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Chapter 1:  The End of a Busy Day
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Patrick Mayfield entered the house quietly. In cupped hands he held an injured meadowlark. He had discovered the bird lying in a crevice between two bales of hay in the stack of hay behind the barns to which he had gone for feed for the bull in the pen at the end of the loafing barn. The bird had tried to flutter up from the crevice when it had seen him, but it could not use one of its outstretched wings. Slowly Patrick bent down to get a closer look at the bird. It occurred to him that meadowlarks were seldom seen in this part of the Northwest of the country. “I’d love to hear you sing, little fellow,” he whispered. For a moment he wondered what he could do for the bird. It seemed to him the little creature looked at him with eyes pleading for help. “Emma,” he whispered. “Emma will know what to do with you.” 

Slowly he reached into the crevice with both hands. He could feel the bird flapping its healthy wing and pecking at his fingers. When he withdrew the bird from the hay and had it securely in his hands, he made his way to the house speaking quietly to it to try to calm the little fellow. Taking his eyes from watching the bird in his hands Patrick saw Emma through the open door standing at the window. In his mind he could see a gentle smile gracing her attractive face. There had been times when he had seen tears there, but in recent years life had been good to them all. She did not turn to look who had entered the room. She knew only her husband entered the house quietly. 

“Come have a look at our son, Patrick,” she said keeping her eyes glued to the kitchen window.

With big strides he crossed to where she stood. On the lawn at the back of the house he saw two boys wrestling. His son had his arms wrapped around the other’s head while that fellow had both his legs clamped around his son’s thighs. Patrick saw them twisting and turning trying to break free from each other’s hold to be able to stand up. He smiled watching them. “Looks like the boys are having fun and are enjoying some roughhousing,” he chuckled.

“Yes, they’re having fun. But they’re not boys any longer, Patrick. They’re young men. Your son is twenty, nearly twenty-one. His friend, Jesse, is a year older. I just wondered what will become of them, as I watched them greet each other. They have so little experience with all life throws at us from time to time.  Look at them.  They’re playing like a couple fourteen-year-old kids.”

“And I hope they’ll never quit playing.”

“I know you’re just itching to go out there to join them.”

Actually, I was thinking of getting a five-gallon pail of cold water and rinsing away the sweat they must be working up.”

“Your impossible Patrick. These two are at the gate through which they’ll go out into a big, unforgiving world, and they have had little real-life experience to prepare them.”   

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Brady finished high school at sixteen and his grade twelve marks were outstanding in a school loaded with tough teachers who demanded the best kids could give. A month ago he completed his degree in agriculture. He also took several courses in architecture and engineering while he worked toward his degree. He held down a part-time job all that time and paid for all his schooling himself. He’s done chores since he first started to walk. His rear end had become acquainted with my belt a couple times. And Jesse is almost done with his studies at the college. Not many kids from his village have stepped on a college campus. I’m sure he has ruffled a few of his people’s feathers too. I recall he had to face a bunch of hostile classmates in our town because he was a native boy. Stopping the bullying took Brady befriending him. He gave big Roman a bloody nose and set a few others straight before they left Jesse alone. Brady makes friends easily and Jesse can charm a gopher out of its hole on most days too. If you need to worry about any of our kids worry about our three girls. They’ve started to turn the heads of all the young punks in town.” He chuckled and said, “Maybe I should dust off and start wearing my gun belt again.”

“Yes, these two have done well as far as their schooling is concerned, and I’m proud of Brady and Jesse.  But they’re both second sons.  You know as well as I do our farm isn’t big enough to have both Berthold and Brady make their living here with us. Jesse will also have to venture into the world away from home. I know his mom is worried about him. He does carry a bit of a chip on his shoulders his mom told me. As far as the girls are concerned, I do worry about them. Our oldest will be eighteen soon. We’ve both taught them to be strong, to value themselves, to let no one take advantage of them, and to let the Lord guide them.”  She turned to look at Patrick and cried out, “What’re you holding in your hands?”

He grinned and lifted his hands for her to see better what he held in them. “I found this little rascal between two hay bales. Couldn’t fly away when it saw me, and I figured the family doc would know what to do with this creature.  You’ve fixed the aches of a Canada goose, an eagle’s wing, a cat’s paw, not to speak of the dogs and calves you helped.  I figured helping this little guy would be like shooting fish in a rain barrel for you. What do you think? Can we help our feathered friend?”

Speaking gently to the meadowlark Emma took it carefully from his hand. “Looks like a cat’s paw did a number on this wing. It’s not broken, but it’ll need time to heal. We’ll place it in the old bird cage, give it feed, water, time to heal and hope for the best.” She was about to ask Patrick to fetch the cage when the two young men burst laughing into the room. The meadowlark scared by the commotion tried to beat its wings and escape from Emma’s hands. She quickly covered it partially and drew it close to her. “Boys, boys, hold your horses,” she called to them in a hushed way. “We have a little creature here that’s hurt and frightened to death. You’re scaring it.”

Both charged toward her wanting a look at what was in Emma’s hand. Within seconds the young men stood over Emma’s hands and showered the frightened meadowlark with gentle words of affection much to its vocal complaints and apprehension. Emma finally put a stop to it. She told Patrick to bring the cage to the front room and walked from the kitchen. Brady motioned for Jesse to go and sit in the kitchen nook while he hurried to the fridge and snatched two cans of beverage from it. Half an hour later Emma and Patrick joined Brady and Jesse and answered their barrage of questions about the injured bird.

When they were satisfied with what they had heard, Brady called out, “Mom, Dad, guess what? Jesse is going into the wilderness to prove his manhood. It’s his tribe’s ancient custom for every brave to do this once a boy reaches a certain age, and he wants me to go with him.”

Patrick began to smile. He drummed his right hand’s finger on the tabletop and asked, “At what age do the braves of your tribe do this test of manhood, Jesse, and what are the rules you must follow to prove you’re a man?”

“Sixteen winters, Mr. Mayfield. You must have seen sixteen winters before you may go to test yourself. To do this test you must go from your village and travel beyond the horizon to a place far away from any settlement. There you must stay from one new moon to the next new moon. You can only take with you what your horse, and you can carry. There is one other requirement. That is, a brave must have proof, when he returns, that he has completed the encounter with nature. To do so he must bring back the pelt of a cougar.”

