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ON THE COSMIC SCALE, ONLY THE FANTASTIC HAS A POSSIBILITY OF BEING TRUE.

Teilhard de Chardin

IT IS A STUPID PRESUMPTION TO GO ABOUT DESPISING AND CONDEMNING AS FALSE ANYTHING THAT SEEMS TO US IMPROBABLE.

Montaigne

“WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT MARS?” ASKED GUSEV. “IS IT INHABITED BY PEOPLE OR MONSTERS?”

Aleksey Tolstoy



PART ONE


WELCOME, DEAR READER, AS YOU PLUNGE VALIANTLY INTO THE THRILLING  PAGES OF OUR MELODRAMA, WHERE YOU  WILL FIND ADVENTURES THAT TEST YOUR SPIRIT AND POSSIBLY YOUR SANITY!

IF YOU BELIEVE OUR PLANET HAS NOTHING TO FEAR AS IT SPINS IN THE VAST UNIVERSE, YOU WILL PRESENTLY LEARN THAT THE MOST UNIMAGINABLE TERROR CAN REACH US FROM THE STARS.

IT IS MY DUTY TO WARN YOU, BRAVE READER, THAT YOU WILL ENCOUNTER HORRORS THERE, WHICH YOUR INNOCENT SOUL COULD NEVER HAVE IMAGINED WERE GOD’S CREATIONS.

IF OUR TALE DOES NOT TAKE YOU TO THE DIZZIEST HEIGHTS OF EXHILARATION, WE WILL REFUND YOUR FIVE CENTS SO YOU MAY SPEND THEM ON A MORE EXCITING ADVENTURE, IF SUCH A THING EXISTS!

 

“WHAT DO YOU SUPPOSE THAT THING IS, PETERS?” ASKED ONE OF THE OTHER SAILORS, A MAN CALLED CARSON.

THE INDIAN REMAINED SILENT FOR A FEW MOMENTS BEFORE REPLYING, CONTEMPLATING WHETHER HIS COMPANIONS WERE READY FOR THE REVELATION HE WAS ABOUT TO SHARE WITH THEM.

“A DEVIL,” HE SAID IN A GRAVE VOICE. “AND IT CAME FROM THE STARS.”


I

HERBERT GEORGE WELLS WOULD HAVE PREFERRED to live in a fairer, more considerate world, a world where a kind of artistic code of ethics prevented people from exploiting others’ ideas for their own gain, one where the so-called talent of those wretches who had the effrontery to do so would dry up overnight, condemning them to a life of drudgery like ordinary men. But, unfortunately, the world he lived in was not like that. In his world everything was permissible, or at least that is what Wells thought. And not without reason, for only a few months after his book The War of the Worlds had been published, an American scribbler by the name of Garrett P. Serviss had the audacity to write a sequel to it, without so much as informing him of the fact, and even assuming he would be delighted.

That is why on a warm June day the author known as H. G. Wells was walking somewhat absentmindedly along the streets of London, the greatest and proudest city in the world. He was strolling through Soho on his way to the Crown and Anchor. Mr. Serviss, who was visiting England, had invited him there for luncheon in the sincere belief that, with the aid of beer and good food, their minds would be able to commune at the level he deemed appropriate. However, if everything went according to plan, the luncheon wouldn’t turn out the way the ingenuous Mr. Serviss had imagined, for Wells had quite a different idea, which had nothing to do with the union of like minds the American had envisaged. Not that Wells was proposing to turn what might otherwise be a pleasant meal into a council of war because he considered his novel a masterpiece whose intrinsic worth would inevitably be compromised by the appearance of a hastily written sequel. No, Wells’s real fear was that another author might make better use of his own idea. This prospect churned him up inside, causing no end of ripples in the tranquil pool to which he was fond of likening his soul.

In truth, as with all his previous novels, Wells considered The War of the Worlds an unsatisfactory work, which had once again failed in its aims. The story described how Martians possessing a technology superior to that of human beings conquered Earth. Wells had emulated the realism with which Sir George Chesney had imbued his novel The Battle of Dorking, an imaginary account of a German invasion of England, unstinting in its gory detail. Employing a similar realism bolstered by descriptions as elaborate as they were gruesome, Wells had narrated the destruction of London, which the Martians achieved with no trace of compassion, as though humans deserved no more consideration than cockroaches. Within a matter of days, our neighbors in space had trampled on the Earth dwellers’ values and self-respect with the same disdain the British showed toward the native populations in their empire. They had taken control of the entire planet, enslaving the inhabitants and transforming Earth into something resembling a spa for Martian elites. Nothing whatsoever had been able to stand in their way. Wells had intended this dark fantasy as an excoriating attack on the excessive zeal of British imperialism, which he found loathsome. But the fact was that now people believed Mars was inhabited. New, more powerful telescopes like that of the Italian Giovanni Schiaparelli had revealed furrows on the planet’s red surface, which some astronomers had quickly declared, as if they had been there for a stroll, to be canals constructed by an intelligent civilization. This had instilled in people a fear of Martian invasion, exactly as Wells had described it. However, this didn’t come as much of a surprise to Wells, for something similar had happened with The Time Machine, in which the eponymous artifact had eclipsed Wells’s veiled attack on class society.

And now Serviss, who apparently enjoyed something of a reputation as a science journalist in his own country, had published a sequel to it: Edison’s Conquest of Mars. And what was Serviss’s novel about? The title fooled no one: the hero was Thomas Edison, whose innumerable inventions had made him into something of a hero in the eyes of his fellow Americans, and subsequently into the wearisome protagonist of every species of novel. In Serviss’s sequel, the ineffable Edison invented a powerful ray gun and, with the help of the world’s nations, built a flotilla of ships equipped with antigravitational engines, which set sail for Mars driven by a thirst for revenge.

When Serviss sent Wells his novel, together with a letter praising Wells’s work with nauseating fervor and almost demanding that he give the sequel his blessing, Wells had not deigned to reply. Nor had he responded to the half dozen other letters doggedly seeking Wells’s approval. Serviss even had the nerve to suggest, based upon the similarities and common interests he perceived in their works, that they write a novel together. After reading Serviss’s tale, all Wells could feel was a mixture of irritation and disgust. That utterly childish, clumsy piece of prose was a shameless insult to other writers who, like himself, did their best to fill the bookshop shelves with more or less worthy creations. However, Wells’s silence did not stanch the flow of letters, which if anything appeared to intensify. In the latest of these, the indefatigable Serviss begged Wells to be so kind as to lunch with him the following week during his two-day visit to London. Nothing, he said, would make him happier than to be able to enjoy a pleasant discussion with the esteemed author, with whom he had so much in common. And so, Wells had made up his mind to end his dissuasive silence, which had evidently done no good, and to accept Serviss’s invitation. Here was the perfect opportunity to sit down with Serviss and tell him what he really thought of his novel. So the man wanted his opinion, did he? Well, he’d give it to him, then. Wells could imagine how the luncheon would go: he would sit opposite Serviss, with unflappable composure, and in a calm voice politely masking his rage, would tell him how appalled he was that Serviss had chosen an idealized version of Edison as the hero of his novel. In Wells’s view, the inventor of the electric lightbulb was an untrustworthy, bad-tempered fellow who created his inventions at the expense of others and who had a penchant for designing lethal weapons. Wells would tell Serviss that from any point of view the novel’s complete lack of literary merit and its diabolical plot made it an unworthy successor to his own. He would tell him that the message contained in its meager, repugnant pages was diametrically opposed to his and had more in common with a jingoistic pamphlet, since its childish moral boiled down to this: it was unwise to step on the toes of Thomas Edison or of the United States of America. And furthermore he would tell him all this with the added satisfaction of knowing that after he had unburdened himself, the excoriated Serviss would be the one paying for his lunch.

The author had been so wrapped up in his own thoughts that when he returned to reality he discovered his feet had taken him into Greek Street, where he found himself standing in front of the old, forgotten theater at number twelve. But do not be taken in by the look of surprise on Wells’s face: this was no coincidence, for in his life every action had a purpose; nothing was left to chance or impulse. However much he now tried to blame his innocent feet, Wells had gone there with the precise intention of finding that very theater, whose façade he now contemplated with what could only be described as somber rage. Consider yourselves welcome, then, and prepare for a tale packed with thrills and excitement, both for those ladies of a sentimental nature who will enjoy the romantic exploits of the charming and skeptical Miss Harlow, to whom I will have the pleasure of introducing you later on, and for the more intrepid gentlemen, who will undoubtedly tremble at the weird and wonderful adventures of our characters, such as this thin little man with a birdlike face, solemnly contemplating the theater. Observe him carefully, then. Observe his thin blond mustache with which he attempts to impose a more adult appearance on his childlike features, his finely drawn mouth and bright, lively eyes, behind which it is impossible not to perceive a sparkling intellect as sharp as it is impractical. In spite of his ordinary, less-than-heroic looks, Wells will play the most important role in this tale, the exact beginning of which is difficult to pinpoint, but which for him (and for our purposes) begins on this quiet morning in 1898, an unusually glorious morning, in which, as you can see, there is nothing to suggest to the author that in less than two hours’ time, he will discover something so astonishing that it will forever alter his deepest-held beliefs.

But I will stop beating about the bush and reveal to you what you have no doubt been puzzling over for the past few minutes: why has Wells paused? Is he perhaps regretting the closure of the venue where he had spent so many nights enjoying the best stage plays of the time? Not a bit. As you will discover, Wells was not easily prone to nostalgia. He had come to a halt outside that old theater because, some years earlier, it had become home to a very special company: Murray’s Time Travel. Do the smiles playing on the lips of some of you mean the aforementioned establishment is already familiar to you? However, I must show consideration to the rest of my readers, and since, along with the knowing smiles, I noticed more than a few raised eyebrows, no doubt occasioned by the company’s curious name, I must hasten to explain to any newcomers that this extravagant enterprise had opened its doors to the public with the intention of realizing what is perhaps Man’s most ambitious dream: traveling in time. A desire that Wells himself had awoken in the public with his first novel, The Time Machine. Murray’s Time Travel’s introductory offer consisted of a trip to the future: to the twentieth of May in the year 2000, to be precise, the day when the decisive battle for the future of the world would take place, as depicted on the billboard still attached to the side of the building. This showed the brave Captain Shackleton brandishing his sword against his arch enemy Solomon, king of the automatons. It would be a century before that memorable battle took place, in which the captain would succeed in saving the human race from extinction, although, thanks to Murray’s Time Travel, almost the whole of England had already witnessed it. Regardless of the exorbitant cost of the tickets, people had thronged outside the old theater, eager to watch the battle their wretched mortal existences would have prevented them from seeing, as though it were a fashionable new opera. Wells must have been the only man on Earth who hadn’t shed a tear for that oversized braggart, in whose memory a statue had been erected in a nearby square. There he stood, on a pedestal shaped like a clock, smiling self-importantly, one huge paw tickling the air, as though conjuring a spell, the other resting on the head of Eternal, his dog, for whom Wells couldn’t help feeling a similar aversion.

And so, Wells had come to a halt there because that theater reminded him of the consequences he had already unleashed by giving someone his true opinion of his novel. For, prior to becoming the Master of Time, Gilliam Murray had been a young man with somewhat more modest pretensions: he had wanted to become a writer. That was the time when Wells had first met him, three years earlier. The future millionaire had petitioned Wells to help him publish a turgid novel he had written, but Wells had refused and, unable to help himself, had told Murray perhaps rather more bluntly than necessary what he thought of his work. Not surprisingly, his brutal sincerity had turned the two men into enemies. Wells had learned a lesson from the experience: in certain situations it was better to lie. What good had come of telling Murray what he thought? And what good would come of telling Serviss the truth? he now wondered. Lying was undoubtedly preferable. Yet while Wells was able to lie unhesitatingly in many situations, there was one thing he couldn’t help being honest about: if he didn’t like a novel, he was incapable of pretending he did. He believed taste defined who he was, and he couldn’t bear to be taken for someone whose taste was appalling enough for him to enjoy Edison’s Conquest of Mars.

