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      The Great War of the Worlds stories are set in a universe where H.G. Wells’s War of the Worlds happened.

      In 1894, aliens crashed to Earth in spacecraft that operated like meteorites. They attacked us with fearsome weapons like Black Smoke, a chemical weapon and heat rays that can melt steel in a few seconds. Then, they built processing centers and used humans for food.

      But the attack ended quickly because the Martians, if that was where they really came from, weren’t prepared to deal with Earth’s microbes and died from disease.

      What happened after the attack? What did humanity do with the technology the Martians left behind?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Nothing is hopeless that is right.”

        - Susan B. Anthony
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      Susan picked up the newspaper, tucked it under her arm, and reached into her purse for the key to the Edison radio team’s office. But before she opened the door to start the workday, she took a moment for herself.

      Leaves rustling in a light wind provided the ideal background for the chatter and twitter of birds and a particularly angry squirrel. Together, they created the perfect accompaniment for a cool Wednesday morning in late September. The perfect start to a day for some early apple picking or sitting on the front porch with a book and a warm drink. Not a day for working in a stuffy office, with needy engineers and a cantankerous army officer.

      When was the last time Susan had enjoyed the weather? When was the last time she had taken a day off to relax? Six months ago? Seven? Longer than that. The year 1915 was three-quarters over, and it had been a whirlwind.

      It had all started on New Year’s Eve, when James, Susan’s fiancé, had been called to Long Island to fix the radios that the United States used to talk to Europe and the Planetary Warning System. When he’d arrived, he’d uncovered evidence of interference. It became the start of a trail that had led him, Susan, and a marine named Reynolds, to a conspiracy to conceal the return of the Martians.

      Susan shook her head to clear away the memories of conspiracies and violence, balanced the newspaper on the box of Danish from Verps Bakery on her left hand, and unlocked the door with her right. Then she headed to the break room to start coffee. She’d already had a cup before leaving home, but General Ross would be in soon; and neither James nor Stephen Seward, the radio team’s remaining senior engineer, would remember to start the percolator on their own. It was up to her to make sure the general received the attention he wanted.

      But Susan would need to do more than just lay out the pastries and start the coffee, as she discovered. Piles of breadcrumbs adorned each end of the break room table, an array of napkins was scattered across the floor, and a collection of dirty dishes cluttered the sink. James and Seward must have worked late enough on the transmitters for the National Radio Network that the mess was made after the cleaning crew had gone home. Susan had discussed with James whether the crew could come later, but James hadn’t done anything about it yet. Susan would have to make the call herself now, after cleaning up this shambles of a break room first.

      Of course, she knew General Ross well enough to guess what he would say about the transmitters, which were due to be tested in just a few weeks. They were already overdue and  the engineers had been working late in an effort to avoid his wrath.

      Susan put down the Danish, removed the lid from the coffeepot, and placed it on the counter before reaching in to remove the filter basket full of last night’s grounds. But she hadn’t noticed the shaker that one of the engineers must have left on the counter. She brushed it with her elbow, scattering salt across the maple countertop and onto the floor.

      “Bad luck!” Mom would have said, only half kidding.

      Susan had lost both of her parents in the first Martian Attack. She’d been in school the morning the aliens had arrived in Ridgewood with their terrifying walking machines. They’d taken thirty-five people from the area around the train station and opera house, somehow missing the Beech Street School a few streets away. Good luck for Susan and the rest of the village kids. Not for Mom and Dad.

      Susan brushed a tear from one eye and started the coffee. As she finished wiping up the unlucky salt, a clatter echoed from outside the break room. Who was in the office already? Why had they locked the door after coming inside? Had James never gone home? He’d slept on a lab bench before. Was he really so worried about finishing the transmitters for General Ross?

      “Is someone there?” she said as she left the break room and headed toward the labs. Brisk footsteps echoed off the cinder block walls, but the long hallway that led to the loading dock at the back of the building was empty.

      Susan stepped into the smaller workshop where Seward and James had been laboring yesterday. Components littered the workbenches on either side of the room, but there was no sign of either engineer. The doorway to the larger workshop was partly blocked by a wooden crate about the size of a steamer trunk. It rested on the floor directly in front of the door, as if whoever had wheeled it in on a hand truck and gotten out fast. Was that what Susan had heard through the wall they shared? She checked the hall again. No one was there.

