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In Memoriam

Dr. James Jefferson (1933–2025)
You tried to tell me about all of the horses. 
I should have listened harder.

SCOUT'S STORY

By

Aud Fischer, Friends of the Yukon Wild Horses
Reprinted by permission

SCOUT WAS A BEAUTIFUL chestnut stallion who called the Ibex Valley, just west of Whitehorse, Canada, his home. He was a very caring, good-natured stallion, a favourite of many who follow the Yukon wildies. Scout was a doting older brother in his natal band, affectionate and playful with his bachelor buddies and eventually, when he won his first mare, a loving father and protective partner. Through social media, with his good looks and gentle ways, he became a star, much loved by many in the Yukon and all over the world.

Yukon Wild horses originated decades ago from abandoned and escaped outfitter horses. They may trace their lineage all the way back to the Gold Rush days, over 100 years ago. They are small, sturdy horses, mostly pintos, bays and chestnuts, with a lot of draft blood. Superbly adapted to surviving long, hash winters, they are the most northerly wild horses in the world, making them very special. They are true survivors, holding on despite decades of persecution from landholders, hunters and the Yukon government.

In late 2023 two horses were found shot, another badly injured, and the fact that wild horses have been shot in the Yukon for years and have no legal protections whatsoever came to light. The Public outcry was huge, and the Friends of the Yukon Wild Horses Society was formed. By working together, Yukon wildies went from being classified as nuisance animals, fair game to anyone with a gun, to receiving basic protections, at least on paper.

Scout, his mare Mystery, his adopted son Pippin and Mystery's 2024 foal Fairwind were a beautiful little family, with so much love between them. Sadly, in January of 2025, Mystery and the youngsters were observed alone, and shortly after, Scout's remains were found on private land, in the same set of fields where horses had previously been found shot, where many horses have disappeared over the years.

Unlike with the previous shootings, the authorities did go out to investigate Scout's remains, although only after an email campaign by Yukon wild horse followers. The investigation was minimal, indicating that the Yukon government has yet to take wild horse deaths seriously. We do not really know what happened, but his death was suspicious. The society is now working hard to get proper protections for the horses, so that in future the authorities will take potential shootings much more seriously, as seriously as they take any other suspected illegal poaching. 

Scout was so loved, his beauty and kindness made him stand out from the rest, his death deeply affecting many of us. Hopefully by changing mindsets, the horses will eventually get the special wildlife status they deserve. They have stepped into the hooves of the sturdy Ice Age ponies that lived in the Yukon for hundreds of thousands of years, horses that only died out 4000 years ago, most likely due to human overhunting. The Yukon wildies have been here long enough to have adapted to their environment, they are some of the toughest horses on Earth. The Ibex Valley would be a shadow of its former self without them.
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THE GHOST HORSE OF Silver Moon Canyon, tales of monsters and ghosts, are they real? How else do we keep men from doing the evil they do? How do we frighten them, force them to be terrified of punishment they will receive while living, or when they are dead and their souls have been judged, because the laws of men do not work and perhaps never have.

— Lacaria Ruiz, six months before her death.
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CHAPTER 1

GHOSTS
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THE SCENT TRAIL WAS not reliable, too much time had passed for any consistent trace to follow. The horses continued, unwilling to give up, spreading out across the narrow mesa, sometimes noses to the ground, other times heads up to breathe in the cold air.

Tall trees creaked above them, swaying to the wind. Patches of snow crunched with every step. 

Autumn stopped to nibble at early juniper berries, Silver Moon behind her. "I'm not sure we should be this far from the family," she whispered. Sandy, their daughter, was about to give birth to her first baby any day. "I need to be with her."

"We'll continue a short distance, be back home by sundown," her stallion agreed. "It's important we help my father. Even though it may be of no use."

They watched their son Alexander cross in front of them, his grandfather Warrior at his side. No surprise, the two were inseparable, where one went, the other followed.

A bend in the trail revealed a small lake nestled between a cliff and thick stands of pine trees. Sunbeams sparkled on the water, a mirage of warmth belying the late spring ice lining the edge. 

The shuffling of their hooves was the only sound they heard.

"Mosaic was here." Warrior stepped around small rocks.

"I do not smell anything," Alexander sniffed. "Are you sure?"

Warrior stomped the ground. "Look, a hoof print." 