“But you are twenty-one, Jesse. Why didn’t you do this manhood test five year ago?”

The young man chuckled. He looked across the table first to Patrick and then to Emma. “I did it after my sixteenth winter and again after I graduated from high school.” His eyes shone with pleasure. “And after this time around I’ll probably do it again.”

“You failed the tests twice,” Brady asked with unbelief in his voice.

“No, my friend, I did not fail them. I find the land where no foot of man has left a mark and the waters which no brave has tasted keep calling me back again and again.”

Patrick reached his hand across to Jesse and poked it onto his chest. “You better enjoy this one then, my friend,” he said laughing. “You might find Spring Flower’s call will soon drown out all the shouts of the wild and will rob you of your wish for adventure.”

The grin on Jesse’s face grew wider. “Spring Flower is only seventeen. She must first learn all that her mother wishes to teach her. Her parents insist she finish the white man’s school and study for two years to be the nurse she wants to be. But one day I will take her to the most beautiful places beyond the horizon that I have seen, where like the fox I have marked off my territory.” Another grin spread across his face.

Emma smiled and said. “I applaud you and Spring Flower, Jesse. You are both wise. Your parents and your people will be proud of you. You will be a good example to many boys and girls in your village.”

After he had finished his degree in agriculture Brady had planned to work for a year or two and devote more time to the study of architecture or engineering. Over the years he had saved much of the money he had earned. When the time was right he wanted to look for a parcel of land to farm, but the picture Jesse had painted for him of the month in the autumn and spring he had spent beyond the horizon far away from family, friends and all humanity had infected him with the desire to know if he could survive in the wilderness for a month with only those things he and his horse could carry. Looking at his mother and father he groped for words and finally said, “I have decided to go with Jesse instead of looking for another job right away. My job with Henry Walker repairing Mr. Northam’s barn will be done in a week or so.” He looked at his parents waiting for them to tell him their reasons why he should instead follow the goals he had set for himself which he had shared with them a month earlier.

When he only saw them nodding, lightly he said, “Berthold will be back in two weeks. Then Dad won’t need my help any longer. Jesse tells me the next new moon happens eight days after that. Once more he looked from one parent to the other expecting them to speak of their objections. He saw his mother smiling at him. His father’s fingers drumming on the table told him he was thinking of a way to suggest to him to rethink his decision. Brady stared at his father and asked, “Dad?”

Patrick looked his son in the eye and slowly began to speak. “Brady, your mother and I have tried to give you kids roots, wings and the ability to recognize which roads are good roads to travel along and which are bad ones. “If you think this monthlong journey into the wilderness is one of those good roads, then travel it and enjoy it. I only wish there had been a Jesse in my youth who had invited me to do this kind of thing with him. Life is precious but will soon have many responsibilities and make demands on you. It’ll make it impossible for you to think you can take a whole month to go exploring and ride beyond the horizon to dream under the stars.”

Brady breathed a sigh of relief. Knowing he would not disappoint his parents meant much to him. Before he said anything in reply, the door burst open and four teenage girls swept into the room shouting greetings to them all and dropping their school backpacks onto the floor. Brittany, the Mayfield’s oldest daughter, had hooked her arm around Spring Flower’s arm and pulled her to the table. “Mom can Spring Flower stay with us tonight?” she asked. “The two of us with Brooklyn and Barbara want to rehearse our parts in the play our drama teacher is putting on. She can stay with me in my room.”

Once Emma had inquired if their friend’s parents had given their okay, and she had seen the girls nod, she said, “Spring Flower is welcome to stay. All four of you can peel the potatoes sitting on the counter and put them on the stove before you start to practice your play. The roast will be done in forty minutes. I’ll make the salad and we’ll eat in an hour.

“Have you unhitched the horses and fed them in the stable?” Patrick wanted to know.

“We have, Dad,” Brooklyn replied. We pushed the carriage under cover too. It looks like we might get rain tonight.”

With that the girls swarmed around the boys. They wanted to know why Jesse was there and if he would stay for the night too. Brady had to tell them about the doe and the fawn he had seen early that morning while he had fetched the milk cows from the pasture to the barn so he and their father could milk then. They carried on peppering the boys with questions until Emma finally told them to get busy peeling the potatoes.

After dinner, once the dishes were done and all eight of them had visited and teased each other for half an hour, Jesse and Brady left to go to Jesse’s village where they wanted to spend the night and plan their escape into the wild, as the girls had jokingly put it. The girls also soon left. They scurried downstairs to practice their parts in the play in which they had leading roles and to do their homework after that. Once they were alone Emma and Patrick decided to sit close to each other on the chesterfield. She took a book with her, a story written by Emily Bronte. Patrick had wanted to read the newspaper he had picked up in town earlier that afternoon. He was finally able to let his eyes look over the front page and the latest market prices for farmed goods. But before they opened the book and the paper they cuddled for several minutes. Only the ticking of the grandfather clock on the far side of the living room was heard in the house. Two dogs lay sleeping on the porch at the front door. Even the coyotes in the field that often roamed noisily in the pasture were silent that hour of the evening. 
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Chapter 2:  Leaving Home 
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The day after Berthold had returned home Brady and Jesse left the village with the morning still young. At dawn they had packed and loaded the items they had planned to take with them on the horses. They had gathered each item before they had gone to sleep the previous night. With the first rays of the sun they bid Jesse’s parents goodbye. Jesse went to spend a few minutes with Spring Flower while Brady checked their gear. Then, excited to be off, they set out. Their plan was to reach the town of Hunter’s Crossing at nightfall, a ride fifty-eight miles away. Although Jesse had wanted to go further, Brady had reminded him the next full moon was still nearly a week away and it was best to take care of the horses from the beginning.  

“Jesse, I agree the horses are in great shape and the terrain will not be difficult this day, but we need to make sure the stallions remain strong,” Brady said. “The terrain will get tough after we leave Hunter’s Crossing. Besides, it will be the last time for many days that we will see civilization, because you want to ride northwest into the wilderness from there.” For a few minutes longer they debated it. Then they agreed to stop near Hunter’s Crossing for the first night on their way to the horizon.

