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Hobnail Justice
By CHARLES NELSON

A leaping flame licks against the sky. Green-topped timber
echoes its thunder—and a timber-topper gambles his life
high up on a dizzy tower of death.

IPLEY VAUGHN, high-rigger of
Camp Five, called “Rip” for short
by the logging-crew, left the bunk-

house Sunday after dinner and made for
the camp boss's house, dressed in his best.
On the porch railing sat Peggy, Preston’s
pretty daughter, her slender body leaning
against a post, slim arms poised, looking
at the green, sun-drenched hills through
a pair of field-glasses. Rip snatched off his
hat and called :

“How’s chances for a look ?”

“Fine, come on up,” invited Peggy. “The
view is splendid from here. Looks as if
somebody had piled the country on end to
72

be photographed. I can see every donkey-
engine and spar tree!”

Rip took a seat on the rail beside her,
but forgot to use the glasses she handed
him, being fascinated by the picture of
Peggy herself. Her shining hair was lifted
by the light breeze, her hazel eycs
glinted in the sun. Rip wanted to say:

“Peggy, I've been crazy about you ever
since we met. I can't live without you!”

Instead, he asked with a note of doubt-
ful eagerness in his voice: “How about
the dance Saturday night at Tarbridge.
I've got a car and I'd certainly like to
take you if you want to go.”
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She smiled apologetically. “I'm sorry,
Mr. Vaughn. Honest, I'd like to, but I've
promised Mr. Lorenz.”

“Oh, I see,” said Rip, politely, but look-
ing as if he had accidentally bitten into
a quinine capsule. “My luck!”

There was a moment or two of embar-
rassed silence while Rip recovered. “How
do you like being back in camp again after
Portland?” he asked finally. “You used
to call yourself a timber beast like the rest
of us.” Then, a little anxiously, “You
haven’t gotten a longing to live in the city ?”

“No, I'm glad to be back. I love the
woods. But—Portland was lots of fun, in
a way. The men are so nice, and take you
everywhere. And they dress so well and—"

“Like Lorenz!” Rip broke in, and then
could have bitten his tongue off.

Peggy colored. “Mr. Vaughn,” she said
soberly, “you know what the woods have
done to me—killed my brothers and broke
my mother’s heart. Sometimes I think I
hate them. In the city I can forget. But
I got homesick and had to come back—
to this—" Peggy made a graceful sweep
with her hand toward the circle of hills.
“And now I feel as if T must get away
from it again, I don’t know—"

Rip could not reply to this. He had
been holding the glasses to his eyes while
she spoke, to conceal the feeling they were
sure to show. Now he handed them to
her and abruptly changed the subject.

“See that big 200-foot tree over there
to the right—just behind the cleared spot ?”
He guided her hands, his own a trifle un-
steady. “Going to top 'er tomorrow, with
powder for a charge. If you watch, may-
be you can see it.”

“Sure, that'll be great!”

“Well, so long! Got a date in town. See
you later.”

Although he would have been glad to
linger, her ready “So long!’ left him no
excuse.

As Rip strode down the path he met
Lorenz headed for the Prestons’. A nod
and scowl were the only recognition he
vouchsafed the timekeeper. Rip disliked
him for a high-collar city dude. It was
common rumor in camp that he was well-
fixed and was trying to persuade Peggy
to marry him and go to town to live. Ru-
mor also had it that old man Preston
wasn't unagreeable to the idea of being

relieved of the care and responsibility of a
motherless daughter.

Rip's thoughts were in a turmoil. How
badly he wanted this girl nobody but
himsclf knew. Still, mad as he was about
her, he recognized that his fecling was
purely selfish and looked the facts in the
face. He wanted her to be happy above
anything else. Evidently she liked the
timekeeper ; the fellow could give her more
than he, Rip, would probably ever be able
to; and how could he expect her to pre-
fer camp life to the swell times to be had
in town? Didn't he himself break away
whenever he got stakey? Oh, h—Il, what
was the use?

Rip jumped in his flivver, stepped on the
starter and headed recklessly for Tar-
bridge, where he knew of a poker game
that might help him forget for a while.

