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Chapter One

If he made it through this alive, Zeb swore he would never eat beef again. And he planned to let the old biddy bovine live out her days on his place in peace until she died of old age. 

The horse? Well, that might be another story. Although he didn’t really blame it for shying at the snake it nearly stepped on. But kicking him in the leg and running off after he shot the damn snake? That might get it sold to some miner for a pack animal. All retribution hinged on getting back to the homestead. 

There again, he had to depend on one flighty damn animal with barely a lick of sense. If the horse went home, his hand would find the miserable gelding and come looking for him. Which might be the sticky spot. Not to mention he had no idea how long the snow would hold off. 

Eastern Oregon wasn’t known for mild winters. He had been pushing it by waiting as long as he did to go collect the damn cow. A milk cow he had planned to give to Amelia as a wedding present. 

With a sigh, he leaned back against the boulder behind him. Amelia would be worried sick. She told him to take the mare. But she carried a foal, one he pinned a bunch of hopes on. Instead of heeding her words, he took a young gelding, one he knew to be impulsive. 

He was stuck with an injured leg, a milk cow and on the wrong side of the Grande Ronde River. The only piece of luck he got came when the horse did a sunfish and the contents of his pack hit the dirt. 

Puffing and panting he crawled around, retrieving what he could. He could make a fire. And heat water if there was any close by, which wasn’t the case. What he did have was a milk cow, a producing one. And it looked like he might be drinking a lot of milk. 

Dented and with the top of the handle broken off, the damage to the coffee pot rendered it useless for anything but holding milk. Now how in the name of God would he manage to milk the cow. 

When he bought the cow, Zeb insisted that it be a gentle one. Amelia weighed no more than a couple of sacks of grain. He hadn’t wanted her to have to fight with some contrary beast every morning and evening. The old man insisted Flora was mild mannered and easy going. 

The bell on the cow rang as it moved a little farther away. He wondered if he should take the bell off. It might alert the wrong people or things to their location. Then again, Amelia and Linc both knew where he went. But Amelia didn’t realize he went off to purchase a cow. She thought he wanted a look at another mare. Linc was in on the ruse. 

If his hired hand came searching for him, the bell would help. At least the camp he set up the night before sat in a sheltered hollow. The wind that came up the valley from Baker City wouldn’t catch him unprotected. 

How to get fuel to burn and how to milk the cow were two problems he needed to solve immediately. Flora hadn’t gone far. A fact he greatly appreciated, because he couldn’t chase her down if his life depended on it. Which seemed to be the case. 

With no water source nearby—it had to be close to a mile to the river from where he sat—milk was his best bet. The closest stream to the southeast must be over a mile and a half distant. The cow was it. 

He had to rest. The horse kicked the stuffing right out of him. His leg didn’t want to hold his weight and he felt shaky as a new-born foal. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





