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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







GRAY FLANNEL ARMOR


The means which Thomas Hanley selected to meet the girl who later became his wife is worthy of note, particularly by anthropologists, sociologists, and students of the bizarre. It serves, in its humble way, as an example of one of the more obscure mating customs of the late 20th century. And since this custom had an impact upon modern American industry, Hanley’s story has considerable importance.


Thomas Hanley was a tall, slim young man, conservative in his tastes, moderate in his vices, and modest to a fault. His conversation with either sex was perfectly proper, even to the point of employing the verbal improprieties suitable to his age and station. He owned several gray flannel suits and many slim neckties with regimental stripes. You might think you could pick him out of a crowd because of his horn-rimmed glasses, but you would be wrong. That wasn’t Hanley. Hanley was the other one.


Who would believe that, beneath this meek, self-effacing, industrious, conforming exterior beat a wildly romantic heart? Sadly enough, anyone would, for the disguise fooled only the disguised.


Young men like Hanley, in their gray flannel armor and horn-rimmed visors, are today’s knights of chivalry. Millions of them roam the streets of our great cities, their footsteps firm and hurried, eyes front, voices lowered, dressed to the point of invisibility. Like actors or bewitched men, they live their somber lives, while within them the flame of romance burns and will not die.


Hanley daydreamed continually and predictably of the swish and thud of swinging cutlasses, of great ships driving toward the sun under a press of sail, of a maiden’s eyes, dark and infinitely sad, peering at him from behind a gossamer veil. And, predictably still, he dreamed of more modern forms of romance.


But romance is a commodity difficult to come by in the great cities. This fact was recognized only recently by our more enterprising businessmen. And one night, Hanley received a visit from an unusual sort of salesman.


Hanley had returned to his one-room apartment after a harried Friday at the office. He loosened his tie and contemplated, with a certain melancholy, the long weekend ahead. He didn’t want to watch the boxing on television and he had seen all the neighborhood movies. Worst of all, the girls he knew were uninteresting and his chances of meeting others were practically nil.


He sat in his armchair as the deep blue twilight spread over Manhattan, and speculated on where he might find an interesting girl, and what he would say if he found one, and—


His doorbell rang.


As a rule, only peddlers or solicitors for the Fireman’s Fund called on him unannounced. But tonight he could welcome even the momentary pleasure of turning down a peddler. So he opened the door and saw a short, dapper, flashily dressed little man beaming at him.


“Good evening, Mr. Hanley,” the little man said briskly. “I’m Joe Morris, a representative of the New York Romance Service, with its main office in the Empire State Building and branches in all the boroughs, Westchester, and New Jersey. We’re out to serve lonely people, Mr. Hanley, and that means you. Don’t deny it! Why else would you be sitting home on a Friday night? You’re lonely and it’s our business and our pleasure to serve you. A bright, sensitive, good-looking young fellow like yourself needs girls, nice girls, pleasant, pretty, understanding girls—”


“Hold on,” Hanley said sternly. “If you run some sort of a fancy call girl bureau—”


He stopped, for Joe Morris had turned livid. The salesman’s throat swelled with anger and he turned and started to leave.


“Wait!” said Hanley. “I’m sorry.”


“I’ll have you know, sir, I’m a family man,” Joe Morris said stiffly. “I have a wife and three children in the Bronx. If you think for a minute I’d associate myself with anything underhanded—”


“I’m really sorry.” Hanley ushered Morris in and gave him the armchair.


Mr. Morris immediately regained his brisk and jovial manner.


“No, Mr. Hanley,” he said, “the young ladies I refer to are not—ah—professionals. They are sweet, normal, romantically inclined young girls. But they are lonely. There are many lonely girls in our city, Mr. Hanley.”


Somehow, Hanley had thought the condition applied only to men. “Are there?” he asked.


“There are. The purpose of the New York Romance Service,” said Morris, “is to bring young people together under suitable circumstances.”


“Hmm,” Hanley said. “I take it then you run a sort of—if you’ll pardon the expression—a sort of Friendship Club?”


“Not at all! Nothing like it! My dear Mr. Hanley, have you ever attended a Friendship Club?”


Hanley shook his head.


