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Chapter One
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Sumpter, Oregon

1891

Hank Halsey’s stomach churned with apprehension even as his heart raced with anticipation. He studied each person seated around the huge table in Clay and Rachel’s dining room. For the first time since their youth, all five Halsey brothers were seated at a Christmas Eve dinner.

Gil, Darcy, and their two, Sadie and Harry, along with Darcy’s brother, Jeremy, had ridden in from Galena. Maeve and Zeke now lived in Sumpter awaiting the arrival of their baby. Maeve didn’t trust anyone other than her sister-in-law, Dr. Rachel Halsey to deliver her child. Rachel sat at the end of the table feeding her baby daughter, Frankie, mashed potatoes as Clay rested a hand on his daughter’s leg. At the end of the table sat Ethan and Aileen and their two, Colin and Shayla. 

Hank cleared his throat and stood. 

Conversations stopped. 

Everyone, including the children, turned their attention to him. A knot formed in his throat, squeezing off his air. He’d kept the stamp mill running when Ethan and Aileen returned to Ireland to reclaim Colin’s inheritance, and he took up the slack when Clay tended Rachel and their new baby. He was always the dependable one. The brother they could count on to handle things at the stamp mill at a minute’s notice. Now it was his turn to go out on his own and leave the mining and stamp mill in his brothers’ hands.

“Well, what’s been on your mind?” Ethan asked in his big brother tone that reminded Hank of their father. 

“It’s been that obvious?” Hank countered still finding the fortitude to have his say. He loved his brothers and their families and while he had to get out on his own, taking on this new venture felt like betrayal.

“You’ve been cranky as a bear, Uncle Hank,” Shayla said, her huge green eyes staring at him.

He glanced once more around the table. Picked up his glass of water and took a long drink. Hank nodded and firmly set the cup down. Now was the time. 

“I’m starting a logging operation. The railroad will soon be hauling lumber to areas with no trees. If we stockpile until the line is finished, we’ll make as much or more money from the trees on our land as the minerals we’re digging.” Hank studied the faces of everyone around the table. No one had a scowl, so he continued. “I’ve been corresponding with a family run operation, and they’ve agreed to come at the first of the year and start setting up a log camp. As soon as the camp’s ready, we’ll hire woodsmen and start logging.” There, he said it. 

“It’s about time!” Clay slapped his hands on the table, rattling the dishes and causing Frankie to pucker her face and squall. 

“Can I work with you?” Colin asked above the din of Frankie’s cries and Rachel shushing her.

“We’ll see. I’m not sure the logging company I’ve contacted will want a greenhorn young man working with them.” Hank didn’t want anything to happen to Aileen’s son or any family member. Until he learned all about logging and could proficiently carry out all the jobs, he didn’t want any family members involved.

The women all smiled and his brothers all nodded. This wasn’t what he’d expected. Since the stamp mill began as a dream in Ethan’s head, Hank had been the brother who could be relied upon to do what was asked. 

“You’ve been eyeballing those pine trees since you spent time helping old man Crawford at the sawmill in Baker City.” Ethan put an arm around the back of Aileen’s chair. “I can’t believe it’s taken you this long to finally do something.”

“Finally? I’ve been taking up the slack all of you make when you marry and have children.” He’d never carried a grudge toward his brothers or anyone else, but over the last year he’d started harboring a need to be on his own. Living and working in a log camp was the first step in that direction.

“Where’re you going to set up the camp?” Gil asked.

“I’m not sure. I have a couple spots picked out, but Mr. Nielson, the boss of the outfit, will make the final decision. I picked him for his logging knowledge and his family. The boys each oversee different stages of the logging and the wife and daughter run the cookhouse.” He still wasn’t sure having women in a logging camp was a good idea. 

“Why are you frowning?” Zeke was always too observant.

“I like everything about the logging operation except the two women.” Hank could have turned to dust at that moment from the scathing looks his sisters-in-law shot him.

“Why shouldn’t there be women? You said they’re part of the family operation.” Darcy, the feistiest of the women, pointed her small nose at him like a dog about to attack.

“I-Women can be disruptive.” He held up both hands as all four raised out of their chairs. 

“We’ll show you disruptive.” Maeve snatched back the pies she and Aileen had just deposited on the table. 

“Aye, no pie for men—” Aileen started.

“Whoa!” Ethan clapped his hands getting their attention. “The rest of us are more than happy to have women around.” 

“Yeah!” chorused his whipped brothers. 

Hank folded his arms across his chest. “I want you all eating crow when one of the Nielsen women disrupts the operation.”

“Fine, but they’ll be nae pie for a man who distrusts women before he even meets them.” Aileen set the pie back on the table and sunk a knife into the golden crust. 

Hank’s mouth watered, but he knew better than to go against everyone in the room.

“So you’ve met the family?” Gil asked.

