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Chapter I — A Letter from the Dead
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It is a curious circumstance that the greatest adventure of my life should have begun not amidst excitement or anticipation, but at a funeral.

I have often reflected upon that bleak November afternoon in the year 1898, and upon the strange chain of events which followed it. Had I chosen to remain at home that day, pleading the discomfort of the weather or the press of professional obligations, this narrative would never have been written. Yet there are moments in every life when one is borne forward by causes too subtle to perceive until long afterwards, and I count that funeral among them.

The day had been cold and disagreeable. A fine rain descended steadily from a sky of unbroken grey, and the trees in the cemetery stood gaunt and skeletal against the mist. The season had already stripped them of nearly all their leaves, so that their black branches appeared like ink strokes upon a sheet of damp paper.

I stood among a small gathering of mourners beside the grave of Dr. Percival Harrow.

There were fewer present than I had expected.

This fact struck me with some sadness, for Harrow had once been regarded as a man of considerable promise. During our younger years at Cambridge he had possessed a reputation for brilliance which seemed destined to carry him to the highest ranks of English science. His mind moved with extraordinary speed. Problems which occupied other men for months appeared to yield to him within days. More than once I had watched senior professors fall silent while listening to some startling speculation of his.

Yet genius, when accompanied by obstinacy, is not always rewarded.

In later years Harrow’s interests had become increasingly eccentric. While the scientific world occupied itself with electricity, wireless communication, spectroscopy, and the countless practical marvels of the age, Harrow devoted himself to a subject so bizarre that many considered it evidence of incipient madness.

He became obsessed with Time.

Not history.

Not chronology.

Time itself.

I recall one evening nearly fifteen years before his death when he sat opposite me beside the fire and declared, with complete seriousness, that time must be navigable.

“Distance separates one place from another,” he had said. “Yet no one considers distance supernatural. Why then should duration be different?”

I laughed at him.

Indeed, we all laughed at him.

He accepted our ridicule with remarkable patience.

That, I think now, should perhaps have warned us.

The funeral service was brief. A clergyman delivered a few restrained remarks concerning mortality and Christian duty. Several of Harrow’s former colleagues stood with bowed heads beneath their umbrellas. I observed among them two professors from King’s College and a physicist from the Royal Society whom I recognised but did not know personally.

No members of Harrow’s family attended.

He had never married.

His parents had died many years before.

His younger brother had emigrated to Australia and was believed to be somewhere in Queensland.

In truth, Percival Harrow had spent the latter years of his life in near-complete isolation.

As the service concluded and the coffin was lowered into the earth, I experienced an unexpected sensation of guilt.

We had not quarrelled.

Nothing so dramatic had occurred between us.

Rather, our friendship had faded gradually beneath the demands of work and the accumulation of years.

We met less frequently.

Corresponded less often.

Made promises to dine together which neither of us kept.

Such neglect appears harmless while a man is alive.

After his death it acquires a different character.

The mourners began to disperse.

Carriages departed one by one through the cemetery gates. Umbrellas vanished into the mist. Within a few minutes only a handful of us remained.

I was preparing to leave when a voice addressed me from behind.

“Professor Fairchild?”

I turned and found myself facing a small, neatly dressed gentleman of perhaps sixty years of age. He carried a black leather case beneath one arm and regarded me with an expression of professional solemnity.

“Yes?”

“My name is Wetherby. I acted as Dr. Harrow’s solicitor.”

He removed his hat.

“Dr. Harrow instructed me to deliver something into your hands should the occasion arise.”

“The occasion?”

“His death, Professor.”

I confess I felt a slight chill at these words.

The solicitor opened his case and withdrew a sealed envelope of yellowing paper.

Across the front was written my name.

The handwriting was unmistakably Harrow’s.

For a moment I simply stared at it.

I had received many letters from him over the years.

The peculiar slant of the script was instantly familiar.

Yet there was something profoundly unsettling in seeing it now.

The writing of a dead man.

“Dr. Harrow was most particular concerning its delivery,” said Wetherby. “He insisted it must be given directly into your hands.”

I accepted the envelope.

“Thank you.”

The solicitor inclined his head.

“Good day, Professor.”

Then he departed.

I remained standing beside the grave for some time after he had gone.

Rain pattered softly upon the paper.

The cemetery had become almost deserted.

A labourer was already preparing to fill the grave.

At last I slipped the envelope into my coat and made my way home.

It was nearly evening when I arrived at my residence in Kensington.

The lamps had been lit along the street. Their pale reflections shimmered upon the wet pavement. A dense fog was gathering beyond the rooftops, swallowing the distant buildings one by one.

After dining alone, I retired to my study.

The room was warm and familiar. Shelves crowded with books lined the walls. Geological specimens occupied one cabinet, while another contained fossils acquired during my travels in Patagonia and East Africa. A fire burned steadily in the grate.

There I sat for some minutes regarding the envelope.

I cannot adequately explain my hesitation.

Perhaps I feared discovering evidence of Harrow’s insanity.

Perhaps I feared discovering evidence of something else.

At length I broke the seal.

A folded letter slid onto the desk.

With it came a small brass key.

The key struck the wood with a metallic click.

I remember the sound distinctly.

Even now.

The letter was brief.

––––––––
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My dear Julian,

If this reaches you, I have departed upon a journey from which I do not expect to return.

You once told me that every great discovery begins with an act of unreasonable curiosity.

I now leave you mine.

The enclosed key will admit you to my workshop at No. 17 Bracknell Mews, South Kensington.

Burn everything if you find only madness.

Continue the work if you find otherwise.

Your friend,

Percival Harrow

Beneath the signature appeared a final line.

A single sentence.

Written in darker ink than the rest.

Trust your eyes.

I read the letter twice.

Then a third time.

The room seemed strangely silent.

Outside, a carriage rattled through the fog.

The fire crackled softly.

I found myself staring at the brass key.

There was nothing remarkable about it.

No ornamentation.

No inscription.

Merely a key.

Yet it seemed to possess an extraordinary gravity.

It represented the final request of a man I had known for nearly thirty years.

Burn everything if you find only madness.

Continue the work if you find otherwise.

What work?

What had occupied Harrow during those long years of seclusion?

What discoveries—or delusions—lay hidden within that workshop?

I rose and crossed to the window.

The fog had thickened considerably.

The street beyond appeared spectral and indistinct.

For some reason I found myself thinking of our last conversation.

It had occurred nearly a year before.

Harrow had seemed distracted, even excited.

At one point he had remarked, with unusual intensity:

“We are all prisoners, Julian.”

“Prisoners?”

“Of the present.”

I had laughed.

He had not.

Standing there beside the window, with his final letter in my hand, I felt for the first time a faint uneasiness concerning those words.

The key and the letter remained upon my desk long after midnight; and though I could not then know it, I had that evening received a communication not merely from a dead man, but from another age.
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Chapter II — The Workshop in South Kensington
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I slept poorly that night.

The letter remained upon my bedside table, and more than once I awoke to find my thoughts returning to it. The brass key seemed to possess a curious influence over my imagination. It was, of course, an entirely ordinary object. Yet I found myself regarding it as though it contained within its small metallic form some concealed significance beyond its practical purpose.

In the morning I attempted to resume my ordinary routine.

