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♥ CHRISTMAS EVE -1883 ♥

♥
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"Things are not always as they seem—or are they?"

––––––––
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The Sheriff of Peaksville, Zack Allister, had recently married Lacy Marie. However, it had been a long and bumpy road while they waited to have the set-aside of her marriage to her outlaw ex-husband, Gene Devlin, finalized. Because of it, their path to the altar had been trying as Devlin wreaked havoc at every turn.

Nonetheless, they counted their blessings with joyful anticipation that they and their daughters would celebrate as a family for the first time this holiday season.

For fourteen-year-old Skylar and little seven-year-old Codi Jo, their excitement over having a newfound family with grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins pleased them greatly. 

Zack grinned the closer to home he got. Since the girls were at their grandparents' house, anticipation for the upcoming private time of pleasure awaited him with his wife before joining the rest of the family. After closing the jail to begin his walk home, snow flurries began to fall—an unusual occurrence for Peaksville. Its altitude was only 4,100 feet. With a slight chill in the air, he turned up the collar of his shirt, then tucked his fingertips in his front pockets while hustling home. 

♥♥♥
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After bathing, Lacy Marie donned a lavender and lace robe, Zack's favorite. With a dab of Lily of the Valley perfume behind her ears and the cleft of her breasts, she also let her long curly blonde hair flow free over her shoulders. She pinched her cheeks for a rosy glow, which made her blue eyes sparkle. Lacy Marie savored the rising hunger for her husband's touch, which never failed to make her skin dance with excitement. It was a new feeling since what she had felt for her daughter's father was not the same. She recognized the difference between young love and the deep, meaningful love she shared with Zack as a woman.

Panic shot throughout when hearing the sudden stomping of heavy footsteps hurrying up the stairs—definitely not Zack's. Before she could gather her thoughts, the door burst open. Her head jerked upwards to the figure reflected in the looking glass. "Huh! Gene!"

Devlin stood in the doorway. He wore a lecherous gleam of lust as his eyes traveled up and down her body. "Are you waiting for me, wife?"

Lacy Marie pulled her robe tighter as she turned to face him, realizing Devlin's eyes penetrated her near nakedness. Her initial shock and anxiety fast turned to bitterness. "How did you get past the guard?"

He laughed. "Do you think one man would stop me? You should know me by now, Mrs. Devlin. The watchdog has been dealt with, so not to worry because he won't be bothering anyone else."

Her heart sank, knowing she had been married to a monster who could kill an innocent man in cold blood. However, it would be futile to show him any weakness—he would just feed on it.

"You've known for months where we live since you've sent your hawk figurines of disrespect, which you obviously had someone leave on our doorstep. Why don't you just leave the girls and me in peace, Gene? It isn't as if you want us past an obsession for your twisted gratification."

His sardonic laugh chilled her to the bone. "Oh, no, Mrs. Devlin, leaving you alone is not happening. You are mine. And I'm sure you do remember all too well how I hold no regard for those who mess with anything that belongs to me. So, settle in and start acting like a wife."

She couldn't be sure where her bravado came from while standing taller. "I'm no longer your wife. You sealed our fate when you began to abuse the girls and me—not to mention walking out on us to become an outlaw. There is no purpose for you in our life or us in yours."

He crossed the room with a wicked snicker and grabbed her by the hair. "Once my wife, always my wife. No piece of paper changes such a fact." He slipped his hand inside the opening of her robe and crushed a breast in his hand. Devlin ignored how she flinched from the pain. "A simple name change doesn't remove the fact you belong to me."

His repugnant touch sent the fear of what she was far too familiar with at his hands. Given such knowledge, Lacy Marie still tried to push his hand away from her body. Although in reality, she knew his brutal force and how he could violate her before Zack arrived home. "I'm not the scared little girl I once was, Gene." As quick as lightning, he held her by the throat so tightly that her stomach flip-flopped from his fetid breath. 

