            that she was behaving like some bedazzled young miss infatuated with an older man. Jeffrey was indeed that, being a score,
            ten and three, and her senior by four and ten years, which made her even more wary of his appeal. What could a mere girl do
            to fortify herself against the persuasive charm of a man of experience?
         

         
         Certainly a few moments in his presence could leave her hopelessly flustered in spite of the small collection of handsome,
            young aristocrats who had once vied for her attention in England, but in retrospect those eager gallants seemed hopelessly
            immature and foppish now that she had a more worthy subject with whom to compare them. It was indeed a rare man who could
            claim the equal to Jeffrey’s gentlemanly allure, notable physique, and stunning good looks. And she wondered why she was becoming so vulnerable? Surely by now, a simpleton could have figured out the reasons!
         

         
         In spite of the precautions with which she had sought to fortify herself, it was a hard fact for her to face knowing that
            her fascination with the man had deepened in the short span of time that they had been married. Her attraction had obviously
            been bolstered by his manly charisma and striking physical appearance. Nevertheless she was wont to wonder at times if the
            situation she had created for herself had somehow strengthened his appeal. Basically, by the same restrictions she had decreed
            for him, she was allowed to look but forbidden to touch and handle. Such limitations were comparable to a delectable sweetmeat
            being teasingly dangled just beyond the reach of a young child. The more it remained out of range, the more fervently it was
            coveted.
         

         
         Raelynn’s cheeks warmed once more beneath the heady intoxication of those smoldering emerald orbs as they glided leisurely
            over her meagerly clad form. It was a well-worn path upon which her own memories trod, back to that moment wherein Jeffrey
            Birmingham had braced himself above her to complete their marital union. Before that single night of frustrated pleasure,
            she had never even glimpsed a naked man, much less lain equally devoid of clothing within his arms. Yet if she had been called
            upon to describe that stirring vision of a princely groom clothed in nothing more than the natural raiment of a man, she would
            have painted a most winning, detailed likeness of a tall, young god in the prime of life and in the heat of passion. Her eyes
            had feasted upon his manly beauty, and even after Nell’s accusations, she had only to close her eyes to form a mental image
            of his face and form.
         

         
         Jeff’s lips curved roguishly aslant, displaying the tantalizing depression in one of his cheeks as he paced forward with measured
            tread. Had he been stalking a wary doe, he could not have been more careful or deliberate. “Should I be whipped for a scoundrel for startling you, madam?”
         

         
         “No, of course not, Jeffrey. How absurd.” Raelynn stared up into those luminous orbs, saying nothing more until she realized
            she was grinning back at him with a total lack of aplomb. The fact that she now felt completely alive and alert made her mindful
            of the potency of the strange elixir exuded by the man. “I mean, you make me feel . . .” She searched for a word or phrase
            that would adequately describe her disarray and yet leave no derogatory image of a love-struck chit. How could she, with trite
            comparisons, explain the blissful aura that at the moment seemed to encompass her?
         

         
         She certainly had no wish to reveal the mental upheaval she was suffering because of their marital dilemma. By dint of will
            she had managed to withhold herself from his amorous attentions, yet it hadn’t been easy by any means. Having been taken to
            the very brink of consummation, she had then been unable to relegate those sensually stirring memories to the realm of oblivion.
            She had seen him as a bridegroom fully aroused, and thereafter, a battle had raged within her for possession of her mind.
            In spite of the difficulty she had in controlling her own growing curiosity and desires, the chasm between them had continued
            to widen, especially after he had begun distancing himself from her. Many times during his absence, feeling lonely even in
            the midst of so many servants, she had caught herself savoring recollections of those titillating adventures in his arms.
            Now she had no need to conjure images from the past. He was standing before her, barely a step or two away, close enough for
            her to feel the aura of his manly magnetism as keenly as if it were of tangible substance.
         

         
         “Make you feel like what?” Jeff queried, his lips once again sliding upward at a corner.

         
         Unable to contain her own grin, Raelynn cast a coy glance upward. For the life of her she couldn’t deny the way her senses
            seemed to soar to bracing heights in his presence. “Wonderful.”
         

         
         “Wonderful?” The emerald eyes probed hers, searching for the precise import of her flirtation. Jeff was wary. He had lost
            himself in the fervent heat of those darkly lashed, blue-green orbs once before, and he had taken great delight in sweeping
            his young bride to their marriage bed, only to have been halted on the very threshold of fulfillment by the entrance of a
            rowdy band of brigands, who had whisked his bride away to the warehouse lair of Gustav Fridrich. In giving chase after a leaden
            ball had creased his scalp, which had led the miscreants to think that they had killed him, he had rallied his brother and
            a collection of friends, including Sheriff Rhys Townsend, who, along with his deputies, had met him in Charleston. The lot
            of them had stormed the building in which the German and his army of callow toughs were holding Raelynn captive, and though
            they had proven victorious over the ruffians who had outnumbered them, Jeff had later been frustrated by Rhys’s announcement
            that Fridrich couldn’t be arrested for the simple reason that Raelynn’s uncle, Cooper Frye, had tricked the man into believing
            he had bought her.
         

         
         Only a few hours after his wife’s safe return to Oakley, Jeff had found himself encountering a different sort of aggression.
            Accusations from a former hireling had left his bride less than confident of his integrity and fearful of becoming intimate
            with him. Thus, what he had fervently hoped would be the beginning of a loving, passionate marriage with a woman who had seemingly
            made his dreams a reality, had become instead a titular relationship.
         

         
         Through the next pair of weeks, the two of them had lived in polite but stilted congeniality, eating and conversing together
            but sleeping apart, she in her room and he next door in his. It was an arrangement that Jeff had tolerated, but only by the
            grit of his teeth. Indeed, there had been moments wherein he had found his gentlemanly forbearance sorely strained. His wife
            was far too beautiful and alluring for him to nonchalantly endure her nearness. In a quest to put some distance between them,
            he had spent long hours away from the house, directing his attention to his many business affairs: his shipping company, his
            lumber mill, his horse-breeding operations, or overseeing the earlier harvests with his foreman. To some degree, his attempts
            had helped to abate his concupiscence, but coming home to her had been tantamount to being hit with a sledgehammer in a most
            vulnerable area.
         

