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The Cave of Horror




By Captain S. P. Meek



 


 

 

Dr. Bird looked up impatiently as the door of his private laboratory in the Bureau of Standards swung open, but the frown on his face changed to a smile as he saw the form of Operative Carnes of the United States Secret Service framed in the doorway.

 

"Hello, Carnes," he called cheerfully. "Take a seat and make yourself at home for a few minutes. I'll be with you as soon as I finish getting this weight."

 

Carnes sat on the edge of a bench and watched with admiration the long nervous hands and the slim tapering fingers of the famous scientist. 

 

Dr. Bird stood well over six feet and weighed two hundred and six pounds stripped: his massive shoulders and heavy shock of unruly black hair combined to give him the appearance of a prize-fighter—until one looked at his hands. Acid stains and scars could not hide the beauty of those mobile hands, the hands of an artist and a dreamer. An artist Dr. Bird was, albeit his artistry expressed itself in the most delicate and complicated experiments in the realms of pure and applied science that the world has ever seen, rather than in the commoner forms of art.

 

The doctor finished his task of weighing a porcelain crucible, set it carefully into a dessictator, and turned to his friend.

 

"What's on your mind, Carnes?" he asked. "You look worried. Is there another counterfeit on the market?"

 

The operative shook his head.

 

"Have you been reading those stories that the papers have been carrying about Mammoth Cave?" he asked.

 

Dr. Bird emitted a snort of disgust.

 

"I read the first one of them part way through on the strength of its being an Associated Press dispatch," he replied, "but that was enough. It didn't exactly impress me with its veracity, and, from a viewpoint of literature, the thing was impossible. I have no time to pore over the lucubration’s of an inspired press agent."

 

"So you dismissed them as mere press agent work?"

 

"Certainly. What else could they be? Things like that don't happen fortuitously just as the tourist season is about to open. I suppose that those yarns will bring flocks of the curious to Kentucky though: the public always responds well to sea serpent yarns."

 

"Mammoth Cave has been closed to visitors for the season," said Carnes quietly.

 

"What?" cried the doctor in surprise. "Was there really something to those wild yarns?"

 

"There was, and what is more to the point, there still is. At least there is enough to it that I am leaving for Kentucky this evening, and I came here for the express purpose of asking you whether you wanted to come along.

 

Bolton suggested that I ask you: he said that the whole thing sounded to him like magic and that magic was more in your line than in ours. He made out a request for your services and I have it in my pocket now. Are you interested?"

 

"How does the secret service cut in on it?" asked the doctor. "It seems to me that it is a state matter. Mammoth Cave isn't a National Park,"

 

"Apparently you haven't followed the papers. It was a state matter until the Governor asked for federal troops. Whenever the regulars get into trouble, the federal government is rather apt to take a hand."

 

"I didn't know that regulars had been sent there. Tell me about the case."

 

"Will you come along?"

 

Dr. Bird shook his head slowly.

 

"I really don't see how I can spare the time, Carnes," he said. "I am in the midst of some work of the utmost importance and it hasn't reached the stage where I can turn it over to an assistant."

 

"Then I won't bother you with the details," replied Carnes as he rose.

 

"Sit down, confound you!" cried the doctor. "You know better than to try to pull that on me. Tell me your case, and then I'll tell you whether I'll go or not. I can't spare the time, but, on the other hand, if it sounds interesting enough...."

 


Carnes laughed.

 

"All right, Doctor," he said, "I'll take enough time to tell you about it even if you can't go. Do you know anything about it?"

 

"No. I read the first story half way through and then stopped. Start at the beginning and tell me the whole thing."

 

"Have you ever been to Mammoth Cave?"

 

"No."

 

"It, or rather they, for while it is called Mammoth Cave it is really a series of caves, are located in Edmonson County in Central Kentucky, on a spur railroad from Glasgow Junction on the Louisville and Nashville Railroad. They are natural limestone caverns with the customary stalactite and stalagmite formation, but are unusually large and very beautiful. The caves are quite extensive and they are on different levels, so that a guide is necessary if one wants to enter them and be at all sure of finding the way out. Visitors are taken over a regular route and are seldom allowed to visit portions of the cave off these routes. Large parts of the cave have never been thoroughly explored or mapped. So much for the scene.

 

"About a month ago a party from Philadelphia who were motoring through Kentucky, entered the cave with a regular guide. The party consisted of a man and his wife and their two children, a boy of fourteen and a girl of twelve. They went quite a distance back into the caves and then, as the mother was feeling tired, she and her husband sat down, intending to wait until the guide showed the children some sights which lay just ahead and then return to them. The guide and the children never returned."

 

"What happened?"

 

"No one knows. All that is known is the bare fact that they have not been seen since."

 

"A kidnapping case?"

 

"Apparently not, in the light of later happenings, although that was at first thought to be the explanation. The parents waited for some time. The mother says that she heard faint screams in the distance some ten minutes after the guide and the children left, but they were very far away and she isn't sure that she heard them at all. At any rate, they didn't impress her at the time.

 


"When half an hour had passed they began to feel anxious, and the father took a torch and started out to hunt for them. The usual thing happened; he got lost. When he failed to return, the mother, now thoroughly alarmed, made her way, by some uncanny sense of direction, to the entrance and gave the alarm. In half an hour a dozen search parties were on their way into the cave. The father was soon located, not far from the beaten trail, but despite three days of


constant search, the children were not located. The only trace of them that was found was a bracelet which the mother identified. It was found in the cavern some distance from the beaten path and was broken, as though by violence. There were no other signs of a struggle.

 

"When the bracelet was found, the kidnapping theory gained vogue, for John Harrel, the missing guide, knew the cave well and natives of the vicinity scouted the idea that he might be lost. Inspired by the large reward offered by the father, fresh parties began to explore the unknown portions of the cave. And then came the second tragedy. Two of the searchers failed to return. This time there seemed to be little doubt of violence, for screams and a pistol shot were faintly heard by other searchers, together with a peculiar 'screaming howl,' as it was described by those who heard it. A search was at once made toward the spot where the bracelet had been picked up, and the gun of one of the missing men was found within fifty yards of the spot where the bracelet had been discovered. One cylinder of the revolver had been discharged."

 

"Were there any signs on the floor?"

 

"The searchers said that the floor appeared to be rather more moist and slimy than usual, but that was all. They also spoke of a very faint smell of musk, but this observation was not confirmed by others who arrived a few moments later."

 

"What happened next?"

 

"The Governor was appealed to and a company of the National Guard was sent from Louisville to Mammoth Cave. They took up camp at the mouth of the cave and prevented everyone from entering. Soldiers armed with service rifles penetrated the caverns, but found nothing. Visitors were excluded, and the guardsmen established regular patrols and sentry posts in the cave with the result that one night, when time came for a relief, the only trace that could be found of one of the guards was his rifle. It had not been fired. Double guards were then posted, and nothing happened for several days--and then another sentry disappeared. His companion came rushing out of the cave screaming. When he recovered, he admitted that both he and the missing man had gone to sleep and that he awoke to find his comrade gone. He called, and he says that the answer he received was a peculiar whistling noise which raised all the hair on the back of his neck. He flashed his electric torch all around, but could see nothing. He swears, however, that he heard a slipping, sliding noise approaching him, and he felt that someone was looking at him. He stood it as long as he could and then threw down his rifle and ran for his life."

 

"Had he been drinking?"

 

"No. It wasn't delirium either, as was shown by the fact that a patrol found his gun where he had thrown it, but no trace of the other sentry. After this second experience, the guardsmen weren't very eager to enter the cave, and the Governor asked for regulars. A company of infantry was ordered down from Fort Thomas to relieve the guardsmen, but they fared worse than their predecessors. They lost two men the first night of their guard. The regulars weren't caught napping, for the main guard heard five shots fired. They rushed a patrol to the scene and found both of the rifles which had been fired, but the men were gone.

