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Praise for
OSBERT THE AVENGER

 

“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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CHAPTER ONE
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The Mortenberg twins stared out from the window of Aunt Gisela’s kitchen. A man peered back at them, his piercing black eyes hooded by heavy grey lids. His head was unusually round and his skin had a wax-like pallor rarely seen on the face of a living creature.

‘He’s come to kill us,’ whispered Feliks.

‘Probably,’ replied Greta. ‘He looks the type that might.’

It was not unusual for the twins to expect the worst, nor was it entirely wrong for them to do so. From their earliest days they had been known as the Woebegone Twins, abandoned to their fate by disagreeable parents who preferred holidays in exotic climes and super-fast motor cars to spending time with their unfortunate offspring. Had it not been for Aunt Gisela, who had adopted the twins, they would have been brought up warped and peculiar within the foreboding walls of the Schwartzgarten Reformatory for Maladjusted Children. Sometimes it is kinder to lie than to tell the truth, and Aunt Gisela had told the twins that their parents had died tragically in mysterious circumstances.

So the Woebegone Twins lived in Schwartzgarten with their aunt and her pet parrot, Karloff, in a warm and cheerful house in the grimmest, darkest part of the Old Town. When money was plentiful, Aunt Gisela would bake spiced gingerbread and her famous vanilla pudding. When times were hard, she would switch off the lights and sit inside her kitchen cupboard with the twins in her arms, hiding from the bailiffs.

The house always smelt of baking and beeswax and the aroma of oil of petunia, which Aunt Gisela dabbed liberally behind her ears every morning ‘to keep away the moths’.

The twins had healthy appetites for the food that Aunt Gisela prepared for them. But there was one thing and one thing alone that they could not eat, and that thing was the humble almond nut. It was a discovery made early in their lives, when Aunt Gisela set to work baking the twins an almond marzipan torte on the occasion of their fifth birthdays. It was perhaps the most beautiful thing she had ever concocted; a towering confection of almond sponge cake with layers of almond marzipan and cloudberry jam, topped with glittering shards of almond nougatine.

‘Eat up,’ urged Aunt Gisela. ‘You can eat the whole cake if you want, my hungry little monsters.’

The effect was instantaneous and dramatic. As soon as the twins sank their teeth into the moist, plump slices of almond cake their tongues began to swell. And swell. And swell.

‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that,’ said Aunt Gisela, telephoning for the doctor.

When Doctor Lempick arrived he examined the twins carefully. They were both deathly pale, and their tongues lolled from their mouths like deflated helium balloons.

‘What I want to know is this,’ said Aunt Gisela, ‘what’s happened to their tongues and will they be like it forever?’

Doctor Lempick smiled and shook his head. ‘They are allergic to almond nuts,’ he concluded. ‘Their tongues will return to the normal size in due course. But please, never ever feed them another almond as long as they live.’

Apart from an allergy to almonds and the unfortunate disappearance of their parents, it would have seemed to the casual observer that the Mortenberg twins were entirely unremarkable. The only point of note was the striking similarity between the two children, although Greta was a little shorter and slightly stronger than her brother Feliks. Their hair was deep red, the colour of burnt barley sugar, and their pale faces were liberally scattered with freckles, but this hardly marked them out as extraordinary. If anything, it was Aunt Gisela who attracted most attention as she bustled along the cobbled streets of the Old Town with the twins in tow. Passers-by would often stop and stare at the woman, smiling with admiration and nodding as if at a fondly recalled memory.

‘What are you staring at?’ Aunt Gisela would shout, shaking her fist. ‘Nothing better to do than gawp at old women who’ve done you no wrong?’

And though the twins often asked their aunt why she bawled and screamed at strangers in the street, she seemed deliberately vague on the subject.

Aunt Gisela’s behaviour was curious at times, but her love for the twins was beyond doubt. So Greta and Feliks were happy to let their beloved aunt scream at whomsoever she wanted and were grateful for a roof over their heads.

