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14. The Dark Woods 

 

 

The cool overcast morning shaped my gloomy mood as I 

glassed carefully over the valley. Surprised, a strange figure 

appeared in the glass. Weird. A lonely hunter stood, rifle in 

hand, a dark forest in the background. I grew concerned from 

his terrified look, and he slowly pulled the rifle up as it shook 

wildly. Fear embraced me, and a cold sudden chill crept up my 

spine, causing my hair to bristle and skin to tingle.  

I searched the man‟s face as he gazed to the heavens. What 

was he saying? It looked like “G… G … d, God help …” he 

was saying, “God help me.” 

From the hunter‟s right rushed a large dark figure. Only a 

blur, it appeared to be a massive animal, a frenzied beast. 

Though he trembled violently, the man took his stand like a 

stone statue frozen in time. A sudden dread fell over me as the 

outcome appeared bleak. Paralyzed by fear and separated a 

good distance from him, I could do nothing to help the man. 

Suddenly, a large white figure charged furiously from behind 

him. Both creatures, whatever they were, instantly collided 

directly over the hunter‟s position. Beneath the white and black 

chaos, the hunter‟s feet were both visible and unmoved; 

somehow, he stood firm.  

The earth beneath me began to shake wildly. “Earthquake! 

Earthquake!” I began to yell, and someone behind me shouted 

my name over and over. Glancing behind me, I saw no one. 

“Clark, Clark, wake up! Wake up, Clark!” Jack stood over 

me, shaking my shoulder briskly. “Clark, it‟s time to get up. 

You‟re going to be late.”  

“Jack? What time is it? I can‟t believe I‟ve overslept.” 

“Sorry I woke you up like that, Clark. Sounded like you 

were dreaming about something.” 
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I rubbed my face and yawned. “Yeah, that seems to be 

happening a lot lately.” 

 

The morning dawned, and the new day advanced much 

like the one before. We gobbled down breakfast and hit the trail, 

walking and glassing the rolling hills of the picturesque valleys. 

During several silent moments, I reflected on the second dream 

which seemed strangely related to the first. It seemed that my 

subconscious thoughts kept moving toward something—

something dark and terrible. What did it all mean? 

I thought again about the prior night‟s conversation on faith. 

Some things Leo said struck home. It seemed that a lot of things 

were competing for my faith. I hadn‟t considered that the reality 

of God might be stronger than my faith in Him. Did I really 

ever believe that God was all powerful and in control? Was I 

the one being deceived? I thought I could here a faint whisper in 

all this; perhaps God‟s voice was shouting from the other side.  

I studied my old guide as he sat tall and confident in his 

saddle, leading us down the winding trail. He looked at me with 

those blue eyes as if he could search my very soul. There was 

much more to this man than his rugged, outward form. 

“What‟s on your mind, Clark,” he said, as if he read my 

thoughts. 

“Ah, nothing. Just thinking about taking a big moose. I‟ve 

got to be getting closer to taking one.” 

“Come on now. I can tell something‟s botherin‟ you. What 

is it?” 

“Nothing … really. I‟m okay.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Just thinking … that‟s all.” 

“All right then. You know I‟m here to listen if you need to 

talk.” 



The Guide 

 

110 

 

He began to walk away, but I called out to him. “Leo?” 

“What is it, Clark?” 

“Last night—what you said—it did strike a cord with me.” 

“Oh, yeah? You want to talk about it?” 

“I suppose so. I‟ve been thinking about what you said. 

Guess that‟s why I came here. My life hasn‟t exactly been the 

same these last three years. I‟m searching for something … I 

want something … to put my faith in. And I do understand what 

you were trying to tell me.” 

“Well, is it working?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Are you finding something to put your faith in?” 

“I don‟t know. It‟s like I have two people living inside me. 

One wants to cling to his old faith, and the other wants to try 

something different. One wants to do what‟s right, and the other 

goes berserk at times. That man you saw yesterday during our 

hunt is the other side of me. Can‟t seem to control him. Even 

the times I‟m at my best, he‟s waiting to jump out of me.” 

