

[image: Cover for Here to Stay]



HERE TO STAY


Book One in the Hidden Springs series

by
Kristine Raymond


Here to Stay


Copyright © 2013 Kristine Raymond

EPUB Edition

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Revised edition – February 2017

Cover Design by: Kari Ayasha, Cover to Cover Designs

Photography by: Kelsey Keeton/ ©2013 K Keeton Designs

Cover Models: Jaclyn Rutland & Nathan Weller

Stock photograph: depositphotos @alancrosthwaite


Dedication


To my husband, Dave, for always believing in me. You are my one true love.


Table of Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Other Books by Kristine Raymond

Connect with Kristine on Substance B


[image: Glyph]
Prologue
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Arizona Territory – October 1868

Boots walked into the saloon and approached the group of men playing poker. “You’ll never guess who’s back,” he said, directing his statement to one man in particular. “Kate.”

Sam looked up from his hand of cards. “Are you sure?”

“She rode onto the ranch about an hour ago. I saw her talking with Daniel and Carly and thought I’d come let you know.”

Sam stood, and with one motion pushed his chair back. Throwing his cards on the table, he announced, “I’m out, boys.”

His friends watched as he strode quickly to the swinging doors of the saloon and out to his horse. Mounting up, he pointed the buckskin in the direction of the ranch and galloped out of town.

[image: * * *]

Kate was talking to Carly when she heard hoof beats. Turning, her breath caught when she saw him again.

“Hi, Sam,” she said softly.

“Kate,” Sam replied tersely, swinging his leg over the saddle and dismounting. “Is this a visit or are you back for good?”

“I’m back, Sam. I was hoping we could try again.”

“Try again?” He couldn’t hide his incredulity. “You’re kidding, right? It’s been a year, Kate. How do I know you won’t get it in your head to run off again?”

“I’m not going anywhere, Sam,” Kate answered softly. “I’m here to stay.”
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Chapter One
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18 months earlier

April 1867

The town of Hidden Springs is appropriately named, Sam Mackenzie thought, gazing out at the view in front of him. There wasn’t a drop of water in sight. Flat and dry, the landscape consisted of rocks, weeds, and a stand of trees here and there.

A mining town back in the ’40s, it hadn’t taken long for the residents to pack up and move away when the vein of gold running through Cooper’s mine petered out. Hiram Cooper, for whom the mine was named, tried to hang on, but within a year Hidden Springs had become nothing more than a ghost town, its few buildings inhabited by scorpions and mice.

The desert heat and dry wind took their toll, and there wasn’t much left when, twenty years later, Fred Cooper, grandson of Hiram, arrived to reestablish the forgotten town. Fixing up the building that was now the town’s general store, he placed an ad in several eastern newspapers encouraging folks to move west and fulfill their dreams of ownership. Since the land had belonged to his grandfather and had been passed down to him, Fred gave away parcels to anyone who had the dream to be part of a successful town.

People responded, and in the two years since, Hidden Springs flourished, boasting a livery, saloon, hotel and restaurant, dress shop, bank, and schoolhouse. As the community grew, rumors abounded regarding the location of the springs the town was named for, but to Sam’s knowledge no one had found them. The available free parcels had long since been given away but more and more folks were moving to town each day.

Sam spotted Ben Kincaid, the town’s doctor, walking out of the bank. Ben had hung up his shingle three weeks earlier, right around the time that Sam and his best friend, Jack Tanner, arrived in town.

Restless after being discharged from the Army and having no family to speak of, Sam and Jack moved westward, searching for something that neither one could quite put into words. Making ends meet by taking any job available, they’d punched cows, provided security for a stage line, and even worked on the railroad. Now they were in Hidden Springs with ten dollars each to his name, wondering what to do next.

Sam waved to Ben then pulled his hat down to shade his eyes, stretching his long legs out in front of him. He and Jack were sitting in front of the saloon trying to stay out of the noon day sun. As he leaned back further in his chair, he heard Jack give a low wolf whistle.

“Will you look at her!” Jack exclaimed. “I haven’t seen her around before.”

Sam lifted his hat and squinted, searching for the object of Jack’s remark. Riding past them on a black gelding was the prettiest woman he’d ever laid eyes on. Though they’d only been in town a short time, Sam knew he hadn’t seen her before. And that was a shame because she was definitely worth seeing. Watching as she rode up to Landry Prescott’s dress shop, he couldn’t help but admire the view as she dismounted and walked inside.

