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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER 1


A HOUSE WITHOUT WINDOWS


The sun, dark and red, settled behind a bank of spear-shaped clouds which bisected it and diffused its inadequate light. It gave no warmth. Night, winter night, insinuated itself into ravines and the gaps between houses. A few vitrines belonging to the random shops of Sinkak, New Jersey, glowed through their layers of frost with a feeble phosphorescence. A single automobile, closed fast against the outward frigidity, turned from the concrete road that formed the vertebra of the town, bumped over a small sea of ice-locked ruts, and vanished behind its gesticulating beacons.


There was a vast silence. Then, from far down the railroad track, came the thin scream of a locomotive whistle. The second stillness was expectant and relieved by the crescendo thunder of the approaching train. The door of the station, which squatted square and ugly beside the tracks, gaped open and slammed shut. A lantern swung along the platform.


Brakes routed the last retreat of solitude. Inside the sultry little dwellings the inhabitants of Sinkak understood that the evening train had arrived. It coughed and hissed. Its firebox evacuated sparks that went cherry red as they fell and blackened instantly when they touched the cold roadbed. A few crates were dropped on the cement. A lantern waved in a slow ellipse. The locomotive gave vent to a gargantuan cough and moved forward, its steamy breath dissipated as rapidly as it was exhaled. In three minutes its last resonant words were echoed from the far hills and the silence returned.


A girl stood on the platform.


It was now almost totally dark. She stared at the scattering of houses below the station. They sprawled along the road, thinning at both extremes of the town, overlooked by haggard trees and the arms and trestles of an amusement park. The geometry of the park—roller coasters, chute-the-chutes, Ferris wheels—made a pattern against the fading yellow in the western sky. It was a pattern that spelt desolation, that by its very fixed immobility emphasized the remoteness of summer and warmth, of gaiety and human pleasure.


She shuddered. Then she perceived that the station master was carrying his lantern toward her. She walked toward him.


“Can I get a taxi here?”


“Where you going?”


“To the house of a man named William Carpenter.”


She heard him suck in his breath. A feeling colder than the night plucked at her raw nerves.


The man answered, “Yeah. Luke’ll drive you over. I’ll call him. Come inside. Warmer there.”


She picked up her suitcase. The waiting room was dimly lighted and dingy, but a stove glowed in its middle. She held her hands above it, rubbing them together. The station master stared at her.


She was young. Her features had beauty. Her nose was straight, her chin firmly modeled, her brow wide, her lips bright red, exquisitely bowed. She was tall and supple. Her hat covered most of her hair, left one delicate and curving indication of its blondeness. Her eyes were grey, a soft, slaty shade of grey.


Yet the station master did not think of her as beautiful. Emotion dominated her appearance—an emotion he could not aspire to interpret: fear—it might have been desperation—perhaps it was madness. There were dark streaks under her eyes. Lines around her mouth. Her voice had been low-pitched, but it sounded as if the last resources of a distraught mind had been used to keep it so. She did not look at him, or at the stove, or at anything in the room. She saw things beyond him, things he could not see.


He went into the chamber behind the ticket window and clicked the hook of the telephone up and down. He moved his chair a little so that he could watch her. It was almost surprising to him that she did nothing unusual, that she continued absently to chafe her hands and stare at the wall. Finally his connection was made, he spoke to “Luke” and he hung up.


He made a few rustic gestures of occupation, gave up, and followed his curiosity back into the waiting room.


“William Carpenter’s, eh?” he said. “Well, well.”


The girl did not answer. He spat on the metal sheet that circumscribed the stove and essayed again.


“Be some time before Luke gets here.”


“Long?”


“Half an hour.”


“Oh.”


The room was furnished with two benches set back to back. She seated herself in the one that faced the stove. The station agent opened its door and made a ceremony of feeding into its belly a chunk of wood.


“Going to work for this Carpenter?”


“No.”


“That so. Hmmm. Hmmm.” He filled his pipe. “Relative?”


“Yes, if you consider it an affair of yours.” She said the last words with biting rapidity and regretted them at once. “I don’t mean to be rude. I’m upset.”


“No wonder. Goin’ out there.”


Suddenly she stood up. “Why? What’s the matter with him?” Her voice had risen an octave.


The man seemed satisfied that his companion had reacted to his presence. He pulled his moustache, lifted his eyebrows and peered innocently from beneath them. “Matter? Matter? Who said there was anything the matter?”