"I have no doubt you are every bit a mighty fine woman from the feel of your soft skin. You are nothing like the young, innocent girl I married." He pulled on the sash of her robe to force it open, then crushed her against his body. "Here's the deal, my sweet little wife. When ole Zack gets home, he will see you begging me to take you."

Lacy Marie shook her head with a grimace. "No. I won't do it. Besides, he'll know it would be a lie."

"I believe once we understand each other, you'll have a change of heart. You see, I'm not a fool, so I've no doubt once I clue you in on a certain fact, you'll convince Zack that he isn't in the picture any longer. After all, you are a mama bear when it comes to our girls." 

Her eyes flickered as her heart sunk. "What do you mean?"

"My men are at this moment watching our daughters through the window of the Barkley home. I know all about you, your precious Zack, and his family. How you've weaseled into their life. So, you know how important it is to convince the ole boy how much you want me. If not, one of our daughters will go with me instead." He shrugged. "Makes a no never-mind to me which one. You can choose."

"You wouldn't!" 

"Oh, I assure you, Lacy, I would." Devlin continued to fondle her breasts with a smirk. "You disappoint me, my dear. I would think by now you'd know I don't make idle threats. Of course, I can't promise there won't be someone else hurt in the process when my men break into the house and have their way with, well, I'm sure you know what I mean. They are a randy bunch, no doubt about it since we've been weeks on the trail—and no women to spread her legs for a poke."

She tried to shove his hand away, but it went for naught. "Your vulgarity defies morality that you and your men would violate innocent women. Not to mention, do something so heinous to your own children?"

"Oh, I can do a lot of things when I'm motivated, and make no mistake about it, I am motivated. You will do as you're told, Mrs. Devlin. Believe me, when I say it'll be my pleasure to continue wreaking havoc with your new hubby and maybe the half-breed and his lily-white squaw as well. Hell, I'd go so far as to say his precious mother... well... you know, anyone, really. It will be fun watching you stew over which one and just how they might even meet with ill-will."

"Oh, how I loathe you."

"Frankly, I don't give a damn if you do." He placed the end of his gun between her breasts as his luridness showed on his face. "You like?"

She raised her hand to shove the gun away as her rapid heartbeat increased. "Why do you constantly haunt the girls and me? Just leave us in peace, Gene. Please."

He raised the gun to her temple. "Not on your life, dear wife. You Just remember I will keep this gun handy, so no tricks." He squeezed her body tighter, then shoved his fingers inside her femininity. "Nice—wet and ready. Much better than I remembered. Of course, I'm sure you had thoughts of Zack between your legs. Slight change, Lacy." 

With the gun still at her temple, he removed his fingers from inside her to open his pants, then quickly shoved her hand down to his growing hard-on. "Come on, grab hold for old-times-sake, Lacy. We need to show ole Zack and tell him how you love to touch my hard cock, just like old times." He moved the gun to the back of her head while taking a breast into his mouth to savagely feed on them.

She winced and agonized over Gene's cruel ways as abusive memories returned. Her attempt to shove his hands away proved futile because he held her tighter. Lacy Marie was at a loss about how she could have ever welcomed his advances. "You disgust me."

He laughed. "I aim to please you, my dear. Come on now, give my cock a feel-good for ole-times-sake."

"Lace, are you upstairs?" Zack called as she heard his familiar steps coming up the stairs. 

While she cringed, Devlin forced her tighter to him. "This better be the show of your life. Remember what will happen if you don't." Naked in the front while he continued to fondle her breasts with his disgusting grin, Gene kept the point of the gun against the small of her back. "Keep your hand on my cock if you know what's good for you and those brats of ours, Lacy." 

When the door swung open, she forced a dreamy smile on her face as she lifted her leg while fondling his fast-rising hard-on. "Oh, Gene, please take me away with you. I had no idea Zack wouldn't satisfy me like you always did." Lacy Marie bolstered herself for the raw vehemence of anger on her husband's face when witnessing her betrayal of their vows. The disillusionment and angst in his eyes were clear to see. It made her ill. 

