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Introduction


ADAM ROBERTS



Science fiction is older than you think. People think of it as a literature about ‘the future’, imaginative extrapolations into the ‘to come’. In fact, the genre is larger than that (alternate histories and speculative presents are also part of science fiction’s empire), but projected futurity has a long pedigree. People in the eighteenth century were as interested in what tomorrow might hold as we are today. This collection gathers together a range of ‘classic’ science-fiction stories, from the 1750s to the early twentieth century, and it shows not just the range, inventiveness and sheer wonder of science fiction, but also that science fiction has been around for a very long time.


Ask a dozen scholars of science fiction when the genre begins and you’ll get a dozen different answers. Some argue that it is a relatively recent development, and it’s true that the name ‘science fiction’ was coined by the Luxembourgish-American editor and writer Hugo Gernsback, who founded the world’s first dedicated science-fiction magazine, Amazing Stories, in 1926. The success of this led to many imitators: the newsstands of the 1920s and 1930s soon thronged with SF ‘pulp’ magazines, with their garish, brightly coloured, exotic covers. And something certainly happened to SF over this period: it boomed, growing from a small-scale interest into a major cultural form. The ‘age of pulps’ grew into what is still called the ‘golden age’ of SF – the 1940s and 1950s – through the ‘new wave’ of the 1960s and 1970s, and via the huge success of SF cinema, beginning with Star Wars (1977), and up to the present day, where SF is everywhere; a global phenomenon spanning books and films, TV shows and video games, fandoms, cosplay and cultures.


But although the name ‘science fiction’ dates to 1926, stories of space aliens visiting Earth, immortality, strange new technologies, time travel and so on – known as ‘scientific romances’ or ‘fantastical tales’ or ‘strange stories’ – predate the year the phrase was coined. Some critics push science fiction’s origin date back to the nineteenth century: to the 1890s with H. G. Wells in the UK, further back to Jules Verne in France in the 1860s, or further still to Edgar Allan Poe in the USA in the 1840s. Great writers all, and enormously influential, but not the first. Voltaire’s celebrated conte philosophique – his ‘philosophical tale’ – about visiting extra-terrestrials, ‘Micromégas’, was published in 1752. The German astronomer Johannes Kepler wrote a detailed speculative fiction called Somnium (‘The Dream’) in 1634, about the bizarre non-humanoid forms of life that might be inhabiting our moon. I would have liked to include Somnium in this collection, although in the end it proved too long. But its date and the scientific career of its author point to something important about the origins of science fiction as a mode.


The point is that fantasy is the default mode of human storytelling. By ‘fantasy’ I mean stories of magic and monsters, tales that don’t merely reproduce the mundanity of the world in which we live but instead populate their story-worlds with ghosts and marvels, wizards and sorceresses, that focus on an enchanted, more wondrous version of existence. The Epic of Gilgamesh and Homer’s Odyssey are both fantasies in this sense; so are Beowulf and medieval romances. It is possible to find stories that follow a logic of verisimilitude, tales set in story-worlds that more closely resemble the actual world, but across the large scale of history these are very much the exception. Humans have always preferred something grander, something more magical and amazing: heroes battling monsters, a universe animated by the strange and sublime and extraordinary.


Science fiction is a new kind of fantasy story, one based not on ‘magic’ but on the extrapolated possibilities of science. And when we see it in those terms, we will not be surprised to discover that these sorts of story began to appear at the same time as the Renaissance fed through into the Enlightenment, as science itself was being forged and refined as a method and discourse. As scientists like Kepler expanded our understanding of the cosmos, and as new scientific understandings fed technological advance, a version of fantasy predicated not on nostalgic enchantment but rather on a forward-looking materialist sublime, a new cosmic sense of wonder, came into being.


You can trace the excitement, the thrill and the terror of this new logic in the stories collected in this volume. Medieval Europe, on the authority of the Church, believed (mostly) that the Earth was the centre of the universe. Dante’s Divine Comedy (early fourteenth century) takes place in such a location: a solar system comprised of concentric crystal spheres all rotating around our world, with all the stars embedded in the outmost sphere. In the early sixteenth century, Copernicus showed that this wasn’t the reality of things, and although it took a while for his ideas to become accepted – the Church was still persecuting scientists like Galileo into the 1630s – by the time Kepler was writing, a whole new cosmos had grown up around us, strange and wonderful, but also, in its sheer size and indifference to human affairs, alarming. ‘The eternal silence of these infinite spaces terrifies me’ wrote French philosopher and scientist Blaise Pascal in his Pensées (1670). Kepler’s Somnium captures something of the unsettling grandeur and inhumanity of these new cosmic dimensions.


For Voltaire, whose ‘Micromégas’ is included here, these new vastnesses provide the occasion not so much for awestruck sense of wonder as for a satirical reminder of our own relativeness, smallness and triviality. His two gigantic space aliens are amazed to find creatures so minuscule as human beings swarming over this insignificant little planet, and more amazed to discover that these creatures consider the universe created and arranged for their benefit. It’s a splendid and funny tale.


Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) – another popular pick for the ‘first’ science fiction story among scholars – styles the new creative possibilities opened up by science and technology as a cautionary tale. Shelley’s scientist hopes to bless humanity with a new species to serve it, but instead he is blindsided by the unintended consequences of his act, as his ‘creature’, abandoned and reviled, causes havoc. Frankenstein is a story of hubris meeting nemesis, but that ancient moral is made fresh for the era of science, darkly enlivened by the sheer sublimity of Shelley’s vision, the splendour and horror of her monster – intelligent, eloquent, wronged, yet violent and dangerous. In her story selected here, Shelley imagines immortality, or something like it, with a similar dark glamour, the remorselessness of time, the appalling wonder of the wilderness. Poe also used the forms of Gothic literature to cast out the humanly familiar and reassuring into a compellingly strange and unsettling zone


By the mid-nineteenth century, science fiction had moved beyond the Gothic, exploring a wide range of effective and tonal registers. Fitz-James O’Brien’s witty speculation, Florence McLandburgh’s ingenious time-travel conceit and Edward Page Mitchell’s splendid mathematical extrapolation in this collection are three examples of the variety of which SF is capable. James Clerk Maxwell’s poem shows that the mode was still attractive to scientists, and Ambrose Bierce’s satire utilized the speculative and self-reflective possibilities of the mode.


All these stories are interesting, though some are more of their time than others. But it was not until the end of the nineteenth century, and the arrival on the scene of Herbert George Wells, a writer and imaginer of genius, deservedly known as the father of British science fiction, that SF came into its own. Wells did not invent SF as such, but he was a prolific writer of it, with an extraordinary gift for invention. From his mind, fully armed, like Athena from the forehead of Zeus, came the first time-travel story (The Time Machine, 1895), the first story of ‘uplifted’ or augmented animals (The Island of Doctor Moreau, 1896), the first story of technologically facilitated invisibility (The Invisible Man, 1897), the first great alien-invasion story (The War of the Worlds, 1898) and the first dystopia (When the Sleeper Wakes, 1899), to name only a few. Each of these works established a different, still-popular sub-genre of science fiction. For this collection, a couple of Wellsian short stories have been selected, and choosing which to include from his myriad brilliant shorts was the hardest editorial task of the volume.


Much of Wells’s best SF – indeed, much of the best SF ever written – has appeared in the short-story format, and it’s worth dwelling for a moment on the affinity between the genre of science fiction and the form of the short story. The salient factor of any short story is brevity, of course, and the dangers brevity inevitably entail are triviality and evanescence. One way of avoiding those consequences is for a writer to structure their story around a central trope or metaphor that stays with the reader after the events and characters have been forgotten. SF is just better at doing that than other modes of writing, because SF is a fundamentally metaphorical form of art. It is a fundamentally metaphorical form of art because it aims at representing the world without simply reproducing it. Sometimes these metaphors are tropes or props: a robot, a time machine, a walking plant, a planet-killing space station. Sometimes they are conceptual reworkings: new ways of thinking about gender or society. Sometimes they are ways of intimating the vastness of space, or the enormities of time, apprehensions of the ‘sense of wonder’ so prized by SF fans. But in all such modes of SF writing, the piercing eloquence of the moment, the shortness of the story form, is the best way of unlocking these metaphors.


Indeed, I would argue that, for these reasons, the SF short is the key mode of short story in the twentieth century. Walter Allen’s critical survey The Short Story in English (1981) argues that ‘the short story is rooted in a single incident or perception’, and that therefore its effect ‘is nearer to that of lyric poetry than the novel’. V. S. Pritchett (in his introduction to The Oxford Book of Short Stories) agrees: ‘the novel tends to tell us everything whereas the short story tells us only one thing, and that, intensely . . . the short story springs from a spontaneously poetic, as distinct from a prosaic, impulse.’ Where prose narrative is a fundamentally metonymic progression of A → B → C, the lyric poem makes a metaphoric leap into some new, and affecting, location. SF, though often embodied in narrative form, is much more centrally about this metaphorical jump. Think of the ape-man’s bone in 2001: A Space Odyssey, thrown up into the wide blue sky, followed by the camera, reaching its apogee, starting to fall back down and then, unexpectedly, turning into an orbiting space-craft; it’s powerful and beautiful and affecting, and its power, beauty and effect cannot really be rationally described, in that it is a poetic, rather than a narrative, moment. And Wells, for all his witty garrulity, is capable of piercing moments of real poetry. ‘The Door in the Wall’ is a resonantly haunting evocation of what is lost in growing up, and ‘The Star’ – short, beautifully focused – generates a potent, cosmic-scale ‘sense of wonder’.


Partly because of the influence of Wells’s shorts, and partly reflecting the exigencies of publication, in which full-length books were relatively expensive and magazine short fiction relatively cheap, twentieth-century science fiction moved along a path in which the short story was dominant. It was a mode both accessible and flexible; it allowed Bengali writer Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain to elegantly explore her thought-experiment about gender, but also allowed the very different sensibility of H. P. Lovecraft to construe a weird, frightening and dream-haunting vibe of terrors lurking in the backwoods, in the remotenesses of the world – and in the corner of the eye. Lovecraft’s apprehension of ‘the alien’ could not be more different than Stanley Weinbaum’s rationally extrapolated and crisply delineated alien Martians, although both in their own way are marvellous creations. And Arthur Conan Doyle is able to pick a middle lane: the comprehensible technology of airplanes, but traversing a strange, almost Lovecraftian territory in the stratosphere.


The larger story – the growth and development of science fiction as a mode – continues beyond the remit of this present collection, and short fiction remained at the heart of the genre for many decades. The dominant markets for SF writers in the 1930s and 1940s were pulp magazines, so writers wrote a lot of short stories, the staple of the format. After the Second World War things changed a little: the magazine market shrank sharply through the 1950s and 1960s (for several reasons: home TV, wider and cheaper access to movies, more people buying comics and fewer buying mags). So, in the 1950s, SF writers addressed themselves to a new market, one created by SF book clubs and civic libraries: hardback books. This in turn created one of the distinctive textual forms of SF – the ‘fix up’. Asimov, Bradbury and Van Vogt reworked their older stories into longer books. Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles (1950) and Asimov’s Foundation (1951), to name only two, are both congeries of disparate 1940s short stories glued together with paragraphs of linking exposition, and both are acclaimed as being great classics of SF.


