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      The mountains glowed amidst the late afternoon sunlight, the air heavy with pine, sawdust, and diesel. Paul Starkweather leaned against the hood of his old pickup, rubbing his forehead. Fifty years of logging had left him broad-shouldered, scarred, and weary, and today, the ache in his bones was more than physical.

      “Boys! Get over here!” he called, his voice echoing across the yard.

      Ian Starkweather, eighteen, jogged over, duffel slung over one shoulder. Eyes sharp, his confident stance spoke discipline, maturity beyond his years, and not just because he was the oldest.  Ian had his sights set for higher ground than Starkweather Logging. Every time Paul imagined him leaving the mountains for the Air Force, guilt twisted in his gut.

      Caleb, seventeen, leaned against the fence, one leg hooked over the bottom rail. Dark hair fell into his face, ink-stained fingers tapping against the cover of his sketchbook. Tattoos weren’t a hobby. They were his future. The forest and sawdust didn’t suit him, and he didn’t pretend otherwise.

      Then there was Toren, sixteen, and trouble on wheels. Long hair flying in the wind, he tore into the yard in a beat-up muscle car, engine roaring. A pack of older teens followed behind, hooting and yelling. Girls leaned out windows, screaming his name. Toren skidded to a halt, hopped out, and waved to his friends. Everyone waited for him to approach.

      “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” He still had that shit-eating grin plastered on his face.

      “I told you to be home two hours ago.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You always say that.” Ian folded his arms across his chest.

      “Shut up!”

      “You shut up!”

      “Stop! Both of you!” Paul ran a hand down his face. “I’m getting too old for this. Now I have something to say and you all need to listen.”

      “What is it, Dad?” Caleb was serious.

      “I’ve been thinking. It’s time I step back. This business won’t run itself forever.”

      Ian stepped forward. “You mean retire?”

      “You’re not selling out are you?” Caleb asked.

      Paul shook his head. “I need you boys to start thinking about your future. Ian, I know you’ve got Air Force plans. I understand. I’m proud of you. I really am, but family needs you too. You can’t ignore that.”

      Ian swallowed. “I’ll help when I can. But…I need a life.”

      Caleb snorted. “And I’m supposed to waste my life hauling logs while Ian flies off?”

      “You’re not wasting anything,” Ian snapped. “At least I’m doing something real with my life.”

      “Real?” Caleb glared at his brother. “Following orders your whole life? No thanks. I want a shop. I want to be my own boss, not have someone shouting orders at me.”

      Toren gripped his father’s shoulder. “I’ll always help you, Dad. You know that.”

      “Suck ass.” Caleb muttered under his breath.

      Paul rubbed his temples. “Boys, this isn’t about right or wrong. This is about family. Starkweather Logging isn’t going anywhere. I can’t do it alone anymore.”

      Ian clenched his fists. “I’m not staying forever, but I’ll help when I can.”

      “And I’m not giving up my dream so he can run off.” Caleb shouted. “I have a life too!”

      “Then maybe I’ll take over.” Toren smirked.

      “The perfect way to run the business in the ground.” Ian glared.

      Paul exhaled slowly. “Look, I can’t stop you from chasing your own paths. But don’t forget where you came from. Respect this place. Take care of it. Don’t drop it. Or one day, you’ll regret what you lost.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Ian was hauling logs from the lower ridge with the crew. His back ached, hands blistered, muscles screaming. Every swing of the chainsaw reminded him of why he wanted out, and why he couldn’t entirely abandon the family. Discipline, grit, teamwork, it grounded him even as the mountains whispered of flight and escape.

      Caleb had disappeared with his sketchbooks. His brother could draw anything and was naturally talented, but this tattoo empire he had stuck in his head was ridiculous. He had obligations here, not working in a tattoo shop in the next tourist trap over.

      By mid-morning, Paul had returned to the cabin covered in sweat and mud. Ian collapsed on the porch steps, Caleb sprawled across the shed floor in a heap of sketchbooks, and Toren pulled into the yard, engine growling, grinning like the king of the world.

      “You three are going to drive me insane,” Paul muttered.

      “You said that already,” Caleb called, not looking up from the collage of skulls and dragons he was shading in.

      “You boys may drive me crazy, but you’re Starkweathers. Somehow, this mountain will survive you all.”

      Toren hopped in his car and waved to them. He sped out of the driveway like hell on wheels, oblivious to any consequences or responsibility.

      Ian groaned. “That’ll probably involve the fire department and a concussion.”

      By late afternoon, Toren had gathered a small crew and gone racing down the logging roads. Ian heard the engine from the ridge, heart sinking. He imagined his younger brother swerving around trees, weaving past trucks, leaning on girls who screamed and waved. Toren’s reckless energy was infectious but deadly.

      Caleb, meanwhile, was designing his first serious sleeve, ignoring the noise. Every pencil stroke got him closer to escaping the family business.

      Ian dragged logs back up the hill, watching his father try to corral the chaos. His father’s face was lined with exhaustion. He worried about him. Obviously, his father was tired, and he couldn’t do this alone anymore. Guilt hit him hard. If someone didn’t step up to help, would his father work himself into an early grave?

      As the sun dipped behind the peaks, the yard quieted. Ian sat on a stack of logs, sunburned and aching. Caleb stretched out beside him. Toren sat with his car still running, a mischievous grin on his face. God only knew what was going on in that head of his.

      What if I stayed? What kind of life would I have here? Predictable for sure. Hard. Worrisome. God, how many nights had he heard his parents worrying about the debt and the uncertainty of being self-employed?

      Could he be happy if he gave up his plans, his hopes and dreams, and stayed?

      The wind whispered through the pines, carrying promises of rebellion, adventure, and change.  Ian would speak with his father tonight. Lord help him, he didn’t want to, but he would.

      The next chapter for the Starkweather boys was only just beginning.

      

      Continue reading Ian’s story with Book 1 of The Adirondack Mountain Men Series, Her Grumpy Mountain Man.
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