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    The War of the Worlds

        By H. G. Wells

    Chapter 1
The Eve of the War.

Nobody would’ve believed, back in the late 1800s, that this world was being watched closely by beings smarter than humans – but just as vulnerable. While people were busy with their own lives, they were being studied, maybe even as carefully as a scientist looks at tiny creatures swimming in a drop of water. People went about their days, totally confident in their control over everything. It’s possible those tiny organisms under a microscope do the same thing. Nobody thought about other planets as a potential danger, or even considered the possibility of life existing there. It’s wild to think back to how people thought back then. Most people figured there might be other humans on Mars, maybe not as advanced, and ready to welcome missionaries. But across the vastness of space, minds that were way beyond our own – like our minds are to animals – cool, detached, and envious, were staring at Earth, slowly and surely plotting against us. And early in the 1900s came a huge wake-up call.
The planet Mars, as you probably remember, orbits the sun about 140 million miles away, and gets barely half the sunlight and heat we do. If scientists are right about how planets form, it's older than Earth. And long before our planet cooled down, life must have started on Mars. The fact that it’s only about a seventh of Earth’s size probably sped up its cooling, making it suitable for life. It has air and water – everything needed to support living things.
But people were so full of themselves, and blinded by their own pride, that no writer, right up to the end of the 1800s, even considered the possibility of intelligent life developing there, or even at all beyond what we have on Earth. Nobody really understood that because Mars is older than Earth, and much smaller, and farther from the sun, it's not only further back in time, but closer to its end.
The slow cooling that will eventually happen to our planet has already happened a long time ago on Mars. We don't know much about its condition, but we know that even near the equator, the temperature barely reaches what we consider a cold winter day. Its atmosphere is thinner than ours, its oceans have shrunk to cover only a third of its surface, and huge snowcaps grow and melt around the poles, flooding its temperate zones. This final stage of exhaustion, which seems so far away for us, is a current problem for the people of Mars. The urgent need for survival has sharpened their minds, boosted their abilities, and hardened their hearts. And using instruments and intelligence beyond our wildest dreams, they look across space and see, at its closest point, just 35 million miles sunward, a morning star of hope: our own warmer planet, green with plants and grey with water, with a cloudy atmosphere full of promise, and glimpses through the drifting clouds of vast populated areas and busy shipping lanes.
 And we humans, the creatures who live on this earth, must seem just as strange and unimportant to them as monkeys and lemurs do to us. Scientists already know that life is a constant struggle to survive, and it seems the minds on Mars believe that too. Their world is getting colder and colder, but our world is still packed with life – though they see us as inferior beings. For them, launching a war towards the sun is their only way to escape the destruction that slowly creeps closer, generation after generation.
And before we judge them too harshly, we need to remember how ruthless and destructive our own species has been, not just to animals like the extinct bison and the dodo, but to other groups of people too. The Tasmanians, even though they looked human, were completely wiped out in just fifty years, in a war where European settlers wanted to eliminate them. Are we really so full of mercy that we should complain if the Martians fought with the same attitude?
The Martians seem to have planned their decline with incredible skill—their math knowledge is clearly way beyond ours—and they’s carried out their preparations with near-perfect agreement. If our tools had been better, we might have seen the trouble coming a long time ago, back in the 1800s. Guys like Schiaparelli watched the red planet—it’s weird, by the way, that for centuries Mars has been known as the star of war—but they didn’t understand what they were seeing when they mapped its markings. All that time, the Martians were getting ready.
During the Mars opposition in 1894, a bright light was seen on the lit-up side of the planet, first at the Lick Observatory, then by Perrotin in Nice, and then by other people. English newspapers heard about it first in the issue of Nature dated August 2. I think that flash might have been when they cast the huge gun, in the giant pit they dug into their planet, from which they fired their shots at us. Strange markings, that we still can’t explain, were seen near that area during the next two oppositions.
The storm hit us six years ago now. As Mars got closer, Lavelle in Java sent messages through the astronomical exchange wires, telling about a huge burst of glowing gas on the planet. It happened around midnight on the twelfth; and the spectroscope, which he used right away, showed a mass of burning gas, mostly hydrogen, moving towards Earth at a crazy speed. That jet of fire disappeared about a quarter past twelve. He compared it to a gigantic burst of flame suddenly and violently shot out of the planet, “like flaming gases rushing out of a gun.”
It turned out to be a pretty accurate description. But the next day, there was nothing about it in the newspapers except a tiny note in the Daily Telegraph, and the world was totally unaware of one of the biggest threats ever to face humanity. I might not have heard about the eruption at all if I hadn’t run into Ogilvy, the well-known astronomer, at Ottershaw. He was super excited about the news, and in his enthusiasm, invited me up that night to look at the red planet with him.
 Even though so much has happened since, I still remember that night really clearly: the dark, quiet observatory, the shadowy lantern casting a weak glow on the floor in the corner, the steady ticking of the telescope’s gears, and the little slit in the roof—a long, dark opening with stardust streaked across it. Ogilvy was moving around, invisible but you could hear him. Looking through the telescope, you’d see a circle of deep blue and the little round planet floating in view. It seemed so small, so bright and tiny, with faint lines across it, and a little flattened, not perfectly round. But it was so little, so silvery and warm—like a pinprick of light! It looked like it was quivering, but really it was the telescope shaking from the gears keeping the planet in view.
As I watched, the planet seemed to get bigger and smaller, moving closer and farther away, but that was just my eyes getting tired. It was forty million miles away—more than forty million miles of empty space. Most people don’t realize how much nothingness there is in the universe.
Near it, I remember, were three faint points of light, three super-distant stars you could only see through a telescope, and all around it was the endless darkness of space. You know how that blackness looks on a frosty, starry night. Through a telescope, it seems even deeper. And invisible to me because it was so far away and small, flying quickly and steadily towards me across that incredible distance, getting closer every minute by thousands of miles, came the Thing they were sending us, the Thing that would bring so much trouble, disaster, and death to Earth. I never thought about it like that as I watched; no one on Earth dreamed about that unstoppable missile.
That night, there was another burst of gas shooting out from the distant planet. I saw it. A red flash at the edge, the tiniest bit of a change in the outline, just as the clock struck midnight; and at that I told Ogilvy and he took my place. The night was warm and I was thirsty, so I went stumbling around clumsily in the darkness to the little table where the soda siphon was, while Ogilvy was freaking out about the stream of gas coming toward us.
That night, another invisible missile started its journey to Earth from Mars, just a little over twenty-four hours after the first one. I remember sitting on the table there in the darkness, with patches of green and red swimming before my eyes. I wished I had a lighter to smoke by, totally clueless about what that tiny flash of light meant and everything it would eventually bring me. Ogilvy watched until one, and then gave up; and we turned on the lantern and walked over to his house. Down below in the darkness were Ottershaw and Chertsey and all their hundreds of people, sleeping soundly.
He was full of theories that night about what Mars was like, and laughed at the silly idea that it had people signaling us. His idea was that meteorites might be falling on the planet, or that there was a huge volcanic eruption going on. He pointed out how unlikely it was that life had evolved in the same way on both planets.
“The odds against anything even remotely human on Mars are a million to one,” he said.
Hundreds of people saw the flash that night and the night after around midnight, and again the night after; and so for ten nights, a flash each night. No one on Earth has ever figured out why the flashes stopped. Maybe the gases from the firing bothered the Martians. Thick clouds of smoke or dust, visible through a powerful telescope on Earth as little grey, shifting patches, spread through the planet’s clear atmosphere and hid its familiar features.
 Even the newspapers finally caught wind of the weird stuff happening, and articles popped up everywhere about the volcanoes on Mars. I remember Punch, a funny magazine, used it in a political cartoon. Totally under the radar, those missiles the Martians fired at us were zooming toward Earth, picking up speed through space—miles every second, getting closer and closer every hour, every day. It's crazy to me now that, with all that doom hanging over us, people just went about their normal lives. I remember Markham was stoked to get a new photo of the planet for the illustrated paper he was editing back then. People these days don't really get how awesome and ambitious our newspapers were in the 1800s. I was busy learning to ride a bike and writing a bunch of papers about how moral ideas might change as society moved forward.
One night (the first missile was probably over 10 million miles away) I went for a walk with my wife. It was a clear night, and I showed her the constellations, pointing out Mars—a bright spot creeping across the sky, towards which so many telescopes were pointed. It was a warm night. Coming home, we passed a group of people from Chertsey or Isleworth who were singing and playing music. Lights were on in the upper windows of houses as people went to bed. From the train station in the distance, you could hear the sound of trains moving around, a kind of clanging and rumbling that the distance softened into almost a melody. My wife pointed out how bright the red, green, and yellow signal lights were hanging in a framework against the sky. It felt so safe and chill.
Chapter 2
The Falling Star.

Then came the night of the first shooting star. It was seen early in the morning, speeding over Winchester eastward, a streak of fire high up in the sky. Hundreds must have seen it and thought it was just an ordinary shooting star. Albin described it as leaving a green glow behind it that lasted for a few seconds. Denning, our best expert on meteorites, said it first appeared about ninety or one hundred miles up. It seemed to him that it fell to earth about one hundred miles east of him.
I was at home at that hour and writing in my study; and although my French windows face towards Ottershaw and the blind was up (I loved to look up at the night sky back then), I didn't see anything. Yet, the weirdest thing ever to come to Earth from outer space must have fallen while I was sitting there, visible to me if I’d just looked up as it passed. Some people who saw it flying said it made a hissing sound. I didn’s hear anything like that myself. Lots of people in Berkshire, Surrey, and Middlesex probably saw it fall, and most likely just thought another meteorite had landed. Nobody seemed to bother looking for the fallen object that night.
But very early in the morning, poor Ogilvy, who had seen the shooting star and was convinced a meteorite lay somewhere on the common between Horsell, Ottershaw, and Woking, got up early to find it. He found it soon after dawn, not far from the sand pits. A huge hole had been made by the impact, and the sand and gravel had been flung everywhere over the heath, forming piles you could see a mile and a half away. The heath was on fire to the east, and a thin blue smoke rose against the dawn.
The object itself was almost entirely buried in sand, among the scattered pieces of a fir tree it had shattered as it fell. The part that was uncovered looked like a huge cylinder, covered and its shape softened by a thick, scaly, brownish coating. It was about thirty yards across. He approached the thing, surprised by its size and even more so by its shape, because most meteorites are more or less rounded. It was still so hot from its journey through the air that he couldn’t get too close. He thought the rustling noises inside were from the cylinder unevenly cooling, because he hadn’t yet figured out it might be hollow.
He stood at the edge of the pit the thing had made for itself, staring at its strange appearance, mostly astonished by its unusual shape and color, and even then dimly realizing there was some kind of design to its arrival. The early morning was really still, and the sun, just peeking over the pine trees towards Weybridge, was already warm. He didn’t remember hearing any birds that morning, there wasn't any breeze, and the only sounds were the faint movements from inside the cindery cylinder. He was all alone on the common.
Then suddenly, he noticed with a start that some of the grey clinker, the ashy coating that covered the meteorite, was falling off the circular edge. It was dropping off in flakes and raining down on the sand. A large piece suddenly fell off with a sharp noise that made him jump.
For a minute he barely understood what this meant, and, even though it was really hot, he climbed down into the pit close to the object to get a better look. He still thought the cooling might be causing this, but what bothered that idea was that the ash was falling only from the end of the cylinder.
 And then he noticed, really slowly, that the top of the cylinder was turning on its body. It was such a gradual movement that he realized it only by seeing a black mark that had been near him five minutes earlier was now on the other side. Even then, he barely understood what it meant, until he heard a muffled scraping sound and saw the black mark jerk forward a bit. Then it hit him all at once. The cylinder was made by someone—hollow—with a top that screwed off! Something inside the cylinder was unscrewing the top!
“Whoa!” said Ogilvy. “There’s a person in it—people in it! Half-roasted and trying to get out!”
Immediately, he connected the thing with the flash he’d seen on Mars.
The thought of the trapped person was so awful that he forgot about the heat and rushed forward to help turn the cylinder. Luckily, the still-hot metal stopped him before he could burn his hands. For a moment, he just stood there, frozen, then turned and scrambled out of the pit, running wildly toward Woking. It must have been around six o’clock. He met a farmer and tried to explain, but his story and his appearance—his hat had fallen off in the pit—were so crazy that the guy just kept driving. He was equally unsuccessful with the barback who was just unlocking the doors of the pub near Horsell Bridge. The guy thought he was a loon and tried to lock him in the storage room. That shook him up a bit; and when he saw Henderson, the journalist from London, in his garden, he yelled over the fence and finally got his point across.
“Henderson,” he shouted, “did you see that shooting star last night?”
“Yeah?” said Henderson.
“It’s out on Horsell Common now.”
“Seriously?” said Henderson. “A fallen meteorite! That’s awesome.”
“But it’s more than just a meteorite. It’s a cylinder—an artificial cylinder, man! And there’s something inside.”
Henderson stood up with his shovel in his hand.
“What’s that?” he said. He was half-deaf.
Ogilvy told him everything he’s seen. Henderson took a minute to process it. Then he dropped his shovel, grabbed his jacket, and came out onto the road. The two guys hurried back to the common, and found the cylinder still there. But now the sounds inside had stopped, and a thin circle of bright metal showed between the top and the body. Air was either going in or coming out at the edge with a thin, sizzling sound.
They listened, tapped on the scaly, burnt metal with a stick, and, getting no response, they both figured the person or people inside must be unconscious or dead.
Of course, they couldn’t do anything. They shouted words of encouragement and promises, and headed back to town to get help. You can picture them, covered in sand, excited and a mess, running up the little street in the bright sunlight just as the shopkeepers were lowering their shutters and people were opening their bedroom windows. Henderson went straight to the train station to telegraph the news to London. The news articles had prepared people’s minds for this kind of thing.
By eight o’clock, a bunch of kids and unemployed guys had already started out for the common to see the “dead guys from Mars.” That’s how the story was spreading. I heard about it first from my paperboy around a quarter to nine when I went out to get my Daily Chronicle. I was naturally shocked, and didn’t waste any time heading out and across the Ottershaw bridge to the sand-pits.
Chapter 3
On Horsell Common.

I spotted a small group, maybe twenty people, gathered around a huge hole where the cylinder lay. I’d already described how massive that thing was, stuck in the ground. The grass and gravel around it looked scorched, like a sudden explosion had happened. Probably the impact caused a flash of fire. Henderson and Ogilvy weren’t there. I figured they realized nothing could be done for now and had gone to breakfast at Henderson’s place.
There were four or five boys sitting on the edge of the Pit, their feet dangling, and tossing stones at the giant mass—until I stopped them. After I talked to them, they started playing tag amongst the onlookers.
Among them were a couple of cyclists, a gardener I sometimes hired, a girl carrying a baby, Gregg the butcher and his little boy, and a few people who hung around the railway station. There wasn’t much talking. Most folks in England didn’t know much about astronomy back then. They were all staring quietly at the end of the cylinder, which was still the way Ogilvy and Henderson had left it. I bet people were expecting to find a pile of burned bodies, but this inanimate bulk must have been disappointing. Some people left while I was there, and others showed up. I climbed into the pit and thought I heard a faint movement under my feet. The top had definitely stopped rotating.
It wasn't until I got close that the strangeness of this object really hit me. At first glance, it wasn't more exciting than an overturned carriage or a tree blown across the road. Actually, it looked more like a rusty gas float. You needed some science know-how to realize that the grey color of the Thing wasn’t a normal rust, and that the yellowish-white metal gleaming in the crack between the lid and the cylinder had a weird color. “Extra-terrestrial” didn't mean anything to most of the people watching.
At the time, I was pretty sure the Thing had come from Mars, but I didn’t think it contained any living creatures. I figured the lid might be opening automatically. Even though Ogilvy thought otherwise, I still believed there were people on Mars. I started imagining all sorts of possibilities—maybe it contained manuscripts, or the challenges we’d face translating them, or if we’d find coins and models inside. But it was a little too big to be sure about that. I was impatient to see it opened. Around eleven, since nothing seemed to be happening, I walked back to my home in Maybury, but I found it hard to focus on my research.
In the afternoon, the common area had changed a lot. The early editions of the evening papers had shocked London with huge headlines:
“A MESSAGE RECEIVED FROM MARS!”
“REMARKABLE STORY FROM WOKING,”
and so on. Plus, Ogilvy’s message to the Astronomical Exchange had alerted every observatory in the country.
There were half a dozen cars or more from the Woking station parked along the road by the sand pits, a horse-drawn carriage from Chobham, and a fancy-looking car. There were also a ton of bicycles. And a lot of people must have walked, even with the heat, from Woking and Chertsey, so there was a really big crowd—a few people in nice clothes were among them.
 It was seriously hot, not a single cloud in the sky, and not even a breeze. The only shade came from a few scattered pine trees. The heather had burned up, but the ground towards Ottershaw was black as far as you could see, still sending up wisps of smoke. A vendor selling treats on Chobham Road had sent his son with a cart full of green apples and ginger beer.
Heading to the edge of the pit, I saw a bunch of guys—Henderson, Ogilvy, and a tall, blond dude I later learned was Stent, the Astronomer Royal—along with a few workers using shovels and picks. Stent was giving instructions, his voice clear and high-pitched. He was standing on the cylinder, which was definitely cooler now; his face was red and sweaty, and something had clearly ticked him off.
A good chunk of the cylinder had been uncovered, even though the bottom was still buried. As soon as Ogilvy spotted me in the crowd at the pit’s edge, he called me over and asked if I’d mind heading to Lord Hilton’s place—the owner of the manor.
He said the growing crowd was a real problem for their digging, especially the kids. They wanted to put up a fence to keep people back. He mentioned they still heard a faint rumbling inside the case, but the workers couldn't get the top off—there was nothing to grip. The case looked super thick, and those faint sounds might be a chaotic mess happening inside.
I was happy to help and ended up being one of the people allowed inside the planned area. I couldn't find Lord Hilton at his house, but I heard he was coming from London on the six o’clock train from Waterloo. Since it was then around five thirty, I went home, had some tea, and walked up to the station to wait for him.
Chapter 4
The Cylinder Opens.

When I got back to the common, the sun was setting. Scattered groups were rushing from the direction of Woking, and a few people were heading back. The crowd around the pit had grown, standing out dark against the yellow sky—maybe a couple of hundred people. Voices were raised, and it looked like there was a struggle going on near the pit. Weird thoughts popped into my head. As I got closer, I heard Stent’s voice:
“Hold back! Hold back!”
A boy ran toward me.
“It’s movin’,” he said as he zipped past; “screwing and screwing out. I don’t like it. I’m going home.”
I pushed my way into the crowd. There were really, I’d guess, two or three hundred people bumping and shoving, and the few women there were super active too.
“He fell in the pit!” someone yelled.
“Hold back!” several people said.
The crowd shifted, and I elbowed my way through. Everyone seemed really worked up. I heard a strange humming sound coming from the pit.
“Hey!” said Ogilvy; “help keep these goofballs back. We don’t know what’s in the crazy thing, you know!”
I saw a young guy—I think he was a shop assistant from Woking—standing on the cylinder, trying to scramble out of the hole. The crowd had pushed him in.
The end of the cylinder was being screwed out from the inside. Almost two feet of shiny screw were sticking out. Someone bumped into me, and I almost fell on top of the screw. I turned, and as I did, the screw must have come out, because the lid of the cylinder fell onto the gravel with a loud clang. I shoved my elbow into the person behind me, and turned my head back toward the Thing. For a moment, that circular hole seemed totally black. I had the sunset in my eyes.
I think everyone expected to see a man emerge—maybe something a little different from us humans, but basically a man. I know I did. But, looking, I quickly saw something moving in the shadow: greyish, wavy movements, one above the other, and then two glowing disks—like eyes. Then something that looked like a little grey snake, about as thick as a walking stick, coiled up from the twisting middle, and wiggled in the air toward me—and then another.
A sudden chill went over me. A woman behind me let out a loud scream. I half turned, keeping my eyes fixed on the cylinder, from which more tentacles were now sticking out, and started pushing my way back from the edge of the pit. I saw shock turning into horror on the faces around me. I heard confused shouts all around. There was a general movement backward. I saw the shopman still struggling on the edge of the pit. I found myself alone, and saw the people on the other side of the pit running off, Stent among them. I looked again at the cylinder, and overwhelming terror hit me. I stood frozen and staring.
A big, greyish, rounded mass—the size, maybe, of a bear—was slowly and painfully rising out of the cylinder. As it bulged up and caught the light, it glistened like wet leather.
Two large, dark-coloured eyes were staring at me steadily. The mass that framed them, the head of the thing, was rounded, and you could almost say it had a face. There was a mouth under the eyes, the lipless edge of which quivered and panted, and dripped saliva. The whole creature heaved and pulsed uncontrollably. A long, tentacle-like arm gripped the edge of the cylinder, another waved in the air.
 Those who'd never seen a real Martian probably couldn's even imagine how truly horrifying it looked. The weird V-shaped mouth with that pointed upper lip, no brow ridges, no chin under the wedge-shaped lower lip, that constant quivering of the mouth, the clusters of tentacles like a Gorgon’s head, the heavy, strained breathing in this unfamiliar air, the obvious struggle and pain with every move because Earth’s gravity was so much stronger—and especially those huge, intense eyes—it was all so alive, intense, inhuman, broken, and monstrous. There was something like fungus on the oily brown skin, and the slow, awkward way it moved was just…gross. Even seeing it for the first time, I felt a wave of disgust and fear.
Then, suddenly, the creature vanished. It had tumbled over the edge of the cylinder and fallen into the pit with a thud like a huge pile of leather hitting the ground. I heard it make a strange, muffled cry, and then another one of these things popped up from the deep shadows of the hole.
I spun around and, running like crazy, headed for the first group of trees, maybe a hundred yards away. But I ran at an angle, stumbling, because I couldn't look away from those things.
There, among some young pine trees and furze bushes, I stopped, panting, and waited to see what would happen next. The area around the sand-pits was full of people, all standing like me in a kind of frozen terror, staring at these creatures, or rather, at the piles of gravel where they lay in the pit. And then, with a fresh wave of horror, I saw a round, black thing bobbing up and down on the edge of the pit. It was the shopman's head, just a tiny black spot against the bright, orange sunset. Now he managed to lift his shoulder and knee, but then he seemed to slip back down until only his head was showing. Suddenly, he was gone, and I could have sworn I heard a faint scream reach me. For a second, I thought about going back to help him, but my fear got the better of me.
Everything was then completely hidden, blocked by the deep pit and the pile of sand that the cylinder’s fall had created. Anyone driving along the road from Chobham or Woking would have been shocked to see a shrinking crowd of maybe a hundred people or more standing in a big, uneven circle. They were huddled in ditches, behind bushes, behind gates and hedges, saying very little—just short, excited shouts—and staring, staring hard, at a few piles of sand. A barrow full of ginger beer stood out, a strange, abandoned thing, black against the burning sky. And in the sand-pits were a line of empty vehicles with their horses munching hay or pawing the ground.
Chapter 5
The Heat-ray.

After seeing those Martians climb out of the cylinder they’d used to get here from their planet, I froze. I just stood there, up to my knees in the heather, staring at the mound hiding them. I was battling a mix of fear and curiosity.
I didn’t dare head back towards the pit, but I really wanted to get a better look. So, I started walking in a big curve, searching for a good spot to watch, constantly looking at the sand dunes hiding these newcomers. Once, a bunch of thin, black whips, like an octopus’s arms, flashed across the sunset and disappeared, and then a thin rod slowly rose up, piece by piece, topped with a spinning disk that wobbled as it turned. What was going on down there?
Most of the people had gathered in a couple of groups—one a small crowd heading towards Woking, the other a bunch of people towards Chobham. They were clearly feeling the same internal struggle as me. There weren't many people close to me. I approached one guy—I realized he was a neighbor, even though I didn’t know his name—and said hello. But it wasn't really a time for a long conversation.
“What freaky creatures!” he said. “Good grief! What freaky creatures!” He kept repeating it.
“Did you see anyone down in the pit?” I asked, but he didn’t answer. We just stood there watching together for a while, probably finding some comfort in just being near someone else. Then, I moved to a small hill that gave me a better view, and when I looked for him a bit later, he was walking towards Woking.
The sunset faded to twilight before anything else happened. The crowd way off to the left, towards Woking, seemed to grow, and I could hear a faint murmur coming from it. The small group of people towards Chobham scattered. There was barely any movement from the pit.
That, more than anything, seemed to give people courage, and I guess the Martians from Woking helped restore confidence too. Anyway, as darkness fell, a slow, uneven movement started in the sand pits, gaining strength as the silence around the cylinder continued. Black figures, two or three at a time, would move forward, stop, watch, and move forward again, spreading out in a thin, uneven crescent that looked like it would eventually surround the pit. I, too, started moving towards the pit.
Then, I saw some cab drivers and others had boldly walked into the sand pits, and I heard the sound of hooves and wheels. I saw a kid pushing a cart full of apples. And then, about thirty yards from the pit, coming from the direction of Horsell, I noticed a small group of people, the one in front waving a white flag.
This was the delegation. After a quick discussion, since the Martians seemed intelligent despite their creepy looks, it was decided to show them, by approaching them with signals, that we were intelligent too.
Flutter, flutter, went the flag, first to the right, then to the left. It was too far for me to recognize anyone there, but later I learned that Ogilvy, Stent, and Henderson were with others in this attempt to communicate. This little group had essentially pulled the outer edge of the now almost complete circle of people inward, and a bunch of dim black figures followed at a safe distance.
Suddenly, there was a flash of light, and a cloud of glowing greenish smoke came out of the pit in three distinct bursts, shooting straight up into the still air.
 This smoke (or maybe flame would be a better word) was so bright that the deep blue sky above and the hazy fields towards Chertsey, dotted with dark pine trees, seemed to darken suddenly as these bursts rose, and stayed darker after they faded. At the same time, I heard a faint hissing sound.
Beyond the pit stood a small group of people with a white flag at the front, frozen by what was happening—a tiny cluster of dark shapes on the dark ground. As the green smoke rose, their faces flashed a sickly green, then faded as it disappeared. Then, slowly, the hissing turned into a humming, into a long, loud, droning noise. Slowly, a humped shape rose out of the pit, and a flicker of light seemed to flash from it.
Suddenly, actual flames burst out—a bright glare leaping from person to person. It was like some invisible jet hit them and burst into white fire. It was as if each person suddenly and briefly turned into a torch.
Then, in the light of their destruction, I saw them staggering and falling, and their supporters turning to run.
I stood staring, not yet realizing that this was death jumping from person to person in that little group far away. All I felt was that it was something really weird. An almost silent and blinding flash of light, and a person fell head over heels and lay still; and as the unseen blast of heat passed over them, pine trees burst into flames, and every dry gorse bush became a mass of fire with a dull thud. And far away towards Knaphill, I saw flashes of trees, hedges, and wooden buildings suddenly catching fire.
This flaming death was sweeping around quickly and steadily—an invisible, unstoppable wave of heat. I saw it coming towards me by the bushes it touched, and I was too shocked and stunned to move. I heard the crackling of fire in the sand pits and the sudden squeal of a horse that was just as suddenly silenced. Then it was like an invisible, intensely hot finger was drawn through the heather between me and the Martians, and along a curving line beyond the sand pits, the dark ground smoked and crackled. Something crashed far away to the left where the road from Woking station opens onto the common. Then the hissing and humming stopped, and the black, dome-shaped object sank slowly out of sight into the pit.
All this happened so fast that I stood frozen, dumbfounded and dazzled by the flashes of light. If that wave of death had swept in a full circle, it would have killed me in my surprise. But it passed and spared me, leaving the night around me suddenly dark and unfamiliar.
The rolling common seemed now dark, almost black, except where the roads lay grey and pale under the deep blue sky of the early night. It was dark, and suddenly empty of people. Above, the stars were appearing, and in the west, the sky was still a pale, bright, almost greenish blue. The tops of the pine trees and the roofs of Horsell stood out sharp and black against the western afterglow. The Martians and their machines were completely invisible, except for that thin mast on which their restless mirror wobbled. Patches of bushes and isolated trees still smoked and glowed, and the houses towards Woking station were sending up pillars of flame into the stillness of the evening air.
Nothing had changed except for that and a terrible shock. The little group of dark specks with the white flag had been wiped out, and the stillness of the evening, it seemed to me, had barely been broken.
It hit me that I was on this dark common, helpless, unprotected, and alone. Suddenly, like something falling on me from nowhere, came—fear.
With a huge effort, I turned and started running through the heather.
 The fear hit me like a tidal wave—not a logical fear, but full-blown panic. I was terrified, not just of the Martians, but of the growing darkness and the eerie quiet all around. It was so intense, it totally freaked me out, and I ran, silently crying like a little kid. I spun around, but I couldn’t bring myself to look back.
I had this crazy feeling that I was being toyed with. Like, just as I was about to reach safety, this mysterious, super-fast death—like a bolt of lightning—would jump out of the pit near the cylinder and take me down.
Chapter 6
The Heat-ray in the Chobham Road.

It's still crazy how the Martians can kill people so quickly and quietly. A lot of people think they somehow create super-intense heat inside a chamber that’s basically non-conductive – meaning it doesn’t let heat escape. They shoot this heat out in a straight beam, like a laser, using a polished, curved mirror made of something we don's know. It's kind of like how a lighthouse projects a beam of light, but with heat. Nobody's proven exactly how they do it, though. Whatever the secret is, it's clear that a beam of heat is what's doing the damage. Heat, and a kind of invisible light instead of the light we can see. Anything that burns instantly bursts into flames when it touches the beam, lead melts like water, it softens iron, cracks and melts glass, and when it hits water, the water instantly explodes into steam.
That night, nearly forty people lay under the stars around the pit, completely burned and unrecognizable. All night long, the area from Horsell to Maybury was deserted and on fire.
The news of the massacre probably reached Chobham, Woking, and Ottershaw around the same time. In Woking, the shops had closed when the tragedy happened, and a bunch of people – shop workers and others – were walking over Horsell Bridge and along the road between the hedges that led out to the common, drawn by the stories they'd heard. You can picture the young people, all dressed up after a long day, treating this as an excuse to walk together and flirt a little. You could hear the buzz of conversations along the road as evening fell. . . .
Of course, very few people in Woking even knew that the cylinder had opened, though poor Henderson had sent a messenger on a bike to the post office with a special message to an evening paper.
As these people came out in pairs and small groups onto the open area, they found small groups of people talking excitedly and looking at the spinning mirror over the sand pits. The newcomers were quickly caught up in the excitement.
By half past eight, when the group of representatives was destroyed, there were probably three hundred people or more at this place, plus those who had left the road to get closer to the Martians. There were also three police officers, one on horseback, doing their best – following instructions from Stent – to keep people back and stop them from approaching the cylinder. There was some heckling from the more thoughtless and excitable people, for whom a crowd is always an opportunity to make noise and act silly.
Stent and Ogilvy, expecting some kind of confrontation, had telegraphed from Horsell to the barracks as soon as the Martians appeared, asking for a company of soldiers to protect these strange creatures from violence. After that, they went back to lead that disastrous advance. The description of their deaths, as seen by the crowd, matches my own memories very closely: the three puffs of green smoke, the deep humming sound, and the flashes of flame.
But that crowd of people had an even narrower escape than I did. Luckily, a small hill covered in heather blocked the lower part of the Heat-Ray. If the parabolic mirror had been a few yards higher, nobody would have survived to tell the story. They saw the flashes and people falling, and it seemed like an invisible hand lit the bushes as it sped towards them in the twilight. Then, with a whistling sound that rose above the humming of the pit, the beam swung over their heads, lighting the tops of the beech trees that line the road, splitting the bricks, smashing the windows, firing the window frames, and bringing down a section of the gable of the house nearest the corner in a pile of rubble.
 The trees exploded in a sudden crash, hiss, and burst of light, and the terrified crowd seemed to wobble back and forth for a moment. Sparks and burning bits of wood started falling onto the road, and leaves flew by like tiny flames. Hats and dresses caught on fire. Then, someone started screaming from the center of the crowd. There were shrieks and shouts, and suddenly a police officer on horseback burst through the chaos, hands over his head, yelling.
“They’re coming!” a woman screamed, and everyone just spun around, shoving the people behind them to get back to Woking. They bolted like a herd of sheep. Where the road narrowed between the high banks, the crowd jammed together, and a desperate fight broke out. Not everyone got out—at least three people, two women and a little boy, were crushed and trampled, left to die in the terror and the darkness.
Chapter 7
How 1 Reached Home.