Autumn saw only a faint outline. "It's been so long—" she began, "perhaps this is from another horse?"

Warrior trotted a few feet away. "There are more, leading into the water. I know it was him."

"Why would he go into the lake?" Silver Moon was skeptical. "We're not water horses."

"He had a reason, we might never know what it was." Several large rocks were sniffed. Warrior raised his head, mouth open.

"Come and smell for yourself."

They did, one after another.

The old horse was right. Mosaic had been here. They also smelled blood.

Silver Moon galloped around the lake looking for what might be left of Mosaic's body.

Nothing was found. 

Warrior looked out over the lake, sadness in his eyes. "I wish he would come home."

"We know he was here," Autumn nuzzled Warrior's neck, "giving us more hope than we had."

A breeze sprinted across the lake, ruffling Autumn's mane. She heard a whisper, a voice she knew. A human voice.

Ears twitched to better hear. Quédate. Stay. 

The sound of a thousand horses, no, a million horses, galloping with fury, anger, assaulted her heart, making it race.

She backed up and whinnied. Silver Moon galloped to her side.

"What is wrong?"

"This place is haunted. Ghosts live here. I want to go home, to our meadow. My children. Never come back here."

She pivoted, galloped back to the trail, not about to wait for the others.

Silver Moon looked back to the lake. What had Autumn heard to frighten her so? It was so peaceful here, calm, a pair of eagles appeared from the ridge line, wings spread to capture the air drafts. 

Not about to argue with his beloved mare, he trotted after her. If she said there are ghosts here, then there are ghosts.
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HE SHOULD BE IN PRISON, maybe even on death row like in the movies, waiting to be executed. While that did not give him any kind of thrill, he savored the idea of getting attention, being somebody, and the reasons why.

Often times at boring meetings, he amused himself wondering what the people around him would do if they knew the truth. He fantasized they would back away in terror, cops would show up guns drawn, shouting at him to "hit the ground," pictures of him being led away. He would be smiling, of course, shouting back: "It took you long enough to catch me!"

The day after killing that woman, he felt bad but realized he was more paranoid about getting caught. It was her fault, she shouldn't have been there, he had no choice. Picking up that equipment, slamming it into her head, was hard the first time, the second and third times easier. 

His phone chimed, a text, asking him to stop by the office, sign some papers. He had new responsibilities, people who depended on him. It gave him a feeling of power. He was important.

The morning was crisp, he put on a jacket before leaving the house. The fabric rubbed against his left wrist, irritating a rash that had been vexing him for a few days. He scratched at it, tearing the skin, perhaps he'd stop at the store and get an antibiotic cream.

Outside, a scent stopped him, familiar, reminding him of that night. The jacket, had he been wearing it, had it picked up her perfume? Disgusted, he took it off, threw it on the front porch to be laundered later. 

A dust devil sprang up in the dirt, making him skirt it before reaching his truck. Growing stronger, loose leaves and tumbleweeds pelted the windows, creating an eerie screeching sound.

Just another day in windy Wyoming. He started the motor, in a hurry to get on with his day.

Behind him the dust devil continued to swirl in the same spot, not moving, an ancient dance of disturbance against an ancient landscape.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

SCIENCE IS DEAD
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"WHY CAN'T WE SEE THE horses we're getting? You told us last winter they were in a holding pen in Utah, less than a hundred miles from us." Becky MacKendrick pointed to a sheaf of papers. "We have an agreement."

"Things have changed," Ronnie Corman, District Manager for the Bureau of Land Management, answered. 

Her zeal at delivering bad news did not go unnoticed.

Becky gave Phillip Ebbers a worried look. They were in Ronnie's office, a large window giving a view of the Grand Tetons above her desk. The L-shaped room also held a long conference table where they now sat.

"You have more than fifty thousand wild horses in captivity, we're only asking for eighty—forty horses this month, forty next month." It was an effort for Becky to keep her voice steady.

"The trailers have been hired for transport," Phillip said. "We're keeping our end of the bargain."

Did the snark on Ronnie's face mean it might be in jeopardy?

Her next words confirmed it. 

"The agency is undergoing a reorganization, new priorities. That means more scrutiny. We're very concerned about your operation, it appears you might be co-mingling elk with other species. Disease transmissions are a big worry."