HE next day in the timber was a

trying one for Rip. It was blustry—
always unfavorable weather for high-
climbing work. The spar-tree, or legging-
mast, he was rigging up happened to be a
monster gnarled fir more than eight feet
through at the foot, thick-barked and the
wood as hard as bone. Where he had to
cut off its top, one hundred and fifty feet
above the ground, the trunk was four feet
through. Some of the limb-cutting had
already been done, but Rip labored all day,
standing in mid-air on his spurs, swelter-
ing and sweating, axing off branch after
branch, some of them as big around as his
thigh. The edge of his wide, high-climb-
er’s belt chafed his waist, the spur-straps
burned like hot bands, his legs ached, tired
from strain. But he wanted to finish the
job that day and kept at it doggedly.

At last he was cutting the ledge or
shelf on which he was to lay the pow-
der sticks. All around the tough trunk
his sharp ax bit out the chips like a man
notching a huge pencil to break it in two.
The powder was hoisted up to him by the
hand-line he had already rigged, and he
laid it on the circular shelf several sticks
deep, around the tree-trunk, ready for
priming.  As he took the coil of fuse in
his hand he fumbled it and it fel. A
gust of wind steered it into a small brush-
filled gulch close by. He called down to
his helpers and they went to look for it.
The search took time and Rip lost patience,
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came down himself and joined the hunt,
with no success. There was no more fuse
handy and he was stuck. As there was
time to spare, however, he decided to go
to camp for some.

When he reached the commissary and
opened the door he got a shock. Peggy
was there, standing in front of the coun-
ter with Lorenz. They were alone, her hand
in his, her head bowed. She broke away
when she saw Rip and hurried past him
through the door without a word.

He closed it and followed her. “Peggy!”
he called, “wait a minute, I want to tell
you something!”

“Mr. Vaughn,” she interrupted him
hastily, “I've—" Her eyes met Rip’s for
an instant and she forgot what was on her
tongue at the look she saw in them. Hold-
ing out her hand she said lightly, to hide
her embarrassment: “Goodby! I'm off for
town tomorrow.”

“You mean for good

Peggy nodded and looked away un-
easily.

Rip took her hand and gripped it till
her fingers winced. ‘“Good-by,” he said
huskily. And then, “Good luck "

Peggy turned quickly toward her house,

IP returned to the commissary in a

desperate frame of mind. Preston
heard his request for fuse and came out
of the back room. Lorenz hunted through
the shelves, then remembered having lent
the last roll to Camp Four.

“Why the devil wasn’t more ordered
long ago!” commented Preston, testily. “I
can't look after every little thing!”

“I'll hunt again,” said the timekeeper.
Preston joined in the search. Finally Lo-
renz dug out a short piece of fuse from
a corner. “Is this long enough?” he asked
innocently, holding it up.

“HardlyI” answered Preston. Then for
the green timekeeper’s benefit :

“It takes about eight or ten feet for a
shot. You see it must be long enough to
give the man who lights it a chance to get
down the tree and make his getaway before
the blast goes off.”

“Oh, I see,” said Lorenz.

Preston turned to Rip. “Did you look
all over for the fuse you lost?”

Rip, in no pleasant humor himself,
grasped at the implication in Preston’s ques-
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tion and replied, “I sure did!”” Then added:
“Well, there's no fuse, so that settles it,
I guess. May as well all it a day.”

“Yes—unless you could whittle the dam’
top!f)ﬁ with your pocket-knife! You might
try!”

Rip turned red. Without a word he took
the foot-long fuse lying on the counter
and went out.

Preston hastened after him and called
good-naturedly: “Hey, Rip! Come back
here, you young fool !”

But the high-climber was already on his
speeder, going toward the woods. His
back had the look of a blank wall. He
flew rather than rode back to the timber.
Arrived at the spar-tree he stood boiling
with resentment while he capped the bit
of fuse. He'd show them what a real
timber-beast could do! He put on his
climbing rigging in silence. His helpers
spoke to him but he answered briefly and
went up the trunk as swiftly as an ape in
a palm-tree. At the powder-shelf he took
the short piece of fuse from his pocket,
leaned on his life-rope and jammed it
viciously into a stick of dynamite, which he
placed in the bunch arbund the tree. Therr
he glanced below.

“T-i-m-b-¢-r I"* he bellawed.

‘The men ran into the clear, looking aloft
and wondering. Rip struck a match and
the wind promptly blew it out. With a
scowl he threw it away and struck another,
which met the same fate. He grew vin-
dictively calm. With deliberate slowness
he fished a third match from his overalls,
struck it and, shielding it with his cupped
hands, lit the fuse. It hissed venomously,
like a snake about to strike. Rip slacked
and dropped the bight of his life-rape,
jumped both his spurs out of the bark and
let himself fall straight down the tree as
far as his rope would permit. When his
spurs hit the bark again he was many feet
below the powder. He made another leap
down. . . .

