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        If Hugh Everett III had postulated his many worlds interpretation a hundred years earlier, then Jules Verne might just have ended up writing The Untime books. They read as a period piece, but are full of modern ideas - as well as parallel universes, the delicate girlfriend turns out to be far smarter than the men around her, while the monsters prove that you cannot judge a book by its cover. It's great fun from beginning to end, but leaves you with plenty to think about. Highly recommended.

        Mr Nicholas Lang

      

        

      

      
        
        
        This novel definitely gives the feeling of a late nineteenth-century adventure story, with labs full of apparatuses and Leyden jars, daring reporters, mad scientists, and travel through time and space. The characters speak with charming formality, my favorite phrase being, ‘No, no, and a thousand times, no!‘

        Amazon reviewer

      

        

      

      
        
        
        As usual, Hugh Ashton exhibits a wonderful command of language, and this time there is a new twist - the characters are supposed to be speaking French. So, added to the usual punctilious Victorian turns of phrase, it is possible to pick up a hint of Gallic flavor as well!

        ”Honyomi-kichigai”

      

        

      

      
        
        
        At first this book was hard for me to get into because it is so different from Mr. Ashton's other books (which I really like). However, the more I read, the more I wanted to know what was going to happen. At the end, I was saying, ‘I need to know what happens after this!’

        “Rockilu”
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        “What then is time? If no one asks me, I know what it is. If I wish to explain it to him who asks, I do not know.”

        Augustine of Hippo, Confessions
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      by John Paul Catton

      What Ashton is particularly good at is to invent universes that are based on fictional creations we’ve seen before, but given original twists. He did it with the Sherlock Holmes canon, and now he’s done it again with H.G. Wells. The Untime is a monstrous fountain of invention, a fictional universe based on Wellsian scientific romances and incorporating elements of Jules Verne, H.G. Wells, H.P. Lovecraft, Arthur Machen, and Frank Belknap Long.

      Despite its short length, being the length of a novelette, the tale has a sprawling, epic quality that could hardly have been produced in any other fashion. It accurately captures the writing of that historical era. It’s a style that becomes intriguing, then engaging, then enthralling. The Untime is rooted in its era and incredibly well-researched – but it also stretches the late Victorian scientific paradigm, dropping the names of all sorts of theories that belong to quantum physics at a time before quantum physics had been conceived, and so fleshing out a relatively slight plot with all manner of scientific concepts, speculations and discussions.

      Despite all these intriguing concepts, it is the strong leading and peripheral characters that drive the densely written story, and provide the best shocks and twists. What is really shocking is how little the antagonist actually appears. In most stories this would be a problem, but here, because of the nature of the story, the threat to the time-space continuum posed by Professor Rémy Lamartine becomes more sinister, as he has the power to appear and strike at any place, any time.

      The portrayal of the protagonist Jules ­Gauthier is linked with the concept of the entire story; he is an everyman, an observer thrown into a situation beyond his understanding, and as such serves as the reader’s viewpoint, as was common in the scientific romances of the time. The most intriguing character is probably Agathe Lamartine, who plays the role of the daughter of the – quite literally – mad scientist. At first she seems an 19th century damsel in distress, but turns out to be more than capable of taking care of herself. There is also Professor Schneider from the Sorbonne, an academic rival of Lamartine’s, who seems a typical sceptic at first, but becomes a mentor and staunch supporter of ­Gauthier’s mission as the plot unfolds.

      A lot goes on that I cannot really discuss because of spoilers, and that gives you a clue as to The Untime’s scale and depth. The plot begins when journalist ­Jules Gauthier makes the acquaintance of  Professor Rémy Lamartine, and becomes the audience to the professor’s theories on time, reality and the existence of other dimensions. On a visit to Lamartine’s house, Gauthier is invited to inspect the machine that the professor has constructed, and together the two venture into the Untime – the nebulous dimension that exists outside of our reality and encompasses all of time and space. The two time travelers return – but Lamartine seems strangely changed by the experience, and over the days that follow his behavior becomes increasingly bizarre and erratic. Gauthier suspects that Lamartine has become a danger to those around him . . . and he’s right. Lamartine, however, poses a threat not only to Gauthier and his own family, but also to the continued existence of the perceived consensus reality that we call ‘our world’.

      One of the delights of this book is the amount of fascinating scientific concepts packed in, blurred into the fiction with invisible ease. It’s worth commenting on Ashton’s skill in narrative construction considering the difficulty of constructing plausible time paradoxes that don’t hopelessly confuse the reader. The Lovecraftian elements, while not entirely unexpected, are extremely well done and a vivid depiction of cosmic horror. These sections achieve a very chilling feel; the atmosphere is shockingly effective at times.

      The 19th century French settings are extremely well evoked, and despite the fantastical nature of the majority of the events, a feeling of realism is brought across to the reader. The historical “age” of the story is made much more concrete by creating the story in this manner. The book is able to play with the concepts of paradox and the vastness of eternity, but it doesn’t allow itself to become confusing.

