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 LOW CEILING
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A low ceiling had forced them down through the sullen, gray atmosphere and after landing them safely in the snow-banked valley, the pilot took off immediately and was even then gaily winging his way back toward distant Quebec. The two young men watched the plane intently until its shimmering wings were obscured by the gathering storm clouds.

Hal looked away and turned to view the silent, white landscape. Miles and miles of frowning forest stretched out in all directions and to the left, just this side of the timber, the dark outline of the river could be seen under its thick coating of ice.

Chester Stark drew his heavy coat about his none too robust frame, then placed a gloved hand on Hal’s shoulder.

“That’s Bete Noire, old top.”

“Oh, yes—that Black Beast river you were telling me about. It doesn’t look like such a black beast to me, Ches.” Hal’s deep blue eyes twinkled. “Just now it looks like an icy beast.”

“It’s everything you can name, Hal. Dangerous current—tricky, and yet a blessing for the trappers. Only way they can make it to Sainte Beauve in the bad months. So thick with ice they travel almost the whole distance over it. They begin to dynamite it this month, though. Settlers have to get fish. Dad wrote me they’d already blown up the ice at Beyond. We’ll be able to get some trout.”

“Boy, that sounds like living, Ches. But say, we’re here because we’re here and it’s middle afternoon. Are you sure this handy man of your father’s or whatever he is—are you sure he’ll show up and not leave us in this solemn place for the night?”

A smile lighted up Chester Stark’s gray eyes and he looked at Hal’s powerful physique, admiringly.

“Bonner will be here—he’ll be looking for us, don’t worry. But even if he shouldn’t, I have the feeling somehow that you’re capable of taking care of both of us.” He glanced at Hal’s broad shoulders and nodded. “You look as if you could knock a hungry wolf pack silly with one straight tackle.”

Hal whipped off his warm tweed cap and ran his hand over a tumbled mass of red, curling hair. Instinctively, then, he looked off across the gleaming white surface of the snow searching for tell-tale impressions. In a second he espied them, not two hundred feet from where they were standing.

“Ches, you mean wolves...”

“Certainly, you crazy egg. You’re in the wilds of Canada and I don’t mean maybe! You’re not on the campus! Do you realize we were a few hours in that plane from Quebec? Figure it out for yourself what a nice cross-country run that would be if we had to hoof it. Sainte Beauve, which is about twenty miles from here, is nothing more or less than an outpost town. There’s a train in and out of there every other week. Beyond is twenty miles also, but north of this spot, so considering the distance between human habitations in this wild, desolate country it isn’t any wonder that wolves...”

“How can you tell it’s twenty miles to Beyond, Ches?” Hal interposed, glancing anxiously toward the darkening horizon.

“I’ve spent all my life around these parts, except the time I’ve been at college,” Chester answered. “I ought to know the country a little bit. But to satisfy you, Hal, I’ll tell you why I know it’s twenty miles to Beyond. Bete Noire divides a little northeast of here and she goes roaring out and over through Dirk’s Pass, plunges down into the ravine and meets the river again at a place called the Devil’s Pot. It speaks for itself; it’s the most treacherous spot on the Bete Noire. If you listen intently you’ll hear the roar of the falls at Dirk’s Pass—it seldom freezes over completely. Hear it? Well, just the sound of it tells me that the distance to Beyond is about twenty miles. And by that same token I can calculate the distance to little old Sainte Beauve.”

“Boy, it’s quite a little walk either way, huh? A fellow feels rather small when he thinks of so many miles of snow and ice...Gosh, Ches, how on earth can this Bonner bird find us?”

“You have to pass through this valley to get to Sainte Beauve. And if you remember, I wired Dad that if the day wasn’t so pleasant our pilot might have to land us in the valley. Dad will figure the time correctly and Jacques Bonner will be here, Hal. Don’t worry. I wish I was as certain that you’d like him.”

“What makes you think I won’t like him?”