I don’t remember much about running except for bumping into trees and tripping over the rough ground. All around me felt like invisible dangers were lurking. That intense heat blast seemed to spin back and forth, hovering above me before it knocked me out. I ended up on the road between the crossroads and Horsell, and ran along it to the crossroads.
I couldn't go any further. I was totally drained from the fear and the running, so I stumbled and collapsed by the side of the road. That was close to the bridge that goes over the canal near the gasworks. I just lay there, out cold.
I must have been out for a while.
I sat up, feeling totally confused. For a moment, I couldn’t even figure out how I’d gotten there. The terror just vanished, like I was shedding a heavy coat. My hat was gone, and my collar had ripped off its button. Just minutes before, there were only three things that felt real: the vastness of the night and nature, how weak and miserable I felt, and how close death seemed. Now, everything had shifted, like flipping a switch. There was no smooth transition from one state of mind to another. Suddenly, I was just my normal self—a regular, ordinary guy. The dark open field, the feeling of running for my life, the starting fires—it all felt like a dream. I asked myself, did all of that actually happen? I couldn't believe it.
I got to my feet and walked unsteadily up the steep hill of the bridge. My mind was in shock. My muscles and nerves felt completely empty. I probably looked like I was staggering drunk. A guy’s head popped up over the archway, and a worker carrying a basket appeared. A little boy was running beside him. They passed me, wishing me goodnight. I wanted to talk to him, but I didn't. I mumbled a meaningless greeting and kept walking over the bridge.
Over the Maybury arch, a train—a huge cloud of white, fire-lit smoke, and a long line of glowing windows—raced south—clatter, clatter, clap, rap—and then it was gone. A small group of people were talking by the gate of one of the houses in a cute row of houses with gables called Oriental Terrace. Everything felt so real and so familiar. But what was behind me! It was insane, unbelievable! I told myself, things like that couldn’t happen.
Maybe I just have really intense moods. I don’t know how common my experience is. Sometimes I feel totally detached from myself and the world around me; it’s like I’m watching everything from the outside, from somewhere impossibly far away, outside of time, outside of space, and away from all the stress and tragedy. That feeling was really strong on me that night. This was another side to the dream.
But the weird thing was how peaceful everything felt compared to the sudden threat of death just a couple miles away. You could hear the noise of the gasworks, and all the electric lights were on. I stopped by the group of people.
“What’s the news from the field?” I asked.
There were two men and a woman by the gate.
“Huh?” one of the men said, turning to me.
“What’s the news from the field?” I asked again.
“Ain’t you just been there?” the man asked.
“People are acting pretty crazy about the field,” the woman said from over the gate. “What’s it all about?”
“Haven’t you heard about the men from Mars?” I said; “the creatures from Mars?”
“Enough of that,” the woman said over the gate. “Thanks”; and all three of them laughed.
I felt stupid and angry. I tried to tell them what I’d seen, but I couldn’t get the words out. They laughed again at my broken sentences.
“You’ll hear more yet,” I said, and headed home.
 I startled my wife at the doorway; I looked that rough. I went into the dining room, sat down, drank some wine, and as soon as I could get my thoughts together, I told her what I’d seen. Dinner, which was already cold, sat untouched on the table while I told my story.
“There’s one thing,” I said, to calm the fear I’d stirred up; “they’re the slowest things I’ve ever seen move. They can guard the pit and kill anyone who gets close, but they can’t get out of it… But they were terrifying!”
“Don’t, honey!” said my wife, frowning and putting her hand on mine.
“Poor Ogilvy!” I said. “To think he might be lying dead there!”
My wife at least didn’t think I was crazy. When I saw how pale her face was, I stopped talking.
“They could come here,” she kept saying.
I urged her to drink some wine and tried to reassure her.
“They can barely move,” I said.
I started comforting her and myself by repeating everything Ogilvy had told me about how impossible it would be for Martians to settle on Earth. I especially emphasized the gravity issue. On Earth, gravity is three times stronger than on Mars, so a Martian would weigh three times more than on Mars, even though their strength would be the same. Their own bodies would feel like lead to them. That was the general opinion, anyway. Both The Times and the Daily Telegraph said so the next morning, and both missed, just as I did, two obvious factors that could change things.
We now know that Earth’s atmosphere has a lot more oxygen, or a lot less argon, than Mars’ atmosphere. The extra oxygen definitely helped the Martians balance out the increased weight of their bodies. And we all overlooked the fact that Martians were smart enough to avoid using muscles if they had to.
But I wasn’t thinking about those things then, so my logic was totally against the idea of an invasion. With wine and food, and the comfort of my own home, and the need to reassure my wife, I gradually felt more confident and secure.
“They messed up big time,” I said, swirling my wine. “They’re dangerous because they’re probably freaking out. Maybe they expected to find nothing living—certainly nothing intelligent.”
“A bomb in the pit,” I said, “if things get really bad, will wipe them all out.”
The excitement of what had happened probably messed with my ability to think clearly. I remember that dinner table with incredible clarity even now. My dear wife’s worried face peering at me from under the pink lampshade, the white tablecloth with the silver and glass,—back then even writers could afford a few luxuries—the dark red wine in my glass, are all crystal clear. At the end of it, I was cracking nuts and smoking a cigarette, regretting Ogilvy’s recklessness and making fun of how shortsighted the Martians were.
It’s like a fancy pigeon in Mauritius might have bragged from his nest and discussed the arrival of a ship full of ruthless sailors looking for food. “We’ll peck them to death tomorrow, dear.”
I didn’t know it, but that was the last normal dinner I’d have for a lot of really strange and awful days.
Chapter 8
Friday Night.

Honestly, the craziest thing to me, out of everything weird that happened that Friday, was how normal life just kept going while this whole series of events started that would totally wreck everything we knew. If you’d taken a compass and drawn a five-mile circle around the Woking sand-pits on Friday night, I doubt you’d find a single person outside it—unless they were related to Stent, or one of the few cyclists or people from London who were already dead on the common. Their feelings or routines wouldn't have been affected by the newcomers. Lots of people had heard about the cylinder, of course, and talked about it casually, but it didn’t cause the stir that an ultimatum to Germany would have.
In London that night, poor Henderson’s telegram about the cylinder slowly unscrewing was dismissed as fake news, and his evening paper, after trying to confirm it with him and getting no reply—the guy was killed—decided not to run a special edition.
Even within that five-mile circle, most people were just going about their lives. I already told you about the people I talked to. All over the area, people were having dinner; working folks were doing yard work after a long day, kids were getting put to bed, young people were strolling through the lanes making out, and students were studying.
Maybe there was some chatter in the village streets, a new hot topic in the pubs, and here and there a messenger, or even someone who’t actually seen what happened, caused a little excitement, some shouting, and people running around. But mostly, the usual routine of working, eating, drinking, and sleeping went on like it had for ages—like no planet Mars existed in the sky. That was the case even at Woking station and Horsell and Chobham.
At Woking junction, until really late, trains were stopping and going, others were being moved around on the sidings, passengers were getting off and waiting, and everything was totally normal. A kid from town, digging around on Smith’s property, was selling papers with the afternoon’s news. The loud rumble of the train cars, the sharp whistle of the engines from the junction, mixed with their shouts of “Men from Mars!” A group of excited guys came into the station around nine o’clock with unbelievable news, but they didn’t cause more of a fuss than a bunch of drunk people would have. People heading back to London peered into the darkness outside the carriage windows, and saw only a strange, flickering, disappearing spark dance up from the direction of Horsell, a red glow and a thin veil of smoke drifting across the stars, and thought that nothing more serious than a brush fire was happening. It was only around the edge of the common that anything was noticeable. There were about half a dozen houses burning on the Woking border. There were lights in all the houses on the common side of the three villages, and the people there stayed up until dawn.
A curious crowd hung around restlessly, people coming and going but the crowd staying put, both on the Chobham and Horsell bridges. A couple of brave souls, it turned out later, went into the darkness and got really close to the Martians; but they never came back, because now and then a beam of light, like from a warship’s searchlight, swept the common, and the Heat-Ray was ready to follow. Except for those few, that big area of common was quiet and deserted, and the burned-out bodies lay scattered across it all night under the stars, and all the next day. A sound of hammering from the pit was heard by many people.
 Okay, so this is what things were like Friday night. Right in the middle, sticking into our planet Earth like a really bad shot, was this cylinder. But the damage wasn't really kicking in yet. All around it was this quiet field, smoking in spots, and with a few dark, twisted shapes lying around here and there. Some bushes or trees were burning. Further out, there was a buzz of activity, and beyond that, the area hadn't been affected yet. Everywhere else, life was flowing like it always had for centuries. The war fever that would soon mess everything up – clogging everything, shutting down nerves, and frying brains – hadn't even started to build up.
All night long, the Martians were working like crazy, not sleeping, super dedicated, building their machines. Every so often, a puff of greenish-white smoke would shoot up into the starry sky.
Around eleven, a bunch of soldiers came through Horsell and lined up along the edge of the field to block it off. Later, another group marched through Chobham to set up on the other side of the field. A few officers from the Inkerman barracks had been out there earlier, and one, Major Eden, was reported missing. The colonel of the regiment showed up at the Chobham bridge and was busy asking everyone questions at midnight. The military definitely knew something was up. Around eleven the next morning, the newspapers could report that a squadron of hussars, two Maxims, and about four hundred men from the Cardigan regiment had left Aldershot.
Just after midnight, the people in the Chertsey Road in Woking saw a star fall from the sky and land in the pine woods to the northwest. It was greenish and glowed silently, like a flash of lightning on a summer night. This was the second cylinder.
Chapter 9
The Fighting Begins.

Saturday is stuck in my memory as a seriously tense day. It was also a total drag, super hot and sticky, and I heard the weather was changing fast. I didn’t sleep much, but my wife did, and I woke up early. I headed out to my garden before breakfast and just stood there, listening, but all I heard near the common was a lark singing.
The milkman showed up like always. I heard his cart rattling and went around to the side gate to get the latest news. He told me that during the night the Martians had been surrounded by soldiers, and they were expecting guns. Then—a familiar, comforting sound—I heard a train heading towards Woking.
“They aren’t supposed to be killed,” said the milkman, “if it can be avoided.”
I saw my neighbor gardening, chatted with him for a bit, and then strolled in for breakfast. It was a pretty normal morning. My neighbor thought the troops would be able to capture or destroy the Martians during the day.
“It’s a shame they’re so hard to approach,” he said. “It would be interesting to know how they live on another planet; we might learn a thing or two.”
He came up to the fence and offered me a handful of strawberries, because he’s generous with his garden. At the same time, he told me about the pine woods around the Byfleet Golf Links burning.
“They say,” he said, “that another of those things fell there—number two. But one’s enough, right? This whole mess is going to cost the insurance companies a ton of money before everything’s settled.” He laughed, like everything was just fine. The woods, he said, were still burning, and he pointed out a haze of smoke. “They’ll be hot underfoot for days, because of the thick layer of pine needles and grass,” he said, then got serious about “poor Ogilvy.”
After breakfast, instead of working, I decided to walk down towards the common. Under the railway bridge I found a group of soldiers—sappers, I think, guys in small round caps, dirty red jackets unbuttoned showing their blue shirts, dark trousers, and boots that came up to their calves. They told me no one was allowed over the canal, and looking along the road towards the bridge, I saw one of the Cardigan men standing guard there. I talked with these soldiers for a while; I told them about seeing the Martians the night before. None of them had seen the Martians, and they barely had any idea what they were like, so they peppered me with questions. They said they didn’t know who had authorized the troop movements; their guess was that there was some kind of disagreement at the Horse Guards. The average sapper is way more educated than the typical soldier, and they discussed the tricky situation of a possible fight with some intelligence. I described the Heat-Ray to them, and they started arguing among themselves.
“Crawl up under cover and rush ’em, I say,” said one.
“Get outta here!” said another. “What’s cover gonna do against this heat? Sticks’ll cook ya! What we gotta do is get as close as the ground’ll let us, and then dig a trench.”
“Forget your trenches! You always want trenches; you should’a been born a rabbit, Snippy.”
“Ain’t they got any necks, then?” said a third, abruptly—a little, thoughtful, dark man, smoking a pipe.
I repeated my description.
“Octopuses,” said he, “that’s what I calls ’em. Talk about fishers of men—fighters of fish it is this time!”
“It ain’t no big deal killing beasts like that,” said the first speaker.
“Why not shell the darned things straight off and finish ’em?” said the little dark man. “You can’t tell what they might do.”
“Where’s your shells?” said the first speaker. “There ain’t no time. Do it in a rush, that’s my tip, and do it now.”
So they debated it. After a while I left them, and headed to the railway station to grab as many morning papers as I could.
 I wasn’t going to bore anyone with a long description of that morning and the even longer afternoon. I didn’t even manage to catch a glimpse of the common—even the Horsell and Chobham church towers were under military control. The soldiers I talked to were clueless, and the officers were just as mysterious as they were busy. People in town seemed pretty relaxed now that the military was around, and I finally heard from Marshall, the tobacconist, that his son was among the dead on the common. The soldiers had made everyone living on the edges of Horsell lock up and leave their homes.
I got back to lunch around two, totally wiped—the day was seriously hot and gloomy. To cool off, I took a cold shower that afternoon. Around four-thirty, I headed to the railway station to grab an evening paper. The morning papers had only given a really inaccurate account of how Stent, Henderson, Ogilvy, and the others were killed. But I already knew most of it. The Martians weren’t showing themselves at all. They seemed busy in their pit, and there was a constant sound of hammering and a stream of smoke coming out. They were clearly gearing up for a fight. “More attempts have been made to signal, but without success,” was the standard response in the papers. A sapper told me it was some guy in a ditch waving a flag on a long pole. The Martians ignored these advances just like we’d ignore a cow mooing.
I have to admit, seeing all that weaponry, all that preparation, really got to me. My imagination went wild, and I imagined defeating the invaders a dozen different ways—it was like those old schoolboy fantasies of battles and heroism came flooding back. It didn’t seem like a fair fight, not really. They seemed so helpless stuck down there in that pit.
Around three o’clock, I started hearing a muffled boom coming at regular intervals from Chertsey or Addlestone. I learned that the smoldering pine forest where the second cylinder had fallen was being shelled, hoping to destroy it before it opened up. It wasn’t until about five, though, that a field gun arrived in Chobham to use against the first group of Martians.
Around six in the evening, as I was having tea with my wife in the summerhouse, talking excitedly about the battle that was about to happen, I heard a muffled explosion from the common, followed immediately by a burst of gunfire. Right after that came a violent crash, really close by, that shook the ground. I ran out onto the lawn, and I saw the tops of the trees around the Oriental College burst into smoky red flames, and the tower of the little church next to it collapse into rubble. The pinnacle of the mosque had disappeared, and the roof of the college itself looked like a hundred-ton gun had been blasting away at it. One of our chimneys cracked like it had been shot at, crumbled, and a shower of broken red fragments clattered down the tiles, piling up on the flower bed by my study window.
My wife and I just stared in amazement. Then I realized that the top of Maybury Hill was now within range of the Martians’ Heat-Ray now that the college was out of the way.
I grabbed my wife’s arm, and without any ceremony, pulled her out onto the road. Then I went back inside to get the servant, telling her I’d go upstairs myself for the box she was begging for.
“We can’t possibly stay here,” I said. And as I spoke, the gunfire started up again on the common.
“But where are we supposed to go?” my wife asked, terrified.
I was puzzled. Then I remembered her cousins in Leatherhead.
“Leatherhead!” I shouted over the sudden noise.
She looked away from me downhill. People were coming out of their houses, shocked.
“How are we going to get to Leatherhead?” she asked.
 I saw a bunch of cavalry ride under the railway bridge as I looked down the hill; three galloped through the open gates of the Oriental College; two others jumped off and started running from house to house. The sun, shining through the smoke rising from the tops of the trees, looked blood red and threw a weird, bright light on everything.
“Stop here,” I said; “you’re safe here.” Then I took off at once for the Spotted Dog, because I knew the landlord had a horse and dog cart. I ran, because I figured everyone on this side of the hill would be moving any minute. I found him in his bar, totally unaware of what was happening behind his house. A guy was standing with his back to me, talking to him.
“I need a pound,” said the landlord, “and I don’t have anyone to drive it.”
“I’ll give you two,” I said, over the stranger’s shoulder.
“What for?”
“And I’ll bring it back by midnight,” I said.
“Seriously?” said the landlord. “What’s the rush? I’m selling a little pig. Two pounds, and you bring it back? What’s going on?”
I quickly explained that I had to leave my home, and that’s how I got the dog cart. At the time, it didn't seem as urgent that the landlord should leave his. I made sure the cart was there and then, drove it down the road, and, leaving it with my wife and servant, rushed into my house and packed a few valuables, like the silver we had, and so on. The beech trees below the house were burning while I did this, and the fences up the road glowed red. While I was doing this, one of the cavalry guys ran up. He was going from house to house, telling people to leave. He was going on as I came out of my front door, lugging my treasures, wrapped in a tablecloth. I shouted after him:
“What’s the news?”
He turned, stared, mumbled something about “crawling out in a thing like a dish cover,” and ran on to the gate of the house at the crest. A sudden swirl of black smoke driving across the road hid him for a moment. I ran to my neighbor’s door and knocked to make sure of what I already knew—that his wife had gone to London with him and had locked up their house. I went in again, according to my promise, to get my servant’s box, lugged it out, put it beside her on the back of the dog cart, and then grabbed the reins and jumped up into the driver’s seat beside my wife. In another moment we were clear of the smoke and noise, and speeding down the opposite slope of Maybury Hill towards Old Woking.
Ahead was a quiet, sunny landscape—wheat fields on either side of the road, and the Maybury Inn with its swinging sign. I saw the doctor’s cart ahead of me. At the bottom of the hill I turned to look at the hillside I was leaving. Thick plumes of black smoke streaked with threads of red fire were shooting up into the still air, and casting dark shadows on the green treetops eastward. The smoke already stretched far out to the east and west—to the Byfleet pine woods eastward, and to Woking on the west. The road was dotted with people running towards us. And very faint now, but very clear through the hot, quiet air, one heard the whir of a machine gun that soon stopped, and the occasional crack of rifles. Apparently the Martians were setting everything on fire within range of their Heat-Ray.
I’m not a great driver, and I had to pay close attention to the horse right away. When I looked back again, the second hill had hidden the black smoke. I whipped the horse, and gave him a loose rein until Woking and Send were between us and that shaking chaos. I passed the doctor’s cart between Woking and Send.
Chapter 10
In the Storm.

Leatherhead is about twelve miles from Maybury Hill. The smell of hay was in the air through the lush meadows beyond Pyrford, and the hedges on either side were bursting with dog-roses. The heavy firing that had started while we were driving down Maybury Hill stopped just as suddenly, leaving the evening really peaceful and quiet. We got to Leatherhead without any trouble around nine o’clock, and the horse got an hour’s rest while I grabbed some dinner with my cousins and told them to take care of my wife.
My wife was really quiet the whole drive, and seemed worried about something bad happening. I tried to reassure her, pointing out that the Martians were stuck in the pit because they were so heavy, and at most could only crawl a little way out; but she just answered with short words. If it hadn’t been for my promise to the innkeeper, she probably would have begged me to stay in Leatherhead that night. I wish I had! I remember her face was really pale when we said goodbye.
For my part, I’d been super excited all day. Something like the war fever that sometimes sweeps through a community had gotten into my blood, and I wasn’t exactly upset that I had to go back to Maybury that night. I was even a little afraid that the last burst of gunfire meant our invaders from Mars were being wiped out. I guess the best way to describe how I felt is that I wanted to be there to see it all end.
It was almost eleven when I started heading back. The night was surprisingly dark; walking out of the lighted doorway of my cousins’ house, it seemed totally black, and it was as hot and sticky as the day. Overhead, the clouds were racing across the sky, even though there wasn’t a breeze stirring the bushes around us. My cousins’ guy lit both lamps. Luckily, I knew the road really well. My wife stood in the light of the doorway and watched me until I climbed into the dog cart. Then she suddenly turned and went inside, leaving my cousins wishing me good luck.
I felt a little down at first because of my wife’s worries, but I quickly started thinking about the Martians. At that point, I had absolutely no idea what had been happening during the evening’s fighting. I didn't even know what had caused the conflict. As I came through Ockham (that’s the way I returned, not through Send and Old Woking), I saw a blood-red glow along the western horizon, which as I got closer, slowly crept up into the sky. The racing clouds of the coming thunderstorm mixed with huge masses of black and red smoke.
Ripley Street was deserted, and except for a few lighted windows, the village showed no sign of life. But I almost had an accident at the corner of the road to Pyrford, where a group of people stood with their backs to me. They didn’t say anything to me as I passed. I don’t know what they knew about what was happening beyond the hill, or if the silent houses I passed on my way were sleeping soundly, deserted and empty, or anxious and watching against the terror of the night.
From Ripley until I came through Pyrford, I was in the valley of the Wey, and the red glow was hidden from me. As I went up the little hill beyond Pyrford Church, the glow came into view again, and the trees around me shivered with the first sign of the storm that was coming. Then I heard midnight pealing out from Pyrford Church behind me, and then I saw the silhouette of Maybury Hill, with its tree tops and roofs black and sharp against the red.
Even as I looked at this, a bright green glow lit the road around me and showed the distant woods towards Addlestone. I felt a tug on the reins. I saw that the racing clouds had been pierced as if by a thread of green fire, suddenly lighting up the confusion and falling into the field to my left. It was the third falling star!
 The storm hit fast, and the first lightning bolt flashed, so violet it hurt to look at. Then thunder exploded overhead like a giant firework. The horse panicked, pulling the bit between its teeth and bolting.
The road sloped down towards Maybury Hill, and we clattered down it. Once the lightning started, it just kept coming, flash after flash – the fastest I’d ever seen. The thunderclaps crashed one after another, with a weird crackling sound, like some massive electric machine, not the usual rumbles. The light was blinding, and a light rain stung my face as I drove down the slope.
At first, I just focused on the road ahead. Then, suddenly, I saw something moving down the opposite side of Maybury Hill. I thought it was a wet roof at first, but flash after flash revealed it was rolling really fast. It was hard to see – a moment of darkness, then a flash of light, and there were the red buildings of the Orphanage near the top of the hill, the green tops of the pine trees, and this weird thing, clear and bright.
And this thing I saw! How do I even describe it? A huge, monstrous tripod, taller than most houses, smashing through the young pine trees as it moved; a walking engine of gleaming metal, striding across the heath. Articulated steel cables dangled from it, and the clatter of its progress mixed with the thunder. A flash, and there it was, leaning over on two legs, then vanishing to reappear almost instantly, a hundred yards closer. Imagine a milking stool tilted and bowled along the ground—that's what those quick flashes made me think. But instead of a stool, imagine a giant machine on a tripod stand.
Then, suddenly, the trees in the pine wood ahead of me were ripped apart, like brittle reeds being pushed aside; they snapped and were driven headlong, and another huge tripod appeared, rushing towards me, it seemed. I was galloping hard to meet it! Seeing the second monster completely freaked me out. Without a second thought, I yanked the horse's head hard to the right, and in a moment, the dog cart tipped over onto the horse; the shafts shattered, and I was thrown sideways, landing hard in a shallow puddle.
I scrambled out almost immediately, crouching with my feet still in the water under a patch of gorse bushes. The horse lay motionless (his neck was broken, poor thing!) and by the lightning flashes, I saw the black outline of the overturned dog cart and the silhouette of a wheel still spinning slowly. In another moment, the giant machine went striding past me, heading uphill towards Pyrford.
Up close, the thing was incredibly weird, because it wasn’t just a mindless machine on a journey. It was a machine, with a metallic clang and long, flexible, glittering tentacles (one of which gripped a young pine tree) swinging and rattling around its strange body. It chose its path as it went, and the brass hood on top moved back and forth, like a head looking around. Behind the main body was a huge mass of white metal like a giant fisherman’s basket, and puffs of green smoke shot out from the joints of its limbs as the monster swept past me. Then, it was gone.
That's what I saw, all blurry because of the lightning – blinding flashes and deep black shadows.
 As it passed, it let out an insane, ear-splitting howl that drowned out the thunder—"Aloo! Aloo!"—and within a minute, it was with its partner, about half a mile away, bending over something in the field. I’m pretty sure that thing in the field was the third of the ten cylinders they’re shooting at us from Mars.
For a while, I just lay there in the rain and darkness, watching these huge metal beings move around in the distance over the hedges. A light, icy shower started, and as it came and went, their shapes got blurry and then snapped into focus again. Sometimes the lightning would disappear, and the night would swallow them up.
I was soaked with hail from above and puddle water below. It took me a long time to shake off my shock enough to drag myself up the bank to a drier spot and even think about how much danger I was in.
Not far from me was a tiny, rundown shack with one room, surrounded by a small potato patch. Finally, I managed to get to my feet, crouching and using whatever cover I could find, and I ran for it. I pounded on the door, but I couldn’t get anyone to hear me (if there was anyone even inside), and after a while, I gave up. Using a ditch for most of the way, I managed to crawl, unseen by those crazy machines, into the pine woods towards Maybury.
Under the cover of the trees, I pushed on, now wet and shivering, towards my own house. I walked among the trees trying to find the path. It was really dark in the woods, because the lightning was getting less frequent, and the hail, which was coming down in sheets, fell in columns through the gaps in the thick leaves.
If I had really understood what I’d seen, I would have headed around through Byfleet to Street Cobham and then gone back to rejoin my wife at Leatherhead. But that night, everything felt so bizarre, and I was physically wrecked. I was bruised, exhausted, soaked to the bone, and deafened and blinded by the storm.
I just had a vague idea of getting to my own house, and that was all the motivation I needed. I stumbled through the trees, fell into a ditch and banged my knees on a plank, and finally splashed out into the lane that ran down from the College Arms. I say splashed because the storm water was sweeping sand down the hill in a muddy rush. Then, in the darkness, someone bumped into me and sent me staggering backward.
He yelled in terror, jumped to the side, and ran off before I could even gather my wits to speak to him. The storm was hitting especially hard right there, so I had to fight just to make my way up the hill. I stayed close to the fence on the left and worked my way along its posts.
Near the top, I tripped over something soft, and by a flash of lightning, I saw between my feet a pile of black cloth and a pair of boots. Before I could really see how the man was lying, the light disappeared. I stood over him, waiting for the next flash. When it came, I saw that he was a solid-built man, dressed well but not fancy; his head was bent under his body, and he lay crumpled up close to the fence, as if he’d been thrown violently against it.
Fighting down the feeling of disgust that comes with never having touched a dead body, I bent down and turned him over to feel for his pulse. He was completely dead. It looked like his neck had been broken. The lightning flashed for a third time, and his face flashed into view. I jumped to my feet. It was the landlord of the Spotted Dog, the guy whose ride I’d taken.
 I carefully stepped over him and kept moving up the hill. I walked past the police station and the College Arms, heading towards my place. Nothing was on fire on the hillside, but from the common, there was still a red glow and a huge cloud of red smoke rolling up against the icy rain. As far as I could see in the flashes of light, the houses around me seemed okay. By the College Arms, there was a dark pile in the road.
Down the road towards Maybury Bridge, I could hear people talking and the sound of footsteps, but I didn't have the guts to yell or head over there. I used my key to get inside, slammed the door, locked it, and bolted it. I stumbled to the bottom of the stairs and just sat down. My brain was full of those creepy, robot-like things and the dead person smashed against the fence.
I huddled at the foot of the stairs with my back against the wall, shaking like crazy.
Chapter 11
At the Window.