Becky folded her arms. "We're constantly screening any animals coming within miles of the ranch, taking water samples from lakes and streams. So far we've detected nothing."

"What about next month or next year? We have to be concerned about the health of our horses." 

Phillip's laugh was sarcastic. "You don't care about their health. The animals are crammed in those pens all around the country in your secret locations, nobody knows how they're fed, or even if they're fed."

Ronnie crooked her neck. "They are inspected weekly by veterinarians. All paperwork is in order, forms filled out, submitted to the state. So far, no complaints. But we've had complaints about your little operation." 

She slid a photo across the table. It showed an elk, ribs displayed in obvious malnutrition, mouth open, tongue hanging out.

Phillip asked, "Where was this taken?"

"On your ranch."

"There's nothing in the background to prove it's Double B land, no mountains, hills, nothing. Could have been taken in California for all we know."

"We have a signed affidavit from the photographer. The photo was taken on the west end of the Double B. In Wyoming."

"Who was the photographer?"

"Can't tell you. Won't tell you. He doesn't want any retaliation. People are scared of you."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Phillip bunched his fists.

Ronnie's smile oozed with fake sympathy. "Your grandfather died rather mysteriously, then a member of your staff was murdered ... "

"His mother was murdered." Becky managed to get the words out through clenched teeth. "And his grandfather was killed in an accident."

"People talk." Ronnie spread out her hands. "I realize you people," [emphasis on the words "you people"], think you're heroes, celebrities. Your little stunt last summer," she looked at Becky, "when you rode a wild palomino down the mountain got you lots of attention, [more emphasis] didn't it? Video went all around the country, all around the world. I'm sure you all thought it would make you untouchable. Not how the world works. 

"You're both young, don't you have other things to do?" She pointed at Becky. "You're graduating from college in a few weeks." Her glare now focused on Phillip. "You're what, twenty-seven, twenty-eight? Lots to learn."

Becky fought the urge to slap this woman and her condescending attitude. She endeavored to get back to business. "Can we set a new date?"

"No. Not until we do our own independent inspections."

"Next week?" Phillip's inquiry was hopeful.

Ronnie laughed. "You know we don't do anything quickly. You'll have my decision sometime this summer, I'll let you know. 

"One more thing, you'll be getting a letter from the Forest Service soon, ordering you to fence off your sections of Eagle Crest Mesa bordering its land."

"Why?" Phillip's eyes grew wide. 

"Because it's illegal for wild horses to wander onto private property, and they've been doing this for some time, obviously with your knowledge, even your encouragement."

"We don't feed them, they forage on their own," Becky explained. "A landowner has to complain if wild horses are on their land. We know the law, and we haven't complained."

Becky watched Phillip's face, he was growing angrier by the second. "It'll cost a fortune, we own more than three thousand acres up there." 

"As has been pointed out many times, Mr. Ebbers, you have a lot of money, it's time you start taking care of your own property. Once you get the job done, we'll provide the resources to drive the horses out. Then we can dispose of them like the invasive species they are."

"You can't trespass on our land, we won't let you."

"You don't own the airspace."

Her words hung like poison, the ominous specter of helicopters running down hundreds of horses over rough terrain was a familiar and sickening sight. Becky and Phillip had seen it before.

"This is Autumn and Silver Moon's herd, we're studying them," Becky tried one last attempt. "If you disperse his herd, we have no idea where they'll go. Scientists come from all over the world to watch them, take pictures, analyze the results. All the data we're collecting proves wild horses are not feral, they've been here for centuries, thousands of years. Science is on our side."

Ronnie shrugged. "Haven't you heard? Science is dead. And, sooner or later, so are your horses.

"Including your precious Autumn and Silver Moon."
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"THAT WOMAN IS SO HATEFUL, how did she ever get this job?" Becky pulled her red hair into a pony tail, blue eyes narrowed in anger. They were sitting in her car, motor running.

"We were warned it would take a few years to get mustangs, it's going on four now," Phillip reminded her. 

"What are we going to do? She can't make us fence the mountain land, can she?"

"I don't see how," he agreed. "Let's get home, Cowgirl, we need to call a meeting of the Double B Gang." 
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RONNIE HAD TAKEN A dislike to Phillip Ebbers from the moment they had met. His good looks, accented by long blond hair, the confidence of a very rich young man, had made her want to bring him as low as she could. 

