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CHAPTER ONE
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OSBERT BRINKHOFF was born on a Tuesday to a respectable family in an obscure corner of the city of Schwartzgarten. Mr and Mrs Brinkhoff, who had dreamed of rearing a genius, welcomed little Osbert’s considerable breadth of skull and elevated forehead with undisguised glee.

‘He has the head of an intellectual colossus,’ observed Mr Brinkhoff.

‘Indeed,’ replied Doctor Zimmermann, eyeing the child with some suspicion as he packed away his forceps and stethoscope. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if your little boy grows up to be the most intelligent citizen in the whole of this great city.’

And so it was that Osbert Brinkhoff’s story began.

The Brinkhoff family lived in a comfortable apartment on Marshal Podovsky Street, close to the library and overlooking the greasy brown river that coiled like a serpent through the heart of Schwartzgarten. Mr Brinkhoff worked as a middle-ranking clerk at the Bank of Muller, Baum and Spink and had far more ambition for his son than he had ever had for himself. Even so, his own prospects were excellent, and it had been decided that when the ancient Mr Spink finally expired, the bank’s name would be changed to Muller, Baum and Brinkhoff.

Mrs Brinkhoff was very proud of her husband, whom she adored. She would lie in bed at night and pray that Mr Muller and Mr Baum would die in a terrible accident, so that when Osbert was old enough he and Mr Brinkhoff could run the bank all by themselves.

But as the years passed and Osbert grew into a little boy, he showed no inclination towards banking. He was always small for his age, with pale skin and intense blue eyes. He had inherited his father’s poor eyesight, and wore spectacles from his earliest years. He did not want to play with other children, but would instead sit for hours in his bedroom, reading books on physics and algebra that he had taken from his father’s study, pushing a chair under the doorknob so that he would not be disturbed.

This was not quite the boy the Brinkhoffs had dreamt of. Finally, in desperation, they decided they had no choice but to engage the services of a nanny to look after Osbert, in the hope that she could prevent the boy from becoming irredeemably peculiar. Turning to the ‘Home Help’ section of The Schwartzgarten Daily Examiner on the eve of Osbert’s sixth birthday, they found a small advertisement that seemed to answer their prayers: Boys taken care of, no questions asked. Over thirty years’ experience.

 

On the day Nanny arrived, the sky turned a curious shade of mauve. The weather was warm and suffocating, and as Nanny hauled herself up the steps to the Brinkhoff apartment, Osbert watched her suspiciously from his bedroom window. Nanny was a large woman, almost spherical. She was dressed in black from head to toe: black boots, black skirt, black coat and black feathers sticking upright from her large black hat.

‘Like an overfed raven,’ thought Osbert, grimly.

Mr and Mrs Brinkhoff met with Nanny in the study and Osbert listened at the keyhole.

‘You will find that Osbert is a very clever boy,’ observed Mr Brinkhoff, the pride in his voice tinged with anxiety. ‘But as with all clever boys, he must be watched very closely.’

The armchair in which Nanny sat groaned under her great weight as she leant forward, eyeing the Brinkhoffs with a steely gaze. ‘The thing about boys,’ she whispered mysteriously, ‘even the oddest of them can become quite normal again. It’s like gorillas in the zoo,’ she rasped, and Mrs Brinkhoff coughed nervously. ‘Little boys must be tamed.’

 

The following day, Nanny awoke early in her apartment in the Old Town. She packed two suitcases, switched off the gas and electricity and covered the furniture with large white dust cloths. Securely locking the door of the apartment, she made her way downstairs and out onto Donmerplatz, where she caught the tram across the city to take up her new position in the home of the Brinkhoff family.

Mrs Brinkhoff thought it best that Nanny should settle into her new home before being introduced to little Osbert. But little Osbert had other ideas. As Nanny unpacked her suitcases, she became aware of the fact that she was no longer alone. There, in the doorway, stood Osbert, observing her every move.

‘So you are little Osbert Brinkhoff?’ said Nanny.

Gravely, Osbert nodded his head.

