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	                                                     The Hunters





                                                                by Richard F. West





	"C'mon, kid," Link said.  He was poking the blanket with a stick.  "Time to get up."


	Al struggled to raise his eyelids.  God, they were heavy.  And his mind was a fog.  He just wanted to sleep, to stay where he was, curled up beneath the blankets.


	"You sure can sleep, kid," Link said with a chuckle.  "I've been tryin to get you up for breakfast for so long the food's near charcoal by now."


	It was the mention of food that got through the fog in his brain.  At his age food was his second name.  Al crawled out of the blankets, and headed for the fire and the hot food, charcoal or not.


	The sun was pushing long shadows to the ground.  In the soft orange light that penetrated the dense tree cover, the bushes and grass sparkled with the brilliant glitter of billions of tiny drops of dew.  Al expected to hear gentle tinkling sounds to go with the sparkling grass.  The forest, instead, was alive with the hum and buzz of early morning insects.  Mist, like fine lace, hid in soft clouds in the shadows of distant trees.  The air of the morning forest smelled cool and fresh.  Al enjoyed filling his lungs with the delicious stuff.  The forest was a magic land, a fairy tale wood where soft warm beautiful things happened.


	Al settled next to the dying fire and gobbled down the hot overdone food.  He was awake now, and excited.  He was going hunting!  He pictured himself posing in a circle of his friends, everyone envying him.  Envying the hunter who faced death in the jaws of wild snarling vicious animals.  He with only weak hands and simple tools had clawed an existence out of the fierce wilderness.


	"C'mon lad, let's get going."


	The daydream disappeared.  Al finished eating, and joined Link at the tent.  They dismantled it and Link showed him how to pack the tent for carrying.  After packing their knapsacks they smothered the embers of the fire.


	"Okay, kid.  Let's go hunting."  With the gun held in the crook of his arm, Link walked briskly away from the campsite.  Al rushed after him.  Link walked evenly and rapidly.  He stepped easily through the brush, always seeing and avoiding the obstacles on the forest floor.  He strode knowingly and confidently, as if he'd walked this forest floor every day of his life.


	Al watched as the knots of underbrush magically parted to allow Link to pass, and then closed in a tight tangle once he was through.  Al stumbled painfully over hidden roots, smacked his head into hanging branches, and got embarrassingly embroiled in the tangled brush.  With each clumsy step, Al's confidence deflated like a leaking balloon, and his admiration for Link grew.  Though he stumbled and staggered incessantly, Al struggled to keep pace with Link.  He didn't want to be further embarrassed by falling behind like some kid.


	As the morning wore on, what began as a walk in the woods became a trail of torture for Al.  Pain was in each exhausting step.  His body was overheated, and the blood pounded heavily inside his head.  He prayed for the return of the morning chill.  He was hot.  Too hot.  His mind was becoming confused.  Yet he persisted, and would continue to persist to exhaustion.  He wanted to shout for Link to stop for a rest, but his pride wouldn't let him.  He stumbled on.  Staggered.  Fell.  He stood, twisted and then tripped.  Bumped solidly into a tree.  He crashed through shrubbery that was a thousand points of pain.  But he kept on, growing weaker with each step.


	"Let's take a break."


	It was Link calling for a rest!  Al mumbled a prayer of thanks and collapsed to the ground.  He lay there, eyes closed, sucking deep, hard, aching breaths.  Bright sparkling specks danced in the darkness of his closed eyelids.  He heard Link approaching, and Al labored to open his eyes.  With all the energy left, Al pulled himself to the nearest tree and propped his body against its trunk.


	"How ya doin, kid?"  Link said, amazement in his voice and on his face.  "Why didn't ya holler for a rest?  Nobody's ever kept up with me like you just did."  That was a lie, but Link felt the kid had been trying hard and he need a little boost to his ego.


	And it worked.  The mental picture of him as the great hunter had faded with Al's fading strength.  But now it was back.  He was not average.  Link had said nobody had kept up with him before.  He smile weakly at Link.