I had long maintained that intellectual discipline consisted chiefly in the ability to direct one’s attention where it was required rather than where it desired to wander. During the course of my professional life I had spent months cataloguing specimens whose significance only became apparent after years of study. One does not become a naturalist by surrendering to every passing curiosity.

Yet curiosity possesses its own peculiar tyranny.

Several times during breakfast my eyes drifted toward the key.

During the morning’s correspondence I found myself rereading the same letter without absorbing its contents.

At noon I attempted to review several fossil sketches recently received from a colleague in Argentina. The drawings depicted fragmentary vertebrae belonging to a large carnivorous reptile.

Under ordinary circumstances the specimens would have interested me greatly.

Instead I found myself wondering what lay behind the door at No. 17 Bracknell Mews.

By two o’clock my resolve had entirely collapsed.

I summoned a cab.

The weather had improved somewhat since the previous day. The rain had ceased, though the city remained enveloped in a pale mist through which the weak autumn sunlight struggled unsuccessfully. The horse’s hooves echoed against damp cobblestones as we passed through streets crowded with omnibuses, carts and pedestrians.

I carried Harrow’s letter in my coat pocket.

More than once during the journey I removed it and reread its contents.

Burn everything if you find only madness.

Continue the work if you find otherwise.

The words possessed an unsettling ambiguity.

For what precisely constituted madness?

History provides many examples of discoveries which initially appeared absurd. The suggestion that the Earth moved around the Sun had once seemed preposterous. The existence of invisible microorganisms had likewise been greeted with scepticism.

Indeed, I had myself experienced something of the scientific world’s reluctance to abandon established assumptions.

My professional reputation, modest though it was, had been built upon a series of conclusions regarding prehistoric reptiles which many of my contemporaries regarded as eccentric.

The prevailing image of these ancient creatures depicted them as little more than sluggish biological monstrosities. They were imagined as vast and cumbersome beasts whose extinction appeared almost inevitable.

I disagreed.

The evidence, as I interpreted it, suggested something very different.

The proportions of certain skeletons indicated agility.

The structure of their limbs suggested activity.

Some exhibited adaptations which implied highly successful evolutionary histories extending over immense spans of time.

I had argued repeatedly that such animals should not be regarded as failures.

For my efforts I had acquired a reputation for romanticism.

One reviewer had described my conclusions as “an imaginative reconstruction unsupported by sufficient evidence.”

Another had accused me of attributing mammalian characteristics to creatures which plainly lacked them.

The criticism had never seriously damaged my career.

Yet it had irritated me profoundly.

And as the cab conveyed me toward South Kensington, I found myself wondering whether Harrow had experienced similar frustrations.

Or whether his had been infinitely worse.

Bracknell Mews proved to be a narrow and rather unremarkable lane situated behind a row of respectable houses.

The workshop itself occupied a brick building squeezed between a carriage house and a small warehouse. Nothing about its exterior distinguished it from the surrounding structures.

Had I passed it in the street, I would scarcely have noticed it.

The windows were dusty.

No smoke emerged from the chimney.

The entire place possessed the stillness of abandonment.

For several moments I remained standing before the door.

Then I produced the brass key.

The lock turned immediately.

A faint smell of dust and machine oil greeted me as I stepped inside.

The room beyond was larger than I had expected.

Sunlight entered through grimy skylights overhead, illuminating countless particles of dust suspended in the air.

Workbenches occupied much of the available space.

Shelves lined the walls.

Instruments, books and mechanical devices lay scattered everywhere.

The impression was not one of disorder but of interruption.

The place appeared less abandoned than paused.

As though its owner might return at any moment to continue whatever task had occupied him.

I closed the door behind me and began to explore.

For some time I discovered little beyond confirmation of Harrow’s extraordinary industry.

There were notebooks by the hundreds.

Bundles of correspondence.

Mathematical calculations covering entire ledgers.

Many pages contained equations so complex that I could make little sense of them.

Others were filled with diagrams.

At first I assumed these represented components of electrical machinery.

Yet the further I examined them, the stranger they became.

Certain sketches appeared to depict geometric forms impossible to visualize clearly.

One diagram contained annotations extending across six pages.

Another appeared to describe movement through dimensions beyond the familiar three.

The language remained rigorously scientific throughout.

There were no references to spirits, occultism or any of the fashionable nonsense which attracted so many intellectual eccentrics during that period.

Indeed, this was what disturbed me most.

Harrow’s writings did not resemble the work of a madman.

They resembled the work of an exceptionally intelligent man pursuing conclusions I could not understand.

I continued deeper into the workshop.

At one table I discovered a collection of newspaper clippings.

Most concerned Harrow himself.

I read them with growing discomfort.

“FORMER ROYAL SOCIETY MEMBER PURSUES FOURTH-DIMENSION THEORIES”

“SCIENTIFIC ECCENTRIC DEFENDS TEMPORAL NAVIGATION”

“DR. HARROW’S LATEST SPECULATIONS”

The tone varied from amusement to outright ridicule.

One columnist described him as a dreamer incapable of distinguishing imagination from reality.

Another suggested he had become permanently detached from practical science.

I found myself reading these criticisms with an uneasiness I struggled to explain.

Perhaps it was because I recognised their familiar character.

The scientific establishment possesses a remarkable capacity for repetition.

Its language changes little from generation to generation.

The same accusations are employed repeatedly against anyone whose conclusions diverge too sharply from accepted opinion.

I recalled reviews of my own work.

I recalled lectures interrupted by laughter.

I recalled senior academics smiling indulgently while explaining why my conclusions regarding prehistoric reptiles could not possibly be correct.

For the first time it occurred to me that my discomfort regarding Harrow had never arisen solely from his eccentricity.

It arose because I recognised something of myself in him.

That realization accompanied me throughout the remainder of my exploration.

Near one wall stood a large globe.

I approached it casually.

Then stopped.

The coastlines were wrong.

Not merely ancient.

Wrong.

At first I assumed it represented some reconstruction of the Earth during a distant geological epoch.

Yet several features immediately troubled me.

Entire landmasses appeared unfamiliar.

Others possessed shapes I could not reconcile with any period known to me.

I examined it for several minutes before eventually moving on.

The explanation, I reasoned, must lie somewhere among Harrow’s papers.

Nevertheless, the globe lingered in my thoughts.

Toward evening I discovered a second door concealed behind a row of shelving.

Unlike the entrance, this door possessed neither handle nor visible lock.

Only after several minutes did I notice a narrow keyhole set into the frame.

My hand moved almost instinctively toward the brass key.

A moment later the mechanism clicked.

The door swung inward.

Beyond lay another chamber.

This room differed greatly from the rest of the workshop.

The benches and shelves were absent.

Instead the space contained large electrical accumulators, coils of copper wire, polished brass frameworks and machinery unlike anything I had previously encountered.

Some portions resembled scientific apparatus.

Others resembled no machine I could identify.

A faint metallic smell permeated the air.

The room’s centre was occupied by a large object concealed beneath a canvas covering.

For several moments I remained motionless.

An odd sensation had come over me.

It seemed impossible that the answer to twenty years of speculation might lie beneath that sheet.

Impossible—and yet increasingly plausible.