      A beautifully written piece, then, with a superbly characterized cast and a hugely satisfying ending. An astonishing book, powered by symbolism and striking imagery, and wrapped up in bold, experimental narration. Looking over the Steampunk/Alternative History range as a whole there are few books that have this much impact, or that break the rules with such verve and distinction.
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      John Paul Catton is the author of Tales From Beyond Tomorrow!, Moonlight, Murder & Machinery, and the YA trilogy Sword, Mirror, Jewel.
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      The events I am about to describe may seem preposterous and incredible to some, but you may be assured of their veracity. Though I did not take detailed notes of all the conversations and activities recorded here, my relation of them is, to the best of my recollection, accurate.

      I am supported in this assertion by my wife, ­Agathe Gauthier (née ­Lamartine), who was present at many of the events described here, and has been able to refresh my memory regarding many of them.

      However, notwithstanding the truth of what I am setting down, I feel it inadvisable to make these facts public at this stage. I admit that the commotion and concern in the popular press surrounding the reported death of Professor ­Lamartine, who up to that time had occupied a prominent position in the public eye, tempted me at the time to give an open account of the savant’s actions, but wiser counsels than mine prevailed.

      I have therefore prepared this manuscript, and propose that it be kept in some safe place, unopened until such time as I, and all connected with the events described here, have passed from this life.  It may be that at some time in the future, eyes, as yet unknown to me, will discover and read these words, which will finally put an end to the mystery surrounding the ­Lamartine Affair, as it was then known.

      Jules Gauthier

      Paris, 1905
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      It was a fine spring day in 189– when I visited my friend, the famous Professor Rémy ­Lamartine, at his laboratory in the suburbs of Paris. ­Lamartine had resigned his Chair at the University at some years ago, following a disagreement with a colleague as to who should have pre-eminence; the Professor of Greek Poetry, or the Professor of Astronomical Science. ­Lamartine himself, though a leading member of the department of physics, with an international reputation in that field, held that the classical scholar should precede the scientist, as the art of poetry had preceded the science of astronomy in the history of ideas.

      However, there were those within the Regents of the University who disagreed with ­Lamartine, and he with them, to such a degree of violence that he was forced to step down from his post, and conduct such researches as he pleased as a private individual, while retaining the title of “Professor”, to which, some who were opposed to him argued, he was not fully entitled as no longer being connected with the University.

      I might add that this release from Academia was not a particularly onerous restriction upon him, financially or in any other way. ­Lamartine had married a wealthy woman, and her family’s wealth would have enabled him to live on a luxurious scale, should he have a wish to do so. As it happened, his cupidity was directed only towards knowledge, and the money that might have been spent on frivolous gewgaws and knick-knacks was instead spent on mysterious apparatuses and the materials needed to construct them, as well as the generous salaries with which he rewarded his loyal assistants.

      The house which contained his laboratories was a large one, and had formerly been the family residence of his wife’s family. He now occupied it through right of inheritance, and, standing in its own extensive grounds, it was perfectly located as regards his neighbours, who were seldom inconvenienced by the noises, fumes, and occasional small explosions that proceeded from the rear outbuildings where the practical portions of the experiments took place.

      I had come to know Professor ­Lamartine through our mutual membership of a musical society, which sold subscriptions to concerts. I had myself subscribed, as one of the promised concerts was to give us Johann Sebastian Bach’s Goldberg Variations, which comprise some of my favourite pieces of music. At the concert, which took place about a year before the events related in this story, I discovered myself seated next to a man of advanced middle age, with a shock of black wiry hair, and a short beard, clad in evening dress which showed that the wearer had enjoyed many dinners in it, if the stains thereupon were any guide.

      To my astonishment, before the recital started, my neighbour produced a large pad of artist’s sketching paper and a roll of coloured pencils. As the music started, he began drawing, and my astonishment increased when I saw he was producing a visual representation of the themes and development of the variations, from the first Air, through the Variations, to the final Quodlibet and the reprise of the Air. All this was done almost as a mathematical graph, but one which acted as a perfect guide to the music.

      Though what he had produced was far from being standard musical notation, and a musician would be unable to play the exact notes from his drawing, what I beheld on the paper, to my mind, completely captured the complexity of Bach’s thoughts as expressed in the music.

      I said as much to my companion, and he appeared pleased.

      “You think so? Well, I am glad to hear you say that. This is an idea that came to me only this morning, and I fear it needs more thought and rigour before I can call myself pleased with it. However, not a bad start, though I say it myself. I am pleased to discover that you appreciate the theory behind the imperfect practice. Maybe you will join me at my club for a drink after this concert?”

      I was later to discover that this was a typical utterance of ­Lamartine. Whatever work he was engaged upon never seemed to be exactly as he wanted it to be. His mind built up the most elaborate edifices, many of which were doomed to failure even before the first attempt was made to put them into practice, and many more of which had to be abandoned part-way through their implementation. However, such failures were hardly ever the result of a lack of rigour or precision on the part of their inventor. Rather, the thoughts behind them were of so advanced and complex a nature that our present age lacks the means to put them into practice.

