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Dedication


To Angelle – who holds a special place in her heart

for Hidden Springs…and Cocoa.


A note to my readers…


Some of you may have noticed a discrepancy in the title for book eight in the Hidden Springs series. Up until a few months ago, it was to be called Law of Attraction. (You’ll see it referred as this in the back of Worth the Gamble). As you can see by the book you’re reading, the title is Coming Home. I’d like to offer my explanation for the change.

When I began writing the series in autumn 2013, I planned out all eight books. I knew which book would be about which characters and I had an idea of the general plot. In late autumn 2014, I decided to release the titles of books six, seven, and eight by way of Christmas card, so I made up titles that I thought best complimented the plots. Since Elizabeth becomes a lawyer in book eight (don’t worry; that’s not a spoiler) and it’s a love story, Law of Attraction seemed to fit.

Fast forward to late 2016…

As I was writing Elizabeth and Jacob’s story, the title no longer felt accurate. Oh, she’s still a lawyer, and it’s still a love story, but it’s also about something else. It’s about family and friends – growing up and growing apart – and finding your way back. It’s about completing the circle I began three years ago. It’s about coming home. Hence, the new title. Yes, I used the word ‘hence’.

I apologize for any confusion and for not clarifying the point earlier. I can assure you that the story would be the same under either title. Also, for any of you who have those Christmas cards, hang onto them. They may be a collector’s item someday.

I appreciate your support and love hearing from you. Feel free to contact me via my website or through Facebook.

Best wishes,

~ Kristine
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October 1883

Ryan’s Ranch, Arizona Territory

“Elizabeth? Elizabeth, where are you?”

Jacob Fitzpatrick called out as he ran through his mother’s sunflower field, the dried stalks rustling as he wound his way among them. “Lizzie!”

He stopped for a moment to listen but the only sound to reach his ears was Cocoa, the Mackenzie’s burro, braying for his supper off in the distance. It was late afternoon; the sun hung low in the sky casting striped shadows across the field, reminding him of the jail cell in town. Cocoa brayed again, and Jacob resumed his search. He was behind on his chores but finding Elizabeth was his only priority. She was all that mattered.

He took a few more steps to the east before turning north, putting more distance between him and the ranch. It wasn’t until he reached the last row of lifeless sunflowers that he heard it – broken-hearted weeping. The sound tore at his soul as he parted two twelve-foot high stalks, their flower heads drooping heavily with seeds. He stepped through and saw her, his heart aching.

Sitting on the hard, packed ground with her arms wrapped tightly around her drawn-up legs, Elizabeth Mackenzie rested her head on her knees, her hunched shoulders quaking as she wept. Tears making small, wet circles in the dirt beside her, she looked as pitiful as she sounded. Jacob lowered himself to the ground next to her and draped his arm across her shoulders, not saying a word but offering comfort to his grieving friend.

“It’s not fair!” she wailed, the words muffled against her legs. “He wasn’t supposed to die!”

Lifting her head, she turned her tear-streaked face to Jacob, her eyes red and swollen and watery.

“I know,” he said comfortingly, rubbing her back. “It’s not easy losing one you love.”

“What am I going to do without him?” she hiccupped. “He was always there for me, no matter what. When I was sad or hurt or scared, he was there, protecting me, comforting me. Faolán!”

The memory of her beloved pet brought on a fresh bout of tears. Faolán and Elizabeth had grown up together. The Mastiff/Shephard puppy had been a gift from her father to her mother four months before she was born. The dog had grown into a massive creature, giving pause to more than one visitor to the ranch, and had on several occasions risked his life in defense of his human family.

But it was Elizabeth with whom he’d formed a special bond, following her everywhere, always happy to be in her company whether playing boisterously or lying beside her while she read a book, his head in her lap, sighing contentedly as her fingers stroked his soft fur.

The years passed and he began to slow down, no longer the exuberant pup he’d once been, but his tail would sweep the air when she brought him his food or invited him for a walk. She seemed to overlook his slow gait and grizzled muzzle, not caring that the days of rough and tumble were behind him. She always made time for him and even as his doggie heart slowed, it beat with love for her.

