
  
    [image: The Untime Revisited]
  


  
    
      The Untime Revisited

      A Novel of 19th-century Paris

    

    
      
        Hugh Ashton

      

    

    
      
        [image: j-views Publishing]
      

    

  


  
    
      The Untime Revisited : A Novel of 19th Century Paris

      Hugh Ashton

      Published by j-views Publishing 2018

      © 2016 Hugh Ashton

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination.

      j-views Publishing, 26 Lombard Street, Lichfield, England

      www.j-views.biz

    

    ISBN: 978-1-912605-08-8

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Untime – what did readers say?

        

      

    

    
      What did people say about The Untime, the first book in this series?
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        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!””
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        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!”
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        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!”
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        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.”
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        “Time is. Time was. Time is past.”

        Words attributed to the brazen head supposedly constructed by Friars Roger Bacon and Bungay.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      To those whom I love, who have explored the time and space with me and thereby helped to create the Untime.
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      In my previous account of my journey through the Untime, you will recall that we determined to destroy the apparatus of Professor Rémy Lamartine that had enabled us to journey instantaneously through time and space. This decision was arrived at after some considerable thought and debate on the part of Professor Schneider, my wife (at that time my fiancée) Agathe, and myself.

      There were good reasons advanced for retaining the apparatus in working order, these chiefly being the opportunities for instantaneous and easy travel anywhere in the Universe. In addition, the Untime presented those engaged in the study of the past with an unparalleled chance to witness historical events with their own eyes, thereby settling for ever those matters of historical debate that so vex those in the field.

      Against these undoubted advantages, we had to set many other factors, any one of which, in my view, would justify the closing of all future doors to the Untime.

      First was that of the difficulty of constructing the machinery. When I first encountered the apparatus constructed by Professor Lamartine, I was struck by its complexity, and further acquaintance with the machinery failed to render its workings less mysterious or more simple in my eyes. Even Professor Schneider, who understood the matter better than I could ever hope to do, and Agathe, who in my opinion had an even clearer understanding than that of Schneider himself (though Schneider, naturally, did not share my view of the matter), confessed themselves puzzled, if not outright baffled, by the way in which the principles of the Untime had been exploited by Professor Lamartine in his machinery to explore these mysterious dimensions. The difficulty and expense of manufacturing other such machines combined to make us disbelieve in the possibility of repeating Lamartine’s success.

      Next on the list of our reasons for destruction was another danger, little understood, but whose effects were well noted by both Schneider and myself; that is to say, the danger of damage to one’s mental faculties. Though it could well be argued that Lamartine’s derangement was at least in part the result of poisoning by quicksilver, it was undeniable that his experiences in the Untime had served to disorder his wits still further. As for myself, I was well aware that my sleeping and my dreams had been affected by my visits to the Untime, but it would appear, from the reactions of those around me, that my mental state had been materially unaffected (naturally, I was unable to judge this for myself). As far as Agathe, my beloved, was concerned, as far as I was able to judge, she was composed of stronger mental stuff than either Schneider or myself. I had no fears for the state of her mind.

      There were also problems with the Untime which could impose an adverse effect on the fabric of our society. As Schneider and I had decided when Lamartine was seemingly determined to kill me, any criminal familiar with the Untime could establish an alibi with little or no trouble.

      Many other factors entered into our calculations, one of which was the existence in the Untime of terrifying monsters, not of our world, and hideous beyond the wildest imaginings of a lunatic. Agathe and I had encountered one of these horrors, which had claimed the life of Professor Lamartine. This being, as potent and appalling as it was, might be, according to Schneider, merely a minnow among sharks in this unknown and unrealised menagerie of the unknown.

      Finally, and this is what persuaded us all, more than any other single factor, there was the knowledge that the very principles by which the Untime was governed were little understood. Though both Agathe and Schneider had been able to reconstruct much of the theoretical edifice on which Lamartine had constructed his experiments, firm proof for these theories was lacking.

      “Furthermore,” Schneider told me, “we will continue to lack such understanding and proof without practical experiments and experience by adventurers within the Untime. Such experience will lead to understanding, but a terrible risk is involved.” The risk to which he referred was more terrible than any that I have so far mentioned. Indeed, Schneider and my Agathe both gave it as their opinion that a misunderstanding of the principles involved in the exploration of the Untime might involve the end of the Universe as we currently understand it.

      Bearing all these in mind, we accordingly destroyed the apparatus in Vincennes as well as that in Lamartine’s laboratory at his home. Agathe collected and burned all the papers that related to his work on the Untime, and we mutually swore ourselves to secrecy on the matter.

