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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


 

“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

 

“A macabre tale full of ghoulish and gruesome escapades. A frightening but appealing anti-hero.”


BOOKTRUST

 

“Macabre and gruesome and wickedly funny.”

LOVEREADING
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A WORD OF WARNING TO
WEAK-MINDED CHILDREN
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This short history of Prince Eugene was set down on paper more than twenty years ago. In that time, the book has been widely read. While most scholars with brains in their heads approve of the story I have attempted to tell, others have doubted my wisdom in relating to children a tale so dark as to put the hairs upright on their scalps. And to that I say ‘Pah!’ War is a messy business – and a large part of this book is taken up with war, as is the way in all history books. Swords are drawn and heads come off. There is blood and there is gore and that is all there is to say on the subject.

If you are firm of stomach and sound of mind, then continue, reader. If not, then return to your stamp collection or spinning top, or whatever other idle pursuit fills your sorry days. You are not the child to read my book, so be gone back to your dark corner.

 

From the pen of Kristifan Von Hoffmeyer,
Historian of the City of Schwartzgarten
and Keeper of the Northern Manuscripts
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THE FOUNDING OF THE CITY OF SCHWARTZGARTEN
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IN THE depths of a cruel winter, seven families from distant lands journeyed across a strange and barren terrain. To the north there were mountains and to the south an impenetrable forest, made perilous by the presence of wolves and bears. Weary from travelling, they settled down to rest beside a river that coiled like a vast, black serpent through the icy wasteland.

The river had frozen deep so they could not catch fish. The earth was hard as flint, so they could not dig for food.

‘We must eat,’ said a man, whose name was Offenbach. ‘Our stomachs cry out for food, and if we do not answer that call then we shall surely die.’

The Hungry Seven, for that is how History has named the travellers, were desperate indeed. It seemed that Fate had forsaken the Seven. Cast out into the wilderness, they hoped for Life but prepared for Death.

Fate, however, is a sly master, and was not prepared to see the Hungry Seven die for want of food and warmth. As life ebbed away from the starving travellers the sky turned black with Ravens, obscuring the pale winter sun with the beating of their wings. The Ravens spiralled down around the Seven, bearing scraps of food, though the travellers knew not from where. The Hungry Seven felt the cold, hard beaks against their cracked lips, and they were thankful. The Ravens sheltered them with their feathers and again, the Hungry Seven were thankful.

So it was that the Seven survived that bitter winter. They survived and what is more, they prospered. As spring gave life to the land, they built simple timber buildings on the banks of the dark river. In time, the timber shacks gave way to buildings of stone and slate. As the City slowly grew, the descendants of the Hungry Seven grew ever hungrier. Though their bellies were full, they were hungry for wealth and hungry for power. And all that they wanted was theirs to have, the Ravens saw to that: the birds were protectors of the City and Guardians of the Seven. In return they sought nothing but an offering of rye bread and river water once a year at the Festival of the Departed Souls.

The names of six families of the Seven are known to all true-born citizens of Schwartzgarten: the names of Offenbach, Koski, Engelfried, Dressler, Talbor and Van Veenen. They were Illustrious and Wise and Strong. Their names were carved in tablets of slate that their Great Fame might live on through the generations.

But Legend does not record the name of the Seventh family. It was a cursed name that was struck from the annals of the City many centuries ago. At the head of this family was a man whom Fate had marked out for blacker deeds. His eyes were as dark as the cunning wolf and his heart was cold as granite.

‘The Ravens demand too much of us,’ said the one whose name is unknown. ‘Our rye bread and our river water is ours to do with as we please.’

The Founding Families were in fear of the man, and bowed to his wishes, though their hearts were troubled.

When, on the Eve of the Festival of the Departed Souls, the Ravens gathered to claim that which was rightfully theirs to claim, there was neither bread to eat nor water to drink. The Ravens cried a curse on the Seventh Family, which the one whose name is unknown repaid by killing seven of the birds with blade and shot and fire. It was a Dark Act indeed and the curse grew sevenfold to engulf all of the Founding Families.

