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 THE HUNTER

 


The forest was quiet like it always
was. Nothing moved - neither him or his prey; nothing stirred - not
wind nor leaf nor feature of land; all was quiet as he waited -
nothing more than a man up a tree waiting for a bear to come his
way and find what he had waiting for it.

John watched the patch of earth where he’d buried it. The
bait today was a dead rabbit that he’d washed thoroughly to remove
his scent from when he caught it just this morning. These were
hungry times, lean times, and the bears were on their way to
hibernating. In the mind of the one that he was sure would come was
a hunger for one last snack: This one a morsel for sure as every
animal in the wilderness of Montana was starving at this time of
the year as winter slowly spread its deathly touch to all those
that were unprepared or unready for its rein over the cold months
but food nevertheless.

There was a rustle in the trees and a wolf - a big brown
one with a heavy overgrown pelt and still wet blood around its maw
- stepped from the leaves. It sniffed the air for a time. The man
scent that it smelt made it cautious, but not totally afraid. The
wolves in this area were protected by the local government. Hunters
weren’t allowed to shoot them unless in self-defense and because of
that they ran wild and ate up all the prey that then led to those
same hunters complaining that there was no game in these parts. It
found him up there in the trees as he expected that it would and
they stared at each other. John didn’t move a hair. He wasn’t
afraid; he wasn’t not afraid; he was still and silent and there.
The wolf knew that and would make its decision as to whether it
wanted to find out if the silly human that climbed trees was as
dangerous as he smelt.

The wolf turned and left. John turned his eyes back to the
rabbit lying on the ground. He’d have liked that pelt. It would
have been warm. There were deer and elk pelts back at his spot, but
nothing could best bear or wolf for comfort. Plus, he never killed
prey nowadays anyway. Predator meat tasted something fine when it
was burned up on the end of a hot steel poker over a fire. There
was a tangible difference in his mind and the effort of the kill
was more rewarding. It also made a much needed change to the
balance of things out here in the woods. Long had the government
protected the predator and allowed the prey to suffer because of
it. To kill the aggressor was to bring a certain order to things.
As a hunter he appreciated that sentiment. All things were order
and order was needed lest there be chaos. John didn’t much like
chaos as he’d had his fill of that for 10 lifetimes out in the
wider world beyond the forests.

An hour passed. He was comfortable up here on his branch.
There wasn’t much going on in his mind today and that was sweeter
than the richest honey in his opinion.

A rustle from the low brush brought
his eyes downward.

Here it is, he thought. Maybe a meter tall, meter thick, young. Limping a little.

His eyes followed the creature through
the low bush. It was a grizzly and around two or three years by its
size. There was the usual shoulder hump and slumped lazy profile,
but the left side dunked down every time it took a step on the
front paw from that side. It looked to be gingerly nursing itself
forward. He felt a sense of expectation. The green world around him
closed in as he waited to see what would exit the low bushes and
enter the small space of moss and dirt and logs and broken wood and
long trees that sat above the rabbit.

It came forth and it was a sorry sight. He’d thought two
years, but it was at least four and starved and recently so. That
left paw had seen bad times. First, he guessed a hunter had trapped
its foot, but it had somehow escaped the yellow vest - most likely
due to negligence unless it was one of the Indians that lived in
these parts - and got about. Then, the local predators had had a go
at it. They’d torn and rent and ruined the beast some more such
that the bone and tendon and flesh underneath looked sore and
messy. Now it’s world was one of infection and broken vision and
puss. John knew that world too and he knew the fever dreams that
reality became after injury and pain did their work on the mind and
that the bear most likely lived in these days.

He waited. The bear was hungry and probably half mad. It
smelt him for sure, he guessed, but it didn’t care. Winter was
coming: Cold fury on her way to make the prey scarce and the other
options inaccessible. It would starve the winter and that winter or
the next would be its last. The little morsel of the rabbit was now
a four course meal at the finest of restaurants. It wanted that
food, even if it stunk like the hated enemy that had ruined it so.
It wanted it bad enough to ignore good sense and
instinct.

Come closer. Show the meat its respect, he urged. John watched on as
the bear did as he bid it in his mind to do. It wobbled forward in
agony and slumped down to chomp at the meat. The moment it gave a
good yank the wooden stake he’d loaded into two very taunt thin
branches in a small hole under a layer of little thin twigs and
stinky rotten tree leaves and bark shot up and took the beast
straight in the throat. The trap whined as the thin branches,
having been released from their servitude as tension tools, stuck
up like antenna on some radio device. The stake was barbed as he’d
cut it so and it held true as the bear whined in sharp pain and
lumbered off.