“I gotta tell you, Sam,” Jack remarked. “I’ve always liked a woman to look like a woman, all dressed up in frills and stuff, but there’s something about a pair of trousers on a female that heats my blood.”

Sam raised an eyebrow at his friend but silently agreed. He was pretty sure this woman would look good in anything she was wearing, or not wearing, for that matter.

Where did that come from? Sure, it’d been a long time since he’d had female companionship, but he didn’t even know this woman and already he was wondering what she would look like naked. While pondering this new development, the door to the dress shop opened and the woman stepped out.

She appeared young; her chestnut hair pulled back away from her face, a tan hat on her head, and a blue checked shirt tucked into brown trousers which showed off her slim figure. She was too far away for Sam to make out her features clearly, but every fiber in his body started to hum.

As she rode closer, he stood to get a better view. He noticed Jack step into the street to intercept her, but she expertly guided her horse around him, not slowing until she reached the general store.

Once there, she dismounted and walked inside only to reappear half a minute later. Tacking a piece of paper onto the board in front of the store, she got back on her horse and rode to the livery. Sam and Jack watched as she tacked another piece of paper up there, making several more stops before disappearing from view.

“Well, let’s just see what she’s advertising,” Jack said, pulling the paper down from where it hung on the mercantile wall.

“Help wanted to put up fencing. 75¢ per day plus one meal. Apply at Ryan’s Ranch, 3 miles west of Hidden Springs”

“Well, buddy,” Jack said, slapping Sam on the back, “feel like getting to work?”

“Why not? There isn’t much else to do around here.” And the view wouldn’t be half bad either.

Kate Ryan didn’t like the fact that she needed to hire help for the ranch. She was uncomfortable having strangers around, especially men, but she needed the corrals and pastures fenced off before she could bring horses in, and it was too big of a job for her and Daniel to handle on their own. She knew that Daniel would watch out for her, but it made her uneasy all the same. She hoped she could hire enough help for the job to be completed quickly, so that she could return to her solitary life.

The sound of hoof beats reached her ears. Taking a deep breath, she said to no one in particular, “Relax, it’ll be fine.” Adopting her most business-like expression, her heart skipped a beat when she saw the men who were approaching. They were the same ones she’d seen in town. Quickly dismissing the taller of the two, her eyes were drawn to the man with the sandy brown hair.

He’d been standing in front of the saloon and she’d been unable to help noticing his broad shoulders and lean physique. She’d felt his eyes on her as she rode past and every nerve in her body tingled; a feeling that lasted until well after he was out of sight. He was here for a job? Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad having extra help around after all.

Sam and Jack rode up to the ranch, surveying the property as they did. There was a modest house on the left, run-down but repairs were in progress. A new two-stall horse shed stood behind and to the right of the house. Sam could just make out what appeared to be a chicken coop behind the shed. Three hundred feet to the right, directly across the expanse of dirt in what he supposed was a yard, another small house stood, a clothesline stretching from the corner to a shed in the back, sheets blowing in the wind. But a different building drew his attention.

A huge two-story barn loomed directly in front of him, one wall unfinished. Sam could smell fresh lumber as he rode past the structure, heading for a table that was set up nearby. There sat the woman he’d seen in town, several pieces of paper laid out before her. She looked up as he approached, and he could see her eyes were a deep chocolate brown. A smattering of freckles graced her cheeks and delicate nose, her ivory skin tinged pink from the sun.

Before he had a chance to speak, Jack brushed past him. “Hi there, Jack Tanner at your service. Anything you need taken care of, I’m your man.”

Groaning, Sam walked up and introduced himself. “I’m Sam Mackenzie. I understand you’re needing help putting up fencing?”

Kate gazed into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. “Yes, I need board fence put up for corrals and pasture. I’m Kate Ryan. This is my place. It’s going to be a horse ranch if I can ever get everything finished.”

“We’ll get it finished.” A man stepped up behind her. He was huge, as big as a bear, and Sam made a mental note not to mess with him.

“This is Daniel Fitzpatrick, my foreman. He and his wife, Carly, live over there,” she said, pointing to the house where the sheets were hanging.

Daniel gave a booming laugh. “I don’t know what kind of foreman I am. No one to order around here but tumbleweeds and prairie dogs.”

“All that will change as soon as the fencing is up and the barn is finished,” Kate replied. “There will be horses everywhere, to feed and water, break and breed….” Her voice trailed off as she closed her eyes and imagined her dream becoming reality.

Sam cleared his throat.