I found myself recalling Harrow’s face during our final conversation.

“We are all prisoners, Julian.”

At the time I had regarded the remark as another example of his eccentricity.

Now I was less certain.

I approached the covered object slowly.

The canvas felt cold beneath my fingers.

For an instant I hesitated.

Not because I feared what lay beneath.

Rather because I suspected that once I looked, certain comfortable assumptions might become difficult to recover.

At length I grasped the edge of the covering.

Then I pulled.

The canvas slid away.

What stood revealed before me was unlike anything I had ever seen.

I stared at it in complete silence.

Whatever I had expected to find within Percival Harrow’s workshop, it was not that.
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Chapter III — The Apparatus
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For some time I remained incapable of movement.

The object before me possessed neither the appearance of a conventional machine nor that of any scientific instrument with which I was familiar. Portions of it suggested electrical apparatus. Other parts resembled astronomical equipment. Yet the whole conveyed an impression so singular that I found myself unable to assign it any definite purpose.

The framework consisted chiefly of brass and steel.

Several circular rings intersected one another at curious angles.

Within these rested a chair-like structure surrounded by levers and graduated dials.

Polished rods extended upward into a lattice of metallic supports from which hung crystal cylinders containing some translucent substance.

Copper conductors connected the apparatus to the accumulators lining the walls.

Every component appeared meticulously constructed.

Nothing suggested improvisation.

Nothing suggested insanity.

And yet the machine itself was absurd.

I approached cautiously.

The brass surfaces reflected the dim light entering through the laboratory windows.

A layer of dust covered many of the components, indicating that the apparatus had not been used for some time.

A small brass plate had been fixed to one side.

Upon it were engraved three words.

TEMPORAL DISPLACEMENT APPARATUS.

I confess that I laughed.

The sound echoed strangely through the laboratory.

A temporal displacement apparatus.

The phrase possessed such magnificent absurdity that I could not help myself.

For several moments I stood shaking my head.

Then I laughed again.

At length the laughter subsided.

The silence which followed seemed somehow more unsettling than before.

I looked once more at the machine.
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The absurdity remained.

Yet another thought had begun to trouble me.

Percival Harrow had not been a fool.

Whatever else might be said of him, no one who knew him could honestly deny that.

A fool might construct a ridiculous machine.

A fool might cover notebooks with incoherent theories.

A fool might waste years pursuing fantasies.

But Harrow had not been a fool.

He had been one of the most brilliant men I had ever known.

The distinction is important.

I walked slowly around the apparatus.

Every component exhibited a degree of craftsmanship inconsistent with mere delusion.

Thousands of hours must have been invested in its construction.

Thousands.

The accumulators alone represented a considerable expense.

Why?

Why devote twenty years to such a thing?

Why not publish another paper?

Why not pursue some respectable field of inquiry?

Why destroy a promising career in service of an impossibility?

The questions irritated me.

Indeed, I found myself becoming increasingly angry.

Angry with Harrow.

Angry with the machine.

Angry with the countless notebooks scattered throughout the workshop.

The entire place seemed a monument to intellectual waste.

What discoveries might Harrow have contributed had he not become obsessed?

What advances had been lost?

What opportunities abandoned?

The machine stood before me like the fossilized remains of a magnificent mind consumed by a single impossible idea.

The thought filled me with a profound sadness.

At length I turned away.

Perhaps, I thought, that was the answer.

Perhaps the machine should be destroyed.

The notion came unexpectedly.

Yet once conceived it appeared almost reasonable.

Harrow was dead.

The workshop would eventually be cleared.

The apparatus possessed no practical value.

Indeed, it might actively mislead others.

The responsible course would be to dismantle it.

Burn the notes.

Sell the metals.

Close the matter forever.

Had not Harrow himself granted permission?

Burn everything if you find only madness.

The sentence returned to me with curious force.

Burn everything.

I looked again at the machine.

Then at the surrounding notebooks.

Then back at the machine.

Something about the idea felt wrong.

Not morally wrong.

Intellectually wrong.

I found myself asking a question for which I could discover no satisfactory answer.

If this was madness, why had Harrow been so methodical?

Madness generally produces confusion.

Yet everywhere I looked I found evidence of extraordinary discipline.

Every notebook dated.

Every observation catalogued.

Every calculation cross-referenced.

Entire shelves devoted to experimental records.

No.

The workshop resembled many things.

A madhouse was not among them.

I became aware that my anger had begun to fade.

Curiosity was taking its place.

That transformation disturbed me considerably.

I knew where curiosity might lead.

It had led Harrow here.

Perhaps it had led him further still.

For several minutes I stood regarding the apparatus in silence.

Then my eyes fell upon a leather portfolio resting upon a nearby table.

Unlike most of the documents in the workshop, this one appeared to have been placed deliberately.

Almost expectantly.

As though awaiting discovery.

I opened it.

Inside lay a collection of handwritten pages.

The first sheet bore a title.

To Professor Julian Fairchild, In the Event of My Absence

I felt a sudden tightening in my chest.

Slowly I turned the page.

The handwriting was unmistakably Harrow’s.

My dear Julian,

If you are reading this, then circumstances have unfolded largely as I anticipated.

You are presently standing before what appears to be the final evidence of my insanity.

I urge you to reserve judgement.

I had to smile despite myself.

Only Harrow would begin in such a fashion.

I continued reading.

You will naturally assume that the Apparatus cannot function.

So did I.

For nearly seven years.

You will assume that the calculations are flawed.

So did I.

For nearly seven years.

You will assume that no sane man could believe such a machine possible.

So did I.

For nearly seven years.

I paused.

The laboratory seemed unusually quiet.

Outside, somewhere beyond the walls, a distant carriage rattled through the streets of London.

The sound seemed impossibly remote.

My eyes returned to the manuscript.

Then came a sentence written in larger script than the rest.

A sentence which remains vivid in my memory even now.

The Apparatus functions.

I stared at the words.

Then I laughed again.

Not because I found them amusing.

But because the alternative appeared impossible.

The Apparatus functions.

No statement could have seemed more ridiculous.

No statement could have exerted a stronger fascination.

I sat down beside the machine.

Outside, daylight was beginning to fade.

The laboratory grew steadily darker around me.

Yet I scarcely noticed.

One page became two.

Two became ten.

Ten became twenty.

And before I fully realized what had occurred, I had abandoned every intention of leaving.

For the first time since entering the workshop, I found myself asking not whether Percival Harrow had gone mad.

But whether he had been right.
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Chapter IV — Harrow’s Manuscript
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I do not know how long I remained seated beside the Apparatus.

The laboratory had grown dark before I became properly aware of the passage of time. The final grey light of the afternoon had withdrawn from the high windows, leaving the great machine half-visible in the gloom, its brass rings and rods catching occasional reflections from the dying sky. The workshop beyond the inner chamber lay in silence. London itself, with its clatter and smoke and commerce and habits of certainty, seemed immeasurably distant.

I lit the lamp upon the table.

Its yellow circle of illumination fell across Harrow’s manuscript.

There are moments in life when a man’s reason and imagination appear to contend for mastery over him. I had experienced such moments before: upon first seeing the bones of a gigantic reptile emerge from a Patagonian hillside; upon standing in Egypt beneath cliffs whose strata contained the compressed immensities of vanished seas; upon reading Darwin in my youth and feeling, with an almost physical shock, the old fixed order of life dissolve into movement.

