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    The Time Machine

        By H. G. Wells

    Chapter 1
Introduction

The Time Traveller – that's what we're calling him – was dropping some seriously deep knowledge on us. His pale grey eyes were sparkling, and his usually pale face was flushed and super animated. The fire was blazing, and the soft glow from the fancy lights reflecting off the silver lilies caught the bubbles in our glasses. Our chairs, which were his inventions, were basically hugging and molding to us, way more comfy than just sitting on. It was that chill after-dinner vibe, when your thoughts can just flow freely without getting bogged down in details. And he laid it out for us like this – tapping the points with his long, thin finger – as we sat around and lazily checked out how into it he was about this new paradox (at least, that’s what we thought) and his crazy creativity.
“You gotta follow me closely. I’m gonna have to challenge a couple of ideas that practically everyone believes. Like, the geometry they taught you in school is based on a misunderstanding.”
“Isn’t that a lot to expect us to jump into?” asked Filby, a guy who loved arguing and had red hair.
“I’m not asking you to accept anything without a good reason. You’re gonna see things my way pretty soon. You know, of course, that a mathematical line – a line with zero thickness – doesn’t really exist. They taught you that? Neither does a mathematical plane. These are just abstract concepts.”
“That makes sense,” said the Psychologist.
“And, just having length, width, and thickness, a cube can’t really exist either.”
“Hold on,” said Filby. “Of course a solid object can exist. Everything real—”
“That’s what most people think. But wait a second. Can an instantaneous cube exist?”
“I’m lost,” said Filby.
“Can a cube that doesn’t last for even a split second actually exist?”
Filby looked deep in thought. “Basically,” the Time Traveller continued, “any real object has to extend in four directions: Length, Width, Thickness, and – Duration. But, because of a natural limitation of our brains, which I’ll explain in a bit, we tend to overlook this fact. There are really four dimensions: three we call the three planes of Space, and a fourth, Time. However, there's a habit of drawing an artificial distinction between the first three dimensions and the last, because we only move forward in time from birth to death.”
“That,” said a really young guy, struggling to relight his cigar over the lamp, “that… very clear indeed.”
“It’s really amazing that this is so often missed,” continued the Time Traveller, sounding a bit more cheerful. “Seriously, that’s what people mean by the Fourth Dimension, even though some who talk about it don't even realize it. It's just another way to look at Time. There’s no difference between Time and the three dimensions of Space except that our minds move along it. But some clueless people have twisted the idea.” You’ve all heard what they have to say about this Fourth Dimension, right?”
“Nope,” said the Provincial Mayor.
 “Okay, so basically, this is it. Space, as mathematicians explain it, has three dimensions—Length, Width, and Thickness—and you can always describe it using three planes that are all at right angles to each other. But some smart people have been asking why three dimensions specifically—why not another direction that’s also at right angles?—and they’re even trying to figure out a Four-Dimensional geometry. Professor Simon Newcomb was talking about this to the New York Mathematical Society just a month ago. You know how on a flat surface, which only has two dimensions, we can draw a picture of a 3D shape? Well, they think that using models of three dimensions, they could represent something in four—if they could just nail down the perspective of it. Get it?”
“I think so,” murmured the Provincial Mayor, and he furrowed his brow, getting lost in thought, his lips moving like he was repeating some secret words. “Yeah, I think I get it now,” he said after a bit, looking suddenly brighter—but only for a second.
“Well, I’m not gonna lie, I’ve been working on this Four-Dimensional geometry for a while now. Some of my results are pretty wild. For instance, here’s a picture of a guy at eight years old, another at fifteen, another at seventeen, another at twenty-three, and so on. All these are basically snapshots, 3D representations of his existence in four dimensions, which is a fixed and unchanging thing.”
“Scientific folks,” continued the Time Traveller, after a pause to let that sink in, “know really well that Time is just another kind of Space. Look at this popular science diagram, a weather record. This line I trace with my finger shows how the barometer moved. Yesterday it was high, yesterday night it dropped, then this morning it went back up, and kept going up gently to here. Did the mercury trace that line in any of the regular dimensions of Space? Of course not! But it did trace a line, so we have to conclude it moved along the Time-Dimension.”
“But,” said the Medical Man, staring intently at a coal in the fire, “if Time is really just a fourth dimension of Space, why do we treat it as something different? And why can’t we move through Time like we move around in the other dimensions of Space?”
The Time Traveller smiled. “Are you sure we can move freely in Space? We can go right and left, forward and backward—people always have. I admit, we move freely in two dimensions. But what about up and down? Gravity limits us there.”
“Not exactly,” said the Medical Man. “There are balloons.”
“But before balloons, aside from a few jumps and bumps, people didn't have much freedom to move up.”
“Still, they could move a little up and down,” said the Medical Man.
“Easier, way easier down than up.”
“And you can’t move at all in Time—you can’t escape the present moment.”
“My dear sir, that’s where you’re wrong. That’s where the whole world’s been wrong. We’re always getting away from the present moment. Our thoughts, which aren’t physical and don’t have dimensions, are moving along the Time-Dimension at a steady pace from birth to death. Just like we would if we started our lives fifty miles above the Earth’s surface.”
“But the big problem is this,” interrupted the Psychologist. “You can move around in all directions of Space, but you can’t move around in Time.”
 “That’s the core of my big discovery. But you’re wrong to say we can’t move around in time. For example, when I’m remembering something really vividly, I go right back to the moment it happened: I zone out, like you said. I just jump back for a second. Of course, we don't have a way to stay back for a long time, any more than a caveman or an animal can float six feet off the ground. But we civilized folks are better off in this respect. We can beat gravity in a hot air balloon, and why shouldn't we hope that eventually we can stop or speed up our journey through time, or even turn around and go the other way?”
“Oh, this,” Filby started, “is all—”
“Why not?” the Time Traveller asked.
“It doesn’t make sense,” said Filby.
“What doesn’t?” the Time Traveller asked.
“You can argue that black is white, but you’re never going to convince me,” said Filby.
“Maybe not,” the Time Traveller said. “But now you’re starting to see the point of my research into the math of Four Dimensions. A long time ago, I had a vague idea for a machine—”
“To travel through time!” the Very Young Man exclaimed.
“That will travel anywhere in space and time, just like the driver decides.”
Filby just laughed.
“But I’ve got proof,” said the Time Traveller.
“It would be super handy for historians,” the Psychologist suggested. “Imagine going back and checking out the accepted story about the Battle of Hastings, for instance!”
“Don’t you think you’d stand out?” said the Medical Man. “Our ancestors weren’t big fans of things that didn’t fit in.”
“You could learn Greek straight from Homer and Plato,” the Very Young Man thought.
“Then they’d totally roast you for being out of place. The German scholars have messed up Greek so much.”
“Then there’s the future,” said the Very Young Man. “Just think! You could invest all your money, let it grow, and jump ahead!”
“To find a society,” I said, “built on a strictly communist system.”
“Seriously? What crazy theories!” the Psychologist started.
“Yeah, that’s how it seemed to me, and I never talked about it until—”
“Proof!” cried I. “You’re actually going to prove it?”
“The experiment!” cried Filby, who was feeling totally fried.
“Let’s see your experiment anyway,” said the Psychologist, “even though it’s all a bunch of nonsense, you know.”
The Time Traveller smiled at us. Then, still smiling faintly, and with his hands in his pockets, he slowly walked out of the room, and we heard his slippers shuffling down the long hallway to his lab.
The Psychologist looked at us. “I wonder what he’s got?”
“Some kind of magic trick,” said the Medical Man, and Filby tried to tell us about a magician he’s seen in Burslem, but before he could finish his intro, the Time Traveller came back, and Filby’s story just fell apart.
Chapter 2
The Machine

The thing the Time Traveller was holding was a shiny metal frame, about the size of a small clock, and super delicate. There was ivory in it, and some clear, glassy stuff. And now I gotta be really clear, because what happened next—unless he’s telling the truth—is totally bonkers. He grabbed one of the little octagonal tables scattered around the room and put it in front of the fireplace, with two legs on the hearthrug. He put the mechanism on the table, then pulled up a chair and sat down. The only other thing on the table was a small lamp with a shade, casting bright light on the model. There were also maybe a dozen candles going – two in brass holders on the mantel and a few in sconces – so the room was really bright. I sat in a low armchair near the fire, pulling it forward to be almost between the Time Traveller and the fireplace. Filby was behind him, looking over his shoulder. The Medical Man and the Provincial Mayor were watching him from the right, the Psychologist from the left. The Very Young Man was standing behind the Psychologist. We were all on high alert. It’s crazy to think any kind of trick, no matter how clever, could have been pulled off under these conditions.
The Time Traveller looked at us, then at the mechanism. “Well?” said the Psychologist.
“This little thing,” said the Time Traveller, resting his elbows on the table and pressing his hands together above the machine, “is just a model. It’s my plan for a machine to travel through time. You’ll notice it looks kinda weird, and that there’s a strange shimmering effect about this bar, like it’s somehow unreal.” He pointed to the part with his finger. “Also, here’s one little white lever, and here’s another.”
The Medical Man got up from his chair and peered at it. “It’s beautifully made,” he said.
“It took two years to build,” retorted the Time Traveller. Then, when we all mimicked the Medical Man’s action, he said, “Now I want you to really understand that this lever, when pushed over, sends the machine gliding into the future, and this other reverses the motion. This saddle represents the seat of a time traveler. Pretty soon I’m gonna push the lever, and off the machine will go. It’s gonna vanish, pass into future Time, and disappear. Take a good look at the thing. Look at the table too, and make sure there’s no trickery. I don’t want to waste this model and then get called a fake.”
There was a minute of silence. The Psychologist seemed about to say something to me, but changed his mind. Then the Time Traveller put his finger toward the lever. “No,” he said suddenly. “Lend me your hand.” And turning to the Psychologist, he took that individual’s hand and told him to put out his forefinger. So it was the Psychologist himself who sent the model Time Machine on its never-ending journey. We all saw the lever turn. I’m absolutely certain there was no trickery. There was a gust of wind, and the lamp flame flickered. One of the candles on the mantel blew out, and the little machine suddenly spun around, became blurry, was seen as a ghost for a second – a swirl of faintly shimmering brass and ivory; and it was gone – vanished! Except for the lamp, the table was bare.
Everyone was silent for a minute. Then Filby said he was screwed.
The Psychologist snapped out of it, and suddenly looked under the table. At that, the Time Traveller laughed cheerfully. “Well?” he said, with a knowing look at the Psychologist. Then, getting up, he went to the tobacco jar on the mantel, and with his back to us began to fill his pipe.
We stared at each other. “Look,” said the Medical Man, “are you serious about this? Do you really believe that that machine travelled through time?”
 “Sure,” said the Time Traveller, bending down to light a match by the fireplace. Then he turned, lighting his pipe, to look at the Psychologist’s face. (The Psychologist, to show he wasn't losing it, grabbed a cigar and tried to light it without cutting it.) “What’s more, I’m building a huge machine in there”—he gestured towards the lab—“and when it’s done, I’m planning a trip of my own.”
“You’re saying that machine has travelled into the future?” asked Filby.
“Into the future or the past—I’m not totally sure which yet.”
After a pause, the Psychologist had an idea. “It must have gone into the past if it went anywhere,” he said.
“Why?” asked the Time Traveller.
“Because I’m guessing it hasn’s moved through space, and if it travelled into the future, it would still be here, since it would have travelled through all this time.”
“But,” I said, “If it went into the past, we would have seen it when we first came into this room; and last Thursday when we were here; and the Thursday before that; and so on!”
“That’s a valid point,” remarked the Provincial Mayor, acting neutral, as he turned towards the Time Traveller.
“Not really,” said the Time Traveller, then to the Psychologist: “You’re thinking. You can explain that. It’s like something just below your awareness, a diluted effect.”
“Of course,” said the Psychologist, reassuring us. “That’s a simple psychological thing. I should have thought of it. It’s obvious, and it really helps with the paradox. We can’t see it, and we can’t appreciate this machine, any more than we can the spokes of a wheel spinning, or a bullet flying through the air. If it’s travelling through time fifty or a hundred times faster than we are, if it gets through a minute while we get through a second, the impression it makes will of course be only one-fiftieth or one-hundredth of what it would be if it wasn’t travelling through time. That’s plain enough.” He ran his hand through the space where the machine had been. “See?” he said, laughing.
We sat and stared at the empty table for a minute or so. Then the Time Traveller asked us what we thought of it all.
“It sounds believable enough tonight,” said the Medical Man; “but let’s see what tomorrow brings. Let’s wait for morning to clear things up.”
“Would you like to see the Time Machine itself?” asked the Time Traveller. And with that, grabbing the lamp, he led the way down the long, drafty hallway to his laboratory. I remember clearly the flickering light, his strange, wide head silhouetted against it, the shadows dancing, how we all followed him, puzzled but skeptical, and how there in the laboratory we saw a bigger version of the little mechanism we had seen disappear before our eyes. Parts were made of nickel, parts of ivory, and some had definitely been filed or sawn out of rock crystal. The thing was mostly complete, but the twisted crystalline bars lay unfinished on the bench next to some drawings, and I picked one up for a closer look. Quartz, it seemed.
“Look,” said the Medical Man, “are you serious? Or is this a trick—like that ghost you showed us last Christmas?”
“On that machine,” said the Time Traveller, holding the lamp up high, “I’m going to explore time. Is that clear? I’m more serious than I’ve ever been in my life.”
None of us knew how to react.
I caught Filby’s eye over the shoulder of the Medical Man, and he winked at me seriously.
Chapter 3
The Time Traveller Returns