“Because nobody likes him, except Dad. He looks like a bear and acts like a puma. He’s part Indian, but mostly French-Canadian, I understand, and talks very good English. A queer mixture. Anyway, he’s been with my father since their lumberjack days. Dad was foreman of the outfit and when he finally organized the Great Northern Lumber Company and made his pile, Jacques Bonner came into the family and he’s been with us ever since. A sort of major-domo, you know. My sisters and myself have never talked about it, but if anyone were to ask us point blank I guess we couldn’t honestly say we have any use for Bonner. Dad swears by him, and yet at times...Hal, I’m going to tell you something confidential...”

“Why, of course, Ches—go on!”

“I’ve sometimes fancied Dad is afraid of Jacques Bonner. Why, I don’t know. For that reason I just say I fancy it’s so. But do me a favor while you’re at Beyond, Hal. See if you notice that they’re never quite at ease in each other’s presence.”

“I don’t quite understand—”

“You will when you see Dad and Jacques Bonner together,” Chester said, looking up steadily into Hal’s ruddy face. “You’ll notice it immediately, for you’re the type of person that wouldn’t do anything else but.—This is just between you and me, you know.”

“Ches, we’re friends, the best of friends, aren’t we?” Hal said, taking off his fur gauntlet and extending his hand.

“The very best, Hal.”

They clasped hands and smiled, then stepped apart at the sudden, distant sound of tinkling bells. Chester nodded.

“It’s Bonner, all right—with the sleigh. Now you can rest easy that we’ll get to Beyond comfortably. Also, we’ll eat and I know that’s just what you were worrying about.”

“Man alive, was I! The promise of food, a blazing fireplace, the tinkle of sleigh bells...If it wasn’t early March I’d think it was Christmas,” Hal chuckled. “Anyway, it’s a merry sounding prospect.”

“Don’t count on too much at Stark House, Hal. I didn’t know what merriment was until I went to college and fell in with you. Dad’s always been so sad and peculiar.”

“Now, Ches, don’t start worrying about the effect your father and your house will have on me—please! I’ve lived long enough to take people as I find them; I’ve met lots of peculiar people too. You ought to know that I get a kick out of almost everything and everybody.”

“Yes, I should have remembered that,” Chester admitted, smiling.

Hal laughed heartily and flung his arm about his friend’s narrow shoulders. The sound of the bells grew louder with every second until presently they descried through the shadowy trees two spirited horses and a sleigh coming swiftly toward them over the hard-packed snow.

Chester Stark waved his arm without enthusiasm as the sleigh approached. A ponderous figure swathed in black furs returned the greeting with a nod of his enormous head. Sullen and unsmiling, the flat-nosed face and dark, opaque eyes looked almost mask-like, so devoid of expression were they. Hal was distinctly conscious of a shuddering sensation throughout his body at this first glimpse of the man.

Jacques Bonner did that to people.
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Jacques Bonner yanked the reins with a swift, almost fierce, gesture as the sleigh slid abreast of the young men. Then he proceeded to get his unwieldy body down to the ground. Hal was astonished and moved to secret merriment as he beheld the man standing before him, for this was no giant as he had been led to believe when he saw him sitting in the sleigh. Bonner was a vast torso; his tiny, stumpy legs, giving him a height of little more than five feet, seemed to have been an afterthought of Mother Nature’s.

His dark, opaque eyes were observant, however. Hal realized this at once, and he knew instinctively that the man had sensed his amusement and had already set out to dislike him. Chester Stark seemed to have sensed it also for he immediately threw himself into the breach.

“Jacques,” he was saying with that wistful smile that had so endeared him to Hal, “this is my friend, Hal Keen—my great big American college chum.” He laughed pleasantly. “He looks big enough to save me from any runaway horse, hey? But he almost didn’t save himself.”

“I’m here as proof that I did save myself though, Ches,” Hal laughed.

“And how! We’re both here to prove what you did, Hal. The main thing is that neither one of us feels the effects of that shake-up so much that we can’t enjoy this convalescence in a great big way. Just think how that accident opened up the heart of our dear old Alma Mater and gave us a nice long pre-Easter vacation to recuperate in. In a way you ought to feel grateful to me, really you ought!”