At Grand Creek, the nearest town, they made their first stop. They watered and fed the horses, ate fried porkchops and mashed potatoes at Ma Perkins’ diner, and stop to say hello to a few of their friends. They were well known in the town. Many people waved to them when they set out again and rode their horses on the grassy flats near the road. Only twice they stopped to rest the horses that morning. Every trail that shortened the distance to Hunter’s Crossing they took. It allowed them to arrive at the town before night fall. 

The heat of the day had not yet lessened. Jesse looked up to the sky to gauge the time. He wiped his sweaty brow before he shielded his eyes. “Let’s leave the horses at Jim’s stable over there,” he said and pointed to a sign over an old building. “We’ll pay him a couple dollars, let him look after them, and you and I go and wipe away the memory of the past six hours and this heat with a draft. For more than thirty days after this we’ll be drinking nothing but water.” Neither of the two drank much coffee and a beer only occasionally on a hot day. Jesse’ idea sounded good to Brady. A few minutes later they entered Bulldog Brown’s saloon.  

They had not reached the bar when a voice reached them. “Well, well, well. Look who’s here. The featherless brave and the Indian lover.” Brady and Jesse looked toward the end of the bar to see Roman, their former classmate scowling and pointing at them. Two fellows near him grinned at his words. They looked to be with Roman.

“Hello Roman.  And a good day to you too,” Brady said and motioned to Jesse to go to the other end of the bar as far away as possible from their former classmate. 

They had not gone far when they heard Roman shouting at them. “A good day indeed, men. A good day to settle a score, I say.” He swallowed the last third of his mug of beer, pounded the bar with the mug and motioned with his head for the two beside him to follow him. The room suddenly grew silent.

The bar keeper stopped filling the first mugs for the two newcomers. He turned and told Jesse and Brady to go outside if they didn’t want to have to pay for damages to his establishment. He had seen too many fights result in all kinds things, even furniture and mirrors being broken. To his young assistant he whispered, “Paul, go tell the Mountie there could be trouble at our place.” He picked up a shotgun from under the bar and pointed it at Roman and his buddies. “I’m gonna count to five,” he said. “If you three aren’t at the door then, you’ll feel some buckshot rip your pants.” The three had been bad news for him. Each day after they showed up, he had seen other customers come as far as the entrance. Seeing those three they turned and left, no doubt going to his competitor down the street.

Brady and Jesse didn’t need a second warning. They knew there was another saloon a block away and made their way down the street. They did not get far. Roman and his buddies were on their heels within a few seconds. Several of the patrons who had left the bar at the first hint of trouble also followed. Across the street the Mountie walked from his office.

“Darrel and Derek, watch me bust up that tall fellow by the side of that brave. He’s an Indian lover. Of all men in this country they’re the worst. I’m gonna show you how I deal with his kind of dirt.” He whispered something else to his cronies that Brady could not hear.  

He and Jesse stopped where they stood and turned around. “Look Roman, we didn’t come here looking for a fight. We’ll go down the street for a beer and you can go back to your mugs in there.” He pointed to the saloon they had just left. “What happened a few years ago is water under the bridge. Let’s forget about it. That way you won’t have to stop another nosebleed.” The moment he had said his last words he knew it was a poor choice of words. He watched Roman starting to run towards him with his buddies following close behind. He also spied a Mountie meandering across the street. The officer was a big man and looked to be in middle age. He seemed not to be in a hurry and looked relaxed.

“I’ll stop his two friends from getting at you,” Jesse said. He knew they would enter the fight as soon as they saw Roman take a few punches and lose the fight.

“You’re the one who’s going to nurse a nosebleed, Brady. There’s no Mr. Hadfield around to ban me from school and protect you from me getting even,” Roman snarled. He suddenly charged at Brady. The two fellows with him were going to run along with him, but Jesse quickly drew the rifle from the holster of Brady’s horse and let them know he would not hesitate to use it. They stopped quickly. Then slowly they backed a half dozen paces away from him and watched the fight.

Brady cast another quick glance at the Mountie. He saw he had stopped smiling in the crowd of onlookers. He wants to see this fight as much as the rest of them, Brady thought. He saw Roman charge at him. Quickly he ducked. Roman’s fist meant for his chin punched air above his head. Before Roman’s arm had stretched full out Brady hit him first in the stomach and then on his chin. “Back off, Roman,” he hissed. “I don’t want to have to hurt you again.”

“I’ll show you who’s gonna get hurt, Indian lover,” he snarled and dove at Brady, after shouting, “Come on boys let’s get him.” He had not seen Jesse threatening his buddies.  

Diving at Brady was a poor strategy to use against someone who was much faster in thought and action than he was. Brady brought up his knee before Roman’s head could connect with his stomach. The knee caught him flush on his forehead and nose. Slowly Roman picked himself up. He wobbled and looked around for his friends. Blood trickled from his nose. That’s when Brady smashed his fist hard on to his temple and dropped him to the ground. His legs twitched for a few seconds before he groaned and then remained lying still on the ground. 

The crowd watching began to cheer. Some of the people called for Brady to pick him up and hit him again. Roman had long ago lost his welcome in town. When the people heard the Mountie telling them to go home, the onlookers moved on quickly. He pointed to Roman’s buddies. “You two take this pile of trouble across the street to my jail. Wait there for me. I have some advice for you two,” he said. He pointed to Jesse and told him to put his rifle away and added, “Before you shoot yourself in the foot, son.”

It surprised Brady to see how quickly Roman’s two buddies followed the Mountie’s demand and how fast the crowd dispersed. This officer obviously has a solid reputation in this town. I don’t want to get into his bad books, he thought.

A moment later the Mountie stopped in front of Brady. “My friend, you handled yourself well. I had wanted to teach this fellow a lesson or two myself a couple times. I’ll lock him up for a few days and then sent him packing. Meanwhile, you and your friend need to be on your way soon too. I want you two out of town in an hour. But right now, both of you come with me.” He turned without looking back. With powerful strides he walked across the street toward his office and the jail.  

Brady hesitated for a moment to let the officer’s words register. Then he said to Jesse, “We better go.” He followed the Mountie. Jesse walked along behind him. When they entered through the door over which a sign said RCMP, they heard the officer speaking to Roman’s two friends in a room behind the front office. Brady noted that the policeman spoke slowly but with authority.  

