“Grub”

By W. C. Tuttle

HEN Sheriff Bliz Benton married
\;\/ “Snowshoe Mary” Dolan, everybody in
Seven Pines wondered what Chinook
North would say or do, when he came in from his
trapping camp to spend Christmas. Chinook North
loved Mary; and he didn’t care who knew it.
Chinook was the biggest man in the country,
strong as a grizzly and just about as
uncompromising in a fight. Con Orton, the deputy
sheriff, found that out, when he spoke
disparagingly of Mary Dolan. Con picked himself
out of the snow outside Liston’s Trading Post, with
part of one of Liston’s windows hung around his
neck. Orton also had three busted ribs and a broken
nose.

That happened before Bliz Benton decided
that he loved Mary. Con Orton had drifted into
Seven Pines at the fag-end of summer, and
proceeded to go broke at roulette, Bliz Benton took
a liking to him, and made him deputy sheriff. He
relieved Bliz of office duties, which was a big
help, because clerical work was a mystery to Bliz.

Then came the big smash. With the snow
piled half-house high, and the thermometer
showing twenty below zero, a stranger mushed into
Seven Pines behind a fine dog team. An hour later
Chinook North came in, driving his five big
huskies.

Bliz Benton, playing poker in the Silver Fox
Saloon, heard that Chinook was in town. Someone
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passed him the word, but he merely nodded. Men
watched for the big trapper to put in an appearance.
He would unload his furs at Liston’s, haggle for an
hour over prices, and then come to the Silver Fox,
ready to drink all of them under the table. But the
hour passed and Chinook did not come. Instead,
Con Orton, bleeding from a slash over one eye,
staggered in, white-faced, and fell into a chair.

They poured whiskey down his throat, and in
a few minutes he was able to tell his ghastly story.

“Chinook came to town,” he told them
huskily. “He asked me about Mary— and I told
him. He left his team at Liston’s and went down to
your cabin, Bliz. There was a stranger there. He
came ahead of Chinook. I-—God, it was awful.”

“What’s awful?” asked Bliz tensely.

“Chinook—killed ‘em both—and he’s gone.
Took his team and went away, Bliz. My God, don’t
look at me that way! I tell you, he did!”

It was true, in part. The stranger was dead,
and the doctor said that Mary could not live.
Fifteen minutes later Bliz Benton, with a curse on
his lips, went out of town behind the fastest dog
team in Seven Pines, following the trail of Chinook
North.

The blizzard had blown itself out, and a bleak
moon looked down on a dead-white world. That is,
it was all white, except for the black bulk of
stunted, twisted trees. Nothing moved in all this,
except a humped figure, shuffling slowly. In the
moonlight it looked like a bear walking on its hind
legs; but it happened to be Bliz Benton, swathed in
his huge fur parka. It was fifty hours since he had
left Seven Pines. Twenty-four hours ago his dog
team and sled went through an ice bubble in Lost
Horse River.

Somewhere ahead of him, his tracks wiped
out by the blizzard, was Chinook North; and if Bliz
Benton did not overtake him soon, Bliz Benton
was destined to starve—unless he froze to death
ahead of starvation. The odds were sadly against
the sheriff ever overtaking Chinook; but he could
not turn back now. He did not want to turn back.
The bitterness in his heart matched the gnawing of
his empty stomach. He wanted Chinook North, and
he wanted food.

He was just a little snow-blind, when he holed
up in a thicket, where he dug into the drifted snow,
after building a small fire. But he was too hungry
to sleep; so he merely dozed fitfully, waking up to
add a few branches to his little fire.

He knew there was no game in that country.
The blizzard had wiped out everything, except

hibernating animals. Not even a jay called from the
trees; not a track marred the snow. Early morning
saw him plodding along again. Starving, limping,
half-blinded, he almost crossed Chinook’s trail
without seeing it.

RIPPING his rifle in his mittens, he hunched

along, blinking tearfully, watching that fresh
trail in the snow. And, following these tracks,
oblivious to everything else, he crashed through a
stunted pine thicket and almost fell into Chinook’s
fire. Hunched under a crude windbreak of boughs,
sat Chinook North. Bliz had tripped on his
snowshoes, sprawling flat. He flung his rifle
against Chinook’s legs, and the big trapper kicked
it aside indifferently.

Bliz was too weak to protest. He sat up and
mechanically removed his snowshoes, while
Chinook studied him coldly.

“I’m starvin’,” stated the sheriff. “Ain’t et—
God, how long!”

“You come to a hell of a place to eat,” said
Chinook.

“Huh?” Bliz grunted and looked around. Even
with his impaired vision, he could see no sign of
any outfit.

“Where’s your dogs, Chinook?”” he asked.