“You should, sir,” said Morris. “Then you could really appreciate our Service. Friendship Clubs! Picture, if you will, a barren hall, one flight up in the cheaper Broadway area. At one end, five musicians in frayed tuxedos play, with a dreary lack of enthusiasm, the jittery songs of the day. Their thin music echoes disconsolately through the hall and blends with the screech of traffic outside. There is a row of chairs on either side of the hall, men on one side, women on the other. All are acutely embarrassed by their presence there.”


“They cling to a wretched nonchalance, nervously chain-smoking cigarettes and stamping out the butts on the floor. From time to time, some unfortunate gets up his courage to ask for a dance and, stiffly, he moves his partner around the floor, under the lewd and cynical eyes of the rest. The master of ceremonies, an overstuffed idiot with a fixed and ghastly smile, hurries around, trying to inject some life into the corpse of the evening. But to no avail.”


Morris paused for breath. “That is the anachronism known as the Friendship Club—a strained, nervous, distasteful institution better suited to Victorian times than to our own. At the New York Romance Service, we have done what should have been done years ago. We have applied scientific precision and technological knowhow to a thorough study of the factors essential to a successful meeting between the sexes.”


“What are those factors?” Hanley inquired.


“The most vital ones,” said Morris, “are spontaneity and a sense of fatedness.”


“Spontaneity and fate seem to be contradictory terms,” Hanley pointed out.


“Of course. Romance, by its very nature, must be composed of contradictory elements. We have graphs to prove it.”


“Then you sell romance?” Hanley asked dubiously.


“The very article! The pure and pristine substance itself! Not sex, which is available to everyone. Not love—no way of guaranteeing permanency and therefore commercially impractical. We sell romance, Mr. Hanley, the missing ingredient in modern society, the spice of life, the vision of all the ages!”


“That’s very interesting,” Hanley said. But he questioned the validity of Morris’ claims. The man might be a charlatan or he might be a visionary. Whatever he was, Hanley doubted whether he could sell romance. Not the real thing. Not the dark and fitful visions which haunted Hanley’s days and nights.


He stood up. “Thank you, Mr. Morris. I’ll think over what you’ve said. Right now, I’m in rather a rush, so if you wouldn’t mind—”


“But, sir! Surely you can’t afford to pass up romance!”


“Sorry, but—”


“Try our system for a few days, absolutely free of charge,” Mr. Morris said. “Here, put this in your lapel.” He handed Hanley something that looked like a small transistor radio with a tiny video eye.


“What’s this?” Hanley asked.


“A small transistor radio with a tiny video eye.”


“What does it do?”


“You’ll see. Just give it a try. We’re the country’s biggest firm specializing in romance, Mr. Hanley. We aim to stay that way by continuing to fill the needs of millions of sensitive young American men and women. Remember—romances sponsored by our firm are fated, spontaneous, esthetically satisfying, physically delightful, and morally justifiable.”


And with that, Joe Morris shook Hanley’s hand and left.


Hanley turned the tiny transistor radio in his hand. It had no buttons or dials. He fastened it to the lapel of his jacket. Nothing happened.


He shrugged his shoulders, tightened his tie and went out for a walk.


It was a clear, cool night. Like most nights in Hanley’s life, it was a perfect time for romance. Around him lay the city, infinite in its possibilities and rich in promise. But the city was devoid of fulfillment. He had walked these streets a thousand nights, with firm step, eyes front, ready for anything. And nothing had ever happened.


He passed apartment buildings and thought of the women behind the high, blank windows, looking down, seeing a lonely walker on the dark streets and wondering about him, thinking….


“Nice to be on the roof of a building,” a voice said. “To look down on the city.”


Hanley stopped short and whirled around. He was completely alone. It took him a moment to realize that the voice had come from the tiny transistor radio.


“What?” Hanley asked.


The radio was silent.


Look down on the city, Hanley mused. The radio was suggesting he look down on the city. Yes, he thought, it would be nice.


“Why not?” Hanley asked himself, and turned toward a building.


“Not that one,” the radio whispered.


Hanley obediently passed by the building and stopped in front of the next.


“This one?” he queried.


The radio didn’t answer. But Hanley caught the barest hint of an approving little grunt.


