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Quincy, AZ 1885

Charade

––––––––
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IT WAS CAROLINE QUINCY'S wedding day, and her happiness grew while putting the final touches on her hair. She was looking forward to not being on display as the unmarried daughter of the founder of Quincy. And it was also pleasing that she would no longer sleep in her childhood bed.

Not only did her father own most of the territory around Quincy, but his legacy was also prosperous. Growing up, she didn't enjoy pretending her fondness for the politics involved in running the town of her heritage. And her mother came from an affluent background in her own right.

However, contrary to most peoples' beliefs, prosperity does not equal happiness. Instead, Caroline grew up abiding in a cold and lonely existence. Not only was her father rude with a crusty demeanor, but Caroline's mother enjoyed her social standing through arrogance. So, her firsthand knowledge of creating a false impression of a united family had been drilled into her head.

Caroline's twenty-six years had also taught her how greasing a few palms could gain anyone their greed for material assets and power. It always outweighed joy and contentment. 

When love blossomed between her and Zane, remaining the good daughter tested her resolution and caused her temper to overextend its limits. 

The svelte bride glanced at herself in the floor-length-looking glass. Caroline was pleased with her choice of a simplistic but appealing white gown with a sleeveless, tight-fitting bodice and a scalloped white eyelet trimmed neckline. She was happy to have stood up to her mother when it came to no fuss about an elaborate train and veil. And there would be no puffy sleeves either. It was one of the few battles against her mother she had won. 

Carly's best friend, Lorraine, was a bubbly blonde with dimples who was petite and a burst of energy. They grew up together and were Rainy and Carly to many. "Oooh, your dress is more beautiful than I remembered. You are gorgeous." 

"Thanks, Rainy. You were right that I should listen to Zane about wearing my hair free and not in a fussy updo as mother wanted."

"Your mother's ivory and pearl combs are perfect to set it off as your hair will absolutely shimmer in the sunlight."

"You don't think the curly tresses on each side of my face are too much, do you?"

"Oh, no. I'm sure Zane will think it looks sexy. Your mother's combs, the earrings, and the necklace from Zane's parents for something new are stunning. And the perfect touch is the blue forget-me-nots in your bouquet of white roses."

"And from my dearest friend, a lucky sixpence in my shoes. So, yes, I'm very ready."

Forty-nine-year-old Ardella Quincy had no gray in her brown hair, without a strand out of place in her pompadour. She had brown eyes that were severe in their censoring. She walked into her daughter's room. "Caroline, bluntly put, you can still save your family's embarrassment and call a halt to this irrational and preposterous marriage. We'll find an acceptable excuse."

Caroline glowed when turning from the looking glass. "What you believe is an embarrassment, irrational and preposterous, I call my new life, which I've never been surer about, Mother. Zane is everything to me. There was a reason why someone left him on the steps of the mercantile. I don't care what blood runs through his veins. And should you be so inclined, there is a reason why Pops and Emma name him Zane—because the name means 'God is Gracious,' which is precisely how they feel. And for heaven's sake, they own Blackwell's Mercantile."

Ardella puckered her lips before speaking. "I'm not disputing the Blackwell's are anything but respectable. That said, for crimany sake, you've only to look at him to know he has Indian blood running through his veins. So, must I state the obvious? His heritage will follow you throughout the rest of your life."

Ardella sighed. "No matter how you try to ignore it, your father and I must live with your choice. Not to mention your brother and his family. It isn't all about you, Caroline." She shook her head. "And mercy on us all, should you bring a child into this world—life will be unbearable for this family. And for the love of propriety, think of Greyson's children should you bear breed cousins. As well, the reality of school cannot be avoided." 

Carly stood with fisted hands at her side. "Since my family thinks so little of my future husband, I should forgo this fancy charade of a wedding. I'm only abiding because you insisted I do it for the family's reputation and forward-thinking citizens of Quincy. Also, for Father's politics and influential friends."

"That is enough, Caroline June," reprimanded a robust Eldon Quincy from the doorway while closing the door. With his full head of salt and pepper hair, well-kempt mustache, and bold stance, the man was a force to reckon with for anyone. 