But as the twins reached their eleventh birthdays, money was short and getting shorter and Aunt Gisela had no choice but to advertise for a boarder to rent a spare room in the house. And it was this boarder who now peered in through the window at the twins.

‘That’s him,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘Our new houseguest! Mr Morbide!’

She ran to the door and opened it wide.

‘Mr Morbide!’ cried Karloff from his cage. ‘Mr Morbide!’

Morbide entered. He was a tall and bulky man and had to stoop his head beneath the lintel. He was cloaked in a long black overcoat and carried a large suitcase and a small leather bag.

‘Come in, come in!’ cried Aunt Gisela, giving the man a sly wink as she led him into the kitchen.

‘Good evening,’ growled Morbide in a voice so low that the teacups trembled in the rack above the sink.

The Woebegone Twins gasped and took a step backwards.

Feliks was quite certain that he saw a beetle drop from inside the man’s overcoat and scuttle off across the tiled floor.

‘Pull up a chair and eat,’ commanded Aunt Gisela, grabbing a pan from the stove. ‘Eat.’

Morbide sat at the table but did not remove his coat. The twins stared hard at the man, who stared back at them and grunted. He reached into his pocket and retrieved a calling card, which he slid across the table to Greta. The name Morbide was embossed on the card, as if written in dripping blood.

‘Well, sit down you two,’ barked Aunt Gisela cheerfully. ‘Duck eggs all round!’

The twins did as they were told and sat, hardly daring to breathe. They ate in silence.

One thing seemed certain to Greta; Morbide had murder on his mind.

 

Aunt Gisela stood in the kitchen after supper, washing dishes and puffing away on a stubby De Keyser cigar as Morbide nursed a glass of cherry schnapps. Karloff squawked in his cage, whistling and screaming intermittently.

‘Stop that now,’ said Aunt Gisela, pulling the cloth over the cage. ‘I can’t hear myself think.’

The twins carried out their chores in silence; Feliks wiped down the kitchen table as Greta swept the floor. One thought and one thought alone occupied their minds – why had Aunt Gisela allowed a murderous maniac to lodge with them?

As soon as Morbide had left the room the question bubbled up like soda water in a shaken bottle.

‘Why did you let him in?’ demanded Greta. ‘Why did he have to come to live here with us?’

Aunt Gisela took a sip of apple brandy, which she swilled round her mouth, gargled and swallowed.

‘Morbide’s last landlady choked to death on a plum stone, leaving the poor man without a home,’ she mumbled.

‘At least that’s what he says,’ whispered Greta, who had
formulated an entirely different explanation.

Aunt Gisela stared at her. ‘What do you mean, child?’

‘I mean,’ said Greta, ‘his landlady’s probably lying dead
in a pool of blood somewhere.’

Feliks nodded in agreement. His sister’s conclusion chimed perfectly with his own assessment of the situation.

‘Maybe he’s come to kill us as well,’ he added as they heard Morbide moving heavily in the room above.

‘Then you’ll be sorry, Aunt Gisela,’ said Greta, ‘sorry
that you didn’t believe us.’

‘Oh, he won’t kill you,’ said Aunt Gisela, puffing hard on her cigar, her eyes burning brightly through the fog of smoke. ‘Because he knows that if he does, I’ll kill him right back.’

 

The next evening, Greta watched as Morbide adjusted his coat and top hat in front of the hall mirror. He nodded goodbye, opened the front door and set off along the darkened street. Greta waited until the lodger had disappeared from view, then ran back into the kitchen.

‘Come on,’ she said.

‘Where?’ asked Feliks, looking up from one of Aunt Gisela’s recipe books.

‘To look for clues,’ said Greta, pulling her brother by the arm and almost dragging him up the stairs to Morbide’s bedroom. She tried the handle but the door was locked.

‘So, that’s it,’ said Feliks in relief, turning back towards the stairs. ‘We can’t investigate after all.’

