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The warm March sun had
shone all day. Although the air remained frigid in the many
shadows, out in the open the surface snow was now melting in its
glare. Then, as commonly happens in early spring this far north,
when the sun began to set and the shadows to grow longer across the
snowy field, the partially melted snow surface froze and soon the
entire meadow was covered by a crust of icy snow thick enough in
places to support a walking man, thick enough everywhere to support
almost any child, and plenty strong enough throughout to support
the wolverine.

He ambled across the snow for the far
edge of the meadow certain he would not fall through. This was his
element. His wide paws were made for this; they were like
snowshoes. Snow crust this thick was the same as bare ground to
him.

The doe on the other hand did not have
an easy time of it. Her hoofs were narrow and often pierced the
crust as she stepped across it. When they did, she sank deeply into
the underlying snow, and the icy edges scraped against her leg and
belly. But she was starving and had left the safety of the forest
for some of last year’s grass, visible now along the opposite edge
of the white field. The forest clearing was wide and would take a
long time to walk around and her belly was far too empty to resist
the exposed shortcut.

The wolverine had meant to sleep into
the evening darkness before resuming his hunt, but by late
afternoon his stomach had ached and prodded and driven sleep
away.

The doe was cold and tired and thought
only of food.

A small birch grove, white and black
fingers in a sea of snow, lay between the two and they had yet to
spot each other.

:

He looks like a large, brown badger as
he shuffles along. He’s just short of three feet long and heavy set
with short, thick legs. The only sound he makes as he moves across
the snow is the shee, shee, shee of long, curved claws slashing
crust with each step. His head is close to the ground and his tail
drags along behind him partially erasing his track. His eyes, small
and yellow and set quite far apart, glance down and forward and now
and then to his sides, and his ears, almost hidden in the deep fur,
are awake and alert. His nose sniffs for traces of food. He is
hungry and bad-tempered.

His sleep was short and shallow. He
dreams only of food these days. The night before had been long and
fruitless, full of faded spoors. He’d seen nothing, except for the
fox that’d slunk away and out of sight, too fast to catch, too wily
to outsmart. So he had caught nothing. Exhausted and frustrated by
early morning he had burrowed down under the low, snow-laden
branches of a spruce. Sleep would not come. The sun rose to shorten
all shadows before he finally drifted off.

He was not fond of
daylight.

The forest knows one thing about him:
He kills well. Clever and tireless, he can track and slay animals
many times his size and often does.

Reindeer—the Laps hate him even more
than they hate the wolf. Small moose. Even cows and
sheep.

And deer.

The Laps know one more thing about
him: He enjoys killing. Where the wolf will only kill for
food—which the Lap understands and on some level respects—the
wolverine kills not only for food, but also for the sheer joy of
it, and will often leave three or four dead reindeer behind, only
one partially eaten—a scene more of slaughter than hunt.

Hated by man and feared by the forest
the wolverine shuffles across the crust, in a foul mood and intent
only on food.

 


The doe picks her way across the snow,
one careful step after another. Then freezes where she stands.
Absolutely still. Her effort to remain motionless sends tiny
ripples up and down her legs. The danger is upwind. She remains as
still as ice for several moments gazing straight ahead while
smelling and listening. Her nostrils widen and confirm it:
Wolverine. There is no doubt. She knows the scent and she knows to
fear it. Now she can hear his claws cut the snow and his tail brush
the crust. Then she slowly turns her head to her right and looks.
And sees him. A brown shape moving across the snow, just visible
from behind the copse of naked birches. She is downwind from him.
He has not smelled her, and has yet to see her.

She knows that her only chance is to
remain unseen, knows she cannot run on this crusty snow, knows that
she will fall through, that she cannot flee. She thinks briefly of
turning back, but that, too, would be too much motion, it would
draw his attention.

The snow is cold on her legs as she
folds them beneath her, and her belly does not welcome the icy
crust, but even so she lies down, slowly, silently, hugging the
chill, making herself as small as possible. She barely breathes. If
he sees her, she dies. This she knows.

