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A crime adventure in the north country with rapid action and daring
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CORPORAL DILLON of the Mounted sent his canoe skimming across the smooth surface of the water. It was just after sunrise and Ghost Lake was living up to its name, clouded by spectral banks of mist that were slowly being rent to shreds by the slanting beams of September sun. 

Here and there, through the breaking fog, loomed the pinnacle of a pine tree on the shore, the shadowy bulk of a tiny island, the dark mass of a rocky cliff rising from the lake.

Dillon, a bronzed young fellow in his early twenties, had discarded his coat although there was a frosty tang in the air. The healthy exercise of paddling sent a pleasant glow through his body. As the sun climbed higher, the leaden hue of the water changed to sparkling gold, the fog melted swiftly. He could see the clean, bright-green ramparts of evergreen that rose from the eastern shore a mile away, the gaunt mass of Lost River Mountain over to the west.

“Somewhere near the head of Lost River, he said,'' muttered Dillon, scanning the shore line.

There was still a gray haze over the rocks. But above the surface of the lake he saw a crippled hulk, one wing extending sharply into the air, the other crumpled beneath. It was the wreckage of a plane, and it was what Corporal Dillon had come to investigate.

Ulric Demarais, a trapper up at the Rapids, had told Dillon about the plane. Demarais had come upon the wrecked machine a week before.

“Must be a private outfit,” Dillon said, when the trapper told him about it. “No machines were missing when I left Moose Station. All the forestry ships were accounted for, and none of the prospecting syndicates reported a lost machine. I’ll go into Ghost Lake and take a look.”

A few brisk strokes of the paddle sent his canoe alongside the wreck. It was a trim little cabin plane, and it lay in shallow water. One pontoon was twisted and smashed, but the other pontoon was missing.

“Ripped clean off!” said Dillon, puzzled. “But what was he doing in shallow water, to smash the pontoons like that? And if he cracked up in deep water, why didn’t the machine sink?”

The lake was very clear, and he could see the sandy bottom. But although he paddled around, peering into the transparent water he did not see the other pontoon. Another fact struck him as peculiar—there were no numbers painted on the underside of the wings or on the body of the machine itself.

––––––––
[image: ]


Dillon tied his canoe to a strut and got up on the good wing, made his way into the cabin. Everything was in good shape, but he found not a scrap of evidence that might identify the plane or its former occupants. The crash, he judged, had not been serious to either pilot or passengers. A deadhead floating in the water nearby offered a probable explanation.

“Gas tank is empty. He had to make a landing and smacked up against that deadhead when he was coming into shore. The pontoon was ripped, the machine canted over, and the wing buckled.”

Dillon jotted down various data in his notebook, the registration number, make, model, and other information. Demarais had found the wreck a week ago. The occupants, then, must have struck out into the bush toward civilization.

“Just too bad for them,” he muttered, scrambling out onto the wing again, “if they tried to follow Lost River.”

A few hundred yards away, over on the rocky side of the lake, he could see the river, flowing smoothly between limestone banks rising to slopes covered with blueberry bushes. Beyond a bend in the stream he could see the great grim bulk of Lost River Mountain. And then Dillon blinked.

Clear against the morning sky was a column of white smoke.

Corporal Dillon got into his canoe again and cast off. He swung the bow of the craft directly toward the river. The smoke was from a campfire near the base of the mountain. Demarais, who had camped on Ghost Lake for a day after he found the wreck, had been positive that none of the occupants of the machine were in the vicinity.

The river was swift and narrow but without rapids. Sparkling and clear there in the morning sunlight it was an innocent-looking stream, but Corporal Dillon knew all about its sinister danger. Lost River had been explored by no living man. There were those who had attempted to explore it, for there is always someone to accept any challenge the Northland can offer, but those fool hardy souls had vanished forever, and not even their bones had been found for decent burial. Their only tombstone was the great mountain itself.

The greater part of Lost River was invisible to human eyes. It did not skirt the mountain. Instead, by some strange freak of nature, it plunged directly beneath it in a wild subterranean course that was estimated at two miles in length, with a drop of five hundred feet, its outlet somewhere beneath the surface of Moon Lake in the low country on the other side of the range.

As the canoe swung around a bend, Dillon caught sight of the great black mouth of the cave into which Lost River vanished on its sinister course. High above him loomed the craggy slopes of the mountain. On the right-hand bank he saw a small tent, caught in the flickering blaze of a fire. And down in the cave mouth he saw two men.
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DILLON brought his craft inshore and drew it up on the bank just below the camp. Then he strode down toward the strangers. They had not yet seen him, for they were absorbed in some occupation just below the arch of the tunnel.

Dillon was puzzled. The pair were armed with ropes and a powerful electric lantern. They would cast the ropes far out into the rushing stream, then drag them inshore as if hauling in a net. A canoe, tied to a bush overhanging the river, rocked and swung in the current. The hollow roar of the river as it vanished into the darkness filled the air with a sullen booming.

One of the men, turning, caught sight of Dillon making his way down the bank. Instantly he dropped his rope, spoke sharply to his companion, and his hand flew to his hip. 

Dillon stopped short, flipped open his holster and waited, his hand on the butt of his gun. The two regarded each other watchfully for a moment. Then the other man’s hands dropped to his sides, and he came out of the shadow of the tunnel into the bright sunlight.

He was a gaunt, rawboned fellow with sharp features and a great blade of a nose. Stubborn gray hair bristled fiercely on his scalp like a crest. He wore high boots and a torn flannel shirt.

“Hello, stranger!” he said in a hoarse voice. “You gave me a start. Didn’t expect callers at this hour of the day.”

The other man, who came slinking out of the gloom like some furtive denizen of the mountain, looked familiar. When the sunlight shone on him, Dillon recognized the fellow. He was small and wiry, a man with a pale skin, a sharp nose, keen eyes, the cunning face of a fox.

“Wilkes Fehr!” muttered Dillon, astonished. “Now what the devil is going on here?”

Aloud he said: “My name’s Dillon, from the R. C. M. P. detachment at Moose Station. Do you know anything about that wrecked plane over the lake?” Then he nodded curtly to Fehr. “Hello, Fehr! You’re a long way from home.”

There was something queer about the whole business, he was telling himself, and if Fehr was mixed up in it there was bound to be something crooked, too. He knew Fehr as a slippery rogue, a gambler, bootlegger, claim jumper, jack-of-all-trades in rascality along the railway.

“Good morning, Dillon!” replied Fehr politely, as he came up. “You’re just in time to lend us a hand.”

The gray-haired fellow darted a sharp look at his partner, opened his mouth as if to speak and then thought better of it.

“What’s it all about?” said Dillon.

Fehr gestured toward his companion. “This is Pete Jerome. He can tell you. It was his plane crashed. I just came up from the railway with him yesterday.”

The gaunt man cleared his throat. “Ain’t much to tell,” he said. “I was using’ the plane for a prospecting trip. Had a pilot by the name of Thalberg. We ran out of gas and had to come down in the lake over there-”

“When was this?” asked Dillon.

“About two weeks ago. We got down on the water all right, but Thalberg tried to bring the machine up to shore, and we cracked up on a deadhead. Neither of












[image: ]











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TS

vram b. cross






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