“Yeah,” he said with a long sigh. “Human nature is a tricky 

thing. A person can become a slave to it at times. It likes to 

control us—bind us. It will also fool us. You know … God 

wants to change that.” 

“Yeah, I realize that, but I think I may be beyond help. I 

really feel stranded like on a remote island—or something like 

that—and help is no where in sight. I‟m wondering if maybe 

God has hung me out to dry. Maybe, I‟m just not usable 

anymore.” 

Leo stopped his horse and spun around ninety degrees to 

face me directly. “Got a minute for a story?” I nodded, 

hesitantly. 

“Years ago I knew two Yupik Eskimo‟s named Desna and 

Nanook. They were both brothers and became heavily involved 

with dog fighting. The men were experts on dogs and dog 
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sledding. They sledded across Alaska and the Yukon for years. 

They were also men of trickery and deception. Now I sorely 

oppose dog fighting, but this story has a great lesson.” 

“Desna had two Siberian Huskies. Both were fine sled dogs. 

As often as they could, he and his brother would take the two 

dogs to different towns and make bets on which dog would win 

a fight. They had a whole lot of men fooled. Yes by gosh. 

Sometimes one dog would win, and sometimes it was the other 

one. But here‟s the kicker—the brothers won every time. You 

know what they were doing to those dogs? 

“No—what?” I asked. 

“It‟s simple. The two men pretended to be strangers to one 

another, and so they entered these dogs to fight each other. 

What they did is they starved one and fed the other. The dog 

who got fed was always the winner. The stronger dog always 

won. Now the way I see it that‟s kinda true with us. Of course, I 

mean in the spiritual sense.” 

“So what you‟re saying is I‟ve got to be careful which 

nature I feed?” 

“Bingo. You got it. And another thing, my boy. A person 

can‟t serve two masters. It will destroy him—tear him apart. 

God can‟t use your flesh. God never works with your flesh. He 

works with the Spirit He‟s put inside you. All He asks is that 

you submit to that Spirit and His leading. 

“Clark, it‟s not always just about faith. By giving you His 

Spirit, God has given you wisdom. You can have all the faith in 

the world, but if you ignore His wisdom, He can‟t lead you very 

well. Don‟t expect to grow if you won‟t follow God‟s wisdom.”  

“I think I see your meaning, but that word „master‟? Isn‟t 

that kind of harsh? Doesn‟t he also call us sons, adopted into his 

family? I think I tend to like that image better.” 

“You know your Bible don‟t you? Yes, you‟re right. He 

does call us sons. We are His cherished children, and yes, that 
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does conjure up more pleasant thoughts. But he also uses the 

terms master and slave. However, God is the best kind of 

master. When you realize His definition of „master‟ it breaks all 

the old paradigms and cruel images. He is the kindest and 

gentlest kind of master. When you realize just who He is, you 

won‟t want to run; you won‟t want to escape from His perfect 

care.” Leo turned and began riding again, resuming the business 

at hand. 

“Okay—whatever you say,” I said out of Leo‟s hearing 

range. Unexpectedly, he turned back and smiled. 

 

Leo spotted several good moose that morning, and once 

more set me up for the perfect shot. Though it was probably 

against his better judgment, he had offered me a second try, 

thinking I was just rusty or nervous during the first failed hunt. 

History soon repeated though, and once again success 

escaped my grasp. One moose stood in place while I sent three 

arrows his way, each one a pitifully botched shot. I grew more 

frustrated. Leo grew frustrated, but the force of his gentleness 

turned my disappointment around and lifted my spirits. His 

goodness and self-control astounded me. 

He joshed about the misses and chuckled as he said, “at 

least they are clean misses, Clark. You‟ve been very consistent 

there. I would hate for us to lose a wounded animal or cause it 

to suffer long.” Leo showed great concern for his quarry and 

strongly advocated the clean kill. He cared deeply about his 

world and the living things in it. 