         
         “Wonderful in what way, my sweet?”

         
         Raelynn lifted her slender shoulders, not willing to divulge the full extent of the feelings he awoke within her. One moment
            she was fraught with anxiety over what she might suffer yielding to him; in the next she could not fathom continuing on in
            their marriage another moment longer without becoming his wife in truth. “Just wonderful.”
         

         
         “Madam, in that regard, may I say how wonderful you look this early morning hour,” he murmured, his eyes carefully probing
            the delicate fabric that all but flaunted her womanly form.
         

         
         Mindful of her husband’s proximity in a variety of different ways, not the least of which was his close attention and the
            scent of his cologne mingled with an underlying essence of soap, Raelynn suffered another attack of nervous jitters, which,
            beneath the flame burning in those dark, crystalline depths of emerald green, might have equaled those of a fox-cornered hen.
            As observant as Jeffrey was, she was sure that any smile from her lips would have been construed as an invitation, encouraging
            him to test her restraint, leaving her to face the quandary of whether to ignore Nell’s accusations or to accept his advances
            with open arms. Torn between that which she had hotly craved in the dead of night and the more arduous travail of keeping
            up a cool facade of offended wife, Raelynn could not at this point predict what her answer would be. A small, inner voice
            counseled aloofness and separation; certainly wisdom cautioned that she hold this man at bay until confident of his merit
            as a gentleman. Nevertheless her young body yearned for the thrilling excitement that she had experienced far too briefly.
            Brought up sharply by the conflict raging within her, leaving her mind roiling in indecision, Raelynn cried out in silent
            anguish, What to do? What to do?

         
         In spite of the tormenting vacillation she was encountering, Raelynn sought with casual comments to safely anchor a ladylike
            amenability, in that way hoping without undue hardship to escape the moment of temptation. “Your men are moving right along
            with Cora’s new cabin, Jeffrey. Why, at the rate they’re progressing, the structure will be finished by the end of next week.
            I’m sure you must be aware of how anxious Cora and her family are to get into a home of their own again.”
         

         
         She broke off suddenly, realizing to her abashment that a dignified serenity was not what she was imparting. Indeed, she seemed
            to be chattering on like a mindless ninny, hardly conscious of what she was saying. How in the world could she even come close
            to a cool-headed logic when those probing green orbs all but devoured her? Every time his gaze flicked over the cloyingly
            damp cloth veiling her bosom, she was brought up short by a memory of those brief moments of passion wherein his tongue had
            moved with tantalizing slowness over her soft nipples. It was quite exhilarating to realize that even now that particular
            recollection had the strength to arouse a hungry yearning in the core of her womanly being.
         

         
         Jeff stepped even closer yet, his gaze dwelling upon the delicate pink crests teasingly displayed by the diaphanous fabric.
            Having anticipated the pain that had promised to lay him low each and every time he yielded to a manly propensity to indulge
            in a visual appreciation of his wife’s beauty and winsome form, he had abstained from that kind of self-abuse by limiting
            the time he spent with her. Even when he had been forced by the demands of protocol to conduct himself in social good manner
            and escort his young wife to functions which had required their attendance as a couple at weddings, christenings, and similar
            affairs, he had sought to remain distantly detached and had only glanced at her when he had been compelled to and then, only
            briefly, a contrivance which had allowed him by dint of will to maintain his gentlemanly forbearance. Although she had looked
            no less than enchanting every time they had gone out, she had hardly been clothed then in a filmy thing that left nothing
            to his imagination. Whether due to her softly swelling bosom or the intriguing shadow vaguely hidden beneath her nightgown,
            his attention was firmly ensnared. Such enticements were too much for any man to ignore, much less one who had found himself
            hard-pressed by a lengthy abstinence and ever-goading passions. He could only hope that this time her generous display amounted
            to an invitation and that she was actually coaxing him to do more than just look.
         

         
         “Aye,” Jeff finally agreed, “it won’t take any time at all for my men to finish the cabin.”

         
         Raelynn was herself besieged by a growing tension, the like and depth of which in her maidenly innocence she had never experienced
            before. After the miserable night she had just spent, the merest thought of withholding herself left her devoid of any hope
            of finding a sensible remedy for her situation. She had definitely grown tired of that transparent guise of an offended wife
            denying her husband for no other purpose than to obtain irrefutable proof that he was nobly pure. When she was harried by
            fierce longings of her own, she certainly didn’t feel all that saintly herself. Jeffrey was her husband, she mentally argued against a chiding conscience. He had not only viewed everything her nightgown now displayed,
            but he had also handled her with all the familiarity a newly espoused husband is wont to lend his bride. The fact that she
            was standing there, submitting herself to his probing gaze, all but screamed for him to take her.
         

         
         Still, he was very much a stranger to her, her pragmatic self argued. Nigh to two weeks ago they had met for the very first
            time after she had broken away from her uncle. Yet when Jeffrey had proposed that very selfsame hour to save her from Cooper
            Frye’s devious plans, she had felt no qualms about accepting. It had only been afterwards that she had questioned her wisdom
            in speaking the vows with him so quickly. As much as she had struggled to thrust them from her mind, Nell’s accusations had
            continued to rake their cloven claws across her memory, undermining her aspirations to be joined to this man in body as well
            as in name. It was the idyllic standard to which most married couples conformed, and it was only natural for her as a young
            wife to yearn for marital union. Indeed, there were times when those unsatisfied longings left her feeling much like a broken
            ship washed up on a beach.
         

         
         Cognizant of her own weakening resolve even in the face of harrowing images of Jeff seducing Nell, Raelynn felt as if she
            teetered precariously on the sharp precipice between commitment and rejection. More than anyone she recognized the fact that
            she had to find a way to end her shilly-shallying and settle her mind on a prudent decision, for she was beginning to suspect
            that her awakened passions were now pulling sway over all the rational arguments she could put forth.
         

