










Praise for The Dreaming Sex


‘Tales by some of the most imaginative female genre writers of the Victorian era’ – Sci-Fi magazine


‘A very interesting collection … a useful and entertaining addition to the library of the genre’s prehistory … deserves some considerable attention’ – Foundation, the journal of the ScienceFiction Foundation


Praise for The Darker Sex


‘A magnificent and terribly readable collection’ – BBC Radio 4 Woman’s Hour


‘Editor Ashley does his usual fine job in selecting and introducing the eleven entries in a reprint anthology sure to appeal to fans of both Victorian fiction and ghost stories.’ – Publishers Weekly




THE DREAMING SEX


It is a common perception that science fiction has been, at least until recently, largely the domain of men and that male writers developed the genre. Yet the significant contribution of women authors should not be underestimated even if it is all too often overlooked – after all, Frankenstein, generally reckoned as the first true work of science fiction, was written by a woman, Mary Shelley, and one of the first Utopian works written in America was by Mary Griffith.


The Dreaming Sex brings together a selection of early science fiction short stories by women, including Mary Shelley, Harriet Prescott Spofford, Adeline Knapp, Mary E. Braddon, L.T. Meade, Mary Wilkins Freeman, G.M. Barrows, Roquia Sakhawat Hossein, Edith Nesbit, Clotilde Graves, Muriel Pollexfen, Greye La Spina and Clare Winger Harris. The introduction by editor Mike Ashley highlights the contribution made by women in the early development of the genre and shows the very different angle they cast on the wonders and fears that technological and scientific advances may bring.


A companion volume to his acclaimed The Darker Sex: Tales of the Supernatural and Macabre by Victorian Women Writers, Mike Ashley’s latest collection of rare jewels of women’s fiction is essential reading.
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INTRODUCTION



AT THE END of the Victorian era, from around 1890, there was a considerable rise in the number of stories that looked at the potential benefits, or dangers, of the wealth of technological and scientific advance that had been gathering pace during the previous forty or fifty years. This was the dawn of what would later be termed ‘science fiction’ (often abbreviated to the objectionable ‘sci-fi’), although that phrase was not coined until 1929. These earlier works, notably those by H.G. Wells, were known by the more charming phrase of ‘scientific romance’ – romance being used in its original meaning of something exciting and adventurous.


This anthology brings together a selection of such stories, all by women.


It has become a common-held belief that it was not until after the Second World War that women turned to science fiction, when writers such as Judith Merril, Kate Wilhelm, Anne McCaffrey, Ursula K. Le Guin and Alice Sheldon (James Tiptree, Jr) began their trade. Before 1939 science fiction appeared to be solely a male domain, untouched by female hands.


This anthology will prove that wrong. One thing that science fiction sets out to do is to speculate on what new advances in science and technology might achieve, and there were many women just as interested in that prospect as men. However, the women laboured under a major handicap. Early in the first story, ‘The Blue Laboratory’, a male scientist says to the young woman who has come to serve as governess to his children, ‘Is it possible that you, a young lady, are interested in science?’ You can almost hear the amazement in his voice. This story was published in 1897, just a year before Marie Curie established her reputation with the discovery of radium. Yet thirty years later that view still prevailed. Hugo Gernsback, publisher of the world’s first sciencefiction magazine, Amazing Stories, was delighted but surprised when one of the prize-winners in a contest he had run in 1926 was a woman. ‘As a rule,’ he wrote, ‘women do not make good scientifiction writers because their education and general tendencies on scientific matters are usually limited.’


Were they limited? If they were it was because the scientific establishment imposed the barriers. It was almost impossible for women in the Victorian or Edwardian era to gain a scientific education. Elizabeth Garrett managed to qualify as a doctor in 1865 but only because she found a loophole in the regulations of the Society of Apothecaries. No sooner had she qualified than the society changed its regulations, banning women from entering. It was not until 1911 that Elizabeth Davies-Colley became the first British woman member of the Royal College of Surgeons.


It was not as if women were not interested in science. Caroline Herschel, for instance, the sister of the Astronomer Royal, Wilhelm Herschel, was an excellent astronomer in her own right, discovering several comets and producing an important catalogue of nebulae. The Royal Astronomical Society awarded her its Gold Medal in 1828, but it would not go to another women until 1996.


Then there was Ada Lovelace, the daughter of Lord Byron. She became a first-class mathematician and worked with Charles Babbage on his famous ‘Difference Engine’ and ‘Analytical Engine’, now considered the prototype of the world’s first computer. She even wrote the equivalent of a program for the machine, with the result that she is considered the world’s first computer programmer – back in 1843!


Marie Curie, the discoverer of radium and polonium, went on to win the Nobel Prize not once but twice – for physics in 1903 and chemistry in 1911. And yet the French Academy of Sciences refused to elect her as a member.