"You're right, young lady. We agreed to this charade marriage for appearance's sake. However, behind closed doors, there is no pretending the obvious. It's just politics. A half-breed has no business in the white world. Even so, I will put up with this dreadful debacle since you insist on getting your own way."

Ardella stood stately in her perfect blue silk dress styled in the latest fashion. "Today's fiasco could have been avoided if you had married Dawson Graham last summer. And you could have given the family an heir by now."

"Oh, hell, Ardella," growled Eldon, "leave it to you to want the girl to marry another poor choice. Huh! Zane is bad enough, but that damn Dawson Graham is nothing short of a damn namby-pamby. I seriously doubt if he knows how to get his appendage up, let alone know how to use it past necessary."

"Oh, for crimany sakes, Eldon, you know very well Dawson was a far better choice for Caroline's husband than that dandy of a Casanova, Stewart Patterson."

"Who in the hell cares. His family has deep pockets. Let him have his tarts on the side. As long as Caroline gives us heirs, the hell with anything else."

Carly and Rainy exchanged hopeless glances as her parents sniped as usual. "Please stop bickering about me as if I weren't in the room, you two! I love Zane, and he is my future. Because you don't believe in love, I do! I wouldn't have demeaned myself by marrying either of those men. I'd have stayed on the shelf. I refuse to marry and live the cold, harsh life you raised me in, for crimany sakes." Tears filled Carly's eyes as her shoulders slumped. "Will you please stop trying to spoil the happiest day of my life! Zane and I will wed at the church with Rainy, Jake, and his parents if you don't."

At twenty-nine, handsome and brawny, Zane Blackwell and his coal-black eyes could penetrate a person with warmth. He wore his black hair chin-length, which enhanced his handsomeness and charm. 

"It won't be long, son, and you'll be an old married man," said tall, thin, and balding Ben Blackwell while handing Zane the brandy snifter. 

"I can't wait, Pops," Zane said, grinning. "Carly is everything. I still can't believe she loves me."

"Well, you best believe that sweet girl loves you, my dear," his mother said with a grin. "If ever I've seen a smitten young lady beyond belief, it's your Carly."

Zane hugged her. "Thanks, Ma. I hope Carly and I are as happy as you and Pops."

She smiled at him. "Of course, you will be, my dear."

"My boy, it's time to get you to the church," said Ben.

∷=∷=∷

Zane stood waiting at the pulpit with his best friend, Jake, for his bride to walk down the aisle toward him. He had faith in the love he and Carly shared. However, his palms began to sweat as the moments ticked by while thinking of what Eldon Quincy might do to stop the wedding.  His unease grew. 

Jake leaned toward his friend. "Hey, pal, something is off about this whole thing. What do you think?"

With hands clasped behind him, beneath Zane's smile held a hidden grimace. "That bastard Eldon's handy work is my best guess. No matter, I'll wait. My Beautiful One will be here."

Many town's people were at the church, with the governor of Arizona and other dignitaries also in attendance. Arrangements of white roses and forget-me-nots on various heights and sizes of brass stands and white candelabras lined each side of the pulpit and down the aisles. 

As Zane's mind continued to race that something was afoot, the loveliest vision he'd ever seen stood in the doorway of the church. Rainy led the way as the music played the wedding march. Zane's smile grew when his eyes met with sparkling ones as his bride walked toward him. He discounted Eldon Quincy's scowl while placing Carly's hand in his. 

"You take care of my girl, half-breed," Eldon said through clenched teeth before standing beside his wife. 

Zane winked while tucking her arm inside the crook of his. "Hey, My Beautiful One, you are stunning. Shall we do this?"

Carly bobbed her head. "Yes... oh, yes, My Everything."

The next few minutes became a blur to Zane after the pastor asked, and his father-in-law said -yes- and gave his daughter's hand in marriage. I'll play your game... for now, Quincy. 

They smiled and conversed with well-wishers within the hour in the church's reception hall. Although when an opportunity arose, he whisked his wife to an alcove for a kiss. "Now, you're all mine, Mrs. Blackwell. Any regrets?" 