‘Do you have a kiss for Nanny?’

Osbert shook his head.

‘Suit yourself,’ said Nanny and continued unpacking her bags.

Osbert watched from the door with growing curiosity as Nanny opened a case and took out a dozen silver picture frames, wrapped carefully in tissue paper. She unwrapped the pictures and placed them on the chest of drawers. The largest of the frames she positioned on the table beside her bed.

Tentatively, Osbert entered the room. He stared hard at the photograph on the bedside table.

‘Marshal Potemkin,’ explained Nanny. ‘My first love. Poisoned to death.’

Osbert moved to survey the photographs on the chest of drawers.

‘General Metzger,’ continued Nanny, ‘killed by a bomb the day before our wedding…and beside him, Marshal Beckmann, who had his head chopped off by a cutlass… Ah, how I loved Marshal Beckmann.’ Nanny sighed, wistfully. ‘Dead. All dead.’

Twelve photographs of twelve celebrated military leaders, all beloved by Nanny until they had met their grisly ends.

‘So I never married,’ said Nanny. ‘None of them lived long enough.’ She smiled. ‘And that’s why I turned to nannying.’

 

Nanny was used to little boys. In her thirty-year career she had seen most types of child imaginable: the sort that shouted and spat, the sort that fidgeted and moped, even the sort that bullied and lied. But Osbert was something different. He was watchful and intelligent. This unsettled Nanny. The key, she decided, to taming the boy, was to remain eternally vigilant.

But Osbert had no intention of being tamed, no matter how hard Nanny tried. She would tie him to a chair and refuse to release him until he’d eaten all his supper, but Osbert would always wriggle free. She would threaten him with monsters under the bed, but it would only disappoint him when the monsters failed to materialise. She would dose the boy with cod liver oil, only to find that Osbert had returned the favour by adding the oil to Nanny’s cup of cocoa.

As the weeks passed, Osbert became sick of Nanny’s attempts to tame him. One day, while his keeper was out, he tiptoed into her bedroom. He was in search of clues; clues to prove that Nanny was not to be trusted with the care of a young and impressionable genius. As he began opening the chest of drawers he was certain he would find evidence of wrongdoing. At first he could find nothing but raven-feather hats in various stages of decrepitude and half-eaten packets of salted caramels.

But then, as his fingers felt around the corners of the final drawer, he discovered a false bottom had been added. Carefully lifting the wooden panel, he found wires and putty, an alarm clock timer, a rusted cutlass and a green glass bottle decorated with a skull and crossbones.

‘Do unto others before they can do unto you,’ said a voice.

Osbert turned and there stood Nanny. She took the wooden panel from Osbert and carefully replaced it at the bottom of the drawer, covering over the treasure trove of Nanny’s ‘hidden things’.

Osbert smiled. Life had suddenly become interesting.

‘Our little secret,’ said Nanny, and Osbert crossed his heart.

 

Something had changed. It seemed that Nanny had a grudging respect for Osbert, and in turn Osbert had a new-found respect for Nanny.

‘I’m loyal to the families I work for, Osbert,’ said Nanny. ‘People that treat me good get goodness back. I’d maim or kill for my families if I had to.’

‘And have you had to?’ asked Osbert, burning with curiosity.

‘That’s for me to know,’ said Nanny, tapping the side of her nose with a stubby finger. ‘But let’s just say there’s them in their graves that got there earlier than nature intended.’

As time passed, Nanny grew fond of Osbert. He could be a kind and thoughtful boy, and would sometimes read her mathematical calculations that he thought she might find amusing from his book of algebra.

Osbert and Nanny would go on long walks together: along Marshal Podovsky Street, past the Governor’s Palace with its green copper dome and on into Edvardplatz, where they would stand and watch the great clock striking the hour. Sometimes they would walk out onto the Grand Duke Augustus Bridge, gazing down as the foaming water surged beneath them. As Osbert grew older their walks would take them further – across the Princess Euphenia Bridge and into the Old Town beyond. Osbert was fascinated by the Old Town. The buildings seemed darker, the streets were narrower and everywhere hung the noxious fumes from the glue factory.