Well, he thought, you had to hand it to the Romance Service. They seemed to know what they were doing. His movements were as nearly spontaneous as any guided movements could be.


Entering the building, Hanley stepped into the self-service elevator and punched for the top floor. From there, he climbed a short flight of stairs to the roof. Once outside, he began walking toward the west side of the building.


“Other side,” whispered the radio.


Hanley turned and walked to the other side. There he looked out over the city, at the orderly rows of street lights, white and faintly haloed. Dotted here and there were the reds and greens of traffic lights, and the occasional colored blotch of an electric sign. His city stretched before him, infinite in its possibilities, rich in promise, devoid of fulfillment.


Suddenly he became aware of another person on the roof, staring raptly at the spectacle of lights.


“Excuse me,” said Hanley. “Didn’t mean to intrude.”


“You didn’t,” the person said, and Hanley realized he was talking to a woman.


We are strangers, Hanley thought. A man and a woman who meet by accident—or fate—on a dark rooftop overlooking the city. He wondered how many dreams the Romance Service had analyzed, how many visions they had tabulated, to produce something as perfect as this.


Glancing at the girl, he saw that she was young and lovely. Despite her outward composure, he sensed how the rightness of this meeting, the place, the time, the mood stirred her as it did him.


He thought furiously, but could find nothing to say. No words came to him and the moment was drifting away.


“The lights,” prompted his radio.


“The lights are beautiful,” said Hanley, feeling foolish.


“Yes,” murmured the girl. “Like a great carpet of stars, or spearpoints in the gloom.”


“Like sentinels,” said Hanley, “keeping eternal vigil in the night.” He wasn’t sure if the idea was his or if he was parroting a barely perceptible voice from the radio.


“I often come here,” said the girl.


“I never come here,” Hanley said.


“But tonight….”


“Tonight I had to come. I knew I would find you.”


Hanley felt that the Romance Service needed a better script writer. Such dialogue, in broad daylight, would be ridiculous. But now, on a high rooftop overlooking the city, with lights flashing below and the stars very close overhead, it was the most natural conversation in the world.


“I do not encourage strangers,” said the girl, taking a step toward him. “But—”


“I am no stranger,” Hanley said, moving toward her.


The girl’s pale blonde hair glinted with starlight. Her lips parted. She looked at him, her features transfigured by the mood, the atmosphere, and the soft, flattering light.


They stood face to face and Hanley could smell her faint perfume and the fragrance of her hair. His knees became weak and confusion reigned within him.


“Take her in your arms,” the radio whispered.


Automatonlike, Hanley held out his arms. The girl entered them with a little sigh. They kissed—simply, naturally, inevitably, and with a mounting and predictable passion.


Then Hanley noticed the tiny jeweled transistor radio on the girl’s lapel. In spite of it, he had to admit that the meeting was not only spontaneous and fateful, but enormously pleasant as well.


Dawn was touching the skyscrapers when Hanley returned to his apartment and tumbled, exhausted, into bed. He slept all day and awoke toward evening, ravenously hungry. He ate dinner in a neighborhood bar and considered the events of the previous night.


It had been wild, perfect, and wonderful, all of it—the meeting on the roof and, later, her warm and darkened apartment; and at last his departure at dawn, with her drowsy kiss still warm on his mouth. But despite all this, Hanley was disturbed.


He couldn’t help feeling a little odd about a romantic meeting set up and sponsored by transistor radios, which cued lovers into the proper spontaneous yet fated responses. It was undoubtedly clever but something about it seemed wrong.


He visualized a million young men in gray flannel suits and striped regimental ties, roaming the streets of the city in response to the barely heard commands of a million tiny radios. He pictured the radio operators at their central two-way videophone switchboard—earnest, hard-working people, doing their night’s work at romance, then buying a newspaper and taking a subway home to the husband or wife and kids.


This was distasteful. But he had to admit that it was better than no romance at all. These were modern times. Even romance had to be put on a sound organizational basis or get lost in the shuffle.


Besides, Hanley thought, was it really so strange? In medieval times, a witch gave a knight a charm, which led him to an enchanted lady. Today, a salesman gave a man a transistor radio, which did the same thing and probably a lot faster.