Brady heard him say, “You two should know better than to come into town and cause a disturbance. What will your fathers think when they hear I locked you up and charged you?  I’m going to give guys two choices. Go back to your families’ farms, help your fathers with the work and don’t let me see you in town for at least a month. Or join your buddy in his cell. I’ll charge you with a half dozen offenses. You’ll be looking at a nice stretch in jail.” It was hard for Brady to follow what he heard from that point on. Both men were speaking at the same time. In the background he could hear Roman complaining. A few minutes later Roman’s friends hustled from the room and ran out of the front door.

Smiling the officer walked from the backroom. “Now, what will I do with you two? My information is you two tried to avoid causing this little disturbance.” He asked them their names, why they were in town, how the confrontation with Roman started, where they called home and where they were going. After he had listened to them and was satisfied with what he had heard he said, “Okay, I’ll check out some of what you told me. If you were untruthful, I’ll come looking for you. Meanwhile, go and find that place beyond the horizon and prove what you’re made of.” He stopped speaking for a moment and looked from Brady to Jesse. “And next time you come into this town stop and see me before you decide to stop anywhere. One more thing. Let me know where the best fishing is when you drop-in next time.” He smiled at Brady and Jesse and told them they were free to go.  

They thanked the officer and turned quickly to leave. On the way out of the police station Brady noticed a wanted poster hanging on the wall of the front office among other announcements. The poster showed a sketch of a man called Cal Trost who had robbed a bank at Fort Fairview, a neighboring town. For a moment Brady imagined his own face on such a poster. It startled him. Acting on one bad decision is all it would take, he thought. Silently he thanked his parents for the values they had taught him and his siblings.

The Mountie walked out with them and told them to be careful. “It’s a good idea to leave an area where grizzlies feed, men. You’ll be crossing through some of their territories. By the way, that’s also true of the grizzlies among men.  Try not to forget that.” 

“It looks like we’re not going to drink anything more here than water at Jim’s stable, Jesse. We better get our horses and leave town. When this Mountie talked to me, I thought he was going to lock me up too. I don’t want to give him a reason to change his mind.”

“You’re right Brady. We had planned to head into the backcountry from here. So, we’ll ride west for an hour and look for a good place to camp for the night.”

When they arrived at Jim’s stable, they saw a fellow they had seen at the back of the crowd. He paid Jim and thanked him for looking after his horse. When they walked into the stable Jim turned to them. “I’ve watered and fed your horses and checked for loose shoes, boys. You can go and get them. It looks like you’ve come from some ways. Are you still going far? These animals will need more rest before long. You’ll want to go no more than a few miles now.”

“We aim to head west toward Hidden Lake, Jim. We’ll make camp in an hour,” Jesse replied. “How are the trails in that direction?”

“Steep in places, but you’ll have no trouble following the trails. You boys heading to help fight the fire at Hidden Lake? I hear it’s now grown to thirty or forty acres. Everybody in town is worried a wind blowing up from the southwest could drive it this way.”

“No, we weren’t going there to fight a forest fire. We didn’t know there was a fire,” Jesse said.

“Well, you best not go in that direction if you’re not planning to help with the fire. If we get a stiff wind in the next couple of days that fire will grow and burn for a while.”

The fellow who had arrived at Jim’s stable ahead of them led his quarter horse from the stable. He had overheard what they had talked about with Jim. He stopped in front of Brady and Jesse. “I heard you telling Jim you wanted to head into the backcountry toward Hidden Lake. I suggest you ride on northward  instead for a bit more. Bridgetown is about twenty miles away. You can follow the Secord River for many miles into the backcountry from there. I’m Jack Miner. My ranch is an hour in that direction. You’re welcome to stay with me for the night. My wife and I don’t get much company now that the kids are all in college and some of our friends have moved away. From what I’ve seen, you guys are decent fellows. Your welcome to come with me and stay for the night.”

Brady offered his hand to Jack. “I’m Brady Mayfield and this is Jesse Hunt, Mr. Miner. You’re very kind. We wouldn’t want to impose on you. We don’t mind roughing it.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t be any trouble. My wife would be happy to be able to feed more than just me. She cooks like she did when some of the kids still were home. We eat leftovers a fair bit of the time. But suit yourself. There are plenty of spots to camp for the night along the way. We’d love to hear where you two call home though.”

Brady chuckled thinking about leftover meals and Jesse said, “Brady, we’re not going to have a homecooked meal for a while. I think Mr. Miner’s invitation is really tempting.”

“I think so too. We’ll accept, Mr. Miner, as long as we can help with whatever chores you’ll need to do once we get to your place.”

“Great! Let’s get going then. And do me a favor and call me Jack.”

Jack pointed out interesting features of the countryside they passed. As they rode toward his ranch, he told them of the history of three old homesteads they saw now lying weathered and deserted. The time passed quickly. Once they had reached the top of another hill Jack stopped his horse and pointed down the valley. “That’s my place down there,” he said and smiled. Brady could not help but note that Jack was proud of what he had built in the valley below them.

After they had arrived and Jack had introduced them to Lucy, his wife, Jesse went with Jack to do the evening chores. Meanwhile, Brady picked up an ax and chopped wood at the woodpile lying near the horse barn. An hour later the four people enjoyed the meatloaf and mashed potatoes Mrs. Miner had made before they had arrived. She had cooked a bread pudding when she had learned the two young men would stay the night with them. During the meal while Brady and Jesse spoke of their family and friends, they learned that one of the Miner’s boys had played ball with Brady at the collage. Jack had also given them much information about the trail they would take in the morning along the Secord River that would lead them into the backcountry beyond the horizon. 

“When I was younger, I’ve hunted in the part of the country around Bridgetown as far as Mystic Lake a couple days ride past the town,” Jack said. “It’s rugged country in places in there. Few people ever venture in that far, although the hunting was always great in that area. There is something about that lake that has always struck me as mysterious and threatening. I never remained near it for long, never made camp there.” He went on to describe the area around the lake. “There are sounds I heard there I could not identify and explain. I found fog could roll in at any time of the day unexpectedly. It brought with it a chilliness which seemed not of this world.

The two guests thanked the Miners when everyone was ready to turn in for the night and said goodbye. They told the couple they would leave at dawn and try not to wake them. But the Miners were up when Brady and Jesse came down from the rooms they had been given for the night. Mrs. Miner already had breakfast prepared and Jack sat in his easy chair smoking a pipe and drinking coffee.