 

"The officer of the day made a thorough search of the vicinity and found, some two hundred yards from the spot where the sentries had been posted, a crack in the wall through which the body of a man could be forced. This bodycrack had fresh blood on each side of it. Several of his men volunteered to enter the hole and search, but the lieutenant would not allow it. Instead, he armed himself with a couple of hand-grenades and an electric torch and entered himself. That was last Tuesday, and he has not returned."

 

"Was there any disturbance heard from the crack?"

 

"None at all. A guard was posted with two machine-guns pointed at the crack in the wall, and a guard of eight men and a sergeant stationed there. Last night, about six o'clock, while the guard were sitting around their guns, a faint smell of musk became evident. No one paid a great deal of attention to it, but suddenly for no apparent reason at all one of the men on guard was jerked into the air feet upwards. He gave a scream of fear, and an unearthly screech answered him. The guard, with the exception of one man, turned tail and ran. One man stuck by his gun and poured a stream of bullets into the crack. The retreating men could hear the rattle of the gun for a few moments and then there was a choking scream, followed by silence. When the officer of the day got back with a patrol, there was a heavy smell of musk in the air, and a good deal of blood was splashed around. The machine-guns were both there, although one of them was twisted up until it looked like it had been through an explosion.

 

"The Officer commanding the company investigated the place, ordered all men out of the cave, and communicated with the War Department. The Secretary of War found it too tough a nut to crack and he asked for help, so Bolton is sending me down there. Do you think, in view of this yarn, that your experiments can wait?"

 


The creases on Dr. Bird's high forehead had grown deeper and deeper as Carnes had told his story, but now they suddenly disappeared, and he jumped to his feet with a boyish grin.

 

"How soon are we leaving?" he asked.

 

"In two hours, Doctor. A car is waiting for us downstairs and I have reservations booked for both of us on the Southern to-night. I knew that you were coming; in fact, the request for your services had been approved before I came here to see you."

 

Dr. Bird rapidly divested himself of his laboratory smock and took his coat and hat from a cupboard.

 

"I hope you realize, Carnsey, old dear," he said as he followed the operative out of the building, "that I have a real fondness for your worthless old carcass. I am leaving the results of two weeks of patient work alone and unattended in order to keep you out of trouble, and I know that it will be ruined when I get back. I wonder whether you are worth it?"

 

"Bosh!" retorted Carnes. "I'm mighty glad to have you along, but you needn't rub it in by pretending that it is affection for me that is dragging you reluctantly into this mess. With an adventure like this ahead of you, leg-irons and handcuffs wouldn't keep you away from Mammoth Cave, whether I was going or not."

 

It was late afternoon before Dr. Bird and Carnes dismounted from the special train which had carried them from Glasgow Junction to Mammoth Cave. They introduced themselves to the major commanding the guard battalion which had been ordered down to reinforce the single company which had borne the first brunt of the affair, and then interviewed the guards who had been routed by the unseen horror which was haunting the famous cave. Nothing was learned which differed in any great degree from the tale which Carnes had related to the doctor in Washington, except that the officer of the day who had investigated the last attack failed to entirely corroborate the smell of musk which had been reported by the other observers.

 

"It might have been musk, but to me it smelled differently," he said.

 

"Were you ever near a rattlesnake den in the west?"

 


Dr. Bird nodded.

 

"Then you know the peculiar reptilian odor which such a place gives off. Well, this smell was somewhat similar, although not the same by any manner of means. It was musky all right, but it was more snake than musk to me. I rather like musk, but this smell gave me the horrors."

 

"Did you hear any noises?"

 

"None at all. The men describe some rather peculiar noises and Sergeant Jervis is an old file and pretty apt to get things straight, but they may have been made by the men who were in trouble. I saw a man caught by a boa in South America once, and the noises he made might very well have been described in almost the same words as Jervis used."

 

"Thanks, Lieutenant," replied the Doctor. "I'll remember what you have told me. Now I think that we'll go into the cave."

 

"My orders are to allow no one to enter, Doctor."

 

"I beg your pardon. Carnes, where is that letter from the Secretary of War?"

 

Carnes produced the document. The lieutenant examined it and excused himself. He returned in a few moments with the commanding officer.

 

"In the face of that letter, Dr. Bird," said the major, "I have no alternative to allowing you to enter the cave, but I will warn you that it is at your own peril. I'll give you an escort, if you wish."

 

"If Lieutenant Pearce will come with me as a guide, that will be all that I need."

 

The lieutenant paled slightly, but threw back his shoulders.

 

"Do you wish to start at once, sir?" he asked.

 

"In a few moments. What is the floor of the cave like where we are going?"

 

"Quite wet and slimy, sir."

 

"Very slippery?"

 

"Yes, sir."

 

"In that case before we go in we want to put on baseball shoes with cleats on them, so that we can run if we have to. Can you get us anything like that?"

 

"In a few moments, sir."

 

"Good! As soon as we can get them we'll start. In the meantime, may I look at that gun that was found?"

 


The Browning machine-gun was laid before the doctor. He looked it over critically and sniffed delicately at it. He took from his pocket a phial of liquid, moistened a portion of the water-jacket of the weapon, and then rubbed the moistened part briskly with his hand. He sniffed again. He looked disappointed, and again examined the gun closely.

 

"Carnes," he said at length, "do you see anything on this gun that looks like tooth marks?"

 

"Nothing, Doctor."

 

"Neither do I. There are some marks here which might quite conceivably be finger-prints of a forty-foot giant, and those two parallel grooves look like the result of severe squeezing, but there are no tooth marks. Strange. There is no persistent odor on the gun, which is also strange. Well, there's no use in theorizing: we are confronted by a condition and not a theory, as someone once said. Let's put on those baseball shoes and see what we can find out."

 

Dr. Bird led the way into the cave, Carnes and the lieutenant following closely with electric torches. In each hand Dr. Bird carried a phosphorus hand-grenade. No other weapons were visible, although the doctor knew that Carnes carried a caliber .45 automatic pistol strapped under his left armpit. As they passed into the cave the lieutenant stepped forward to lead the way.

 

"I'm going first," said the doctor. "Follow me and indicate the turns by pressure on my shoulder. Don't speak after we have started, and be ready for instant flight. Let's go."

 

Forward into the interior of the cave they made their way. The iron cleats of the baseball shoes rang on the floor and the noise echoed back and forth between the walls, dying out in little eerie whispers of sound that made Carnes' hair rise. Ever forward they pressed, the lieutenant guiding the doctor by silent pressure on his shoulder and Carnes following closely. For half a mile they went on until a restrainable pressure brought the doctor to a halt. The lieutenant pointed silently toward a crack in the wall before them. Carnes started forward to examine it, but a warning gesture from the doctor stopped him.

 


Slowly, an inch at a time, the doctor crept forward, hand-grenades in readiness. Presently he reached the crack and, shifting one of the grenades into his pocket, he drew forth an electric torch and sent a beam of light through the crack into the dark interior of the earth.

 

For a moment he stood thus, and then suddenly snapped off his torch and straightened up in an attitude of listening. The straining ears of Carnes and Lieutenant Pearce could hear a faint slithering noise coming toward them, not from the direction of the crack, but from the interior of the cave. Simultaneously a faint, musky, reptilian odor became apparent.

 

"Run!" shouted the doctor. "Run like hell! It's loose in the cave!"

 

The lieutenant turned and fled at top speed toward the distant entrance to the cave, Carnes at his heels. Dr. Bird paused for an instant, straining his ears, and then threw a grenade. A blinding flash came from the point where the missile struck and a white cloud rose in the air. The doctor turned and fled after his companions. Not for nothing had Dr. Bird been an athlete of note in his college days. Despite the best efforts of his companions, who were literally running for their lives, he soon caught up with them. As he did so a weird, blood-curdling screech rose from the darkness behind them. Higher and higher in pitch the note rose until it ended suddenly in a gurgling grunt, as though the breath which uttered it had been suddenly cut off. The slithering, rustling noise became louder on their trail.