I’d already said that my emotional outbursts have a way of burning themselves out. After a while, I realized I was cold and soaked, with little puddles of water on the stair carpet. I got up almost robotically, went into the dining room, and had some whiskey, and then I felt like changing my clothes.
Once I’d done that, I went upstairs to my study, but I don’t know why. The window in my study overlooks the trees and the railway towards Horsell Common. When we rushed to leave, we’d left this window open. The hallway was dark, and compared to the view the window showed, the rest of the room seemed totally black. I stopped dead in the doorway.
The thunderstorm had passed. The towers of the Oriental College and the pine trees around it were gone, and far away, lit by a bright red glow, the common area near the sand pits was visible. Across the light, huge, dark shapes, weird and strange, moved busily back and forth.
It really seemed like the whole area in that direction was on fire—a wide hillside covered with tiny flames, swaying and twisting with the dying wind, and reflecting a red glow on the clouds above. Now and then, a haze of smoke from a nearby fire drifted across the window and hid the Martian shapes. I couldn’t see what they were doing, or what they looked like, or recognize the black things they were working on. I couldn’t see the closer fire either, though its reflections danced on the walls and ceiling of the study. A strong, piney smell of burning filled the air.
I closed the door quietly and crept towards the window. As I did, the view opened up, stretching to the houses near Woking station, and to the charred and blackened pine woods of Byfleet. There was a light down below the hill, on the railway, near the arch, and several of the houses along Maybury Road and the streets near the station were glowing ruins. The light on the railway confused me at first; there was a dark heap and a bright glare, and to the right of that, a row of yellow rectangles. Then I realized it was a wrecked train, the front smashed and on fire, the back carriages still on the tracks.
Between these three main areas of light—the houses, the train, and the burning countryside towards Chobham—stretched uneven patches of dark land, broken here and there by dimly glowing and smoking ground. It was the weirdest sight, that black area dotted with fire. It reminded me, more than anything else, of the Potteries at night. At first, I could see no people at all, even though I peered intently. Later, I saw against the light of Woking station a bunch of dark figures hurrying across the tracks.
And this was the little world I’d been living in safely for years, this fiery chaos! What had happened in the last seven hours, I still didn’t know; nor did I know, though I was starting to guess, the connection between these giant machines and the slow, heavy lumps I’d seen come out of the cylinder. With a strange, detached feeling, I turned my desk chair to the window, sat down, and stared at the blackened country, and especially at the three gigantic black things moving back and forth in the glare near the sand pits.
They seemed incredibly busy. I started to ask myself what they could be. Could they be intelligent machines? I felt that was impossible. Or did a Martian sit inside each, controlling, directing, using, just like a brain sits and controls a body? I started to compare the things to human machines, and for the first time in my life, I wondered what an ironclad or a steam engine would seem like to an intelligent animal.
 The storm had cleared the sky, and over the smoke of the burning land, the tiny, fading speck of Mars was sinking into the west, when a soldier came into my garden. I heard a quiet scrape at the fence, and shaking off the deep tiredness that had settled over me, I looked down and saw him climbing over the boards. Seeing another person, my daze vanished, and I leaned out the window eagerly.
“Hey!” I whispered.
He stopped, balanced on the fence, looking unsure. Then he came over the fence and across the lawn to the corner of the house. He bent down and stepped softly.
“Who’s there?” he whispered, standing under the window and looking up.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
“Who knows?”
“Are you trying to hide?”
“Yeah.”
“Come inside,” I said.
I went downstairs, unlocked the door, and let him in, locking it again behind him. I couldn't see his face. He wasn't wearing a hat, and his coat was open.
“Oh my God!” he said, as I pulled him inside.
“What happened?” I asked.
“What didn’t?” In the dim light, I could see he made a gesture of complete despair. “They wiped us out—totally wiped us out,” he repeated over and over.
He followed me, almost mechanically, into the dining room.
“Take some whiskey,” I said, pouring out a generous shot.
He drank it. Then suddenly, he sat down at the table, put his head in his hands, and started to cry and sob like a little kid, completely overcome with emotion, while I, forgetting my own recent despair, stood beside him, wondering.
It was a long time before he could calm down enough to answer my questions, and then he answered in a confused and broken way. He was a driver in the artillery, and had only been in action for about seven hours. At that time, there was shooting across the field, and it was said the first group of Martians were slowly moving towards their second cylinder, hidden behind a metal shield.
Later, this shield stood up on legs and became the first of the fighting machines I had seen. The gun he drove had been set up near Horsell to command the sand pits, and its arrival started the fight. As the gunners went to the back, his horse stepped in a rabbit hole and fell, throwing him to the ground. At the same moment, the gun exploded behind him, the ammunition blew up, there was fire everywhere, and he found himself lying under a pile of charred bodies and dead horses.
“I lay still,” he said, “terrified, with the front quarter of a horse on top of me. We’d been wiped out. And the smell—good God! Like burnt meat! I was hurt across my back from the horse falling, and I had to lie there until I felt better. It was just like parade it had been a minute before—then stumble, bang, swish!”
“Wiped out!” he said.
He had hidden under the dead horse for a long time, peeking out nervously across the field. The Cardigan men had tried to rush the pit, in a scattered formation, only to be destroyed instantly. Then the monster had risen to its feet and had started to walk slowly back and forth across the field among the few people who were running away, with its head, like a hood, turning around exactly like the head of a person in a robe. A kind of arm carried a complicated metal case, around which green flashes sparkled, and from the funnel of this came the Heat-Ray's smoke.
 In just a few minutes, as far as the soldier could tell, there wasn’s a single living thing left on the common. Every bush and tree that wasn’t already a blackened skeleton was burning up. The hussars had been down the road, around the curve, and he didn’t see them. He heard the machine guns chattering for a while, then going silent. The giant saved Woking station and all the houses around it, holding out until the last second. Then, with a blast, the Heat-Ray turned the town into a pile of fiery ruins. After that, the Thing switched off the Heat-Ray and, turning its back on the artilleryman, started to waddle towards the smoky pine woods where the second cylinder was hidden. As it did, a second, gleaming giant rose out of the pit.
The second monster followed the first, and the artilleryman started to crawl really carefully across the hot, ashy ground towards Horsell. He managed to get alive into the ditch beside the road and escaped to Woking. His story came out in bursts. The place was a mess, totally impassable. It seemed like a few people were still alive, mostly freaking out, with lots of people burned and badly scalded. He got pushed aside by the fire and hid among some almost scorching piles of broken walls as one of the Martian giants returned. He saw this one chase a man, grab him with one of its metal tentacles, and smash his head against a pine tree. Finally, after nightfall, the artilleryman made a dash for it and got over the railway embankment.
Since then, he’s been sneaking along towards Maybury, hoping to get out of danger towards London. People were hiding in trenches and cellars, and many of the survivors had run off towards Woking village and Send. He was so thirsty until he found one of the water mains near the railway arch that was smashed, and water was bubbling out like a spring on the road.
That’s the story he told me, bit by bit. He calmed down as he talked, trying to make me see what he’d seen. He hadn’t eaten anything since noon, he told me early on, and I found some mutton and bread in the pantry and brought it into the room. We didn’t light any lamps, afraid of attracting the Martians, and every so often our hands would brush against each other as we reached for bread or meat. As he talked, things around us started to come into focus in the darkness—the trampled bushes and broken rose trees outside the window. It seemed like a bunch of people or animals had rushed across the lawn. I started to see his face, blackened and exhausted, just as I was probably looking.
When we finished eating, we went quietly upstairs to my study, and I looked out the open window again. In one night, the valley had become a valley of ashes. The fires had died down now. Where flames had been, there were now trails of smoke, but the countless ruins of shattered and gutted houses and blasted and blackened trees that the night had hidden stood out stark and terrible in the harsh light of dawn. But here and there, something had been lucky enough to survive—a white railway signal here, the end of a greenhouse there, looking clean and fresh among all the wreckage. Never before in the history of fighting had destruction been so random and so complete. And shining in the growing light of the east, three of the metal giants stood around the pit, their hoods spinning as if they were looking over the destruction they had caused.
It seemed to me that the pit had gotten bigger, and every so often bursts of bright green vapor streamed up and out of it towards the brightening dawn—streamed up, swirled, broke apart, and disappeared.
Beyond were the pillars of fire around Chobham. They turned into pillars of bloodshot smoke when the first light of day touched them.
Chapter 12
What 1 Saw of the Destruction of Weybridge and Shepperton.

As the dawn got brighter, we backed away from the window where we’d been watching the Martians and went quietly downstairs.
The artilleryman agreed with me that the house wasn't a safe place to be. He suggested he head to London and then rejoin his battery—No. 12, of the Horse Artillery. My plan was to go straight back to Leatherhead; and I was so freaked out by how strong the Martians were that I’d decided to take my wife to Newhaven and get out of the country right away. I already knew that the area around London was going to be a disaster zone before we could take down those things.
But between us and Leatherhead was the third cylinder, with those giant guards. If I’d been alone, I probably would have taken my chances and cut across the fields. But the artilleryman talked me out of it: “It’s not fair to your wife to make her a widow,” he said, and in the end, I agreed to go with him, hiding in the woods, north as far as Street Cobham before we split up. Then I’d take a big detour by Epsom to reach Leatherhead.
I should have left right away, but my friend had been in combat and knew better. He made me search the house for a flask, which he filled with whiskey. Then we stuffed every pocket with packets of biscuits and slices of meat. Then we slipped out of the house and ran as fast as we could down the bumpy road I’d come in on the night before. The houses looked deserted. In the road, there were three charred bodies lying close together, zapped dead by the Heat-Ray. And here and there were things people had dropped—a clock, a slipper, a silver spoon, those poor, useless valuables. At the corner heading up towards the post office, a little cart filled with boxes and furniture was overturned on a broken wheel. Someone had smashed open a cash box and tossed it under the mess.
Except for the lodge at the Orphanage, which was still burning, none of the houses had been hit too badly here. The Heat-Ray had just singed the chimney tops and moved on. Still, aside from us, it didn’t look like there was a single living soul on Maybury Hill. Most of the people probably got out by way of the Old Woking road—the road I’d taken when I drove to Leatherhead—or they were hiding.
We went down the lane, past the body of the man in black, which was now soaked from the overnight rain, and ducked into the woods at the foot of the hill. We pushed through them towards the railway without seeing anyone. The woods across the tracks were just scarred and blackened ruins; most of the trees had fallen, but a few still stood—grim, gray trunks with dark brown leaves instead of green.
On our side, the fire hadn’t done much more than scorch the trees closest to us; it hadn’t really taken hold. In one spot, woodcutters had been working on Saturday; trees, felled and freshly trimmed, lay in a clearing, with piles of sawdust by the sawing-machine and its engine. Nearby was a temporary hut, deserted. There wasn't a breeze this morning, and everything was really still. Even the birds were quiet, and as we hurried along, I and the artilleryman talked in whispers and glanced over our shoulders now and again. Once or twice we stopped to listen.
After a while, we got close to the road, and as we did, we heard the sound of hooves and saw through the tree trunks three cavalry soldiers riding slowly towards Woking. We yelled out, and they stopped while we hurried towards them. It was a lieutenant and a couple of privates of the 8th Hussars, with something like a theodolite, which the artilleryman told me was a heliograph.
“You’re the first guys I’ve seen coming this way this morning,” said the lieutenant. “What’s going on?”
 His voice and face were super eager. The guys behind him were staring, totally curious. The artilleryman jumped down the bank and into the road, then saluted.
“Gun destroyed last night, sir. Been hiding out. Trying to rejoin the battery, sir. You’ll see the Martians, I expect, about half a mile down this road.”
“What the heck are they like?” asked the lieutenant.
“Giants in armor, sir. Like, a hundred feet tall. Three legs and a body like aluminum, with a huge head in a hood, sir.”
“Get out!” said the lieutenant. “What crazy nonsense!”
“You’ll see, sir. They carry a kind of box, sir, that shoots fire and hits you dead.”
“What do you mean—a gun?”
“No, sir,” and the artilleryman started describing the Heat-Ray. Halfway through, the lieutenant cut him off and looked up at me. I was still standing on the bank by the road.
“It’s totally true,” I said.
“Well,” said the lieutenant, “I guess it’s my job to see it too. Look here”—to the artilleryman—“we’re supposed to be clearing people out of their houses. You should go find Brigadier-General Marvin and tell him everything you know. He’s at Weybridge. Know the way?”
“I do,” I said; and he turned his horse south again.
“Half a mile, you say?” said he.
“At most,” I answered, and pointed over the treetops southward. He thanked me and rode on, and we didn’t see them again.
Further down the road, we came across a group of three women and two kids clearing out a laborer’s cottage. They had a little hand truck, piling it up with messy bundles and old furniture. They were all working so hard they didn’t even stop to talk to us as we passed.
By Byfleet station, we came out of the pine trees and found the country calm and peaceful under the morning sun. We were way beyond the range of the Heat-Ray there, and if it hadn’t been for the empty houses, the hustle of people packing up, and a bunch of soldiers standing on the bridge over the railroad and staring down the tracks towards Woking, it would have felt like any other Sunday.
Several farm wagons and carts were moving creakily along the road to Addlestone, and suddenly through the gate of a field, across a flat meadow, we saw six twelve-pounders standing neatly at equal distances, pointing towards Woking. The gunners were standing by the guns, waiting, and the ammunition wagons were parked nearby. The men looked like they were under inspection.
“That’s good!” said I. “They’ll get at least one good shot, that’s for sure.”
The artilleryman paused at the gate.
“I’m going on,” he said.
Further on towards Weybridge, just past the bridge, there were a bunch of guys in white fatigue jackets building a long rampart, and more guns behind.
“It’s bows and arrows against lightning, I guess,” said the artilleryman. “They haven’t seen that fire-beam yet.”
The officers who weren’t busy were standing and staring over the treetops southwestward, and the guys digging would stop every now and again to stare in the same direction.
Byfleet was in chaos; people were packing, and a bunch of hussars, some on foot, some on horseback, were running around trying to organize them. Three or four black government trucks with white circles and crosses, and an old bus, among other vehicles, were being loaded in the village street. There were tons of people, most of them dressed up like it was a special occasion. The soldiers were having a hard time getting them to understand how serious the situation was. We saw one old, shriveled guy with a huge box and a bunch of flower pots full of orchids angrily arguing with the corporal who was trying to leave them behind. I stopped and grabbed his arm.
“Do you know what’s over there?” I said, pointing at the pine tops that hid the Martians.
 “Huh?” he said, turning. “I was saying these are valuable.”
“Danger!” I shouted. “Danger is coming! Danger!” and leaving him to figure that out if he could, I hurried after the artillery guy. At the corner I looked back. The soldier had left him, and he was still standing by his box, with the orchid pots on top, and staring blankly over the trees.
Nobody in Weybridge could tell us where headquarters were. The whole place was total chaos, like nothing I’d ever seen. Carts, carriages everywhere—the craziest mix of vehicles and horses. The regular folks—guys in golf and boating clothes, their wives dressed up nice—were packing. River-side locals were helping out, and the kids were super excited, totally loving this wild change from their usual Sunday. In the middle of it all, the nice vicar was bravely holding an early service, and his bell was ringing above the noise.
The artillery guy and I, sitting on the drinking fountain step, had a pretty good meal with what we brought. Soldiers—not the fancy cavalry guys anymore, but grenadiers in white uniforms—were telling people to move or get to their cellars when the shooting started. Crossing the railroad bridge, we saw a bunch of people had gathered at the train station. The platform was overflowing with boxes and packages. Regular train service had stopped so troops and guns could get through to Chertsey. I later heard there was a crazy fight for spots on the special trains they put on later.
We stayed in Weybridge until noon, and then we were near Shepperton Lock, where the Wey and Thames rivers meet. We spent some time helping two old ladies pack a little cart. The Wey splits into three channels, and at this point you could rent boats, and there was a ferry across the river. On the Shepperton side was an inn with a lawn, and beyond that, the tower of Shepperton Church—now a spire—rose above the trees.
We found a really excited and noisy crowd of people fleeing. It wasn't a full-blown panic yet, but there were already way more people than all the boats could carry. People were rushing along with heavy loads; one couple was even carrying a small shed door between them, with some of their stuff piled on top. One guy told us he was going to try to get away from Shepperton station.
There was a lot of shouting, and one guy was even joking around. The idea people had was that the Martians were just tough humans who might attack and loot the town, but they’d eventually be destroyed. Every now and then people would nervously glance across the Wey, at the fields towards Chertsey, but it was still quiet over there.
Across the Thames, except where the boats were landing, everything was quiet, a sharp contrast to the Surrey side. The people who got off the boats were walking down the lane. The big ferryboat had just made a trip. Three or four soldiers were standing on the inn’s lawn, staring and joking at the people fleeing, without offering to help. The inn was closed, because it was past closing time.
“What’s that?” yelled a boatman, and “Shut up, you idiot!” said a man near me to a yelping dog. Then the sound came again, this time from the direction of Chertsey—a muffled thud—the sound of a gun.
 The fighting was starting. Almost immediately, unseen cannons across the river to our right, hidden by the trees, opened fire, blasting away one after the other. A woman screamed. Everyone froze, stunned by the sudden chaos happening so close, yet invisible. All you could see were flat fields, cows munching away, and silvery willow trees still in the warm sunlight.
“The soldiers will stop them,” a woman next to me said, sounding unsure. A haze started rising over the treetops.
Then, suddenly, we saw a plume of smoke far up the river, a puff that shot up and hung in the air. Right after that, the ground shook and a huge explosion blasted the air, smashing a few windows in nearby houses, and leaving us totally shocked.
“They’re here!” a guy in a blue jersey shouted. “Over there! Do you see them? Over there!”
Quickly, one after the other, one, two, three, four of the armored Martians appeared, far off over the little trees, across the flat fields stretching towards Chertsey, and heading fast towards the river. They looked like tiny hooded figures at first, moving with a rolling motion and as quick as flying birds.
Then, moving diagonally towards us, came a fifth. Their armored bodies glittered in the sun as they sped toward the guns, getting bigger and bigger as they got closer. One on the far left, the one furthest away, raised a huge case high in the air, and the ghostly, terrifying Heat-Ray I’d already seen on Friday night shot towards Chertsey, hitting the town.
Seeing these strange, fast, and terrifying creatures, the crowd near the water’s edge seemed to me to be totally horrified for a moment. There was no screaming or shouting, just silence. Then a hoarse murmur and people moving—a splash from the water. A guy, too scared to drop his suitcase he was carrying on his shoulder, spun around and knocked me over with a blow from the corner of it. A woman shoved past me with her hand. I turned with the rush of people, but I wasn’t too terrified to think. The terrifying Heat-Ray was in my mind. Get under the water! That was it!
“Get under the water!” I shouted, but no one heard me.
I turned back and ran towards the approaching Martian, racing down the gravelly beach and headfirst into the water. Others did the same. A boatload of people heading back jumped out as I ran past. The stones under my feet were muddy and slippery, and the river was so low that I ran maybe twenty feet, barely waist-deep. Then, as the Martian towered overhead, barely two hundred yards away, I threw myself forward under the surface. The splashes of people jumping into the boats sounded like thunderclaps in my ears. People were scrambling onto the banks on both sides of the river. But the Martian machine didn’t even notice the people running this way and that any more than a person would notice a bunch of ants scattering when their foot kicks a nest. When I raised my head above the water, half-suffocated, the Martian’s hood was pointed at the cannons still firing across the river, and as it advanced, it swung out what must have been the generator for the Heat-Ray.
In another moment, it was on the bank, and in one stride, wading halfway across. The knees of its front legs bent at the far bank, and in another moment, it had raised itself to its full height again, close to the village of Shepperton. Right then, the six guns hidden behind the edge of that village, fired all at once. The sudden, close-together blast made my heart jump. The monster was already raising the case generating the Heat-Ray as the first shell exploded just six yards above its hood.
 I let out a yell of surprise. I didn't even notice the other four Martian monsters; I was totally focused on what was happening closer by. At the same time, two more shells exploded in the air near the creature as the hood twisted just enough to catch, but not dodge, the fourth shell.
The shell blew up right in the Thing’s face. The hood bulged, flashed, and was ripped off in a dozen torn pieces of red flesh and sparkling metal.
“Hit!” I yelled, a mix between a scream and a cheer.
I heard shouts from the people in the water around me. I could’ve jumped out of the water, I was so excited.
The headless giant staggered like a drunk, but it didn’t fall over. Somehow, it managed to regain its balance, and, with the camera that fired the Heat-Ray now held high, it stumbled quickly towards Shepperton. The Martian inside the hood, the living brain, was gone, scattered to the wind, and now the Thing was just a complicated metal machine whirling towards destruction. It drove straight ahead, unable to be steered. It slammed into the tower of Shepperton Church, smashing it down like a battering ram would, swerved, and collapsed with a huge crash into the river, disappearing from my sight.
A huge explosion shook the air, and a spray of water, steam, mud, and shattered metal shot way up into the sky. When the camera from the Heat-Ray hit the water, it instantly turned into steam. A second later, a giant wave, like a muddy tidal bore but super hot, came sweeping around the bend upstream. I saw people struggling towards the shore and heard their screams and shouts faintly above the noise of the Martian's collapse.
For a moment, I didn't notice the heat, forgot about needing to protect myself. I splashed through the wild water, shoving a guy in black out of the way, until I could see around the bend. Half a dozen empty boats were bobbing aimlessly on the waves. I saw the fallen Martian downstream, mostly underwater.
Thick clouds of steam were pouring off the wreckage, and through the swirling mist, I could see, now and then, the giant limbs churning the water and splashing mud and foam into the air. The tentacles swayed and lashed out like living arms, and except for the helpless, pointless way they moved, it looked like some wounded thing was fighting for its life in the waves. Huge amounts of a reddish-brown liquid were gushing out of the machine in noisy bursts.
My attention was pulled away from this chaotic scene by a furious yelling, like the alarms they use in our factories. A guy knee-deep near the path shouted something I couldn’t hear and pointed. Looking back, I saw the other Martians striding down the riverbank from the direction of Chertsey. The Shepperton guns fired this time, but it was useless.
I ducked under the water right away, holding my breath until moving was agony, and blundered painfully ahead underwater as long as I could. The water around me was a mess and getting hotter fast.
When I raised my head for a breath and to wipe the water from my eyes, steam was rising in a swirling white fog that at first hid the Martians completely. The noise was deafening. Then I saw them dimly, giant figures of grey, magnified by the mist. They had passed me, and two were leaning over the frothy, chaotic ruins of their comrade.
The third and fourth stood in the water, one maybe two hundred yards from me, the other towards Laleham. The Heat-Ray generators waved high, and the hissing beams shot this way and that.
 The air was insane—a total chaos of sounds. The Martians were making this crazy clangorous noise, houses were collapsing, trees and fences were exploding in flames, and fire was crackling and roaring everywhere. Thick black smoke shot up, mixing with steam from the river, and as the Heat-Ray zipped back and forth over Weybridge, it left behind flashes of blinding white light that instantly turned into swirling, bright orange flames. The houses closest to the river still stood, waiting to be destroyed, shadowy and pale in the steam, with the fire moving around them.
For a second, I just stood there, chest-deep in almost boiling water, totally freaked out by where I was and hopeless about getting out. Through the smoky smell, I could see the people who’d been with me in the river scrambling out through the reeds, like little frogs darting through grass when someone's coming, or running around in total panic on the path alongside the river.
Then, suddenly, those bright flashes of the Heat-Ray started zooming toward me. Houses crumbled and melted away at its touch, exploding with flames; trees instantly burst into fire with a huge roar. The Ray zipped up and down the path, grabbing people who were running every which way, and came right down to the water's edge, not fifty yards from where I stood. It shot across the river to Shepperton, and the water in its path boiled up in a huge wave, covered in steam. I turned toward the land.
In another moment, this massive wave, practically boiling, rushed over me. I screamed, and got burned and half-blinded, in so much pain, and stumbled through the jumping, hissing water toward the shore. If I’d tripped, it would’ve been over. I fell helplessly, right in front of the Martians, onto this wide, bare, gravelly strip of land that runs down to where the Wey and Thames meet. I thought I was a goner.
I have a vague memory of the foot of a Martian coming down within about twenty yards of my head, smashing straight into the loose gravel, sending it flying, and then lifting again; of a long, tense moment, and then of four Martians carrying the remains of their buddy between them, sometimes clear and sometimes hidden behind a curtain of smoke, moving farther and farther away, it seemed like, across a huge stretch of river and meadow. And then, really slowly, I realized that somehow, unbelievably, I’d made it out.
Chapter 13
How 1 Fell in with the Curate.

After getting that sudden lesson in how powerful Earth weapons were, the Martians went back to their original spot on Horsell Common. And in their rush, weighed down by the wreckage of their destroyed friend, they probably didn't notice someone like me—a stray and easy target. If they’d just left their buddy and kept going, there was nothing between them and London except batteries of twelve-pounder guns. They would’ve definitely reached the capital before anyone even knew they were coming—their arrival would have been as sudden, terrifying, and destructive as the earthquake that destroyed Lisbon a century ago.
But they weren’t in a hurry. Cylinder after cylinder made its way through space; every twenty-four hours brought them more reinforcements. Meanwhile, the military and naval authorities, now totally aware of how powerful their enemies were, worked with incredible speed. Every minute, a new gun was set up until, before sunset, every little grove of trees, every row of suburban houses on the hills around Kingston and Richmond, hid an anxious, black barrel. And through the burned-out and devastated area—maybe twenty square miles total—that surrounded the Martian camp on Horsell Common, through charred and ruined villages among the green trees, through the blackened and smoking ruins that had been pine woods just a day before, crawled the dedicated scouts with the heliographs that would soon warn the gunners of the Martian advance. But the Martians now understood our command of artillery and the danger of getting too close, and not a single person dared to go within a mile of either cylinder, except at the cost of their lives.
It seems these giants spent the earlier part of the afternoon moving things around, transferring everything from the second and third cylinders—the second at Addlestone Golf Links and the third at Pyrford—to their original pit on Horsell Common. Above that, above the blackened heather and ruined buildings that stretched far and wide, stood one as a lookout, while the rest abandoned their huge fighting machines and went down into the pit. They were working hard there well into the night, and the tall pillar of thick, green smoke rising from it could be seen from the hills around Merrow, and even, people said, from Banstead and Epsom Downs.
And while the Martians behind me were getting ready for their next attack, and in front of me Humanity was gathering for battle, I made my way with incredible effort and pain from the fire and smoke of burning Weybridge towards London.
I saw an abandoned boat, small and far away, drifting down the river, and taking off most of my soaked clothes, I went after it, caught up to it, and escaped from that destruction. There were no oars in the boat, but I managed to paddle, as well as my parched hands would allow, down the river towards Halliford and Walton, going very slowly and constantly looking behind me, as you can imagine. I followed the river because I thought the water gave me the best chance of escaping if these giants came back.
The hot water from the Martian's destruction floated downstream with me, so for almost a mile I could barely see either bank. Once, though, I spotted a line of black figures hurrying across the meadows from the direction of Weybridge. Halliford seemed deserted, and several of the houses facing the river were on fire. It was strange to see the place so quiet, so empty under the hot, blue sky, with the smoke and little flickers of flame going straight up into the heat of the afternoon. I’d never seen houses burning without a crowd getting in the way. A little farther on, the dry reeds along the bank were smoking and glowing, and a line of fire inland was steadily moving across a late field of hay.
 I was totally drained and exhausted after everything that happened, and the heat on the water was intense, so I drifted for a while. Then, my fears kicked in again, and I started paddling. The sun was scorching my bare back. Finally, as I spotted the bridge at Walton around the bend, my fever and weakness overwhelmed my worries, and I landed on the Middlesex bank and collapsed, feeling really sick, in the tall grass. I guess it was around four or five o’clock. I got up a bit later, walked maybe half a mile without seeing anyone, and then lay down again in the shade of a hedge. I think I remember talking to myself, kind of rambling, during that last stretch. I was also super thirsty, and I seriously regretted not drinking more water. It's weird, I felt angry with my wife, I don't even know why, but being so desperate to get to Leatherhead was stressing me out big time.
I don’t really remember the curate showing up, so I probably dozed off. I noticed him as a guy sitting there in a soot-smudged shirt, staring with his clean-shaven, upturned face at a faint flicker dancing across the sky. The sky looked like what they call a mackerel sky—rows and rows of faint, wispy clouds, just tinted with the colors of the midsummer sunset.
I sat up, and at the sound of my movement, he looked at me quickly.
“Do you have any water?” I asked abruptly.
He shook his head.
“You’ve been asking for water for the last hour,” he said.
We were silent for a moment, checking each other out. I’m sure I looked like a strange sight—naked except for my water-soaked pants and socks, burned, and my face and shoulders blackened by smoke. His face was kind of weak, his chin tucked in, and his hair was in crisp, almost blonde curls on his low forehead; his eyes were pretty big, pale blue, and just staring blankly. He spoke abruptly, looking off into the distance.
“What does it mean?” he said. “What do all these things mean?”
I stared at him and didn’t answer.
He stretched out a thin, white hand and spoke in almost a complaining tone.
“Why are these things happening? What have we done wrong? I was walking through the streets to clear my head for the afternoon, and then—fire, earthquake, death! It was like Sodom and Gomorrah! All our hard work undone, all the work—— What are these Martians?”
“What are we?” I asked, clearing my throat.
He gripped his knees and turned to look at me again. For about half a minute, he just stared silently.
“I was walking through the streets to clear my head,” he said. “And suddenly—fire, earthquake, death!”
He went quiet again, his chin sunk almost to his knees.
Then he started waving his hand.
“All the work—all the Sunday schools—What have we done—what has Weybridge done? Everything’s gone—everything’s destroyed. The church! We rebuilt it just three years ago. Gone! Wiped out! Why?”
Another pause, and he burst out again like he was losing it.
“The smoke of her burning goes up forever and ever!” he shouted.
His eyes were blazing, and he pointed a skinny finger in the direction of Weybridge.
By this point, I was starting to figure him out. The huge tragedy he’d been through—it was clear he’d escaped from Weybridge—had pushed him to the edge of sanity.
“How far are we from Sunbury?” I asked, trying to sound normal.
“What are we supposed to do?” he asked. “Are these creatures everywhere? Has the whole Earth been handed over to them?”
“How far are we from Sunbury?”
“Just this morning I led the early service——”
“Things have changed,” I said quietly. “You need to stay calm. There’s still hope.”
“Hope?”
“Yeah. Plenty of hope—even with all this destruction!”
I started explaining how I saw our situation. He listened at first, but as I talked, the interest in his eyes faded, and they went back to that blank stare, and he stopped paying attention to me.
 “This has to be it—the beginning of the end,” he said, cutting me off. “The end! The big, terrible day of the Lord! When people will scream at mountains and rocks to fall on them and hide them—hide them from the one sitting on the throne!”
I started to get what was going on. I stopped trying to make sense of it all, pushed myself to my feet, and stood over him, putting my hand on his shoulder.
“Get a grip!” I said. “You’re totally freaked out! What’s the point of religion if it falls apart when things get tough? Think about what earthquakes and floods, wars and volcanoes have done to people before! Did you think God was skipping Weybridge? He’s not an insurance agent.”
He sat there, totally silent for a while.
“But how do we get out of this?” he asked suddenly. “They’re unstoppable, they’re heartless.”
“Not necessarily either one,” I answered. “And the stronger they are, the smarter and more careful we need to be. One of them got taken out over there not three hours ago.”
“Taken out!” he said, looking around. “How can God’s messengers get taken out?”
“I saw it happen.” I told him. “We just happened to stumble into the thick of it,” I said, “that’s all.”
“What’s that flicker in the sky?” he asked abruptly.
I told him it was the heliograph sending a signal—that it was a sign of human help and effort in the sky.
“We’re in the middle of it,” I said, “as quiet as it is. That flicker tells of the storm coming. Over there are the Martians, and towards London, where those hills rise around Richmond and Kingston and the trees offer cover, they’re building defenses and setting up guns. Soon the Martians will be coming this way again.”
And even as I spoke, he jumped to his feet and stopped me with a wave.
“Listen!” he said.
From beyond the low hills across the water came the muffled boom of distant guns and a far-off, strange crying. Then everything went quiet. A beetle buzzed over the hedge and past us. High in the west, the crescent moon hung faint and pale above the smoke of Weybridge and Shepperton and the hot, still beauty of the sunset.
“We should follow this path,” I said, “northward.”
Chapter 14
In London.