They both reached their fourteenth birthday that year; a full life ahead for her, a miraculous feat for him. Sam and Kate, Elizabeth’s parents, knew his time was drawing near and did their best to make him comfortable, fixing up a bed of old blankets in front of the fireplace. He passed the chilly nights indoors, but during the day he lay on the porch in the sunshine, not one to shirk his guard-dog duties. It was there that Elizabeth found him; stretched out in the afternoon sun, a light breeze ruffling his fur, his tirelessly wagging tail woefully still.

All of the residents of Ryan’s Ranch gathered as Faolán was laid to rest under the sprawling white oak behind the Mackenzie’s house. Elizabeth did her best to remain stoic, but as the last shovelful of dirt was tossed on the grave, she broke down and ran off amongst the sunflowers.

“Give her some time,” Kate suggested, tears running down her face as she said one last goodbye to her faithful friend. It wouldn’t be the same around the ranch without his hearty bark and affable disposition.

Everyone returned to work with heavy hearts, including Jacob, but he couldn’t concentrate. His thoughts were with Elizabeth. A year and a half older than she, he’d taken it upon himself to look after her from the time they were small. In some ways closer to him than his own sister, she was his confidant, his ally, his best friend. He hurt thinking of the pain she was in, and when she didn’t return to the ranch within an hour, he left his chores unfinished and went looking for her.

Now, the air turning cooler as daylight waned, they sat together, her tears finally drying in salt-streaked lines down her cheeks. Emotionally spent, the ache of loss bored a hole in her soul. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked, taking her hand and rubbing it briskly, alarmed at how cold it was.

“For being here with me.”

“I’m always here for you,” Jacob said truthfully. “I always will be. No matter where life takes us, you can always count on me, Lizzie.”

“I know,” she replied, laying her head to rest on his shoulder.

“I’ll miss him, too, you know. He was a great dog.”

“He was,” she agreed. “He truly was.”

They sat together, sharing their grief, not returning to the ranch until well after daylight had ended. Stars appeared across the sky, lighting the heavens as they made their way back, one twinkling a bit brighter than the rest in honor of a truly great dog…and the lifelong bond between a girl and a boy.
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June 1893

Arizona Territory

The train slowed as it reached Miner’s Bend, reducing its speed in order to navigate the sharp curve. The passengers on board swayed as a collective body, bracing themselves on whatever they could to remain seated. They were thirty minutes from their destination, a town called Hidden Springs, and one passenger in particular was eagerly looking forward to the stop.

To Elizabeth Mackenzie, a pretty brunette with an easy smile, the town was home. Not the town itself – she’d grown up on a horse ranch three miles west – but Hidden Springs was where she’d gone to school, visited with her friends, and attended dances and celebrations. Filled with people she knew and loved, she was excited to see it again. Six years was a long time to be away.

A tomboyish girl with an affinity for reading, Elizabeth had often imagined what her future would hold. While she loved riding and didn’t mind working with the animals or completing her chores, she knew from an early age that she wanted more. Not content with ranching life or, God forbid, becoming some man’s wife, she dreamt of traveling to a big city and attending a university.

She loved to learn; often borrowing books from her schoolteacher that seemed far beyond the scope of the young girl’s comprehension. But Elizabeth devoured knowledge on any subject she could get her hands on, and her parents knew their eldest would follow her own path.

Though she surpassed her classmates and graduated at sixteen, it was decided, much to her chagrin and disappointment, that she wouldn’t be allowed to attend college until she turned eighteen. Times were changing, and though they themselves had faced tough challenges when they were not much older, the Mackenzies didn’t want their daughter to have to do the same at such a tender age.

Two years passed quickly, and before she knew it, Elizabeth was saying goodbye to family and friends, excited to begin a new chapter in her life. Her parents, Sam and Kate, traveled with her to Philadelphia and helped secure their daughter a room at a boardinghouse close to the University of Pennsylvania where she planned to study Arts and Science. Few women were accepted to the university, but her outstanding grades along with numerous letters from prominent members of the community went a long way to securing her a place in academia.