         
         Idle chitchat seemed essential to ease the struggle roiling within her and, at the very least, to end the lengthy silence
            between them. Yet she blushed in discomfiture, knowing that it was merely a sham to hide what was really going on in her woman’s
            brain and body. Truly, her husband might have been shocked if he’d have been able to discern the scope of her imagination,
            for at times it seemed most vivid. “Cora’s new cabin appears twice as large as the old one, Jeffrey. She’ll enjoy having so
            much room.”
         

         
         Jeff tilted his head wonderingly as he tried to find a reason for the vivid blush now infusing his wife’s cheeks. The fact
            that she was garbed in a gossamer creation and had made no effort to fly out of his reach gave him cause to think that he
            could woo her into his bed, if not this very moment then perhaps very, very soon. Yet she seemed as nervous as a young chick
            looking into the greedy beak of a hunting hawk. He suffered no doubt that she had been far less tense when she had voiced
            her decision not to go to bed with him.
         

         
         “Considering my housekeeper’s fondness for children, ’tis highly unlikely that Clara will be an only child,” Jeff surmised,
            leaning near to sample his wife’s fragrance. It was a very delicate, enticing essence, reminiscent of a fresh bouquet of spring
            flowers. “It seems reasonable to assume that in a few years Cora and her husband will be needing quarters as large as the
            one that’s presently being built for them.”
         

         
         Raelynn’s jitters had come back full force as she felt Jeffrey hovering near, and just as before, her tongue began racing
            off in nervous haste as she sought to hide her unease. “Your rescue of Clara was certainly admirable, Jeffrey, but it’s my
            most fervent hope that I shall never have to witness such a daring feat again. When I saw you running into that burning cabin
            with only a split wooden barrel shielding you from the flames, I was certain you’d be cindered right along with the house
            and the child.” She smiled up at him nervously as he straightened. He didn’t meet her gaze, but seemed oddly intrigued by
            the drawstring that kept her gown snugly closed at her throat. “Truly, with everything that happened during the first days
            of our marriage, perhaps you can understand how grateful I am that in these past weeks I’ve been able to enjoy the serenity
            of your plantation. My greatest fear is that it’s only a lull before a storm. I know in time Gustav will try to avenge himself
            for the shoulder you shattered in spite of the fact that Olney Hyde was really the one at fault.”
         

         
         “I wish I could remember shooting the scoundrel,” Jeff murmured and ran his fingers reflectively over the scar that had been
            left in his scalp after Olney had shot him, an incident which had immediately caused his own pistol to discharge a leaden
            ball into Gustav Fridrich’s shoulder. “Such a memory might help ease my irritation over the circumstances that have allowed
            Fridrich the liberty to continue his chicanery and, in spite of the warrant Rhys issued for Olney’s arrest, the fact that
            that young whelp is still wandering freely about somewhere.”
         

         
         “You can be assured that Kingston hasn’t forgotten any of the particulars of that incident,” Raelynn replied with a faint
            laugh and then scolded herself for not being more dignified and serene. Her husband was completely self-possessed, which in
            comparison to her uneasy fits and starts left her feeling as awkward as a bumbling chit. Even so, she rushed on, unwilling
            to give him time to dwell on her discomfiture. “After suffering through the trauma of thinking that Olney had killed you,
            Kingston was nearly rolled back upon his heels when you revived. The story seems quite humorous when he tells it, but I recall
            the horrible dismay I suffered far too vividly to even think of laughing over that dreadful incident.”
         

         
         The only remaining impression Jeff had of those moments immediately following his return to consciousness was his butler’s
            slack-jawed astonishment. That singular memory would likely abide with him for the rest of his life. “I seem to remember Kingston
            saying something about an angel. I suppose he thought it was some kind of miracle when I regained consciousness.”
         

         
         “It was a miracle! If that shot had been any lower, Jeffrey Birmingham, you’d have had a large hole bored through your head, and
            I’d be standing here no less than a widow.”
         

         
         The corners of Jeff’s mouth twitched with humor as he toyed with the delicate ribbon dangling from the bow at her throat.
            “I wonder how many virgins in the last hundred years have been left bereaved by the untimely demise of their bridegrooms.
            I doubt there have been many.”
         

         
         A soft, fluttering sigh escaped Raelynn as he leaned forward and brushed his lips against her cheek. From there, soft kisses
            trekked a leisurely descent along the creamy column of her throat. Cautiously she laid a trembling hand against his steely
            chest and closed her eyes, nearly swept away by the languid caress of his mouth. Beneath her palm, his heart nearly matched
            the swiftly thumping rhythm of her own, attesting to his growing involvement in his game of seduction. “I can’t imagine that
            our situation is all that unique, Jeffrey.”
         

         
         “Surely other men would think so, my sweet,” he murmured, having wondered many times in the last fortnight if he was the only
            husband in creation whose wife was still a virgin.
         

         
         Jeff marveled at her willingness to accept his warming attentions, yet he was still wary of being rebuffed. Lifting his head,
            he searched her face for what emotions might be revealed in that sublime visage and was again impressed by her unparalleled
            beauty. The texture of her creamy fair skin was as lush and smooth as satin. A rosy blush infused her cheeks, brightening
            her aqua eyes until they seemed to glow with a brilliance of their own behind the thick, sooty lashes. Her nose was pert and
            slender; her soft mouth winsomely curved and much in need of kissing. In all of that wondrously fair countenance, Jeff could
            detect no slightest hint of diffidence. Though her eyelashes fluttered downward as she shyly avoided his gaze, she remained
            well within his grasp, encouraging him to test her resistance as well as that of the silken cord.
         