My younger brother was in London when the Martians landed near Woking. He was a med student, totally focused on an upcoming exam, and didn’s hear anything about it until Saturday morning. The Saturday papers had long articles about Mars and life on other planets, but also a short, vague telegram that stood out because it was so brief.
The telegram said the Martians had killed a bunch of people with a quick-firing gun, because a crowd had gotten too close. It ended with: “Even though they seem powerful, the Martians haven’t moved from the pit they landed in, and don’t seem able to. Probably because Earth’s gravity is so strong.” The newspaper’s editorial writer reassured everyone.
Of course, all the students in my brother’s biology class were really interested, but there wasn’t any unusual excitement in the streets. The afternoon papers had short news snippets under big headlines. They didn’t have anything new to report besides troops gathering on the common and pine woods burning between Woking and Weybridge, until eight o’clock. Then, the St. James’s Gazette released a special edition announcing that telegraph lines were down. People figured it was because burning pine trees had fallen across the lines. Nothing more was known about the fighting that night, the night I drove to Leatherhead and back.
My brother wasn’t worried about us, because the newspapers said the cylinder—where the Martians were—was two miles from my house. He decided to come over that night to see the Things before they were destroyed. He sent a telegram, which never reached me, around four o’clock, and spent the evening at a music hall.
In London, too, there was a thunderstorm on Saturday night, and my brother got to Waterloo in a cab. At the platform where the midnight train usually leaves, he learned after waiting that trains weren’t going to Woking that night because of an accident. He couldn’t figure out what happened; even the railway officials didn’t know for sure. There wasn’t much excitement at the station, because the officials, thinking it was just a problem between Byfleet and Woking junction, were running the theater trains that usually went through Woking around Virginia Water or Guildford. They were busy making plans to change the route for the Southampton and Portsmouth Sunday League trips. A nighttime newspaper reporter, mistaking my brother for the traffic manager (they looked a little alike), tried to interview him. Few people, except for the railway workers, connected the breakdown with the Martians.
I’ve read in another account that on Sunday morning “all of London was buzzing with the news from Woking.” Actually, that was a bit of an exaggeration. Lots of Londoners didn’t hear about the Martians until the panic on Monday morning. Those who did took a while to understand what the short telegrams in the Sunday papers really meant. Most people in London don’t even read the Sunday papers.
 Londoners were so used to worrying about their safety, and the papers constantly reported on crazy stuff, that they could read about anything without freaking out too much. “Around seven last night, the Martians popped out of the cylinder, and, protected by metal armor, totally wrecked Woking station and the houses around it, plus massacred an entire battalion of the Cardigan Regiment. No details yet. Their armor stopped the Maxims cold; they disabled the field guns. Horse cavalry was galloping toward Chertsey. The Martians seem to be moving slowly toward Chertsey or Windsor. Everyone in West Surrey is seriously worried, and they're building defenses to stop them from heading toward London.” That’s how the Sunday Sun put it, and a clever article in the Referee compared the whole thing to a zoo suddenly being let loose in a town.
Nobody in London really knew what the armored Martians were like, and most people still thought they’d be slow— “crawling,” “moving painfully”—those kinds of words showed up in almost all the early reports. None of the telegrams could have been written by someone who actually saw them moving. The Sunday papers even printed different editions as news came in, some even when there wasn't much to report. But there wasn't much more to tell people until late afternoon, when the government gave the news agencies what they knew. They said people from Walton and Weybridge, and the surrounding area, were flooding the roads toward London, and that was it.
My brother went to church at the Foundling Hospital that morning, still clueless about what happened the night before. There, he heard people talking about the invasion, and they said a special prayer for peace. When he came out, he bought a Referee. The news in that paper really freaked him out, so he went back to Waterloo station to see if things were back to normal. The buses, carriages, cyclists, and tons of people dressed up for a nice day out didn’t seem to notice the crazy news the newsboys were shouting. People were interested, or, if they were worried, they were only worried about the people living nearby. At the station, he heard for the first time that the Windsor and Chertsey lines were shut down. The porters told him they’d received some wild telegrams that morning from Byfleet and Chertsey stations, but they had suddenly stopped. My brother couldn't get many details out of them.
“There’s fighting going on near Weybridge,” was all they could tell him.
The train service was a total mess. Lots of people who were waiting for friends from somewhere on the South-Western line were hanging around the station. One older guy with gray hair came up to my brother and totally ripped on the South-Western Company. “This is ridiculous,” he said.
One or two trains came in from Richmond, Putney, and Kingston, carrying people who’s gone out for a day of boating and found the locks closed and a feeling of panic in the air. A guy in a blue and white blazer talked to my brother, full of strange news.
“Tons of people are driving into Kingston in carts and wagons, with boxes of valuables and everything,” he said. “They’re coming from Molesey, Weybridge, and Walton, and they say they heard guns at Chertsey, heavy firing, and mounted soldiers told them to get off because the Martians are coming. We heard guns firing at Hampton Court station, but we thought it was thunder. What the heck is going on? Can’t the Martians even get out of their pit?”
My brother didn't know what to tell him.
 He noticed that a weird feeling of worry had spread to the people using the underground trains, and that folks taking weekend trips from all over the South-Western area—places like Barnes, Wimbledon, Richmond Park, and Kew—were heading back way earlier than usual. But nobody had anything solid to say, just rumors. Everyone working at the train station seemed super grumpy.
Around five o'clock, the crowd at the station got really hyped when they opened the line that usually connects the South-Eastern and South-Western stations. Then, they saw train cars packed with huge guns and soldiers rolling through. Those were the guns brought from Woolwich and Chatham to protect Kingston. People were joking around: “You’ll get wrecked!” “We’re here to tame the beast!” A little while later, police showed up and started clearing people off the platforms, and my brother went back out onto the street.
Church bells were ringing for evening prayers, and a group of Salvation Army singers came walking down Waterloo Road. On the bridge, a bunch of people were watching a strange brown scum floating down the river in patches. The sun was just setting, and the Clock Tower and the Houses of Parliament stood out against the most peaceful sky you could imagine—a sky of gold, with long streaks of reddish-purple clouds. People were talking about a body floating in the water. One of the guys there, a reservist, told my brother he’d seen the heliograph flashing in the west.
On Wellington Street, my brother ran into a couple of tough-looking guys who’s just been hustled out of Fleet Street with still-wet newspapers and eye-catching posters. “Total disaster!” they yelled to each other down Wellington Street. “Fighting at Weybridge! Full story! Martians repelled! London in danger!” He had to pay a few coins for a copy of that paper.
That’s when it hit him—the full power and terror of these monsters. He learned they weren’t just a few slow, clumsy things, but huge minds controlling massive mechanical bodies. They could move fast and hit with so much force that even the biggest guns couldn’t stop them.
They were described as “giant spider-like machines, almost a hundred feet tall, as fast as a speeding train, and able to shoot out a beam of intense heat.” Hidden batteries, mostly field guns, had been set up in the countryside around Horsell Common, especially between the Woking area and London. Five of the machines had been seen heading towards the Thames, and luckily, one had been destroyed. In the other cases, the shells had missed, and the batteries had been instantly wiped out by the Heat-Rays. Lots of soldiers were reported missing, but the news report sounded hopeful.
The Martians had been pushed back; they weren’t unbeatable. They’d retreated to their circle of cylinders around Woking. Signallers with heliographs were closing in on them from all directions. Guns were being rushed from Windsor, Portsmouth, Aldershot, Woolwich—even from the north; including huge wire-guns weighing ninety-five tons from Woolwich. Altogether, one hundred and sixteen were in place or being quickly set up, mostly covering London. Never before in England had there been such a massive or rapid buildup of military equipment.
 Any other cylinders that fell, it was hoped, could be blown up right away with powerful explosives, which were being quickly made and shared. The report said, basically, that the situation was super weird and serious, but people were asked not to freak out. Sure, the Martians were probably strange and scary, but there couldn't be more than twenty of them against our millions.
The authorities figured, based on the size of the cylinders, that there couldn’t be more than five inside each – fifteen total. And at least one was taken care of – maybe more. People would get a heads-up about any danger coming, and big plans were being made to protect people in the threatened southwestern suburbs. So, with repeated promises that London was safe and the authorities could handle the problem, this announcement ended.
It was printed in huge letters on paper that was still wet, and there hadn't been time to add any extra comments. My brother thought it was wild how the usual stuff in the paper had been cut out so quickly to make room for this.
All down Wellington Street, people were grabbing the pink sheets and reading, and the Strand was suddenly loud with the voices of a bunch of news vendors following the first readers. Guys were jumping off buses to get copies. For sure, this news got people really hyped up, no matter how bored they'd been before. The shutters of a map shop in the Strand were coming down, my brother said, and a guy in his Sunday best, even lemon-yellow gloves, was visible inside the window quickly taping maps of Surrey to the window.
Walking along the Strand towards Trafalgar Square, my brother saw some of the people escaping from West Surrey. There was a man with his wife and two boys, and some furniture in a cart like the ones greengrocers use. He was driving from the direction of Westminster Bridge, and right behind him came a hay wagon with five or six people who looked pretty respectable, plus some boxes and bundles. These people’s faces were pale, and their whole look stood out against the people on the buses, who were dressed up for Sunday. People in fancy clothes were glancing at them from cabs. They stopped in the Square, looking unsure which way to go, and finally turned east along the Strand. A little behind them was a man in work clothes, riding one of those old-fashioned tricycles with a tiny front wheel. He was covered in dirt and looked really pale.
My brother headed towards Victoria, and he met a bunch of people like that. He had a feeling he might see me. He noticed a lot more police directing traffic. Some of the refugees were sharing news with the people on the buses. One was claiming he’d seen the Martians. “Boilers on legs, I tell you, walking around like people.” Most of them were excited and energized by what they’d been through.
Past Victoria, the bars were doing a booming business with these new arrivals. At every street corner, groups of people were reading papers, talking excitedly, or staring at these unusual Sunday visitors. They seemed to get more and more as night fell, until, my brother said, the roads were like Epsom High Street on Derby Day. My brother talked to a few of these people and got pretty vague answers from most.
None of them knew anything about Woking except one man, who told him that Woking had been completely destroyed the night before.
 “I’m from Byfleet,” he said. “A guy on a bike came through earlier this morning, running from door to door telling us to get out. Then the soldiers showed up. We went to check it out, and there were just clouds of smoke to the south—nothing but smoke, and nobody coming that way. Then we heard the guns at Chertsey, and people coming from Weybridge. So I locked up my house and came on.”
At that point, everyone in the streets was mad that the authorities were messing up and causing so much trouble trying to deal with the invaders.
Around eight o’clock, you could definitely hear heavy firing all over the south of London. My brother couldn’t hear it over the traffic on the main streets, but he could hear it clearly by cutting through the quiet back streets to the river.
He walked from Westminster to his place near Regent’s Park, about two miles. He was really worried about me now, and freaked out by how big the problem was. He started thinking about military stuff, just like I had on Saturday. He pictured all those silent, waiting guns, the suddenly empty countryside; he tried to imagine “giant cranes” a hundred feet high.
There were a couple of carts full of people leaving down Oxford Street, and a few in the Marylebone Road, but the news was spreading so slowly that Regent Street and Portland Place were still full of people out for a Sunday night stroll, though they were talking in small groups. And along the edge of Regent’s Park, there were just as many couples “hanging out” together under the dim gas lamps as there ever had been. The night was warm and still, kind of heavy; the sound of guns kept coming, and after midnight, there seemed to be flashes of lightning in the south.
He read and re-read the newspaper, afraid something terrible had happened to me. He couldn’t relax, and after dinner, he wandered around aimlessly. He came back and tried to focus on his exam notes, but couldn't. He went to bed a little after midnight, and was woken up in the early hours of Monday by a bunch of noise—door knockers, people running in the street, distant drumming, and a ringing of bells. Red light danced on the ceiling. For a moment, he just lay there, shocked, wondering if it was morning or if the world had gone crazy. Then he jumped out of bed and ran to the window.
His room was an attic, and as he peeked his head out, there were a dozen echoes in the street to the sound of his window opening, and heads in every kind of messy night clothes appeared. People were shouting questions. “They’re coming!” yelled a policeman, banging on the door; “the Martians are coming!” and he ran to the next house.
The sound of drumming and trumpets came from the Albany Street Barracks, and every church nearby was going crazy, trying to wake everyone up with a loud, chaotic ringing. There was a noise of doors opening, and one window after another in the houses across the street flashed from darkness into bright light.
A closed carriage came galloping up the street, bursting into noise at the corner, rising to a clattering peak under the window, and dying away slowly in the distance. Close behind it came a couple of cabs, the first of a long line of flying vehicles, mostly heading for Chalk Farm station, where the North-Western special trains were loading up, instead of coming down into Euston.
For a long time, my brother just stared out the window in stunned silence, watching the police pounding on door after door, delivering their confusing message. Then the door behind him opened, and the guy who lived across the landing came in, wearing just a shirt, pants, and slippers, his suspenders loose around his waist, his hair messed up from his pillow.
“What the heck is going on?” he asked. “A fire? What a racket!”
 They both leaned out the window, straining to hear what the police were yelling. People were spilling out of side streets and standing in groups at the corners, talking.
“What’s going on?” asked my brother’s roommate.
My brother answered vaguely and started getting dressed, rushing to the window with each piece of clothing so he wouldn’t miss anything. Soon, guys selling newspapers way too early were shouting into the street:
“London’s in danger of being suffocated! The Kingston and Richmond defenses have fallen! Terrible massacres in the Thames Valley!”
All around—in the rooms below, in the houses on each side and across the road, and behind in the Park Terraces and in the hundred other streets of that part of Marylebone, and the Westbourne Park district and St. Pancras, and westward and northward in Kilburn and St. John’s Wood and Hampstead, and eastward in Shoreditch and Highbury and Haggerston and Hoxton, and, indeed, throughout all of London from Ealing to East Ham—people were rubbing their eyes, opening windows to stare, and asking random questions, getting dressed quickly as the first wave of fear blew through the streets. It was the start of a huge panic. London, which had gone to bed on Sunday night without a clue and totally relaxed, was woken up in the early hours of Monday morning with a strong sense of danger.
Unable to find out what was happening from his window, my brother went downstairs and out into the street, just as the sky between the tops of the houses turned pink with the early dawn. The number of people on foot and in cars grew more and more every minute. “Black Smoke!” he heard people yelling, and again “Black Smoke!” It was unavoidable that everyone would be scared. As my brother hesitated on the doorstep, he saw another news vendor approaching and grabbed a paper. The guy was running with everyone else, selling his papers for a pound each as he ran—a weird mix of making money and being scared.
And from this paper, my brother read the disastrous message from the Commander-in-Chief:
“The Martians can shoot enormous clouds of a black and poisonous gas using rockets. They’ve smothered our batteries, destroyed Richmond, Kingston, and Wimbledon, and are slowly moving toward London, destroying everything in their path. It’s impossible to stop them. There’s no safety from the Black Smoke except to run for your lives.”
That was all, but it was enough. The entire population of the huge six-million city was stirring, moving, running; soon it would be pouring north in a mass exodus.
“Black Smoke!” the voices cried. “Fire!”
The bells of the nearby church were making a chaotic racket, a car carelessly driven smashed, amid screams and curses, against the water trough up the street. Sickly yellow lights flashed on and off in the houses, and some of the passing taxis had unextinguished lamps. And above, the dawn was getting brighter, clear, steady, and calm.
He heard footsteps running to and fro in the rooms, and up and down the stairs behind him. His landlady came to the door, loosely wrapped in a dressing gown and shawl; her husband followed, blurting things out.
As my brother started to understand what was happening, he quickly turned to his own room, put all the money he had—about ten pounds total—into his pockets, and went back out into the streets.
Chapter 15
What Had Happened in Surrey.

It was while the priest and I were chatting wildly under the hedge in the flat meadows near Halliford, and while my brother was watching people flee across Westminster Bridge, that the Martians had started their attack again. As far as I can tell from all the different stories that have come out, most of them were busy preparing something in the Horsell pit until nine that night, rushing to complete a task that released huge clouds of green smoke.
But around eight o’clock, three of them definitely came out, moving slowly and cautiously. They made their way through Byfleet and Pyrford towards Ripley and Weybridge, eventually coming into view of the waiting artillery batteries against the setting sun. These Martians didn't move as a group, but in a line, each maybe a mile and a half from the one next to him. They talked to each other with siren-like howls, changing notes up and down the scale.
It was this howling and the sound of the guns firing at Ripley and St. George’s Hill that we had heard at Upper Halliford. The Ripley gunners – inexperienced volunteers who really shouldn't have been put in that situation – fired one wild, premature, and useless volley, then scattered on horseback and on foot through the empty village. Meanwhile, the Martian, without using his Heat-Ray, calmly walked over their guns, carefully stepping around them, and unexpectedly came upon the guns in Painshill Park, which he destroyed.
The men at St. George’s Hill, however, were better led or tougher. Hidden by a pine forest, they seemed completely unnoticed by the Martian closest to them. They aimed their guns deliberately, as if they were on parade, and fired from about a thousand yards away.
Shells flashed all around him, and he was seen to move forward a few steps, stumble, and fall. Everyone yelled together, and the guns were reloaded in a frantic rush. The fallen Martian let out a long, wailing cry, and immediately another glittering giant appeared over the trees to the south, answering him. It seemed that one of the legs of his tripod had been smashed by a shell. The whole of the second volley missed the Martian on the ground, and at the same time, both his companions aimed their Heat-Rays at the battery. The ammunition exploded, the pine trees around the guns burst into flames, and only a few of the men who were already running over the crest of the hill managed to escape.
After that, it seems they talked things over and stopped, and the scouts watching them reported that they stayed absolutely still for the next half hour. The Martian who had been knocked over slowly crawled out from under his hood, a small brown figure, looking oddly like a tiny spot of disease from that distance, and apparently trying to fix his support. Around nine, he seemed to have finished, because his hood was then seen above the trees again.
It was a few minutes after nine that night when these three sentries were joined by four other Martians, each carrying a thick black tube. A similar tube was handed to each of the three, and the seven started to spread out at equal distances along a curved line between St. George’s Hill, Weybridge, and the village of Send, southwest of Ripley.
A dozen rockets shot out of the hills as soon as they started to move, warning the waiting batteries near Ditton and Esher. At the same time, four of their fighting machines, also armed with tubes, crossed the river, and two of them, black against the western sky, came into view of myself and the priest as we limped wearily and painfully along the road running north out of Halliford. They seemed to be moving on a cloud, because a milky mist covered the fields and rose to a third of their height.
 I saw it and the curate let out a choked sound, then started running. But I knew it was useless to run from a Martian, so I turned and crawled through wet nettles and thorny bushes into the ditch beside the road. He looked back, saw what I was doing, and followed me.
The two of them stopped, the one closer to us standing and facing Sunbury, the other a gray blur toward the evening star, over toward Staines.
The occasional howling of the Martians had stopped; they’d settled into their positions around their cylinders in total silence. It was like a huge, curved line, with about twelve miles between the ends. It was the quietest start to a battle anyone had ever seen, ever. To us, and to someone watching near Ripley, it would have looked the same—the Martians seemed to own the dark night, lit only by the thin moon, the stars, the fading daylight, and the red glow from St. George’s Hill and the woods of Painshill.
But facing that curve everywhere—at Staines, Hounslow, Ditton, Esher, Ockham, behind hills and woods south of the river, and across the flat meadows to the north—the guns were waiting. Signal rockets burst and rained sparks through the night before disappearing, and everyone watching the batteries felt a surge of tense anticipation. The Martians just had to move into the line of fire, and instantly those dark, still shapes of men, those guns gleaming so darkly in the early night, would erupt into a furious explosion of battle.
I was sure that a thousand people were wondering the same thing I was: how much did they understand about us? Did they get that we, in the millions, were organized, disciplined, working together? Or did they see our bursts of fire, the sudden sting of our shells, our steady buildup around their camp, like the furious attack of a disturbed hive of bees? Did they think they could wipe us out? (No one knew what they even needed to eat.) A hundred questions like that swirled around in my mind as I watched that huge, mysterious shape. And in the back of my mind was the feeling of all the massive, unknown forces to the east, toward London. Had they set traps? Were the powder mills at Hounslow ready to blow up? Would Londoners have the guts to turn their city into a second Moscow?
Then, after what felt like forever, crouching and peering through the hedge, we heard a sound like a distant explosion. Another, closer this time, and then another. And then the Martian next to us raised his tube high and fired it, like a gun, with a loud boom that shook the ground. The one toward Staines answered him. There was no flash, no smoke, just that heavy, muffled sound.
I was so pumped up by all those rapid-fire guns going off that I forgot about my own safety and my burned hands and climbed up into the hedge to stare towards Sunbury. As I did, a second boom echoed, and a huge projectile shot overhead towards Hounslow. I expected to see smoke or fire, or some sign of what it had done. But all I saw was the deep blue sky above, with one solitary star, and a white mist spreading wide and low beneath. And there was no crash, no answering explosion. The silence returned; the seconds stretched.
“What happened?” the curate asked, standing up beside me.
“No idea,” I said.
A bat flitted by and disappeared. A distant shouting started and stopped. I looked again at the Martian, and saw he was now moving eastward along the riverbank, with a quick, rolling motion.
 Every moment I braced myself for some hidden weapon to suddenly appear, but the evening was eerily calm. The Martian got smaller as he walked away, and soon the mist and the coming night had swallowed him up. We instinctively climbed higher. Towards Sunbury was a dark shape, like a cone-shaped hill had suddenly popped up, blocking our view of the countryside beyond; and then, farther across the river, over Walton, we saw another one. These hill-like shapes grew flatter and wider as we stared.
Moved by a sudden thought, I looked northward, and there I saw a third of these dark, cloud-like mounds had risen up.
Everything had suddenly gone totally still. Far away to the southeast, marking the silence, we heard the Martians hooting to each other, and then the air trembled again with the distant thud of their guns. But our artillery didn’t fire back.
At the time, we couldn’t understand what was happening, but later I would learn the meaning of these ominous mounds that gathered in the twilight. Each of the Martians, standing in the big crescent I described, had fired, using the tube-like gun he carried, a huge canister over whatever hill, copse, cluster of houses, or other potential cover for guns, happened to be in front of him. Some fired just one, some two—like the one we’s seen; the one at Ripley supposedly fired no fewer than five that night. These canisters smashed on impact—they didn’t explode—and instantly released a massive amount of thick, black vapor, coiling and pouring upward in a huge, ebony cloud, a gaseous hill that sank and spread slowly over the surrounding country. And breathing in that vapor, even just a whiff of its sharp smell, was deadly.
It was heavy, this vapor, heavier than the densest smoke, so that, after the initial rush and release, it sank through the air and flowed over the ground like a liquid, bypassing the hills and pouring into the valleys, ditches, and streams, just like I’s heard carbonic-acid gas from volcanic vents does. And when it hit water, a chemical reaction happened, and the surface would be instantly covered with a powdery scum that sank slowly, making way for more. The scum was totally undissolvable, and it’s weird, considering how quickly the gas worked, that you could drink water that had been filtered without getting hurt. The vapor didn’t spread out like a true gas would. It stuck together in banks, flowing sluggishly down the slope and reluctantly moving with the wind, and very slowly it mixed with the mist and moisture in the air, and sank to the earth as dust. Besides the fact that it contained an unknown element that creates a group of four lines in the blue of the spectrum, we still have no clue what this stuff is.
Once the initial chaos of its release was over, the black smoke clung so closely to the ground, even before it settled, that fifty feet up in the air, on roofs and upper floors of tall buildings and on big trees, there was a chance of escaping its poison altogether, as was proven even that night at Street Cobham and Ditton.
The guy who got away at the first place told a wild story about how strange it flowed, and how he looked down from the church spire and saw the houses of the village rising like ghosts out of its inky darkness. For a day and a half, he stayed up there, tired, starving, and sunburned, the earth under the blue sky and against the view of the distant hills a velvety-black expanse, with red roofs, green trees, and, later, black-veiled shrubs and gates, barns, outbuildings, and walls, rising here and there into the sunlight.
 That was back at Street Cobham, where they let the black smoke hang around until it just sank into the ground. Usually, though, the Martians would clear the air once it had done its job, wading into the smoke and blasting it away with a jet of steam.
They did that with the smoke clouds near us, and we saw it from the window of an empty house in Upper Halliford, where we’d gone back. From there, we could see the searchlights on Richmond Hill and Kingston Hill moving around, and around eleven, the windows shook, and we heard the rumble of those huge siege guns they'd set up there. They fired off and on for about fifteen minutes, sending random shots at the invisible Martians in Hampton and Ditton, then the bright electric lights disappeared, replaced by a weird, bright red glow.
Then the fourth cylinder fell—a bright green meteor—as I later learned, in Bushey Park. Before the guns on the Richmond and Kingston hills started, there was a scattered cannonade way off in the southwest, probably because gunners were firing before the black smoke could get to them.
So, they went about it methodically, like you would smoke out a wasps’ nest, spreading this strange, choking vapor across the country towards London. The horns of the crescent slowly moved apart, until they formed a line from Hanwell to Coombe and Malden. All night long, their destructive machines advanced. After the Martian at St. George’s Hill was shot down, they never gave the artillery a chance—seriously. Whenever there was a chance someone could aim a gun at them without being seen, they’d blast out another canister of that black vapor, and where the guns were out in the open, they’d just zap them with the Heat-Ray.
By midnight, the burning trees on the slopes of Richmond Park and the bright lights from Kingston Hill lit up a huge network of black smoke, blocking out the whole valley of the Thames and stretching as far as you could see. And through this smoke, two Martians slowly walked, turning their hissing steam jets this way and that.
They barely used the Heat-Ray that night, maybe because they were running low on what it took to make it, or because they didn’t want to destroy the countryside, just crush and scare everyone who was fighting back. They definitely succeeded at that. Sunday night was the end of any organized resistance to their movements. After that, no group of people would stand up to them—it was hopeless. Even the crews of the torpedo boats and destroyers who had brought their quick-firing guns up the Thames refused to fight, mutinied, and headed back downriver. The only thing people tried after that night was setting up mines and traps, and even that was just a frantic, half-hearted effort.
You can only imagine what happened to those batteries near Esher, waiting so anxiously in the twilight. There were no survivors. You can picture it: the quiet anticipation, the officers alert and watchful, the gunners ready, the ammunition stacked nearby, the drivers with their horses and wagons, the groups of regular people watching as close as they were allowed, the peaceful evening, the ambulances and hospital tents filled with the burned and wounded from Weybridge; then the dull thud of the shots the Martians fired, and the clumsy projectile spinning over the trees and houses and crashing into the nearby fields.
 You could totally imagine the sudden shift in everyone's focus, the way that blackness just surged forward, growing huge and towering over everything. It turned the fading light into a thick, real darkness – like a creepy, scary force moving in on people and horses nearby, barely visible, running, screaming, and tumbling down. You could hear shouts of panic, guns suddenly dropped, and people choking and writhing on the ground. Then, the smoke cone just kept getting wider and thicker. And then, just…night and nothingness – just a silent, solid wall of vapor hiding all the dead.
Before sunrise, that black vapor was rolling through the streets of Richmond, and the government, basically falling apart, made one last push to get everyone in London to get out of there, like, now.
Chapter 16
The Exodus From London.

