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Praise for
TALES FROM SCHWARTZGARTEN

 

“Wry and unexpected, it offers exaggerated villains, elaborate murders, twists and narrow escapes.” 
SUNDAY TIMES

 

“Fans of Roald Dahl and Chris Priestley will savour every gruesome drop of this stylish, grisly and original comedy.” 
THE TIMES

 

“Dark and funny in a very horrible way.” 
SUNDAY EXPRESS

 

“Utterly absorbing” 
DAILY TELEGRAPH

 

“A riveting story – a clever mix of humour with some very dark and gruesome moments and a couple of real shocks towards
the end.” 
PRIMARY TIMES

 

“Bloodthirsty and mysterious with a sharp spike in its tail, Osbert’s story is a deliciously dark invitation to the strange world of Schwartzgarten, a city corrupt with shadows and secrets – and in need of a hero.” 
WE LOVE THIS BOOK
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PUMPKIN BOY
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In the Duchy of Offelmarkstein, where children were as plentiful as cherries on the tree, a Cobbler and his Wife were without a child.

‘One day we will have the little child, yes?’ said the Cobbler’s Wife. ‘With the dark hair and the pale face, and the sad eyes, and the red lips like smears of blood.’

‘And the child will love me more,’ said the Cobbler.

‘No, the child will love me more,’ said the Cobbler’s Wife.

And they fought and they fought and hair was torn and blood was let, but no child was born to them.

Time passed as it did in those days, and still the Cobbler and his Wife fought.

‘The child will love me more,’ said the Cobbler’s Wife.

‘No, the child will love me more,’ said the Cobbler.

But still no child was born to them.

Now, there was a legend that on the eve of the Festival of the Unfortunate Dead, when the moon was ripe, a wax figure placed amongst the pumpkins would bring a childless couple a babe by daybreak. But two things were needed to give the figure life – hair from a mother’s head and blood from a father’s arm. It just so happened that on the night in question the Cobbler had torn a hank of hair from his Wife’s head, and the Cobbler’s Wife had bitten her husband’s arm until the blood ran red, enough to fill a cup.

So at dead of night the Cobbler and his Wife took a pumpkin from the pumpkin patch. They cut off the stalk and they scooped out the seeds. They melted down candles in a pot and sprinkled in the tufts of hair and the cup of blood, which they stirred into the bubbling wax. Together, the Cobbler and his Wife made a figure from the wax – a figure of a small boy. Carefully, the Cobbler’s Wife placed the figure in the hollowed-out pumpkin and the Cobbler returned the pumpkin to the patch.

The Cobbler and his Wife were foolish people. They neither knew nor cared that only blood and hair that is given with love will turn a wax figure into flesh. So they sat beside the fire, without a care for the terror to come, and waited for daybreak.

And as they waited, a pale, waxen-skinned figure rose up from the pumpkin patch. He dragged his long, sinewy limbs along the dirt track and headed for the town.

‘You must be our son,’ said the Cobbler’s Wife with a trembling voice, as she opened the door to the creature. ‘You love me more,’ she whispered as she clothed the Pumpkin Boy. ‘Eat your father; he will not care for you as I will.’

‘You love me more,’ whispered the Cobbler as he fed the Pumpkin Boy. ‘Eat your mother; she will not care for you as I will.’

But the Pumpkin Boy, who cared no more for one than the other, opened wide his fearsome jaws and devoured them both.

 

Taken from Woolf’s Tales:
Stories Old and Peculiar
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CHAPTER ONE




[image: images]



 


BLATTEN WAS a small town, clinging desperately and apologetically to the foothills of the Brammerhaus Alps. It was home to a dozen firms of weavers who, between them, manufactured the celebrated Brammerhaus tweed, for which Blatten was justly famous.

In the middle of the town, beside a spindly aspen tree, stood a large wooden house belonging to the Myerdorf family. Large though the house was, the only member of the family to occupy its four walls was Marius Myerdorf, who sat alone at the dining table, enjoying a breakfast of cream cheese on rye bread, with sliced dill pickle and caperberries. He was a boy of ten, with dark, sorrowful eyes, short raven-black hair and skin pig-pink from the buffeting mountain winds.