      The memory of the Untime, particularly that last journey I took in that mysterious dimension with Agathe, when we visited Australia, the ancient past, and the distant future, nonetheless stayed with me. Not only the memory of what we had witnessed, but also the memory of my sensations within the Untime, remained indelibly imprinted on my memory.
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          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      It was therefore with more than a little surprise when, somewhat more than two years after the events described in my previous chronicle, and somewhat a little more than a year after my marriage to Agathe, that I received a visit from Professor Schneider. Though Schneider and I had remained on friendly terms, and indeed, he had managed to procure Agathe a place on the faculty at the Sorbonne, it was the first time that he had visited our humble dwelling.

      Upon my entry into the matrimonial field, I had moved from my somewhat Bohemian rooms in the Fifth arrondissement on the Left Bank, to a somewhat more bourgeois location in the Seventeenth, as befitted my new status as a married man. Our apartment was on the second floor, and was pleasantly close to the Parc Monceau. Though the area and the apartment itself were somewhat foreign to my previous tastes, I had to admit that marriage had worked its civilising effect on my previous bachelor modus vivendi. It was rare, indeed unknown, for Schneider to cross the river for a purely social matter, and the look on his face also informed me that the reason for his visit could hardly be a trivial one.

      I welcomed him to our house, and escorted him to the chamber where we were accustomed to receive visitors. The maid (and yes! we had risen to the status of employing a maid – a far cry, you may say, from the Jules Gauthier of previous days) brought us coffee and pastries.

      “Married life would appear to have its benefits,” remarked Schneider, taking an éclair from the plate before him with obvious anticipation. “A blessed state that I have been fortunate enough to escape,” he smiled. “Although it must be admitted that your charming wife is one of the few women with whom I can imagine the state to be indeed blessed.”

      “I am happy to hear that.”

      “Why, her opinions on many matters verge on the first-rate.” (I hid a smile at this) “The other day, she showed me some calculations which utterly repudiated the work of Lejeune on the composition of matter. Work, I may tell you, on which he has spent the past ten years.” He chuckled, somewhat unpleasantly. “She has almost the intellectual capacity of a man, but then, given her parentage, I should not be surprised. Lamartine, for all his faults, had a head on his shoulders, after all.” He took a bite of his pastry.

      “But you did not come here to congratulate me on my choice of marital partner,” I smiled. I was, however, inwardly delighted that Schneider should speak of my wife in such glowing terms. I myself, being an almost complete ignoramus in the field in which she and Schneider laboured, was unable to judge her worth in these matters.

      “No, I did not,” Schneider answered me. He finished his coffee, and looked about the room. I recognised this sign, and hastened to pour him a small glass of cognac, which he accepted with thanks. I was aware that he preferred the foul spirit drunk in the north of Britain, but I refused to keep any of the vile liquid in our apartment.

      “Gauthier,” he informed me, “a problem has been brought to my attention. It is one where maybe you can shed some light on the mystery.”

      “You intrigue me,” I answered. “How can I, a mere journalist, shed light where a professor of the Sorbonne confesses himself baffled?”

      “By reason of your experience,” he informed me. “Listen to what I have to tell you. My colleague, Doctor Henri Menton, is very taken with the ideas of some Jewish Viennese quack, whom he met here in Paris at Charcot’s lectures, which involves patients recounting their dreams to him. Pah!” I verily believe that if he had not been in our drawing-room, he would have spat. “He may as well cut open an ox and examine its entrails as attempt to make some sort of diagnosis based on what his patients dream. Ridiculous!”

      “I do not altogether agree,” I told him. “Sometimes it seems to me that beneath our consciousness, in what we might call a sub-conscious part of our mind, what we have been thinking in the day makes itself apparent to us in the night time. In a garbled form, admittedly, but at the same time, it may be a genuine reflection of our inner selves.”

      Schneider positively glared at me. “Have you read the writings of this man Freud?” I shook my head. “Because you are telling me all that Menton tells me that this charlatan is doing. Which makes you as big a fool as he, and I am now in two minds as to whether to tell you of these developments.” Though I resented being called a fool, I was well enough acquainted with Professor Schneider and his views to realise that this epithet was applied by him on a regular basis to a good nine-tenths of the world’s population, and therefore bit my tongue to choke off the retort that sprang to my mind. Schneider paused, and continued. “It is only because you are the only man to have experienced these things and lived that I bother.”

      “What things?”

      For answer, Schneider asked me to describe the hideous monster that we had encountered in the Untime, and which had been responsible for the death of Agathe’s father, Professor Lamartine.

