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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.







LEGEND OF THE WEREWOLF


From the film Legend of the Werewolf – a Tyburn Film production




Part One


THE LEGEND




CHAPTER ONE


It was cold in the forest, and his wife was near to death. They had not spoken to each other for many hours, but a strong feeling between them made up for the lack of words. She was in pain, and Perchik himself was in pain. Hers was the pain of the child forcing its way gradually nearer to existence from her womb; his was the pain of grief, of awareness that his wife would not survive childbirth.


He held her tightly, keeping her sagging body more or less upright as they walked through the dense bracken, their split cowskin shoes scuffing up the wispy snow, snow that beyond these forests would lie like a thick sheet across the countryside separating them from freedom.


Perchik shook his head as he thought of those wastelands near the Polish border. Freedom was just a dream, now, a dream that would never come true.


They had escaped the flashing sabres and studded hooves of the Tsar’s cavalrymen; they had escaped the wrath of the Jew-haters; they had foiled those Russian powers that would have been happier cutting them down than they would have been just merely driving the peasants from their homelands and their pitifully wretched existences.


Yes, they had escaped those terrible days of burning, looting, raping and killing. But they would not escape the forest.


They had been here too long, for one thing. Perchik, as he staggered beneath the almost limp weight of his silent wife, glanced round at the other refugees. They were so pitiful; Perchik, perhaps, the most pitiful of all. His feet were bleeding with thorn gashes and blisters. He alone carried almost twice his weight. The rest walked in a solemn file: men, women, a scattering of children, ragged in their torn jerkins and filthy breeches, the women wrapped tightly in shawls and blankets, plucked from the burning houses as they had fled the screaming soldiers and the crackling flames. They had run for their lives beneath the legs of horses that reared and wheeled as the riders had hacked and stabbed, grins of delight upon their faces.


Perchik had lost his two young sons, and he closed his eyes as the memory of their bloodied bodies came back. He had crawled across them, not recognising them for a moment, and the youngest boy had groaned and turned to look at him. Perchik had been too shocked to do anything but kneel over the body, watching the blood streaming from its parted lips, watching his own life-blood drain from his youngest son.


He had run with the rest of them, then, a screaming, cursing shape, clutching whatever he could grab, dodging the swords that flashed, glancing heavenwards as if, by some miracle, an avenging angel might appear through the storm clouds, riding the black fire-smoke to drive away the oppressors.


But there was no God in Russia in these bitter years. There was no avenging angel. There was only hatred; and oppression; and brutality.


It was not necessary to kill the Jews. The home of the Jew was wherever he found himself: the rough track, the forest wayside, the edge of a town, or a city. He was used to it. He could cope with it. No, it wasn’t necessary to kill the Jew, just move him on. He was a race, strong of spirit, but homeless. His spirit held him together, a nation, diluted, spread across the world.


They had been happy in the isolated backwoods a few hundred kilometres from Moscow, but the Tsar had seen them as a blight. He had driven them out, and his soldiers, the officers of his word, had seen them, more often than not, as sabre practice.


His wife moaned and clutched her stomach. The vision of red, of fire, faded quickly from before Perchik’s eyes and he helped his wife as she stumbled.


It was so near her time.


Others in the straggling column of refugees glanced his way, and then looked back to the front. There was no time, now, to help a friend. There were wolves spread in a wide circle about them. Waiting, watching for the straggler, the weakling who dropped behind, so that they might get a measure of the humans’ strength. The only way to survive these forests was to remain in a tight band, so that they could present at least a semblance of a fighting front when the sleek grey shapes darted out of the darkness of the trees, blood red eyes, moon white teeth, spring through the air to the throat …


It was a horrible way to die. It was, equally, a very common way to die.


Perchik could smell the wolves. It was a sweet smell, the tang of urine on the still air. They were in a wolf-pack’s territory. They were invaders.


The irony amused Perchik in a faint, almost unrealised way.


