

[image: cover]




HUNTER 

ERIC WALTERS 

ORCA BOOK PUBLISHERS



Copyright © 2012 Eric Walters 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication 

Walters, Eric, 1957-
Hunter [electronic resource] / Eric Walters.

Electronic monogragh.
Issued also in print format.

ISBN 978-1-4598-0158-5 (PDF).--ISBN 978-1-4598-0159-2 (EPUB) 

I. Title.
PS8595.A598H85 2012JC813’.54C2012-901803-1 

First published in the United States, 2012
Library of Congress Control Number: 2012935413 

Summary: Hunter is a cat whose past has made him untrusting of humans, but when his family is endangered, Hunter must put aside his fear and trust a boy who has Hunter’s and the cat colony’s best interests in mind.

[image: 9781459801585_0003_002]
Orca Book Publishers is dedicated to preserving the environment and has printed this book on paper certified by the Forest Stewardship Council®.

Orca Book Publishers gratefully acknowledges the support for its publishing programs provided by the following agencies: the Government of Canada through the Canada Book Fund and the Canada Council for the Arts, and the Province of British Columbia through the BC Arts Council and the Book Publishing Tax Credit.

Design by Teresa Bubela
Cover photography by Getty Images and Corbis
Author photo by Sofia Kinachtchouk 

	ORCA BOOK PUBLISHERS	ORCA BOOK PUBLISHERS
	PO BOX 5626, Stn. B	PO BOX 468
	Victoria, BC Canada 
	Custer, WA USA
	V8R 6S4
	98240-0468


www.orcabook.com
Printed and bound in Canada.

15141312•4321
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One 

Hunter got up and stretched in a way that would make a yoga teacher jealous. He did a downward facing dog with much more grace than any dog ever could. He had been out all night hunting and had brought back a large mouse. It would have been enough for him. It wasn’t enough for his mate, Mittens, and their brood of four kittens. He had taken a nibble, but most of it had gone to his family. The kittens mauled it more than they tried to eat it. They were still being nursed and were only just beginning to make the transition to eating meat. Until they could fend for themselves, Hunter would have to find more and more food for them.

He was a very good hunter—so good, in fact, that the other cats in the colony called him Hunter. If anybody could find food, it was him. He would have preferred to wait and go out at night, rather than in the middle of the day, but his stomach told him he needed to go out again, now.

In the evenings there was more prey out—mice and rats and careless birds that roosted where a cunning cat could catch them. At night Hunter’s black fur blended into the darkness. Only the white star on his forehead was ever visible. And there were fewer humans. Humans were dangerous. They were the most dangerous. There was a cruelty to them he didn’t understand. It wasn’t their killing. It was that they killed but didn’t consume. They didn’t take a life to save their life. They didn’t kill to eat. They didn’t kill to survive. They just killed and left the body behind.

Humans roared around in loud, foul-smelling cars. At least the smell and the sound alerted animals to their approach. When the humans were inside a car, they were faster than any cat, faster than any animal, but they could be avoided by a smart cat. And he was a very smart cat. So smart he fed on the kills humans left on the roadside.

Quietly Hunter started up the hole. He tried not to disturb his family, but the four little kittens awoke and with them, their mother. The kittens rushed forward, head-bumping and playfully swatting and nibbling at him with sharp little teeth.

Being here with his little brood and their mother made Hunter happy. Happier than he’d ever been before. He had seen his share of hard times, but this warmth made up for it.

He scrambled up the incline of their den, followed by four little sets of legs. He stopped at the mouth of the den, and they bumped into him from behind. That’s where they needed to be, not outside. He waited before exiting. He never left the den until he knew it was safe.

Before venturing out, he used his nose to search for danger. The smell of humans was always present. It filled the air, but as long as it wasn’t too strong there was no danger. He turned his ears ever so slightly to the front and listened. As always, he heard the dull rumbling of street traffic from the other side of the fence.

Behind him the kittens pushed, trying to get out. He continued to block their way while his eyes adjusted to the daylight and he poked his head out the hole. On all sides he was comforted by familiar objects. Familiar was safe. New was potentially dangerous.