      This being was possessed of a loathsome and terrifying appearance, having some of the properties of a cephalopod, with a mass of writhing tentacles, and a skin which repelled by its texture and general colour. In order to cut it down to size in my mind, I had dubbed the thing “Dagon”, and indeed, it seemed that this, or beings very similar to it, formed the basis for ancient beliefs in idols and demons. It had been clear to me that this thing feasted on the souls of those other beings that it found in the Untime. Whether it was indeed native to the Untime (should such a thing be possible) or whether it had strayed from another planet or star millions of miles away, I had no idea.

      At one time, I had believed that my only escape from it would be by returning to an inhospitable part of this Earth, and letting it perish there. Naturally, my life would likewise have ended at that point, but that was of no consequence to me at that time. However, the life of my beloved Agathe, who was with me in the Untime, was of more importance, and I therefore stayed and battled the monster, with Professor Lamartine as my unlikely ally. In the end, he succumbed to its deadly attack, allowing his daughter and me to escape.

      Schneider listened to my description in silence. At the end of my recital, he silently held out his empty brandy glass, which I refilled.

      “You have just provided me,” he said, after having taken a generous sip of my best brandy, “with a description that is almost identical to that related to me by Menton.”

      “Why? Has he dreamed of this thing?”

      “No, no, of course not. Several of his patients have reported seeing this in their dreams, however.”

      “Several?” I enquired.

      “Indeed. Were it just one dreamer, we could ascribe it to imagination and coincidence. Apparently, though, Menton reports that more than half a dozen of his patients have reported the same dream – nightmare, rather. What they are all describing is identical to what you have just told me.”

      “But they have not entered the Untime!”

      “Correct. Unless we regard our dreaming selves as having entered the Untime. Personally, I believe that since we are able to describe the Untime in terms of mathematical equations—”

      “You may well be able to do so,” I said, smiling, “and so may my wife, but I am totally incapable of such a thing, as you are well aware.”

      “Very well,” he amended. Shall we rather say that some of us may be able to describe the Untime mathematically? I do not regard dreams as being in the realm of mathematics. Therefore, I say that the idea of entering the Untime in dreams is as ridiculous as the fantasies of the Viennese charlatan, Freud.”

      “But yet they are perceiving one of the denizens of the Untime? Then the beast is entering our world from the Untime. Maybe it has no physical existence as we understand it, but instead enters our minds?”

      “When you speak of minds in this way,” scoffed Schneider, “I begin to wonder whether you have lost your own.”

      “I merely made a suggestion,” I retorted, somewhat nettled. “I am beginning to wonder why you have taken the trouble to inform me of this matter, since you appear to regard my views on the subject as irrelevant.”

      “Very well,” he said. “Though I do not share your belief as to the incorporeal nature of this thing, it does seem to me that there is some sort of leak that connects the Untime to our place and time. Should this thing, whatever it may be, or even worse, should its cousins, who may prove to be even less to our liking, decide that they will invade our world, we are in danger.”

      It was my turn to scoff. “Surely we are not frightened of dreams?” I asked.

      “I would disregard all of this,” Schneider said sombrely, “if dreams were all that had occurred.”

      “What has happened?” I asked. I could feel a chill going through me.

      “Menton has told me of the histories of his patients. In three of the six cases of which he has informed me, the patient came to him and related his or her dream. Menton recorded the event, and scheduled an appointment with these patients for the next week. When the patients failed to keep the appointment, Menton made enquiries.”

      “They had died?”

      Schneider shook his head. “Worse than that. In each of these three cases, they were alive, but only in their bodies. The patients had become empty husks of human beings, drooling idiots, incapable of speech or seemingly of rational thought. Their minds, in a word, had been stolen.”
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      A feeling of horror swept over me as I heard his words. “You cannot believe that the monster which appeared to them in their dreams – their nightmares, rather – has taken their souls?”

      “I prefer not to believe in the superstition of ‘a soul’,” Schneider replied, somewhat stiffly. “If you wish to talk of souls, I would suggest that you consult a priest. However, it would appear that the intellectual faculties of these unfortunates have been eliminated. I would like you to accompany me to meet Menton, and interview him regarding the symptoms of his patients. If he is willing, perhaps it may be possible to meet these sufferers.”

      “Let us assume that we can establish the fact that these dreams are indeed coming from the Untime. That the monsters in the dreams of these poor people are those that I encountered? What then?”

      Schneider shifted his bulk uneasily in his chair. “If that is the case,” he answered, with each word delivered in a solemn manner, “you must return to the Untime and defeat this threat.”

      To say I was astounded by his words would be an understatement. “But—” I began. Schneider held up a bear-like paw to stop me.

      “Enough,” he growled. “We will cross these bridges that you are about to mention when we come to them. If we come to them,” he added.