There was a tentative knock at the dining-room door and Marius’s tutor hurried into the room, clutching a letter tightly in his hand. He was a small man, barely taller and hardly ten years older than his student.

‘I’m afraid I have some terrible news,’ he gasped.

Marius dipped his pickle in the mound of cream cheese. ‘Are my parents dead, Mr Brunert?’ he asked.

This was not an unusual question for the boy to pose. Marius often felt quite certain that his parents had been the victims of unfortunate accidents. And in the past he had always been wrong. But even a stopped clock tells the correct time twice a day, and on this occasion Marius was perfectly justified in fearing the worst.

‘Yes,’ replied Mr Brunert quietly. ‘Your parents are dead.’

Marius looked up from his breakfast plate. ‘You mean, really dead?’

The tutor nodded gravely.

‘How?’ asked Marius.

‘It was a cable-car accident,’ explained Mr Brunert. ‘They had been skiing in the mountains, many hundreds of kilometres away from here.’

‘They like skiing,’ said Marius. He corrected himself. ‘Liked skiing.’ He stared hard at Mr Brunert and spoke in a whisper. ‘Was it quick?’

Sadly, the Tutor shook his head.

‘The cable car dropped many hundreds of metres into a ravine, but it seems it was cushioned by a fresh fall of snow. Your parents may well have survived the drop, were it not for the presence of—’ He halted, mid-sentence, uncertain how best to continue.

Fortunately, Marius broke the uncomfortable silence. ‘The presence of wolves?’

‘It would seem so,’ replied Mr Brunert.

‘Mother said that Father’s fear of wolves was irrational,’ said Marius thoughtfully. ‘I suppose she was wrong, wasn’t she?’

‘I suppose she was,’ said the tutor.

Marius had imagined so many times that an unfortunate accident had claimed the lives of his parents that it was difficult for him to absorb the fact that they were now indeed dead in their graves. Or, rather, dead inside the bellies of a pack of ravening wolves.

 

The following morning the snow was falling heavily and Mr Brunert arranged by telephone to meet with Mr Offenhaus, bank manager to the Myerdorf family.

Mr Brunert had formed a peculiar aversion to the snow. He shuddered at the prospect of stepping out through the front door and wrapped his striped woollen muffler tightly around his neck.

‘We must be brave,’ he said. ‘Goodness knows how much money your parents have left you. I haven’t been paid these last three months.’

Marius stared sadly at Mr Brunert; he was closer to a brother than a tutor, and the fact that the untimely and selfish death of his parents had further added to the man’s woes troubled him greatly.

Forcing the door open against the howling wind, Mr Brunert guided Marius outside and together they set off for the banking house.

Mr Offenhaus was an old man, as fat as a bear and with hair as white as a mountain weasel. He snuffled as he moved slowly around his office, crunching hard on a peppermint throat lozenge which perfumed the musty air. The pigeonholes on the wall behind him were stuffed full of aged vellum deeds and yellowing envelopes, and he rifled through the papers carefully, searching.

‘Ah!’ said Mr Offenhaus at last, and his arthritic fingers alighted claw-like on the files in question. ‘Myerdorf.’ He tugged out the necessary papers and laid them on his desk before easing himself slowly into his leather armchair.

Marius and Mr Brunert sat patiently, listening to the wind as it howled mournfully through the town before hammering against the window of the office and rattling the latch. At long last, Mr Offenhaus looked up from the papers and his gaze settled on Marius’s pale and tragic face.

‘Dead, you say? Both of your parents?’

Marius nodded. ‘Wolves,’ he said quietly.

Mr Offenhaus shook his head sympathetically. ‘Fond of them, were you? Your mother and father?’

‘I don’t think they were very fond of me,’ replied Marius.

‘Serves them right then,’ said Mr Offenhaus, and his face ruptured into a broad grin. ‘Wolves were too good for them, if you ask me.’

‘Thank you,’ said Marius politely. ‘You’re very kind.’

Mr Brunert attempted a gentle cough, which spluttered out of him like the beginnings of something tubercular. Mr Offenhaus shifted his gaze from boy to tutor and proffered his box of peppermint lozenges.