The hunt drug on the whole afternoon, and the horses now 

moved at a leisurely pace as we continued our search. The path 

grew steeper and more rugged. The horse‟s feet sounded louder 

against the hard ground turning into rock. Large boulders 

formed along the uphill side of the trail, and numerous shear 
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drop-offs appeared on the downhill side. Walking along an 

outward curve of the trail, Leo‟s mustang suddenly became 

nervous; Faith and Hope followed suit. There was barely any 

room to maneuver the horses. Not a second had passed when 

Charity suddenly reared up, almost dumping Leo to the ground. 

The horse bucked mildly and spun around twice, but Leo soon 

regained control. Quickly, Leo threw up his hand, signaling me 

not to move.  

“Don‟t move. Keep your horse still. Look up to the two 

o‟clock position.” He slowly pointed his finger up the hill. 

 Approximately fifty feet up the slope crouched on a 

massive boulder lay a large cougar. The predator lay ready to 

spring and was motionless except for its dancing, twitching tail. 

With one continuous move, Leo pulled out his 45-70 lever 

action. The great tawny cat crouched lower to the ground, its 

ears now turned out and flat; the stare became more intense, 

displaying a more menacing look. Leo promptly fired two shots 

into the air. Instantly, the cougar bolted from the huge rock, 

vanishing into a cloud of dust. The horses moved about with 

one last nervous stirring, and after several tranquil minutes 

regained their calmer disposition. 

Leo and I gathered our wits, presently convinced that the 

dangerous cat had left the vicinity. I had never seen a mountain 

lion up this close and personal. It was like he appeared out of 

nowhere. The brush with nature‟s killing machine had tested 

our alertness and had broken up the hunt‟s monotony. The 

adventure invigorated my senses, bringing with it my second 

encounter with the Law of Claw and Fang. 

The clouds rolled in, canceling out the sun‟s powerful hold 

of the sky. What started as a clear sunny morning had now 

turned into a breezy overcast day. We walked and spotted, and 

then we walked and spotted some more. No luck. Tired and 
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hungry, we found ourselves an hour from darkness. The horses 

suddenly halted at a three way fork. The trail in the middle 

stretched along a knife ridge. It appeared much more rugged 

than the other two. The second trail, turning to my right, 

doubled back into Hale Valley; it made a loop. The left or third 

trail swept down into what Leo called the Nordik Valley.  

“The valley to your left is Nordik Valley. Sarx Lake lies 

down in that bottom, and it‟s fed by Devil‟s Creek. None of us 

need to ever go into that valley—you hear?” His eyes flared 

with a serious look. “We‟ll stay on the middle trail. It leads us 

back to Swan Lake and the lodge.” 

His remarks sparked my curiosity, and my gaze gradually 

drifted to the dark shadowy Valley of Nordik. Leo‟s tone and 

countenance told me one of two things: either trouble was 

brewing in that place, or unpleasant memories lay buried there 

not to be disturbed. He made no effort to elaborate which only 

strengthened my intrigue. 

A loud sound vibrated the air as I realized Leo had received 

a call on his radio. It was one of the guides, Mr. Edwards. He 

told Leo that he needed some help with a situation. He kept his 

message brief and said he needed him fast. Looking up at me, 

Leo finished his conversation with Edwards and put his radio 

away. 

“Clark, I need to assist Mr. Edwards for a little while. Why 

don‟t you dismount, and leave the horses here? You can easily 

walk down this ridge and glass over into Swan Valley. Don‟t go 

far, and stay on this trail—you understand? I‟ll meet you back 

here in about half an hour. 

I walked down the knife ridge probably about a mile and 

totally lost track of the time. The daylight quickly fizzled as the 

darkness began to settle on me like a thick blanket. Picking up 

my pace, I started back. With no flashlight on me, I steered back 

to the trail head, guided only by the fading light of the horizon. I 
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was about a quarter of a mile from the horses when my neck 

hairs bristled. Down below me on the Nordik Valley side, I 

thought I heard running and some deep growling noises.  