“Only the father. He’s Norwegian and believes in hard work and family time.” Hank had never met a more jovial man in his thirty-one years. If the rest of the family had his attitude working with them wouldn’t feel like work. 

“So, the daughter...How old is she?” Darcy asked, passing the pie plates around the table as Aileen filled them. 

He knew that tone. His sister-in-law had it in her mind to try and make a match. She’d thrust several women, and in some cases girls, into his life since her marriage to Gil. 

“I have no idea other than she’s the youngest, and Arvid cares a great deal for his daughter.” The man had expounded on her strength, her wit, and her willingness to help her mother to the point Hank had almost felt like the man had matchmaking in his mind as well. 

Not that Hank wasn’t interested in marriage. He’d witnessed firsthand how his brothers were content and enjoying all the pleasures of being married. But he wanted to prove his worth, bring a new venture to his family, and have his own stake in the outcome.

~*~
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Hank stood at the base of the mountain the Halsey brother’s owned. The thick pine and fir trees colored the mountainside dark green as the cold January sun bathed the snow-covered eastern slope. 

“Ja, this is the best place for the camp,” Arvid said, stepping off areas and pounding metal stakes through the snow into the frozen earth. “This will be the cookhouse and my quarters.” He planted a fourth stake. “My boys will sleep with us until the other buildings are finished.” Arvid stood several inches taller than Hank’s six-foot-three, and his shoulders spanned a hand’s width wider than Hank’s. 

Hank had yet to introduce Arvid to his brothers, but he didn’t have any doubts they would be as impressed with the logger as he was. 

“How many buildings are needed? Won’t that use a lot of the timber?” Hank knew this mountain and the one next to it, all land owned by the Halsey’s and Aileen, held more lumber than they could remove in a year, but he felt a need to keep an eye on the amount used for accommodations.

The man’s green eyes glittered with amusement, and a smile stretched across his wide face. “Son, without even hiking up your mountains, I can guarantee you will not run out of lumber for several years. The buildings are necessary to keep your help happy. Happy workers make good workers, ja?”

“Yes.” He couldn’t argue with the man’s line of thinking. “I’ve never been to a logging operation. You’ll have to teach me everything I need to know, starting with the buildings and their uses.” Hank watched as the man stepped off another square area, tapping stakes at the corners. 

“My oldest, Karl and his brother Dag will have a cabin. Tobias, he’s the youngest boy and the one who is good with numbers. He will have a room in the back of the office.” The man winked. “This is the building where you count your logs and your money, the beasts of the wood get their mail, and buy necessities.” 

“What are necessities?” Hank spun the notion of what a logger might need. 

“Socks, mittens, clothing, tobacco, whiskey, and paper.” 

“Whiskey? I’m not sure I want a bunch of drunk men wielding axes and saws.” If most of the men were Arvid’s size, Hank didn’t like the idea of playing bouncer every night if a handful of men got liquored up.

“There’s usually only one or two that has a sickness for the bottle. And that’s the job of the bull cook to keep them under control.” Arvid moved over and stepped off another square. “Paddy will need a cabin.”

“Paddy?” Hank pushed up the woolen cap covering his ears enough to scratch his hairline. 

“The bull cook.”

“I thought your wife and daughter did the cooking?” Hank had never felt so lost in a conversation as he did with this man.

“Ja, Ingrid and Kelda cook.”

“Then what does the bull cook, Paddy, do?”

“He lights the stoves and lamps, gets the men up and ready to work, calls them to meals, and takes care of the equipment and supplies. He then banks the stoves and turns out the lights at night. And that’s when he tends to the men that have had a bit too much of the whiskey.”

“He’s basically the man in charge of the loggers?” He must be as big as Arvid and strong as a bull to have the name “Bull Cook”.

“Only when they’re in the camp. Outside the camp it’s me and my boys, and some instances Kelda, who are in charge.”

Hank ripped his attention from the man’s large booted feet stepping out yet another square and peered at Arvid’s face. “Your wife is in charge of the loggers outside camp? I thought she cooked?”

“Nei! Kelda, my daughter. She’s been learning the trade since she was big enough to follow me and her brothers about the forest.” He winked. “And the men respect her. She can shank a chain and swing an axe as good as they. Of course there’s always the newcomer who has to give her a challenge, but she’s gives them a good turn.”

“Your daughter works in the woods? Isn’t that dangerous?” Hank shook his head. It wasn’t right for a woman to be in that kind of danger. “While you’re working for me I don’t want her in the woods.” 

Arvid narrowed his eyes. “She is one of the best. She can handle any logging job.”

Hank stood his ground on this. “She’ll not work in the woods while you’re here. Keep her in the kitchen.” His brother’s wives had held occupations usually held by men. But a logger? What did the woman look like? Hank shivered at the thought. 

“She will not be happy to hear you forbid her to work in the woods.”