The girl had looked away from him. She opened and snapped the clasp on her handbag with an automatic repetition. “Do you know him?”


“In a business way. He comes here for his freight and express.”


“Oh.”


“But I know about him. My wife’s sister-in-law keeps house for him.”


“Is she there now?”


“Sure.”


The girl sighed. She did not ask any more questions, but she did not interfere with the recital that followed. The man was glad to talk; everyone in his village was loquacious. His occupation isolated him during most of the day. Two trains stopped in Sinkak between dawn and dusk. In the deep night there was even none of the solace afforded by the pounding drivers of expresses.


“You see,” he began, “it may be that we’re not used to the likes of this Carpenter out here in Sinkak. And it may be he’d be marked down for queer any place. He come here last summer and bought the old Mortland property which has been empty since I was knee high. Then he brought labor and machinery from New York and had it fixed up. Maybe you know all this?”


“No.”


“Big machinery. Enough for a factory. And he wouldn’t touch local help—although Ingals—that’s the contractor here—got mighty sore and tried to get him in trouble.”


“Trouble?”


“Sure. Ingals tried to get an injunction against this Carpenter for importing labor. Didn’t work, though. And made him mad as a hornet.”


“Made who mad?”


“Carpenter. He comes blazing down here in his automobile—all seven feet of him shooting sparks——”


“Seven feet!”


The station agent halted his narrative with surprise. “Sure. Seven feet. You don’t mean you ain’t never seen this Carpenter?”


“No. I’ve never seen him.”


The man knocked out his pipe, started to say something, thought better of it, and gave counsel instead.


“Well, it’s none of my affair what you want of him. But I will say that if I was young and purty I wouldn’t waste my time over one like that.”


“I’m his niece.”


The statement robbed the agent of the latitude he had allowed his imagination.


“His niece, eh? Well, you don’t say. People here’ll be surprised to know”—he cleared his throat—“that is—it’s a wonder he didn’t come down here for you.”


“He didn’t know I was on my way.”


“Oh. I see. Well—anyway—Since the time of Ingals’ injunction that I was telling you about, he’s been mighty unpopular here and mighty mysterious—meaning no offense to you, of course. My wife’s sister-in-law that works for him tells me, confidentially, that he’s up to something.”


“To what?”


“That’s just the trouble. Nobody knows. His house ain’t got windows and the doors is steel.”


The girl became perceptibly paler. She walked to the stove, turned back, sat down again. “I heard,” she said, “that he was a scientist. That he had his laboratory in the house. There’s nothing unusual about that.”


“As far as it goes—no.” He came close to her and tapped his pipe against the top of the bench to emphasize the words that followed. “No—not that far. But why did he stone up all the front downstairs windows? Why does fire come out of his chimney all night some times? What kills the leaves on the trees in his yard? What does he need all that machinery for? Why does he get so mad when you ask him what he’s doing? What was the green stuff that leaked out of a package addressed to him and ate a hole in the platform of this very station? I ask you that?”


“Chemicals,” she answered. “He’s a chemist.”


“Then why did he come hell-bent down here when I phoned him about it and make everybody keep clear till the stuff was burned out?”


“Because not all chemicals are safe—they’re dangerous.”


“Likely. And likely he’d have the dangerous kind.”


“I don’t think you people around here give him a chance,” she said bluntly.


“Wait till you see him.” The agent walked away. He had not shaken the girl as much as he had hoped he could. He shared with all Sinkak an immense animus for the scientist who had entered their midst and remained exclusive, mysterious, self-sufficient. The arrival of Luke Walters ended the sally on her morale which he was preparing.


The cold was intense and the dark impervious. She lifted her bag into the Ford. It trembled and surged forward. The station master called to her. A blanket had been provided in the back seat for a lap robe. She pulled it up, shivering. The headlights picked out the tar stripes on the concrete road for a while. Then they jumped across a field, brushed an unpainted clapboard house, settled again into a road, this time unpaved. She could guess rather than see fields, woods, occasional buildings. When the car ultimately stopped, she was so numb with cold that she could scarcely descend. The hard ground hurt her feet.


“One dollar,” the driver said.


She stumbled into the light of the headlamps and took a bill from her handbag. It was the last dollar. Beside it were a few gleaming coins, a lipstick, a compact, a comb, a letter, a handkerchief. She handed it to the man.


“Just walk up that road a little piece and there you are,” he said.


“Can’t we drive to the door?”