I honestly don’t think any of us really believed in the Time Machine at first. The thing is, the Time Traveller was one of those guys who were just too smart to be believable—you never felt like you totally understood him. You always suspected he was holding something back, like he had a trick up his sleeve, even when he seemed totally open and honest. If Filby had shown the model and explained things in the Time Traveller's words, we probably would have been way less skeptical. We would have figured out his motives—a butcher could’ve understood Filby. But the Time Traveller had this weird, whimsical vibe, and we just didn’t trust him. Things that would have made a less clever guy famous just seemed like cheap tricks coming from him. It’s a mistake to make things look too easy. The serious people who took him seriously never quite felt comfortable with his behavior; they somehow knew trusting their judgment with him was like putting delicate china in a nursery. So, I don’t think any of us talked much about time traveling between that Thursday and the next, even though its crazy possibilities were probably running through most of our minds—its plausibility, that is, its practical impossibility, the strange possibilities of anachronisms and total chaos it suggested. For my part, I was really hung up on the trick of the model. I remember discussing that with the Medical Man, whom I met on Friday at the Linnæan. He said he'd seen something similar at Tübingen, and stressed how the candle blew out. But he couldn’t explain how the trick was done.
The next Thursday, I went back to Richmond—I guess I was one of the Time Traveller’s most regular guests—and, arriving late, found four or five guys already hanging out in his drawing-room. The Medical Man was standing by the fireplace with a piece of paper in one hand and his watch in the other. I looked around for the Time Traveller, and— “It’s almost eight now,” said the Medical Man. “I guess we should grab dinner?”
“Where’s——?” I asked, naming our host.
“You just got here? That’s weird. He’s stuck somewhere. He asked me in this note to start dinner at seven if he wasn’t back. Says he’ll explain when he gets here.”
“It’s a bummer to let the dinner go to waste,” said the Editor of a well-known daily paper, and then the Doctor rang the bell.
The Psychologist was the only other person besides the Doctor and myself who had been at the last dinner. The other guys were Blank, the Editor I mentioned, a journalist, and another—a quiet, shy man with a beard—whom I didn’t know, and who, as far as I could tell, didn’t say a word all evening. There was some speculation at the dinner table about the Time Traveller’s absence, and I jokingly brought up time traveling. The Editor wanted me to explain it to him, and the Psychologist gave a dry account of the “clever paradox and trick” we’d witnessed the week before. He was in the middle of his explanation when the door from the hallway opened slowly and quietly. I was facing the door, and saw it first. “Hey!” I said. “Finally!” And the door opened wider, and the Time Traveller stood before us. I let out a surprised yell. “Good grief, man, what happened?” cried the Medical Man, who saw him next. And the whole table turned to look at the door.
He was in a seriously messed-up state. His coat was covered in dust and dirt, smeared with green down the sleeves; his hair was a mess, and it looked like it was grayer—either from the dust and dirt, or because the color had actually faded. His face was pale as a ghost; he had a brown cut on his chin—a cut that was half-healed; his expression was haggard and drawn, like he’s been through intense suffering. For a moment, he hesitated in the doorway, like he was blinded by the light. Then, he came into the room. He walked with a limp—the kind of limp I’d seen in footsore hikers. We stared at him in silence, waiting for him to say something.
 He didn’t say a word, but limped over to the table and reached for the wine. The Editor poured him a glass of champagne and slid it across. He chugged it down, and it seemed to help—a ghost of his old smile flickered across his face. “What on earth have you been up to, man?” asked the Doctor. The Time Traveller didn’t seem to hear. “Don’t worry about me,” he said, his voice a little shaky. “I’m okay.” He paused, held out his glass for more, and drained it quickly. “That’s good,” he said. His eyes brightened, and a little color came back to his cheeks. His gaze flickered over our faces with a kind of tired approval, then swept around the cozy room. He spoke again, still testing his words. “I’m going to wash up and change, and then I’ll come down and explain everything… Save me some of that mutton. I’m starving for some meat.”
He glanced at the Editor, who was a rare guest, and hoped he was doing alright. The Editor started to ask a question. “I’ll tell you in a bit,” said the Time Traveller. “I’m—weird! I’ll be fine in a sec.”
He put down his glass and headed toward the stairs. I noticed his limp and the soft sound of his footsteps again. Standing up, I saw his feet as he went out—just a pair of ripped, blood-stained socks on them. Then the door closed behind him. I almost went after him, but then I remembered how much he hated any fuss. For a minute, I was totally spaced out. Then, “Amazing Behavior of a Brilliant Scientist,” I heard the Editor say, thinking (as always) in headlines. That snapped me back to the bright dinner table.
“What’s going on?” asked the Journalist. “Has he been pulling some charity scam? I’m lost.” I met the Psychologist’s eye and saw my own interpretation reflected back. I thought about the Time Traveller limping painfully upstairs. I don’re think anyone else had noticed his limp.
The Medical Man was the first to recover completely from the shock. He rang the bell—the Time Traveller really hated having waiters at dinner—for a hot plate. At that, the Editor started digging into his knife and fork with a grunt, and the Silent Man followed suit. Dinner resumed. Conversation was excited for a bit, with pauses of disbelief; then the Editor got really curious. “Is our friend supplementing his modest income by busking on the street? Or is he having some Nebuchadnezzar phases?” he asked. “I think this has something to do with the Time Machine,” I said, and picked up the Psychologist’s account of our previous meeting. The new guests were openly skeptical. The Editor raised objections. “Time travel? You can’t just roll around in a paradox and expect it to work, can you?” And then, as the idea really hit him, he started making fun of it. Didn’t they have clothes-brushes in the Future? The Journalist wouldn’t believe it for anything, and joined the Editor in making fun of the whole thing. They were both the new kind of journalist—really cheerful, irreverent young guys. “Our Special Correspondent in Tomorrow’s News reports,” the Journalist was saying—or rather shouting—when the Time Traveller came back. He was wearing regular evening clothes, and nothing about his look remained of the change that had surprised me.
“I hear,” said the Editor hilariously, “these guys say you’ve been travelling into the middle of next week! Tell us all about little Rosebery, will you? What will you take for the whole thing?”
The Time Traveller came to his seat without a word. He smiled quietly, in his old way. “Where’s my mutton?” he asked. “It’s such a treat to actually stick a fork into meat again!”
“Story!” cried the Editor.
 “Forget the story!” said the Time Traveller. “I need food, like, now. I’m not saying anything until I get some protein into my system. Thanks. And the salt.”
“One question,” I said. “Have you been time travelling?”
“Yeah,” said the Time Traveller, with his mouth full, nodding his head.
“I’d pay a ton for a word-for-word account,” said the Editor. The Time Traveller pushed his glass towards the Silent Man and tapped it with his fingernail; at which the Silent Man, who had been staring at his face, jerked suddenly and poured him wine. The rest of dinner was awkward. For my part, questions just kept popping into my head, and I’m sure it was the same for everyone else. The Journalist tried to lighten the mood by telling stories about Hettie Potter. The Time Traveller focused on his dinner and ate like he hadn't eaten in days. The Medical Man smoked a cigarette, watching the Time Traveller through his eyelashes. The Silent Man seemed even more clumsy than usual, and drank champagne with regular, determined sips out of sheer nerves. Finally, the Time Traveller pushed his plate away and looked around at us. “I guess I have to apologize,” he said. “I was just starving. I’ve had the craziest time.” He reached for a cigar and cut the end. “But come into the smoking room. It’s too long a story to tell over greasy plates.” And ringing the bell as he walked, he led the way into the next room.
“You told Blank, and Dash, and Chose about the machine?” he said to me, leaning back in his armchair and naming the three new guests.
“But the thing’s a total paradox,” said the Editor.
“I can’s argue tonight. I don’t mind telling you the story, but I can’s debate it. I’m going to tell you the story of what’s happened to me, if you’re up for it, but you gotta let me finish. I need to get this out. Most of it will sound like I’m making stuff up. So be it! It’s true—every word of it, all the same. I was in my lab at four o’clock, and since then… I’ve lived eight days… such days as no human being ever lived before! I’m totally wiped out, but I won’t sleep until I’ve told you all about it. Then I’m hitting the hay. But no interruptions! Deal?”
“Deal,” said the Editor, and the rest of us echoed “Deal.” And with that, the Time Traveller started his story, like I’ve written it down. He sat back in his chair at first and spoke like a tired guy. Afterwards, he got more excited. Writing it down, I really feel how pen and ink—and, especially, me—can’t really capture its quality. You’re reading this, I guess, paying attention enough; but you can’t see the speaker’s pale, honest face in the bright circle of the little lamp, or hear the way his voice changed with the story. You can’t know how his expression followed what he was saying! Most of us were in shadow, because the candles in the smoking room hadn’t been lit, and only the Journalist’s face and the Silent Man’s legs from the knees down were lit up. At first, we glanced at each other now and again. After a while, we stopped doing that, and just looked at the Time Traveller’s face.
Chapter 4
Time Travelling

“I told some of you last Thursday about how the Time Machine worked, and showed you the actual thing itself, still a little rough around the edges in the workshop. There it is now, a little beat up, for sure; and one of the ivory bars is cracked, and a brass rail is bent; but the rest of it's solid. I figured I’d finish it on Friday, but when I was almost done putting it together, I realized one of the nickel bars was exactly an inch too short, so I had to get it remade; that’s why it wasn't complete until this morning. It was ten o’clock this morning that the first of all Time Machines started its journey. I gave it a last tap, checked all the screws again, put one more drop of oil on the quartz rod, and hopped in the seat. I imagine a person about to end it all with a gun to their head feels a similar kind of wonder about what's going to happen next as I did then. I took the starting lever in one hand and the stopping one in the other, pressed the first, and almost immediately the second. I felt like I was reeling; I had this crazy, nightmare feeling of falling; and when I looked around, I saw the lab exactly as before. Had anything happened? For a second, I wondered if my brain was messing with me. Then I looked at the clock. Just a moment ago, it seemed to be a little past ten; now it was nearly half-past three!
“I took a deep breath, clenched my teeth, grabbed the starting lever with both hands, and blasted off with a thud. The lab got blurry and went dark. Mrs. Watchett came in and walked, apparently not even seeing me, towards the garden door. I guess it took her a minute or so to get across the room, but to me, she seemed to shoot across the room like a rocket. I pushed the lever all the way over. Night came like someone turning off a light, and in another moment, it was tomorrow. The lab grew faint and hazy, then fainter and fainter still. Tomorrow night came black, then day again, night again, day again, faster and faster. A buzzing sound filled my ears, and a weird, dumb confusion washed over my mind.
“I’m afraid I can’t really explain what time traveling feels like. It’s super unpleasant. It’s like being on a roller coaster—that helpless, headlong feeling! I felt that same horrible feeling of about to crash, too. As I sped up, night followed day like the flapping of a black wing. The vague idea of the lab seemed to fade away, and I saw the sun racing across the sky, leaping it every minute, and every minute marking a day. I figured the lab had been destroyed and I was out in the open air. I had a blurry impression of scaffolding, but I was already going too fast to notice anything moving. Even the slowest snail that ever crawled zoomed past too fast for me. The rapid flashes of darkness and light were really hard on my eyes. Then, in the brief moments of darkness, I saw the moon spinning quickly through its phases from new to full, and caught a glimpse of the circling stars. As I went on, still gaining speed, the constant change of night and day blended into one continuous grey; the sky took on a gorgeous, deep blue, a brilliant, glowing color like early twilight; the rushing sun became a streak of fire, a brilliant arch in space; the moon a fainter, flickering band; and I could barely see the stars, except now and then a brighter circle flashing in the blue.
 The landscape was all misty and blurry. I was still on the hillside where this house now stands, and the slope loomed above me, grey and indistinct. I saw trees popping up and changing like puffs of smoke, sometimes brown, sometimes green. They grew, spread out, shivered, and then vanished. I saw huge buildings rise up, faint and beautiful, and disappear like dreams. The whole surface of the earth seemed different—melting and flowing right before my eyes. The little hands on the dials that showed my speed spun faster and faster. Soon, I noticed that the sun belt was swaying up and down, from summer to winter, in less than a minute, and that meant I was going over a year a minute. Minute by minute, white snow flashed across the world and disappeared, followed by the bright, quick green of spring.
The weird feelings from the start weren't so bad anymore. They finally blended into a kind of wild, excited feeling. I did notice the machine was wobbling around a bit, but I couldn't figure out why. My mind was too messed up to even think about it, so with a kind of crazy feeling growing on me, I just jumped into the future. At first, I barely thought about stopping, barely thought about anything but these new sensations. But then a fresh wave of impressions hit me—a mix of curiosity and a little bit of fear—until they totally took over. What crazy developments of humanity, what amazing advances beyond our basic civilization, might I see when I really looked at the hazy, shifting world zooming past? I saw massive, impressive buildings rising around me, bigger than anything we have now, but as far as I could tell, built of shimmer and mist. I saw a richer green flow up the hillside and stay there, without any winter break. Even through all the confusion, the earth seemed really beautiful. And so, my mind started thinking about stopping.
The real danger was finding something in the space where I, or the machine, was. As long as I was traveling so fast through time, it didn’t really matter: I was, basically, stretched out—slipping like a vapor through the gaps between things! But stopping meant forcing myself, molecule by molecule, into whatever was in my way; it meant bringing my atoms into such close contact with those of the obstacle that a huge chemical reaction—maybe a massive explosion—would happen, and blow me and my equipment out of existence—into the Unknown. This possibility had crossed my mind again and again while I was building the machine, but then I cheerfully accepted it as a risk a guy has to take! Now the risk was unavoidable, and I didn’t see it in the same light. The truth is that, without me realizing it, the absolute strangeness of everything, the sickly shaking and swaying of the machine, and especially the feeling of falling for so long, had totally rattled my nerves. I told myself I could never stop, and with a frustrated burst, I decided to stop right away. Like an impatient idiot, I yanked the lever, and the thing went spinning over, and I was thrown headfirst through the air.
 “There was this huge clap of thunder in my ears. I might’ve been totally stunned for a sec. A crazy hail was pounding all around me, and I was sitting on soft grass in front of this tipped-over machine. Everything still looked gray, but then I realized the ringing in my ears was gone. I looked around. I was on what seemed like a little lawn in a garden, surrounded by rhododendron bushes, and I noticed their purple and pink blossoms were falling in a shower under the hailstones. The bouncing, dancing hail hung in a little cloud over the machine, moving along the ground like smoke. In a moment, I was soaked. “Seriously? That’s your idea of hospitality?” I said, “to a guy who’s traveled for, like, forever to see you?”
“Then I realized how dumb I was for getting drenched. I stood up and looked around. This massive figure, carved from white stone, loomed indistinctly beyond the rhododendrons through the misty rain. But everything else was invisible.
“My feelings would be hard to describe. As the hail thinned out, I saw the white figure more clearly. It was huge – a silver birch tree touched its shoulder. It was made of white marble, shaped kind of like a winged sphinx, but the wings weren’t straight up; they were spread out, so it looked like it was hovering. The pedestal seemed to be bronze, and it was covered in green stuff. It just so happened the face was towards me; the sightless eyes seemed to be watching me; there was a faint shadow of a smile on the lips. It was really weathered, and it gave off this creepy, sickly feeling. I stood there staring at it for a bit – maybe half a minute, maybe half an hour. It seemed to move closer and farther away as the hail drove past, thicker or thinner. Finally, I tore my eyes away for a second, and saw that the hail curtain had worn thin, and the sky was brightening with the promise of sunshine.
“I looked up at the crouching white shape again, and suddenly I was hit by how crazy my whole trip was. What would I find when that misty curtain cleared away? What could have happened to people? What if cruelty had become a normal thing? What if, during all this time, humanity had lost its grit and turned into something inhuman, unfeeling, and super powerful? I might just look like some old-world wild animal, even creepier because we’d still look similar – a disgusting creature to be killed instantly.
“Already I saw other huge shapes – massive buildings with fancy walls and tall columns, with a wooded hillside slowly creeping towards me through the fading storm. I was gripped by a wave of panic. I spun around to the Time Machine and desperately tried to adjust it. As I did, beams of sunlight broke through the thunderstorm. The heavy rain was swept away and vanished like a ghost’s cloak. Above me, in the bright blue of the summer sky, some faint brown clouds swirled and disappeared. The buildings around me stood out clear and sharp, glistening with the rain, and dotted with white hailstones piled along their edges. I felt totally exposed in this strange world. I felt like a bird might feel in the clear air, knowing a hawk was circling above, ready to swoop. My fear grew into a frenzy. I took a deep breath, clenched my teeth, and wrestled fiercely with the machine again. It gave way under my desperate push and flipped over. It slammed into my chin. With one hand on the seat and the other on the lever, I stood there, panting heavily, ready to climb back on.
“But with this chance to escape, my courage returned. I looked at this world of the far future with more curiosity and less fear. In a circular opening, high up in the wall of the closest building, I saw a group of figures dressed in rich, soft robes. They had seen me, and their faces were turned towards me.
 Then I heard voices getting closer. Guys were pushing through the bushes near the White Sphinx—just heads and shoulders, running. One popped out onto a path, heading straight for the little lawn where I was standing with my machine. He was tiny—maybe four feet tall—wearing a purple shirt, with a leather belt around his waist. I couldn’t tell if he had sandals or boots on his feet; his legs were bare up to his knees, and his head was shaved. Seeing that, I realized how warm it actually was.
He seemed like a really beautiful and graceful dude, but totally fragile. His red face reminded me of those super pretty people who were sick—you know, that kind of delicate, almost glowing look. Seeing him, I suddenly felt way more confident. I took my hands off the machine.
Chapter 5
In the Golden Age