“If she values her family having work here, she’ll abide.” Hank wasn’t going to back down. 

Arvid watched him intently. “When we met I told you my family worked together, and I had a daughter.”

“Yes, I like that about your outfit, that it’s family. But I can’t have a woman out in the woods distracting the men or possibly getting hurt.” 

Arvid shook his head, before his eyes lit with merriment again. “She can cook a berry pie better than any you’ve ever tasted. The men beg her for pies when the berries are ripe.” 

Hank found it hard to fathom a woman who swung an axe like a man, baking pies. It just didn’t settle in his mind. 

~*~
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A week later fifteen wagons rolled into the meadow where Arvid had staked out the buildings. Big burly men and average sized men jumped out of the first two. The rest of the wagons were loaded down with gear and a few household goods along with one cookstove the likes Hank had never seen. It could take up a quarter of the cabin he and his brothers had lived in for years and now only he resided in. 

Arvid strode toward him, his hand extended. “I have brought my family and the best woodsmen I know.” 

Before Hank could say a word, yelling and the crash of trees resounded through the usually still air. 

“Karl has the plans for the camp. He will direct where the buildings are to go. Dag is in charge of the tent where Ingrid and Kelda will cook until the cookhouse is finished.” Arvid strode to the back of a wagon, grabbed the head of a huge double-bladed axe like it was a walking cane and strode toward the group of men falling trees. 

Hank peered at the chaos around him and soon realized everyone had a job, and they were all setting about doing it. All but him. He hadn’t a clue where he should help. His hands itched to do some labor, but from his vantage point it appeared he’d only get in the way.

A man approached him with gnarled hands, a limp, and hair so white it reflected the sun as glaringly as the snow under their feet. The top of his woolen cap, resting on the highest point of his head, came to Hank’s shoulder when he stopped and extended a hand. 

Hank shook. “Hank Halsey.”

“I figured. Yer the only one not doin’ a thing. That’s generally how it is. The man with the money stands around looking special.”

“Now see here, Mr—”

“O’Brien. Paddy O’Brien. The bull cook.” 

Hank stared at the man. This old coot was to keep drunken men the size of barns in line? “The way Arvid described you, I was expecting—”

“Someone young and as huge as a Ponderosa Pine?” The old man shook his head. “All you young’uns think it takes brawn to make people do what you want.” Paddy poked a curved finger at his temple. “It takes livin’ life and knowin’ the right words to get people to do what ye want. Besides, I’ve been loggin’ longer than you’ve been out o’knickers, and I know every catastrophe that can happen and every move a logger needs to make to be successful.” Paddy turned to leave but spun back. “Remember that when you find yourself in a pickle.” 

“Wait. I don’t like to stand back and watch. I want to learn everything about this camp and logging. What can I do to help?” Hank wasn’t sure he liked the man, but he respected his knowledge. Myrle, the widow who helped his family after their parents’ were killed, had instilled the fact in all the brothers that older people were a wealth of information.

“You know how to build a cabin?” Paddy asked, his runny-eyed gaze running up and down Hank.

“I’ve helped build a couple.” 

“Then go see Karl. He’s the tall dark-haired lad with the papers in his hand.” Paddy limped away moving with good speed toward the group erecting a large canvas tent.

Before Hank swung his gaze from the tent area, a blonde braid falling down the back of a man’s black wool coat and stopping at the spread of a woman’s hips in men’s dungarees caught his attention. Arvid’s wife or his daughter? Hank had to admit he was curious about a woman who worked alongside loggers. 

The woman turned.

All his imaginings had given the woman manly attributes. The female face gracing his gaze held a wide, full mouth curved at the edges in merriment. Even across the distance he saw crinkles of mirth around her eyes and joy plumping her triangular face with high cheek bones and a wide brow. She talked to a man with the same color hair and features much like Arvid’s. He had to be one of her brothers.

Her gaze wandered from the man’s face and held Hank’s. He’d never gone weak kneed over a woman, but the second her lips curved a little more and one blonde eyebrow rose as if asking him who he was, his knees melted like the mercury they used at the stamp mill. 

“You there!” A deep voice from behind him rocked Hank, and he jerked from her hypnotic hold.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




Kelda watched the man she’d never seen before shake hands with Karl and walk toward the area labeled on Far’s map as the cookhouse. Was he the man who hired them to log his mountains? Far hadn’t said much about him, only he and his family wanted to reap the benefits of having good stands of pine and fir on their land, and he ordered her not to work in the woods. 

Her eyes narrowed as anger changed her curiosity to studying her enemy. He was only a couple inches shorter than Karl. That meant he would be as tall, or perhaps even taller, than she. Few men were taller than her six foot. She towered over other women and found being around them not to her liking. 