         
         A small gasp escaped Raelynn as she felt the nightgown sliding away from her throat and the placket widening between her breasts.
            “Jeffrey, please . . .” Her whisper was hardly more than a soft exhalation of a breath. Once more she found her wits scattered,
            her attempts to appear composed hopelessly frustrated. Certainly what spilled forth in a hasty rush from her lips had no real
            relevance to what she had craved in her lonely bed. Though outwardly her statement conveyed something else entirely, it had
            much to do with her own incertitude over the circumstances in which she had been cast. “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.”
         

         
         Jeff managed a stiff smile as he straightened to his full height. He had expected her to put him off, and though it was not
            at all to his liking; he was hardly one to fly into a raging fit when he didn’t get his way. Still, if he could ascertain
            anything from her sudden nervousness, he’d be inclined to think that she wasn’t nearly as cold and aloof as her words had
            led him to believe.
         

         
         A more careful testing of her rejection seemed in order, yet just as needful was a careful soothing of her qualms if he had
            any hopes of breaking through the thin barrier she had erected between them. It seemed prudent to continue his manly assaults
            on her senses, but in a more subtle fashion. In that endeavor, he turned her attention to another matter which in recent days
            he had begun to consider. “How would you like to accompany me to Charleston today, madam, and order a new gown?”
         

         
         Astounded by his invitation, Raelynn stared up at him as if he had just told her the moon had fallen from the sky. Only when
            their combined presence had been requested at social affairs had he relented of his ongoing aloofness and escorted her to
            the port city. During those outings, he had been very much a gentleman, yet she hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that
            he had also been anxious to put those events behind him, if for no other reason than to retreat from her presence. But then,
            considering what she had demanded of him, she could hardly have blamed him.
         

         
         As for ordering a new gown, she couldn’t imagine the cost of the finery he had already purchased for her. Without a doubt,
            her new attire was of a quality that only the rich could afford. Still, after being forced to endure both his stilted reticence
            and lengthy absences, she wondered how he could be so magnanimous as to suggest that she was deserving of any gifts. “More
            clothes, Jeffrey, after everything you’ve already given me?”
         

         
         His naked shoulders lifted in an indolent shrug. “It’s only right that we should give a ball in honor of our marriage to allow
            our neighbors and my acquaintances from Charleston to meet you, madam. Considering the length of time it has taken me to find
            a suitable mate, the event should be a grand occasion to attest to my delight in finding a bride so fair. Such an affair warrants
            a gown as dazzling as yourself, and only my friend, Farrell Ives, can design one worthy of that distinction. He’ll make you
            the envy of nearly every lady in the area. . . .”
         

         
         The blue-green orbs glowed at the pleasurable idea that she would at last be able to make a wifely claim on Jeffrey Birmingham
            in front of his collection of friends and acquaintances. She was especially eager to demonstrate her ownership to all those
            well-garbed ladies she had seen either eying him covetously from afar or, at closer range, smiling up at him invitingly. During
            those functions wherein he had done his husbandly duty by escorting her upon his arm, she had maintained a poised reserve,
            having sensed in him a polite, but stilted detachment that had discouraged wifely overtures, but he could hardly distance
            himself from her at a ball celebrating their marriage. “I needn’t wear a sumptuous gown to elicit jealousy from all the maidens
            who’ve apparently tried to harness you into marriage in the past, Jeffrey. I believe I became a full-fledged recipient of
            their envy the day we were wed.”
         

         
         “You exaggerate, Raelynn,” Jeff protested with a dubious chuckle.

         
         “Were you not at the vanguard of the most sought after bachelors in the area?” she probed, struggling to convey a teasing
            mood. It was difficult to be lighthearted about all the other women who were enamored with him, for the thought of them made
            her think of Nell’s accusations, which always provoked her curiosity as to how many other women might have had him as their
            lover. “Or have I wrongly laid the blame for the cause of the dejected stares that winsome young maidens are wont to cast
            your way whenever we’re in their midst? Is it merely disappointment I see, Jeffrey, or some stronger passion that likens itself
            to shrewish jealousy?”
         

         
         “If you arrived at that conclusion because of Nell, my dear, please allow me to assure you . . .”

         
         “I try not to think of that little hussy any more than I have to, Jeffrey Birmingham, and I’d thank you not to remind me,”
            she replied with far more sincerity than humor. “Kingston has definitely lent me an earful while ranting to Cora about Nell’s
            audacity to accost you in your own bed. It’s rather strange the way your butler’s conversations always shift to that little
            chit the very moment I come within hearing. Evidently he thinks you’re innocent of Nell’s accusations and entirely free of
            any blame in getting her with child.” Raelynn wished she could be so confident. Still, the corners of her mouth curved upward
            enticingly as she settled a playfully baleful glare upon the handsome man. “If I were of such a mind to be suspicious, dear
            husband, I’d think you’ve been coaching Kingston behind my back.”
         

         
         “I’ll have to caution the man about being more discreet in the future,” Jeff observed drolly, sweeping her with another divesting
            perusal. He cupped a hand against her throat and watched her eyes grow increasingly limpid as he brushed a thumb caressingly
            along the underside of her finely boned jaw. No smallest trace of reluctance or aversion could he discern in her expression.
            Indeed, if he could perceive anything from the softening of her expression, he’d be inclined to think she relished his touch
            as some splendid enjoyment. To test his theory more fully, he bent near and pressed a lingering kiss against her temple. A
            trembling sigh escaped her, encouraging him to slide his palm downward along her throat until he reached its base. Her nightgown
            had fallen away from that graceful column and posed no hindrance as he swept his hand outward across her shoulder, deliberately
            pushing the garment toward her arm. As he neared the creamy precipice, he flicked a glance upward and found her soft lips
            parting in a way that likened itself to sensual pleasure. It took no more than the lightest brush of his fingers to sweep
            the cloth over the edge.
         

         
         A gasp escaped Raelynn as she quickly clapped a hand to the valley between her breasts, barely catching the falling nightgown,
            in so doing thwarting her husband’s efforts to lay bare all the delights hidden beneath the fabric. Yet when Jeff noticed
            the depth to which her breasts were now exposed, his disappointment ebbed forthwith. Nothing more than a strip of gossamer
            cloth formed a shallow covering for one creamy orb, while the other lay fully exposed, allowing him a delectable view of a
            delicate pink crest. He vividly recalled when he had first savored the intoxicating nectar from those pale peaks and was now
            equally desirous of lending them his fervent attention.
         

