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For those who weathered the storm— not by finding shelter, but by standing together in the heart of the wind.

“If the road is easy, you’re likely going the wrong way.”

— Terry Pratchett
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The Weight of the Hat 
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The roar hits me first, a thick, greasy wave of sound—beer, sweat, and cheap perfume—that clings to the inside of my denim jacket. I hate this bar. I hate this night. And I hate the way the crowd treats my younger brother like a goddamn prophet.

I pull my phone out from the inner pocket of my denim jacket, ignoring the sticky dampness on the glass. Zero new messages. The weather app confirms the worst: a high-pressure front stalling over the peaks, promising temperatures low enough to freeze metal by dawn. A sudden image of the water troughs back at the north pasture—and the cracked hose I haven't replaced yet—tightens the muscles in my neck. I can’t afford this delay.

I look down at the brim of my hat, adjusting the curve with my thumb. This is the same hat Dad wore, heavy beaver felt, stained dark with years of mountain sun, sweat, and dust. It feels less like protection and more like an anchor these days. A reminder that Wild Acres Ranch runs on my name, my decisions, and my failure alone.

"Hey, Jake! Lighten up, brother. We won a belt tonight!"

Mike’s voice cuts through the noise. He’s leaning against the distressed pine bar, nursing a single bottle of beer, his posture controlled and detached, even in celebration. Mike, the Search and Rescue chief, never lets chaos touch him. I envy his emotional geometry.

"You won it," I correct, without lifting my gaze from the phone. "Nick won it. We just drove him here."

"A technicality," Mike says, shrugging, but a small smile touches his mouth. He always has Nick’s back, even when Nick is being too much. Which is always. "The celebration is communal. We're a fortress, remember? Now put the ranch on mute for five minutes."

"The ranch doesn’t do mute." I shove the phone back in and finally look toward the center of the room.

There he is. Nick.

He stands on a raised platform, a cheap wooden stage normally used for bad karaoke, illuminated by a dangling bulb and the flash of a dozen phones. He’s wearing the biggest, shiniest, gaudiest championship buckle I’ve ever seen—a piece of silver art the size of a dinner plate. He’s twenty-four, all raw, kinetic energy, his faded jeans and pristine white pearl-snap shirt a uniform of effortless cool. He’s got one arm slung around a woman I don't recognize, her hair the color of raw copper, her eyes only for him. He’s yelling over the music, his voice already raw from the ride.

The crowd loves him. He feeds on their attention like oxygen.

And then there's Luke. Luke is leaning in the doorway, the quietest of us, the one who carries the weight of the forest fires he fights in his eyes. He’s wearing a worn flannel jacket, smelling faintly of woodsmoke and clean mountain air, and he’s watching the scene with the same weary acceptance Mike and I share. Luke’s attention is rarely on the surface; he’s taking an emotional inventory of the room, cataloging the feeling. He catches my eye, gives a small, almost invisible nod—the only communication I need.

Luke knows why I’m here. I’m here for the mandatory family support. I’m not here to celebrate.

I feel the clock ticking on the ranch. There are ten thousand acres of timber, pasture, and mountain to manage, and every hour I spend in this noisy, crowded box is an hour I’m not on the ground, fixing the damn cracked hose. I look toward the side door. It’s early, barely nine-thirty. Too early to leave, technically, but I feel the pressure building behind my eyes.

I need the smell of pine and cold air. I need the silence of the mountains.

I catch Mike's eye again. He reads the intention in my jaw, the way my hand rests on the doorknob. He just shakes his head, a gesture of mild disapproval, but he doesn't stop me. Mike understands duty, even if he manages to balance it with a little more personal space than I do.

I push off the wall. The roar of the Timber Wolf Pub immediately drops by half a volume as I step outside, but the sound of Nick’s victory still follows me out. I don’t look back. I just pull my hat down, settle the weight of it, and head for the truck. The cold, crisp air is a shock to my lungs. It is already below freezing, and the stars are impossibly bright. The ranch needs me.

I check my phone one last time before getting into the truck. No new texts. Just the forecast, confirming the frost. It’s time to go home.
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Nick - The Roar and the Ring
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The roar hits me like a wave of pure gold. It’s better than the rush of the ride, better than the feel of the rope coming off the bull's flank. This is the payoff. This is the ring.