‘Not so fast,’ said Greta, seizing Feliks by the sleeve of
his pullover. She reached into her pocket. ‘I’ve got Aunt
Gisela’s spare key.’

‘What if he comes back?’ asked Feliks.

‘He’ll be gone for hours most probably,’ said Greta as she turned the key in the lock. ‘We’ve got the whole place to ourselves.’

‘I wish Aunt Gisela was here,’ said Feliks.

‘She took Karloff and went out to buy cigars,’ said Greta. ‘At least, that’s what Morbide says.’

She turned the handle and the door creaked open. The curtains were closed; Morbide’s bedroom was in darkness. Greta switched on the light. It was not a large room, but it was tidily kept. The bed was made and the pillows had been neatly plumped. There was a jug on the washstand and a bar of soap in a dish. Morbide’s suitcase and leather bag stood on a table beside the fireplace. Greta sighed: there were no obvious clues to be seen. She knelt on the floor and reached beneath the bed.

‘What are you doing?’ whispered Feliks, hardly daring to set foot in the bedroom.

‘If I was a murderer,’ said Greta, ‘I’d hide all my murdering tools under here.’ Her hands grasped a large cardboard box, which she pulled out from under the bed. She lifted the lid.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Feliks, as any remaining trace of colour seemed to drain from his sister’s face. He took a tentative step into the room.

Silently, and with trembling hands, Greta held out the box to her brother and Feliks peered inside. There, staring back at him with motionless eyes, was the head of Aunt Gisela.

‘He’s murdered her,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘He’s killed Aunt Gisela.’

No sooner had the words formed on the boy’s lips than a creak could be heard on the staircase.

Morbide had returned home.

 


CHAPTER TWO
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There was no escape. Greta and Feliks backed further into the room as Morbide reached the top of the stairs and lumbered forward through the open doorway, glowering at the twins as he did so.

‘That’s mine, I think,’ said Morbide, lifting the cardboard box containing Aunt Gisela’s decapitated head from Feliks’s outstretched arms. He stooped to return the head to its resting place beneath the bed.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ said Greta.

‘Or what?’ asked Morbide, as a faint hint of amusement played across his lips.

‘Or I’ll scream,’ replied Greta.

The smile that had been threatening to form on Morbide’s face finally erupted. ‘You’ll scream?’ he echoed. ‘You think that scares me?’ He took another step towards the twins and opened his mouth wide to reveal a set of fangs, as sharp as needles.

‘A vampire!’ gasped Greta.

‘Vampires don’t exist,’ said Feliks, pinching his arm to make quite sure he wasn’t dreaming, then wishing desperately that he was.

‘I hate to contradict the young,’ said Morbide, removing his top hat and making a polite bow of his head. ‘But I can confidently assure you that vampires most certainly do exist.’

Greta threw back her head and opened her mouth wide.

‘She warned you,’ shouted Feliks defiantly, as his sister screamed with such ferocity that the jug rattled on Morbide’s washstand and the floorboards shuddered beneath them.

Morbide stared open-mouthed at the girl. A dog barked in terror from the house next door, and there was a sharp blast of a police whistle in the street outside. Morbide turned, uncertainly.

‘Don’t scream again,’ he whispered nervously, clasping his hands together in a plea for silence.

‘Or what?’ asked Greta, standing her ground. ‘Are you going to chop us into pieces and bury us under the floorboards?’

‘An intriguing suggestion,’ said Morbide. ‘But not today, I think.’

Greta opened her mouth and prepared to scream again.

‘It was a joke,’ said Morbide, waving his hands desperately. ‘I was joking.’

Downstairs, there was a loud knock. Morbide closed the bedroom door and leaned against it, barring the way out.

‘If you don’t let us go, I will scream again,’ said Greta.

‘Then they’ll break in and arrest you,’ said Feliks.

‘Or stab you in the heart with a wooden stake and turn you to dust,’ added Greta.

Morbide hesitated. He opened the door and stepped out onto the landing. Slowly, he made his way down the staircase, removing his vampire fangs and burying them deep in the pocket of his overcoat. He unlocked the door and opened it a crack. A police constable stood outside.