She beamed while cradling the side of his face. "My only regret is we had to do what was expected, just because of who my parents are. Soon, we'll say our goodbyes. Oh, Zane, I can't wait to start our life together."

He drew her into a hug. "That makes two of us, My Beautiful One."
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My Everything & My Beautiful One

––––––––
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THE ATMOSPHERE IN THE Blackwell home was warm and inviting compared to the home Carly grew up in, which was cold and unloving. In the corner sat a potbellied stove with a window next to it. Oak wainscotting ran halfway up the walls. Above it was white wallpaper with muted daisies. Next to the cookstove stood a dry sink. 

Carly sat at the oak clawfoot kitchen table, peeling potatoes for their supper. She couldn't help but smile when thoughts strayed to the incredible first year of her marriage. Not for one second did she regret becoming Zane's wife. 

It was also heartwarming to feel so much love from his parents compared to hers. Although she never knew both sets of grandparents, stories about them emphasized she was better off. The consensus was they were just as driven for success as her parents. 

Carly's parent's abhorrence of her marriage had not cut them out of her life, but their relationship remained shaky and tense. 

Okay, Carly, stop your woolgathering. She walked to the stove and stirred the green beans with bacon and onion as they cooked slowly. After putting the potatoes in water to boil, she picked up the mallet to tenderize the beef to make Zane's favorite dish—chicken-fried steak. 

∷

Zane had never been so happy as he was since marrying the love of his life. He bound up the porch steps to see his wife through the kitchen window, where she stood over the stove while fixing their supper. His smile grew while hurrying up the few steps to open the door. "Hey, Beautiful One."

Carly turned toward her husband, smiling. Between the two, it would have been difficult to determine whose happiness showed brighter as he walked over to embrace his wife. "Hello, My Everything. I'm glad you're home." 

"As I am to be here." He kissed her.

She licked her lips. "Mmmm, nice. More—I need so much more of you."

He cupped a breast while kissing her again. "I agree to more as well. How about putting supper on hold? I guarantee I have something that will pop up for an appetizer."

"Done. I'm convinced that I'll enjoy it wholeheartedly. As it is, I have proof I have done just that in the past." Carly cupped her husband's crotch while initiating a sensuous kiss. Tapping to his midsection halted it. 

"Hey," he chuckled while molding his hand around her growing belly, "I'd say little peanut is feisty tonight."

"Well, Papa, you are so right. Today, our little peanut has been in rare form," she whispered, slipping her hand inside his pants. "But I'm sure our little peanut will behave if Papa and Mama have their way with each other."

Grinning, Zane leaned back against the dry sink to unbutton her bodice. "I do like a challenge, Mrs. Blackwell. What have we here?" he said while teasing the end of her nipples. "I must say, I like how you are free of so many frillies while at home." He leaned over to suckle.

Carly sucked in a breath while biting her lower lip. "Mmmm, Zane, I never tire of your touch... your lips on my body."

"As I feel about you, too," he whispered. "Soon, I'll share your endowments with little peanut, so I better savor them now." 

With a mischievous expression, she curled her finger. "Then come with me. If you get the pleasure of savoring Mama, it's only fair she has her way with Papa's big peanut."

Zane let out a guttural laugh. "Big Peanut, huh?" He sat to kick off his boots, stood to shed his clothes, then followed his wife down the hallway. However, his eyes took in her nakedness when he reached their bedroom. "Damn, you are stunning with our baby in your belly, Mrs. Blackwell. Clothes are definitely overrated." He walked toward the bed.

A nude Carly lay in the center while propped up on her arm. "Mr. Blackwell, your big peanut is a gorgeous sight to behold. I daresay it will take me quite a while to crack such a delicious nut."

While sitting at the bedside, Zane grinned and reached out to mold a hand on his wife's belly. "My dear wife, your husband enjoyed using his big peanut to make little peanut." He leaned in to kiss her belly, then lay to face her in a like position while fondling her glory-button. "Unless I miss my guess, Mama, the proof of big peanut's work is blossoming quickly. Lucky little one." 

"It's so nice to just be like this... free to be with you... the love of my life, My Everything," Carly said, misty-eyed.