         
         Jeff bent low with bold purpose, causing Raelynn’s breath to catch in her throat as she became aware of his intent. She shivered
            in anticipation and then, as his open mouth came upon her nipple, almost dissolved in bliss. A fiery torch stroked across
            the pinnacle, setting off a barrage of delectable sensations within her loins. Her whole being awakened to a heightening excitement
            as his tongue slowly traced around the delicately hued areola, and still she watched as if nothing more than a distant spectator.
            Vaguely she was aware of several things, the sharp contrast between her own fair skin and his warmly burnished features, the
            tantalizing depression in his cheek that came and went, the magnificent eyebrows she yearned to trace. Still, it was difficult
            to focus on anything but the waves of bliss that kept washing over her, growing stronger and more thrilling with each passing
            moment until she came nigh to dissolving in his arms.
         

         
         His long, lean fingers ascended upward beneath the valley between her breasts, promising to uproot her tenacious grip on the
            gown, while his other hand moved behind her back to clasp hold of her buttock. All too soon she would be swept up into his
            arms and taken to her bed. Except that she didn’t want that. If she was going to surrender herself to this marriage, then
            it had to be in his bed, the bed wherein she would likely bear their offspring.
         

         
         Raelynn found it very odd indeed, but somewhere in the last few moments she had lost her nervousness, as if the small nudge
            he had given her over the steep ridge of her impasse had been enough to settle her mind on the course she would take. She
            was definitely not retreating like some shy, young maid now. She had thrown aside her inhibitions as if they were nothing
            more than filthy rags. She knew what she wanted, and she would not be satisfied until she and he were one. And if it came
            to be that he was playing deceitfully with her, then heaven help her.
         

         
         The corners of her mouth curved slowly upward in a poignant smile as she threaded slender fingers through her husband’s thick
            hair. Leaning down, she brushed her lips against his temple and then, with her fine white teeth, nipped at the uppermost part
            of his ear, causing him to start and clap a hand to the side of his face as he straightened.
         

         
         A handsome brow angled upward sharply as Jeff stared down at his young wife in widening curiosity. If this was some new way
            she had contrived to tease and torment him, he would have no part of it. She could stay a virgin in her damned room until
            all hell froze over!
         

         
         His eyebrow jutted upward to an even loftier level as Raelynn smiled up at him provocatively, making no effort to repair her
            dishabille. Turning, she strode away from him with hips swaying with a slow, wanton movement, giving Jeff cause to wonder
            if he had married an unmitigated tease. A brief moment later he became convinced of it when she glanced over her shoulder
            with an invitation in her eyes that promptly reversed the dwindling of the manly bulge. Deliberately she rolled a shoulder,
            sending the nightgown slithering down her arm, allowing him a glimpse of a pale orb, albeit from a rearward angle. Upon facing
            away again, she gathered the gown across her buttocks, yielding him every detail the clinging cloth could afford.
         

         
         A brightening gleam lit Jeff’s eyes as he idly scratched his chest. There came a time in each man’s life when he had to put
            all finesse aside and do what came naturally though he might well be hell bent for his own destruction. At the present moment
            making love to his wife seemed the most natural thing in the world.
         

         
         Raelynn’s fine nose lifted to emulate a haughty noblewoman as she coyly played a game of pretense. “You’re drooling in your
            beard, knave,” she pompously complained, looking at him loftily. “Now depart from my room and give me peace from your presence.
            I wish to summon water for my morning bath and cleanse myself at my leisure. Only when I’m dressed and properly attired will
            I consider your invitation to visit the couturier.”
         

         
         “Minx,” Jeff muttered and, with a low, playful growl, sprinted after her, causing her to squeal like a child in a game of
            chase as she skittered behind a chair.
         

         
         Briefly Raelynn faced him over its winged back, but she soon discovered the piece provided no safe haven from the grinning
            swain who pursued her. He leapt around the back of it just as she skirted a nearby table. The door to his bedroom was before
            her, and she raced toward it, barely managing to thrust it open and escape around another chair and table. In her haste, she
            released the nightgown, inadvertently giving Jeff something tangible to grasp. His hand caught its flying hem, and in the
            next instant a shocked gasp was wrenched from Raelynn as he gave the cloth a downward yank, splitting the gown completely
            open down the front. The remnant was promptly whisked free of her arms and banished to the floor.
         

         
         “Oh, you lewd, knavish cad!” Raelynn cried through her laughter as she scurried around another chair. She tossed a glance
            over her shoulder, but her long hair flew across her face, blinding her to his whereabouts. “You’d tear a lady’s clothes off
            her back with little regard for propriety. . . .”
         

         
         She came to an abrupt halt, meeting something very hard and masculine, to be exact her tall, firmly muscled husband. Her mouth
            flew open in surprise, and hardly a pause of a heartbeat later she found long arms encircling her naked form. A large hand
            slipped down her back until it reached her buttock. Encompassing its fullness, he lifted her up snugly against him, making
            her vividly aware of his unyielding passion.
         

         
         “Oh . . . oh!” Hardly aware that she had issued the muted gasps, Raelynn stared up at him, awed by the waves of sensual warmth
            radiating upward from the cloth-bound firmness upon which her womanly softness was now nestled. Suddenly, it was as if she
            had been caught in a vortex of whirling flames, for her whole body became warm and flushed with excitement. Her soft nipples
            throbbed against his furred chest, and behind her back she could feel his hand bridging the crevice between her buttocks,
            pressing her womanly loins against his. Her breath quickened, and she banished her second alternative completely from mind
            as she slid her arms behind his neck and locked them in a fierce embrace. How could she think of withholding herself any longer
            from a man who set her whole being ablaze?
         