      We continued our conversation, determining those times when it would be convenient for me to visit Doctor Menton. At length, Schneider heaved himself to his feet.

      “I will let you know, Gauthier,” he said on departing, “when it will be convenient for Menton to see you and to acquaint you further with the details.”

      When he had left, I confess that my mind was in some turmoil. My last venture into the Untime had caused a severe upset to my peace of mind. Now there was a possibility that I was to re-enter that mysterious, attractive, and terrifying landscape. And, if what Schneider said was true, I was not to avoid the horrors that lurked there, but was actively to seek them out with a view to their destruction. Imagine for yourself how I felt when I reflected upon this.

      I was still sunk in the depths of reflection when my Agathe returned from giving her lecture at the Sorbonne.

      Though I strove to maintain a cheery appearance, I was not sufficiently practiced in deception to convince Agathe that all was well. She sat beside me, and with true wifely concern enquired of me what might be the cause of my distress.

      I informed her of what Schneider had told me, and she recoiled with a gasp of horror.

      “My dear Jules,” she exclaimed. “Can it be that the barrier between our world, and that of the Untime is broken?”

      “You would have a better understanding of the answer to that question than would I,” I replied. “You know well that my understanding is limited to the explanations intended for infants that have been extended to me by you and Schneider.”

      “If we consider the Untime to be a set of immeasurable dimensions, even of whose precise number we remain unsure,” she said, “then there is every possibility, if Professor Schneider’s theories are correct, that they will remain closed off from our understanding without some mechanical bridge to them, such as that devised by my father.”

      I seized on her unspoken words, rather than the spoken ones. Such is the nature of journalism. “But, my dear,” I said, “it would appear that you have a different view of the matter than does Schneider?”

      She sighed. “You are correct. I have not mentioned to him, for fear he would dismiss it as a mere female fancy, and I would lose his esteem. Promise me, Jules, that you will not do the same if I tell you of my opinion on the matter.”

      “How can I make such a promise,” I asked, smiling, “when I have no idea what it is that I will hear from you? What I will promise you, however, is that I will listen to what you have to say with an open mind, and attempt to receive it without prejudice.”

      “Very well, then,” she said, and turned to face me, looking me squarely in the eye. “My father believed, and Schneider likewise believes, that the Untime is merely a set of physical properties. Properties that are unlike any others that we have encountered in the past, and which are chiefly, by their very nature, unknowable. To that end, my father expended a great deal of time and effort, not to mention money, on the construction of the apparatus that he and we used to enter the Untime.”

      “This is very true,” I agreed.

      “However, it is my firm belief that the Untime contains a large component which is not that of matter that is subject to physical measurement, or describable in terms of physical properties.”

      “What else can there be other than such physical measurements or properties?” I asked, perplexed.

      “Why, the power of our minds – our spirits – our souls,” she said.

      “I can understand why you have not mentioned this to Schneider,” I said, laughing. “Forgive me, my dear, I am not laughing at you, but at the memory of my earlier conversation with the Professor.” I explained Schneider’s reaction to my mention of souls, and she joined in my laughter. “But,” I continued, “this is surely at odds with your work at the Sorbonne, and does not match the strict logical nature of your work there, does it?”

      “And it is for precisely that reason that I am reluctant to share it with the world,” she said. “You know that next month I have been invited to address the Royal Society in London on the subject of electrical charges within atoms. If I were to be known as proposing something so outré as the Untime’s connection with our mental faculties, why, you can imagine for yourself how my reputation might suffer. Even the Untime itself would prove to be such an outlandish concept that I might never again be taken seriously, were I to so much as mention it.”

      “I am sure you have your reasons for your statement,” I said. “You should remember, though, that I saw with my own eyes a watch disappear and reappear when I was with your father, and you yourself witnessed something similar with Professor Schneider, did you not? Pocket watches are not in possession of souls.”

      “Of course, what you say is true,” she admitted. “But let us consider some of the most noteworthy features of the Untime. For example, we were able to move about freely in time and in space, simply by willing it to be so, were we not?”

      “Indeed we were,” I answered her. I recalled how we were able to visit the outback country of Australia, and the Egypt of Cleopatra’s day, simply by willing it to be so.

      “Also,” she went on, “there was a distinct feeling of incorporeality when we were in the Untime. For example, the spear thrown at you by that Australian native appeared to pass straight through you. And at the same time, while we were in the Untime, we were in some ways perceptible to those in the normal time. You mentioned yourself the experiences of my father and you in the Chamber of Deputies. The savages in Australia, and Marcus Antonius himself in Egypt, were aware of our presence.”