He tugged on a stray hair. "What's wrong, My Beautiful One?" 

"Oh, Zane, nearly a year, and I still awaken and reach for you in panic for fear that I'm still living in that cold, lonely house."

"I don't think I've ever told you how much I treasure it when you call me... My Everything." He softly kissed her brow with a loving smile. "Then, again, it's why I call you My Beautiful One, which you are inside-out. I am amazed you survived such an unfeeling and desolate atmosphere while growing up."

She snuffled. "Why are there such unhappy people in the world as my parents? It was a rarity that I heard them say a kind word for their arguing. And I rarely did anything right in their eyes. And when I did, had our maid, Velma, not told me so, I would have never known. However, in public, we embodied happiness with fake smiles and showed a united family. I wanted to leave so many times. But Father constantly preached that it was not within propriety for an Ikard-Quincy woman to display independence. More so, he stressed it would cast a bad light on him in their social standing."

"Well, you're here in our home, now," he whispered, leaning in for a kiss and laying her back. Zane worshiped her body as he feathered kisses over her breasts, her tummy, as his hands loved-on her mound.

"I love you more each day," said Carly, moaning as arousal took hold of her body. 

He looked up at her as he sat astride. "Our home will never be cold and unhappy, nor will there be angry words. You'll never be alone. I'm always in your corner." 

Carly caressed his hard-on while it teased her mound as she gazed at her husband. "To touch and feel your love with every caress, every kiss is something I will never tire of, Zane. And when I see how good it makes you feel when I touch you, it is a gift to me each day." She raised her knees, giving him liberty over her body. "You fill every part of me. I don't know where you begin and I end. Nor do I ever want to know. Slowly and gently make love to Mama and little peanut. We need to feel Papa's big peanut."

"Ahhh, My Beautiful One, I can do," he whispered. Placing soft kisses over Carly's neck, he kissed her lips. It turned erotic as their tongues meshed while pleasuring each other. When it ended, they breathed hard while he suckled lovingly. 

"So wonderful," she moaned while grinning mischievously. "I adore your nuts, Daddy," she whispered. "I need to feel your loving-on me."

He sat up with a lazy grin while using his fingers to titillate his wife's glory-button. "I don't want to hurt you and little peanut so close to your birthing. I'll take it easy, honey."

Their gazes held as he kept a gentle rhythm. Although Carly soon winced. 

"Ahhh, I love seeing you reach for the clouds. But this hurts, doesn't it?"

She bobbed her head while grasping his hips. "Oh, Zane... oh, my... hurts, but I don't want you to leave me," she moaned, teary-eyed. "I've waited all day for us to be like this."

"I can fix that. Zane scooted down her body to love-on her mound with his tongue. Then looked at her and whispered, "Trust me and let yourself go, Mrs. Blackwell. "

"Oh... oh... so good... so good, she whispered in a raspy voice as her body thrust from his gentle loving." Carly grasped the sheets as tears fell while a climax consumed her. 

Zane moved up her body, lay beside his wife, and propped himself on the arm, beaming with love. "Feel better?"

She traced his lips. "Every time you love-on me, I feel more cherished." She reached down and wrapped her hand around his hard-on. "Let me help you. Mama needs Papa's big peanut even more now." 

"Are you sure? You don't have to do what I did," he said hoarsely. "I wasn’t sure if you... well—"

"No, I don't have to, but what you did was special. I want to make you feel as cherished, Zane." It took maneuvering for her to move down and situate herself to love-on his hardness. Then Carly looked up. "Now, it's time for you to feel my love, My Everything."

While titillating his hard-on, moans of gratification magnified his desire as she took him over the edge. Zane caressed her hair and shoulders. "Love... you... My Beautiful... One."

While Zane regained his composure, considering her large girth, Carly scooted upward. Then, lying with her leg between his legs, she caressed his chest. "We are so lucky."

He cradled her face. "I say 'blessed' by The Great One."

∷=∷=∷

"Okay, men, are we clear on what I want you to do?"

"Yeah, boss. No harm comes to the girl. We just need to deal with the half-breed."