Quite possibly, he thought, there has never been a truly spontaneous and fated romance. Perhaps the thing always requires a middleman.


Hanley cast further thoughts out of his mind. He paid for his dinner and went out for a walk.


This time, his firm and hurried steps led him into a poorer section of the city. Here garbage cans lined the sidewalks, and from the dirty tenement windows came the sound of a melancholy clarinet, and the shrill voices of women raised in argument. A cat, striped and agate-eyed, peered at him from an alleyway and darted out of sight.


Hanley shivered, stopped, and decided to return to his own part of the city.


“Why not walk on?” the radio urged him, speaking very softly, like a voice in his head.


Hanley shivered again and walked on.


The streets were deserted now and silent as a tomb. Hanley hurried past gigantic windowless warehouses and shuttered stores. Some adventures, it seemed to him, were not worth the taking. This was hardly a suitable locale for romance. Maybe he should ignore the radio and return to the bright, well-ordered world he knew.


He heard a sound of scuffling feet. Glancing down a narrow alley, he saw three wrestling figures. Two were men and the third, trying to break free, was a girl.


Hanley’s reaction was instantaneous. He tensed to sprint away and find a policeman, preferably two or three. But the radio stopped him.


“You can handle them,” the radio said.


Like hell I can, Hanley thought. The newspapers were full of stories about men who thought they could handle muggers. They usually had plenty of time to brood over their fistic shortcomings in a hospital.


But the radio urged him on. And touched by a sense of destiny, moved by the girl’s plaintive cries, Hanley removed his horn-rimmed glasses, put them in their case, put the case into a hip pocket, and plunged into the black maw of the alley.


He ran full into a garbage can, knocked it over and reached the struggling group. The muggers hadn’t noticed him yet. Hanley seized one by the shoulder, turned him and lashed out with his right fist. The man staggered back against the wall. His friend released the girl and went for Hanley, who struck out with both hands and his right foot.


The man went down, grumbling, “Take it easy, buddy.”


Hanley turned back to the first mugger, who came at him like a wildcat. Surprisingly, the man’s entire fusillade of blows missed and Hanley knocked him down with a single well-placed left.


The two men scrambled to their feet and fled. As they ran, Hanley could hear one complain to the other, “Ain’t this a hell of a way to make a living?”


Ignoring this break in the script, Hanley turned to the girl.


She leaned against him for support. “You came,” she breathed.


“I had to,” said Hanley, in response to a barely audible radio voice.


“I know,” she murmured.


Hanley saw that she was young and lovely. Her black hair glinted with lamplight. Her lips parted. She looked at him, her features transfigured by the mood, the atmosphere, and the soft, flattering light.


This time, Hanley needed no command from the tiny radio to take her into his arms. He was learning the form and content of the romantic adventure, and the proper manner of conducting a spontaneous yet fated affair.


They departed at once for her apartment. And as they walked, Hanley noticed a large jewel glittering in her black hair.


It wasn’t until much later that he realized it was a tiny, artfully disguised transistor radio.


Next evening, Hanley was out again, walking the streets and trying to quiet a small voice of dissatisfaction within him. It had been a perfect night, he reminded himself, a night of tender shadows, soft hair brushing his eyes, and tears warm upon his shoulder. And yet….


The sad fact remained that this girl hadn’t been his type, any more than the first girl had been. You simply can’t throw strangers together at random and expect the fiery, quick romance to turn into love. Love has its own rules and enforces them rigidly.


So Hanley walked, and the conviction grew within him that tonight he was going to find love. For tonight the horned moon hung low over the city and a southern breeze carried the mingled scent of spice and nostalgia.


Aimlessly he wandered, for his transistor radio was silent. No command brought him to the little park at the river’s edge and no secret voice urged him to approach the solitary girl standing there.


He stood near her and contemplated the scene. To his left was a great bridge, its girders faint and spidery in the darkness. The river’s oily black water slid past, ceaselessly twisting and turning. A tug hooted and another replied, wailing like ghosts lost in the night.


His radio gave him no hint. So Hanley said, “Nice night.”


“Maybe,” said the girl, not turning. “Maybe not.”


“The beauty is there,” Hanley said, “if you care to see it.”