      That crate couldn’t stay there. What if General Ross saw it? What would he think? Susan started down the loading dock, then caught herself. She had work to do first. She’d deal with this mess after she cleaned up the wreckage from last night and completed her morning rounds.

      She went back to the break room, finished tidying up, picked up the newspaper, and walked down the narrow hall to Ben Johnson’s office—No. It was James Brogan’s office now. Susan still hadn’t adjusted to Ben’s disappearance during the chaos earlier in the year.

      She left the paper on James’s desk, catching a glimpse of the photograph of Ben Johnson standing next to Thomas Edison that hung behind it. It had been Ben who had hired her as a clerk, allowed her to expand her responsibilities, and even introduced her to James.

      What had happened to Ben? Was he really dead?

      Susan finally made it to her desk. She shared an office with Noah Abrams, the radio team’s head of supply. Noah had been putting in some long hours, too, working with General Electric on getting the radios built, tested, and distributed for the pilot program.

      A new report from late yesterday was still on Susan’s desk. It contained transcripts from the latest transmissions from Europe, including an interesting report from the Planetary Warning station in Paris. The men who had led the fight against the Martians in Reims had set up shop in the French capital and wanted to speak to James again. Susan was still underlining the relevant parts of the report when a shout broke her concentration.

      “Where the hell is everyone?”

      Wonderful. General Ross had come in early. And James was probably still dead asleep at home. Susan reached for her desk phone. She could at least ask his mother to rouse him out of bed.

      “Does anyone in this office work for a living?” the general bellowed, his voice echoing from down the hall.

      Susan knew it wouldn’t do to be caught on the phone with the team leader’s mother when the general barged into her office. She put the phone down and stepped into the hallway. “General Ross!” she said, forcing a bright smile. “You’re here bright and early.”

      “Where’s Brogan?” the general growled. “Where are my transmitters?” His driver, a young man in a neatly pressed uniform with silver insignia marking him as either a captain or a lieutenant, was hanging back near the entrance to the break room.

      “I’m sure Mr. Brogan will be here soon, General,” Susan said. “He was working on the systems late last night. Can I get you some coffee and a Danish?” She edged past the general, gently excusing herself to his driver, and into the break room, hoping fresh coffee and a pastry would change the subject. She was already pouring his cup when the general followed her into the room.

      “I need those transmitters now,” the general said as he dropped his bulk into a chair and waited for service. “Does Brogan understand how tenuous his position is? I’ve got plenty of radio techs in the War Department who would kill to take over this project. They’d even show up for work in the morning.”

      Was the general serious? Or were his threats just more of his typical bluster? James had been the logical choice to take over the team after Ben Johnson’s disappearance. He understood the technology better than anyone else. He had worked shoulder to shoulder with Ben for years, and no one—not even Seward—understood it as well as James did.

      But the best engineer wasn’t always the best choice for manager. And that might have been the case with James. He spent too much time focused on details and not enough on overseeing the entire operation.

      General Ross propped his elbows on the table. His bulky gray mustache twitched as he raised a finger—a sure sign that he was about to launch into a tirade.

      “I’m sure the transmitters are nearly ready, sir,” Susan interjected. She had to serve the old grouch, but she didn’t have to endure his jeremiads. Once she placed a mug of coffee in front of him, she asked, “Cheese Danish? Or cherry?”

      “No crumb cake this time?” the general asked.

      There was—and he would have known that if he had gotten up and checked the box for himself. Susan had been hoping to save it for herself, but she put the crumb cake on a plate and brought it to General Ross.

      “Thank you,” he grumbled.

      “You’re welcome,” Susan said as she walked back to the coffeepot to pour a cup for the driver. She turned to ask him how he took it⁠—

      A deafening roar drowned out her request. Susan was swept off her feet and thrown out the door into the office hallway.

      The hallway, and then the world, went black.

      

      Susan woke up in the hallway with the taste of blood in her mouth. A sharp pain in her left side made her yelp as she struggled to her feet. But did she yelp? She couldn’t tell because she couldn’t hear anything just then.

      What happened? She fought back nausea and limped into the break room.

      The large workshop was visible past the pile of plaster and lathe that used to be the far wall of the break room. Large, jagged splinters littered the floor of the work area and tugged at Susan’s fuzzy memory.