John slid along the branch carefully
in the direction of the trunk. This kind of trap was hit or miss.
If it missed then the bear got a cool scar to show off to the
females. If it hit then it killed. Slower than a gunshot, of
course, but consistent in its outcome nevertheless.

He shimmied down the trunk to the roots and then the
ground. Everything he did was careful. There were no hospitals out
here and he travelled the wilderness alone. No one knew he was here
and he’d been out in the sticks for so long that he’d lost track of
the years and even the date and day and the time beyond the sun was
up or the sun was down and whether it was morning, afternoon or
night.

The bear had tried its best to escape once more. John saw
it was a fighter and felt his respect grow for the creature. He
stalked its blood trail and the ruin it had left in the ground and
the trees and found it shortly. The bear was laid low on its side
and bleeding out on the ground. John was cautious when he came to
within 5 meters of it and crouched low to observe the animal. Bears
were tricky when they were tricky and this one was a survivor. It
had defied man and beast and infection and perhaps it would now
defy death. He took out his knife as his rifle made too much noise
and might draw the attention of others out here, which for various
reasons he didn’t want, and stalked forward. It was breathing, but
there was a look in its eyes. It wanted to fight and it wanted to
win and he had always felt an overwhelming understanding of that
feeling even when he was young and didn’t really know what it meant
to truly fight. He would respect the fighter in the dying beast and
give it a proper send off. There would be no long wait due to the
danger of getting mauled that the creature represented. John would
put his safety at risk to show respect. He was no yellow vest
prancing about like they owned the place and in the process trashed
the vicinity and left messes for the animals to feed on and
sometimes to die from.

The bear brought up its snout and they made eye contact as
John plunged his knife into its throat and tore it out to the side
to widen the wound the stake had created. With a bear you couldn’t
easily go through the side because they had all that fat and muscle
and fur and hide to deal with. The ribs weren’t well spaced either
like deer or elk could be. The vitals were not an easy or safe way
to kill one like this. Only the throat and the tiring flowing of
the beast’s life blood was an option. It poured out its red as the
bear shifted up, shivered in the knowledge of the end and lay
flat.

Be well in the afterlife and may your next life be better
than this one, he thought as he always did when making a kill. This time
these words that he had made for himself when first hunting were no
ritual. The stench of the bear’s ruined paw was bad enough that he
felt repulsed. There were no mercy killings in the wild because
there was no mercy here, but this to him felt like mercy had been
given.

He came back and watched the bear die. They stared at each
other as one lost their life and the other gained meat to feed and
a pelt to warm them in the winter month’s ahead.

Soon it was over. Time had passed. He
guessed 10 minutes. It had been a quick passing and a good death
for a strong survivor.

John came to the beast quietly and cut it along the
snout. No
movement. Check the breathing. None there. A sure death?
He stabbed it in
the eye. If he was a grizzly and he was faking it then that would
have brought him back to life right quick.

The work of drawing the meat and fur from the beast took
time. When he’d killed the bear it had been afternoon and when he
was near finished it was starting into evening.

He was deep in his work when the snapping of a twig told
him that something or someone else was near. His ears perked up and
he glanced back. The wolf from before was watching him. It was
staring at him and there was another. It was a female. He doubt
that they had not come alone to the kill site of a human. There
would be other wolves. Perhaps many of them. That he didn’t smell
like the typical hunter and had probably cued them in to his
nature.

John took the largest hunk of meat and biffed it to the
lead wolf. It bowed its head in silence and sniffed the meat. It’s
eyes travelled to carcass.

“Not long,” he assured. His voice sounded rough and broken
even to him. It was more animal growl than man’s voice. He was
thirsty and had not realized and he had not spoken except in his
mind for far too long except to those that came in the
night.

The animal shied back on hearing him
and he turned back to his work. If the wolf came, he would kill it.
Then he would have two pelts and not one and one of those would be
better and require less scouring to bring away the rot.

Unfortunately or fortunately the wolf
did not come. He bowed his head as he left with his makeshift pack
of old cloth and wood jiggled on his back filled with meat and
stuffed with hide. The female - often the braver of the two genders
of the wolf species - came forward and began to eat. Cubs sprang
from the woods and older wolves skirted them. The brown wolf eyed
him as he left and then turned away. The human was gone. He had
left ample meat on the bone and a large hunk for the pack to enjoy.
They would feast on the bear and in doing so would not seek prey
for a few days. The predator would feed the predator and perhaps
one further elk would live to better years because of
it.