“What a strange thing to say…”


“Is it?” Hanley asked, taking a step toward her. “Is it really strange? Is it strange that I’m here? And that you are here?”


“Perhaps not,” the girl said, turning at last and looking into Hanley’s face.


She was young and lovely. Her bronze hair glinted with moonlight and her features were transfigured by the mood, the atmosphere, and the soft, flattering light.


Her lips parted in wonder.


And then Hanley knew.


This adventure was truly fated and spontaneous! The radio had not guided him to this place, had not whispered cues and responses for him to murmur. And looking at the girl, Hanley could see no tiny transistor radio on her blouse or in her hair.


He had met his love, without assistance from the New York Romance Service! At last, his dark and fitful visions were coming true.


He held out his arms. With the faintest sigh, she came into them. They kissed, while the lights of the city flashed and mingled with the stars overhead, and the crescent moon dipped in the sky, and foghorns hooted mournful messages across the oily black river.


Breathlessly, the girl stepped back. “Do you like me?” she asked.


“Like you!” exclaimed Hanley. “Let me tell you—”


“I’m so glad,” said the girl, “because I am your Free Introductory Romance, given as a sample by Greater Romance Industries, with home offices in Newark, New Jersey. Only our firm offers romances which are truly spontaneous and fated. Due to our technological researches, we are able to dispense with such clumsy apparatus as transistor radios, which lent an air of rigidity and control where no control should be apparent. We are happy to have been able to please you with this sample romance.”


“But remember—this is only a sample, a taste, of what Greater Romance Industries, with branch offices all over the world, can offer you. In this brochure, sir, several plans are outlined. You might be interested in the Romance in Many Lands package, or, if you are of an enterprising imagination, perhaps the piquant Romance through the Ages package is for you. Then there is the regular City Plan and—”


She slipped a brightly illustrated pamphlet into Hanley’s hand. Hanley stared at it, then at her. His fingers opened and the brochure fluttered to the ground.


“Sir, I trust we haven’t offended you!” the girl cried. “These businesslike aspects of romance are necessary, but quickly over. Then everything is purely spontaneous and fateful. You receive your bill each month in a plain, unmarked envelope and—”


But Hanley had turned from her and was running down the street. As he ran, he plucked the tiny transistor radio from his lapel and hurled it into a gutter.


Further attempts at salesmanship were wasted on Hanley. He telephoned an aunt of his, who immediately and with twittering excitement arranged a date for him with a daughter of one of her oldest friends. They met in his aunt’s overdecorated parlor and talked in halting sentences for three hours, about the weather, college, business, politics, and friends they might have in common. And Hanley’s beaming aunt hurried in and out of the brightly lighted room, serving coffee and homemade cake.


Something about this stiff, formal, anachronistic setup must have been peculiarly right for the two young people. They progressed to regular dates and were married after a courtship of three months.


It is interesting to note that Hanley was among the last to find a wife in the old, unsure, quaint, haphazard, unindustrialized fashion. For the Service Companies saw at once the commercial potentialities of Hanley’s Mode, graphed the effects of embarrassment upon the psyche, and even assessed the role of the Aunt in American Courtship.


And now one of the Companies’ regular and valued services is to provide bonded aunts for young men to call up, to provide these aunts with shy and embarrassed young girls, and to produce a proper milieu for all this in the form of a bright, overdecorated parlor, an uncomfortable couch, and an eager old lady bustling back and forth at meticulously unexpected intervals with coffee and homemade cake.


The suspense, they say, becomes almost overpowering.




THE LEECH


The leech was waiting for food. For millennia it had been drifting across the vast emptiness of space. Without consciousness, it had spent the countless centuries in the void between the stars. It was unaware when it finally reached a sun. Life-giving radiation flared around the hard, dry spore. Gravitation tugged at it.


A planet claimed it, with other stellar debris, and the leech fell, still dead-seeming with its tough spore case.


One speck of dust among many, the winds blew it around the Earth, played with it, and let it fall.


On the ground, it began to stir. Nourishment soaked in, permeating the spore case. It grew—and fed.


Frank Conners came up on the porch and coughed twice. “Say, pardon me, Professor,” he said.


The long, pale man didn’t stir from the sagging couch. His horn-rimmed glasses were perched on his forehead, and he was snoring very gently.