The outdoors called to her, and if her mother hadn’t slowed down from years of long hours cooking, Kelda would be out falling the trees for the camp rather than helping Mor set up the cook tent. She glared at the man, and this man who forbid her to follow the calling of her heart. 

“Kelda, we could use your help.” Dag pulled on a rope and several men worked the poles into place on the corners of the tent. 

“Coming.” She grabbed the corner pole nearest her and heaved it up, pushing the tent into position along with the men. The clang of metal on metal rang through the structure as Dag moved around the canvas driving stakes into the frozen ground. 

Mor hustled into the tent followed by six men carrying her prized cookstove. “Over here, just like the last time.” 

Kelda smiled. Mor stood a head and a half shorter than Kelda, but the woman had every man in the camp jumping to bid her wishes, especially Far. That was the kind of marriage Kelda yearned for. One of respect where the man allowed the woman to do what she wanted, whether it was approved by society or not. All the loggers who joined their camp over the years were surprised to find a woman cook and a woman who worked beside them. They wouldn’t have a woman working beside them this time. Her fists clamped around the post.

“You can quit hugging that post and help Mor.” Dag swatted her on the backside like when she was small. He flashed a devilish grin and ran out the tent flap before she could retaliate. Her brothers still patted her backside when they wanted to goad her. 

“Uff da!” Kelda released the pole and ducked out the flap to haul in the boxes of cooking supplies. She walked to the wagon as her gaze slid to the cookhouse area. It didn’t take long for her to find the stranger. He wasn’t dressed like the rest. His coat was duck cloth and his pants dungarees like she wore. Leather gloves covered his hands as he helped raise a log. What gives him the right to tell me what I can and can’t do?

“You plan to daydream or get to work?” Mor’s question made her jump.

“Work.” Uff da. She couldn’t stare at the stranger every time she saw him and try to rationalize why he disapproved of her without even meeting her. Besides the more she watched him, the more she liked the look in his eyes and the cut of his face. She shook her head. He was her enemy until he understood she wasn’t a threat to him or anyone else. 

Kelda picked up a crate and packed it into the tent. 

Mor followed with a smaller, lighter box. “Don’t strain yourself. Let the men lift the heavy boxes.” She placed a hand on Kelda’s cheek. “You don’t have to work like a man. You are a woman.”

“Mor, you know I have to keep strong to help Far when he needs it.” I can’t allow a man to think he can get the better of me or I’m of no use to Far. 

“Far doesn’t need you. He can find someone else when he needs a man. You jump too quickly.” Mor opened a box and set things on the long table as soon as Dag and another man had it standing. 

“Far only asks you out of courtesy. He hopes one day you will say no,” Dag said, shaking the table and leveling it on the frozen ground.

Kelda stared at her brother. “He asks me because he can count on me like he counts on you boys.”

“True. He knows family helps family. But Kelda, you can’t keep acting like a man. You will never catch a husband.” Dag put his hands on her shoulders. “No man wants a woman stronger than he is.”

“Maybe I don’t want a husband?” She folded her arms across her chest and stared into Dag’s concerned eyes.

“We all want a spouse to grow old with. Karl is aching for a wife. He just never has time to look for one.” Dag stepped back as men brought in more crates. “Help Mor unpack. Leave the lifting to the men. They need something to do.”

Kelda stared at her brother’s back as he exited the tent. Did her brothers want wives? If so why didn’t they take time off to look for one? She could do their work and give them time to wife hunt. Nodding her head, Kelda decided to bring the idea up with Far. She knew how much he wished for his family to grow with grandchildren. She grimaced. How could they make it work if the boss wouldn’t allow her in the woods? 

~*~
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Hank spent the day straining his muscles helping erect the cookhouse. Karl invited him to share the evening meal with them in the cook tent before he returned to his cabin over the ridge. The idea of a meal he didn’t have to prepare and filling his belly with warm food before the long ride home appealed to him. Also getting a close glimpse of the two women in the camp intrigued him. What kind of women lived in a logging camp year around? 

Hank washed alongside the other men at the hollowed-out log placed along the outside wall of the tent. He’d learned a few more names as they worked together. The teamster, Smithy, was a surly little man who rode the horses incessantly shouting profanities as the animals dragged the bundles of logs to the construction area. Hank wasn’t pleased with the way the man treated the animals, but no one else seemed to see a problem with it so he didn’t say anything. For all he knew the draft horses were deaf to the man’s shouts.

Delicious aromas wafted from the tent flap as the men entered the canvas cook tent an hour after the sun had set and the tools had been cleaned and put away.

Arvid sat at the head of a long table running nearly the length of the twenty-foot tent. Karl, Dag, and Tobias flanked their father. An empty place remained by Tobias. The workers filed in filling the table near the Nielsen men.

Arvid stood. “Men, I’d like to introduce you to the man we are all working for.” Mr.Nielsen waved a hand toward Hank. “Hank Halsey and his family own the mountains we will be clearing. I want you to treat him with respect, but also teach him what it is to be a beast of the woods.” 