The sheer terror that hit the biggest city in the world just as Monday was starting—it was like a tidal wave. People were fleeing, a flood of them rushing to the train stations, pushing and shoving in a chaotic mess around the docks on the Thames, and scrambling north and east on every possible route. By ten o’clock, the police were falling apart, and by noon, even the train companies were losing control, collapsing under the pressure, dissolving in the rapid breakdown of society.
All the train lines north of the Thames and the South-Eastern folks at Cannon Street had been warned by Sunday midnight, and trains were filling up fast. People were fighting like crazy for just a spot to stand in the cars, even at two o’clock. By three, people were getting trampled and crushed just a couple hundred yards from Liverpool Street station in Bishopsgate Street. Guns were fired, people were stabbed, and the police, exhausted and furious, were even hitting the people they were supposed to protect.
As the day went on and the train engineers and stokers refused to come back to London, the pressure of the escape drove the crowds into an even thicker mass away from the stations and along the roads heading north. By noon, someone had spotted a Martian at Barnes, and a slow-moving cloud of black smoke drifted along the Thames and across the flatlands of Lambeth, blocking off all escape over the bridges. Another cloud covered Ealing, trapping a small group of survivors on Castle Hill—alive, but with no way out.
After a wasted effort to get on a Northwestern train at Chalk Farm—where the engines of the trains that had loaded in the goods yard were plowing through screaming people, and a dozen strong guys were fighting to keep the crowd from crushing the driver against his furnace—my brother made it onto the Chalk Farm road. He dodged through a rush of cars and was lucky enough to be first to grab stuff from a bike shop. The front tire of the bike he got was flat from being dragged through the window, but he got up and rode off anyway, with just a cut wrist. The steep hill of Haverstock Hill was blocked by overturned horses, so my brother took Belsize Road instead.
That's how he got out of the worst of the panic and, skirting the Edgware Road, reached Edgware around seven, hungry and worn out, but ahead of the crowd. Along the road, people were standing around, curious and confused. He passed a bunch of cyclists, a few horse riders, and two cars. A mile from Edgware, the wheel rim broke, and the bike became unrideable. He left it by the side of the road and started walking through the village. Half-open shops lined the main street, and people crowded onto the sidewalks and in doorways and windows, staring in amazement at the unbelievable parade of people fleeing that was starting. He managed to get some food at an inn.
For a while, he stayed in Edgware, not sure what to do next. The number of fleeing people kept growing. Many of them, like my brother, seemed happy to hang around. There was no new information about the invaders from Mars.
At that time, the road was crowded, but not completely jammed. Most of the escapees were on bikes, but soon there were also cars, horse-drawn cabs, and carriages speeding along, and thick clouds of dust filled the air along the road to St. Albans.
 It was maybe a vague idea of heading to Chelmsford, where some friends of his lived, that finally made my brother turn onto a quiet lane running east. Soon he came across a low fence, and after climbing over, he followed a path northeast. He passed several farms and some little places he didn's learn the names of. He didn’t see many people escaping until, in a grassy lane towards High Barnet, he ran into two ladies who became his travel buddies. He got there just in time to save them.
He heard their screams, and, rushing around the corner, saw two guys struggling to pull them out of a small pony-carriage they’d been driving in, while a third guy was barely holding back the scared pony’s head. One of the ladies, a short woman dressed in white, was just screaming; the other, a dark, slender figure, slashed at the guy who grabbed her arm with a whip she held in her free hand.
My brother immediately understood what was happening, yelled, and hurried towards the fight. One of the guys backed off and turned towards him, and my brother, realizing from his face that a fight was coming, and being a really good boxer, went straight for him and knocked him down against the carriage wheel.
It wasn't a time for fancy fighting, so my brother took him down with a kick and grabbed the collar of the guy who was pulling on the slender lady’s arm. He heard the sound of hooves, the whip stung his face, a third guy hit him in the eyes, and the guy he was holding yanked himself free and ran down the lane in the direction he’d come from.
Partly stunned, he found himself facing the guy who’d been holding the horse’s head, and watched as the carriage disappeared down the lane, swaying back and forth, with the women looking back. The guy in front of him, a burly tough, tried to lunge forward, and he stopped him with a blow to the face. Then, realizing he’s been abandoned, he dodged around and took off down the lane after the carriage, with the sturdy guy close behind, and the runaway following from a distance.
Suddenly he tripped and fell; his immediate pursuer went head over heels, and he got to his feet to find himself facing two guys again. He wouldn’t have stood a chance against them if the slender lady hadn’t bravely pulled up and returned to help him. It turns out she’s had a gun the whole time, but it’s been under the seat when she and her friend were attacked. She fired at close range, narrowly missing my brother. The less brave of the robbers took off, and his partner followed, cursing his cowardice. They both stopped down the lane, where the third guy lay unconscious.
“Take this!” said the slender lady, and she handed my brother her gun.
“Go back to the carriage,” said my brother, wiping the blood from his split lip.
She turned without a word—they were both catching their breath—and they went back to where the lady in white struggled to hold back the frightened pony.
The robbers had clearly had enough. When my brother looked again, they were retreating.
“I’ll sit here,” said my brother, “if that’s okay”; and he got onto the empty front seat. The lady glanced over her shoulder.
“Give me the reins,” she said, and cracked the whip across the pony’s side. In a moment, a bend in the road hid the three men from my brother’s eyes.
So, totally unexpectedly, my brother found himself, panting, with a cut mouth, a bruised jaw, and bloodstained knuckles, driving along an unknown lane with these two women.
 He learned they were the wife and the younger sister of a surgeon living in Stanmore. He’s come in the early hours from a really tough case in Pinner and heard about the Martian attack at some train station on his way. He rushed home, woke the women—their housekeeper had quit a couple of days before—grabbed some snacks, put his revolver under the seat—luckily for my brother—and told them to drive to Edgware to catch a train. He stopped behind to let the neighbors know. He said he’d catch up with them around half past four in the morning, but it was almost nine now, and they hadn’t seen him. They couldn’t stay in Edgware because there was so much traffic, so they’d ended up down this side street.
That’s the story they told my brother in bits and pieces when they stopped again, closer to New Barnet. He promised to stay with them, at least until they could figure out what to do, or until the missing man showed up. He pretended to be a good shot with the revolver—a weapon he’s never used before—to give them confidence.
They made a makeshift camp by the side of the road, and the pony seemed happier in the bushes. He told them about how he’d escaped London and everything he knew about the Martians and their plans. The sun climbed higher, and after a while, their talking faded into a tense feeling of waiting. A few people wandered down the lane, and my brother got whatever news he could from them. Every vague answer just strengthened his feeling of the huge disaster that had hit humanity and how important it was to keep running. He pushed them to keep going.
“We have money,” said the slender woman, and paused.
Her eyes met my brother’s, and her hesitation disappeared.
“So do I,” said my brother.
She explained that they had about thirty pounds in gold, plus a five-pound note, and that with that, they might be able to get on a train in St. Albans or New Barnet. My brother thought that was unlikely, seeing how crazy the Londoners were trying to cram onto the trains, and suggested they head across Essex towards Harwich and escape the country altogether.
Mrs. Elphinstone—that was the name of the woman in white—wouldn’t listen to reason, and kept calling for “George”; but her sister-in-law was surprisingly calm and thoughtful, and finally agreed with my brother’s idea. So, planning to cross the Great North Road, they continued towards Barnet, my brother leading the pony to save its energy. As the sun climbed higher, the day got really hot, and the sand underfoot became burning and blinding, so they moved really slowly. The hedges were coated in dust. As they got closer to Barnet, a growing rumble got louder.
They started seeing more people. Most of them were staring straight ahead, muttering confused questions, tired, haggard, and dirty. A man in a tuxedo walked past on foot, his eyes on the ground. They heard him shouting, and when they looked back, they saw one hand tangled in his hair and the other hitting at invisible things. Once his outburst was over, he kept walking without looking back.
As my brother’s group headed towards the intersection south of Barnet, they saw a woman approaching the road across some fields on their left, carrying a baby and with two other kids. Then they passed a man in a dirty black suit, with a thick stick in one hand and a small suitcase in the other. Rounding the corner of the lane, from between the houses that lined it where it met the main road, came a little cart pulled by a sweaty black pony and driven by a pale young man in a bowler hat, covered in dust. There were three girls, factory girls from the East End, and a couple of little kids crammed into the cart.
 “Will this take us around Edgware?” asked the driver, looking wild and pale. When my brother told him it would if he turned left, he sped off without even a thank you.
My brother noticed a pale grey smoke or haze rising among the houses ahead, veiling the white front of a row of houses beyond the road that appeared between the backs of the villas. Mrs. Elphinstone suddenly shouted at a bunch of red flames leaping up above the houses against the hot, blue sky. The noise got louder—lots of voices mixing together, wheels grinding, wagons creaking, and horses’ hooves pounding. The lane turned sharply, not fifty yards from the crossroads.
“Good heavens!” cried Mrs. Elphinstone. “What are you driving us into?”
My brother stopped.
The main road was a flood of people, a rush of human beings heading north, pushing against each other. A huge cloud of white dust, bright in the sunlight, made everything within twenty feet grey and blurry. It was constantly being stirred up by the hurried feet of a dense crowd of horses and men and women on foot, and by the wheels of all sorts of vehicles.
“Move! Make way!” voices were shouting.
It felt like riding into smoke from a fire as they approached where the lane and road met; the crowd roared like a fire, and the dust was hot and stinging. And, sure enough, a little way up the road a villa was burning, sending thick black smoke rolling across the road and adding to the chaos.
Two men passed them. Then a dirty woman, carrying a heavy bundle and crying. A lost retriever dog, with its tongue hanging out, circled around them nervously, scared and miserable, and ran off when my brother threatened it.
As much as they could see of the road heading towards London between the houses on the right was a chaotic stream of hurried people, squeezed between the villas on either side. The dark heads and crowded bodies became clearer as they rushed towards the corner, hurried past, and lost themselves again in a receding crowd swallowed up by a cloud of dust.
“Go on! Go on!” voices yelled. “Move! Move!”
One man’s hands pushed against the back of another. My brother stood by the pony’s head. Irresistibly drawn in, he moved slowly, step by step, down the lane.
Edgware had been chaotic, Chalk Farm a wild mess, but this was a whole population on the move. It’s hard to believe how many there were. It had no real feel to it. The figures poured past the corner, and disappeared with their backs to the group in the lane. Along the edges walked people on foot, threatened by the wheels, stumbling in the ditches, bumping into each other.
The carts and carriages were packed together, barely making way for the faster, more impatient vehicles that darted forward whenever they could, sending people scattering against the fences and gates of the villas.
“Push on! Push on! They’re coming!” was the cry.
In one cart sat a blind man in a Salvation Army uniform, gesturing with his crooked fingers and yelling, “Eternity! Eternity!” His voice was raspy and loud, so my brother could hear him long after he was lost in the dust. Some of the people crowding into the carts whipped their horses stupidly and argued with other drivers; some sat motionless, staring blankly with sad eyes; some gnawed their hands with thirst, or lay flat in the bottoms of their vehicles. The horses’ bits were covered in foam, their eyes bloodshot.
 There were cabs, carriages, shop carts, wagons—you name it, there were tons of them. A mail cart, a street cleaner’s cart that said “Vestry of St. Pancras,” even a huge wagon packed with roughnecks. A brewery truck rumbled past, its front wheels covered in fresh blood.
“Move it! Clear the way!” people shouted.
“Forever! Forever!” echoed down the road.
You saw sad, worn-out women walking by, dressed nicely, with kids crying and stumbling, their fancy clothes covered in dust, their faces smeared with tears. Some had men with them—sometimes helpful, sometimes mean and aggressive. Hanging out with them was a tired-looking street person in faded black rags, wide-eyed, loud, and cursing. There were tough workers pushing their way through, beat-up guys dressed like clerks or store employees, struggling to keep going. My brother noticed a wounded soldier, and there were guys in railroad worker clothes, and one poor guy in a nightshirt with a coat thrown over it.
But no matter how different everyone was, they all had something in common. You could see fear and pain on their faces, and even more fear behind them. A fight broke out further down the road—people fighting for a spot in a wagon—and the whole crowd sped up. Even a guy so scared and broken his knees were giving out got a sudden burst of energy. The heat and dust had already taken a toll. Their skin was dry, their lips black and cracked. They were all thirsty, tired, and aching in their feet. And you could hear arguments, complaints, and groans of exhaustion. Most of their voices were hoarse and weak. Through it all, you could hear the same thing over and over:
“Out of the way! The Martians are coming!”
Very few people stopped. The lane opened up at an angle into the main road, with a narrow opening that made it look like it was coming from London. But people kept getting pulled into it like a whirlpool—weak people just dropped out of the crowd for a moment to rest before diving back in. A little way down the lane, a guy with a bare leg, wrapped in bloody rags, lay with two friends leaning over him. He was lucky to have friends.
An old man, with a gray military mustache and a filthy black coat, limped out and sat down next to the buggy, took off his boot—his sock was covered in blood—shook out a pebble, and hobbled on. Then a little girl, about eight or nine, all alone, ran and hid under the hedge near my brother, crying.
“I can’t go on! I can’t go on!”
My brother snapped out of his shock and picked her up, speaking softly to her, and carried her to Miss Elphinstone. As soon as my brother touched her, she went completely still, like she was terrified.
“Ellen!” a woman in the crowd screamed, her voice filled with tears—“Ellen!” And the little girl suddenly darted away from my brother, crying “Mommy!”
“They’re coming,” said a man on horseback, riding past.
“Get out of the way!” yelled a coachman, towering over everyone. My brother saw a closed carriage turning into the lane.
People pushed each other to get out of the horse’s way. My brother pushed his pony and buggy back into the hedge, and the man drove by and stopped at the turn. It was a fancy carriage with a pole for a pair of horses, but only one was pulling it. My brother could barely see through the dust, but he saw two men lift something onto a white stretcher and gently place it on the grass under the privet hedge.
One of the men ran to my brother.
“Where’s any water?” he asked. “He’s dying fast and really thirsty. It’s Lord Garrick.”
“Lord Garrick?” said my brother. “The Chief Justice?”
“The water?” he repeated.
“Maybe there’s a faucet,” said my brother, “at some of the houses. We don’t have any. I can’t leave my people.”
 The man shoved through the crowd toward the gate of the corner house.
“Go on!” people yelled, pushing him along. “They’re coming! Go on!”
Then my brother’s attention was grabbed by a bearded man with a sharp face, hauling a small bag. The bag ripped open, spilling a bunch of gold coins that seemed to scatter as they hit the ground. They bounced around among the feet of people and horses. The man just stood there, looking dumbfounded, and a cab’s pole smacked his shoulder, knocking him off balance. He let out a shriek and ducked back, narrowly avoiding a cartwheel.
“Move! Make way!” people shouted all around him.
As soon as the cab passed, he dove for the pile of coins, grabbing handfuls and shoving them into his pockets. A horse stepped right up to him, and in the next second, he was about to be trampled under the horse’s hoof.
“Stop!” my brother screamed, shoving a woman out of his way and trying to grab the horse’s bit.
Before he could reach it, he heard a scream under the wheels and saw, through the dust, the rim passing over the poor guy’s back. The cart driver cracked his whip at my brother, who darted around behind the cart. The noise of the shouting was deafening. The man was writhing in the dust among his scattered money, unable to get up, because the wheel had broken his back, and his legs were limp and lifeless. My brother stood up and yelled at the next driver, and a man on a black horse came to help.
“Get him out of the road,” said the man; and, grabbing the man’s collar, my brother pulled him to the side. But he was still reaching for his money, glaring at my brother and hammering at his arm with a handful of gold. “Go on! Go on!” angry voices shouted behind them. “Move! Move!”
There was a crash as the pole of a carriage smashed into the cart that the man on horseback stopped. My brother looked up, and the man with the gold twisted his head around and bit the wrist that held his collar. There was a jolt, and the black horse stumbled sideways, and the carthorse pushed beside it. A hoof missed my brother’s foot by inches. He let go of the fallen man and jumped back. He saw terror replace anger on the face of the poor guy on the ground, and in a moment he was hidden, and my brother was pushed backward and carried past the entrance of the lane, having to fight hard in the crowd to get back.
He saw Miss Elphinstone covering her eyes, and a little kid, with a kid’s lack of understanding, staring with wide eyes at a dusty something that lay black and still, crushed and ground under the rolling wheels. “Let’s go back!” he shouted, turning the pony around. “We can’t cross this—it’s a nightmare,” he said, and they went back a hundred yards the way they had come, until the fighting crowd was out of sight. As they passed the bend in the lane, my brother saw the face of the dying man in the ditch under the bushes, deathly white and drawn, and covered in sweat. The two women sat silent, huddled in their seats and shivering.
Then beyond the bend, my brother stopped again. Miss Elphinstone was white and pale, and his sister-in-law sat crying, too upset even to call for “George.” My brother was shocked and confused. As soon as they had retreated, he realized how important and unavoidable it was to try to cross. He turned to Miss Elphinstone, suddenly determined.
“We have to go that way,” he said, and led the pony around again.
 For the second time that day, this girl showed what she was made of. To push their way through the crowd, my brother dove into the traffic and stopped a cab horse, while she drove the pony across its head. A wagon locked its wheels for a second and ripped a long splinter from the carriage. In another moment, they were grabbed and swept forward by the flow. My brother, with red marks from the cabman’s whip across his face and hands, jumped into the carriage and took the reins from her.
“Aim the revolver at the guy behind,” he said, handing it to her, “if he pushes us too hard. No—aim it at his horse.”
Then he started looking for a chance to move to the right across the road. But once in the flow, he seemed to lose control, to become part of that dusty mess. They sped through Chipping Barnet with the crowd; they were almost a mile past the center of town before they fought their way to the other side. It was a crazy, chaotic noise; but inside and beyond the town, the road split a bunch of times, which helped a little.
They headed east through Hadley, and there on either side of the road, and at another spot further on, they saw a ton of people drinking from the stream, some fighting to get to the water. Further on, from a quiet spot near East Barnet, they saw two trains crawling along one after the other, without any signals—trains packed with people, even with guys even among the coal behind the engines—heading north on the Great Northern Railway. My brother figures they must have filled up outside London, because at that time, the crazy fear of the people had made the main train stations impossible.
Near this place, they stopped for the rest of the afternoon, because the day's craziness had totally worn them out. They started feeling hungry; the night was cold, and none of them dared to sleep. And in the evening, lots of people hurried along the road near where they stopped, fleeing from unknown dangers ahead, and going in the direction my brother had come from.
Chapter 17
The “thunder Child”.

If the Martians had only wanted to destroy things, they could have wiped out the entire population of London on Monday, as people scattered throughout the surrounding counties. Not just along the road through Barnet, but also through Edgware and Waltham Abbey, and along the roads eastward to Southend and Shoeburyness, and south of the Thames to Deal and Broadstairs—the same panicked crowd poured out. If you could have floated above London that June morning in the blazing blue sky, every road heading north and east from the tangled maze of streets would have looked dotted black with fleeing people, each dot a human agony of terror and exhaustion. I’ve gone into a lot of detail in the last chapter about my brother’s account of the road through Chipping Barnet, so you can understand how that mass of black dots looked to someone involved. Never before in history had so many people moved and suffered together. The legendary hordes of Goths and Huns, the biggest armies Asia has ever seen, would have been nothing compared to that current. And it wasn’t an organized march; it was a stampede—a gigantic and terrifying stampede—without order and without a clear destination, six million unarmed and unprepared people driving headlong. It was the beginning of the collapse of civilization, the slaughter of mankind.
Directly below, the balloonist would have seen the network of streets, houses, churches, squares, gardens—already abandoned—spread out like a huge map, and blotted out in the south. Over Ealing, Richmond, Wimbledon, it would have looked as if some giant pen had flung ink across the chart. Steadily and relentlessly, each black blot grew and spread, branching out this way and that, banking against rising ground, then pouring swiftly over a crest into a new valley, just like a blob of ink spreading across blotting paper.
And beyond, over the blue hills south of the river, the Martians moved around calmly and methodically, spreading their poisonous cloud over one area and then another, blasting them again with their steam jets when they were done, and taking control of the conquered territory. They didn’t seem to be aiming for total annihilation so much as for complete chaos and the destruction of any resistance. They blew up any gunpowder they found, cut every telegraph line, and wrecked the railways here and there. They were crippling humanity. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry to expand their operations, and didn’t go beyond the central part of London all that day. It’s possible that a lot of people in London stayed in their houses throughout Monday morning. It’s certain that many died at home, suffocated by the Black Smoke.
Until around midday, the Pool of London was an incredible sight. Steamboats and all kinds of ships were there, tempted by the huge sums of money being offered by fleeing people. It’s said that many who swam out to these vessels were pushed off with boathooks and drowned. Around one o’clock in the afternoon, the thinning remnant of a cloud of the black vapor appeared between the arches of Blackfriars Bridge. At that, the Pool became a scene of mad confusion, fighting, and collisions, and for some time a crowd of boats and barges jammed in the northern arch of the Tower Bridge, and the sailors and lightermen had to fight fiercely against the people who swarmed onto them from the riverfront. People were actually climbing down the piers of the bridge from above.
When, an hour later, a Martian appeared beyond the Clock Tower and waded down the river, nothing but debris floated above Limehouse.
 I need to tell you about the fifth cylinder falling. The sixth star fell at Wimbledon. My brother, keeping an eye on the women in the carriage in a meadow, saw the green flash of it way beyond the hills. On Tuesday, the little group, still trying to get across the sea, made their way through the crowded countryside toward Colchester. The news that the Martians now controlled all of London was confirmed. People had seen them at Highgate, and even, it was said, at Neasden. But they didn’t come into my brother’s view until the next day.
That day, the scattered groups started to realize they really needed food. As they got hungry, the idea of owning things just disappeared. Farmers were trying to defend their barns, storage buildings, and crops with weapons. A lot of people, like my brother, were looking eastward, and some desperate people were even going back toward London to find food. These were mostly people from the northern suburbs, who had only heard rumors about the Black Smoke. He heard that about half the government had gathered at Birmingham, and that huge amounts of powerful explosives were being prepared to use in automatic mines across the Midlands.
He also heard that the Midland Railway Company had replaced the desertions from the first day of panic, had started running trains again, and was sending trains north from St. Albans to ease the traffic in the home counties. There was also a sign in Chipping Ongar saying that there were a lot of flour stores available in the northern towns and that bread would be distributed to the starving people nearby within twenty-four hours. But this news didn’t stop him from the escape plan he’s made, and the three kept going eastward all day, and didn’t hear any more about the bread distribution than just that promise. And, to be honest, nobody else heard anything more about it either. That night, the seventh star fell, hitting Primrose Hill. It fell while Miss Elphinstone was watching; she took that duty in turns with my brother. She saw it.
On Wednesday, the three people on the run—they had spent the night in a field of young wheat—reached Chelmsford, and there a group of the residents, calling themselves the Committee of Public Supply, took the pony as food, and wouldn’t give anything in exchange for it except the promise of a share the next day. Here, there were rumors of Martians at Epping, and news of the destruction of Waltham Abbey Powder Mills in a failed attempt to blow up one of the invaders.
People were watching for Martians from the church towers. My brother, very luckily for him as it turned out, chose to push on to the coast right away instead of waiting for food, even though all three of them were really hungry. By midday, they passed through Tillingham, which, strangely enough, seemed totally quiet and empty, except for a few sneaky looters looking for food. Near Tillingham, they suddenly saw the sea, and the most amazing crowd of ships of all kinds that you can imagine.
 After the sailors couldn’t go up the Thames any further, they made their way to the Essex coast, hitting up Harwich, Walton, and Clacton, then moving on to Foulness and Shoebury to rescue people. They were spread out in a huge, curved line that disappeared into the fog towards the Naze. Close to the shore were tons of fishing boats—English, Scottish, French, Dutch, and Swedish—along with steam launches from the Thames, yachts, and electric boats. Further out were bigger ships: a bunch of dirty coal carriers, sleek merchant ships, cattle boats, passenger ships, petroleum tankers, and general cargo vessels. There was even an old, white transport ship, and nice, white and gray liners from Southampton and Hamburg. Across the blue coast, along the Blackwater, my brother could just make out a dense crowd of boats haggling with people on the beach, a swarm that stretched almost all the way to Maldon.
About two miles out was an ironclad, riding really low in the water, almost like a shipwreck to my brother. This was the ram Thunder Child. It was the only warship he could see, but way off to the right, across the smooth sea—it was a totally dead calm that day—a plume of black smoke marked the next group of ironclads from the Channel Fleet. They were lined up, steam ready, across the Thames estuary during the Martian invasion, watching, but unable to stop it.
Seeing the sea, Mrs. Elphinstone freaked out, even though her sister-in-law had been reassuring her. She’d never left England before, she’d rather die than be friendless in a foreign country, and all that. She seemed to imagine that the French and the Martians would be pretty similar. She's been increasingly anxious, scared, and down during the two-day trip. All she wanted was to go back to Stanmore. Things were always good and safe at Stanmore. They’d find George at Stanmore….
It was a huge struggle to get her down to the beach, but eventually, my brother managed to get the attention of some guys on a paddle steamer from the Thames. They sent a boat and made a deal for thirty-six pounds for the three of them. The steamer, these guys said, was headed to Ostend.
It was around two o’clock when my brother, having paid their fares at the gangway, found himself safely aboard the steamboat with his group. There was food, but it was crazy expensive, and the three of them managed to grab a bite to eat on one of the seats at the front.
There were already a couple of dozen passengers already on board, some of whom had spent their last money to get a spot, but the captain hung around off the Blackwater until five in the afternoon, picking up even more passengers until the decks were dangerously packed. He probably would have stayed longer if it hadn’t been for the sound of guns that started around that hour in the south. As if in response, the ironclad out at sea fired a small gun and hoisted a bunch of flags. A jet of smoke shot out of her funnels.
Some of the passengers thought the firing was coming from Shoeburyness, but then they noticed it was getting louder. At the same time, way off in the southeast, the masts and upper parts of three ironclads started rising out of the sea, surrounded by clouds of black smoke. But my brother’s attention quickly went back to the distant firing in the south. He thought he saw a column of smoke rising out of the distant gray haze.
 The little steamer was already chugging eastward of the big line of ships, and the low Essex coast was looking blue and hazy, when a Martian appeared, small and faint way off down the muddy coast from the direction of Foulness. At that, the captain on the bridge yelled with fear and anger about how late they were, and the paddles seemed frozen with his terror. Every single person on board stood at the edges of the boat or on the seats and stared at that distant shape, taller than the trees or church towers inland, and moving forward with a slow, weird imitation of a human walk.
It was the first Martian my brother had seen, and he stood, more amazed than scared, watching this giant move deliberately towards the ships, wading farther and farther into the water as the coast faded away. Then, way off beyond the Crouch, came another, striding over some short trees, and then yet another, even farther off, wading deep through a shiny mudflat that looked like it was hanging halfway between the sea and the sky. They were all heading towards the water, as if to stop the many ships that were packed between Foulness and the Naze. Even though the little paddle-boat’s engines were working hard, and foam was flying from the wheels behind her, she was moving away from the Martians with terrifying slowness.
Looking northwest, my brother saw the big line of ships already panicking as the Martians got closer; ships passing behind each other, another turning from side to front, steamships whistling and blasting out steam, sails being let out, small boats rushing back and forth. He was so caught up in this and the creeping danger to the left that he didn’t notice anything out at sea. And then a sudden movement of the steamboat (she had suddenly turned to avoid being hit) knocked him headfirst from the seat he was standing on. There was shouting all around him, people trampling over each other, and a cheer that seemed to be answered faintly. The steamboat lurched and rolled him over onto his hands.
He jumped to his feet and saw to the right, and not a hundred yards from their tilting, pitching boat, a huge iron thing like the blade of a plow tearing through the water, throwing it on either side in massive waves of foam that splashed towards the steamer, sending her paddles flying in the air, and then sucking her deck almost to the waterline.
A spray of water blinded my brother for a moment. When his eyes were clear again he saw the monster had passed and was speeding towards the land. Big iron parts rose out of this headlong rush, and from that two tall smokestacks projected and blasted a smoking cloud of fire. It was the torpedo ram, Thunder Child, speeding straight towards the threatened ships.
Holding onto the railing to keep his footing on the heaving deck, my brother looked past this charging giant at the Martians again, and he saw the three of them now close together, and standing so far out to sea that their tripod legs were almost completely underwater. Seen like that, far away, they looked far less scary than the huge iron thing that the steamer was pitching helplessly behind. It seemed they were staring at this new enemy with surprise. Maybe, to their brains, the giant was like them. The Thunder Child didn’t fire a gun, but simply sped straight towards them. It was probably her not firing that let her get so close to the enemy. They didn’t know what to make of her. One shell, and they would have sent her to the bottom right away with the Heat-Ray.
She was speeding so fast that in a minute she looked halfway between the steamboat and the Martians—a shrinking black shape against the disappearing flat line of the Essex coast.
 Suddenly, the lead Martian lowered his tube and fired a canister of black gas at the ironclad. It hit her left side and bounced off in an inky jet that rolled away towards the ocean, a huge cloud of black smoke billowing out. The ironclad sped away from it. To the people watching from the low-riding steamer, with the sun in their eyes, it looked like she was already among the Martians.
They saw the skinny figures separating and rising out of the water as they retreated towards the shore, and one of them raised the camera-like generator of the Heat-Ray. He pointed it downwards at an angle, and a blast of steam shot up from the water at his touch. It must have sliced through the ship’s metal side like a white-hot poker through paper.
A flash of flame burst through the rising steam, and then the Martian stumbled and staggered. In a moment, he was cut down, and a huge wave of water and steam shot high into the air. The Thunder Child’s guns roared through the smoke, firing one after the other, and one shot splashed close by the steamer, bounced towards the other flying ships to the north, and smashed a small boat into pieces.
But nobody really noticed that. At the sight of the Martian falling, the captain on the bridge yelled incoherently, and all the crowded passengers on the steamer’s back shouted together. And then they yelled again. Because surging out beyond the white chaos came something long and black, flames streaming from its middle, its vents and smokestacks spewing fire.
She was still alive; it seemed the steering gear was working and her engines were running. She headed straight for a second Martian, and was only a hundred yards away when the Heat-Ray locked on. Then with a huge crash and a blinding flash, her decks and smokestacks shot upwards. The Martian reeled from the force of the explosion, and in another moment, the flaming wreckage, still driving forward with incredible speed, had struck him and crushed him like cardboard. My brother shouted involuntarily. A boiling mass of steam hid everything again.
“Two!” yelled the captain.
Everyone was shouting. The whole steamer from end to end rang with wild cheering that was picked up by the crowds of ships and boats heading out to sea.
The steam hung over the water for many minutes, hiding the third Martian and the coast. All this time, the boat was paddling steadily out to sea and away from the fight. When the confusion cleared, a drifting cloud of black vapor appeared, and nothing of the Thunder Child could be seen, nor could the third Martian be spotted. But the ironclads out at sea were now close and heading towards the shore past the steamboat.
The little vessel continued to beat its way seaward, and the ironclads slowly moved back towards the coast, which was still hidden by a swirling bank of vapor, part steam, part black gas, mixing in a strange way. The fleet of refugees was scattering to the northeast; several small boats were sailing between the ironclads and the steamboat. After a while, before they reached the sinking cloud bank, the warships turned north, then abruptly turned around and disappeared into the thickening haze of evening to the south. The coast grew faint, and finally vanished among the low clouds gathering around the setting sun.
Then suddenly, out of the golden haze of the sunset came the rumble of guns, and a line of dark shadows moving. Everyone rushed to the rail of the steamer and peered into the blinding light of the west, but nothing was clear. A mass of smoke rose and blocked out the sun. The steamboat pushed on through an unbearable suspense.
 The sun dipped behind grey clouds, the sky going all kinds of dark and moody. The evening star flickered into view. It was super late when the captain yelled and pointed. My brother squinted, trying to see. Something shot up into the sky out of the grey—zoomed upwards, really fast, into the bright space above the clouds to the west. It was flat, wide, and huge, like, seriously big, and it curved around in this massive swoop. It got smaller, sank slowly, and then just disappeared back into the dark mystery of the night. And as it flew, it rained down darkness all over the land.
Chapter 1
Under Foot.