      I have heard ­Lamartine expound for some time, for example, on the method by which men could be sent to the Moon, and then return. Every step of the process that he explained was perfectly sound, but with our present abilities in the field of manufacturing, for example, we could never produce the kind of machinery that he described.

      “Nor is that all, my dear Gauthier,” he added. “To reach the Moon, to land safely upon it, and then return to our Earth, requires the kind of calculations that would tax even the Analytical Engine designed by the Englishman Charles Babbage and never completed. Before we could even think of launching our craft into the æther, we would need reams of paper and forests of pencils to determine the exact date and time, to the very second, when the voyage should begin. And that process would have to be repeated for every significant event on the voyage. Some day, perhaps, a new Babbage will invent a machine that will perform these calculations.”

      “Not you?” I asked.

      ­Lamartine shook his head. “The design and construction of such a machine, though complex, would be tedious in the extreme. It is a matter for a mechanic, or an engineer, not a scientist. Though I applaud Babbage’s efforts, I cannot help but consider that his talents would have been better spent in another direction.”

      “So we will never reach the Moon because of our inability to perform the calculations that will take us there?”

      “That is merely one of the factors which may impede our efforts. Another is the lack of suitable materials. Even my primitive calculations show that the steel we now use would be too heavy, and there is not enough aluminium in the world to construct such a vehicle. We must await the development of suitable metals. It is sad,” he sighed. “When I was a lad, I had dreams that Man might fly to the Moon. Perhaps I would not be the very first, I felt, but I might be among the first men to travel to another world. But it is not to be. The task is too much for one man, and will require the resources of a whole government.”

      “And no government is interested in such a thing, of course.”

      ­Lamartine laughed bitterly. “They are interested in explosives and armour plate, faster ships, and longer ranges for their guns. If the Moon were a naval coaling station, our government, as well as those of the British and Germans, would be racing to get there. But as it is...” His voice tailed off and he took a sip of his cognac.

      We held many conversations following the concert. He speedily discovered that I am a journalist, writing regularly for one of the more serious weekly magazines, and he was kind enough to act as my advisor when I was asked by my editors to write on scientific subjects. Not only did he most generously provide advice and knowledge, but his own researches often formed the centrepiece of my column, being as they were both bold and original.

      On the occasion of which I am writing, I had been summoned by a telegram from ­Lamartine.

      “Come at once. Astounding discovery. ­Lamartine.” I showed this to my editor, old Simon, who audibly sniffed his scepticism, but allowed me to accept the invitation at the magazine’s expense.

      “The old boy” (old, indeed! Simon had ten years, if not more, on ­Lamartine) “has sometimes come through with the goods. I want seven hundred words off you by Tuesday, and this will do as well as anything, if there’s any substance to it whatsoever. And no cab to the station. You can walk. It will be good for you.” And this, mark you, coming from a man whose sole notion of exercise was standing up to light his cigar.

      As I mentioned earlier, it was a fine day, and it was a positive pleasure for me to walk to the station. Little did I know what I would experience before I beheld the streets of Paris once more.
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      On arrival at the suburban station serving the village in which ­Lamartine resided, I decided to walk to ­Lamartine’s house, and on the way there, I purchased a bottle of Armagnac, of a brand to which I knew him to be particularly partial. My visits to ­Lamartine almost invariably included a meal prepared for me, and I felt it incumbent upon me to return the hospitality in some fashion. Sometimes this took the form of a box of cigars, a bouquet of flowers or box of chocolates for Mme. ­Lamartine, or on others, such as this, a small bottle of spirits. My gifts were always accepted, with protestations, but it seemed to me to be a poor return for the Professor’s generosity of time and spirit.

      I was delighted to see ­Agathe, the Professor’s daughter, walking in the garden as I approached the house. In her early twenties, she had inherited her mother’s good looks, with fiery hair in which Titian would have gloried, and striking green eyes, rather than her father’s slightly eccentric appearance, and it seemed to me that whenever I entered into conversation with her, that she had inherited many qualities of the scientific mind of the Professor, as she almost invariably referred to her father.

      On several occasions, she had done me the favour of accompanying me to the theatre or to a restaurant, with the approval of her father, and though it would not be accurate to say that we had an understanding, there was something between us that went deeper than simple friendship. I doffed my hat and asked after her health and that of her mother before asking the whereabouts of her father.

      “The Professor is round at the back. Shall I take you, or will you make your own way? I warn you, he’s very excited about things. No, I can’t spoil his fun and tell you what it’s all about, because he has yet to inform even his own family of what he has been up to,” she smiled after we had exchanged greetings. “I’ll let him have the pleasure of telling you himself. But it’s great news, he tells us.”

      Intrigued, I told her that I would find my own way to the Professor, and started around the house to the laboratories at the back. As I made my way, I was nearly knocked over by a small child, pedalling a tricycle as fast as her little legs would make the machine move.

      “Hello, Marie,” I said, recognising the infant as the child of the ­Lamartines’ housekeeper. “That’s a lovely tricycle,” I told her, rubbing my bruised shin as I did so.