Deep boisterous voices boomed throughout the tent in laughter and welcome. Hank made a point of looking each man in the face and acknowledging him. They were a burly lot, and he didn’t want to get on the wrong side of any of them. Paddy sat at the opposite end of the table from Arvid, next to Smithy. His old eyes twinkled in the lantern light.

“Thank you for your warm welcome. I may be the man paying you, but I want to work alongside each of you and learn how to log. If you see me doing something wrong I want to know.” He caught movement behind Arvid and spotted two women advancing toward the tables with large bowls in their hands. His instincts wanted to rush forward and help them carry their burdens, but the men all let out a loud cheer as the bowls were placed one in front of Arvid and one in front of Paddy. 

Hank watched the young woman as she smiled at Paddy. The sparkle and joy in her eyes tickled his lips into a smile. She said something to the old man that made him laugh.

“Hank, take the seat by Tobias and enjoy the wonderful stew Ingrid and Kelda have prepared.” 

Arvid’s statement jerked Hank’s gaze back to the roomful of men. He strode to the empty seat and sat. 

All the men at the table clasped their hands in front of their chests and Arvid began reciting, “I Jesu navn, går vi til bords, å spise, drikke på ditt ord. Deg, Gud til ære, oss til gavn, Så får vi mat i Jesu navn. Amen.”

“Amen!” The men chorused. Paddy and Arvid dished up tins of the aromatic stew as the women brought out plates of homemade bread and bowls of butter and jam. 

The stew melted in his mouth and the sweet nutty flavor of the bread had him grabbing for a third and fourth slice. It wasn’t until his hunger was sated and the others had slowed down that he realized the women didn’t sit at the table with them. As if reading his thoughts, Kelda brought out a tray laden with squares of cake. 

The spicy aroma reminded him of his mother’s cooking and Aileen’s kitchen. Ethan’s wife loved to bake. 

Kelda served the first piece to Arvid, moved to Tobias, and then to Hank. He leaned back as she bent forward between her brother and Hank to place the cake on his plate. 

“It smells as good as my mother used to make,” Hank said in a tone he hoped didn’t sound like he was shining her up.

His comment didn’t get him an answer, so he’d yet to hear her voice. He did, however, get a stiff smile. She moved on, the scent of spice, wood smoke, and vanilla remained in her wake.

Tobias elbowed him and wiggled his eyebrows, shoving a forkful of the cake in his mouth.

Hank frowned and dug into his cake, watching from the corner of his eye to see how the other men treated her. Some she joked with, others just smiled and leaned back allowing her access to place their dessert on the plate. The face of a good-sized young man turned red as Kelda leaned in to serve his cake. The man was smitten with her. Hank studied the woman’s reaction. She didn’t seem the least bit flustered or even take notice of the man. Was she uninterested in men? 

“Hank, when will we meet your family?” Arvid had finished his cake and held a cup of steaming coffee in his hands. 

Before Hank could say a word, the smaller, older woman appeared at Hank’s side with a tin cup and poured coffee for him and on around the table. How did the two women remain looking so fresh when they had to have been at the stove from the minute the tent was set up?

“Do you have a large family? Any sisters?” Karl asked and the table erupted into laughter. 

“I have four sisters.”

Karl perked up. 

“By marriage. They’re all married to my brothers.” 

Karl hung his head a bit and the table roared. Friendly cajoling filled the air. 

“So, you have four brothers.” Dag’s raised voice silenced the group. He settled his gaze on Hank then his brothers. “Are they as similar to you as my brothers are to me?”

“More so. We range only a few inches difference in height and all have the same coloring, eyes, and build.” He’d noted the blonde hair of Dag and Kelda while Karl and Tobias had dark brown almost reddish hair. 

“When one rides up we will know he is your brother,” Karl said, waving a hand. The farthest logger picked up his cleaned plate and passed it down until all the plates on that side of the table were stacked in front of Karl. Tobias did the same thing and soon a large stack of plates arrived in front of Hank. 

Kelda walked behind the men, starting at Karl, and they all dropped their eating utensils into her bucket. Hank had to admire the efficient way they cleared the dishes from the table. 

“Now the men will retire to the tent we raised, and my family will remain here. You may stay and visit if you choose.” Arvid stretched his arms above his head, and the loggers stepped over the half log benches they’d sat on and disappeared out the tent flap.

Curiosity about the family he’d hired battled with the knowledge he still had an hour’s ride to make to arrive home. The snow and dark made the usual thirty-minute ride twice as long. He started to stand when he caught Kelda watching him. The animosity he saw intrigued him.

“One more cup of coffee, but then I have to leave. My cabin is a good ride from here, and I want to get back early tomorrow morning.” 