In another moment, we were standing face to face—me and this delicate thing from the future. He walked right up to me and laughed into my eyes. The fact that he wasn’t scared at all hit me right away. Then he turned to the two others who were following him and spoke to them in a strange, sweet, flowing language.
More were coming, and soon a little group of maybe eight or ten of these gorgeous creatures were all around me. One of them spoke to me. Weirdly, it felt like my voice was too rough and deep for them. So I shook my head, pointing to my ears, and shook it again. He stepped closer, paused, and then touched my hand. Then I felt soft, little tentacles on my back and shoulders. They were checking to make sure I was real. It wasn’s anything scary at all. Actually, there was something about these cute little people that inspired trust—a graceful gentleness, a certain childlike ease. And, honestly, they looked so fragile I could have tossed the whole dozen of them around like bowling pins. But I made a sudden move to warn them when I saw their little pink hands feeling all over the Time Machine. Luckily, just in time, I remembered a danger I’d completely forgotten about, and I reached over the bars of the machine and unscrewed the little levers that would start it up, putting them in my pocket. Then I turned to see what I could do about communicating.
Looking closer at their faces, I noticed some other unusual things about their Dresden china kind of prettiness. Their hair, which was uniformly curly, ended sharply at the neck and cheek; there wasn’t even a hint of it on their faces, and their ears were really tiny. Their mouths were small, with bright red, thin lips, and their little chins came to a point. Their eyes were big and gentle; and—this might seem like I'm showing off—I thought even that there was a certain lack of interest in their eyes, which I’d have expected.
Since they weren't trying to talk to me, but just stood around smiling and cooing softly to each other, I started the conversation. I pointed to the Time Machine and to myself. Then, pausing for a moment to figure out how to explain Time, I pointed to the sun. Instantly, a pretty little figure in chequered purple and white followed my gesture, and then surprised me by imitating the sound of thunder.
For a moment, I was totally thrown, even though what he was trying to say was clear. The question popped into my head: were these guys dummies? You probably can’t even imagine how much it shocked me. I always thought the people of the year Eight Hundred and Two Thousand would be way ahead of us in knowledge, art, everything. Then one of them suddenly asked me a question that showed he was on the same intellectual level as a five-year-old—asked me, in fact, if I’d come from the sun in a thunderstorm! It made me judge their clothes, their frail limbs, and delicate features. A wave of disappointment washed over me. For a moment, I felt like I’d built the Time Machine for nothing.
 “I nodded, pointed to the sun, and gave them a seriously loud noise – like a thunderclap – that totally freaked them out. They all took a step back and bowed. Then, one person started laughing and came over, carrying a chain of these crazy beautiful flowers I'd never seen before, and put it around my neck. Everyone clapped – like, a super melodic applause! Then, they were all running around grabbing flowers and playfully tossing them at me until I was practically buried in blossoms. If you'd never seen anything like it, you seriously couldn’t imagine how delicate and amazing these flowers were, the result of tons of care over a long time. Then someone suggested showing off their fun thing in the closest building, so I was led past this huge white marble sphinx that seemed to be watching me the whole time with a knowing smile, towards this huge grey building made of fancy stone. As I went with them, I remembered how sure I was that people in the future would be super serious and smart, and I just burst out laughing.
“The building had a massive entrance and was seriously huge. I was mostly checking out this growing crowd of little people, and these big, open doorways that looked dark and mysterious. My overall impression of the place above their heads was just a crazy mix of pretty bushes and flowers, like a garden that had been forgotten but wasn't overgrown. I saw these tall spikes of strange white flowers, maybe a foot across the spread of the waxy petals. They grew scattered, like they were wild, among all the colorful bushes, but I didn't look closely at them at the time. The Time Machine was just sitting there, abandoned on the grass between the rhododendrons.
“The doorway had a fancy arch, but I didn't really look at the carvings closely, even though I thought I saw hints of really old Phoenician designs. It seemed like they were really worn down and weathered. A bunch more people in bright clothes met me at the doorway, and we went inside together. I was dressed in these old-fashioned, dingy clothes from the 1800s, looking totally out of place, with flowers all around my neck, surrounded by this swirling mass of bright, soft-colored robes and shiny white arms, all laughing and chatting.
“The big doorway opened into a seriously huge hall with brown walls. The ceiling was in shadow, and the windows – some with colored glass and some without – let in this soft, filtered light. The floor was made of huge blocks of some really hard white metal, not like plates or slabs – actual blocks, and it was so worn down from people walking around for generations that it had deep grooves along the paths they used the most. Across the length of the hall were tons of tables made of polished stone slabs, raised about a foot off the floor, and piled high with fruit. Some I recognized, like these giant raspberries and oranges, but most of them were totally new.
“Between the tables were scattered tons of cushions. My guides sat down on them, gesturing for me to do the same. Without any fuss, they started eating the fruit with their hands, tossing peels and stems into these round openings in the sides of the tables. I figured, why not? I was thirsty and hungry, so I joined in. As I did, I took a good look around the hall.”
 “And honestly, the thing that stood out most was how run-down it looked. The stained-glass windows, which just showed a geometric pattern, were broken everywhere, and the curtains at the end were totally covered in dust. And I noticed that the corner of the marble table near me was cracked. Still, the overall vibe was super rich and pretty cool. There were, like, a couple hundred people eating in the hall, and most of them, sitting as close to me as they could, were watching me with interest, their little eyes sparkling over the fruit they were eating. Everyone was wearing the same soft, but strong, silky material.
“Fruit, by the way, was all they ate. These people from way in the future were strict vegetarians, and while I was with them, even though I was craving something else, I had to be a fruit-eater too. Later, I realized that horses, cows, sheep, dogs—they’d all gone extinct, like the Ichthyosaurus. But the fruit was really good; one in particular, that seemed to be in season the whole time I was there—a floury thing in a three-sided shell—was especially amazing, and I made it my go-to. At first, I was confused by all these weird fruits and flowers, but later I started to get it.
“Anyway, I’m telling you about my fruit dinner in the far future now. As soon as my appetite calmed down a bit, I decided to really try to learn the language of these new people. That was definitely the next thing to do. The fruit seemed like a good place to start, so I held one up and started making a bunch of questioning sounds and gestures. I had a lot of trouble getting my point across. At first, my efforts just got me surprised stares or uncontrollable laughter, but then a fair-haired little kid seemed to understand what I was going for and repeated a word. They had to chatter and explain everything to each other, and my first attempts to make their delicate little sounds caused a ton of genuine, if rude, amusement. But I felt like a teacher with a bunch of kids, so I kept at it, and soon I had at least a few noun words under my belt. Then I got to demonstrative pronouns, and even the verb ‘to eat.’ But it was slow-going, and the little people quickly got tired and wanted to ditch my questions, so I decided, pretty much out of necessity, to let them give lessons in small doses whenever they felt like it. And small doses they were—I’d never met people more lazy or easily exhausted.”
Chapter 6
The Sunset of Mankind

“It was a weird thing I quickly noticed about my little hosts—they just weren't that interested. They’d come to me with excited shouts of surprise, like kids, but, like kids, they’d quickly lose interest and wander off after something else. After dinner and my attempts at conversation, I realized almost everyone who’d surrounded me earlier was gone. It’s also kind of crazy how fast I started to ignore these little people. I headed back outside through the doorway into the sunny world as soon as I was full. I kept running into more of these people from the future, who would follow me a bit, chat and laugh about me, and then, after a friendly smile and some gestures, just leave me to my own devices.
“The evening was calm, and the setting sun gave everything a warm glow as I walked out of the big hall. At first, things were super confusing. Everything was so different from the world I knew—even the flowers. The big building I’d left was on the side of a wide river valley, but the Thames had probably shifted about a mile from where it is now. I decided to climb to the top of a ridge, maybe a mile and a half away, so I could get a better look at our planet in the year 802701, A.D. That’s what the little dials on my machine showed, by the way.
“As I walked, I was looking for anything that could explain the state of impressive but ruined buildings I found—it was definitely ruined. A little way up the hill, for example, was a huge pile of granite held together with aluminum, a massive maze of steep walls and crumpled heaps, with thick patches of really beautiful, pagoda-like plants—probably nettles—but with wonderfully brown-tinted leaves and totally harmless. It was clearly the remains of some huge building, but I couldn’t figure out what it had been used for. This is where I was destined to have a really strange experience—the first clue to an even stranger discovery—but I’m going to talk about that later.
“Looking around, I suddenly realized, while resting on a terrace for a bit, that there weren’t any small houses anywhere. Apparently, the single house, and maybe even the household, had disappeared. Here and there among the greenery were palace-like buildings, but the house and cottage, which are such a typical part of our own English countryside, were gone.
“‘Communism,’ I said to myself.
“And then another thought popped into my head. I looked at the half-dozen little figures following me. Then, in a flash, I realized they were all wearing the same clothes, had the same soft, hairless faces, and the same round limbs. It might seem strange that I hadn’t noticed this before, but everything was so weird. Now, I could see it clearly. In clothes and in all the differences in texture and appearance that now separate the sexes, these people from the future were all the same. And the kids seemed to be just miniature versions of their parents. I guessed then that the kids of that time were really advanced, physically anyway, and I later found plenty of proof that I was right.
 Seeing how chill and secure these people were living, I figured this whole thing with the genders being so similar made sense. Like, the strength of a man and the softness of a woman, families, and different jobs – it’s all just stuff you need when you’re constantly dealing with violence. But when everyone’s got plenty and there’s no real danger, having tons of kids becomes a burden, not a benefit, for society. When everyone’s safe and kids are protected, you don’t need strong families or specialized roles for men and women. We’re already seeing hints of this in our time, and in this future, it was totally complete. I thought that's how it was, anyway. Later, I realized how wrong I was.
While I was thinking about all this, I noticed a cute little building, like a well under a dome. I briefly thought, "Wells still exist? That’s weird," then went back to my thoughts. There weren't any huge buildings at the top of the hill, and since I could apparently walk forever, I was finally alone for the first time. With a weird feeling of freedom and excitement, I kept going up to the top.
There, I found a seat made of some metal I didn't recognize, corroded in places with a pinkish rust and covered in soft moss, with armrests shaped like griffin heads. I sat down and looked out at the view of our old world under the sunset of that long day. It was seriously the prettiest view I'd ever seen. The sun had already dipped below the horizon, and the sky was a mix of fiery gold, purple, and crimson. Below was the Thames Valley, and the river looked like a band of polished steel. I'd already talked about the big palaces scattered around the green landscape, some in ruins and some still lived in. Here and there, a white or silvery structure popped up from the overgrown earth, and you’d see the sharp lines of a dome or obelisk. No fences, no signs of ownership, no farms – the whole world had become a garden.
As I watched, I started to piece together what I’d seen, and what I figured out that evening was this: It turned out I was only partially right—just a glimpse of the whole truth.
It seemed like I’d stumbled upon humanity at its end. The sunset made me think about the sunset of humankind. For the first time, I realized a weird consequence of what we're working towards right now. But, thinking about it, it's actually pretty logical. Strength comes from needing it; safety makes weakness valuable. The work of making life better and more secure—the real process of civilization—had gone on and on, reaching a peak. One victory of humanity over nature followed another. Things we only dream of now were becoming projects we planned and completed. And the result was what I was seeing!
 “Honestly, the sanitation and farming we do today are still pretty basic. Science has only tackled a few areas of disease, but it’s still making steady progress. We get rid of weeds here and there, and grow maybe a handful of healthy plants, leaving most of them to fend for themselves. We improve our favorite plants and animals—and there aren’t that many—slowly through selective breeding; like a new, better peach, a seedless grape, a sweeter, bigger flower, or a more useful breed of cattle. We improve them gradually because our ideas are vague and changing, and we don’s know a whole lot; because nature is also hesitant and slow in our clumsy hands. Someday all this will be way better, and even better after that. That’s the general direction things are heading, even with the bumps along the way. The whole world will be smart, educated, and working together; things will move faster and faster towards controlling nature. Eventually, carefully and wisely, we’ll adjust the balance of animal and plant life to fit our needs.
“This adjustment, I’m saying, had to have been done, and done well; done perfectly for all time, across the huge stretch of time my machine jumped through. The air was clear of gnats, the earth free of weeds or fungus; everywhere were fruits and amazing, delicious flowers; bright butterflies flew around. The idea of preventing sickness was a total success. Diseases were wiped out. I didn’t see any sign of contagious diseases during my whole visit. And I’ll have to tell you later that even decay and rot had been deeply changed by these shifts.
“Society had also made huge leaps forward. I saw people living in amazing homes, dressed incredibly well, and as far as I could tell, doing no work at all. There were no signs of struggle, either social or financial. Shops, ads, traffic—all that stuff that makes up our world—was gone. It felt natural on that beautiful evening to think I’d found a social paradise. I guessed the problem of overpopulation had been solved, and population had stopped growing.
“But with these changes come adjustments. What, unless biology is completely wrong, causes human intelligence and strength? Hardship and freedom: situations where the strong, active, and clever survive and the weak don’t; situations that reward loyal teamwork among capable people, self-control, patience, and making decisions. And the family, and the feelings that come from it—fierce jealousy, love for kids, parental devotion—all made sense and were supported by the dangers facing the young. Now, where are those dangers? There’s a growing feeling, and it will get stronger, against jealousy in relationships, fierce motherhood, and all kinds of passion; things that are unnecessary now, and that make us uncomfortable, savage leftovers, clashes in a refined and pleasant life.
“I thought about how small the people were, how little intelligence they had, and those huge, impressive ruins, and it made me even more sure that nature had been totally conquered. Because after the battle comes peace. Humanity had been strong, energetic, and intelligent, and had used all its energy to change the conditions they lived in. And now came the effect of those changed conditions.”
 “With everything so comfy and safe, that restless energy—what we’d call strength—would just turn into weakness. Even now, some things we want or do, once needed to survive, just mess us up. Like, physical bravery and loving to fight? Not exactly helpful—might even get in the way—for someone who’s living a good life. And when everyone’s physically stable and secure, having power—whether it's muscle or brains—just feels weird. For ages, I figured there was no war, no random violence, no scary animals, no diseases to worry about, no need to work hard. In that kind of life, people we’d call weak are just as good as the strong, actually, they’re better equipped. Because the strong would be bouncing off the walls with energy they couldn’t use. I’m pretty sure the amazing beauty of those buildings was just a last burst of energy from people before everything settled down into perfect peace—like a final flourish celebrating that big, awesome era of calm. That’s always what happens to energy when things are safe; it goes into art and romance, and then everyone just gets lazy and things fall apart.
“Even that artistic spark would eventually die out—it was almost gone when I was there. Decorating themselves with flowers, dancing, singing in the sunshine: that's all that was left of their creativity, and not much more. Even that would fade into just being totally chill and inactive. We stay sharp because life’s a constant struggle, and it looked to me like that grindstone of pain and hardship had finally been smashed!
“Standing there in the growing darkness, I thought I finally understood everything—figured out the whole puzzle of these amazing people, cracked the secret. Maybe their birth control methods had worked too well, and their population had shrunk instead of staying steady. That would explain all the abandoned ruins. My explanation was pretty simple, and sounded believable—like most wrong ideas do!”
Chapter 7
A Sudden Shock