“I’m awfully sorry to disturb you,” Conners said, pushing back his battered felt hat. “I know it’s your restin’ week and all, but there’s something damned funny in the ditch.”


The pale man’s left eyebrow twitched, but he showed no other sign of having heard.


Frank Conners coughed again, holding his spade in one purple-veined hand. “Didja hear me, Professor?”


“Of course I heard you,” Micheals said in a muffled voice, his eyes still closed. “You found a pixie.”


“A what?” Conners asked, squinting at Micheals.


“A little man in a green suit. Feed him milk, Conners.”


“No, sir. I think it’s a rock.”


Micheals opened one eye and focused it in Conners’ general direction.


“I’m awfully sorry about it,” Conners said. Professor Micheals’ resting week was a ten-year-old custom, and his only eccentricity. All winter Micheals taught anthropology, worked on half a dozen committees, dabbled in physics and chemistry, and still found time to write a book a year. When summer came, he was tired.


Arriving at his worked-out New York State farm, it was his invariable rule to do absolutely nothing for a week. He hired Frank Conners to cook for that week and generally make himself useful, while Professor Micheals slept.


During the second week, Micheals would wander around, look at the trees and fish. By the third week he would be getting a tan, reading, repairing the sheds, and climbing mountains. At the end of four weeks, he could hardly wait to get back to the city.


But the resting week was sacred.


“I really wouldn’t bother you for anything small,” Conners said apologetically. “But that damned rock melted two inches off my spade.”


Micheals opened both eyes and sat up. Conners held out the spade. The rounded end was sheared cleanly off. Micheals swung himself off the couch and slipped his feet into battered moccasins.


“Let’s see this wonder,” he said.


The object was lying in the ditch at the end of the front lawn, three feet from the main road. It was round, about the size of a truck tire, and solid throughout. It was about an inch thick, as far as he could tell, grayish black and intricately veined.


“Don’t touch it,” Conners warned.


“I’m not going to. Let me have your spade.” Micheals took the spade and prodded the object experimentally. It was completely unyielding. He held the spade to the surface for a moment, then withdrew it. Another inch was gone.


Micheals frowned, and pushed his glasses tighter against his nose. He held the spade against the rock with one hand, the other held close to the surface. More of the spade disappeared.


“Doesn’t seem to be generating heat,” he said to Conners. “Did you notice any the first time?”


Conners shook his head.


Micheals picked up a clod of dirt and tossed it on the object. The dirt dissolved quickly, leaving no trace on the gray-black surface. A large stone followed the dirt, and disappeared in the same way.


“Isn’t that just about the damnedest thing you ever saw, Professor?” Conners asked.


“Yes,” Micheals agreed, standing up again. “It just about is.”


He hefted the spade and brought it down smartly on the object. When it hit, he almost dropped the spade. He had been gripping the handle rigidly, braced for a recoil. But the spade struck that unyielding surface and stayed. There was no perceptible give, but absolutely no recoil.


“Whatcha think it is?” Conners asked.


“It’s no stone,” Micheals said. He stepped back. “A leech drinks blood. This thing seems to be drinking dirt. And spades.” He struck it a few more times, experimentally. The two men looked at each other. On the road, half a dozen Army trucks rolled past.


“I’m going to phone the college and ask a physics man about it,” Micheals said. “Or a biologist. I’d like to get rid of that thing before it spoils my lawn.”


They walked back to the house.


Everything fed the leech. The wind added its modicum of kinetic energy, ruffling across the gray-black surface. Rain fell, and the force of each individual drop added to its store. The water was sucked in by the all-absorbing surface.


The sunlight above it was absorbed, and converted into mass for its body. Beneath it, the soil was consumed, dirt, stones, and branches broken down by the leech’s complex cells and changed into energy. Energy was converted back into mass, and the leech grew.


Slowly, the first flickers of consciousness began to return. Its first realization was of the impossible smallness of its body.


It grew.


When Micheals looked the next day, the leech was eight feet across, sticking out into the road and up the side of the lawn. The following day it was almost eighteen feet in diameter, shaped to fit the contour of the ditch, and covering most of the road. That day the sheriff drove up in his model A, followed by half the town.


