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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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