      “The P’ofessor and Mrs P’ofessor gave it to me as a p’esent. Sorry about your leg,” she lisped, pulling out a tiny handkerchief and gently rubbing my trouser leg with it.

      “Thank you,” I replied. “It’s much better now. I’m just going to see the Professor.”

      “I shall take you there myself,” she announced gravely, turning her vehicle as handily as an experienced coachman turns a carriage. She made her slow, dignified way beside me, acting as a kind of guard of honour as I reached the laboratories, which had formerly served the household as stables. “He’s in there,” she told me gravely, pointing to one of the doors.

      “Thank you, Marie,” I said to her, and knocked on the door.

      “Enter!” came the familiar tones, and I opened the door to discover ­Lamartine sitting at a desk covered with papers, in their turn covered with his sprawling handwriting. “What kept you, Gauthier?” he demanded, hardly looking up from his work. “I telegraphed you over four hours ago.”

      I smiled to myself. This was typical of the man, who, while hospitable and considerate in most things, somehow seemed to be unable to grasp the concept that there were matters in the world which were of more importance to others than the affairs of Professor Rémy ­Lamartine.

      “My dear sir,” I gently reminded him, “it is not always as easy for me to make the journey to appreciate your discoveries, as it is for you to make the discoveries themselves.”

      He chuckled. “Very well, then. By the way, I see that you enjoyed little Marie’s company on the way here. It is a joy to see her making her rounds, and acting as a guide for the benefit of my visitors.”

      “May I ask how your researches into the nature of the new gases are progressing?” When I had last visited ­Lamartine, he was engaged in the pursuit of knowledge regarding some of the rarer elements, such as helium and the recently discovered argon.

      “I was hoping that these would combine with other elements to create valuable compounds, but so far, they have resisted my attempts at a forced marriage. No, the reason why I have called you here today is of far more interest and importance than a handful of exotic elements. I determined that you shall be the first to experience this new discovery at first hand. Come with me.” He rose, and led the way through a door leading to the next room. “There, what do you make of that?” he declaimed with a flourish.

      I gazed at the mechanism before me. Polished brass struts formed a framework supporting a labyrinth of glass tubing connected to shining metal vats, with dials and gauges which no doubt informed the cognoscenti of the status of the liquids or gases contained therein. Polished mahogany rails, at about waist height and supported on more brass rods, stood in the centre of this complex mass of piping, enclosing a horizontal square sheet of thick glass, about a metre on a side, and raised about thirty centimetres from the floor. On the side of the glass platform furthest from us I recognised some electrical apparatus, with Leyden jars and accumulator coils. Copper cables connected these to some of the vats. A white cloth covered a part of the machinery, and more cables led from under the cloth to the electrical part of the assembly. Everything seemed to be of the highest possible quality, as regards both materials and construction, and it was clear that much effort, not to mention considerable expense, had been spent on the construction of this thing, whatever it might be.

      “I can make nothing of it,” I confessed. “It is hardly one of those constructions where the function is determined by the form.”

      ­Lamartine laughed. “I would be amazed if you had been able to work out the purpose of this machinery from its appearance. Allow me to show you how it works.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a watch. “Observe the hour,” he said, pointing to the hands of the timepiece.

      “A little after three o’clock.” I took out my own watch and regarded the face. “I have the same hour.”

      “Very good,” he said. “Perhaps you would do the honours? Please place the watch in its proper location, which is the centre of the glass platform.” I took the watch from his hand, and with some trepidation advanced towards the apparatus. “It is perfectly safe at the moment,” the Professor called to me. “Simply place the watch, face-uppermost, in the centre of the glass. Excellent,” he told me as I did so, and I stepped away. “I will now demonstrate to you the capabilities of this machine.” He moved to the cloth-shrouded part of the machinery, and with the showmanship of a stage magician, removed the covering.

      Beneath was a mass of controls, reminding me of the engine room of a large steamship. Dials, levers and knobs abounded, the purposes of which were a mystery to me. I expressed my wonderment.

      “It may seem to be complex,” ­Lamartine admitted, “but it is actually more simple than it appears. Here, you should wear these.” He passed a pair of smoked glass goggles to me, donning a pair himself. “The machine also makes a loud noise when in action, so this may be of use,” handing me a wad of cotton-wool. “Use this to block your ears. I trust you are now ready?”

      He bent to the controls and made adjustments. A faint buzzing sound started, which grew in pitch and intensity until it became an almost unbearable high-pitched whine, despite the cotton-wool with which I had stuffed my ears.

      “On the count of three,” said ­Lamartine, grasping a large brass lever. “One …  Two … Three …” He pulled the lever, and there was a blinding flash of light, from which I turned away instinctively. The lightning was accompanied by a thunderous crash. “Look!” cried ­Lamartine, pointing to the apparatus. There was no trace of the watch on the glass plate. It had vanished from the spot where I had placed it!
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      “You can hardly expect me to be astounded that it has gone,” I said, removing the goggles, and pulling the cotton-wool from my ears, “after the noise and thunderstorm you have just created. It is probably in thousands of pieces by now, shivered by the shock of the blast.”