•   •   •

LOOKING DOWN AT HIS watch, the author realized he had no time to dawdle at the theater or he would be late for his appointment. He cast a final glance at the building and made his way down Charing Cross Road, leaving Soho behind as he headed for the Strand and the pub where he was to meet Serviss. Wells had planned to keep the journalist  waiting in order to make it clear from the start he despised what he had done, but if there was one thing Wells hated more than lying about his likes and dislikes, it was being late for an appointment. This was because he somehow believed that owing to a cosmic law of equilibrium, if he was punctual, he in turn would not be made to wait. However, until then he had been unable to prove that the one thing influenced the other, and more than once he had been forced to stand on a corner like a sad fool or sit like an impoverished diner in a busy restaurant. And so, Wells strode briskly across the noisy Strand, where the hurly-burly of the whole universe appeared to be concentrated, and trotted down the alleyway to the pub, enabling him to arrive at the meeting with irreproachable punctuality, if a little short of breath.

Since he had no idea what Serviss looked like, he did not waste time peering through the windows—a routine he had developed to establish whether whomever he was meeting had arrived or not: if he hadn’t, Wells would rush off down the nearest street and return a few moments later at a calm pace, thus avoiding the need to wait inside and be subjected to the pitiful looks of the other diners. As there was no point in going through this procedure today, Wells entered the pub with a look of urbane assurance, pausing in the middle of the room so that Serviss might easily spot him, and glanced with vague curiosity about the crowded room, hoping the American had already arrived and that he would be spared the need to wander round the tavern with everyone staring at him. As luck would have it, almost at once, a skinny, diminutive man of about fifty, with the look of someone to whom life has been unkind, raised his right arm to greet Wells, while beneath his bushy whiskers his lips produced a wan smile. Realizing this must be Serviss, Wells stifled a grimace of dismay. He would rather his enemy had an intimidating and arrogant appearance, incapable of arousing pity, than this destitute air of an undernourished buzzard. In order to rid himself of the inevitable feeling of pity the scrawny little fellow inspired, Wells had to remind himself of what the man had done, and he walked over to the table in an alcove where the man was waiting. Seeing Wells approach, Serviss opened his arms wide and a grotesque smile spread across his face, like that of an orphan wanting to be adopted.

“What an honor and a pleasure, Mr. Wells!” he exclaimed, performing a series of reverential gestures, stopping just short of bowing. “You don’t know how glad I am to meet you. Take a seat, won’t you. How about a pint? Waiter, another round, please; we should drink properly to this meeting of literary giants. The world would never forgive itself if our lofty reflections were allowed to run dry for lack of a drink.” After this clumsy speech, which caused the waiter, a fellow who unequivocally earned his living in the physical world, to look at them with the disdain he reserved for those working in such airy-fairy matters as the arts, Serviss gazed at Wells with his rather small eyes. “Tell me, George—I can call you George, right?—how does it feel when one of your novels makes the whole world tremble in its shoes? What’s your secret? Do you write with a pen from another planet? Ha, ha, ha . . .”

Wells did not deign to laugh at his joke. Leaning back in his chair he waited for Serviss’s shrill laughter to die out, adopting an expression more befitting a pallbearer than someone about to have lunch with an acquaintance.

“Well, well, I didn’t mean to upset you, George,” Serviss went on, pretending to be put out by Wells’s coldness. “I just can’t help showing my admiration.”

“As far as I am concerned you can save your praise,” Wells retorted, resolving to take charge of the conversation. “The fact that you have written a sequel to my latest novel speaks for itself, Mr. Ser—”

“Call me Garrett, George, please.”

“Very well, Garrett,” Wells agreed, annoyed at Serviss for forcing this familiarity on him, which was inappropriate to an ear bashing, and for the jolly air he insisted on imposing on the conversation. “As I was saying—”

“But there’s no such thing as too much praise, right, George?” the American interrupted once more. “Especially when it’s deserved, as in your case. I confess my admiration for you isn’t an overnight thing. It began . . . when? A couple of years back, at least, after I read The Time Machine, an even more extraordinary work for being your first.”

Wells nodded indifferently, taking advantage of Serviss having stopped his salesman’s patter to take a swig of beer. He had to find a way of breaking off Serviss’s incessant prattle to tell him what he thought of his novel. The longer he waited, the more awkward it would be for them both. But the American was unrelenting.

“And what a happy coincidence that just after you published your novel, someone found a way of traveling in time,” he said, bobbing his head in an exaggerated fashion, as though he were still recovering from the shock. “I guess you took a trip to the year two thousand to witness the epic battle for the future of mankind, right?”

“No, I never traveled in time.”

“You didn’t? Why ever not?” the other man asked, astonished.

Wells paused for a few moments, remembering how during the days when Murray’s Time Travel was still open for business he had been forced to maintain an impassive silence whenever someone alluded to it with an ecstatic smile on his or her face. On such occasions, which occurred with exasperating regularity, Wells invariably responded with a couple of sarcastic remarks aimed at puncturing the enthusiasm of the person addressing him, as though he himself were above reality, or one step ahead of it, but in any event unaffected by its vagaries. And wasn’t that what the hoi polloi expected of writers, to whom by default they attributed loftier interests than their own more pedestrian ones? On other occasions, when he wasn’t in the mood for sarcasm, Wells pretended to take exception to the exorbitant price of the tickets. This was the approach he decided to adopt with Serviss, who, being a writer himself, was likely to be unconvinced by the former.

“Because the future belongs to all of us, and I don’t believe the price of a ticket should deprive anyone of seeing it.”

Serviss looked at him, puzzled, then rubbed his face with a sudden gesture, as though a cobweb had stuck to it.

“Ah, of course! Forgive my tactlessness, George: the tickets were too dear for poor writers like us,” he said, misinterpreting Wells’s remark. “To be honest, I couldn’t afford one myself. Although I did begin saving up in order to be able to climb aboard the famous Cronotilus, you know? I wanted to see the battle for the future. I really did. I even planned mischievously to break away from the group once I was there, in order to shake Captain Shackleton’s hand and thank him for making sure all our prayers didn’t fall on deaf ears. For could we have carried on inventing things and producing works of art had we known that in the year two thousand no human being would be left alive on Earth to enjoy them—that because of those evil automatons, Man and everything he had ever achieved would have been wiped away as though it had never even existed?” With this, Serviss appeared to sink back into his chair, before continuing in a melancholy voice. “As it is, you and I will no longer be able to travel to the future, George. A great shame, as I expect you could more than afford it now. I guess it must have pained you as much as it did me to find out that the time travel company closed down after Mr. Murray passed away.”

“Yes, a great pity,” Wells replied sardonically.

“The newspapers said he’d been eaten alive by one of those dragons in the fourth dimension,” Serviss recalled mournfully, “in front of several of his employees, who could do nothing to save him. It must have been awful.”

Yes, thought Wells, Murray certainly engineered a dramatic death for himself.

“And how will we get into the fourth dimension now?” asked Serviss. “Do you think it will remain sealed off forever?”

“I’ve no idea,” Wells replied coldly.

“Well, perhaps we’ll witness other things. Perhaps our fate will be to travel in space, not time,” Serviss consoled himself, finishing up his pint. “The sky is a vast and infinite place. And full of surprises, isn’t that right, George?”

“Possibly,” Wells agreed, stirring uneasily in his seat, as though his buttocks were scalding. “But I’d like to talk to you about your novel, Mr. Ser—Garrett.”

Serviss suddenly sat bolt upright and stared at Wells attentively, like a beagle scenting a trail. Relieved to have finally caught the man’s attention, Wells downed the last of his beer in order to give himself the courage and composure he needed to broach the subject. His gesture did not escape Serviss’s notice.

“Waiter, another round, please, the world’s greatest living writer is thirsty!” he cried, waving his arms about frantically to catch the waiter’s eye. Then he looked back at Wells full of anticipation. “So, my friend, did you like my novel?”

Wells remained silent while the waiter placed two more tankards on the table and cast him an admiring glance. Realizing he was under scrutiny, Wells automatically sat up straight, surreptitiously puffing out his chest, as though his greatness as a writer must be evinced not only in his books but in his physical appearance.

“Well . . . ,” Wells began, once the waiter had moved away, noticing that Serviss was watching him anxiously.

“Well, what?” the other man inquired with childlike anticipation.

“Some of it is . . .” The two men’s eyes met for a moment and a cavernous silence grew between them before Wells continued: “ . . . excellent.”

“Some. Of. It. Is. Excellent,” Serviss repeated, savoring each word dreamily. “Such as what, for instance?”

Wells took another swig of his beer to buy himself time. What the devil was there of any excellence in Serviss’s novel?

“The space suits. Or the oxygen pills,” he replied, because the only salvageable thing in the novel was its paraphernalia. “They are very . . . ingenious.”

“Why, thank you, George! I knew you’d love my story,” Serviss trilled, almost in raptures. “Could it have been otherwise? I doubt it. You and I are twin souls, in a literary sense, of course. Although who knows in what other ways . . . Oh, my friend, don’t you see we’re creating something hitherto unknown? Our stories will soon move away from the common path of literature and forge a new one of their own. You and I are making History, George. We’ll be considered the fathers of a new genre. Together with Jules Verne, of course. We mustn’t forget the Frenchman. The three of us, the three of us together are changing the course of literature.”

“I have no interest in creating a new genre,” Wells interrupted, increasingly annoyed at himself for his failure to steer the conversation in the direction he wanted.

“Well, I don’t think we have much choice in the matter,” objected Serviss with finality. “Let’s talk about your latest novel, George. Those Martian ships like stingrays floating over London are so startling . . . But first I’d like to ask you something: aren’t you afraid that if, after you wrote The Time Machine, someone discovered a way of traveling in time, then the next thing will be a Martian invasion?”

Wells stared at him blankly, trying to decide whether he was in earnest or whether this was another of his crazy ideas, but Serviss waited solemnly for him to reply.

“The fact that I wrote about a Martian invasion doesn’t mean I believe in life on Mars, Garrett,” he explained frostily. “It’s a simple allegory. I chose Mars more as a metaphor, to lay emphasis on the god of war, and because of its redness.”

“Ah, the iron oxide in the volcanic basalt rock covering its surface like damned lichen and giving it that disconcerting appearance,” Serviss replied, airing his knowledge.

“My sole intention was to criticize Europe’s colonization of Africa,” Wells resumed, ignoring him, “and to warn of the perils of developing new weapons at a time when Germany is engaging in a process of militarization, which seems to me unsettling to say the least. But above all, Garrett, I wanted to warn mankind that everything around us, our science, our religion, could prove ineffectual in the face of something as unimaginable as an attack by a superior race.”

He failed to add that, while he had been at it, he had allowed himself to settle a few old scores: the first scenes of Martian destruction, such as Horsell and Addlestone, were places where he had spent his rather unhappy childhood.

“And boy, did you succeed, George!” Serviss acknowledged with gloomy admiration. “That’s why I had to write my sequel: I had to give back the hope you took away from Man.”

And that hope was Edison? Wells thought, grudgingly amused, as he felt a vague sense of well-being course through him. He couldn’t tell whether this was a result of the tankards starting to clutter the tabletop, or the little man’s delightful habit of agreeing with every word he said. Whatever the reason, he couldn’t deny he was beginning to feel at ease. He wasn’t sure how they had succeeded in discussing the subject of Serviss’s novel without incident, but they had. Although how could it have been otherwise, he asked himself, if the only word he had managed to mutter was “excellent”? Consequently, Serviss now believed this was Wells’s true opinion of his novel, and he hadn’t the energy to take issue with his own words. He didn’t want to do that to Serviss. The man might deserve some punishment for having the nerve to write a sequel to his novel, but Wells didn’t think he would derive any pleasure from exacting it. Then he recalled how the novel’s outlandish humor, which, although clearly unintentional, had brought a fleeting smile to his lips several times while he was reading it. And although on various occasions he had hurled the thing against the wall, exasperated at such exemplary inelegance and stupidity, he had always picked it up and carried on reading. He found something oddly likable about the way Serviss wrote. It was the same with his absurd letters. Wells invariably ended up throwing them on the fire, yet he couldn’t help reading them first.

“Didn’t it occur to you at some point to give the story a different ending, one in which we managed to defeat the Martians?” said Serviss, interrupting his reverie.