The fact he was engaged to the MacKendrick girl was another source of hatred. "The perfect couple," was frequently the subject of magazine and online articles, pictures of the two of them showing off the Double B Wildlife Center, bragging about their accomplishments. 

Her phone chimed with a text: 

"How did it go?"

She texted back: "It is so easy getting under their skin, you should have been here."

A reply: "Maybe next time."

If only there wouldn't be a next time. "I want to see Phillip and his girlfriend lose it all, go broke."

The last text shone on her phone. "You're not the only one. We'll have help. Trust me."
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CHAPTER 3

ANCIENT MEDICINE
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MOSAIC STOOD AT THE far end of the field, watching the people watching him. The striking black and white pattern of the stallion's coat stood out against the field's backdrop.

Aarón Blanco walked into the field as far as he could before the stallion trotted away. 

"He's not going to come anywhere near us, is he?"

"He hasn't returned to the barn since we let him out last week," Dax, the young Shoshone, smiled. "Letting us know he's a wild mustang, not a pampered horse whose life we saved."

"Quite ungrateful."

The year before the wild horses of the mountain meadow were threatened by fire. They were saved by the quick and daring action of a helicopter pilot, then led down a winding road by Becky on the back of Autumn.

Seeing the girl riding without saddle or reins on a mustang, leading hundreds of horses to safety thrilled Aarón, until he realized one horse was missing—Mosaic, the mustang who had allowed Aarón into his world. 

Where was he? Aarón had to find him.

Days spent hiking up and down steep trails where the fires had burned scores of trees, finding no trace, no hoof prints of any horse, dreading all the while he might come across Mosaic's body.

Exhausted, grieving, he knew it was too late, but it was so hard to give up. He had paused near a small mountain lake, in tears, repeating, beseeching the horse's name over and over.

A chance sound, two mountain lions growling and snarling at each other, a subtle ripple in the water, a dark mound moved.

Mosaic! 

Aarón fumbling for his phone, would there be good reception? The Reservation border was nearby, would anybody answer? 

Less than an hour later, the rumble of trucks. Many people, blankets, tarps, lifted Mosaic carefully onto a flatbed trailer, somebody with a stethoscope—quiet yet urgent voices flooded his consciousness. 

Aarón would not leave Mosaic's side and sat with his head in his lap as the truck lurched down the dirt road.

The next few hours were a blur, he could only watch as Mosaic was taken into a stable, an IV inserted. There was concern about his breathing, his heart, the many burns on his body. 

Someone began to spread a cream-colored salve on the wounds, carefully, gently.

He might not live, Aarón was told. 

No, he will, he insisted.

This horse could not die, this horse would not die. Aarón would not let him. 

Nine months later, here was Mosaic standing in the field, a testament to faith and love.

Three Owls, Dax's father, joined them at the fence. It was clear they were related, both with dark hair, strong chins, and large coal-black eyes. He was known as a wise leader on the Wind River Indian Reservation, and he also had a wry, cutting sense of humor.

"For many years, we have become accustomed to people visiting us, looking for miracles and medicines to cure what ails them. Expecting our elders, old men and women, to bestow an ancient wisdom they are certain we own, eager to enter sweat ceremonies which," Three Owls smiled, "we oblige for a small introductory fee.

"It is always the white folk who come here to watch native customs, misled by their various movies and television shows portraying us as either savages or saviors, when we are neither.

"So you can appreciate the confusion after a Shoshone, one of our own, seeks us out to work a magic he knows does not exist." 

Aarón laughed. "It's been many years since I've been scolded by a Shoshone leader. It always smarts, especially since you and I grew up together. What your son has done these past few months is nothing short of a miracle. I have to believe some ancient wisdom was involved as well." He placed a hand on Dax's shoulder.

Three Owls agreed. "The wisdom belongs to him. He has a way with animals, knows what to do."

"Not at first," the nineteen-year-old countered. "I didn't think he'd make it past the first night." 

"He did, only because you answered my call." 

"We're right on the border of the Reservation, which made all the difference." Dax turned to his father. "We were setting up for a celebration on the other side of the ridge, a wedding, remember? We had brought tables and chairs on a flatbed trailer. When we got Aarón's call, there was no question, we were going to help him."