Since then the market has shifted again several times, away from hardbacks to cheap paperbacks, and thence to ebooks and audiobooks, not to mention jumping mode to TV, film and video games. But I’d argue that the ‘fix up’ has had a much larger, perhaps even a shaping, effect on the entire later development of SF than is realized. I don’t just mean those occasional SF novels today that are made up of discrete elements tessellated, like Dan Simmons’s Hyperion (1989) or Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad (2011). It’s also in the way TV shows like Doctor Who or Star Trek assemble mega-texts out of lots of short-story-esque discrete elements, something (as per the Marvel Comics Universe movies) increasingly mimicked by cinema. Only die-hard fans read new SF short stories today, but the form of the short story feeds directly into contemporary SF in fundamental ways.


In this collection I have assembled some of the best examples of short stories from SF’s deeper past. They’re enjoyable to read in their own right, but more than that, they give insight into the roots, and therefore into the present delights, of science fiction.
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H. G. WELLS



Herbert George Wells, known as ‘the father of British science fiction’, is, uniquely in this collection, represented by more than one story. He was indeed a prolific and prodigiously gifted writer of science fiction, and his best work embodies the focus and concision of the short story and the novella. Born in 1866 into a lower-middle-class family in south-east London, he worked as a draper and schoolteacher before achieving remarkable success as a writer and journalist. His first decade as a writer, the 1890s, saw him produce a string of enduring masterpieces of science fiction: novels like The Time Machine (1895) and The War of the Worlds (1898), and scores of brilliant short stories. These early pieces remain dazzling examples of the mode. ‘The Star’, published in Graphic magazine (December 1897) and very often reprinted, is a potent slug of the dark espresso of ‘sense-of-wonder’ cosmic-scale SF.









The Star


It was on the first day of the New Year that the announcement was made, almost simultaneously from three observatories, that the motion of the planet Neptune, the outermost of all the planets that wheel about the sun, had become very erratic. Ogilvy had already called attention to a suspected retardation in its velocity in December. Such a piece of news was scarcely calculated to interest a world the greater portion of whose inhabitants were unaware of the existence of the planet Neptune, nor outside the astronomical profession did the subsequent discovery of a faint remote speck of light in the region of the perturbed planet cause any very great excitement. Scientific people, however, found the intelligence remarkable enough, even before it became known that the new body was rapidly growing larger and brighter, that its motion was quite different from the orderly progress of the planets, and that the deflection of Neptune and its satellite was becoming now of an unprecedented kind.


Few people without a training in science can realise the huge isolation of the solar system. The sun with its specks of planets, its dust of planetoids, and its impalpable comets, swims in a vacant immensity that almost defeats the imagination. Beyond the orbit of Neptune there is space, vacant so far as human observation has penetrated, without warmth or light or sound, blank emptiness, for twenty million times a million miles. That is the smallest estimate of the distance to be traversed before the very nearest of the stars is attained. And, saving a few comets more unsubstantial than the thinnest flame, no matter had ever to human knowledge crossed this gulf of space, until early in the twentieth century this strange wanderer appeared. A vast mass of matter it was, bulky, heavy, rushing without warning out of the black mystery of the sky into the radiance of the sun. By the second day it was clearly visible to any decent instrument, as a speck with a barely sensible diameter, in the constellation Leo near Regulus. In a little while an opera glass could attain it.


On the third day of the new year the newspaper readers of two hemispheres were made aware for the first time of the real importance of this unusual apparition in the heavens. “A Planetary Collision,” one London paper headed the news, and proclaimed Duchaine’s opinion that this strange new planet would probably collide with Neptune. The leader writers enlarged upon the topic; so that in most of the capitals of the world, on January 3rd, there was an expectation, however vague, of some imminent phenomenon in the sky; and as the night followed the sunset round the globe, thousands of men turned their eyes skyward to see—the old familiar stars just as they had always been.


Until it was dawn in London and Pollux setting and the stars overhead grown pale. The Winter’s dawn it was, a sickly filtering accumulation of daylight, and the light of gas and candles shone yellow in the windows to show where people were astir. But the yawning policeman saw the thing, the busy crowds in the markets stopped agape, workmen going to their work betimes, milkmen, the drivers of new-carts, dissipation going home jaded and pale, homeless wanderers, sentinels on their beats, and in the country, labourers trudging afield, poachers slinking home, all over the dusky quickening country it could be seen—and out at sea by seamen watching for the day—a great white star, come suddenly into the westward sky!


Brighter it was than any star in our skies; brighter than the evening star at its brightest. It still glowed out white and large, no mere twinkling spot of light, but a small round clear shining disc, an hour after the day had come. And where science has not reached, men stared and feared, telling one another of the wars and pestilences that are foreshadowed by these fiery signs in the Heavens. Sturdy Boers, dusky Hottentots, Gold Coast Negroes, Frenchmen, Spaniards, Portuguese, stood in the warmth of the sunrise watching the setting of this strange new star.


And in a hundred observatories there had been suppressed excitement, rising almost to shouting pitch, as the two remote bodies had rushed together; and a hurrying to and fro, to gather photographic apparatus and spectroscope, and this appliance and that, to record this novel astonishing sight, the destruction of a world. For it was a world, a sister planet of our earth, far greater than our earth indeed, that had so suddenly flashed into flaming death. Neptune it was, had been struck, fairly and squarely, by the strange planet from outer space and the heat of the concussion had incontinently turned two solid globes into one vast mass of incandescence. Round the world that day, two hours before the dawn, went the pallid great white star, fading only as it sank westward and the sun mounted above it. Everywhere men marvelled at it, but of all those who saw it none could have marvelled more than those sailors, habitual watchers of the stars, who far away at sea had heard nothing of its advent and saw it now rise like a pigmy moon and climb zenithward and hang overhead and sink westward with the passing of the night.


