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Foreword
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While there is a Cracker Creek outside of Sumpter, Oregon and there was mining up and down the creek, there was not a Cracker Creek Stamp Mill.
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Chapter One
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Sumpter, Oregon

1889

“Have you lost what little sense you had?”

Ethan Halsey focused his gaze from the map spread across the table to his younger brother. “I’ve had more sense than you for a long time, Clay.”

“Not if you think you can just walk up to that husband-killer and kindly ask to purchase her land!” Clay shot out of the chair, knocking it over, pacing two steps and back again.

“Why are you calling the Widow Miller a husband killer? That’s not too neighborly of you, especially when we want to purchase some of her land.” His grown brother acting like a boy who saw a ghost was too good not to tease. Ethan let loose a rib-shattering, belly laugh. He hadn’t seen Clay so worked up in a long time.

“Knock it off. This ain’t something to laugh about. I heard Judd Loudeman tell how they found Mr. Miller with his head bashed in layin’ in front of his mine. And how the wife and boy weren’t seen for weeks after.”

“All that tells me is they were scared and hiding.” Ethan rolled up the map. “I traipsed over the ridges and canyons in a five-mile section. The slope with Cracker Creek running at a good clip in that corner of their property is where we’re going to build a stamp mill.” He stood, placed the map on the front window ledge, and faced his brother. “I made a promise when Ma and Pa died to make sure you and the others are taken care of.” And Lord, he would never take on the responsibility of another family again. “I also promised the miners around here we could provide a way for them to squeeze more gold out of their claims.” He crossed his arms and stared at Clay. “Have you known me to ever squelch on my word?”

“No, but I’m telling you, that widow ain’t none too friendly.” Clay filled a cup for himself and clanked the coffee pot down on the potbellied stove.

Ethan raised an eyebrow at his brother’s unnatural selfishness. He strode across the small cabin and poured himself a cup. “You seem to know a lot about this woman. Maybe you should be the one to make her the offer?”

Clay spewed coffee across the room, missing Ethan by all but two drops. “I’m not setting foot on her land. Miles said she’s marked by the devil.”

“Since when have you given a dime about anything that no-account Miles Osborne had to say?” Ethan was fed up with all the bad-mouthing of a woman neither one of them had met. Miles had been making up stories to get attention since they were boys.

“He said her bonnet blew off one time when she was in town, and her face has dark markings. He said it was the devil’s mark.”

“I say again, since when was anything Miles had to say worth listening to? And how would he know the devil’s markings? He been keeping time with the fellow?” Ethan sat at the table and pointed to the chair across from him.

“Clay, you’re four years younger than me. I would say that makes you a mite old to be going around believing everything you hear. You’re also old enough to know better than to badmouth someone you haven’t met.” Ethan took a sip of coffee, never taking his eyes off his brother. It was something he learned twelve years ago, when the sudden death of his parents left him in charge of four younger brothers. Always look them in the eyes and never back down. Of course, being the tallest at six-five and the broadest helped too, but eye contact always made them buckle under to his way of thinking.

His brother bowed his head and stared into his coffee cup. “Yeah, I guess I shouldn’t let what other people think influence me.” He looked up. “Kind of like Maeve. From all the mush Zeke always spouted, I expected some soft, doe-eyed schoolmarm. Instead, she’s a prickly, sharpshooter with more spit than polish.” He laughed at the picture he painted of his new sister-in-law. Ethan joined the laughter.

“Zeke definitely met his match in that one.” Ethan cocked his head listening to the approaching horses. “That should be Hank with the miners who’ll profit from our stamp mill.”

Clay smiled. “This is one time, big brother, when I think you finally found a way for Pa’s claim to make a handsome profit.”

“That’s the plan. Come on, let’s talk to them outside where there’s more room.” It would be impossible to discuss the stamp mill in the one-room cabin. Clay, Hank, and himself barely had room to turn around when all three were inside.

Clay headed out the door. Ethan took one more sip of coffee, grabbed the map off the window sill, and headed out to see how many of their neighbors were willing to pitch in some money and labor to make the Cracker Creek Stamp Mill a reality.

****
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Aileen Miller plucked the oversized straw hat from her head and wiped the sleeve of her shirt across her brow. She’d dug at the side of the mine since breakfast. All she had to show for it was a couple buckets of rubble. Fresh air and the gurgle of the stream beckoned. She leaned the pick against the side of the cave and reached down to catch the rope handles of the buckets in her hands.

“Momma! Momma! Colin won’t he’p me!”

“Stay put, lassie. Ah’m comin’ out.” Aileen called to her four-year-old daughter and gem of her heart. “Nae need for yetocome in this bloody tunnel.”

She ducked and stepped out of the cave opening. The sunshine warmed her face as she took a deep breath of the clean air. Small arms wrapped around her legs. She looked down, taking in the angelic face of her darlin’ Shayla.

“Where be the laddie?” she asked, scanning the area for her twelve-year-old son. Where Shayla was her gem, Colin was her soul. He came from the seed of a man she loved with her whole being. She nearly died the evening her father came and told her he’d been killed. There were times when she and the laddie communicated without speaking. The morning had begun that way, with Colin quietly taking the pick and heading for the mine without her so much as saying: “Today, we’ll work in the mine.” When the area became too small for the two to work, he’d just as quietly left the confines.

“He’s pannin’.” Shayla tugged on the bucket Aileen had yet to set down. As the child spoke, she spotted her red-haired son.

