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As I look out over the vast pastures at the cows and goats grazing, I'm content in this at least. My family has  been working this land for a long time, it's been passed down from father to son for generations now.  

As for myself, I’ve been working this land since I was big enough to swing a hoe and ride a horse. My father had me start working since I was around four years old or thereabouts. The Reeves ranch ain’t much these days however, just large stretches of land where we grow wheat, sorghum, barley,and potatoes. 

We breed and sell cattle  and goats, though lately we’ve been having a predator problem. I ain't quite sure what's killin’ them but something is slowly dwindling down our goat numbers. 

Hell,we barely make enough to stay afloat in this economy as it is, this whole farm’s basically all held together by sweat, faith, and an endless list of chores. It would be much easier if I could afford to hire a ranch hand or two for a season at least. 

Most days, I reckon this place got more hold over me than I’ve got over it, on account of I literally have to give every waking hour to it in order for it to work. 

The land and the seasons are unforgiving. Nature is a jealous thing that will be kind to you one minute and destroy your world the next...

And there ain’t a single day’s work that don’t leave a man aching and hurting in places he didn’t know could hurt. But I ain’t alone in this.

Eleanor’s been by my side since we were both too young to know any better, for better or worse, in sickness and in health— if there’s a stronger woman on God’s green earth, I haven’t met her; I stand on that.

She keeps the house running, tends the garden, stitches every torn shirt and busted seam, and still finds time to pray for rain when the ground starts cracking. She don’t complain, even when she should. Just gives me that knowing look of hers— one that says she sees how hard I’m working and she appreciates it—  even when I know it ain’t enough.

It feels good to know that she sees me, that she and my son both know I give my all out there to try and provide for them. It also makes me slightly depressed, err... that's not the word. 

Depression is the Devil's way of testing us, to try to get us to denounce our faith— No — it's not depression. 

Just longing I suppose.. longing for days past where ranching would fetch a little more and you could properly provide for you and yours. 

Then there’s Sam. He’s just fifteen but works harder than most grown men. Helps me mend the fences, tends the goats and cattle— he even wakes up before the sun to feed the horses. I haven’t told him yet but he knows... this place’ll be his one day.

If I do my job right, If I’m able to properly care for it, somehow manage to make it more profitable one day. 

That’s my goal in life anyway...  to be able to leave it in better shape than I found it. 

That’s a big if, though. Currently the ranch barely provides, even in a good season. 

A while back it was able to provide enough profit to permanently keep a few ranch hands  to help with everything, those were the days of plenty, during that time we didn’t want or need for anything. 

Now a bad year for us means tightening belts, stretching and rationing food, trading what little we’ve got for what we can’t do without, necessities and such. 

A good year means keeping the wolves from the door—but just barely. 

Not literal wolves of course, but those bastards sitting on plush seats in town, cigars and whiskey all within reach. Those greedy pigs that have never really had to actually work a day in their miserable lives, some banker in town licking his lips, hoping we’ll fall behind on a payment so they can come and take my ranch. We wouldn’t have any payment these days if it weren’t for a couple of bad years we had to get a loan out using the ranch as collateral and essentially having to bow to the capitalists in town. Sometimes I wonder if they jack around with the prices to make everything more difficult for us. To keep the working class under their thumbs on purpose. 

I suppose that's the ponderings for smarter men than I.

Every damn year, there’s a new worry, drought, sickness, wild animals, or rustlers. The world is a much more civilized place nowadays but you still have your outlaws and rustlers drumming around for now. Hopefully someone does something about them one day. If it’s one thing I can’t stand, it's a thief. 

Town’s about an hour's ride on horseback, around 45 minutes if we take the carriage and all go. 

When the roads are bad it’ll be a little more, which is most of the time. 

Because of that we try not to go often if it can be avoided— besides, supplies cost more than we can afford most days anyway—but when we do go it’s a whole day’s affair. 

Eleanor goes to the market and trades eggs, cheeses and milk as well as restocking our flour and sugar reserves while I get whatever tools or medicine we need, and if we have any meats to sell I take that to the butcher as well.  

Sam always lingers near the blacksmith’s, he’s always so amazed at how the smiths work iron in awe of their craftsmanship, but he don’t normally ask for much. Unfortunately, he knows better, he’s young but he’s aware of our struggles.