They had no home, these Jews who were his brothers and sisters, so wherever they went they were invaders of a sort. Now they were invading a land almost as dangerous as the politically tense frontiers of Eastern Europe – the land of a wolf family, an area perhaps two kilometres square, but a land that would be guarded with tooth and claw, and terrible ferocity.


His wife screamed out and collapsed to her knees, almost pulling Perchik with her. The refugee file slowed and unsmiling faces – bearded, dirty, wrinkled, empty – stared at the motionless couple.


Without saying a word Perchik pleaded for help. You, butcher, help me get her off the track. Matchmaker, help me, help me deliver her. Children, lend your strength, stay with me just a while …


Their eyes said it succinctly.


Goodbye, Perchik.


They walked on, trudging through the thin undergrowth until their shadowy figures were lost in the darkness. The moon rode full above the sparse foliage top. The clouds had cleared, the threat of the snow storm passed. His breath still came icy as he breathed, struggling to pull his moaning wife into the tenuous shelter of a bracken overhang.


He laid her out, helped her draw up her knees. Her eyes were closed, with pain, perhaps with many pains.


He rubbed his hands together against the cold. It was so bitter. The snow lay like a thin frost, across every waving fern, every inch of the dry bracken. In the darkness beyond the trees, beyond vision, hungry, angry eyes watched.


A few minutes later the baby came. He knew what to do, but he had helped to deliver his other two children in the comfort of a wooden shack, not in the misery of a snowy forest. He kept his wife’s woollen skirts pulled down and reached beneath them to coax the slippery baby into the world. It was born in the correct position, slipping into his hands in a second while his wife uttered a loud and final cry. He tied the cord and left the baby in the warmth, turning it over and slapping it gently so that its first sound penetrated the cloth tent which contained it, a muffled yelp, a beautiful sound.


When he was sure the baby was safe he lay it on its back – a boy! Another boy! – and removed his hands from the woman’s skirts. In the moonlight he could see the blood on his arms. He stared at them, realising that the scent of human blood was now wafting into the forest, exciting appetites, rousing hunting instincts.


With a frightened glance into the darkness he wiped his hands on the bracken, then turned to his wife. Her eyes were closed and she seemed peaceful in death. For a few seconds Perchik put his face close to hers and thought back across the years to the first time they had lain in a forest, on a bracken floor, watching a crescent moon rising into the dusk sky.


The baby cried out and Perchik pulled away from his wife’s pale face, touched her eyes briefly with fingers that shook for so many reasons. He took off her shawl and reached beneath her skirts for the warm baby, wrapped him quickly and hugged him, trying to live the child’s lifetime in a few seconds, knowing that this was the end for them all.


A wolf howled, loudly, close by. Perchik started with fright and searched the trees.


The bracken was crackling, as if a small group of men were running lightly towards him. Was it the butcher? Was it Heimi, his old drinking partner, coming back to help after all? He peered into the darkness. The sound grew closer. He called a name to himself. Is that you? I’m here, by the bracken. Is that you Heimi?


The wolf came out of the shadows, almost too fast for Perchik to comprehend what was happening. Others followed, red eyes like small fires in the dimness, breath like clouds of frost as they stood panting, staring, snarling.


Perchik clutched his child tightly to him, began to pray. The nearest wolf leapt and he screamed as razor sharp teeth closed on his wrist, crunched the bone. He beat at the long muzzle, tried to shake the jaws from his arm, and as his guard went down the wolf had snapped at his throat. Its canines met behind his jugular and tore outwards. He gasped with the shock, felt the great gout of blood cover his hands as they held his son and splatter across the growling animal that was killing him.


All strength drained from his body; the darkness increased. With his right hand he tried to keep hold of his baby, but he felt the child drawn from his grip. Incapable of movement, he found himself watching horrified, in his last seconds, as the great wolverine jaws came down towards the infant, dripping saliva and blood onto the tiny wrinkled face.