“What?” Wells declared. “What hope do we Earthlings have of defeating the Martian technology I described?”

Serviss shrugged, unable to reply.

“In any event, I felt it was my duty to offer an alternative, a ray of hope . . . ,” Serviss finally muttered, contemplating with a faint smile the crowd in the pub. “Like any other man here, I’d like to think that if someday we were invaded from the sky, we’d have some hope of survival.”

“Perhaps we would,” Wells said, softening. “But my mistrust of Man is too great, Garrett. If there was a way of defeating the Martians, I’m sure it would be no thanks to us. Who knows, perhaps help would come from the most unexpected quarter. Besides, why does it worry you so much? Do you really believe our neighbors from Mars are going to invade us?”

“Of course I do, George,” Serviss replied solemnly. “Although I suppose it’ll happen after the year two thousand. First we have to deal with the automatons.”

“The automatons? Oh yes, of course . . . the automatons.”

“But there’s no question in my mind that sooner or later they’ll invade,” Serviss insisted. “Don’t you believe, as Lowell maintains in his book, that the canals on Mars were built by an intelligent life-form?”

Wells had read Percival Lowell’s book Mars, in which he set out this idea; in fact he had used it to substantiate his own novel, but it was a long way from there to believing in life on Mars.

“I don’t suppose the purpose of the many millions of planets in the universe is simply to create a pretty backdrop,” replied Wells, who considered discussions about the existence of life on other planets a pointless exercise. “Nor is it unreasonable to imagine that hundreds of them probably enjoy the conditions essential for supporting life. However, if Mars is anything to go by . . .”

“And they don’t necessarily need oxygen or water,” Serviss observed excitedly. “Here on our planet we have creatures, like anaerobic bacteria, that can live without oxygen. That would already double the number of planets able to support life. There could be more than a hundred thousand civilizations out there that are more advanced than ours, George. And I’m sure generations to come will discover abundant and unexpected life on other planets, although we won’t live to see it, and they’ll come to accept with resignation that they aren’t the only intelligent, let alone the oldest, life-form in the Cosmos.”

“I agree, Garrett,” Wells conceded, “but I am also convinced that such ‘civilizations’ would have nothing in common with ours. We would be as hard put to understand them as a dog would the workings of a steam engine. For example, they may have no desire to explore space at all, while we gaze endlessly at the stars and wonder if we are alone in the universe, as Galileo himself did.”

“Yes, although he was careful not to do it too audibly, for fear of upsetting the church,” Serviss quipped.

A smile fluttered across Wells’s lips, and he discovered that the drink had relaxed his facial muscles. Serviss had extracted a smile from him fair and square, and there it must stay.

“Of course, what we can’t deny is Man’s eagerness to communicate with supposed creatures from outer space,” Serviss said, after managing to make two fresh pints brimming with beer appear on the table, as if out of nowhere. “Do you remember the attempts by that German mathematician to reflect light from the sun onto other planets with a device he invented called a heliotrope? What was the fellow’s name again? Grove?”

“Grau. Or Gauss,” Wells ventured.

“That’s it, Gauss. His name was Karl Gauss.”

“He also suggested planting an enormous right-angled triangle of pine trees on the Russian steppe, so that observers from other worlds would know there were beings on Earth capable of understanding the Pythagorean theorem,” Wells recalled.

“Yes, that’s right,” Serviss added. “He claimed no geometrical shape could be interpreted as an unintentional construction.”

“And what about that astronomer who had the bright idea of digging a circular canal in the Sahara Desert, then filling it with kerosene and lighting it at night to show our location?”

“Yes, and a perfect target!”

Wells gave a slight chuckle. Serviss responded by downing the rest of his beer and urged Wells to do the same. Wells obeyed, somewhat abashed.

“The last I heard they are going to hang reflectors on the Eiffel Tower to shine light from the Sun onto Mars,” he remarked, while Serviss ordered another round.

“Good heavens, they never give up!” Serviss exclaimed, thrusting another pint toward Wells.

“You can say that again,” Wells seconded, noticing with alarm that he was beginning to have difficulty speaking without slurring his words. “We seem to think here on Earth that beings in space will be able to see anything we come up with.”

“As if they spend all their money on telescopes!” Serviss joked.

Wells couldn’t help letting out a guffaw. Infected by his laughter, Serviss began slapping his hand on the tabletop, causing enough din to elicit a few disapproving looks from the waiter and some of the other diners. These censorious looks, however, appeared not to intimidate Serviss, who slapped the table even harder, a defiant expression on his face. Wells gazed at him contentedly, like a proud father admiring his son’s antics.

“Well, well . . . so, you don’t think anyone would go to the trouble of invading a tiny planet like ours, lost in the infinity of the Cosmos, is that it, George?” Serviss said, trying to sum up once he had managed to calm down.

“I think it unlikely. Bear in mind that things never turn out the way we imagine. It is almost a mathematical law. Accordingly, Earth will never be invaded by Martians like it was in my book, for example.”

“Won’t it?”

“Never,” Wells said resolutely. “Look at all the novels currently being churned out about contact with other worlds, Garrett. Apparently, anyone can write one. If future encounters were to take place with beings from outer space identical to the ones we authors have written about, it would be a case of literary premonition, don’t you think?”

At this, he took a swig of beer, with the nagging impression that what he had just said was no more than harebrained nonsense.

“Yes,” agreed Serviss, giving no sign that he considered Wells’s disquisition outlandish. “Our naïve rulers will quite possibly end up believing that evil beings from outer space have filled our subconscious minds with these imaginings, by means of ultrasonic rays or hypnosis, perhaps in preparation for a future invasion.”

“In all likelihood!” Wells burst out laughing, at which Serviss began slapping the table once more, to the despair of the waiter and the nearest customers.

“Consequently, as I was saying,” Wells resumed after Serviss stopped making a din, “even if there is life on Mars or on some other planet in our vast solar system . . .” He made a grandiose gesture toward the sky and seemed annoyed to encounter the tavern ceiling with its plain wooden beams. He gazed at it in dismay for a few moments. “Damnation . . . what was I saying?”

“Something about Mars . . . I think,” Serviss added, looking up at the ceiling with equal misgivings.

“Oh, yes, Mars,” Wells remembered at last. “I mean, assuming there was life there, it would probably be impossible to compare it with life here, and therefore envisaging spaceships engineered by Martians is absurd.”

“All right. But what if I told you,” Serviss said, trying to keep a straight face, “that you’re mistaken?”

“Mistaken? You could not say I am mistaken, my dear Garrett.”

“Unless I was able to back it up, my dear George.”

Wells nodded, and Serviss leaned back in his seat, smiling enigmatically.

“Did you know that as a youth I was obsessed with the idea of life on other planets?” he confessed.

“You don’t say?” Wells retorted, a foolish grin on his face.

“Yes, I hunted through newspapers, treatises, and old essays looking for”—he pondered the best word to use—“signs. Did you know, for example, that in 1518 something described as ‘a kind of star’ appeared in the sky above the conquistador Juan de Grijalva’s ship, before moving away leaving a trail of fire and throwing a beam of light down to Earth?”

Wells feigned surprise: “Heavens, I had no idea!”

Serviss smiled disdainfully in response to Wells’s mockery.

“I could cite dozens of similar examples from my compilation of past sightings of flying machines from other worlds, George,” he assured him, the smile still on his lips. “But that isn’t why I’m convinced beings from the sky have already visited Earth.”

“Why then?”

Serviss leaned across the table, lowering his voice to a whisper: “Because I’ve seen a Martian.”

“Ho, ho, ho . . . Where, at the theater perhaps? Or walking along the street? Perhaps it is the queen’s new pet dog?”

“I mean it, George,” Serviss said, straightening up and beaming at him. “I’ve seen one.”

“You’re drunk!”

“I’m not drunk, George! Not enough not to know what I’m talking about at any rate. And I tell you I saw a darned Martian. Right in front of my very eyes. Why, I even touched it with my own hands,” he insisted, holding them aloft.

Wells looked at him gravely for a few moments before bursting into loud peals of laughter, causing half the other customers to jump.

“You are a terribly amusing fellow, Garrett,” he declared after he had recovered. “Why, I think I might even forgive you for writing a novel in order to profit from—”

“It was about ten years ago, I forget the exact date,” Serviss said, ignoring Wells’s banter. “I was spending a few days in London at the time, carrying out some research at the Natural History Museum for a series of articles I was writing.”

Realizing that Serviss wasn’t joking, Wells sat up straight in his chair and listened attentively, while he felt the pub floor rock gently beneath him, as though they were drinking beer on a boat sailing down a river. Had this fellow really seen a Martian?

“As you know, the museum was built to house an increasingly large number of fossils and skeletons that wouldn’t fit in the British Museum,” Serviss went on dreamily. “The whole place looked new, and the exhibits were wonderfully informative, as though they really wanted to show visitors what the world was about in an orderly but entertaining fashion. I would stroll happily through the rooms and corridors, aware of the fact that numerous explorers had risked life and limb so that a handful of West End ladies could feel a thrill of excitement as they watched a procession of marabunta ants. A whole host of marvels beckoned from the display cases, stirring in me a longing for adventure, a desire to discover distant lands, which, fortunately, my affection for the comforts of civilization ended up stifling. Was it worth missing the whole theater season just to see a gibbon swinging from branch to branch? Why travel so far when others were willing to endure hammering rain, freezing temperatures, and bizarre diseases to bring back almost every exotic object under the sun? And so I contented myself with observing the varied contents of the display cases like any other philistine. Although what really interested me wasn’t exhibited in any of them.”

Wells gazed at Serviss in respectful silence, not wishing to interrupt him until he had heard the end of the story. He had experienced something similar himself on his first visit to the museum.

“On the second or third day, I began to notice that, from time to time, the head curator of the museum would discreetly lead groups of visitors down to the basement. And I have to tell you that among those groups I recognized a few eminent scientists and even the odd minister. As well as the head curator, two Scotland Yard inspectors always accompanied the visitors. As you can imagine, these strange and regular processions to the basement aroused my curiosity, so that one afternoon, I stopped what I was doing and took the risk of following them downstairs. The procession walked through a maze of corridors until it reached a locked door. When the group came to a halt, the older of the inspectors, a stout fellow with a conspicuous patch over one eye, gave a command to the other one, a mere stripling. The younger man assiduously removed a key from a chain around his neck, unlocked the door, and ushered the group inside, closing the door behind him. I questioned several museum employees and found out that no one was completely sure what was inside the room, which they dubbed the Chamber of Marvels. When I asked the head curator what it contained, his response took me aback. “Things people would never have thought existed,” he said with a self-satisfied grin, and then he suggested I carry on marveling at the plants and insects in the display cases, for there were some frontiers beyond which not everybody was ready to cross. As you will understand, his response angered me, as did the fact that he never extended me the courtesy of inviting me to join one of the groups that were so regularly given access to the unknown. Apparently I wasn’t as important as all those great men of science who deserved a guided tour. And so I swallowed my pride and got used to the idea of returning to the States having only discovered what a group of insensitive bureaucrats wanted me to know about the world. However, unlike the museum’s head curator, Fate must have considered it important for me to find out what was inside that chamber. Otherwise I can’t understand how I got in there so easily.”

“How did you get in?” Wells asked, astonished.

“On my last day in London, I happened to find myself in the elevator with the younger of the two Scotland Yard inspectors. I tried to persuade him to talk about the chamber he was guarding, but to no avail. The youth would give nothing away. He even refused my invitation to have a beer at a nearby pub, with the excuse that he only drank sarsaparilla. Well, who drinks sarsaparilla these days? Anyway, as we stepped out of the elevator, he said good-bye politely and began walking down the corridor toward the exit, oblivious to the deeply resentful look I was giving him. Then, to my astonishment, I saw him pause, his legs swaying beneath him as though he were suddenly unsure of where he was going, before collapsing like a marionette with its strings cut. I was in shock, as you can imagine. I thought he had dropped dead before my eyes, from a massive heart attack or something. I ran over and unbuttoned his shirt collar with the idea of testing his pulse, only to find to my great relief that he was still alive. He had simply fainted like a lady whose corset is too tight. Blood was streaming down his face, but I soon realized it came from a cut on his eyebrow, which must have happened when he fell.”