“No, ma’am.”


He had not assisted her from the car. He had been a shape, a voice, an arm that reached for the bill. Now he accelerated his engine, spun the wheel, carried his trio of lights away beyond her. The sound of his car disappeared as had the locomotive. But now, her desertion was absolute.


To meet this new emergency her irises expanded. She began to see defined graduations of darkness. Here were trees. Yonder an open space with a horizon and stars. The inkiest hole was doubtless the road, entering the trees like a tunnel. She picked up her bag again and moved forward whimpering quietly from fear, from cold, from uncertainty.


The house leaped upon her after she had walked fifty or sixty yards. In that time she had suffered agonies of terror, she had learned to keep in the road by the sound of leaves that rose when she wandered from it, and she had almost decided to resign herself to the cold. Her goal was lightless and angular, but a dim aura that came from the other side lent it silhouette. She moved toward the aura. She knew with a sudden sharpness that the driver had been afraid to go closer to the house and she wondered a moment later if it was the right house.


Then she had rounded its façade. There was a light at the back door. She walked up the steps and knocked. No answer, only a rustling. She knocked again. Still no response. She saw that a face was watching her from one of the windows.


She said, “Please let me in!”


The door was split infinitesimally. A harsh, female voice said, “What do you want?”


“Let me in!” This time she screamed, and the door opened.


She did not faint. A middle-aged woman stood in the embrasure. The girl said, “I am Daryl Carpenter, Mr. Carpenter’s niece. I want to see him.” As she spoke, she walked into the kitchen. Her hand caught the back of a chair. She sat down and bowed her head over the table in front of it. The door was shut behind her. Someone said, “Well, what do you want?” but she paid no attention. It was light and warm where she sat and that was enough. The woman walked around her. She sniffed, inspected, muttered. Daryl did not look up. In a minute, half a minute, she would be all right. The incubus of her walk in the dark distilled rapidly and was carried off.


She raised her head and even smiled. “This is Mr. Carpenter’s house, isn’t it?”


“Yes.”


“And you’re the housekeeper?”


“I am.”


“Is Mr. Carpenter at home?”


“He’s busy.”


“I’ve come a long way to see him.”


“Well—you better call tomorrow morning.”


“What!”


“Where did you come from?”


“North Dakota.”


The woman grunted. She was short, stocky, prematurely wrinkled, and her mouth seemed to have tasted only vinegar in all her life. Her eyes were hooded with dropsical lids. She had accepted the fact of Daryl at once. She was interested in the girl no longer, but she was avid for the reason of the girl’s presence. She repeated Daryl’s last words. “North Dakota? Never heard of it. But you won’t be able to see Mr. Carpenter tonight and I have no authority to give you room here. You better come back in the morning.”


“Don’t you see that’s impossible?”


“I see you can’t stay here.”


“Where can I go then?”


“That’s your affair.”


“It’s dreadful out there.”


“Scary, eh?” The older woman pursed her lips. “You looked scared when you come in. Walk from the station?”


“No. I had someone drive me to—well—almost here.”


“Hired?” The housekeeper chuckled. “That’d be Luke. He wouldn’t drive up to this house for a pile of money. Not that I blame him. Well—you better take yourself back where you came from, because Mr. Carpenter gets into terrible tempers, and if he knew there was a stranger here he’d mighty nearly shoot the both of us.”


“But I’m his niece.”


“Don’t make no difference. Now——”


“I tell you, I came to see him. I’m—I’m desperate. You can’t turn me out. I—I—well—I haven’t any money, for one thing. And I will see Mr. Carpenter tonight.”


An enormous bass voice from the far end of the kitchen intoned two words, “Quite so,” and they were followed by a reverberating slam as if a great weight had fallen on a metal floor. The house shook. Daryl leaped to her feet and whirled around. William Carpenter stood at the opposite end of the room.


His head seemed to be above the electric lights that were suspended from the ceiling. The station agent had said that his height was seven feet; in point of fact, it lacked six inches of that estimate. But Carpenter was not only six and a half feet tall; he was crowned with a head of stiff hair that grew at right angles to his scalp and was the color of old copper. This bristling thatch added greatly to his appearance of height and together with his strange disproportions gave him the aspect of a monstrous gigantism. His hands were huge and gnarled. His jaw was like a plough share. Tough, reddish eyebrows grew downward over his pale eyes and covered the upper rims of his thick spectacles. His nose was thin and beaked. His mouth was small and as sensuous as the lips of a Mediterranean woman. Carpenter’s feet were gigantic. His waist was like a wrestler’s but his torso did not widen into a wrestler’s magnificent shoulders. Instead, it shot upward with a sort of irregular slenderness and ended in two hunched clavicles that seemed always fatigued by the weight of his hands, which dangled perpetually at his sides. A stubble of beard glinted beneath his pale skin.