“Aye, so he is. And why are ye pesterin’ him?” She packed the buckets down to the sluice box and dumped the contents into the top level of the wooden boxes. Shayla followed alongside, dragging her feet.

“I’m hungry. I asked him to he’p make a sammich.” The dark-haired angel extended her lower lip and placed her hands behind her back.

Aileen laughed and patted Shayla’s dark curls. “Let’s find a bite for yer wee tummy.” She held out her hand and clasped the small fingers in hers. “Colin! Come laddie, a body cannae work on an empty stomach!”

He nodded, and stopped sloshing water over the side of the pan. He placed the pan on the ground careful to not lose any of the trailings. When he stood, her heart lurched. Each day he became more and more like his da— a man who voiced his concerns and worked to better his and his neighbor’s plight. Aye, Patrick, if only ye could see yer bonnie laddie.

Tears burned the back of her eyes. Aileen tugged on Shayla and headed to the cabin. Colin had a way of knowing when she felt lonely or sad. She didn’t want to spoil his day with her longing for something that would never be again.

“’Tis a good thing we baked bread yesterday or yer belly would be whinin’ as much as ye,” Aileen tweaked her daughter’s nose and patted her backside. “Wash yer hands and fetch a jar o’ preserves from the lean-to.”

When Shayla finished washing, Aileen leaned down, submersing her hands and arms into the bucket. She scrubbed the sweat and dirt from her skin. It had been a month since she’d had a good soaking. Her body carried the stench of her labors. If they planned to get supplies at the store tomorrow, today would be a good day to take a bar of soap down to the creek and clean up.

Colin stopped beside her, waiting for his turn to wash. “There’s my laddie.” She kissed the top of his head and wrinkled her nose. “We’ll all hike down the creek this evenin’ and give us a wash.”

His green eyes narrowed slightly. “This mean we’re going to town tomorrow?” The disinterest in his voice didn’t fool Aileen. Colin disliked going to town, yet refused to let she and Shayla go alone.

“We need supplies. I know ye didnae like to go, but we need to eat, and there’s gold that needs to be exchanged.”

“I know. I just don’t like what the people say about us.” He shoved his fists into the water, sloshing the contents down his legs and over his boots.

She ruffled his hair and gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Ye are so much like yer da. Ye go against what ye feel to do what is right. If only that day he wouldn’t have gone with his feelings and not been goaded...” Tears burned her eyes, and she ducked into the cabin. If only Patrick hadn’t felt the need to stand up to the English, he’d be beside her today.

The one window allowed only a small amount of light through. She left the door open for more light and air. No matter how much she cleaned the house, she couldn’t get rid of the stench of her second husband. He’d lived in the cabin before the marriage and peed in a corner when he drank, which happened to be every day.

They fought over the drinking and the habit. She eventually won, but the house reeked, and the reminder of him made it hard to sleep most nights. She preferred the outdoors and did only the necessary indoor living. Even in the bitter cold of winter, they all preferred to work in the mine to being shut in the house with all its reminders.

She grabbed the bread, knife, a board to cut on, and carried the lot out to the small, covered porch. They spent most meals gazing at the babbling creek and staring up the other side of the tree-covered canyon.

Colin took the board and knife, placing them on a log they used as a table. Since they spent this time of year on the porch, their chairs already waited for them. Shayla returned with the preserves and her usual smile.

Aileen sliced the bread and spread the preserves, handing a slice to each child.

“Ma, ain’t you gonna eat?” Colin asked his eyes rebuking her even if his words didn’t.

“In a minute, someone’s coming down the hill.” She tugged the floppy straw hat down to her ears to hide her face, and stood. The slow approach of the horse and rider felt like a bomb ticking. They had few visitors and never anyone alone. Not since the death of Mr. Miller.
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Chapter Two
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Ethan kept the horse at a leisurely pace. He didn’t believe the trio under the porch roof would shoot him, but the things Clay and the other men said when they found out who he was headed to talk to, niggled in the back of his mind. There was nothing cowardly about being cautious. Even if all he saw was a child, a young boy, and a tall, sturdy woman dressed in men’s clothing.

The clothing didn’t bother him. The other men had made mention of how the widow woman wore the dead husband’s clothes. Both his sisters-in-law wore britches as much as they did dresses. They allowed it made riding and working outside easier. If the widow worked the claim, she needed to wear practical clothes. And her dead husband’s would be handy and free.

He stopped his horse near a tree and dismounted, wrapping the reins around a limb.

“Afternoon,” he called, sauntering toward a cabin smaller than the one he shared with his brothers. The only difference between the two structures was the state of disrepair and the lean-to in the back.

The woman nodded, but didn’t say anything. None of them appeared hostile. The boy stared blankly. The little girl’s grin was infectious, and he found himself grinning back at her. He pulled his attention from the curly-haired imp to study the woman. She was tall. Not near his height, but she had to be gaining on six foot. The men’s clothing she wore did nothing to hide her attributes. The pants clung to her wide, round hips, and her full breasts gave the buttons on her shirt a working.

“Mrs. Miller?” he asked, extending his hand. She kept her head tipped forward just enough her face was shadowed and hidden behind the brim of the hat.

“Who be askin’?” Her voice caught his attention with its deep, lyrical tone.

“I’m Ethan Halsey. My brothers and I have a claim just over the ridge.” It aggravated him he couldn’t see her face and register how she took his words.

