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The thermos burned against Colton's thigh like a secret shame as he cinched Pistol's girth that crisp morning, the leather creaking under his trembling fingers. The sorrel gelding stood statue-still, his coat gleaming like burnished copper in the slanting dawn light, fresh from three weeks of lazy pasture grass that had packed muscle onto his frame. Mom had scraped together every spare dollar for him at the sale barn, same dusty ring where they'd hauled home those wild Mexican heifers two days back—cattle with fire in their eyes, still bucking against the fences like they remembered the open range.

Colton uncapped the thermos, the sharp tang of whiskey-laced coffee hitting him like a slap. He swigged deep, feeling the fire snake down his throat, chasing away the shakes that had become his constant shadow since Dad vanished into the oil rigs' endless night. Sixteen years old, and already he was chasing ghosts in a bottle.

"Real cowboys drink," he whispered to the empty barn, the words hollow echoes in the hay-scented air. But deep down, a whisper gnawed: *Real cowboys don't need it to face the day.*

He mounted up, Pistol shifting eagerly beneath him, reading the heifers' restless lowing through the corral slats. The whiskey fog wrapped Colton's mind in cotton, dulling the edges, making the world seem conquerable. No time for warm-up trots, no patient circles to loosen cold tendons—he spurred straight into the pen, heart pounding with false bravado.

The heifers erupted like a storm, hooves thundering, dust choking the air. Pistol was poetry in motion, dropping low, ears pinned flat, anticipating every twist of those rank cows with the instincts of a predator. Colton rode the rush, adrenaline mixing with the booze in a heady cocktail—until his foggy cue shattered it all.

Over-cuing with his outside leg, he felt Pistol commit too hard, spinning on tendons still tight from the chill. The sorrel's near fore buckled like a snapped branch, the world tilting in slow, sickening horror. Colton's ribs slammed the horn, breath exploding from his lungs as sky and dirt blurred into one. He hit the ground hard, tasting blood and sand, while Pistol lurched upright ten yards off, his chest heaving, that front leg already ballooning with heat and ruin.

Bowed tendon. The words screamed in Colton's skull, a death knell for their dreams. No more cutting futurities, no jackpot purses to patch the ranch's leaking roof or pay the vet bills stacking like unpaid sins. The other hands averted their eyes, the silence thicker than the dust settling around them. They knew the reek of whiskey on his breath, the same rot that had claimed too many boys in this forgotten corner of the world.

Guilt crashed over him like a flash flood as he staggered to Pistol, hands probing the swelling that pulsed like a living thing under his palm. The horse's dark eyes met his—forgiving, unblinking, even as pain etched lines around them. *What have I done
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