‘How much money did the Myerdorfs leave?’ ventured Mr Brunert, sucking gratefully on a peppermint.

Mr Offenhaus frowned. ‘But there is no money. Not a sorry curseling.’

‘No money?’ gasped Mr Brunert, choking quietly on his peppermint.

Mr Offenhaus shook his head. ‘Unfortunately, Marius, your parents left you with a number of unpaid debts. The house must be sold, of course.’

‘Then where will I live?’ asked Marius.

‘You have relatives, do you not?’ replied the bank manager.

‘I don’t know,’ said Marius. ‘And even if I do, I don’t want to live with them. Not if they’re as bad as my parents. Can’t Mr Brunert look after me forever and for always?’

Mr Brunert turned and stared sadly out of the window. He had barely enough money to support himself, let alone a boy with a fondness for cocoa and cream cheese. When he finally spoke his voice trembled and the words caught in his throat as painfully as the peppermint lozenge.

‘Have no fear, Marius,’ he said. ‘I will make sure that you will be taken in and cared for and not removed to the Schwartzgarten Reformatory for Maladjusted Children.’

 

Every night for a week, Mr Brunert worked to compile a family tree for the Myerdorf family, sending telegrams first thing each morning in the hope of unearthing a kindly relative who would shower Marius with the love that his parents had always denied him. But it proved unaccountably difficult to trace surviving members of the Myerdorf family.

‘Have you found anybody that actually wants me?’ asked Marius gloomily one evening, as Mr Brunert sat working by the light of a flickering candle.

‘Come, Marius,’ said his tutor. ‘It’s not that your relatives don’t wish to take you in. It’s simply the fact that most of them are very unfortunately and inconveniently dead.’

It was hard for Marius not to take his family’s high mortality rate personally. It seemed that they had selfishly chosen to die rather than offer him shelter.

But just when the boy was preparing to abandon all hope, a telegram arrived, delivered one evening as Marius and Mr Brunert were preparing to sit down to a simple supper of cocoa and spiced mountain cheese.

‘It would seem you have a great-great-uncle in Schwartzgarten,’ said Mr Brunert, reading from the telegram. ‘M. Kalvitas. Did your parents ever speak of the man?’

Marius shook his head.

‘How strange,’ said Mr Brunert.

‘My parents were very strange people,’ replied Marius.

 

A week later a tiny white envelope arrived. It was addressed to ‘Marius Myerdorf’ in an inky scrawl. The envelope contained a one-way rail ticket to Schwartzgarten and a little money for Marius’s expenses. There was nothing else. No card to greet the boy. No word of commiseration at the death of his parents. Nothing.

‘I’m sure he’s a very busy man,’ said Mr Brunert, sensing Marius’s disappointment. ‘I have little doubt that he wished to despatch the railway ticket as quickly as possible and that there was not sufficient time for your aged relative to write an accompanying message.’

‘How aged is he?’ asked Marius.

‘According to your family tree…’ Mr Brunert stopped.

‘Yes?’ said Marius impatiently.

‘It would seem that the benevolent gentleman is at least eighty-eight years of age.’

‘That’s ancient,’ said the boy with a frown. ‘Do they keep him in a museum?’

‘He may very well live for another couple of years… maybe even another five,’ said the tutor with an optimistic note in his voice that belied his true feelings on the matter.

‘He’ll probably be dead before I even arrive there,’ said Marius. ‘He would have been wise to send a return railway ticket instead.’

He picked up the ticket and turned it idly in his hands. Written on the back was a message so small it was barely visible to the naked eye. Marius strained his eyes and read:

 

Bring no inferior chocolate with you…

 

And beneath these words, written in blood-red ink, the message continued:

 

…on pain of death!



CHAPTER TWO
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THE NEXT morning Marius prepared to set out from the Myerdorf house for the last time. Apart from a suitcase with a change of clothes and his pyjamas and dressing gown, he took with him only a pocket watch of polished steel (a gift from Mr Brunert) and a framed photograph of his mother and father from his bedside table, a sorry reminder of his unfortunate parents. He picked up a book from his desk – an Inspector Durnstein mystery – and dropped it into his overcoat pocket.