      ­Lamartine said nothing to me, but merely smiled.

      “And,” I added, “I am surprised that the neighbours have not made their feelings known to you if this is the nature of the experiments that you have been conducting.” I confess to having been more than a little annoyed by the inconveniences to which I had just been subjected, and despite my respect for ­Lamartine and his knowledge and abilities, I could not help but show this irritation.

      “I confess that their desire to expand the boundaries of knowledge is not as great as my own,” he answered me. “However, on this occasion, the effect was considerably more violent than previously, and I anticipate the worst – at least, as regards the non-scientific aspects of the experiment.”

      As if to confirm his words, there was a knock on the laboratory door, and his daughter entered. “Excuse me, father, but Colonel Legrasse’s butler has just called to express Mme. Legrasse’s displeasure at the noise of the recent explosion.”

      “Please pass on my sincere apologies, and explain that I am otherwise engaged, and am therefore unable to express my regret in person. Oh, and,” as ­Agathe turned to go, “ensure that Mme. Legrasse receives a bunch of the finest grapes from the hothouse.”

      “Very good.”

      “And the same goes for any other complaints,” ­Lamartine called after her. “You may also add that I do not anticipate any more such disturbances today.”

      My ears were still ringing from the sudden explosion, and black spots still danced before my eyes. “What was that?” I demanded of Professor ­Lamartine. “It sounded like a thunderbolt.”

      “That, my dear fellow, is precisely what it was. A large quantity of electrical force making its way through the atmosphere in the form of a spark, accompanied by the noise which appears to have irritated my neighbours. If it had come from the heavens, they would, I am sure, have raised no objection, but as it is, my production of a perfectly natural phenomenon appears to have caused them some distress.”

      “And the watch? What has happened to that?”

      “That, Gauthier, requires some explanation. I trust that my little lightning bolt has not jarred your mental faculties?”

      I shook my head.

      “Good. Then let us go to the other room for,” here he pulled out another watch from his waistcoat, “another fifty minutes or so. While we are gone, it may be as well to open the windows and release the smell of ozone.”

      “It is indeed rather strong,” I agreed, assisting ­Lamartine to open the casements. Following this, he covered the controls once more with the cloth and led the way into the room where I had earlier encountered him.

      When we were seated facing each other across the desk, he hospitably offered me a cigar, which I accepted with pleasure. “I do apologise to you for the inconvenience. To tell you the truth, I was more than a little startled myself,” he added with a smile. “Though there is always something of a discharge on these occasions, today it was somewhat greater than usual.”

      “And what, precisely, are ‘these occasions’, if I may ask?”

      “You may need your thinking cap here.” His eyes twinkled as he took a blank sheet of paper, and a pencil, which he used to place an almost invisible dot in the centre of the paper. “What do we have here?”

      “A dot.”

      “Let us rather refer to it as a Euclidean point. How many dimensions does a point possess?”

      “Why, none, I suppose.”

      “You suppose correctly. Now look.” He took up the pencil again and drew a line. “A Euclidean line. How many dimensions?”

      “One.”

      “Imagine yourself to be a creature living in this universe, which consists only of this line. The concept of here,” and he placed the pencil point on the paper, some one inch away from the line, “would be incomprehensible to you, would it not?”

      I agreed, and he continued, drawing two more lines, connected to the first line and to each other, to form a triangle on the paper. “And here we have?”

      “Two dimensions,” I replied dutifully.

      “Indeed so. Our little flatlander can move this way, and that way. And of course, we know these as the x and y axes of a graph. But here,” and he waved the pencil above the paper, “is an area that is totally unknown to our little flatlander. He cannot conceive of it, any more than we can conceive of the fourth dimension.”

      “There are only three dimensions, are there not?”

      “You see, my little flatlander, that you are indeed bounded by what you can perceive. But what I have been able to discover through the art of mathematics that there is indeed a fourth dimension, and most probably, though I have yet to confirm it with mathematical certainty, a fifth.”

      I puzzled over his words and, try as I might, I was unable to picture in my mind what manner of world could contain four dimensions, let alone five.

      ­Lamartine observed my puzzlement and smiled. “We – that is to say – we poor flatlanders trapped in a world of three dimensions, find it hard, if not impossible, to imagine more. Our mistake comes in imagining that these extra dimensions are to be measured with rulers in metres and centimetres. We can, of course, imagine them to be similar to ours, but that is more a matter of convenience than an actual representation, just as this drawing here is a matter of convenience for our two-dimensional flatlanders.” Here he sketched a perspective rendering of a cube.

      I considered his words for a minute. “May I assume that I would not understand the mathematics that led you to this conclusion of there being more dimensions than the ones we perceive every day?”