Yet none of these sensations equalled what I felt that evening.

For I was reading the testament of a dead man who claimed, without poetry and without hysteria, to have broken the prison of the present.

At first I sought refuge in scepticism.

This is a natural instinct among educated men, and especially among those who have themselves suffered from the credulity of others. I had no desire to become the victim of Harrow’s delusion. The very affection I had once borne him made me more severe. I was determined not to mistake sympathy for proof.

The opening pages contained little I could understand.

They were filled with mathematical symbols, diagrams of intersecting planes, references to what Harrow termed “temporal inclination”, “chronal resistance”, and “the fourth freedom of translation.” I make no claim to have followed more than the general direction of his thought. My own training, though scientific, lay among bones, muscles, extinct forms, and living analogues. I was not a mathematician of Harrow’s calibre.

Yet what I could understand disturbed me.

The reasoning possessed none of the looseness of fantasy. It proceeded with patience. It questioned itself. It returned again and again to failed assumptions. Margins were crowded with corrections, objections, and recalculations. Whole sections had been crossed out with a violence of pen that suggested years of frustration.

This was not the writing of a mystic.

It was the writing of a man at war with impossibility.

After the theoretical pages came the experimental records.

Here, at least, I found firmer ground.

Harrow had begun modestly. Indeed, absurdly modestly.

Experiment 1. No observable displacement.

Experiment 2. Electrical discharge insufficient.

Experiment 3. Apparatus destabilised after two seconds.

Experiment 4. No observable displacement.

Experiment 5. No observable displacement.

The sequence continued for page after page.

There was something almost comic in its repetition, and yet, as I read on, the comedy vanished. The dates told their own story. Weeks became months. Months became years. Harrow had not leapt at once into grand conclusions. He had failed, failed again, and continued failing with a patience that seemed almost inhuman.

At one point he had written in the margin:

The machine does nothing because I do not yet know what I am asking it to do.

I paused over that sentence.

It possessed the unmistakable sound of Harrow..

The first apparent success occurred in the record of Experiment 742.

The object displaced was a brass farthing.

The stated duration was less than one second.

Result: Object vanished from platform and reappeared after interval of 3.4 seconds. Surface temperature elevated. No visible structural change.

Harrow’s commentary was cautious. He considered electrical illusion, mechanical vibration, error of observation, and even the possibility that the coin had merely been obscured by discharge vapour. The following experiments attempted to eliminate these explanations.

Experiment 751 used a watch.

The watch vanished for six seconds.

When it returned, it had advanced by nine minutes.

I read that line several times.

Then I placed the paper upon the table and rose.

It is difficult to convey the irritation I felt. I use the word deliberately. It was not fear. Not yet. It was irritation: the anger of a rational mind confronted with an assertion too extravagant to be accepted and too precisely stated to be easily dismissed.

A watch could be tampered with.

A record could be falsified.

A dead man could not be cross-examined.

I walked once around the Apparatus.

It stood motionless, silent, almost insolent in its passivity.

I remember thinking that it would be a simple matter to end the entire business. A hammer applied to the glass cylinders, a crowbar to the gearing, a match to the papers—Harrow himself had given me permission. Perhaps he had even expected it. Perhaps some sane fragment of his mind, foreseeing the disgrace of discovery, had chosen me as executioner.

Burn everything if you find only madness.

I lifted the lamp and looked at the machine again.

“Madness,” I said aloud.

My voice sounded strange in that room.

The word did not satisfy me.

I returned to the manuscript.

The next series of experiments employed flowers, insects, and finally a white mouse.

The flower returned wilted after an absence of only twelve seconds.

A beetle returned dead and brittle, as though long desiccated.

The mouse presented a more troubling case.

Harrow recorded that it vanished for approximately half a minute and returned alive, though weakened, with its fur visibly altered and its movements sluggish. He examined it over the following days and concluded that it had aged by several weeks.

Again he resisted his own conclusion.

Again he devised further tests.

Again the results, according to his record, confirmed the impossible.

I turned page after page.

The room seemed to grow smaller around me.

It was no longer possible to regard Harrow’s manuscript as a mere collection of fantasies. A fantasy might have produced marvels at once. Harrow’s marvels emerged slowly, reluctantly, almost unwillingly, from a swamp of failure.

Then came the first observations by instrument.

A thermometer sent forward, if the word can be trusted, by one hour.

A barometer sent forward by one day.

A sealed photographic plate displaced for a minute and returned fogged by light Harrow could not explain.

Then a camera.

The early images were useless blurs.

Later plates showed recognizable forms: the workshop itself, viewed from strange angles; dust lying thicker than before; a chair shifted from its former place; a calendar upon the wall displaying a date several months in advance.

These entries made me laugh again, but this time uneasily.

I told myself there must be trickery in the apparatus.

Some mechanical substitution.

Some hidden chamber.

Some contrivance for fooling the eye.

But who was there to fool?

Harrow had worked alone.

No audience had watched him.

No investors had paid him.

No newspaper had praised him.

If this was fraud, then it was fraud committed in solitude, for no reward, and recorded with excruciating honesty by its only victim.

The manuscript then advanced by great leaps.

The experiments grew bolder.

Ten years.

One hundred.

Five thousand.

Here Harrow’s tone altered. The detached exactness remained, but beneath it I sensed excitement, and also terror.

Experiment 4112. Displacement forward approximately 5,000 years. Duration of personal observation: 11 seconds. Structure absent. Location overgrown. Air breathable. Temperature mild. Returned without injury.

Personal observation.

I read the phrase and felt the hair rise upon my neck.

Until that moment, despite all that had preceded it, some part of me had imagined Harrow seated safely among his instruments, dispatching coins and mice into whatever mathematical absurdity he had constructed.

But he had gone himself.

He had sat in that chair.

He had placed his hands upon those levers.

He had trusted his own life to the monstrous thing beside me.

And he had returned.

Or believed that he had.

The following entries were fragmentary.

50,000 years. Kensington unrecognisable. No smoke. No roads. Vegetation abundant.

300,000 years. No human structures visible. Large birds observed. Climate warmer than expected.

2,000,000 years. Sea encroachment? Position uncertain. Instruments unreliable.

Then came a series of sketches.

I spread them out beneath the lamp.

They depicted coastlines, forests, skies, and animals of no familiar sort. Some I could dismiss as poor observation or imaginative distortion. Others gave me pause. Harrow had possessed no training in zoology, yet several drawings showed anatomical attention. Limb proportions. Tail balance. Cranial crests. Scales or feathers indicated with rapid strokes.

One creature resembled no living animal, yet neither did it resemble any conventional monster of fiction. It had the look of something observed imperfectly but honestly.

I was still studying these sketches when I discovered the first map.

It was a globe projection.

At once I understood that it corresponded to the strange globe I had seen in the outer room.

Yet now, with Harrow’s annotations before me, its peculiarity became more alarming.

The landmasses did not represent any geological reconstruction known to me.

They were not the continents of our age.

They were not those of the Jurassic, nor of the Cretaceous as commonly theorised.

They were something else.