Me and the blacksmith have a little deal going, I have a payment plan going with him, once I finish paying it off I’ll be getting Sam that bowie knife he's been eyeing at their shop for a while now.

This will be his birthday present when he turns sixteen.  A rancher worth his salt needs a good knife after all.

He's never mentioned it but I can tell how much he wants it. And it’ll serve him as a ranch knife too so it’ll really be like an investment in the ranch too.

This land ain’t easy, and most men wouldn’t keep at it as long as I have. But I ain’t most men. As long as I’m able to, I'll keep going. 

I was born here, I’ll die here. 

It was a crisp and cool evening when I was out riding Daisy, my old mare, making the rounds along the eastern pasture. 

Our predator problem has been pretty persistent so I have to come out to this way regularly and be vigilant in patrolling around the areas they’ve been seen, maybe I can see something and shoot ‘em down.  Effectively ending the problem for now. 

Things are hard enough without having something kill our livestock. It had been a long, dry summer, and the grass was thinner than it should’ve been. I thought about the cattle—half-starved, ornery bastards—and all the repairs waiting back at the barn. Winter was coming, and I didn’t have near enough time to get ready.

I headed to the top of the hill to the small overlook on my property, where I loved to watch the sunset at the end of a long day's work and looked out to the horizon. The woods past the valley stretched out before me, and I took in a deep breath of fresh country air...

With dusk arriving, the sun casts everything in a coppery, yellowish glow before the dark starts to settle in.

I pat Daisy’s neck gently. 

‘Suppose it's time to head back now before it gets too dark. I thought to myself.

As we headed back towards the house, the saddle creaked as Daisy shifted under me. She was nervous and moved in a jerking manner from time to time, her ears twitching, head jerking up every so often like she’d heard something I hadn’t. Animals have a way of sensing things, kind of like they have an extra sense that we as humans don’t.

“Easy, girl,” I murmured, patting her neck again. “Ain’t nothin’ out here but shadows.” Except, I didn’t believe that, not really. I had a strange feeling deep in my chest that we were being watched. There was a prickle in the air, like when there's a storm comin’, but the sky was clear. Just the sun bleeding out over the horizon, painting the world in fire and shadow. 

As we move through the trail between the brambles and shrubs I hear a rustle off to the left of the trail, then a rustle to the right...

Not unlike the wind through the trees or some bird flapping its wings. It was something big... a predator of some sort.

I reined Daisy in, gently trying to maintain control of her— straining to see through the shadows. 

There was nothing there that I could see, just the tangled mess of brambles and the skeletal fingers of trees stretching toward the sky.

But then it stepped out.

A wolf.

God above, I’d never seen anything like it. Big as a damn bear, with fur black as pitch and eyes... those eyes. 

They seemed to glow, I swear it. It was not a reflection or a trick of the light, but an honest-to-God glow, sickly yellow-green, like embers in a dying fire. It was unnatural.

Daisy screamed. That’s the only word for it really—a high, panicked scream that made my heart skip a beat. She reared up, and I yanked the reins, but it was too late. I remember the feeling of weightlessness and the world tilting as I went flying backward.

As I landed on my back I felt immense, immeasurable pain... 

Sweet mercy, the pain.

It was like being hit by lightning, a white-hot burst that spread through my chest and left me gasping for breath. I landed incredibly hard as I hit the ground from atop Daisy’s back, the air whooshing out of my lungs, made worse by something sharp punching straight into my back. 

My hands scrambled at the ground, trying to find purchase, desperately trying to reach for anything that could help me push myself up, but the more I moved, the deeper the thing in my back dug. I kicked my legs and that made it worse still... nothing seemed to work...I felt the sharpness deep in my chest and shockwaves were sent pulsing through my whole body, and then, a ripping feeling as something punched through thrusting out the front of  my chest... it had gone clean through, slowly and painfully. 

I looked down, and I saw what it was—a branch as thick as my wrist, jagged and slick with blood had gone clean through me, bursting out through my chest...

My brain couldn’t wrap itself around this situation. I couldn't comprehend the sight of it. I kept thinking it wasn’t real, couldn’t be real.This can’t be happening to me.  This is not possible... These things don’t happen to me. 
They happen—sure, but they happen to other people, people in far away places, people you only hear about but never meet. They don’t happen to me...

I heard as Daisy bolted, my ears were foggy and the world sounded so far away but
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