The one who committed the Dark Act was cast out for his evil by the elders of each Family, banished beyond the City walls and condemned to wander in shame throughout the ages. But it was not enough to undo the curse. The Ravens were protectors no more, but scavengers that spread fear and disease. Plague came and bloodshed followed. And down and down through the centuries came darkness and terror unimaginable.

The curse today has long passed, undone by the crawling passage of the years and the certain knowledge that the name of the Seventh Family is now unknowable. But what is equally certain to those that believe in such things, and is indeed recorded in the Northern Manuscripts, is this: when the Seventh of the Seven Families returns to Schwartzgarten, the Darkest of Dark Days will come once more to the Great City.


 

As related and translated by Grigorius Von Hoffmeyer, Historian of the City of Schwartzgarten and Keeper of the Northern Manuscripts (deceased)





THE LOCKSMITH’S BOY
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THE STORY of the founding of the city of Schwartzgarten at the beginning of this book was translated by my late father, long cold in his grave, who was keeper of the Northern Manuscripts before me.

For those who are not familiar with the ancient city of Schwartzgarten, the name is derived from the old Northern languages – that is to say ‘Schwartz’ meaning black and ‘Garten’ meaning garden.

The word black, of course, refers to the colour of the serpent-like river as it flows darkly through our great city. But the word garden is misleading here – as nothing flourished on the banks of the river. I can only imagine it was meant as a joke, though it is by no means amusing to me.

It is quite true that the name of one of the Seven Founding Families is no longer known to living man. It is an ancient name of a thousand years ago or more and has been lost to the sands of time.

Each in their turn, the remaining Six of the Seven Founding Families ruled over Schwartzgarten. Some were good and just, others were cruel and greedy – but of all the Six, no family was more greedy for power than the House of Talbor.

At the time our story begins, some seventy-five years ago, Schwartzgarten was ruled over by the tyrant Emeté Talbor, who had seized power nineteen years earlier. Talbor modelled himself after Emperor Xavier, who had ruled over Schwartzgarten three hundred years before. Even his clothes had been made to resemble those of the Emperor.

Talbor did not believe in the modern world – in steam trains, or factories, or even clockwork. As far as he was concerned, the sun revolved around the earth and he himself was at the very centre of the universe. And in his reign of terror, he did all that he could to keep the clock from moving on.

As a child he had wanted to do unpleasant things to people, and often did.

‘It is important to study your enemy closely,’ Talbor’s father had cautioned his son, presenting him with a sword made by the city’s master goldsmiths, to mark the infant’s fifth birthday.

And Talbor had taken these words to heart, as he polished his sword carefully. It was the very same sword, in fact, that he used to slay his father on the occasion of his seventh birthday.

Emeté Talbor grew up craving power. When he was of age, he took for his bride the daughter of the House of Van Veenen, one of the richest families of the Hungry Seven, and his power grew. He served as a general in Crown Prince Alberto’s army, and used his wealth and influence to lead a revolt against the Prince. In three bloody battles outside the city walls, Talbor and his troops fought with the Imperial Army, who were still loyal to Alberto. But though the Crown Prince was a brave soldier, his army was not strong enough to defeat Talbor. The Imperial Family were driven from Schwartzgarten and fled to the north, where they made their home in the Summer Palace.

A fact should be noted here – Crown Prince Alberto was one of three brothers. Beside his youngest brother, Archduke Dmitri, Alberto had an identical twin, Rufus, born minutes later than the Crown Prince himself. Mark this well, for it will be important to my tale.