Marius and Mr Brunert trudged through the snow on their way to the railway station, the tutor pulling Marius’s suitcase along behind him on an old wooden sledge.

‘I am afraid to say your great-great-uncle did not send enough money to pay the extra needed for a seat on the train,’ said the tutor with a despairing shake of his head. ‘I had hoped that you would travel to Schwartzgarten in a first-class compartment all to yourself. But, as it is, you will have to make your journey by luggage wagon.’

‘Please don’t feel too badly,’ said Marius. ‘And anyway, it’s often safest to travel at the back of the train in case there’s a terrible crash…’

‘Excellent,’ said Mr Brunert. ‘I find it is always best to dwell on positive thoughts—’

‘…unless I’m crushed to death under falling luggage,’ continued Marius. ‘Which would probably be less likely to happen if I were travelling in a first class compartment and more likely in a luggage wagon.’

Mr Brunert, who could think of nothing useful to say, whistled a cheerful tune to pass the time.

As they made their way slowly along the streets of Blatten, the tutor handed his student an enormous wedge of nougat, generously studded with caramelised nuts and jewelled slivers of candied cherry.

‘Sustenance for the long journey ahead,’ explained Mr Brunert, with a smile. ‘There was at least the money for that.’

‘What is Schwartzgarten like?’ asked Marius, as he carefully slipped the nougat into his pocket.

‘From what I have heard it is a charming place,’ said Mr Brunert, biting his lip and failing to meet Marius’s gaze. ‘I am certain you will find the Great City most diverting.’ He held out the envelope that had been sent by the boy’s aged uncle. ‘Your relative lives in the most northerly corner of Edvardplatz. I have written his address on the back of the envelope. Guard this well, Marius.’

As they arrived at the small railway halt that passed for a station in Blatten, the steam train was already pulling alongside the platform with a screeching of brakes.

‘You have your ticket safely secreted about your person?’ asked Mr Brunert.

‘Yes,’ replied Marius, his voice catching in his throat.

‘Very good,’ said Mr Brunert. ‘I do hope you’ll write.’

‘I will,’ replied Marius, as his tutor helped him up into the luggage wagon and passed up his suitcase.

‘I have put some stamped envelopes and writing paper in your suitcase. Send any letters care of Mr Offenhaus at the bank,’ said Mr Brunert. ‘Soon your parents’ house will be sold to pay their debts and I shall be left without a roof over my head. I cannot tell for certain where I will be living next.’

The whistle sounded with a shriek and the train moved slowly from the station.

‘Good luck in Schwartzgarten,’ called Mr Brunert, running along the platform. ‘Make me proud and keep up with your studies!’

‘Goodbye!’ cried Marius, waving his hand so hard that his wrist ached. ‘Don’t forget me!’ He waved until Mr Brunert was nothing more than a blurred speck against the white of the mountains.

‘So you’re off to Schwartzgarten, are you?’ asked the Guard, sliding the heavy wagon door closed. ‘To the Great City?’

‘I am,’ said Marius mournfully, presenting the Guard with his ticket, which was clipped and returned to him.

‘Make yourself comfortable wherever you can,’ said the Guard. He was a young man with a round face and a ready grin.

Marius settled himself on a mail sack between two large steamer trunks. ‘I’m no better than a piece of luggage myself,’ he thought, his teeth chattering from the cold.

‘Beef broth, that’s what you need,’ said the Guard, lifting a kettle from a small stove in a corner of the wagon and filling a tin cup. ‘That’ll take the chill out of your bones.’

As the train snaked its way along the tracks, Marius sipped from the warming cup of peppery broth, following the journey on a pocket railway map which had been loaned to him by the Guard.

After two hours the train rattled to a standstill at the small village station of Ziggermund and the Guard climbed down from the wagon, heaving one of the steamer trunks towards the station building with its tall chimneys and snow-scattered roof.

The sky was bright blue but the air was icy. Marius watched from the window as a silver airship climbed over a distant snow-capped mountain, casting a rippling grey shadow across the brilliant white peaks.

‘Do you like airships?’ asked a voice.

