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The gothic masterpiece that has everyone talking
 

“Oppel has reinvented the gothic thriller for modern readers. The Shelleys would be proud. I anticipate This Dark Endeavor will get a lot of attention, and rightly so.”

—Rick Riordan

 

“This Dark Endeavor may renew interest in Frankenstein, but it also stands alone as an original and welcome addition to the world of young-adult fiction.”

—Kelley Armstrong, author of the Darkest Power series, for The Globe and Mail

 

“Adventures do not come more thrilling, gorgeously written or absorbing than this.”

—The London Times

 

[image: images] “Oppel’s novel is a gripping tale of undying devotion, mixing hope with foreboding.”

—The Horn Book in a STARRED review

 

[image: images] “Oppel’s tale is melodramatic, exciting, disquieting…a delicious mix.”

—Publisher’s Weekly in a STARRED review

 

[image: images] “Oppel grapples with the human duality of animal and soul in ways that recall (but don’t repeat) Shelley’s similar thematic explorations as he revitalizes the classic horror tale for a new generation.”

—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books in a STARRED review

 

An ALA Best Book for Young Adults Nominee

A Governor General’s Literary Award for Children’s Text Nominee

A Junior Library Guild Selection

“For those simply wanting a good story with plenty of action, this book will not disappoint.”

—School Library Journal

 

“Brash, jealous, and arrogant, Victor is sweet relief from today’s introspective YA protagonists, and one can easily visualize how this teen becomes the mad genius of Shelley’s Frankenstein.”

—Booklist

 

“A dark and dramatic back story for Shelley’s tormented creator.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“The action and suspense begin on page one and let up very little in this excellent work of gothic science fiction.”

—VOYA

 


Soon to be a major motion picture from Summit Entertainment, the producers of Twilight!
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CHAPTER ONE
MONSTER
 

WE FOUND THE MONSTER ON A ROCKY LEDGE HIGH ABOVE the lake. For three dark days my brother and I had tracked it through the maze of caves to its lair on the mountain’s summit. And now we beheld it, curled atop its treasure, its pale fur and scales ablaze with moonlight.

It knew we were there. Doubtless it had smelled us coming, its flared nostrils drinking in our sweat and fear. Its crested head lifted slightly, almost lazily. Coins and jewels clinked and shifted as its body began to uncoil.

“Kill it!” I roared. My sword was in my hand, and my brother was at my side, his own blade flashing.

The speed with which the beast struck was incomprehensible. I tried to throw myself clear, but its muscular neck crashed against my right arm, and I felt the arm break and dangle uselessly at my side. But my sword hand was my left, and with a bellow of pain I slashed at the monster’s chest, my blade deflecting off its mighty ribs.

I was aware of my brother striking at the beast’s lower regions, all the while trying to avoid its lashing barbed tail. The monster came at me again, jaws agape. I battered its head, trying to stab its mouth or eyes, but it was as quick as a cobra. It knocked me sprawling to the stone, so that I was perilously close to the precipice’s edge. The monster reared back, ready to strike, and then it shrieked in pain, for my brother had severed one of its hind legs.

But still the monster faced only me—as if I were its sole adversary.

I pushed myself up with my good hand. Before the monster could strike, I hurled myself at it. This time my sword plunged deep into its chest, so deep I could scarcely wrench it out. A ribbon of dark fluid unfurled in the moonlight, and the monster reared to its full height, terrible to behold, and then crumpled.

Its head shattered on the ground, and there, among the bloodied fur and cracked crest, was the face of a beautiful girl.

My brother came to my side, and together we gazed at her, marveling.

“We’ve broken the curse,” he said to me. “We have saved the town. And we have released her.”

The girl’s eyes opened, and she looked from my brother to me. I knew she didn’t have long to live, and a question burned inside me. I knelt.

“Why?” I asked her. “Why was it only me you attacked?”

“Because it is you,” she whispered, “who is the real monster.”

And with that, she died, leaving me more shaken than I could describe. I staggered back. My brother could not have heard her words—they were spoken so softly—and when he asked me what she’d said, I shook my head.

“Your arm,” he said with concern, steadying me.

“It will heal.” I turned my gaze to the pile of treasure.

“We have more than can ever be spent,” my brother murmured.

I looked at him. “The treasure is mine alone.”

He stared back in astonishment, this brother of mine who looked so much like me, we might have been the same person. And indeed we were, for we were identical twins.

“What do you mean?” he said.

I lifted my sword, put the tip against his throat, and forced him, step by step, toward the edge of the precipice.

“Why should we not share this,” he demanded, “as we’ve shared everything else equally?”

I laughed then, at the lie of it. “No twins are ever completely equal,” I said. “Though we’re of one body, we are not equal, Brother, for you were born the sooner by two minutes. Even in our mother’s womb you stole from me. The family birthright is yours. And such a treasure that is, to make this one look like a pauper’s pittance. But I want it, all of it. And I shall have it.”

At that moment the monster stirred, and in alarm I turned—only to see it making its final death contraction. But in that same instant my brother drew his sword.

“You will not cheat me!” he shouted.

Back and forth across the ledge we fought. We were both strong, with broad shoulders and taut muscles that thrived on exertion. But my brother had always been the better swordsman, and with my broken arm I was even more disadvantaged. But my cold serpent’s resolve was strong, and before long I had smacked the sword from his hand and forced him to his knees. Even as he stared at me with my own face, and pleaded with me in my own voice, I plunged the sword into his heart and stole his life.

I gave a sigh of utter relief and looked up at the moon, felt the cool May air caress my face.

“Now I shall have all the riches in the world,” I said. “And I am, at last, alone.”

For a moment there was only the shushing of the breeze from the glacial lake—and then applause burst forth.

Standing on the broad balcony, I turned to face the audience, which had been watching us from their rows of chairs just inside the ballroom. There was Mother and Father, and their friends, their delighted faces bathed in candlelight.

My brother Konrad sprang to his feet, and together we ran back to the crumpled monster and helped our cousin emerge from her costume. Her luxuriant amber hair spilled free, and her olive complexion glowed in the torchlight. The applause grew louder still. The three of us joined hands and took a bow.

“Henry!” I called. “Join us!” We all three of us waved him out. Reluctantly our best friend, a tall blond wisp of a fellow, emerged from his lurking spot near the French doors. “Ladies and gentleman,” I announced to the audience. “Henry Clerval, our illustrious playwright!”

“Bravo!” cried my father, and his praise was echoed round the room.

“Elizabeth Lavenza as the monster, ladies and gentlemen,” said Konrad with a flourish. Our cousin made a very pretty curtsy. “My name is Konrad. And this”—he looked at me with a mischievous grin—“is the hero of our tale, my evil twin, Victor!”