      “I think that is a very reasonable assumption indeed. I mean no disrespect to your mental faculties, or to your intellectual abilities, which are undoubtedly superior to those of the average blockhead calling himself a journalist, but I think it is fair for me to say that there are very few people in the world – perhaps only one or two – who would be capable of following my mathematical train of thought. If you wish, however, I will be happy to show you some of my working papers.” He smiled, knowing what my answer would be.

      “I am sure that these are beautiful, of their kind,” I said, smiling in reply, “but their subtlety would be wasted on me. What, though, is the link between these extra dimensions and your thunder-machine in the next room?”

      “It is considerably more than a ‘thunder-machine’,” he exclaimed, somewhat impatiently. “Believe me, if I wished to create a device which was no more than a producer of flashes and bangs, I am sure that I could do better than what is in the next room. No, what I have produced is the practical, tangible fruit of many hours of calculations, and it is nothing more or less than a gateway to the fourth dimension, and possibly to the fifth, and even possibly dimensions beyond that.”

      “You mean that the watch disappeared into the fourth dimension?” I asked incredulously.

      “Yes, in exactly the same way that this pencil point disappears from Flatland when I lift it from the surface of the paper.”

      “So the watch is now in the fourth dimension?”

      “And possibly the fifth and sixth as well,” he added, smilingly. “Shall we return to the ‘thunder-machine’, as you were unkind enough to refer to it?” His tone, as well as his faint smile, persuaded me that he was not seriously annoyed by my describing his brainchild in such terms.

      We rose, and made our way into the adjoining room. “Keep your eyes on the glass platform,” ­Lamartine advised me. “If my calculations are correct, and if I adjusted the controls correctly, we should see a result in the next minute at the outside.”

      Indeed, he had hardly finished speaking before there was a soft “pop” sound, accompanied by a shimmer of light in the centre of the glass plate which lasted for less than a second. When the light had faded, the watch had appeared in the centre of the plate, as I had placed it there an hour earlier.
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      “The famous English magician Maskelyne would be proud of you,” I said. “That is as neat a piece of conjuring as I have seen in a while.” I spoke light-heartedly, but in this instance ­Lamartine chose to take my words seriously.

      “This is no mere stage illusion,” he said, with some heat. “It is the result of my researches into the very nature of the universe. What you have just beheld marks a new chapter in our understanding of the world which we inhabit.”

      “I apologise for my ill-timed jest,” I said. “Believe me, I respect you too well to believe that you would ever resort to such trickery. Perhaps you can explain to me in simple terms what has happened just now?”

      “I accept your apology,” ­Lamartine answered, with some magnanimity. “I should have known better than to assume that your words were in earnest. I will do my best to explain what you have just witnessed, without resorting to mathematics, that is to say, as far as this is possible.

      “To begin my explanation,” he continued, “do you remember that I told you that these new dimensions were not to be measured in metres and centimetres?”

      “I do. In what should they be measured, then?”

      “In seconds, minutes and hours.”

      I considered this briefly. “You mean, then, that these new dimensions are time itself?”

      “Yes, indeed. They are temporal, rather than spatial dimensions.”

      “No wonder that I cannot imagine them, since they are invisible to me.”

      “But you can see their effects, can you not? You are aware of the passage of time and of its effects, surely? And what I have done is to render these dimensions visible, or at least tangible, in such a way that we can move freely along them.”

      “But how?”

      “I can give you an analogy,” ­Lamartine told me. “Let us return to Flatland, and its inhabitants. For our flatlander to travel from one side of his world to the other, he must traverse the width of the paper, must he not?”

      “That much seems obvious.”

      “But what if the paper on which his world exists is folded in half? Then he is able to move directly from one side to the other.”

      “I begin to grasp your meaning.”

      “What I have done, I believe, is to bend or fold the fifth dimension so that the relations between the three spatial dimensions and time become flexible. I was able just now to manipulate that watch so that it moved forward in our time, while not moving in space, or its own time.”

      “What do you mean by ‘its own time’?”

      “Look at that watch, and tell me what time it shows.”

      I moved gingerly towards the glass slab on which the watch reposed.

      “There is no need for any anxiety on your part,” called out ­Lamartine. “I am hardly likely to set off the thunder and lightning while you are there.”

      I was somewhat reassured, and put out my hand to touch the watch. “Why, it is cold,” I exclaimed. And indeed it was; condensation, if not ice, was starting to form on the watch’s surface, and the glass under it.

      “Why, yes. I have observed such a phenomenon previously,” answered ­Lamartine. “I am assuming that all the energy, including much of the heat, has been absorbed by the process. Now have the goodness to examine the time shown on the face.”

      I did so, and remarked with some surprise that the time appeared to have advanced by only a minute or so since I laid the watch on the glass an hour previously.

      “But that is easily explained,” I said. “The shock of the lightning and the thunder may well have stopped the mechanism.”

      “I doubt it very much,” ­Lamartine told me. “Hold the watch to your ear.”

      I did so, and was amazed to hear it ticking. “Then the shock of its reappearance, however it was accomplished, was sufficient to restart it.”