A few minutes later I heard the horses blowing and 

whinnying loudly. Then followed galloping sounds, fading as 

the seconds ticked. Silence. Finally, I arrived back at the 

trailhead. It was pitch black; horses gone. Some faint lightning 

flashed in the distance. The weather was very unpredictable 

here, and the distant thunder announced a possible approaching 

storm. I waited another hour, but still no sign of horses or Leo. 

The cold began to creep through my jacket, and I believed I 

would have to spend the night alone in the unfamiliar woods. 

The horses had run off with my flashlight and my lighter. Then 

it suddenly dawned on me—the knife. I quickly freed it from its 

sheath and twisted the cap; out came the fire starter and a small 

flash light. To my surprise, I found that the flashlight worked. 

The batteries must have been old, and it projected a rather dim 

beam, but it was sufficient.  

I prepared a fire—Boy Scout style. I cleared out a ten foot 

circle and gathered small sticks and then some larger ones. 

Using the sticks, I built a teepee in the center of the ring and 

dug into all my pockets, searching for bits of lint or paper to use 

as tender. It always amazed me what a little fire could do to 

restore a man‟s spirit, illuminating the night, warming the body 

and soothing the soul in the lonely dark woods. 

I started to strike the fire starter with my knife when to my 

surprise I thought I heard faint laughing sounds in the distance. 

“My mind must be playing tricks on me,” I thought. Minutes 

ticked by, then the report of distant gunshots. Listening intently, 

I stood, straining my ears toward the mysterious night noises, 

and sure enough, I heard them again. Were these woods 

haunted? Apparently, the unknown commotion came from the 

Nordik Valley side. As I peered through the darkness, into the 
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valley, I began to see lights, glimmering and flickering. One 

minute they appeared, and the next they faded.  

“That‟s gotta be a camp,” I whispered aloud.  

Leo‟s instruction alerted my thoughts, but my mind soon 

faced two possible evils. Only, which evil was greater? The 

woods, I sensed, concealed a formidable force, and I couldn‟t 

determine who or what scared the horses. One thing was 

certain—I did NOT want to confront it with a bow and arrow, 

only. The camp‟s safe haven steadily grew more appealing 

though cautious feelings still lingered. With reckless abandon, I 

left my secluded position as my misery drove me to embrace the 

company of the camp. 

Proceeding down the trail, I left my stick teepee as my little 

dim flashlight guided the way, pushing back the wall of 

darkness with each step. The flashlight did its job, and with the 

occasional lightning flash, I could see the trail fairly well. The 

forbidden trail was narrow at first, but a few hundred yards 

down it began to open up, get wider and flatter, and it presented 

an easier hiking path. The campsite‟s lights grew brighter, and 

sounds grew louder as I closed the gap. The noises of the night 

were much different here than in Georgia. They seemed creepy, 

eerie. Startling sounds of walking and breaking twigs began to 

haunt me; maybe I was suffering from an overactive 

imagination. 

Presently, the camp materialized, and the hope of security 

seemed more certain. Just then, something caught my eye. It 

looked like movement or something swinging in the trees. I 

walked off the trail to my right and shined the flashlight toward 

the woods. I could tell there was something definitely hanging 

in the trees.  

As I walked closer, it became obvious what swayed in the 

dark night shadows. Between two large spruces, a row of six 

deer hung from a wooden beam. They were several feet off the 
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ground, and to the right hung a large container between another 

set of trees. It suddenly dawned on me why this was here away 

from the camp—bears! Picking up my pace, I walked quickly 

back to the trail and began to rush toward the camp. 

I heard much talking and laughing as I came around the 

bend, revealing myself to the unsuspecting men. As the first few 

people saw me, a chain reaction of silence spread through the 

camp. Then followed the sound of a few pistols being cocked. 

“Hello, I‟m Clark Carmichael. Hope I didn‟t startle anyone. 