“It’s safe,” Hunter said. He stepped out of the hole and into the light. Immediately he was surrounded by the kittens, and their mother followed. “Have them stay close to the hole,” he warned.

The kittens scrambled about, ignoring his words. He would have scolded them—or had their mother scold them—but there was no need. It did seem safe. They were surrounded by abandoned cars.

He thought it was strange how on the other side of the fence, cars were his greatest threat. But the cars in the junkyard, free of people and without their roar and rumbling, were harmless. The discarded cars provided Hunter, his family and the colony with protection, places to hide. The wrecks were everywhere, row after row, some stacked five or six cars high. A tall fence separated the junkyard from the road. Sometimes humans came into the junkyard, and occasionally dogs slipped through one of the holes in the fence. But for the most part, especially for a careful cat like Hunter, the colony was safe.

At a glance Hunter counted more than half a dozen other cats nearby. There were others that he couldn’t see, but he could smell them. It was a big colony, and he knew every cat that belonged to it.

Some of the cats were awake and stirring, while others slept in the sun. Sitting on the roof of a wreck with the sun warming his fur was a favorite pastime. Especially since the cold and snow would arrive soon. He knew the winter was almost as dangerous as humans.

“Are you going to wait until it’s dark?” Mittens asked.

“No. I need to go now.”

“Be careful,” Mittens said.

“Aren’t I always?” he replied.

She nuzzled against him. He was careful. He was a good provider, a good father to her kittens, and if it weren’t for King, he would have been leader of the colony.

Hunter looked around for King. He was nowhere to be seen. It seemed impossible for a cat as big as King to be invisible, but he was often out of sight. It was good he wasn’t here now. He and Hunter left each other alone, but every now and again King let the others know he was still the biggest in the colony.

“Can we come along?” one of the kittens asked.

Hunter almost blurted out, “No!” But he held back. He didn’t want to be rough with his kittens, as most of the tomcats were.

“Yeah, can we come? Please, can we come?” another kitten asked and others meowed in agreement.

“I will bring you all one day…but not this day…not yet. You’re too small and your mother would be sad if you didn’t stay here with her.”

“Would you be sad?” one of the kittens asked their mother.

“Sad and worried,” she said. “And you wouldn’t want to worry me, would you?”

All four kittens hurried over and snuggled up against her.

“When you’re older you will all come with me,” Hunter said. “I’ll teach you everything. You will become great hunters and—” He stopped midsentence.

“Get them below,” he ordered.

Quickly Mittens gathered the kittens. They disappeared into the hole, and Hunter moved away from the den’s entrance.

Thank goodness these humans were so loud. Their voices and footfalls echoed off the wrecks as they approached. Why were humans so noisy? They have no need to be quiet, thought Hunter. They have no enemies.

He headed into the wrecks, passing through a crevasse that was much too small for a human. From where Hunter was, he would be able to see the humans, but they couldn’t see him. Their footfalls fell on the chipped cinder blocks.

There weren’t many of them—two, perhaps three, four at most. They moved quickly, their voices soft, but their feet heavy. Their voices grew louder and louder until they rounded a wreck and came into view. There were two of them. Not old. This could mean mischief. The young ones, the human kittens, could either be good or bad. Better to prepare for the worst, he thought.

The humans stopped walking. One of them pointed at four cats lingering in the open. How could they be so unaware of the humans’ arrival? Even a dog would have heard them coming and reacted.

The two young humans moved closer, stopped and slumped down, disappearing from Hunter’s view. Although he couldn’t see them, he knew where they were.

Carefully, staying in the shadows, moving through the wrecks, he circled the area until the humans came back into sight. They were focused on the four cats out in the clearing.

Humans didn’t come into the junkyard often, but sometimes when they did they left food. Many of the cats scrambled after their food. Hunter never did. Not because he was too proud to take it, or too good a hunter to need handouts, but because he remembered. He knew the danger.

It happened a long time ago, when he was older than a kitten, but not yet a grown cat, in his old colony. He didn’t like to think about it, but he remembered all the death. Almost every cat in the colony had died. Hunter fled, but he never forgot the deaths or the promise he had made.