Marius turned to see two women standing at the open doorway of the wagon. One was thin and the other was fat.

‘All alone?’ asked the thin woman, who wore a silver fox fur around her shoulders.

Marius nodded his head.

‘Do you like chocolates?’ asked the fat woman, clutching a small velvet-covered box in her hands.

Again, Marius nodded.

The fat woman lifted the lid of the box and leant inside the wagon, proffering the box to Marius. Her red painted nails were chipped and ragged and she wore glittering diamond rings on every finger. In her hair was an amber clasp shaped as a smiling pumpkin lantern.

Marius selected a chocolate wrapped in orange foil.

‘A cloudberry crème,’ said the fat woman approvingly as Marius unwrapped the foil. ‘An excellent choice.’

Marius bit through a crisp outer layer of milk chocolate which gave way to a centre of whipped cloudberry cream that was both sweet and sour. ‘Delicious,’ he murmured.

‘Travelling like a parcel in the luggage wagon,’ said the thin woman with a smile. ‘Returning home to your parents, are you, my poor cherub?’ she asked.

‘My parents are dead,’ said Marius.

‘How sad,’ said the fat woman. ‘Would it upset you if I asked…’ She hesitated. ‘If I asked what they died of?’

‘They died of wolves,’ said Marius, staring out of the window deep in thought as the airship disappeared behind the mountain peaks.

‘A poor little orphan boy,’ said the thin woman quietly. ‘With not a soul in the world to take care of him.’

‘That’s not quite true,’ said Marius, turning back to face the two women. ‘I have an uncle. A great-great-uncle. A very old man. I’m going to live with him in Schwartzgarten.’

At this the fat woman frowned. ‘Schwartzgarten is a wicked place,’ she said. ‘A wicked, evil place.’

‘Is it really?’ asked Marius, feeling suddenly more intrigued by the thought of the Great City.

The thin woman nodded her head in agreement. ‘Terrible things have happened there,’ she said. ‘Terrible, terrible things.’

‘What sort of things?’ asked Marius quickly, his heart leaping in his throat. ‘Please tell me.’

But the thin woman shook her head, as though the memory of these terrible things had temporarily robbed her of the power of speech.

It had often been Mr Brunert’s sad duty to remind Marius that it was impolite to stare at strangers who struck the boy as peculiar. And though the memory of his tutor’s words pricked his conscience, he could not help but gawp at the thin woman. Her face was caked with pale make-up, her lips were crimson and her eyelashes were spider-leg thick with mascara. In the lapel of her coat she wore a pumpkin brooch, its spiralling tendrils formed from tiny green emeralds. It seemed strange to Marius that both women should choose to ornament themselves with pumpkins; he wondered if they were sisters.

‘A curseling for the orphans?’ said the fat woman with a smile, holding out a collection tin and rattling it hard.

‘For the orphans who don’t have a soul to look after them,’ explained the thin woman. ‘Not the lucky orphans like you.’

Marius searched in his pockets for a coin and found a curseling that had become stuck to the wedge of nougat. He peeled off the coin and dropped it into the tin. As the Guard returned, the women smiled and stepped away from the door of the luggage wagon.

 

It was another three hours before the train reached the outskirts of Schwartzgarten. It passed through a vast forest of towering fir trees at the southernmost tip of the great city, before plunging into the sprawling Industrial District, where spindly factory chimneys befogged the sky with thick, grey smoke.

With a squeal of brakes the train drew slowly into Schwartzgarten’s Imperial Railway Station.

‘This is it,’ said the Guard, pulling back the wagon door. ‘The last stop. The Great City itself.’

Marius climbed to his feet, gathering his luggage together. ‘Thank you,’ he said, returning the pocket railway map. ‘And for the beef broth.’

‘You take care of yourself,’ said the Guard, shaking Marius warmly by the hand. ‘It’s a strange city with strange people living in it. Keep your wits about you and your money safe.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Marius as he stepped down from the wagon, dragging his luggage behind him. ‘I don’t have much money. Just a few curselings and some nougat.’

‘I’ve known men have their throats cut for less,’ said the Guard.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Marius. ‘I’m fast at running.’

