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DEDICATION


For anyone every soul who thought they could master time...

only to be mastered by it.
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My name is Keith White, and at forty-five, I recently and somewhat gleefully accepted the post of Director of Rare Books at the New York Public Library. It is, by all accounts, a dream appointment for a man of my temperament—a lifelong bibliophile entrusted with the guardianship of dead men’s words. 

During my first month, I immersed myself in the Library’s immense collection of works, marveling at the treasures now under my care. To think that a single institution could house the writings of H.L. Mencken, Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Ezra Pound, and one of my personal favorites, Herman Melville, was nearly overwhelming. There were also letters from America’s great statesmen—Samuel Adams, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln—that stirred my historical curiosity as deeply as my literary one.

One quiet afternoon, while wandering the Rare Manuscripts and Archives division, I decided to acquaint myself more thoroughly with its labyrinthine corridors. In truth, I hoped to linger over Melville’s family letters, which I’d long wished to study firsthand.

The hush of the Archives at dusk always unsettled me, the low hum of the ventilation, the dim gold of the lamps reflected in the glass cases, the faint scent of old leather and dust. In that somber quiet, even the turning of a page could sound like a whisper from the past.

I realize that to dwell on the thrill of handling such relics any further would test the patience of any rational soul, so I will refrain, save for one discovery that demands mention.

It began inauspiciously, with the scrapbook of Albert Goodwill Spalding, the baseball pioneer credited with helping to form the National League. As both a Yankees loyalist and an amateur baseball historian, I couldn’t resist examining it. Time dissolved as I turned its pages; dusk was already creeping through the tall windows when I finally tried to return it to the shelf. But the scrapbook refused to fit. Something was blocking the very space I had taken it from.

Reaching into the gap, I drew out another book—dusty, faded, and unmistakably ancient. The pages were yellowed, the spine split with age. I took a sterile cloth and gently wiped away the grime. To my astonishment, the title read "The Time Machine" by H.G. Wells. But something was off about this particular tome, I felt it. Imagine my shock when I saw the date listed at the bottom — 1890.

I froze as I knew Wells’s novel had first been published in 1895. I had my own personal copy. Yet here it was, bearing a date from five years earlier than the book that has become a classic. How possibly could that be, I wondered. I carefully wrapped the volume and placed it on my desk, resolving to examine it further in the morning. I locked my office and hung the Do Not Disturb sign so the cleaning staff wouldn’t wander in. In hindsight, I should never have removed the book from the Archives, but the discovery seemed too important to leave behind. Besides, the Library might not even know it exists.

That night, sleep eluded me as it too often does. My mind replayed the title page over and over, as if it were a portal to something vast and forbidden. My wife said I tossed and turned until dawn, muttering about Wells and impossible dates. When I rose at four, she groaned, rolled over, and bid me a weary good riddance.

I arrived at the Library long before anyone else. Mine was the only light on in the office, and it was strangely comfortable to me. It has always been. Other men had their Man Caves, I had my office. 

My first step was to check the internal database, but there was nothing listed in the archives of an 1890 version of the Time Machine. A search online confirmed what I already knew: The Time Machine had no publication history before 1895. No mention of an 1890 printing. Disappointingly, there were no references at all.

I sat back in the chair. “The damn book shouldn’t exist,” I muttered to myself. Yet there it was, resting on my desk, quietly defying history.

I drained the last of my coffee, then returned to the Archives with the volume, my pulse quickening as I prepared to turn its pages. I would come to regret that curiosity before the week was out.
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I SAT ALONE AT THE long oak table in the Archives Room and opened the one-hundred-and-thirty-five-year-old volume by H.G. Wells. At once, a faint odor rose from its pages, not of age or dust, but of something burning. There were no scorch marks, no brittle edges to betray fire, yet the scent lingered, unmistakable and wrong.

My fingers traced where a title page should have been, but there was none—only a blank expanse of yellowed paper that seemed, in some uncanny way, to breathe, daring me to look deeper. My pulse quickened. There were no publisher’s marks, no signatures, nothing to bind it to the known world. And yet... the story was there, staring me in the face, daring me to read it.