And now everyone was rising to their feet, to give us a standing ovation.

The applause was intoxicating. Impulsively I jumped up onto the stone balustrade to take another bow, and reached out my hand for Konrad to join me.

“Victor!” I heard my mother call. “Come down from there at once!”

I ignored her. The balustrade was broad and strong, and, after all, it was hardly the first time I had stood on top of it. But I had always done so secretly, for the drop was considerable: fifty feet to the shore of Lake Geneva.

Konrad took my hand, but instead of yielding to my pull he exerted his own, and tried to bring me down. “You’re worrying Mother,” he whispered.

As if Konrad hadn’t played on the balustrade himself!

“Oh, come on,” I said. “Just one bow!”

Our hands were still joined, and I felt his grip tighten, intent on bringing me back to the balcony. And I was suddenly angry at him for being so sensible, for not sharing my joy at the applause—for making me feel like a childish prima donna.

I jerked my hand free, but too fast and too forcefully.

I felt my balance shift. Already weighed down by my heavy cape, I had to take a step backward. Except there was nowhere to step. There was nothing, and suddenly my arms were windmilling. I tried to throw myself forward, but it was all too late, much too late.

I fell. Half turned, I saw the black mountains, and the blacker lake, and directly below me the rocky shore—and my death, rushing up to meet me.

Down I fell toward the jagged shallows.

But I never reached it, for I landed hard upon the narrow roof of a bow window on the château’s lower floor. Pain shrieked from my left foot as I collapsed and then rolled—and my body began to slide over the edge, legs first. My hands scrabbled, but there was nothing to grasp, and I was powerless to stop myself. My hips went over, then chest and head—but at the roof’s very edge was a lip of stone, and it was here that my frenzied hands finally found purchase.

I dangled. With my feet I kicked at the window, but its leaded panes were very strong. Even if I could’ve cracked the glass, I doubted I could swing myself inside from such a position.

More important, I knew I could not hold on for very long.

With all my might I tried to pull myself back up. My head crested the roof, and I managed to hook my chin over the lip of stone. My flexed arms trembled with fatigue, and I could do no more.

Directly above me came a great clamor, and I glimpsed a throng of people peering over the balustrade, their faces ghastly in the torchlight. I saw Elizabeth and Henry, my mother and father—but it was Konrad onto whom my gaze locked. Around one of the balustrade’s posts, he had tied his cloak, so that it hung down like a rope. And then I heard my mother’s shrieks of protest, and my father’s angry shouts, as Konrad swung himself over the top of the balustrade. He grabbed hold of the cloak, and half climbed, half slid, down to its very end.

Even as the strength ebbed from my arms and hands, I watched, enthralled. Konrad’s legs still dangled some six feet from my little roof, and his landing spot was not generous. He glanced down, and let go. He hit the roof standing, teetered off balance—to the gasps of all the onlookers—and then crouched, low and steady.

“Konrad,” I wheezed. I knew I had only seconds left before my muscles failed and my fingers unlocked. He reached out for me.

“No!” I grunted. “I’ll pull you off!”

“Do you wish to die?” he shouted, making to grab my wrists.

“Sit down!” I told him. “Back against the wall. There’s a stone ledge. Brace your feet against it!”

He did as I instructed, then reached for my hands with both of his. I did not know how this could work, for we weighed the same, and gravity was against us.

And yet … and yet … with our hands grasping the other’s wrists, his legs pushing against the stone ledge, he pulled with all his strength—and then something more still—and lifted me up and over the roof’s edge. I collapsed on top of my twin brother. I was shaking and crying and laughing all at once.

“You fool,” he gasped. “You great fool. You almost died.”
  

CHAPTER TWO
THE DARK LIBRARY
 

IT’S A TERRIBLE THING,” I SAID, “TO BE CRIPPLED IN THE PRIME OF one’s life.”

“You’ve sprained your ankle,” said Konrad wryly. “Elizabeth, why on earth do you keep pushing him around in that wheelchair?”

“Oh,” said Elizabeth, laughing, “I find it amusing. For now.”

“Dr. Lesage said it mustn’t bear any weight for a week,” I protested.

Afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows of the west sitting room, one of the many large and elegantly furnished chambers in the château. It was a Sunday, four days since my brush with death. Father had gone into Geneva to tend to some urgent business, and my mother had accompanied him to visit an ailing aunt in town. My two younger brothers, Ernest, who was nine, and William, who had scarcely learned to walk, were with Justine, their nanny, in the courtyard, planting a small vegetable garden for their amusement.

“Honestly,” said Konrad, shaking his head, “it’s like a nurse-maid with a pram.”

I turned to Elizabeth. “I think our Konrad wants a turn in the chair. He’s feeling left out.”

I glanced back at my brother, hoping for a satisfying reaction. His face was virtually identical to my own, and even our parents sometimes had trouble telling us apart from a distance, for we shared the same brooding demeanor: dark and abundant hair that had a habit of falling across our eyes, high cheekbones, heavy eyebrows, a square jaw. Mother often lamented what she called the “ruthless turn” of our lips. A Frankenstein trait; it did not come from the Beaufort side of the family, she was quite certain.

“Victor,” my brother said, “I’m starting to doubt that your ankle’s even sprained. You’re playacting. Again. Come on. Up you get!”

“I’m not strong enough!” I objected. “Elizabeth, you were there when the doctor examined me! Tell him!”

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “I seem to recall he said it might be sprained. Slightly.”

“You should be ready to hobble about, then!” Konrad proclaimed, trying to haul me from the chair. “You don’t want to get sickly!”

“Mother will be vexed!” I said, fighting back. “This could leave me permanently lame.”

“You two,” said Elizabeth with a sigh, and then she began giggling, for it must have been a comic sight, the two of us wrestling while the wheelchair rolled and skidded about. At last the chair tipped over, spilling me onto the floor.

“You madman!” I cried, getting to my feet. “Is this how you treat an invalid?”

“A little diva is what you are,” said Konrad. “Look at you, standing!”

I hunched, wincing for effect, but Konrad started laughing, and I did too. It was hard to watch oneself laughing without doing the same.

“It’s still sore,” I said, testing the foot gingerly.

He passed me the crutches that Dr. Lesage had brought. “Try these,” he said, “and let Elizabeth have a rest.”

Elizabeth had righted the wheelchair and arranged herself gracefully on the cushioned seat. “You little wretch,” she said to me, her hazel eyes narrowing. “It’s very comfortable. I can see why you didn’t want to get out!”