‘Yes?’ said Morbide, gazing at the floor and trying his hardest to appear nonchalant.

‘I’ve got ears, haven’t I?’ said the constable, pushing his way into the hall and closing the door behind him. ‘I heard screaming.’

‘Arrest him!’ cried Greta, running down the stairs.

‘Not so quick,’ shouted the constable. ‘You’ll slip and break your neck, and then there’ll be forms to fill in.’

‘He’s trying to kill us,’ insisted Feliks, following Greta downstairs into the hall.

The constable raised his eyebrows at Morbide. ‘That’s children, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Always thinking the worst of adults.’ He stared hard at Morbide. ‘Have we met before?’

‘I don’t think so,’ replied Morbide.

‘Just got one of those faces, haven’t you?’ said the constable.

‘I suppose I must have,’ said Morbide. A silence hung uneasily and Morbide attempted a smile. ‘There’s been a misunderstanding,’ he said at last.

‘There hasn’t been a misunderstanding,’ said Greta, tugging at the constable’s sleeve. ‘He’s got fangs!’

Morbide gave a broad smile to reveal that this was no longer the case and Greta blinked.

‘He’s got Aunt Gisela’s head in a box,’ said Feliks. ‘It’s under his bed. Go up and look if you don’t believe us.’

‘Well, this is irregular,’ said the constable, who considered backing out through the front door and pretending he had never arrived in the first place. Children screaming, that was one thing, but heads in boxes concealed beneath beds; that was something different altogether. He made a note in his pocketbook.

‘Head, one. Human.’ He looked up. ‘Big head, small head?’

‘What size?’ gasped Greta.

‘Big or small head?’ repeated the constable.

‘Aunt Gisela-sized,’ said Feliks.

The constable continued to scrawl in his book. ‘Adult head. In box. Concealed beneath bed.’ He paused. ‘What sort of bed?’

‘It doesn’t matter what sort of bed,’ said Greta.

‘It might,’ said the constable defensively.

‘Aren’t you going to do anything?’ begged Feliks.

‘What’s the hurry?’ asked the constable, remembering well the maxim, He who acts quickest is sorry soonest. ‘The head’s not going anywhere, is it?’

Suddenly, the front door was flung open.

‘They were all out of De Keyser cigars,’ said Aunt Gisela, entering the hall with Karloff on her shoulder and bustling through to the kitchen. ‘I had to get foreign.’

Greta screamed and Morbide clutched his hands to his ears.

‘Aunt Gisela?’ mumbled Feliks in disbelief.

The twins followed Aunt Gisela into the kitchen, the constable trailing cautiously behind.

‘What’s all the screaming for?’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘You’re worse than the parrot.’

‘Worse than the parrot!’ squawked Karloff. ‘Worse than the parrot!’

‘Seems she’s made a miraculous recovery,’ said the constable with a grin. ‘Decapitated one minute, whole again the next.’

‘Who’s he?’ demanded Aunt Gisela, jerking her head in the constable’s direction.

‘Police,’ said the constable.

‘Got a match?’ asked Aunt Gisela, biting the end off a cigar and spitting it into the sink.

‘I haven’t,’ said the constable.

‘What good are the police anyway?’ said Aunt Gisela, leaning over to light the cigar from the stove. She put a pan on the ring and poured in a glug of oil, all the time puffing great clouds of suffocating grey cigar smoke.

The constable shifted uneasily. ‘I suppose if she’s not been murdered, there’s not much sense me being here.’

‘Murdered?’ cackled Aunt Gisela. ‘Who told you I’d been murdered?’

‘We did,’ said Greta, still eyeing Morbide with suspicion.

The constable inched his way to the door.

‘Well, go if you’re going,’ said Aunt Gisela.

Morbide showed the constable into the hall. As soon as they were out of earshot, Aunt Gisela turned to the twins. ‘Now what’s all this about murders?’