He dressed invariably in black, save for a white shirt. He usually wore no tie and through the “V” of the open collar there was visible a bony, hirsute chest. Confronted with this man in the long, narrow and modestly lighted kitchen, Daryl took some time to dam back her ebbing composure, still more time to search and weigh him, as if she wished to discover what ponderable humanities were contained in a man of such physical excesses. He had not moved, except to turn his head somewhat—an act which gave her a glimpse of its full profile and a hint of his great skull capacity. As she looked there was still ringing in her memory the sound of his voice, deep, full, and with a timbre that would have been magnificent had its source been more mundanely masculine.


Now he spoke again. “As you say, you will see Mr. Carpenter tonight. You will, because I am here and you have neither myopia nor cataracts. I heard you scream on the porch. I imagine that you caught sight of Mrs. Treadle’s face at the window. I took the liberty of opening the laboratory door and listening to you. I assume you are my brother’s daughter.”


“Yes. I’m Daryl Carpenter.”


“You have no money. You came from Dakota. You want shelter here.”


“I have a letter—” She took an envelope from her handbag and handed it to him. He stepped closer to the chandelier and read the note it contained:


“Dear brother William:


“My daughter—your niece—will bring this to you. As you probably know, your brother has been dead for many years. The doctor tells me I haven’t long to live. I am making Daryl promise to take this to you because she is destitute and because Tree City is no place for a girl like her. I know that you will take care of her and I ask God to bless you for it.


“With my love, your sister-in-law,


“Agnes Carpenter.”


Carpenter looked up. “Victorian, fatuous, and unfounded. I suppose you know that my brother was not my blood brother?”


That statement confused the girl. “What do you mean by that?”


“He was adopted.”


“Adopted! By whom?”


“By my mother and father.” The shaggy brows knit together. “No doubt you were never told. Or your mother. Natural under the circumstances—since my parents never told their foster son that he had not sprung from their loins. Sentimental, what? And just at this instant—inconvenient. I have no intention of embarrassing you—but every intention of presenting the facts. You come to me at an awkward time. You bring this sentimental letter. And you are no more relation to me than the British Royal family. Less, in fact.”


The girl’s eyes were dreary after he had finished. This was the end of a quest that she had started hopefully, excitedly. Here in a lonely house and far from her home she was being disowned. The courage she brought with her on the journey, leaking away mile by mile and almost totally exhausted in the black, cold night of her arrival, now deserted her entirely. The captious blow of fate that had fallen at the end reduced her to nothing—a human being alone in an inimical world with no possessions of value, no haven, no hope.


The man still talked to her and she answered, but without emotion, with a faint desire to stop, to let herself be swallowed back into the universe.


“Of course, you thought I was your uncle. That accounts for your coming here. Your mother thought the same thing. Which accounts for her letter. Why did you leave Dakota?”


Her voice was slow and dull. “We lived in Tree City. As long as my mother was alive, it was all right. Tree City used to be a wheat farmers’—resort. A gambling town. Now the bootleggers have it. There are no lines of occupation open to a girl in Tree City which I care to pursue.”


“I see. So you came here instantly——”


“No. I tried to find work in Chicago. I failed—except for one job waiting on table. They fired me. Then I inquired the fare here. When my money was down to the fare, I came.”


“You could have written.”


“I didn’t decide to come till day before yesterday. I was still looking for work.”


“Wired, then.”


“Yes. I could have wired. I knew your address.”


“How? I moved here only a year ago—less than that.”


“It’s in ‘Who’s Who.’ I didn’t wire because on the way to the telegraph office I passed a restaurant—and I had dinner instead.”


Carpenter now walked across the room to the kitchen table and sat down where Daryl had rested. His arms swung as he walked and his head was thrust forward. His knees bent like hinges. Daryl turned and faced him again. She knew that under ordinary circumstances this man would rouse a variety of emotions in her—a variety the most prominent of which would be awe. He would conjure up fantasies; he would set the mind running on thoughts of the unnaturalness of man. He would be a dreadful person to meet in the dark. Now, however, her brain was so depressed that he seemed less real than a motion picture. The facts of him recorded themselves automatically. Had her nervous condition been normal, it is doubtful if she would ever have observed him with the remote perspective of that night. He was not the sort of person to whom one could give a sane and minute critical inspection.