He watched as the humans sat on the ground, talking and not moving. Their voices were gentle, not threatening. What were they doing? Strange. They weren’t moving closer, but their scent increased. How could that be possible? Hunter’s ears perked up. He tried to hear if more humans were coming. A tomcat slipped out from a gap between two wrecks. Didn’t he hear them? Was he hoping the humans had brought food?

Then Mittens appeared with the four kittens following close behind. What was she doing? Hadn’t she heard the humans? He rushed over to chase her away. A piece of brick flew through the air toward the cats and slammed against a wreck with a thunderous crash!



Two 

Mittens and the kittens disappeared along with one of the four cats. The remaining cats were startled, but they didn’t run and hide. The first two humans jumped up and spun around. Hunter froze. He crouched and fought every urge to flee. Three more humans, bigger ones, approached.

If two humans were dangerous, then five were even more dangerous. Humans were no different than dogs. They never hunted alone and instead traveled in packs. The five humans spoke. There was no telling what they might do next. Two of the newcomers clutched rocks in their hands.

Hunter thought about where to go if they directed their anger and rocks at him. He had an escape route to retreat to the den. It was important to have a getaway. But they weren’t looking at him. If they wanted to harm cats, there were still three in the clearing. Hunter wondered what the boys were going to do next. He despised humans, but he was also fascinated by them. They were hunters, and he was a hunter. There was no danger in watching them if they didn’t see him.

He couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he could understand the anger in their voices and their bodies. All animals—cats, dogs, even humans—had a stance they held when they were about to fight. He had seen it many times before.

The first humans, the smaller ones, smelled of fear. It wasn’t a pack of five humans. It was a pack of two and a pack of three. He was sure it wouldn’t be long until the two fearful humans ran away. One of them started to edge away. He was getting ready to take off. Maybe the other three would chase him, or maybe they’d be satisfied that he had left. Another rock was tossed. It soared over the heads of the two smaller humans and landed on the ground, almost hitting one of the cats who hadn’t fled. One of the smaller humans screamed out in anger.

Hunter remained still. Why had one of them screamed? Was he afraid the rock had been tossed at him? Was he upset a rock had been tossed at the cats? No, that couldn’t be it. He was probably angry because he wanted to be the one to hurt the cats.

Despite rocks being tossed in their direction, the three cats in the clearing hadn’t run off. In fact, two more cats had crept out of the wrecks, their curiosity trumping caution. They probably thought the people had food. Many of the cats were hungry. They didn’t have the skills necessary to catch their own food, so they relied on handouts.

Suddenly one of the smaller humans bent down and picked up some rocks. His friend did the same. Were they going to start throwing rocks at the cats too? No, they were facing away from the cats. The two smaller humans were going to fight the other three!

Hunter had to admire them. Humans were his enemies and they were evil, but these two were brave.

The humans hurled angry sounds back and forth at each other. Hunter crept forward. They reminded him of barking, howling dogs. He loathed dogs almost as much as he loathed humans. He had heard stories about humans fighting among themselves, but he’d never seen it.

Something moved on the edge of the clearing. The human, the large man who lived in the junkyard, appeared from between two wrecks. He wore a cloth wrapped around his head and in his hand was a long club. The junkyard was his human den, and he guarded it well. He walked slowly forward. The two smaller humans were caught between him and the pack of three. They were so focused on the pack of three that they hadn’t noticed the bigger danger behind them. The guard moved forward quietly. He was so quiet even Hunter could hardly hear his footsteps. Soon he would be on them. They were trapped and had no place to run.

The pack of three saw the large man approaching. They dropped their rocks and raced away. Hunter wasn’t surprised. He had seen other humans run from the man before.

The two smaller humans turned around and jumped. It was too late. The guard was over top of them, ready to pounce. They were caught.



Three 

The two smaller humans froze. The only chance they had at getting away was to run in different directions and hope that in the confusion the guard wouldn’t know which one to chase. That’s how Hunter avoided the dogs that occasionally entered the yard. If three cats ran in three directions, a dog would try to chase all of them and end up catching none. Even if a dog focused on one cat to chase, that still meant two were safe.

The two humans dropped their rocks. The guard was much bigger than them. He had darker skin and, as always, was wearing a cloth wrapped on his head. The humans were being submissive, probably hoping he’d leave them alone. Instead the guard reached out and grabbed one of them by the hand and gave it a shake! The guard did the same with the second person too. He grabbed him, shook his hand a little, and then he let it go.