Elizabeth was a distant cousin of ours, from Father’s side of the family. When she was only five, her mother died, and her father remarried and promptly abandoned her to an Italian convent. When Father got word of this, some two years later, he traveled at once to the convent and brought her home to us.

When she’d first arrived, she was like a feral cat. She hid. Konrad and I, seven years old, were forever trying to find her. To us it was a wonderful game of hide-and-seek. But it was no amusement to her; she just wanted to be left alone. If we found her, she became very angry. She hissed and snarled and hit. Sometimes she bit.

Mother and Father told us she needed time. Elizabeth, they said, had not wanted to leave the convent. The nuns had been very kind to her, and their affection had been the closest thing she’d known to a mother’s love. She hadn’t wanted to be torn away from them to live with strangers. Konrad and I were told to let her be, but of course we did nothing of the sort.

We continued to pursue her for the next two months. Then, one day, when we found her latest hiding place, she actually smiled. I almost yelped in surprise.

“Close your eyes,” she ordered us. “Count to a hundred and find me again.”

And then it truly was a game, and from that moment the three of us were inseparable. Her laughter filled the house, and her sullenness and silence disappeared.

Her temper, however, did not.

Elizabeth was fiery. She did not lose her temper quickly, but when she did, all her old wildcat fury returned. Growing up together, she and I often came to blows over some disagreements. She even bit me once, when I suggested girls’ brains were smaller than boys’. Konrad never seemed to infuriate her like I could, but she and I fought tooth and claw.

Now that we were sixteen, all that was far behind us.

“Well, then,” said Konrad, grinning wickedly at Elizabeth, “you shall finally have your turn in the chair.”

At top speed he propelled her out of the sitting room and down the great hallway, me hurrying to keep up on my crutches, and then tossing them aside and running after them on my miraculously healed ankle.

Great portraits of our ancestors looked smugly down at me as I ran past. A full suit of armor, brandishing a sword still stained with blood, stood sentry in a niche.

Ahead, I saw Konrad and Elizabeth disappear into the library, and I followed. Konrad was in the middle of the grand book-lined room, spinning Elizabeth round and round in a tight circle until she shrieked for him to stop.

“I’m too dizzy, Konrad!”

“Very well,” he said. “Let’s dance instead.” And he took her hands and pulled her, none too gently, from the chair.

“I can’t!” she protested, staggering like a drunk as Konrad waltzed her clumsily across the room. I watched them, and there was within me a brief flicker of a feeling I did not recognize. It looked like me dancing with Elizabeth, but it was not.

She caught my eye, laughing. “Victor, make him stop! I must look ridiculous!”

Because she had grown up with us, she was used to such rough play. I was not worried for her. If she so wanted, she could have freed herself from Konrad’s clutches.

“All right, my lady,” said Konrad, “I release you.” And he gave her a final spin and let go.

Laughing still, Elizabeth lurched to one side, tried to regain her balance, and then fell against the shelves, her hand dislodging an entire row of books before she collapsed to the floor.

I looked at my twin with mock severity. “Konrad, look what you’ve done, you scoundrel!”

“No. Look what I’ve done!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

The bookshelf behind her had swung inward on invisible hinges, revealing a narrow opening.

“Incredible!” I exclaimed. “A secret passage we haven’t discovered yet!”

Château Frankenstein had been built by our ancestors more than three hundred years before, outside the village of Bellerive, not four miles from Geneva. The château had been constructed as both home and fortress, and its thick walls and high turrets rose from a promontory overlooking the lake, surrounded on three sides by water.

Though we also had a handsome house within Geneva itself, we usually stayed there only in the winter months, and at the first signs of spring, we moved back to the château. Over the years, Konrad, Elizabeth, and I had spent countless hours and days exploring its many levels, its sumptuous chambers and ballrooms, boathouse, stables, and ramparts. There were damp subterranean dungeons, portcullises that clanged down to block entranceways—and, of course, secret passages.

We’d naively thought that we’d discovered all of these. But here we were, the three of us, staring with delight at this gap in the library wall.

“Fetch a candlestick,” Konrad told me.

“You fetch a candlestick,” I retorted. “I can practically see in the dark.” And I pushed the thick bookshelf so that it swung farther inward—enough for a person to squeeze through if he turned sideways. The darkness beyond was total, but I resolutely moved toward it, hands outstretched.

“Don’t be daft,” said Elizabeth, grabbing my arm. “There might be stairs—or nothing at all. You’ve fallen to your death once already this week.”

Konrad was pushing past us now, a candlestick in his hand, leading the way. With a grimace I followed Elizabeth, and hadn’t taken two steps before Konrad brought us up short.

“Stop! There’s no railing—and a good drop.”

The three of us stood, pressed together, upon a small ledge that overlooked a broad square shaft. The candlelight did not reveal the bottom.

“Perhaps it’s an old chimney,” Elizabeth suggested.

“If it’s a chimney, why are there stairs?” I said, for jutting from the brick wall were small wooden steps.

“I wonder if Father knows about this,” said Konrad. “We should tell him.”

“We should go down first,” I said. “See where it leads.”

We all looked at the thin steps, little more than plank ends.

“They might be rotted through,” my brother said sensibly.

“Give me the candle, then,” I said impatiently. “I’ll test them as I go.”

“It’s not safe, Victor, especially for Elizabeth in her skirt and heeled shoes—”

In two swift movements Elizabeth had slipped off both shoes. I saw her eyes flash eagerly in the candlelight.

“They don’t look so rotted,” she said.

“All right,” said Konrad. “But stick close to the wall—and tread carefully!”

I badly wanted to go first, but Konrad held the candle, and led the way. Elizabeth went next, lifting her skirts. I came last. My eyes were fixed on the steps, and one hand brushed the wall, as much for reassurance as for balance. Three … four … five steps … and then a ninety-degree turn along the next wall. I paused and looked back up at the narrow bar of light from the library door. I was glad we’d left it ajar.

From below rose an evil, musty smell, like rotted lake weed. After a few more steps Konrad called out:

“There’s a door here!”

In the halo of candlelight, I saw set into the side of the shaft a large wooden door. Its rough surface was gouged with scratches. Where the handle ought to have been, there was a hole. Painted across the top of the hole were the words:

ENTER ONLY WITH A FRIEND’S WELCOME.
 

“Not very friendly to have no handle,” Elizabeth remarked.

Konrad gave the door a couple of good shoves. “Locked tight,” he said.

The stairs continued down, and my brother held the candle at arm’s length, trying to light the depths.

I squinted. “I think I see the bottom!”