She opened her eyes and spun around, a blush tinting her cheeks as she remembered she wasn’t alone. “Be here tomorrow at six a.m. There will be coffee and biscuits. Dinner will be at noon, then we work until five. Every day but Sunday. Payday is Saturday afternoon at quitting time. Sound okay to you?”

“Sounds good,” Jack said. “We’ll be here bright and early. Do we need to bring any tools?”

“I have extra hammers and all the supplies we’ll need for a while.” She shaded her eyes. “Seems I have more help coming.”

Sam turned to see Boots Dunn riding up. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you afraid of getting those fancy boots of yours dirty?”

He and Jack both started laughing as Boots dismounted.

“I’ll have you know these are my work boots!” Boots replied indignantly.

Sam laughed again and shook his head. He’d never seen anyone care for anything as much as Malcolm Dunn cared about his footwear, thus the nickname ‘Boots’.

“Are you still hiring?” Boots asked Daniel.

“I guess I can put one more man on the payroll,” Kate answered.

“Wait a minute, you? You’re in charge here?”

“This is my place, yes. What, you don’t think a woman can run a ranch?”

“I didn’t say that,” Boots sputtered. “I just thought you had a husband or a father or something. I didn’t expect to find a woman running this place alone.”

“I’m not alone!” Kate stated harshly. “I have Daniel and Carly to help me. As far as my personal life, that’s none of your business. You’re here to do a job for me, nothing more. Remember that!”

“Yes, ma’am. What time do we start?”

“As I told your friends, six a.m. sharp. And I expect a full day’s work out of each of you,” she said pointedly.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jack answered. “Let’s go boys. Looks like we’re going to need our rest.”

Effectively dismissed, the three men mounted up and headed back towards town.

“Can you believe her?” Boots asked, his horse trotting along at an easy pace. “She sure isn’t like any female I ever met. She’s so….”

“Authoritative?” Jack asked, quirking a brow.

“Yeah, that,” Boots answered.

“I don’t know,” Sam interjected. “I think she’s trying to set boundaries. Make sure everyone knows where they stand so there are no misunderstandings.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think there’s any question about that,” Boots said.

Silently, Sam agreed, but he couldn’t ignore the feeling that life around Hidden Springs was about to get interesting.
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Ryan’s Ranch was four hundred and fifty acres of scrub brush and arroyos, trees and grassland. There was a large stream that ran through the property, a tributary of the Verde River, and stands of cottonwoods grew along its banks. Ten miles to the west the Black Hills loomed, their peaks rugged and uninviting. It was easy to get lost in those mountains and an ideal place for bandits to hide.

The landscape on the ranch was varying; there were native grasses for pasture, and dry, dusty areas that seemed to grow nothing but rock. Closer to the mountains were abandoned gold and silver mines, Cooper’s mine among them. Brooks and creeks flowed randomly throughout the property, in some areas forming deep pools that made excellent fishing holes. During the monsoon season, dry creek beds would fill with fast moving water and flowers brightened the landscape with brilliant color.

The day broke clear and bright. It’s warm for this time in April, thought Kate, as she brushed her hair from her face. She’d been up since four preparing biscuits, and checking to make sure everything was on hand to start putting up the fence. Carly was going to make dinner for the workers each day, so that was one less thing to worry about.

She didn’t need any delays. Each day put her that much closer to realizing her dream of operating her own ranch. Her father would be proud. She smiled, the expression slowly fading as the last time she saw her father and Christopher came to mind. No! You have too much to do. You can’t think about them right now.

Shaking her head to clear the unpleasant memories, she put another pot on the stove to boil. She needed plenty of coffee on hand to keep the men fueled up. Her work force was due to arrive any moment.

Besides herself and Daniel, there were the three men she’d hired the day before, plus two she’d spoken to earlier in the week. Rusty Flanagan worked part-time in the general store; he was just a kid, no more than sixteen or seventeen. Simon Archer wasn’t much older and apprenticed at Lars Jensen’s blacksmith shop located behind the livery. Even though they were young, they were both hard workers and could use the money.

“Riders coming,” she heard Daniel call. Grabbing the pot of now boiling coffee, she made her way outside. Earlier, she’d set up a table with plates, cloth napkins, tin cups, and utensils, plus a tray of biscuits kept steaming under a towel. There was also honey and jam for the biscuits and sugar for the coffee. She set the hot pot down next to the one she’d brought out earlier just as the riders were dismounting.