"The road across the ridge isn't very good, rocky and narrow," Three Owls chuckled, "Took us almost an hour to get there, nearly lost our flatbed off a cliff."

Dax nodded. "I began to give him pain killers, got him on an IV. We had some salve but ran out in a few days. It was good Dr. Shultz, your veterinarian, gave us everything we needed."

"You impressed him," Aarón said. Dr. Shultz had continued to mentor the young man, who was now working at the clinic, becoming an avid assistant.

"Some good came out of this," Aarón continued. "Mosaic's blood samples supplied the DNA to link Mosaic to Warrior. They are brothers, which explained why the two are so close."

He put a hand on Three Owls's shoulder. "I asked you to take a big chance. Helping a wild horse—any wild horse—is against federal law, no matter the circumstances, no matter the need."

"We kept it a close secret." Three Owls crossed his arms. "It is not very often we get to treat a wild horse. Injuries are rare." The Shoshone field held thirty mustangs, a sacred responsibility; public tours were rare and scheduled weeks in advance.

A commotion, several men and women shouting to each other, the loud whoosh of a large fire, interrupted them. 

"The elders have been saying for many months, since last summer, the Ghost Horse is coming," Three Owls grimaced. "a myth, a legend to frighten little children. They say this does not portend well for some of us. Of course," he shrugged, "these are only silly stories told by very old people. They are the only ones who still believe them."

They watched as several women moved around piles of wood, lighting each in turn. "Big ceremonies are planned all summer, fires and drum circles, to welcome this horse, tell the ancient stories. It will be good for tourism. I'd best go help, don't want the whole north end going up in flames." He left at a run.

"I haven't heard any stories about the Ghost Horse for many years." Aarón got in his truck to leave. "The elders don't think Mosaic is ... " He let the thought hang.

"The Ghost Horse? Because it's a miracle he survived? No. My father says it's only symbolic, the need for revenge, justice."

"I noticed he is a little sarcastic."

Dax laughed. 

"Thank you for the updates you've given me. I'll stop by in a couple of days. Do you think Mosaic is ready to get released, return to his family?" Aarón asked.

"It should be soon, if we keep him much longer we will have to notify the government. They'll take him, brand him, castrate him. We don't want that to happen. In a week or two, perhaps we can get him into a trailer, bring him to your casita?"

"I would like that. He's a wild horse, but I have always found joy when he's with me. It's odd to say that, I saw him only a few times a year, stayed a day or two before disappearing to wherever he went. Never let me get close to him. Until that night I found him." 

He shook his head. "Burned skin hanging down, couldn't stand up. I could tell, he almost gave up."

Dax put a hand on the older man's shoulder. "Something called him back, wouldn't let him go. I saw it myself several times, his heartbeats nearly silent, then suddenly bursting with life."

"Ancient medicine?" Aarón smiled.

Dax shrugged. "I'd bet it was the shots of amiodarone. But if you want to believe it was ancient medicine, I won't argue."
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CHAPTER 4

DR. J
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DR. FAITH JERGENS, Dr. J to friends, sat in her car for several minutes, watching the brilliant hues of a southwest sunset settle over the mountains west of Boulder. 

She watched people walk by, some alone, some couples, several with children. Hurrying against the cold morning wind, bunched into coats and jackets, many were going into or emerging from the University of Colorado's medical complex. She was not ready to start her car, not yet. 

Several texts and emails demanded her attention, requests for interviews, results from various laboratories around the country, confirmations of upcoming trips to conferences and seminars. 

Closing her eyes, she rubbed her temple. Her phone chimed, another text demanding her attention.

An old expression came to mind: Spent. I am spent.

When had exhaustion crept into her head, oozing down into her arms and hands? Causing an infrequent tremor. She was only in her early fifties, had put it down to the stress of finishing the school year with several of her PhD students, arranging schedules for the laboratory, getting ready for the summer.

This past year had seen remarkable accomplishments but high expectations from all around. Requests from her fellow professors at the University; colleagues and associates around the world, even her students' questions, seemed more strident, demanding, insistent.

She was highly respected, a leading scientist in equine DNA, her research lauded by peers, demanded by prestigious journals. All of that had been put on the line with her theory stemming from one horse's blood: Silver Moon. The horse helping to prove equine species had not "disappeared" from North America ten thousand years ago, had instead survived and even thrived in herds from Canada to South America.