 

"Faster!" gasped the doctor, as he put his hand on Carnes' shoulder and pushed him forward.

 

The noise of pursuit gained slightly on them, and a sound as of intense breathing became audible. Dr. Bird paused and turned and faced the oncoming horror. His electric torch revealed nothing, but he listened for a moment, and then threw his second grenade. Keenly he watched its flight. It flew through the air for thirty yards and then struck an invisible obstruction and bounded toward the ground. Before it struck the downward motion ceased, and it rose in the air. As it rose it burst with a sharp report, and a wild scream of pain filled the cavern with a deafening roar. The doctor fled again after his companions.

 

By the time he overtook them the entrance of the cave loomed before them. With sobs of relief they burst out into the open. The guards sprang forward with raised rifles, but Dr. Bird waved them back.

 

"There's nothing after us, men," he panted. "We got chased a little way, but I tossed our pursuer a handful of phosphorus and it must have burned his fingers a little, judging from the racket he made. At any rate, it stopped the pursuit."

 

The major hurried up.

 

"Did you see it, Doctor?" he asked.

 

"No, I didn't. No one has ever seen it or anything like it. I heard it and, from its voice, I think it has a bad cold. At least, it sounded hoarse, so I gave is a little white phosphorus to make a poultice for its throat, but I didn't get a glimpse of it."

 

"For God's sake, Doctor, what is it?"

 

"I can't tell you yet, Major. So far I can tell, it is something new to science and I am not sure just what it looks like. However, I hope to be able to show it to you shortly. Is there a telegraph office here?"

 

"No, but we have a Signal Corps detachment with us, and they have a portable radio set which will put us in touch with the army net."

 

"Good! Can you place a tent at my disposal?"

 

"Certainly, Doctor."

 

"All right, I'll go there, and I would appreciate it if you would send the radio operator to me. I want to send a message to the Bureau of Standards to forward me some apparatus which I need."

 

"I'll attend to it, Doctor. Have you any special advice to give me about the guarding?"

 

"Yes. Have you, or can you get, any live stock?"

 

"Livestock?"

 

"Yes. Cattle preferred, although hogs or sheep will do at a pinch. Sheep will do quite well."

 

"I'll see what I can do, Doctor."

 

"Get them by all means, if it it possible to do so. Don't worry about paying for them: secret service funds are not subject to the same audit that army funds get. If you can locate them, drive a couple of cattle or half a dozen sheep well into the cave and tether them there. If you don't get them, have your sentries posted well away from the cave mouth, and if any disturbance occurs during the night, tell them to break and run. I hope it won't come out, but I can't tell."

 


A herd of cattle was soon located and two of the beasts driven into the cave. Two hours later a series of horrible screams and bellowings were heard in the cave. Following their orders the sentries abandoned their posts and scattered, but the noise came no nearer the mouth, and in a few minutes silence again reigned.

 

"I hope that will be all that will be needed for a couple of days," said the doctor to the commanding officer, "but you had better have a couple more cattle driven in, in the morning. We want to keep the brute well fed. Is there a tank stationed at Fort Thomas?"

 

"No, there isn't."

 

"Then radio Washington that I want the fastest three-man tank that the army has sent here at once. Don't bother with military channels, radio direct to the Adjutant General, quoting the Secretary of the Treasury as authority. Tell him that it's a rush matter, and sign the message 'Bird' if you are afraid of getting your tail twisted."

 

Twice more before the apparatus which the doctor had ordered from Washington arrived cattle were driven into the depths of the cave, and twice were the screams and bellowings from the cave repeated. Each time searching parties found the cattle gone in the morning. A week after the doctor's arrival, a special train came up, carrying four mechanics from the Bureau of Standards, together with a dozen huge packing cases. Under the direction of the doctor the cases were unpacked and the apparatus put together. Before the assembly had been completed the tank which had been requested arrived from Camp Meade, and the Bureau mechanics began to install some of the assembled units in it.

 

The first apparatus which was installed in the tank consisted of an electric generator of peculiar design which was geared to the tank motor. The electromotive force thus generated was led across a spark gap with points of a metallic substance. The light produced was concentrated by a series of parabolic reflectors, directed against a large quartz prism, and thence through a lens which was designed to throw a slightly divergent beam.

 

"This apparatus," Dr. Bird explained to the Signal Corps officer, who was an interested observer, "is one which was designed at the Bureau for the large scale production of ultra-violet light. There is nothing special about the generator except that it is highly efficient and gives an almost constant electromotive force. The current thus produced is led across these points, which are composed of magnalloy, a development of the Bureau. We found on investigation that a spark gave out a light which was peculiarly rich in ultra-violet rays when it was passed between magnesium points. However, such points could not be used for the handling of a steady current because of lack of durability and ease of fusion, so a mixture of graphite, alundum and metallic magnesium was pressed together with a binder which will stand the heat. Thus we get the triple advantages of ultra-violet light production, durability, and high resistance.

 

"The system of reflectors catches all of the light thus produced except the relatively small portion which goes initially in the right direction, and directs it on this quartz prism where, due to the refractive powers of the prism, the light is broken up into its component parts. The infra-red rays and that portion of the spectrum which lies in the visible range, that is, from red to violet inclusive, are absorbed by a black body, leaving only the ultra-violet portion free to send a beam through this quartz lens."

 

"I thought that a lens would absorb ultra-violet light," objected the signal officer.

 

"A lens made of glass will, but this lens is made of rock crystal, which is readily permeable to ultra-violet. The net result of this apparatus is that we can direct before us as we move in the tank a beam of light which is composed solely of the ultra-violet portion of the spectrum."

 

"In other words, an invisible light?"

 

"Yes. That is, invisible to the human eye. The effect of this beam of ultra-violet light in the form of severe sunburn would be readily apparent if you exposed your skin to it for any length of time, and the effects on your eyesight of continued gazing would be apt to be disastrous. It would produce a severe opthalmia and temporary impairment of the vision, somewhat the same symptoms as are observed in snow blindness."

 

"I see. May I ask what is the object of the whole thing?"

 

"Surely. Before we can successfully combat this peculiar visitant from another world, it is necessary that we gain some idea of the size and appearance of it. Nothing of the sort has before made its appearance, so far as the annals of science go, and so I am forced to make some rather wild guesses at the nature of the animal. You are probably aware of the fact that the property of penetration possessed by all waves is a function of their frequency, or, perhaps I should say, of their wave-length?"

 

"Certainly."

 

"The longer rays of visible light will not penetrate as deeply into a given substance as the shorter ultra-violet rays. This visitor is evidently from some unexplored and, indeed, unknown cavern in the depths of the earth where visible light has never penetrated. Apparently in this cavern the color of the inhabitants is ultra-violet, and hence invisible to us."

 

"You are beyond my depth, Doctor."

 

"Pardon me. You understand, of course, what color is? When sunlight, which is a mixture of all colors from infra-red to ultra-violet inclusive, falls oh an object, certain rays are reflected and certain others are absorbed. If the red rays are reflected and all others absorbed, the object appears red to our eyes. If all the rays are reflected, the object appears white, and if all are absorbed, it appears black."

 

"I understand that."

 

"The human eye cannot detect ultra-violet. Suppose then, that we have an object, either animate or inanimate, the surface of which reflects only ultra-violet light, what will be the result? The object will be invisible."

 

"I should think it would be black if all the rays except the ultra-violet were absorbed."

 

"It would, but mark, I did not say the others were absorbed. Are you familiar with fluorescein?"

 

"No."

 

"I think you are. It is the dye used in making changeable silk. If we fill a glass container with a fluorescein solution and look at it by reflected light it appears green. If we look at it by transmitted light, that is, light which has traversed the solution, it appears red. In other words, this is a substance which reflects green light, allows a free passage to red light, and absorbs all other light. This creature we are after, if my theory is correct, is composed of a substance which allows free passage to all of the visible light rays and at the same time reflects ultra-violet light. Do I make this clear?"

 

"Perfectly."