‘What do you really know about Morbide?’ whispered Greta urgently.

Aunt Gisela shrugged her shoulders and cracked four duck eggs into the hissing pan. ‘I know he pays his rent, what more can I ask of the man?’

‘You can ask him not to be a murderer,’ said Feliks.

‘Why’s it always got to be murderers?’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘Once in a while it might be nice for you to think that people are burglars or kidnappers. But no, it’s always murderers.’ She took a spatula and flicked hot fat over the eggs, watching as the bright yellow yolks grew cloudy.

‘But Morbide is a murderer,’ insisted Greta. ‘And he wants to kill us.’

‘Kill you?’ barked Aunt Gisela, tossing in a veal steak, which hissed and spat in the pan.

‘And he wants to drink our blood, probably,’ added Feliks.

‘Kill you!’ squawked Karloff. ‘drink our blood!’

‘Why would he want to kill you?’ said Aunt Gisela, wiping beads of sweat from her brow. ‘That’s what I’m asking you. Why?’

‘Because we know his deep dark secret,’ said Greta earnestly. ‘He’s a vampire!’

Aunt Gisela threw back her head and laughed, a thunderous noise so loud that Karloff moved from foot to foot on his perch, screaming, ‘Police! Police! Murder!’

Aunt Gisela was still cackling with laughter as Morbide returned from seeing the constable out. Greta and Feliks watched his every move.

‘I think I’ll go up to my room now,’ said Morbide.

‘You won’t,’ said Aunt Gisela, pronging the veal steak with a fork and flipping it from the sizzling pan and onto a plate. ‘You’ll stay and eat. The twins think you’re a vampire. They think you want to murder them.’

‘Me?’ said Morbide. ‘Murder them?’

‘That’s what I said,’ crowed Aunt Gisela. ‘No sense in it, I said.’ She turned to the twins and grinned. ‘If he wanted to drink the blood of children, don’t you think he would have found a house with plumper, rosier-cheeked children to choose from?’

Morbide gave the twins a twinkling smile.

‘Show Aunt Gisela what’s in the box you hide under your bed,’ shouted Greta defiantly.

‘Very well,’ replied Morbide quietly, lumbering from the room and climbing the stairs. He returned moments later with the box under his arm. ‘For you, Gisela,’ he said. ‘I had Duttlinger make it for me.’

Aunt Gisela took the box and lifted the lid. She stared inside and the glass eyes of the lifeless wax head stared back at her. But she did not faint with shock as Greta had secretly predicted.

‘I had a wax head,’ murmured Aunt Gisela, her eyes moistening. ‘But it was lost. All those years ago.’ She stubbed out her cigar in a saucer and turned to Greta and Feliks. ‘There are some things you need to know,’ she said, lighting a fresh cigar, ‘and it’s about time you knew them. Pour yourselves a glass of lingonberry cordial and eat your eggs and we’ll talk things over.’

The twins sat at the table, their eyes firmly fixed on their aunt’s lodger.

‘Morbide’s not a danger to anyone,’ said Aunt Gisela, puffing hard on her cigar. ‘He’s an actor.’

Morbide smiled awkwardly, and took his seat.

‘An actor?’ said Feliks, sensing, with embarrassment, the beginnings of a satisfactory explanation.

Aunt Gisela opened the door of a high cupboard and took down a faded photograph album. She turned the pages and held out the book to the twins.

‘There,’ she said. ‘You see?’

She pointed at a newspaper cutting from the front page of The Informant, which had grown yellow with age. The twins stared hard at the brittle paper. Beneath the headline ‘Gisela Announces Retirement’ was a photograph of their aunt. Not the Aunt Gisela they had known all their lives, but a very different, younger Aunt Gisela, with a soft round face and eyes so warm they could have melted ice.

It was the most beautiful face Greta and Feliks had ever seen.

‘I was gorgeous then,’ said Aunt Gisela, who didn’t have a proud bone in her body. It was simply a statement of fact.

‘That’s really you?’ asked Greta.