It was indeed the bottom, and we reached it in another twenty steps. In the middle of the damp dirt floor was a well.

We walked around it and peered inside. I couldn’t tell if what I saw was oily water or just more blackness.

“Why would they hide a well in here?” Elizabeth asked.

“Maybe it’s a siege well,” I said, pleased with myself.

Konrad lifted an eyebrow. “A siege well?”

“If the château were besieged, and all other supplies of water were cut off.”

“Makes good sense,” said Elizabeth. “And maybe that door we passed leads to a secret escape tunnel!”

“Is that … a bone?” Konrad asked, holding his candle closer to the ground.

I felt myself shiver. We all bent down. It was half buried in the earth and was very small, white, and slender, with a knobby end.

“Maybe a finger bone?” I said.

“Animal or human?” Elizabeth asked.

“We could dig it up,” said Konrad.

“Perhaps later,” said Elizabeth. “No doubt it’s just a bit of another Frankenstein relative.”

We all giggled, and the noise echoed about unpleasantly.

“Shall we go back up?” Konrad said.

I wondered if he was scared. I was, but would not show it.

“That door … ,” I said. “I wonder where it goes.”

“It may simply be bricked up on the other side,” said Konrad.

“May I?” I said, and took the candle from his hand. I led the way back up the splintered stairs and stopped outside the door. I held the flame to the small hole but still could not see what was beyond. Passing the candle down to Elizabeth, I swallowed, and stretched my hand toward the dark hole.

“What are you doing, Victor?” Konrad asked.

“There might be a catch inside,” I said, and chuckled to conceal my nervousness. “No doubt something will grab my hand.”

I folded my hand, slipped it into the hole—and immediately something seized me.

The fingers were cold and very, very strong, and they gripped so tightly that I bellowed in both pain and terror.

“Victor, is this a joke?” Elizabeth demanded angrily.

I was pulling with all my might, trying to wrench my hand free. “It’s got me!” I roared. “It’s got my hand!”

“What’s got your hand?” shouted Konrad from below.

In my hysteria all I could think was, If it has a hand, it has a head, and if it has a mouth, it has teeth.

I pounded at the door with my other fist. “Let me go, you fiend!”

The more I pulled, the tighter it held me. But even in my panic I suddenly realized that this grip did not feel like flesh. It was too hard and inflexible.

“It’s not a real hand!” I cried. “It’s some kind of machine!”

“Victor, you idiot, what have you done now?” Konrad said.

“It won’t release me!”

“I’m going for help,” said Elizabeth, carefully moving around me and up the narrow steps. But just before she reached the door, there was a dull thud, and the bar of light from the library disappeared.

“What happened?” Konrad called out.

“It closed itself!” Elizabeth called back. “There’s a handle, but it won’t turn!” She began to pound on the thick door and call for help. Her voice echoed about the shaft like a bat’s flurry of panic.

All this time I was still struggling to pull my hand free.

“Be calm,” said Konrad at my side. “Elizabeth, can you return the candle to us, please?”

“I’ll be trapped down here forever!” I wailed, thinking of the bone we’d seen in the dirt. I now understood the deep scratches in the door, no doubt gouged by desperate fingernails. “You’ll have to saw my hand off!”

Exhausted, I stopped fighting the mechanical hand, and instantly it stopped tightening—but it did not release me.

“‘Enter only with a friend’s welcome,’” Elizabeth said, reading the message painted on the door. “It’s some kind of riddle. “A friend’s welcome …”

“Crushing someone’s hand to pulp!” I said.

“No,” she said. “When you welcome a friend, you say hello, you ask how they’ve been, you … shake their hand! Victor, maybe it wants you to shake hands!”

“I’ve been shaking hands with it for ten minutes!”

But had I? I’d been pulling and thrashing wildly about. I forced myself to take a deep, calm breath. As smoothly as I could, I tried to lift my hand. Amazingly, I was permitted to do so. Then I pushed gently down—and then politely pumped up and down once more. Instantly the mechanical fingers sprang apart, my hand was released, and the door creaked open a few inches.

I cradled my molested hand, flexing my fingers to make sure none were broken. “Thank you,” I said to Elizabeth. “That was a very good idea.”

“You troublemaker,” she said angrily. “Your adventure’s got us locked in—Victor, what are you doing now?”

“Don’t you want to have a look inside?” I said, poking the door open a little more.

“You must be mad,” said Konrad, “after what that door just did to you.”

“It may be our only way out,” I said. I was aware that I’d done a good deal of wailing and shrieking. At least I hadn’t wept. But I wanted to save face—and I was genuinely curious to know what was inside.

“Come on,” I said to Elizabeth, plucking the candle from her.

I pushed the door wide, stood to one side, and waited. Nothing flew out. Cautiously I stepped in, and peered behind the door.

“Look at this!” I exclaimed.

An elaborate machine, all gears and pulleys, was bolted to the back of the door. Against the hole was an amazing mechanical hand with jointed wooden fingers.

“What an ingenious lock,” said Konrad in amazement.

“And look here,” I said, pointing up. “I bet those ropes go to the library door. Didn’t it close and lock after the machine grabbed my hand? I’d wager we can unlock it from here. A brilliant trap to guard the room.”

“But why,” Elizabeth began slowly, “does it need to be guarded?”

As one, we all turned toward the room. The skin of my neck was gooseflesh.

I held the candle high. We were in a surprisingly large chamber. Nearby was a torch jutting from a wall sconce, and I quickly lit it. The room brightened, an orange glow flickering over tables scattered with oddly shaped glassware and metal instruments—and row upon row of shelves groaning with thick tomes.

“It’s just a library,” I said, relieved.

“We must be the first to discover it,” Elizabeth said in wonder.

I stroked my finger through the thick dust on the closest table, looked at the cobwebs sagging from the corners of the low ceiling. “Maybe so,” I murmured.

“Curious instruments,” said Konrad, peering at the glassware and scales and sharply angled tools arranged atop the table.

“It looks a bit like an apothecary shop,” I said, noting the large sooty hearth. “Maybe one of our ancestors made primitive medicines.”

“That would explain the well,” Elizabeth said. “They’d have needed water.”

“But why do it in a secret chamber?” I wondered aloud. I walked over to the bookshelves and squinted at their cracked spines. “The titles are all Latin and Greek and … languages I’ve never seen.”

I heard Elizabeth laugh, and turned.

“Here is a spell to rid your garden of slugs,” she said, paging through a black tome. “And another to make someone fall in love with you.” Her eyes lingered a bit longer on this one. “And here is one to make your enemy sicken and die …” Her voice trailed off. “There is a very upsetting picture of a body covered in running sores.”