The first sunrays touched the stable where the horses where kept when the men walked there to saddle them in preparation to leave. Brady observed his friend out of the corner of his eyes. It was clear to him Jesse was chomping at the bits in anticipation of heading into the wilderness this day. They had decided before going to sleep they would leave Bridgetown early in the afternoon and head toward Mystic Lake. In a few days their monthlong test would begin and they wanted to have an area selected by then where they would make their main camp. Twenty minutes later they thanked Lucy and Jack again for their hospitality and waved to them as they rode from the yard.

Late in the morning they arrived at Bridgetown, a clean town that had grown from a village to town status in the past ten years. At a diner called Klara’s Kitchen they ordered porkchops, the day’s feature dinner and ate a huge piece of warmed up apple pie with a liberal scoop of ice cream on top of it. While they ate, they went over the list of items they had packed to see if there was anything else they should try to take along. They found they had packed well before they had left home and decided they only needed to pick up a few more medical supplies and more salt. Jesse wanted to be on the way. Brady decided not to hold him back even though he had wanted to explore the town a little more.  

He liked what he could see of Bridgetown. The community was laid out with forethought. He could see two green spaces he guessed were parks. When they had entered the town, they had passed a large sports’ field. An ice rink for winter sports with covered areas for players and spectators stood on the opposite side of the road. The people they had met were friendly and were proud of their town. At the diner they had learned that a small hospital, a school, a sawmill, and a rock quarry provided good jobs for the men and women of the town.  

Surrounding the town farms and ranches existed. Brady had thought to try to find out if any of them were for sale. His parents had always told the kids a piece of land of their own was worth more than money in the bank. From his childhood on to this day he wanted land he could call his own. For years he had determined to safe much of what he earned. For the last several years he had been zealous about it. In his early teen years, he had not only done chores at home, but had also done odd jobs for neighbors, friends, and the elderly in town. At fourteen and fifteen he had a three-hour job six days a week. He could have worked longer hours, but his parents had made sure he did not neglect his studies, and he had been unwilling to give up his time for sports and friends. His years at collage had always included a part time job. Now his bank account topped eight thousand dollar. He knew it was more than what most good half sections of land with buildings were worth. I’ll stop here on our way back and look around, he thought. He mounted his stallion and set out to catch up with Jesse who rode at a good pace far ahead of him.
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Chapter 3: On the Road to the Horizon 
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The trail toward Mystic Lake showed a good deal of use for the first few miles. The two riders followed it easily. By midmorning it rose steeply and curved around bluffs and ponds. The excitement Brady saw in his friend’s eyes started to infect him as well, as they made their way to the top of another hill. Unlike his usual conduct Jesse had not quit talking the entire way up the trail. Despite it he noticed everything that moved as well as the condition of berries on bushes along the way and other vegetation growth that would aid them on their days in the wilds when they would need to search for food. 

Riding around a rock bluff Jesse suddenly stopped and motioned for Brady to do so also and to remain silent. Below them in a small pond to which Jesse pointed Brady saw a bull moose munching on the vegetation in the pond. “There’s a winter’s supply of jerky,” Jesse whispered grinning at Brady.

When the sun had passed its highest point in the sky, the two riders stopped at a grassy patch between a group of trees at the edge of a small lake. A stream entered the lake not far from where they meant to rest. They watered the horses and then let them graze. While Brady lit a small fire and gathered a few handfuls of wild strawberries, Jesse fished at the brook. A half hour later he brought to the fire four small trout that he had gutted. He had hooked them on a branch, waved them in front of Brady’s face and grinning said to him, “I released the big ones.”

Once they continued to ride on, they found the trail becoming more overgrown. In several places the two young men saw no evidence of it and examined the ground over which the rode carefully until they found a few signs of a trail that had been lightly traveled once upon a time. Several times they spooked deer they noticed grazing along their way. In one open area a black bear sow fed on the grass and the berries of a bush in an opening. Three cubs played and tussled nearby. The two men held the reins more tightly and spoke soothingly to the horses as they skirted in a wide arc around the huge female. Riding into a clearing an hour later a sea of yellow and red swaying in the wind greeted them. The sight caused them to stop and drink in the scent the gentle breeze wafted toward them. For a few minutes they watched hummingbirds and bees feasting on the multitude of wildflowers in this opening. In the silence the faint buzzing and chirping Brady heard seemed to him like a chorus sung by unseen voices.

Early in the afternoon the next day they spied Mystic Lake from the top of the hill they had reached. They saw the sun reflecting off the lake’s calm water. The scene looked peaceful and idyllic. It seemed to Brady the lake beckoned them to come. They had walked their horses up the hill most of the way, as the rise was steep and vegetation dense in many places. The lake, running south and north nestled in a narrow valley. It looked to be four or five miles long. On the side opposite to them the landscape rose steeply and rugged to a wooded plateau high above the lake.  The men saw a steep canyon on each end of the plateau. Swollen from the runoff of the mountains, white water shot down the canyons toward the lake. A waterfall at the bottom of the canyon nearest them held them spellbound for a moment. Behind the plateau snowcapped mountain peaks stretched high to greet the sky. The near shore of the lake looked gentle in contrast. There a narrow meadow ran almost the length of the lake. Here and there stretches of sand poked arms into the lake from the shore. To their right side they saw a stream meandering through the meadow and entering the lake below a gravel bank. The two men surveyed the slope down to the lake trying to find a suitable way to the bottom. Pine and fir trees covered part of the slope of the hill. The windfall they saw in some places made descent there impossible.

“If we angle down toward the south end of the lake the going will not be too difficult,” Brady said. “The tree stand is not thick along that way and I can see no uprooted trees blocking our way. The ground does not appear to be covered with jagged rocks except in a few places. We should be able to ride down all the way. There are a couple other routes we could take, but this one seems best to me.”

“I agree,” Jesse replied. “That route will also get us closest to the creek where we should make our camp for the night.”

The mention of making camp brought Jack’s words about the lake's mysteries back to Brady. He told us the lake had felt eerie to him and he had avoided to make camp at the lake, he thought, but from here the lake looks inviting. Perhaps this night will prove to be interesting and not spooky. “Alright, let’s go camp with the ghosts that Jack felt roamed at this lake,” Brady said.