‘You see up there?’ said Nanny, pointing to a window on the seventh floor of a decrepit apartment block. ‘That’s where I used to live.’

‘I don’t like it,’ said Osbert.

‘It’s not so bad,’ said Nanny, ‘if you don’t mind the stench from the glue factory, and you’re happy to chance a desperate cutthroat creeping in and slicing you from ear to ear while you’re tucked up in sleepy-land.’ She gave a gurgling laugh, like water escaping down the plughole.

Osbert disliked the place intensely and Nanny could feel his shiver as she tightly held his hand.

‘There’s somewhere I think you would like to see,’ said Nanny, as she walked with Osbert to the end of the street. Crossing over long abandoned tramlines they encountered a high, grey wall, which seemed to extend forever in both directions.

‘They call this Bone-Orchard Street,’ said Nanny, with a dark twinkle in her eye. ‘We go left here.’

After walking for over ten minutes, the wall parted at a monumental gateway.

‘The Gate of Skulls,’ whispered Nanny in awe.

Looking up, Osbert saw that the gateway was topped by a pyramid of iron skulls. Sitting atop this grisly mound was an ornamental skeleton in black robes and a golden crown, his bony finger outstretched and pointing to the path below.

‘Look,’ said Nanny, her breath hot and sticky with excitement. ‘He’s pointing at us. You and me. They could be our skulls he’s sitting on.’

Beyond the gates lay the Schwartzgarten Municipal Cemetery. Although Osbert had never visited the cemetery before, he knew its reputation well. The city of Schwartzgarten had been blighted by over two hundred years of civil unrest, bloody sieges, battles and political assassinations. This, of course, had resulted in a vast quantity of bodies, all in need of burial. The cemetery was a quarter of the size of Schwartzgarten itself, and was known by many as ‘the Dark City’.

Nanny bought twelve white roses from the cemetery flower seller and led Osbert in through the Gate of Skulls. They left the central avenue, which led through the heart of the cemetery, and continued along a narrower, darker path, in the shade of a row of yew trees. When it seemed the path could get no darker, Nanny and Osbert rounded a corner and stepped out into a bright, paved courtyard. The sun was low in the sky, but the rays of light were reflected off the grand tombs of white marble that lined the square. It was like moonlight in the middle of the day. Nanny turned slowly, staring hard at the carved and gleaming busts that topped each and every one of the twelve tombs in the courtyard. The faces looked familiar to Osbert; they were military men with neatly trimmed beards and elaborately twirled moustaches.

‘My darlings,’ Nanny whispered. ‘My dear, dead darlings.’

Inside the twelve tombs were interred the mortal remains of Nanny’s lost loves: General Metzger, Marshal Beckmann and the rest.

‘Do unto others before they can do unto you,’ said Osbert gravely.

Nanny flashed him a wicked smile and placed a white rose at the foot of each tomb, finally laying a bloom at the carved feet of Marshal Potemkin.

‘My first and greatest love of all,’ whispered Nanny, kissing the Marshal’s cold stone face. ‘Such a brave soldier. Drank down a whole bottle of cyanide in his beetroot schnapps, and not a word of complaint.’

 

Although Nanny was happy to educate Osbert in the ways of the world, relating dark tales of intrigue and murder, she left the boy’s formal education to his parents. And so, throughout his early childhood, Mr and Mrs Brinkhoff tutored Osbert at home; Mrs Brinkhoff during the day and Mr Brinkhoff when he returned from the bank each evening. But as he reached his eleventh birthday it became clear that they were no longer equal to the challenge of educating their son – he was simply too clever for them. He could carry out long division in moments, memorise extensive tracts of poetry after just one reading and would discuss the history of Schwartzgarten as if he himself had borne witness to its long and exceptionally bloody past.

‘There is only one thing for it,’ whispered Mr Brinkhoff to his wife, as he prised a book of algebra from the arms of his sleeping son. ‘He must sit the entrance exam for The Institute.’