“You could toss a bed roll in here with us,” Tobias said, motioning to four cots stacked at the side of the tent.

“You’re so sure I’d stay you have a cot ready for me?” he asked, warming to the family’s hospitality.

“No those are our cots,” Tobias pointed to his brothers, “And Kelda’s. But we can find another one.”

Hank stared at the men who all nodded at him. The fact they treated their sister like one of them made him shake his head. She was a woman who deserved privacy like all women. He started to say something, but thought better of it. He’d not invade her privacy, too. “I’ll head home after my cup of coffee.”

Dishes clattered in the background as Arvid and his boys explained the timeline to raising the structures, building the grapple to load the wagons, the chute to get the logs to the landing, and finally falling the first tree. 

“Two months? You can have all that done and ready to cut trees in two months?” Hank stared at each man. 

“Ja. We are strong fast workers. We only employ men who are the same.” Arvid leaned back lighting a pipe that his wife handed to him as she pulled a chair up beside him. 

She held her hand out over the table. “I am Ingrid. I am very pleased to meet you.” 

“Ma’am, I’m equally pleased to meet you. Your husband didn’t do justice to your cooking.”

Kelda sat down next to Dag. She nodded and stared with earnest into Mr. Halsey’s vanilla-brown eyes. “I am Kelda.” She withheld any emotion from her voice.

“Miss, pleased to meet you as well.” His eyes twinkled when he spoke to her as if they shared a joke. 

She worked to keep from smiling back. His good nature made it hard to remember he was her enemy. His face had different planes and angles than her brothers. Their faces were flatter, wider, handsome. Mr. Halsey’s face more long, chiseled, and pleasant to study.

An elbow dug into her ribs. She glared at Dag who winked at her. 

“Did you make the cake we had with dinner?” Mr. Halsey watched her attentively.

Had he asked this question already? Was that why Dag jabbed her? Heat rushed up her neck and infused her cheeks. 

“Yes, with Mor’s help.” She wouldn’t take all the credit. Mor kept her from putting too much salt in when she plotted how to change the man’s mind about her working in the woods. 

“It was as good as my mother made and equal to my sister-in-law, Aileen’s, baking.” Mr. Halsey smiled again then focused his attention on her father. 

She didn’t mind. The longer he talked with her, the warmer her face became until her skin burned like fresh sugar buns from the oven. 
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Chapter Three
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Kelda helped Mor move the cooking supplies into the new cookhouse. Three days they cooked and slept in the tent, now it would be used for supplies and her brothers until their respective cabins were built. She looked forward to tonight when she could sleep in quiet. The older her brothers grew the louder the noises they made at night. Their snoring, talking, and mumblings kept her awake. 

She yawned walking across the compound to get another box. Once the cookstove had been placed in the building the men took off to help with the other structures and tree falling, leaving her to carry the needed boxes. She didn’t mind. Keeping her body strong for when Far needed her in the woods made her feel more useful than cooking. And he would need her. And the boss wouldn’t be able to say anything. She believed Far would stand up to the man when the need did arise. 

Kelda’s boots scuffed across the hard packed snow as she stared at the men on springboards topping the tall pines. It was her favorite task. Nothing surged the blood like the freedom of standing forty foot above the ground on a springboard and working a saw in rhythm with another person. That exhilaration kept her in shape and ready to help at a moment’s notice. 

“Oomph!” Air rushed out of Kelda as an elbow slammed into her belly. 

“Sorry.” 

Strong hands held her arms, holding her upright when she wanted to double over. She forced her body to straighten and peered into Hank Halsey’s sorrowful brown eyes. 

“I was, rolling a rope...I’m sorry, do you need to sit down?” His firm, yet gentle grip on her arms heated her skin clear through his gloves and her coat.

“I-I’ll be fine. I’ve had worse happen to me.” Her breathing returned to normal as the initial shock wore off.

“Not by another’s hands I hope.” The censure in his voice and irritation darkening his eyes gave her pause. 

She didn’t dare tell him of the indignities she’d suffered at the hands of loggers wishing to discredit her with Far and get her out of the woods.

“Working with logs can leave a body bruised. Once you start actually working the woods you’ll see what I mean.” This close she found him a few inches taller than her and nearly as broad across the shoulders as her brothers.

“Why?” His hands lightened their hold but didn’t leave her arms. His brow furrowed, scrunching his dark eyebrows down at the bridge of his straight nose. 

“Why what?” She swallowed as heat curled where his elbow had previously caught her unaware. Why did her body react to him this way? She’d have to ask Mor if there was a sickness that flushed your face and tumbled your insides. 

“Why would you willingly work in the woods?”

“Kelda!” The warning in Mor’s voice told her she wasted time.

“I have to go.” Kelda stepped back. Hank’s hands dropped to his side, but his gaze remained on her face.