	"We'll rest here a little while, then walk some more before we break for lunch.  We'll have to eat it cold cause a fire and the smell of smoke would be scented by..."


	Link was jabbering on about the game they would hunt, and the things they would see.  Al wasn't listening.  He rested, burying himself in the comfort of his dream.


	"C'mon, Al.  Let's go."  Link was vigorously shaking the youngster.


	Al carefully opened his eyes, not sure where he was.  Only sure that where he had been was nice.


	"Hey, boy," Link said with a hoarse laugh.  "You can really sleep anywhere.  I bet ya could even sleep standin up."


	Al slowly stood, his body stiff and weak.  He wished he could stay and rest his aching muscles.


	"From now on we talk only in whispers so we don't scare the game."


	Al nodded.


	They walked on in silence, stopping occasionally to rest.  It was nearing midday when Link called a halt for lunch.  They huddled at the base of a tree and spoke softly as they chewed the cold food.


	"I've seen a lot of tracks the last half hour," Link said in a low voice.


	"What kind?"  Al was really too tired to care, but he felt he should show interest.


	"Bear mostly.  They're creatures of habit.  Means we stand a good chance of seein fresh ones.  When we do, I'll signal you with a wave of my arm.  Then you stick close and watch me.  I'll point out the trackin signs for you.  Seein how you got some learnin to do, you get first shot.  I'll back you up with this," he tapped the weapon he was carrying.  It was a high powered multi-firing military weapon.


	Al nodded in admiration.


	They finished eating and started off again through the woods.  Link moved at a much slower pace.  He stopped frequently to examine the ground, and point out the various paw prints to Al.  The afternoon heat slowed them down, forcing them to rest often.  Al had lost all interest in the hunt.  He was too exhausted to concentrate, and the physical pain in his legs stabbed at his brain with each step.  Rest, sleep was all he yearned for.  Each movement took more and more of his strength.  As the day progressed, simple walking required all his concentration, and all his will.  The time passed in a blur.  Thinking ceased.  To take the next step and the next was all there was.


	Link was not blind to this.  He saw the kid pushing himself to exhaustion, and Link was truly happy about it.  Perseverance and the reluctance to give up were elements of the strength needed to survive when things got rough.  Link knew the first day Al would try the hardest.  So, Link had been pushing Al all day.  He had walked just fast enough to keep ahead so the kid would have to hustle to catch up.  Then, when Link felt the youngster was becoming discouraged, he would slow down letting Al catch up to him.


	Link did not enjoy tormenting the boy this way, but, knowing the problems of survival they might have to face before they walked out of the forest, Link could not pass up the opportunity to strengthen Al's spirit.  It would give the kid a better chance of staying alive if something should happen to Link.


	Finally, Link signaled for a rest.  As tired as he was, Al was careful not to make any noise as he settled down against a tree.  


	"Al," Link whispered.  "I'm gonna scout ahead and see what kinda country's in front of us.  You stay here.  Take a rest.  I'll be back in about an hour."


	Al made no objection.  He watched through rapidly closing eyes as Link disappeared into the thick brush.


	Al jolted awake.  The sun was directly in his eyes.  He squinted in the brightness.  Link was propped against the tree.  Al's mind felt like it was stuffed with glue.


	"How was your nap, kid?" Link whispered.


	"Fine," Al whispered in return.


	"Good.  I came across a stream just the other side of them trees, and there's plenty of fresh tracks.  Load up that gun.  We're going huntin."


	While Link looked on, Al loaded the weapon carefully as Link had taught him.  Together they rose and Al followed Link through the underbrush.  They walked slowly and quietly.  Al stepped in Link's footsteps to make sure he didn't trip over anything.  The air carried the sound of the stream like a soft whisper.  As they neared the stream Link signaled Al to stop.


	Link slipped silently to the edge of the wood, and discreetly peered up and down the banks of the stream.  He turned to Al and waved him forward.  Al moved quietly to Link's side.  Link pointed to the soft damp earth at the water's edge.