In the first book, I’d wandered so much into my brother’s adventures that for the last couple of chapters, the curate and I were basically hiding out in an empty house at Halliford—we’d run there to escape the Black Smoke. Let me pick up the story from there. We stayed there all Sunday night and all the next day—the day everyone was freaking out—in a little bubble of daylight, cut off from the rest of the world by the Black Smoke. We basically had to wait, just stuck and doing nothing for those two long days.
My mind was totally consumed with worry about my wife. I pictured her at Leatherhead, terrified and in danger, already grieving for me, thinking I was dead. I paced around the rooms and yelled out loud when I thought about being cut off from her, about everything that could happen to her while I was gone. My cousin, I knew, was brave, but he wasn’t the type to quickly realize danger or react fast. What we needed right then wasn’t bravery, it was being cautious. My only comfort was hoping the Martians were moving toward London and away from her. Those kinds of vague worries just make your mind jumpy and painful. I got super tired and cranky with the curate’s constant, dramatic outbursts; I was sick of seeing his selfish despair. After trying to talk some sense into him, I just stayed away, hanging out in a room—looked like a kids’ schoolroom—with globes, desks, and notebooks. When he followed me there, I went up to a tiny room at the top of the house and locked myself in to be alone with my awful feelings.
We were totally trapped by the Black Smoke all that day and the morning after. On Sunday evening, we saw signs of people in the house next door—a face at a window and moving lights, and later the sound of a door slamming. But I don’t know who those people were, or what happened to them. We didn’t see them again the next day. The Black Smoke drifted slowly toward the river all that Monday morning, getting closer and closer, finally pushing along the road right outside the house where we were hiding.
Around noon, a Martian showed up across the fields, spraying superheated steam that hissed against the walls, smashing every window it touched, and even scalding the curate’s hand when he ran out of the front room. When we finally crept across the soaked rooms and looked out again, the land to the north looked like a black snowstorm had passed through it. Looking towards the river, we were shocked to see a strange redness mixed in with the black of the scorched meadows.
For a while, we didn’t see how this change affected where we were, except that we weren’t scared of the Black Smoke anymore. But later, I realized we weren’t trapped anymore—we could actually get away. As soon as I figured out there was a way out, I started thinking about taking action. But the curate was totally drained and being unreasonable.
“We’re safe here,” he kept repeating; “safe here.”
I decided to leave him—I wish I had! Remembering what the artilleryman taught me, I looked for food and drinks. I’d found oil and rags for my burns, and I also grabbed a hat and a flannel shirt from one of the bedrooms. When he realized I was leaving alone—I’d made peace with going alone—he suddenly perked up and wanted to come. And since everything was quiet throughout the afternoon, we started out around five o’clock, heading down the blackened road towards Sunbury.
 In Sunbury, and at intervals along the road, were dead bodies lying in twisted positions, horses as well as people, overturned carts and luggage, all covered thickly with black dust. That layer of cindery powder made me think of what I’s read about the destruction of Pompeii. We got to Hampton Court without any trouble, our minds full of weird and unfamiliar sights, and at Hampton Court our eyes were relieved to find a patch of green that had escaped the suffocating dust. We went through Bushey Park, with its deer wandering around under the chestnut trees, and some people and women hurrying in the distance towards Hampton, and so we came to Twickenham. These were the first people we saw.
Away across the road, the woods beyond Ham and Petersham were still burning. Twickenham was unharmed by either Heat-Ray or Black Smoke, and there were more people around here, though none could give us any news. For the most part, they were like us, taking advantage of a break to move their stuff. I have a feeling that many of the houses here were still occupied by scared people, too frightened even to run. Here too, there was plenty of evidence of a hasty retreat along the road. I remember most vividly three smashed bikes in a heap, pounded into the road by the wheels of subsequent carts. We crossed Richmond Bridge around eight-thirty. We hurried across the exposed bridge, of course, but I noticed floating down the river a number of red masses, some many feet across. I didn’s know what these were—there was no time to look closely—and I jumped to a more horrible conclusion than they deserved. Here again on the Surrey side were black dust that had once been smoke, and dead bodies—a pile near the approach to the station; but we didn’t see the Martians until we were a ways towards Barnes.
We saw in the blackened distance a group of three people running down a side street towards the river, but otherwise it seemed deserted. Up the hill, Richmond town was burning quickly; outside the town of Richmond, there was no trace of the Black Smoke.
Then suddenly, as we approached Kew, came a bunch of people running, and the top part of a Martian fighting-machine appeared over the rooftops, not a hundred yards away from us. We stood there, stunned by the danger, and if the Martian had looked down, we would have been done for immediately. We were so terrified that we dared not go on, but turned aside and hid in a shed in a garden. There, the curate crouched, quietly crying, and refusing to move again.
But my strong desire to reach Leatherhead wouldn’t let me rest, and in the twilight, I ventured out again. I went through a hedge, and along a path beside a big house standing in its own grounds, and so emerged onto the road towards Kew. I left the curate in the shed, but he hurried after me.
That second start was the most reckless thing I ever did. Because it was clear the Martians were all around us. No sooner had the curate caught up with me than we saw either the fighting-machine we had seen before or another, far away across the fields in the direction of Kew Lodge. Four or five little black figures hurried before it across the grey-green of the field, and in a moment it was obvious this Martian was chasing them. In three strides, he was among them, and they scattered from his feet in all directions. He didn’t use a Heat-Ray to destroy them, but picked them up one by one. Apparently, he tossed them into the big metallic carrier which projected behind him, much like a worker’s basket hangs over his shoulder.
It was the first time I realized that the Martians might have any other purpose than destroying defeated humans. We stood for a moment frozen, then turned and ran through a gate behind us into a walled garden, fell into, rather than found, a lucky ditch, and lay there, barely daring to whisper to each other until the stars came out.
 It was probably close to eleven before we finally got the nerve to move again, but we ditched the road and started sneaking along hedges and through gardens, keeping a super close eye on the darkness. He watched on the right, and I watched on the left, because the Martians seemed to be everywhere. We stumbled into this totally scorched and blackened area—now cooling and gray—and a bunch of scattered bodies of guys, burned horribly around their heads and chests, but their legs and boots were mostly still on. There were also dead horses, maybe fifty feet behind a line of four wrecked guns and smashed carriages.
Sheen, it looked like, had somehow missed destruction, but the place was totally silent and deserted. We didn’t see any bodies there, though it was too dark to see down the side streets. In Sheen, my friend suddenly felt faint and thirsty, so we decided to try one of the houses.
The first house we got into—it took a little work with the window—was a small semi-detached house. I didn’t find anything to eat except some moldy cheese. But there was water to drink, and I grabbed a hatchet, which seemed like it would be useful for breaking into the next place.
We then crossed over to where the road turns toward Mortlake. There was a white house with a walled garden, and in the pantry of that place, we found a ton of food—two loaves of bread in a pan, an uncooked steak, and half a ham. I’m giving you all the details because, as it turned out, we ended up living off this food for the next couple of weeks. There were bottles of beer under a shelf, and two bags of haricot beans and some wilted lettuces. The pantry opened into a little kitchen, and there was firewood in there. There was also a cupboard with almost a dozen bottles of burgundy, tinned soups and salmon, and two tins of biscuits.
We sat in the kitchen in the dark—we were too scared to light a lamp—and ate bread and ham, and drank beer from the same bottle. The curate, who was still nervous and jumpy, was now, oddly enough, pushing to move on, and I was trying to get him to eat to keep up his strength when something happened that trapped us.
“It can’t be midnight yet,” I said, and then there was this crazy, blinding flash of bright green light. Everything in the kitchen popped into view, super clear in green and black, and then vanished. And then there was this massive shake, like nothing I’d ever heard before or since. Right after that, there was a thump behind me, glass shattering, a crash and rumble of falling bricks all around us, and the ceiling plaster came down on us, smashing into a bunch of fragments on our heads. I was knocked head over heels across the floor and slammed against the oven handle, and I was stunned. I was out cold for a long time, the curate told me, and when I came to, we were in the dark again, and he—I later found out—had a cut on his forehead and was dabbing water over me.
For a while, I couldn’t remember what had happened. Then things started coming back to me slowly. A bruise on my temple started throbbing.
“Are you okay?” the curate whispered.
Finally, I answered him. I sat up.
“Don’t move,” he said. “The floor is covered with smashed dishes from the dresser. You can’t possibly move without making a noise, and I think they’re outside.”
We both sat completely silent, so we could barely hear each other breathing. Everything seemed totally still, but then something near us—some plaster or broken brickwork—slid down with a rumbling sound. There was an intermittent, metallic rattle just outside and really close.
“That!” the curate said, when it happened again.
“Yeah,” I said. “But what is it?”
“A Martian!” the curate said.
I listened again.
 “It wasn’t like the Heat-Ray,” I said, and for a while I thought one of those huge fighting machines had just crashed into the house, like I’d seen one do to the church tower in Shepperton.
Our situation was so weird and confusing that for three or four hours, until morning, we barely moved. Then the light started filtering in, not through the window—which was still black—but through a triangle of space between a beam and a pile of broken bricks in the wall behind us. We finally saw the kitchen clearly, all gray.
The window had been smashed open by a wave of garden soil, which flowed over the table where we’d been sitting and piled up around our feet. Outside, the ground was piled high against the house. At the top of the window frame, we could see a drainpipe that had been ripped out. The floor was covered in broken bits of metal; the end of the kitchen, closest to the house, was totally wrecked, and since sunlight was streaming in there, it was obvious that a lot of the house had collapsed. But standing out against all that destruction was the neat pantry, stained a pale green, with lots of copper and tin pots underneath. The wallpaper looked like blue and white tiles, and a couple of old magazine inserts were fluttering from the walls above the stove.
As daylight got brighter, we saw through the gap in the wall a Martian, standing guard, I guess, over the still-glowing cylinder. At the sight of that, we crawled out of the dim kitchen and into the dark scullery as carefully as possible.
Suddenly, it all clicked.
“The fifth cylinder,” I whispered, “the fifth shot from Mars has hit this house and buried us under the rubble!”
The curate was silent for a bit, then he whispered, “God help us!”
I heard him whimpering to himself a little later.
Except for that sound, we stayed completely still in the scullery. I barely dared to breathe, and sat with my eyes fixed on the faint light coming from the kitchen door. I could just make out the curate’s face, a blurry oval shape, and his collar and cuffs. Outside, there started a metallic hammering, then a loud hooting, and then, after a quiet moment, a hissing like an engine. These strange noises kept happening, and seemed to get more frequent as time went on. Then there was a steady thumping and a shaking that made everything around us quiver and the pots in the pantry rattle. Once, the light disappeared, and the ghostly kitchen doorway went completely dark. We must have crouched there, silent and shivering, for hours until we were just too tired to pay attention. . . .
Finally, I woke up and was starving. I think we must have spent most of a day before that. My hunger was so intense that it made me move. I told the curate I was going to look for food, and felt my way towards the pantry. He didn’t answer, but as soon as I started eating, the little noise I made woke him up, and I heard him crawling after me.
Chapter 2
What We Saw From the Ruined House.

After eating, we crept back to the kitchen helpers’ area, and I must’ve dozed off again, because when I looked around, I was alone. That pounding vibration kept going, super annoying. I whispered for the priest a bunch of times, and finally felt my way to the kitchen door. It was still daylight, and I saw him across the room, leaning against the triangular window that looked out onto the Martians' area. His shoulders were hunched, so I couldn't see his head.
I could hear a bunch of noises, almost like those in a car repair shop; and the place was rocking with that heavy thud. Through the hole in the wall, I could see the top of a tree touched with gold and the warm blue of a peaceful evening sky. For a minute or so, I kept watching the priest, and then I moved forward, crouching and stepping carefully around the broken dishes that covered the floor.
I touched the priest’s leg, and he jumped so hard that a bunch of plaster started sliding down the outside and fell with a loud crash. I grabbed his arm, worried he’s going to yell, and we stayed crouched for a long time. Then I turned to see how much of our wall was still standing. The plaster falling had left a vertical crack open in the rubble, and by carefully climbing across a beam, I was able to peek out through the gap into what had been a quiet neighborhood street the night before. Things had changed a lot.
The fifth cylinder must’ve landed right in the middle of the house we’ve visited first. The building was gone, completely smashed, crushed, and scattered by the impact. The cylinder was now way below the original foundations—deep in a hole, already way bigger than the pit I’d looked into at Woking. The ground all around it had splashed out from that huge impact—"splashed” is the only word—and piled up in heaps that hid the remains of the houses nearby. It had acted exactly like mud hit by a powerful hammer. Our house had collapsed backwards; the front part, even on the ground floor, had been destroyed completely. Luckily, the kitchen and helpers’ area had escaped, and were now buried under soil and rubble, closed in by tons of earth on every side except toward the cylinder. Over that side, we were hanging onto the very edge of the huge circular pit the Martians were digging. The heavy pounding sound was right behind us, and every so often a bright green vapor shot up like a curtain across our peek-hole.
The cylinder was already open in the center of the pit, and on the far edge of the pit, among the smashed and gravel-covered bushes, one of the big fighting-machines, abandoned by its pilot, stood tall and stiff against the evening sky. At first, I barely noticed the pit and the cylinder, although it’s been helpful to describe them first, because of the amazing, sparkling mechanism I saw working in the excavation, and because of the strange creatures that were crawling slowly and painfully across the piled-up dirt near it.
The mechanism definitely grabbed my attention first. It was one of those complicated things that have since been called handling-machines, and studying them has already given a huge boost to Earth’s inventions. At first glance, it looked like a metallic spider with five jointed, agile legs, and a crazy number of jointed levers, bars, and reaching and grabbing tentacles around its body. Most of its arms were retracted, but with three long tentacles, it was fishing out a bunch of rods, plates, and bars that lined the covering and seemed to strengthen the walls of the cylinder. As it pulled them out, they were lifted and deposited on a level patch of dirt behind it.
 It moved so fast, was so intricate, and worked so perfectly that at first I didn't even register it as a machine, even with its metallic shine. The war machines were coordinated and moving with incredible skill, but nothing compared to this. People who’s only seen drawings by artists or heard descriptions from folks like me barely realize how alive it felt.
I remember one of the first pamphlets about the war. The artist had clearly rushed a quick sketch of one of the machines, and that’s where his knowledge ended. He drew them as tilted, stiff tripods—no flexibility, no subtlety, and a totally misleading look. The pamphlet was super popular, and I'm mentioning it just to warn you not to let it shape your impression. They weren't anything like the Martians I saw in action—not even close, like a plastic doll compared to a real person. Honestly, the pamphlet would have been better without them.
At first, I said, the handling-machine didn’t seem like a machine at all, but like a crab with a shiny shell. The controlling Martian, with its delicate tentacles moving it, felt like the crab’s brain. But then I noticed how its grey-brown, shiny, leathery shell looked like the other bodies out there, and I realized what this skilled worker really was. That's when my attention shifted to the other creatures—the real Martians. I'd already had a quick impression of them, and the initial wave of nausea wasn’t clouding my observation anymore. Plus, I was hidden and still, not feeling any pressure to move.
I could see now that they were the most bizarre creatures imaginable. They had huge, round bodies—or, really, heads—about four feet across, each with a face in front. The face didn’t have nostrils—Martians don’t seem to have had a sense of smell—but it had a pair of very large, dark eyes, and just below that, a fleshy beak. At the back of this head or body—I’m not even sure how to describe it—was a single, tight, drum-like surface, which we now know is an ear, though it probably wasn’t very useful in our thick air. Around the mouth were sixteen slender, almost whip-like tentacles, arranged in two groups of eight. These groups have since been named, pretty aptly, by that amazing anatomist, Professor Howes, the hands. Even as I saw them for the first time, they seemed to be trying to lift themselves up on these hands, but with the extra weight of Earth, that was impossible. It’s likely they could have moved around on them easily on Mars.
I can mention here, as dissection has shown, that the inside was almost equally simple. Most of the structure was the brain, sending huge nerves to the eyes, ear, and the tactile tentacles. There were also big lungs, which the mouth opened into, and the heart and its blood vessels. The struggle with the thicker atmosphere and stronger gravity was super obvious in the shaking of their outer skin.
 That was basically the deal with Martian bodies. It’s weird to think about, but Martians didn’t have all the complicated stuff we do to digest food—you know, the whole digestive system that makes up most of our bodies. They were just heads—literally just heads. They didn’t have guts, and they definitely didn’t eat or digest anything. Instead, they sucked the fresh, living blood of other creatures and injected it straight into their veins. I’ve seen it happen myself, and I’m going to tell you about it later. But, even though I might seem a little grossed out, I can’t even describe it without feeling like I’m going to throw up. Just know that they got blood from living animals—often from humans—and used a tiny pipette to pump it directly into their veins.
The idea is probably pretty disgusting to us, but we have to remember how weird our meat-eating habits would seem to a smart rabbit.
There are some serious benefits to injecting blood instead of eating, if you think about how much time and energy we waste eating and digesting. Our bodies are half filled with glands, tubes, and organs, all working to turn food into blood. Digestion and how it affects our nervous system drain our strength and mess with our moods. People are happy or miserable depending on whether they have healthy livers or good stomachs. But the Martians were way above all that moodiness and emotional stuff.
They really preferred humans as their food source, and it’s partly because of what was left of the creatures they’d brought with them from Mars as supplies. Based on the dried-up remains that have been found, these creatures were bipedal—they walked on two legs—with flimsy skeletons made of silica (like sponges) and weak muscles. They stood about six feet tall and had round heads that stood straight up, with big eyes set in stony sockets. Two or three of these were brought in each cylinder, and they were all killed before they reached Earth. It was probably for the best, because just trying to stand up on our planet would have broken every bone in their bodies.
While I’m talking about this, I should mention a few more details about them that, even though we didn’t realize it at the time, will help you picture these creepy creatures better.
In three other ways, their bodies were totally different from ours. They didn't sleep, just like our hearts don’t sleep. They didn't have a lot of muscle to recover, so they didn’t need to rest. They didn't seem to get tired easily. They would have struggled to move around on Earth without effort, but even until the very end, they kept going. They worked for twenty-four hours straight, like ants do, even here on Earth.
Also, it's wild to think about, but the Martians weren't male or female—they didn’t have any sex, and therefore didn’t experience any of the crazy emotions that come with that difference among humans. A young Martian—there’s no doubt about it—was actually born on Earth during the war, and it was found attached to its parent, partially budded off, just like lilybulbs or the young animals in freshwater polyps.
In humans and most other land animals, this way of reproducing has disappeared. But even on Earth, it was definitely how things started. Among simpler animals, like tunicates, the two methods happen side by side, but eventually, the sexual method took over. On Mars, though, it seems like the opposite happened.
 It's pretty wild to think that a writer, way back when—like, before the Martians even showed up—actually predicted something like what happened. I remember reading his stuff, probably in November or December 1893, in a magazine that doesn't even exist anymore, the Pall Mall Budget. There was even a cartoon about it in another old magazine called Punch. He was writing in a kind of goofy, joking way, but he pointed out that eventually, machines would replace our limbs, and chemical stuff would handle digestion. He thought things like hair, noses, teeth, ears, and chins weren’t really necessary anymore, and that over time, people would just naturally lose them. He figured the brain was the only thing that really mattered. Except for the hands—he said they had a strong case for sticking around, calling them “the brain’s teacher and helper.” While the rest of the body got smaller, the hands would get bigger.
Seriously, there's a lot of truth hidden in jokes, and the Martians totally prove that intelligence can take over the animal side of a living thing. It’s believable to me that they might have come from beings not unlike us, slowly developing bigger brains and hands (which eventually turned into those delicate tentacles). Without a body, the brain would just be a selfish intelligence, missing all the feelings that make us human.
One really interesting difference between them and us was something that might seem small. On Earth, tiny organisms cause tons of sickness and pain, but either they never existed on Mars, or Martian science got rid of them long ago. A hundred diseases—all the fevers, contagions, consumption, cancers, tumors, and other nasty stuff—never even entered their lives. And speaking of the differences between life on Mars and Earth, I have to mention the red weed.
Apparently, the plants on Mars aren’t green—they’re a bright red. At least, the seeds the Martians brought with them always grew into red plants. But only the red weed actually took hold. The red creeper was just a flash in the pan, and not many people even saw it growing. For a while, though, the red weed grew like crazy. It climbed up the sides of the pit where we were trapped by the third or fourth day, and its cactus-like branches formed a bright red border around our triangular window. Later, I found it everywhere, especially near streams of water.
 The Martians had what seemed to be an ear – just one round thing at the back of their head-body. Their eyes saw about the same as ours, except, according to Philips, blue and violet looked totally black to them. Most people figured they talked and used their tentacles to signal, right? A really smart but rushed pamphlet (written by someone who definitely wasn’t there to see what they did) says that, and it's been the main thing we’ve learned about them so far. But honestly, no one else saw as much of the Martians in action as I did. I’m not bragging, it just happened that way. And I’m telling you, I watched them closely, again and again. I saw four, five, and once, even six of them, working together on these super complicated tasks, without making a single sound or using any hand signals. Their weird hooting always came before they ate; it was just a flat noise, no changes in tone. I don’t think it was a signal at all, just them breathing out before they sucked up their food. I know a bit about how the mind works, and I’m totally convinced – as sure as I am about anything – that the Martians shared thoughts without needing to physically communicate. And I’m convinced of this even though I used to think telepathy was a total myth. Before the Martians showed up, some of you might remember, I wrote pretty strongly against the idea.
 The Martians didn't wear clothes. Their ideas about style and manners were totally different from ours. Plus, they didn’t seem to notice temperature changes like we do, and changes in air pressure didn’t bother them much. But even though they didn’t wear clothing, their amazing upgrades to their bodies were what really set them apart from humans. We humans, with our bikes and roller skates, our early flying machines, our guns and sticks—we’re just starting the kind of progress the Martians have already achieved. They'd basically become brains, using different bodies depending on what they needed, like we wear different outfits or grab a bike when we’re in a hurry or an umbrella when it rains. And speaking of their stuff, it’s crazy that almost all human tools rely on something they didn’t have—wheels! There wasn’t a single wheel or hint of them among the things they brought to Earth. You’d think they’d use them for getting around. It's also weird that even here on Earth, nature hasn’t really figured out the wheel, or prefers other ways to do things. And the Martians either didn’t know about (which is hard to believe) or just didn’t use wheels. Their machines also didn’t use fixed pivots or spinning parts in a single plane very much. Instead, they had complicated systems of sliding parts moving over tiny, perfectly curved surfaces that reduced friction. Also, it's worth noting that the long levers on their machines were often moved by a kind of fake muscle made of disks inside a stretchy covering. These disks would become charged with electricity and pull together really tightly. This is how they got their machines to look like they were moving like animals, which was so striking and unsettling to us humans. We saw lots of these fake muscles on the crab-like machine that was unpacking the cylinder when I first peeked out the slit. It seemed way more alive than the actual Martians lying beyond it in the sunset, panting, twitching their useless tentacles, and moving weakly after their long trip across space.
While I was still watching their slow movements in the sunlight and noticing every weird detail about them, the curate reminded me he was there by yanking hard on my arm. I turned to see a scowling face and silent, expressive lips. He wanted to look through the slit, which only allowed one of us at a time. So, I had to stop watching them for a bit while he had his turn.
When I looked again, the busy handling machine had already put together several pieces of equipment from the cylinder into a shape that looked a lot like itself. And down on the left, a small digging machine came into view, spraying green vapor and working its way around the pit, digging and building in a methodical and careful way. This was what caused the regular thumping noise and the rhythmic shaking that had our crumbling shelter trembling. It hissed and whistled as it worked. As far as I could tell, it wasn't being controlled by a Martian at all.
Chapter 3
The Days of Imprisonment.

The arrival of another fighting-machine sent us scrambling from our peephole into the scullery, because we were worried that from his height, the Martian could see us behind our barrier. Later, we started to feel less threatened by their eyes, since to an eye out there in the bright sunlight, our refuge must have looked like just blackness. But at first, even the slightest hint of them approaching sent us into the scullery in a panic. Still, even though we were in serious danger – between starving and something even worse – we couldn't resist peeking. I remember now with a weird kind of amazement that, despite being stuck between starvation and a terrifying death, we’d fight each other fiercely for that awful chance to see. We’d race across the kitchen in a goofy way, balancing eagerness and the fear of making noise, and shove each other, pushing and kicking within just inches of being exposed.
The thing is, we had totally different personalities and habits, and being trapped and isolated just made things worse. Back at Halliford, I already hated the curate’s habit of helpless exclamations and his stubborn way of thinking. His endless rambling monologue messed with every plan I tried to make, and at times, trapped and stressed out like that, it almost drove me crazy. He had as little self-control as a silly girl. He’s cry for hours, and I truly believe that until the very end, this spoiled kid thought his weak tears somehow helped. And I’d sit in the darkness, unable to stop thinking about him because he wouldn’t stop bothering me. He ate more than I did, and it was pointless to tell him that our only chance of survival was to stay inside until the Martians were done with their pit – that eventually, patience would bring a time when we’d need food. He ate and drank impulsively, in huge meals spaced far apart. He barely slept.
As the days went on, his complete lack of consideration made our distress and danger so much worse that, even though I hated doing it, I had to resort to threats, and eventually, to hitting him. That got him to come to his senses for a while. But he was one of those weak people, without pride, scared, and sickly – hateful souls, full of sneaky tricks, who didn't face God or people, not even themselves.
It's hard for me to remember and write these things, but I’m writing them down so my story is complete. People who have escaped the dark and terrible parts of life will probably find my anger and rage in our final tragedy easy to blame, because they know what’s wrong as well as anyone, but they don't know what’s possible for people who are tortured. But people who have been in the shadow, who have gone down to the basics, will have more understanding.
And while we fought it out inside – with quiet arguments, snatched food and drink, and grabbing hands and blows – outside, in the pitiless sunlight of that terrible June, was the strange sight, the unfamiliar routine of the Martians in the pit. Let me go back to my first new experiences. After a long time, I dared to go back to the peephole, and found that the newcomers had been joined by people from at least three of the fighting-machines. These last had brought with them some new equipment that stood in an orderly way around the cylinder. The second handling-machine was now finished, and was busy using one of the new things the big machine had brought. This was a thing that looked like a milk can, with a pear-shaped container wobbling above it, and from which a stream of white powder flowed into a circular basin below.
 The machine’s arm moved, pushing the material. With two wide, flat hands, the machine scooped out and tossed huge chunks of clay into a pear-shaped container above. Another arm periodically opened a door and removed clumps of blackened slag from the middle of the machine. A steely arm directed the powder from a basin along a ridged channel toward something I couldn’s see, hidden behind a pile of blue dust. From this unseen spot, a thin stream of green smoke rose into the quiet air. As I watched, the machine, with a soft clicking sound, extended a tentacle – just a blunt tip a moment before – until its end disappeared behind the pile of clay. In another second, it lifted a bar of shiny white aluminum into view, still untarnished and dazzling, and placed it on a growing stack beside the pit. From sunset to starlight, this clever machine must have made over a hundred of these bars from the rough clay, and the pile of blue dust grew steadily, topping the side of the pit.
The difference between the fast, complicated movements of these machines and the slow, clumsy movements of their operators was striking. For days, I had to remind myself that these were the living things, not the machines.
The curate was guarding the opening when the first people were brought to the pit. I was sitting below, huddled up, listening carefully. He suddenly moved backward, and, fearing we’re being watched, I froze in terror. He slid down the debris and crept beside me in the darkness, gesturing and unable to speak. For a moment, I shared his panic. His gesture suggested he was giving up the opening, and after a bit, my curiosity gave me courage. I stood up, stepped over him, and climbed up to the opening. At first, I couldn’t see why he’s been so frantic. Twilight had fallen, the stars were small and faint, but the pit was lit by the flickering green light from the aluminum factory. The whole scene was a shifting pattern of green flashes and shadowy black shapes, strange to look at. Bats flew overhead, ignoring it all. The massive Martians were no longer visible; the pile of blue-green dust had risen, hiding them from view. A fighting-machine, with its legs folded in, stood in the corner of the pit. Then, amid the noise of the machinery, I heard a faint sound of human voices, which I initially dismissed.
I crouched, watching the fighting-machine closely, finally confirming that the hood really did contain a Martian. As the green flames flared, I saw the oily sheen of his skin and the brightness of his eyes. Suddenly, I heard a shout, and saw a long tentacle reaching over the machine’s shoulder toward a small cage on its back. Then, something – struggling wildly – was lifted high against the sky, a dark, unclear shape against the starlight. As this dark object came down again, I saw by the green light that it was a man. For a split second, he was clearly visible. He was a stout, ruddy, middle-aged man, well-dressed; three days earlier, he must have been walking the world, a man of some importance. I could see his wide eyes and the glint of light on his studs and watch chain. He disappeared behind the pile, and for a moment, there was silence. Then, began a shrieking and a sustained, cheerful hooting from the Martians.
 I slid down the junk, struggled to my feet, clapped my hands over my ears, and bolted into the kitchen. The curate, who had been crouching silently with his arms over his head, looked up as I passed, yelled out pretty loudly at me for ditching him, and came running after me.
That night, as we hid out in the kitchen, caught between our fear and the creepy fascination of watching, even though I really wanted to do something, I couldn’s think of a way to get out. But later, on the second day, I was able to think about our situation pretty clearly. The curate, I realized, was totally useless for a conversation; this new, worst thing had taken away any sense of reason or planning he had. He was basically acting like an animal. But like the saying goes, I pulled myself together. It hit me, once I could face the facts, that even though our situation was awful, there was no reason to completely lose hope. Our best chance was if the Martians just saw the pit as a temporary campsite. Or even if they kept it forever, they might not bother guarding it, and we could find a way out. I also thought about digging a way out, away from the pit, but the idea of popping up in front of one of their robot guards seemed too risky. And I’d have to do all the digging myself. The curate wouldn’t have helped at all.
It was on the third day, if I remember right, that I saw the kid get killed. It was the only time I actually saw the Martians eat. After that, I stayed away from the hole in the wall for most of the day. I went into the kitchen, took the door off, and spent hours digging with my hatchet as quietly as possible. But when I’d dug about two feet, the loose dirt collapsed with a loud crash, and I didn’t dare keep going. I lost hope and lay on the kitchen floor for a long time, too bummed out even to move. And after that, I gave up on the idea of escaping by digging.
It says a lot about how much the Martians freaked me out that at first, I didn’t think there was any chance we’d get out unless they were defeated by humans. But on the fourth or fifth night, I heard a sound like big guns firing.
It was really late, and the moon was shining bright. The Martians had taken away the digging machine, and except for a robot guard standing far off on the edge of the pit and a handling machine buried out of my sight in a corner right below my peephole, the place was empty. Except for the faint glow from the handling machine and the patches of white moonlight, the pit was dark, and except for the clinking of the handling machine, totally quiet. That night was so peaceful; besides the moon, it felt like the whole sky was hers. I heard a dog howling, and that familiar sound made me stop and listen. Then I heard a boom, exactly like the sound of big guns. I counted six shots, and after a long pause, six more. And that was it.
Chapter 4
The Death of the Curate.