“Are ye lost?” The voice vibrated under his skin, causing his body to warm.

He cleared his throat. “No, I’m not lost. I’m looking for Mrs. Miller. I’m assuming that is you, since you’re the only grown woman I see here.”

“Ah m Aileen. Ah don’t fancy bein’ called Mrs. Miller.”

This disclosure piqued his curiosity. “Mrs—Aileen. I’ve come with an offer.” Her head tilted, tipping the wide-brimmed hat to the side and revealing a slip of her face.

“And what may this grand offer be?” He saw the slightest curve on one side of her lips.

“Ma’am, not to sound bossy, but I’d like to see your face as we discuss this proposition.” Her shoulders dipped slightly before she squared them, stretched her neck to its full length, and whipped the hat from her head. Copper sparks reflected off her hair as the sun lit her dark locks.

Ethan hadn’t believed the words of a cowardly man like Miles, and he was happy to see there wasn’t any kind of mark on the woman’s face, at least none put there by the devil. Her skin was abundantly sprinkled with angel kisses. That was what his mother had called the freckles on her face. Angel kisses. He’d always had a fondness for freckle-faced women and children.

“Thank you, I appreciate seeing people’s eyes when talking business.” Ethan took a step closer to the porch, waiting to be invited to the shade.

“And what be yer business?” The woman didn’t seem inclined to invite him any closer.

“I’ve scouted the land all around our claim. The five acres of your land down where Cracker Creek drops in elevation is the perfect spot to set up a stamp mill. The side of the canyon has the right slope and the water is moving fast enough to power the mill.”

“So, yer business is askin’ me to sell my land?” She clamped work-reddened hands onto those ample hips and glared at him.

“We’d give you a fair price for the five acres, and you could use the stamp mill to claim more gold from your mine.” The information didn’t seem to change her opinion. She still glared at him. “We’re allowing the nearby claims to build rails to bring their ore to the mill. They can use the stamp mill, giving us a small cut of their profits.” He smiled at his family’s generosity.

“So ye’re doin’ this out o’ the goodness o’ yer heart? Takin’ yer neighbor’s land and their gold.” Her light green eyes flashed with indignation.

Was she mocking him? “No, we’re not doing this out of the goodness of our hearts. We’re doing it to find more gold in the bedrock and to allow our neighbors the opportunity to find more gold in their claims. And yes, we do feel if we put the money into building the stamp mill, others should pay a fee to use it. At the same time, they’ll be extracting more gold from their claims using the stamp mill than they would by not using it.” Ethan threw his hands in the air. What did it matter if this woman found fault with the stamp mill. All she had to do was sell him the five acres.

“I’m here to offer you five dollars an acre for your land.”

The crazy woman burst out laughing. If she hadn’t been finding fault with him, he would have relished the deep richness of the tone.

“That’s more than fair!”

“Nae for the land o’ my bairn.” She stood with her hands on her hips in a stance as unmoving as a full-grown pine tree.

“I can’t go any higher than seven dollars an acre,” he growled, not really wanting to spend that much, but he’d set his family’s future on the stamp mill.

“Ye dinnae be needin’ to. Ah no’ be takin’ yer offer.” She raised a long arm and extended it, pointing down the small valley. “This be the only thin’ Mr. Miller left us o’ value and ah’ll no’ be sellin’ the land. It belongs to my bairn and ye’ll no’ claim one foot o’ it.”

“Mrs—” She lanced him with a dagger of a look. “Aileen, what if I come back tomorrow with a map and the figures all drawn up?”

“Ye can come, but ah’ll no’ be changing ma mind. Geroot, Mr. Halsey.”

Aileen tipped her head toward the man’s horse, hoping he’d get the idea and leave. He was a fine figure of a man. Broad across the chest, taller than most, and his face was no hardship to stare at as they badgered over her land. Nae, she’d never sell a portion of the land. Her family had been pushed out of Scotland and then after marrying an Irishman, an Englishman had killed her husband and taken over their land. She wasn’t about to lose this land. There was no place else for them to go. Not yet anyway.

However, she wouldn’t mind butting heads with the man again.

When she removed her hat and he smiled rather than frowned, she nearly smiled herself. A man that didn’t find fault with her discolored, freckled face was a rarity indeed.

The man acknowledged her farewell, walking to his horse and mounting. “I’ll be back tomorrow with the map.”

“Ye’ll be talkin’ to yerself then. We’ve a need to visit town tomorrow.” She smiled at his irritation.

“I’ll be here the following day.”

She waved her hand and called back, “We’ll be here.” She glanced down at Colin. “But he’ll be talkin’ to deaf ears.” Aileen winked at her son and was rewarded with a smile.

“Ah’ll be after that sandwich now.” She sat down in her chair and watched the broad back of Mr. Halsey slowly disappear through the trees. She’d not sell any of the three hundred and sixty acres. Not till she had enough money to head back to Ireland and reclaim her son’s legacy. Twenty-five dollars and the loss of five acres wouldn’t help her fulfill her commitment to reinstate her son to his da’s lost land.

When her father pulled her and Colin onto the ship bound for America, she made a vow to bring her son back to the land of his da and fight for the O’Lear land the Englishman took. If they could continue to bring out the same amount of gold each year from the land, they’d have enough to buy that bleeding Englishman, Roderick’s, estate and reclaim it for the O’Lears by the time Colin was of an age to carry on as the master. That was her goal— to have the funds when Colin came of age and return to Ireland, giving her son his father’s legacy.