We laughed, or tried to laugh, but we were all, I think, in awe of this strange place and the books it held.

“And here,” said Konrad, paging through another volume, “are instructions on how to speak to the dead.”

I looked at my brother. I often had the uncanny feeling that I was waiting for his show of emotions so I could better know my own. Right now I saw fear rather than my own powerful fascination with the place.

He swallowed. “We should leave.”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth, replacing her book.

“I want to stay a little longer,” I said. I was not pretending. Books usually held little interest for me, but these had a dark luster, and I wanted to run my fingers over their ancient pages, gaze upon their strange contents.

I caught sight of a book titled Occulta Philosophia and thirstily drew it from the shelf.

“Occult philosophy,” said Konrad, looking over my shoulder.

I turned the first few vellum pages to find the author’s name.

“Cornelius Agrippa,” I read aloud. “Any idea who this old fellow was?”

“A medieval German magician,” said a voice, and Elizabeth gave a shriek, for the answer had come from behind us. We all whirled to behold, standing in the doorway, Father.

“You’ve discovered the Biblioteka Obscura, I see,” he said, torchlight and shadow dancing disconcertingly over his craggy face. He was a powerfully built man, leonine with his thick silver hair and steady hunter’s gaze. I would not have wanted to stand before him in his courtroom.

“It was an accident,” Elizabeth said. “I fell against the books, you see, and the door opened before us.”

Father’s mood was rarely as severe as his fierce demeanor, and he grinned now. “And naturally you had to descend the stairs.”

“Naturally,” I said.

“And would I be right in assuming, Victor, that you were the one to shake hands with the door?”

I heard Konrad chuckle.

“Yes,” I admitted, “and it very nearly crushed my hand!”

“No,” said my father, “it was not designed to crush the hand, just hold on to it. Forever.”

I looked at him, shocked. “Truly?”

“When I discovered this secret passage as a young man, no one had descended the stairs for more than two hundred years. And the last person to do so was still here. What remained of him, anyway. The bones of his forearm dangled from the door. The rest of his ruined body had fallen into the shaft.”

“We wondered if we’d seen … a finger bone down there,” Elizabeth said.

“No doubt I missed a bit,” said Father.

“Who was it?” Konrad asked.

Father shook his head. “Judging by his clothing, a servant—unlucky enough to have discovered the secret passage.”

“But who built all this?” I asked.

“Ah,” said Father. “That would be your ancestor Wilhelm Frankenstein. By all accounts he was a brilliant man, and a very wealthy one. Some three hundred years ago, when he constructed the château, he created the Biblioteka Obscura.”

“Biblioteka Obscura,” Elizabeth said, and then translated the Latin. “Dark Library. Why was it kept in darkness?”

“He was an alchemist. And during his lifetime its practice was often outlawed. He was obsessed with the transmutation of matter, especially turning base metals into gold.”

I had heard of such a thing. Imagine the riches, the power!

“Did he succeed?” I demanded.

Father laughed. “No, Victor. It cannot be done.”

I persisted. “But maybe that explains why he was so wealthy.”

There was something almost rueful in Father’s smile. “It makes a fine story, but it is nonsense.” He waved his hand at the shelves. “You must understand that these books were written centuries ago. They are primitive attempts to explain the world. There are some shards of learning in them, but compared to our modern knowledge they are like childish dreams.”

“Didn’t the alchemists also make medicines?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes, or at least tried to,” Father said. “Some believed they could master all elements and create elixirs that would make people live forever. And some, including our fine ancestor, turned their attentions to matters even more fantastical.”

“Like what?” Konrad asked.

“Conversing with spirits. Raising ghosts.”

A chill swept through my body. “Wilhelm Frankenstein practiced witchcraft?”

“They burned witches back then,” Elizabeth murmured.

“There is no such thing as witchcraft,” Father said firmly. “But the Church of Rome condemned virtually each and every one of these books. I think you can see why the library was kept in darkness.”

“He was never caught, was he?” I asked.

Father shook his head. “But one day, in his forty-third year, without telling anyone where he was going, he mounted a horse and rode away from the château. He left behind his wife and children, and was never seen again.”

“That is … quite chilling,” said Elizabeth, looking from Konrad to me.

“Our family history is colorful, is it not?” said Father humorously.

My gaze returned once more to the bookshelves, glowing in the torchlight. “May we look at them some more?”

“No.”

I was startled, for his voice had lost its affectionate joviality and become hard.

“But, Father,” I objected, “you yourself have said that the pursuit of knowledge is a grand thing.”

“This is not knowledge,” he said. “It is a corruption of knowledge. And these books are not to be read.”

“Then, why do you keep them?” I asked defiantly. “Why not just burn them?”

For a moment his brow furrowed angrily, then softened. “I keep them, dear, arrogant Victor, because they are artifacts of an ignorant, wicked past—and it is a good thing not to forget our past mistakes. To keep us humble. To keep us vigilant. You see, my boy?”

“Yes, Father,” I said, but I was not sure I did. It seemed impossible to me that all this ink could contain nothing but lies.

“Now come away from this dark place,” he told the three of us. “It’s best if you do not speak of it to anyone—especially your little brothers. The stairs are perilous enough, and you already know the hazards of the door.” He looked at us gravely. “And make me a promise that I will not find you here again.”

“I promise,” the three of us said, almost in exact unison. Though I was not so sure I could resist the strange allure of these books.

“Excellent. And, Victor,” he added with a wry grin, “wonderful to see you on your feet again. Now, if I’m not mistaken, it is nearly time for us to prepare dinner for the servants.”

“Surely that’s enough now,” I muttered, tossing another peeled potato into the heaping bowl.

“A few more, I think,” Konrad said, still diligently peeling. He glanced over at Ernest, who was sitting beside us at the long table, his brow furrowed with concentration as he worked away at a potato. He in no way resembled Konrad and me. He took after our mother, with fair hair, and large, blue eyes.

“Remember, push the knife away from yourself,” Konrad said gently. “You don’t want to cut your hand. Good. That’s it.”

Ernest beamed at Konrad’s praise; the boy practically hero-worshipped him.

I added yet another potato to the bowl and looked about the crowded kitchen. Mother and Elizabeth were preparing the ham and chatting happily with some of the maids. Mother was much adored by all of the servants. She was younger than Father by nearly twenty years, and very beautiful, with thick blond hair, a high forehead, and frank, gentle eyes. I couldn’t remember her ever speaking sharply to any of our staff.

At the far end of the table, Father chopped parsnips and carrots for the roasting pan, and talked to Schultz, his butler of twenty-five years, who was currently sipping our finest sherry while my father worked.