The interest of women in science may be traced back many years in Britain, certainly to the time of Margaret Cavendish (1623-73) who, through marriage, had become the Duchess of Newcastle. What is interesting about Cavendish is that not only did she debate science and philosophy with the best of them – she attended meetings of the Royal Society although was not allowed to be a member – but she wrote one of the earliest works of science fiction. This was The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing World, first published in 1666, the year of the Great Fire of London. It is a unique and highly imaginative work, unlike anything else of its day, creating a neighbouring world to the earth to which a woman travels, becoming the ruler or goddess of one of them. The story is self-indulgent but full of wonderful scientific ideas.


We can add to that. In his excellent study of the history of science fiction, Billion Year Spree (1973), Brian W Aldiss, while recognizing earlier works, identified the novel Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus as the point at which true science fiction was born. Because of its interpretation by the cinema, Frankenstein is usually regarded as a work of horror fiction, but its core deals with the fundamental scientific process for the creation of life. Frankenstein was written by Mary Shelley, who was only twenty when the book was published anonymously at the end of January 1818. So not only is it clear that women were interested in the study of science; they were also interested in speculating on its potential in the new world of technological marvels that the industrial and scientific revolutions were creating. It was a woman who created the field of scientific fiction, and this anthology celebrates that by looking at other contributions by other women during the century following Frankenstein.


There were plenty of other women producing similar works during this century. I have concentrated on short fiction, but it is worth highlighting some women novelists to emphasize – if it were necessary – just how many women were writing scientific fiction. There was Jane Webb (1807-1858), best known for her works on horticulture and the Victorian kitchen garden but who, in The Mummy! A Tale of the Twenty-Second Century (1827), took Frankenstein a step further by creating a scientifically advanced future in which it was possible to revive the dead. Then there was Mary Griffith (c 1800-1877), another horticulturalist, who wrote Three Hundred Years Hence (1836), describing a utopia where women are emancipated and slavery is abolished. There is more hope for the future in A Vision of Our Country in the Year Nineteen Hundred (1851) by Jane Ellis, while in Mizora (1881) Mary Bradley Lane reveals an ideal society within a hollow earth – ideal, that is, if you don’t like men or animals. Women were strong in suggesting utopias, either in the future or elsewhere on earth. Catherine Helen Spence (1825-1910), who became Australia’s first female political candidate in 1897, presented one such in A Week in the Future (1889). So did Anna Blake Dodd in The Republic of the Future (1887). The best known of them is probably Herland (1915) by Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935).


There were many other themes. Poseidon’s Paradise (1892), by the Californian writer Elizabeth Birkmaier, is a genuine adventure romance set in Atlantis just before its destruction. Christabel Coleridge (1843-1921), granddaughter of the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, produced an interesting novel of telepathy in The Thought-Rope (1909). Most remarkable of all, in my view, is Around a Distant Star (1904) by the French writer Jean Delaire (real name Elisa Touchemolin, 1868-1950), in which a scientist creates a spaceship-drive that can travel at two thousand times the speed of light. He also invented a super-telescope. He travels to a far-distant planet and through his telescope looks back and sees earth at the time of the crucifixion of Jesus.


Few of these names will be known today, and that only underlines the point that, despite there being a significant amount of scientific fiction written by women in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it has been forgotten. Women had considerable interest in what science might bring, as the following stories show. Here you will find thoughts on how to slow down the ageing process, how to photograph thoughts, how to enhance our natural senses, whether we can become invisible, whether there might be another dimension around might be satisfied with synthetic wives and so much more. Apart from the first and final stories, the contents are arranged in the order in which they were first published, so as to follow the emergence of ideas.


Mike Ashley, 2010





L.T Meade
THE BLUE LABORATORY



Elizabeth ‘Lillie’ Thomasina Meade (1844-1914) was a prolific Irish novelist once best known for her books for adolescent girls. Few of these are remembered today, although her work is highly prized by a small coterie of collectors. As she wrote around 280 books, plus many magazine essays and stories and edited the magazine Atalanta for six years, there is plenty to collect. What she is best remembered for are her volumes of detective and mystery stories. These came about when Arthur Conan Doyle decided to kill off Sherlock Holmes, and The Strand, which had published the stories and seen its circulation quadruple as a result, was desperate for something to take their place. Lillie Meade was one of the more creative writers who helped plug the gap. In order that she could draw upon expert knowledge she often consulted a medical expert, and in this instance it was Eustace Robert Barton (1854-1943), who went under the name of Robert Eustace. His role was predominantly in providing the scientific expertise and double-checking the final story, but it was Meade who did the writing. Similar stories are included in the collections A Master of Mysteries (1898), The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings (1899), The Man Who Disappeared (1901) and The Sorceress of the Strand (1903). Many of these stories have plots that hinge on some new scientific development.


The following story formed part of a series entitled ‘Tales of Other Cities’ which was run in Cassell’s Magazine in 1897 with contributions by various authors. Meade’s was the most unusual. She later included it in her collection Silenced (1904).



The Blue Laboratory



WHEN I DECIDED to accept the offer of a situation as governess in a Russian family, I bought, amongst other things, a small silver-mounted revolver, and fifty cartridges.