She thrived in her new environment, her outgoing personality a hit with both professors and classmates alike, and she had no problem standing out in a crowd. Within a year though, she grew bored with the sciences curriculum and shifted her interest to law, striking up a friendship with a chap whose father practiced at a well-known firm. Impressed by her knowledge and character, he proposed she transfer to a university that taught the subject she was most interested in.

After writing her parents and gaining their consent, and with recommendations from her professors, she transferred to the Northwestern University School of Law in Illinois and began taking courses.

A lovely campus on the shores of Lake Michigan, Elizabeth wasted no time securing her place at the top of her classes amongst fierce competition. She was one out of a dozen women attending the school and was looked upon with disdain by the majority of her male counterparts. But growing up on the ranch with three younger brothers had taught her tenacity, and she refused to give into her classmates’ derision, which over time earned her their grudging respect.

In addition to her studies, she spent several hours a week working as a file clerk at Duncan, Duncan, & Briley, a small office which mainly handled civil disputes. She was well liked by the staff and partners and quickly advanced to research assistant. The work intrigued her, and the thoroughness with which she investigated each case caught the attention of Alistair Q. Duncan, Esq.

Summoned for a meeting one Tuesday afternoon, Elizabeth waited nervously on a bench in the ante-room, fiddling with her jacket while racking her brain for a reason as to why the senior partner had sent for her. Eventually escorted into his office, she was stunned and humbled when the distinguished attorney offered her a clerkship under his direct supervision. She accepted without hesitation and spent the remainder of her practical training soaking up every bit of information he imparted.

Impressed by not only her understanding of the law but also her work ethic, Alistair frequently invited Elizabeth to dine with his wife and three daughters at their home. At the conclusion of the meal, the two would retire to his study and discuss upcoming cases and her classes at the university.

There was nothing unseemly about their relationship; the elder attorney looked upon her as a bonus daughter, delighted that she shared his passion for the law. His own daughters were less enthusiastic about his profession, and though he loved them dearly, it was nice to chat at the end of the day with someone whose interests matched his own.

Elizabeth worked hard during the next three years, her hours divided between her studies and her clerkship, leaving her little time to socialize. When she did step out, it was with a group of friends from class or other clerks from the office. It wasn’t until her final year at the university that she….

“Next stop, Hidden Springs.”

Gazing eagerly out of the window, excited by the conductor’s announcement, her heart leapt at the familiar sight. “Almost home.”

“Did you say something?”

Before she could reply, the train slid into the station, the next few moments frenzied as she gathered her belongings and disembarked, rushing down the steps to the platform. “Mama! Papa!”

“Elizabeth!”

Immediately gathered into her parents’ embrace, she felt like she was truly home. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Let me look at you.” Kate held her daughter at arms’ length, her expressive brown eyes sparkling joyfully. “Where did my little girl go?”

“Oh, Mama. I was already a young woman when I went away or have you forgotten?”

“No, you’ve changed. Matured. I must say, I almost wouldn’t have recognized you.”

Elizabeth turned to her father. “Papa, surely you don’t think I’m different, do you?”

“Not a bit. You look exactly the same to me. Beautiful. Confident.” Sam pulled his daughter close. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thank you, Papa.”

“Eh em.”

Elizabeth looked over at the man who’d sidled up next to her. “Oh, I’m sorry. Mama. Papa. I’d like you to meet someone. May I present, Whitney Barrington. Whitney, these are my parents, Sam and Kate Mackenzie.”

“Sir, Madam. A pleasure to meet you both.” An older chap with light brown hair and a pencil mustache fidgeted uncomfortably in his woolen coat and top hat, blotting his forehead with a handkerchief as beads of sweat ran down his neck under his collar. “A tad warmer here than I anticipated.”

Sam bit back a smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling. He wasn’t sure who this man was or his connection to Elizabeth, but he knew one thing – Whitney Barrington was overdressed. “You might want to rethink your attire, sir. It’s only going to get hotter.”

“Egads! Really?” Whitney turned to Elizabeth. “I guess you were right, dear. My apologies. I should have listened to you.”

Dear? Sam’s eyebrows rose, his curiosity piqued as to their relationship.

“Didn’t you say there’s a men’s emporium in town?” Whitney craned his neck in all directions. “I say, how do you see through all of this dust?”