And when next it rose over Europe everywhere were crowds of watchers on hilly slopes, on house-roofs, in open spaces, staring eastward for the rising of the great new star. It rose with a white glow in front of it, like the glare of a white fire, and those who had seen it come into existence the night before cried out at the sight of it. “It is larger,” they cried. “It is brighter!” And, indeed the moon a quarter full and sinking in the west was in its apparent size beyond comparison, but scarcely in all its breadth had it as much brightness now as the little circle of the strange new star.


“It is brighter!” cried the people clustering in the streets. But in the dim observatories the watchers held their breath and peered at one another “It is nearer,” they said. “Nearer!”


And voice after voice repeated, “It is nearer,” and the clicking telegraph took that up, and it trembled along telephone wires, and in a thousand cities grimy compositors fingered the type. “It is nearer.” Men writing in offices, struck with a strange realisation, flung down their pens, men talking in a thousand places suddenly came upon a grotesque possibility in those words, “It is nearer.” It hurried along wakening streets, it was shouted down the frost-stilled ways of quiet villages; men who had read these things from the throbbing tape stood in yellow-lit doorways shouting the news to the passers-by. “It is nearer.” Pretty women, flushed and glittering, heard the news told jestingly between the dances, and feigned an intelligent interest they did not feel. “Nearer! Indeed. How curious! How very, very clever people must be to find out things like that!”


Lonely tramps faring through the wintry night murmured those words to comfort themselves—looking skyward. “It has need to be nearer, for the night’s as cold as charity. Don’t seem much warmth from it if it is nearer, all the same.”


“What is a new star to me?” cried the weeping woman kneeling beside her dead.


The schoolboy, rising early for his examination work, puzzled it out for himself—with the great white star shining broad and bright through the frost-flowers of his window. “Centrifugal, centripetal,” he said, with his chin on his fist. “Stop a planet in its flight, rob it of its centrifugal force, what then? Centripetal has it, and down it falls into the sun! And this—!”


“Do we come in the way? I wonder—”


The light of that day went the way of its brethren, and with the later watches of the frosty darkness rose the strange star again. And it was now so bright that the waxing moon seemed but a pale yellow ghost of itself, hanging huge in the sunset. In a South African City a great man had married, and the streets were alight to welcome his return with his bride. “Even the skies have illuminated,” said the flatterer. Under Capricorn, two negro lovers, daring the wild beasts and evil spirits, for love of one another, crouched together in a cane brake where the fire-flies hovered. “That is our star,” they whispered, and felt strangely comforted by the sweet brilliance of its light.


The master mathematician sat in his private room and pushed the papers from him. His calculations were already finished. In a small white phial there still remained a little of the drug that had kept him awake and active for four long nights. Each day, serene, explicit, patient as ever, he had given his lecture to his students, and then had come back at once to this momentous calculation. His face was grave, a little drawn and hectic from his drugged activity. For some time he seemed lost in thought. Then he went to the window, and the blind went up with a click. Half way up the sky, over the clustering roofs, chimneys and steeples of the city, hung the star.


He looked at it as one might look into the eyes of a brave enemy. “You may kill me,” he said after a silence. “But I can hold you—and all the universe for that matter—in the grip of this little brain. I would not change. Even now.”


He looked at the little phial. “There will be no need of sleep again,” he said. The next day at noon—punctual to the minute, he entered his lecture theatre, put his hat on the end of the table as his habit was, and carefully selected a large piece of chalk. It was a joke among his students that he could not lecture without that piece of chalk to fumble in his fingers, and once he had been stricken to impotence by their hiding his supply. He came and looked under his grey eyebrows at the rising tiers of young fresh faces, and spoke with his accustomed studied commonness of phrasing. “Circumstances have arisen—circumstances beyond my control,” he said and paused, “which will debar me from completing the course I had designed. It would seem, gentlemen, if I may put the thing clearly and briefly, that—Man has lived in vain.”


The students glanced at one another. Had they heard aright? Mad? Raised eyebrows and grinning lips there were, but one or two faces remained intent upon his calm grey-fringed face. “It will be interesting,” he was saying, “to devote this morning to an exposition, so far as I can make it clear to you, of the calculations that have led me to this conclusion. Let us assume—”


He turned towards the blackboard, meditating a diagram in the way that was usual to him. “What was that about ‘lived in vain?’ ” whispered one student to another. “Listen,” said the other, nodding towards the lecturer.


And presently they began to understand.


That night the star rose later, for its proper eastward motion had carried it some way across Leo towards Virgo, and its brightness was so great that the sky became a luminous blue as it rose, and every star was hidden in its turn, save only Jupiter near the zenith, Capella, Aldebaran, Sirius and the pointers of the Bear. It was very white and beautiful. In many parts of the world that night a pallid halo encircled it about. It was perceptibly larger; in the clear refractive sky of the tropics it seemed as if it were nearly a quarter the size of the moon. The frost was still on the ground in England, but the world was as brightly lit as if it were midsummer moonlight. One could see to read quite ordinary print by that cold clear light, and in the cities the lamps burnt yellow and wan.


And everywhere the world was awake that night, and throughout Christendom a sombre murmur hung in the keen air over the country side like the belling of bees in the heather, and this murmurous tumult grew to a clangour in the cities. It was the tolling of the bells in a million belfry towers and steeples, summoning the people to sleep no more, to sin no more, but to gather in their churches and pray. And overhead, growing larger and brighter as the earth rolled on its way and the night passed, rose the dazzling star.