“Momma, he had friendly eyes,” Shayla said, breaking into her thoughts.

“Aye, ye be noticin’ too.” She smiled at her daughter. The lassie had a knack for seeing the good in everyone. And they in return showed her they were worthy of her trust.

“He was a big man.” The warning in her son’s voice sent shivers down her spine.

“Aye, he was.” Mr. Miller had been nearer her size and had beat her unconscious more than once. She’d never let a man do that to her again. And to think what kind of damage a man with the hands the size of Mr. Halsey... she shuddered. “We wouldn’t have to worry, Colin. Ah dinnae plan to let any man hurt our family again.”
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Chapter Three
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Ethan couldn’t believe the woman turned his offer down. He saw the small, dilapidated cabin and the crude furniture they sat on. How could she refuse easy money? It didn’t make sense.

He dismounted and led his horse to the barn.

“Well, did you get the land?” Clay asked as both he and Hank followed Ethan to the barn. They were both dark haired like all the brothers and built for hard labor.

“No.” It still rankled the woman dismissed him like he’d asked to take one of her children.

“I told ya, she was trouble.” Clay stuck his hands in the back pockets of his britches and nodded his head.

“She really turned down our offer?” Hank shook his head. “I’d a thought she’d jump for the extra money.”

“Looking at how they live, I was sure she would take the money. But she’s one stubborn woman.” Ethan unfastened the saddle cinch and set the saddle on the stall railing.

“Did she look like a killer?”

Ethan glared at Clay. “What does a killer look like?”

Clay ducked his head, and Hank laughed, smacking Clay on the back with his hand.

“She looks like a woman with her hands full. Think I’ll go into town tomorrow and see what Myrle knows about Aileen.” Ethan led the horse to the corral.

“Aileen? One trip and you’re calling her by her given name?” Hank’s back straightened from his lax stance against a pole and he stared at Ethan.

“She refused to talk to me if I called her Mrs. Miller.”

“I told you she killed her husband, and now she don’t want anything to remind her of the deed.” Clay rubbed his hands together, looking like a man about to eat a delicious pie.

“I didn’t ask her why she prefers to be called by her given name, but I’ll do just about anything to get that land.” It rankled that the woman didn’t realize a good thing and had the power to hold up his plans. Ethan stared at his brothers. “We’ll be building that stamp mill, and it will be running by winter, I guarantee.”

****
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Ethan walked up the steps of the only place in Sumpter a person could purchase a meal. It wasn’t a restaurant, only a house in the middle of town with a woman—old enough to be his mother—who cooked for a living. When her husband left her a widow two years after gold was found in the area, she did what she did best—cooked meals for the miners when they brought their ore in to be assayed. That was over twenty years ago. She still did all the cooking, but the last few years she’d recruited other widows to help her out. Giving them a place to stay and a few coins to spend.

“Ethan, what brings you to Myrle’s? Finally couldn’t stomach any more of Hank’s cooking?”

Ethan hugged the gray-haired woman, whose head rested against his belly, and chuckled. “That, and I’m in need of information.”

She pulled out of the embrace and tipped her head back to look at him. “Well, plant yourself in that chair. I’ll bring you some grub, and we can talk.”

“Sounds good.” Ethan sat at the table Myrle indicated near the kitchen door and smiled at the Widow James, who walked out the door Myrle disappeared through. A bashful smile trembled on the widow’s lips as she poured him a cup of coffee.

He nodded his thanks to the woman. She tittered and stood staring at him. Ethan shook his head. For some odd reason he addle-patted Mrs. James. She was a good fifteen years his senior, but she acted like she’d jump into his arms if he gave her any indication. Which he never would. He planned to live out the rest of his days single. He didn’t need a wife and kids. He had his brothers and their families to watch over. That was more than enough for any man.

Myrle returned carrying a plate heaped with eggs, biscuits, and a steak on the side.

Ethan’s mouth watered as the aroma’s wafted to his nose. “Who else you planning to feed?”

“You’re a big man with a big appetite. I’ve run this place long enough to know how much fills up a man your size.” Myrle winked at him and sat down. She picked up an empty cup and waved it in the air. Mrs. James rushed over to fill her cup and then hovered.

Ethan rolled his eyes, and Myrle laughed.

“Edith, I think Charlotte needs help in the kitchen.” When the woman reluctantly headed to the kitchen, Myrle leaned forward and patted his arm. “The poor dear has her sights on you. But I tell her you’re too much man for her.”

Ethan spat the coffee he’d just slurped across the table. “That’s mean, even for you Myrle.”

“What, you don’t think I know what kind of woman you need?”

“Don’t start that again. I didn’t come here looking for a woman. I’ve told you, I don’t need nor want a wife.”

“But you do need one, Ethan. You can’t be a bachelor your whole life. It would be a waste. There is so much you’re missing out on not being a husband and a father.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “Didn’t you boys come to me when your ma and pa were taken from you? And didn’t I promise to feed you when times were poor?”

Ethan nodded. If not for this woman, he and his brothers would have had some pretty slim winters. “I appreciate all you’ve done for the boys and me. Two are married, and I’m sure the other two will find a good woman soon. Don’t worry about me.”

“And you’ll be all alone in that cabin. What are you going to do then?”

“Enjoy the peace and quiet. Maybe finally get to the books in Ma’s trunk I’ve wanted to reread.” He thought of the only thing he treasured more than his brothers—the trunk full of his mother’s books. He’d started reading them as a young man, but after he took on the responsibilities of his brothers he hadn’t picked up a book.