But before proceeding to tell this story, I had better say one or two words about myself. My name is Madeline Rennick; I am an orphan, and have no near relations. When Dr Chance, an Englishman, but a naturalised Russian, offered me a hundred pounds per annum to educate his two daughters, I determined to accept the situation without a moment’s hesitation. I bade my friends adieu, and reached St Petersburg without any sort of adventure. Dr Chance met me at the station. He was somewhat handsome but near-sighted man on quite the shady side of fifty. He was coldly polite to me, gave directions about my luggage, and took me straight to his house on the Ligovka Canal. There I was received by Mrs Chance, a lady in every respect the antipodes of her husband. She was of mixed Russian and German extraction, and had a manner full of curiosity, and yet thoroughly unsympathetic. My pupils were rather pretty girls. The elder was tall, and had the dark eyes of her father; she had a fine open expression – her name was Olga. The younger was small in stature, with a piquante face – she was called Maroussa. The girls could speak English tolerably well, and the warmth of their greeting made up for their mother’s indifference.


‘You must find it dreadfully dull here,’ said Maroussa, on a certain afternoon when I had been a month in Russia.


‘Not at all,’ I replied. ‘I have long had a great desire to see Russia.’


‘You know, of course, that father is English. He has lived here ever since he was thirty years of age. He is a great scientist. How your eyes sparkle, Madeline! Are you interested in science?’


’I took a science tripos at Girton,’ I answered.


As I spoke I bent over the Russian novel which I was trying to read. The next moment a coldly polite voice spoke almost in my ear. I looked up, and saw to my astonishment that Dr Chance, who seldom or never favoured the ladies of his family with his presence, had come into the salon.


‘Did I hear aright?’ he said. ‘Is it possible that you, a young lady, are interested in science?’


‘I like it immensely,’ I replied.


‘Your information pleases me. The fact is this. I came up just now to ask you to grant me a favour. At times I have intolerable pain in the right eye. To use it on such occasions makes it worse. Today I suffer torture. Will you come downstairs and be my secretary for the nonce?’


‘Of course, I will,’ I answered. The moment I spoke, Dr Chance moved towards the door, beckoning to me with a certain imperious gesture to follow him. I felt myself, as it were, whirled from the room. In a moment or two I was alone with the Doctor in his cabinet. A gentleman’s study in Russian houses is always called by this name. The Doctor’s cabinet was a nobly proportioned room – two-thirds of the walls being lined from ceiling to floor with books – a large double window giving abundant light, and a door at the further end letting in a peep of a somewhat mysterious room beyond.


‘My laboratory,’ said the Doctor, noticing my glance. ‘Some day I shall have pleasure in showing it to you. Now, can you take down from dictation?’


‘Yes, in shorthand.’


‘Capital! Pray give me your very best attention. The paper I am about to dictate to you is to be posted to England tonight It will appear in the Science Gazette. As you are interested in such matters I do not mind confiding its subject to you. Miss Rennick, I have discovered a method of photographing thought.’


I stared at him in astonishment; he met my gaze fully. His deep-set glittering eyes looked something like little sparks of fire.


‘You do not believe me,’ he said, ‘and you represent to a great extent the public to whom I am about to appeal. I shall doubtless be scoffed at in England, but wait awhile. I can prove my words, but not yet – not yet. Are you ready?’


‘I am all attention,’ I answered.


His brow cleared, he sank back on his divan. He began to dictate, and I took down his words assiduously. At the end of an hour he stopped.


‘That will do,’ he said. ‘Now, will you kindly transcribe in your best and fairest writing what I have been saying to you?’


‘Yes,’ I answered.


‘And please accept ten roubles for the pleasure and help you have given me. Not a word of refusal. Be assured that you have my very best thanks.’


He gave me a long and earnest look, and slowly left the room.


It took me from two to three hours to transcribe what had fallen so glibly from the Doctor’s lips. Having finished my paper, I went upstairs.


When I entered the salon, Olga and Maroussa rushed to meet me.


‘Tell us what has happened,’ they cried.


‘But I have nothing to tell.’


‘Nonsense, you have been away for five hours.’


‘Yes, and during that time your father dictated a lecture to me, which I took down in shorthand. I have just transcribed it for him, and left it on his desk.’


‘Please, Madeline,’ said Olga, ‘tell us what was the subject of father’s paper.’


‘I am not at liberty to do that, Olga.’


Olga and Maroussa glanced at each other.


Then Olga took my hand.


‘Listen,’ she said, ‘we have something to say to you. In the future you will be often in the laboratories.’


‘Are there more than one?’


‘Yes. Now pray give me your attention. Please understand that Father will ask you to help him again and again. He may even get you to assist him with his chemistry. It is about Father’s other laboratory, the one you have not yet seen – the Blue laboratory – that we want to speak. The fact is, Olga and I have a secret on our minds in connection with it. It weighs on us – sometimes it weighs heavily.’


As Maroussa spoke she shuddered, and Olga’s olive-tinted face grew distinctly paler.


‘We long to confide in someone,’ said Olga.’ From the moment we saw you we felt that we would be en rapport with you. Now will you listen?’


‘Certainly, and I also promise to respect your secret.’