‘He can’t,’ said Mrs Brinkhoff, shaking her head. ‘He mustn’t.’

‘I don’t like it any more than you do,’ said Mr Brinkhoff sadly, ‘but the boy is too clever for us. Too clever by far. If he’s accepted into The Institute, who knows what he might achieve?’

Mrs Brinkhoff shuddered and tucked Osbert into bed, kissing him gently on his great forehead. She feared the worst: The Institute would take her son from her, and who knew what would happen next?


CHAPTER Two
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THE INSTITUTE was built on a high hill in the northernmost reaches of the city, and its towering walls of slate-grey stone could be seen from most of the apartments and houses in Schwartzgarten. It was a chilling building; it struck fear into the hearts of all who gazed upon it, and not without due reason. Even the school inspectors refused to visit The Institute, and would instead write from time to time, inquiring after the welfare of the children, making certain that they were all still alive.

The Institute selected only the most intelligent children from the city, and every year they would invite applications from prospective students. With a heavy heart, Mr Brinkhoff sat down at his study desk and wrote to Mr Rudulfus, the Deputy Principal of The Institute and Master of Admissions, inquiring if his son could be considered for a place at the beginning of the new academic term.

A week later a letter arrived, banded in black and addressed to Osbert. The letter read as follows:

 

Osbert Brinkhoff, do you really imagine you have what it takes to become a scholar at The Institute? What makes you think you stand a chance of admission when your father failed his own entrance exam so miserably? Examinations will be held on the third day of next month. If you expect to fail, as your father before you, do not bother to attend.

 

The letter was signed in a barely legible and inky scrawl, The Principal.

Osbert ran to his father’s study and showed him the mysterious letter. ‘Is it true, Father?’ inquired Osbert. ‘Did you fail your entrance exam?’

Mr Brinkhoff stood sadly at the window, staring out across the city to the distant hills on which The Institute was perched like a mighty and diabolical gargoyle.

‘At last you know the truth,’ said Mr Brinkhoff, who had always known that his failure would one day come to light. ‘I did not pass my examination. They said my answers were too whimsical.’ He sighed whimsically, and patted Osbert on the shoulder. This was not true of course; all Mr Brinkhoff had ever heard from The Institute was deafening silence. ‘But you, my boy,’ he continued, smiling proudly, ‘you have a real chance of being accepted.’

Day after day, night after night, Osbert worked at the desk in his father’s study, preparing for his entrance exam. Mr Brinkhoff was a patient tutor and sat with his son for hours at a time, quizzing him on algebra and Latin, physics and history. He was determined that Osbert would not endure the same crushing humiliation that he had suffered so many years before.

 

The day of the examination dawned. Mrs Brinkhoff, who could not look at her son without weeping, sat quietly in the sitting room while Nanny cut rounds of raisin bread, thinly sliced and thickly buttered, for Osbert to eat on his journey to The Institute.

It was a bitterly cold morning, and Mr Brinkhoff held his son firmly by the hand as he led him along the treacherously icy pavement. As the bell rang and the tram rattled into view, Mr Brinkhoff’s grip tightened on Osbert’s hand.

The tram hurtled dangerously along the banks of the River Schwartz, and Mr Brinkhoff continued to prepare his son for the impending entrance exam, reciting mathematical equations and Latin verse.

As they lurched past Edvardplatz and the Governor’s Palace, Mr Brinkhoff secretly thought of ringing the bell to stop the rackety vehicle, running back home with Osbert and securely bolting the door behind them. But as they rounded a corner and the high, dark walls of The Institute became visible once more above the shops and apartments, he knew that it was too late. Whatever would be, would be.

The tramlines stopped at the bottom of the hill that led to The Institute, so Osbert and Mr Brinkhoff completed their journey by foot. The road was steep, and for a while the school seemed to completely disappear beyond the brow of the hill. On they walked, slipping from time to time on the frozen cobbles, and as they finally crested the hill The Institute suddenly loomed back into view.