“We’ll finish this after dinner tonight.” Hank tipped his hat and walked away.

Kelda, hurried into the tent, picked up the first box she came to, and returned to the cookhouse. Her mind spun with questions. Why did he want to talk about her working in the woods? The expression on his face was so serious. Maybe Far wouldn’t be able to talk him into letting her work in the woods. They worked for Mr. Halsey, and Far wouldn’t want to stop on this project now. Outrage shook her from head to toe, replacing the tingling heat of his hands with a blast of scorching indignation. 

~*~
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Hank peered one more time around the cookhouse and wondered why with the huge cookstove and all the men seated around the table a sharp cold breeze blew across his skin every time Kelda glanced his direction. 

The dishes piled in front of him. Before he could pass them on to Tobias, the scent of vanilla and woods spun his senses. Kelda’s shoulder bumped his as she snatched the plates from in front of him. He shivered. Frosty. The woman was downright frosty, and he hadn’t a clue what he’d done. Other than jab an elbow in her gut earlier. 

At the time she’d acted like she didn’t harbor bad feelings. After some reflection, she must have decided he’d intentionally slammed the air out of her. Which he hadn’t. He’d been backing up, dragging the long heavy rope to straighten the coils before rerolling it, the way Dag taught him. 

He obviously needed to apologize, again. If he didn’t freeze to death before he had the chance. The loggers climbed over the benches and headed out the door. Hank turned his attention to the women. Their backs were to the open area, their heads bent together as the dishes clanged and clattered in the tub and into stacks on the shelf to the side of the drain board. 

“Hank, you have been quiet tonight,” Arvid said, lighting his pipe and leaning back in his chair.

“When the women get done with the dishes I need to speak with Kelda.” 

A crash from the washing area captured all the men’s attention. 

“Kelda, have you been playin’ in the butter again? Your fingers seem to be slippery,” Tobias joked, and his brothers laughed. 

Hank wondered if he’d hurt her worse than she’d made out. She’d been more distracted and fumbling tonight as she served the dinner. 

“Why do you wish to speak to Kelda?” Dag asked, his blue gaze holding steady on Hank.

“I owe her an apology for running into her today.” A groan rose above the clanging of dishes. “And I think I may have hurt her worse than she said.” 

Kelda spun from the pile of dishes in front of her and jammed fisted hands on her hips. “You did not hurt me. I told you at the time, I’ve been through worse than a man’s elbow jabbing me in the belly.” 

Her anger infused rosy color to her cheeks and added sparks to her eyes.

“Then why are you dropping dishes if I didn’t hurt you?”

She shot a furtive glance at Arvid and grimaced. Did she want to say something that she didn’t want her father to know? Hank made a quick decision. Obviously, the only way to get to the bottom of her anger would be to confront her privately.

“Sir, would you mind if Kelda and I stepped outside?” Hank cringed inside at the sparkle that leapt into the man’s eyes. 

“Kelda, grab your coat and see what the man wants to say in private.” 

“Far, that’s not a good idea.” Karl jumped to his feet. “Someone should chaperone them.”

Hank shook his head. He didn’t plan to court the woman. He just wanted to find out what was eating at her. He’d learned from his brothers’ wives that women liked to talk, and he had a feeling this one needed her cork loosened. “I promise I’m not asking her outside to make advances. We just need to talk in private. It’s obvious she’s not going to tell me what’s eating at her with all of you present.”

Kelda already stood by the door, a man’s black wool coat buttoned to her neck and a wool scarf wrapped around her head. Her flushed cheeks shone in the lantern light. Her gaze met his solid and unflappable. 

“If Kelda isn’t back in here in fifteen minutes you can come looking for us.” Hank said to appease Karl as he pulled on his coat,

“I don’t know what you’re worrying about. No man is going to think of Kelda in the way you’re talking.” The door hadn’t fully closed when Dag’s voice cleared the threshold.

Kelda’s shoulders drooped proving she’d heard her brother’s comment. She walked around the corner of the cookhouse to a fallen log at the backside of the building. Hank wanted to catch up to her and wrap an arm around her shoulders. She was a fine woman. Any man would be dang lucky to have her for a wife. He stood in front of her as she sat on the log, her face pointed toward the men’s logging boots on her feet.

Hank crouched in front of Kelda, tipping her face up to read her emotions. “Your brother sees you only as his sister. You’re a woman any man would be lucky to marry.”

Tears glistened in her eyes. “I’m the size and body of a man. Men want a small delicate woman.” She wiped at the tears, and her hands clutched his. “Don’t make Far keep me out of the woods. It’s all I have to make me happy.” 

Pleading in her eyes and voice sucker punched Hank. “Why would you want to work alongside men in the woods? Women belong in the home.”

“I don’t care to work inside. I love the outdoors and the labor of logging. Don’t keep me out of the woods. It’s the one thing I can do well.” 