It was on the sixth day of our imprisonment that I peeked for the last time, and pretty soon I found myself alone. Instead of sticking close to me and trying to push me away from the slit, the curate had gone back into the kitchen. I had a sudden thought. I went back quickly and quietly into the kitchen. In the darkness, I heard the curate drinking. I reached out in the darkness, and my fingers caught a bottle of burgundy.
For a few minutes, there was a struggle. The bottle hit the floor and broke, and I stopped and got up. We stood there, breathing hard and glaring at each other. Finally, I stood between him and the food, and told him I was serious about starting a strict routine. I divided the food in the pantry into portions to last us ten days. I wouldn't let him eat any more that day. In the afternoon, he tried weakly to get at the food. I’d been dozing, but I was instantly awake. All day and all night, we sat facing each other—I was exhausted but determined, and he was crying and complaining about being hungry. It was, I know, a night and a day, but to me it felt—it still feels—like an endless amount of time.
And so, our growing problems ended in a full-blown fight. For two long days, we argued and wrestled. There were times when I kicked and punched him hard, times when I tried to reason with him, and once I even tried to bribe him with the last bottle of burgundy, since I could get water from a rainwater pump. But neither force nor kindness worked; he was completely unreasonable. He wouldn’t stop attacking the food or talking to himself loudly. He wouldn’t follow the basic rules to make our imprisonment bearable. Slowly, I realized his mind was totally gone—I was stuck in the dark with an insane man.
From some hazy memories, I think my own mind wandered sometimes. I had weird and scary dreams whenever I slept. It sounds crazy, but I think the curate’s weakness and insanity warned me, strengthened me, and kept me sane.
On the eighth day, he started talking out loud instead of whispering, and nothing I did would make him stop.
“It’s only fair, God!” he’s say, over and over. “It’s fair. Let the punishment fall on me and my family. We’d messed up, we’d fallen short. There was poverty, sorrow; the poor were crushed, and I kept quiet. I preached empty words—my God, what a joke!—when I should have stood up, even if it killed me, and called on them to change—to repent! . . . Oppressors of the poor and needy . . . ! God’s wrath!”
Then he’s suddenly back to begging for food—praying, begging, weeping, then threatening. He started raising his voice—I begged him to stop. He thought he had control over me—he threatened to scream and call the Martians down on us. That scared me for a bit, but giving in would have ruined our chance of escaping. I stood up to him, even though I wasn’t sure he’d do it. But that day, at least, he didn’t. He talked with his voice rising slowly, through most of the eighth and ninth days—threats, pleas, mixed with a flood of half-crazed and always ridiculous regret for his fake service to God, which made me feel sorry for him. Then he slept for a while, and started again with renewed energy, so loudly that I had to make him stop.
“Be quiet!” I pleaded.
He got to his knees, because he’s been sitting in the dark near the copper pot.
“I’ve been quiet too long,” he said, in a voice that must have echoed down into the pit, “and now I have to speak up. Disaster for this unfaithful city! Disaster! Disaster! Disaster! Disaster! Disaster! To the people of the earth because of the other sounds of the trumpet——”
 “Shut up!” I said, jumping up, totally freaked out that the Martians might hear us. “For God’s sake——”
“No!” shouted the curate, yelling at the top of his lungs, standing up and spreading his arms. “Speak! The word of the Lord is upon me!”
He took three giant steps to the door leading into the kitchen.
“I have to tell everyone! I’m going! It’s been way too long to wait.”
I reached out and grabbed the meat grinder hanging on the wall. In a flash, I was after him. I was terrified. Before he was halfway across the kitchen, I caught up to him. With one last bit of humanity, I turned the blade back and hit him with the handle. He stumbled forward and crashed to the ground. I tripped over him and stood there, panting. He lay still.
Suddenly, I heard something outside—the crash and scrape of plaster falling, and the triangular hole in the wall got dark. I looked up and saw the bottom of a machine slowly coming through the hole. One of its grabbing arms curled among the rubble; another arm appeared, feeling its way over the fallen beams. I stood frozen, staring. Then I saw through a kind of glass plate near the edge of the machine the face, or what we could call a face, and the big dark eyes of a Martian, peering, and then a long, metallic tentacle slowly snaked through the hole.
I turned, struggling, stumbled over the curate, and stopped at the scullery door. The tentacle was now in the room, twisting and turning with weird, sudden movements. For a while, I just watched that slow, hesitant advance. Then, with a faint, hoarse cry, I forced myself across the scullery. I was shaking so badly; I could barely stand up. I opened the door to the coal cellar and stood there in the darkness, staring at the faintly lit doorway into the kitchen, and listening. Had the Martian seen me? What was it doing now?
Something was moving back and forth there, really quietly; every now and then it tapped against the wall, or started moving with a faint, metallic ringing, like keys jingling on a keyring. Then a heavy body—I knew exactly what it was—was dragged across the kitchen floor towards the opening. I couldn't resist; I crept to the door and peeked into the kitchen. In the bright triangle of sunlight, I saw the Martian, in its giant machine, checking out the curate’s head. I immediately thought it would figure out I was there because of the mark from the blow I’d given him.
I crept back to the coal cellar, shut the door, and started to cover myself up as much as I could, as quietly as possible in the darkness, among the firewood and coal. Every now and then I paused, stiff as a board, to hear if the Martian had pushed its tentacles through the opening again.
Then the faint metallic jingle returned. I traced it slowly, feeling around the kitchen. Soon, I heard it closer—in the scullery, as far as I could tell. I thought maybe it wasn't long enough to reach me. I prayed like crazy. It passed, scraping faintly across the cellar door. A long, tense moment went by; then I heard it fumbling at the latch! It had found the door! The Martians understood doors!
It messed with the latch for a minute, maybe, and then the door opened.
In the darkness, I could just see the thing—like an elephant’s trunk more than anything else—waving around, touching and checking out the wall, coals, wood, and ceiling. It was like a black worm swaying its blind head back and forth.
Once, even, it touched the heel of my boot. I was about to scream; I bit my hand. For a while, the tentacle was silent. I almost thought it had been pulled back. Then, with a sudden click, it grabbed something—I thought it had me!—and seemed to go out of the cellar again. For a minute, I wasn’t sure. Apparently, it had taken a lump of coal to examine.
 I took advantage of being a little stiff and shifted my spot, then I listened. I silently begged for everything to be okay.
Then I heard this slow, creepy sound coming closer again. It inched forward, scraping against the walls and tapping the furniture.
I was still unsure when it knocked hard on the cellar door and shut it. I heard it go into the pantry, and the biscuit tins clattered and a bottle broke, and then it bumped hard against the cellar door. Then there was this heavy silence—like, a seriously intense quiet.
Was it gone?
Finally, I decided it had to be.
It didn't come back into the scullery, but I stayed hidden in the super-dark space for a whole ten days, surrounded by coals and firewood, too scared to even sneak out for a drink. It wasn’t until the eleventh day that I dared to move from my hiding spot.
Chapter 5
The Stillness.

My first move before heading into the pantry was to lock the door between the kitchen and the scullery. But the pantry was totally empty; every last bit of food was gone. Apparently, the Martian had taken it all the day before. That’s when I really started to lose it. I didn't eat or drink anything on the eleventh or twelfth day.
At first, my mouth and throat were incredibly dry, and I felt my strength fading fast. I just sat around in the dark of the scullery, feeling totally bummed out. I couldn’t stop thinking about food. I thought I'd gone deaf, because the usual sounds I heard coming from the pit had stopped completely. I didn’t feel strong enough to sneak quietly to the peephole, and I really wished I would have.
On the twelfth day, my throat was so sore that, risking alarming the Martians, I went for the creaky rainwater pump by the sink and managed to get a couple of glasses of blackened, gross rain water. It really refreshed me, and I felt a little braver that no tentacle followed the noise of my pumping.
During those days, I kept thinking a lot about the curate and how he’d died.
On the thirteenth day, I drank some more water, dozed off, and kept thinking about eating and some crazy, impossible plans to get away. Whenever I dozed, I had awful dreams – about the curate's death or huge, amazing dinners. But, whether I was asleep or awake, I felt this constant, sharp pain that made me want to drink again and again. The light coming into the scullery wasn’t grey anymore; it was red. To my messed-up imagination, it looked like the color of blood.
On the fourteenth day, I went into the kitchen, and I was shocked to see that the red weed’s fronds had grown right across the hole in the wall, turning the dim light of the place into a deep red shadow.
It was early on the fifteenth day that I heard this weird, familiar sound in the kitchen, and, listening closely, realized it was a dog sniffing and scratching. Going into the kitchen, I saw a dog’s nose peeking in through a break in the red fronds. This totally surprised me. He barked sharply when he caught my scent.
I thought if I could get him to come into the place quietly, I could maybe kill and eat him. And even if I couldn't, it would be smart to take him out, just in case his actions attracted the Martians' attention.
I crept forward, saying “Good dog!” really softly, but he suddenly pulled his head back and disappeared.
I listened—I wasn't deaf—but the pit was still quiet. I heard a sound like the flutter of bird wings and a hoarse croaking, but that was it.
For a long time, I stayed close to the peephole, but I didn’t dare move the red plants that blocked my view. A couple of times, I heard a faint patter, like the dog’s feet moving around on the sand far below, and there were more bird-like sounds, but that was all. Finally, encouraged by the silence, I looked out.
Except in the corner, where a bunch of crows were hopping and fighting over the skeletons of the dead that the Martians had eaten, there wasn't a living thing in the pit.
I stared around, hardly believing my eyes. All the machinery was gone. Besides a big pile of greyish-blue powder in one corner, a few bars of aluminum in another, the black birds, and the skeletons of the killed, the place was just an empty circle of sand.
Slowly, I pushed myself out through the red weed and stood on the pile of rubble. I could see in every direction except behind me, to the north, and there weren't any Martians or signs of Martians. The pit dropped straight down from my feet, but a little ways along the rubble gave a decent slope to the top of the ruins. My chance to escape had come. I started to tremble.
 I paused for a while, then, with a sudden burst of determination and a heart pounding out of my chest, I climbed to the top of the mound where I’d been buried for so long.
I looked around again. Still no Martians to the north.
When I’d last seen this part of Sheen in the daylight, it had been a nice, normal street with comfortable white and red houses, and lots of shady trees. Now, I was standing on a pile of broken brick, dirt, and gravel, covered in tons of red, cactus-shaped plants, about as tall as my knees. Nothing else was growing there. The trees nearby were dead and brown, but further away, I saw a network of red thread climbing up the still-living stems.
The houses around me were all wrecked, but none had been burned; their walls were still standing, sometimes up to the second floor, with broken windows and shattered doors. The red weed was growing wild in their empty rooms. Below me was this huge pit, with crows fighting over the trash. A bunch of other birds were hopping around the ruins. Way off in the distance, I saw a skinny cat slinking along a wall, but there were no signs of people.
The day felt so bright compared to being stuck in the dark, the sky a brilliant blue. A gentle breeze made the red weed covering every inch of open ground sway softly. And oh, the sweetness of the air!
Chapter 6
The Work of Fifteen Days.

I stood there, totally unsteady, not even thinking about my safety. I’d been stuck in that awful place, and all I’d thought about was getting us safe. I hadn’t realized what was happening to the world, hadn’t expected to see such a crazy, unfamiliar landscape. I thought Sheen would be in ruins—instead, I found myself in a weird, glowing place, like another planet.
For a moment, I felt something beyond anything most people ever feel, but something the animals we control know all too well. It was like a rabbit coming back to its burrow and suddenly seeing a bunch of construction workers digging the foundation for a house. I started to get a feeling that grew stronger over the next few days, a feeling of being knocked off my throne, of realizing I wasn’t in charge anymore—just an animal among animals, under the Martians’ control. It would be like it was for them: lurking and watching, running and hiding. Humanity’s fear and power had vanished.
But as soon as I realized how strange things were, that feeling faded, and all I could think about was how hungry I was after that long, awful fast. I saw a patch of garden ground beyond a red-covered wall, and that gave me an idea. I waded through the red weed, sometimes up to my neck. The thick weed made me feel hidden. The wall was about six feet high, and I couldn’t lift my feet to climb over it. So I walked along the side of it, came to a corner and some rocks, and managed to get to the top, tumbling into the garden I wanted. There, I found some young onions, a couple of gladiolus bulbs, and a bunch of immature carrots—all of which I grabbed. Then, scrambling over a ruined wall, I headed through scarlet and crimson trees towards Kew—it felt like walking through an avenue of giant blood drops—driven by two things: finding more food and limping, as far as my strength allowed, out of this awful, unearthly pit.
A bit farther on, in a grassy spot, I found a bunch of mushrooms, which I gobbled down, and then I came to a brown sheet of shallow, flowing water where meadows used to be. That little bit of food just made me even hungrier. At first, I was shocked to see flooding during a hot, dry summer, but then I realized it was all because of the crazy red weed. As soon as that stuff hit water, it exploded into gigantic, unbelievably fertile growth. Its seeds were just dumped into the Wey and Thames rivers, and its fast-growing, massive water fronds quickly choked both of those rivers.
At Putney, as I later saw, the bridge was almost lost in a tangle of this weed, and at Richmond, the Thames water flowed across the meadows of Hampton and Twickenham in a broad, shallow stream. As the water spread, the weed followed, and for a while, the ruined villas of the Thames valley were lost in this red swamp, which I explored. A lot of the destruction the Martians had caused was hidden.
Eventually, the red weed died out almost as quickly as it had spread. A kind of disease, probably caused by bacteria, hit it hard. Because plants on Earth have evolved to resist these kinds of diseases, they always fight back—but the red weed rotted like something already dead. The fronds turned pale, then shriveled and became brittle. They broke off at the slightest touch, and the water that had helped them grow carried their last pieces out to sea.
 I was parched when I got to the water, so I drank a ton. Then, on a whim, I started munching on some red weed, but it tasted watery and kind of metallic. I could wade through the water without a problem, even though the red weed tripped me up a bit. But I could tell the water got deeper closer to the river, so I turned around and headed back towards Mortlake. I used the occasional ruins of villas, fences, and lamps to find my way, and eventually got out of that flood and made it up the hill towards Roehampton, ending up on Putney Common.
The scenery totally changed—it went from weird and unfamiliar to just the wreckage of what I knew. Some spots were completely destroyed like a cyclone hit, but then you'd come across other places that were untouched, houses with blinds neatly drawn and doors closed, like the owners had just stepped out for a day or were sleeping inside. The red weed wasn't as bad here; the tall trees along the lane were clear of it. I looked for food among the trees, but didn't find anything, and I also checked out a couple of quiet houses, but someone had already broken into them and looted everything. I rested in a shrubbery for the rest of the daylight, because I was too exhausted to keep going.
The whole time, I didn’t see a single person, or any sign of the Martians. I did run into a couple of hungry-looking dogs, but they both bolted away when I tried to approach them. Near Roehampton, I found two human skeletons—just bones, completely cleaned out—and in the woods, I found crushed and scattered bones of cats and rabbits, and a sheep’s skull. I even put some of it in my mouth, but there was nothing to gain from it.
After sunset, I struggled on along the road towards Putney, where I figured the Heat-Ray must have been used for some reason. And in a garden beyond Roehampton, I managed to find a bunch of unripe potatoes, enough to take the edge off my hunger. From that garden, you could see down on Putney and the river. The whole place looked incredibly desolate in the dusk: blackened trees, ruined buildings, and down the hill, the sheets of the flooded river, stained red with the weed. And everywhere—silence. It was terrifying to think how quickly everything had changed.
For a while, I thought humanity had vanished, and I was the last person on Earth. Near the top of Putney Hill, I found another skeleton, with its arms dislocated and lying several yards away from the rest of the body. As I kept going, I became more and more convinced that, except for stragglers like me, humanity had already been wiped out in this area. I figured the Martians had moved on, leaving the country devastated, looking for food somewhere else. Maybe they were destroying Berlin or Paris right now, or maybe they'd gone north.
Chapter 7
The Man on Putney Hill.

I spent that night in the inn at the top of Putney Hill, sleeping in a real bed for the first time since I ran away to Leatherhead. I’m not going to tell you about the trouble I had getting in—turns out the front door was unlocked—or how I tore every room apart looking for food. I was about to give up when I found a crust chewed by rats and two cans of pineapple in what looked like a maid’s room. The place had already been searched and emptied. Later in the bar, I found some biscuits and sandwiches that someone had missed. The sandwiches were totally gross, but the biscuits not only stopped my hunger, they filled my pockets. I didn’t light any lamps, afraid a Martian might be wandering around London looking for food. Before I went to bed, I couldn't settle down and paced from window to window, looking for any sign of those monsters. I barely slept a wink. Lying in bed, I found myself thinking clearly—something I hadn’t done since my last argument with the priest. Everything in between had been a jumble of feelings or just a blank space in my head. But that night, my brain, probably helped by the food, came back to me, and I thought.
Three things kept popping into my head: killing the priest, where the Martians were, and what might have happened to my wife. Remembering the priest didn’t give me any horror or regret; I just saw it as something I’d done, a really bad memory, but nothing I felt bad about. I saw myself then as I see myself now, pushed step by step towards that quick blow, a result of a bunch of accidents that led right to it. I didn’t feel guilty, but the memory stuck with me, frozen in time. In the quiet of the night, with that feeling of being close to God that sometimes comes in the stillness and darkness, I put myself on trial—my only trial—for that moment of anger and fear. I went over every part of our conversation, from the moment I found him huddled beside me, ignoring my thirst, and pointing to the fire and smoke rising from the ruins of Weybridge. We couldn't have worked together—bad luck hadn’t taken that into account. If I’d known what was coming, I would have left him at Halliford. But I didn't know, and crime is about seeing what's coming and doing it anyway. And I’m writing this down, like I’m writing down everything else, just as it was. There were no witnesses—I could have hidden all this. But I’m putting it all out there, and you can decide what you think.
And when, with a huge effort, I pushed that picture of a body on the floor out of my head, I faced the problem of the Martians and my wife’s fate. I had no clues about the Martians, and I could imagine a hundred terrible things, and, unfortunately, I could for her too. And suddenly, that night became terrifying. I found myself sitting up in bed, staring into the dark. I found myself praying that the Heat-Ray might have instantly and painlessly erased her from existence. Since I got back from Leatherhead, I hadn’t prayed. I’d mumbled prayers, like a pagan muttering charms when I was desperate; but now I prayed for real, pleading earnestly and sensibly, face to face with the darkness of God. Strange night! Strangest thing was that as soon as dawn came, I, who had talked to God, crept out of the house like a rat leaving its hiding place—a creature barely bigger, an inferior animal, a thing that our masters could hunt and kill on a whim. Maybe they also prayed confidently to God. Surely, if we’ve learned anything, this war has taught us pity—pity for those clueless souls who suffer our control.
 The morning was bright and clear, and the eastern sky glowed pink, dotted with tiny golden clouds. On the road between the top of Putney Hill and Wimbledon, there were a few sad reminders of the panic that had swept Londonward the Sunday night after the fighting started. There was a little two-wheeled cart with the name “Thomas Lobb, Greengrocer, New Malden” on it, with a smashed wheel and a forgotten metal trunk. There was a straw hat trampled into the now-hard mud, and at the top of West Hill, a bunch of blood-stained glass near an overturned water trough. I was moving slowly, with no real plans. I thought about heading to Leatherhead, even though I knew I’d probably have the worst luck finding my wife there. My cousins and she probably got out of there fast, unless they suddenly died, but I figured I might find some clues about where the people from Surrey had gone. I really wanted to find my wife—my heart ached for her and for the world—but I had no idea how to go about it. I also realized how incredibly lonely I was. I ducked under a thicket of trees and bushes to the edge of Wimbledon Common, which stretched out wide and far.
That dark area was lit up in patches by yellow gorse and broom; I didn’t see any reddish weeds. As I wandered around, pausing, at the edge of the open space, the sun rose, flooding everything with light and energy. I came across a busy group of little frogs in a swampy spot among the trees. I stopped to watch them, drawing strength from their determination to live. Then, suddenly turning, with a weird feeling like I was being watched, I saw something crouched among a bunch of bushes. I stared at it. I took a step toward it, and it stood up and turned out to be a man with a cutlass. I approached him slowly. He stood silent and still, looking at me.
As I got closer, I noticed he was dressed in clothes as dusty and dirty as mine; he looked like he’d been dragged through a ditch. Closer still, I could see the green slime of ditches mixed with the pale gray of dried clay and shiny, black patches. His black hair fell over his eyes, and his face was dark, dirty, and sunken, so at first I didn’t recognize him. There was a red cut across the lower part of his face.
“Stop!” he shouted when I was about thirty yards away, and I stopped. His voice was raspy. “Where are you from?” he asked.
I studied him.
“I’m from Mortlake,” I said. “I was buried near the pit the Martians made around their cylinder. I dug my way out and escaped.”
“There’s no food around here,” he said. “This is my territory. This whole hill, down to the river, and back to Clapham, and up to the edge of the common. There’s only enough food for one. Where are you headed?”
I answered slowly.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m been buried in the ruins of a house for thirteen or fourteen days. I don’t know what’s happened.”
He looked at me doubtfully, then jumped, and looked at me with a changed expression.
“I don’t want to stick around here,” I said. “I think I’ll go to Leatherhead, because my wife was there.”
He shot out a pointing finger.
“It’s you!” he said; “the man from Woking. And you weren’t killed at Weybridge?”
I recognized him at the same moment.
“You’re the artilleryman who came into my garden.”
“Good luck!” he said. “We’re lucky ones! Can you believe it?” He held out a hand, and I shook it. “I crawled up a drain,” he said. “But they didn’t kill everyone. And after they left, I got off towards Walton across the fields. But—— It hasn’t been quite sixteen days—and your hair is gray.” He looked over his shoulder suddenly. “Just a rook,” he said. “You get to know that birds have shadows these days. This is a bit open. Let’s crawl under those bushes and talk.”
“Have you seen any Martians?” I asked. “Since I crawled out——”
 “They’re gone, all across London,” he said. “I think they’re setting up a bigger camp over there. At night, all over Hampstead way, the sky’s buzzing with their lights. It’s like a whole city up there, and you can just make out them moving in the glare. You can’t see them during the day, though. But closer—I haven’t seen them—” (he counted on his fingers) “for five days. Then I spotted a couple across Hammersmith way carrying something huge. And the night before last”—he paused, speaking seriously—“it was just a bunch of lights, but it was something up in the air. I think they’ve built a flying machine and are learning to fly.”
I stopped, dropping to my hands and knees, because we’d reached the bushes.
“Fly!”
“Yeah,” he said, “fly.”
I went into a little clearing and sat down.
“It’s over for humanity,” I said. “If they can do that, they’ll just go around the whole world.”
He nodded.
“They will. But—it’s gonna ease things up around here a bit. And besides—” He looked at me. “Aren’t you okay with the fact that humanity’s done for? I am. We’re down; we’re beat.”
I stared. Weird as it sounds, I hadn't realized it—a fact that was pretty obvious once he said it. I’d still been holding onto a vague hope; more like a lifelong habit. He repeated his words, “We’re beat.” They just felt…true.
“It’s all over,” he said. “They lost one—just one. And they’ve got a solid foothold and crippled the biggest power in the world. They’re walking all over us. That death at Weybridge was an accident. And these are just the pioneers. They’re still coming. Those green stars—I haven’t seen any in five or six days, but I’m sure they’re falling somewhere every night. There’s nothing we can do. We’re under! We’re beat!”
I didn’t reply. I just sat there, staring, trying to think of something—anything—to fight back.
“This isn’t a war,” the artilleryman said. “It never was a war, any more than there’s a war between people and ants.”
Suddenly, I remembered that night at the observatory.
“After the tenth shot they didn’t fire again—at least, not until the first cylinder came.”
“How do you know?” the artilleryman asked. I explained. He thought for a moment. “Something wrong with the gun,” he said. “But what if there is? They’ll fix it. And even if there’s a delay, how can it change the end? It’s just people and ants. The ants build their cities, live their lives, have wars, revolutions, until people want them gone, and then they’re gone. That’s what we are now—just ants. Only—”
“Yeah,” I said.
“We’re edible ants.”
We just looked at each other.
“And what will they do with us?” I asked.
“That’s what I’m thinking,” he said; “that’s what I’m thinking. After Weybridge, I went south—thinking. I saw what was up. Most people were panicking, getting worked up. But I’m not really into that. I’ve been face-to-face with death a couple of times; I’m not an ornamental soldier, and at best or worst, death—it’s just death. And the guy who keeps thinking is the one who makes it through. I saw everyone running south. I said, ‘Food’s not gonna last like this,’ and I turned right around. I went for the Martians like a sparrow goes for a person. Everywhere”—he waved his hand across the horizon—“they’re starving in piles, bolting, stepping on each other... .”
He saw my face and stopped awkwardly.
“No doubt lots of people with money have gone to France,” he said. He seemed to hesitate whether to apologize, met my eyes, and went on: “There’s food all around here. Canned stuff in shops; wines, spirits, mineral water; and the water mains and drains are empty. Well, I was telling you what I was thinking. ‘Here’s smart stuff,’ I said, ‘and it looks like they want us for food. First, they’re gonna smash us up—ships, machines, guns, cities, all the order and organization. All of that’s gonna go. If we were the size of ants, we might pull through. But we’re not. It’s all too bulky to stop. That’s the first certainty.’ Eh?”
I nodded.
 “That’s it; I’ve figured it out. Okay, so—next. Right now, we’re stuck, and they’re looking for us. A Martian just has to go a few miles to get a bunch of people running scared. And I saw one, one day, out by Wandsworth, tearing houses apart and messing with the wreckage. But they won’t keep doing that forever. As soon as they’re done taking out our guns and ships, and wrecking our train lines, and doing all the stuff they’re doing over there, they’ll start catching us, picking out the best ones, and sticking us in cages and stuff. That’s what they’ll start doing soon. Seriously! They haven’t even started with us yet. Don’t you get it?”
“Not started!” I blurted out.
“Not started. Everything that’s happened so far is because we didn’t keep quiet—bothering them with guns and dumb stuff. And we lost our heads, and ran off in crowds to places that weren’t any safer than where we were. They don’t want to mess with us just yet. They’re building their things—making all the stuff they couldn’t bring with them, getting ready for the rest of their people. Probably that’s why the cylinders stopped for a bit, so they wouldn’t hit anyone who’s here. And instead of us running around blindly, or blowing up dynamite to try and take them out, we need to get ourselves together, according to how things are now. That’s how I see it. It’s not exactly what a person wants for humanity, but it’s what the facts are pointing to. And that’s the principle I’ve been acting on. Cities, countries, civilization, progress—it’s all over. That game’s done. We’re toast.”
“But if that’s true, what’s the point of even living?”
The artilleryman looked at me for a second.
“There aren’t going to be any more concerts for a million years or so; there won’t be any Royal Academy of Arts, and no nice dinners at restaurants. If you’re looking for fun, the game is over. If you’re all about good manners or hate dropping your 'h's, you better ditch them. They’re not useful anymore.”
“You mean——”
“I mean that guys like me are going to keep living—for the sake of our species. I’m serious about living. And if I’m not mistaken, you’ll show what you’re made of soon enough. We’re not getting wiped out. And I’m not letting myself get caught, tamed, fattened, and bred like a crazy ox. Ugh! Just thinking about those creepy crawlers!”
“You don’t mean to say——”
“I do. I’m going on, right under their feet. I’ve got it planned; I’ve thought it out. We men are beat. We don’t know enough. We’ve got to learn before we’ve got a chance. And we’ve got to live and stay independent while we learn. See? That’s what needs to happen.”
I stared, amazed and deeply affected by the man’s determination.
“Great God!” I cried. “But you’re a man indeed!” And suddenly I grabbed his hand.
“Eh!” he said, his eyes shining. “I’ve thought it out, eh?”
“Go on,” I said.
 “Okay, so anyone trying to escape needs to get ready. I’m getting ready. Look, not everyone’s cut out for wild beasts; and that’s basically what this is. That’s why I was watching you. I had my doubts. You’re kind of thin. I didn’t know if it was you, you know, or how you’d been hiding out. All these—the kind of people who lived in these houses, and all those annoying little office workers who used to live down that way—they’re useless. They’re just soft. No big dreams, no real desires; and a guy without one or the other—seriously! What is he but a scaredy-cat, always playing it safe? They just rush off to work—I’ve seen hundreds of them, grabbing a quick bite, racing to catch their commuter train, terrified of getting fired if they’re late; working jobs they’re too afraid to even try to understand; rushing back home to make it for dinner; staying inside after dinner because they’re afraid of the back alleys, and sleeping with the wives they married, not because they’re into them, but because they’ll provide some financial security for their one little, safe life. Insurance policies and investments, just in case something goes wrong. And Sundays—worrying about the afterlife. As if hell was built for rabbits! Well, the Martians will be a total blessing for these guys. Nice roomy cages, good food, careful breeding, no stress. After a week or so of running around the fields and lands on empty stomachs, they’ll come around and get caught, happy as can be. They’ll be glad after a bit. They’ll wonder what people even did before there were Martians to take care of them. And the guys hanging out at the bar, the smooth talkers, and the singers—I can picture them. I can picture them,” he said, with a kind of dark satisfaction. “There’s going to be tons of sentiment and religion floating around. I’ve seen things with my own eyes that I’m only just starting to understand clearly these last few days. Lots will just accept things as they are—fat and clueless; and lots will be bothered by a feeling that it’s all wrong, and they should be doing something. Now, whenever things are like that—when a lot of people feel they should be doing something—the weak ones, and those who get weak from overthinking, always fall into some do-nothing religion, super pious and superior, and submit to persecution and the will of the Lord. You’ve probably seen it before. It’s energy fueled by fear, turned completely inside out. These cages will be full of psalms and hymns and piety. And some of the others will get into a bit of—what is it?—eroticism.”
He paused.
“It’s likely these Martians will make pets of some of them; train them to do tricks—who knows?—get all sentimental over the pet boy who grew up and had to be killed. And some, maybe, they’ll train to hunt us.”
“No,” I shouted, “that’s impossible! No human being——”
“What’s the point of pretending otherwise?” said the artilleryman. “There are people who’d do it happily. Don’t be ridiculous!”
And I gave in to his conviction.
“If they come after me,” he said; “man, if they come after me!” and fell silent, lost in thought.
I sat there thinking about all this. I couldn’t find anything wrong with his reasoning. Before the invasion, nobody would have questioned my intelligence compared to his—me, a recognized writer on philosophical themes, and him, a regular soldier; and yet he had already figured out a situation I hadn’t even realized.
“What are you doing?” I said finally. “What plans do you have?”
He hesitated.
 “Okay, so here’s the deal,” he said. “What do we do? We need to build a kind of life where people can live, have kids, and feel safe enough to raise them. Yeah—wait a sec, let me explain better what I think we should do. The tame ones will be like all tame animals; in a few generations, they’ll be big, beautiful, rich, and totally clueless—a mess! The risk is that we who stay wild will become savage—degrade into a giant, savage rat… You get it? How I want to live is underground. I’ve been thinking about the sewers. Of course, people who don’t know sewers think awful things; but under this London are miles and miles—hundreds of miles—and a few days of rain and London will be empty, leaving them clean and fresh. The main sewers are big enough and airy enough for anyone. Then there are cellars, vaults, storage rooms, where we can make passages to the sewers. And the railway tunnels and subways. See? You’re getting it? And we form a group—strong, clear-thinking men. We’re not picking up any random people who wander in. Weaklings have to go back out. ”
“Like you meant for me to go?”
“Well—I talked it over, didn’t I?”
“We’re not gonna argue about that. Go on.”
“Those who stop obey orders. We need strong, clear-thinking women too—mothers and teachers. No space for flaky ladies—no rolling eyes. We can’t have anyone weak or silly. Life is real again, and the useless, clumsy, and troublemakers have to go. They should go. They should be willing to go. It’s a kind of disloyalty, really, to live and pollute the race. And they can’t be happy. Plus, dying isn’t so bad; it’s the freaking out that makes it terrible. And in all those places, we’ll gather. Our area will be London. And we might even be able to keep an eye out and run around outside when the Martians aren’t around. Play cricket, maybe. That’s how we’ll save the race. Get it? It’s possible? But saving the race isn’t really the point. As I said, that’s just being rats. It’s saving our knowledge and adding to it that’s important. That’s where guys like you come in. There are books, there are models. We need to build huge, safe places deep underground, and gather all the books we can—not just novels and poetry, but ideas, science books. That’s where guys like you come in. We need to go to the British Museum and go through all those books. Especially, we need to keep up our science—learn more. We need to watch these Martians. Some of us need to go as spies. When it’s all working, maybe I will. Get caught, I mean. And the big thing is, we need to leave the Martians alone. We shouldn’t even steal. If we get in their way, we clear out. We need to show them we mean no harm. Yeah, I know. But they’re smart, and they won’t hunt us down if they have everything they want and think we’re just harmless pests.”
The artilleryman paused and put a brown hand on my arm.
“After all, it might not be so much we’ll have to learn before—Just imagine this: four or five of their fighting machines suddenly starting off—Heat-Rays left and right, and not a Martian in any of them. Not a Martian in any of them, but men—men who’ve learned how to do it. It could even happen in my lifetime—those men. Imagine having one of those awesome things, with its Heat-Ray wide open! Imagine controlling it! What would it matter if you got blown to smithereens at the end of the run, after a win like that? I bet the Martians’ll open their eyes! Can’t you see them, man? Can’t you see them hurrying, hurrying—panting and hooting to their other machines? Something messed up in every case. And swish, bang, rattle, swish! Just as they’ll be messing with it, swish goes the Heat-Ray, and, look! Man has come back to his own.”
 For a while, the artilleryman’s imagination and confidence totally dominated my mind. I believed completely in his predictions about what would happen to humanity and in his crazy plan, and anyone who thinks I’m easily fooled should compare his position—focused on his work, thinking about his subject—to mine, huddled nervously in the bushes and listening, distracted by worry. We talked like this all through the early morning, and later we crept out of the bushes and, after checking the sky for Martians, hurried to the house on Putney Hill where he’s been setting up. It was the coal cellar, and when I saw what he’s been working on for a week—a tunnel barely ten yards long, designed to reach the main drain on Putney Hill—I realized how far apart his dreams and his abilities really were. I could have dug that hole in a day. But I believed in him enough to work with him all that morning, until after midday. We had a garden wheelbarrow and shot the dirt we removed against the kitchen stove. We refreshed ourselves with a can of mock-turtle soup and wine from the pantry next door. I felt a real sense of relief from the weird, unsettling feeling in the world, just doing this steady work. As we worked, I kept thinking about his project, and soon doubts and objections started popping up, but I kept working there all morning, so glad to have a purpose again. After an hour, I started wondering how far you had to dig to reach the sewer, and what the chances were of missing it entirely. My immediate problem was why we were digging this long tunnel when we could just climb down one of the manholes and work back to the house. It also seemed like the house was in a really inconvenient spot, adding a bunch of unnecessary tunnel length. And just as I was starting to think about all this, the artilleryman stopped digging and looked at me.
“We’re doing a good job,” he said. He put down his shovel. “Let’s take a break,” he said. “I think it’s time we checked things out from the roof of the house.”
I wanted to keep going, and after a little hesitation, he picked up his shovel again. Then suddenly, I had a thought. I stopped, and he stopped too.
“Why were you walking around the common,” I asked, “instead of being here?”
“Getting some fresh air,” he said. “I was coming back. It’s safer at night.”
“But the work?”
“Oh, you can’t always work,” he said, and in a flash, I understood who he really was. He hesitated, holding his shovel. “We should check things out now,” he said, “because if anyone gets close, they might hear the shovels and drop down on us without warning.”
I wasn’t going to argue. We went up to the roof and stood on a ladder, peeking out of the roof door. No Martians were to be seen, and we ventured out onto the tiles, slipping down under the shelter of the wall.
From this spot, a thicket of bushes hid most of Putney, but we could see the river below, a bubbly mess of red seaweed, and the lower parts of Lambeth flooded and red. The red vines covered the trees around the old palace, and their branches stretched out, gaunt and dead, covered with shriveled leaves, from among its clusters. It was weird how completely dependent these things were on flowing water to spread. Nothing had taken root around us yet; laburnums, pink mays, snowballs, and arbor-vitae trees rose out of laurels and hydrangeas, bright green into the sunlight. Beyond Kensington, thick smoke was rising, and that and a blue haze hid the hills to the north.
The artilleryman started telling me about the kinds of people still left in London.
 “One night last week,” he said, “some guys messed with the power, and Regent Street and the Circus were totally lit up – packed with drunk, wild people, men and women, dancing and yelling until morning. A guy who was there told me. And as the day came, they realized there was this huge machine standing nearby the Langham, looking down at them. Who knows how long it had been there? It must have freaked some of them out. It came down the road towards them, and picked up almost a hundred people who were too drunk or scared to run away.”
Wild, crazy scene that no history book will ever fully capture!
From that, answering my questions, he went back to his big plans. He got super excited. He talked so well about the possibility of capturing a fighting machine that I almost believed him again. But now that I was starting to understand what he was like, I could tell he was all about not rushing into anything. And I noticed that there was no doubt he wanted to capture and fight the huge machine himself.
After a while, we went down to the basement. Neither of us felt like digging anymore, and when he suggested a meal, I was totally up for it. He suddenly became really generous, and when we were done eating, he went away and came back with some awesome cigars. We lit them, and his optimism was glowing. He thought my visit was a big deal.
“There’s some champagne in the basement,” he said.
“We can dig better with this Thames-side burgundy,” I said.
“Nah,” he said; “I’m hosting today. Champagne! Seriously! We’ve got a huge job ahead of us! Let’s take a break and get some strength while we can. Look at these busted-up hands!”
And to go with this holiday idea, he insisted on playing cards after we ate. He taught me euchre, and after splitting London between us – I taking the northern part and he the southern – we played for parish points. It might seem goofy and silly to a serious person, but it’s absolutely true, and what’s even more crazy, I found the card game and a few others we played really interesting.
Strange thing about people! With our species facing extinction or falling apart, with no clear future except the chance of a horrible death, we could sit there following the luck of this painted cardboard, and playing the “joker” with real excitement. Afterwards he taught me poker, and I beat him at three tough chess games. When it got dark, we decided to take the risk and lit a lamp.
After a ton of games, we ate, and the artilleryman finished the champagne. We kept smoking the cigars. He wasn’s the energetic guy trying to save our species that I’d met in the morning. He was still optimistic, but it was calmer, more thoughtful. I remember he ended up giving a toast about my health, a speech that was a little rambling and not super polished. I took a cigar and went upstairs to look at the lights he’d talked about, blazing so greenly along the Highgate hills.
At first, I stared blankly across the London valley. The northern hills were dark; the fires near Kensington glowed red, and now and then an orange-red burst of flame flashed up and disappeared into the deep blue night. The rest of London was black. Then, closer, I saw this weird light, a pale, violet-purple glow, shimmering in the night breeze. For a moment, I didn’t get it, and then I realized it had to be the red weed that was causing this faint light. With that realization, my sense of wonder, my understanding of how things fit together, woke up again. I glanced from that to Mars, red and clear, shining high in the west, and then I stared for a long time at the darkness of Hampstead and Highgate.
 I stayed up on the roof for ages, totally tripping out over how crazy the day had changed. I kept thinking about everything that had happened—from my midnight prayer to the dumb card game. I felt this huge wave of disgust. I remember just tossing my cigar away, like a super dramatic move. My mistakes hit me hard, like, really obvious. I felt like I'd betrayed my wife and everyone I cared about; I was seriously regretting things. I decided to ditch this weird, out-of-control dreamer who was always going on about big plans and just drinking and overeating. I figured London was the best place to figure out what the Martians and people were up to. I was still on the roof when the moon finally came out.
Chapter 8
Dead London.