Aunt Gisela laughed and nodded.

‘But that was twenty years ago,’ she said.

‘Who’s that?’ asked Feliks, pointing at a boy who stood beside Aunt Gisela in the photograph, holding a wax head in his hands.

‘That’s me,’ said Morbide. ‘Or at least, it was.’

Aunt Gisela smiled fondly. ‘And that’s my wax head he’s clutching, bless the boy.’

‘The Demon Decapitator,’ said Greta, reading from a note beneath the cutting, written in her aunt’s hand.

‘Last movie we ever made together,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘A mad axeman was on the loose, and he cut off my head,’ she cackled. ‘Oh, the laughs we had. And the blood!’

‘The place was awash with blood,’ agreed Morbide, beating his fist against the table as he convulsed with laughter.

The food went uneaten and the lingonberry cordial remained undrunk as the twins struggled to make sense of all that they were hearing.

‘You were an actress?’ said Feliks.

Aunt Gisela smiled and nodded her head. ‘A long time ago, when the world was young,’ she said, turning the page of the album and revealing a large studio portrait of her younger self, wearing fangs and a long, black wig.

‘But you look so tall,’ said Feliks.

‘The older you get, the more your bones shrink and shrivel,’ said Aunt Gisela, running her finger nostalgically over the faded photograph.

‘But why did you stop acting in movies?’ asked Greta.

‘Because I wasn’t slim and pale any more,’ sighed Aunt Gisela. ‘It was a shattering shock.’

‘She was like a mother to me,’ said Morbide, clutching Aunt Gisela’s tiny hand and giving it a gentle squeeze.

‘Better than a mother,’ corrected Aunt Gisela. ‘That’s what you used to say. That I was better than a mother.’

‘And that’s why people stop and stare at you in the street,’ said Greta, piecing the clues together in her mind, ‘because they recognise you from the movies you made?’

‘Well, it’s not for my looks now, is it?’ Aunt Gisela took another puff on her cigar. ‘I’m flesh and blood like the rest of them. Nothing special about me.’

Greta frowned. ‘Were you ever going to tell us?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘I hadn’t thought that far.’

‘You said nothing much happened in your life until we came along,’ said Greta, annoyed with herself for believing that a remarkable aunt could ever have led an unremarkable existence.

‘What did happen to our parents?’ asked Feliks, suddenly doubting everything he had ever been told.

‘You’ve got to tell us now,’ said Greta.

‘They ran away,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘I wish I could say they didn’t, but they did.’

There was a long silence as this information slowly sank in.

‘But why did they run away?’ asked Feliks at last.

Aunt Gisela took a deep breath. It was a hard truth to tell. ‘They didn’t like the look of you,’ she said. ‘And so you came to live with me. And I gave you all the love in the world. It was a long time after I’d given up on movies. I’d turned my back on that way of things.’

‘So our parents aren’t really dead after all?’ said Greta.

‘Oh, they’re dead all right,’ replied Aunt Gisela. ‘At least they are now. Died in a motoring accident when you were just babes in arms. And good riddance to them, I say. Selfish wolves, they were.’ She closed the album. ‘Put on your warm clothes, we’re going out.’

Greta and Feliks ran upstairs to their rooms, put on their coats and gloves and returned to the kitchen. Aunt Gisela had changed into a black cape and as she smiled at the twins, she revealed her own set of fangs. Morbide picked up his top hat.

‘Where are you taking us?’ asked Feliks.

‘To the Cinema of Blood,’ said Aunt Gisela, putting Karloff back in his cage. ‘It’s as well that you know the whole truth.’

 


CHAPTER THREE
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The Cinema of Blood was situated in the darkest, most westerly corner of Schwartzgarten, close to the cemetery gates, in a district known by many as Death’s Doorstep.

‘It’s a bad neighbourhood,’ said Aunt Gisela, holding the twins close to her as they wound their way through the Old Town, passing bars and cafés that reeked of brandy and cigarette smoke. They were safe of course; nobody would approach them with Morbide following behind.