‘Well then, I will tell you in as few words as possible,


‘A couple of months ago some gentlemen came to dinner – they were Germans and were very learned. One of them was called Dr Schopenhauer; he is a great savant. When the wine was on the table, they began to talk about something which made father angry. Soon they were all quarrelling. It was fun to listen to them. They got red and Father pale, and Father said, “I can prove my words.” I am sure they forgot all about our existence. Suddenly Father sprang up and said, “Come this way, gentlemen. I am in a position to make my point abundantly plain.” They all swept out of the dining-room and went into the cabinet Mother said she had a headache, and she went upstairs to her boudoir, but Maroussa and I were quite excited, and we slipped into the cabinet after them. I don’t think any of them noticed us. They went from the cabinet into the laboratory, a glimpse of which you saw today. He opened a door at the further end, and walked down a long passage. The scientists and Father, absorbed in their own interests, went on in front, and Maroussa and I followed. Father took a key out of his pocket and opened a door in the wall, and as he did so he touched a spring, and behold, Madeline, we found ourselves on the threshold of another laboratory, double, trebly as large as the one we had left. There was an extraordinary sort of dome in one of the corners standing up out of the floor. Maroussa and I noticed it the moment we entered the room. We were dreadfully afraid of being banished, and we slipped at once behind a big screen and waited there while Father and the savants talked their secrets together. Suddenly Maroussa, who is always up to a bit of fun, suggested to me that we should stay behind and examine the place for ourselves after Father and the Germans had gone. I do not know how we thought of such a daring scheme, for, of course, Father would lock us in, but we forgot that part. After a time he seemed to satisfy the gentlemen, and they left the room as quickly, as they had come in. Father turned off the electric light, and we were in darkness.


‘We heard the footsteps dying away down the long corridor. We felt full of fun and mischief, and I said to Maroussa, “Now let us turn on the light.”


‘We had not gone halfway across the room when, oh, Madeline! what do you think happened? There came a knock which sounded as if it proceeded from the floor under our feet; it was in the direction of the queer dome which I have already mentioned to you. A voice cried piteously three times, “Help, help, help!” We were terrified, all our little spirit of bravado ran out of us. I think Maroussa fell flop on the floor, and I know I gave about the loudest scream that could come from a human throat. It was so loud that it reached Father’s ears. The knocking underneath ceased, and we heard Father’s footsteps hurrying back. There was Maroussa moaning on the floor and pointing at the dome; she was too frightened to speak, but I said, “There is someone underneath, away by that dome in the corner. I heard someone knocking distinctly, and a voice cried ‘Help!’ three times.”


‘ “Folly!” said Father; “there is nothing underneath. Come away this moment.”


‘He hurried us out of the room and locked the door, and told us to go up to Mother. We told Mother all about it, but she, too, said we were talking nonsense, and seemed quite angry; and Maroussa could not help crying, and I had to comfort her.


‘But, Madeline, that night we heard the cry again in our dreams, and it has haunted us ever since. Madeline, if you go on helping Father, he will certainly take you into the Blue laboratory. If ever he does, pray listen and watch and tell us – oh, tell us! – if you hear that terrible, that awful voice again.’


Olga stopped speaking; her face was white, and there were drops of moisture on her forehead.


I tried to make light of what she had said, but from that hour I felt that I had a mission in life. There was something in Olga’s face when she told me her story which made me quite certain that she was speaking the truth. I determined to be wary and watchful, to act cautiously, and, if possible, to discover the secret of the Blue laboratory. For the purpose I made myself agreeable and useful to Dr Chance. Many times when he complained of his eyes he asked me to be his secretary, and on each of these occasions he paid me ten roubles for my trouble. But during our intercourse – and I now spent a good deal of my time with the Doctor – I never really went the smallest way into his confidence. He never for a moment lifted the veil which hid his real nature from my gaze. Never, except once; and to tell of that awful time is the main object of this story. To an ordinary observer, Dr Chance was a gentle-mannered, refined but cold man. Now and then, it is true, I did see his eyes sparkle as if they were flints which had been suddenly struck to emit fire. Now and then, too, I noticed an anxious look about the tense lines of his mouth, and I have seen the dew coming out on his forehead when an experiment which I was helping him to conduct promised to prove exceptionally interesting. At last, on a certain afternoon, it was necessary for him to do some very important work in the Blue laboratory. He required my aid, and asked me to follow him there. It was, indeed, a splendidly equipped room. A teak bench ran round three sides of the wall, fitted with every conceivable apparatus and appliance: glazed fume chambers, stoneware sinks, Bunsen burners, porcelain dishes, balances, microscopes, burettes, mortars, retorts, and, in fact, every instrument devoted to the rites of the mephitic divinity. In one corner, as the girls had described to me, was a mysterious-looking, dome-shaped projection, about three or four feet high, and covered with a black cloth that looked like a pall.


This was the first occasion on which I worked with the Doctor in the Blue laboratory, but from that afternoon I went with him there on many occasions and learned to know the room well.