Hunter noticed the guard’s teeth were showing, a sign of aggression. Was the guard about to plunge his teeth into them and bite? No, he was being friendly. None of this made any sense to Hunter. He strained to hear what they said, but they were too quiet. That confirmed things. Humans were loud when they were angry and quiet when they weren’t. They weren’t going to fight. He watched as the three of them walked off and disappeared behind a row of wrecks.

Hunter got to his feet. He wasn’t going to come out of hiding until he was certain they had gone. He crept forward. There was still a strong human scent in the air, but it was fading.

Hunter skirted around the edge of the clearing. He disliked the smell of humans even more than he did dogs. At least dogs always smelled like dogs. Not so with humans. Sometimes they smelled like food, other times like flowers.

Finally, coming full circle, he arrived at the entrance to his den. It was well hidden in the shadows and partially protected by an overhanging wreck. He stopped at the entrance and looked around. He wanted to make sure he wasn’t being observed before he went in. Satisfied, he disappeared down the hole. Mittens and their kittens were waiting for him. Before he could ask why she had brought them above ground, the kittens assaulted him. They were in a playful mood and didn’t seem to understand what had happened out in the junkyard.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Mittens said.

“Have you become a mind reader?”

“I can read a mind when it thinks the same thing all the time. You’re angry with me for appearing above ground when the humans were there.”

He was, but he could never be angry with her for long. “You’re free to do what you want.”

“Of course I am. You don’t own me.”

Nobody could own a cat, especially a wild cat. But even more important, nobody could ever tell a cat what to do. They prided themselves on being independent and taking orders from no one, especially another cat.

“If you wanted to, you could have gone over and rubbed up against them,” Hunter said.

“And if I had wanted to, that’s what I would have done! I used to do that all the time,” she said.

“Before they—” He stopped himself.

“Before they abandoned me?” she asked. “Is that what you were going to say?”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“I wasn’t afraid of them.”

“Maybe you should have been more afraid of them.”

“And maybe you should be less afraid of humans,” she argued.

“Those humans were throwing rocks.”

“Not the first two.”

“They picked up rocks,” he said.

She looked surprised. “They tossed rocks at cats?”

He wanted to lie and say yes. It would have made her more wary, kept her safer. But he didn’t. “No,” he admitted quietly.

“I knew they wouldn’t try to harm us.”

“They could have,” he said.

“No, the first two people were safe. I could tell.”

He knew she was probably right. Hunter knew about hunting, where to find food, how to avoid danger and where the best place to get out of the rain or cold was. But he didn’t understand humans very well. Mittens did. He’d spent his life in the wild. She had lived the first part of her life with humans.

“Those first boys were not dangerous,” she said.

Boys—what humans called their young when they weren’t kittens any longer.

Part of him didn’t even want to know what humans said. He had seen dogs on leashes, walking with humans, listening to their words and obeying their commands. It was almost as if their words were filled with power and control. But their words hadn’t helped the dogs; they had only taken away their power.

Hunter wasn’t some dog. He was a cat, a strong, powerful cat. If he could master the humans’ language, maybe he could control them. Maybe he could walk them on a leash! That thought amused him. But he knew, even if he could put a human on a leash, he would never do it. Hunter valued freedom too much to take it away from anybody. Not even an enemy.

“I just need you to be careful,” he said. “The kittens need you.”

“They’re not the only ones who need me,” Mittens said, rubbing against him.

“I think it’s the other way around,” he replied. “You couldn’t survive out here without me.”

“I wouldn’t want to survive out here without you.”

She could be excused for saying something like that even though it was uncatlike. She had lived with humans for so long, she didn’t understand how important independence was. Still, this cat that couldn’t have survived without him made him happy. He didn’t need  her to survive, but his life had to be about more than just surviving. It had to be.

“The other boys, the bigger ones, I knew they were trouble,” she said. “Even if they hadn’t thrown that rock, I would have run.”

“How did you know they were dangerous?”

“It was their faces,” she said. “Humans are different than other animals.”

“I’m not arguing that. What about their faces?”