“You are hungry?”


“I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”


“What do you think of me?”


This question stirred her. It did not belong in the category of the others. She said, “I don’t know.”


“What did your family say about me?”


“That you were rich and brilliant and——”


“Eccentric?”


“They didn’t use that word.”


“Did they tell you that I had the greatest mind in the western world today? One of the greatest since civilization began? Exceeded or, better, equalled only by that of Inisy in Switzerland and Rosoff in Siberia?”


“No.”


“The fact possibly escaped them. Sit down.” He pointed to the chair at the other end of the table. Mrs. Treadle had been listening to the conversation under the camouflage of performing small offices pertaining to her situation. He spoke to her. “Get some food ready at once for Miss Carpenter. Afterward you can prepare one of the bed rooms.”


It was then that Daryl began to cry. Once she had whimpered. Once she had very nearly fainted. That was when the world had closed itself to her. Now, with this first symptom of kindness, she cried, and since tears and sobbing were foreign to her, it was unpleasant and embarrassing to watch. Carpenter, however, sat in the chair and stared at her. He said nothing.


In a moment she lifted her face. She did not smile through the aftermath of weeping. She merely dried her eyes, shook with a final sob, and then took off her hat. The full, bright gold of her hair could not be suspected from the small privilege allowed by the hat. Carpenter rested the same curious gaze on her head.


She said, “I’m unstrung.”


“Naturally,” he answered. “The female mind is never superior to externals.”


“Since I’m a stranger, I appreciate even more your letting me stay here. I’ll go tomorrow.”


“We will discuss that later. I may be able to use you here—if you care to stay.”


“Here?”


“Not impossible. You will find the countryside desolate. I assure you that there would be no company. Mrs. Treadle would provide you with the chaperonage which society insists upon. There are no windows in my house; I am perhaps an irascible person—although not unduly so; I am not a native of the locality; I have provided myself with a number of pieces of apparatus which are uncommon in Sinkak. Those few facts have conspired to give me an unpleasant reputation in the vicinity and the fools who live around here are more than hostile. Against any offer I might make to you, all that should be balanced. But if you would care to work here——”


“What sort of work?”


He lifted one hand and dropped it inertly on the table-top. “I am a biochemical investigator. I need assistance in my work. But there has been too much effort to supervise my labors on the part of the townspeople already. Mrs. Treadle could tell you something about it. My helper does not need to be a chemist. A good bottle-washer and an orderly person. Particularly an uncommunicative person.”


“It is good of you,” she said.


He stood up. “Good? Who knows? Goodnight!”


He crossed the room. The door which led to the laboratory opened. When it shut, with the re-echoing din she had heard upon Carpenter’s first appearance, she realized that it was a steel portal.


For a moment the room seemed full of the memory of his vast, impersonal voice. It vanished gradually. No sound came from the chamber beyond the door. Mrs. Treadle brought a pan from the stove and served its contents on a plate. She gave a knife and fork to Daryl.


“I warmed over tonight’s stew.”


“Thank you.”


The woman leaned forward then and half whispered. “I got you a minute after you came in. But I don’t think he did.”


Daryl interrupted her fervent eating. “What?”


This time she did whisper. “You’re a detective!”


“What!”


“You can’t fool me! I been expecting something like this from the first.”


The blonde head shook. “Mm-mm,” she said. “Nothing like that.”


“All right, play your part if you must. But I want to tell you this much: anything I can do to help the law I’m ready to do. And I can give you a few pointers.”


Daryl continued to eat.


“He works all night—at things. He goes out at night sometimes and buries them. You could dig them up, if you wanted to. Me—I wouldn’t touch them.”


“What does he bury?”


“What does anybody bury?” Mrs. Treadle asked hoarsely.


“I’m sure I don’t know.”


“Bodies!”


“Bodies?”


“Corpses.”


Daryl put her fork on her plate and looked up. Life and sanity were returning to her; sense was beginning to emerge from the strange termination of her journey. She had found her uncle’s house; she had learned that he was only a foster uncle. She had talked to him and he had seemed reasonable. She discounted his figure and his odd face even while the memory of it set quick worries in motion in her mind. Her ordinary calm resourcefulness carried her too far in the opposite direction; too far because in allaying her greatest troubles she discounted the strangeness of Carpenter with vehemence and she ignored the first small implications of his true nature and the nature of his experiments.