My horses ran off on me back up the mountain. I heard your 

camp from up there … thought maybe I could get some help.” 

I stood there as the awkward moment progressed. Most of 

the men were huddled around campfires, and a few peered out 

of their tents where they were playing cards. One man stood up 

from the fire ring and slowly moved toward me. He stopped ten 

feet in front of me and began pacing back and forth in a 

semicircle fashion, examining me with his one good eye. 

I felt like an alien as his searching expression filled with 

wonder. “Where‟d you say you came from stranger?” His 

probing question broke through the thick quiet air. 

I turned and pointed back up the trail. “I came from up the 

mountain a ways. Do you know where the trails split?” He 

nodded. “My guide had to leave me temporarily, and then later 

something scared my horses off.” 

When I told him that, his eye lit up a little. “You know what 

spooked „em or did you see anythin‟?” 

“No sir. I was actually out of sight of the horses when they 

ran off. But I thought I heard something moving through the 

woods before the horses galloped away.” 

“Grizzly!” 

With a naïve expression, I responded, “Come again?” 
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“Son, you don‟t know how close you came to losing your 

life. This area is full of grizzlies—yeah—and the ones in this 

region are much different than your average grizzly.” 

The man glanced back toward his friends and waved his 

hands. “Go back to your business boys. Just got a lost hunter—

that‟s all.” At that point, the men picked up where they left off. 

Soon the laughter and talking were back to full volume. A few 

men continued to glance up at me as my new acquaintance led 

me into the camp. They laid their firearms in full view. 

My host was an elderly man probably in his eighties, 

appearing very frail and nervous. Obviously, the man was 

native to this country. He donned a black stovetop hat, and from 

under it, streamed long white hair, framing a wrinkled face with 

dark, distinguished eyebrows. Around his neck, he wore a wide 

elaborate beaded necklace. His most salient feature was a 

prominent patch over his left eye. Cloaked in a black heavy felt 

jacket, he walked slowly, leaning on a wooden cane. He 

grabbed onto my right shoulder with his free hand. Old age had 

dealt this man a severe blow. He shook with each gesture or 

attempt to point. The more he spoke, the more I discerned him 

as a man held captive by time and circumstance. 

We walked through the camp, moving toward a large tent 

pitched on the ground‟s back borders, overlooking the whole 

outfit. To the left of camp were two smaller canvas tents, and to 

my right were three similar ones. All of them were built on 

wooden platforms, with metal stove pipes protruding through 

the roofs. Four huge fire pits roared with flames and embers. 

Smelling the pleasant odor of food, I noticed a large cast iron 

pot hung over one pit. Two large tables stood between these fire 

pits, evidently where the men ate their meals. Both tables were 

littered with whiskey bottles, beer cans and a few adult 

magazines. Cigar and pipe smoke filled the air. I was beginning 

to wonder if I had made a big mistake coming down to join this 
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group of raw and rough men. But I did feel safer here than back 

up the mountain in the darkness with the grizzlies. 

The man that led me told me his name was Felix. As we 

walked, he told me a little about the camp. He called the 

mysterious wooded enclave the Sarx Hunting Camp. About a 

mile away adjacent to this property was Sarx Lake. According 

to him, it had some of the best fishing in those parts. Despite the 

outward affects of old age, his memory was still sharp, and he 

shared how the camp endured an endless history of occupants. 

Different groups had used it over the years, and ownership had 

changed hands many times. Felix had lived there most of his 

life, attending to the men and helping the “boss” manage the 

camp. Our little walk ended just outside the door of the large 

tent.  

“I want you to meet the property owner—the boss. Wait 

here a minute.” 

He entered the tent slowly, closing the flap behind him. 

Cursing and swearing emanated from the tent as I patiently 

waited. Minutes crept by, and eventually, out came a fellow the 

likes of which I had never seen. He stepped off the tent platform 

and extended his hand.  

“Hello, I‟m Dormin McCain. Most people just call me 

Clyde. Welcome to the Sarx Hunting Camp.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 