“You could read them to your children.” Myrle patted his hand and stared at him with her rheumy, faded eyes.

Her words sifted in and swirled around. He liked the idea of sharing the stories with a child curled up in his lap. He shook his head. No. His wants came after Clay and Hank were married and happy, not before. He could read to nieces and nephews.

“What did you come here to ask me?” Myrle took a sip of her coffee and watched him.

“What do you know about the Widow Miller?” He chuckled at the way the old woman’s gray eyebrow arched.

“I thought you weren’t looking for a wife?” Her accusation, sliced through him.

“I’m not. I have business dealings with the woman, but she’s none too hospitable.”

Myrle snorted. “No, that one isn’t. What kind of dealings?”

Ethan told her of the stamp mill. How they could employ up to four men around the clock to keep it running and help the miners around them produce more from their claims. “But I need to purchase five acres of the widow’s land. She informed me yesterday there is no way she’d sell anything to me or anyone else.

“Seeing how she and her children live, I’d think she could use the extra money. I don’t think her and that scrawny boy are pulling enough gold out of their claim to live proper.”

Myrle’s expression softened, and she shook her head sadly. “That’s a woman with more grit than ten, I swear. That animal she was married to used to beat her something terrible. When I questioned her, she clammed up and tucked the boy to her side. I wouldn’t doubt the bastard threatened to harm the boy if she said anything.” The woman’s face reddened, and her eyes sparked with outrage. “That oldest is from her first husband. Before Miller started beating her on a regular schedule, she came to town, and we had a couple cups of coffee together.

“She loved her first husband. You can see it when she talks about him and that boy. She never told me how he ended up dead. Only said her father made her and the boy come to America, but her father died on the trip over. She answered an ad for a wife and ended up married to Miller.”

“Why does Miles say she killed Miller? Is there truth to that do you think?” Ethan could see the woman swinging a board to protect her children if the man had been beating on them.

“Miles is an idiot! He tried to spark her a year after Miller was dead. When she laughed in his face, the little rooster started spreading that lie.”

“Thanks Myrle that gives me a little better idea how to go about getting her to sell.”

****
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Aileen held tight to Shayla’s hand. She hated coming to town as much as Colin. The people always stared. The only person to ever give her a smile and a greeting was the widow who fed people out of her home. They passed Myrle’s house as Mr. Halsey and Myrle stepped out onto the porch.

“Morning, Aileen!” Myrle called and waved. “How about a cup of coffee?”

Longing to sit with Myrle and chat pulled at her. She missed female conversation or any kind of adult conversation. Aileen glanced down at Shayla grinning like she’d found a new toy. She followed her daughter’s gaze and found Mr. Halsey smiling back at the child. His gaze shifted from Shayla to her. The humor left his eyes. In its place a darker interest gleamed.

Colin tugged on her sleeve. “Let’s get the supplies and head home.”

Aileen sighed. “No’ today, Myrle.” Colin moved down the street, and she followed, afraid to leave him alone. Whenever she did, he seemed to find a fight. She looked back at the woman and man standing on the porch and sighed. Aye, maybe next time she could visit.

“Ma, I know you like to visit with the widow, but I don’t like the way Shayla cottons to Mr. Halsey.” Colin’s words stopped her feet.

She grasped Colin’s sleeve and turned him. “What do ye mean?”

“That’s all she jabbered about yesterday after he left. Big man. Happy man.” He rolled his eyes.

Shayla stood between them. She grinned. “I like Happy Man. He makes me smile.”

Aileen shook her head. “Lassie, he’s no’ a man to be friendin’.”

“Why?” Shayla stuck out her bottom lip, and tears glistened in her eyes.

Pulling Shayla against her skirts, Aileen gave her a hug. “ ’Cause he wants to take away some o’ our land.”

“He’s not a bad man.” Shayla pushed out of the embrace and stomped her small foot.

“Stop blubberin’ and pitchin’ a fit.” Colin grabbed his sister’s arm roughly.

Aileen pried his hand from Shayla’s arm and stepped between them. “Ye’ll no’ touch a female roughly.” She bent down, making herself eye level. “Ah dinnae care if she has embarrassed ye or made ye mad. Yer da wouldn’t have harmed a female, and ye’ll be like yer da no’ that monster.”

Colin’s eyes widened before he shuttered his emotions. He jerked from her grasp and ran down the street.

“Colin! Come back! Colin!” Aileen took a step to follow when a large hand grasped her elbow. She jumped, sucking in air.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get him.” Mr. Halsey ruffled Shayla’s hair before he headed between the two buildings where Colin disappeared.

Aileen jammed her fists on her hips and watched the man’s long-legged stride carry him away. If he only knew how Colin felt about him, he would think twice afore chasing the boy down.

They couldn’t stand in the street all day. It brought more attention than she liked.

“Come on, let’s get our supplies and be ready to head home when Colin returns.” She grasped her skirt in one hand, Shayla’s hand in her other, and headed to the only general store in Sumpter.

“Don’t worry, Momma, Happy Man will find Colin.” Shayla’s young optimism made her smile.

“Aye, Lassie, ah’m sure he will.” But what will he find when Colin turns all that anger on him.

****
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Ethan followed the boy down an alley. He arrived behind the saloon as Colin charged a young man.