“You get used to it.” Growing less enamored by his daughter’s companion with each passing second, Sam asked the inevitable question. “So, Mr. Barrington, what brings you to Hidden Springs?”

“Well, ah…I’m here with Elizabeth, of course. You didn’t tell them, dear?”

Blushing, Elizabeth kicked the ground with the toe of her boot. “Ah, no, I haven’t had the chance. Your accompanying me was decided upon so quickly.”

Kate chose that moment to intervene, recognizing the warning sign of her husband’s frown, as well as becoming aware of her daughter’s discomfiture. “There’s time for explanations later. Let’s collect your bags.”

A silent ‘thank you’ was telegraphed from daughter to mother. “That sounds like a good idea.”

While they’d been reuniting, the platform had emptied, the train departing for its next destination, and two lone carpetbags sat outside of the ticket office.

“If you wouldn’t mind putting mine in the buggy, Papa, I’d like to go with Whitney to the hotel to make sure he settles in. I can meet you back here in fifteen minutes.”

Sam was relieved to hear that his daughter’s unforeseen guest would be staying in town, although the idea of her entering the hotel with a man, in broad daylight, no less, was scandalous. “Why don’t we all go? After you, Mr. Barrington.”

Leaving the station, the quartet made their way several blocks to the hotel, dodging wagons and men on horseback as they crossed the dusty street. The town had grown in her absence, and Elizabeth made note of the transformations. “What happened to the Herald? Surely it didn’t shut down.”

“Rupert expanded the paper and moved to a bigger building at the end of Main Street. He employs two full-time reporters now and prints a daily edition.”

“That’s marvelous! Is Abby one of the reporters?”

“She is, and she loves every moment of it.”

Abby Dunn was one of her mother’s dearest friends. Her life-long ambition had been to become a journalist, and now that her children had grown, she was realizing her dream.

“So much has changed! I want to hear about everything!”

Resting her arm across her daughter’s shoulders, Kate gave her a hug. They resembled each other closely, both with dark brown hair and brown eyes. Anyone not knowing differently might mistake them for sisters. “We’ll have lots of time to catch up now that you’re home. And I’ve invited everyone over for supper on Saturday. They’re all excited to see you.”

Mother and daughter continued to chat on the way to the hotel leaving Sam and Whitney trailing behind.

“So Mr. Barrington…what business are you in?”

“Law.”

Sam waited a beat for his companion to elaborate. When no explanation was forthcoming, he tried again. “Law, hmmm. How interesting. Are you an attorney then?”

“Yes.”

Silence.

Charming fellow, Sam thought. I’d hate to have him represent me in court. “How did you meet Elizabeth?”

“We work together.” Whitney cast a glance sideways. “Is it much farther to the hotel?

“Just down this street.” Sam tried again. “Are you planning to stay long?”

“As long as Elizabeth.”

Continuing several feet before realizing Whitney was no longer beside him, Sam looked back and saw the man standing stock-still in the middle of the boardwalk, oblivious to the townsfolk moving around him. “Something wrong?”

Whitney didn’t respond.

Releasing a heavy sigh, Sam trudged his way back, wondering what on earth had possessed his daughter to bring this chap along with her. Stopping in front of the odd fellow, he waited for him to speak. He didn’t have to wait long.

“Mr. Mackenzie,” Whitney drew himself up stiffly, his lips pursed. “I feel it is my duty to inform you of the facts and I see no advantage in delaying.”

Oh, this can’t be good, Sam thought. “Go on.”

“I love your daughter, and I intend to marry her. I suppose the conventional thing would be to ask your permission, however, seeing as she’s well past the age of consent, she’s free to do as she likes, with or without your blessing.”

“Mmm hmm.” Frown lines etched across Sam’s forehead. He was usually open-minded and believed every man deserved a fair chance, but he might have to make an exception in this case.

“Elizabeth and I have been courting for over a year. Fourteen months, to be exact. We have discussed marriage in the broadest of terms so it should come as no surprise to her when I propose. When she informed me that she was returning home for a visit, I felt it my duty to accompany her, though she insisted on traveling alone.”