"You pick the time and place. I want no details—just action. But it damn well better be sooner than later."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 

TWO
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Evil is as Evil Does

––––––––
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"YOUR PARENT'S IDEA about getting away from town was good."

Zane grinned. While driving the wagon, he reached for Carly's hand with his free one. "I'm glad because they thought this would be a pleasant day for a picnic. And since you're close to delivering peanut, doing it after church is good because this time of year since it's still cool enough in the early afternoon." 

"Well, Mama Emma is right." She leaned over and kissed his cheek. "You know—"

Gunshots came out of nowhere, with one hitting Carly in the side. "Huh! Zane!" she cried, reaching for his hand. Instead, the blow knocked her backward and into the wagon bed.

Zane took a piercing shot in the shoulder, and his temple was grazed, causing him to fall unconscious to the ground.

As quickly as the chaos began, it stopped with the gunslingers galloping off. 

∷=∷=∷

"Ben, this is such a beautiful day," said Emma Blackwell, thick around the middle and a loving grandma to all the children that came into the mercantile. She wore her hair in a top knot bun, with blue eyes and dimples that complimented her gentle smile. Emma sat on a blanket she and her husband had spread on the ground, then placed the picnic basket at the edge. "I'm so pleased we thought about it. I believe it's just what the children need."

"Well, my sweet Emma, I reckon you're right as rain," answered Ben while sitting across from his wife. "What poor Carly has endured because of self-centered parents is downright awful. As we know full-well from running the mercantile, how people talk. It comes to my mind their holier-than-thou attitude fools no one for all these years. I just hope they continue to leave the children alone as they have so far to live their lives." 

"For gracious sakes, I agree. You know, dear, the other day, Hester Woolitzer went on and on about Ardella while you were helping Walter load their wagon outside."

"What did she say?"

"Oh, you know, the run-of-the-mill complaining about how glad she will be when the new 'Quincy's' Restaurant opens. Then when entertaining the 'elite,' there will be a much better selection of cuisine. Huh... cuisine... just a puffed-up word for fancy food."

"Oh, thunderation and bless my britches, but Lily's Diner has good food. Hoity-Toity Ardella can't be pleased with anything."

"If only she realized how her household staff has a mind to chatter amongst themselves, she would think twice about being that way. Still, some of the gossiping Wilhelmina and Ernestine do is balderdash. Although they couldn't manufacture all the goings-on at that fancy house if there wasn't a grain of truth. I'm so grateful our boy and Carly are together and happy."

Ben reached out and patted his wife's hand. "My sweet Emma, I'm just as glad. And happy that she's out of that mess. I—"

"Forevermore, Ben! Were those gunshots?"

"I think so," he answered while hurrying to stand, then helped his wife. "Emma, hurry... get behind the boulders over there. Even though we're here in this secluded spot, it's best not to take a chance of being seen. I'll get the rifle out of the wagon, then join you."

No sooner had Ben done so when men on horseback flew past us. "At least I parked the wagon off the road. Thunderation, those hombres were going so fast they paid no-nevermind. "We'll wait a few more minutes to be safe because they might come back, my dear." 

"Huh! Ben, what about the children!" Emma said, her heart in a flutter. "They would have been coming from the same direction as those rascals."

"Thunderation. We'll backtrack to make sure they're okay. They may have heard the shooting as well. Let's load the wagon."

∷=∷=∷

Zane's eyes fluttered when he felt wetness on his temple and a doozie of a headache. Then a terrible pain shot throughout his body. Suddenly, his eyes shot open. "Carly! Carly! Where are you?" He looked around and didn't see her while moaning and rolling on his stomach. "Carly! Carly!"

While holding his arm close to his side and trying not to move it, Zane tried standing but only got on his knees. Cries turned to sobs when he didn't see her anywhere. "Carly! Dammit, where are you, honey?" However, the pain in his head and the dizziness overtook him again. Everything went black.

∷

"Oh, dear, Lord, Ben! It's Zane! But where's our girl?"

Ben stopped their wagon quickly. "Here, Emma, help me get our boy in the wagon. Then we can look for our girl. I reckon the horses were spooked. She's probably down the road."