“Where’s yours?” retorted the trapper.

“Went through the ice on Lost Horse.”

“They did? Well, why didn’t yuh turn back,
you fool?”

“Turn back? Me? I started out to git the devil
that killed my wife.”

“I see. And you ain’t a damn bit better off
than she is. I lost my outfit in the blizzard. Caught
me in the open back there. God, what a wind.
Blotted out everythin’. I tried to swing my outfit,
caught one web on a snag of some kind, and took a
nasty fall. Guess I hit my head. Anyway, I lost
everythin’. I made it to a thicket, where I nested in,
until it was over.”

“You ain’t got no grub, Chinook?” asked the
sheriff foolishly.

“Ain’t had none since the blizzard. Can yuh
find a few more branches, Bliz; I’'m kinda snow-
blind.”

“Same here,” admitted Bliz. “Can’t see very
well now. Where’s my rifle?”

“You don’t need no rifle. Nothin’ to shoot,
anyway.”

“I’'m takin’ you back to Seven Pines,
Chinook. I’ve got to take yuh back. You killed my
wife and that stranger, you murderin’ devil. Who
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was the stranger?”

“I don’t know,” replied Chinook. “Anyway, I
didn’t kill him.”

“Don’t lie to me. If yuh didn’t do the killin’,
why didja pull out, like yuh did?”

“To keep from havin’ to prove I didn’t kill
‘em. Why didn’t yuh bring Con Orton along to
help yuh run me down ? He tried to arrest me.
Blabbin® at me for bein’ a murderer, his gun
wobblin’ all around. Scared I’d kill him, I reckon. I
smashed him in the face and left him there in the
snow. | reckon I was a little crazy, Bliz.”

“You knowed she was my wife, Chinook.
You knowed that. Then you went crazy and killed
her and that man, thinkin’ he was me. Ain’t that
the way it was? I’ve got a warrant for yore arrest
on a charge of murder.”

“Keep it,” replied Chinook dully. “Might need
it to build a fire.”

They sat there for a long time, huddled over
the miserable fire, while the bitter cold seemed to
move in on them like a blanket. Chinook got to his
feet, and the sheriff lifted his head.

“What’ll we do ?” he asked.

“I dunno,” grunted Chinook. “Might as well
start back, I reckon.”

“We never could make it back to Seven
Pines.”

“Mebbe not,” replied Chinook. He picked up
the sheriff’s rifle. “I ain’t goin’ to set here and
petrify in this cold.”

“Give me that rifle, Chinook.”

The big trapper laughed through his ice-
coated beard.

“Mush out of here,” he ordered. “I wouldn’t
trust you, Bliz—not as hungry as you are.”

Gravel-like snow rattled against them as they
stumbled from the thicket and started on their
back-track, with Bliz in the lead. Bliz’s tracks were
already drifted in, until only humpy places on the
snow indicated where he had shuffled along.

Hours later, whether it was night or day
neither of them knew or cared, they built another
fire. They were both just a little crazy now. The
sheriff babbled about Mary Dolan, and the gaunt,
red-eyed Chinook sat there, hunched in the smoke,
staring.

“You killed her, because she married me,”
accused the sheriff. “You loved her — damn yuh.
You killed the stranger, thinkin’ he was me.”

“I loved her—yes,” replied Chinook. “Who
was the stranger, and why was he with yore wife?”

“Nobody knows. He was dead. You murdered
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both of ‘em, damn yuh. I’m takin’ yuh back to
hang yuh.”

HINOOK laughed harshly. “Hang! Who the

hell cares—I don’t. They’ll have to feed me
and keep me warm. Grub. You lost yore outfit, and
yuh had to find me. The law wanted me, and you
wanted revenge—but damn yuh, you wanted me
more for my grub —at the last. Hunger wipes out
law and revenge, Bliz. Right now, you’d, trade me
for a pot of stew. Yes, you would. Wasn’t it some
feller in the Bible that sold his birthright for a mess
of mush. Birthright! I’d sell my soul for some.”

“I’m takin’ yuh back to hang yuh for murder,”
said the sheriff.

“Then let’s be goin’,” replied Chinook. “The
fire’s goin’ out.”

Hour after hour they stumbled along. They
had no sense of direction, merely following the
lines of least resistance. Bliz collapsed, and
Chinook dragged him into a thicket, where he
managed to build a fire. He found the warrant
inside Bliz’s parka, and used it to kindle the fire.
There was more wood here; no danger of freezing.
Bliz recovered in the warmth from the fire.

“I’ll have yuh back in Seven Pines soon,” he
promised. “Then I’'m goin’ to hang yuh, Chinook.”