And the streets and houses were alight in all the cities, the shipyards glared, and whatever roads led to high country were lit and crowded all night long. And in all the seas about the civilised lands, ships with throbbing engines, and ships with bellying sails, crowded with men and living creatures, were standing out to ocean and the north. For already the warning of the master mathematician had been telegraphed all over the world, and translated into a hundred tongues. The new planet and Neptune, locked in a fiery embrace, were whirling headlong, ever faster and faster towards the sun. Already every second this blazing mass flew a hundred miles, and every second its terrific velocity increased. As it flew now, indeed, it must pass a hundred million of miles wide of the earth and scarcely affect it. But near its destined path, as yet only slightly perturbed, spun the mighty planet Jupiter and his moons sweeping splendid round the sun. Every moment now the attraction between the fiery star and the greatest of the planets grew stronger. And the result of that attraction? Inevitably Jupiter would be deflected from its orbit into an elliptical path, and the burning star, swung by his attraction wide of its sunward rush, would “describe a curved path” and perhaps collide with, and certainly pass very close to, our earth. “Earthquakes, volcanic outbreaks, cyclones, sea waves, floods, and a steady rise in temperature to I know not what limit”—so prophesied the master mathematician.


And overhead, to carry out his words, lonely and cold and livid, blazed the star of the coming doom.


To many who stared at it that night until their eyes ached, it seemed that it was visibly approaching. And that night, too, the weather changed, and the frost that had gripped all Central Europe and France and England softened towards a thaw.


But you must not imagine because I have spoken of people praying through the night and people going aboard ships and people fleeing toward mountainous country that the whole world was already in a terror because of the star. As a matter of fact, use and wont still ruled the world, and save for the talk of idle moments and the splendour of the night, nine human beings out of ten were still busy at their common occupations. In all the cities the shops, save one here and there, opened and closed at their proper hours, the doctor and the undertaker plied their trades, the workers gathered in the factories, soldiers drilled, scholars studied, lovers sought one another, thieves lurked and fled, politicians planned their schemes. The presses of the newspapers roared through the night, and many a priest of this church and that would not open his holy building to further what he considered a foolish panic. The newspapers insisted on the lesson of the year 1000—for then, too, people had anticipated the end. The star was no star—mere gas—a comet; and were it a star it could not possibly strike the earth. There was no precedent for such a thing. Common sense was sturdy everywhere, scornful, jesting, a little inclined to persecute the obdurate fearful. That night, at seven-fifteen by Greenwich time, the star would be at its nearest to Jupiter. Then the world would see the turn things would take. The master mathematician’s grim warnings were treated by many as so much mere elaborate self-advertisement. Common sense at last, a little heated by argument, signified its unalterable convictions by going to bed. So, too, barbarism and savagery, already tired of the novelty, went about their nightly business, and save for a howling dog here and there, the beast world left the star unheeded.


And yet, when at last the watchers in the European States saw the star rise, an hour later it is true, but no larger than it had been the night before, there were still plenty awake to laugh at the master mathematician—to take the danger as if it had passed.


But hereafter the laughter ceased. The star grew—it grew with a terrible steadiness hour after hour, a little larger each hour, a little nearer the midnight zenith, and brighter and brighter, until it had turned night into a second day. Had it come straight to the earth instead of in a curved path, had it lost no velocity to Jupiter, it must have leapt the intervening gulf in a day, but as it was it took five days altogether to come by our planet. The next night it had become a third the size of the moon before it set to English eyes, and the thaw was assured. It rose over America near the size of the moon, but blinding white to look at, and hot; and a breath of hot wind blew now with its rising and gathering strength, and in Virginia, and Brazil, and down the St. Lawrence valley, it shone intermittently through a driving reek of thunder-clouds, flickering violet lightning, and hail unprecedented. In Manitoba was a thaw and devastating floods. And upon all the mountains of the earth the snow and ice began to melt that night, and all the rivers coming out of high country flowed thick and turbid, and soon—in their upper reaches—with swirling trees and the bodies of beasts and men. They rose steadily, steadily in the ghostly brilliance, and came trickling over their banks at last, behind the flying population of their valleys.


And along the coast of Argentina and up the South Atlantic the tides were higher than had ever been in the memory of man, and the storms drove the waters in many cases scores of miles inland, drowning whole cities. And so great grew the heat during the night that the rising of the sun was like the coming of a shadow. The earthquakes began and grew until all down America, from the Arctic Circle to Cape Horn, hillsides were sliding, fissures were opening, and houses and walls crumbling to destruction. The whole side of Cotopaxi slipped out in one vast convulsion, and a tumult of lava poured out so high and broad and swift and liquid that in one day it reached the sea.


So the star, with the wan moon in its wake, marched across the Pacific, trailed the thunderstorms like the hem of a robe, and the growing tidal wave that toiled behind it, frothing and eager, poured over island and island and swept them clear of men. Until that wave came at last—in a blinding light and with the breath of a furnace, swift and terrible it came—a wall of water, fifty feet high, roaring hungrily, upon the long coasts of Asia, and swept inland across the plains of China. For a space the star, hotter now and larger and brighter than the sun in its strength, showed with pitiless brilliance the wide and populous country; towns and villages with their pagodas and trees, roads, wide cultivated fields, millions of sleepless people staring in helpless terror at the incandescent sky; and then, low and growing, came the murmur of the flood. And thus it was with millions of men that night—a flight nowhither, with limbs heavy with heat and breath fierce and scant, and the flood like a wall swift and white behind. And then death.