“Perhaps he had a sudden drop in blood pressure. Or was suffering from heat stroke,” Wells suggested.

“Possibly, possibly,” Serviss replied distractedly. “And then—”

“Or low blood sugar. Although I am inclined to think—”

“What the hell does it matter what it was, George! He fainted and that’s that!” Serviss said, irritated, keen to go on with his story.

“I’m sorry, Garrett,” said Wells, somewhat cowed. “Do carry on.”

“Good, where was I?” muttered Serviss. “Oh, yes, I was concerned. But that concern soon gave way to something more like greed when I noticed a strange gold key decorated with a pair of pretty little angel’s wings hanging from the inspector’s neck. I immediately realized that the charming key was the one he had used to open the Chamber of Marvels.”

“And you stole it from him!” Wells said, shocked.

“Well . . .” Serviss shrugged, unbuttoning his shirt collar to reveal a delicate chain from which hung the key he had just described.

“I couldn’t resist it, George,” he explained, with theatrical remorse. “It wasn’t as if I was stealing a pair of shoes from a dead man. After all, the inspector had only fainted.”

Wells shook his head in disapproval. Considering the liberal amounts of alcohol he had imbibed, this proved a perilous gesture, as his head began to spin even more, giving him the impression he was sitting on a merry-go-round horse.

Serviss went on. “That’s how I got into the room where, for many reasons, they hide away all the things they don’t want the world to know about. And, take my word for it, George, if you saw what they’ve got hidden in there, you’d never write another fantasy novel.”

Wells looked at him skeptically, straightening in his chair.

“But that’s the least of it,” Serviss went on. “What really mattered stood in the corner of the room on a pedestal. An enormous flying machine. Very strange looking. And whether or not it could actually fly was a mere suspicion in the minds of the scientists who had been privileged to examine it, as far as I could gather from reading the notebooks and papers listing all the details of the discovery, which I found lying on a nearby table. Unlike the Albatross in Verne’s Robur the Conqueror, this machine had neither wings nor propellers. And no balloon either. In fact it looked more like a plate.”

“A plate?” Wells asked in astonishment.

“Yes, a soup plate. Or to be more precise a saucer. Like the ones you Britishers use under your teacups,” Serviss added.

“In short, a flying saucer,” Wells said, eager for him to go on.

“Precisely. According to what I read in the notebooks, an expedition of some years past to the South Pole found the machine buried in the Antarctic ice. It appeared to have crashed into a mountain range inland, which is what led them to believe the thing could fly. Except they were unable to open it, because there was no hatch or anything resembling a door.”

“I see. But what made them think it came from another planet?” Wells asked. “Couldn’t it have been built in Germany? The Germans are always experimenting with—”

“No, George.” Serviss butted in forcefully. “One look was enough to see the thing had been built using technology far superior to anything the Germans, or for that matter any country on Earth, could possibly possess. For example, there’s nothing to suggest it is steam driven. But in any case, it wasn’t only its appearance that made them think it came from space.”

“Really? What then?”

Serviss paused for dramatic effect, using the opportunity to take a swig of beer.

“They found the machine not far from a vessel, the Annawan, that had set sail from New York Harbor on October 15, 1829, on an exploratory voyage from which she never returned. The ship had caught fire, and the crew had perished. The frozen bodies of the sailors lay scattered about, half buried in the ice. Most were charred, but those that weren’t still wore a look of terror on their faces, as if they had been fleeing the fire . . . or who knows what other horrors. They also found the bodies of several dogs, their limbs mysteriously torn off. The members of the expedition described the scene as gruesome. But the real discovery came a few days later, when they found the probable pilot of the machine buried in the ice nearby. And I can assure you he wasn’t German, George: I knew that as soon as I opened the casket where he’s kept.”

Serviss paused once more and gave Wells a warm, almost affectionate smile, as if to apologize for scaring him. Wells looked at him with as much trepidation as his drunkenness would allow.

“And what did he look like . . . ?” he asked in a faint voice.

“Needless to say, nothing like the Martians you describe in your novel, George. In fact, he reminded me of a darker, more sophisticated version of Spring-Heeled Jack. Have you heard of Spring-Heeled Jack, that peculiar jumping creature that terrorized London about sixty years ago?”

Wells nodded, unable to fathom what possible similarity there might be between the two.

“Yes, they said he had springs on his feet, which allowed him to take great leaps.”

“And that he would spring out of nowhere in front of young girls, and caress their bodies lasciviously before disappearing again. Many depicted him as diabolical, with pointed ears and clawed hands.”

“I suppose that was a result of the hysteria at the time,” Wells reflected. “The man was probably a circus acrobat who decided to use his skills to sate his appetites.”

“Probably, George, probably. But the thing in the museum reminded me of the monstrous version the illustrators of the more salacious newspapers and magazines produced. I saw copies of those old newspapers when I was a child, and Jack’s appearance made my blood run cold. But, yes, perhaps that similarity is only visible to me, and it comes from my deepest fears.”

“So what you are saying,” Wells said, attempting to sum up, “is that there is a Martian in the Natural History Museum?”

“Yes. Only it’s dead, of course,” Serviss replied, as though somehow that made it less appealing. “Actually, it’s little more than a dried-up kind of humanoid. The only thing that might offer some interesting revelations is the inside of the machine. Maybe it contains a clue as to the Martian’s origins, or some maps of space, or something. Who knows? And we mustn’t forget what a step forward it would be for human science if we were able to figure out how it worked. But unfortunately they can’t open it. I don’t know whether they’re still trying, or whether they’ve given up and both machine and Martian are gathering dust in the museum. Whatever happens, the fact is, my dear George, that thing didn’t come from Earth.”

“A Martian!” Wells said, finally giving free rein to his bewilderment when he realized Serviss had come to the end of his story. “Good God in Heaven!”

“That’s right, George, a Martian, a hideous, horrible Martian,” Serviss confirmed. “And this key can take us to him. Although I only saw him that one time; I haven’t used the key since. I just keep it round my neck like a lucky charm, to remind me that there are more impossible things in the world than we story writers could ever imagine.”

He unfastened the chain and handed it to Wells ceremoniously, like someone surrendering a sacred object. Wells examined it carefully with the same solemnity.

“I’m convinced the true history of our time isn’t what we read in newspapers or books,” he rambled, while Wells went on examining the key. “True history is almost invisible. It flows like an underground spring. It takes place in the shadows, and in silence, George. And only a chosen few know what that history is.”

He deftly snatched the key from Wells and placed it in his jacket pocket. Then he said with a mischievous grin: “Do you want to see the Martian?”

“Right now?”

“Why not? I doubt you’ll have another chance, George.”

Wells looked at him uneasily. He needed time to digest what Serviss had told him. Or to be more precise, he needed a couple of hours for everything to stop spinning, for his head to clear so that he could judge the American’s story rationally. Perhaps he might then refute it, for it was true that in his present alcoholic haze it felt extremely pleasant to believe that the impossible could form part of reality. Indeed, in his current state of calm euphoria, Wells rejoiced at the thought that the world he was compelled to live in had a hidden dimension, and that the frontiers erected by Man’s reason to define its boundaries might suddenly collapse, mingling the two worlds to form a new reality, a reality where magic floated in the air and fantasy novels were simply true accounts of their authors’ experiences. Is that what Serviss was saying? Was that nondescript little man guiding him, like the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, to his warren, where Wells would enter a world in which anything was possible? A world ruled over by a far more imaginative God than the current one? Yet that reality did not exist, it could not exist, much as it seemed to him now the most natural thing in the world.

“Are you afraid?” Serviss inquired, surprised. “Ah, I see, perhaps this is all too much for you, George. Perhaps you prefer your monsters to stay safely within the confines of your imagination, where the most they can do is send a shiver down the spines of your readers. Perhaps you haven’t the courage to face them in reality, off the page.”

“Of course I have, Garrett,” Wells retorted, irritated at Serviss’s presumption. “It is just that—”

“Don’t worry, George. I understand, I really do.” Serviss tried to console him. “Seeing a Martian is a terrifying experience. It’s one thing to write about them, and quite another to—”

“Of course I can face them in reality, confound it!” Wells cried, leaping unsteadily to his feet. “We shall go to the museum this instant, Garrett, and you can show me your Martian!”

Serviss looked up at him with amusement, then rose to his feet with the same gusto.

“All right, George, it’s up to you!” he roared, barely able to stand up straight. “Waiter, the bill! And be quick about it, my friend and I have an appointment with a creature from the stars!”

Wells tried to dissuade him from another outburst, but Serviss had already turned toward the other tables.

“Does anyone here wish to accompany us? Does anyone else wish to see a Martian?” he declared to the astonished customers, spreading his arms. “If so, come with me, and I’ll show you a bona fide inhabitant of the planet Mars!”

“Shut your mouth, tosspot!” someone bawled from the back of the room.

“Go home and sleep it off, leave us to eat in peace!” another man suggested.

“You see, George?” Serviss said, disheartened, hurling a handful of coins onto the table and weaving his way over to the door, head held high. “Nobody wants to know, nobody. People prefer living in ignorance. Well, let them!” He paused at the door, jabbing a finger at the customers as he tried not to fall over. “Go on with your miserable lives, fools! Stay in your rotten reality!”

Wells noticed a few burly looking characters making as if to get up, with what seemed like a none-too-friendly attitude. He leapt forward and began wrestling Serviss’s skinny frame out of the pub, gesturing to the locals to keep calm. Out in the street, he stopped the first cab he saw, pushed Serviss inside, and shouted their destination to the driver. The American fell sideways onto the seat. He remained in that position for a while, his head propped against the window, grinning foolishly at Wells, who had sat down opposite him in an equally graceless posture. The jolting of the coach as it went round Green Park sobered them slightly. They began laughing over the spectacle they had created in the pub, and, still fueled by drink, spent the rest of the journey inventing crazy theories as to why beings from Mars, or from some other planet, would want to visit Earth. The carriage pulled up in the Cromwell Road in front of a magnificent Romanesque Revival structure whose façade was decorated with friezes of plants and animals. Wells and Serviss got out and tottered toward the entrance, while the driver stared after them aghast. The man’s name was Neal Hamilton, he was approximately forty years of age, and his life would never be the same again. For he had just overheard those two respectable, sophisticated-looking gentlemen confirm that life had been brought to Earth in vast flying machines by intelligent beings from outer space, whose responsibility it was to populate the universe and make it flourish. Neal cracked his whip and headed home, where a few hours later, glass in hand, he would gaze up at the starry sky and wonder for the first time in his life who he was, where he came from, and even why he had chosen to be a cabdriver.

•   •   •

ENVELOPED IN A THICK haze, Wells allowed Serviss to lead him through the galleries. In his current state, he was scarcely aware of what was going on. The world had taken on a surreal quality: objects had lost their meaning, and everything was at once familiar and alien. One moment he had the impression of walking through the famous whale room, filled with skeletons and life-sized models of cetaceans, and the next he was surprised to find himself kneeling beside Serviss in the midst of a group of primates to escape the watchful eye of the guards. Eventually, he found himself staggering behind Serviss along the corridors in the basement until they reached the door the American had told him about at lunch, whereupon Serviss plucked the stolen key from his pocket. Unlocking the door with a ceremonious gesture, he bowed somewhat unsteadily and ushered Wells into the realm of the impossible.

Some things I would rather see sober, Wells lamented to himself, stepping cautiously over the threshold. The Chamber of Marvels was exactly as the American had described: a vast room crammed with the most wondrous things in the world, like a vast pirate’s treasure trove. There was such an array of curiosities scattered about that Wells did not know where to look first, and the irritating little prods Serviss kept giving him to speed him along through the fantastic display did not help matters. He observed that a great deal of what was there had been labeled. One revelation succeeded another as Wells found himself gazing at a fin belonging to the Loch Ness monster, what looked like a curled-up kitten inside a glass jar marked FUR OF THE YETI, the purported skeleton of a mermaid, dozens of photographs of tiny, glowing fairies, a crown made of phoenix feathers, a giant bull’s head allegedly from a minotaur, and a hundred other marvels. The fantastical tour came to an end when, suddenly, he found himself standing before a painting of a hideously deformed old man labeled PORTRAIT OF DORIAN GRAY.