At last, on a certain day, my master was obliged to leave me for a few minutes alone in the laboratory. I have by nature plenty of courage, and I did not lose an instant in availing myself of this unlooked-for opportunity. The moment he left the room I hurried across to the mysterious dome, and, raising the black cloth, saw that it covered a frame of glass, doubtless communicating with some chamber below. I struck my knuckles loudly on the glass. The effect was almost instantaneous. I was immediately conscious of a dim face peering up at me from beneath, and I now saw that there was an inner and much thicker partition of glass between us. The face was a horrible one – terrible with suffering – haggard, lean, and ghastly; there was a look about the mouth and the eyes which I had never before seen, and I hope to God I may never witness again on human countenance. This face, so unexpected, so appalling, glanced at me for a second, then my master’s steps were heard returning, a shadowy hand was raised as if to implore, and the ghoul-like vision vanished into the dark recesses beneath. I pulled the covering back over the dome and returned quickly to my work. Dr Chance was near-sighted; he came bustling in with a couple of phials in his hand.


‘Come here,’ he said. ‘I want you to hold these. What is the matter?’ He glanced at me suspiciously. ‘You look pale. Are you ill?’


‘I have a slight headache,’ I replied,’ but I shall be all right in a moment.’


‘Would you like to leave off work? I have no desire to injure your health.’


‘I can go on,’ I answered, placing immense control upon myself. The shock was past; it was an awful one, but it was over. My suspicions were now realities: the girls had really heard that cry of pain. There was someone confined in a dungeon below the Blue laboratory – God only knew for what awful purpose. My duty was plain as daylight.


‘Dr Chance,’ I said, when my most important work was over, ‘why have you that peculiar dome in the corner of the floor?’


‘I warned you to ask no questions,’ he said; his back was slightly to me as he spoke. ‘There is nothing in this room,’ he continued, ‘which is not of use. If you become curious and spying, I shall need your services no longer.’


‘You must please yourself about that,’ I replied with spirit; ‘but it is not an English girl’s habit to spy.’


‘I believe you are right,’ said Dr Chance, coming close and staring into my face. ‘Well, on this occasion I shall have pleasure in gratifying your curiosity. That dome is part of an apparatus by which I make a vacuum. Now you are doubtless as wise as you were before.’


‘I am no wiser,’ I answered.


The Doctor smiled in a sardonic manner.


‘I have finished my experiment,’ he said; ‘let us come away.’


I ran straight up to my room and shut and locked myself in. I could not face the girls – I must not see them again until I had so completely controlled my features that they would not guess that their suspicions were confirmed. I sat down and thought. No danger should now deter me on the course which I had marked out for myself. The miserable victim of Dr Chance’s cruelty should be rescued, even if my life were the penalty. But I knew well that my only chance of success was by putting the Doctor off his guard.


Having planned a certain line of action, I proceeded to act upon it. That evening I dressed for dinner in my choicest. I possessed an old black velvet dress which had belonged to my grandmother. The velvet was superb, but the make was old-fashioned. This very old fashion would, doubtless, add to its charm in the eyes of the Doctor; he might, when he saw the dress, remember some of the beauties he had met when he was young. Accordingly, I put on the black velvet dress, pinned a lace kerchief in artistic folds round my throat, piled my hair high on my head, and then daringly powdered it. I had black hair – black as ink – a clear complexion, a good deal of colour in my cheeks, and very dark eyes and eyebrows. The effect of the powdered hair immediately removed me from the conventional girl of the period and gave me that old-picture look, which men especially admire.


When I went into the salon, Olga and Maroussa rushed to meet me with cries of rapture.


‘How beautiful you look, Madeline!’ they exclaimed; ‘but why have you dressed so much?’


‘I took a fancy to wear this,’ I said; ‘it belonged to my grandmother.’


‘But why have you powdered your hair?’


‘Because it suits the dress.’


‘Well, you certainly do look lovely. I wonder what Mamma will say?’


When Mrs Chance appeared, she stared at me in some astonishment, but vouchsafed no remark. We all went down to dinner, and I saw Dr Chance raise his eyes and observe my picturesque dress with a puzzled glance, followed immediately by a stare of approval.


‘You remind me of someone,’ he said, after a pause. ‘My dear,’ turning to his wife, ‘of whom does Miss Rennick remind you?’


Mrs Chance favoured me with her round, curious, unsympathetic stare.


‘Miss Rennick is somewhat like the picture of Marie Antoinette just before she was guillotined,’ she remarked after a pause.


‘True, there is certainly a resemblance,’ answered the Doctor, nodding his head.


I drew my chair a little closer to him and began to talk. I talked more brilliantly than I had ever done before; he listened to me in surprise. Soon I saw that I was pleasing him; I began to draw him out. He told me stories of his early youth, of a time when his fat German wife had not appeared on the horizon of his existence. He even described his conquests in those early days, and laughed merrily over his own exploits. Our conversation was in English, and Mrs Chance evidently could not follow the Doctor’s brilliant remarks and my somewhat smart replies. She stared at me in some astonishment, then, gently sighing, she lay back in her chair and began to doze. The girls talked to one another; they evidently suspected nothing.


‘Shall we go up to the salon?’ said Mrs Chance at last.