The light above was dwindling as he
walked - ever careful, always vigilant. There was a small fire in
the woods someway off and he smelt it before he saw it. Around that
fire were six men and two were skinning a deer as the others drunk
and listened to what John guessed passed as music these days on
some type of radio. They were jubilant in their kill and that was
proper. It was a good sized animal and had died well by the red
gaping hole in its head.

He bent down and watched them for a time. John felt no
desire to introduce himself to the yellow vests (for that was what
they were and what they were wearing). He’d given up on people
after the war and only conferred with the Indians when he needed
ammunition, which was rarely these days, or some luxury or tool
that only civilization could provide. Sometimes though he wanted to
see real people and what they were like. John was by his count 40
years of age or so. When he first came up here at 32 on the same
day he’d biffed his dog tags into the river that ran near the
property that he’d grown up on with his ma and pa and grandparents
and a delinquent cousin that the relatives in town had felt the
farm would fix right up, it had been to run from that which came
nightly. He’d forsaken others because he’d had his fill of them and
then some. Years later - he didn’t know how long anymore - he’d
started to change though. He couldn’t stomach the yellow vests, but
they were real in a way that those few that crept the forest in the
shadows of silence and trade craft were not. John was not of their
world and they were not of his, but they spoke like he had or did -
he didn’t really know about that either anymore - and they joked
and drunk and laughed like he remembered doing many times. They
were like some kind of very unusual oddity that he could not quite
stop looking at, even though he knew that in their direction led
things he wasn’t able to deal with these days.

John must have watched them for an hour before a dribble of
blood down his shoulder from the meat had him moving again. It was
late and he felt stupid. Darkness was dangerous and his camp was
far enough to making transversing the nighttime landscape a
challenge. He moved swiftly with great care. The landscape was
dimly lit by the moon above and cold. He walked with purpose and
navigated by the landmarks available to him: A bent tree, a
particularly strangely shaped rock, the sound of some birds that
had rousted during the autumn and had not left yet when he neared
some trees. Eventually he came to his camp. It was a tent made of
hide and a fire pit with a log to settle on. There were four packs
with various levels of essentials placed within them. One held all
the food that he had smoked over the summer and autumn. It might
not seem great by the size, but he didn’t eat much during winter.
During summer his tall 250 pound frame widened and filled and he
gained fat and during winter he leaned and became a wirier version
of his weightier self. The growth of his body was a cycle and there
were many cycles and that was something a man like him could
respect.

He put the pack of bear meat down and checked his traps and
alarms. Animals often came to investigate the delicious smells that
his camp created and he took advantage whenever he could. There
were traps out there in the night that would end a life if one
didn’t know where they were. These gave him security and provided
food while he slept and sleep was what he planned to do as he did
not wish to light a fire with other people nearby.

Sliding into his tent, he closed the
flaps and staked them down firmly so that they could not be pushed
through easily by man or beast. He removed his boots and old worn
socks and then got into the stack of pelts he had lying ready as
his bedding. Soon he was warm, but there was a cold brewing and
that was not because of the night air. Whispers started in a
language that he would never understand but knew the meaning of
well. Fingers trailed down the outside of his tent and he could
feel them staring down at him. They spoke low and easy and reminded
him of what he was and what he had done and he listened. He lay
there listening until the darkness and relief of sleep came. Then
they crawled into his dreams and only the whisper of their voices
was left. That and his memories: Those things that would never,
ever leave him alone until the day he drew his very last
breath.


 ANOTHER WORLD

 


He woke in the light of early morning to a sound like none
that he had ever heard before. John threw back the covers and
grabbed up his rifle. There was something to the left, to the east,
that was hurt and stomping about in some frustration if he guessed
right. He came carefully to his tent flaps after putting on his
socks and boots and pulled one of the stakes to reveal the outside
world. To his left at around 10 meters was something. He called
it ‘something’ because he didn’t know a better word for
it.

John came out in a crouch and lined up
the thing. It was round with scales all over and had four strong
legs and a face that looked like someone had taken a hammer to a
chihuahua and not been too kind about it. The thing stood a good 30
centimeters tall and was wider than it was tall. He realized it had
a tail and that the tail was glowing a bright blue.