Still recovering from the shock, he noticed some familiar objects next to him: a chemical flask containing a reddish liquid, and a small sachet of white crystals. The label on it said: “Last batch of chemicals salvaged from the warehouse of Messrs. Maw, indispensable for making Doctor Henry Jekyll’s potion.” Almost without thinking, the astonished Wells grasped the glass beaker: he needed to touch some of these wonders simply to be sure they were not a figment of his drunken imagination, inflamed by Serviss’s storytelling. He needed to know they existed outside books, tales, and myths. As he held the beaker, he could smell the sharp odor of the blood-colored liquid. What would he change into if he drank the mixture? he wondered. What would his evil side be like? Would he suddenly get smaller, would he acquire the strength of a dozen men, a brilliant mind, and an overwhelming desire for wicked pleasures, as had happened to Stevenson’s Doctor Jekyll, in what he had always assumed was a made-up story?

“Hurry up, George, we haven’t got all day!” the American barked, yanking Wells’s arm and giving him such a fright that the beaker slipped from his hand and shattered on the floor. Wells watched the red liquid spread over the tiles. He knelt down to try to clean up the mess but only succeeded in cutting his hand on one of the shards of glass.

“I broke it, Garrett!” he exclaimed in dismay. “I broke Doctor Jekyll’s potion!”

“Bah! Forget about that and come with me, George,” Serviss replied, gesturing to him to follow. “These are nothing more than fanciful baubles compared to what I want to show you.”

Wells obeyed, threading his way through the hoard of objects as he tried to stanch the cut. Serviss guided him to a corner of the large room, where the flying saucer awaited. The machine rested horizontally on its stand, exactly as Serviss had described, like an enormous upside-down soup plate, tapered at the edges and crowned with a dome. Wells approached the object timidly, overawed by its sheer size and the strange shiny material it was made from, which gave it the appearance of being both solid and light. Then he noticed the peculiar carvings that dotted the surface and gave off a faint coppery glow. They reminded him of Asian characters, though more intricate. What did they symbolize?

“It doesn’t look like they’ve managed to open it yet,” Serviss remarked over his shoulder. “As you can see, there are no openings, and it doesn’t seem to have any engine either. Although it looks like it must be extremely easy to fly, and probably incredibly fast.”

Wells nodded absentmindedly. He had just noticed the large table piled high with papers beside the machine. This was where Serviss had told him he had found the files documenting the amazing discovery. He approached it, mesmerized, and began rummaging through the piles of notebooks and documents. Among them two thick albums containing photographs and newspaper clippings stood out. During his random search, Wells came across the burnt vessel’s logbook, kept by the captain, a man by the name of MacReady. The handwriting was plain, devoid of any flourishes, and suggested a man with a stern, no-nonsense character, in complete contrast to that of Jeremiah Reynolds, who had been in charge of that expedition to the South Pole, whose diary seemed much more rambling and unmethodical. Wells browsed through the numerous articles in one of the albums describing the terrible fate of what the press had nicknamed the Ill-Fated Expedition, which had set sail from New York bound for the Antarctic on October 15, 1829. With some alarm, Wells read a few of the lurid front-page headlines, accompanied by bloodcurdling photographs of the sailors’ bodies and the remains of the vessel: “Who or what slaughtered the crew of the Annawan? What horrors are buried beneath the Antarctic ice?” Yet, as far as he could make out, none of the articles mentioned the two main discoveries: the flying machine and the Martian. In the second album, however, he found several photographs of the strange machine half buried in the ice, glistening against the menacing grey sky, as if a giant had dropped a shiny coin from a great height. Next to these was a pile of scientific reports, which Wells could scarcely make sense of, and which by all appearances were secret and consequently had been kept from journalists and the public alike.

“Don’t waste time on that, George. The important thing is in there,” Serviss declared, breaking Wells’s intense concentration and walking over to what looked like a wooden trunk covered in copper rivets, to which a small refrigerator had been attached. He placed his hands solemnly on the lid, turned to Wells, and said, with a mischievous grin, “Are you ready to see a Martian?”

Needless to say Wells was not ready, but he nodded and swallowed hard. Then, with exasperating slowness and a conspiratorial air, Serviss began lifting the lid, which let out a blast of icy vapor. When at last it was open, Serviss stood back to allow Wells to look inside. With gritted teeth, Wells leaned gingerly over the edge. For a few moments, he could not understand what the devil he was seeing, for the thing in front of him resisted any known form of biological classification. Unable to describe the indescribable, in his novel Wells had placed the Martians somewhere on the spectrum between amoebas and reptiles. He had depicted them as slimy, amorphous lumps, loosely related to the octopus family and thus intelligible to the human mind. But the strange creature in the coffin defied his attempts to classify it, or to use familiar words to describe it—which, by definition, was impossible. All the same, Wells endeavored to do so, aware that however precise he aimed to be, his portrayal of that creature’s appearance would be nowhere near the truth. The Martian had a greyish hue, reminiscent of a moth, although darker in places. He must have been at least ten feet tall, and his body was long and thin, like an evening shadow. He was encased in a kind of skinlike membrane, which appeared to be part of his structure. This sprouted from his shoulders, covering his body down to the tops of his slender legs, which were made of three segments, like a praying mantis. His equally slender upper limbs also poked out from beneath the mantle, ending in what looked to Wells like a pair of sharp spikes. But the most remarkable thing of all was the Martian’s head, which seemed to be tucked inside a hood of the same textured cartilaginous skin as the mantle. Although it was scarcely visible among the enveloping folds, Wells could make out a triangular shape, devoid, of course, of any recognizable features, except for a couple of slits, possibly the eyes. The presumed face was dark and terrifying and covered in protrusions. He thought he saw a thick cluster of cilia around the creature’s jaw, from which emerged a kind of proboscis, like that of a fly, which now lay inert along his long throat. Naturally, the Martian looked nothing like how he remembered the phantasmagoric Spring-Heeled Jack, Wells thought. Unable to stop himself, he reached over and stroked one of the Martian’s arms, curious to know what the incredibly alien skin felt like. Yet he could not tell whether it was smooth or rough, moist or dry, repulsive or pleasant. Strange as it seemed, it was all those things at once. But at least he could be sure of one thing, Wells thought: judging from his expressionless face and lifeless eyes, the terrifying creature was dead.

“All right, George, it’s time for us to get out of here now,” Serviss announced, closing the casket lid. “It won’t do to stay here too long.”

Wells nodded, still a little light-headed, and took care to avoid knocking over any of the wondrous objects as he followed Serviss toward the door.

“Remember everything you’ve seen, George,” Serviss recommended, “and whether you believe these marvels are real or fake, depending on your intellectual daring, never mention this room to anyone you wouldn’t trust with your life.”

Serviss opened the door and, after making sure the coast was clear, told Wells to step outside. They walked through the interminable corridors of the basement until they finally emerged on the ground floor. There they slipped in among the crowd, unaware that beneath their unsteady feet, inside the wooden casket, the skin of the creature from the stars was absorbing the drops of blood Wells had left on its arm. Like a clay figure dissolving in the rain, his shape began to change, taking on the appearance of an extraordinarily thin, pale, youngish man with a birdlike face, identical to the one who at that very moment was leaving the museum like an ordinary visitor.

•   •   •

ONCE OUTSIDE, SERVISS SUGGESTED to Wells that they dine together, but Wells refused, claiming the journey back to Worcester Park was a long one and he would prefer to set off as soon as possible. He had already gathered that meals with Serviss were conspicuous by their lack of food, and he felt too inebriated to go on drinking. Besides, he was keen to be alone so that he could reflect calmly about everything he had seen. They bade each other farewell, with a vague promise of meeting again the next time Serviss was in London, and Wells flagged down the first cab he saw. Once inside, after giving the driver the address, he tried to clear his mind and reflect on the day’s astonishing events, but he was too drowsy from drink and soon fell asleep.

And as the eyes of that somnolent, light-headed Wells closed, inside a casket in the basement of the Natural History Museum, those of another Wells opened.


II

FROM THE LOOK OF ASTONISHMENT ON YOUR faces, I can tell you are wondering what really happened to the Annawan and her crew at the South Pole. Is the Martian in the Chamber of Marvels really alive? Is our world threatened by a strange and sinister danger? It will give me the greatest pleasure to provide you with the answers as we go along, but in order to so in a proper, orderly fashion, I ought to go back in time to the very beginning of this tale. Since I have to begin somewhere, I think it would be best to travel back in time and place to the year of our Lord 1830 and the frozen wasteland of the Antarctic. As you will recall if you were paying attention to the clippings Wells browsed through in the museum’s basement, that was where the ill-fated Annawan became icebound, and her valiant crew had the misfortune to be the first to welcome the Martian when it landed on Earth, a role for which undoubtedly none of them was prepared.

Let us repair to the South Pole, then, where we shall see that as the flying machine shaped like a saucer was hurtling through space toward our planet, Jeremiah Reynolds, the leader of the disastrous polar expedition, was examining the ice that had trapped his vessel and wondering how they would get out of there, unaware that this would soon be the very least of his worries. It occurred to the explorer that in all likelihood no other human being had ever set eyes on this place before. He wished he were in love so that he could baptize it in the name of a woman, as was the custom; the sea ice he was standing on, for example, or the distant mountain range to the south, or the bay sweeping away to his right, blurred by snow, or even one of the many icebergs. It was important for the world to see that his heart belonged to someone. But unfortunately, Reynolds had never experienced anything remotely resembling love, and the only name he could have used would be that of Josephine, the wealthy young woman from Baltimore whom he had been courting for several different reasons. And, frankly, he could not imagine saying to her as they took tea under her mother’s watchful gaze, “Incidentally, my dear, I have named a continent in the polar circle after you. I hope you are pleased.” No, Josephine would be incapable of appreciating such a gift. Josephine only valued what she could wear on her fingers or around her wrist or neck—provided they were not shackles, of course. What use would she have for a gift she could never see or touch? It was too subtle an offering for someone like her, impervious to subtleties. Stuck there in the middle of the ice, in temperatures under forty degrees below zero, Reynolds made a decision he could never have made anywhere else: he firmly resolved to stop courting Josephine. It was unlikely he would ever return to New York, but if by some miracle he did, he solemnly promised he would only marry a woman sensitive enough to be inspired by having a frozen wasteland in the South Pole named after her. Although, in case fortune failed to smile upon him, his uncompromising pragmatism insisted on adding, it would not be a bad thing if the woman in question had enough money to be able to excuse him for that remote island being all he could offer her.

Reynolds shook his head to rid himself of those romantic visitations, which seemed out of place there, as if they belonged to a strange, distant world he could scarcely believe existed. He gazed at the infinite expanse of ice imprisoning them, that landscape far from civilization, which even the Creator Himself had forgotten to adorn with living creatures. The ship and her crew had set sail from New York in the fall of 1829 hoping to reach the South Pole three months later, in the middle of the Antarctic summer; but a series of unfortunate mishaps, which had dogged them almost as soon as they weighed anchor, fatally delayed the voyage. By the time they had passed the South Sandwich Islands heading for Bouvet Island, even the lowliest kitchen boy knew they would be lucky to arrive before the end of summer. However, the voyage had involved great expense, and they had gone too far for the option of turning back to be feasible. And so Captain MacReady had resolved to continue until they reached the Kerguelen Islands, in the hope that the sailors’ rabbit’s-foot charms would prove effective in the polar circle. Heading southwest at eleven knots in a fair wind, they had soon found themselves dodging the first icebergs, which seemed to guard the Antarctic coastline like hostile sentinels. They navigated the channels between the icebergs and the pack ice, pounded by fierce hailstorms, making good headway without further incident, until they realized from the expanse of solid ice almost covering the water that the long Antarctic winter had arrived in mid-February that year, much earlier than usual. Even so, they forged on with naïve zeal, trusting in the double hull of African hardwood with which Reynolds had insisted the old whaling boat be reinforced. It was a long and arduous struggle, which came to be fruitless when at last the indestructible pack ice closed in around them. Captain MacReady proved resourceful in a crisis: he gave the order to scatter hot coals on the encroaching ice to melt it more quickly, and to furl the topsails. He even sent a gang of men down armed with spikes, shovels, pickaxes, and any other sharp tools they could find in the hold. He did everything in his power except try to push the vessel himself, like a god of Olympus. But all that activity did not succeed in rendering their situation less dire. They were doomed from the moment they ventured onto that sea strewn with icy snares, perhaps from the moment Reynolds had planned the expedition. And so, no longer able to move forward, the Annawan became gradually hemmed in by sea ice until she was stuck fast in the immensity of the Antarctic, and the crew had to accept their situation, like warriors accepting defeat, as the ice encroached hourly upon the narrow channel of water behind them, crushing any hopes they had of survival.

