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Chapter 1

 


Emma Rose sat holding Lily’s blanket
to her chest. Their baby had been taken from her cradle. Who would
do such a thing? Her heart was breaking as she rocked. Lily was too
little to be away from her mama. Would the person take care of
their precious little girl? Tears streamed down her face, dropping
to the little handmade blanket she held.

Ethan knelt in front of his wife,
trying to hold his anger and worry from his face. The sheriff was
downstairs with John, working on a plan for the search. They were
sure it was Peter, but how did he get in without anyone seeing
him?

“Darling, we’ll get baby
Lily back, I promise you. I’ll search until we have her back.” He
laid his head in her lap as she hummed a lullaby that Lily
liked.

Tori came in with some hot tea for her
daughter. “Emma, you need to drink this, it will sooth your nerves.
The doctor brought by a sedative if you want it. Maybe it will help
you sleep.”

Emma looked up at her mother and shook
her head, “I don’t want to go to sleep until my baby is back in her
cradle where she belongs.” Then her gaze dropped to her husband.
“It was Peter wasn’t it? He’s evil, I know that. But why would he
take the baby?”

Ethan closed his eyes tight, trying to
say what she needed to hear. “He was out of his mind Emma. But that
can be good for us, we’ll be able to catch up with him sooner.
Since he’s not quite right.”

Fear came into Emma face, “But that
makes it worse for Lily. What if she’s crying for us? What if she’s
hungry or cold?”

“Emmie, it’s warm outside,
so she’ll be warm enough. We’ll find her.” He stood up and leaned
over to kiss her lips with tenderness. “I’ll come back with our
daughter.”

She grasped his hands, “I know you
will. Please be careful.” Then she handed him the tiny blanket.
“Take this to wrap her in when you find her.”

He left with the search party. One of
the deputies stayed behind with the women in case he came back.
Emma paced back and forth in front of the door. Tori tried to get
her to sit down, but she refused.

Ethan and Zane took the road to the
right, while the others separated, going in different directions.
“Why would he take an innocent baby?” Ethan ground out as they rode
into the darkness. Soon the sun would be completely down, hindering
their efforts.

“There’s no reasoning
about the way someone like that thinks.” Zane said as he scanned
the woods on his side of the old road.

Up ahead they saw fresh tracks. Ethan
jumped down to look closer with the torch he held. “It’s just one
horse, so that could be Peter.” He stood listening, hoping to hear
anything that would give them a clue as to where he’d gone. They
knew he wasn’t too far ahead of them, because of the
timing.

Zane leaned forward in the saddle. “It
doesn’t look like he was moving fast, maybe we can gain on
him.”

Ethan felt a surge of confidence as he
got back in the saddle and they urged their horses ahead at a fast
gallop. With the light of the day almost gone, soon it would be
hard to follow the tracks at this pace. This road went to the next
town, but there were several homesteads along the way, a couple
were abandoned.

About two miles from town, the sheriff
and John joined them where the roads met. “We didn’t see any sign
of fresh tracks.” The sheriff said as he pulled up beside
Ethan.

“We’re following a fresh
set, just one rider. I have a gut feeling it’s Peter.” Ethan said,
looking around as a sound ahead of them made all their heads snap
up. “That was a gunshot.” Cold chills ran down Ethan’s spine
thinking of the safety of his baby girl.

“There’s an abandoned
cabin just up the way, near the river.” Zane said as they went
toward the sound.

The sheriff motioned for them to slow
as they neared the cabin. “Let’s go in on foot, the horses would
give us away on the bed of leaves.”

They left their horses with John on
the road as he stood as look out. Slowly they made their way toward
the cabin, noting that a small light shone through one window. A
shadow passed blocking the light for a moment. As they moved
closer, they could see Peter moving around inside. Then they heard
the baby crying.

Ethan started to run forward, but Zane
grabbed his arm. “We’ve got to do this the right way for Lily’s
safety.”

It took everything inside of him to
hold back as he listened to his daughter’s cries. He clinched his
fists at his sides as anger filled him.

The sheriff devised a plan. Each man
knew their part and with slow movements they moved closer. Zane
stood watch outside the window as the sheriff moved toward the
front door and Ethan around to the back. As the plan unfolded,
Ethan prayed that Peter was the only one inside the
house.

Ethan touched the door knob on the
back door, turning it as slow as his anxious fingers could do. The
cabin was three rooms; he knew this from childhood. Moving into the
back room, he walked, taking each step carefully. Then he heard a
commotion in the front room as the sheriff barged through the front
door. Ethan pushed through the door into the main room to find
Peter standing with his arms in the air.

Lily was silent now, which made Ethan
run to her in fear. Once he was holding her, he realized she was
just sleeping. He pulled her close, thanking God that she was safe.
Zane walked over to see his granddaughter with a smile.

Peter was taken to jail as Ethan took
Lily back home where she belonged. Emma Rose heard them riding up
to the front walk, meeting them on the steps. She grabbed her
daughter who was now crying in hunger. Cradling the baby in her
arms, Emma took her inside to see her in the light. Ethan held them
both close as they cried with relief.

“Thank you God for
bringing her back to us.” Emma Rose prayed out loud. Tori and Zane
stood to the side, watching the touching moment.

Over the next couple of days, Emma
Rose didn’t leave Lily alone. Then one morning, Ethan came into
their bedroom, looking sad. He pulled her into his arms as he told
her that Betsy, their beloved housekeeper, midwife and family
friend passed away, peacefully in her sleep. Emma Rose cried
quietly into his shirt as he held her tight.