Some regions resembled distorted versions of familiar continents. Others diverged entirely. Seas existed where land should have been. Peninsulas had vanished. Islands appeared in chains across regions where no such islands should endure.

In the margin Harrow had written:

Not future drift. Divergence too great.

I leaned closer.

Below it, in smaller script:

Possibility: not merely temporal displacement.

I sat back slowly.

A peculiar coldness had entered me.

Until then, however unwillingly, I had understood Harrow’s claim. He believed he had travelled through time. It was impossible, but it was at least a single impossibility.

Now the impossibility was multiplying.

The next pages confirmed this.

Harrow’s later observations no longer matched any simple journey forward or backward along the history of our Earth.

He recorded skies in which the stars were subtly displaced beyond expectation.

He recorded plants unknown to any period.

He recorded the absence of humanity where humanity ought to have been, and the presence of forms whose ancestry could not be reconciled with the world I knew.

Then, abruptly, came the entry that changed everything.

Experiment 7821. Displacement uncertain. Chronal indicators unreliable. Apparatus strain severe. Observation from coastal elevation. Warm climate. Extensive shallow sea. Vegetation dense. Artificial vessel sighted.

I stopped reading.

Artificial vessel.

The words seemed harmless at first glance. Then their meaning struck me.

Artificial vessel.

Boat.

Ship.

Constructed thing.

I bent over the page with mounting disbelief.

The accompanying sketch was rough but unmistakable.

It showed a long, low craft upon calm water. It possessed a raised central structure and what appeared to be banks of oars or paddles. Harrow had drawn smoke or vapour issuing from some mechanism amidships.

Upon the deck stood figures.

Not men.

Not apes.

Not any race of humanity malformed by distance or poor draughtsmanship.

They were upright, long-tailed, narrow-headed, and possessed—unless Harrow’s sketch was wholly deranged—elaborate crests of feathers upon their heads.

My first reaction was anger.

I remember it clearly.

I struck the table with my palm so sharply that the lamp flickered.

“There!” I said aloud. “There it is.”

The thing had revealed itself at last.

All the method, all the caution, all the patient accumulation of data had led here—to grotesque fantasy. Feather-crested reptilian men upon an impossible sea. The mind could accept no such conclusion. Harrow had fallen beyond the boundaries of science into lunacy.

I seized several pages and half-rose from my chair.

For one violent instant I intended to tear them apart.

Not from conviction.

From outrage.

It seemed obscene that a man of Harrow’s gifts should have spent himself upon this.

It seemed obscene that I, Julian Fairchild, a Fellow of the Royal Society and a man not wholly unknown in zoological circles, should sit past midnight in a dead eccentric’s laboratory contemplating drawings of reptilian sailors.

Yet my hand stopped.

Why?

I cannot answer that question satisfactorily.

Perhaps because the sketch was too restrained.

A madman, inventing monsters, would have made them theatrical.

Harrow had not.

He had drawn them badly, hurriedly, and from a distance. He had noted proportions. He had marked the position of the limbs. He had written, with visible uncertainty:

Native intelligence probable.

Not “reptile-men.”

Not “demons.”

Not “inhabitants of Mars.”

Native intelligence probable.

The phrase was scientific.

Cautious.

Insufficient.

Exasperating.

I lowered the pages.

The final section of the manuscript had been written in a less steady hand.

I recognised fatigue in the script, and perhaps illness.

The observations can no longer be reconciled with any conceivable future of our Earth.

Geological divergence exceeds all reasonable expectation.

Biological divergence exceeds all reasonable expectation.

Astronomical divergence exceeds all reasonable expectation.

The conclusion is absurd.

Yet every alternative explanation appears more absurd still.

I turned the page.

Only two lines remained.

I do not believe the Apparatus merely traverses time.

I believe it traverses histories.

There are sentences which do not so much convey an idea as open an abyss beneath the reader.

That was one of them.

Histories.

Not years.

Not centuries.

Histories.

I sat for a long while without moving.

The lamp burned low. The shadows of the Apparatus stretched across the floor like the ribs of some enormous fossil creature. Somewhere in the outer workshop a board creaked, perhaps from the settling of the building, perhaps from the night’s cold.

At length I gathered the pages together and placed them carefully back in the portfolio.

I no longer wished to destroy them.

That fact frightened me more than my earlier anger.

For anger, at least, had been sane.

Curiosity was more dangerous.

It did not argue.

It merely opened doors.

By the time I finally left Bracknell Mews, it was far into the night. The fog had returned, thick and yellow beneath the gas lamps. I locked the workshop behind me and stood for several moments with the brass key in my hand.

A rational man would have gone home, slept, and summoned witnesses in the morning.

A prudent man would have handed the entire matter to Harrow’s solicitor.

A wise man might indeed have burned everything.

I did none of these things.

Instead I placed the key in my pocket and began walking through the fog toward Kensington, knowing with a certainty I dared not yet admit that I would return.
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Chapter V — The First Experiment
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The following morning I awoke with the firm intention of abandoning the entire affair.

Such resolutions often appear admirable at breakfast.

By noon they are considerably weakened.

By evening they have usually vanished altogether.

I spent the greater part of that day attempting to convince myself that I had become temporarily infected by Harrow’s obsession. The proper course was obvious. I ought to return the key to Mr. Wetherby. I ought to forget the workshop. I ought to devote my attention to legitimate scientific pursuits and leave dead men’s fantasies undisturbed.

Instead I found myself rereading my notes concerning the manuscript.

By late afternoon I was once again seated in a cab bound for Bracknell Mews.

I was irritated with myself.

No other phrase adequately describes my state of mind.

The machine remained absurd.

Harrow’s conclusions remained impossible.

Yet I could not dismiss them.

A question had established itself within my thoughts.

What if one experiment could settle the matter?

Not a grand experiment.

Not a voyage through centuries.

Nothing remotely so foolish.

Merely a test.

One simple test.

If the machine failed, I could abandon the entire business forever.

The reasoning appeared perfectly sound.

Only later did I recognise it as the first of many rationalisations.

The workshop greeted me with the same silence as before.

I lit several lamps and set about examining the Apparatus in greater detail.

The machine occupied most of the central floor space.

Its construction appeared even more remarkable in proper light.

Every component exhibited extraordinary precision.

The brass rings revolved freely upon bearings of exceptional quality. Delicate scales had been engraved beside numerous controls. The electrical connections were meticulously insulated. Certain sections of the mechanism displayed signs of repeated modification, suggesting years of refinement.

Upon one side I discovered a panel containing several levers.

Each bore a small engraved label.

Temporal Gradient.

Displacement Magnitude.

Return Vector.

The names meant little to me.

Yet Harrow’s manuscript provided partial explanations.

For several hours I worked through his notes, comparing descriptions to the machine itself.

Gradually a crude understanding emerged.

Not understanding in the true sense.

Rather the sort of practical familiarity a man acquires with a firearm whose internal workings remain mysterious.

I could not have explained why the machine should function.

But I began to understand how Harrow had operated it.

The distinction proved sufficient.

Near midnight I selected my experimental subject.

A silver pocket watch.

The choice was deliberate.

A watch possesses one great advantage over most scientific instruments.

It measures time.

Should Harrow’s claims prove false, the watch would simply remain where it was.