“I see.” Casting a glance at his headstrong daughter, Sam couldn’t help asking, “And what did she think of that?”

Whitney cleared his throat. “Well, after much discussion, I was able to persuade her of the folly in her plan and voilà, here I stand. I regret she didn’t tell you all of this herself, but I thought it best to be upfront. After all, we’ll soon be related.”

When hell freezes over. “Let’s continue this discussion later. Right now, we’d best get you checked into the hotel.”

Not the response he was expecting, Whitney hesitated. “Um…alright.”

Uncharacteristically blunt, Sam continued. “The sooner you’re settled, the sooner I can take my girls home. I want to reach my ranch before nightfall.”

“Of course,” Whitney said, accepting the brush-off with aplomb, striving to maintain a dignified air.

Though it would surprise most people who met him, Whitney Barrington had not been born into aristocracy or wealth. The only boy out of nine siblings, he’d spent most of his childhood working alongside his father at a limestone quarry near the family’s home in Staunton, Virginia.

Six days a week, twelve hours a day, he labored in the stone pit, starting out as a water boy when he was barely ten years old, dodging men swinging picks and chisels as he carried a bucket and ladle to the thirsty workers. On his twelfth birthday, he graduated to a different kind of bucket – one filled with dust and debris. A sharp stone could cripple a horse or cause a wagon wheel to break, and the road in and out of the quarry had to remain clear.

Workers shoveled the rubble into wooden pails that were hauled away and dumped onto a pile clear across the pit. It was grueling work, the buckets heavier than those that’d held water, and scurrying back and forth under the blazing sun was exhausting for the young boy.

The quarry was also a dangerous place to work, shards of rock flying through the air, piercing the skin of many an unfortunate worker. Whitney had been hit several times, once almost blinding him when a sliver of limestone embedded itself in his right eye. He’d worn a patch for several months until the injury healed and as an adult suffered from eye strain.

He’d hated working in the quarry; hated the silica dust that covered his hair, skin, and clothing the moment he stepped foot in the pit, coating his lungs, throat, and nostrils with fine powder. He hated the grueling twelve hour days toiling under a hot sun, in pouring rain, or freezing cold, hated the nicks and cuts in his fingertips that never seemed to heal. Most of all, he hated that, unlike his sisters, he couldn’t go to school.

From the time he was old enough to pick up a book, Whitney loved to read. He had fond memories of sitting at the kitchen table, listening as his sisters read their lessons aloud, memorizing the letters that, when put together, formed words. His joy had been immeasurable the day he entered the classroom to begin his first day of school, and he was equally devastated the day his father informed him he’d had enough book-learnin’ and was coming to work at the quarry.

He’d put on an act of indifference at the news, but that night hot tears soaked his pillow upon his realization that he’d never have the chance to learn the lessons in his McGuffey’s Second Eclectic Reader, which Mr. Benson, his teacher, had promised he could begin the next day. Instead, the following morning, he found himself on the dusty road, trailing behind his father’s boot prints as the pair trudged their way along in the opposite direction of the schoolhouse.

It took less than a week for him to come up with a plan to teach himself from his sisters’ primers. Each night, while the rest of his family slept, Whitney would sneak out to the barn with a lamp and a book, and memorize the lessons outlined in the readers. Then he’d slip back to the house and into bed, managing to catch a few hours’ sleep before sunrise when his day at the quarry would begin again.

He continued on that way for the next five years, devouring everything he could from the books available, determined to make a better life for himself. Three days after his fifteenth birthday, he said goodbye to his parents and sisters, and left home, stowing away on a rail car that took him to New York City. There he took any job he could that offered two things; decent pay that would enable him to squirrel the majority away and free access to reading material.

Quickly learning that his appearance lent credence to both of those requirements, he splurged some of his hard-earned wages on a second-hand suit, going hungry for a week but securing employment at a local newspaper office, sweeping up and running errands. He put in long hours but the work wasn’t as grueling as at the quarry, and in his spare time, he read every newspaper he could get his hands on, front to back. He never stopped learning.

The years passed. Deciding that, more than anything, he wanted to attend a university, Whitney dedicated every waking moment to ensure his dream came to
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