Betsy had been a part of the Slaughter
family since Victoria was an infant. She’d helped with each one of
their births and had been the one to wipe their tears and heal
their wounds. It wouldn’t be the same without her, but she’d lived
a long, full life.

The family honored her with a burial
in the Slaughter cemetery. It was a sad day at Magnolia Hill. Betsy
had helped raise two generations of the family and was working on
the third.

As the pastor led the service,
Victoria and Emma stood side by side at the graveside. Both of them
remembered the old woman as gentle and kind, but with a firm hand.
After the service, Victoria sung Betsy’s favorite hymn as they
lowered her pine casket in the ground.

 


 


​


Chapter 2

 


Fifteen years
later...

Lily’s life was perfect, or so she
thought. Her parents raised her to be a strong young woman and she
had many friends. The plantation was thriving as her father added a
second barn for boarding horses. Many of the townsmen kept their
horses at Magnolia Hill, which kept the men busy.

Every day, Lily rode her horse in the
morning and after school in the afternoon. She’d been more of a
tomboy than a girly girl, which was alright with her parents.
They’d only been blessed with one child and she was their heart.
Her beauty was noticed by many of the young men that came around
the stables. Several had inquired about courting her, but she
refused each one.

Lily kept her head in her studies and
one day hoped to be a teacher. She read everything that was
available to her. Ethan and Emma took her to Atlanta several times
to visit the library.

The relationship she had with her
grandfather, Zane was special. He’d taught her how to ride a horse
and how to take care of them properly. She’d followed her father
and grandfather around ever since she was small. Of course, she was
the apple of Zane’s eye and he loved her dearly.

One afternoon as Lily walked down the
road toward home, she saw her grandfather climbing up on one of the
new horses. She ran over to the fence, waving to him. He waved
back, but the horse wasn’t happy, so he had to hold on. Lily
watched as he pulled the reins, trying to get the horse to
turn.

Then suddenly, the horse pulled back
and Zane lost his grip, falling from the horse. Lily gasped,
watching for him to get up. She’d seen him fall many times, but he
always got back up. This time he wasn’t getting up. She broke into
a run, tossing her books and lunch pail to the side as she climbed
the fence, running toward her grandfather, screaming for anybody
that could hear her.

Ethan ran out of the barn when he
heard her scream. At first he didn’t see what she was running
toward, then the rider less horse galloped toward him, then into
the barn. He ran toward where Zane lay motionless.

Lily went to her knees beside his
lifeless body, tears running down her face. She grabbed his hand,
squeezing it. “Papa, Papa...” She cried, trying to get him to
respond.

Ethan dropped to the ground beside
her, grabbing Zane’s shoulders, shaking him. “Zane, wake up.”
That’s when Ethan saw the rock under Zane’s head. He turned to his
daughter grimly. “Go get your Uncle John from the barn.” When she
didn’t move, he said it louder. “Now Lily.”

It was a shock to the family. Most of
the town showed up for his graveside service. Lily stood between
her mother and grandmother, dressed in black. She didn’t understand
why he was gone. Tears streamed down her face as she stood
silent.

Lily didn't go back to school for over
a week. She tried to hold herself together for her family, but it
was hard. Every time she walked down to the stables her heart was
heavy.

Days turned into weeks, weeks into
months and the family moved forward. Lily turned sixteen and her
parents threw her a party. Several young men asked for dances and
Lily politely obliged them. A couple even asked if she’d allow them
to court her, but she just smiled, not answering. Lily had a plan
for her life and it involved teaching and she didn’t plan on anyone
changing that.

Two weeks after Lily turned sixteen,
she took the teaching test and passed. Excitement flowed from her
as she ran home to tell her family that she was now a teacher. She
applied to every town within a buggy ride, but at the moment they
had enough teachers.

Then one day a gentleman rode out to
Magnolia Hills. Ethan walked out to greet him. Lily watched the
greeting from her upstairs window, wondering who this young man
was. He was dressed in a brown suit and wore a hat, which he took
off as her mother walked out to greet their visitor.

Lily moved away from the window as the
man looked up as though he sensed her presence. Her heart beat
wildly as she remembered those eyes. They looked kind and eager.
Who was he? She heard them enter the house, causing her to walk
over to her mirror to pat her hair and straighten her
dress.

Ethan looked up with a smile when she
started down the stairs. “Ah, there she is. Lily, come meet William
Tyler. He’s from Atlanta.”

William was heart struck as he took in
her beauty. When he’d inquired about the young woman in town, he’d
expected an older, spinster type woman, not this young, beautiful
woman. Then he remembered his manners and held out his hand. “I’m
honored to meet you, Miss Lily.”

They shook hands, but the touch was
more. The two of them stared at one another for more than a moment.
Lily was the first to break the contact. She pulled her hand back,
curling it into a fist, not wanting to lose the warmth from his
touch.

Emma turned to her daughter, “Mr.
Tyler wishes to speak with you about a teaching
position.”

Lily’s eyes widened with interest.
“Where is the position Mr. Tyler?”

“William, please. The
position is in Nevada.” He held up his hand as she went to speak.
“I know it seems a world away, but they’re in need of teachers in a
bad way. Since the gold rush, the area is overrun with residents,
but not enough teachers.”

Her parents looked at one another in
concern. “That’s a long way for a young
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