I lift the championship buckle high above my head, flashing the silver that caught the spotlight for eight seconds of pure, terrifying focus. They chant my name—Nick! Nick! Nick!—and the sound of it is a physical thump in my chest. I'm standing on this shaky karaoke stage in the cheapest dive bar in Riverwood Crossing, but right now, this is the center of the universe.

I point the buckle at Boone, across the room. He’s leaning against the jukebox, nursing a whiskey, his face set in a grim mask of resentment. He’s trying to look indifferent, but his eyes are fixed on the buckle. He knows it should have been his. He’s older, more established, richer, but tonight, Boone is watching me shine. He knows I took the gold back. That makes the roar even sweeter.

"You all thought I was done!" I shout into the microphone the bartender shoves into my hand. My voice is already raw and thick with adrenaline, but I push it louder. "You all thought the Wild boy couldn't bring the title home! But this is Alberta! This is Wild Acres! And this belt is staying here!"

I slam the buckle against my hip, feeling the heavy thud of the trophy against my bone. The copper-haired girl next to me, I think her name is Tiffany, screams and kisses my neck, her hands clutching the silver clasp. She smells like glitter and high-proof vodka, and for the next hour, she only has eyes for me. She’s gorgeous, but she’s just background noise—part of the applause. I’m the best. I earned this.

I spot Jake on the far wall. Jake, the stone wall of responsibility.

He’s not chanting. He’s not even looking at me. He’s looking down, frowning at his phone screen like the entire world is contained in the latest weather report. He looks so stiff, so out of place in his heavy, dark jacket, the weight of the ranch pressing down on his shoulders. He wears that heavy felt hat everywhere, like a curse. I want to yank it off his head and throw it into the crowd, make him feel the heat and the light for once.

But I don't. I just wink at him. He doesn’t see it. He checks his phone again, that familiar line of worry deepening between his brows. He’s always stressed about the inventory, the market, the weather. He lets the damn ranch define him. Me? I define the ring.

I turn back to the crowd, pulling Tiffany tighter. I spot Mike near the bar, watching, analyzing the scene like a rescue operation. He gives me the faintest nod. Mike's approval means something because it's so rare and controlled. Luke is standing by the exit, completely silent, a ghost in the doorway. He’s the only one I trust to hold a secret, but tonight, his silence feels judgmental. He looks like he’s waiting for the fire to burn itself out.

I jump off the stage, buckle heavy against my side, pulling Tiffany with me into the thickest part of the crowd. I need to move, to feel the bodies around me, confirming the heat of the win. The bartender slides me a fresh beer. I drink deep, the cold liquid a shock against my fiery throat.

"Another round for Wild!" someone shouts.

I catch Jake's eye again. He's moving now, pushing toward the door, not even bothering to say goodbye. The air around him suddenly feels colder, like a pocket of mountain air cutting through the pub’s sweat. He doesn't look like he's leaving the party; he looks like he's escaping a quarantine.

I don’t care. His world is dirt and debt; mine is adrenaline and acclaim. He can have the cold silence of Wild Acres. I have the roar. I have the championship. I have the spotlight.

I spin back to Tiffany, her raw copper hair shining under the bar lights. I grab a handful of it and pull her face close. I’ll make sure she remembers this night. Boone may have her attention for a minute, but the roar always follows the champion. I am the champion. I pull her close and kiss her hard, claiming the moment, claiming the energy, claiming the entire damn bar. The crowd cheers louder, and I feel the glory settle deep in my bones.

But even as I kiss her, the image of Jake’s worried face—the weight of that damn hat—stings me with a flicker of resentment. He doesn’t get it. He never will.
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The Call Home
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The silence is a physical sensation, thick and cold and absolute, and I inhale it like a drug. It scrubs the grime of the Timber Wolf Pub from my lungs: the rancid smell of stale beer, the cloying sweetness of Nick’s victory perfume, the oppressive volume of the chanting crowd.

I’m standing alone in the parking lot. The air temperature has dropped fifteen degrees since I walked in. I can smell the pine and the damp earth of the surrounding forest, and above it all, the sharp, metallic tang of an early frost.

I climb into the cab of my truck, a beat-up Ford F-350 that smells of diesel, leather conditioner, and honest labor. This smell is home. This smell is sanity.