      The crate. The splinters were from the mysterious crate that had partly blocked the doorway into the workshop.

      General Ross was lying on the floor near the break room doorway. He started to sit up but fell back onto his back. His mouth moved, but Susan couldn’t hear him.

      “General!” Susan said, the pain in her side flaring. “Are you okay?”

      She scanned the room, looking for the general’s driver. A single boot protruded from the pile of rubble that used to be a wall.
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      Susan shuffled down Nassau Street, thanks to the pain from the bruise forming on her left side. She had no reason to rush, either. James was bound to be late, even for their first meal together since the attack at Edison.

      Attack.

      That was what General Ross had called it when—against his doctor’s orders—he’d stolen from his hospital room to Susan’s the morning after the explosion. She’d only suffered a few scrapes and bruises from flying debris, while the general had six stitches on the right side of his head. His driver, however, was still in a coma.

      Susan checked her watch as she reached the Inn. It wasn’t eleven thirty yet. Why had James insisted on lunch here? There was no way he’d get out of the office on time, especially on the first day after the office reopened.

      She ignored the tightness around her ribs and kept walking. At least the ringing in her ears had subsided, so she could have a reasonable conversation with James when they met. It was too pleasant outside to spend an extra half hour sitting at a restaurant table. Or more than a half hour, if she was right about James. He’d be busy assessing the impact the explosion would have on the National Radio Network. To Susan, the word explosion sounded better than attack, if for no other reason than it let her off the hook for not raising an alarm about that crate. If she had, the general’s driver would be awake and listening to his boss complain about traffic, instead of wasting away in a hospital bed.

      Her side ached as she reached Renwick’s, so she stopped and leaned against a lamppost. Perhaps walking here from her room at Mrs. Prendick’s had been too ambitious, but the idea of calling a cab had seemed extravagant.

      “Susan?” asked a voice from behind her. “Should you be up and about already?”

      Susan spun around in surprise—which didn’t help the pain in her side—to see the rumpled form of Carl Urich.

      “Mr. Urich!” Susan said. “You’re in West Orange today? Are you following a story? Or visiting your favorite lunch spot?”

      “A little of both,” he replied. “I heard your office reopened today, and since no one will take my calls, I’m going over there to talk to James in person. I didn’t expect to see you at all. I thought you’d still be recuperating.” Carl was a reporter from The Spectator, a newspaper out of New York City. He’d been instrumental in helping Susan and James uncover the conspiracy to disable the transatlantic radios in Sayville last year. The linen blazer he was wearing clashed with not only his pants, but everything in New Jersey.

      “I’m hoping to head back to work tomorrow . . . or Wednesday,” Susan said, wondering how ridiculous that sounded as she leaned against a lamppost and hugged herself in pain.

      “I’m sure they need you, but they’d want you to make it back in one piece. Here.” Carl extended an arm and gestured toward the outdoor tables at Renwick’s. “Why don’t you let me help you take a seat?”

      Susan took his arm and let him guide her to a table. It felt as if the ground shifted under her as she lowered herself into a chair.

      “Are you okay, Susan?” Carl asked, sounding genuinely concerned. “You look a little gray.”

      “I’m fine, Mr. Urich. A little bruised, but at least my hearing has recovered.” As she spoke, Susan thought about how much worse the driver and the general had fared in the explosion.

      “Call me Carl, please. We’ve known each other for months. I was concerned when I heard about the attack.” He gestured toward the restaurant window for service, then sat across from Susan.

      Attack. There was that word again.

      “Since you already know that the office is reopening today, do you have an idea of why the Black Army targeted us?” Susan asked.

      “To be honest, I don’t think it was them,” Carl said.

      Susan leaned back in surprise. The Black Army was a group of anarchists fighting what they—and many others—called the Bryan administration’s “tyranny.” They’d attacked theaters, train stations, and even the Hudson Tubes, disabling the trains for a week in February. She has immediately assumed they were responsible for the bomb. Who else could it be?

      “Attacks like this have become a part of life over in the city,” Carl continued, “and it’s natural to assume that it was the Black Army. It’s also convenient for the government to blame everything on them. But they’ve been going for high-profile, public places. They’re more interested in attracting attention than executing on strategy. This wasn’t the first time we’ve seen an attack on something more strategic than a train station or public square. But it was the first one in New Jersey, and it’s shocking to see Edison has become a target.”