After I parted ways with the artilleryman, I headed down the hill and onto the High Street, crossing the bridge to Fulham. The red weed was crazy at that time, practically choking the bridge roadway. But patches of it were already turning white from the spreading disease that quickly wiped it out.
At the corner of the lane leading to Putney Bridge station, I found a guy lying there. He was as black as a chimney sweep covered in soot, alive, but totally helpless and speechless from being drunk. I couldn’t get anything from him but curses and wild lunges at my head. I probably should have stayed with him, but his face had such a nasty look.
There was black dust all along the road from the bridge, and it got thicker in Fulham. The streets were eerily quiet. I grabbed some food—sour, hard, and moldy, but still okay to eat—at a bakery. Further towards Walham Green, the streets cleared of the powder, and I passed a row of white houses on fire; the sound of the burning was a total relief. Going on towards Brompton, the streets were quiet again.
Here, I came across the black powder and dead bodies again. I saw about a dozen in total along the Fulham Road. They’s been dead for days, so I hurried past them. The black powder covered them, blurring their shapes. A couple had been messed with by dogs.
Where there wasn't any black powder, it was kinda like a Sunday in the City—closed shops, locked-up houses with blinds drawn, deserted and still. In some places, people had been looting, but mostly from food and wine shops. A jeweler’s window had been smashed in one spot, but it looked like the thief got scared off, and a bunch of gold chains and a watch were scattered on the sidewalk. I didn't even bother to pick them up. Further down, there was a woman in rags slumped on a doorstep; the hand hanging over her knee was cut, and blood stained her faded brown dress, and a smashed bottle of champagne made a puddle on the pavement. She looked like she was asleep, but she was dead.
The farther I got into London, the deeper the silence became. But it wasn't the silence of death—it was the silence of waiting, of expecting something. At any moment, the destruction that had already scorched the northwestern edge of the city, and had completely destroyed Ealing and Kilburn, could strike these houses and turn them into smoking ruins. It was a city marked for destruction, abandoned. . . .
In South Kensington, the streets were clear of dead and black powder. It was near South Kensington that I first heard the howling. It crept up on me almost without me noticing. It was a sad, wavering pattern of two notes, “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla,” going on forever. When I passed streets heading north, it got louder, and buildings seemed to muffle and cut it off again. It came rushing down Exhibition Road in a wave. I stopped, staring towards Kensington Gardens, wondering about this strange, distant wailing. It was like that huge desert of houses had found a voice for its fear and loneliness.
 “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla,” wailed that super-loud voice—huge waves of sound washing down the wide, sunny street, between the tall buildings on either side. I turned north, amazed, towards the iron gates of Hyde Park. I almost wanted to break into the Natural History Museum and climb up to the towers to see across the park. But I decided to stay on the ground, where I could hide quickly, and kept walking up Exhibition Road. All the big houses on either side of the road were empty and quiet, and my footsteps echoed against the walls. At the top, near the park gate, I saw something really weird—a bus flipped over, and the skeleton of a horse, picked clean. I stared at it for a while, then kept going to the bridge over the Serpentine. The voice got louder and louder, but I couldn’t see anything above the rooftops on the north side of the park, except for a haze of smoke to the northwest.
“Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla,” cried the voice, seeming to come from the area around Regent’s Park. That creepy wail messed with my head. The feeling that had kept me going vanished. The wailing took over. I felt totally exhausted, aching in my feet, and now hungry and thirsty again.
It was already past noon. Why was I wandering alone in this dead city? Why was I alone when all of London was basically in mourning, wrapped in a black shroud? I felt incredibly lonely. My mind drifted to old friends I’d forgotten about for years. I thought about the drugs in the pharmacies, the drinks the liquor stores stocked; I remembered those two desperate people, who, as far as I knew, shared the city with me…
I got to Oxford Street through Marble Arch, and there were more black powder and several bodies, and a nasty, heavy smell coming from the cellar vents of some of the houses. I got really thirsty after the heat of my long walk. With a lot of effort, I managed to break into a pub and get something to eat and drink. I was worn out after eating, and went into the room behind the bar, and slept on a black horsehair sofa I found there.
I woke up to that same creepy howling still ringing in my ears, “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla.” It was now dusk, and after I’d found some biscuits and cheese in the bar—there was a meat safe, but it was full of maggots—I wandered through the quiet residential squares to Baker Street—Portman Square is the only one I can remember—and finally came out onto Regent’s Park. And as I stepped out from the top of Baker Street, I saw far away over the trees in the clear sunset light the hood of the Martian giant, the one making that howling noise. I wasn’t terrified. I came across him like it was no big deal. I watched him for a while, but he didn’t move. He just seemed to be standing there, yelling, for no reason I could figure out.
I tried to come up with a plan. That constant sound of “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla” was messing with my head. Maybe I was too tired to be really scared. Definitely, I was more curious to know why he was crying than afraid. I turned back away from the park and headed into Park Road, intending to skirt the park, walking along under the shelter of the terraces, and got a view of that stationary, howling Martian from the direction of St. John’s Wood. A couple of hundred yards from Baker Street, I heard a yelping chorus, and saw, first a dog with a piece of rotting red meat in his mouth running towards me, and then a pack of starving mutts chasing after him. He made a wide curve to avoid me, like he thought I might be a fresh competitor. As the yelping faded down the quiet road, the wailing sound of “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla” came back.
 I stumbled upon the wrecked machine about halfway to St. John’s Wood station. At first, I thought a house had collapsed across the road. It wasn't until I climbed through the rubble that I saw it – this mechanical giant, like a broken Samson, lying there with its arms twisted and smashed, surrounded by the mess it had made. The front was totally wrecked. It looked like it had just plowed straight into the house and been crushed in the process. I figured maybe it had been a machine that broke free from its Martian controller. I couldn’t see much more in the wreckage, and the twilight was getting pretty dark, so the blood smeared on the seat and the gnawed bits of the Martian that the dogs had left were invisible to me.
Still trying to wrap my head around everything I'd seen, I headed towards Primrose Hill. Far off, through the trees, I spotted another Martian, just as still and silent as the first, standing in the park near the zoo. A little past the ruins of the wrecked machine, I saw the red weed again and found the Regent’s Canal, completely covered in a spongy mass of dark-red plants.
As I crossed the bridge, the sound of “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla” just… stopped. It was like it got cut off. The silence hit me like a thunderclap.
The houses around me looked faint and tall and dim; the trees towards the park were turning black. Everywhere I looked, the red weed was climbing over the ruins, twisting and writhing to get above me in the dimness. Night, the mother of fear and mystery, was creeping in. But while that voice was still sounding, the loneliness and destruction had been bearable; because of it, London still felt alive, and that feeling kept me going. Then suddenly, things changed—something passed, I didn't know what—and there was this stillness that you could actually feel. Just this quiet, spooky stillness.
London around me seemed to be staring at me like a ghost. The windows in the white houses looked like empty eye sockets. My imagination started finding a thousand silent enemies all around me. I was seized with terror, a real horror of my own boldness. The road in front of me became pitch black, like it had been tarred, and I saw a twisted shape lying across the path. I couldn't bring myself to go on. I turned down St. John’s Wood Road and ran as fast as I could away from this unbearable stillness towards Kilburn. I hid from the night and the silence, until long after midnight, in a cabmen’s shelter in Harrow Road. But before dawn, my courage came back, and while the stars were still out, I turned back towards Regent’s Park. I got lost in the streets and finally saw, down a long avenue in the dim light of early morning, the curve of Primrose Hill. On the top, towering up towards the fading stars, was a third Martian, standing straight and motionless like the others.
A crazy feeling took over me. I was going to die and end it all. And I wasn't even going to bother killing myself. I marched recklessly towards this giant, and then, as I got closer and the light grew stronger, I saw a whole flock of black birds circling and gathering around the hood. My heart jumped, and I started running down the road.
I hurried through the red weed that was choking St. Edmund’s Terrace (I waded through chest-high water rushing down from the waterworks towards Albert Road), and came out onto the grass before the sun rose. Huge mounds had been piled up around the top of the hill, making a massive redoubt—it was the final and biggest place the Martians had built—and from behind these mounds, a thin plume of smoke rose into the sky. Against the skyline, a dog ran and disappeared. The thought that had flashed into my mind felt real, believable. I felt no fear, just a wild, shaky excitement, as I ran up the hill towards the motionless monster. Hanging from the hood were long, ragged strips of brown stuff, which the hungry birds were pecking and tearing at.
 In another moment, I’d scrambled up the dirt wall and stood on top, looking down into the redoubt. It was a huge space, with massive machines scattered around, giant piles of stuff, and weird shelters. And all over the place, some in their wrecked war-machines, some in the now-useless handling-machines, and a dozen of them lined up, stiff and silent—the Martians—dead! They’d been killed by disease bacteria, the kind that rot things, and their bodies weren’t ready for it. Just like the red weed was dying. After all our weapons had failed, it was the tiniest things on Earth that defeated them.
That’s how it turned out, and honestly, a lot of us could have seen it coming if we hadn't been so scared and overwhelmed. These germs have been taking down humanity since the beginning—even our ancestors before us. We’re survivors; we fight back against germs, and our bodies are immune to a lot of them, like the ones that cause rot. But there are no bacteria on Mars, so as soon as they arrived and started drinking and eating, our microscopic allies went to work destroying them. Even when I watched, they were already doomed, dying and rotting as they moved around. It was inevitable. We’re here because billions of people have died fighting for this planet, and it's ours, no matter what. Even if the Martians were ten times stronger, it would still be ours. People don't live or die for nothing.
They were scattered everywhere, almost fifty in total, in that huge hole they’d created, caught by a death that must have seemed as confusing to them as any death could be. It was confusing to me too, at the time. All I knew was that these things that had been alive and so terrifying to humans were now dead. For a moment, I thought it was like the story of Sennacherib—God had changed his mind, and an Angel of Death had wiped them out in the night.
I stood staring into the pit, and I felt a surge of hope, as the rising sun lit up the world around me. The pit was still dark, but the massive engines, so powerful and complicated, and so alien in their twisted shapes, rose from the shadows toward the light. I could hear dogs fighting over the bodies far below. Across the pit, on the other side, lay the huge flying-machine they’d been testing in our atmosphere when decay and death stopped them. They’d died just in time. A cawing sound made me look up at the huge fighting-machine that would never fight again, at the tattered red scraps of flesh dripping down onto the overturned seats on top of Primrose Hill.
I turned and looked down the hill to where, now surrounded by birds, stood those other two Martians I’d seen the night before. One had died while still calling out to its companions—maybe it was the last to die, and its voice kept going until its machinery ran out of power. They shimmered now, harmless metal towers, shining in the sunlight.
All around the pit, and somehow saved from total destruction, stretched the great city. People who’s only seen London hidden in a blanket of smoke can’t imagine how clear and beautiful the silent neighborhood of houses really is.
 Eastward, over the wrecked remains of Albert Terrace and the shattered spire of the church, the sun blazed intensely in a clear sky. Here and there, a surface on the sprawling roofs caught the light and glared with a bright, white intensity.
Northward were Kilburn and Hampsted, a blue haze of crowded houses. Westward, the huge city was muted; southward, beyond the Martians, the green waves of Regent’s Park, the Langham Hotel, the dome of the Albert Hall, the Imperial Institute, and the massive mansions of the Brompton Road stood out clearly in the sunrise. The jagged ruins of Westminster rose hazily beyond. Far away and blue were the Surrey hills, and the towers of the Crystal Palace glittered like two silver rods. The dome of St. Paul’s was dark against the sunrise, and damaged—I noticed for the first time—by a huge, gaping hole on its western side.
As I looked at this wide stretch of houses, factories, and churches, silent and abandoned, I thought about all the hopes and efforts, the countless lives that had built this human haven. I realized how quickly and brutally it had all been destroyed. But then I realized the danger had passed, and people could live in the streets again. My dear, vast, dead city could be alive and powerful once more. I felt a wave of emotion that was almost like crying.
The nightmare was over. Even that day, healing would start. The survivors of the people scattered across the country—leaderless, without laws, and without food, like sheep without a shepherd—the thousands who had fled by sea, would begin to return. The pulse of life, growing stronger and stronger, would beat again in the empty streets and flow across the vacant squares. Whatever damage was done, the destroyer had stopped. All those gaunt wrecks, the blackened skeletons of houses that stared so sadly at the sunlit grass of the hill, would soon be echoing with the sounds of hammers and ringing with the tapping of trowels. At the thought, I stretched my hands towards the sky and started thanking God. In a year, I thought—in a year….
Then, with overwhelming force, the thought of myself, of my wife, and the old life of hope and gentle support that had ended forever hit me.
Chapter 9
Wreckage.

And now comes the weirdest part of my story. But, honestly, maybe it’s not so weird. I remember, clearly and vividly, everything I did that day, all the way until I was standing on top of Primrose Hill, crying and thanking God. And then I just… forget.
I learned later that I wasn't the first to figure out what happened to Mars. Actually, a few other people had already discovered it the night before. One guy—the first one—went to St. Martin’s-le-Grand, and while I was hiding out in a cab driver's shed, he managed to send a message to Paris. Then the awesome news spread everywhere; tons of cities, totally freaked out, suddenly lit up with celebrations; they knew about it in Dublin, Edinburgh, Manchester, Birmingham, right when I was standing at the edge of the pit. Already, people were crying with joy, shouting, and stopping what they were doing to shake hands and cheer, organizing trains, even as far as Crewe, to head to London. Church bells that had been silent for two weeks suddenly started ringing, and all of England was celebrating. Guys on bikes, looking exhausted, riding like crazy down every country road, shouting about this unbelievable rescue, yelling to pale, staring people who looked completely lost. And the food! From across the Channel, across the Irish Sea, across the Atlantic, corn, bread, and meat were rushing to our rescue. It seemed like all the ships in the world were heading to London. But I don't remember any of this. I was just drifting—like a crazy person. I woke up in a house with really kind people who had found me wandering, crying, and rambling through the streets of St. John’s Wood. They told me later that I was singing this ridiculous little song about “The Last Man Left Alive! Yay! The Last Man Left Alive!” Even though they had their own problems, these people—whose names I can’t even mention, even though I’m so grateful to them—took care of me, gave me shelter, and protected me from myself. Apparently, they had pieced together some of my story from me during the days I was out of it.
Very gently, once my mind started to clear up, they told me what they had learned about what happened to Leatherhead. Just two days after I went missing, it was destroyed, with everyone in it, by a Martian. He wiped it off the map, it seemed, without any reason, like a kid crushing an ant hill, just because he could.
I was a lonely guy, and they were really nice to me. I was a lonely and sad guy, and they were patient with me. I stayed with them for four days after I started feeling better. The whole time, I felt this growing need to see what was left of the happy, bright life I used to have. It was like I just wanted to wallow in my misery. They tried to talk me out of it. They did everything they could to distract me. But I couldn't resist the urge any longer, and, promising to come back, and parting, I have to admit, with tears, from these four-day friends, I went back out into the streets that had recently been so dark and strange and empty.
Already, people were heading back home; some shops were even open, and I saw a drinking fountain with water running.
 I remember how mockingly bright the day seemed as I headed back to that little house in Woking, feeling down. The streets were busy, and everything felt so alive. So many people were out and about, doing all kinds of things, that it seemed crazy to think so many people could have died. But then I noticed how pale everyone’s skin was, how shaggy the guys' hair was, and how big and bright their eyes were. Plus, almost everyone was still wearing their dirty, old clothes. Their faces mostly had two looks—like they were super excited and full of energy, or like they were determined to get through it. Aside from their faces, London felt like a city full of homeless people. The local community centers were handing out bread sent by the French government. The few horses we saw were super skinny. Tired-looking special constables with white badges stood on every corner. I didn’t see much damage from the Martians until I got to Wellington Street, and then I saw that red weed climbing over the walls of Waterloo Bridge.
At the corner of the bridge, I saw one of the weirdest things from that time—a piece of paper stuck in a bunch of the red weed, held in place by a stick. It was a poster from the first newspaper to start publishing again—the Daily Mail. I bought a copy for a blackened coin I found in my pocket. Most of it was blank, but the only person doing the printing had drawn some goofy ads on the back page. The news wasn’t quite back to normal yet, so it was all really emotional. I didn’t learn anything new except that, in just one week, they’d already figured out a lot about the Martian machines. The article even said—and I didn’t believe it then—that they’d discovered “The Secret of Flying.” At Waterloo, I found the free trains taking people home. The big rush was over. There weren’t many people on the train, and I wasn’t in the mood to chat. I got a compartment to myself and just stared out the window at the sunlit destruction passing by. And just outside the station, the train bumped over some temporary tracks, and on either side of the railway, the houses were just blackened ruins. All the way to Clapham Junction, London’s face was covered in the grey dust from the Black Smoke, even after two days of thunderstorms and rain. And at Clapham Junction, the tracks were wrecked again; there were hundreds of unemployed office workers and shop assistants working alongside the usual construction workers, and we got jolted over a quick fix.
The whole way from there, the countryside looked bleak and unfamiliar; Wimbledon had really taken a beating. Walton, because of its unburned pine trees, seemed to be the least damaged place along the line. The Wandle, the Mole, every little stream—they were all piled high with that red weed, looking like a mix of raw meat and pickled cabbage. But the Surrey pine woods were too dry for the weed to climb. Beyond Wimbledon, within sight of the tracks, in some nurseries, were huge piles of dirt around the sixth cylinder. A bunch of people were standing around it, and some soldiers were busy working on it. A Union Jack was waving cheerfully above it in the morning breeze. The nurseries were everywhere crimson with the weed—a huge area of sickly color cut with purple shadows, and really hard on the eyes. Your gaze would go from the scorched greys and sullen reds of the foreground to the blue-green softness of the hills to the east for some relief.
 The line on the London side of Woking station was still being fixed up, so I got off at Byfleet station and took the road to Maybury. I passed the spot where the artilleryman and I had talked to the hussars, and then the place where the Martian had shown up to me during the thunderstorm. I was curious, so I wandered off and found a wrecked dog cart tangled in red plants. The bones of the horse were scattered and chewed up. I stood there staring at the remains for a while.
Then I went back through the pine woods, where the red weed grew tall, to find that the landlord of the Spotted Dog had already been buried. I headed home, passing the College Arms. A guy standing in the doorway of an open cottage called out my name as I walked by.
I glanced at my house, feeling a quick flash of hope that disappeared right away. The door had been forced open; it was unlocked and slowly swinging open as I got closer.
It slammed shut again. The curtains in my study fluttered out of the open window where the artilleryman and I had watched the sunrise. No one had closed it since. The smashed bushes were just as I’d left them, almost four weeks ago. I stumbled into the hall, and the house felt empty. The stair carpet was all messed up and discolored from where I’d crouched, soaked from the thunderstorm the night of the disaster. Our muddy footprints still went up the stairs.
I followed them to my study and found my sheet of work still lying on my writing table, with the selenite paperweight on top. It was the paper I’d left on the afternoon the cylinder opened. I stood there reading over my unfinished thoughts for a moment. It was about how moral ideas would probably develop as society became more civilized; and the last sentence started a prophecy: “In about two hundred years,” I’d written, “we may expect——” The sentence just stopped. I remembered how I couldn’t concentrate that morning, barely a month ago, and how I’d stopped working to grab my Daily Chronicle from the newsboy. I remembered going to the garden gate as he came along, and how I’d listened to his crazy story about “Men from Mars.”
I went into the dining room. There was the mutton and the bread, both rotting now, and a beer bottle knocked over, just like the artilleryman and I had left them. My home felt deserted. I realized how silly I’d been to hold onto that little bit of hope for so long. And then something weird happened. “It’s no use,” a voice said. “The house is empty. No one’s been here for ten days. Don’t stay here to torture yourself. No one got out except you.”
I jumped. Had I said that out loud? I turned, and the French window was open behind me. I stepped toward it and looked out.
And there, amazed and scared, just like I was, were my cousin and my wife—my wife pale and without tears. She gave a small cry.
“I came,” she said. “I knew—knew——”
She put her hand to her throat—wavered. I stepped forward and caught her in my arms.
Chapter 10
The Epilogue.

I'm kind of bummed that I'm wrapping up this story, and I don’t think I’m adding much to the conversations around a lot of the big questions that are still up in the air. I’m definitely going to get some people talking, though. My thing is more about thinking things out, not like, hardcore science. I’m not a pro when it comes to how bodies work—I’d read a couple of books on it, but it seems to me that Carver’s ideas about why the Martians died so fast are pretty convincing, almost like a done deal. And I’m working with that assumption throughout the story.
Anyway, after the war, when they looked at the bodies of the Martians, they didn’t find any bacteria that weren't already here on Earth. They didn’t bury their dead, and they were totally ruthless in how they fought—which also shows they didn’t know anything about how bodies rot. But even though that makes sense, it’s not a proven fact.
We still don’t know what was in the black smoke they used—it was so deadly. And the thing that shot out the heat rays? Still a mystery. The disasters at the Ealing and South Kensington labs totally scared the scientists off from looking into it further. But when they analyzed the black powder, they found a totally new element—it had this bright group of three lines in green. Maybe it combines with argon to make a compound that instantly kills something in your blood. But those are just guesses, and probably not that interesting to most people reading this story. They never even checked out the brown sludge that floated down the Thames after Shepperton got destroyed, and now no one's offering any up.
I’ve already talked about what the Martians’ bodies looked like, as much as the dogs let me, anyway. But everyone’s seen the amazing, almost complete specimen floating in liquid at the Natural History Museum, and all the drawings that have been made of it. Beyond that, their bodies are just a science thing.
A much bigger deal is whether the Martians will attack again. I don't think we're paying enough attention to that. Right now, Mars is lined up with Earth, but every time it comes back around, I'm expecting another adventure. Either way, we need to be ready. It should be possible to figure out where the shots came from, keep an eye on that part of the planet, and get ready for the next attack.
Then we could blow up the cylinder with dynamite or artillery before the Martians even have a chance to get out, or just blast them as soon as the top opens. I think they lost a huge advantage by not surprising us the first time. Maybe they see it that way too.
Lessing has some really good reasons for thinking the Martians might have already landed on Venus. About seven months ago, Venus and Mars were lined up with the sun—that means Mars was opposite from the point of view of someone on Venus. After that, a weird, glowing, wavy mark showed up on the dark side of Venus, and almost at the same time, a faint, dark mark with a similar wavy shape was spotted in a photo of Mars. You really have to see the drawings to understand how much they look alike.
 Okay, so whether or not another invasion is coming, we seriously need to rethink how we view the future. We’ve learned that this planet isn't some safe haven, and we can’s expect the good or bad stuff that could pop up out of nowhere. Maybe this invasion from Mars actually has a bigger purpose for us; it's taken away that feeling of total security that can actually hold us back, and it’s brought huge advancements in science. It’s also helped us realize how important it is for everyone on Earth to work together. Maybe across all that space, the Martians have been watching our pioneers and learned from them, and maybe they’ve found a better place to settle on Venus. Either way, we’ll definitely be keeping a close eye on Mars for a long time, and those shooting stars will always give us a little scare when they fall.
The way our perspectives have changed is hard to even describe. Before that cylinder crashed, most people thought there was no life anywhere else in space besides on our tiny planet. Now, we see things differently. If the Martians can reach Venus, there’s no reason we can’s do it too. And when the sun eventually cools down and makes Earth uninhabitable, maybe the spark of life that started here will spread and grab onto Venus.
It's a wild thought, imagining life slowly expanding from this little starting point of ours, all the way out into the endless space between stars. But that’s a distant dream. Or maybe, the destruction of the Martians wasn’t a final defeat – maybe it was just a delay. Maybe the future is actually meant for them, not for us.
I have to admit, the stress and danger of everything that happened have left me feeling really doubtful and insecure. I’m sitting here in my study, writing by lamplight, and suddenly I see that valley below, filled with twisting flames, and I feel like the house around me is empty and abandoned. I step out onto the Byfleet Road, and cars pass – a butcher boy in a cart, a cab full of tourists, a guy on a bike, kids going to school – and suddenly they all seem hazy and unreal, and I’m rushing along with that artilleryman through the hot, tense silence. At night, I see the black powder darkening the quiet streets, and the twisted bodies covered in it; they rise up around me, torn and battered. They gibber and grow fiercer, paler, uglier, becoming crazy distortions of people – and then I wake up, cold and miserable, in the darkness.
I go to London and see the busy crowds on Fleet Street and the Strand, and it hits me that they’ve basically become ghosts of the past, haunting the streets I’ve seen deserted and broken, going about their lives, phantoms in a city that’s basically dead, a mockery of life in a body that’s barely moving. It's also really strange to stand on Primrose Hill, like I did just the other day, and see all those houses stretching out, dim and blue through the smoke and mist, disappearing into the hazy sky, to see people walking around the flower beds, to hear the kids playing, and to remember when it all seemed bright and clear, solid and quiet, under the dawn of that last, huge day…
And the strangest thing of all is holding my wife’s hand again, and thinking that I counted her, and she counted me, among the dead.
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