“Hey!” Ethan grabbed Colin by the collar, hauling him off the larger boy. “What’s this all about?”

The larger boy scrambled away not even looking back. Colin glared up at him and visibly slumped. His eyelids lowered, shielding his thoughts.

Ethan set the boy down on his feet and brushed the dust from Colin’s shirt. “You don’t have to tell me what it was about, but it isn’t very smart to get into a fight when your ma needs you.”

Colin’s head snapped up, and his chin stuck out. “Did you do something to her?” The accusation and hatred burning in the boy’s eyes, nearly caused Ethan to take a step back. It had been a long time since he’d witnessed such distrust in anyone, let alone a child.

“No, I haven’t done anything to your ma. She needs a man to help her. One that isn’t useless from getting beat on.” Ethan picked up Colin’s hat and offered it to the boy. He snatched it and dashed down the alley.

“That’s a heap of hatred he’s got stored up.” Ethan rolled his shoulders. The boy’s distrust and angry eyes tightened every muscle in his body. He’d glimpsed more than anger in those light green eyes like his mother’s. There was something eating away at the boy. Something he didn’t think his ma even knew.

Today wasn’t a good day to approach the Widow Miller about her land. He’d seen enough of the family argument in the street to know she wouldn’t be in a favorable mood. But he didn’t believe in missing an opportunity when it arose, and he planned to make the most out of the little girl’s acceptance.
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Chapter Four
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Colin stalked through the mercantile door as Aileen made the decision to hunt for him. “Where have ye been, laddie? Ah need yer help with these supplies.”

He winced and moved forward to gather the packages in her arms.

“Did ye hurt yerself?” she asked, patting him down, testing for soreness. He shook his head but kept his gaze averted. Something happened. Something that had to do with Mr. Halsey. She didn’t know whether to thank the man or tell him to leave her family alone.

She handed Shayla the basket containing eggs and butter before loading her arms with parcels as well. “Let’s be gone.” The door opened right before she reached out to give it a tug. Her parcels spilled to the floor covering her feet.

“Let me help.”

The deep voice set off quivers in her belly. She knew who stood in the doorway without even looking up.

“We can get it,” Colin’s young voice growled as he dropped to his knees to round up the parcels in his already full arms. She stared into the dark brown eyes of a man she shouldn’t befriend.

“Here, you can’t get them all by yourself.” Mr. Halsey crouched down next to Colin and loaded his arms with packages. “There, you have a good load, and so do I.” He stood. “Where are you headed?”

“Mr. Halsey, ah’ll take those.” She reached out to grab her supplies. He turned, and she caught hold of his arm instead of the packages she sought. The limb was hard and warm. She jerked her hand away from the heat.

The playful grin on his face did little to settle her fluttering stomach. She needed distance between them. She stepped backwards, bumping into Shayla and the basket. They both tottered a moment before she caught them.

“Ah’ll take the basket, Lassie. Ye get the door for Mr. Halsey and yer brother.” Shayla jumped at the opportunity to be trusted with an important job. It gave Aileen a moment to collect her thoughts before confronting the man set on helping.

On the street, she looked neither left nor right as she led the group out of town. At the head of the dirt path leading to their claim, she stopped and turned to Mr. Halsey.

“Thank ye, but we’ll manage fine from here.” She handed Shayla the basket and reached for the packages in the man’s arms.

He turned, holding them out of her grasp. “I’ll haul them to your place, no sense dropping them again trying to shuffle from me to you.” Without so much as an apologetic smile, he headed up the trail.

She exchanged glances with her son and hurried after her daughter, who swung the basket recklessly as she followed Mr. Halsey.

What was the man after? Did he think by carrying their supplies, she’d give in to his offer? She tossed about all the reasons she couldn’t sell the property and wondered why this man, who should be her enemy, made her feel—feminine. Something she hadn’t in a very long time. Her gaze didn’t stray to the man, though she wanted to take stock of him. She watched the determined steps of her son as he kept up with the man’s longer stride. Shayla trotted alongside, smiling up at him, never once complaining she was tired.

Aileen fisted her hands at her side. Why had Mr. Halsey intruded on their family? Her stomach knotted from all the thoughts whirling in her head. She placed a hand over her belly as the group broke through the trees and stood between the creek and the cabin.

She hurried forward, stopping Mr. Halsey just short of the rickety porch. “Ah’ll take them now.” She nodded to Colin to hurry into the house and empty his arms. When he returned, she loaded him with packages from Mr. Halsey’s arms. She gathered the rest to her chest and hurried into the cabin. Shayla chattered like the annoying magpies that sometimes interrupted their meals as she entertained Mr. Halsey.

Aileen dumped the packages on the table and hurried back outside. Sometimes things came out of Shayla’s mouth she’d rather the man sitting on an upturned stick of firewood didn’t hear.

“Thank ye.” She scanned the area. “We’ve got work to attend.” She didn’t let her gaze settle on the man’s face. He’d already shifted her thoughts in directions they hadn’t been in a long while.

“You’re welcome.” She felt him stand, and it drew her gaze back to him. He patted Shayla on the head, nodded to Colin, and settled a beguiling smile on her. “What time tomorrow may I come and talk about my offer?”

Aileen dashed a glance at Colin. His expression said he didn’t like the idea of the man returning. Nothing, short of a fortune, would make her give up even a parcel of the land, but to have a conversation with an adult—even one she didn’t wish to encourage and who made her body react in ways it hadn’t in years—seemed like a glorious thing. She squared her shoulders and looked the man in the face. Her stomach quivered again at the upturned lips and dark brown eyes that goaded her.