Emma nodded.

"Okay, honey, thank God it looks like he's just passed out since a bullet grazed his temple. The injury to the shoulder doesn't look too bad. This will hurt like the devil if he comes to, but I need to grab Zane under his arms. You grab hold of his feet. We must hurry."

With a moan of pain at first on Zane's part, they huffed and puffed while maneuvering their son into the wagon. A short distance away, their son's wagon was precariously off to the side of the road. 

"Oh, mercy! I don't see our girl—"

"She's in the wagon," said Ben, pulling on the reins. 

"Oh, my gracious. Our girl is in a bad way!" 

"Okay, honey, I'll climb into their wagon, then lift Carly into ours. We need to get her to town and Doc's fast. Get the blanket ready, so you can hold it to her wound. Oh, dear Lord, I hope we aren't too late."

An hour later, Ben reached town but didn't slow until he was at Doc Gleason's office. "Doc! Doc!" he yelled, then turned to see two men. "Ron... Arthur... Help me! Help me!"

After Zane and Carly were quickly taken to the exam room, Doc took control. "He's just stunned on the temple. Emma, grab some towels. Ben, it looks like the bullet went through his shoulder clean, so apply pressure with the towels to help stop the bleeding!"

"Of course," said Ben.

"Nurse Patton, give me some help with Caroline's clothes. There is no getting around it; she and the babe are in trouble."

While holding his wife's hand at her bedside three hours later, Zane wept. Although in pain, he wouldn't leave her side. Watch and wait was all he could do for her now.

Emma helped watch over her daughter-in-law by wiping her brow with a wet cloth—hoping to ward off a fever. She also needed to watch for signs of her wound festering. 

Meanwhile, Ben stood in the somber room at the end of the bed and looked at Carly, hoping and praying she'd make it. 

"What in the hell is going on?" said Eldon Quincy as he shoved Doc aside while entering the room. "I was called out of a damn meeting, so this so-called emergency better damn well be worth my trouble coming here, or heads will roll." 

A snarling Zane jerked out of his chair and quickly punched his father-in-law in the jaw using his unwounded arm. "You are a pathetic waste. Your daughter is at death's door while your grandchild is DEAD! You have two choices. You will act civil or get the hell out of here!"

Eldon fell backward against the wall, causing Doc Gleason's framed medical license to fall and shatter on the floor. He rubbed his jaw while righting himself.

While Zane turned back to his wife's still form, Ben stood with Doc, a tall and robust man of forty-nine years. "You may own and run this town, Eldon Quincy, but you are a nobody in my office. Zane is right. You act civilized or get out because I don't give a rat's arse if you got called out of a meeting or not." 

Eldon jerked free with a grunt. "Yeah, well, tell me what in the hell happened." He stood with arms folded over his middle and a scowl while listening to the day's events. 

"What is going on with my daughter, Emma?" asked Ardella when walking into Doc Gleason's office a few minutes later.

"Hello, Ardella. I'm glad you're here," said Emma, wiping her tear-filled eyes.

"Oh, please, do stop the waterworks, Emma. What happened? I suppose Caroline wants attention since she's with-child."

Emma grimaced. "Unlike you, I will have these waterworks for a long time. There is a real possibility that your daughter may die from the same bullet that took our granddaughter's life, Ardella."

∷=∷=∷

"You bastards! You were told not to hurt the woman so badly she might die! I said to ensure she lost the half-breed's brat. But, dammit! For sure, you were to get rid of the half-breed! And I told you there would be NO money if you messed up. Well, clearly, the half-breed is still breathing air. But you got rid of the brat, which is at least an accomplishment. So, here... I'll only give you half of the money. Now, get the hell out of my office. It will be a cold day in hell before I pay you for another botched job."
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THREE
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Mourning

––––––––
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ZANE WALKED INTO HIS and Carly's home six weeks later, but it was silent. However, he knew where to find her. It was where she spent a lot of her time now. He leaned against the doorjamb from the kitchen into the backyard, hoping to stow his grief, especially before approaching his wife if he were to have a chance of helping her. Although doubtful—so distant was she.