Schwartzgarten’s Imperial Railway Station was a bewildering place to a boy from the mountains and Marius walked slowly from the luggage wagon as if in a dream. Everything around him was grey; the station platform, the steam which burst from the funnels of the waiting trains, the faces of the citizens of the Great City as they bustled across the station concourse.

An elderly and bearded man sat at a table outside a small café, sipping from a glass of beetroot schnapps and sucking on a long briar pipe. Marius stared hard at the man, hoping that he would rise from his seat and introduce himself as Great-great-uncle Kalvitas. But the man only growled and waved the boy away.

Though he searched and searched, it soon became clear to Marius that no one was waiting at the station to meet him. No longer was he simply a piece of luggage; he was now an unwanted piece of luggage. He bought a raisin swirl from the café and waited.

Idly picking raisins from the pastry and throwing them to a raven that was foraging for scraps beneath the café tables, Marius noticed the two women from the train as they wheeled a large stack of wooden cake boxes across the concourse. He raised his hand to wave, but the women seemed oblivious to him and, for some reason which Marius could not quite comprehend, he felt relieved at this. He watched as the boxes were loaded into a waiting taxicab. The women climbed inside and the cab pulled away.

Marius glanced up at the great clock that hung high above the station concourse; he had been waiting for half an hour. Where was Great-great-uncle Kalvitas? Perhaps a motor car accident had occurred, he thought. Or perhaps the old man had dropped dead as he prepared to leave the house for the railway station. One thing was certain; he would never know the truth of the matter if he remained where he was.

Marius did not have enough money to pay for a taxicab, so instead he purchased a travel guide from a book kiosk and resolved to find his own way to the house of his great-great-uncle, following the address that Mr Brunert had written on the back of the envelope.

Printed in black on the red cloth covers of the book were the words:

 


MULLER, BRUN & GELLERHUND’S



SCHWARTZGARTEN:
AN ILLUSTRATED GUIDE
TO THE CITY AND ITS ENVIRONS

 

Marius turned to the back cover of the guidebook:

 

The history of Schwartzgarten has been coloured by warfare, murder, and intrigue – it is a bloodthirsty tale in the telling, and one from which the authors of this informative guide do not turn their faces.

The book includes additional notes on outlying towns and villages, especially those made famous during Good Prince Eugene’s heroic battles to free Schwartzgarten from the despotic rule of Emeté Talbor.

 

Marius smiled to himself. He opened the book, turned to the first page and began to read:

 

“The traveller whose tankard is drained in a single gulp will be lost to the wolves by nightfall.”

Traditional Schwartzgarten Proverb

 

Turning the page quickly to escape the thought of murderous wolves, Marius’s attention was arrested by an encouraging greeting:

 

WE RAISE OUR HATS
AND WELCOME YOU TO
SCHWARTZGARTEN

Unless visitors are fortunate enough to travel by scheduled Airship Service, most will arrive in Schwartzgarten by way of the Imperial Railway Station in the south of the Great City. The railway was erected on the instructions of Good Prince Eugene, who was himself a great patron of the railways and an enthusiast for all things mechanical. Worthy of note are the statues of the Twin Travellers at the entrance to the station, their eyes shrouded by the hoods they wear – a reminder that all travellers stumble blindly in the darkness and none can ever be assured of their final destination.

The Emperor Xavier Hotel is but a short journey by taxicab from the railway station and offers superior accommodation for visitors of quality. Poorer travellers can seek room and supper in the historic Old Chop House (once a haunt of Emeté Talbor’s despised Vigils) or, in the Old Town, at any number of boarding houses (though cockroaches are plentiful and bedbugs more plentiful still).

Wherever the visitor chooses to stay, Schwartzgarten is a glittering jewel of the North and should be explored at leisure. Places of special interest include Edvardplatz at the very heart of the city with its notable clock tower, the excellent Zoological Gardens, the Governor’s Palace with its celebrated Traitors’ Gallery, and the vast sprawl of the Schwartzgarten Municipal Cemetery.