         
         “The French doors are open,” she breathed shakily, casting a glance toward them. It didn’t bolster any admirable impression
            of an unfaltering will when Raelynn realized that her concern centered primarily on a fear that they could be interrupted
            again, this time by unwary servants. As for her paltry resolutions, she had ceased to care, at least for the moment. Jeffrey
            was her husband, after all, and she desired his attention perhaps as much as he yearned to bestow them upon her. “Anyone who
            passes on the porch will see us.”
         

         
         “Our privacy is secure, madam,” Jeff murmured huskily, lowering his head until his lips hovered above hers. “None of the servants
            would dare venture past our rooms when there’s a possibility that we might be occupying them, especially mine. That rule has
            long been established, so rest at ease. We’re quite alone, madam. Trust me.”
         

         
         Claiming her mouth, he ravaged its honeyed depths with rapacious greed, searching, demanding, devouring all that was within
            reach of his tongue. His hand came up to encompass the back of her head as his face slanted across hers, and it became an
            intoxicating exchange of lips and tongues as he found himself drinking in the sweet nectar of her passionate response.
         

         
         By the time Jeff lifted his head and set her to her feet again, most of the strength had drained from Raelynn’s knees. His
            sturdy chest provided support until her world settled back into place. Finally she leaned back within his encompassing arms
            and found his smoldering gaze devouring her breasts. Appeasing an earlier desire, she swept her hands across the width of
            his tautly muscled shoulders and, in a languid caress, brushed slender fingers across male nipples all but hidden by the dark
            hair covering his chest. The knotted sinews of his waist were steely hard, and for a moment her fingertips traced across them
            admiringly before venturing to the top of his trousers. Her voice was a warm, husky whisper as she began plucking open a side
            placket. “It’s not fair that I should be the only one naked, Jeffrey.”
         

         
         “Banish the thought, madam,” he murmured huskily and grinned as he stepped back slightly, allowing her freedom to continue.
            His own hands moved over her pale body, eliciting a quickening excitement that left her eagerly anticipating his provocative
            advancements. When the last closures of his trousers came free, his waistband sagged away from his taut waist, causing her
            to cast a hesitant glance upward. Her timidity was obvious as her teeth tugged nervously at a bottom lip.
         

         
         “Help me,” Jeff urged huskily, banishing her doubts.

         
         With a growing involvement in this titillating game they were playing, Raelynn lent him assistance in sweeping the trousers
            downward, at least until she glimpsed his manly nakedness, and then, in some awe, she retreated with cheeks burning. Indeed,
            the vibrant heat he now displayed infused her whole being with warmth.
         

         
         Jeff peered askance at his young wife as he stripped off his trousers and tossed them aside. The sudden uncertainty in her
            eyes alerted him to her mounting fear. “It’s all right, Raelynn,” he cajoled in a hushed tone. Reaching out, he threaded his
            long fingers through hers. “I’m only flesh and blood. You’ve seen me before.” He brought her up close against him, allowing
            her to feel the enemy against her. “Don’t be afraid. We were made for each other.”
         

         
         She trembled, fully conscious of the manly blade that would rend her virgin’s flesh, but Jeff gave her trepidations little
            time to solidify into a full-fledged fear. His opening mouth seized hers again with impassioned fervor, snatching her thoughts
            away as he demanded her response. Tentatively she yielded her lips and tongue to the flaming heat of his kiss until the fires
            began to rage out of control, leaving her feeling as if she would be devoured in his consuming greed.
         

         
         When Jeff finally straightened, he had settled it in his mind that he would not allow time for interruptions. he needed her
            as much as the air that he breathed.
         

         
         Sweeping Raelynn up in his arms, he carried her to his bed where he pressed her back into the rumpled sheets. His tongue flicked
            slowly over a pliant peak, sending liquid fire spiraling downward into her loins where it seemed to burn with a strange kind
            of hunger that yearned to be fed.
         

         
         Rolling, they lay alongside each other, kissing, caressing, exploring. His mouth blazed a fiery trail over her breasts, licking,
            suckling, devouring as his thigh encroached between the sleekness of hers. Drawing a pale limb up over his hip, he slowly
            teased her with the heat of his desires, stroking his maleness against the dark veils shrouding the secret places of her womanhood
            until Raelynn began to shudder. Yet the tremors had nothing to do with fear or aversion, rather a rushing excitement that
            left her nearly breathless for want of something beyond her ken.
         

         
         His smoldering eyes roamed her as he continued his pleasurable assault, but now with more dedication. Staking his claim upon
            her, he swept his hand down over her breasts, the slender waist and skimmed downward along the outside of her legs before
            moving upward again, this time along the inside of her creamy thighs. She started slightly at his intrusion, and then her
            breath caught at the sensations he created within her as his fingers began to ply her flesh. It was as if she were being jolted
            by liquid fire, waves of it pouring upward through her senses, setting her whole being aflame. She began to writhe and pant
            and in some embarrassment over what she was experiencing, she tried to turn aside, but Jeff pressed her down, unwilling to
            desist until she was truly his. His invasion proved a heady forage indeed, driving her into a kind of frenzy as he delved
            upward with strengthening dedication. Stroking her own breasts, she arched her back and offered them to him with a kind of
            wanton boldness that she had never experienced before. Greedily he devoured them, heightening her excitement until she thought
            she couldn’t bear it.
         

         
         “Please, Jeffrey.” She was incognizant of what she wanted; she only knew that his manly heat seemed to feed the fires burning
            in her loins. Slipping a hand behind his neck, she pulled his head near and kissed him with all the passion he had awakened
            within her. Locked together in a fierce embrace, they rolled upon the bed, their thighs entwined, their tongues playing in
            the sultry heat of each others’ mouths, their hands boldly searching out the private places.
         

         
         Caught up in the headiness of their passion, Raelynn slid a trembling hand over her husband’s firmly muscled chest, moving
            it past his waist and along the thin line of hair that traced downward over his taut belly. Beneath her wandering inspection,
            Jeff held his breath as he awaited that moment wherein she would touch him. Her fingers traced the manly flesh timidly, seeming
            almost fearful of hurting him, until he covered her hand and began to instruct her. Hardly a moment passed before he felt
            his restraint begin to crumble.
         