When they had managed to clamber off the ship, which was slightly tilted to her starboard side, MacReady ordered one of his men to climb to the top of the nearest iceberg and report what he saw. After hacking out a few steps in the ice with a pickax, the lookout peered through his brass spyglass and confirmed Reynolds’s fears: for them, the world was now no more than a vast frozen desert spreading in all directions, dotted with mountain peaks and icebergs. A white expanse without shelter or refuge, it rendered them instantly insignificant. Whether they lived or died was of no consequence in the face of that immensity, cut adrift from the world.

Two weeks later their situation was no better. The stubborn ice holding the Annawan prisoner had not yielded an inch. On the contrary, they could only deduce from the alarming groaning sounds the ship’s hull made that the ice was wrapping itself even more tightly around it. It would be eight or nine months, perhaps even longer, before the return of summer, when the ice would begin to melt, and then only if they were lucky, for Reynolds had heard many similar stories in which the long-awaited thaw never came. In fact, once Man ventured into those icy domains, however experienced he was, everything became unpredictable. The expedition Sir John Franklin had led in 1819 to map the north coast of Canada, for example, had not been able to rely on a kind fate. The wretched explorers had spent so long in the ice that Franklin had been forced to eat his own boots as the only way of staving off extreme hunger. Although, unlike some of the others, he at least had made it home. Reynolds looked down uneasily at his frost-covered boots and wondered whether their names would also be added to the already lengthy list, carefully kept by the Admiralty, of doomed expeditions, ships that had vanished, dreams swallowed up by the unknown. He cast a mournful eye over the Annawan, which despite all her reinforcements had been taken hostage quickly. The enormous whaler had formerly been used to hunt sperm and yubarta whales in the South Atlantic Ocean. All that remained of those glory days were half a dozen harpoons and spears that were kept in the armory as terrifying souvenirs of those brave harpooners, who would skewer the huge whales during epic duels. And now the Annawan lay absurdly tilted on what looked like a marble pedestal, her prow sticking up in the air. To reduce the likelihood of her capsizing, MacReady had ordered the crew to strip her two topsails and rigging and to shore up her starboard side with a mound of ice that would act as a ramp. The sun hovered just above the horizon, where it would remain for a few more weeks, spinning out the dusk, until April came and it vanished completely, heralding the endless southern winter night. For the moment it still cast a dim light over the Annawan. Like it or not, the explorer thought to himself, that phantom-like vessel would be his home for the foreseeable future. Perhaps his very last home.

Tired of being confined to the ship’s narrow hold, of banging their heads on the utensils hanging like vines from the ceiling, and of being hemmed in by bunk beds and piles of provisions, a few of the men had huddled in a group at the foot of the Annawan, braving the fierce cold that played at forming crystals from their vaporous breath. Besides Reynolds himself, who was the titular leader of that reckless expedition, the ship’s company under Captain MacReady consisted of two officers, a quartermaster, two gunners, a surgeon, a cook, two kitchen boys, two carpenters, two electricians, and a dozen sailors. One of these was Peters, a huge, silent Indian, the offspring of an Absaroka woman and a white man, who was responsible for looking after the sled dogs. As far as Reynolds could tell, none of the men seemed overly concerned about their fate, instead showing a kind of hardened resignation. Still, the explorer hoped that however long the coal and victuals lasted, the store of rum would never run out: Reynolds had heard that in such situations there was nothing to worry about so long as there was plenty to drink. But once the rum was finished, things would change drastically: insanity, which had been content thus far to hover in the wings like a timid lover, would begin to tempt the crew, luring the weakest of them, and it would not be long before one placed a pistol to his head and pulled the trigger. Then, like some macabre ritual, the sound of gunshots from different parts of the ship would become their only form of entertainment throughout the long polar winter. Reynolds wondered how many gallons of rum remained. MacReady—who, judging from the smell of his breath, had his own reserves of brandy—had ordered Simmons, one of the kitchen boys, to dilute the daily grog rations with water to make it last as long as possible. Thus far none of the sailors had complained, as if they also knew that so long as they had their rum they would be safe from themselves.

Reynolds contemplated Captain MacReady, who seemed to have been infected by the same air of indifference as the others. At that moment, the officer was also off the ship, sitting on a bundle next to the iron dog cage that Peters had installed on the ice. Like the other men, MacReady was wearing several layers of wool under his oilskin, and one of those woolly hats with earflaps jokingly known as a Welsh wig. As he studied the burly captain, so motionless he might have been posing for a photograph, Reynolds realized he had to shake the men out of their stupor at once, before the whole ship’s company fell into a state of hopeless lethargy. Yes, they had become icebound, but that did not mean nothing mattered anymore. It was time for him to ask MacReady to organize teams of men to explore the area, with the aim of continuing the mission that had brought them there, the mission that would shower them with more glory and riches than they could ever imagine: the discovery of the entrance to the center of the Earth.

And yet, despite his intention, Reynolds did not move a muscle. He stayed where he was, watching the captain from a distance, still hesitating to approach him. He disliked the captain. He considered him coarse, cynical, and hotheaded, the kind of fellow you could sooner imagine comforting a hound caught in a trap than a man suffering from a broken heart. Anyone could see that MacReady harbored mutual feelings, and, owing to the onboard hierarchy, his loathing had spread to the other men, so that Reynolds soon found himself leading an expedition in which he had no allies, except for Allan, the gunner who dreamed of being a poet. The two men were the youngest in the crew. Perhaps because the sergeant was the only one who did not see Reynolds as an impulsive young fop, something resembling a friendship had grown up between them. However, Allan was doubtless in his cabin, scattering words onto paper as he so often did, his quill scarcely touching the page, like a cloud skimming the surface of a river. And so Reynolds began scuffing the snow with the tip of his boot, trying to pluck up the courage to challenge MacReady alone, for that was what their recent conversations had seemed like to him, swordless duels in which the captain attempted, metaphorically speaking, to pierce him through the heart. Ten more minutes passed before he thrust his fists into the pockets of his oilskin and strode resolutely toward the captain. After all the effort it had taken him to get there, he had no intention of letting some arrogant numbskull stop him from finishing what he had begun, no matter that the man was a head higher than he and looked strong enough to tear him limb from limb with his bare hands.

“Captain MacReady,” the explorer ventured.

“What is it, Reynolds?” the captain asked, annoyed at being interrupted in the middle of an important task, which appeared to be none other than feeling the cold in his bones and making sure the snow was still white.

“I would like us to begin exploring the area today,” Reynolds replied, undeterred. “I don’t think we should just sit around waiting for the ice to thaw.”

The captain smiled to himself for a few moments. Then, with calculated slowness, he got up from where he was sitting, his imposing bulk rising before the young explorer.

“So that’s what you think we’re doing, is it, waiting for the ice to thaw?” he asked.

“If you are engaged in some other activity, then you could have fooled me,” Reynolds replied sarcastically.

MacReady gave a disdainful laugh.

“I don’t think you’ve quite understood the situation, Reynolds. Let me explain it to you. Being stuck in the ice in this godforsaken place isn’t our only problem. Do you know what those sporadic groans are that wake us up at night? That’s the ice, Reynolds. The accursed ice, slowly crushing our poor ship so that when it finally releases her, assuming it does, her hull will be so damaged she’ll probably no longer be seaworthy. That’s the exact situation. I haven’t told my men because I don’t want to alarm them, although I imagine most of them suspect that those groans don’t bode well. But since you are in charge of this expedition, I thought you ought to know. And what can we do about it? I’ll tell you before you ask: we can abandon ship and cross the frozen sea until we reach the coast, taking with us the team of dogs, the provisions, the lifeboats, and at least two iron stoves with enough coal to keep us from freezing along the way. Tell me, does that strike you as a plan that could succeed?”

Reynolds made no reply. Naturally, this suggestion struck him as crazy. No one knew for certain how far the coast was or in what direction, and traipsing blindly across that landscape bristling with icy peaks, which they would have to circumnavigate with their loaded sleds, would only exhaust them. Except for that crazy plan, the only one Reynolds could think of was crazier still. He had heard that, in similar situations, some captains had ordered their men to build makeshift camps on a block of ice and then let those improvised vessels be pushed by the currents, although the number of times a far-fetched plan of this sort had actually worked could be counted on the fingers of one hand. The storm-wracked waves and winds had drowned the rest, without the slightest sympathy for those amusing examples of human ingenuity. Reynolds did not dare even mention this option to MacReady. Perhaps it was preferable to stay in the shelter of the ship and just drink rum while they waited for something—anything—to happen. But he did not intend to simply do nothing while awaiting a miracle. It was preposterous to come all that way and not explore the area.

“What about the mission?” Reynolds asked, at the risk of angering the captain. “I see no reason why we cannot proceed with it. It might be the best way to cope with the boredom, which I am sure you know can quickly turn to madness.”

“Oh, yes . . . your mission,” MacReady responded sardonically. “Your attempt to find the opening that leads to the center of the Earth, which you believe is inhabited and illuminated by a sun smaller than our own, or is it two suns?”

Hearing MacReady scoff at his ideas, Reynolds could not help being reminded of his partner Symmes and the laughter they had endured during their exhausting lecture tour concerning the Hollow Earth.

“Believe it or not, Captain, that is the aim of this expedition,” Reynolds replied, undeterred.

MacReady let out a guffaw that echoed across the white desert.

“Your naïveté is touching, Reynolds. Do you really believe the aim of this expedition is that altruistic? Mr. Watson of the Scientific Corps doesn’t give a fig about finding your entrance to the Earth’s core.”

“What are you implying?” the explorer demanded.

The captain smiled contemptuously.

“We didn’t organize all this to prove or disprove your ludicrous theory, Reynolds. Our sponsor wants what all the world powers want: to determine the strategic importance of the last unconquered territory.”

The explorer looked at the captain with feigned disbelief, while smiling to himself contentedly. With these last words, MacReady had confirmed that he had taken the bait. Reynolds knew that John Frampton Watson believed wholeheartedly in his Hollow Earth theory, as did the politicians, the government institutions secretly supporting them, and the handful of private backers who preferred to remain anonymous. But they had all decided to be cautious and to conceal their true aims, at least for the time being. If the expedition turned out to be a disaster, Reynolds would be the only one publicly disgraced, mocked, and humiliated. Those who remained in the shadows, on the other hand, stood to lose only a few dollars: they could wash their hands of the matter, claiming they had quite different aims, that they had never given that poor lunatic much credit and had simply used him for their own ends. As things stood, it was preferable not to let the public think they were wasting money on such reckless ventures. And Reynolds had accepted the role of scapegoat in exchange for a confidential agreement. If he succeeded in finding that other world, which he was convinced he would, his dreams of wealth and glory would be amply fulfilled, for tucked away in his lawyers’ safe was a document, inspired by the Capitulations of Santa Fe between Christopher Columbus and the Catholic monarchs, stating that Reynolds would be named admiral viceroy and governor general of all the land discovered beneath the Earth’s crust, as well as receive a tenth of any riches found in the conquered territories. So MacReady could carry on thinking Reynolds was a puppet manipulated by obscure masters. Actually, it was preferable: the less the captain knew the better. Reynolds did not trust MacReady. In fact, he did not trust anyone: the world was full of men who had usurped the discoveries of others, stealing all the glory for themselves and dooming the true pioneers to obscurity. Reynolds did not want to run that risk. Thus the more stupid MacReady thought he was, the greater the advantage Reynolds had over him.