 

"Very well, then. My apparatus will project forward a beam of ultra-violet light which will be in much greater concentration than exists in an incandescent electric light. It is my hope that this light will be reflected by the body of the creature to a sufficient to allow me to make a photograph of it."

 

"But won't your lens prevent the ultra-violet light from reaching your plate?"

 

"An ordinary lens made of optical glass would do so, but I have a camera here equipped with a rock crystal lens, which will allow ultra-violet light to pass through it practically unhindered, and with very slight distortion. When I add that I will have my camera charged with X-ray film, a film which is peculiarly sensitive to the shorter wave-lengths, you will see that I will have a fair chance of success."

 

"It sounds logical. Would you allow me to accompany you when you make your attempt?"

 

"I will be glad of your company, if you can drive a tank. I want to take Carnes with me, and the tank will only hold two besides the driver."

 

"I can drive a tractor."

 

"In that case you should master the tricks of tank driving in short order. Get familiar with it and we'll appoint you as driver. We'll be ready to go in to-night, but I am going to wait a day. Our friend was fed last night, and there is less chance he'll be about."

 

 

The early part of the next evening was marked by howls and screams coming from the mouth of the cave. As the night wore on the noises were quite evidently coming nearer and the sentries watched the cave mouth nervously, ready to bolt and scatter according to their orders at the first alarm. About two A. M. the doctor and Carnes climbed into the tank beside Lieutenant Leffingwell, and the machine moved slowly into the cave. A search-light on the front of the tank lighted the way for them and, attached to a frame which held it some distance ahead of them, was a luckless sheep.

 

"Keep your eye on the mutton, Carnes," cautioned the doctor. "As soon as anything happens to it, shut off the search-light and let me try to get a picture. As soon as I have made my exposures I'll tell you, and you can snap it on again. Lieutenant, when the picture is made, turn your tank and make for the entrance to the cave. If we are lucky, we'll get out."

 

Forward the tank crawled, the sheep bleating and trying to break loose from the bonds which held it. It was impossible to hear much over the roar of the motor, but presently Dr. Bird leaned forward, his eyes shining.

 

"I smell musk," he announced. "Get ready for action."

 

Even as he spoke the sheep was suddenly lifted into the air. It gave a final bleat of terror, and then its head was torn from its body.

 

"Quick, Carnes!" shouted the doctor.

 

The search-light went out, and Carnes and the lieutenant could hear the slide of the ultra-violet light which Dr. Bird was manipulating open. For two or three minutes the doctor worked with his apparatus.

 

"All right!" he cried suddenly. "Lights on and get out of here!"

 

Carnes snapped on the search-light and Lieutenant Leffingwell swung the tank around and headed for the cave mouth. For a few feet their progress was unhindered and then the tank ceased its forward motion, although the motor still roared and the track slid on the cave floor. Carnes watched with horror as one side of the tank bent slowly in toward him. There was a rending sound, and a portion of the heavy steel fabric was torn away. Dr. Bird bent over something on the floor of the tank. Presently he straightened up and threw a small object into the darkness. There was a flash of light, and bits of flaming phosphorus flew in every direction. The anchor which held the tank was suddenly loosed and the machine crawled forward at full speed, while a roar as of escaping air mingled with a bellowing shriek burdened the smoke-laden air.

 

"Faster!" cried the doctor, as he threw another grenade.

 


Lieutenant Leffingwell got the last bit of speed possible out of the tank and they reached the cave mouth without further molestation.

 

"I had an idea that our friend wouldn't care to pass through a phosphorus screen," said Dr. Bird with a chuckle as he climbed out of the tank. "He must have been rather severely burned the other day, and once burned is usually twice shy. Where is Major Brown?"

 

The commanding officer stepped forward.

 

"Drive a couple of cattle into the cave, Major," directed Dr. Bird. "I want to fill that brute up and keep him quiet for a while. I'm going to develop my films."

 

Lieutenant Leffingwell and Carnes peered over the doctor's shoulders as he manipulated his films in a developing bath. Gradually vague lines and blotches made their appearance on one of the films, but the form was indistinct. Dr. Bird dropped the films in a fixing tank and straightened up.

 

"We have something; gentlemen," he announced, "but I can't tell yet how clear it is. It will take those films fifteen minutes to fix, and then we'll know."

 

In a quarter of an hour he lifted the first film from the tank and held it to the light. The film showed a blank. With an exclamation of disappointment he lifted a second and third film from the tank, with the same result He raised the fourth one.

 

"Good Lord!" gasped Carnes.

 

In the plate could be plainly seen the hind quarters of the sheep held in the grasp of such a monster as even the drug-laden brain of an opium smoker never pictured. Judging from the sheep, the monster stood about twenty feet tall, and its frame was surmounted by a head resembling an overgrown frog. Enormous jaws were opened to seize the sheep but, to the amazement of the three observers, the jaws were entirely toothless. Where teeth were to be expected, long parallel ridges of what looked like bare bone, appeared, without even a rudimentary segregation into teeth. The body of the monster was long and snakelike, and was borne on long, heavy legs ending in feet with three long toes, armed with vicious claws. The crowning horror of the creature was its forelegs. There were of enormous length, thin and attenuated looking, and ended in huge misshapen hands, knobby and blotched, which grasped the sheep in the same manner as human hands. The eyes were as large as dinner plates, and they were glaring at the camera with an expression of fiendish malevolence which made Carnes shudder.

 

"How does that huge thing ever get through that crack we examined?" demanded the lieutenant.

 

Dr. Bird rubbed his head thoughtfully.

 

"It's not an amphibian," he muttered, "as is plainly shown by the shape of the limbs and the lack of a tail, and yet it appears to have scales of the true fish type. It corresponds to no recovered fossil, and I am inclined to believe it is unique. The nervous organization must be very low, judging from the lack of forehead and the general conformation. It has enormous strength, and yet the arms look feeble."

 

"It can't get through that crack," insisted the lieutenant.

 

"Apparently not," replied the doctor. "Wait a moment, though. Look at this!"

 

He pointed to the great disproportion between the length and diameter of the forelegs, and then to the hind legs.

 

"Either this is grave distortion or there is something mighty queer about that conformation. No animal could be constructed like that."

 

He turned the film so that an oblique light fell on it. As he did so he gave a cry of astonishment.

 

"Look here!" he said sharply. "It does get through that crack! Look at those arms and hands! There is the answer. This creature is tall and broad, but from front to rear it can measure only a few inches. The same must be true of the froglike head. That animal has been developed to live and move in a low roofed cavern, and to pass through openings only a few inches wide. Its bulk is all in two dimensions!"

 

"I believe you're right," said Carnes as he studied the film.

 

"There is no doubt of it," answered the doctor. "Look at those paws, too, Carnes. That substance isn't bone, it's gum. The thing is so young and helpless that it hasn't cut its teeth yet. It must be a baby, and that is the reason why it made its way into the cave when no other of its kind ever has."

 

"How large are full grown ones if this is a baby?" asked the lieutenant.

 

"The Lord alone knows," replied Dr. Bird. "I hope that I never have to face one and find out. Well, now that we know what we are fighting, we ought to be able to settle its hash."

 

"High explosive?" suggested the lieutenant.

 

"I don't think so. With such a low nervous organization, we would have to tear it practically to pieces to kill it, and I am anxious to keep it from mutilation for scientific study. I have an idea, but I'll have to study a while before I am sure of the details. Send me the radio operator."

 

The next day the Bureau mechanics began to dismount the apparatus from the tank and to assemble another elaborate contrivance. Before they had made an end of the work additional equipment arrived from Washington, which was incorporated in the new set-up. At length Dr. Bird pronounced himself ready for the attempt.

 


Under his direction, three cattle were driven into the cave and there tethered. They were there the next morning unharmed, but the second night the now familiar bellowing and howling came from the depths of the cave and in the morning two of the cattle were gone.

 

"That will keep him quiet for a day or two," said the doctor, "and now to work!"