Thirty minutes later they reached the bottom, and a few minutes later they dismounted at the side of the stream. Jesse pointed to a cluster of maple trees at the side of the stream about thirty paces above the shore of the lake. “There! We’ll set up our camp, there.” Behind the trees a patch of grass grew. The young men walked the horses to the area, took off their bedrolls, and the bags with the supplies. They let the horses graze and placed the saddles at their bedrolls. 

At the trees Jesse took off the quiver from his side and the bow from around his shoulder. Brady leaned his twenty-two on the largest of the trees. They surveyed the tree stand. “We won’t be here long. Let’s just unroll our bedrolls and spread them out under the trees.  We won’t need a cover for tonight.” Brady said.  It’ll give us more time to look for supper.”

“You’ll have to put up with the water torcher for a couple hours then, and you’ll have to go to sleep wet. It will rain tonight.”

“You’re kidding, Jesse. I don’t see a single cloud. But to show you how nice of a guy I am, we’ll do what you think is best.”

They strung a rope tightly around four of the trees that formed a rectangle about seven feet wide and ten feet long.  While Jesse cut the small growth within that space with a small ax, Brady fetched the tarp that he had rolled up inside his bedroll. Together they stretched the tarp over the rope and fastened it to the trees. Once they were satisfied with their construction, they carried their supplies under the cover then spread out their bedrolls and placed the saddles for a headrest in front of the bedrolls.

“I don’t think it’s going to rain tonight,” Brady said, “I know you’re thinking we wouldn’t want to have to do all this in a downpour. But I tell you, it won’t rain tonight. Do you think the sound of a flapping tarp will keep the ghosts away?” he laughed.

“You’re wrong, my friend. Don’t you feel the mugginess? And remember the wind shifted as we made our way down the hill. Doing this little bit of work has us sweating. It tells me we might be in for a thunderstorm before long. It will rain before midnight. Wait and see.”

Brady looked up to the sky and up and down the lake. He saw not one cloud. “I think you’re wrong, Jesse.  We’ll see not a drop of rain this night. As soon as we’re done here, I’ll have a dip in the lake and let that water cool me down.” He looked at his friend. He saw him shaking his head and smiling at him. He is wrong, Brady thought.

“How about a little bet, Jesse?  You say rain. I say no rain. The winner does all the dishes for the next three days. You hate doing dishes. Here’s your chance to have me do your dishes for three days.” 

Jesse grinned from ear to ear, but all he said was, “You’re on, man.” He started to run toward the lake and a moment later dove into the water.

The water of the lake was clear, calm, and cold for the beginning of July. In many places the men saw fish feeding. That sight caused both to decide to fish for an hour. The position of the sun told them they had no more than three hours to evening. They swam for half an hour and minutes later they each hooked a trout. The fish ran and broke water several times before the fellows managed to bring them to shore. They admired the fish and guessed them to weigh over three pounds.  

“One of these beauties will be plenty for supper,” Jesse said.

Brady nodded and replied, “Our last two dinners have featured trout. When we saw those grouse on the way down to the lake, we said we’ll feast on fowl tonight. Let’s revive and release both. You can fish a little longer. I’ll go and bag us a couple grouse. Remember it’s your turn to make the fire tonight.” He poked Jesse on the shoulder and chuckled. “I better get moving. We don’t want that rain you promised to put the fire out before we have cooked our meal.” Brady laughed, released his fish and watched it dart out of his hand.  

He washed his hands and walked to the tree where he had left his small caliber rifle. Before they had set out on the adventure, they had debated whether to take along a shotgun or a small rifle. Because of the lighter weight of the rifle and the easier way to store its ammunition they had decided for the rifle. They were both good shots, and Jesse was an expert with bow and arrow. Two hours later they each feasted on a grouse. Brady had shot the birds’ head off before they could fly far wasting none of the meat of the small fowl. They ate slowly and enjoyed the scenery around them as they ate.

Later, while they rested with their head lying in a saddle, Jesse said, “You know this is a great place. I could see us staying here. We’ll have a new moon in a few days, so we won’t be able to go much further anyway. I think Spring Flower would like it here.”

An hour later they had secured the horses and gathered enough firewood to last through the night. Both men decided to swim for fifteen minutes once their work was done. While they were brushing their teeth, they noticed the wind picking up. Within half an hour dark clouds swept in. It was then that they faintly heard wolves howling. The sound seemed to come from the plateau across the lake. While they stopped what they were doing and listened for a few seconds, the howling did not disturb them. They had heard and seen wolves and coyotes many times.  

Before long, the wind started to grow stronger still. Each minute the waves on the lake beat more violently against the shore, and with the arrival of dusk the two young men heard the first raindrops tap on the tarp above them. “Well, Brady my friend, do you hear what I hear?” Jesse teased. “It sounds like this wind is whispering to me, telling me I won’t be washing dishes for three days.”

The wind gusts became even more forceful when the last remnants of daylight gave way to darkness. While the men watched the flames of their fire at the front of their cover devouring the last remnants of the logs they had stacked on the firepit they saw the raindrops grow more numerous on the water of the puddle that had formed in the depression in the ground near the fire. A half hour later violent wind gusts began to pitch the spray of the waves near to them. First, they heard the coals of the fire hiss with the drops that pelted them and eventually put them out. In time the spray from the waves of the lake reached to where their feet rested under the cover.

It was then that a strange moaning reached them. Before long, this moaning was overshadowed by what sounded like a woman screaming in pain in the distance. A strange coldness swept up and down Brady’s spine. He sat up and looked at his friend. Jesse had grown silent when the moaning had started. Now Brady saw that he had closed his eyes and saw him noticeably shudder. It took several minutes for both men to process what they heard. Jack’s words suddenly gave them new meaning. 

“What in the world is all that?” Brady finally mumbled. He had collected himself a little. Straining to think of a reasonable explanation for the sounds he heard, he could not imagine a cause for them. The moaning continued with the waves pounding the shore. With each strong wind gust this moaning appeared to come closer to where they rested. They heard the crying repeated several times also. Each time it followed a few silent moments.

Brady looked at his friend and said, “There must be a rational explanation for these unearthly noises. Perhaps we are not alone.”

“There are no others within miles of us,” Jesse answered. “We would have seen evidence of them along the trails that led us here. There are no other trails to this lake. This creepy cry, I believe, belongs to a mountain lion. A similar scream caused me to embarrass myself when I was a boy of eight and my father had taken me hunting for the first time. I have never been able to forget that day, although many times I have wished it away.”