Zack stopped short in his tracks upon hearing his wife's endearment toward Gene Devlin. "What in the hell is going on in here, Lace?" 

She turned to him with a fake smile. "You see, Zack, I thought I loved you, but when Gene and I made love earlier, I... well, I realized it's him I want. Please try to understand that when love is as strong as I feel for Gene, it just is. In the end, all has worked out for the best."

"Get away from my wife. I don't give a damn if she wants to go with your vile arse or not. You're a wanted man, and the only place you're going is straight to jail." 

Devlin turned Lacy Marie around in one swift motion and forced her to stand before him to reveal his gun pointed at her temple. His expression reinforced his boastful demeanor. "Now—now, Sheriff, I believe you better put your gun down instead. Since you interrupted our tender moment, I need to get away from here. You know what I mean, so 'my wife' can give her husband a gratifying poke. And I do say, in any way she wants me to fill her."

Zack scowled. "You would go with a man holding a gun to your head?"

Although sickened at her behavior, Lacy Marie understood how much was at stake should she not continue the torment if she were to save her girls. She pulled on all her reserve. "Gene just likes to sound tough. It's part of why I love him." She smiled, then took Devlin's free arm and draped it across her nude front. "After all, it's the only way we can get past you. We dallied longer than we should have—otherwise, we'd have been gone before you got home. While you may be angry with me for choosing Gene over you, I know the Sheriff in you won't let anything happen to me. If for nothing more than Skylar's and Codi Jo's sake. Besides, you wouldn't want to tell the girls you had to hurt their mother."

"My wife is right, Sheriff. I couldn't have said it any better."

With only a foot separating them as Gene forced her forward, Lacy Marie clenched her hands so she wouldn't reach out to her husband. "Take care of the girls, Zack. I'm sure you must understand why we can't take them with us. Hard as I tried to forget him, I could not. So, tell them their mama loves them but needs to be with their poppa." 

Gene shoved his hard cock inside his pants with one hand and aimed the gun at Zack's chest with the other. "I do hope you enjoyed the show. Modesty has never been my priority when it comes to pussy."

Lacy Marie tried to think of a way to signal Zack that she was only playing Gene's sick game. Then an idea struck her, so she said, "Please tell Candace I'm sorry I couldn't say goodbye. But I'll be sure to send a telegram, perhaps from San Antonio or wherever we settle." She prayed Zack would relay the message to her best friend, then she could help him realize what it meant. 

Zack lowered his gun with hatred covering his face. "Do you really think I care one iota whether you're sorry you can't say goodbye to Candace? It will be a cold day in hell before I relay any message about what you have to say after today. More disgusting is the heartbreak you're willing to put the girls through and how they will suffer when they learn their own mother chose an outlaw over them."

Gene jerked Lacy Marie forward with the gun still pointed at her head. "Okay, Sheriff, cuff yourself to the bed." 

A bested Zack jerked his cuffs off his belt and complied while his rage festered. 

Once the sheriff was under control, Devlin took Lacy Marie in his arms and kissed her while roaming his hand over her exposed body. With a gloating expression, he made sure Zack saw him probe her intimately. "This patch of paradise will always belong to me, Sheriff. It's time you remember that."

Lacy Marie felt mortified beyond comprehension. However, she knew she must continue the charade, so she wrapped her arms around Gene and leaned into his enticement.

Gene broke the kiss and looked at Zack with a satisfied smirk. "I believe the better man has won." He grabbed a dress lying on a chair near him. "Put this on, Mrs. Devlin. We have miles to travel for our new life together."

Lacy Marie did as Gene demanded. 