Then the jaws snapped shut … but on the shawl, not the flesh.


As he died Perchik was left with a single thought, a thought that would remain with him beyond the grave.


They’ve taken my son!




CHAPTER TWO


He ran with the wolves.


When he was still too young to use his legs effectively he rode the great she-wolf that had adopted him and nursed him, clinging on to her fur with fists that, even now, could kill a rabbit. As he grew, as his strength increased, he began to run behind them, sometimes holding the tail of an unmated male, sometimes running alone, falling behind his fleet-footed brothers, always to catch them up when they stopped to mark an area, and listen and smell the forest breezes.


He killed with the wolves.


Coming out of the darkness of the forest he killed with his brothers, tiny teeth tearing at the throats of horses and sheep, tiny claws scratching skin and leaving thin red lines of blood that passed unnoticed until he grew older and his nails grew longer and stronger, and he found he could tear down to the bone of an unsuspecting forest woman with just a single slash.


He ate with the wolves, tearing his meat from the still warm carcass of a deer or a human or a dog or even, when times were very hard, a rabbit. He grew to love the feel of warm juices on his lips, the testing of his teeth on the tough meat of the freshly dead prey.


He sang with the wolves, learned their pleasures, their fears, the things that delighted them, the way they expressed that delight. He knew the ecstasy of the full moon, with its great light burning into his eyes, its strange pull making the hair on his scrawny body stand on end. He danced with the elder wolves as the blood in their bodies coursed with a new found strength beneath the white disc that rose high, then sank beyond the trees.


He felt the depression of moonless nights, when the wolves ran in the shadows, and whined and cowered, almost afraid.


And as he ran with them, and ate and killed with them, he grew. He was a small boy with a tanned, tough hide; he wore a strip of bear-fur around his genitals to protect them from the thorns and bushes into which he jumped and plunged as the pack did its yearly circuit of the great forests. His hair was long, his limbs thin and wiry, and when he ran he was like a spectre, seen for a split second and then merged with the shadows.


He was rarely seen by human eyes – but they were enough, those few sightings. They established his existence, and the legend that would grow up around him.


At night, huddled for warmth with the younger males, he closed his eyes and let himself be nipped and nuzzled, and as the years passed so the very essence of the wolf began to flow in his blood. It would be soon, they told him; when he grew older, when he was mature, so he would become more wolf than man, in body as well as spirit.


And already, at the age of seven, he could feel the tingling, almost sharp sensation in his teeth when the moon reached its full disc, the way his gums bled and swelled up, his canines trying, it seemed sometimes, to push themselves out of his head. If he cried he was scolded. He suffered the feelings in silence, therefore, sitting in the undergrowth, watching the moon, listening to the singing and laughing of the wolves.


One day, when the season was warm, the forest green and rich with smaller game, the she-wolf who had led the pack died. He felt the grief with the other wolves, shared their mourning, and the consuming of the corpse. The new pack leader took them away from the old routes, then, and without realising it, at the height of one summer, they crossed an unseen border. They had come into Germany.


It would change the boy’s life.




CHAPTER THREE


Clattering along the dirty, dusty forest track, the caravan was a bizarre spectacle. It was meant to be. Its snoozing occupant-owner, the Maestro Pamponi, always hoped that the caravan’s gaudy colouring and clattering pots and pans would bring the forest folk out in droves. They would observe the spectacle of the circus trailer, and read the impressively large poster on each side:


MAESTRO PAMPONI
and his
EXHIBITION
INCREDIBLE AND WONDERFUL


They would, he reasoned, be immediately hooked with curiosity and would follow the caravan in an ever enlarging band until, when they finally camped, there would be a ready-made audience, all eager to observe the wonders that were concealed behind the dirty linen curtains across the door.


Every so often, when the caravan lurched and shook, passing through one of the thousands of pot-holes in this appalling part of the country, Maestro Pamponi would open his eyes and peer through the curtains at the road behind, ready to greet the crowds with his most beaming smile.