China was lit glowing white, but over Japan and Java and all the islands of Eastern Asia the great star was a ball of dull red fire because of the steam and smoke and ashes the volcanoes were spouting forth to salute its coming. Above was the lava, hot gases and ash, and below the seething floods, and the whole earth swayed and rumbled with the earthquake shocks. Soon the immemorial snows of Thibet and the Himalaya were melting and pouring down by ten million deepening converging channels upon the plains of Burmah and Hindostan. The tangled summits of the Indian jungles were aflame in a thousand places, and below the hurrying waters around the stems were dark objects that still struggled feebly and reflected the blood-red tongues of fire. And in a rudderless confusion a multitude of men and women fled down the broad river ways to that one last hope of men—the open sea.


Larger grew the star, and larger, hotter, and brighter with a terrible swiftness now. The tropical ocean had lost its phosphorescence, and the whirling steam rose in ghostly wreaths from the black waves that plunged incessantly, speckled with storm-tossed ships.


And then came a wonder. It seemed to those who in Europe watched for the rising of the star that the world must have ceased its rotation. In a thousand open spaces of down and upland the people who had fled thither from the floods and the falling houses and sliding slopes of hill watched for that rising in vain. Hour followed hour through a terrible suspense, and the star rose not. Once again men set their eyes upon the old constellations they had counted lost to them forever. In England it was hot and clear overhead, though the ground quivered perpetually, but in the tropics, Sirius and Capella and Aldebaran showed through a veil of steam. And when at last the great star rose near ten hours late, the sun rose close upon it, and in the centre of its white heart was a disc of black.


Over Asia it was the star had begun to fall behind the movement of the sky, and then suddenly, as it hung over India, its light had been veiled. All the plain of India from the mouth of the Indus to the mouths of the Ganges was a shallow waste of shining water that night, out of which rose temples and palaces, mounds and hills, black with people. Every minaret was a clustering mass of people, who fell one by one into the turbid waters, as heat and terror overcame them. The whole land seemed a-wailing and suddenly there a swept a shadow across that furnace of despair, and a breath of cold wind, and a gathering of clouds, out of the cooling air. Men looking up, near blinded, at the star, saw that a black disc was creeping across the light. It was the moon, coming between the star and the earth. And even as men cried to God at this respite, out of the East with a strange inexplicable swiftness sprang the sun. And then star, sun and moon rushed together across the heavens.


So it was that presently, to the European watchers, star and sun rose close upon each other, drove headlong for a space and then slower, and at last came to rest, star and sun merged into one glare of flame at the zenith of the sky. The moon no longer eclipsed the star but was lost to sight in the brilliance of the sky. And though those who were still alive regarded it for the most part with that dull stupidity that hunger, fatigue, heat and despair engender, there were still men who could perceive the meaning of these signs. Star and earth had been at their nearest, had swung about one another, and the star had passed. Already it was receding, swifter and swifter, in the last stage of its headlong journey downward into the sun.


And then the clouds gathered, blotting out the vision of the sky, the thunder and lightning wove a garment round the world; all over the earth was such a downpour of rain as men had never before seen, and where the volcanoes flared red against the cloud canopy there descended torrents of mud. Everywhere the waters were pouring off the land, leaving mud-silted ruins, and the earth littered like a storm-worn beach with all that had floated, and the dead bodies of the men and brutes, its children. For days the water streamed off the land, sweeping away soil and trees and houses in the way, and piling huge dykes and scooping out Titanic gullies over the country side. Those were the days of darkness that followed the star and the heat. All through them, and for many weeks and months, the earthquakes continued.


But the star had passed, and men, hunger-driven and gathering courage only slowly, might creep back to their ruined cities, buried granaries, and sodden fields. Such few ships as had escaped the storms of that time came stunned and shattered and sounding their way cautiously through the new marks and shoals of once familiar ports. And as the storms subsided men perceived that everywhere the days were hotter than of yore, and the sun larger, and the moon, shrunk to a third of its former size, took now fourscore days between its new and new.


But of the new brotherhood that grew presently among men, of the saving of laws and books and machines, of the strange change that had come over Iceland and Greenland and the shores of Baffin’s Bay, so that the sailors coming there presently found them green and gracious, and could scarce believe their eyes, this story does not tell. Nor of the movement of mankind now that the earth was hotter, northward and southward towards the poles of the earth. It concerns itself only with the coming and the passing of the Star.


The Martian astronomers—for there are astronomers on Mars, although they are very different beings from men—were naturally profoundly interested by these things. They saw them from their own standpoint of course. “Considering the mass and temperature of the missile that was flung through our solar system into the sun,” one wrote, “it is astonishing what a little damage the earth, which it missed so narrowly, has sustained. All the familiar continental markings and the masses of the seas remain intact, and indeed the only difference seems to be a shrinkage of the white discoloration (supposed to be frozen water) round either pole.” Which only shows how small the vastest of human catastrophes may seem, at a distance of a few million miles.
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STANLEY WEINBAUM



This famous story of a human–alien encounter, set on Mars, astonished contemporary readers and critics by the degree to which it was – by 1930s understanding – realistically evoked. Published in the SF pulp magazine Wonder Stories (July 1934), it had an immediate impact. In Before the Golden Age, Isaac Asimov recalls how Weinbaum’s ‘easy style and his realistic description of extra-terrestrial scenes and life-forms were better than anything yet seen’, adding, ‘it had the effect on the field of an exploding grenade. With this single story, Weinbaum was instantly recognized as the world’s best living science-fiction writer, and at once almost every writer in the field tried to imitate him.’ Weinbaum died of lung cancer in his early thirties in 1935. Though aspects of this style of SF feel dated now, he is a fitting figure to mark the transition from the older styles of SF short story, standing at the threshold of a new golden age of SF writing.