I pull off the heavy-felt hat and toss it onto the passenger seat, running a hand over my close-cropped hair. The weight immediately lifts, but the stress remains coiled beneath my skin. I fire up the engine. The old truck groans, the heater already fighting a losing battle against the cold creeping through the window seams.

I lean my head back against the seat, waiting for the oil to warm. Nick’s still inside, basking in the glow of a temporary victory, a rush he can chase until he’s forty and broke. Mike’s probably still at the bar, observing the social dynamics, detached and analytical, ready to make sure Nick doesn’t land himself in jail. And Luke—Luke’s just waiting, quiet, until the family obligation is met.

They can have the spotlight. I’ll take the shadow.

I pull out my phone again, this time ignoring the message notifications and navigating straight to the local weather station's satellite image. The high-pressure system is moving in faster than predicted. That means the air will be still and the chill will be deadly. I zoom in on Wild Acres’ grid map. North Pasture. South Ridge. The calving shed.

Cattle need shelter, and the new feed needs to be distributed before the ground freezes solid.

My thumb hovers over Pete’s number. Pete is my foreman, a good man, but he’s old-school. He wouldn’t check the water lines tonight. He trusts tradition and habit, and tradition says that a hard freeze this early is rare. But rare doesn't pay the bank loan.

I call him anyway. He answers on the first ring, his voice gruff with sleep. "Jake?"

"Sorry, Pete. Just checking the weather. It’s dropping fast." I try to keep the anxiety out of my tone, maintaining the calm, steady voice of the ranch boss. "We need to get the heat lamps running in the calving shed, and I want you to run the de-icer in the North Pasture troughs. Now. Don’t wait for dawn."

Pete sighs, a rasp of irritation through the phone. "It’s barely freezing, son. Been doing this thirty years. It'll hold."

"It won't," I cut him off, my voice sharp. "The forecast is for fifteen degrees lower than that by midnight. Do it now, or we lose the lines. I don’t care how many years you've done this. The numbers are the numbers. Now."

The silence on the other end is thick with resentment, but I hold firm. I can’t afford this delay. Everything here falls on me.

"Fine, Jake," Pete mutters. "I’m on it." He hangs up.

I let out a slow, steady breath, watching the steam cloud in the cold air. The tension eases, replaced by the grim satisfaction of having issued the necessary command. It’s exactly why I had to leave the pub. Nick needs the roar to feel alive; I need the responsibility to know I’m still holding it all together.

I put the truck in gear and pull out onto the road. There’s no traffic. Just the silent, massive shadows of the Rocky Mountains looming against the moonlit sky. The air crackles with the cold, carrying the sharp, medicinal smell of the pine forest.

As I drive, I think about the cracked hose on the main irrigation line, the one I’ve been meaning to replace for three weeks. If that breaks, it's a hell of a repair bill. I feel a familiar, draining ache in my shoulders.

I check the forecast again. I can’t afford this delay. Everything here falls on me. No time for weakness.

I grip the wheel tight, watching the white line disappear beneath the headlights. I’m heading back to the wide-open expanse of Wild Acres, back to the silent, unforgiving life I chose. It’s a lonely life, but it’s mine. And tonight, it’s the only place I can breathe.
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The Dread in the Dew 
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The dread hits me right as the low sun bleeds gray and gold across the eastern peaks. It's a taste, metallic and sharp, like chewing on an old penny. The silence of the ranch, usually a comfort, is oppressive this morning, heavy with the weight of unfulfilled work and a nagging sense of the wrongness.

I’m out in the stud barn before the coffee is even done brewing. The air inside is still and smells richly of warm hay, leather, and the earthy, powerful scent of horseflesh. Pete swore he ran the de-icers, but I have to see it myself. I check the main watering trough first; a thin, brittle skin of ice already covers the surface, cracking under my gloved thumb. Not good enough.

I move past the rows of stalls, each horse a monumental shape in the low light. My boots crunch softly on the fresh shavings. I make my way to the back, where the ranch’s most valuable asset—the one animal that truly carries the financial Legacy of Wild Acres—is stabled.

Legacy. Our prized Appaloosa stud. Every dollar we make from breeding, every promise I made to my father to keep this ranch viable, rests on the strength and health of this one animal.