The strong grip of her fingers on his proved her strength. He had no doubt she was a skilled woodsman...woman. He pried her fingers from his hands and held them between his palms. “I’m sorry, but I can’t allow you in the woods. It isn’t proper for a woman to work like that. And what if you prove too weak to handle a job and someone else gets hurt?”

“Ooooo!” Her hands ripped from his grasp and rammed him in the chest. He started tipping backwards and grabbed the first thing in reach—Kelda’s arms. 

He fell back into the snow dragging Kelda on top of him.

The surprise in her eyes quickly turned to interest as she gazed down into his face. Her body sprawled across Hank, pressing him into the snow. Even with the heavy clothing, her curves were evident as her relaxed body molded over his. 

Hank pushed the scarf back from her face and stared into amazing eyes that glistened from the moonlight bouncing off the snow. Her gaze searched his. The rise and fall of her chest quickened. She licked her lips...

He held her head in his hands. Inch by inch, Hank drew her lips closer, wondering if the heat and passion he’d witnessed in her eyes would be in her kiss. 

“Kelda!” 

The male voice broke through the insanity of his actions. Hank rolled, rose to his feet, and pulled Kelda up with him.

She spun to walk away, but he grabbed her arm. 

“Wait,” Hank whispered, brushing the glittering snow from her back. When the moonlight no longer sparkled off snow crystals on her coat, he released her arm. “Go. And tell everyone good night from me. I’ll head home now.” 

Kelda hesitated. How could she have gone from rage one moment to wanting him to kiss her? 

“Kelda!” Karl’s angry tone moved her feet toward the cookhouse door. 

“Ja?” She stepped around the corner and confronted her brother. She hoped her encounter with Hank didn’t show on her face. She almost giggled thinking of the way he’d flopped backwards from her shove of aggravation. 

“Where were you and the boss?” Karl blocked her from entering the cookhouse.

“On the log back there.” She swung an arm toward the back of the building. 

“What did he need to say to you that couldn’t be said in front of your family?” The accusation in Karl’s voice plucked at her defiance.

Anger seeped back into her body. Why was Mr. Halsey so thick-headed? Far had worked with many men, and he would not allow her in the woods if she was a threat to anyone. The talk had accomplished nothing. “He didn’t need to say anything.” She shoved Karl out of her way and plunged into the cookhouse. 

Far and Mor sat at the end of the table. Unasked questions hung in the air as Kelda hung her coat and scarf and marched to the stove to pour a hot cup of coffee. She added milk, turning the dark brown a velvety tan. 

“I’m going to bed.” She took the cup and headed to the small lean-to at the back of the building that held cooking supplies and her cot.

“Kelda.” Far’s tone held exasperation. 

“Leave her be. She’s been upset all afternoon. Perhaps talking to an outsider will calm her.”

Her mother’s words nestled security in Kelda’s chest. Her mother understood what it was like to be around men all the time. Men who treated you like one of them. Never a moment to one’s self to think woman thoughts, dreams. After landing on top of Hank all she could think of was how strong he felt and her weight on him hadn’t even made it hard for him to breathe. But her thoughts couldn’t go there. He might show her attention, but he wasn’t interested in what made her happy. If he cared about her happiness he wouldn’t have ordered her out of the woods. 

She dropped the curtain, hooked over a peg, and stopped in the darkness waiting for her eyes to adjust. The stars had sparkled in his eyes as she stared into them. And she was sure the way he held her head and lowered her...so slow... Uff da. 

Kissing the boss would only get her harassed by the men, and it was pretty obvious from Karl’s reactions he wasn’t about to have his little sister find a man before he found a woman. Which brought her to her idea of taking the boys’ place one day a week so they could venture into town and hunt up a woman. She’d speak to Far in the morning. There had to be a way to get around the boss’s order.
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Chapter Four
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Kelda grabbed Far’s coat sleeve when everyone headed out after breakfast the next morning.

“What does my lovely daughter wish to say to me?” he asked, smiling down at her. 

She loved the way Far made her feel like a small, pretty girl when he looked at her. She slipped her arm though his and led him to the bench at the table. “I know Karl is cranky because he works long hours and has no time to find a wife.” She held up her hand when Far started to speak. “Ja, he is cranky. And I have a plan that I think will make the boys happy. I would like to offer to help out one day a week for Karl and Dag allowing them to go to town and hunt for a wife.”

Far’s eyes twinkled, his lips quivered as if they wanted to tip into a smile. “What brings on this kind gesture for your brothers?”

“I like working in the woods and unless someone is sick, I rarely get to help. If I work at least one day a week, I will be more prepared when someone is down.” Last night waiting for sleep to come she’d reasoned out the best method of getting Far to agree. 

His graying eyebrows arched. “Have you forgotten Hank will send us away if I let you work in the woods?” 
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