Talbor was victorious and settled in the palace in the heart of the great city. Though his wife was blessed with fifteen children, not a single child lived beyond its first birthday, Talbor saw to that; so terrified was he that they would one day grow to challenge his power. And though he loved his wife better than his golden sword, he grew fearful of her too – and to prove his love, he kept her nose on a gold chain around his neck, threaded beside those of his mother and father. And he swore to wear her nose from the day he cut off her head to the day he might himself die.

By law, copies of Talbor’s portrait hung in every house, shop and office across the city. And, in one such house, in a cramped alleyway close to the Street of the Seven Locksmiths, lived one of the heroes of my tale.

The boy, for he had no name as such at this time, was known to all as the Locksmith’s Boy – though he did not work as a locksmith himself. He worked, instead, as a pot boy in the great house of Old Engelfried, one of the descendants of the Hungry Seven. The boy, in his thirteenth year, was unremarkable to look at – shorter than many and thinner than many more. He had chestnut hair, and legs and arms as would be expected in a boy of his age. And that is all that needs to be said, except that his hands were as cold as marble.

Old Engelfried was a kind master and had a favourite son, named Alesander, three years older than the Locksmith’s Boy and half a head taller. He had dark hair and an open face and was kinder still than his father. Often he would talk to the boy if he passed him in the street or on the stair.

The Locksmith’s Boy’s bedroom was at the top of a small house, pushed so close against the roof that he had to crawl into bed at night. And, as the house slept, with the wick of his candle trimmed low, he would take out a bag of lead soldiers that he kept hidden behind a loose stone in the wall and line them up in neat rows. He could name every regiment of Prince Alberto’s army, every general and every banner ever raised in battle.

‘I will be a great hero, Mother,’ said the Locksmith’s Boy one evening as he stared up at the framed print of Emeté Talbor that hung from the wall. ‘I will serve in battle and I will cut down hundreds of enemy soldiers. I will defeat Emeté Talbor and Prince Alberto will return home to Schwartzgarten.’

His mother smacked him hard around the ears. ‘You’ll never mount up to more than a heap of curselings,’ she chided. ‘Hero indeed! Your father would be turning in his grave. If he was dead. Which he isn’t, more’s the pity.’ She bustled around the kitchen, carrying food from the stove to the table. ‘Emeté Talbor is a gracious tyrant and bounteous in his mercies,’ she continued. ‘You’d do well to remember that.’

‘But, Mother—’ protested the Locksmith’s Boy.

The woman waved her hands to silence her son and pushed her ear against the wall. ‘I know he’s there,’ she croaked, listening out for any murmur of sound from their landlord, who lived in the house next door. ‘Writing down my every word. Every precious thought in my head. Always looking for ways to report me to the Vigils and get me hanged.’

You may of course be asking, ‘And who were the Vigils? And what part do they play in this story?’ To which I answer, be patient, and read my words in the order I have laid them out for you.

The Locksmith’s Boy’s mother slammed a bowl of food on the table and her son wrinkled up his nose in disgust.

‘Bacon and potatoes again,’ he groaned with a shake of his head. ‘Why is it bacon and potatoes every night?’

‘You’ll eat it up and you’ll be thankful,’ snapped the woman.

‘I’m sick of the sight of bacon and potatoes,’ said the Locksmith’s Boy. ‘Father hates it as well.’

‘Your father’s beyond help,’ said the boy’s mother, opening a cupboard door and taking out a dry loaf of bread and a pot of rancid butter.

‘And dry bread,’ moaned the boy. ‘I bet Emeté Talbor doesn’t eat like this. He has the best of everything and we have the bread and scrapings.’

‘My own son a traitor!’ wailed the woman. ‘We’re done for! Done for!’ An icy breeze whipped around the kitchen and she broke the bread, which shattered into a dozen pieces. She attempted to glue the loaf back together with the sour butter, all the time muttering, ‘Pay homage to the tyrant! Be grateful for your lot in this life!’

But the Locksmith’s Boy shook his head again. ‘I’m not going to pay homage,’ he said. ‘I don’t have anything to be grateful for.’