“As I stood there thinking about how totally perfect this victory of humankind was, the full moon, yellow and kinda bulging, popped up out of a flood of silver light in the northeast. The tiny figures stopped moving around below, a silent owl zipped by, and I shivered from the night chill. I decided to head down and find somewhere to crash.
“I looked for the building I knew. Then my eye traveled along to the figure of the White Sphinx on the bronze pedestal, getting clearer as the moonlight got brighter. I could see the silver birch against it. There was the mess of rhododendron bushes, black in the pale light, and there was the little lawn. I looked at the lawn again. A weird doubt iced my confidence. ‘No,’ I told myself, ‘that’s not the lawn.’
“But it was the lawn. Because the white, sickly face of the sphinx was facing it. Can you even imagine what I felt when that hit me? You really can’t. The Time Machine was gone!
“Suddenly, like a slap in the face, came the possibility of losing my own time, of being stuck helpless in this crazy new world. Just thinking about it felt real, like a physical thing. I could feel it gripping my throat and stopping my breath. In a second, I was freaking out and running down the slope with huge leaps. I fell headfirst and cut my face; I didn't waste any time stopping the blood, but jumped up and ran on, with a warm trickle down my cheek and chin. The whole time I ran, I kept telling myself: ‘They just moved it a bit, shoved it under the bushes to get it out of the way.’ Still, I ran as fast as I could. The whole time, with the kind of certainty that comes with total panic, I knew that wasn't true, knew instinctively that the machine was gone, out of my reach. My breath came in painful gasps. I guess I covered the whole distance from the hill crest to the little lawn, maybe two miles, in ten minutes. And I’m not exactly young. I cursed out loud as I ran, wasting my breath being so sure of myself. I yelled, but nobody answered. Not a single creature seemed to be moving in that moonlit world.
“When I reached the lawn, my worst fears were confirmed. Not a trace of the thing was to be seen. I felt faint and cold when I faced the empty space among the black tangle of bushes. I ran around it like crazy, as if the thing might be hidden in a corner, and then stopped suddenly, clutching my hair. Above me towered the sphinx, on the bronze pedestal, white, shining, sickly, in the moonlight. It seemed to smirk at my dismay.
“I could have told myself that the little people probably put the mechanism somewhere safe for me, but I was sure they weren’t smart or strong enough to do that. That’s what really got to me: the feeling that some totally unexpected power had taken my invention. But I was sure of one thing: unless some other age had made an exact copy, the machine couldn't have moved in time. The way the levers were attached—I’ll show you later—stopped anyone from messing with it while they were removed. It had moved, and was hidden, only in space. But then, where could it be?
“I think I might have gone a little wild. I remember running around like crazy in and out among the moonlit bushes all around the sphinx, and startling some white animal that, in the dim light, I thought was a small deer. I remember, too, late that night, beating the bushes with my clenched fist until my knuckles were gashed and bleeding from the broken twigs. Then, sobbing and losing it in my anguish, I went down to the huge building of stone. The big hall was dark, silent, and deserted. I slipped on the uneven floor, and fell over one of the malachite tables, almost breaking my shin. I lit a match and went on past the dusty curtains, which I’m sure you remember.
 “There I found a second huge room, covered in comfy cushions. Maybe a dozen or so of those little people were sleeping there. I’m sure they thought my second appearance was super weird, popping out of the quiet darkness with random noises and the sputter and flash of a match. They’re not used to matches, you know? ‘Where’s my Time Machine?’ I started yelling, like an angry kid, grabbing them and shaking them up. It must have been really strange to them. Some giggled, most of them looked totally freaked out. When I saw them standing around me, I realized I was doing the most ridiculous thing possible, trying to scare them. Because, based on how they acted during the day, I figured they’d forgotten what fear felt like.
“Suddenly, I dropped the match, knocking one of the people over, and stumbled across the huge dining hall again, out into the moonlight. I heard screams of terror and their tiny feet running and tripping all over the place. I don’t really remember everything I did as the moon climbed higher in the sky. I guess it was because my Time Machine was gone that I lost it. I felt completely cut off from everyone I knew—a weird animal in a strange world. I probably just wandered around, screaming and cursing God and Fate. I have a memory of feeling totally exhausted, as the long, awful night wore on; of looking around in this impossible place; of reaching out and touching strange creatures in the dark shadows; finally, of lying on the ground near the sphinx and crying, feeling absolutely miserable, even the anger about leaving the machine having drained away with my strength. I had nothing left but misery. Then I slept, and when I woke up, it was full day, and a couple of sparrows were hopping around me on the grass, close enough to touch.
“I sat up in the fresh morning air, trying to remember how I’d gotten there and why I felt so abandoned and hopeless. Then everything became clear. With the bright, normal daylight, I could finally look at my situation honestly. I saw how crazy my panic last night had been, and I could think clearly. ‘What if the worst has happened?’ I said. ‘What if the machine is completely lost—maybe even destroyed? I need to stay calm and patient, learn how these people live, get a good idea of what happened to my Time Machine, and figure out how to get the materials and tools I need; so maybe, eventually, I can build another one.’ That would be my only hope, a pretty slim chance, but better than giving up. And, honestly, it was a beautiful and fascinating world.
 “But probably the machine had just been taken away. Still, I had to stay calm and patient, find where it was hidden, and get it back—by force or by being clever. And with that, I jumped to my feet and looked around, wondering where I could shower. I felt worn out, stiff, and covered in travel grime. The fresh morning air made me really want to feel clean too. I'm pretty sure I’d used up all my energy. Honestly, as I went about my business, I was wondering why I'd been so worked up last night. I carefully checked out the ground around the small lawn. I wasted some time asking questions to anyone little folks who passed by, as best as I could. But they didn’t understand my gestures at all; some just stared blankly, others thought it was a joke and laughed at me. It was so hard not to reach out and touch their cute, laughing faces. It was a silly impulse, but the anger and fear bubbling up inside me were hard to control and were still trying to take advantage of my confusion. The grass gave me better clues. I found a groove ripped in it, about halfway between the sphinx statue and where my feet had struggled with the overturned machine when I arrived. There were other signs it had been moved, with weird, narrow footprints like what a sloth might leave. This made me look closer at the statue. It was, I think I’ve already said, made of bronze. It wasn’t just a block of metal, but was highly decorated with deep framed panels on either side. I went and knocked on them. The statue was hollow inside. Examining the panels closely, I realized they weren’t connected to the frames. There were no handles or keyholes, but maybe the panels—if they were doors, like I thought—opened from the inside. One thing was clear to me. It didn’t take much thinking to figure out that my Time Machine was inside that statue. But how it got there was a different story.
“I saw two people wearing orange clothes coming through the bushes and under some apple trees covered in blossoms, heading towards me. I turned and smiled at them, and waved them over. They came closer, and then, pointing to the bronze statue, I tried to show them I wanted to open it. But at my first gesture towards it, they reacted really strangely. It’s hard to explain their expression. Imagine making a really inappropriate gesture to a sensitive woman—that’s what their faces looked like. They turned and ran off like I’d deeply offended them. I tried with a sweet-looking little guy in white next, with the same result. Somehow, his reaction made me feel embarrassed. But, you know, I really wanted the Time Machine, so I tried him one more time. As he turned away, like the others, my temper got the better of me. In three strides, I was after him, grabbed the loose part of his robe around his neck, and started dragging him towards the sphinx. Then I saw the horror and disgust on his face, and suddenly I let go.
“But I wasn’t giving up yet. I pounded my fist on the bronze panels. I thought I heard something move inside—to be specific, I thought I heard a chuckle—but I must have been mistaken. Then I grabbed a big pebble from the river and started hammering until I flattened a coil in the decorations, and the green stuff (verdigris) came off in powdery flakes. Those little people must have heard me hammering from miles away on either side, but nothing happened. I saw a crowd of them on the slopes, looking at me nervously. Finally, hot and tired, I sat down to watch the place. But I was too restless to watch for long; I’m just too Western for that kind of waiting. I can work on a problem for years, but to just sit there and do nothing for twenty-four hours—that’s a whole different thing.
 I finally got up, after a while, and started wandering aimlessly through the bushes toward the hill again. “Chill,” I told myself. “If you want your machine back, you gotta leave that sphinx alone. If they’re trying to steal your machine, it’s not gonna do much good trashing their bronze panels. And if they’re not, you’ll get it back as soon as you ask. Sitting around surrounded by all this weird stuff while dealing with a puzzle like that is a total waste. That's how you end up obsessed. Deal with this world. Figure it out, watch it, and don't jump to conclusions. Eventually, you'll find the answers.” Then, suddenly, the absurdity of the situation hit me: all the years I’d spent studying and working to get to the future, and now I was desperate to escape it. I'd built the most complicated, most hopeless trap ever. Even though it was at my own expense, I couldn’t help but laugh out loud.
Walking through the huge palace, it felt like the little people were avoiding me. It might have been my imagination, or maybe it was because I’d been banging on the bronze gates. But I was pretty sure they were dodging me. Still, I made sure to act like I didn’t care and didn’t chase after them. After a couple of days, things went back to normal. I worked on learning their language, and I also kept exploring. Either I was missing something subtle, or their language was super basic—mostly just concrete nouns and verbs. They didn’t seem to have many abstract words, or use figurative language much. Their sentences were usually short, just two words, and I couldn’t communicate or understand anything beyond the simplest ideas. I decided to put the thought of my Time Machine and the mystery of the bronze doors under the sphinx on the back burner, as much as I could, until my growing knowledge led me back to them naturally. But a certain feeling, you know, kept me stuck in a few miles around where I arrived.
Chapter 8
Explanation

“As far as I could tell, the whole world was as vibrant and lush as the area around the Thames River. From every hill I climbed, I saw the same incredible buildings – tons of different materials and styles, always changing it up – and thick clusters of evergreens, trees bursting with blossoms, and tree ferns everywhere. Here and there, water shimmered like silver, and beyond that, the land rolled into blue hills that faded into the sky. One thing that really caught my eye was these circular wells, and there were a bunch of them, seemed super deep. One was right next to the path I took on my first walk. Like the others, it had a bronze rim, intricately decorated, and a little dome to keep the rain out. Peering down into the dark shafts, I couldn’t see any water or get a reflection with a lighter. But I heard this sound in all of them: a thud—thud—thud, like a giant engine was running. And when I lit my matches, I noticed a steady current of air coming up the shafts. I even tossed a scrap of paper into one, and instead of floating down slowly, it was instantly sucked out of sight.
“Eventually, I realized these wells were connected to tall towers standing on the hillsides. Above them, I often saw the same kind of shimmering in the air you see on a scorching beach. Putting it all together, I got a strong feeling there was a huge underground ventilation system, but I couldn't really imagine what it was for. At first, I thought it had something to do with their sanitation – it seemed obvious, but I was totally wrong.
“To be honest, I didn’t learn much about drains, bells, or how they moved things around – you know, the usual conveniences. A lot of those futuristic Utopias I’d read about go into tons of detail about buildings, social structures, and all that. But while it’s easy to get all those details when you’re just imagining a whole world, it’s impossible for a real traveler to find that kind of information in a place like this. Think about it: what would a guy fresh off the boat from Central Africa tell his tribe about London? What would he know about train companies, social movements, telephone and telegraph wires, or a delivery service and postal orders? But we’d definitely try to explain all that to him, right? And even if he did know some things, how much could he actually make his friend understand or believe? Then, think about how close a Black guy from our time is to a white guy, and how much further I was from these people from the Golden Age! I could sense a lot going on behind the scenes that made things comfortable, but besides a general feeling of everything being automated, I don’t think I can really explain how different it was.
“For example, I didn't see any crematories or anything that looked like tombs when it came to burial. But I thought maybe there were cemeteries (or crematories) somewhere beyond where I’m exploring. That was a question I asked myself, and at first, I couldn’t figure it out. It totally confused me, and I ended up saying something even more confusing: that there were no old or sick people around.
 “I gotta admit, my initial theories about a totally automatic civilization and a society going downhill fast didn’t stick around for long. But I couldn't think of anything else. Let me explain what was bugging me. The huge palaces I checked out were just living spaces – massive dining rooms and bedrooms. I couldn’t find any machines, no tools of any kind. Yet, these people wore nice clothes that must need replacing sometimes, and their sandals, though simple, were pretty complex metalwork. Somehow, those things had to be made. And the little people showed zero signs of being creative. There were no stores, no workshops, no signs of anything being imported. They spent all their time chilling, swimming in the river, messing around with each other, eating fruit, and sleeping. I couldn’t figure out how everything kept running.
“Then, there was the Time Machine: something, I don't even know what, took it into the hollow base of the White Sphinx. Why? I couldn't even guess. Those dry wells, too, those flickering lights. I felt like I was missing something. I felt—how do I put it? Imagine finding an inscription with some sentences in plain English, but mixed in with words, even letters, that you’ve never seen before? Well, on the third day of my visit, that’s exactly what the world of Eight Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One felt like to me!
“That day, I also made a friend – sort of. I was watching some of the little people swimming in a shallow area when one of them suddenly got a cramp and started drifting downstream. The current was pretty fast, but not too strong for even an average swimmer. It’s gonna give you an idea of how lacking these creatures were when I tell you that none of them even tried to rescue the little thing that was crying and drowning right in front of their eyes. When I realized that, I quickly took off my clothes and, wading in at a point further down, I grabbed the poor kid and pulled her to safety. Rubbing her limbs a bit soon brought her around, and I was relieved to see she was okay before I left her. I’d gotten so used to thinking low of her kind that I didn’t expect any thanks. But I was wrong.
“This happened in the morning. In the afternoon, I met my little woman, as I believe she was, as I was heading back from exploring, and she greeted me with excited cries and presented me with a huge garland of flowers—obviously made just for me. It totally blew my mind. Maybe I’d been feeling lonely. At any rate, I did my best to show how much I appreciated the gift. We were soon sitting together in a little stone gazebo, just smiling and chatting. The woman’s friendliness affected me exactly like it would have a child’s. We passed each other flowers, and she kissed my hands. I did the same to hers. Then I tried to talk, and found out her name was Weena, which, even though I don’t know what it meant, somehow seemed fitting. That was the start of a strange friendship that lasted a week, and ended—as I’ll tell you!
 “She was totally like a kid. She wanted to be with me all the time. She tried to follow me everywhere, and it kind of broke my heart to leave her on my next trip, leaving her exhausted and calling after me, sounding pretty upset. But I had to deal with the world’s problems. I told myself, I didn't come to the future for some silly little crush. Still, her sadness when I left her was really intense, her protests at leaving were sometimes frantic, and honestly, her devotion was more trouble than comfort. But somehow, she was a real comfort. I thought it was just simple kid affection that made her cling to me. I didn’t really know what I was doing to her when I left her, and I didn’t understand what she meant to me until it was too late. Because just by seeming fond of me, and showing in her own small, helpless way that she cared, that little doll of a girl quickly made coming back to the neighborhood of the White Sphinx feel like coming home; and I’d look for her tiny figure of white and gold as soon as I came over the hill.
“It was from her, too, that I learned fear hadn't completely disappeared. She was pretty fearless during the day, and she had a crazy amount of faith in me. Once, in a silly moment, I even made threatening faces at her, and she just laughed. But she totally dreaded the dark, feared shadows, was scared of dark things. Darkness was the one thing that terrified her. It was a really intense feeling, and it got me thinking and observing. I realized these little people huddled in big houses after dark, sleeping in groups. Going into them without a light would freak them out. I never found one outside, or one sleeping alone inside, after dark. But I was still such a clueless idiot that I missed the point of that fear, and even though Weena was upset, I insisted on sleeping away from those sleeping crowds.
“It really bothered her, but in the end, her weird affection for me won out, and for five nights of knowing her, including the last night of all, she slept with her head resting on my arm. But my story is drifting away as I talk about her. It must have been the night before she was rescued that I woke up around dawn. I’d been restless, having a seriously bad dream about drowning, and sea anemones feeling all over my face with their soft tentacles. I woke up with a jolt, feeling like some greyish animal had just darted out of the room. I tried to go back to sleep, but I felt restless and uneasy. It was that weird, dim, early-morning hour when things are just creeping out of the darkness, when everything is colorless and sharp, but still feels unreal. I got up and went down into the big hall, then out onto the stone slabs in front of the palace. I figured I'd make the best of it and watch the sunrise.
“The moon was setting, and the fading moonlight and the first hint of dawn were mixed in a spooky half-light. The bushes were pitch black, the ground a dark grey, and the sky was colorless and depressing. And up the hill, I thought I could see ghosts. Three different times, as I looked across the slope, I saw white figures. Twice, I thought I saw a single, white, ape-like creature running pretty fast up the hill, and once, near the ruins, I saw a group of them carrying some dark body. They were moving quickly. I didn’t see what happened to them. It seemed like they just vanished into the bushes. The dawn was still hazy, you know. I was feeling that cold, uncertain, early-morning feeling you might have known. I questioned what I was seeing.
 As the eastern sky got brighter, and the light of day came back, bringing its vivid colours across the world again, I scanned the view closely. But I didn’t see a trace of my white figures. They were just figments of the dim light. “They must have been ghosts,” I said. “I wonder where they came from?” A weird thought from Grant Allen popped into my head, and it amused me. If every generation dies and leaves ghosts, he argued, the world will eventually get totally overcrowded with them. According to that idea, they’ll have multiplied endlessly, like, eight hundred thousand years from now, and it wouldn’t be so shocking to see four at once. But the joke didn’t really land, and I was thinking about these figures all morning, until Weena’s rescue pushed them out of my mind. I linked them somehow to the white animal I’d startled during my first frantic search for the Time Machine. But Weena was a much better distraction. Still, they were about to take a much stronger hold on my mind.
I think I mentioned how much hotter than our own was the weather in this Golden Age. I can’t explain it. Maybe the sun was hotter, or Earth was closer to the sun. People, especially those not familiar with ideas like the younger Darwin’s, tend to forget that the planets will eventually fall back into the parent body. As those disasters happen, the sun will blaze with renewed energy; and it’s possible that some inner planet had suffered that fate. Whatever the reason, the fact is that the sun was way hotter than we know it.
Well, one really hot morning—I think it was my fourth—while I was looking for some shade from the heat and glare near the huge ruin close to the great house where I slept and ate, something really strange happened. Climbing around these piles of stone, I found a narrow gallery, whose end and side windows were blocked by fallen rocks. Compared to the brightness outside, it seemed totally dark at first. I went in groping, because the switch from light to darkness made spots of color swirl in front of my eyes. Suddenly, I stopped, completely mesmerized. A pair of eyes, glowing from the reflected daylight outside, was watching me from the darkness.
The old, instinctive fear of wild animals hit me. I clenched my fists and stared straight into those bright eyes. I was scared to turn around. Then, I remembered how safe humanity seemed to be living. And then I recalled that weird terror of the dark. Overcoming my fear a little, I stepped forward and spoke. I’ll admit my voice was rough and shaky. I reached out and touched something soft. Instantly, the eyes darted to the side, and something white zipped past me. I turned quickly, my heart pounding, and saw a bizarre, little ape-like figure, its head tilted in a strange way, running across the sunny space behind me. It bumped into a block of granite, stumbled, and in a flash was hidden in a dark shadow under another pile of ruined stone.
 “My impression of it is, like, totally not clear; but I know it was a dull white, and had these weird, big greyish-red eyes. Also, it had blonde hair on its head and down its back. But, you know, it went by so fast I couldn't really see it. I can’t even say if it was running on all fours, or just with its front arms really low. After a second to catch my breath, I followed it into the second pile of ruins. I couldn't find it at first; but after a while in the super dark, I came across one of those round, well-like openings I'm telling you about, kind of blocked by a fallen pillar. A thought just hit me: could this thing have vanished down the shaft? I lit a match, and looking down, I saw this tiny, white, moving thing, with huge, bright eyes that stared right at me as it backed away. It gave me the creeps. It was so much like a human spider! It was climbing down the wall, and now I saw for the first time a bunch of metal foot and hand rests forming like a ladder down the shaft. Then the light burned my fingers and fell out of my hand, going out as it dropped, and when I lit another the little monster had disappeared.
“I don’t know how long I just sat staring down that well. It took a while to convince myself that what I’d seen was even human. But, slowly, the truth started to sink in: that humans hadn’t stayed just one species, but had split into two different animals. That my graceful people from the Upper World weren’t the only descendants of our generation, but that this pale, gross, nighttime thing, which flashed past me, was also an heir to all the ages.
“I thought about the flickering pillars and my idea about underground ventilation. I started to suspect their real purpose. And I wondered, what was this Lemur doing in my plan for a perfectly balanced system? How was it connected to the chill, relaxed vibe of the beautiful Overworlders? And what was hidden down there, at the bottom of that shaft? I sat on the edge of the well telling myself that, at least, there was nothing to fear, and that I had to go down there to solve my problems. But I was totally freaked out to go! As I hesitated, two of the beautiful upperworld people ran in, playing around in the daylight in the shadow. The guy chased the girl, throwing flowers at her as he ran.
“They seemed upset to find me, my arm against the overturned pillar, staring down the well. Apparently, it was considered rude to mention these openings; so when I pointed to this one and tried to ask a question about it in their language, they were even more obviously upset and turned away. But they were interested in my matches, and I lit some to amuse them. I tried them again about the well, and again I failed. So, eventually, I left them, meaning to go back to Weena, and see what I could get from her. But my mind was already spinning; my guesses and impressions were shifting to a new understanding. I now had a clue about the purpose of these wells, the ventilating towers, the mystery of the ghosts; to say nothing of a hint about the meaning of the bronze gates and the fate of the Time Machine! And very vaguely, there came a suggestion towards solving the economic problem that had puzzled me.
 Okay, here’s the new view. Seriously, this second species of Man lived underground. Three things in particular made me think their rare appearances above ground were the result of living underground for a long time. First, they had this pale look, like you see in animals that live mostly in the dark—like those white fish in Kentucky caves, for example. Then, those huge eyes, able to reflect light—you know, like owls and cats. And finally, that obvious confusion in the sunlight, that quick but clumsy dash for shade, and that weird way they held their heads in the light—it all backed up my idea that their retinas were super sensitive.
So, beneath my feet, the earth must have tons of tunnels, and those tunnels were home to the New Race. Seeing those vents and wells along the hillsides—everywhere except in the river valley—showed how widespread the tunnels were. What’s so natural, then, than to think they were doing all the work needed to make the people above ground comfortable in this artificial Underworld? The idea made total sense, so I went on to figure out how the human species split up. I bet you can guess what I thought—but honestly, even I realized pretty soon that my theory wasn't quite right.
At first, looking at what's happening in our own time, it seemed crystal clear that the growing gap between the rich Capitalists and the working-class Laborers was the key to everything. I know it might sound crazy—and totally unbelievable!—but even now, there are things that point in that direction. There's this trend to use underground space for the less fancy parts of civilization, like the London Underground, or those new electric trains, and subways, and underground workspaces and restaurants—and they're popping up everywhere. Obviously, I thought, this trend had gotten so intense that Industry had lost its connection to the sky. What I mean is, it had gone deeper and deeper into bigger and bigger underground factories, spending more and more time down there, until—! Don’t you think an East-end worker lives in conditions so artificial that they’re practically cut off from the natural world above?
 “Again, richer people—because, let’s face it, their education is getting more and more specialized, and the gap between them and the less fortunate is widening—are already closing off huge chunks of the countryside, just for themselves. Around London, for example, maybe half the prettiest areas are off-limits to everyone else. And this same widening gap—which is thanks to the long, expensive process of higher education and the increased ways for the wealthy to indulge in fancy habits—means that exchanging between classes, that blending of families that currently slows down society from splitting into separate groups, will happen less and less. So, eventually, you’re going to have the Haves up top, chasing pleasure, comfort, and beauty, and below ground, the Have-nots, the Workers constantly adapting to their jobs. Once they’re down there, they’ll probably have to pay a lot for the ventilation of their tunnels; and if they don’t, they’ll starve or suffocate from back rent. Those who are miserable and rebellious will die out; and in the end, the balance will hold, and the survivors will adapt to underground life, and be as happy in their way as the people in the Overworld are to theirs. As it seemed to me, the refined beauty and the pale, almost sickly look followed naturally enough.
“The amazing achievement of Humanity I’d dreamed of took a different shape in my mind. It wasn't the triumph of moral education and teamwork I'd imagined. Instead, I saw a real aristocracy, armed with advanced science, and logically extending the industrial system of today. Their triumph wasn't just over nature, but over nature and other people. I have to warn you, this was my theory at the time. I didn’t have a tour guide like in those utopian stories. My explanation might be totally wrong. But even if it’s true, the balanced civilization that was finally achieved must have long since passed its peak, and was now far gone into decline. The Overworlders were so secure that they slowly started to degenerate, getting smaller, weaker, and less intelligent. I could already see that happening. What had happened to the Undergrounders, I didn't yet suspect; but from what I’d seen of the Morlocks—that’s what they were called—I could imagine that the human type had been changed even more drastically than among the ‘Eloi,’ the beautiful race that I already knew.
“Then came some really troubling questions. Why had the Morlocks taken my Time Machine? I was sure it was them. Why, if the Eloi were in charge, couldn't they just give the machine back? And why were they so terrified of the dark? I started asking Weena about this Underworld, but I was disappointed again. At first, she didn’t understand my questions, and then she refused to answer them. She shivered like the topic was unbearable. And when I pressed her, maybe a little too hard, she burst into tears. Those were the only tears, besides my own, I ever saw in that Golden Age. When I saw them, I stopped bothering about the Morlocks, and just wanted to banish any signs of her human side from Weena’s eyes. Soon she was smiling and clapping her hands, while I lit a match.
Chapter 9
The Morlocks