‘You may, my dear,’ was the Doctor’s quick reply, ‘and the fact is, the sooner you and the girls do so the better, for Miss Rennick has to get through some work this evening for me. Did I not tell you so, Miss. Rennick? Will you have the goodness to follow me now to the cabinet? If you finish your work quickly, I will do something for you. I see by your manner that you are devoured by curiosity. Yes, don’t attempt to deny it. I will gratify you. You shall ask me this evening to tell you one of my secrets. Whatever you ask I shall do my best to comply with. The fact is, I am in the humour to be gracious.’


‘Miss Rennick looks tired,’ said Mrs; Chance; ‘don’t keep her downstairs too long, Alexander. Come, girls.’


‘The girls smiled and nodded to me, they followed their mother upstairs, and I went with the Doctor to his cabinet. The moment we were alone he turned and faced me.


‘I repeat what I have just said,’ he began. ‘You are full of curiosity. That which ruined our mother Eve is also your bane. I see this evening defiance and a strong desire to wring my secrets from me in your eye. Now let me ask you a question. What has a young, unformed creature like you to do with science?’


‘I love science,’ I said; ‘I respect her; her secrets are precious. But what can I do for you, Dr Chance?’


‘You speak in the right spirit, Miss Rennick. Yes, I require your services: follow me at once to the Blue laboratory.’


He tripped on in front, genial and pleased. He opened the door in the wall, switched on the electric light, and we found ourselves in the ghastly place with its ghastly human secret. I went and stood close to the dome-shaped roof on the floor. Dr Chance crossed the room and began to examine some microbes which he was carefully bringing to perfection.


‘After all,’ he said, ‘this experiment is not in a sufficiently advanced stage to do anything further tonight. I shall not require you to help me until tomorrow. What, then, can I do for you?’


‘You can keep your promise and tell me your secret,’ I answered.


‘Certainly: what do you want to know?’


‘Do you remember the first day I helped you?’


‘Well.’


’I wrote a paper for you on that day; the subject was “The Photography of Thought”. You promised your English public that in a month or six weeks at farthest you would be able to prove your words. The time is past. Prove your words to me now. Show me how you photograph thought.’


Dr Chance stared at me for a moment. Then he grinned from ear to ear. His glittering teeth showed, then vanished. His eyes looked like sparks of living fire; they contracted and seemed to sink into his head, they shone like the brightest diamonds. His emaciated, pale, high forehead became full of wrinkles. He stretched out his hand and grasped me by my shoulder.


Are you prepared?’ he asked; ‘do you know what you ask? I could tell you that secret. God knows I would tell it to you, if I thought you could bear it.’


‘I can bear anything,’ I said, steadying myself. ‘At the present moment I am all curiosity. I have no fear. Is your secret a fearful one? Is it a terrible thing to photograph thought?’


‘The ways and means by which these secrets have been wrung from Nature are fraught with terror,’ was the slow reply; ‘but you have asked me, and you shall know – on a condition.’


‘What is that?’


‘That you wait until tomorrow evening.’


I was about to reply, when a servant came softly up the room, bearing a card on a salver.


He presented it to the Doctor. Dr Chance looked at me.


‘Dr Schopenhauer has called,’ he said abruptly; ‘he wants to see me on something important. I shall be back with you in a few moments.’


He left me alone. I could scarcely believe my senses. I was by myself in the Blue laboratory. Such an unlooked-for opportunity was indeed providential. I went straight like an arrow shot from a bow to the dome-shaped roof. I withdrew the covering and bent over it, peering into the utter darkness below. Of course, I could see nothing. I rapped with my knuckles on the glass; there was no sound, no reply of any sort. Had the victim been removed into a still further dungeon? I did not despair. I knocked again. This time my efforts were rewarded by a faint, far-away, terrible groan. I was desperate now, and, in spite of the risk I ran of being heard by Dr Chance, began to shout down through the glass.


‘If there is anyone within, speak!’ I cried.


A voice, faint and hollow, a long way off – dim as if these were its last and dying utterances – answered me.


‘I am an Englishman – unjustly imprisoned.’ There was a long pause; the next words came fainter: ‘Put to torture.’ Another silence; then the voice again: ‘In the shadow of death – help, save!’


‘You shall be released within twenty-four hours: I swear it by God,’ I answered back. My next act was indeed daring, and the inspiration of a moment. I ran to the door, took out the key, and, hurrying to the bench where Dr Chance’s large microscope stood, took one of the pieces of hard paraffin which he used for regulating the temperature of his microscope stage and, taking a careful impression of the key, returned it to its place, slipping the paraffin impression into my pocket. Having done this, I wandered about for a moment or two, trembling violently and trying to resume my self-control. The Doctor did not return. I resolved to stay in the Blue laboratory no longer. I turned off the electric light, took the key out of the lock, went up the long passage, and knocked at the door of the other laboratory. It was quickly opened by the Doctor. I gave him the key without glancing at him, and hurried to my room.


How I spent that dreadful night I can never now recall. I had no personal fear, but each thought in my brain was centred upon one feverish goal. I would rescue that tortured Englishman, even at the risk of my life. At the present moment I could not determine clearly how to act, but before the morning two steps became clear to me. One was to have a duplicate key made immediately of the laboratory, the second to go and see the English Consul. I did not even know the name of the Consul, but I was aware that the Ambassador and Consul were bound to protect English subjects. Dr Chance was himself a naturalized Russian, but the imprisoned man was an Englishman. I would appeal to my own country for his release.