      Susan knew that no one would ever accuse Carl Urich of accepting the government’s claims at face value. But the Black Army had been responsible for numerous bombings around New York, Chicago, and all the way over in San Francisco. Why wouldn’t they be the primary suspects for this explosion?

      “Hello, Mr. Urich!” said Penny, the regular waitress at ’Wicks. “And you too, Susan.”

      “Good morning, Penny,” Carl answered. “I’d like the usual, and I’ll take care of whatever Susan is having.”

      “Nothing for me today, thanks . . . uh, Carl,” Susan said. “I’m meeting James for lunch at the Inn.” She waited until Penny had stepped away before continuing. “So you think it’s someone else? A different group? Every story I’ve seen said it was them. Even the Security Police who spoke to me seemed to think so.” As soon as Penny was out of earshot, she whispered, “Have you heard something else from them?”

      The Security Police always kept a tight lid on stories like this one, especially since earlier in the year, when Sean Fleming, one of their own, had gone rogue inside Edison. Susan wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d suppressed all word of the explosion, but the story had appeared in all the local papers.

      “No, I haven’t,” said Carl with a grimace. “But it’s always easier to fall back on a comfortable lie than look for the difficult truth. I was working on a story about some disappearances in Manhattan, but when I heard about the explosion, I thought it might point to a bigger story.”

      “Bigger than me almost getting killed?” Susan asked with a wry smile.

      “That’s the story they won’t let me print. It would mean panic in the streets.” He grinned back. “I’m glad to see you can laugh about this. It’s the best defense.”

      “They say it’s the best medicine.”

      Carl smiled again, but his expression shifted for a moment, implying he’d been on the receiving end of an attack at least once. Susan sighed as the throbbing in her side lessened.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Carl asked.

      “Yeah. I overdid it a bit getting over here.”

      Penny arrived with Carl’s coffee. “I’ll be right back with your breakfast, sir,” she said as she deftly placed the mug in front of him, along with a tiny pitcher of cream and a bowl of sugar cubes.

      “When is your lunch?” Carl asked Susan.

      “Noon,” she said, checking her watch again. Eleven forty-five. Plenty of time to rest her side.

      “The National Radio Network is hardly a secret,” Carl said as he dropped three cubes of sugar into his coffee. “The Bryan administration distracted everyone from a conspiracy inside the SPs by announcing it. And once it’s up and running, they won’t need to coerce the press to spread their lies.”

      “That’s a little cynical. A public radio network could save a lot of lives.”

      “It certainly could,” Carl said as he stirred his coffee. “It could also be a tool for bypassing a free press. Now, let’s say someone feels even more strongly about Bryan’s public network. Let’s say they want to stop it. Wouldn’t destroying the prototype transmitters be a good start?”

      The ground shifted under Susan again, but not because of the pain in her side. A few months ago, the radios Edison maintained on Long Island had been a target. Now her office was?

      “I knew the transmitters were being built here, because I have friends in the area. But it’s not public knowledge. So who else was aware of what your team was building here? Do you have any ideas?” Carl raised an eyebrow as he asked the question.

      “General Electric is making the prototype receivers for distribution to strategic locations, and Edison is building the first pair of transmitters,” Susan said. “That’s not a secret, is it?”

      Where was Carl going with this? Was he saying that someone inside Edison had planted that bomb? Or was working with whoever had? And just like that, Susan was aware she had gone from a friend recovering from an attack to a source for Carl’s next story.

      “Who’s building the radio equipment isn’t a secret, but where and how is,” Carl said. “I haven’t started to think about how GE is going to produce enough receivers to make this system scale. But that’s not the story—at least not yet. Plenty of people have reasons to oppose this project, so basic operational security makes sense. How did the attackers know where to plant that bomb?”

      Susan’s throat went dry. She wished she had accepted Carl’s offer for at least a cup of coffee. For the second time in less than a year, she was being plunged into games of deceit and death. She had worked hard to expand her responsibilities beyond typing and filing at Edison, but rooting out spies wasn’t a job she was interested in. Even though she’d helped James do it once already.

      She looked down at the table before answering. “I don’t know, Mr. Ur—I mean, Carl.”

      Carl smiled. “I’m sorry. You’re still recovering. You don
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