         
         “Oh, love, love . . . there’s no turning back now,” he breathed. His eyes melded with hers as he rose above her and searched
            her face for any evidence of fear or reluctance. Caught up in the growing hunger of her own desires, Raelynn lifted her hips
            to his in an unmistakable invitation.
         

         
         Jeff’s breath wafted from him in a sigh of overwhelming relief and awe before he lowered his mouth upon hers and kissed her
            with tender ardor. Suddenly a burning pain pierced Raelynn’s loins, wrenching a gasp from her as the steely shaft drove home.
            She squeezed her eyes tightly closed against the throbbing discomfort of the rent flesh and pressed her face against the base
            of her husband’s neck as she dug her fingers into his shoulders. His lips sought hers again and played provocatively until
            she began to answer his devouring mouth and cavorting tongue.
         

         
         In a moment all thoughts of pain were swept behind her and banished to the far reaches of her mind. Raelynn never knew the
            precise moment when he began to caress her loins with his. The slow, smooth, rhythmic thrusts seemed so effortless on his
            part; a long, leisured stroking that massaged the hurt away; a burgeoning excitement; exhilarating, scintillating pleasure
            washing through their merged bodies; senses skimming over billowing currents; quickening movements that drew her up with breathless
            gasps to meet his thudding hardness; waves of pulsing rapture sweeping over and through their entwined bodies; a swelling
            tide that lifted them up upon foaming crests; crashing breakers that seemed blindingly brilliant; and then shimmering, thrilling,
            unending ecstasy.
         

         
         Washed up on the white beach of tousled sheets, they lay in the rosy aftermath of their passion, her head upon his shoulder,
            a brown hand encompassing her hip, a slender arm flung across his chest, and a sleek limb resting across his thighs. Though
            neither of them complained, the threat of dissolving seemed imminent.
         

         
         Smiling dreamily, Raelynn traced a fingertip through the mat of hair covering her husband’s chest and sketched a male nipple
            as she marveled at what she had just experienced. “I think I could sleep for a whole week now,” she sighed softly. “But only
            if you’d consent to stay with me.”
         

         
         “We’ll have to move your clothes back in here again,” Jeff breathed, pressing a kiss upon her brow. “We could even share a
            bath.”
         

         
         Raelynn rose up upon his chest and smiled down into his shining eyes. “But I thought you already had a bath this morning.”

         
         A slow grin stretched across his handsome lips, displaying the taut depressions in his cheeks as his hand swept down her naked
            back. “Aye, but I find the idea of playing with you in my bathtub quite intriguing, madam. Would you be willing to indulge
            me?”
         

         
         Her smile was warm and inviting. “Most eagerly, sir, if you, in return, would be amenable to allowing me a few privileges.”

         
         “As many as you want, my dear, as long as you stay within the confines of my arms.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Elegant little shops abounded in Charleston, proclaiming its wealth as one of the most important ports along the eastern seaboard.
            It was a gracious city, well maintained by its residents, and rightly known for its charming atmosphere. Its streets bustled
            with activity, its docks the same.
         

         
         Jeff’s shipping company was located near the wharf. It, too, was a busy place with ships either being loaded or unloaded nearby
            and six-in-hands in the process of returning or pulling large wagons brimming with cargo to other vessels docked in different
            areas of the port. It was in the shipping yard where the Birmingham carriage made its first stop, allowing Jeff to drop off
            the recently reviewed ledgers to his bookkeeper.
         

         
         “I won’t be but a moment, my sweet,” he assured his wife, squeezing her hand affectionately before stepping down from the
            black landau and striding toward the three-story brick building.
         

         
         Raelynn watched from the window of the conveyance as her tall, nattily garbed husband made his way past workmen who called
            out a cheery greeting or waved to him from afar. His affable responses and ready repartees to humorous comments or teasing
            banter, which met him along the way, affirmed that Jeffrey Birmingham was well-liked among his employees. He even paused to
            speak with a man of middling years from whom he parted a moment later with a handshake and a mutual chortle as well as an
            enthusiastic pat on the back bestowed upon him by the brawny fellow.
         

         
         Smiling in secret pleasure, Raelynn settled back against the landau’s cushioned seat to await his return, hardly begrudging
            the time she had been given to relish the memories they had made together earlier that morning. In the hours that had since
            elapsed, one truth had become strikingly clear; she was immensely satisfied, even delighted with the choice she had finally
            made in yielding herself to Jeffrey’s husbandly initiation into marital intimacy. What had followed their union had further
            solidified her belief that she had chosen wisely. Even the simple acts of bathing and dressing had proven infinitely more
            pleasurable with a bold, handsome participant, who was not above indulging in some frisky horseplay. Indeed, until this day
            in history she had remained ignorant of the attention-getting results of a linen towel being popped against a naked backside,
            but when she had returned the favor, she had suffered some surprise, learning very quickly that Jeff’s attack had been much
            more gentle and playful, for in slapping him she had left a red welt upon his buttock that had, in the making, drawn a genuine
            “Ouch!” from him. Her worried apologies and soothing strokes had soon led them into more kissing and fondling, which they
            had later deemed well worth the initial pain. In every respect Raelynn was feeling as happy and content as any young bride
            who was thoroughly entranced with her amorous husband.
         

         
         Jeffrey Birmingham’s manly appeal was like a strong magnet, to which heretofore she had found herself being drawn closer with
            each passing day. In the last few hours, however, that progression had advanced by mind-staggering degrees until she was led
            to think that she was even more susceptible to his physical appeal and winning ways than Nell or any of the other hopefuls
            who had once yearned to have Jeffrey Birmingham for a husband. She had never deluded herself into believing she was the only
            female in Charleston or the surrounding area who had become thoroughly infatuated with the man. He was too handsome for any
            woman to entertain such a notion. The only difference between all the other maidens and herself was Jeff’s own preference
            in choosing her, and she was infinitely glad he had.
         