Observed from a distance it was a miserable building, but close up it appeared even more bleak and foreboding. Perched at the top of the towering grey walls, three large stone gargoyles leered out across the city. A fourth gargoyle had toppled from the roof many years before and crashed into the roof of the gymnasium, where it remained, lodged in the ceiling, one of its enormous stone wings protruding through the tiles.

There was only one entrance to The Institute, and this was through an ornate pair of wrought-iron gates set into the high wall that surrounded the building. Above the gates, in gilt lettering, was the Latin maxim, Scientia est potentia.

‘And do you know what the phrase means?’ asked Mr Brinkhoff.

‘Yes, Father,’ replied Osbert, who was quickly mastering the dead language of Latin, ‘it means “Knowledge is Power”.’

On the wall beside the gates was a bell pull and an engraved brass plaque. For attention, ring bell. Students only.

Summoning up his courage, Mr Brinkhoff rang the bell.

A small door opened in the wall just beyond the gates, and a man barely taller than Osbert appeared, weighed down by an enormous bundle of keys that was chained to his belt.

‘Can’t you read?’ he hissed. ‘Students only. Don’t want every fool ringing the bell, it’ll wear out.’

‘My name is Mr Brinkhoff,’ said Mr Brinkhoff, ‘and this is my son, Osbert.’

‘You’re expected,’ said the Porter. ‘You’d better come in.’

‘Thank you,’ replied Mr Brinkhoff, removing his hat.

‘Not you,’ hissed the Porter. ‘The boy.’ He unlocked the gates and ushered Osbert inside.

‘As you know, Osbert,’ Mr Brinkhoff began, ‘I am very proud of everything you—’

‘No time for all that,’ said the Porter impatiently. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

Osbert stepped forward and the Porter pushed the gates shut behind them, turning the key in the lock.

Mr Brinkhoff smiled encouragingly through the railings. ‘Good luck. I shall wait here until you’ve finished your examination.’

‘Follow me,’ said the Porter, beckoning to Osbert with a stiff, arthritic finger.

He led the boy across the central courtyard, around which the grey slate walls of the school rose steeply, seeming almost to obliterate the sky above. The Institute’s only windows looked out over the courtyard; the windows which once faced out towards the city had been bricked up long before, to prevent students becoming distracted from their lessons by life beyond the school.

In the centre of the courtyard stood a monumental alabaster statue of The Institute’s founder, the late Julius Offenbach, who had run the school with an iron fist, until he met with a slow and painful end, boiling to death in his own bathtub. Some said it had been a terrible accident, but many others argued that it hadn’t been an accident at all, and that Offenbach’s screams of pain had simply been ignored by the children of The Institute.

Osbert found it impossible to make out the face of the statue, covered as it was by a skin of thick green moss. One arm, which originally held a cane (to serve as a warning to the students as they entered The Institute each morning) had been struck by lightning years before, crashing to the ground and shattering into many thousands of pieces. No longer was there grass in the courtyard, but the hardiest weeds climbed the slate walls that surrounded it, seemingly choking the life out of the school itself.

High above and to the left of the courtyard, a tiny window looked out over the school. Osbert glanced up, and thought he saw a dark figure step back from the glass.

‘Don’t look unless you’re told to look,’ snapped the Porter, his pace suddenly quickening.

Beyond the courtyard, a large green door loomed before them, and it was through this door that the Porter beckoned Osbert. ‘This way.’

The corridor was dark and musty.

‘Haven’t got all day,’ said the Porter.

To begin with, Osbert had to feel his way along the dark gas-lit passageway, until slowly his eyes became accustomed to the gloom.

‘Don’t dawdle, boy,’ muttered the Porter, quickening his step once more as a large hall clock struck the quarter-hour.

The Institute seemed even larger to Osbert than it had appeared from the outside. On and on he hurried, struggling to keep pace with his mumbling and bad-tempered guide.

Finally, at the end of a particularly dark stretch of corridor, they arrived at a door.

‘In here,’ grunted the Porter.