 

The tank made its way into the cave, dragging after it two huge cables which led to an engine-driven generator outside the cave. These cables were attached to the terminals of a large motor which was set up in the cave near the place where the cattle were customarily tethered. This motor was the actuating force which turned two generators, one large and one small. The smaller one was mounted on a platform on wheels, which also contained the spark gaps, the reflectors and other apparatus which produced the beam of ultra-violet light which had been used to photograph the monster.

 

From the larger generator led two copper bars. One of these was connected to a huge copper plate which was laid flat on the floor of the cave. The other led to a platform which was erected on huge porcelain insulators some fifteen feet above the floor. Huge condensers were set up on this platform, and Dr. Bird announced himself in readiness.

 

A steer was dragged into the cave and up a temporary runway which led to the platform containing the condensers, and there tied with the copper bus bar from the larger generator fastened to three flexible copper straps which led around the animal's body. When this had been completed, everyone except the doctor, Carnes, and Lieutenant Leffingwell left the cave. These three crouched behind the search-light which sent a mild beam of ultra-violet onto the platform where the steer was held. The engine outside the cave was started, and the three men waited with tense nerves.

 

For several hours nothing happened. The steer tried from time to time to move and, finding it impossible, set up plaintive bellows for liberty.

 

"I wish something would happen," muttered the lieutenant. "This is getting on my nerves.

 

"Something is about to happen," replied Dr. Bird grimly. "Listen to that steer."

 

The bellowing of the steer had suddenly increased in volume and, added to the note of discontent, was a note of fright which had previously been absent. Dr. Bird bent over his ultra-violet search-light and made some adjustments. He handed a helmetlike arrangement to each of his companions and slipped one on over his head.

 

"I can't see a thing, Doctor," said Carnes in a muffled voice.

 

"The objects at which you are looking absorb rather than reflect ultra-violet light," said the doctor. "This is a sort of a fluoroscope arrangement, and it isn't perfect at all. However, when the monster comes along, I am pretty sure that you will be able to see it. You may see a little more as your eyes get accustomed to it."

 

"I can see very dimly," announced the lieutenant in a moment. 


Dimly the walls of the cave and the platform before them began to take vague shape. The three stared intently down the beam of ultra-violet light which the doctor directed down the passageway leading deeper into the cave.

 

"Good Lord!" ejaculated Carnes suddenly.

 

Slowly into the field of vision came the hideous figure they had seen on the film. As it moved forward a rustling, slithering sound could be heard, even over the bellowing of the steer and the hum of the apparatus. The odor of musk became evident.

 

Along the floor toward them the thing slid. Presently it reared up on its hind legs and its enormous bulk became evident. It turned somewhat sideways and the correctness of Dr. Bird's hypothesis as to its peculiar shape was proved. All of the bulk of the creature was in two dimensions. Forward it moved, and the horrible human hands stretched forward, while the mouth split in a wide, toothless grin. Nearer the doomed steer the creature approached, and then the reaching hands closed on the animal.

 

There was a blinding flash, and the monster was hurled backward as though struck by a thunderbolt, while a horrible smell of musk and burned flesh filled the air.

 

"After it! Quick!" cried the doctor as he sprang forward.

 

Before he could reach the prostrate creature it moved and then, slowly at first, but with rapidly gaining speed, it slithered over the floor in retreat. Dr. Bird's hand swung through an arc, and there was a deafening crash as a hand-grenade exploded on the back of the fleeing monster.

 

An unearthly scream came from the creature, and its motion changed from a steady forward glide to a series of convulsive jerks. Leffingwell and Carnes threw grenades, but they went wide of their mark, and the monster began to again increase its speed. Another volley of grenades was thrown and one hit scored, which slowed the monster somewhat but did not arrest the steady forward movement.

 

"Any more bombs?" demanded the doctor.

 

"Damn!" he cried as he received negative answers. "The current wasn't strong enough. It's going to get away."


Carnes jerked his automatic from under his armpit and poured a stream of bullets into the fleeing monster. Slower and slower the motion of the creature became, and its movements again became jerky and convulsive.

 

"Keep it in sight!" cried the doctor. "We may get it yet!"

 

Cautiously the three men followed the retreating horror, Leffingwell pushing before him the platform holding the ultra-violet ray apparatus. The chase led them over familiar ground.

 

"There is the crack!" cried the lieutenant.

 

"Too late!" replied the doctor.

 

He rushed forward and seized the lower limb of the monster and tried with all his strength to arrest its flight, but despite all that he could do it slid sideways through the crack in the wall and disappeared. A final backward kick of its leg threw the doctor twenty feet against the far wall of the cave.

 

"Are you hurt, Doctor?" cried Carnes.

 

"No, I'm all right. Put on your masks and start the gas! Quick! That may stop it before it gets in far!"

 

The three adjusted gas masks and thrust the mouths of two gas cylinders which were on the light truck into the crack, and opened the valves. The hissing of the gas was accompanied by a thrashing, writhing sound from the bowels of the earth for a few minutes, but the sound retreated and finally died away into an utter silence.

 

"And that's that!" cried the doctor half an hour later as they took off their gas masks outside the cave. "It got away from us. Carnes, how soon can we get a train back to Washington?"

 

"What kind of a report are you going to make to the Bureau, Doctor?" asked Carnes as they sat in the smoker of a southern train, headed for the capital.

 

"I'm not going to put in any report, Carnes," replied the doctor. "I haven't got the creature or any part of it to show, and no one would believe me. I am going to maintain a discreet silence about the whole matter."

 

"But you have your photograph to show, Doctor, and you have my evidence and Lieutenant Leffingwell's."

 

"The photograph might have been faked and I might have doped both of you. In any case, your words are no better than mine. No, indeed, Carnes, when I failed to make the current strong enough to kill it outright I made the first of the moves which bind me to silence, although I thought that two hundred thousand volts would be enough.

 

"The second failure I made was when I missed him with my second grenade, although I doubt if all six would have stopped him. My third failure was when we failed to get a sufficient concentration of cyanide gas into that hole in a hurry. The thing is so badly crippled that it will die, but it may take hours, or even days, for it to do so. It has already made its way so far into the earth that we couldn't reach it by blasting without danger of bringing the whole place down on our heads. Even if we could blast our way into the place it came from I wouldn't dare open a path which would allow Lord only knows what terrible monsters to invade the earth. When the soldiers have finished stopping that crack with ten feet of solid masonry, I think the barrier will hold, even against that critter's papa and mamma and all its relatives. Then Mammoth Cave will be safe for visitors again. That latter fact is the only report which I will make."

 

"It is a dandy story to go to waste," said Carnes soberly.

 

"Tell it then, if you wish, and get laughed at for your pains. No, Carnes, you must learn one thing. A man like Bolton, for instance, will implicitly believe that a four leaf clover in his watch-charm will bring him good luck, and that carrying a buckeye keeps rheumatism away from him; but tell him a bit of sober fact like this, attested by three reliable witnesses and a good photograph, and you'll just get laughed at for your pains. I'm going to keep my mouth shut."

 

"So be it, then!" replied Carnes with a sigh.

 
















 



 

 






 



The Radio Robbery


By Capt. SP Meek



 


 

 


“Did you have any trouble with your radio last night, Charley?"

 

The bullion teller swung around to face his assistant.

 

“Nothing else but,” he replied. "There was some kind of a tearing, roaring noise that started about seven-thirty and kept up all night, or at least until I turned in at midnight."

 

"I the same trouble," Glenn Hunter replied with interest. "It seemed to center at about 450 meters, but it took in a wide band on each side and just drowned out everything. It sounded like an old type spark-gap transmitter going full blast except that it was a steady hum instead of dots and dashes."

 

“That's what it sounded like all right. I hadn't thought of that, but it did have the same characteristics. I tried to tune it out by turning my loop, but I couldn't do it.  The loop helped some, but the source was too near and too loud for anything to get through it." 

 

"Moulton's set has an aerial, so I couldn't try loop tuning, but there was no use in trying to cut it out with condensers.  It was such a wide hand that it covered the whole dial.  What do you suppose it was?”