ITH a roar the explosion came. The

force of the blast almost shook him
from the tree. The trunk trembled as if
a giant’s fist had dealt it a savage blow.
Leaning far back on his belt Rip looked
above him. A circle of gray-black smoke
had sprung out from the notch and spread
on the wind. He had been able to get far



HOBNAIL JUSTICE 75

enough from the great blast to withstand
the shock of it. But there was the huge,
tottering top. To which side would it lean
and fall? Would its massive limbs rake
the trunk in descending and brush him from
his footing? Would its butt strike him
and knock him off? He was still a hun-
dred and fifty feet from the ground.

Splinters, fir-needle and pieces of bark
began to rain on his shoulders and up-
turned face. He dodged them as well as
he could, never taking his eyes off the tons-
heavy top. Nearly cut in two by the pow-
der, it began to incline toward the carth.
A picce of bark cut Rip’s lip and blood
spurted over his cheek. His hat was
knocked off. A big sliver fell across his
braced arm, numbing it.

But through it all his eyes remained
riveted on the threatening mass of top and
limbs over his head. Now it was nearly at
a right angle. The whining swish of its
fall sounded like a coming gale. It took
off with a spiteful kick that sent the freed
trunk tossing and reeling.

Rip circled on his spurs till he was oppo-
site the hurtling top, his movements quick
and sure as an acrobat’s. As he made the
half-circuit the logging-camp buildings
flashed into view. Unconsciously his glance
picked out the foreman's house. His
thoughts raced to Peggy as he caught up
the slack of his rope and flattened himself
against the trunk. There was a sudden
rush of wind, followed by a crash of
branches as the top struck the ground. He
was safe—and he had shown them! Blown
the damn top off with a finger-length of
fuse!

IN reckless downward leaps he reached
the ground. His helpers stood gaping.
Without word or sign he coiled his rope
around his waist and made for the railroad
track and the speeder, across the chaos of
down timber. His eyes glowed, his head
was in the air and his hair rumpled in the
wind. His right arm hung stiff by his side,
but with his left he wiped his mouth, leav-
ing a bloody smcar across his face. Belted
and spurred, grim and grimy in his short
black slicker, brown overalls and steel-
caulked high-top shoes, he resembled a
strangely accoutred warrior fresh from vic-
tory.

Jumping on the speeder he raced for
camp. Midway he met the foreman com-
ing toward him on a second speeder. Both
slackened their pace and put on brakes,
stopping within a few fcet. Preston spoke
first.

“I heard the shot. Did you find the fuse?”
His voice was casual.

“No,” answered Rip with suppressed
scorn, “I whittled the damn top off with
my pocket-knife!”

Foreman and high-climber measured each
other. Again Preston spoke. “Get on my
car and let me have yours. I want to go
to the landing.”

They changed cars without further re-
mark and rode off in opposite directions,
neither looking back.

When Rip was a short way from camp
a woman came running toward him. As
he came close he recognized Peggy. He
slammed on the brake and stared. Her
hair was blowing in the wind, her face
was flushed and she was out of breath.
She gazed at him as if she were secing a
ghost. Rip noticed half-dried tears on her
cheeks. With a leap he was on the ground.

Peggy flung herself headlong into his
arms, panting: “Rip, Rip, I thought you
were killed!”

Rip kissed her hard, heedless of his cut
lip. Peggy got out her handkerchief and
wiped his face tenderly. Reckless of his
hurt arm Rip snatched the tiny square from
her hand and drew her to him. His belt and
rope made a rough embrace, but she didn’t
seem to mind.

She lay in his arm, repeating: “Oh, Rip,
I thought you were killed! I was watc
ing through the glasses. You didn’t make
the ground and when the top fell and I
couldn’t see you I ran to the commissary.
Dad had left and so I ran. . .. Oh, Rip!”

“Well, I'm certainly alive,” Rip rcas-
sured her. Then frowning: “But Lorenz
—aren't you going to marry Lorenz?”

“Why, no!” answered Peggy, emphnt-
ically. “I turned him down. I was saying
good by when you camne into the commis-
sary.

“But what about going back to town ?”

“Sh-h! I'm a logger’s woman! I didn’t
know till T thought I had lost you. I be-
long in the timber—with you, Rip. I'm a
timber beast, too!”