Carly sat on a bench at their daughter's gravesite under the weeping willow tree in the backyard of their home. The smile on her face that used to radiate was non-existent, as had her spirit weakened. Her sparkling eyes were now melancholy. 

He took a deep breath before walking down the porch steps. 

A blank expression covered her face when Carly heard her husband approach. It was as if she looked through him. "I thought I heard baby Emma calling to me." She shrugged. "But then, I remembered that our daughter is buried in this hard ground. Is it her spirit that calls to me, Zane?"

Holding back tears, Zane sat beside his wife, then shoved a tress of hair off her forehead. "I believe it's so, My Beautiful One. Our Emma is a spirit in the wind and will always be with us. No matter how many children we are blessed with, death only parts us physically until we are reunited in our next life."

"Why? Why did this terrible thing happen to us, Zane?" she asked, looking into his eyes as tears rolled down her cheeks. "Why were we on that road when those men took her from us? Why did they do this horrendous thing? Why?"

"I ask The Great One 'why' many times." He pulled her into his arms, and they clung to each other and sobbed. He snuffled. 

"I thought leaving my parent's meant no sadness could touch me. You're My Everything, Zane. So why does this sadness not stop? I feel as bad today as when this nightmare began."

He cradled her face. "We'll get through this. But we have to be there for each other to come out on the other side. I'm dying inside too. I want to hold our baby. I want to see her feeding at your breast. I want to watch her grow—see the sparkle in her eyes as I used to see in yours." He sat back and cradled her face. "I want... need my wife back too. I miss you, Carly."

Her eyes were glassy. "I don't know how to get me back, Zane."

He touched his forehead to hers. "It will come, My Beautiful One. It will just take time. And when you're ready, we'll have another child and as many as you want. But Carly, baby Emma is our first. Her brothers and sisters will know she was here."

∷=∷=∷

Eldon Quincy stood at the bar in his study, looking through the window in deep contemplation while sipping his brandy. 

"I thought you'd be off with your latest strumpet by now," said Ardella when she walked into the room. "Are you waiting for someone?"

Eldon turned his heel and looked at his wife with a sarcastic grin. "Yes, I am. Once my meeting is over, then I'll take my leave. I must thank you for setting me straight when I stupidly attempted to come to your bed after birthing Greyson. My strumpets have fed my appetite well over the years. I have Scarlet—the best so far. Still, I do enjoy sampling some of the potential conquests too."

Ardella stood straight and proper. "As did Clark serve me well until his passing. Of course, Charles has become quite dear to me. And in the process, we have carried on privately to keep the Ikard-Quincy legacy intact." 

He handed Ardella a brandy snifter, then raised his in the air. "Indeed. Of course, conceiving Caroline put us at a precarious disadvantage. Not only was I forced to claim your bastard, but you birthed a worthless girl instead of a boy to carry on the Quincy name should anything happen to Greyson."

Ardella shrugged. "Well, it isn't as if I had a say deciding the sex. Besides, since we didn't share a bed in those days, we still had a family legacy to uphold. So, the child could hardly be anyone but yours, could it, Eldon?"

He took a drink of brandy. "It was bad enough you birthed a girl, but her stubbornness has not served us well. Huh. No use in crying over spilled milk. It doesn’t matter, save Caroline marrying that half-breed. Huh, And to top it off, she almost brought his brat into this world. I've had to endure too damn much because of that wicked spawn."

Ardella sipped her brandy while sitting in a black leather wingback chair as Eldon ranted on while rolling her eyes. "Life does seem to be unfair at times. And we still have Theodore and Amelia for all their petulance to consider as they get older. I shudder to think of the heartache they will cause should they be anything like their Aunt Caroline."

∷=∷=∷

"Ben, it's been a few weeks, and I'm worried about our Carly."

"I know, Emma. So am I," he said, patting his wife's hand while they sat at the table in their small, cozy kitchen. Not only was there coffee ready to drink, but the aroma of baked goods also wafted throughout the home. Since Emma loved her garden, she also had many potted plants in the house. 

"You know, dear, maybe I should talk with Rainy. Perhaps, she can help our girl. I know she's been very worried about her as well."
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