“Morning, Miz’ Ryan,” Jack said. “You look lovely this morning.”

Kate bit back the smile that threatened to appear at the wry face Sam made behind Jack’s back. “Thank you, Mr. Tanner. Help yourselves to biscuits and coffee. It’s going to be a long day so I want to get started as soon as possible.”

She turned and walked over to her horse which was already saddled and waiting patiently for her to mount. Patting the gelding gently, she chuckled when he nuzzled her in return. She noticed Sam watching curiously. “Isn’t he magnificent? His name is Ciarán. It means ‘dark one’ in Gaelic.”

Sam nodded, admiring the rider more than the horse as she swung into the saddle. He wondered where her family was; how she’d come to be on her own. She seemed distant. Not that she was unkind, but her body language said keep away. Sam wanted to be the one to make her say come here. You’re crazy, he thought. You don’t know anything about her.

But he was drawn to her in some inexplicable way. Vowing to work alongside her to try and get her to open up, he’d be more than willing to tell a few tales about himself in order to make that happen.

“Are you going to stand there all day or are you going to do some work?” Jack asked as he rode by, churning up as much dust as possible.

“I’m coming,” coughed Sam, jarred from his musings. “I’m coming.”

The day grew warmer as the sun rose higher in the sky. There wasn’t much time for conversation as the men and Kate worked on the corrals. Sam had been surprised to find the posts already in the ground, just waiting for the planks to be nailed into place. He tried to imagine any woman he knew digging postholes or cutting posts but he couldn’t see it. Just thinking about how hard Kate had worked up to this point raised his admiration for her another notch.

He stopped for a minute to watch her work. Her face was screwed up in concentration and he smiled as she carefully lined up a board with the one next to it, making sure it was perfectly straight before nailing it to the post. She didn’t work as quickly as the men but she was definitely doing her fair share. She didn’t even complain when she hit her finger with the hammer, though he was pretty sure he heard her say a word that couldn’t be repeated in polite company.

At the sound of a wagon, he turned and shaded his eyes. It was Carly, Daniel’s wife, bringing their dinner. The rest of the men put down their tools, and everyone moved to the shade of a small copse of trees that grew nearby.

“Man, I’m starved!” Jack declared. “I was about ready to start gnawing on one of those posts!”

“You’re always starving,” Boots retorted. He’d met Sam and Jack on their second day in town. Even though he was years younger than the two men, they’d hit it off right away.

“Well, there’s plenty for everyone,” Carly said. “Cornbread and beans, plus I made lemonade.”

“Sounds perfect, just like you,” Daniel said, wrapping his arms around his wife. Carly almost disappeared in his embrace.

She was quite the contrast to her husband. Daniel Fitzpatrick stood tall at 6’3” and was built like a lumberjack, with black hair and sharp blue eyes that missed nothing. Carly topped out just over 5’ tall; petite in build with fiery red hair and sparkling green eyes. It was obvious from the way they gazed at each other that they were very much in love.

The Fitzpatricks had moved to Hidden Springs two months after marrying in Wisconsin. Daniel had heard stories of land being given away in the west and more than anything, he wanted a place of his own to raise a family. What he hadn’t counted on was their horses being stolen just outside of town. He and Carly left all of their belongings, save for a few personal items, in their wagon and walked four miles to Hidden Springs. Upon arrival, they were given a room for the night at the hotel and a hot meal.

The next morning, Ernie Hodge, the owner of the livery, lent Daniel two horses and rode with him to bring their wagon to town. Upon getting to the site where they’d left it, Daniel was dismayed to find that thieves had struck again and taken what was left of their belongings. With nothing but a wagon, the clothes on their backs, and the jewelry box that had belonged to Carly’s mother which held their marriage certificate and a small amount of cash, the Fitzpatricks had no choice but to remain in Hidden Springs.

Ernie was kind enough to give Daniel a job in the livery, mucking out stalls and feeding horses. Lawrence Westerbrook employed Carly at the hotel, cleaning rooms in exchange for a bed and two meals a day. The couple had been living that way for five weeks when Kate came to town looking to hire a foreman for her ranch. Daniel jumped at the chance.

Kate promised hard work and not a lot of pay, but did offer them a place to live, rent free, providing they wanted to fix up the old shack that was on the property. They were happy to be in a house of their own, no matter the condition, and vowed to pay back everyone who had helped them, no matter how long it took.