Our home was a most peculiar one.

The city of Geneva was a republic. We had no king or queen or prince to rule over us. We were governed by the General Council, which our male citizens elected. We had servants, as all wealthy families did, but they were the best paid in Geneva, and were given ample free time. Otherwise, as Father said, they would have been little better than slaves. Just because they did not have our advantages of wealth and education, Father said, that did not make them lesser.

Both Mother and Father were considered exceedingly liberal by many people.

Liberal meant open-minded.

Liberal meant making dinner every Sunday night for our own servants.

“It’s terrible, sir, this situation in France,” Schultz was saying to my father.

“The terror these mobs are spreading is despicable,” Father agreed.

“Do you still think the revolution so good a thing now, sir?” Schultz asked in his frank way, and I could see all of the other servants in the kitchen pause and look over, curious and nervous both, waiting for their master’s reply. In France the king and queen had been beheaded, and landowners were now dragged from their beds in the middle of the night, arrested and executed—all in the name of the revolution. I watched Father, too, wondering how far his liberality would extend.

“I am still hopeful,” he said calmly, “that the French will establish a peaceful republic like ours, which recognizes that all men were created equal.”

“And all women, too,” said Mother, then added tartly: “Equal to men, that is.”

“Ah!” Father said with a good-natured grin. “And that, too, may come in time, liebling.”

“It would come sooner,” Mother said, “if the education of girls was not designed to turn them into meek, weak-minded creatures who waste their true potential.”

“Not in this house,” said Elizabeth.

Father smiled at her. “Thank you, my dear.”

Mother came and affectionately kissed the top of Father’s graying head. “No, this house is indeed the exception to the rule.”

Father was one of the four magistrates of our republic. His expertise was the law—but there was no subject under the sun that didn’t win his interest. Indeed, so great was his respect for learning that he had resigned many of his public duties and business dealings so that he could devote himself to our education. The château was his schoolhouse, his own children his pupils—and that included Elizabeth, too.

Every day Elizabeth took her place between Konrad and me in the library to receive our lessons in Greek, Latin, literature, science, and politics from Father and Mother and whatever tutors they thought fit to teach us.

And there was one other student in our eccentric classroom: Henry Clerval.

Henry was exceedingly clever, and my father won the permission of Henry’s father to allow our friend to be tutored in our home. He was an only child, and his mother had died some years ago. As his merchant father was often away on business for weeks, or even months, at a time, Henry spent many of his days—and nights, too—at our home, and we considered him practically one of the family.

I only wished he were here right now to help me peel potatoes.

No other family I knew did this. I admired my parents’ high-minded ideals, but was this bizarre Sunday ritual really necessary? Sometimes I wondered if our servants felt entirely comfortable with it. Some of them, the older ones especially, seemed a bit ill at ease, even faintly grumpy, at seeing us take over their kitchen. And often they’d start lending a hand when they saw us bumbling about or doing something wrong.

For my own part, I did not look forward to Sunday nights. I would much rather have had my meal made for me, and served upstairs. But Konrad had never confessed such unworthy feelings, so I would not reveal mine.

A pudgy, starfish-shaped hand suddenly reached up onto the kitchen table and dragged off a handful of peelings. I looked down to see little William cramming them gleefully into his mouth.

“William, stop!” Konrad said, snatching away the remaining scraps. “You can’t eat those!”

Instantly, William began to wail. “Tay-toe! Toe!”

I put down my knife and knelt to comfort our littlest brother.

“Willy, you’ve got to wait till they’re cooked. They’re yummier that way. Much, much yummier.”

William gave a brave sniff. “Yummier.”

“That’s right,” I said, giving him a hug. His plump arms squeezed tight around my neck. I was tremendously fond of Willy. He’d just learned how to take his first steps, and was a complete terror. He was loud, often annoying, and loved being the center of attention, like me, so I had a soft spot for him. And amazingly he seemed to prefer me to Konrad. I wondered how long that would last.

“He’s teething,” Mother said from across the room. “He probably just wants something to chew.”

I saw a clean wooden spoon on the table and passed it to William. With touching gratitude he grabbed it, and promptly shoved it deep into his mouth. A look of utter bliss crossed his face.

“Works like a treat,” I said.

“How’s your foot, young sir?” one of our new stable hands asked me.

“I am recovered, thank you,” I replied.

“That play of yours was something,” he said.

“You enjoyed my villainy, did you?” I asked, pleased—and hoping for more praise. Many of the servants had watched the play from the back rows.

He nodded. “Oh, yes.”

“That swordplay at the end took a long time to master. No doubt you saw that spectacular roundhouse swing I did at the end.”

“Please don’t encourage him,” said Elizabeth, with a roll of her eyes, “or he’ll want to reenact the entire scene for us again.”

“I liked the pretend parts,” the stable hand said, “but the way young master Konrad rescued you at the end, that was real heroics.”

“Ah, yes,” I said, looking back at my potato. “It certainly was.”

“How did you do it, sir?” the stable hand asked my brother in utter admiration. “I couldn’t have done it for gold, not with my fear of heights.”

“Oh, it wasn’t so high, Marc,” Konrad told him with a chuckle. He knew the fellow’s name—of course. Konrad always knew all of the servants by name. “And how are you finding Bellerive?”

“The countryside’s very fine,” said Marc.

“When you have a chance, you should take one of the horses up into the foothills, and admire the view of Geneva and the Jura Mountains.”

“I will, sir, thank you.”

One of the reasons I disliked these dinners was that Konrad was so much better at them than I was. When we all finally sat down at the table, with masters and servants united into one very large and unusual family, my twin brother effortlessly struck up conversations with everyone. I wished I had his gift.

He asked Maria, our housekeeper, how her nephew’s broken arm was healing. He asked Philippe, the groom, how Prancer, our pregnant mare, was faring. And before long the servants were telling their own stories, which I truly did love to hear, for their lives were so unlike my own. Kurt, our footman, had once been a soldier and had fought a bloody battle and lost several toes; Marie-Claire, my mother’s maid, had served an evil duchess in France who would beat her with her slipper if the cake tasted stale.

Afterward we helped the servants clean the dishes and pots and pans, and I marveled at the work they did for us each and every day.

And I was very glad we did this but once a week.

Floating on the lake, gazing up at the clear night sky: perfection. It was Tuesday after dinner. Henry, Elizabeth, Konrad, and I were drifting on the lake in a rowboat, lying back on cushions. It was one of our favorite pastimes.