He’s not standing by the gate like he usually is, whuffing a morning greeting. He’s standing deeper in the stall, his rear flank pressed against the far wall, an unnatural stillness about him. His coat, usually a vibrant blanket of white and chestnut spots, looks dull under the faint barn light.

"Hey, boy," I murmur, my voice low and steady. I slide the top bolt and step inside, closing the door quietly behind me. I reach out and lay a hand on his shoulder. The heat coming off him is immediate, too much, cutting right through the wool of my jacket. Not the healthy heat of a working animal, but the dry, searing temperature of fever.

I walk slowly around him, running my hand down his back, then his haunches. His breathing is shallow and rapid. I kneel beside his left rear leg, the one that carries the strain when he covers a mare or takes a fence.

And then I see it.

It's a gash, jagged and deep, running down the cannon bone just above the fetlock. The wound itself is not what makes my stomach clench; it’s the look of the surrounding flesh. It’s puffy, swollen to twice its normal size, a hot, angry shade of purple that stretches the patterned skin unnaturally tight. The cut is weeping a thin, grayish fluid, and the smell—a sickeningly sweet, putrid scent that blankets the clean barn air—slams into my face.

My hand hovers inches above the wound. Infection. It’s not a simple scrape. It’s deep and already taking root. I press two fingers gently against the swelling, and Legacy flinches, a deep, shuddering spasm that he tries hard to suppress. The sheer power of the animal, held still by agonizing pain, is terrifying.

Where the hell did this come from? I run my gaze around the stall. The shavings are thick, clean. No sharp edges on the wood. He must have snagged it outside, maybe on a fence wire hidden by the early snows, and then stood on it, letting the dirt drive the contamination in. It’s a foolish, preventable injury. And I didn't see it last night because I was arguing with Pete on the phone, miles away.

The panic I felt last night at the bar—the abstract dread of financial loss—crystallizes into a sharp, blinding fear of biological decay. This isn't just a horse; this is the core of everything. Losing Legacy is losing the ranch, plain and simple. It's failing my father, failing my brothers, and failing the promise I made to the land.

I stand up, running a hand over my stubbled jaw. My mind races, trying to find a footing, trying to find a point of control. The injury looks modern, requiring sterile intervention, antibiotics, something from the city.

But I refuse the thought. We have methods. We always have methods. We heal our own.

I reach into the tack room and grab the old, battered leather veterinary kit, the one Dad used for thirty years. The leather is dry and cracked, smelling of sulfur and iodine. As I pull it out, I don't feel the weight of tradition; I feel the cold, heavy comfort of control. The fear is too big to look at, so I focus on the familiar, the tried-and-true.

I will fix this. I have to fix this.

I’m already moving, grabbing the necessary buckets and herbs. I don’t look at the phone. I don’t look at the list of new, expensive "equine specialists" I keep tucked away in my desk, the ones Mike insisted I find "just in case." There is no just in case. There is only now, and now requires the old ways. It requires me.

I kneel by the stall again, pulling a worn piece of flannel from the kit. The putrid smell is overwhelming, but I force myself to breathe through my mouth. The fever is getting worse. I have maybe eight hours before this goes septic. I begin to clean the wound, my hands steady despite the cold tremor running through my arms. This is not defeat. This is the battle. And I fight the battles I know.
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The Old Ways
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The light is fully up now, harsh and unforgiving, highlighting every patch of dull hair on Legacy’s coat, every vein standing out on the swollen limb. But I ignore the light, focusing only on the texture of the paste in my hands.

I’m working strictly from memory, mixing the poultice Dad always swore by: a base of ground flaxseed and bentonite clay for drawing heat, mixed with pure medicinal sulfur and a strong brew of crushed Comfrey root and calendula leaves for deep-tissue healing. It smells like wet dirt and gunpowder—a potent, earthy, and reassuring scent that cuts through the odor of the infection.

This is real medicine, I think, shoving the city vet's numbers deeper into the recess of my mind. The old ways respect the body's natural strength. They don't flood the system with sterile chemicals and antibiotics that might save the horse but leave the land weaker. My father’s animals were strong because they were healed with the land, not against it.

I work methodically. I use the rough flannel to strip away the grayish discharge and the crusted blood from the wound. Legacy stands there, shuddering occasionally, but holds mostly still for me. He trusts my hands. He knows my touch, and that knowledge gives me a tiny, desperate measure of hope.