Haying nerved myself to this point, I dressed as usual and attended to my duties during the morning hours. All my splendour of the night before was laid aside, and I was once again the plain, sensible-looking English governess. At half-past twelve we all assembled for the mid-day meal. Dr Chance sat at the foot of his table. He was particularly agreeable in his manner, but I observed that he gave me some stealthy and covert glances. For a moment I thought he might suspect something; then, believing this to be impossible, I tried to remain cool and quiet. Towards the end of the meal, and just when I was about to rise from the table, he laid his hand on mine, and spoke.


‘I am sorry to see you looking so pale,’ he said; ‘are you suffering from headache?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah, Miss Rennick, you allow your emotions to get the better of you. That headache is due to excitement.’


‘I have no cause to be excited,’ I replied.


‘Pardon me, you have cause. You remember what I promised to tell you tonight?’


I stared him full in the eyes. ‘I remember,’ I answered.


‘It grieves me to have to disappoint you. An unexpected matter of business calls me from St Petersburg. I shall be absent for a couple of days.’


‘But, my dear Alexander, I know nothing of this,’ said the wife.


‘I will explain the matter to you later, my dear,’ he said. ‘The principal thing now is that I am unable to fulfil a promise made to Miss Rennick. See how she droops; her passion for science grows with what it is fed upon. Miss Rennick, I must leave home at eight o’clock this evening; I shall not be back before Saturday, but for the greater part of this day I shall require your services. Will you meet me in my cabinet not later than half past two?’


I promised, and left the room with the two girls. At this hour we always went upstairs and devoted ourselves to lessons: we generally sat in the salon. It was all-important, all essential to my plans, that I should have an hour on this occasion, the one precious hour left to me – for it was now half-past one – at my disposal.


The moment I was alone with the girls, I locked the door and turned and faced them.


‘Listen to me,’ I said. ‘I have something most important to do. I mean to trust you, but only to a certain extent; I have no time to tell you everything.’


‘Oh, Madeline, Madeline! have you discovered something?’ cried Olga.


‘Yes, but I cannot breathe a word now; you can both help me to an invaluable extent.’


‘I shall be only too delighted,’ said Maroussa, beginning to skip about


‘Try to keep quiet, Maroussa; this is a matter of life or death. It is now half-past one. In an hour’s time I must be in your father’s cabinet; in the meantime I have much to do. I want to visit a locksmith’s; he must make me a key. I shall ask him to have it ready by the afternoon, and will beg of you, Olga and Maroussa, to call for it when you go out later in the day. Do not let anyone know; contrive to do this in secret, and bring the key carefully back to me.’


‘Nurse will come with us,’ said Olga; ‘we can easily manage. What locksmith will you go to?’


I mentioned the name of a man whose shop I had noticed in a street near by. Olga took a little pocket-book and made a note of the address, looked at me again as if she wanted to question me further, but I told her I had not a moment to spare. She kissed me, and she and Maroussa ran to their own rooms.


Now, indeed, I must put wings to my feet. I sat down and wrote the following letter to the Consul.


Chance House, Ligovka Canal.


SIR, – I urgently implore your immediate assistance. I have discovered that an Englishman is imprisoned in an underground cellar in this house, and put to torture. I am an English girl residing here as governess. I have made up my mind to rescue the Englishman, but cannot do so without assistance. Dr Chance leaves Petersburg this evening at eight o’clock. At nine o’clock I shall be in the large laboratory in the garden, known by the name of the Blue laboratory. I will give one of the servants directions to bring you there, if you will be kind enough to come to my aid. In God’s name do not fail me, for the case is urgent. Both the Englishman and I are likely to be in extreme danger. I claim assistance for us both as British subjects.


Yours faithfully,
Madeline Rennick


This letter written, I hastily addressed it and slipped it into my pocket. I wrapped myself in my warm furs and went out. No one saw me go. At this hour Mrs Chance slept, and the girls and I were supposed to be engaged over our work. On my way to the Consul’s house I stopped at the locksmith’s, and gave him directions to make a key from the wax impression. I told him that the key must be ready in two or three hours. He objected, expostulating at the shortness of time, and stared me all over. I was firm, telling him that Miss Chance would call for the key between five and six o’clock that evening. He then promised that it should be ready for her, and I left him to hurry to the Consul’s. The Consul’s servant opened the door; I put the letter into his hands, charged him to take it immediately to his master, and hurried home. I had then in truth set a match to the mine. What the result would be God only knew!


At half past two o’clock I knocked at the door of Dr Chance’s cabinet. He called to me to come in. I entered and went through my usual duties. The Doctor gave me plenty of work. I had letters to copy, to take down paragraphs for different science papers at his dictation, to transcribe and copy them – in short, to work hard as his clerk for several hours. Tea was brought to us between five and six, but at the meal he scarcely spoke, and sat with his back half-turned to me. At seven o’clock he left the room.