A Martian Odyssey


Jarvis stretched himself as luxuriously as he could in the cramped general quarters of the Ares.


“Air you can breathe!” he exulted. “It feels as thick as soup after the thin stuff out there!” He nodded at the Martian landscape stretching flat and desolate in the light of the nearer moon, beyond the glass of the port.


The other three stared at him sympathetically—Putz, the engineer, Leroy, the biologist, and Harrison, the astronomer and captain of the expedition. Dick Jarvis was chemist of the famous crew, the Ares expedition, first human beings to set foot on the mysterious neighbor of the earth, the planet Mars. This, of course, was in the old days, less than twenty years after the mad American Doheny perfected the atomic blast at the cost of his life, and only a decade after the equally mad Cardoza rode on it to the moon. They were true pioneers, these four of the Ares. Except for a half-dozen moon expeditions and the ill-fated de Lancey flight aimed at the seductive orb of Venus, they were the first men to feel other gravity than earth’s, and certainly the first successful crew to leave the earth–moon system. And they deserved that success when one considers the difficulties and discomforts—the months spent in acclimatization chambers back on earth, learning to breathe the air as tenuous as that of Mars, the challenging of the void in the tiny rocket driven by the cranky reaction motors of the twenty-first century, and mostly the facing of an absolutely unknown world.


Jarvis stretched and fingered the raw and peeling tip of his frost-bitten nose. He sighed again contentedly.


“Well,” exploded Harrison abruptly, “are we going to hear what happened? You set out all shipshape in an auxiliary rocket, we don’t get a peep for ten days, and finally Putz here picks you out of a lunatic ant-heap with a freak ostrich as your pal! Spill it, man!”


“Speel?” queried Leroy perplexedly. “Speel what?”


“He means ‘spiel’,” explained Putz soberly. “It iss to tell.”


Jarvis met Harrison’s amused glance without the shadow of a smile. “That’s right, Karl,” he said in grave agreement with Putz. “Ich spiel es!” He grunted comfortably and began.


“According to orders,” he said, “I watched Karl here take off toward the North, and then I got into my flying sweat-box and headed South. You’ll remember, Cap—we had orders not to land, but just scout about for points of interest. I set the two cameras clicking and buzzed along, riding pretty high—about two thousand feet—for a couple of reasons. First, it gave the cameras a greater field, and second, the under-jets travel so far in this half-vacuum they call air here that they stir up dust if you move low.”


“We know all that from Putz,” grunted Harrison. “I wish you’d saved the films, though. They’d have paid the cost of this junket; remember how the public mobbed the first moon pictures?”


“The films are safe,” retorted Jarvis. “Well,” he resumed, “as I said, I buzzed along at a pretty good clip; just as we figured, the wings haven’t much lift in this air at less than a hundred miles per hour, and even then I had to use the under-jets.


“So, with the speed and the altitude and the blurring caused by the under-jets, the seeing wasn’t any too good. I could see enough, though, to distinguish that what I sailed over was just more of this grey plain that we’d been examining the whole week since our landing—same blobby growths and the same eternal carpet of crawling little plant-animals, or biopods, as Leroy calls them. So I sailed along, calling back my position every hour as instructed, and not knowing whether you heard me.”


“I did!” snapped Harrison.


“A hundred and fifty miles south,” continued Jarvis imperturbably, “the surface changed to a sort of low plateau, nothing but desert and orange-tinted sand. I figured that we were right in our guess, then, and this grey plain we dropped on was really the Mare Cimmerium, which would make my orange desert the region called Xanthus. If I were right, I ought to hit another grey plain, the Mare Chronium, in another couple of hundred miles, and then another orange desert, Thyle I or II. And so I did.”


“Putz verified our position a week and a half ago!” grumbled the captain. “Let’s get to the point.”


“Coming!” remarked Jarvis. “Twenty miles into Thyle—believe it or not—I crossed a canal!”


“Putz photographed a hundred! Let’s hear something new!”


“And did he also see a city?”


“Twenty of ’em, if you call those heaps of mud cities!”


“Well,” observed Jarvis, “from here on I’ll be telling a few things Putz didn’t see!” He rubbed his tingling nose, and continued. “I knew that I had sixteen hours of daylight at this season, so eight hours—eight hundred miles—from here, I decided to turn back. I was still over Thyle, whether I or II I’m not sure, not more than twenty-five miles into it. And right there, Putz’s pet motor quit!”


“Quit? How?” Putz was solicitous.


“The atomic blast got weak. I started losing altitude right away, and suddenly there I was with a thump right in the middle of Thyle! Smashed my nose on the window, too!” He rubbed the injured member ruefully.


“Did you maybe try vashing der combustion chamber mit acid sulphuric?” inquired Putz. “Sometimes der lead giffs a secondary radiation—”


“Naw!” said Jarvis disgustedly. “I wouldn’t try that, of course—not more than ten times! Besides, the bump flattened the landing gear and busted off the under-jets. Suppose I got the thing working—what then? Ten miles with the blast coming right out of the bottom and I’d have melted the floor from under me!” He rubbed his nose again. “Lucky for me a pound only weighs seven ounces here, or I’d have been mashed flat!”


“I could have fixed!” ejaculated the engineer. “I bet it vas not serious.”


“Probably not,” agreed Jarvis sarcastically. “Only it wouldn’t fly. Nothing serious, but I had my choice of waiting to be picked up or trying to walk back—eight hundred miles, and perhaps twenty days before we had to leave! Forty miles a day! Well,” he concluded, “I chose to walk. Just as much chance of being picked up, and it kept me busy.”