After the narrow confines of the dark passageways, nothing could have prepared Osbert for the cavernous dimensions of The Institute’s gymnasium. Every footstep he took on the polished wooden floor echoed back sharply from the oak-panelled walls.

‘Why don’t you make more of a racket?’ said the Porter sarcastically.

At the far end of the gymnasium was a stage with red velvet curtains, above which a large clock marked the passing seconds, the deep rumble of the clockwork mechanism beating as if it were the very heart of The Institute. A Latin inscription had been painted in Gothic lettering around the clock face:

 

SI HOC LEGERE SCIS NIMIUM

ERUDITIONIS HABES.

 

Osbert could only make out the words dimly through the lenses of his spectacles. The Porter was already hissing under his breath and beckoning Osbert forward. He pointed to a solitary desk and chair.

‘But where are the other children?’ asked Osbert.

‘Only you and her,’ said the Porter, nodding his head towards the opposite end of the hall. ‘Only two at a time.’

Beneath a large oil painting of a three-headed dragon biting the head off a fat schoolboy, entitled Knowledge Devouring Innocence, there was another desk and chair that Osbert had failed to notice. Sitting at the desk was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. Her skin was porcelain-white and even at a distance he could tell that her large, round eyes were a rare emerald green.

Osbert smiled and the Porter poked him with his finger.

‘Sit down.’

Osbert took his seat.

‘There’s paper on the desk. Turn over the question sheet as soon as you hear the old bell ring, not before. You’ll have one hour exactly.’

‘Then what will happen?’ asked Osbert.

‘Then I’ll come to get you, won’t I?’ sneered the Porter. ‘That’s if you haven’t been crushed to death first.’

He pointed to the ceiling and Osbert looked up. Protruding through the plaster were two legs and a wing of the fallen stone gargoyle, immediately above his desk.

‘That’s something to occupy your mind, isn’t it?’ grinned the Porter, as he clattered back across the polished floor and disappeared through the door.

Osbert wanted to turn around in his chair to gaze at the beautiful girl with the green eyes, but instead he sat silently in the vast, empty room, waiting for the bell to ring. And all the time he waited, he could sense that someone was watching him.

The minute hand on the gymnasium clock reached twelve, and from the very bowels of the building Osbert heard the tolling of an ancient bell. The noise seemed to rumble through the labyrinthine corridors of The Institute before bursting in through the door of the gymnasium.

Osbert attempted to appear calm as he turned over his exam paper.

 

Question one. Osbert Brinkhoff, do you really think you are a suitable candidate for The Institute? Are you prepared to be humiliated, the way your father was before you? If the answer is no, place your pen on the table and leave the gymnasium immediately.

 

Osbert could not quite believe what he was reading. He looked up from his desk and was sure he saw the velvet curtains of the stage twitch. Slowly, carefully, Osbert unscrewed the lid of his fountain pen and began to read question two, Latin Comprehension.

There was no doubt about it; somebody was watching him.


CHAPTER THREE
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A MONTH AFTER Osbert’s entrance examination, the new term began. There had been no communication from The Institute, no letter or telegram to suggest that Osbert’s application had been successful, nor yet a sneering missive to dash the boy’s hopes once and for all. And this was the way of things. It was not until the first day of the new term that the results were posted on the walls outside The Institute. Every aspect of this ritual was designed to be as inconvenient and humiliating as possible to the prospective candidates and their families. If the child had passed his or her exam, then the steep climb and the gnawing fear they’d experienced on their way to The Institute would all have been worthwhile. If, however, the child had been unsuccessful, they would find their name obliterated from the list with a neat line of red ink and would have nothing more to look forward to than the long journey back down the hill into the city.

The Schwartzgarten clock was still chiming eight as Osbert and Mr Brinkhoff hurried along Marshal Podovsky Street to the tram terminus. They made their journey in silence. Only when they stepped from the tram at the foot of the hill leading to The Institute did Mr Brinkhoff finally betray his emotions. His eye flickered as if in spasm and his hands began to tremble. They did not so much walk as run to the top of the hill
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