Chinook, crouched on the other side of the
fire, laughed harshly.

“It’s a good hundred miles, Bliz,” he said
hoarsely, “and there’s grub between here and there.
You can’t make it, and I can’t make it—unless.”

“Unless what?”

“One of us could make it,” said Chinook
huskily. “There ain’t much fat on either of us—jist
bones to gnaw on. We’ll draw straws—and the
long straw gits the rifle.”

“You mean—" Bliz leaned forward, his little,
red eyes staring at the blurred hunched figure that
was Chinook North.

“Long straw wins the rifle,” said Chinook,
“and the man with the rifle does as he damn
pleases.”

“But I’ve got to hang yuh,” protested the
sheriff.

Chinook secured two splinters of wood, one
long and one short. Clutching them in his fingers,
arranging the ends even, he moved over to Bliz.

“Long straw wins the rifle,” he said.

With an uncertain hand, squinting horribly,
the starving sheriff groped for the straws. Twice he
missed entirely.

“Damn yuh, hold still!” he croaked.
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Whap! Something struck the sheriff’s parka-
clad sleeve, knocking his hand away, while in the
sub-zero air a rifle report sounded with a vicious
snap.

It was so unexpected that Chinook fell
backwards across the fire, his clutching hands
finding their rifle. Again came the shattering
report, and a tuft of fur jerked from the top of
Bliz’s cap. Weakly he slumped over on his side.

Chinook, sprawling, his parka smouldering in
spots, weakly swung the rifle around and drew
back the hammer. A man was shoving his way
through the thicket; mostly a blurred shape in
Chinook’s weak vision. Chinook fired, with the
butt of the rifle against his waist, and the oncoming
figure went down, firing again, as he fell. But the
bullet went wild this time.

It was several moments, before anyone
moved. Bliz shoved back to a sitting position, and
Chinook got weakly to his feet, moving slowly
over to the figure of a man, sprawled near the fire.
Grasping him by the shoulders Chinook managed
to drag him over to the fire, where he tore away his
cap and collar.

It was Con Orton, the deputy sheriff, staring
up with dazed eyes.

“Chinook?” he said. “I—I—where’s Bliz?”

“Right here, Con.”

“Con?” queried the sheriff. “Con Orton!”

He crawled over and looked down at the face
of his deputy.

“What are you doin’ here, Con?” he asked
huskily.

“He tried to kill yuh, Bliz,” said Chinook.
“Why did yuh try to kill Bliz, Con?” .

The deputy was dying, but his lips drew back
in a snarling grin.

“Wanted ... his ... grub,” he said painfully. “I
... left ... too ... quick ... to ... get ... much.”

Chinook lifted his aching eyes and he and the
sheriff stared at each other.

“He—he was goin’ to murder you for yore
grub, Bliz,” said Chinook.

“I dunno,” muttered the sheriff. “Everybody’s
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crazy.”
“Had ... to ... have ... grub,” muttered the
dying deputy.

Chinook got to his feet, and went stumbling
away, hunched over to follow Con Orton’s tracks.
A hundred yards away he found Orton’s dogs and
sled. With difficulty he managed to drive the
mover to the fire, where he clawed into the pack.

Tea, bacon—not much bacon—a package of
flap-jack flour.

“Grub!” shouted Chinook weakly. “Bliz,
we’re saved. God knows it ain’t much; but we’ll
git back to Seven Pines. Do yuh hear me, Bliz?”

“Con’s dead,” muttered the sheriff. “I’ll take
you back to Seven Pines and hang yuh, Chinook.”

“To hell with all that!” grunted Chinook.
“We’ve got grub.”

A good many hours later a limping, half-
starved dog team struggled into Seven Pines. On
the sled was the body of Con Orton, along with
Bliz Benton, his eyes bandaged and the rifle across
his lap. Driving the team was Chinook North.

Willing hands dragged them into Liston’s
Trading Post, while tongues plied them with
questions.

“I brought him back to hang,’
sheriff.

“Yuh can’t hang a dead man,” said Liston.
“Damn him, he took the last dog team in the place,
and headed north. We figured you’d run into him.”

“Con?” asked the bewildered sheriff.

“Sure,” replied Listen. “He murdered that
man and put the blame on Chinook North.”

“Mary?” whispered the sheriff. “She’s ”
He hesitated.

“She’s goin’ to live,” replied Liston. “It was
her that told everythin’. That stranger was her
brother—a detective, who was trailin’ Con Orton
for a murder in Oregon. Con tried to kill her, too.
Had to try and save his own skin. But you got him,
eh? Well, I reckon it was the hand of fate.”

“Like hell,” said Chinook huskily. “It was the
need of grub.”

’

muttered the