 

Charley Barnett never got a chance to expound his theory, for the conversation was interrupted by a messenger who handed Hunter a telegram.  He took it and tore it open.

 

"Listen to this," he remarked in disgust. " 'Six hundred pounds gold bullion nine hundred fine consigned Federal Reserve Bank Philadelphia due West Philadelphia station nine-twenty A. M. tenth. Be ready to receive. American Railway Express.' It wasn't enough for them to shove in two thousand pounds yesterday after quitting time, they have to start before we open in the morning. Oh, well, I suppose we've got to get ready for it. Go open the bullion vault for me and see where we can put it, will you, Charley? Have that last lot of bars moved, if necessary. I want to run through these assay reports before the stuff gets here."

 

Barnett took Hunter’s key and set off for the vault whistling gaily. He nodded to the watchman on duty, entered the main vault and stepped inside. The vault was dark and he felt for the light switch and turned it on. The switch clicked, but no light rewarded his efforts and he reached in his pocket for his flashlight. To his disgust, he found that he had left it in his desk, but his searching hand encountered a box of matches. He drew them out and struck one.

 

There was tremendous report that shattered glass throughout the bank. The heavy steel door of the bullion vault was torn from its hinges and flew out past the guard and smashed against the opposite wall. The light-bulbs in the vault were broken by the force of the explosion and the guard was knocked unconscious. The alarm gongs throughout the bank set up a deafening clanging, and the guards rushed to their stations with drawn revolvers.

 

In the absence of higher officials, the cashier took charge of the situation, and under his direction a body of guards approached the vault with drawn weapons while the electrician followed them with spare bulbs. They entered the vault unresisted and new bulbs were soon lighting up the scene. The mangled body of Barnett was found beside the door of the bullion vault, badly crushed by the force with which it had been driven out. The bullion vault was apparently not injured, and so far as could be told by a hurried inventory, made by Hunter, nothing was miming.

 

"Of course it will take me at least an hour to make complete inventory," he said to the cashier, "but at least the major items seem to be here intact. I’ll start at once.”

 

"Do so," replied the cashier as he hurried out to greet the police who were responding to the riot call automatically turned in by the gongs of the of the bank.

 

Hunter was busy at inventory when the police entered.

 

"Have you found anything missing, Mr. Hunter?" asked the cashier.

 

"Not so far," he replied. "I want a couple of men to move these bars so that I can count them.”

 

"Surely," answered the cashier. "I'll have than sent in at once. What shipment is this?”

 

“It’s a little over two thousand pounds of nine hundred and ninety fine that came in from the west last night,” replied hunter. “It’s the purest stuff we have had here for some time.  It's soft as butter. Just feel it."

 

The cashier stepped over to the pile of bars and rubbed his nail against one. In surprise, he stooped and looked at the bars closely and then drew out his pocket knife. With the blade he dug al one of the bars for a moment and then straightened up with a strained expression on his face.

 

"What did you say these bars were, Mr. Hunter?" he asked.

 

"Nine-ninety fine bullion." answered Hunter. "Why?''

 

The cashier stooped and scraped again at the bars.

 

"Did you receive these yourself. Mr. Hunter?"


"Yes. Mr. Barnett and I checked them in after closing time because the Express Company didn't want to hold over six hundred thousand dollars worth of bullion over night if they could help it."

 

"Mr. Hunter," said the cashier with a drawn face as he stood up, "these bars are copper "

 

"Copper?" exclaimed hunter, disbelief in his voice.

 

The cashier pointed silently at the pile. Hunter stepped over and looked at them. He had been handling bullion for several years and it took only a glance to assure him that the cashier was right. The bars which he had checked in the night before as gold worth twenty dollars an ounce were copper worth less than that many cents a pound. He straightened up, dumbfounded at the discovery.

 

"Can you explain this, Mr. Hunter?" asked the cashier.


"I certainly can't," replied Homer. "Barnett and I took them in and they were gold, or at least they looked enough like it to fool both of us."

 

The cashier looked incredulous. A detective sergeant from the Chestnut Street station stepped forward. "So it's robbery as well as murder," he remarked.

 

"Murder!" exclaimed the cashier.

 

"Of course it's murder," replied the sergeant. "Hunter. I guess you had better come with us. Jenkins, put the bracelets on him.  It looks to me like an open and shut case.”

 

"Wait a moment, Sergeant," exclaimed the cashier. "Mr. Hunter is one of our most trusted employees. You had better be sure before you do anything like that.”

 

"Sure!" snorted the sergeant. "Why, it's as clear as the nose on your face. There are a few details that are hazy in my mind yet, but a little questioning at headquarters will soon clear them up."

 

"But you haven't any evidence, Sergeant," protested the cashier.


"How much evidence do you need?" asked the sergeant scornfully. "It's as dear to me what happened as if I had been here at the time. Who left here last yesterday? You might as well tell the truth; the watchman on duty will know."

 

"I left last," replied Hunter. "After we got the stuff weighed and checked in, I let Barnett go. I stayed a few minutes and calculated the assay values. I must have left about thirty minutes after he did."

 

"Half an hour just gave you a nice time to fix that bomb, didn't it?" said the sergeant.

 

"Bomb! What are you talking about ?” asked Hunter slowly.

 

"Oh, not a bomb, just a firecracker," replied the sergeant with heavy sarcasm. "It was just a harmless little joke on your assistant, wasn't it? I suppose he begged you to allow him to open the vault this morning, didn't he?"


"No, I asked him to do it," answered Hunter.

 

"Did you all hear that?" asked the sergeant triumphantly. "He admits that he sent the dead man to open the vault this morning after he had spent half an hour alone in it last night fixing up a bomb that would explode when the door was opened this morning."


"I didn't say anything of the sort," replied Hunter hotly.  "What I said was--	"

 

"Tell it to the District Attorney," replied the sergeant jeeringly.  "I've got the goods on you all right."

 

"Sergeant, your idea is preposterous," exclaimed the cashier. "Why on earth should Mr. Hunter wish to hurt Charley Barnett?”

 

"What's her name?" said the sergeant suddenly to Hunter.

 

"Whose name?" countered Hunter.

 

"The skirt that you and Barnett were both chasing."

 

Hunter colored slightly.

 

"I don't think her name needs to enter into it," he replied.

 

The sergeant turned triumphantly to the cashier.

 

“There is your motive." he exulted. "Jealousy is the reason back of lots of things of this sort. Even without that, half a million is enough to make most men commit
murder.

 

"Half a million?'" asked the cashier wonderingly. I don't quite follow your line of thought"

 

The sergeant looked disgusted.

 

"It's as clear as mud," he snorted. "This guy and his partner. Barnett, framed it up to have this copper shipped here billed as gold. They timed it so that it arrived after quitting time and checked it in themselves and receipted for it. That means that the bank is held for that much gold. They probably figured out that it wouldn't be discovered for a month or so, and then they wouldn't know anything about it. Then this bird can't see why he should split the pile any more than he has to, so he sends Barnett away and spends half an hour fixing up a bomb that will bust his buddy all to pieces in the morning. That gives him the whole smear and gets rid of his rival too. Well go down to the D. A.'s office and sweat him a little and get the name of the Jane and rake her in. The chances are that she knows all about it and that she’ll spill the beans as soon as she finds that he's in hock. If she doesn't come clean right away, a little sweating will get it out of her."

 

"There is no need to sweat Mr. Hunter, as you call it, to find out the name of the girl whom he and Mr. Barnett were interested in," replied the cashier stiffly. "She happens to be my daughter."

 

The sergeant look chagrined.

 

"Well, maybe I am mistaken about her," he admitted grudgingly. "She may not be in on it, but that is no reason why he shouldn't bump his partner off so as to get a chance to grab both the swag and the skirt."


"I think that you are jumping at conclusions too hastily, Sergeant," said the cashier. "Mr. Hunter has been with us for a number of years and he is held in high esteem by the officers. I am sure that Mr. Fleckner, the president, will never consent to his being arrested in any such summary fashion on so little evidence.”


