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The Hunt 
by Joe
              Deep within the desolate wastes of a remote western mountain range, a young boy just started into his teenage years diligently pushes across the barren landscape. With him he wields a weather-worn weapon wrapped around his body and over his shoulder. The boy also possesses an old ragged army jacket that is too valuable to abandon, but is almost too much of a burden too keep and had obviously seen better days. There’s an air of determination about this boy that seems to make his predicament almost feasible, and as one would shrink at the idea of being in this child’s tattered leather boots, it is fairly apparent that this quandary makes him almost proud. 

It is approaching day break, and all living things seem to have washed away with the previous day’s rain, which is frozen to the ground, sustained only by the night’s sub-zero temperatures. This makes it easy to track even a small rabbit or squirrel, and needless to say elk tracks stand out like the huge crevices in the rock wall that the boy is scaling right now. 

As he moves slowly across the abyss, carefully examining his surroundings, taking care to see all in his path, the boy’s tired feet skip a step, and in an almost inhuman stumble, he drops to one knee, investigates the ground, stands back up using the appropriately placed stock on his rifle, and presses forward with a new-found excitement. 

              Out on a precariously prominent rock surrounded by the overhanging limbs of mammoth lodge pole pines stands a huge bull elk, each antler’s spike surmounted only by the ones adjacent to it. Flanking this extraordinary beast, a whole herd of twenty to thirty does and ten to twelve two year old elk frolic in the new day’s warming rays. The bull elk however, burdened with the obligation of being the protector, stands unmoving against the forest of trees behind him, he listens, temporarily stopping his airway to take in all his keen senses will allow.  This elk knows he is being followed. Who or what still remains a mystery, for the patterns in movement and foreign scent are unlike any this deer has ever before experienced. The elk calls, eager to get moving, because he realizes that whatever is following them will only catch up faster because of their temporary stay. 

From a nearby ridge cradled in the shadows of a conveniently placed rock sits our small friend, calmly and collectedly observing the herd. Unlike the elk, this boy trekked all night long in the rain, giving him a small advantage over the looming odds. He was just woken by a distant elk call that gave away the herd’s location, and with some effort to improve his position, was able to spot the familiar grayish brown luster of the herd’s coats. Carefully and cautiously calculating catastrophic controversies, the boy warily wanders the mountainside with watchful eyes. 

At the bottom of this ridge there is a large stream that must be forged and then an ominous hillside that looks much steeper than it really is. Beyond that, the boy knows, apart from the herd of elk, is nearly impenetrable brush for it is the north side of the mountain. So the boy makes his way moving silently across the thawing dew and down the precipitous hillside. 

              Stopping briefly to take a drink from the creek, which runs down the draw and winds around the hill, the elk continue their trek across the otherwise abandoned landscape to run from an all seeing enemy that exists in the mind of all elk and deer alike, engrained from their ancestry and bred in their genes. By now the bull has forgotten about a certain rather formidable opponent that seeks as all likely foes do for the great lumbering storage of food and pretty racks bestowed upon this great beast. 

Once across the creek our friend starts downstream for he is highly aware of his long sought foe’s location and realizes that with luck he can move much swifter this way rather than trying to climb the north facing hillside clambering around for hours wasting time. A ways downstream, the boy comes across the elk herds crossing marks and heads in that same direction in which they are headed.               

After spotting the familiar brown coats after which he was certain were half way to some remote area of undiscovered earth the boy was somehow reminded of the importance of keeping within an arm's reach of his weapon; a lesson that one who is less experienced has to learn over and over again. 

Straightway across the valley, not more than a little over two hundred yards away, placed where the elk knew he could bolt straight into the lodge pole pines if for any reason he needed to, the lumbering giant with his herd at his shoulder and resting on an outcropping of rocks stands waiting and listening for any sign of danger with much more patience than one of any less nobility would have with his load of responsibility. After a moment closing his eyes and turning, the great elk settles onto the ground and lets out a long breath. The bull; laying still; slowly drifts away staring into the cedars should anything happen he could come out of his sleepiness and disappear without a trace. 

The crosshairs settled on his shoulder, right at the joint of the blade and the leg. With no reason to hesitate the boy fired the .30-06 Win. He had packed all this way. The gun slamming against his shoulder and resonating throughout the whole mountainside counter any questions of possible survival. Indeed, the boy had caught up with the herd and coming to the clearing where the elk was proved an end to the elk’s struggle for life in its own cruel heartless world. 

As our friend rejoices an intangible nagging in the back of his head reincarnates the realization that this is not the end of his journeying. For somewhere far from here, there is an old blue truck and as he is struck with a realization that shooting the elk is only half the journey, a great peace sets in. For the boy is not entirely alone, in fact there is no stress at all for the boy knows that father knows the way, for although the boy feels he is all alone and is hunting the deer himself he is unaware of the great love his father has for him. 
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