 


As he lopes along, the cold air fills
his nostrils again and again. He sifts and smells every nuance and
coloring of each noseful, alert for any sign, but there is only
snow on the air and the many traces of forest, none of which he can
eat. But then there would be nothing out here in the open, so he is
not surprised. He is heading for the forest on the other side of
the clearing where he hopes to find spoor. He dreams of finding
something recent. He dreams of sinking his teeth into something
warm and thrashing.

 


The doe lies very still. Her eyes are
fixed on the dark moving shape to her right. He is a fully grown
male, she knows this. He is the perfect hunter, she knows this too.
But as yet he has not seen her. She is doing all she can to remain
unseen.

 


Two, three soft explosions of wings
and a loud screech rupture the silent afternoon as a black grouse
bursts into flight from out of copse of birches. Her strong wings
pummel the air to find altitude and bad flier that she is she makes
a ruckus getting airborne. The wolverine’s head snaps up and in the
direction of the noise and he stands motionless for a moment,
absorbing. He sees the grouse climb higher, up over the meadow and
then high above the forest to his left, still beating the air,
still making noise. He knows he will not eat grouse tonight, at
least not that grouse. The noise startles him back into the
present, away from spoors yet unfound, away from the warm blood of
dream. He sweeps the meadow with his eyes as if to gain his
bearings before setting out again. That’s when he sees
her.

 


She startles too as the grouse clamors
into the air to her right but stays pressed against the snow. She
sees the wolverine stop to watch it. His head follows it across the
meadow. Then it is gone, though she can still hear its wings beat
farther and farther away. The wolverine looks down, then around.
Then their eyes meet.

His yellow eyes shine out of his black
face at her. Her heart races but she does not move a muscle. They
both remain motionless, waiting, looking across the snow at each
other.

 


A hundred yards, if that, separate
them.

Had the ground been bare, the doe
would have been in no danger. On firm ground, or across grass, the
wolverine will never gain on a frightened doe.

 


Had the midday sun been a little
warmer, had the frozen crust been a little thicker, a little
stronger, she would have been safe. But this crust is too fresh and
too thin and she knows that a sudden spurt will cut through and
she’ll be back on her belly in snow, easy wolverine prey. She also
knows that the wolverine can move very fast on this surface without
sinking. To live she has to move, but moving here is not
possible.

 


The wolverine waits. He doesn't know
which way she will head, possibly back into the forest behind her,
possibly ahead, or to her left, but you can never tell with deer.
They are nervous and fast and hard to predict. He knows, too, that
if he moves first he will signal his intent and she will choose
whatever angle of escape will gain her the most distance. Seconds
count with deer for speed is their friend. They are hard to catch.
He knows this.

In all his life he has only killed two
deer, while he has failed to kill five others, and of the two he
did slay one was by luck—a young doe who had fallen and caught her
leg, and one was by skill—a grown buck which he fell upon from a
tree, a perfect kill. He could still taste the surprised
blood.

The other five had all out-startled,
out-sprinted, and in the end out-run him to disappear with the
scent of fear and speed trailing, mocking.

He studies her, her tracks, and now
notices how she’s sunk through in places and decides that she may
well sink through again, especially if she springs suddenly. Her
hoofs are small and they are sharp. This is to his advantage. But
he also knows that he cannot wait too long, for as the sun sets the
air grows colder with every breath, and the colder the air, the
firmer the crust will freeze, this he knows from experience. The
longer he waits the greater the chance that the crust will hold
her, and if it does, he will never catch her. He cannot wait too
long; he will have to attack soon.

Still, he waits for her to move first.
That’s what he knows to do. Hunger sees food and says: charge.
Experience sees failure if he charges too soon and says: wait. Wait
for her to make the first move. To signal her intent.

 


She must flee but cannot flee. Her
belly hurts from the cold, now melting the frozen snow beneath
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