I spread the poultice thick over the angry swelling, sculpting the warm, heavy paste around the leg from the knee down to the hoof. The heat radiating off the leg is immediate and shocking—like placing my palm against a hot stovetop. The clay base is meant to pull that heat out, to leach the corruption from the bone.

When the entire area is covered in a dense, uniform layer, I wrap it firmly in a thick linen bandage, the kind we used for splints and broken fences. The wrapping is taut, providing support, but not tight enough to cut off circulation. When I’m finished, his leg looks like a clumsy, earthen cast.

I stand back, wiping the excess poultice paste from my hands onto the front of my jeans. I’m breathing heavily, sweat stinging the small, dry cuts on my knuckles. The adrenaline rush has begun to fade, replaced by a consuming, heavy exhaustion. I haven't slept properly in days, and now the fear is mixing with the physical effort, making my movements clumsy.

I watch Legacy. He shifts his weight slightly, testing the wrapped limb. A low, soft whicker escapes his throat. Is it relief? Or just protest? I can’t tell, and the uncertainty is a low, sickening throb in my temples.

Give it time. Give the poultice time to draw the fire.

I walk to the stall door and lean my forehead against the cool, rough wood, listening to the muffled sounds of the Appaloosa’s strained breathing. I know this is a temporary fix. I know that if the infection has gone as deep as that smell suggests, the traditional methods will only buy time. But time is exactly what I need. Time to prove that I, Jake Wild, can handle the problems on my land without calling in outside help.

Outside help means two things: crushing debt for a specialist vet, and a public admission of my failure to maintain the ranch’s most vital asset. It’s an admission that the old ways—my ways, my father’s ways—are obsolete. It’s the chink in the fortress Mike spoke of last night. I won’t give the local ranchers, and especially not that bastard Boone, the satisfaction of seeing me buckle.

The sun’s higher now, throwing long, cold shadows across the barn floor. I hear the crunch of boots outside—Pete. He’s early. Or maybe I’m just late.

I try to smooth the exhaustion from my face, straighten my back, and pull the heavy felt hat back down over my eyes. When I open the stall door, I need to look like the ranch boss—in control, steady, decisive. Not a man running on fear and nostalgia.

"Morning, Pete," I say, my voice rough and strained. The poultice paste is still warm on my hands. "Legacy cut his leg badly. I’ve applied the sulfur and clay draw. Keep an eye on his water. I want him on the dry hay, no grazing for forty-eight hours."

I look Pete dead in the eye, challenging him to question the method. He’s been here since before I was born. He knows the traditions better than I do. He also knows the gravity of this injury. His reaction will be my first true measure of how far gone the situation is. I wait for his nod, his simple acceptance.

He says nothing. He just watches the wrapped leg, his weathered, lined face a mask of silent judgment. His silence is louder than Nick's entire cheering section.
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Pete - Trusting the Gut
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The boy is scared. I can smell it on him, a sharper scent than the sulfur and the fever combined. It's the scent of a cornered animal, all sharp edges and unnecessary posturing.

I stand just outside Legacy's stall, my boots planted firm in the shavings. My own denim is stiff with the morning frost, but Jake’s sweat is already soaking through the back of his jacket, even in this cold barn air. He’s standing too straight, talking too fast, issuing orders he knows are temporary.

He called me out of a dead sleep at midnight to run a de-icer I had no intention of running until sunrise. That was Jake: always ahead of the clock, always fighting against nature instead of working with it. I did the work, though I grumbled, because a ranch hand knows when to follow an order, even when he disagrees with the logic.

But this isn't logic. This is pride, wrapped in old linen.

Jake just finished dressing the stud’s leg. The poultice is thick, a dark, muddy brown, perfectly applied. He used the old proportions, the exact mix his father, Thomas, taught him. It's a fine remedy for deep bruising, or maybe a slow-mending strain.

But this is not a strain.

I glance at the horse. Legacy is a magnificent animal, all muscle and spot. But he’s listing slightly, the weight distribution favoring the sound legs. His nostrils are flared, his eyes dull, and the rapid expansion and contraction of his flanks tell the real story. He's working hard just to breathe.