“Is that your leech thing, Professor Micheals?” Sheriff Flynn asked.


“That’s it,” Micheals said. He had spent the past days looking unsuccessfully for an acid that would dissolve the leech.


“We gotta get it out of the road,” Flynn said, walking truculently up to the leech. “Something like this, you can’t let it block the road, Professor. The Army’s gotta use this road.”


“I’m terribly sorry,” Micheals said with a straight face. “Go right ahead, Sheriff. But be careful. It’s hot.” The leech wasn’t hot, but it seemed the simplest explanation under the circumstances.


Micheals watched with interest as the sheriff tried to shove a crowbar under it. He smiled to himself when it was removed with half a foot of its length gone.


The sheriff wasn’t so easily discouraged. He had come prepared for a stubborn piece of rock. He went to the rumble seat of his car and took out a blowtorch and a sledgehammer, ignited the torch and focused it on one edge of the leech.


After five minutes, there was no change. The gray didn’t turn red or even seem to heat up. Sheriff Flynn continued to bake it for fifteen minutes, then called to one of his men.


“Hit that spot with the sledge, Jerry.”


Jerry picked up the sledgehammer, motioned the sheriff back, and swung it over his head. He let out a howl as the hammer struck unyieldingly. There wasn’t a fraction of recoil.


In the distance they heard the roar of an Army convoy.


“Now we’ll get some action,” Flynn said.


Micheals wasn’t so sure. He walked around the periphery of the leech, asking himself what kind of substance would react that way. The answer was easy—no substance. No known substance.


The driver in the lead jeep held up his hand, and the long convoy ground to a halt. A hard, efficient-looking officer stepped out of the jeep. From the star on either shoulder, Micheals knew he was a brigadier general.


“You can’t block this road,” the general said. He was a tall, spare man in suntans, with a sunburned face and cold eyes. “Please clear that thing away.”


“We can’t move it,” Micheals said. He told the general what had happened in the past few days.


“It must be moved,” the general said. “This convoy must go through.” He walked closer and looked at the leech. “You say it can’t be jacked up by a crowbar? A torch won’t burn it?”


“That’s right,” Micheals said, smiling faintly.


“Driver,” the general said over his shoulder. “Ride over it.”


Micheals started to protest, but stopped himself. The military mind would have to find out in its own way.


The driver put his jeep in gear and shot forward, jumping the leech’s four-inch edge. The jeep got to the center of the leech and stopped.


“I didn’t tell you to stop!” the general bellowed.


“I didn’t, sir!” the driver protested.


The jeep had been yanked to a stop and had stalled. The driver started it again, shifted to four-wheel drive, and tried to ram forward. The jeep was fixed immovably, as though set in concrete.


“Pardon me,” Micheals said. “If you look, you can see that the tires are melting down.”


The general stared, his hand creeping automatically toward his pistol belt. Then he shouted, “Jump, driver! Don’t touch that gray stuff.”


White-faced, the driver climbed to the hood of his jeep, looked around him, and jumped clear.


There was complete silence as everyone watched the jeep. First its tires melted down, and then the rims. The body, resting on the gray surface, melted too.


The aerial was the last to go.


The general began to swear softly under his breath. He turned to the driver. “Go back and have some men bring up hand grenades and dynamite.”


The driver ran back to the convoy.


“I don’t know what you’ve got here,” the general said. “But it’s not going to stop a U.S. Army convoy.”


Micheals wasn’t so sure.


The leech was nearly awake now, and its body was calling for more and more food. It dissolved the soil under it at a furious rate, filling it in with its own body, flowing outward.


A large object landed on it, and that became food also. Then suddenly—


A burst of energy against its surface, and then another, and another. It consumed them gratefully, converting them into mass. Little metal pellets struck it, and their kinetic energy was absorbed, their mass converted. More explosions took place, helping to fill the starving cells.


It began to sense things—controlled combustion around it, vibrations of wind, mass movements.


There was another, greater explosion, a taste of real food! Greedily it ate, growing faster. It waited anxiously for more explosions, while its cells screamed for food.


But no more came. It continued to feed on the soil and on the Sun’s energy. Night came, noticeable for its lesser energy possibilities, and then more days and nights. Vibrating objects continued to move around it.
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