	"Fresh prints."


	Al moved closer and studied the prints.  The impressions were deep with sharp edges indicating recent formation.


	"A big one," Link whispered in Al's ear.  "A female."


	Al gave Link a quizzical look.  "How did you know that?"


	Link pointed to the other smaller prints.  "Male never takes the younguns with him."


	As they spoke, Link's eyes were constantly moving, searching in all directions.  There was an electrifying tension around Link that Al could feel.  Al's blood pounded louder, his senses heightened.  He was not tired anymore.


	"These animals are smarter than most," Link said.  He kept up his continual scrutiny of the area.  He hadn't looked at Al since they stepped out of the protection of the forest.  His eyes, his head were in constant motion.  Al kept looking from Link to the place where Link was staring, but as quickly as he returned his eyes to Link, the old hunter was looking at a different area.


	"How big do they come?" Al whispered.


	"Bout twice your size," Link said.


	A new door opened suddenly, and Al felt cold fear.  Twice his size!  He could be killed by their shear physical strength!


	"They're round here somewhere," Link said.  "Keep your eyes open."


	Al looked hard at the woods around him.  He looked with fear, with the anxiety of imminent danger.  He looked at the trees, at the bank on the other side of the stream, upstream, high in the trees, at the shrubs, the bushes, downstream, across the water, at the woods they had passed through, the opposite bank, the forest, the bushes, the rock formation upstream, the woods down stream.  His heart hammered at him, the loud beating pressing tightly inside his brain.  He was feeling dizzy as his eyes and head twisted about ever faster.


	"Easy, kid," Link whispered.  "We got all the guns."  Link's eyes never stopped searching.


	The mention of guns brought to Al's mind the image of the tree he had shot the night before.  The gun he carried had blown out a gaping hole the other side of the trunk.  Link was right.  There was nothing to be afraid of.  With Link carrying the automatic weapon, and he with this roaring cannon of a gun, no living thing was their equal.


	"Quiet," Link whispered.


	Al froze, listening as hard as he could.  The woods were completely silent.  Nothing stirred.  The birds had stopped their twittering and flapping about.  The buzzing of the insects seemed subdued.  There was a stillness over everything.  Even the leaves on the trees appeared to have softened their rustling.


	"Something's comin."  Link's whispered words came like booming thunder in the tense silence, and every muscle in Al's body jumped with sudden fright.  His heart had flown into his throat and was beating wildly.


	A rustling of the leaves sent Link, with Al close behind, scurrying for cover in back of a tree.  They peered from their hiding place at the point on the opposite bank of the stream where the sounds were coming from.


	Suddenly there they were!  Two small young ones, and a giant female hovering protectively over them.  The youngsters were romping and playing, totally unaware of the danger that lurked behind the tree across the stream.  While the young ones played in the water, the female stood on the bank, her eyes systematically scanning the area around her.  Al was stock still, not daring to breath.  He could see that anyone attempting to get to the young would have to deal with the female.


	The female was restless, pacing up and down on the bank, and straining to see further upstream and down.  Some sixth sense was warning her that danger was nearby.  She gave a sharp command to the youngsters splashing in the water.  Then she turned and, followed by the youngsters, disappeared into the woods.


	"She's some specimen, kid."


	Al was getting annoyed at being called 'kid'.  But, too much was happening for him to confront Link about it.


	"How'd you like her head mounted on your wall?"  Link was whispering close to Al's ear.


	Yes!  That was it.  Boy, would they all envy him then.  The head of an animal he had killed with his own hands.  It would blow their minds.


	"Let's go get her," Link said.  "We'll be able to catch her cause the kids'll slow her down."