Should they prove true—

I refused to complete the thought.

The watch was placed upon a small platform positioned near the centre of the apparatus.

I consulted Harrow’s instructions repeatedly.

The procedure appeared straightforward.

Activate the accumulators.

Adjust the displacement controls.

Engage the primary circuit.

Observe.

I remember hesitating before the final lever.

The workshop seemed unusually quiet.

Outside, somewhere beyond the walls, London continued its ordinary existence.

Men dined.

Policemen walked their beats.

Newspapers were printed.

Omnibuses rattled through the streets.

The entire vast machinery of civilization proceeded unconcerned.

And here I stood, alone in a dead man’s workshop, preparing to test a machine that purported to violate the most fundamental assumptions of reality.

I nearly laughed.

Then I pulled the lever.

Nothing happened.

At least, nothing obvious.

There was no explosion.

No flash of light.

No dramatic vibration.

The machine emitted only a faint humming sound.

Disappointment washed over me immediately.

Of course.

What else had I expected?

I leaned forward to examine the watch.

Then stopped.

The platform was empty.

I blinked.

The watch had vanished.

For several moments I simply stared.

The absence seemed more difficult to comprehend than any presence.

The watch had occupied the platform an instant before.

Now it did not.

I looked beneath the apparatus.

Nothing.

I searched the floor.

Nothing.

My first thought was that it had fallen.

My second that I had somehow misplaced it.

Both explanations collapsed almost immediately.

The platform was completely bare.

I became aware that my pulse had accelerated.

“Nonsense,” I muttered.

The word sounded unconvincing.

Then, without warning, the watch reappeared.

There is no other description.

It did not fall.

It did not emerge from concealment.

One moment the platform was empty.

The next the watch rested exactly where it had stood before.

I staggered backwards.

The machine continued humming quietly.

The watch lay motionless.

My hands felt suddenly cold.

I approached it cautiously.

The silver case was warm.

Not hot.

Merely warm.

With considerable reluctance I opened it.

The hands had advanced.

Not by seconds.

By nearly twenty minutes.

I examined my own watch.

The discrepancy remained.

Neither instrument appeared damaged.

Neither appeared defective.

Yet they no longer agreed.

For a long time I remained standing beside the platform.

I searched desperately for alternative explanations.

Mechanical interference.

Magnetism.

Electrical effects.

Hallucination.

Each possibility seemed less satisfactory than the last.

At length I performed the experiment again.

And again.

And again.

The results varied.

Sometimes the watch vanished for only a few seconds.

Sometimes longer.

Each time it returned.

Each time its measured duration exceeded the elapsed time within the workshop.

By three o’clock in the morning I could no longer deny a single conclusion.

Something was occurring.

I did not understand it.

I could not explain it.

But it was occurring.

The realization filled me with no sense of triumph.

Quite the contrary.

I felt profoundly disturbed.

For centuries mankind had occupied a universe governed by certain assumptions.

Objects remained where they were placed.

Causes preceded effects.

Time moved in one direction.

The machine before me appeared indifferent to such conventions.

I extinguished the apparatus and sat heavily in a chair.

The workshop had grown cold.

The lamps flickered softly.

My eyes drifted toward the manuscript lying open upon the table.

A passage I had previously overlooked caught my attention.

The handwriting belonged to one of Harrow’s later entries.

Many investigators imagine that the greatest obstacle to discovery is ignorance.

This is incorrect.

The greatest obstacle is certainty.

A man may abandon ignorance.

He abandons certainty only with pain.

I read the sentence several times.

Then I looked once more at the machine.

The brass framework gleamed faintly in the lamplight.

Silent now.

Waiting.

An uncomfortable thought entered my mind.

If a watch could travel through time—

Why not a man?

I rose immediately and began collecting my papers.

The idea was absurd.

Dangerous.

Precisely the sort of temptation that had consumed Harrow.

I would not entertain it.

I would conduct additional tests.

Careful tests.

Controlled tests.

Nothing more.

Yet even as I locked the workshop and stepped into the cold London night, I knew I was deceiving myself.

The question had already been asked.

Once asked, it could not be unasked.

If a watch could travel through time—

Why not a man?
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Chapter VI — The Temptation
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I slept scarcely at all during the three nights which followed my first experiment.

Whenever I closed my eyes I found myself once again standing before the Apparatus, watching the silver watch vanish from the platform and return impossibly altered. Again and again my thoughts returned to the same intolerable question.

If a watch could travel through time—

Why not a man?

I endeavoured to occupy myself with ordinary affairs.

I attended meetings.

Answered correspondence.

Examined specimens.

Prepared notes for a lecture concerning the locomotion of certain Mesozoic reptiles.

Yet throughout these activities there persisted an uncomfortable sensation of unreality.

The routines of life had not changed.

I had changed.

I possessed knowledge which did not fit comfortably within the world around me.

The streets of London appeared unchanged.

The newspapers reported politics, commerce, and imperial affairs with their customary confidence.

Gentlemen discussed scientific progress in clubs and lecture halls.

Yet all the while I carried within me the memory of a watch that had vanished and returned.

The contradiction became exhausting.

By the fourth night I found myself wandering the city long after midnight.

The fog had returned.

Gas lamps glowed dimly through the mist, each surrounded by a pale halo. The streets seemed curiously empty. Footsteps echoed against wet pavement.

Without consciously intending to do so, I found myself approaching St. Augustine’s Church.

The building stood among rows of darkened houses, its stone tower rising faintly above the surrounding rooftops.

A light burned within.

The door stood partly open.

I entered.

The silence was immediate.

Not the silence of an empty room, but the deeper silence peculiar to churches. A silence accumulated over decades of prayer, grief, hope and contemplation.

Only a few lamps illuminated the interior.

Their soft light revealed rows of wooden pews and pillars disappearing into shadow.

I removed my hat and sat near the rear.

For several minutes I did nothing.

The stillness proved unexpectedly comforting.

My thoughts, which had chased one another endlessly through recent days, seemed to slow.

At length my gaze wandered toward the chancel.

There, illuminated by a hanging lamp, stood a large painting.

I had seen it before but never studied it closely.

It depicted the temptation of Eve.

The artist had chosen an unusual interpretation.

Eve was not portrayed as wicked.

Nor as foolish.

She appeared thoughtful.

Curious.

One hand rested upon the fruit.

The other remained suspended in hesitation.

The serpent watched.

Not triumphantly.

Patiently.

As though aware that the struggle had already been decided.

I found myself staring at the image for a long time.

The familiarity of the story lent it an unexpected power.

Every child in England knows the account.

The fruit.

The temptation.

The fall.

Knowledge purchased at terrible cost.

Yet as I contemplated the painting, another interpretation gradually emerged.

Eve had not desired power.

She had desired understanding.

The distinction seemed important.

I clasped my hands together and lowered my head.

A strange uneasiness had taken hold of me.

For the first time since entering Harrow’s workshop, I found myself wondering whether the true danger of the Apparatus lay not in what it might do, but in what it might awaken.

I thought of Percival Harrow.

I thought of the years he had spent alone among his calculations.

The ridicule.

The isolation.

The endless experiments.

The gradual narrowing of his world until all roads led toward a single question.