Meanwhile, Devlin gave Zack a gloating look while fastening his pants. "You know, Sheriff, I've always loved Lacy Marie's long curly blonde hair fanned out over the pillow while I stick her velvety nest with a good poke. And, Sheriff, the whole time I'm poking her, those blue eyes will sparkle while I shoot cum with a tasty tittie in my mouth." He snickered. "Or maybe I'll be her lollipop. So many possibilities." 

He gave her a shove. "Get your coat and shoes, Lacy, you have me worked up, so I need another poke. I want to get our second honeymoon started." He urged her toward the door but with one last look toward Zack. "Goodbye, Sheriff." Once outside the door, he shoved her with a guttural laugh so it would resonate throughout the air.

The last thing Lacy Marie saw as Devlin yanked her into the hall was the devastated look on Zack's face. To her dying day, Lacy Marie would never forget how his brown eyes glared at her in shock and anger. Even disgust. Never again. would she comb her fingers through his wavy brown hair or feel his warm, sensuous body against hers. Most of all, she'll miss how she always savored their burst of joy when they were one, giving each other their ultimate gift of love. Not only did her stomach churn, but her heart fell to the floor while numbly moving through the home that she never thought to leave.
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♥ THE DEVIL'S PRICE ♥

♥
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"When storm clouds gather, we must

seek the sunshine—it's there—just hidden."

​

––––––––
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Mahogany furniture filled the sitting room of Breanna's childhood home. In front of the stone fireplace sat a comfy-looking settee covered in burgundy upholstery, along with brown leather wingback chairs on each side, which warmed the room's atmosphere.

Breanna sat beside her husband on the stone hearth with an anxious expression when her half-breed son walked into the room with a molasses cookie in hand. "Lone Walker, do you know what's keeping your brother and Lacy Marie? It's past time that Lacy Marie said they'd be here." 

Although he wouldn't admit it to his mother, Lone Walker had also begun to wonder. He smiled. "Ole Ed may be talking a leg off him at the jail, Ma. I'll go check if he's still there. Maybe Lacy Marie got held up at the hotel, too, so I'll also check on her."

Breanna smiled. "Thank you, dear. Gramps and I will help Candace with the twins." She stood on tiptoes and gave him a hug and peck on his cheek. "Don't be too long, though, because the girls are anxious to open their presents. They've almost worn-out Grandma and Grandpa B with games they were coerced into playing while Hessy and Lily finish getting supper on the table. I dare to say they all will be worn out." 

"Sure thing, Ma, I'm on my way." He popped the last bite of the cookie into his mouth and then crossed the room, where his wife sat on the floor with their twins.

"I don't like your expression. Do you suspect anything, darling?" Candace whispered when her husband knelt to give the twins a kiss on the forehead.

"I'm not sure what to think, my Candy. Try to keep Ma's mind off things while I'm gone." 

Lacy Marie's daughters, Codi Jo and Skylar, had played matchmaker. They demanded Zack and Lone Walker put the wooing lessons they had taught them to the task. There would be no Joy-Angel Spirit and Lil Zack-Wind Walker if they had not.

He whispered into his wife's ear. "Perhaps it's time we can take care of some lessons later, my wife."

"I like your idea, my husband," said a glowing Candace.

En route to the jail, Lone Walker thought about his village and family's massacre at the age of fifteen and how lucky his life turned out to be. To Breanna, his half-breed lineage meant nothing to her when she took him in as her son. When Candace walked into his life after years of bigotry, he felt reborn. He smiled. Not only did he have a beautiful wife who saw no color—just the man she loved, but she had also blessed him with twin babies. Life was beyond his dreams of expectations.

♥♥♥
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While impatiently waiting for someone to come looking for him, scattered thoughts ran through Zack's mind as he sat handcuffed to the footboard of their bed. How could life change so much in a few short hours? Raw fury surged throughout him, even though he tried to make sense of what would make his wife act as she did. However, he could not. Nor could he get the vision of her long smooth legs mingled with Devlin's grotesque and hairy body after vowing to be his alone on their wedding day. Worse was witnessing how his hands invaded her most personal intimacies. Just as bad was how she gloated about it. Or seeing her hands all over his disgusting body as well. He cringed at the thought, feeling like he would upchuck any moment.