“We’d have found you,” said Harrison.


“No doubt. Anyway, I rigged up a harness from some seat straps, and put the water tank on my back, took a cartridge belt and revolver, and some iron rations, and started out.”


“Water tank!” exclaimed the little biologist, Leroy. “She weigh one-quarter ton!”


“Wasn’t full. Weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds earth-weight, which is eighty-five here. Then, besides, my own personal two hundred and ten pounds is only seventy on Mars, so, tank and all, I grossed a hundred and fifty-five, or fifty-five pounds less than my everyday earth-weight. I figured on that when I undertook the forty-mile daily stroll. Oh—of course I took a thermo-skin sleeping bag for these wintry Martian nights.


“Off I went, bouncing along pretty quickly. Eight hours of daylight meant twenty miles or more. It got tiresome, of course—plugging along over a soft sand desert with nothing to see, not even Leroy’s crawling biopods. But an hour or so brought me to the canal—just a dry ditch about four hundred feet wide, and straight as a railroad on its own company map.


“There’d been water in it sometime, though. The ditch was covered with what looked like a nice green lawn. Only, as I approached, the lawn moved out of my way!”


“Eh?” said Leroy.


“Yeah, it was a relative of your biopods. I caught one—a little grass-like blade about as long as my finger, with two thin, stemmy legs.”


“He is where?” Leroy was eager.


“He is let go! I had to move, so I plowed along with the walking grass opening in front and closing behind. And then I was out on the orange desert of Thyle again.


“I plugged steadily along, cussing the sand that made going so tiresome, and, incidentally, cussing that cranky motor of yours, Karl. It was just before twilight that I reached the edge of Thyle, and looked down over the gray Mare Chronium. And I knew there was seventy-five miles of that to be walked over, and then a couple of hundred miles of that Xanthus desert, and about as much more Mare Cimmerium. Was I pleased? I started cussing you fellows for not picking me up!”


“We were trying, you sap!” said Harrison.


“That didn’t help. Well, I figured I might as well use what was left of daylight in getting down the cliff that bounded Thyle. I found an easy place, and down I went. Mare Chronium was just the same sort of place as this—crazy leafless plants and a bunch of crawlers; I gave it a glance and hauled out my sleeping bag. Up to that time, you know, I hadn’t seen anything worth worrying about on this half-dead world—nothing dangerous, that is.”


“Did you?” queried Harrison.


“Did I! You’ll hear about it when I come to it. Well, I was just about to turn in when suddenly I heard the wildest sort of shenanigans!”


“Vot iss shenanigans?” inquired Putz.


“He says, ‘Je ne sais quoi,’ ” explained Leroy. “It is to say, ‘I don’t know what.’ ”


“That’s right,” agreed Jarvis. “I didn’t know what, so I sneaked over to find out. There was a racket like a flock of crows eating a bunch of canaries—whistles, cackles, caws, trills, and what have you. I rounded a clump of stumps, and there was Tweel!”


“Tweel?” said Harrison, and “Tveel?” said Lerov and Putz.


“That freak ostrich,” explained the narrator. “At least, Tweel is as near as I can pronounce it without sputtering. He called it something like ‘Trrrweerrlll.’ ”


“What was he doing?” asked the captain.


“He was being eaten! And squealing, of course, as any one would.”


“Eaten! By what?”


“I found out later. All I could see then was a bunch of black ropy arms tangled around what looked like, as Putz described it to you, an ostrich. I wasn’t going to interfere, naturally; if both creatures were dangerous, I’d have one less to worry about.


“But the bird-like thing was putting up a good battle, dealing vicious blows with an eighteen-inch beak, between screeches. And besides, I caught a glimpse or two of what was on the end of those arms!” Jarvis shuddered. “But the clincher was when I noticed a little black bag or case hung about the neck of the bird-thing! It was intelligent! That or tame, I assumed. Anyway, it clinched my decision. I pulled out my automatic and fired into what I could see of its antagonist.


“There was a flurry of tentacles and a spurt of black corruption, and then the thing, with a disgusting sucking noise, pulled itself and its arms into a hole in the ground. The other let out a series of clacks, staggered around on legs about as thick as golf sticks, and turned suddenly to face me. I held my weapon ready, and the two of us stared at each other.


“The Martian wasn’t a bird, really. It wasn’t even bird-like, except just at first glance. It had a beak all right, and a few feathery appendages, but the beak wasn’t really a beak. It was somewhat flexible; I could see the tip bend slowly from side to side; it was almost like a cross between a beak and a trunk. It had four-toed feet, and four fingered things—hands, you’d have to call them, and a little roundish body, and a long neck ending in a tiny head—and that beak. It stood an inch or so taller than I, and—well, Putz saw it!”


The engineer nodded. “Ja! I saw!”


Jarvis continued. “So—we stared at each other. Finally the creature went into a series of clackings and twitterings and held out its hands toward me, empty. I took that as a gesture of friendship.”


“Perhaps,” suggested Harrison, “it looked at that nose of yours and thought you were its brother!”


“Huh! You can be funny without talking! Anyway, I put up my gun and said ‘Aw, don’t mention it,’ or something of the sort, and the thing came over and we were pals.


“By that time, the sun was pretty low and I knew that I’d better build a fire or get into my thermo-skin. I decided on the fire. I picked a spot at the base of the Thyle cliff, where the rock could reflect a little heat on my back. I started breaking off chunks of this desiccated Martian vegetation, and my companion caught the idea and brought in an armful. I reached for a match, but the Martian fished into his pouch and brought out something that looked like a glowing coal; one touch of it, and the fire was blazing—and you all know what a job we have starting a fire in this atmosphere!
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