The captain observed Reynolds’s silence with a mocking smile, awaiting a response. Having confirmed his role as naïve idealist, Reynolds was about to say something else about the businessman when a huge noise from the sky shook the earth beneath them. Reynolds and MacReady looked up, stunned. The other members of the crew also gazed at the sky, convinced the thunderous roar could only mean that it was falling in on them.

If the flying saucer had managed to impress a man like Wells, with his vast scientific knowledge and an imagination capable of dreaming up similar artifacts, imagine the fright it must have given that handful of rough sailors as it suddenly appeared on the horizon. It hurtled toward them, passing above their horrified heads and deafening them before disappearing toward the distant mountains, leaving behind a thin slash of light on the dark stain of the sky. They had only been able to see it clearly when it flew over them, but evidently none of them understood what the huge, flat, circular object was that seemed to spin on its own axis as it thundered through the air. Shortly after it disappeared behind the frozen peaks, they heard a tremendous bang, as though a tenton object, possibly made of iron or some equally heavy material, had crashed into the ice. It was a couple of minutes before the echo from the collision died away. When it did, the ensuing silence felt intolerable, as if they were all submerged at the bottom of the ocean. Only then did MacReady dare to speak.

“What the d-devil was that . . . ?” he stammered, not bothering to hide his bewilderment.

“My God, I’ve no idea . . . A meteorite, I imagine,” Reynolds replied, his mystified gaze fixed on the distant ridge.

“I don’t think so,” someone disagreed.

It was a skinny sailor by the name of Griffin. Reynolds wheeled round and looked at him curiously, surprised by the conviction with which the man had contradicted him.

“Its path was too . . . erratic,” the sailor explained, somewhat uncomfortable at feeling all eyes suddenly upon him. “When it reached the mountains it turned sharply and tried to gain height, as though wishing to avoid the fatal collision.”

“What are you trying to say?” asked MacReady, who was not one for riddles.

Griffin turned to the captain and answered his question, a little hesitantly. “Well, it looked as though someone was trying to guide it in a particular direction, Captain. As though it was being . . . steered.”

“Steered?” MacReady exclaimed.

Griffin nodded.

“He’s right, Captain. That’s what it looked like to me, too,” agreed Wallace, one of the other sailors.

MacReady looked at Griffin without saying anything, trying to digest what he had just heard. Alarmed by the noise, the rest of the men still aboard the Annawan had descended the ramp and were gathering round their fellow crew members, asking what had happened.

“Perhaps it is some kind of . . . flying object,” Griffin ventured, ignoring the others and addressing the captain, who was deep in thought.

The sailor’s assertion surprised Reynolds. A flying object? But what sort of object might that be? he wondered. Not a balloon, clearly. It had crossed the sky at a devilish rate, as though something was propelling it, although he had seen no steam engine attached to it. Looking more like the statue of an explorer, Captain MacReady surveyed the distant mountains as if he were planning to build a house there.

“Well, there’s only one way to find out,” he declared at last. “We shall go to where it fell.”

With a rush of energy, as though he had suddenly remembered he was the captain of the ship, he studied his men, called out a list of names, and within seconds had organized a search party. He left Lieutenant Blair in command of the Annawan and of the remaining sailors. Then he gave the explorer another of his condescending smiles.

“You’re welcome to join us if you wish, Reynolds. Perhaps we’ll come across your hole on the way.”

Reynolds did not deign to respond to the gibe. He bobbed his head as if to say yes, then followed the other men aboard to kit himself out with everything needed for a journey across the ice. Reynolds attempted to ignore the wave of heat from the stoves and kitchen that hit him as he descended to the lower deck. He dodged the confusion of beds and hammocks and, guided by the faint light of the lanterns, managed to reach the narrow passageway leading to the officers’ quarters. Once inside his cramped dwelling, dimly lit by the pale rays filtering through the porthole, Reynolds cast a melancholy eye over the uncomfortable room where he now spent his days: the built-in bunk with its lumpy horsehair mattress, the tiny desk, the table and two stools, the armchair he had insisted on bringing from home, the small larder, containing mainly bottles of brandy and a couple of cheeses, the washbasin in the corner, its water now frozen, and a few shelves lined with books, which he scarcely dared displace, for he had discovered a new use for the great classics that had never occurred to him before: as insulation from the cold on the other side of the wall. As soon as he was properly outfitted, Reynolds went back on deck.

Twenty minutes later, the men MacReady had picked were outside on the ice once more, warmly wrapped up, armed, and accompanied by a couple of sleds and a handful of dogs. In addition to Reynolds and the captain himself, the group consisted of Doctor Walker, Gunnery Sergeant Allan, and seven ordinary seamen with whom Reynolds scarcely had any association: Griffin, Wallace, Foster, Carson, Shepard, Ringwald, and the Indian Peters. After making sure they were all present, MacReady gestured energetically in the direction of the mountains, and without further ado the group set off.


III

DURING THE JOURNEY, REYNOLDS AVOIDED POSITIONING himself next to the captain, although that was the most appropriate place for him. He did not want to be drawn into a verbal battle with MacReady while they crossed the ice, so he deliberately hung back, until he found himself walking beside Griffin, the scrawny sailor whose remarks had aroused his curiosity. He remembered that Griffin had signed up for the Annawan at the last moment, when the ship’s crew was already complete, overcoming MacReady’s misgivings with his insistence on joining the discovery team and proving that not only was he genuinely passionate about the voyage but also able to surmount obstacles, including a boorish, stubborn captain. But, Reynolds wondered, why was it so important to Griffin to be there now, in that freezing cold?

“I think you’re right, Griffin,” he said as they drew level. “No doubt we will find some kind of flying machine in those mountains.”

Griffin was surprised that the man leading the expedition, who scarcely fraternized with the sailors, should address him in the tone of someone wanting to engage in pleasant chitchat. Visibly awkward, Griffin simply nodded his head, reduced to a ball of kerchiefs and scarves with a frozen nose and mustache poking out. But Reynolds was not put off by his reticence and resolved to strike up a conversation with the mysterious sailor, whether he liked it or not.

“Why were you so keen on joining our expedition, Griffin?” he asked him outright. “Do you believe in my Hollow Earth theory?”

The sailor looked at him for a moment, aghast. His thin mustache was caked with frost, and it occurred to Reynolds that when they returned to the ship, Griffin would have no choice but to chop off the frozen hair. This was precisely why Reynolds himself insisted on continuing to shave, even though he had to do it with a basin of melted ice. Clearly Griffin preferred not to put himself through that torture every morning.

“The idea is very poetic, sir,” the sailor replied at last.

“Very poetic, yes . . . But you don’t believe it,” Reynolds deduced, looking askance at Griffin. “I suppose like all the others you are here because of the money. But in that case, tell me why you were so keen to come aboard the Annawan. The wages are the same on any other ship, possibly higher, and the conditions less dangerous.”

Griffin, who seemed increasingly upset about being questioned, reflected for a moment before replying.

“I needed to board a ship that offered no guarantee of return, sir,” he said at last.

Reynolds was unable to conceal his confusion. He recalled the advertisement MacReady had posted in the various New York newspapers in order to attract recruits, which when he had read it had made his blood run cold:

Crewmen wanted for Antarctic expedition in search of the passage to the center of the Earth. Perilous conditions: extreme cold and constant risk. No guarantee of return. Honor, fame, and a handsome bonus if the mission is successful.

“I never imagined that would tempt anyone,” said Reynolds, glancing at the little man with an expression bordering on respect.

Up until then he had thought Griffin was no different from the others, whom he assumed had been enticed to join the Annawan by the advertisement’s last sentence. Yet for this skinny sailor it had been the penultimate one. Apparently, the ways of the human heart were as inscrutable as God’s own designs. Griffin shrugged and walked on in silence, until Reynolds’s quizzical gaze forced him to speak, “I don’t know what reasons the others had for embarking, sir,” he confessed, continuing to stare straight ahead, “but I am here to get away from a woman. At least for a while.”

“From a woman?” the explorer asked, intrigued.

With a heavy sigh, the sailor continued.

“I had been courting a young lady for a little over four months, when suddenly, I’m not quite sure how, I found myself engaged to be married.” Griffin appeared to smile resignedly beneath the layers of cloth wrapped around his face. “And I’m not ready for marriage yet. I’m only thirty-two, sir! I still have so much I want to see!”

Reynolds nodded, pretending to comprehend.

“The day after I plighted my troth,” the sailor went on, “I signed up for this expedition. I detest the cold, but as I said before, the Annawan was the only ship that did not guarantee my return. That way I would have enough time to decide what I really wanted to do with my life.”

“I understand,” said Reynolds, who did not understand at all. “And what about her?” he added, assuming the woman in question would have broken off her engagement to someone who prior to their nuptials would embark upon a suicide mission.

“As you can imagine, she did not take kindly to this sudden postponement of our wedding for months, possibly years. Yet she understood my . . . my need for adventure.”

“I understand,” Reynolds repeated mechanically.

Griffin nodded, grateful for the explorer’s sympathy. As though having squandered the better part of the store of words he had brought with him for the voyage, he broke off the conversation, sinking once more into an unassailable silence. Reynolds gave up any further attempt at conversation and continued walking alongside Griffin, sharing his silence. An untimely fog closed in around them, the cold seeming to intensify.

In order to take his mind off his frigid extremities, Reynolds tried to recall the strange machine’s vertiginous descent. It struck him as particularly odd that it had occurred precisely when they were there, as though arranged for their entertainment. If they had not become icebound, no one would have seen the machine, and its occupant, assuming someone really was steering the thing, would have perished alone. Then he wondered what country had the scientific capability to produce a machine like the one that had hurtled through the air at such an incredible speed, but he promptly shook his head. There was no point in speculating. In less than an hour he would find out for himself, he thought, and so he focused instead on the majestic beauty of the landscape, that never-ending expanse of pristine whiteness surrounding him on all sides, like an imitation marble palace. As he did so, he thought it ironical that the very qualities that gave the landscape its beauty would probably be the same ones that killed them.

•   •   •

DESPITE THE THICKENING FOG, they soon caught sight of the machine. The object that had fallen from the sky was so enormous it stood out ominously in the distance, like a beacon lighting their way. When they finally reached the site of the accident, they could see it was indeed some kind of flying machine. Almost as big as a tram, but round and domed, the machine stuck up from the ice like an idol from some unknown religion. It appeared undamaged, although the impact had cracked the ice in a thirty-yard radius, so that they had to tread carefully as they approached. The object was made of a shiny material, sleek as a dolphin’s skin, and seemed to have no door or hatch. The only blemish on the glossy fuselage was a cluster of strange embossed symbols from which a faint coppery light emanated.

“Does anyone have any idea what the devil it is?” MacReady asked, glancing about inquiringly.

No one spoke, although the captain was not really expecting a reply. They were all mesmerized by the machine’s gleaming surface, which mirrored their astonished faces. Reynolds studied his reflection as if it were a stranger’s. He was so used to seeing himself broken up into what looked like lopsided fragments in the tiny mirror he used for shaving that he was surprised to discover the pitiful result when they all came together. No one could deny he was impeccably clean shaven, yet his eyes had a weary, feverish look from lack of sleep, and he seemed as slender as a wraith. Apart from that, the face peering back at him from the machine’s silky surface still had that same childish air that made it difficult for him to compete in the adult world, those plump lips that failed to command authority.

Reynolds sighed resignedly and looked away from his reflection in order to examine the nearest cluster of markings. Most of these were finely drawn symbols, vaguely reminiscent of Asian characters, framed by what looked like geometric shapes. He could not resist stretching his right hand toward one of them, with the aim of running his finger along their wavy spirals. Although he was curious to know what that peculiar shimmering material felt like, he chose to keep his glove on for fear his hand might freeze. When he touched the symbol, a strange plume of smoke began to rise slowly into the air, and as Reynolds looked on in wonder, a tiny blue flame sprouted from his glove like an unexpected bloom. The explorer felt a stabbing pain, which instantly radiated through his whole body. He withdrew his hand, unable to stop the excruciating agony from emerging as a terrible roar. Reynolds caught a sudden whiff of singed fabric and flesh and amid the pain was scarcely able to grasp that on touching the strange symbol, his glove had caught fire, despite the subzero temperatures. The sailors standing next to him recoiled in horror, while Reynolds, his face screwed up in pain, fell to his knees on the ice, holding up his right hand, now wrapped in shreds of charred cloth, blackened and smoking like a witch’s claw.