“Did I say I didn’t feel grateful!”

They had almost forgotten Jacques who stood before them looking more grotesque than ever with his immobile face and his dull eyes watching them intently and yet always seeming to look elsewhere. Suddenly he made a swift movement toward the young men’s baggage and Hal noticed that his hands too were tremendous. As he gathered up the luggage he muttered:

“We get back B’yond, M’sieu Chester. Snow come soon.”

“Yes, I know, Jacques. That’s why the plane had to leave us here. Sky’s so thick with snow the pilot couldn’t take the chance of trying to make a landing at Beyond. Besides, he couldn’t take the chance of losing any more time—he had to cover a lot of sky toward Quebec before night.”

Jacques Bonner was piling the luggage into the sleigh by this time. He gave no sign whatsoever that he had heard Chester’s remarks but motioned both young men into the back seat peremptorily. Then without further ado he edged his unwieldy bulk into the front seat among the baggage and took up the reins.

“Say,” Hal said in a deep-throated whisper, “that bird doesn’t happen to be deaf or anything like that, does he?”

Chester shook his head and tucked the heavy robes about them.

“It isn’t deafness; it’s Jacques,” he whispered, scarcely moving his lips.

Bonner had not heard, however; he had already turned the horses about and the tinkling bells on their harness soon vied with the low moaning of the wind that came rushing toward them out of the north. Hal sank lower under the warm robes until all but his strong chin was covered.

“It’s weather what I mean, Ches!”

“This is nothing. Wait and watch if we have a nice long spell of snow and wind.”

“We’ll have something to look forward to then.”

“There’s not much else I can promise you at Beyond,” Chester said wistfully. He, too, was chin deep in the robes. “We can ski plenty, of course, and skate, and...”

“Quit your worrying about how you’re going to entertain me, Ches. I’m an entertainment all to myself—I’ll whoop things up at Beyond. Just leave it to me.”

Chester did leave it to him and the result exceeded his wildest expectations.
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They swung along for a few miles under the shadow of the forest, then emerged onto a snow-packed trail that followed the river. Hal noticed that the ice was broken up considerably here and that the dark water, joyous in its freedom after the winter’s long imprisonment, was rushing frantically down toward the Devil’s Bowl.

“Some swift current, Ches,” he observed.

Chester nodded and smiled, and glanced idly at a patch of soft, wet snow that had fallen on his robe. The biting north wind was whipping some snow flurries crazily about their heads. Jacques Bonner, except for an occasional hissing order to the horses, sat motionless in the front seat.

“It took some dynamite to blow Bete Noire up like this,” Chester said after a long silence. “The ice must have been terribly thick.”

Hal watched the bobbing ice rushing down on the tide and let his glance wander through the murky atmosphere upstream where several ponderous branches were being borne along on the swift current. Behind them came other driftwood—an oar, part of a canoe that had once boasted a coat of bright red paint, and something else that at first glance looked like a huge box. Chester, too, had caught sight of it and partly raised himself in his seat to get a better view of it.

“Looks like a trunk or something, Hal.”

“That current is enough to float anything floatable.” Hal pushed himself up in his seat also.

“It’s the dynamite that’s largely responsible. It just gets that ice on a rampage for a week afterward. Everything is pushed along before...”

“Too much dynamite used at B’yond,” Jacques Bonner said suddenly. He drew up the horses and turned stiffly about in his seat. “I made mistake; it blew up Stark ice house. Big lot of bank blown away and go down river.”

“Whew!” Chester exclaimed with evident concern. “Nobody hurt, I hope?”

Bonner shook his head and stared out upon the river. The reins twitched in his fur-gloved hands with every jerk of the impatient horses, but the man seemed in no mind to go on. He was intensely interested in the great box which had floated downstream and was now wedged between two large cakes of ice near the bank. Suddenly he stirred, wriggled his grotesque body out of the sleigh and, without a word of explanation, walked with a queer, hobbling sort of gait toward the river bank.