Orphaned at eighteen, beautiful, brave, eager, a conspiracy of life’s small circumstances had brought her to the most sinister house that raised its eyeless walls in the twentieth century’s matter-of-fact environment. What Mrs. Treadle conceived as fact was indubitably absurd. Carpenter was not a necrophile, not a ghoul. It would have been better if he had confined himself to mouldy vaults and medieval black arts. It would have been better if he had buried human remains beneath the brittle weeds of his frost-clutched yard. Instead, he placed in his hollow trenches the bodies of guinea pigs—even more often some corrosive chemical compound which he could not trust to the drainage pipes of his laboratory. These ordinarily inorganic funerals were omens of the course toward which he strove; as omens they held a single grim and breath-taking portent.


Mrs. Treadle saw a fact; she guessed at a conclusion. But into that guess went an instinct, an intuition that had accuracy. Carpenter had harmed no one; no evil could be hung upon his character. Still, he was feared and hated. In his face, in his soul, in his aura there dwelt the dimly sensible evidence of his malignant purpose. It was that, perhaps, which Daryl overlooked.


She laughed at Mrs. Treadle. “Are you sure it is corpses?” she asked.


“Why should he bury—whatever he buries?”


“It might be rats, for example. Scientists work with a number of animals. Rabbits. Or it might just be things he couldn’t dispose of in the laboratory. Chemicals.”


“It might be.” The housekeeper nodded toward the laboratory. “It might be. Nobody’s ever been there. Not inside—since the men from New York finished it. But there he stays at all hours, running his engines and talking to himself.”


“Talking to himself?”


“You can hear his voice muttering and muttering. About ‘them’.”


“ ‘Them’?”


“Whoever they are. Sometimes he says he’ll teach them. Sometimes he says things I don’t understand. But I know—I can feel it in my bones that he’s planning something. Something terrible.”


Daryl shook her head. “I think he’s probably all right. He certainly is unusual. And I’ve always heard that he was abnormal. But nobody ever believed him to be crazy—or dangerous.”


“That’s what you say.”


“My mother told me all she knew about him. His father—my foster grandfather—was a banker. My own father went to medical school and then moved West. He practiced in and around Tree City till he was killed. In an accident. When William”—the girl nodded toward the laboratory door—“was old enough he also went to medical school. He was supposed to be one of the most brilliant students they ever had. He stayed in college for years and years, going ahead with special work. You see, there was plenty of money for him. When his father—that is, the banker—died—William got all the money. My father and old Mister Carpenter had quarreled long ago.


“William left the medical studies he was making and went into the market. For a while he prospered. I believe he doubled his fortune several times. He became a really big financier. Then, suddenly, things went against him. He lost most of what he had. That was about a year ago—perhaps more. He sold the family home in Bloomfield, New Jersey—my mother has been there—and he bought this place. We heard that he had gone back to his research work. Mother made me promise to come to him after—after. And that’s all I know.” She seemed suddenly to realize that she had been talking for some time, discussing intimate matters with a strange person. The realization was accompanied by a knowledge of its cause: she was suffering a let-down from her harrowing evening. Abruptly she felt very tired.


“Could I go upstairs now?”


Mrs. Treadle checked the questions she was preparing. “Why—I guess so.”


“I’d appreciate it.”


“You—you aren’t a detective then?”


“No. I’m not. And from all I’ve seen, I think you people here in Sinkak are all worked up over nothing. I never saw a person exactly like my uncle. I believe he’s suffering a good deal on account of his appearance. But I think he’s perfectly all right. At least—he was nice to me tonight, wasn’t he?”


The housekeeper grunted.


Daryl’s bed room was spacious. Its furniture evidently derived from the Mortland occupation of the house—rag rugs and heavy chairs, flowered wall paper, a walnut bed from which a canopy had been removed. The bathroom which adjoined it was a sharp contrast—modern and white-tiled. Fatigue gained rapidly upon her, overcoming interest. She locked the door to the hall, turned out the electric light, stared momentarily toward the window and saw an old moon coming over a black fringe of treetops. She slept.


Once, during the night, she woke suddenly and groped into a consciousness of her whereabouts. Somewhere downstairs a motor had been started; its revolution was accelerated until it produced a high whine. The noise became hypnotic and she slept again.