‘I must prepare for my journey,’ he said. ‘I shall find you here for last directions just before I start.’


When he was gone I rested my face in my hands, and wondered with a palpitating heart what the Consul would do for the relief of the wretched victim whose life I was determined to save. At ten minutes to eight Dr Chance, dressed from head to foot in his warm furs, entered the cabinet.


‘Goodbye, Miss Rennick,’ he said. His wife accompanied him, and so did both the girls. ‘You will have a couple of days’ holiday while I am absent. This is Wednesday evening; I trust to be back by Saturday at farthest.’


He shook hands with me and went into the hall, accompanied by his wife and daughters. In two minutes’ time Olga danced into my presence.


‘Here is the key,’ she said, dropping her voice. She glanced behind her. ‘Madeline, how white you look – but it is all right: I called for the key, leaving Maroussa and Nurse outside. We often go to that shop to have locks repaired and altered, and no one suspects anything. Madeline, won’t you tell me now what you have discovered?’


‘Not yet, Olga. Olga, you have helped me much; and now, if you wish really to do more, will you and Maroussa, as you pity those in sore misery and given over unto death, offer up your prayers for what I am about to do during the next few hours?’


‘I will,’ said Olga, tears springing to her eyes. ‘Oh, Madeline, how brave and good you are!’ She flung her arms round my neck, kissed me and left the cabinet.


I went up to my room, resolving to visit the Blue laboratory between eight and nine o’clock. At nine o’clock, if all went well, the Consul would come to my aid. I had already prepared one of the servants to receive the Englishman on his arrival and to bring him to me straight to the Blue laboratory. The man said he quite understood. I slipped three roubles into his hand; his countenance became blandly agreeable, he put the money into his pocket and promised to attend faithfully to my directions. When I reached my room I glanced at the clock on my table; it pointed to five-and-twenty minutes past eight. The time had come. I hastily slipped my revolver into my pocket and, with the duplicate key also concealed about my person, ran downstairs. I did not meet a soul; I went into the cabinet, passed through the first laboratory, sped down the stone passage, and reached the door in the garden wall. Would my key open it? Yes, the lock yielded smoothly and easily to the touch of the duplicate key. I swung the door back and did not even trouble to shut it. I felt no fear whatever now. Dr Chance was miles away by this time. I switched on the electric light and walked across the room. My difficulties were, however, by no means over. It was one thing to have entered the laboratory, but it was quite another to go down into that dim dungeon where the victim was incarcerated. His face had peered at me through the glass dome, but how was that dome opened? By what means was the dungeon reached? I carefully examined the floor, and quickly perceived a trap-door concealed by a mat. In the centre of this door was a ring. I tugged at it with all my might and main; the door gave way. I saw that it was shut down by a spring and was only capable of being opened from the top. The moment I opened the door I saw steps underneath. I had provided myself with a candle and some matches. I now lit the candle and went slowly and cautiously down the stone stairs. There were about seven or eight stairs in all. My candle gave but small light, and I was rather in despair how to act, when a button in the wall attracted my attention. Doubtless this place was also lit by electricity. I pressed the button, and lo! a small incandescent globe shone out on the wall beside me. I now saw that I was in a somewhat large underground chamber, the deep arches of its groined roof receding farther and farther away into total darkness. Not a living soul could I see. I looked around me much puzzled, and then a faint, very faint, groan fell upon my ears. I directed my steps in the direction of this sound, and I saw the dim outline of further groined arches and deeper shadows. I went on a few more steps, and then discovered the object of my search. A man, tightly bound, lay upon the floor. His eyes stared fully at me; his face was cadaverous, of that yellow hue which one has seen now and then on the face of a corpse. His hands were tied, so were his feet; he could not move an inch. His lips moved, but no sound came from them. Only the eyes could speak, and they told me volumes. I fell on my knees and touched him tenderly.


‘I said I would rescue you,’ I cried, ‘and I have come within the time. Now, fear nothing. I shall soon manage to untie your bonds and set you free.’


The lips again moved faintly, and the eyes tried to express something negative: what I could never guess. I laid my hand on the man’s brow – it was wet with perspiration. My blood began to boil. Why had I ever worked for such a demon as Dr Chance? But surely Providence had set me this task in order to rescue the miserable creature who lay at my feet? I was just about to raise the head of the wretched man when I felt a touch on my shoulder. Had the Consul already arrived? Surely it was not yet nine o’clock. The next moment I started upright as if I had been shot. Dr Chance stood before me. There was not the least surprise in his gaze, neither was there the faintest touch of anger in his small, deeply set, short-sighted eyes. He peered forward as if he would examine me closely, and then stepped back.


‘Miss Rennick,’ he said, ‘when I began my journey, the thought came over me that it was cruel to disappoint you. I had faithfully promised to impart one of my graver – my very gravest – secrets to you tonight. After all, a gentleman’s word to a lady ought to come before every other consideration. I have therefore postponed my journey. Mr servant told me that I should find you in the Blue laboratory. I came straight here. The moment I entered the room I saw that the trap-door was raised; the faint light beneath further guided my footsteps. I have found you: I am now prepared to tell you my secret.’
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