Had he recognised the danger?

Had he understood what was happening to him?

Or had he mistaken obsession for dedication?

The possibility troubled me.

I had known men consumed by ambition.

Others by politics.

Others by religion.

The object varied.

The pattern remained.

One idea gradually displaced all others.

One pursuit became more important than friendship, reputation, comfort, even happiness.

The Apparatus seemed capable of inspiring precisely such devotion.

I looked again toward the painting.

The serpent’s expression appeared almost sympathetic.

The observation irritated me immediately.

No doubt the artist had intended no such thing.

Yet the impression remained.

The serpent did not force.

It merely offered.

The choice belonged to Eve.

I recalled other figures.

Prometheus stealing fire from the gods.

Galileo directing his telescope toward the heavens.

Darwin publishing his theory despite the controversy it would unleash.

Every great advance in human knowledge had involved the violation of some accepted boundary.

The thought produced an uncomfortable contradiction.

If the lesson of Eden was that certain knowledge ought not be sought, then much of science itself stood condemned.

Yet if every boundary ought to be crossed, what protection remained against folly?

Where, precisely, was the line?

I found no answer.

Only questions.

Questions breeding further questions.

Perhaps that was the true nature of temptation.

Not desire.

Curiosity.

The gradual conviction that one more step might finally resolve uncertainty.

I remained in the church for more than an hour.

No revelation came.

No divine voice interrupted my reflections.

The painting remained unchanged.

The silence remained unbroken.

Yet somewhere during that long contemplation a realization settled upon me.

It arrived quietly.

Without drama.

Without argument.

I was no longer deciding whether to use the Apparatus.

That decision had already been made.

Every experiment.

Every page of Harrow’s manuscript.

Every sleepless night had carried me further along the same path.

What remained undecided was merely the extent of the journey.

The realization frightened me.

For a moment I considered abandoning everything.

Returning the key.

Leaving London.

Immersing myself in work.

Anything to escape the growing influence of the machine.

Yet even as I entertained the thought, I recognised its futility.

One cannot unknow what one knows.

One cannot return curiosity to its cage after it has escaped.

At length I rose from the pew.

The church had grown darker.

Only the lamp above the painting continued to burn.

For an instant I looked once more at Eve.

Then I turned and walked toward the door.

Outside, dawn was beginning to touch the city.

The fog glowed faintly gold above the rooftops.

A milk cart rattled through the street.

Somewhere a church bell sounded the hour.

London was awakening.

I stood upon the steps for several moments.

Then I reached into my coat pocket and withdrew the brass key.

The metal felt cold in my hand.

A sensible man, I thought, would throw it into the Thames.

Instead I returned it carefully to my pocket.

By the time I reached Kensington, I had already begun planning the next experiment.

And though I did not yet admit it, the subject of that experiment would not be a watch.

It would be myself.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter VII — The Forbidden Instrument
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It is one thing to ask whether a machine can act upon time.

It is quite another to consider what a man might do with such a machine if once he believed it obedient to his hand.

During the days that followed my vigil in St. Augustine’s Church, this second question pressed itself upon me with increasing force. The first experiment had established, beyond any easy evasion, that Harrow’s Apparatus was not an ornament of madness. It did something. Whether that something was truly temporal displacement, or some subtler operation upon matter and perception which no existing theory could name, I could not yet say. But the watch had vanished. It had returned. Its hands had advanced beyond the duration observed in the room.

This fact had the character of a stone dropped into still water.

The ripples spread.

I had at first imagined the Apparatus chiefly as a scientific marvel. I now began to apprehend it as a moral peril.

Suppose it worked.

Suppose a man might indeed pass backward or forward through the ages and return again. Suppose the past, which we commonly regard as fixed, lay open not merely to observation but to intrusion. What then?

An unscrupulous traveller might become the most dangerous creature ever born.

A man armed with modern knowledge, modern weapons, and the confidence of his own superiority might descend among the tribes of ancient Britain and raise himself as king, prophet, or god. What resistance could they offer him? He would know the seasons, the movements of the stars, the making of powder, the uses of steel, the prevention of disease, the weaknesses of primitive fortifications, the terrors by which ignorant men are governed. A single adventurer, if sufficiently cold of heart, might twist the infancy of a nation about his finger.

Yet, as I sat among Harrow’s papers, I came to think that villainy was not the worst danger.

A villain at least is known by his desire for power.

The more terrible figure is the benefactor.

Imagine a kind man, a humane man, a man whose conscience recoils from suffering. Suppose he should travel into the past and behold some great calamity approaching. Would he stand idle? Would he preserve the sanctity of history while living men and women cried out before him?

I thought of Napoleon.

To my generation his shadow still lay across Europe. My grandfather had spoken of the wars with the bitterness of one who remembered the lists of dead. What traveller, possessing foreknowledge, might not consider it an act of mercy to remove Bonaparte before the artillery officer became the tyrant? One pistol-shot in youth, one knife in Corsica, one fever aided rather than cured—and perhaps millions would be spared.

Perhaps.

But what then?

What forces would replace him? What wars would not occur, and therefore what nations would not awaken? What liberties, born in reaction to conquest, might never arise? What tyrannies, restrained by that great convulsion, might instead flourish? History is not a row of dominoes which may be rearranged by a child’s hand. It is a living system. Touch one fibre and the whole web trembles.

Then I thought of disease.

Here the temptation seemed nobler still. What if one carried the knowledge of hygiene to the Middle Ages? Clean water. Boiled instruments. The separation of the sick. The washing of hands. How many children might be saved? How many mothers spared? How many cities preserved from pestilence?

But again the question returned: what then?

Populations altered. Kingdoms strengthened before their time. Famines magnified by survival. Wars fought by nations that ought, by the laws of history, to have been weakened. A mercy in one century might become a slaughter in the next.

And then there was the thought which came to me in the church, and which I scarcely dared set down even in my private notes.

What if a Christian traveller should go back to Jerusalem?

What if he should stand beneath the Cross?

What heart, believing what all Christendom believes, could endure that sight and not be moved to intervention? What hand, possessing power, could remain still? To save the innocent from suffering is accounted virtue. To save the Redeemer from torment might seem the highest mercy of all.

And yet what act could be more blasphemous?

If the Crucifixion were prevented, what becomes of the Resurrection? If the Passion is interrupted, what becomes of Christianity? What becomes of Rome, of Europe, of England, of the very church in which I had sat with clasped hands beneath the painted image of Eve?

The horror of the Apparatus was not that it might permit evil men to do evil.

The world has never lacked such men.

The horror was that it might permit good men to do good in ways that would ruin the world.

This reflection oppressed me more deeply than I can adequately describe. I began to understand Harrow’s solitude in a new light. Perhaps he had not hidden his invention merely because the world would mock him. Perhaps he had hidden it because the world might believe him.

That possibility altered everything.

I returned again to his manuscript, searching now not for proof of function but for evidence of restraint. I found it in abundance. Harrow had been no conqueror of ages. He had not boasted of changing events. He had not written of wealth, dominion, revenge, or glory. Again and again his notes contained the same warning, expressed in varied language.

Observe only.

Do not alter.

Return with knowledge, not interference.