         
         A shadow passing alongside the landau made Raelynn glance around in time to see a roughly garbed man strolling past the last
            window. She barely caught a glimpse of the back of his hat-covered head before he moved beyond the opening, but she had no
            real reason to lend the fellow further heed. Considering the fact that she was a complete stranger to most of the city’s populace,
            she felt no curiosity as to his identity or appearance. In the next moment she wished she had been more inquisitive. At least,
            if she had, she might have had time to flee the carriage and find her husband. As it was, she was without benefit of Jeffrey’s
            comforting presence when Olney Hyde stepped back to the window and tilted his head aslant to peer in.
         

         
         “Why, if’n it ain’t Mrs. Birmin’am, all decked out like some gent’s birthday present,” the curly haired scamp drawled, displaying
            a poorly contrived surprise as he dragged off his cap. No less cocky than he had been in Gustav’s presence, he swept his gaze
            from her pert bonnet down to the pale peach floral muslin gown covering her soft bosom, where it lingered overlong.
         

         
         Raelynn was grateful her square, lace-edged neckline was demure or she might have found herself blushing even more than she
            was. Whereas Jeff’s perusals evoked a sensuality within her that was hard to ignore, she was highly insulted by the brazenness
            of this rascal’s scrutiny. Though probably as much as five years her senior, Olney seemed much younger, especially in comparison
            to her husband, but she hardly considered that fact a compliment. To her, he seemed the epitome of a naughty young tough,
            whom she really didn’t care to confront on any terms, let alone now when she had no one but an aged driver to serve as her
            protector. Still, she managed to gather a fair measure of bravado and gave snide retort to the scamp. “Well, Olney, I’m rather
            surprised to see you walking about so blatantly on the streets of Charleston. I thought you’d be skulking around in some dark,
            dank alleyway somewhere. Sheriff Townsend will certainly be interested in hearing that you’re still in the city. As you probably
            know, he has been searching high and low for you. I’ll be sure to tell him I saw you just as soon as I can.”
         

         
         “Aye, ye do that, Mrs. Birmin’am, an’ whilst ye’re doin’ it, I’ll be tellin’ Mr. Fridrich how fetchin’ ye’re lookin’ nowadays,
            a damned sight fancier than when he last saw ye. Ye know, he really regrets my not makin’ ye a widow that night I accidenta’ly
            shot yer husband. He ain’t ne’er had nothin’ taken from him afore, leastwise a wench. O’ course, most o’ the ones what he’s
            had o’er the years ain’t been nearly as high-falutin’ or, for that matter, half as enticin’. Ye might say that losin’ ye has
            set his temper awry, ’specially since he gots only one arm what’s o’ any use now.”
         

         
         Raelynn scoffed at the rogue’s claim. “Accidentally, ha! From what I’ve heard from Kingston, you took deliberate aim, fully
            intending to kill my husband, no doubt for the purpose of appeasing your employer.”
         

         
         Olney shrugged his brawny shoulders indolently. “Well, now, a bloke’s got ta peer down the sights o’ his pistol real careful-like
            when he only means ta crease a fella’s scalp. I’m a fair shot, that I be, but ‘ere are some things what just takes time an’
            attention. I bet yer Mr. Birmin’am couldna’ve done any better if’n he’da’ve taken aim. He might’ve missed Mr. Fridrich completely
            if’n he’da’ve really meant ta shoot him.”
         

         
         “My husband would never consider doing such a thing unless forced to defend his home or his family! He doesn’t go around shooting
            people simply because he takes a notion, as you seem capable of doing at the slightest provocation, Olney. As to that, I remember
            quite distinctly when you held a pistol to my head and threatened to do away with me if I didn’t conform to Gustav’s dictates.”
         

         
         “That was only ta make ye awares o’ who was boss. Mr. Fridrich was in some kind o’ awful misery wit’ his arm an’ all, an’
            ‘ere was Doc Clarence needin’ yer assistance. But no! Ye were a-jeerin’ at Mr. Fridrich like the cold-hearted bitch ye are.”
            He shook his head in exaggerated bemusement. “I swear, I don’t know what Mr. Fridrich sees in ye. I’ll grant ye, ye’re a winsome
            li’l thing wit’ a shape ta match, but as for meself, I likes women wit’ some heart . . .” his pale gray eyes danced with prurient
            amusement as he dropped his gaze to her soft bosom again and held his cupped hands out away from his own male breasts, “an’
            melons as big an’ ripe as . . .”
         

         
         “Don’t be vulgar, Olney,” Raelynn snapped, highly miffed. “It shows your lack of breeding.”

         
         His lips twisted in a derisive smirk. “Oh, I suppose a fancy liedy like yerself would be more interested in a bloke’s breedin’
            instead o’ what’s in his breeches.”
         

         
         Raelynn’s eyes flashed indignantly. His lewd talk was getting to be a bit more than she could handle. It was one thing to
            converse with Jeff about body parts, but quite another thing entirely to endure obscene references to those same areas when
            they came from a wily rapscallion. “You’d better be on your way, Olney, before my husband returns and finds you here. Or you’re
            going to wish you had.”
         

         
         “I ain’t worried none ’bout that ‘ere rich gent ye married. Why, I could best an ol’ buck like him any day o’ the week. ’Sides,
            I knows how ta keeps meself safe an’ out o’ the reach o’ his sort. Me folks packed up ta sail here after leavin’ ‘ose filthy
            tenements o’ Southwark. Indentured themselves ta do it, they did. Now that I thinks o’ it, maybe we didn’t live so far away
            from that highfalutin London mansion where Cooper Frye said ye were born. M’liedy High An’ Haughty, that’s what ye be. But
            I’ve been in this here area since I was knee-high ta a duck an’ can tromp through Carolina swamps wit’ as much ease as some
            folk stroll along Church Street. Thoughts ta tell ye the truth, I ain’t afraid ta prance meself along any boardwalk in Charl’ton
            an’ thumb me nose at
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