“It might seem weird, but it took me two whole days to figure out how to follow up on the new clue—the right way, you know? I felt seriously creeped out by those pale bodies. They were just the half-bleached color of worms and stuff you see preserved in jars at a science museum. And they were so, so cold to the touch. I think my hesitation came from feeling what the Eloi were feeling—their disgust for the Morlocks. I started to get it, too.
“That next night, I didn’t sleep great. Probably my health was a little off. I was stressed and confused. A couple of times, I got this intense feeling of fear for no real reason. I remember sneaking quietly into the big hall where the little people were sleeping in the moonlight—Weena was there that night—and feeling a little better just seeing them. Even then, I realized that in a few days, the moon would be almost gone, and the nights would get dark. That’s when those creepy creatures from below, those white Lemurs, this new kind of vermin that replaced the old ones, would probably be even more common. I had this uneasy feeling, like I was avoiding something I knew I had to do. I was sure the Time Machine was only going to be found by diving into these underground mysteries. But I couldn't face it. It would have been different if I had someone with me. But I was totally alone, and even thinking about climbing down into the dark well freaked me out. I don’t know if you’ll get it, but I never felt safe with my back to anything.
“That’s probably what made me wander around more and more. Heading southwest towards the higher ground that's now called Combe Wood, I saw something far off in the direction of old Banstead—a huge green building, totally different from anything I’d seen before. It was bigger than any of the palaces or ruins I knew, and it looked kind of Asian: the front had this shiny, pale-green tint, like that bluish-green Chinese porcelain. That difference made me think it was used for something different, so I wanted to check it out. But it was getting late, and I’d already walked a long, tiring way to find it, so I decided to wait until the next day, and headed back to the welcome and hugs of little Weena. But the next morning, I realized that my curiosity about the Palace of Green Porcelain was just a way to put off something I was dreading. I decided to go down the well without wasting any more time, and started out early towards a well near the ruins of granite and aluminum.
“Little Weena ran with me. She danced beside me to the well, but when she saw me lean over the opening and look down, she seemed really upset. ‘Bye, little Weena,’ I said, kissing her, and then set her down. I started feeling around the edge of the well for climbing hooks. I have to admit, I was rushing a bit—I was afraid my courage would disappear! At first, she watched me in amazement. Then she let out this heartbreaking cry and ran to me, pulling at me with her little hands. Her resistance actually made me feel more determined. I gently shook her off, and in a moment, I was sliding down the well. I saw her worried face above me, and smiled to reassure her. Then I had to focus on the shaky hooks I was holding onto.
 “I had to climb down a super deep shaft, like two hundred yards. The descent was tough – there were these metal bars sticking out of the walls, but they were made for someone way smaller and lighter than me, so I was quickly exhausted and cramped. And not just tired! One of the bars bent suddenly under my weight, and almost knocked me off into the blackness below. For a second, I was hanging by one hand, and after that, I didn’s dare to rest again. Even though my arms and back were killing me, I kept climbing down the sheer drop as fast as I could. Looking up, I saw the hole, a tiny blue circle, with a star visible, and little Weena’s head popped up as a round black shape. The thumping sound of a machine below got louder and more intense. Everything except that little circle above was pitch black, and when I looked up again, Weena was gone.
“I was seriously uncomfortable. I thought about trying to climb back up the shaft and just leaving the Underworld alone. But even while I was thinking about it, I kept going down. Finally, with huge relief, I saw a small opening in the wall to my right. I pulled myself in, and it turned out to be a narrow tunnel where I could lie down and rest. It was about time. My arms ached, my back was stiff, and I was trembling from the fear of falling. Plus, the constant darkness was messing with my eyes. The air was filled with the throbbing and humming of machinery pumping air down the shaft.
“I don’t know how long I laid there. I woke up to a soft hand touching my face. I jumped up in the darkness and grabbed my matches, quickly striking one. I saw three hunched-over, white creatures, similar to the one I’d seen above ground in the ruins, quickly retreating from the light. Living in what seemed like complete darkness to me, their eyes were huge and sensitive, like the pupils of deep-sea fish, and they reflected the light the same way. I’m sure they could see me even in that dimness, and they didn’t seem scared of me, just of the light. But as soon as I lit a match to see them, they bolted, disappearing into dark tunnels and gutters, their eyes glaring at me in a weird way.
“I tried to call out to them, but they spoke a language totally different from the people in the Overworld, so I was on my own. The thought of running away before exploring was definitely in my head. But I told myself, ‘You’re in for it now,’ and, feeling my way along the tunnel, I heard the machines getting louder. Soon, the walls opened up, and I came to a huge open space. Striking another match, I saw that I’d entered a massive arched cavern that stretched into complete darkness beyond the range of my light. I could only see as much as the match allowed.
“My memory is hazy. Huge shapes, like giant machines, rose out of the dimness, casting weird, black shadows where shadowy Morlocks hid from the light. The place was really stuffy and oppressive, and there was a faint smell of fresh blood in the air. Down the center, I saw a small table made of white metal, set with what looked like a meal. The Morlocks were definitely carnivores! Even then, I remember wondering what kind of huge animal could have survived to provide the red joint I saw. It was all really unclear: the heavy smell, the big, meaningless shapes, the creepy figures lurking in the shadows, just waiting for the darkness to come back for me! Then the match burned down, stung my fingers, and dropped, a tiny red spot in the blackness.
 “Looking back, I realize how totally unprepared I was for that whole thing. When I started out with the Time Machine, I was operating under this crazy idea that the people of the Future would be way ahead of us in every way—like, seriously advanced tech. I showed up with nothing – no weapons, no medicine, not even anything to smoke – I really missed cigarettes sometimes! – and barely enough matches. Seriously, if only I’d thought to bring a camera! I could have snapped a pic of the Underworld and checked it out later. But instead, I was stuck with just what Nature gave me – my hands, feet, and teeth. Plus, four safety matches that I had left.
“I was too freaked out to navigate all that machinery in the dark, and it was only with the last bit of light that I realized I was running low on matches. It hadn't even crossed my mind that I’d need to save them, and I’d wasted almost half the box just trying to blow away the Overworlders, who were totally amazed by fire. Now, like I said, I only had four left, and while I was standing there in the dark, a hand touched mine, these long, bony fingers feeling all over my face, and I could smell this weird, gross odor. I could hear what sounded like a bunch of those creepy little guys breathing all around me. I felt the box of matches being gently taken from my hand, and other hands behind me pulling at my clothes. It was seriously unsettling to feel these unseen creatures checking me out. The sudden realization that I had no clue how they thought or what they were up to hit me hard in the darkness. I yelled at them as loud as I could. They backed away, and then I felt them coming back towards me. They grabbed at me more boldly, whispering strange sounds to each other. I shivered and yelled again—kind of a panicked shout. This time, they weren’t as scared, and they made this weird laughing noise as they came at me. I was seriously terrified. I decided to strike another match and make a run for it under its light. I did, and I used a scrap of paper from my pocket to make the flame last longer, and I managed to escape back to the narrow tunnel. But I barely got in when my light went out, and in the darkness, I could hear the Morlocks rustling like wind through leaves and pattering like rain as they chased after me.
“In a second, several hands grabbed me, and there was no mistaking that they were trying to pull me back. I struck another light and waved it in their blinded faces. You can’t even imagine how inhuman they looked—those pale, chinless faces and huge, lidless, pinkish-grey eyes—as they stared, confused and disoriented. But I didn’t stick around to look: I retreated again, and when my second match burned out, I struck my third. It was almost gone when I reached the opening to the shaft. I lay down on the edge, because the pounding of the huge pump below made me dizzy. Then I reached sideways for the hooks, and as I did, my feet were grabbed from behind, and I was yanked backward. I lit my last match… and it immediately went out. But I had my hand on the climbing bars now, and kicking like crazy, I broke free from the Morlocks’ grip, and I was quickly climbing up the shaft, while they kept peering and blinking up at me. Except for one little creep who followed me for a bit and almost snagged my boot as a trophy.
 That climb felt like it would never end. The last twenty or thirty feet were brutal—a wave of nausea totally hit me. I seriously struggled to hold on. Those final yards were a crazy fight against feeling faint. My head spun a bunch of times, and I felt like I was about to fall. Finally, though, I somehow got over the edge of the well, and stumbled out of the ruins into the super bright sunlight. I just collapsed face-first. Even the dirt smelled amazing and fresh. Then I remember Weena kissing my hands and ears, and the voices of the other Eloi all around. After that, I just blacked out for a while.
Chapter 10
When Night Came