“Any time after the noon meal, we’ll be waitin’ to talk.” She grasped Shayla’s hand and turned on her heel. She didn’t want the man to think she’d be counting the minutes. Even though she would.

****
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Ethan smiled as he climbed the ridge separating their claim from the Miller’s. The little girl, though at times hard to understand, was a charming child without any bad feelings toward him. The boy remained a mystery. He defended his mother and sister with the fierceness of a warrior, but what he’d glimpsed in the boy’s eyes—he shuddered. Those emotions shouldn’t exist in a boy his age.

Now, the mother—he couldn’t help but admire the spunk of the woman. And from Myrle’s conversation, Aileen had to be tough to live through multiple beatings by a man.

He remembered Miller. The man wasn’t an overly large man, but he’d been about the same height and more weight than his wife. Ethan stopped at the top of the ridge and glanced back down toward Cracker Creek. He followed the silver thread of the stream through the trees and up to the Miller claim. Why did she refuse to be called Mrs. Miller and insist on calling her husband Mr. Miller? Because of his treatment? This woman was an intriguing puzzle. One he had to unravel to get the stamp mill built and make his family a profit.

“You stand around like that a lot?” Hank stepped out of the trees to his right.

“Just thinking.” Ethan started down the other side of the ridge. “What are you doing sneaking around? I thought you were going to head to Baker City and get the papers drawn up.”

“Clay and I discussed it and figured it would be best to wait until you actually had the widow’s word she would sign.” Hank fell into step beside him.

Ethan stopped. “You two think she isn’t going to sign?”

“Yeah, and there’s no sense spending money on a paper that’s no good.”

“Why do you think that?” This should be good since as far as he knew his brother had never met the woman.

“She flat turned you down with the first offer. She lives in a shack, and she doesn’t invite anyone to be friendly.” Hank put a hand on his shoulder. “That tells me she’s a woman who doesn’t want nothing or no one close, and she won’t take kindly to you setting up a stamp mill with six to eight men traipsing so close to her home several times a day.”

“That why you’re up here? Watching the woman?” Ethan didn’t like his brother or anyone else watching the Widow Miller. He’d sensed she liked her privacy. In fact, he’d butted into her family circle this morning and witnessed her hackles go up.

“That, and Miles came racing to the house to say someone seen you leaving town with the Widow Miller. He was afraid you’d end up dead. Rather than him running up here and causing trouble, I offered to have a look.”

Ethan watched his brother to see if he took the idiot Miles words to heart.

Hank grinned like a man who’d told a whopper. Ethan slapped him on the back. “You didn’t believe I’d get hit over the head, did you?”

“Nope, but I wondered why you’d follow the widow home.” His brother turned concerned eyes on Ethan. “You’re the oldest, and we want you to be happy. You know, with a wife and family-”

“I’m not saddling myself with a woman or kids. I’ve got my hands full with all of you.” Ethan stopped and crossed his arms. “You think I’m following this woman because I’m randy?” He snorted. “I’m getting into her good graces so she’ll sell me the land I want.”

Hank started walking. “I just want you to know, if you do find someone and want to marry, we all want you to. Don’t let us keep you from having a family.”

Ethan stared at his brother’s back. He didn’t need any more family than he had. Sure he had an urge now and then that a trip to the Baker City whore house took care of, but he could live without a woman. They created more complications than he needed. A woman was out of the question.
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Chapter Five
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Aileen ran a hand over her hair, making sure any loose curls were tucked away. She wrinkled her nose, the shack reeked of urine. She’d spilled a bucket of water while filling the kettle to make the morning’s porridge. How could a visit from Mr. Halsey make her so distracted? He meant nothing other than a diversion from her long day.

Worried the stench would cling to her clothes, she put a pan of water on the hook over the fireplace and tossed in some herbs to dilute the offensive smell.

She didn’t plan to talk to Mr. Halsey in the house, but the smell might be noticeable on her clothing, and she’d rather he didn’t know their living conditions.

“He’s coming,” Colin called in a less than enthusiastic voice. The two had talked about this visit last evening. Colin believed she should just tell the man no and to get off their property. But the boy didn’t understand her need to visit with an adult. Even one who wanted something she wasn’t willing to give.

The water boiled, and Aileen wafted the steam toward her clothing. She wouldn’t smell like an outhouse when she greeted Mr. Halsey.

Shayla skidded to a stop at the door. “He’s here!” Even at four, she understood the condition of the house and beckoned her mother to hurry.

Aileen’s stomach fluttered as she stepped out into the sunshine. She raised a hand to shield the sun and watched the confident stride of the man approaching the house. Colin shoved her straw hat in her hand before walking toward the sluice box at the edge of the creek. They’d picked and dug a pile of rock and dirt from the mine this morning. He placed a shovel full of the material into the box and slowly poured a bucket of water over the mound, washing away the dirt and smaller particles, hopefully catching the gold on the wooden slats called riffles in the graduated boxes.

“Is he always this industrious?” a deep voice asked, drawing her attention from her son. The question wasn’t offered as a slight. The warmth of his tone and the admiration in his voice was genuine.

“Aye. My laddie is a hard worker.” Colin had helped her place the chairs under a tree where he could keep an eye on her from the creek. She gestured for Mr. Halsey to move in that direction.