All he ever saw were trees and dust. A lesser man might have become disheartened long ago, but Maestro Pamponi merely unplugged a bottle of cheap brandy and drowned his disappointment with a single loud gulp.


The sounds of Pamponi’s indulgences did not pass unnoticed by the sweaty driver of the caravan. Half asleep as he lazily flicked the white horse that pulled the remarkable exhibition, Tiny was perpetually irritated that it was never he who managed to siesta during these hot summer days as they sped from forest clearing to forest clearing in the hope of finding a nearby township from which they could extricate money and favours.


His eyes closed and he slipped forward in the seat, jerking upright as the caravan lurched, and flicking the horse which replied by switching its tail. Flies buzzed about Tiny’s unshaven features, nestled right down in his dirty leather coat, seemed to crawl all the way down to his crotch.


The dust was unbearable. The roads endless.


A clearing came into view and he allowed his eyes to open a little more, encouraging the horse to move that much faster.


Yes, a nice clearing, just the place to stop for a few hours so that he himself might indulge in a few swigs of brandy.


There was something, someone …


Through his sleepy eyes he couldn’t make out what the structure was, but as he came closer he suddenly managed to focus, and he pulled the horse to a stop and stifled a cry of disgust.


‘Now what is it?’ came Pamponi’s irritated voice from behind him.


For a moment Tiny said nothing, just stared at the awful sight.


The corpse that dangled from the gibbet was old, old enough that the flesh had contracted and drawn back from the teeth, which grinned revoltingly, old enough that empty eye sockets stared blindly at the forest as the breeze turned the corpse round, and round … but not old enough that the ligaments and tendons of the body had decayed, so that the corpse was still intact as it dangled. Its clothes were ripped and shredded but had probably been like that when the occupant had been alive.


It was a frightening thing to come upon, but a comforting thing. It meant there were no wolves in the area. If there had been, the corpse would have been stolen long ago, while it was still fresh and attractive.


Pamponi appeared beside Tiny, peering through the curtain. He stared at the corpse for a minute, just a hint of abhorrence in his eyes, then snapped, ‘Well, go and take a look, then! Do I have to tell you everything?’


Reluctantly, Tiny climbed down from the caravan seat and approached the corpse, staring up at it with his face expressing more and more disgust. Pamponi jumped down from the back of the caravan, carrying a long and ancient flintlock rifle, and placing a tall top hat upon his head. ‘Well?’ he called. ‘Is it fresh?’


‘No!’ said Tiny, turning away. Definitely not, he thought, as he realised that the smell in his nostrils was not entirely from his own unwashed body.


‘Pity,’ said Pamponi, walking to the horse. ‘We could have done with some of him to feed the mongrels. Anyhow,’ he glanced around, ‘this looks as good a place as any to set up shop for the night.’


Tiny was about to object, conscious of the horror behind him, but decided against it. It was inadvisable to argue with Pamponi, whose temper was not the most evenly balanced temper in the country. Pamponi threw him the gun and he caught it awkwardly, handling it gingerly as if afraid it might go off at any minute, which it often did. ‘Go and see what you can find for our supper!’


Shambling away into the thinnest part of the forest, Tiny took heart again from his earlier thought that there would be no wolves in the area where a corpse had remained uneaten on a gibbet.


As he plunged into the undergrowth he heard Pamponi delicately invite his wife to get up and help make the camp:


‘Wake up you lazy bitch!’


‘All right, all right, you old goat. I’m coming.’


Followed by her cry of horror as she saw the hanged corpse for the first time, and Pamponi’s dismissal of her feigned womanly sensitivity with a barked order to start the fire.


The forest was cool, and very quiet, and Tiny crashed through with considerable pleasure, putting much distance between himself and the clearing, and the irritable voice of Maestro Pamponi.