We’d grown up so near the water that it was like a second home to us. Konrad and I had learned to sail not long after we’d learned to walk. So assured were our skills that our parents never worried when we spent time on Lake Geneva. That night we had reason to celebrate, for Henry was to stay with us an entire month. His father had just embarked on a lengthy business trip, and our parents had happily invited Henry to stay with us for the duration.

“I wonder why Wilhelm Frankenstein suddenly left like that,” he said, after we’d finished our tale of the Dark Library. “It has the makings of a wonderful play.” When Henry was excited, he reminded me even more of some strange pale bird. His blond head flicked quickly from person to person, his eyes very bright, his fingers sometimes fluttering for emphasis like he might take flight at any moment.

“Maybe he was bewitched,” Elizabeth said. “Driven mad by all he’d learned!”

“Intriguing,” said Henry with an approving nod.

“More likely he met with some misfortune on the road,” Konrad said.

“Brigands who murdered him and bundled his body off the mountain,” suggested Henry eagerly. “I like brigands. They make for an excellent plot.”

“Or perhaps,” I said, “he truly discovered the secret of eternal life and went off to begin afresh.”

“Oh, that is good,” said Henry. “I like that very much as well.” He patted his pocket for a pen and bit of paper and sighed when he found neither.

For a moment we were all silent, enjoying the gentle rocking of the boat, and the scented air.

“Look, another shooting star!” Konrad pointed out.

“God’s creation is very vast,” Elizabeth murmured, staring at the night sky.

“Father doesn’t believe in God,” I said. “He says it is an outmoded—”

“I know very well what he says,” Elizabeth interrupted. “An outmoded system of belief that has controlled and abused people, and that will wizen away under the glare of science. How original you are, Victor, to mimic your father.”

“You’re wiser than he, of course,” I said.

“You two, please,” sighed Konrad.

Elizabeth glared at me. “I’m not saying I’m wiser. I am saying he is wrong.”

“Oh-ho!” I said, looking forward to a quarrel.

“Can’t we talk about Wilhelm Frankenstein some more?” Henry said. “I really do think his story has the makings of—”

But Elizabeth wasn’t about to be thrown off the scent.

“Victor, I doubt you’re truly an atheist, and if you are, it’s only because your father taught you to be.”

“And you are a Catholic because your mother taught you to be. And some nuns, too!”

“Nonsense,” she said. “I have considered it carefully, and find no other possible explanation for”—she waved her hand at the night sky, and the lake, and us—“all of this!”

“There is no proof of God,” I said, quoting Father.

“There is knowing, and there is believing,” said Elizabeth. “They are two different things. Knowing requires facts. Believing requires faith. If there were proof of God’s existence, it wouldn’t be a faith, would it.”

This puzzled me for a moment. “I simply don’t see the point,” I said. “Faith seems worthless to me, then. One might have faith in any fancy. Singing flowers or—”

“Worthless?” cried Elizabeth. “My faith has given me sustenance for many years!”

“Victor, enough,” said Konrad. “You’ll hurt her feelings.”

“Oh, Elizabeth can take care of herself,” I said. “She’s no delicate blossom.”

“Certainly not,” she retorted. “But in the future I will only argue with my intellectual equals.”

“I’m considering pushing you into the lake,” I said, beginning to stand.

“I’d like to see you try,” said Elizabeth, with a flare of the wildcat in her face.

“Please, please, don’t dare him,” said Henry, gripping the sides of the rocking boat in alarm. “Victor always does dares. Remember what happened last time?”

“We nearly capsized,” Konrad recalled, as a bit of water splashed over the side.

“Getting wet upsets me,” said Henry. “Victor, do sit down.”

I narrowed my eyes at Elizabeth; she narrowed hers back.

“I’ve read,” said Henry, “that if you stare long enough at the heavens, your future will become clear. Have you tried it, Victor?”

It was such an obvious ploy that I couldn’t help laughing. I slouched back comfortably against the cushions.

“And what is it you see for yourself, Henry?” I asked my diplomatic friend.

“Well,” he said, “the view is clear for me. I will become a merchant and in time take over my father’s business.”

Elizabeth pushed herself up on her elbows, indignant. “That’s dismally practical of you, Henry.”

“Nothing wrong with being practical,” Konrad remarked.

“But, Henry, what of your interest in literature?” Elizabeth demanded.

“You can’t eat it, that’s the problem,” he said. “I’ve tried, it’s very dry, not at all nutritious. And a man does have to earn a living.”

“But look at the applause your play won!” she reminded him.

“I felt like an imposter taking credit,” said Henry. “The idea was yours.”

This was true. But Elizabeth had thought the audience might have been horrified to know that a young lady had invented such a violent and bloodthirsty tale.

“Well,” said Elizabeth, pleased, “a story comes easily enough to me, but the writing was all yours, Henry. You have the soul of a poet.”

“Ah, well,” said Henry. “A merchant does not need to rhyme. What do your stars tell you?”

“I will write a novel,” Elizabeth said with decision.

“What will it be about?” I asked, surprised.

“I don’t know the subject yet,” she said with a laugh. “Only that it will be something wonderful. Like a bolt of lightning!”

“You’ll need a pen name,” Konrad said, for the idea of a woman writing a novel was scandalous.

“Perhaps I will shock the world with my own,” she said. “‘Elizabeth Lavenza’ has such a literary flair, don’t you think? It would be a shame to waste it.”

“And what of marriage?” Konrad asked.

“It would take a remarkable man to make me marry,” she said. “Men are mercury. Always changing. Look at my father. He remarried and just sent me away. I was packed up like a bit of furniture. And he visited me only once in two years.”

“Scoundrel,” I said.

“Not all men are so bad, surely,” said my brother.

She laughed. “No doubt. I will have a fabulous husband and many beautiful, talented children. Now, I have embarrassed myself enough. Victor, what do you see in your future?”

I thought a moment, and then said, “When I see the stars, I think of the planets that must orbit them, and I would like to travel among them. And if we could do so, would not we be gods?”

“A modest goal, then,” said my twin. “Victor just wants to be a god.”

Laughing, I elbowed him in the ribs. “I’m imbued with high hopes and lofty ambitions. And if I can’t travel between planets—”

“Always good to have a back-up plan,” Henry interjected.

“—then I will create something, some great work that will be useful and marvelous to all humanity.”

“You mean a machine of some kind?” asked Konrad.

“Yes, perhaps,” I said, thinking more seriously now. “An engine that will transform the world—or a new source of energy. It seems scientific discoveries are being made every day now. In any event, I will be remembered forever.”

“Statues and monuments will bear your name, no doubt!” Konrad said with a grin.

“Very well. Let us hear your little dreams!” I said.