      “My dear Gauthier, you must believe me when I say that watches and clocks do not conveniently start and stop in this fashion. I have carried out such a trial with a number of timepieces, including hourglasses, which are not susceptible to shock in the same way, and in every case, the setting of the timepiece is the same on its reappearance as it was when it disappeared. You must believe me on this.”

      “How many times have you performed this experiment, then?”

      “This is my sixth attempt.”

      “And in every case, the timepiece has returned at the time you expected? That is to say, according to our time, since there seem to be two different times involved.”

      “Other than some initial slight inaccuracies in the settings of the machinery, which caused some slight discrepancies, that is so. In this last instance, I believe that there was a discrepancy of about thirty seconds in a total time of one hour. That is less than one per cent, and I am certain that this can be made more accurate as my trials progress.”

      My head was spinning with the implications of this. “I now believe that you have sent an object into the future,” I said. “But could you send such an object into the past in the same way?”

      “I have successfully done so,” he told me. “I have observed an hourglass appear on this glass platform, taken it off the machine, and an hour or so later, sent it back into the past at the time when I saw it appear.”

      I considered this. “You are telling me that an hourglass that you had never seen before appeared on the plate, you then sent it back into the past, and you never saw it again? And you are sure that it was the same hourglass?”

      “That is all perfectly correct.”

      My head was spinning. “What was the initial source of this hourglass? Had you seen it before? I do not see how it can ever have existed, given that you no longer possess it, and you had never seen it before its miraculous appearance. I fail to understand this puzzle.”

      “Aha! I knew I had invited the right man to share my discovery,” he exclaimed. “You have put your finger on the very point that has been puzzling me also. Where did this object appear from? How was it created, and what existence does it have outside the dimensions that I have discovered?”

      “You cannot explain this in terms of the Flatland paper?”

      “Try as I will, I find it impossible to fold the paper of Flatland in such a way as to provide an explanation. Only by piercing the paper with the pencil can I come close to an analogy.”

      I shuddered. “If you are indeed piercing holes in time by sending things into the past, I have many concerns regarding the results of such actions.”

      “I, too,” he confessed. “I have only set the controls to the past that one time, being fearful of any future outcome. However, I am hopeful that this can be overcome as I come to a fuller understanding of the nature of the problem.”

      “Do you intend to go further into the mathematics to discover the answer?” I asked. “Or to seek help from another?”

      “There is no-one in this country who would be able to assist me,” he answered. “There are, perhaps, a few in Germany who might understand a little of my methods, but I am unwilling to share my work at this stage. No, there is only one way in which I feel that I can understand it fully. My researches so far seem to indicate that living matter will behave in a different fashion to mere dumb inanimate matter. According to all that I can predict, the vital protoplasm that gives us life, and the spark of consciousness that ignites us, seem to be factors that will influence the way in which the new dimensions operate. Consider for yourself how time seems to pass. Sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly.”

      A dreadful suspicion came over me. “I think I know what you are proposing. I believe that you wish a human being to take the path that the watches and hourglass have taken before.”

      “Indeed so. I am prepared to become the first chrononaut in history, sailing into the unknown seas of time.”

      “It is a risk you should not take alone!” I exclaimed. “If any accident were to befall you in that mysterious dimension, then there would be no help for you.”

      “Precisely so,” he replied, with a sardonic smile. “This is one of the reasons why I invited you here today. When I make my first voyage into the unknown dimensions, I will have a companion by my side. A companion I can trust – that is to say, you, my friend!”
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      You may imagine my astonishment when I heard these words. As a journalist, I had sometimes found myself in strange situations, which at times had placed me in some danger, but never had I expected to encounter anything of this nature.

      “Surely,” I stammered, “there must be another whom you can trust to accompany you? One of your assistants, for example, with a knowledge of science and your work that are infinitely superior to mine.”

      “You surely are not afraid?” ­Lamartine rebuked me.

      “I am more than a little concerned about various matters,” I told him. “For example, who will operate the controls when we set off on our travels through time? Who will determine where and when we will exit your new dimensions?”

      “Why, no-one will operate the controls.” He smiled enigmatically, and stroked his short black beard while waiting for my response to his pronouncement.

      “So you are proposing that we wander through the unknown world without any control over our destination?”

      “By no means. Allow me to explain. An inanimate object, such as the watch that you have just seen, requires its time and place to be set with the control panel. It is unable to make decisions of its own.”

      “That much is obvious.”

      “But where does it go when we no longer see it? It is axiomatic, is it not, that matter can neither be created nor destroyed?”

      “Very true.”

      “I believe that it passes into what I call the ‘Untime’ – that is to say, a state in which neither time nor space have any meaning in the everyday accepted sense. It is a state which is unimaginable to us.”

      “And yet you have imagined it?”

      “I have done more than imagine it, my dear Gauthier. I have proved it mathematically.”

      I laughed. “I suppose I must take your word for it. You know well that I am unable to follow your steps in your dance through the abstract world of mathematics. But you have proved it, you say? You are certain of this?”

      “As certain as I am of any scientific theory,” he told me, with great conviction ringing in his voice.

      “And you can assure me that there is no danger?”