When Mrs. Treadle knocked on her door it was broad daylight. The morning sun shone over the earth. In some places the ground had commenced to thaw. Daryl looked out of the window as she dressed. The house was surrounded with an uncultivated field in which small cedars were already growing. At a distance of fifty yards, the woods began and in their midst she caught glimpses of a slow-running river. She could also see the corner of a garage and the beginning of the driveway which led to the country road.


Breakfast had been laid on the kitchen table. Carpenter was already there. He had waited for her. By the light of day they made fresh inventories of each other. She was able now to see his eyes. Pale blue eyes that had nevertheless a sharp focus. She liked his eyes less than she had his ungainly mass, his awkward motions. They had the expression of an entomologist staring at a specimen and they had the impersonality and cruel materialism of the eyes of the insect itself.


Again the heavy and throbbing quality of his voice startled her. “Good morning.”


“Good morning.”


“You slept well?”


“Yes. Thanks to you.”


“Breakfast is ready.”


They sat down. She had made up her mind to try to borrow from him enough money so that she could go to New York and look for work. She had no desire to remain with him; no fear prompted the determination but a feeling that work in his laboratory would be tedious and unpleasant.


He altered the decision at once. “I’ve been thinking about you. What education have you had?”


“High School and two years in Normal School.”


“I see. Despite the fact that there is a superfluity of teachers.”


“What else could I do?”


“Anything. Everything. What do you know about chemistry?”


“I had a year in High School.”


“Excellent. You know practically nothing. I suppose you are aware that you might have to wait a year for employment as a teacher in New York?”


“I didn’t know it.”


“Are you a stenographer?”


“No.”


He swallowed his coffee—a cupful, it seemed, in one audible gulp. Again he dropped his huge hand limply on the table. “Well. You haven’t what we might call a bright commercial future. However, I will make this proposition to you. One hundred dollars a month, room and board, to keep my laboratory in order. Easy work a few hours a day. No conditions except that you remain absolutely silent about any work you may see in progress.”


“That’s nice of you.”


“Well?”


“I don’t know——”


“You do know. This is unemployment year. The government and the industrialists have milked the public to a point where some of their card houses have crashed. Result: capital holds out on labor. Chronic malady. No jobs. I could support you indefinitely in town and will if you insist. But you could be a useful, working unit right here and you could, I may add, be an instrument in one of the most remarkable biochemical procedures that will take place on this globe in the next five thousand years.”


Carpenter pounded on the table with his fist. Mrs. Treadle seemed to understand the gesture because she instantly refilled his coffee cup and he continued without glancing at her. “There will be a fourth member of this party in a day or so. A man I’ve hired to be my assistant. A wealthy loafer who happens to be one of the best chemists alive today and wastes his time shooting game. Name of Baxter. Bromwell Baxter. Complete ass. I’ll probably go crazy. But he’s done things in the colloids that I should have done myself if I could have spared them the time. We four will go ahead with my work.”


Daryl felt her mind changing. She asked her question bluntly. “What is your work?”


“If you knew, you wouldn’t believe it. And you won’t know until I am ready.”


She could not determine the precise cause of her mental reversal. Some of it lay in the portrait Carpenter had sketched of the assistant he expected. Some of it in a curiosity about his work. Some in her position of solitude: Carpenter was her one link with the whole world. She perceived that he intended in any case to give her the aid she required; that was the first definitely favorable act she had witnessed and it was a very moving act.


Heredity had made her bold and calm. The circumstances in which she had lived had made her self-reliant to a high degree. Few girls could have emerged as undisturbed as she from the night through which she had passed.


“Could I try it—and would you try me—for a month?”


“Good,” Carpenter said. He raised his fist and Mrs. Treadle came hurriedly with the coffee pot. He did not converse again until the meal was ended.


“We’ll go to the laboratory.”


Daryl caught sight of the housekeeper’s face as they rose from the table. Her expression was one of fear; it passed through the girl’s mind that the other woman half-expected never to see her again. But Daryl was in sympathy with Carpenter. She followed him through the metal door. He switched on the lights.


She stood in the laboratory.