Rounding a corner, they entered the very heart of Death’s Doorstep. The buildings were grey and crumbling, and the shops that once lined the streets had closed down, their windows shuttered. The cinema was reached by way of a narrow alleyway leading past the high walls of ancient hotels, and large peeling advertising hoardings for schnapps and liver pills. There before them loomed the Cinema of Blood.

The outer walls of the cinema had been carved to resemble the face of a hideous gargoyle, peering out diabolically from the street corner. The eyes were painted white, but the passage of time had yellowed them. The entrance into the cinema was through a mouth-shaped doorway, beneath a set of sharply pointed fangs, painted to look as though they were dripping with scarlet blood.

The cinema was plastered with faded and torn posters, all decorated with stomach-churning images of murder and mayhem: The Bloodied Handkerchief, The Curse of the Blind Butcher, and The Night of a Thousand Fangs, which, as Morbide explained, was a blood-chilling movie about a particularly unlucky dentist who was pursued along darkened streets by five hundred vampires.

A small kiosk stood just inside the entrance to the cinema, beside which a new poster had been pasted: Dollman.

A doctor with a stethoscope and a complexion as grey as the grave glared out from the poster through penetrating green eyes. Greta could feel her spine tingling as she read the words: ‘The creatures are coming…’

Feliks shuddered and Greta laughed and poked him in the ribs.

‘Gisela?’ said the woman in the kiosk. ‘Is that really you?’

‘It’s me all right,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘Greta, Feliks, this is my old friend Mrs Moritz.’

The woman beamed at the twins from behind her wire mesh screen. ‘Come to be terrified, have you?’

‘They have,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘Four tickets for Dollman and two bags of chocolate skulls.’

Mrs Moritz slid the tickets across the copper counter and passed two paper bags to the twins.

‘How’s Mr Moritz?’ asked Aunt Gisela.

‘Tucked up safe and warm where he belongs,’ said Mrs Moritz. ‘Schwartzgarten Municipal Cemetery.’

Aunt Gisela cackled and Mrs Moritz cackled back.

Feliks took out a chocolate skull and held it between his thumb and forefinger.

‘You have to squeeze them hard,’ said Aunt Gisela. ‘That’s the way to get the stuff out.’

Feliks squeezed the skull and a trickle of lingonberry-flavoured blood oozed out from inside.

‘What happens in the movie?’ asked Greta, taking out a handful of the skulls and squeezing them into a bloodied pulp.

‘It’s about a mad doctor called Kessler,’ said Morbide. He tapped the side of his head with a stumpy finger. ‘Gone completely cuckoo from breathing in all the chemicals in his laboratory. And he digs up corpses and carts them back to his laboratory in a motor hearse.’

‘Why?’ asked Feliks.

‘To reanimate them, of course,’ said Morbide. ‘Like an army of living dolls. I won’t tell you any more. You’ll have to wait and see.’

Cockroaches darted across the carpeted floor as they took their seats in the cinema’s darkened auditorium, which was lit only by flickering electric bulbs to suggest candlelight. The air was heavy with the musty smell of stale cigar smoke, which had sunk deep into the plush red velvet upholstery. Though the cinema was half-empty, an appreciative murmur soon passed around the audience as Morbide and Aunt Gisela were recognised. Greta and Feliks sat breathless with excitement.

‘Whatever happens, don’t be frightened,’ said Aunt Gisela in a hushed voice. ‘There are no real monsters or walking corpses. It’s just pretend. Don’t ever forget that. Not even for a minute,’ she added, rubbing her hands together and sitting forward in her seat.

It was a silent film, so Mrs Moritz had hurried through from the kiosk to sit at the piano at the very front of the auditorium, hammering away loudly as the cinema screen flickered into life.

The twins settled back into their seats. A caption was projected on the screen.

 

IN THE LABORATORY OF DOCTOR KESSLER.