“Did your arrow miss the trophy buck you and your father spooked a few dozen paces away when you heard this ghastly sound? Or did you run for cover behind the nearest tree when you saw the cat?” Brady asked with a teasing note in his voice. Another far away cry invaded the night causing the two young men to grow silent with goosebumps forming on their arms.

When the screaming had stopped Jesse said, “I had wet my loincloth after I had heard that cry. Even worse, I heard my father laugh at me when he saw the rivulet running down my leg. Then he assured me we had only heard a male cougar’s cry and not the anguished scream of a pretty maiden. Despite his timely reassurances this sound makes my blood run cold each time I hear it. I’m also happy to tell you I shot my first deer that day, a one-point buck.” He looked at Brady with mischief in his eyes. “I told all my friends it sported three points, and to prove it I showed them my father’s deer.”

While the cougar remained silent after a few more screams, the moaning continued until the storm had subsided. The two friends drifted off to sleep soon thereafter. In the morning, ready to leave the area, they rode toward the far end of the lake. Not far from where they had made their camp, they noticed a barren tree a storm had partially uprooted on a day long ago. Dropping toward the ground it had hung up on a huge fir tree. They saw that as the fir slightly swayed in the wind the barren tree rubbed up and down on the fir. Whenever the fir swayed, they detected a faint sound that resembled a moan. For some moments they debated what they had discovered and concluded that during more violent conditions that sound would be louder and carry for a distance. Riding on they agreed it might account for the moaning that had disturbed them the previous night.

They found no trail that led from the end of the lake onward. “We have only a few more days to find that place beyond the horizon,” Jesse said. “Let’s continue toward the northwest and see where it will lead us. They picked their way forward carefully, conscious of the need to remain safe. At the end of each day they stopped at a lake or a stream, built a small shelter and hunted or fished for an hour. The berry bushes they found, and Jesse’s knowledge of eatable plants kept their diet varied and their strength robust. They found no shortage of pure water and after a strenuous day were able to rest and sleep well. They had seen plenty of game and shot a goose one afternoon. The streams and lakes where they had stopped had teemed with fish, but none of the sites had suited Jesse enough for him to declare it to be the place beyond the horizon for which he had searched.

A day before the new moon they rode through a sparsely treed flat area. Near noon they crossed what appeared to them to be the tracks of a herd of elk. Jesse had insisted they stop to examine the tracks. “This herd has passed by this place this morning,” he said. “Let’s consider following the herd. It may lead us to the place for which we have searched.”

Brady saw excitement in his friend’s eyes. He knew Jesse well and realized it would be futile to argue against him. Nevertheless, he asked, “Why would you want to do that. These tracks go in a southwesterly direction.  We may well retreat to places where we have already stopped for a night. You might miss the place of which you have dreamed if we follow those tracks.”

“I don’t think so, Jesse replied. Yes, this herd is traveling toward the southwest but more west than south.  We came from the south and have traveled mostly north. We will be miles west of any place where we have been. These animals roam in areas where there is water and feed at different locations. This herd is large. It will take plenty of feed to keep these animals happy. Let’s follow them for an hour or two to see to where they will lead us.”

At midafternoon they looked down to a valley from the top of a hill to which they had come. They had followed the tracks of the elk herd for a considerable time. Cedar and fir trees grew along much of the way they had traveled, but the tree stand had not been dense everywhere, enabling the sun to cast warm rays down to the ground much of the way and making the way for the horses not challenging. The climb up the hill had also not been difficult. The two men were able to ride around most of the timber easily and had reached the top without tiring the horses. Once they had reached the top of the hill, they dismounted and let their eyes sweep from one end of the valley below them to the other.

As they surveyed the valley below them, they saw a herd of elk grazing in a large open area where tall grass grew. To the east of the meadow they saw a small oval shaped lake. They guessed it to be four to five miles long and nearly two miles wide. About half a mile from the east end of the lake a lively stream entered it. It flowed in front of the hill from where they observed it and snaked its way to the lake but bend out of sight in the east. Further down the lake the hills on their side rose to a greater height. Partly out of sight from them to the west a narrow canyon separated one hill from the next one. Waterfalls plummeted down this gorge and flowed into a stream which also emptied into the lake below them. South of the lake a wooded plateau only slightly higher than the valley extended to the west and east for many miles. In the distant west some miles below and beyond the lake a body of water wider and longer than the lake shimmered in the sun. It stretched to the north and the southwest for as far as they could see. Beyond it, snowcapped mountains marked the end of the horizon.   

Jesse’s face beamed. Brady saw the delight in his eyes and knew his friend had found the place beyond the horizon for which he had longed and searched since he had dreamed to test his manhood once more. Brady turned his eyes to the east of the end of the lake. He saw what looked like a meadow dotted with patches of pine trees. It stretched across for several miles to the plateau in the south. He guessed the distance below him across to the plateau to be no less than three miles. From the end of the lake this meadow ran at least two miles to the east to an arm of the hill where they stood. This arm sloped across the grassy plain nearly halfway toward the plateau. He could not see beyond the arm of this hill to find out how far the meadow continued toward the east. He noticed the grassy plain extended to the east past the end of this hill’s arm in front of the plateau on the opposite side for a distance, but the hill’s arm prevented him to see how far the valley extended beyond it. It made him wonder how much farther this grassy lowland continued.  

All he saw began to excite him as it had done Jesse, but for an entirely different reason. The beauty and grandeur that met his eyes was overwhelming and he feasted his eyes on it. He also realized what he saw presented him with possibilities. It suggested to him he looked at ten to twelve quarters or more of flat land that would make an excellent ranch, and if the land were suitable, farming would be possible too. He studied the end of the arm of the hill cutting across the meadow in front of it. It seemed to him, as he tried to discern more clearly what lay beyond the arm of the hill, that more grass-covered land might exist there as well. “The valley below us may well extend far beyond that arm,” he whispered. “It would be interesting to know. We might be here for thirty days or longer. I will not fail to explore beyond that arm to see what lies to the east of it.” Deep in thought, Brady did not notice Jesse approaching him until he felt the poke on his shoulder.  

“What do you think? Is this not a valley that will demand our best? Jesse asked. Wherever game feeds there we will find predators also. My father taught me this before I could whistle.”