“Seriously, things felt way worse now. Before this, besides freaking out that night when I lost the Time Machine, I'm not gonna lie, I had this hope I’d eventually escape. But these new discoveries totally shook that up. I thought I was just dealing with the childishness of these little people and some unknown stuff I just needed to figure out. But there was this whole new thing about the Morlocks—it was totally inhuman and evil. I just felt disgusted by them. Before, it was like falling into a hole: I was worried about the hole and how to climb out. Now, I felt like an animal trapped, waiting for its enemy to attack.
“The enemy I was scared of might surprise you. It was the darkness of the new moon. Weena had planted this idea in my head with some confusing comments about the Dark Nights. It wasn’t that hard to guess what those Dark Nights meant. The moon was shrinking: each night was a little darker. And I finally understood, at least a little bit, why the little Upperworld people were so afraid of the dark. I wondered what messed-up stuff the Morlocks were doing under the new moon. I was pretty sure now that my second guess was totally wrong. Maybe the Upperworld people used to be the fancy rulers, and the Morlocks were their worker robots: but that was long gone. The two kinds of humans that had evolved were changing, heading towards a totally new relationship. The Eloi, like those Carlovignan kings, had become just pretty and useless. They still had the earth, but they didn’t really own it. The Morlocks, who had lived underground for generations, couldn’t stand the sunlight anymore. And I figured they made the Eloi’s clothes and took care of their basic needs, maybe because of an old habit of serving. They did it like a horse stomps its foot, or like someone enjoys hunting animals—because old, forgotten needs had become part of them. But things were definitely changing. The downfall of the delicate ones was speeding up. Ages ago, thousands of generations ago, humans had pushed their brothers out of comfort and sunshine. And now that brother was coming back—changed! The Eloi were starting to learn an old lesson again. They were getting reacquainted with Fear. And suddenly, I remembered the meat I’d seen in the Underworld. It was weird how it popped into my head—not like I was thinking about it, but almost like a question from nowhere. I tried to remember what it looked like. I had a vague feeling of recognition, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
“Even though those little people were helpless against their mysterious Fear, I was different. I came from our time, this peak of human history, when Fear doesn’t freeze you up and mystery isn’re scary anymore. I at least would defend myself. Without waiting any longer, I decided to make myself some weapons and a safe place to sleep. With that refuge as a base, I could face this weird world with some of the confidence I’d lost realizing what creatures I was exposed to every night. I knew I couldn’t sleep again until my bed was secure from them. I shuddered thinking about how they must have already checked me out.”
 “I wandered around that afternoon along the Thames valley, but nothing really caught my eye as being impossible to reach. All the buildings and trees seemed totally climbable, especially considering how good the Morlocks were at climbing, judging by their wells. Then I remembered the tall towers of the Palace of Green Porcelain and the shiny walls – they looked amazing. That evening, carrying Weena like a little kid on my shoulder, I hiked up the hills toward the southwest. I thought the distance was seven or eight miles, but it was closer to eighteen. I’d first seen the place on a damp afternoon when things look closer than they are. Plus, the heel of one of my shoes was coming apart, with a nail poking through the sole – they were comfy old shoes I wore around the house – so I was limping. And it was already way past sunset when I finally saw the palace, silhouetted black against the pale yellow sky.
“Weena was super happy when I started carrying her, but after a while she wanted me to put her down, and she ran alongside me, occasionally darting off to pick flowers to stick in my pockets. My pockets always confused Weena, but eventually she figured out they were like a weird kind of vase for flowers. At least she used them like that. And that reminds me! When I changed my jacket, I found…”
The Time Traveller paused, put his hand in his pocket, and silently placed two dried-up flowers, kind of like really big white mallows, on the little table. Then he went on with his story.
“As the quiet of evening settled over the world and we climbed over the hill towards Wimbledon, Weena got tired and wanted to go back to the house of grey stone. But I pointed out the distant towers of the Palace of Green Porcelain to her and tried to make her understand that we were looking for a safe place there from her Fear. You know that quiet moment that happens right before dusk? Even the breeze stops in the trees. To me, there’s always a feeling of something about that evening stillness. The sky was clear, far away, and empty except for a few lines way down in the sunset. Well, that night, that feeling matched my fears. In that still darkness, my senses felt super sharp. I could almost feel the ground hollow underneath my feet – I could practically see through it to the Morlocks down in their tunnels, moving around and waiting for the dark. I was so hyped up that I thought they’d see my invasion of their tunnels as a declaration of war. And why had they taken my Time Machine?
“So we kept going in the quiet, and the twilight turned into night. The clear blue in the distance faded, and one star after another appeared. The ground got dim, and the trees turned black. Weena’s fears and her tiredness grew stronger. I held her in my arms and talked to her and comforted her. Then, as the darkness got deeper, she put her arms around my neck and, closing her eyes, pressed her face tightly against my shoulder. So we went down a long slope into a valley, and there in the dimness I almost walked into a little river. I waded across it and went up the opposite side of the valley, past a bunch of sleeping houses and a statue – a Faun, or something like that, but without a head. There were acacias here too. So far, I hadn’t seen any Morlocks, but it was still early in the night, and the darkest hours before the old moon rose were still to come.”
 “From the top of the next hill, I saw a super thick forest stretching out wide and black in front of me. I hesitated. I couldn’s see any end to it, either to the left or the right. Feeling exhausted—my feet especially were killing me—I carefully lowered Weena from my shoulder as I stopped, and sat down on the grass. I couldn’t see the Palace of Green Porcelain anymore, and I wasn’t sure which way to go. I peered into the dense woods, wondering what it was hiding. Underneath all those tangled branches, you wouldn’t be able to see the stars. Even if there weren’t any other dangers—dangers I didn’t want to think about—there would still be all the roots to trip over and the tree trunks to bump into. I was really tired after everything that happened today, so I decided to just spend the night on the open hill.
“Weena, thankfully, was fast asleep. I carefully wrapped her in my jacket, and sat down next to her, waiting for the moon to come up. The hillside was quiet and empty, but from the woods, I could hear things moving around. Above me, the stars were shining, because the night was really clear. I felt a little comforted by their twinkling. All the old constellations were gone from the sky, though. That slow shift—which you wouldn’t notice in a hundred lifetimes—had long since rearranged them into unfamiliar groups. But the Milky Way, it seemed to me, was still the same faded stream of stardust as always. Southward (as far as I could tell) was a really bright red star that I’d never seen before; it was even more amazing than our own green Sirius. And among all those sparkling points of light, one bright planet shone kindly and steadily, like the face of an old friend.
“Looking at those stars suddenly made my own problems seem tiny and all the worries of Earth disappear. I thought about how far away they were, and how slowly they were drifting through time, from the distant past to the unknown future. I thought about the huge cycle the Earth's pole makes as it slowly turns. Only forty times had that silent shift happened during all the years I’d been traveling. And during those few shifts, all the activity, all the traditions, the complicated organizations, the countries, languages, literature, aspirations—even just the memory of humans as I knew them—had been wiped out. Instead, there were these fragile creatures who’d forgotten their amazing ancestors, and the white Things I was so terrified of. Then I thought about the huge fear between the two species, and for the first time, with a sudden chill, I understood what the meat I’d seen might be. But it was too awful! I looked at little Weena sleeping next to me, her face white and glowing under the stars, and quickly pushed the thought away.
“Throughout that long night, I tried to keep my mind off the Morlocks, and passed the time trying to spot familiar constellations in the new patterns. The sky stayed really clear, except for a few wispy clouds. I probably dozed off a few times. Then, as the night wore on, a faint glow appeared in the east, like a reflection of some colorless fire, and the old moon rose, thin and peaked and white. And right behind it, catching up and overflowing it, came the dawn, pale at first, then growing pink and warm. No Morlocks had come near us. Actually, I hadn’t seen any on the hill that night. And with the confidence of a new day, it almost seemed to me that my fear had been silly. I stood up and found that my foot, with the loose heel, was swollen at the ankle and really painful under the heel, so I sat back down, took off my shoes, and tossed them away.
 “I woke Weena up, and we headed into the woods—now it was green and pretty, not dark and scary. We found some fruit to grab a quick bite. We ran into some other cute girls, laughing and dancing in the sunshine like they’d never even heard of nighttime. And then I remembered the meat I’d seen earlier. I was sure now what it was, and honestly, I felt bad for these last few people left from humanity. Way back when things started falling apart, the Morlocks’ food must’ve run out. Maybe they were eating rats and stuff like that. Even now, people aren't picky about what they eat—way less picky than even monkeys. It’s not like we have a deep-down instinct against eating other people. So, these messed-up descendants of humans—! I tried to look at it like a scientist. After all, they were less human and more distant than our cannibal ancestors from thousands of years ago. And the smarts that would’ve made this situation awful were gone. Why should I even worry? These Eloi were just like fatted cattle, which the ant-like Morlocks kept and hunted—probably even bred them. And there was Weena dancing beside me!
“Then I tried to protect myself from the scary feeling that was coming on, by thinking of it as a really harsh punishment for how selfish people used to be. People were happy to live easy lives, depending on the work of others, taking ‘Necessity’ as an excuse, and now Necessity had come back to bite them. I even tried to be all snobby and judge them, like Carlyle would’ve. But I couldn’t pull it off. Even though they weren't that smart anymore, the Eloi still looked too human not to get my sympathy, and to make me feel like I was stuck with their bad luck and their fear.
“At that time, I didn't really have a plan. First, I wanted to find a safe place and make some weapons out of metal or stone. That was super important. Next, I hoped to get fire, so I’d have a torch—nothing would be better against the Morlocks, I knew it. Then, I wanted to figure out how to break open those bronze doors under the White Sphinx. I was thinking about a battering ram. I figured that if I could get inside and carry a torch, I’d find the Time Machine and escape. I couldn’t imagine the Morlocks were strong enough to move it far. I decided to bring Weena with me to our own time. I was thinking all this over as we walked towards the building I thought would be a good place to live.
Chapter 11
The Palace of Green Porcelain

“We found the Palace of Green Porcelain, when we got close around noon, totally deserted and falling apart. Just a few broken bits of glass were left in the windows, and huge chunks of the green paint had peeled off the rusty metal frame. It sat way up on a grassy hill, and when I looked northeast before we went inside, I was shocked to see a huge river, or maybe a creek, where I figured Wandsworth and Battersea used to be. I thought then—though I never really thought about it—what might have happened, or might be happening, to the creatures living in the water.
“The Palace was actually made of porcelain, and I saw an inscription in some weird writing all over it. I thought, kinda dumbly, that Weena could help me figure it out, but she just looked at me like writing had never even occurred to her. She always seemed more human than she was, I guess, maybe because she cared so much.
“Inside the big, broken doors—which were open and falling apart—we didn't find a usual hall. Instead, there was a long gallery with lots of windows. At first, it reminded me of a museum. The tiled floor was covered in thick dust, and a bunch of random stuff was hidden under the same grey stuff. Then I spotted something standing weird and tall in the middle of the hall—it was clearly the bottom part of a huge skeleton. By the way the feet slanted, I knew it was some extinct animal, like a Megatherium. The skull and the rest of the bones were lying next to it in the dust, and in one spot, where rainwater had leaked through a hole in the roof, the bone itself had been worn away. Further down the gallery was the huge barrel-shaped skeleton of a Brontosaurus. My museum idea totally made sense. As I walked toward the side, I found what looked like slanted shelves, and when I cleared away the thick dust, I found the old familiar glass cases from our own time. They must have been airtight to see how well some of the stuff inside was preserved.
“Clearly, we were standing in the ruins of a later version of South Kensington! This was the Paleontology Section, and it must have been an amazing collection of fossils, even though the normal process of decay, which had been slowed down for a while, and because there were no more bacteria or fungi, had lost most of its power, was slowly working on all the treasures again. Here and there I found signs of the little people—rare fossils broken into pieces or strung on reeds. And some of the cases had been moved—probably by the Morlocks, I figured. The place was really quiet. The thick dust muffled our footsteps. Weena, who had been rolling a sea urchin down the slanted glass of a case, came over to me, and very quietly took my hand and stood beside me.
“At first, I was so surprised by this old monument to an intelligent time that I didn’t think about what it could mean. Even my worry about the Time Machine faded a little from my mind.”
 “Judging by how big the place was, this Palace of Green Porcelain had way more than just a museum of old fossils; maybe historical exhibits, even a library! To me, especially where I was at, that would've been way more interesting than looking at this display of ancient geology falling apart. Exploring, I found another short hallway running across from the first one. This seemed to be all about minerals, and seeing a chunk of sulfur got me thinking about gunpowder. But I couldn't find any saltpeter; actually, no nitrates at all. Probably they just crumbled away a long time ago. Still, the sulfur stuck in my head and got me thinking. As for the rest of the stuff in that hallway, even though it was the best preserved of everything I saw, I wasn't really interested. I'm no expert on rocks and minerals, and I went down a really wrecked aisle running parallel to the first hall I'd entered. Apparently, this section had been about natural history, but everything had long since become unrecognizable. A few shriveled and blackened bits of what used to be stuffed animals, dried-out mummies in jars that once held alcohol, a brown dust of dead plants: that was it! I felt bad about that, because I would've loved to see how people figured out how to control nature. Then we came to a hallway that was seriously huge, but really dim, with the floor sloping down a little bit from where I came in. At intervals, cracked and smashed white globes hung from the ceiling—suggesting that the place had originally been lit with electric lights. This was more my thing, because rising up on either side of me were these massive machines, all super corroded and many broken down, but some still pretty complete. You know I'm a sucker for mechanics, and I wanted to hang around these; especially because they were like puzzles, and I could only guess what they were for. I thought that if I could figure them out, I’d have powers that could help me against the Morlocks.
“Suddenly Weena came really close to my side. She startled me so much! If it hadn’t been for her, I don’t think I would’ve even noticed that the floor sloped at all. [Footnote: It's possible, of course, that the floor didn’t slope, but that the museum was built into the side of a hill.—ED.] The end I came in at was above ground and had these tiny slits for windows. As you went down the length of the hallway, the ground blocked out these windows, until finally there was a pit like the 'garden' of a London house, with just a thin line of daylight at the top. I walked slowly, trying to figure out the machines, and I was so focused on them that I didn’t notice how the light was fading, until Weena started getting worried. Then I saw that the hallway led down into thick darkness. I hesitated, and when I looked around, I noticed that there wasn’t as much dust, and the surface wasn’t as uneven. Further away, towards the dimness, it looked like it was broken up by a bunch of small, narrow footprints. That reminded me how close the Morlocks were. I felt like I was wasting time looking at machines. I remembered that it was already pretty far into the afternoon, and I still didn’t have a weapon, a safe place, or a way to make a fire. And then, down in the deep blackness of the hallway, I heard this weird pattering, and the same odd noises I’d heard down the well.
 “I took Weena’s hand. Then, a sudden idea hit me, so I left her and turned to a machine with a lever sticking out, kind of like what you’d see at a train signal. I climbed onto the stand and grabbed the lever, putting all my weight on it to the side. Suddenly, Weena, left alone in the middle of the room, started to whimper. I’d pretty much guessed the lever’s strength right – it snapped after about a minute of pressure. I went back to her, holding a mace that looked more than enough to crack any Morlock skull. And honestly, I really wanted to take out a few Morlocks. Super messed up, I know, wanting to kill my own descendants! But I just couldn't feel any humanity towards those things. Only my worry about leaving Weena and the feeling that going on a killing spree would mess up my Time Machine stopped me from heading straight down the gallery and taking out the brutes I could hear.
“Okay, so, mace in one hand and Weena in the other, we went out of that gallery and into another, even bigger one. It instantly reminded me of an old military chapel, all draped with torn flags. I soon realized the brown, charred rags hanging from the walls were actually the remains of books. They’d completely fallen apart, and all the print was gone. But here and there were warped boards and cracked metal clasps that told the story well enough. If I’d been a writer, I might have had a moment to think about how pointless everything is. But I was just struck by how much work went into this gloomy mess of rotting paper. At the time, I’ll admit, I mostly thought about the Philosophical Transactions and my own seventeen papers on physical optics.
“Then, we climbed a wide staircase and ended up in what might have once been a chemistry lab. And here, I had a real hope of finding something useful. Except for one end where the roof had collapsed, this gallery was pretty well preserved. I checked every unbroken case, and finally, in one of the really airtight ones, I found a box of matches. I tried them out right away – they worked perfectly! Not even damp. I turned to Weena. ‘Dance!’ I shouted to her in her own language. Because now I had a real weapon against the creepy creatures we were afraid of. So, in that abandoned museum, on the thick, soft carpet of dust, to Weena’s huge excitement, I did a kind of crazy dance, whistling The Land of the Leal as cheerfully as I could. It was a little bit of a cancan, a bit of a tap dance, a bit of a skirt dance (as much as my suit allowed), and totally original. I'm naturally creative, you know.
“I still think it’s super weird that a box of matches managed to survive for so long. But, oddly enough, I found something even more unlikely: camphor. It was in a sealed jar, which, I guess, had been really airtight. At first, I thought it was paraffin wax, so I smashed the glass. But the smell of camphor was unmistakable. This volatile substance had somehow survived in all that decay, maybe for thousands of years. It reminded me of a sepia painting I’d once seen, made from the ink of a fossil Belemnite that had died and turned to stone millions of years ago. I was about to throw it away, but then I remembered it was flammable and burned with a good, bright flame—basically, an excellent candle—so I put it in my pocket. I didn’t find any explosives, though, or anything to break down the bronze doors. My iron crowbar was still the most helpful thing I’d found. Still, I left that gallery feeling really pumped.
 “I can’t even begin to tell you the whole story of that long afternoon. It would take a ton of effort to remember everything in the right order. I remember a long hallway filled with rusty weapon stands, and I was stuck deciding between my crowbar, a hatchet, or a sword. I couldn’t carry all of them, though, and my iron bar seemed like the best bet against the bronze gates. There were tons of guns, pistols, and rifles. Most were covered in rust, but a bunch were made of some new metal and still pretty solid. But any bullets or gunpowder they might have had had just rotted away to dust. One corner was all charred and broken; I figured maybe there had been an explosion among the exhibits. In another place, there was a huge collection of idols—Polynesian, Mexican, Greek, Phoenician, pretty much every country on earth, I think. And right there, I just had to write my name on the nose of a steatite monster from South America that I really liked.
“As the evening came around, I started losing interest. I walked through gallery after gallery—dusty, quiet, often falling apart, with exhibits sometimes just piles of rust and coal, sometimes looking fresher. In one spot, I suddenly found myself near a model of a tin mine, and then, totally by accident, I discovered, in a sealed case, two dynamite cartridges! I yelled ‘Eureka!’ and smashed the case with excitement. Then, I got a second thought. I hesitated. Then, picking out a small side room, I decided to give it a shot. I’d never felt such disappointment as I did waiting five, ten, fifteen minutes for an explosion that never happened. Of course, they were dummies, like I should have realized from seeing them there. I really think that if they had been real, I would have bolted out of there and blown up the Sphinx, the bronze doors, and (as it turned out) my chance of finding the Time Machine, all at once!
“It was after that, I think, that we came to a little open courtyard inside the palace. It had grass and three fruit trees. So we rested and felt better. As the sun started to go down, I started thinking about where we were. Night was creeping in, and I still hadn’t found my secret hiding spot. But that didn't bother me much. I had something that was, maybe, the best defense against the Morlocks—I had matches! I also had camphor in my pocket, too, if I needed a big fire. It seemed like the best thing to do was spend the night outside, protected by a fire. In the morning, there was the Time Machine to get. So far, all I had was my iron mace. But now, with everything I was learning, I felt totally different about those bronze doors. Until now, I hadn't tried to force them open, mostly because I was curious about what was on the other side. They never seemed super strong, and I hoped my iron bar would be enough to do the job.
Chapter 12
In the Darkness