His blood ran colder when his mind's eye turned to those two beautiful and innocent girls he now thought of as his own daughters. It scared him to consider how this would affect them. No matter what—their fairy-tale world would come to a screeching halt.

The tintype of their wedding day stared at him from the bedside table. Zack picked a decorative pillow up off the bed and heaved it at the tintype. It crashed to the floor at his feet, along with the other objects from the table. "Son-of-a-bitch! Why? Why did you do this to us, Lace?"

♥
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Lone Walker approached his brother's house door just as he heard a crash, followed by Zack's loud curse. He jumped with a start, pulled his gun from its holster, and then turned the doorknob to find it unlocked. Silence greeted him while checking downstairs but found nothing amiss. However, topping the stairs and entering the bedroom, where he heard the sound, was shocking. It was his distraught, blood-brother handcuffed to the bed. "Damn, where's Lacy Marie? What in the hell happened, little brother?" Lone Walker knelt and began freeing him. "Talk to me."

Zack sat up and wiped his forearm over his eyes. "It's over because Lace went with that bastard." He stood, knocking Lone Walker backward. "She chose Devlin over me!"

"You're not making any sense, Zack. Sit down and tell me everything." 

Zack kicked the tintype across the room, then relayed the ugly details to the only man he trusted. "She can rot in hell before I go after her. The girls and I will get along just fine. You should have seen the way she touched him. Hell, she was begging for him to take her in front of me!"

"Settle down, Zack, I know it looks bad, but you know something else must have happened. Lacy Marie must have had a good reason to do and say what she did." Lone Walker reached out for Zack's shoulder.

He shrugged. "It was clear to see that Lace wants nothing more to do with me or the girls. But dammit! What do I tell them?" 

Lone Walker shook his head. "Well, hard as it is for you right now, Devlin is a wanted outlaw, so we have no choice but to do our jobs. Come on, let's just concentrate on that for now. We'll sort this out later."

♥♥♥
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While settling into the cave he had chosen at Wrestler's Pass, Devlin thought about finding his family had happened in Peaksville through a local businessman, Jiggs Docherty. Some months earlier, the meeting facilitated a confrontation at the wedding reception for Chance and Breanna, Lone Walker, and Candace. When he struck his daughter Codi Jo in front of the townspeople, Zack and Lone Walker arrested him, escalating his need for revenge.

After Jiggs had helped Devlin escape, the men soon learned they had the same goal—mutual vengeance. They fast-forged a pact to help each other. Devlin would get back at Lacy Marie and Zack, while Jiggs and his bigotry would serve up mayhem against Lone Walker and Candace. Devlin looked around the cave—convinced he had chosen the right one since it had hidden passages. At the time, he had no idea it would serve him so well. 

♥
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"I did what you asked of me, Gene!" Lacy Marie shouted from across the cave. "Since you tricked me into believing you had one of your men watching the girls—revenge is yours. I hurt Zack and his family beyond repair." She couldn't help but relive the last few hours of mortification as it continued to fester. At least Gene hadn't raped her as he threatened to do when they left Peaksville. Although the disgusting man had fondled and teased her about all the nasty things that he would make her do to him since she left him and their marriage. Lacy Marie didn't think it possible to look herself in the mirror after being forced to allow Gene to fondle her so intimately in front of Zack. More devastating was being forced to touch Gene back while the man she loved went beyond time watching the vulgar scene unfold. Just as bad was confessing that she wanted Devlin over Zack. Just knowing he would soon demand more of her became more repugnant.

"Do you really think I'm finished with the likes of your Zack Allister, let alone the half-breed and his lily-white squaw?" Devlin smirked. "I haven't even begun my revenge, you ignorant, naïve bitch." 