“As you say, a man will face many challenges and dangers here that the beauty of this valley hides. It may be a haven for predators. It also seems to me when storms come to this valley, they come with violence. The amount of windfall I see below us and along the plateau on the other side speaks of mighty forces of nature that punish the valley below us from time to time. But by the gleam in your eyes that I see, this is the end of the horizon for which you have searched since we left home. I believe it is your will to remain here until we will see another new moon.”

“I like it. So, let’s make our way down this hill and search for the place where the herd of elk crossed that stream below us. There we will cross safely. I tell you Brady, I can’t wait to explore this valley and beyond it, but we need to gather food for a few days and build our shelter first.”

After they had reached the valley, they selected a place near the mouth of the small river to build a small, temporary shelter. For the rest of the day they gathered enough berries and edible plants for three days. For an hour they fished for their evening meal and then gathered enough firewood for several days. The herd of elk grazing only minutes from them to the west seemed undeterred by their presence.

When Brady and Jesse watched them for a few minutes, they saw several bulls each busy trying to keep a group of cows separated from the rest of the herd and the other bulls. Each bull appeared to be ready to fight other bulls and keep them from intruding in the territory where its group of cows grazed. With the fading light the herd of elk stopped grazing and disappeared in the forest in single file. The men watched them go counting thirty-one animals.

“They might be back for their morning feeding,” Jesse said, “but after their feeding in the morning, we may not see them again for days.” He began to describe in detail the kind of shelter they would need to start to build in the morning. 

Brady was amazed at the knowledge his friend had of the many aspects of the wilderness. Whether we manage to stay here until the next new moon or not, everything I will have learned from him will have made this trip worthwhile, he thought. He smiled at his friend, but the bet he had wanted to propose to him for a second died on his lips when he remembered he would be washing the pan, the cutlery, and the bowls after they had eaten. Instead of proposing a bet he said, “We have had a long day and will sleep soundly tonight, but I will try to stay awake to see if the elk will come back again. I wonder if that herd has attracted a pack of wolves to this area?”

For three days they selected small trees that the wind had blown down and cut them to specific length. All trunks they used were as thick in diameter as the width of their hand. They cut five sets of logs at differing length. The shortest ones they planned to use at the front wall where they wanted an opening toward the lake. Twenty pieces of another set they pounded into the ground in pairs one hand width apart. These formed a rectangle four steps long and three steps wide. In between each pair of upright stems, they piled logs high enough for Brady to stand upright. The logs measuring three steps they used at the back wall and laid four step logs across for a roof. To finish the sides of four steps long logs they stuffed moss between them wherever they saw small openings and smoothed the roof with mud before they placed their tarp over top. At midafternoon on the third day they stood at the front of the cabin and surveyed their work. In the beauty that surrounded the men it looked like something from a different, desperately impoverished world.

“A palace it is not, but it’ll have to do,” Jesse said.

“We shall call it home sweet home and for our days here treasure it,” Brady replied.

To celebrate the completion of their permanent shelter they danced around their firepit, raised their arms above their head, and clapped their hands. Before long Brady began to sing the popular song, “Singin’ in The Rain”. Soon Jesse joined him by keeping time with imitations of the cry of a hawk. A few minutes later they raced to the lake and dove into the water.
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Chapter 4:  Days of Discovery 
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During the next few hours they piled firewood along one side of the shelter and gathered enough berries and edible plants to last for a few days. These they stored inside the cabin at the backwall. There they had built a shelf in front of which they could fasten cross pieces of smaller logs to keep food safe from animals lured into the little shelter by the smell of fish and meat. They knew it would keep only small animals from pilfering their food when they are away from the shelter, but it would not prevent the likes of a bear from robbing them. The shelf reached across the width of the backwall. While constructing the cabin they had taken no time to hunt for meat, and they craved more protein then the few fish they had eaten gave them on those days. Happy with what they had accomplished they decided to try to hunt for a rabbit or a grouse. To have a better chance of success Jesse took his bow and walked into the grass covered field toward a group of trees in the distance.  Brady with his rifle made his way along the creek where thick bushes grew. He had spooked a few quail and chukars there when he had gathered berries a day earlier. He arrived back at the cabin an hour later holding a pheasant by its two legs.  

Seating himself on one of the logs that would serve them as chairs he plugged the bird and cleaned it. Not seeing Jesse in the area, he decided to put the bird over the fire to begin to roast it. Nearly an hour later he wondered why Jesse had not returned. He decided to walk up to a small ridge behind him to see if he could spot his friend. Carefully he surveyed the landscape from where the elk had grazed to the arm of the hill that stretched into the valley. Scouring the area for the third time he spotted him walking from behind a small group of trees more than a mile away. He saw him dragging something, but the distance was too great for him to be able to recognize what he had shot.

Twenty minutes later Jesse dropped a piglet in front of Brady. “What in the world have you got here?” Brady laughed. “Did you pilfer a farmer’s pigpen?” he laughed surveying the piglet. 

“Would you believe I found a drove of pigs at a waterhole way over there?” Jesse pointed toward the plateau. “I saw no signs of a farm. The pigs are running wild there. I saw a couple sows each with a litter, half a dozen hogs and a boar that chased me up a tree. I had found a carcass of a fresh kill a short distance from the waterhole. It looked to me like a cougar’s kill. That got me interested in looking around. That cat is smart. Pigs are safer hunting than elk.” He pointed to the small pig in front of Brady and said, “This fellow here had wandered off, and when the boar ran back to his passel of hogs, I saved it from the cougar’s teeth. You didn’t think you’d be eating porkchops on this trip, did you?” Jesse laughed.

“No, I didn’t.  I just wonder where those pigs came from.” He looked at the piglet in front of him again. “We have more than a weeks’ worth of dinners here. How are we going to keep this meat from spoiling? It’d be a shame to let it go to waste.”

Jesse grinned. “Watch me, White Man. I will teach you a lesson and reveal to you the wisdom of my tribe’s women.” He removed his quiver and stored his bow before he told Brady what they needed to do to prepare the meat for their meals and for storage. 

For the next three days the two men explored the area along the lake. They were astonished at the size of the waterfall once they stood at the creek which it fed. They wandered a few miles up the canyon from which the water flowed to the fall. There they found it interesting that while it had been calm along the lake, in the canyon a stiff wind blew throughout the hours they explored the ponds and caves
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