      “Could that not be explained by mathematical science?” I asked. “Not that I wish you to attempt to prove that to me,” I added hurriedly, having learned early in my marriage that my dear wife was only to0 willing to explain such matters to her dolt of a husband, who was left standing in the metaphorical dust by her words.

      “Certainly it could be explained to some degree using mathematical methods,” she conceded. “However, you should be aware that were I to do so, it would require various constructs and assumptions which have yet to be proven mathematically, though they are generally assumed to be true.”

      “Very well, then. And do you have more to support your ideas?”

      “Why, yes. The very monster that we encountered is surely enough to convince me. As you know, at that time I was incapable of communication with you or with my father, but I was aware of the events around me.

      “You fought, my brave Jules, alongside my poor father, a most desperate and gallant battle against that creature of Hell – and I do not use that name lightly, believe me. Fire, acid, blazing missiles, and defences against all of these played their part, did they not?”

      “They did indeed,” I answered her.

      “But you may assume, though I confess that we have no definite proof of this, that these had no physical presence, though the monster itself certainly would appear to have such. These weapons and defences would seem to have been creations that emanated only from your mind, and the mind of the monster. Even though they were capable of injury to you, and even death, as we saw in the tragic case of my father, they had no physical reality.

      “And lastly,” she continued, “there is the strange example of our being able to change gender.” She blushed slightly at the indelicacy of the incident.

      This is a matter to which I alluded in my previous account. In addition to the dimensions of time and of space, the Untime appeared to open up to us the dimension of gender, in which we were able to move to a gender other than the one in which we were born. Such a move was at the same time exhilarating and frightening, and was one whose memory will remain with me for the rest of my days. I may add that Agathe experienced similar feelings in this regard.

      “That change,” she went on, “was purely a mental one, as far as we are able to judge, was it not?”

      “Yes, it was.”

      “And remember also, she said, that the communications between us while we were in the Untime were mental, not verbal.”

      “Very true.”

      “So,” my wife concluded, with a triumphant air, “so many of the matters related to the Untime are non-material. Though it is true that the watches and timepieces supposedly travelled through the Untime, a conscious mind was needed to set the process in motion, and it is my opinion that the apparatus that my father constructed was merely a trigger, or if you like, an amplification apparatus for the power of our minds, which activated the Untime.”

      “This seems to be somewhat far-fetched,” I said.

      “Not at all,” she retorted, a little crossly, I felt. “Consider the monster that you met. What did you name it?”

      “Dagon,” I replied, “after the Mesopotamian idol.”

      “And my father named it Moloch, did he not, after the hideous idol of the Canaanites. Both of you, do you not see, perceived it as one of the hideous old gods of the past; those gods which are now seen as demons and devils. The Untime, Jules, is the origin of these... these things. Hence, I say that it is Hell – the Hell from which all our demons and devils are spawned.”

      “And you are saying, then, that the ancients had a way of entering the Untime?”

      She frowned, charmingly. “It may be so,” she said. “But I think that it is more likely that the denizens of the Untime discovered a way to enter our world than the other way around. It may be that certain rituals weakened the barrier between those performing them and the Untime.”

      “And you think that this is happening now, with these patients of Doctor Menton?”

      “I think it is quite possible,” she replied. “There is one thing that you may ask of Menton, or his patients, if you are lucky enough to meet them.”

      “Or unlucky enough,” I retorted. “I confess that the idea of meeting these poor wretches is not one that fills me with anticipation. What is it that you feel I should be asking?”

      “Why, it is whether they believe that they have been in contact with ghosts or the spirits of the departed.”

      “Aha!” I exclaimed. “When I was with your father in the Chamber of Deputies, it seemed that at least one of the Deputies there saw us as some sort of ghost.”

      “As did those Australian natives, and Marcus Antonius at Cleopatra’s court,” she said. “It is my opinion that these people who see ghosts are also those who act as windows into our world for the inhabitants of the Untime.”

      “So those entities which have been reported in the past as being ghosts, demons, and the like, are all products of the Untime, you say?”

      “I think it to be more than likely.”

      “And that these monsters are able, in some way which may not be entirely physical, to enter our world, or at least the minds of people in our world, and have an effect on them?”

      She nodded.

      My mind was in a whirl. The existence of the Untime as a scientific concept had been staggering enough to me. I was, however, prepared to accept the idea as a scientific premise. What Agathe was proposing to me, however, was scarcely credible or amenable to reasoned thought. However, on reflection, I had to admit that her words provided more than a little explanation of what we had observed.

      “Very well, then,” I said. “Though it may appear absurd to others, I will ask Menton about ghosts and spirits.”
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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