I look back at the bandaged limb. Through the wrapping, I can see the outline of the swelling, that terrible, bloated shape. And I can smell the corruption. That sweet, putrid scent Jake tried to mask with sulfur—that smell tells me the bacteria are having a party deep in the tissue. The clay is supposed to draw the heat, but the heat is coming from the inside, burning out.

Jake waits for me to speak, his eyes desperate behind the shadow of his hat brim. He wants me to give the old man’s blessing: Good job, son. Just like your pa.

I can't.

"You used the full mix," I say, my voice raspy and low. I don't look at him, keeping my focus on the horse. I need to ground my loyalty to the animal, not the boss. "Comfrey, calendula. Everything."

"The full draw," Jake confirms, his voice tight. "It'll break the fever by afternoon. It always does."

It won’t, I think, the knowledge a heavy, cold weight in my own gut.

I remember Thomas, his father, standing in this exact same barn, thirty years ago, applying this same perfect clay paste to a mare who had stepped in a nest of snakes. He was convinced tradition would win. It didn't. He lost the mare. He almost lost the ranch. Thomas was a great rancher, but he was stubborn. And Jake? He’s inherited the stubbornness without the years of cushioning wisdom.

"Jake," I say, finally looking at him. His face is pale beneath the exhaustion, his jaw working like he’s grinding stone. "That poultice is good for a draw. But a draw can’t suck out a systemic infection."

The shift in his eyes is instantaneous—anger. He doesn't like his authority questioned, especially not by tradition.

"It will slow it," he insists. "It needs time."

"Time for what, son? Time for it to go septic and claim the leg? We haven't got time for tradition here. This isn't a sprain, Jake. This is the Legacy dying from the inside out." I let the name hang there, heavy and accusatory.

He recoils, the truth hitting him like a punch to the diaphragm. "Don’t talk about my horse like that."

"I talk about the ranch like that," I counter, crossing my arms. "Your father taught you to use what you know. But he also taught you when to find the sharpest tool. We don't have the tools for this. Not anymore. The world moved on, and so did the bacteria. We need more than mud and dried leaves this time."

I gesture with my chin toward the house, toward the modern world Jake distrusts. "There’s a new specialist in town. Dr. Ashford. She’s got a mobile clinic that's supposed to be state-of-the-art. Everyone’s talking about her sterile gear, her imported drugs. She's got a reputation for saving cases like this—the ones where the farmer waited too long."

Jake shakes his head, slow and decisive. "No. We handle our own. I’m not bringing a city vet—a specialist—in here to tell me how to run my ranch and empty my accounts."

"Your accounts are worthless if you lose the stud," I argue, my voice rising slightly. "You got twenty-four hours, Jake. If that fever doesn’t break, I’m calling her. I'll take the blame. I’ll take the firing. But I’m not standing by and watching this ranch burn itself down out of pride."

I turn and walk away, the silence ringing in my ears. The choice is made. I've drawn the line. Now we wait for Jake's pride to break.
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Fever Pitch
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Twenty hours. Twenty hours since I wrapped the leg, twenty hours since I challenged Pete’s loyalty, and twenty hours since the fear became a living thing in the corner of this stall.

The sun’s long gone. It’s past midnight again, and the cold is a razor edge. I’ve been sitting on an overturned feed bucket in the corner of Legacy’s stall, refusing to leave, refusing to concede. I can’t sleep. Every time my eyes drift closed, I see the swollen limb, the purple skin, and the memory of Pete’s judgmental face.

The poultice didn't work.

It did nothing but crust over and hold the heat in. The fever didn't break; it spiked.

I stand up now, my legs cramping, my back a solid, aching slab of muscle. I reach out and press my palm flat against the stud’s flank. The heat is almost unbearable now, radiating off him in pulsing waves that penetrate my heavy leather gloves. He’s sweating, a slick, hot sheen beneath his thick coat.

His breathing is shallow, ragged, punctuated by low, strained whickers. The sound is heartbreaking—the low, guttural moan of a magnificent animal fighting an internal battle he can’t win.

I have to cool him down.

I pull the linen wrapping off the leg. The poultice cracks and falls away in dry chunks. What is revealed beneath is a horror show. The wound is wider, the surrounding skin glistening, taught, and throbbing with a dark, angry color that is almost black in the low-watt barn light. The smell is overwhelming now—a suffocating miasma of rot and something sickly sweet.