Like with all controversial scientific theories, hers was being put to the test, with expected criticism, from all sides.

"What's next, proof Bigfoot is alive and well in Canada?" one article screamed.

"Dr. Jergens's One-Horse Town is Empty" had been a memorable headline.

She had help. Funded by Phillip Ebbers and his Double B Ranch, accompanied by the brilliant biologist Carl MacKendrick, other horses possessing the same DNA were discovered. Older skeletons were being uncovered, and more data was being added to an already-impressive volume of information, and proof.

They would be vindicated; they would defeat their skeptics. She just had to outlast them.

A file folder lay in the seat next to her. She knew what was inside it: carefully organized, stapled reports of her blood work, MRI and CT results. 

Defeat. That word crept back into her thoughts. 

No, I am not defeated. I have too much work to do. People depend on me. The horses depend on me.

Her phone chimed again, another text. 

Time to get on the road, long drive ahead. Whatever life she had left, it was waiting for her.
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CHAPTER 5

HITTING THE TARGET
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TAKE A DEEP BREATH.

Exhale slowly.

Take another deep breath.

Hold.

Exhale slowly.

The words from her father always came back to her with that steady, familiar patience she grew up with. He had passed some years before, and Tess MacKendrick would never forget everything he taught her.

Including shooting a gun.

Tess shifted her stance slightly, the rifle pressed against her right shoulder. She sighted the paper bull's-eye target one hundred yards from the stand. 

A breeze broke across the range, strands of dark hair wisped around her forehead.

More words. Windage and elevation.

Yes, Dad, got it. 

Behind her several dozen men and women sat in the bleachers, watching intently. This was the annual "Shoot 'Em Straight Competition" open only for .30-30 rifles, and it was down to Tess and one other. The stakes were high: a thousand dollars, a trophy, and respect, according to the brochure marketing the event.

Tess raised her hand, signaling she was ready. Her right eye focused on the target through the sight. The feel of the wooden gunstock gave her confidence, her stance conveyed power.

She pulled the trigger. 

CRACK! She slid the bolt open, a bullet casing flew out, she rammed the bolt back in, knowing another round would be in the chamber.

She had ten seconds to take her second shot.

CRACK! Another sliding, another casing, another ramming.

Ten seconds to take her third and final shot.

CRACK!

Rifle down.

Tess took off her earmuffs. Two contest judges walked briskly toward the target, took pictures before unpinning it, jotted something down on a clipboard and returned to the stand to show it to Tess and her opponent.

"Those are good shots," a judge said, and it was an understatement. Two of the bullets were within the bull's-eye, the third on the circle. 

He turned to Darrel Bowers, who was tall, gangly, with short brown hair and a protruding chin. Only twenty-nine, Darrel had proven himself as an excellent marksman in previous competitions. 

"Let's check your weapon," the judge ordered. Tess watched the young man hand over his rifle for inspection that ensured only one bullet was in the bolt, two more in the chamber, trigger guard in place, the same procedure used for all contestants. 

The competition had begun the day before, fifty contestants. Some of them had competed every year for a decade or more. This contest was for single-action rifles only with no scopes, requiring a high skill level.

As a teenager, Tess entered many of these kinds of contests. She was competitive, liked to win. She also participated in women's barrel racing, and had stacked up as many trophies for that as she did for her shooting skills.

Marriage, the birth of her daughter, Becky, inheriting her parents' small store forced her to give way to other pursuits, just as rewarding. The daughter was a grown woman, on her way to veterinary school—and soon to be married herself.

Returning to this old pastime seemed the logical thing to do.

The judge handed Darrel his rifle. Seconds later, ear protection on, he raised his hand, ready.

Three jerks of the bolt in rapid succession, it seemed he did not need the allowed ten seconds for sighting. CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

Rifle down. 

There was a smattering of applause from the bleachers. 

The two judges repeated their procedure to retrieve the target, taking a little longer, more scribbling on the clipboard, more scrutiny of the target. One shook his head.

What was taking so long?

A score card was handed to the announcer at the podium. 

"The Western Rangers Gun Club is pleased to announce the winner of this year's 'Shoot 'Em Straight' rifle contest. We had some of the best shooters in Wyoming this year, I gotta tell you, these last two days have shown what we have here in our little shooting club—the spirit of the pioneers and settlers who made this land their home."