 

Doctor Kessler appeared on screen, wearing a long white laboratory coat and a black bow tie. He clutched a test tube in a gloved hand, as experiments bubbled and smoked in the laboratory behind him. A motionless figure lay on a bench, covered by a sheet.

‘There’s one of the corpses he’s going to reanimate!’ whispered Morbide with obvious relish. ‘One flick of that lever and the body will come back to life!’

As if responding to Morbide’s observation, Doctor Kessler pulled the lever and a spark of electricity crackled through his laboratory. And as the electricity sparked on the screen, so too did the seats of the auditorium – bright flashes of blue that rippled from row to row. Aunt Gisela shrieked and Feliks and Greta jolted so much they spilt their chocolate skulls on the carpet, where they were carried off into the darkness by a surging army of cockroaches.

‘That’s Von Merhart’s doing,’ explained Morbide, placing his hand gently on Aunt Gisela’s arm. ‘The seats were wired up on his orders.’ He turned to the twins. ‘Von Merhart owns the movie studio. He’s always looking for new ways to terrify his audience.’

‘Curse the man,’ muttered Aunt Gisela, as another jolt of electricity knocked the cigar from her mouth and on to her lap, where it singed her cape. ‘He could give an old woman a heart attack.’

On the screen, the reanimated corpse staggered to its feet, its arms outstretched. Doctor Kessler’s eyes glittered with pure malevolence.

‘That’s me,’ whispered Morbide, pointing to the screen as Doctor Kessler’s assistant arrived, carrying in his arms another corpse.

It was almost impossible to recognise Morbide. His back was hunched and he was disguised by a shock of black hair and enormous teeth with receding gums.

‘My trademark,’ whispered Morbide proudly. ‘A humped back!’

Every time Doctor Kessler reanimated a corpse, the seats in the auditorium pulsed with electricity. It seemed that Doctor Kessler was endlessly reanimating corpses. Aunt Gisela frowned and sat unimpressed with her arms folded, chewing at the end of her cigar. She did not notice that the twins had slumped back in their seats, covering their eyes with their hands and watching the movie through the gaps between their fingers, then closing their eyes completely to shut out the horrors of Doctor Kessler’s laboratory.

The film reached its inevitable and bloody conclusion as the doctor was killed by his army of reanimated corpses and was himself turned into a reanimated corpse. The curtains closed and the lights were raised in the auditorium, sending a wave of cockroaches scuttling for cover.

Aunt Gisela and the twins said goodnight to Morbide, who left the cinema with Mrs Moritz for beetroot schnapps at the café on the corner of the street.

‘Wasn’t like that in my day,’ grumbled Aunt Gisela, shaking her head, as she walked home with the twins. ‘The movies used to be so blood-chilling that they got right into the marrow of your bones. And they didn’t need electric shocks to do it.’

Greta and Feliks, who were too terrified to walk the shadowy pavements of Death’s Doorstep, took Aunt Gisela by the hand and led her down the middle of the deserted cobbled streets. Pale moonbeams illuminated the way forward, towards home. Feliks’s face was milk-white with fear and Greta’s mouth was so dry she found it almost impossible to speak without clacking like a raven.

‘I thought you had more stomach,’ said Aunt Gisela.

‘Can’t we go more quickly?’ said Feliks. ‘We don’t know what’s lurking ahead of us in the darkness.’

‘It’s not what’s up ahead we need to worry about,’ said Aunt Gisela deliciously, ‘it’s what’s following on behind.’

Greta quickened her pace and Feliks gripped Aunt Gisela’s hand so tightly that his fingernails sank deep into her skin.

The twins had still not shaken their fear at breakfast the next morning. Greta was so pale that her freckles stood out like measles.

‘Rye-bread toast and cocoa will sort you both out,’ said Aunt Gisela.

But Feliks only stared at her with tired and mournful eyes. He had slept fitfully, dreaming that his room was full of reanimated corpses. ‘I’m not hungry,’ he murmured, turning grimly to the obituaries on the last page of The Informant.
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