This is going septic. I know this. Every rancher knows this smell. It is the smell of biological surrender.

Panic rips through the last of my stoicism. I rush to the faucet, dragging the heavy canvas hose, cursing the low pressure. I fill a bucket with the coldest water I can get, which is barely above freezing. I grab a sponge and soak it.

I return to the stall and start gently sponging the inside of Legacy’s legs, his neck, his thick flanks—anything to try and bring his core temperature down. The water hits his feverish skin and immediately steams, the heat evaporating the moisture almost instantly. I have to keep pouring, keep sponging, my hands working in desperate, repeating motions.

"Come on, boy, fight it," I whisper, my voice rough. "You're Wild Acres. You’re the strongest thing on this land. Don’t let a damn infection beat you."

Legacy pulls away slightly, tossing his head. His eyes, usually intelligent and curious, are glazed over, fixed on some internal landscape of pain. He doesn’t recognize me. He is lost to the heat.

I work for two hours. My arms ache, my jeans are soaked, and the air around me is humid with steam and animal sweat. The water I toss on the ground instantly turns to a thin, spreading slick of black mud. I am fighting a losing battle against a fire I can’t reach, throwing cold water on a forge.

I administer a paste of Bute I keep on hand for severe pain, forcing the plunger into his mouth. The drug is powerful, and it calms him slightly, but the fever doesn’t budge. The heat in his leg is relentless.

I lean back against the wall, utterly defeated, watching the darkness swallow the light. I pull the phone from my pocket. It’s slick with sweat and mud. My thumb hovers over the contact list. Pete’s new vet. Dr. Ashford. The city specialist. The woman who uses sterilized metal and chemicals.

Calling her is the ultimate admission of weakness. It means admitting my methods, my inheritance, and my self-sufficiency are all fatally flawed. It means paying a crippling bill for a problem I let get this far.

I can’t do it. The failure is too large, too defining. I slam the phone down onto the feed bucket, the small thwack echoing in the barn.

I will not call her. I’ll keep fighting the fever. I’ll stay here until dawn. I’ll try the old methods again, harder, with more conviction. I refuse to give up control. But as the horse groans, a deep, rattling sound in his chest, I know the conviction is just pride. And the price of my pride is mounting, minute by agonizing minute.
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I watch the first, weak light of morning filter through the high vents of the barn. It’s not the gold-and-gray light of yesterday; it’s a pale, desperate, sickly yellow.

I am a wreck. My clothes are soaked through with sweat and cold water. My face is gritty with a mixture of dirt and dried perspiration. I haven’t slept in two days, and the world looks grainy and unreal. My jaw is locked so tight the muscle is throbbing.

Legacy is worse. Much worse.

The Bute has worn off. He’s standing on three legs now, the infected limb held slightly aloft, throbbing. The movement is involuntary, a desperate measure to relieve the pressure inside that bloated leg. The fever is higher, making the air around him feel thick and heavy.

I pace the short perimeter of the stall, clutching a mug of coffee that has long gone cold and bitter. It tastes like defeat. I threw everything I know at this infection: poultices, cold washes, pain relief, and every desperate prayer I learned from my mother. It bought me nothing but an exhausted body and the chilling certainty that I am losing.

The cost. Think of the cost.

I’m running a calculation in my head, a desperate inventory. The price of an emergency equine specialist from outside the county—a vet like Dr. Ashford—is astronomical. It could set us back months, push us right up against the edge of the next loan payment. And if she can't save him? If the infection is too deep, then I pay for the failure, and I still lose the foundation of Wild Acres.

But the price of my pride is becoming clear: it’s the stud’s life. It’s the shame of having a $750,000 animal die because I was too stubborn to pick up the phone.

I pull my phone out again, the plastic slick against my glove. The screen is cracked where I slammed it last night, but the numbers are still visible. I look at the contact list: Pete, Mike, Luke, Nick. Then the small, separate category Mike created: Specialists.

Rowan Ashford, D.V.M. - Nexus Equine Diagnostics.

I stare at the name. It sounds sharp, clean, efficient. It sounds like the sterile world I actively try to keep off my land. I resent her already, this stranger who uses big-city science to solve problems that should be handled by common sense and grit. She represents everything my father warned me against: reliance on others, modern expense, and the soft, sterile belief that technology can conquer nature.
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