He walked over and shoved Lacy Marie off the rock where she sat, causing her to lay sprawled on the floor with her coat in disarray and her breasts to near exposure from her ripped bodice. His menacing laugh chilled her to the bone.

"Please, Gene, I can't feel any lower since I did as you asked and played your sick game. I demoralized myself while fawning all over you, let alone you touching me in front of my husband. Obviously, you think nothing of me anymore, but at least think of our girls." 

Lacy Marie noticed how the comment about referring to Zack as her husband went ignored by Gene. She felt assured at the mention of their daughters, which caused a slight flicker of what resembled love for them. 

Lacy Marie played on the expression. "Do you want them to think worse of their poppa? They don't know anything about what you've done because I have protected them from such a scandal. They will hate you for more than just leaving us alone if you continue your revenge. Please, Gene, think of our beautiful daughters."

♥
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Devlin recalled light-hearted moments of playful laughter before everything went wrong as a partial smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Nonetheless, Codi Jo's harsh words while kicking and screaming at him during the reception echoed in his mind, too, bringing him back to the present. "Shut the hell up, Lacy, you're my whore now, and those girls have always been the bane of my existence. I'm just damn lucky you lost the third brat before I left, lest you be harping about it as well."

♥

[image: ]


Lacy Marie scooted back to lean against the cave wall with a downcast demeanor. She pulled her coat around her for warmth, then covered her ears while Devlin continued to rant about all the injustices done to him over the years. 

Meanwhile, she was convinced the devil's price would be to take her soul for the way she hurt Zack and her precious daughters.
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CHAPTER 3
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––––––––
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♥ ATTITUDE ADJUSTMENT ♥

♥ GOOD-BYES ♥

♥
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"Walking into the abyss of life is daunting, yet we

cannot come out on the other side if we don't try."

––––––––
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Unaware anything was wrong as the evening played out, Skylar and Codi Jo gave no argument when their great grandparents asked them to stay overnight. All they knew was their mother had fallen ill and needed some rest. However, promises of making homemade fudge and popcorn helped to tip the scales as a fun night.

When Chance and Lone Walker retired to the Walker home's sitting room, Candace nursed the twins before putting them to bed. 

Meanwhile, Breanna headed toward the kitchen to console Zack. She stood in the doorway and found her first-born son slumped over the table. Sadness and anguish filled her heart. He had witnessed so much anger with his father, yet Zack had been her ever-constant during the dark days.

She wondered how Lacy Marie might be holding up, too. It can't have been easy to face her ex-husband again, only to be whisked off into the night. She refused to believe her daughter-in-law went on her own accord. Something drastic had to have happened for her to do what she did. But what? How successful at convincing her son of said fact remained a big question since she couldn't offer him any answers save to be there for him. "Zackary," she said in a soft voice. 

He turned in his chair, his eyes mournful with nothing resembling a smile. He tipped his shot glass of whiskey and drank it in one fast gulp. "Lace has left me, Ma." He plopped the glass on the table with a mournful sigh. "Helluva love story, wouldn't you say?"

Breanna walked over to his chair and stroked his hair as she did when he was a little boy. "Buddy, talk to me." She took a chair across from him, sat forward, then leaned her forearms on the table. "Tell me the whole truth. So far, I've just heard bits and pieces. And I don't mean the flowery version your brother told the family about their mother becoming ill." 

He looked up into her understanding eyes. "Funny, how the tables have turned. Instead of me taking care of you after Pop put you through the wringer, you're here taking care of me."

"That's what mothers do, so quit your stalling. Tell me what happened."

Since they had always been able to talk to each other easily, Zack relayed the sordid story to his mother. Considering the heartaches his parents' doomed marriage had caused, Zack had been his mother's comforter, especially when her strong constitution and perseverance faltered. 