“Gol darn it, Ches, that bird’s as queer as all get-out! What’s the idea of going off and holding up this parade without even so much as saying au revoir, huh?”

“Jacques does those things, Hal, that’s all. He never misses a trick of any kind. That’s a chest of some kind—that box, and he’s interested in it. I guess he wants to get a close-up of it and see what it is.”

“Mm. He’s an independent cuss, considering everything. If I was employed in the same capacity that he is, I wouldn’t have the nerve to walk off like that. It’s a wonder your father’ll stand for things like that. I suppose he does stand for it, huh? It’s easy to see Bonner doesn’t give a hang for anyone.”

“I thought you’d notice it, Hal. But I didn’t think you’d have the opportunity to notice it so soon. We’re still twelve miles from Beyond and you’ve already caught on to the mystery of the Stark household. It all seems to revolve about Jacques; you’ll see that he exercises a deucedly queer influence over my father. You’d think the governor was the under dog. Jacques does just about as he sees fit.”

“Does he live right with you—in the house, I mean?”

“Oh, no. But he might as well. He’s more often in our place than in his own diggings.”

“Diggings?”

“Dad had quite a handsome cabin built for him on our place. He lives there with his wife—one of those poor, plain yes women that don’t dare say a word. He’s got a son, a replica of Jacques as far as characteristics go. He doesn’t take after his pater physically though. Rene’s quite handsome. He has rather a crush on my kid sister, Phoebe, but she won’t give him a tumble. She knows quite a nice chap, Jerard Mathieu. He’s a Quebecan—traces his family tree way back and all that sort of thing. A lot of name but perhaps not so much money. He’s visiting at Beyond now—you’ll like him.”

“Well,” said Hal hopefully, “it doesn’t look as if things are going to be so dull after all. We have Jacques to keep us from feeling too gay and Jerry to help us enjoy ourselves. He won’t mind me calling him Jerry, will he?”

“He’ll ascribe it to your extreme youth,” Chester answered with a low chuckle. “That’s what he always says when I get merry with him.”

“Why, is he so old?”

“No, only twenty-five—five years older than we. You’d think there was fifty years difference, though, the patronizing manner he sometimes takes with me. Still, Jerard’s a good sort—I suppose we’ll act patronizingly too when we get to the ripe old age of twenty-five.”

Hal laughed but his mirth was soon cut short by a low, guttural call from Jacques Bonner at the river bank. Before the echo died away in the murky atmosphere, the raucous cry of a wild fowl sounded in the distance and for a moment Hal felt strangely disturbed by its poignant note. He clutched the soft fur robe and started visibly when Chester suddenly laid a hand on his arm.

“Jacques seems to have discovered something about that chest, Hal,” he was saying. “Look, he’s waving for us to hurry...why, what’s the matter—you look as if you’ve had a shock or something?”

“Not as bad as that, Ches,” Hal answered with a chuckle. He slid out from under the warm robes and down to the ground. “I just got a queer, spooky sort of feeling when that fowl yipped in the wake of Jacques’ dulcet tones. Can’t account for it. Let’s go and see what he wants.”

They walked quickly away from the sleigh, silent, and observing the gray, flapping wings of the fowl which came into view and circled above the ice-choked waters of the Bete Noire. Cry after cry issued from its long, narrow throat and yet the deep silence seemed but accentuated by the dismal, wailing echoes.

Jacques Bonner’s grotesque figure was bent over the chest as the boys reached his side. He was trying desperately to force a jackknife through the mud-covered top and secure an opening.

“You pull ’eem from top when I say,” he grunted without glancing up. “Mud make ’eem stick fast.”

“It looks that way, Jacques,” said young Stark as he leaned down and scraped some mud away with his finger nail. “Why, it’s cedar—a cedar chest!”

“Mm!” grunted Bonner. “Cedar make it waterproof and mud make it airtight, yes?”

“It sure looks so,” Hal spoke up. “Where the heck do you suppose it came from?”