      “I can assure you of no such thing. What I am offering you, as a man and as a journalist, is a unique opportunity to be the first to experience a completely new world. Of course there is danger! What would life be without it?”

      “I must consider this,” I said. “If I venture into the Apache districts of Paris, or if I fly in a balloon, or attend Army manoeuvres, there is danger. But these are known dangers. I may assess them and provide against them in a way that removes the risk from my actions. But here? You are asking me to place my head in the cage of an animal of unknown temperament. I do not know if I will be embraced or decapitated. Give me time, Professor.”

      “A day at most,” he replied brusquely. “There are others who might not be as cautious, shall I say, as you. There is Daniel from Le Monde, for example.”

      “That scribbler!” I exclaimed. “All he is good for is the reports of the police-courts. Why, the man has all the poetry of a German sausage.”

      “Or,” he continued, ignoring my outburst, “perhaps I might invite Rousseau from Le Figaro to accompany me.”

      “You cannot be serious,” I told him. “Rousseau perhaps has imagination, and I confess that he possesses a certain literary style, but he is a raging Socialist. Who knows what kind of complexion he might place on your Untime and his experiences?”

      “Who indeed?” replied ­Lamartine calmly.

      “Damn you, ­Lamartine!” I cried. “You have decided me. I am not prepared to let such rascals as Daniel or Rousseau to introduce your work to the world. I am your man, Professor.” He extended his hand to me, and I clasped it warmly.

      “I knew I could depend on your friendship,” he told me. His smile by now was no longer secretive, but instead betokened a genuine pleasure.

      “When do you wish to start?”

      “There is no time like the present,” he retorted smartly. “We can start at once.”

      Once again, I was taken aback by the sudden nature of ­Lamartine’s demands.

      “At least give me time to prepare my last will and testament,” I said to him.

      ­Lamartine laughed in my face. “By all means, my dear fellow,” he answered me. “Though I confess to being somewhat offended by your lack of faith in my calculations, which assure me that such a precaution is completely unnecessary.”

      “Nonetheless,” I retorted in as firm a tone as I was able, “I would welcome the opportunity to set my affairs in order. It is high time that I did so, in any case.”

      “Very well, since it seems to be of some concern to you. Here is a pen and paper. Shall I call in my daughter to witness the document along with myself?”

      This was an eventuality that had not occurred to me, and I had no wish for ­Agathe to be aware of my lack of faith in her father’s abilities. “Maybe, on second thoughts, I will put my trust in your calculations,” I told ­Lamartine.

      “Then let us make preparations,” he said. “If you do not wish to be frozen on your return, as was the watch, I advise you remove all metal from your person. Your watch, keys, coins, and the like.”

      “My waistcoat has brass buttons,” I told him.

      “Off with it, then. The risk of carrying any metal on your person is too great, not only on account of the extreme cold, but of other matters connected with the electric fields.”

      On searching my pockets for other metallic objects, I came across the half-bottle of Armagnac that I had purchased earlier as a gift for the Professor, and held it out to him.

      “Excellent,” he said, inspecting the label. “You came well-prepared, I see. Remove the foil covering the cork, and we can then take this with us. Where would we Frenchmen be without this nectar of the gods, eh?”

      While he was thus talking, he was divesting himself of his braces, his belt, and his boots, having first emptied his pockets of their contents. When I questioned the boots, he pointed to the hobnails on the soles. My shoes, however, were of the newer, rubber-soled type, and contained no metal as part of their construction.

      “Do not expect to be comfortable,” he warned me. “I would remove your cravat and collar,” taking his own advice as he spoke. “I do not anticipate pain, but we may suffer some discomfort. But we will never know until we experience it, will we?” His eyes sparkled, and there was a joy in his voice like that of a schoolboy who is about to start exploring a forbidden attic rumoured to be full of mysterious treasures.

      At length we were both satisfied that we were free of any metallic encumbrances, and in our shirt-sleeves made our way to the other room, where the mysterious apparatus stood, gleaming in the rays of the setting sun.

      I remembered ­Lamartine’s earlier words. “You promised that there would be no further explosions tonight, when you talked to your daughter earlier.”

      “Why, so I did,” he replied. “And I intend to keep that promise. You and I are free agents, with our own sources of energy – our bodies – are we not? Unlike the watch, which required a powerful external stimulus to take it into the unknown dimensions, we will travel there largely under our own power, aided by the peculiar conditions provided by my machine.”

      “So the smoked glasses and cotton-wool are not needed this time?”

      “You may wear the glasses if you like – they contain no metal parts – but I am sure they will prove unnecessary. The cotton-wool may well serve to protect our ears from the noise of the gas in the pipes, though.”

      He darted to the control panel. “Stand on the glass platform. It will certainly bear your weight, Gauthier. There is no call for you to appear so dubious. Ensure that you leave enough room for me to stand beside you.” He turned controls and moved levels. “Thirty seconds from now,” he said calmly, stepping away from the panel and joining me on the platform.

      That half minute was the longest of my life.
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