Bringing them even closer were the heartaches of his younger brother, Gabriel, a lost soul in his never-ending battle to overcome his deficiencies, and the townspeople deeming him dim-witted. He chased after a better world in which he could exist without taunting and finger-pointing at his bad choices and orneriness as a child. He left town just under a year ago when his best friend died a tragic death. 

"That's it, Ma," he finished with a blunt edge to his voice. "Lace looked me in the eye while her hands touched the bastard's body in places best to your imagination. Worse, she did it with a damn smile on her face while belittling our love."

Breanna frowned. "Zackary, listening to your broken heart is not the full picture. Lacy Marie would never act or say such things without valid reasons, for crimany sake. You must believe in the vows you two shared on your wedding day, buddy. Remember what I always taught you and your brothers about what to do when times became unbearable?"

"Yeah, 'Through adversity, we gain wisdom,' but, Ma, what wisdom can be obtained through so much cruelty? I don't mean so much for me, but the girls. Dammit, they will pay the ultimate price for the rest of their lives."

"Those girls are loved and will get through this, just as you will. Look at what Lone Walker has had to overcome. And even me, just to survive through all our bad days. Take it one day at a time, buddy, with rational thought and lots of never-ending love." Breanna tenderly squeezed his hand. "You're much stronger than you give yourself credit for, you know. First, you must think like a sheriff. Put your personal feelings aside and go after the criminal, Gene Devlin. Time will answer all your questions. Okay?"

After digesting his mother's words, Zack inhaled a deep breath, then stood to his full six-foot frame. "You're right. I have a job to do. So, okay, consider me straightened out, beautiful lady." He stopped in the doorway and attempted a smile along with his usual wink. "Love you, Ma." 

"I love you too, buddy," She stood unsmiling as he left, leaving her with a heavy heart for the unknown to come 

When Zack walked into the sitting room, Chance sat in a wingback chair with Candace leaning into Lone Walker on their settee. "Big Brother, Chance, we have some plans to make. First, Candace, I remember something Lacy Marie said right before she left. She said, 'Tell Candace I'm sorry I couldn't say goodbye, but if they went to San Antonio, she would telegraph you."

"Huh!" 

"What does it mean?" an anxious Zack asked.

The wheels in Candace's head spun. "I can't believe I didn't think of this earlier. You see, even though Lacy Marie denied it at first, a short time into her marriage, Gene began to berate her. He started with little mind games until they built up to regular beatings. I remember once Gene demanded that she go to San Antonio on one of his typical whims. It didn't matter to him that Lacy Marie didn't want to go because she felt miserable since she only had a few weeks before giving birth to Codi Jo." 

Candace sat upright. "Mother and I always watched over Skylar when they went away together. But this time, when I saw her walking across the barnyard alone and obviously disheartened, I felt something was more wrong than usual. When I went to her, she said, 'Poppa is real mad, Miss Candace, because he pulled Mama by the hair and said she has to be goin' with him to Tonio. And if she didn't shut up, he'd give her a roughing-up. And he told her she couldn't bring me to you—I had to come by myself. Mama said to tell you that she's sorry 'cause she couldn't say bye-bye, but when they get to Tonio, she be 'a sendin' you a message from there.'" 

ears filled Candace's eyes. "After they returned and Gene went on a job for my father, Lacy Marie and I talked. She told me she sent the message through Skylar because he wouldn't let her bring Skylar to me to say goodbye. He had also threatened to harm his own daughter if she did." Her heart went out to him. "Oh, Zack, Lacy Marie said what she did to you because it wasn't her choice to leave with Gene. He forced her because I would venture a guess that he threatened the girls or the family somehow. His jealousy over her love for you and all of us would trigger one of his rampages. With everything that man has done to her over the years, I have no doubts whatsoever that he is capable of doing any foul trickery imaginable."

He shook his head. "I don't know, Candace. I still can't get her words out of my head, let alone her expression. She didn't look like a woman being forced into anything—not with that damn smile on her face." He shuddered. "And I'll for damn sure never get the picture of them pawing at each other out of my mind."
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