Like the renowned 1895 edition, this mysterious 1890 volume lacked a title page. Also absent was the name of its publisher, William Heinemann, which published it five years later. I recalled that Henry Holt Publishing Company had reissued the novel in America that same year, yet they were not mentioned either. Perhaps Wells self-published, I mused.

Disturbed by these irregularities, I sought one of the verified first editions in the library’s collection. Six thousand copies had been printed in 1895, bound in tan cloth stamped in purple, an extravagance at the time. The pages were untrimmed, gilt along the top edge, the binding still tight. The yellowing leaves were crisp and flat, with no foxing, no stains, no bent corners—a perfectly preserved relic. A quick search online revealed that a copy could be bought for $6,100—an astonishing bargain, I thought, should I ever find myself with six thousand dollars to spare.

The 1890 edition was of humbler birth. Its typesetting was uneven, its paper coarse and gray, the ink faded in places as though the words themselves had resisted being read. The binding was of plain, unbleached cotton, popular in the day but far less durable. Yet at the bottom of the cover, clearly printed, was the date—1890—whereas the familiar edition bore 1895. I read on.

Incredibly, Wells begins this earlier version much as he would later: with a gathering of dinner guests discussing a multitude of subjects, including scientific curiosities. But where the later Time Machine uses a third-person narrator, here Wells himself seems to speak as the Time Traveler.

Over drinks, he introduces the idea of journeying through time. His guests laugh, dismissing the notion. In response, Wells produces a small model and sets it before them. They watch as it vanishes. When one accuses him of trickery, he leads them to his laboratory to reveal the real machine.

Again, as in the 1895 version, it gleams with “glittering brass, ivory, and translucent quartz,” though in this draft he is less ornate in his description.

One guest, unnamed but unmistakable, is described as a man with bushy sideburns—clearly his friend Thomas Huxley, the biologist and fierce defender of Darwin, known to history as “Darwin’s Bulldog.” A skeptical man of science, and the perfect foil for Wells’s ambition.

Their exchange eventually turns heated. The ladies excuse themselves hastily.

“Wells,” Huxley thunders, “there is no way on God’s green earth that you possess a machine which travels through time. Time is like water under a bridge; once passed, there is no return.”

“I’ve no wish to go back, sir.” Wells replies. “I’d rather go forward to see what awaits.”

“Poppycock!” Huxley roars, waving a fist. “All tommyrot!”

“How would you have me prove it?” cries Wells. I asked.

A hush falls. No one dares speak.

At last, Huxley growls, “Then go to the year 2025, Wells. It shall be my turn to host dinner next week. You may tell me how it went, but mind you, I’ll require proof. Bring a newspaper or something dated from that date.”

I agreed to his challenge, half in jest, but the gauntlet had been thrown down. I promised to depart the next morning and would attend his dinner the following week, with proof in hand.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I prepared for my journey, carefully inspecting the controls of my machine and setting the dials for the year 2025. While the device warmed up, I bid my wife farewell. She seemed skeptical that I would ever get the contraption off the ground—a sentiment I found disheartening, for it pained me that my own wife should doubt my word. Yet I fully intended to prove all naysayers wrong.

When at last the machine was ready, I pushed the control lever forward to begin my first official trip into the future. I had made previous trips in this machine, so I knew it was capable, but those trips had only altered the fabric of time by a week or so. Instantly, I felt a wave of dizziness, as though the floor had vanished beneath me. Panic welled up, but I held firm, determined to see the experiment through. The room began to spin; the lights flickered as the machine whirred, a low rumble swelling into a roar. Through the blur I glimpsed the alternation of sun and moon, day and night flashing past, as well as, oddly, old graveyards. It was as if I were hurtling through some invisible expanse. and I was becoming dizzy. The contraption trembled violently, yet I myself remained perfectly still, as though seated calmly in my laboratory. Instinctively, I shut my eyes tight to ride out the storm.
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