“We came out of the Palace while the sun was still above the horizon. I was determined to reach the White Sphinx early the next morning, and before it got dark, I planned to push through the woods that had stopped me on my last trip. My idea was to get as far as I could that night, then build a fire and sleep safely in its light. So, as we walked, I gathered any sticks or dried grass I saw, and soon my arms were full of it. Carrying all that stuff made our progress slower than I’d hoped, and besides, Weena was tired. I was getting sleepy too, so it was completely dark when we reached the woods. Weena would have stopped at the edge of the wooded hill, afraid of the darkness ahead, but a weird feeling that something bad was about to happen—a warning I should have heeded—pushed me forward. I hadn't slept in a night and two days, and I was feverish and cranky. I could feel sleep coming on, and I felt like the Morlocks were coming too.
“While we paused, hidden among the black bushes behind us, I saw three figures crouching in the dimness. There was scrub and long grass everywhere, and I didn’t feel safe from them sneaking up on us. I figured the forest was less than a mile across. If we could get through it to the bare hillside, I thought, that would be a much safer place to rest. I thought I could use my matches and camphor to keep our path lit through the woods. But it was clear that if I was going to light matches with my hands, I’d have to drop my firewood, so, a little reluctantly, I put it down. Then I had this idea to surprise our friends behind by lighting it. I would soon realize how stupid that was, but at the time, it seemed like a clever way to cover our retreat.
“I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about how rare fire must be without people around and in a mild climate. The sun’s heat is rarely strong enough to burn, even when it’s focused by dewdrops, like it sometimes is in more tropical areas. Lightning might blast and char things, but it rarely starts a big fire. Decaying plants might smolder with the heat of their breakdown, but that rarely creates flame. And in this world, the skill of making fire had been lost. The red tongues licking up my pile of wood were a completely new and strange thing to Weena.
“She wanted to run to it and play with it. I’m sure she would have jumped into it if I hadn’t stopped her. But I picked her up, and despite her struggling, boldly plunged into the woods. For a bit, the glow of my fire lit the path. Looking back a while later, I could see through the crowded trees that the blaze had spread from my pile of sticks to some nearby bushes, and a curved line of fire was creeping up the grass of the hill. I laughed about that, and turned back to the dark trees ahead. It was really black, and Weena clung to me tightly, but as my eyes got used to the darkness, there was still enough light for me to avoid the tree trunks. Above us, it was just black, except where a patch of distant blue sky shone down on us now and then. I didn’t light any of my matches because I had no free hands. I carried my little one on my left arm, and in my right hand, I held my iron bar.”
 For a while, all I could hear was the crunch of twigs under my feet, the soft whisper of the breeze, my own breathing, and the pulsing in my ears. Then, I realized there was a pattering sound behind me. I kept going, determined. The pattering got louder, and then I recognized that weird sound and voices—the ones I’d heard in the Underworld. There were definitely several Morlocks, and they were closing in. In fact, in another minute, I felt a tug on my coat, then something grabbing my arm. And Weena started shivering really hard, and just froze up.
“It was time to light a match. But to do that, I had to put her down. I did, and while I was digging in my pocket, a struggle started in the darkness around my knees—completely silent on her part, but with those same creepy cooing sounds from the Morlocks. Tiny hands were creeping over my coat and back, even touching my neck. Then, the match scratched and sputtered. I held it up, and saw the pale backs of the Morlocks scattering through the trees. I quickly grabbed a chunk of camphor from my pocket and got ready to light it when the match went out. Then I looked at Weena. She was lying there, clutching my feet and completely still, her face pressed against the ground. Suddenly scared, I bent down to her. She barely seemed to be breathing. I lit the camphor and dropped it to the ground, and as it split and flared up, pushing back the Morlocks and the shadows, I knelt down and lifted her. The woods behind us seemed full of the rustling and murmuring of a huge crowd!
“She seemed to have passed out. I carefully put her on my shoulder and started moving, and then a horrible thought hit me. While I was messing with my matches and Weena, I’d turned around a bunch of times, and now I had no idea which way to go. I might even be facing back towards the Palace of Green Porcelain. I broke out in a cold sweat. I had to think fast about what to do. I decided to build a fire and camp out here. I put Weena, still motionless, down on a grassy mound, and while my first chunk of camphor was fading, I started quickly gathering sticks and leaves. Here and there, out of the darkness, the Morlocks’ eyes glowed like red gems.
“The camphor flickered and died. I lit a match, and as I did, two pale shapes that had been approaching Weena darted away. One was so blinded by the light that he ran straight for me, and I felt his bones crunch under the punch of my fist. He let out a cry of shock, stumbled a bit, and fell down. I lit another piece of camphor and kept gathering wood for my bonfire. Soon I noticed how dry some of the leaves were above me—it hadn't rained since I arrived on the Time Machine, which had been about a week. So, instead of searching among the trees for fallen branches, I started jumping up and pulling down limbs. Really quickly, I had a smoky fire of green wood and dry sticks, and I could save my camphor. Then I turned to where Weena lay next to my iron club. I tried everything I could to wake her up, but she lay there like she was dead. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing.
 “Now, the smoke from the fire drifted towards me, and it must have made me really tired all of a sudden. Plus, the smell of camphor was everywhere. My fire wouldn’s need more wood for a while. I felt super drained after all that effort, so I sat down. The trees were making this low, sleepy sound that I didn’t understand. I just seemed to doze off and wake up. But it was totally dark, and the Morlocks had their hands all over me. Shoving off their clingy fingers, I quickly reached in my pocket for the matches, and—they were gone! Then they grabbed and squeezed me again. In a second, I knew what had happened. I’d fallen asleep, and my fire had gone out, and a wave of despair washed over me. The forest smelled like burning wood. I was grabbed by the neck, by the hair, by the arms, and pulled down. It was indescribably awful in the darkness to feel all those soft creatures piled on me. I felt like I was stuck in a huge spider’s web. I was overpowered, and I went down. I felt tiny teeth nipping at my neck. I rolled over, and as I did, my hand bumped against my iron lever. It gave me strength. I struggled up, shaking the human rats off me, and, holding the bar short, I pushed where I thought their faces might be. I could feel the soft give of flesh and bone under my blows, and for a moment, I was free.
“This crazy, intense feeling that often comes with a tough fight came over me. I knew that both I and Weena were lost, but I decided the Morlocks were going to pay for their dinner. I stood with my back against a tree, swinging the iron bar in front of me. The whole forest was full of their noises and cries. A minute passed. Their voices seemed to get higher and more excited, and their movements got faster. But none of them got close enough. I stood glaring into the darkness. Then suddenly, there was hope. What if the Morlocks were scared? And right after that, something really weird happened. The darkness started to glow. Very faintly, I started to see the Morlocks around me—three battered at my feet—and then I recognized, with total shock, that the others were running, in a nonstop stream, from behind me, and away through the forest in front. And their backs looked red. As I stood there with my mouth open, I saw a little red spark drift across a gap of starlight between the branches and disappear. And that’s when I understood the smell of burning wood, the sleepy murmur that was now growing into a roaring gust of wind, the red glow, and the Morlocks’ flight.
“Stepping out from behind my tree and looking back, I saw, through the dark trunks of the closer trees, the flames of the burning forest. It was my own fire chasing after me. Then I looked for Weena, but she was gone. The hissing and crackling behind me, the loud boom as each fresh tree burst into flames, didn’t leave much time to think. My iron bar still gripped, I followed in the Morlocks’ path. It was a close call. Once the flames crept forward so quickly on my right as I ran that I was outflanked and had to run to the left. But finally, I made it to a small open space, and as I did, a Morlock stumbled towards me, past me, and straight into the fire!
 “And now I was about to see the most messed-up and terrifying thing, I think, of everything I’d seen in that future world. The whole place was super bright, like daylight, because of the firelight reflecting everywhere. In the middle was a small hill, topped with a burned-over hawthorn tree. Beyond that was another section of the burning forest, with flickering flames licking out, completely surrounding the area with a wall of fire. On the hillside were maybe thirty or forty Morlocks, blinded by the light and heat, stumbling around and bumping into each other in their confusion. At first, I didn’t realize they were blind, and I started swinging my bar at them, totally freaking out, killing one and seriously hurting several more as they approached. But when I saw one of them reaching around under the hawthorn against the red sky and heard their moans, I knew they were totally helpless and miserable in the glare, so I stopped hitting them.
“But every now and then, one would just come straight at me, sending a jolt of pure terror that made me dodge quickly. One time, the flames died down a bit, and I was worried the creepy creatures would soon be able to see me. I was thinking about starting a fight by taking out a few of them before that happened, but the fire flared up again, and I stopped myself. I walked around the hill among them, avoiding them, looking for any sign of Weena. But Weena was gone.
“Finally, I sat down on the top of the hill and watched this bizarre, unbelievable group of blind things grope around and make weird noises to each other as the firelight beat down on them. The smoke twisted and spiraled across the sky, and through the few gaps in that red haze—distant as if they belonged to another universe—shone the tiny stars. Two or three Morlocks bumped into me, and I pushed them away with punches, shaking like crazy as I did.
“For most of that night, I was convinced it was a nightmare. I pinched myself and screamed in a desperate attempt to wake up. I pounded the ground with my hands, stood up, sat back down, and wandered around, only to sit down again. Then I’d rub my eyes and pray to God to let me wake up. Three times I saw Morlocks lower their heads in what looked like agony and rush into the flames. But, at last, above the dying red of the fire, above the swirling clouds of black smoke and the whitened and blackened tree stumps, and the dwindling number of these shadowy creatures, came the white light of day.
“I searched again for any sign of Weena, but there was nothing. It was obvious that they’d left her poor little body in the forest. I can’t even describe how relieved I felt that she’d escaped the awful fate she seemed destined for. As I thought about that, I almost felt like starting a massacre of the helpless freaks around me, but I held myself back. The hillock, like I said, was like an island in the forest. From the top, I could now make out, through the smoky haze, the Palace of Green Porcelain, and from there, I could get my bearings for the White Sphinx. And so, leaving the few remaining of these cursed souls still wandering around and moaning as the day got brighter, I tied some grass around my feet and limped across the smoking ashes and among the black stems that still pulsed internally with fire, toward the hiding place of the Time Machine. I walked slowly, because I was almost exhausted, as well as lame, and I felt a deep sadness over the horrible death of little Weena. It felt like an overwhelming tragedy. Now, in this familiar room, it’s more like the grief of a dream than a real loss. But that morning it left me completely alone again—terribly alone. I started thinking about this house of mine, about the fireplace, about some of you, and with those thoughts came a longing that was painful.
 “But as I walked over the still-warm ashes under the bright morning sky, I made a discovery. I still had a few matches in my jeans pocket. The box must’ve spilled them before it went missing.”
Chapter 13
The Trap of the White Sphinx

“Around eight or nine in the morning, I headed back to that same spot with the shiny metal where I’d looked out over the world the night I arrived. I thought about how quick I'd jumped to conclusions back then and couldn't help but laugh, kind of sadly, at how sure I’d been. Everything was exactly the same – the beautiful scenery, the lush greenery, the amazing palaces and old ruins, the silver river flowing between its rich banks. People in fancy clothes were moving around through the trees. Some were even swimming in the same spot where I’d saved Weena, and that hit me with a sudden pang of sadness. And then there were those domes rising up, leading to the Underworld. I finally understood what all the beauty of the Overworld people was hiding. Their days were nice, really nice, just like a cow’s in a field. Like cows, they didn’t know about enemies or worry about needs. And their ending was the same.
“It made me sad to think about how short the dream of human intelligence had been. They’d basically ended themselves. They’d focused on comfort and ease, building a stable society with security and permanence as their goals, and they’d achieved it. Once, life and property must have been incredibly safe. The rich were secure in their wealth and comfort, and the workers were guaranteed their jobs and lives. I’m sure there were no unemployment problems, no social issues left unsolved. And then… quiet.
“It's a natural law we often miss: that being adaptable is the price you pay for change, danger, and trouble. An animal perfectly suited to its surroundings is just a perfect machine. Nature doesn't call on intelligence until instincts and habits don’t work anymore. There's no intelligence where there's no need to change. Only animals facing tons of different needs and dangers use intelligence.
“So, as I see it, the Overworld people had drifted towards a weak, pretty existence, and the Underworld to just plain mechanical work. But that perfect state was missing one thing, even for mechanical perfection – absolute permanence. Apparently, over time, feeding the Underworld, however it was done, started falling apart. Mother Necessity, who’d been held off for a few thousand years, came back, starting from below. Because the Underworld was connected to machinery, which even if perfect, still needs a little thinking outside the routine, they probably kept a bit more initiative – though less of every other human quality – than the Overworld. And when other food ran out, they turned to what old habits had previously forbidden. That's what I saw in my last look at the world of Eight Hundred and Two Thousand Seven Hundred and One. It might be the worst explanation mortal minds could come up with. But that's how it all shaped up to me, and that’s what I’m giving you.
“After all the exhaustion, excitement, and terror of the past few days, and even though I was grieving, that spot, the peaceful view, and the warm sunlight felt really good. I was totally wiped and sleepy, and soon I stopped thinking and just dozed off. When I realized that, I took the hint and stretched out on the grass for a long, refreshing nap.
“I woke up a little before sunset. I now felt safe from getting caught napping by the Morlocks, and, stretching, I started walking down the hill towards the White Sphinx. I had my crowbar in one hand, and the other hand played with the matches in my pocket.
“And then something totally unexpected happened. As I got closer to the Sphinx’s base, I saw that the bronze valves were open. They’d slid down into grooves.
“At that, I stopped short before them, hesitating to go in.
 Inside was a small apartment, and in the corner, on a raised platform, was the Time Machine. I had the small levers in my pocket. So, after all my big plans to take down the White Sphinx, it was kind of a letdown. I tossed my iron bar away, almost regretting I didn’t get to use it.
A thought hit me as I leaned toward the portal. For once, I totally understood what the Morlocks were thinking. I had to fight the urge to laugh and stepped through the bronze frame and over to the Time Machine. I was surprised to see it had been carefully oiled and cleaned. I figured the Morlocks had even taken it apart a bit, trying to figure out what it was.
Now, as I stood there checking it out, feeling good just touching the thing, what I expected finally happened. The bronze panels suddenly slid up and slammed against the frame with a loud clang. I was in the dark—trapped. That’s what the Morlocks probably thought. I chuckled to myself.
I could already hear their giggling as they came closer. Really calmly, I tried to light a match. All I had to do was set the levers and then disappear like a ghost. But I’d totally forgotten one little thing. The matches were those awful ones that only light on the box.
You can imagine how all my chill just vanished. Those little guys were all over me. One touched me. I swung the levers at them in the dark and started climbing into the seat of the machine. Then one hand grabbed me, then another. I just had to fight against their sticky fingers for the levers, and at the same time, feel around for the studs they fit on. They almost got one away from me. As it slipped from my hand, I had to headbutt something in the dark—I could hear the Morlock's skull ring—to get it back. It was a closer call than the fight in the forest, I think, this last scramble.
But finally, the lever was fixed and pulled over. The grabbing hands slipped away. The darkness cleared from my eyes. I found myself in the same grey light and chaos I’d described before.
Chapter 14
The Further Vision

