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Cold Wood

Nobody lived in Cold Wood for decades. That was why Suthor went there. He had dug out a solitary life for himself, only visiting the village three or four times a year in order to trade and barter for supplies. It was the way things had to be. He needed to be alone. 

There was one companion for him, though. An abnormally large husky that he named Dog was with him at all times. The animal had wandered onto his homestead two years previously. At first Suthor was surprised to see the large canine. There were so few people in the area, and this was obviously someone’s pet. It even had an old leather collar, which Suthor soon removed, thus cementing Dog’s loyalty. But then he remembered what the breed was known for, pulling sledges over long distances of rugged, frozen terrain.

Of course, Suthor didn’t need another belly to feed, but he was quite useful, and ate surprisingly little for a dog of its size. Suthor allowed him to stay, though he did take it with him on his spring journey to the village. No one claimed it, so he was sure to purchase a few extra rations for his companion. For his part, Dog seemed more than happy with the arrangement. 

On this winter day, Suthor and Dog trudged through the crunchy snow to check the game traps. It wasn’t too deep for Dog, who was harnessed to Suthor’s small sled. The feel of weight to pull seemed to energize the big beast, making the daily chore more enjoyable.

Suthor liked to check his traps every three days in the winter, but they had to wait out the last big storm for a couple of weeks. Though he doubted that he would find much, the thought of leaving an animal to suffer in the cold still bothered him. Trapping, however, was the only sustainable source of income he could access in Cold Wood. Sure, he grew up with bodgers in the family. He even made most of his own furniture himself using his family’s old tools. But he couldn’t stay in the village waiting and hoping to sell furniture. He had to be alone.

The first two traps were empty, just as he expected. The storm had covered the bait and snares, so he took a few minutes to reset them. Dog lounged around, sprawled out in the snow observing Suthor’s activities.

“You know, Dog, I could use some help,” he teased, “I mean, I wouldn’t wanna inconvenience you or nothin’.”

Dog cocked his head to the side, not fully getting Suthor’s joke.

“I know, I know. You’ve done most of the heavy lifting today. Anyways, we’re gonna have to check the bear trap too.”

Dog stretched out, and rolled over in the snow. His body was pretty much impervious to the cold, a unique husky trait.

“Now, don’t try to talk me out of it. It’s only a little ways off. Anyhow, I wouldn’t want any animal stuck in it for too long.”

Suthor only set a few bear traps each year. He wasn’t interested in their meat, for it was too gamey tasting. To keep his meat stores, he would hunt deer in the late fall. It was one of the few times he made use of his old family rifle. Although a bearskin could catch a pretty penny, he wasn’t interested in that prospect either. He just wanted to keep them away, ever since the day one strolled into his camp, back when he first began coming to Cold Wood to build his cabin. That was as scared as he had ever been. To this day, he had never caught a bear, and was glad of it. He wasn’t sure, but he felt that the beasts recognized the traps as a deterrent. It kept them out of his territory. He hoped so anyway.

“Come on, Dog, let’s get it over with.”

Dog jumped up, all the more eager to resume pulling. Together, man and beast blazed a trail in the snow toward the outer limits of their hunting grounds. Cold aside, they were both enjoying the fresh air and exercise.

After cresting the hillock, Dog and Suthor parked the sled in a copse of skeletal deciduous trees, insuring that it wouldn’t go anywhere without them. Suthor tightened his thick gloves and made ready to search for the trap under the snow. This, of course, was dangerous business. Fortunately, he knew exactly where he’d placed the trap, and when he had checked it before the storm, it had not been moved at all. He used natural landmarks to triangulate his search. 

As he carefully removed snow, digging down to the place he kept in his memory, he could tell that the trap had been sprung. A small pang of guilt tickled his heart, but he could obviously tell that it was not a big animal that was lying in the snow pile. If a smaller animal, such as a hare or even a fox, were trapped, it would have died quickly without much suffering. Sure enough, his gloved hand came across a frozen quarry in the jaws of the bear trap. He began to pull blindly, not wanting to remain prostrate on the frozen ground any longer than necessary.

“Feels like we got ourselves a raccoon, Dog. Maybe a fox.”

Dog gave Suthor a raised eyebrow and grunted. Huskies were known for “talking” to people. They would howl back and forth in a way that mocked conversation. Dog shared this trait with his canine brethren, but his conversations were low pitched and gravelly, which Suthor found comical and endearing.

“Well, Dog, maybe I’ll just fix a stew for myself and let you watch me eat it,” Suthor chuckled as he gave the big steel trap a great heave, pulling it from the ice and snow. Then he screamed.

Suthor scrambled to his feet, moving away from the trap as quickly as possible. Dog stood up sniffing the air. Suthor held his gloved hands above his head, pacing back and forth. He kept his eyes closed and muttered to himself.

“No no no. It can’t be. It’s was just my imagination. A trick of the light. We’ve just been cooped up too long, that’s all.”

Finally, Suthor stopped and took a deep breath. He gathered his courage and looked down at the bear trap. His countenance immediately fell. The trap had been sprung, and within it lay, not a fox or raccoon, but a man’s hand. The jaws had severed it just above the wrist. Suthor fell back to his knees.
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