It looked to John and started struggling towards him with
murderous hate in its eyes. He saw that look and knew he wasn’t
going to get close to it even though its right rear leg was caught
in one of his more nasty inventions.

With no other choice available, he pulled the trigger
cleanly and carefully. It was a tidy shot just above the eyes and
the something went down flat as a pancake almost immediately. Blue
blood oozed from its temple and the fire went out in its tail. He
ran his fingers over the trigger and waited some more. If it was
like the animals that he knew then he needed to take care. Dead
looking didn’t always mean actually dead in the animal world. He
waited until a significant amount of bluish fluid had poured out of
its round head before coming out and standing three meters away
with his rifle pointed at the thing.

What are you? He had no answer to the thought. It lay still and
was probably dead and seemed about as alien as anything he had ever
seen in his life.

A noise from afar made him glance up. There was something
cat-like stalking out there. It used the foliage with such
perfection and presence that it could not be a mountain lion. Those
ones were careful, but to one that had spent years killing their
kind their tells were obvious. This was something different.
Another ‘something’ to add to his morning.

John went back to the tent and put on his emergency pack.
This contained his most valuable and difficult to replace gear. He
took up the bear meat from last night as he came forward to the
edge of the traps and threw it out towards the cat thing. It didn’t
budge.

Careful and wise.
Definitely not a mountain lion.

He sat back on his hunches and
watched. The machinations of his mind slowly revolved around on
themselves in the silence that followed.

“You are dangerous,” he told it.

The beast shifted slightly. It had heard the sound of his
words and reacted. It knew the sound of man’s language enough to
recognize it.

Come closer and feed, he thought. The bear meat is fresh.

It didn’t budge. He continued to watch it. The something
was black in color and had a cat’s shape. It was like a mountain
lion or a panther in size, but that was where the similarities
ended. There was a sheen to it on the back that indicated scales
and the eyes were glowing bright red. He would have thought it from
hell if he was god fearing, but he sensed the animal in it and knew
it to be of the land.

Taking his gun, he pointed it at the something. It jerked
back into the bush and was gone. He turned his vision to the
woods. Gone
but not gone. John wondered if this was a ploy by the creature to lead
him out. That was what it felt like to him, but he wasn’t sure.
Sometimes wolves or mountain lions would try things like this to
get access to his camp, but they lacked the true smarts to fool him
properly. This one didn’t feel like they did. He knew instinctively
that what he was dealing with was different from anything he had
ever seen before and that made him even more cautious around
it.

There was a sound from the right. It
sounded like rocks grinding on rocks. He turned and lined up his
rifle.

The creature was closer now. It was watching him with those
red eyes around the side of a tree. The thing had green colored
fangs and row upon row of nasty looking teeth. It’s snout was
broken in the middle by a cut and it was bleeding bright green. He
saw the scales leading down its neck and black fur running down to
very cat-like paws. It was watching him - assessing him. He took
aim and pulled the trigger in response.

A loud bang emitted from the end of
his rifle, but it had no effect. The something had pulled its head
in and was gone once more. There was no green blood to indicate a
injury or kill shot on the bark of the tree or the ground
below.

John looked down. The other something
was the cause of that scratch on the beast, he decided. He bent
down and detached it from the trap and lugged it up.

Some food for
you.

He threw it out into the traps and
waited. Nothing. The beast was patient and that was fine. John
stepped back and went to his fire pit and threw in some logs and
kindling and finely trimmed tinder. He used a couple of his
remaining matches to light the start of a fire. His rifle was not
far away as he took a good hunk of meat from his food pack and
plugged it onto the end of his metal poker. It came to him that
there were no bird sounds nearby. They too had sensed the danger
that the creature represented and fled. He doubted that he would be
given that same option by the thing.

John ate in silence then sought water from his makeshift
rain bucket. He stared out into the forest. This view that he knew
so well held danger right now and it wasn’t going anywhere. There
were many more traps behind than in front of his tent and he
decided that if the something was coming then it would come from
the front.

Time passed. He didn’t much care how much. In that time he
was silent and expectant. It had been like this during his time
overseas. The waiting that made up a soldier’s life was something
he’d never had a problem with. His eyes were no less vigilant here
than they had been in the desert where his war had been fought.
Those days enemies could put a hole in your head from a half a
kilometer or more away. When the something came, it would be up
close and personal that it tried for its kill and he was certain
that there would be only one shot and that one would decide whether
the something took his life or not.

Afternoon came. He waited then he




















































































cover.jpg
BY KENNETH GUTHRIE