Applause, shouts of agreement met this pronouncement. A single piece of paper was handed to him.

"The judges have measured—three times—telling me this is the closest they've ever seen.

"Runner up is Darrel Bowers, this was his first year competing, folks, and he did real well. Only two centimeters was the difference." 

Applause and shouts of "Yeah!" "Way to go!" "Good job!" erupted from the stands. "Darrel will get a second-place trophy and two hundred dollars.

"Today, this year, the winner is Tess MacKendrick."

The applause died down, some people clapping with little enthusiasm.

She stepped up to accept her trophy, a figure of a shooter with a dog at his knee, and the envelope with the thousand-dollar check.

The announcer droned on about the contest, sponsors, welcoming visitors from other clubs in the state.

Darrel was handed his target. "Tough break, son. Next contest, maybe that'll be your year." 

He nodded at Tess. "This is your year, congratulations."

Tess held out her hand to Darrel. "You did amazing, if it wasn't for my first shot being within the bull's-eye, you probably would have won."

He shrugged. "I think that wind might have put me off," he said. "Maybe pulled to the left."

"You might be right, these older rifles are tricky that way." Tess did not want to come across as being more knowledgeable about guns than him, decided to steer the conversation to more neutral ground. 

"How's your mom? I heard Opal took a fall? A difficult time recovering?"

"Yeah, broke her arm in December, then got pneumonia. She's doing a lot better now. They'd be here today, but Dad thought it best she stays home, wait a few more weeks before gettin' out and around. Until the weather gets warmer."

Their conversation ended as Darrel was surrounded by several people, congratulating, laughing, slapping him on his back. 

Tess turned to see her husband, Carl, with their daughter, climb down from the bleachers.

"This looks like the same trophy you won here when you were sixteen," Carl teased.

She laughed and playfully punched him in the shoulder. "They figure it's passed the test of time." She glanced back at Darrel. "He's an excellent marksman, I almost lost."

She felt a little sorry for the younger man, thinking the excuse about his parents not being here was a bit contrived. 

Becky pulled out the brochure. "Says here besides the money, and a trophy, you get respect." So far nobody had approached Tess to congratulate her. "Where's the respect?"

Tess returned to the stand to get her rifle, sliding it into its case, before placing it behind the back seat of her husband's truck. She would clean and hang it back in a gun cabinet at home later.

Carl noticed Claven Forsythe. The horse breeder was rarely seen on this side of the valley, his ranch was an hour away. "I'll be right back," he told Tess. 

"Good to see you Claven," Carl extended a hand.

"I was on my way to Pinedale, saw the sign about the shoot, had some extra time to check it out." Claven was almost seventy, white hair and beard, tall even without his signature high-heeled boots. Well-respected in horse-breeding circles throughout the country, his Quarter Horse buckskin colts and fillies, known in equine circles as Duns, regularly won blue ribbons for conformance and form, always in high demand. 

"Your wife's a good competitor, and that young man will be worth watching." Claven pointed to Darrel. "He'll get more confident."

Carl agreed, then switched subjects. "I'm glad I ran into you, was thinking about heading out your way in a few weeks. A committee is working with several land owners, surveying roads and trails, see what is legally open, and what we can close."

"Oh?" Carl had Claven's attention. "Why? What do you mean open? We're not seeing any problems, are we?"

"Sometimes the public sees a road and thinks it's legal to drive on, ATVs, four-wheel drive. There's some misuse, you know how it is. Trash, tearing up the ground, reports of people chasing after antelope."

"Some bad users, that's for sure." 

"Not everybody of course, most are enjoying themselves, taking picture of the landscape, animals. The wild horses, there are several herds, are always an attraction. Maybe the road is public or it belongs to somebody. According to GPS, you have a road on the eastern edge of your ranch."

"Old cattle trail. I have a gate going to the North Crag. On the other side is public land." 

"It might have been platted by the county as a public road years ago, we're not sure. Do you have anything on your deed that might help clear that up?"

Claven frowned, pursed his lips. "I'll have to look it over, maybe have the county surveyor look at it, too. Not sure I'd even know what I'm looking at."

"If it's public, you'll have to take that gate out. Good to clear it up now, don't you think?"

Claven knew if the road
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