“Not far,” Jacques answered, giving Hal a quick glance from under narrowed lids. “Dynamite push ’eem out of place where ’eem was buried—come floating down river. ’Eem not in water long—’eem buried in mud many years.”

“Hmph!” Chester Stark exclaimed. “This is interesting, Jacques. What on earth do you think can be inside of it?”

Bonner neither looked up nor answered but centered his whole attention upon getting the mud scraped away from the opening. Hal watched him and was aware after a moment that the man had a look of tense expectancy upon his swarthy countenance.

“If they had made cedar chests of that kind in Captain Kidd’s day,” said Hal, “I’d think it was another long-buried treasure of his.”

“Captain Kidd’s treasure in Canada?” Stark chuckled.

“Sure. Why not? Captain Kidd’s treasure might just as well have been in Canada as any place else.”

“It ees treasure maybe,” said Jacques Bonner softly, “but not thees Capitan Keed what you talk. Like I say, ’eem not so old, this chest—maybe twenty year. I tell by the mud and the wood,” he added with a triumphant flourish of his jackknife. “Now you pull ’eem from top.”

“Jacques seems to be nothing if not optimistic,” Chester laughed, leaning down and taking hold of the chest’s mud-covered top. “Come on, Hal, give us a hand and lend some of that six-foot strength of yours to open this lid on Jacques’ treasure.”

Hal fell to cheerfully and they forced the lid vigorously while Jacques, in his half-kneeling posture, grunted audibly and moved his jackknife back and forth in the opening. After a few moments of intensive effort, the lid gradually yielded and was forced fully open to the accompaniment of a horrified exclamation from Chester Stark’s thin lips.

“A skeleton!” he cried. “Hal—a skeleton in here!”

Hal was too horrified to open his lips. He could only stare into the mud-lined chest, horribly fascinated by the grinning bone structure which lay doubled up within it. Jacques Bonner was breathing heavily, but saying nothing. Hal glanced at him and was shocked.

A smile was spreading over the man’s face!
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The horses neighed impatiently up on the snow-packed trail and high above the river the wild fowl screamed continuously. The biting wind moaned eerily and blew the wet, clinging snow into their faces. Suddenly Jacques Bonner was aware of Hal’s questioning gaze and, averting his enormous head, he raised his hand and pointed directly at the skeleton.

“’Eem was shot in head, no?” he said, leveling his finger at a telltale cavity in the skull.

“Gosh—yes!” Hal exclaimed, bending his head to examine the bullet hole in the bony skull. “That’s what finished that poor bird, whoever he was.”

“And if that didn’t,” Chester Stark whispered, “being buried in this cedar chest did for him. This is gruesome—awful!” He turned to Bonner impulsively. “Jacques, you’ve uncovered a crime, a terrible crime. I guess some pretty big hunch guided your hand down here—I wouldn’t have thought twice about bothering to open this mud-covered thing. I’d have thought it was packed full of junk and not worth opening.”

“The police!” Hal said in a deep, hushed voice. “You’ll have to get word to them, Ches!”

“Of course,” said Chester, looking off thoughtfully. “It means a trip to Sainte Beauve for one of us. It can’t be done before morning, though.”

“And what about this chest?” Hal asked. “We leave ’eem here,” Jacques answered quickly. “We pick ’eem up in morning an’ take on sleigh to Sainte Beauve.”

“Yes, that’s the best thing to do,” said Chester. “No one would be likely to come this way for weeks. You see, Hal, there’s only two ways to Sainte Beauve from this side of the river—the trail from Beyond and another trail which no native would take except in late spring and summer. Even then it’s a bleak trail; it’s called the Black Swamp country up there. Gets its name from the fact that the river floods it pretty well in the early spring. And the reason it’s undesirable in winter is because it lies pretty low and the thin ice is sometimes a terrible trap for the unwary. Besides, it’s a maze there—I’ll tell you about it sometime. And seldom, if ever, a native cares to take the trail through Beyond—my father doesn’t invite hospitality. So we needn’t worry about the chest being left here—it’ll be safe from meddlers— Suppose we get away from here now, eh?”
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