In one place he had written:

The past is not a museum, but a foundation. Break the stone beneath one’s feet and the house may fall before one knows that it has shifted.

Elsewhere:

No man should presume to improve history until he understands every consequence of his improvement. Since no man can possess such understanding, no man has the right.

I read these sentences with a respect for Harrow greater than any I had felt at his funeral. The world had called him mad. Yet in this, at least, he had been wiser than most sane men.

Nevertheless, wisdom had not saved him.

That was the thought which would not leave me.

He had understood the danger and continued.

He had recognised the temptation and approached it.

He had named the abyss and leaned over its edge.

Was I now doing otherwise?

The answer, if I am honest, is no.

Each day I devised new reasons to return to the workshop. Each night I resolved that the following experiment would be the last. Each morning I found some defect in the previous test which required correction. My caution had become a servant of my curiosity. My prudence, instead of restraining me, supplied me with procedures.

I tested the watch again.

I tested sealed thermometers.

I tested a photographic plate.

I placed a fresh rose upon the platform and displaced it for what appeared to me no more than ten seconds. It returned limp and brown at the edges, as though several days had passed since cutting.

I sent a beetle and received it back dead.

I disliked that experiment and did not repeat it.

At last I used a white mouse obtained from a supplier near Covent Garden. I placed it in a small wire cage fixed securely to the platform. I tell myself even now that the experiment was necessary, though I remember the creature’s bright eyes and restless whiskers with discomfort.

The animal vanished.

It returned after half a minute.

At first I believed it dead. Then it stirred.

It lived three days thereafter, during which time it displayed weakness and a strange premature greying about the muzzle. I made observations with all the precision I could command, but I confess I was relieved when the poor thing died.

The result confirmed Harrow’s records.

A living creature could be displaced.

That evening I remained in the laboratory long after the experiment concluded.

The Apparatus stood silent.

Upon the table lay Harrow’s manuscript, my own notes, and the small dead mouse wrapped in cloth.

I felt no triumph.

Only a grave and tightening certainty.

There remained, scientifically speaking, only one further test.

I resisted the thought for several hours.

I paced the chamber. I read passages of Harrow’s warnings. I considered writing to Wetherby. I considered sealing the workshop and departing London. I considered, once more, destroying everything.

Yet I did not.

Near midnight I sat in the chair of the Apparatus for the first time.

I did not activate it.

I merely sat.

The leather was cold.

The controls lay within easy reach of my hands.

From that position the machine appeared less monstrous. Its rings surrounded me like the armature of some gigantic astronomical instrument. Before me, on a small panel, lay the gauges, levers, and graduated dials which Harrow had touched before me.

[image: ]I understood then that the true moment of danger had already passed.

It had not occurred when I pulled the first lever.

It had not occurred when the watch vanished.

It had not occurred when I watched the mouse return alive from elsewhere.

It had occurred when I ceased to ask whether I would enter the machine, and began instead to ask how I might do so safely.

I rose at once, extinguished the lamps, and left the workshop.

But as I walked home through the cold and empty streets, I knew that I had crossed a boundary no less real for being invisible.

The fruit had not yet touched my lips.

But my hand was already upon it.
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Chapter VIII — Five Minutes Beyond
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There are occasions in a man’s life when a decision appears to arise suddenly, though in truth it has been approaching for weeks, months, or even years.

My first voyage in Harrow’s Apparatus belonged to that category.

I did not decide to enter the machine upon any particular morning.

I had, in reality, decided long before.

The moment merely arrived when denial became more exhausting than action.

For several days following my experiments with the mouse I continued my observations. I reviewed Harrow’s notes repeatedly. I recalculated his figures. I examined every accessible component of the Apparatus.

Nothing altered the essential facts.

Living organisms could be displaced.

The machine functioned.

And I possessed no satisfactory explanation.

On the evening of the 17th of November, 1898, I arrived at Bracknell Mews shortly before sunset.

The sky above London possessed the dull copper colour which often precedes rain. Smoke drifted among the rooftops. The streets glistened with moisture from an earlier shower.

I carried with me a notebook, a chronometer, several sheets of paper, and enough provisions to sustain me for a day.

The preparations were absurdly inadequate.

Only later did I fully appreciate how little I understood.

Yet they comforted me.

Scientific men have always placed considerable faith in notebooks.

I spent nearly two hours arranging observations.

The date and time were recorded.

The machine was inspected.

The electrical accumulators were tested.

The controls were examined repeatedly.

At one point I found myself checking the same connection for a fourth time.

The behaviour was transparent.

I was delaying.

At length there remained no further excuse.

The workshop had grown dark.

Several lamps burned upon the tables.

Their light gleamed from the brass surfaces of the Apparatus.

The machine stood waiting.

I remember an odd sensation of embarrassment.

The feeling surprised me.

No audience was present.

No one would witness success or failure.

Yet I felt acutely self-conscious, as though Harrow himself stood somewhere beyond sight observing my hesitation.

I climbed into the chair.

The leather felt cold.

The controls lay immediately before me.

Upon the platform beside the seat I placed my notebook and chronometer.

The displacement setting had been adjusted with great care.

Five minutes.

No more.

If Harrow’s notes were accurate, I would travel five minutes into the future.

A trivial interval.

Hardly a journey at all.

Indeed, I repeatedly reminded myself that I would remain within the same evening, the same city, the same century.

Such reasoning proved surprisingly reassuring.

My hand settled upon the activation lever.

I paused.

The workshop seemed extraordinarily still.

From somewhere beyond the walls came the distant sound of carriage wheels.

A clock ticked softly upon a shelf.

Rain began tapping against the windows.

Ordinary sounds.

Comforting sounds.

For an instant I considered abandoning the experiment.

Then I thought of Harrow.

I thought of the years he had spent pursuing a question which the world declared impossible.

I thought of the manuscripts.

The sketches.

The warnings.

The lonely grave.

If he had dared the machine, how could I justify remaining forever at its threshold?

Before caution could regain control, I pulled the lever.

The effect was immediate.

Not violent.

Not dramatic.

Merely immediate.

The sensation resembled nothing I had previously experienced.

For an instant I felt as though the room had lost its solidity.

The walls remained visible.

The tables remained visible.

Yet they acquired a curious insubstantial quality, like reflections seen upon moving water.

The humming of the Apparatus deepened.

The brass rings surrounding me began to rotate.

At first slowly.

Then more rapidly.

I tightened my grip upon the armrests.

A strange uneasiness seized me.

The workshop was changing.

Or rather, time itself had become visible.

The rain upon the windows accelerated.

Individual droplets became flowing streaks.

The clock upon the shelf no longer ticked.

Its hands swept continuously around the dial.

Shadows shifted across the room.

Light faded.

Darkness fell.

Light returned.

Darkness fell again.

The alternation increased in speed.

Day and night succeeded one another like the turning pages of a book.

I uttered an involuntary exclamation.

The city beyond the windows had become a blur of movement.

Clouds raced overhead.

The angle of sunlight shifted continuously.

Darkness and dawn flickered across the workshop walls.

Dust stirred.

Settled.

Accumulated.

The sight was so extraordinary that for several moments I forgot my fear entirely.

I was witnessing duration itself.

Not the effects of time.

Time.

The invisible river in which every living thing is carried.

The realization
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