	Link slipped silently from behind the tree, and carefully waded across the stream.  Al followed, trying his best to make as little noise as Link.  Link wandered on ahead without regard for Al.  He searched the ground for tracks of the female and her brood.  He was all hunter now.  His senses were clear, and keenly sensitive.  His instincts were those of the predator, the natural hunter.  Like the hawk, like the panther, Link's consciousness was totally focused on the prey.  He saw, smelled, felt, desired nothing except the downfall of the creature that had unsuspectingly crossed his path.


	Al watched in awe as Link darted stealthfully among the bushes and shrubs finding a print here, a broken twig there, blades of grass turned the wrong way, a few leaves bottom side up on a bush, a fresh scratch on a tree.  Link missed nothing.  He sensed the trail, felt it with each minute nerve of his body.  Al knew that no animal stood a chance to survive once Link had made the decision to hunt it down.


	Swiftly and silently, melting through the underbrush, Link closed the gap between himself and the female.  Al, helpless to change or control the situation, kept up as best he could.  Suddenly Link stopped stone still at the edge of the wood as it opened onto a large clearing.  Al moved quietly to Link's side.  He followed Link's eyes.  There she was trying desperately to hurry her little ones, and repeatedly glancing nervously over her shoulder in the direction of Al and Link.  She sensed the danger.  It was real to her now.  But the children were not aware of anything outside of their play.


	"See," Link whispered.  "She can't move fast cause of the babies.  We got her now."  Link turned and looked directly at Al.  "Okay, kid.  She's all yours."


	Al's heart was about burst.  He lifted the heavy gun, and immediately he began to tremble.  He raised the barrel and tried to bring the sights in line with the body of the female.  His nervous shaking had the sights wavering all over the landscape.  Al hadn't expected to feel tense or sad or reluctant when killing an animal.  Yet at that moment he wished he could walk away and leave the poor creature in peace.  But his pride wouldn't let him suffer the shame of backing down.  Best to block out all those thoughts, and do what was expected of him.  He struggled to bring the shaking sights of the gun down on the female.


	The female kept looking back at him with eyes of desperation.  The pointed sights of the gun came in line with the female, and he pressed the trigger.  The shot was a roar of thunder that slashed through the silence of the woods, sending birds screeching into the air and creatures scurrying for safety.  Al saw a red blot appear on the back of the female, and she fell with a piercing cry.  The two terrified youngsters hurried to her side.  With a courageous effort she struggled back to her feet.  She was crying and moaning pitifully with the excruciating pain.


	"You got her, kid!" Link shouted, surprised and delighted.  "I told you that gun would bring down anything walking."


	The female, with a tremendous effort of will, moved her body forward.  The children were now staying by her side, their cries frantic with fear and concern.  The female's strength quickly failed.  Screaming, she toppled heavily to the ground, rolling over and exposing to Al the large red gaping hole, blood everywhere, shredded torn bits of flesh hanging horribly from the wound.  The children huddled around her, whimpering and frightened, touching her, tugging on her to help her rise.  She waved them away, wasting her remaining strength in an effort to save them.  The children were too confused to comprehend this disaster.  They ignored her pleas.  She suddenly snapped at them.  Their crying pulled up short  and they looked at her.  With a gathering of her strength, she gave sharp commands to the children.  Confused, hesitant they turned away, looking back at her with every step they took.  When she wailed with sudden pain, they made to come back to her.  She shouted at them, the shouts trailing off incomplete.  The children turned and ran.  Once the little ones were out of sight, the female's wailing subsided to surrendered moans as she waited helplessly to die.


	Link rushed out of the trees into the clearing.  "C'mon, kid!  Let's get your trophy."


	All the anxiety and fear drained from Al, leaving him lightheaded and excited.  He had done it!


	"Yahoo!" he shouted and ran after Link.  They reached the female as she coughed a large amount of blood and died, eyes wide and staring.  The creature's soft pink flesh was covered in a heavy glistening sheen of sweat from the intense struggle with death.





	With his two children Arthur Wilson, human being, stood behind a tree on a nearby rise, and tears streaking his face, watched as the two lizard-like three-foot high aliens, hissing and gargling, gutted the body of his wife.





	                                 The End