William Carpenter’s laboratory at Sinkak had cost more than a quarter of a million dollars. The Mortland house was large. He had thrown the three front rooms downstairs and two upstairs rooms into one immense chamber. All windows had been sealed with the field stone of which the building was constructed and the walls had been tiled in white. The lighting was artificial and indirect; there was a power ventilating system. The single entrance, from the hall at the end of the kitchen, was blocked by a steel door which could be opened from the inside by a knob, from the outside only by a key and which slammed shut automatically.


The laboratory was equipped as a machine shop; it was also furnished for every conceivable type of work in chemistry, biology, physics, metallurgy and surgery. Besides the usual equipment of chemicals in rows of bottles and small steel drawers that reached to the ceiling and could be procured only by climbing a ladder, besides chests of gleaming instruments, racks of distorted glassware, retorts, burners, an immense hood, microscopes, an operating table, a slab table, a sink, beakers, bell jars, specimen cases, electrical appliances, he had an X-ray machine, a centrifuge, a cadmium-light photographing microscope, a Bakelite board covered with switches and another thick with the faces of meters and measuring instruments, an electric furnace, cameras, a spectroscope, a short-wave radio transmitter and a half dozen apparati and engines of his own devising. There was a steel staircase leading from the floor to a small library which ranged along a balcony.


The effect of this complicated organization, lighted from behind a frieze that circumscribed the room, would have been dazzling even to the most accomplished scientist. To a novice it was stupefying. It was impossible for Daryl to grasp its infinity of detail. Her startled eyes merely traveled over the mass, caught the color of the chemicals, the silver flash of chromium steel, the glare of white tile and formed from the machinery and apparatus a geometrical scheme which might have stood as a painter’s abstract of the soul of science.


If William Carpenter shared with more common men any feeling of attachment to material things, any pride of positive possession and creation, that motion of the mind or that warmth of the soul must have been bound up in his laboratory. He allowed Daryl a long interval for staring.


Then he asked her what she thought of it.


“I never dreamed anything so amazing existed in the whole world.”


His answer was typical of him. “It doesn’t—anywhere else.”


Her face was flushed. Once again she misinterpreted facts. To her it seemed that any man capable of contriving so magnificent a chamber must have portentous and splendid purposes.


“It’s beautiful,” she said.


Carpenter stared at her and then looked again at his laboratory. Finally he chuckled. “Is it? I never thought of it in the light of beauty.”


“You could paint it.”


“Perhaps. It’s merely an extension of my five senses—to me: better eyes, better arms, longer and more clever fingers, keener ears, a sharper nose and tongue—just a way of analyzing material more accurately and handling it more skillfully than can be done with the human tools.”


This time she hesitated over his words. “I never had an idea like that.”


“You should. It’s obvious. Science is only an extension of man’s faculties. Well—to work. You will be the char woman, the secretary and the bell boy of this room. Sometimes I will want to work alone. Your amusement in such cases will depend on yourself. There are certain things you probably know not to do. Don’t spill anything on yourself. Always wear a rubber apron and gloves—I’ll get some that fit. Don’t open any bottles or lift up any bell jars. Don’t handle any substances, in fact. We will have three solutions for washing apparatus and I’ll indicate what goes into what. Don’t dust the switch board—you’d be electrocuted—I have a power line direct to Paterson with a high voltage current. Never interrupt me when I’m at work. I’ll show you what to do first.”


When Daryl had been in the Carpenter house for three days, she felt completely justified in the attitude she had taken toward the scientist. It seemed to her that he was a man completely devoted to his work—whatever his work might be. He had been neither kind nor unkind. His diligence and his impersonality were beneficial to her rather than detrimental. It salved the recent unhappy chapters in her life to work hard and to think of nothing.


She was part of a schedule, a routine, a process. She made a few mistakes in the laboratory but, fortunately, none of them was serious. She had been very much frightened at the first accident—the breaking of a receptacle which she had been given to clean. When the glass shattered on the smooth floor she knew instantly that Carpenter must possess somewhere within him a terrible anger. She had not admitted that previously.


His only words on the occasion, however, were “Too bad—but we can replace it.”


Following that, her personality opened a little. On the second day she had voluntarily helped Mrs. Treadle with the cooking. Carpenter had sent her from the laboratory, saying that he wished privacy.


She made a dessert and when it was served she said, “Do you like the pudding?”


“Like it?”


“Yes. I made it.”


“Oh.” He paused. “Why—yes. It’s good.” He stared at her then with his curious, bland eyes, until she looked down at her plate. The episode embarrassed her a little. It convinced her more deeply that he gave no heed to anything except his experiments.
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