"I don't guess that he'll get much chance to consent," replied the sergeant with a grin. "Jenkins, put those bracelets on him and take him away. Three of you men go along; he might have some pals that would try a rescue stunt."

 

Hunter started to protest but the cashier silenced him.

 

"Better go with them quietly, Glenn," he advised. "They have the right to take you and we can't stop them. As soon as Mr. Fleckner gets here I'll tell him the whole thing and he'll have you out in a few minutes. I know very well that the whole accusation is silly, but there is no use arguing."

 

Despite the cashier's representations, the president refused to take hasty action and Hunter was still in jail when a group met in the president's office to consult about the situation. Mr. Fleckner, a gray-haired man with a stubborn jaw and a steely glitter in his eyes that bodes little good to transgressors, sat at the head of the table. Seated around the table were the Chief of Detectives from the City Hall, the sergeant who had arrested Hunter, the District Attorney, the cashier and a quietly dressed little man who so far had said little and listened much. His inconspicuousness in dress and manner would have enabled him to pass unnoticed in a crowd, yet it was evident that when he spoke, the president listened with respect and close attention.

 

"Sergeant," said the quiet man suddenly, "please tell your story again and tell it carefully. Be especially careful in describing Mr. Hunter's words and actions. Try to lay aside your vanity and prejudice for a moment so that we can get an idea of what really happened."

 

The sergeant turned red and looked to his chief as if for protection. The Chief of Detectives looked sour and turned to the speaker.

 

"Before this bullying goes any farther, Mr. Carnes," he said, "I want to know one thing. Are you in charge of this case, and if so, by what authority?"

 

"I am in charge of one phase of it," replied the little man quietly. "As far as your suspected murder goes, that is a State matter and I have nothing to say about it. As far as the robbery of the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia goes, I am in charge by the authority of the United States of America. Mr. Fleckner told you that I was sent here from the Treasury Department in Washington: it may interest you to know that I am Chief of the Federal Secret Service for this district. Here are my credentials if you care to examine them."

 

The Chief of Detectives glanced at the credentials offered to him, and then turned to the sergeant.

 

"Go ahead and tell your story, Halloran," he grunted. "Tell it straight too. This man is the real goods."

 

Sergeant Halloran retold his story, dwelling at length on Hunter's supposed confession about the bomb.


"That will do." said Carnes suddenly. He sat for a moment in thought and then turned to the Chief of Detectives.

 

"What has your Office done about tracing the gold shipment?" he asked.

 

The Chief consulted a memorandum which he drew from his pocket.

 

"The shipment looks all right," he admitted. "It was shipped from the Golconda mine, exactly the same as other shipments have been. The Golconda production of gold has been normal. They have been shipping at about the same rate for several years and they have no surplus of gold on hand. The stuff was assayed while it was held in the express company's office at the point of shipment, and it was never out of sight of an armed messenger from the time it left until it reached here. The express agent is ready to swear that he delivered gold here and that both Mr. Hunter and Mr. Barnett verified the weights in his presence. There were three guards used to bring it in and they are all old men here. They all agree that it was gold. They know the difference between gold and copper too, for we tested them.


“Did anyone leave the building after Hunter and Barnett last night?” asked Carnes.


 


"No one," replied the president. "I have the complete records of the door guard here. After the express People left, there was an eleven-minute interval before Mr. Barnett left. Thirty-seven minutes later Mr. Hunter left. He was the last one out."

 

“Has that vault been disturbed?" asked Carnes.

 

“No, it has not," replied the president. "As soon as Mr. Hunter was taken away, Mr. Moulton had the door propped in place and posted guards to see that no one entered.   When I got here I confirmed his orders and had the vault left undisturbed for your examination."

 

"Let's look at it," remarked Carnes.

 

At the vault, he took merely a cursory glance around, touched the pile of copper bars negligently and then turned to Sergeant Halloran.

 

"Your theory is that Mr. Hunter arranged a bomb that exploded shortly after the vault was opened in the morning, isn't it?" he asked.

 

"Yes, sir," replied Halloran eagerly.   "As far as I—“

 

"Answer my questions please and don't volunteer opinions," snapped Carnes. "You have done enough damage already. When you entered the vault did you smell any peculiar odor?"

 

"No, I didn't," replied Halloran shortly.

 

"Did you, Mr. Moulton?" asked Carnes turning to the cashier.

 

"I noticed no odor at all," replied the cashier. 

 

"How soon after the explosion did you get here?" 

 

"Within a minute or two."

 

"I thought so," remarked Carnes meditatively. "Sergeant Halloran, did you ever arrive at a place where a bomb had gone off within half an hour after it had happened?"

 

"Yes, several times."

 

"And when you did, did you ever notice an acrid odor of burned powder?"

 

"Yes, every time," admitted Halloran.

 

"And you noticed nothing of the sort here? Don't let your imagination run away with you. Did you?"

 

"No, sir, I did not."

 

"Neither did Mr. Moulton and yet he arrived at a time when the air should have been thick with smoke and the odor of burned explosive very noticeable.

 

"What has that to do with it?" interrupted the Chief of Detectives. "It is quite probable that they didn't notice it in the excitement."

 

"Possible, but not probable," replied Carnes. "Did you ever examine the scene of a bomb explosion?"

 

"Dozens of times," replied the chief.

 

"The local damage done at the point where the bomb lay was always quite extensive, wasn't it?"

 

"Certainly."

 

"Ah, yes," replied Carnes with a far-away look in his eyes. "Also fragments of the container can usually be found embedded in the walls. I don't seem to observe any here. Perhaps you will point out to me just where the bomb lay that exploded this morning."

 

The detective was silenced.

 

"I fancy that we are through with Sergeant Halloran for the present," remarked Carries. "If the rest of you gentlemen will join me in Mr. Fleckner's office, we can discuss the matter further."

 

"Are you of the opinion that there was no bomb, Mr. Carnes?" asked the District Attorney when the conference reassembled, minus Sergeant Halloran.

 

"It was not a bomb," replied Carnes positively.

 

"What in Heaven's name caused the explosion then?" asked the president.

 

"I don't know," said Carnes thoughtfully. "In fact there are several puzzling features about the case. I am sure that it was not a bomb or any usual explosive that did the damage. It acted like a gas explosion, but there are no gas mains in the building and to introduce enough gas to cause an explosion of that magnitude into the vault by any means other than a pipe would require several heavy bulky cylinders that could not be hidden, and no such things have entered or left the building. Further, I can see no object in causing an explosion."

 

"Sergeant Halloran's theory is--" said the Chief of Detectives.

 

"We can eliminate that," interrupted Carnes. "I am sure that gold was delivered here last night. A shipment of copper might have fooled one man, but unless two express messengers and three bank guards were in on it as well as Hunter, Barnett and the express agent, it wouldn't be possible. I believe that the gold was delivered and stolen from the vault last night after Hunter left. I am inclined to think that Hunter knows no more about it than we do."

 

"All the same, well hold him for a while," replied the District Attorney.

 

"Suit yourself," said Carnes with a shrug. "If I were you, I'd turn him loose and if I suspected him, I'd have him shadowed. However, that's your business and I don't want to butt in." 

 

The District Attorney smiled.

 

"Now, Chief," Carnes went on, addressing him, "the Secret Service can cover the matter of that shipment and the express messengers more thoroughly than your men can. If you really want to cooperate, put your best men on the task of running down the past history of every guard who was on duty here last night."

 

"I'll be glad to," replied the Chief of Detectives as he and the District Attorney rose to leave. "The entire resources of my office are at your service."

 

"Thank you." replied Carnes as he bowed slightly.

 

"Mr. Moulton," he went on as the remaining three reseated themselves, "Sergeant Halloran indicated in the course of his remarks that both Hunter and Barnett were interested in your daughter. How much of that may true and how much may be his imagination, you know better than I. However, just as a matter of form, I would like to have a talk with her."