“Good God!” Doctor Walker exclaimed, hurrying to his aid.

“No one is to touch the outside of that thing!” MacReady roared. “Damnation, if anyone touches anything without my permission I’ll string him from the yardarm!”

The surgeon ordered Shepard, the sailor nearest him, to dig a hole in the ice as quickly as possible. Shepard took out his pickax and struck obstinately at the brittle crust until he managed to make a kind of burrow. As Walker thrust Reynolds’s arm down the hole, they all heard a noise like a red-hot iron being plunged into a bucket of water. When Walker deemed that was enough, or perhaps when he felt his own fingers begin to freeze through his glove, he yanked Reynolds’s hand out. The explorer, half stunned by the sudden contrast of fire and ice, put up no resistance.

“I must take him back to the infirmary immediately,” Walker declared. “I have nothing to bandage his hand with.”

“Captain!” cried Peters, before MacReady had time to respond.

MacReady turned his head toward the Indian, who was standing about ten yards from the machine, pointing at the ice.

“I’ve found some tracks, sir!”

The captain opened his mouth in surprise, then collected himself and strode over to Peters, a few of the other sailors following behind.

“It looks like something came out of the machine,” the Indian surmised.

MacReady glared at Peters, as though he were to blame for everything, when clearly what he was angry about were the endless surprises that prevented him from showing his men the imperturbable calm every captain should possess. The Indian knelt by the prints, studied them in silence, then explained to the others what he saw in those scratches in the snow.

“The prints are huge, too big for an animal, at least any I know,” he said, pointing at the outline. “Do you see? They’re almost as long as a man’s arm. And strangely oval shaped and deep, as if what made them weighed several tons. But the funniest thing is there are no toe prints in the snow. These look more like claw marks.”

“Are you sure about that, Peters?” Wallace said, leaning over them. “They look more like hoofprints to me.”

“Hoofprints? Since when did you become a tracker, Wallace?” Shepard scoffed.

“I don’t know, Shepard, but I have goats and those prints are—”

“Shut up, both of you!” MacReady bellowed at the two men. He turned to the Indian, who, rather than argue with them, was scowling silently, aggrieved perhaps that anyone should question his vast knowledge in this area. “Continue, please, Peters . . . You were saying the prints aren’t human?”

“I’m afraid so, sir,” Peters confirmed.

“But that’s impossible!” MacReady exclaimed. “What else could they be?”

“Footprints never lie, Captain,” Peters replied. “Whatever came out of that machine is a creature that walks upright, but it isn’t human.”

A deathly hush fell as the others leaned over the strange tracks.

“And the prints are fresh,” he added. “I would say about twenty minutes old, possibly less.”

Peters’s words alarmed the men, who glanced around anxiously, peering into the white void. All of a sudden, they were not alone.

“And the next set of prints?” MacReady asked, trying to appear unruffled. “Which direction did this . . . creature take?”

“That’s the odd thing, Captain,” said Peters, leading them a few yards farther on. “The next prints are over here, nearly six feet from the first. That means that in one stride the creature can cover a distance impossible for any other animal. And the next lot must be even farther away, because I can’t see them.”

“Are you saying the creature moves in leaps?”

“It seems so, Captain. In bigger and bigger leaps, which makes it very difficult to follow even without this fog. Unless we comb the area, we can’t know which direction it took. It could have gone anywhere.”

“You see, Wallace?” Shepard piped up. “Could one of your goats do that?”

The captain gave Shepard a black look and told him to shut up.

“What do you suppose that thing is, Peters?” asked one of the other sailors, a man called Carson.

The Indian remained silent for a few moments before replying, contemplating whether his companions were ready for the revelation he was about to share with them.

“A devil,” he said in a grave voice. “And it came from the stars.”

Inevitably, his words caused a great stir among the men. The captain raised his hand to quiet them down, then desisted. Did he have a better theory, one that might put his men’s minds at rest?

“All right,” he said at last, trying to keep control of the situation. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Whatever this thing is, it may still be in the vicinity. We’ll go and see. Doctor Walker, you and Foster take Mr. Reynolds back to the ship, dress his wound, and when he’s recovered, remind him to stop and think before touching anything. Even a child knows that.”

The doctor nodded. He helped the sobbing Reynolds to his feet, while MacReady continued giving orders.

“It’s best if we split up into pairs; that way we can cover the whole area around the machine. Peters and Shepard, you take one of the sleds and go south. Carson and Ringwald, you take the other sled and go north. Griffin and Allan, you go east, and you, Wallace, come with me. If you don’t find anything within a two-mile radius, come back here. This will be the meeting place. Any questions?”

“I have a question, Captain,” said Carson. “What if we find the . . . demon?”

“If you find it and it behaves in a threatening way, don’t hesitate to use your musket, Carson. And then finish it off.”

Everyone nodded.

“Good,” said the captain, taking a deep breath. “Now let’s get going. Let’s find that thing!”


IV

CRADLING HIS BANDAGED HAND, REYNOLDS WATCHED from the deck of the Annawan as the reddish-purple hues of dusk bled onto the ice fields, giving him the impression he was on the surface of the planet Mars. However hard he looked, he was incapable of seeing where the frozen ocean ended and the land began, for the snow had wiped away all trace of its union like a skillful tailor’s invisible seam. Reynolds only knew that MacReady had prohibited them from walking around the outside of the ship as well as on the port side. Although it did not look like it, the ice there was much thinner, scarcely eight inches thick, and could easily break under their weight, since what they would in fact be walking on was the waterway, now layered with ice, that had brought them there. Consequently, he had ordered those sailors who were in the habit of emptying their bowels overboard to do so over the port side, with the result that enjoying the majestic frozen landscape from that part of the ship was not advisable.

Looking away from the frozen desert, Reynolds tilted his head up toward the handful of stars that were out and contemplated them with the habitual reverence he reserved for the Creator’s majestic handiwork. If what Peters said was true, the machine that had fallen from the sky and landed on the ice must have come from up there. In fact, it was not such a crazy idea, he told himself; no more so than believing that the center of the Earth was inhabited, as he did. Although it might be more precise to say that he wanted to believe it, for the only path he had discovered that could lead to immortality was to become the last great conqueror of the last great undiscovered territory. But now another completely unexpected vista had opened before his eyes, one that contained an infinitely bolder promise of eternal glory. How many planets in the firmament were inhabited? And how much glory would go to the person who succeeded in conquering them?

Reynolds was so absorbed in these thoughts that he nearly leaned on the metal handrail. He stopped himself just in time and gazed at it in disbelief for a few seconds, alarmed by what would have happened if he had touched it. He had been told that metal was a lethal substance in subzero temperatures, even when wearing gloves, and Reynolds had no wish to put that theory to the test. He gave a weary sigh. This accursedly hostile place allowed no respite. Everywhere was fraught with danger: at that very moment, in order to stop the ship from capsizing, a group of men with hatchets and pickaxes was hewing off the ice that had built up on the masts, and chunks of it were dropping onto the deck with loud thuds, like the sound of cannon fire. If Reynolds wanted to gaze up at the starry sky, he was obliged to dodge the lethal shower of icy shards capable of dashing his brains out. Yet, despite the perils, the explorer preferred being on deck, occasionally pacing up and down to get the circulation going in his numb legs, rather than in the infirmary, where the groan of the ice as it crushed the ship’s hull prevented him from falling asleep. That relentless creaking had become a dreadful lullaby, forcing him to ponder each passing hour in that ghastly, interminable twilight.

It was more than five hours since Captain MacReady and his group had returned from their exploratory trip, having found nothing. Only Carson and Ringwald, who had gone north, had failed to show up at the meeting point. MacReady and the others had waited for almost an hour until finally, tired, cold, and hungry, they had decided to return to the Annawan. No one had drawn any conclusions about their absence, and yet the question everyone was silently asking himself was whether those two poor wretches had stumbled upon what the crew had begun referring to as “the monster from the stars.” They could not know for sure, of course, but it was the most likely explanation. However, even though the captain and most of the rest of the crew had apparently given the two men up for dead, Reynolds imagined that, as soon as MacReady thought they had rested enough, he would organize a fresh search party.

Earlier, while Foster and Doctor Walker were dragging him back to the ship, reeling with pain, Reynolds had regretted his recklessness, not simply because it made him look foolish in front of the crew, and would fuel the captain’s mockery, but because it had prevented him from exploring the surrounding area as he had been longing to do from the moment they became icebound. But now he was glad of his foolish act because, as Sergeant Allan had pointed out, it would have been impossible in that dense fog to find his longed-for passage to the center of the Earth unless he had fallen directly into it. Not to mention the threat posed by the creature from the machine, which had almost certainly ended the wretched lives of Carson and Ringwald. On hearing that, Reynolds decided that a burn seemed a modest price to pay for having avoided putting his life in peril.

However, he had to admit that the expedition was not turning out quite as he had expected, and after the recent events it was difficult to predict what would happen next. He remembered the series of obstacles he had been obliged to overcome in order to get this far and the enemies he had made because of his persistence. It had not been easy to find backers for such an expedition, owing to the fact that the vast majority of people gave no thought whatsoever to whether the Earth might be hollow. Needless to say, Reynolds did. Indeed, he could almost claim he had been inside it, albeit only in his dreams.

•   •   •

IT HAD ALL BEGUN on a distant afternoon when, by sheer chance, one man had changed Jeremiah Reynolds’s fate. From that day on, he had ceased drifting and had set off along a single pathway, whose end was very clearly mapped out.

He had been passing by a public lecture hall in Wilmington, Ohio, when he heard loud guffaws coming from within. And if Reynolds needed anything after a disappointing day’s work at the newspaper he edited, it was laughter. To understand his state of mind that day, you would need to know a little more about him, and so allow me to interrupt our story to give you a brief tour of the explorer’s soul. Like many others before and after, Reynolds was born into abject poverty. He had been obliged to start work young to pay for all his needs, from resoling his boots to enrolling at university. From a tender age, although that may not be the most suitable expression in this case, he had been an avid reader. But he was more interested in accounts of voyages and discoveries than in novels. With astonishing zeal he had devoured Marco Polo’s tales, the flattering biography of Columbus written by the explorer’s own son, the heroic epics of those who first ventured to the North and South poles, and into darkest Africa.

Understandably, all these daring exploits had shaped Reynolds’s youthful fantasies, and he had grown up dreaming of emulating those men, who had carved their names on the tablet of History and, more important, had won untold wealth and fame for themselves and their descendants. Reynolds despised mediocrity and very early on had begun to feel superior to everyone around him, although even he was unable to define what exactly that superiority was based upon, for it was plain to see he had no outstanding talent, nor any extraordinary physical attributes, nor was he of above average intelligence. Up until then, Reynolds could not be said to differ much from other young men, not even in this persistent belief in his own superiority, so natural in Man. In what way, for example, was he any different from the accountant who lived in the same building and whom he looked down on scornfully whenever they met on the stairs? The thing that made him stand out from his neighbors was his belief in himself, the absolute conviction that he was destined for a life of grand, heroic exploits. For Reynolds sensed he had not come into the world to live such a shamefully dull life. And yet the years went by without anything happening to suggest he could unearth the astonishing secret destiny that awaited him. It is true that he soon stopped suffering hardship, since he managed to finish his studies and even became editor of a newspaper, but these worldly successes, within anyone’s reach, did not quench his thirst for glory. Deep down, Reynolds felt he was wasting his life, the only life he had, a life that, when it ended, he would care so little about that he might as well have been carried off as a child by the smallpox. In short, he was fed up with wallowing in mediocrity while relating the heroic deeds of others, recounting miracles that never happened to him. That was not why he had been born. He had been born so that his brave exploits would be splashed all over the newspapers, exploits that would make him the envy of his fellow men, causing their wives to swoon and their mothers to sigh with admiration; even their lapdogs would bark, for his extraordinary prowess would not go unnoticed even in the animal kingdom.
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