 

The sky over Schwartzgarten was as black as a smudge of charcoal as Marius set off on his journey, with the aid of a folding map that had been affixed inside the cover of the guidebook. He walked from the Imperial Railway Station, passing the tall hooded statues of the Twin Travellers he had just read about. Everywhere there was noise and smoke and bustle. Taxicabs sounded their horns as they carried passengers into the Great City and trams rattled noisily along their tracks. Wherever Marius looked there were people; office workers, businessmen, elegantly dressed women on shopping expeditions, police constables, ragged street vendors, newspaper sellers, delivery boys. More faces flashed past in a minute than Marius had seen in all his life tucked away in Blatten.

His luggage was heavy, so whenever he stopped to rest his arms he would seize the chance to read another page from the guidebook.

 

The most perilous approach to Schwartzgarten is along the treacherous mountain road, leading from Lake Taneva. Countless unwary motorists have plummeted many hundreds of metres to their deaths…

 

As Marius stumbled on along the frozen pavement he passed beside the River Schwartz, which wound its way darkly through the heart of the city. Stopping for a moment’s rest he sat on his case and again opened the book.

 

The River Schwartz was deepened on the orders of Emeté Talbor, to flush from the city corpses that had become ensnared upon the rocks below his palace (now the residence of the Governor of Schwartzgarten).

 

Marius leant over the railings and peered curiously into the surging waters, but to his disappointment there were no corpses to be seen.

 

Fairs and Festivals were often held at wintertime on the frozen river, until a tragic incident when the heat from a burning brazier cracked the ice. Many citizens were swept down river and off through the dark forests outside the city, where the unfortunate survivors were killed and eaten by wolves and bears. It was a melancholy episode in the already melancholy history of the City of Schwartzgarten.

 

‘Wolves again,’ sighed Marius wistfully, lifting up his luggage and continuing on his way.

He followed the map to Edvardplatz, at the very heart of the New Town, dragging his luggage slowly across the cobbles to the northernmost corner of the square.

But the only building to be found was a shop and not a house at all, standing beside an antiquarian bookseller’s. Marius stared up in bewilderment. It was a tall and narrow building with a striped canvas awning. Below the awning was a sign:
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A second sign hung suspended above the door, painted in gilded lettering:
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Marius leafed quickly through the pages of the guidebook until his eyes alighted on a chapter dedicated to the shops of Schwartzgarten.

 

Chocolate shops are so plentiful in the streets around Edvardplatz that the area is known fondly as the Cocoa Quarter. The leading Chocolate Makers in the City are members of The Guild of Twelve, and can be identified by a gilded cocoa pod hanging beside their shop doors.

 

Sure enough, there, beside the door of the shop, was the golden cocoa pod of The Guild of Twelve.

‘Whatever sort of man he is, he must be good at making chocolate,’ thought Marius hungrily. ‘Maybe things won’t be so bad in Schwartzgarten after all.’

He glanced further down the page until his eyes came to rest on a now familiar name.

 

M. KALVITAS, the oldest surviving chocolate shop in Schwartzgarten, is still home to M. Kalvitas, the oldest surviving Chocolate Maker in the Great City.

 

Marius closed the book. Blinds had been drawn at the windows, so he squinted through the glass panes of the door. The shop was in darkness and there was nobody to be seen.

Marius knocked gently but, though he waited for some minutes, no one came to admit him. With a deep sigh he reached out for the door handle and to his surprise found that it turned easily in his hand. A bell jangled loudly as he stepped inside; startled by the noise, he could feel his heart quickening.

Though it was not a wide shop, its deficiency in width was more than compensated for in height. It was a miraculous palace of confectionery, even in the failing light. Marius could make out the tall shelves, closely packed with chocolate boxes of velvet and satin tied with silk bows, and tins of Kalvitas’s Excellent Cocoa Powder stacked in pyramids.

‘Hello?’ said Marius quietly. ‘Is anybody here?’ But, as before, there was no answer. ‘Great-great-uncle Kalvitas?’ he whispered. ‘Are you dead?’ He walked behind the counter and pushed open a door into a dark and narrow passageway, lined on either side with chocolate boxes and wooden crates marked Pfefferberg’s Nougat Marshmallows.

At the end of the passageway was another door and this Marius opened, stepping into a small kitchen with a table and an ancient
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