 

"As far as her knowing anything about the robbery is concerned, of course there is no truth in it," replied the cashier shortly. "As far as the interest of the two men in her goes, she can tell you how far it had gone better than I can. If you care to interview her, I will call her."

 

"There is no need for that," said Carnes. "I will be glad to go to your home and talk to her there."

 

"She is in the building." replied the cashier. "She has been here for some time waiting for a chance to intercede for Glenn Hunter.  I can call her in a moment."

 

Carnes nodded assent and the cashier went out, returning in a few minutes with a strikingly handsome girl. She was about nineteen, of a slim and graceful build that just escaped being too slender. Her firmly modeled chin gave the lie to her dreamy eyes, but Carnes, as he glanced at her, shrewdly surmised that the recent tears which it was evident that she had shed might account for some of the mistiness that marked them. He sprang to his feet as she entered and bowed deeply in acknowledgment of her father's introduction.

 

"Sit down, Miss Moulton, please," he exclaimed holding a chair for her. His voice sounded all politeness and concern, and Fleckner smiled to himself as he saw that Carnes had placed her chair so that she sat facing the light, while his own face was in shadow.


She seated herself as he requested and with folded hands awaited his questions. Carnes seemed at a loss

 

“Ms. Moulton," he said hesitatingly, "it seems that one of your friends. Mr. Hunter, has local police as a suspect in connection with the death of Mr. Barnett. Some of the city detectives think that jealousy may have been a contributing factor in the affair. In order to clear up the situation would you mind telling me what you know about both of these men?”

 

"Glenn had no reason for jealousy and he knew it," replied Alice Moulton in a calm monotone that hinted at inward agitation. "Both he and Charley Barnett hare been quite regular visitors at my father’s house for nearly a year, and about two months ago both of thorn proposed to me. I refused to give an answer to either of them at the time and told them that I would decide later. Last night I accepted Glenn and while he was present. I telephoned Charley and told him my decision. He apparently took it quite calmly, and when he learned that Glenn was there, he asked to talk to him and congratulated him very nicely. Despite their rivalry, they have always been the best of friends. So you can see that the idea of jealousy is absurd."

 

"Mr. Hunter was at your house last night?"

 

"Yes, he was. He came in after supper, about eight I should say, and stayed until after eleven."

 

"What were you doing?" asked Carnes. "I beg your pardon," he went on hastily. 

 

"You need not answer that question. It is quite evident what a newly engaged couple would do under the circumstances."

 

The ghost of a smile hovered for an instant on Alice Moulton's lips.


"We weren't doing what you might suspect," she said. "I have no objections to answering. In point of fact, we were trying to play the radio."

 

"Trying to?"

 

"Yes, but we couldn't get anything. There was a peculiar buzzing noise that drowned out every station, and neither Glenn nor I could tune it out. It started about seven-thirty, before he came in, and it was still going when he left. Of course, we weren't working with the radio all the time, but we turned it on at least a dozen times and tried to get something, but we never succeeded."

 

"Do you know anything about Mr. Hunter's circumstances?" asked Carnes.

 

"Naturally, I do," she replied. "He inherited quite a little money from his father and he has added to it by wise investments. At the present time he has an income aside from his salary of nearly four thousand dollars a year."

 

"Of course you believe him innocent of this whole business ?"

 

"Of course," she said hotly. "The idea of his guilt is ridiculous. Why on earth should he do a thing like that? He had no cause for jealousy of Charley as I have told you. As far as robbery goes, he has a good income as it is, and he knows very well that I would never consent to share any stolen money with him. I know that he's innocent and I came down here to see Daddy and Mr. Fleckner and see if they couldn't get him out of jail. Won't you help me? Surely you don't believe him guilty?"

 

"No, I don't." replied Carnes. "I'd release him at once if it were in my power, but unfortunately it isn't Don't cry, my dear," he went on hastily as Alice Moulton's lips began to quiver, "just keep a stiff upper lip and I think that we'll have him out of jail soon."


"Do you really think so?" she exclaimed gratefully "Oh, Mr. Carnes, I'll love you forever if you do."

 

"That's plenty of inducement to make me do my best," he answered gallantly. "Now the best thing that you can do is to go home with your father and lie down and try to get a little rest. You can't do any good here. Mr. Moulton, you take her home. I'll place her under arrest and appoint you a deputy to take charge of her and produce her when called for. If Sergeant Halloran or any of his cohorts try to get to her, tell them that she is under federal arrest and that you can't let them talk to her without my permission. It'll be a cold day in August when they get it."

 

When Alice and her father had gone, Carnes turned to the president.

 

"Mr. Fleckner," he remarked, "this case has me puzzled. For all my shortness to Halloran, I thought that possibly there might be something to his theory, but Miss Moulton's statement seems to upset it thoroughly by removing the motive. Of course, I’ll check up on her statements, but they are undoubtedly true. Frankly, I can't explain a good many things we need to know. First there is the matter of that gold shipment. Either there was a widespread conspiracy with a lot of people in it, in which case it will be easy to trace it down, or else gold was delivered here last night. In that case, what became of it? Also why did the person or persons who removed it go to the trouble to replace it with bars of copper that are identical in appearance with the purloined gold?”

 

"Second there is the explosion. It might have been designed to get Hunter as well as to get Barnett unless Homer planted it, a thing I am not yet ready to admit. Also what kind of an explosive was it? It had apparently no center of brisance and it left no fumes or odor and no fragments of container. Also how did it get in? These questions all have to be answered before we are in a position to even start a search for the thieves. With your permission, I'll look at that vault again."


This time Carnes did not content himself with the cursory glance around that he had given the vault on his first visit, but went over it inch by inch in search of clues, even examining the floor and walls with a magnifying glass and sounding every square inch of walls, floor and ceiling. At the end of three hours he returned to the president's office.

 

"What did you find, Mr. Carnes?" asked Fleckner.

 

"Nothing." he replied. "I have been over every inch of that vault, searching for a means of egress for the gold or ingress for the explosive and I have found absolutely nothing. I know as much as I did when I started in and no more. The case is beyond my depth."

 

"What are you planning to do?"

 

"Call for help," replied Carnes with a wry smile. "There are some aspects of the case that point to the need of more specialized knowledge than I possess. I’m going to call up Washington and ask that Dr. Bird of the Bureau of Standards be sent down here."

 

"Who is he?"

 

"One of the ablest research men in the Bureau." replied Carnes, "and one who doesn't confine his research to the regular routine. For instance, he knows more about blood stains and dust explosions, to mention only two specialties of his, than any other man in America. He has helped us out several times on counterfeiting cases. When he comes, I want him introduced as a representative of the Washington Post. No one but you and I are to know his real identity."

 

“How soon will he get here?" asked the president If I can get in touch with my chief, he will make arrangements for him to get a plane at Bolling Field and he will be here inside of three hours. Can we get into the bank tonight?" 

 

"Telephone me as soon as he arrives and I’ll meet you at the bank."

 

“Fine,” replied Carnes. “Now may I use your Washington wire?”

 

Three hours later a plane roared to a landing at the Philadelphia Navy Yard and Carnes greeted the passenger. Dr. Bird was grossly misnamed. There was nothing of the bird in his appearance, if one except the ostrich. He stood well over six feet in height and was broad and burly in proportion. His prognathous jaw and unruly shock of curly hair gave him the air of a prizefighter, and it was not until an observer noticed his hands that the scientist stood revealed. Long slender delicate hands they were; the hands of a musician or a sleight-of-hand performer, with long tapering sensitive fingers stained in splotches by acid.

 

"Hello, Carnes," he roared in a bull-like voice, "what have you got on tap this time? Another counterfeiting case?”

 

"Not this time. Doctor," replied Carnes as he hastened forward to grip the outstretched hand. "This time it's robbery, with possible murder."


"Good," ejaculated the Doctor, "murders are always interesting. Glad I brought my traveling laboratory. I can't see where I would come in on a robbery though."
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