As the days went by, Daniel and Carly and Kate fell into a routine. Daniel and Kate labored around the ranch-in-progress – building the barn, cutting trees for fence posts, then digging holes and planting the posts – while Carly cooked the meals for the three of them and took care of the household chores. At night, Daniel and Kate would work on their respective houses and hammering could be heard well after midnight. They kept up this pace seven days a week and after three months, the place was taking shape.

Kate had ordered the fence boards at the mercantile as there were not enough trees in the area to supply what they needed, and hired on extra help to get the job completed faster. The sooner the ranch was up and running, the sooner Daniel could make more money and start to plan his and Carly’s future.

“That was real tasty, Miz’ Fitzpatrick.” Jack said. “Appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Tanner. I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

“Will you be okay getting back to the house by yourself?” Daniel asked protectively.

“I’ll be fine, husband. You just make sure you don’t let anything happen to you out here. Remember, I’m the one who has to take care of you,” she joked.

“Off with you, woman,” Daniel teased back. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Carly answered.

Standing off to the side, Sam observed the loving exchange, wondering if he’d ever share a connection like that with anyone. Glancing over at Kate, he saw that she was also watching the couple, and he wondered if her thoughts matched his own. As if she felt his eyes on her, she looked over at him then blushed and turned away. Wondering what she was thinking, figuring she wouldn’t tell him even if he asked, he picked up his hammer and returned to work.

Kate couldn’t get the picture of Daniel and Carly out of her head. Knowing she’d never share that kind of relationship with anyone, she’d been thrown by Sam Mackenzie staring at her intently. Fearing he could read her mind, she blushed and turned away. The way he looked at her caused her stomach to flutter and she was confused by her feelings.

Stop! You don’t have time for this. Besides, no man is ever going to want you once he finds out what happened. With that sobering thought replacing all others, she spent the remainder of the afternoon working by herself in the solitude she’d become accustomed to.

Sam devoted the next few days to putting up fence boards and watching Kate. Positioning himself near her so that they could work side by side, he tried several times to engage her in conversation, only to be on the receiving end of an icy glare. Taking the hint, he decided a better approach would be to ask around about her before talking to her again.

The problem was, no one in town seemed to know anything about her – except for two things. She was always willing to help someone in need and she seemed to have an endless supply of money. While many folks appreciated the first fact, there were numerous opinions regarding the latter.

Agnes Rothschild, wife of Winston Rothschild, the town’s banker, told Sam it was her opinion that Kate had robbed a bank and was on the run. She’d convinced her husband to contact the authorities in a two hundred mile radius to see if they had any female fugitives on their most-wanted lists. Much to her chagrin, there were no reports of any such bank robbers on the loose, but Agnes was certain Kate was hiding something.

Fred Cooper thought Kate had stumbled upon Cooper’s mine and found gold. Others in town were convinced she was an heiress, hiding out in Hidden Springs to escape an arranged marriage. The more he asked around it seemed the more fanciful the suppositions became. Therefore, it was a relief to stumble upon a true friend to Kate.

“I don’t know much about her except that she was here for me when I needed help,” Landry Prescott said, responding to Sam’s inquiry.

“When I moved to town eight months ago, my plan was to open a dress shop. Unfortunately, this house was falling apart and I couldn’t find anyone in town to hire. Honestly, I don’t know the first thing about construction. Give me a needle and thread over a hammer any day,” she laughed.

Sam smiled at that and waited for her to continue.

“I met Kate on my third day here. I was trying to hang a shutter when the porch collapsed, with me on it. Luckily, it wasn’t very far down, but there I sat, amid the dust and debris, when Kate rode up, got off her horse, and helped me up. She took the hammer out of my hand and started pulling down what was left of the porch. She had the biggest grin on her face, like it was the most fun she’d had in years. She helped me clean up the mess out front and told me she’d be back the next day to finish.

“I told her I’d be grateful for any help she could give me. I offered to pay her but she shook that off. The next morning, there was a stack of building materials by the door. I asked Mr. Cooper about them and he said that Kate had ordered them and asked that they be delivered to me. When she showed up to work I told her that I couldn’t afford the supplies and she said not to worry about it, it was her way of welcoming me to town.

“I had Mr. Cooper make me a list of the expenses and I told Kate I would pay her back when I could. Her response was that the way I could pay her back was by being her friend. She looked so sad when she said that, Mr. Mackenzie. I don’t think she has any family or anyone close to her.”

As he rode to the ranch the next morning, Sam turned all the information he’d learned about Kate over in his head. He didn’t think that she was a bank
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