He realised eventually that his noisy progress would frighten anything, including a wolf, so he stopped for a while, and watched the forest floor from behind the shelter of a tree. After a few minutes a buck rabbit appeared a few yards away, well within range of the musket. Easing the lock back Tiny grinned with premature triumph and raised the gun.


A shape flashed between two trees, fifty yards beyond the rabbit.


Tiny lowered the gun and peered at the tree where the brown shape had disappeared. His first uneasy thought was that it might have been a bear, but bears didn’t move that fast!


The rabbit, too, had sensed something wrong. Its snout was up, its tail fur twitching.


It was now or never. Again he raised the gun, sighted down the barrel, took aim directly at the rabbit’s right eye.


Beyond the rabbit the brown shape flashed again, seeming to come nearer. Very uneasy, now, Tiny – without taking the gun away from its firing position – searched the forest with narrowed eyes.


What was it? What animal of that size, moved so damn fast?


The answer came almost immediately. The rabbit had turned and was looking at Tiny, having heard his gasp of surprise, perhaps. The moment the rabbit turned the brown shape appeared from a bracken bush and almost leapt the thirty paces between it and the animal.


To Tiny’s great surprise he saw it was a brown skinned, naked boy … at least, that was his first impression. He still didn’t lower the gun, but watched the fleet movement of the boy with fascination and a slight bewilderment.


The rabbit heard the boy’s approach and began to run, but the boy caught it in a flash, his left arm had gone up and descended with a sickening thud and the rabbit’s neck had been broken clean through; before its body had stopped twitching in the boy’s hands he had chewed into its fur and torn a great strip of pelt off the corpse, sinking his teeth into the flesh beneath and tearing it away in bloody chunks, which he bolted as fast as he could.


Tiny snapped out of his daze and realised that – whatever weirdness was represented by the forest boy – that was his supper that was being so wolfishly swallowed.


‘Hey, give that here, that’s mine!’ he yelled.


Seeing Tiny for the first time the boy started with surprise, stared at him with amazement, blood dribbling from between his lips, then he jumped up and began to run. Startled by the sudden motion Tiny felt the flintlock discharge in his hands, felt the barrel almost jump out of his grip. Choking through the smoke he peered after the boy and saw him, limping badly, glancing back, still clutching the dead rabbit.


‘Come back here, you thief!’ shouted Tiny, and set off in pursuit. His bulky shape crashed through the undergrowth and gained on the wounded boy, who finally dropped to the ground, turned and snarled at the man.


‘Give that here,’ snapped Tiny, and reached down to grab the dead rabbit. The boy snarled again, and Tiny hesitated, almost hypnotized by the bloodshot eyes that stared widely at him, and the thin, tight lips that had drawn back from the blood stained teeth. As he hesitated so the boy acted, reaching out and snatching Tiny’s hand, sinking his teeth into the flesh. Tiny screamed and tried to pull his hand away, but the boy’s grip was like a vice! And his teeth! They were sharp as razors, and he could feel them grating at the bones of his wrist.


With a final effort Tiny jerked his hand away and stepped back in astonishment and horror. The wild boy was a terrifying sight, cowering and growling, letting Tiny see his sparkling teeth, and flexing his body like an animal. Tiny rubbed his hand and wiped the blood on his jerkin.


As the initial surprise passed, so the pain became very real, and with the pain came anger. He roared his fury and ran at the boy, who cowered lower, and couldn’t avoid the smashing blow that Tiny levelled at his face. The blow knocked the boy out.


Sitting, poking at the wood fire, Chou Chou Pamponi, long suffering wife of the Maestro, wondered if the shot she had heard earlier meant a stew made of thrush, rabbit, deer, or – knowing Tiny – nothing at all.


She was very hungry, and needed something to clear her head of the brandy hangover that refused to go away. Why is it, she wondered, that we nearly always have brandy, but never food? Her mouth watered at the thought of a fresh, plump forest chicken, boiling up nicely in the pot of salted water she had ready.
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