“It was their expression. You know how a cat twitches its tail when it’s angry?”

“Of course.”

“And a dog wags its tail, when it’s happy,” she continued.

“Stupid dogs can’t even get that right. But what does that have to do with faces?”

“Humans don’t have tails so they show their feelings on their faces.”

“Dogs and cats do that too,” he said. “They snarl or show their fangs or hiss.”

“But it’s different. Sometimes humans show their teeth because they’re happy.”

“That makes no sense,” Hunter snapped. “Why would you do that unless you were happy you were going to bite somebody…those humans are probably happy to bite anybody!”

“You know humans hardly ever bite,” she said.

“That’s because they have so many other ways to fight and hurt and kill, like with their cars.”

“To know if a human is happy you have to look at their eyes and the curve of their mouths,” she continued. “If the eyes get big, they are scared. If they get small they are angry. If the mouth curves up they are happy. If it curves down they are sad or angry or afraid or—”

“Why don’t they just hiss,” he said. “Wouldn’t that be easier?”

“They do hiss,” she said. “It’s in the sound of their voices. Listen to the sounds.”

“I know to run when I hear them coming, especially if they’re loud.”

“Loud can be bad, but so can quiet. You have to do more than listen; you have to hear.”

“They are so loud. It’s hard not to hear them.”

“That’s not what I mean,” she said. She paused. “It’s hard to explain, but I can just tell when they are angry, when they’re dangerous.”

“Aren’t they always angry and dangerous?” he asked.

“Not always. My little girl was always nice.” Mittens got that dreamy, lost look in her eyes. “She gave me food and milk, and scraps from the table. They tasted so good.”

Probably better-tasting than what he brought to her, he thought.

“She let me lay down in a soft place, and it was always warm. She used to rub my fur…right behind the ear and—”

“It sounds like you’d rather be there than here,” he snapped.

She didn’t answer, which was, in its own way, an answer. He turned to walk away and she pounced on him, wrapping her front paws around his neck. He could have easily fought her off but he didn’t. Besides, there was no danger. Mittens didn’t have claws in her front paws. The humans she had lived with had taken them away. They had brought her to some place and put her to sleep. When she woke up, her claws were gone. It was another example of how evil humans were. Even the little girl Mittens spoke of so lovingly had been part of it.

Mittens started licking his head. Her rough tongue against his fur felt good. It reminded him of being a kitten, and of his mother. He had many memories of his mother. He didn’t know his father, but he knew he must have been a fine hunter.

“You know this is where I want to be,” she said. “There’s no place I’d rather be than here with you and our kittens. My little girl never brought me mice like you do.”

“Is that all I’m good for, bringing you mice?”

“Of course not. You bring me birds as well.”

He knew she was joking, poking fun at him.

“I know these humans,” she said. “You have to trust me.”

“I trust you with my life,” he said. “It’s just that I don’t trust you with your life. You’re too valuable to lose.”

She squeezed him even tighter and licked his fur even harder. “For such a tough tomcat, you certainly are sweet.”

Here inside the den she could say things like that to him, but not in the junkyard, not in front of the other cats.

She started to purr. He loved the sound. It made him happy, so happy, that he made his own little purring sound. It was different from hers. She purred like a little motor. His was rough and rumbling.

“You know I only went up to look for food so you wouldn’t have to go out searching during the day when it’s more dangerous,” she said.

“It’s not that much more dangerous. Besides, I’m going to stay in the yard. I’m going to hunt in here.”

She stopped grooming him and turned to look him in the eyes. “Those rats are dangerous.”

“I don’t understand how you’re not afraid of humans twenty times bigger than you, but you are afraid of a rat.”

“It’s not a rat I’m afraid of,” she said. “There are dozens and dozens of them.”

“More than the paws of ten of us put together live here. Rats may live together, but they die alone.”

“Couldn’t you just wait until dark? Couldn’t you wait until the birds start to roost?”

“I can wait,” he said. “But the kittens can’t, and neither can you. You need to eat to nurse them well. Don’t worry. I’ll be safe, and I’ll be back. Now let go of my head.”

“And if I don’t?” she asked.

“Then you’ll have to groom me a little bit longer.”
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