At this the woman glowered at her son. ‘You should be grateful to him for keeping your neck on your shoulders, that’s what you should be grateful for.’




 


After supper the Locksmith’s Boy was sent to fetch his drunkard father home from the Old Chop House, at the very heart of the great city. Tobacco smoke hung about the tavern like a thick curtain and it was impossible to see more than two paces in any direction. Waiters forced their way through the heaving room, carrying plates heaped with veal steaks and pickled cabbage. The Locksmith’s Boy groped blindly through the fog of smoke, clutching at tables to steady himself on his way. At the very end of the bar sat the boy’s father, a small man with skin as brown as a walnut shell. As is right and proper for the father of a Locksmith’s Boy, the man was a locksmith. Or rather, the man had been a locksmith, but rye beer had set his hands to trembling. It had also loosened his tongue. As the Locksmith’s Boy pushed on through the crowded room his father was holding court to anyone who would listen, all the time eating sweet dill pickles from a jar.

‘I’ll tell you another thing about that swine Talbor,’ he slurred, pulling a drinking companion towards him by the scruff of the neck. ‘That menagerie he keeps, with all those animals – you know what they’re for? Well, I’ll tell you.’ He stopped to dip his hand into the jar, pulling out another pickle. ‘He throws his enemies into that menagerie to be eaten alive. Alive, I say. The lion…and the…and the rhinoceros. And all the other animals besides. I heard it from a…from a very reliable source, between you and me.’ He attempted to tap his nose conspiratorially with his finger but slipped and stuck the pickle in his eye. ‘He’s a madman, sure enough,’ he continued, rubbing his eye and crunching the pickle. ‘And I’ll tell you this for nothing—’

‘Come on home, Father,’ said the Locksmith’s Boy quickly, ‘before you land us all in jail for treason.’

It was one thing to complain about Emeté Talbor at home, but quite another to do so in a busy tavern where the Vigils might overhear.

What is that you say? I have still not told you of the Vigils? To which I now say, ‘The patient reader will be rewarded in good time, and I will thank you not to interrupt again.’

The Locksmith slipped on the pools of rye beer as his son attempted to lead him towards the door and out into the street, where they were embraced by a damp mist that drifted in from the river.

‘Talbor’s got a giraffe too!’ whispered the Locksmith.

‘That’s right, Father,’ said the boy.

‘And hippos!’ laughed the Locksmith. ‘Not one, mind you…two hippos. Hippos have pink milk!’

‘Yes, Father,’ said the boy.

‘Ah,’ said the Locksmith and shook his head. ‘I’ve told you that story before.’

As they weaved their way along the cobbles the Locksmith leant against the wall and retched into the gutter.

‘That’s better,’ he gurgled. ‘Now hold me steady, boy.’

The Locksmith’s Boy held his father firmly by the shoulders, steering him safely through the narrow streets towards home. From time to time the man would stumble on a loose cobblestone, all the while swinging his fists as he fought imaginary rhinos and hippos, but at last the boy successfully hauled his father into bed (or rather a straw mattress beside the kitchen stove), where the man lay on his back, snoring and snorting like a wild beast from Emeté Talbor’s menagerie.

‘One day,’ thought the Locksmith’s Boy as he heaved off his father’s boots, ‘one day I’ll leave Schwartzgarten far behind me. I’ll set out for battle and return a hero.’

Perhaps this was the case and perhaps it was not. But if you do not read on I can tell you no more.
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DESCENDANTS of the
SCHWARTZGARTEN

IMPERIAL FAMILY

DESPINA OF LUCHMUNSTER — m. Siegfried
’ the Sane

ALBERTO RUFUS DMITRI
m. Aurelia (The Archduke)

EUGENE — m. Euphenia

WILHELM
(line dies out)

VLADISLAS THE BRUTAL — m. Irina The Fair

VOLKOFF MAXIMILIAN
(poisoned at birth)