He waited until she sat before he removed his hat and sat on the chair angled toward hers. A long time had passed since she’d been around a man who treated her with respect. She wasn’t sure whether it was out of respect or because he wanted something.

Not one to ever back down from her thoughts, she asked, “So, ye helpin’ us with the supplies yesterday and showin’ me respect, would this all be a ploy to make me thinkin’ ye have our best interests in mind?” She smiled inwardly as his eyes sparked briefly before he looked down at the hat he held in his hands.

“No ma’am, I’m not treating you any different than I would any other female I came across.” He raised his gaze to settle on her face.

Lord help her. Her stomach quivered at the honesty she saw in the dark depths of his eyes. She tamped the happiness starting to burgeon in her heart with a thought of Mr. Miller.

“What will ye be tryin’ to deal with me today?” she asked, rearranging her skirt so she could focus her gaze somewhere other than his intriguingly handsome face.

“There’s no dealing, ma’am. I need that corner of your land for my family, and I plan to get it.” The conviction in his voice brought her gaze back to his.

“Just how are ye plannin’ to take our land, Mr. Halsey?” She put more steel in her question than she felt. This play of wits was the most exciting bit of conversation she’d had in nearly seven years. Not since Patrick was alive. The thought of her darlin’ Patrick brought stinging tears to her eyes. She looked away quickly and brushed at them. “Rubble,” she offered, when he watched her with a raised brow.

“I’m not in the habit of taking your land or anyone else’s, Mrs—” She sent a scathing glance his way. “Aileen.”

“Then how be ye proposin’ to use my land when I dinnae plan on sellin’?” She glanced at Colin. He listened intently as he worked. Shayla had taken a spot on the ground next to Mr. Halsey’s leg. Her daughter watched the man with wide, innocent eyes and a large, dopey grin.

“I’ve been thinking about that.” He smiled at Shayla and reached in his pocket, pulling out two long, red and white sticks of peppermint. “This is for you.” He handed her one of the sticks. “And take this one to your brother.” The girl snatched both sticks and giggled, running toward her frowning brother.

Aileen glared at him. “Ye cannae buy me land by givin’ my children treats.”

“I’m giving your children treats because I feel like it.” He held her gaze. “I don’t think they’ve had many frivolous things in their lives. I wanted to give them something.”

“How dare ye say I cannae provide for my bairn!” She shot to her feet and clenched her fisted hands to her side. The urge to haul off and hit him rose and withered just as quickly, knowing what her temper had gotten her in the past.

Colin ran to her side. “I think it’s time you left mister,” his voice purred a low threat.

Ethan wasn’t sure what nerves he’d hit. Both the mother and son looked ready to take a swing at him. When he arrived, the woman had glowed; her eyes twinkling with invitation, yet, she made it clear there would be no sale of her land. That’s when the idea hit him.

“I’m not bad mouthing your mothering. It’s got to be hard just you and the boy digging in the mine and panning the creek. I’m sure you scrape up enough to eat and buy some clothes, but wouldn’t you like to make more?”

Her eyes glimmered with interest. She wanted money, like every other miner out there. Greed motivated most of them. Greed was wanting something for yourself. He wasn’t greedy. He meant to make a good living for his brothers and their families with the stamp mill.

“Ah’m listenin’,” she moved the boy aside and took a couple steps toward Ethan.

“Ma...”

“Shhh, Colin. We can get home faster. Tell me Mr. Halsey, how ye plan to make us more money?”

So it wasn’t greed, but something else that motivated her. Another mystery about the woman. Ethan smiled and motioned for her to return to her chair.

“Since you aren’t interested in selling how about we build the stamp mill on your property and you can use it one day a week. We won’t take any percentage for you using the mill.” He could tell by the wrinkles marring her forehead and the way she tapped a finger against her pursed lips, he’d have to explain more.

“How are ye planning ’to get our bing to the stamp mill?” She stared past him down the creek.

“Bing?” He’d never heard such a word.

“The rubble we pull from the mine.”

“Oh, your diggings. It’s all downhill from here to where the mill will sit.” He glanced at the boy. Colin shook his head, not willing to commit.

“An how ye think the laddie and me could get the likes of dirt and rock to there even downhill?” She narrowed her gaze, crinkling the freckled skin around her eyes.

“My brothers and I will build tracks. You can put your diggings in ore carts and run them down to the mill.” He didn’t know if his brothers would go for the idea, however, they wanted the mill as much as he did.

“And where are ye thinkin’ we’d get an ore cart or two.” She swept her arms around. “If we could afford the carts we’d no’ be haulin’ buckets to the sluice.”

Dang, she was a tough one. He sighed. “You can use our ore carts. We’ll leave some empty for you during the week to fill.” He’d have to talk a good talk to make his brothers agree to all these things he found himself saying. The woman’s eyes gleamed with triumph. She knew she had him.

“Sounds like a better deal than twenty-five dollars.” She extended a hand.

“We’ll shake today, but I’ll bring back papers in a couple of days for you to sign.” The frown returned, and she started to pull her arm back. He grasped her hand. The calloused palm could have been that of another man, yet the slender fingers and hesitant grip told him otherwise.

“The papers won’t say anything different than what I’ve offered.” He held onto her hand, waiting for her to argue. She stared into his eyes, his heart rammed into his ribs. Surprise and confusion widened her eyes before she glanced away and jerked her fingers from his.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Halsey Brothers Book 3






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