“I’m telling you, time travelling messes with you, big time. And this time, I wasn’t sitting right on the machine, but sideways and totally unstable. For a long time, I just held on as it swayed and vibrated, not even paying attention to where I was going. When I finally looked at the dials again, I was shocked to see where I’d ended up. One dial shows days, another shows thousands of days, another millions, and another thousands of millions. Instead of reversing the levers, I’d accidentally yanked them forward, and when I checked the indicators, the thousands hand was spinning as fast as the seconds hand on a watch—way into the future.
“As I kept going, things started to look really weird. The pulsing grayness got darker, then—even though I was still moving super fast—the quick flashes of day and night, which usually mean you’re going slower, came back and got more and more obvious. That totally threw me for a loop at first. The changes between night and day got slower and slower, and so did the sun moving across the sky, until they seemed to stretch out over centuries. Finally, a steady twilight settled over the earth, only broken now and then when a comet flashed across the dark sky. The band of light that used to show the sun was long gone; the sun had stopped setting—it just rose and fell in the west, getting bigger and redder all the time. There was no sign of the moon. The stars, circling slower and slower, faded into faint points of light. Eventually, sometime before I stopped, the sun, huge and red, just froze in place on the horizon, a giant glowing dome radiating a dull heat, sometimes flickering and going out for a moment. Then it would glow brighter again, but quickly go back to its gloomy red color. I realized that the slowing down of its rising and setting meant the tidal drag had done its job. The Earth had stopped, facing the sun, just like the moon faces Earth now. Very carefully—remembering my last wild fall—I started to reverse my motion. The circling hands went slower and slower until the thousands hand seemed to stop and the daily hand was just a blurry smudge on its scale. Even slower, until I could make out the faint outline of a desolate beach.
“I stopped gently and sat on the Time Machine, looking around. The sky wasn’t blue anymore. To the northeast, it was pitch black, and bright white stars shone steadily out of the darkness. Overhead, it was a deep reddish-brown and completely starless, and to the southeast, it grew brighter to a glowing scarlet where, against the horizon, lay the massive hull of the sun, red and motionless. The rocks around me were a harsh reddish color, and the only sign of life I could see at first was the intensely green vegetation covering every jutting point on their southeastern face. It was the same rich green you see on forest moss or lichen in caves: plants that grow in perpetual twilight.
“The machine was parked on a sloping beach. The sea stretched away to the southwest, rising to a sharp, bright horizon against the pale sky. There were no crashing waves and no ripples, because not a single breeze was stirring. Only a slight oily swell rose and fell like gentle breathing, showing that the eternal sea was still moving and alive. And along the edge where the water sometimes broke was a thick layer of salt—pink under the weird sky. I felt a sense of pressure in my head, and I noticed I was breathing really fast. The feeling reminded me of my only time climbing a mountain, and from that, I figured the air was thinner than it is now.
 “Far away up the desolate slope, I heard a harsh scream and saw something like a huge white butterfly shoot up into the sky, circling and disappearing over some low hills. Its voice was so creepy that I shivered and sat down more firmly on the machine. Looking around, I realized that what I thought was a reddish pile of rocks was actually moving slowly towards me. Then I saw it was a monstrous crab-like creature. Can you imagine a crab as big as that table over there, with its many legs moving slowly and awkwardly, its big claws swaying, its long antennae, like carters’ whips, waving and feeling, and its stalked eyes gleaming at you on either side of its metallic face? Its back was bumpy and decorated with ungainly lumps, and a greenish crust blotched it here and there. I could see the many feelers around its complicated mouth flickering and feeling as it moved.
“As I stared at this creepy thing crawling towards me, I felt something tickling my cheek, like a fly had landed there. I tried to brush it away with my hand, but it came back in a moment, and then again near my ear. I swatted at it and caught something threadlike. It was pulled quickly out of my hand. With a terrible feeling of dread, I turned, and I saw that I had grabbed the antenna of another monster crab that stood just behind me. Its creepy eyes were wiggling on their stalks, its mouth was all alive with hunger, and its vast, awkward claws, smeared with algae slime, were coming down on me. In a flash, my hand was on the lever, and I’d put a month between myself and these monsters. But I was still on the same beach, and I saw them clearly now as soon as I stopped. Dozens of them seemed to be crawling here and there in the dim light, among the leafy sheets of intense green.
“I can’t explain the sense of awful emptiness that hung over the world. The red sky in the east, the blackness to the north, the salty Dead Sea, the rocky beach crawling with these nasty, slow-moving monsters, the uniform, poisonous-looking green of the mossy plants, the thin air that hurt my lungs—it all created a shocking effect. I jumped forward a hundred years, and there was the same red sun—a little bigger, a little duller—the same dying sea, the same chilly air, and the same crowd of earthy crustaceans creeping in and out among the green seaweed and the red rocks. And in the western sky, I saw a curved pale line like a huge new moon.
“So I travelled, stopping now and then, in giant leaps of a thousand years or more, pulled along by the mystery of the earth’s fate, watching with a strange fascination as the sun grew bigger and duller in the western sky, and the life of the old earth faded away. Finally, more than thirty million years from now, the huge, red-hot dome of the sun had come to block nearly a tenth part of the darkening sky. Then I stopped again, because the crawling crowd of crabs had disappeared, and the red beach, except for its sickly green liverworts and lichens, seemed lifeless. And now it was flecked with white. A bitter cold hit me. Rare white flakes drifted down now and then. To the north-eastward, the glare of snow lay under the starlight of the dark sky, and I could see an undulating crest of pinkish white hills. There were edges of ice along the sea, with drifting masses farther out, but the main expanse of that salty ocean, all bloody under the eternal sunset, was still unfrozen.
 I looked around to see if there were any signs of animal life left. I still felt this weird, hard-to-explain feeling of unease, keeping me stuck on the machine. But I didn't see anything moving, neither on land, in the sky, or in the sea. Just this green slime on the rocks showed that life hadn’t completely disappeared. A shallow sandbank had popped up in the sea, and the water had pulled back from the beach. I thought I saw something black flopping around on that bank, but it froze still as I looked at it. I figured my eyes were playing tricks, and it was just a rock. The stars in the sky were super bright and didn’t seem to twinkle much at all.
Suddenly, I noticed the circular shape of the sun on the west side had changed; a curve, like a bay, had appeared. I watched it get bigger. For a minute, maybe, I just stared, totally freaked out by this darkness creeping over the day. Then I realized it was an eclipse. Either the moon or the planet Mercury was crossing in front of the sun’s face. At first, I thought it was the moon, but now I think I saw an inner planet passing really close to Earth.
The darkness got thicker fast. A cold wind started blowing in stronger gusts from the east, and the white flakes falling from the sky got more and more. From the edge of the sea came a ripple and a soft whisper. Besides those quiet sounds, the world was totally silent. Silent? It’s almost impossible to describe how still it was. All the sounds of people—sheep bleating, birds chirping, insects buzzing, the everyday background noise of our lives—it was all gone. As the darkness grew, the swirling flakes got more abundant, dancing in front of my eyes, and the air got colder. Finally, one by one, quickly, the white peaks of the distant hills disappeared into blackness. The breeze turned into a moaning wind. I saw the black shadow of the eclipse moving towards me. In just a moment, the pale stars were all that was visible. Everything else was just dark and blurry. The sky was totally black.
A real sense of dread washed over me because of this great darkness. The cold, that went right to my bones, and the pain I felt when I breathed, took over. I shivered, and I felt really sick. Then, like a hot red bow in the sky, the edge of the sun appeared. I got off the machine to try and get myself together. I felt dizzy and couldn’t face going back. As I stood there, sick and confused, I saw the moving thing on the shoal again—there was no doubt now that it was moving—against the red water of the sea. It was round, about the size of a football, maybe even bigger, and tentacles trailed down from it. It looked black against the swirling, blood-red water, and it was hopping around awkwardly. Then I felt like I was going to faint. But this terrible fear of being helpless in that far-off, scary twilight kept me going while I climbed back onto the saddle.

    
      Chapter 15

      The Time Traveller’s Return

    

    “So, I came back. I must’ve been totally out of it on that machine for ages. The days and nights started flashing by again, the sun got that golden glow, the sky was blue. I could finally breathe easy. The land kept shifting, like waves. The hands on the dials started spinning backward. Finally, I saw those blurry shadows of houses, signs of humanity going downhill. Those changed too, and others popped up. Then, when the million dial hit zero, I slowed things down. I started to recognize our own buildings, the thousands hand went back to the start, and the nights and days started ticking by slower and slower. Then, the old lab walls came into view. I really eased the machine down.

    “I noticed one little thing that felt weird. I think I told you that when I left, before I got super fast, Mrs. Watchett zipped across the room, like a rocket. But when I was coming back, I passed that moment again when she walked through the lab. This time, every move she made was like a mirror image of what she'd done before. The door at the bottom opened, and she quietly floated up the lab, going backward, and vanished behind the door she’d come in through. Just before that, I thought I saw Hillyer for a second; but he just flashed by.

    “Then I stopped the machine, and there was the old lab again, my tools, my stuff, just like I’d left them. I got off the thing, kinda shaky, and sat down on my bench. I trembled like crazy for a few minutes. Then I calmed down. My old workshop was all around me, exactly as it had been. I could’ve slept there, and it would’ve felt like a dream.

    “But not quite! The thing had started from the south-east corner of the lab. It ended up back in the north-west, against the wall where you saw it. That tells you exactly how far it is from my little lawn to the pedestal of the White Sphinx, where the Morlocks took my machine.

    “For a while, my brain just froze. Then I got up and came through this passage, limping, because my heel still hurt, and feeling totally grimy. I saw the Pall Mall Gazette on the table by the door. I looked at the date and it was today! I checked the clock and it was almost eight o’clock. I heard your voices and the clatter of plates. I hesitated—I felt so sick and weak. Then I smelled some good, real meat, and opened the door to you. You know the rest. I washed up, ate dinner, and now I’m telling you the story.

  Chapter 16
After the Story

“I know,” he said, after a beat, “that all this sounds totally wild to you, but to me, the craziest thing is that I’m here tonight, in this old familiar room, looking at your faces and telling you these unbelievable stories.” He glanced at the Doctor. “Seriously, I can’t expect you to buy it. Take it as a lie—or a prediction. Say I dreamed it in my workshop. Think I’m just overthinking things, speculating about where our race is headed, until I cooked up this whole fiction. Consider my claim that it’s real as just a fancy writing trick to make the story more interesting. And if you’re taking it as a story, what do you think?”
He picked up his pipe and started tapping it nervously on the fireplace bars. Everything went quiet for a second. Then chairs started creaking and shoes scraped on the carpet. I looked away from the Time Traveller’s face and looked around at everyone there. They were in the dark, and colorful spots were floating in their vision. The Doctor seemed really into what our host was doing. The Editor was staring hard at the end of his cigar—his sixth one. The Journalist checked his watch. Everyone else, as far as I can remember, was still.
The Editor got up with a sigh. “It’s a real bummer you’re not a writer of stories!” he said, putting his hand on the Time Traveller’s shoulder.
“You don’t believe me?”
“Well——”
“I figured not.”
The Time Traveller turned to us. “Where are the matches?” he said, lighting one and talking over his pipe. “To be honest... I barely believe it myself... And yet...”
His eyes fell on the dried-up white flowers on the little table. Then he turned over the hand holding his pipe, and I saw he was checking out some old scars on his knuckles.
The Doctor got up, went to the lamp, and looked at the flowers. “Those flowers are really weird,” he said. The Psychologist leaned forward to take a look, holding out his hand for a sample.
“I can’t believe it’s almost one,” said the Journalist. “How are we getting home?”
“Plenty of cabs at the station,” said the Psychologist.
“It’s a strange thing,” said the Doctor; “but I definitely don’t recognize the natural order of these flowers. Can I have them?”
The Time Traveller hesitated. Then suddenly: “Absolutely not.”
“Where did you actually get them?” said the Doctor.
The Time Traveller put his hand to his head. He spoke like someone trying to hold onto an idea that was slipping away. “They were put in my pocket by Weena, when I traveled through Time.” He looked around the room. “I’m seriously losing it. This room and you and the everyday atmosphere is too much for my memory. Did I ever build a Time Machine, or a model of one? Or is it all just a dream? They say life is a dream, sometimes a pretty rough one—but I can’t handle another one that doesn’t make sense. It’s crazy. And where did the dream even come from? … I need to look at that machine. If there is one!”
He grabbed the lamp and carried it, flaring red, through the door into the hallway. We followed him. There, in the flickering light, was the machine—for real, squat, ugly, and crooked, a thing of brass, ebony, ivory, and translucent, shimmering quartz. Solid to the touch—I reached out and felt the rail—and with brown spots and smears on the ivory, and bits of grass and moss on the bottom, and one rail bent out of shape.
The Time Traveller put the lamp down on the bench and ran his hand along the damaged rail. “It’s okay now,” he said. “The story I told you was true. Sorry to have dragged you out here in the cold.” He picked up the lamp, and in total silence, we went back to the smoking room.
 He came into the hall with us and helped the Editor put on his coat. The Medical Man looked him over and, with a bit of hesitation, told him he was burned out, which he laughed about. I remember him standing in the open doorway, yelling goodnight.
I shared a cab with the Editor. He thought the story a “total lie.” For my part, I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. The story was so wild and unbelievable, yet the way he told it was so convincing and serious. I stayed up most of the night thinking about it. I decided to go the next day and see the Time Traveller again. I heard he was in the lab, and being friendly with the family, I went up to him. But the lab was empty. I stared at the Time Machine for a minute and reached out to touch the lever. Suddenly, the solid-looking mass swayed like a branch in the wind. Its instability totally freaked me out, and I had a weird flashback to when I was a kid and wasn't allowed to mess with things. I came back through the hallway. The Time Traveller met me in the smoking room. He was coming from the house. He had a small camera under one arm and a backpack under the other. He laughed when he saw me and gave me a friendly pat on the arm. “I’m super busy,” he said, “with that thing in there.”
“But isn’t it just a prank?” I said. “Do you really travel through time?”
“Seriously, I do.” And he looked me right in the eyes. He hesitated. His eyes darted around the room. “I just need half an hour,” he said. “I know why you came, and it’s really cool of you. There are some magazines here. If you’ll stop to grab lunch, I’ll totally prove the time traveling to you, with samples and everything. If you’ll forgive me for leaving now?”
I agreed, barely understanding then what he was saying, and he nodded and went down the hallway. I heard the lab door slam, sat down in a chair, and picked up a newspaper. What was he going to do before lunchtime? Then suddenly I remembered an ad reminding me that I’d promised to meet Richardson, the publisher, at two. I looked at my watch and saw that I could barely make that appointment. I got up and went down the hallway to tell the Time Traveller.
As I grabbed the doorknob, I heard an exclamation, cut off abruptly, and a click and a thud. A gust of air swirled around me as I opened the door, and from inside came the sound of broken glass falling on the floor. The Time Traveller wasn’t there. For a second, I thought I saw a ghostly, blurry figure sitting in a spinning mass of black and brass—a figure so transparent that the bench behind with its drawings was totally visible; but the image vanished as I rubbed my eyes. The Time Machine was gone. Except for a settling cloud of dust, the back of the lab was empty. A pane of the skylight had, apparently, just been blown in.
I was totally stunned. I knew something weird had happened, and for a moment couldn't figure out what it was. As I stood staring, the garden door opened, and the man-servant appeared.
We looked at each other. Then ideas started to come. “Has Mr. —— gone out that way?” I asked.
“No, sir. No one has come out this way. I was expecting to find him here.”
Then I understood. I skipped disappointing Richardson and stayed on, waiting for the Time Traveller; waiting for another, maybe even weirder story, and the samples and photos he would bring back. But now I’m starting to think I’ll be waiting a lifetime. The Time Traveller disappeared three years ago. And, as everyone knows now, he’s never come back.

    
      Epilogue

    

    Seriously, you gotta wonder. Will he ever be back? Maybe he got pulled way back—like, way back—and ended up with those wild, hairy cavemen from the Stone Age. Or maybe he’s chilling in the deep, dark Cretaceous Sea. Or hanging out with those freaky, giant lizards from the Jurassic period. He could even be, like, right now—if you catch my drift—wandering around some plesiosaurus-filled coral reef, or next to some lonely, super-salty ocean from the Triassic period. Or did he jump forward in time? To a time when people are still people, but all the mysteries of our time are solved, and all our problems are, like, totally figured out? To a time when humanity is at its peak: because honestly, I can’t believe these last few years, with all the half-baked ideas, confusing theories, and constant fighting, are actually the best we’ve got! I’m just saying. He—we talked about this a lot before I even built the Time Machine—wasn't exactly thrilled about the progress of humanity, and saw all this civilization building as just a bunch of pointless stuff that would eventually collapse and destroy everyone who built it. If that’s true, we gotta live like it isn't. But the future is still a total mystery to me—a huge, blank space, just lit up a little bit by the story he told. And I've got these two weird, white flowers—all dried up, brown, flat, and brittle—to remind me that even when people lose their minds and strength, there’s still gratitude and kindness left in their hearts.
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