Konrad stared at the sky. “I will follow Father’s example,” he said thoughtfully. “I would like to help govern Geneva, to make it even greater than it is now. But I’d like to see the world, too. Perhaps cross the ocean and see the new America, or the British colonies to the north. They say there are still vast landscapes there, untouched by Europeans.”

“Then you would abandon us all,” Elizabeth asked, “and marry some exotic native princess?”

Konrad chuckled. “No. I will make my journeys with a soul mate.”

“You’d just want me to carry all your supplies,” I joked. “You’d best find another travel companion.”

But I loved the idea of having a grand adventure with Konrad.

It had always been a favorite game of ours, since we were very young, to lie side by side on the library floor with the great atlas before us, picking the countries we would visit together.

I still yearned for such a trip, just the two of us. West to the New World: to some remote, wild place—where no one would compare us.
  

CHAPTER THREE
THE ALPHABET OF THE MAGI
 

EN GARDE!” I PANTED, LIFTING MY FOIL.

Konrad and I were near the end of our match, and we were tied. Whoever scored next was winner. In the château’s armory, Signor Rainaldi, our fencing master, watched over us, as well as Henry and Elizabeth, both suited up on the sidelines, awaiting their own match.

I took the offensive and made an unimaginative lunge, which Konrad parried easily. I was weary, and my movements were getting sluggish.

“You can do better than that, Little Brother,” said Konrad.

I could not see his face behind his mask, but I doubted it was as slick with sweat as mine.

Almost from the first moment Konrad had held a rapier, he’d seemed born to it. But not me. So I had practiced and practiced, asking Signor Rainaldi for extra drills so I could keep up. It paid off, for Konrad and I were now closely matched, though he still beat me more often than not. Fencing with my twin posed another unique challenge, for we knew each other’s instincts so well it was nearly impossible to surprise each other.

I parried his attack, and planned my next move.

“Pacing, pacing!” cried our master. “I have seen old men with more verve!”

“I do not want to tire my brother,” Konrad replied.

I feinted once, and then feebly struck Konrad’s foil at the midpoint.

“Rather a waste, don’t you think?” Konrad goaded me.

“Indeed,” I said. But it was what I wanted. Let him mock me, I thought. I had my plan now.

Konrad returned to the en garde position, and we circled warily. I watched him, waiting for his attack, waiting for the flex of his knee as he lunged. When it came, I was ready.

I performed a passata-sotto, a difficult maneuver I had been secretly practicing for weeks now. I dropped my right hand to the floor and lowered my body beneath Konrad’s thrusting blade. At the same time, I lunged with my own foil. His blade hit empty air. Mine struck his belly.

“A hit, a very palpable hit!” cried our master. “The match is Victor’s. A passata-sotto. Well done, young sir.”

My eyes went to Elizabeth, who was clapping with Henry. I pulled up my mask, grinning. It wasn’t often I bested Konrad, and the victory was sweet indeed.

“A very fancy move,” said Konrad. “Congratulations.”

He removed his mask, and I was taken aback by his pallor.

“Are you well, young sir?” our fencing master asked, frowning.

Elizabeth walked toward us. “You two have fought too hard,” she said. “Konrad, sit down a moment.”

He waved her away, shivering. “I am fine. I am fine.”

Elizabeth put her hand to his head. “You’re scalding.”

“Merely from our exertions,” I said, and gave a lighthearted laugh. “It was quite a match. Shall we fetch the wheelchair for you?”

“He is feverish, Victor,” she said to me sharply.

As I looked more carefully at my brother, I knew he was truly ill. His skin had a parched look to it, and beneath his eyes were smudges of darkness.

“I am not feverish,” said Konrad, and then he fainted.

Elizabeth and I caught him clumsily before he hit the floor. He was not long unconscious, and by the time he awoke, Henry had fetched Mother and Father and they were at his side.

“To bed with you, Konrad,” Father said. “We will have Maria bring you some broth.”

I helped my father raise him to his feet and walk him unsteadily from the armory, with Elizabeth and Mother keeping pace with us. I kept hoping Konrad would meet my eye, give a playful wink to set my mind at ease, but he seemed groggy and withdrawn.

“Was it too many nights on the balcony, practicing our play?” Elizabeth said anxiously, as though she herself were to blame.

“More likely too long on the lake without a cloak,” said Mother.

“He will be up for dinner,” I said, trying to sound confident. “Just a chill, no doubt.”

Dr. Lesage arrived later in the afternoon to examine Konrad. To everyone’s huge relief, he said it wasn’t plague. He advised bed rest for three days, no food but broth, and regular doses of his patented strengthening draft.

Mother forbade us from entering his bedchamber, for fear we would catch the fever. Elizabeth wanted to help tend to Konrad, but despite her protests, we were only permitted to call out hellos from the doorway.

“I’m not being a very festive host for you, Henry,” Konrad said from his bed.

“Then you best hurry up and entertain him properly,” I replied.

“Don’t be silly,” said Henry. “Take your rest, Konrad.”

“Get better soon,” said Elizabeth.

Konrad nodded. “I will. I promise.”

But five days later he was still bedridden.

Our morning lessons were subdued, as Elizabeth, Henry, and I sat in the library listening to Father tell us about the early Greek thinkers and the principles of democracy.

At the best of times I had trouble concentrating, and right now it was nearly impossible. I kept looking over at Konrad’s empty chair. Father, too, seemed distracted. Usually his lectures were full of Sturm und Drang, and he would pace and thump the table, and fire questions at us like a volley of arrows. But today he dismissed us early and told us to get some fresh air.

At lunch, when Mother joined us at the table, she looked grave.

“How is he?” Elizabeth asked worriedly.

“Feverish again, and he complains of aching limbs. He says it makes his head throb when I read to him.”

Father took Mother’s hand. “He’s very strong. The fever will break soon for good. All will be well.”

Throughout the afternoon Konrad’s fever mounted. Dr. Lesage came and left some powders that he said were very beneficial for fighting infection.

Before dinner I went to check on Konrad with Elizabeth and Henry. He was asleep. We stood at the doorway and watched Maria gently mopping his brow with a cool cloth. He flinched and twisted and muttered nonsense. Maria tried to smooth his sheets, made shushing sounds to calm him.

“I’ve never felt a hotter head,” she said quietly to us.

Seeing my brother so ill sparked in me feelings of such intensity that I was nearly overwhelmed. What if he didn’t recover? What if I were to lose him? Looking at him was like looking upon myself, seeing my own body racked with fever and pain.

And, even more strange, I felt anger. How could Konrad have allowed this to happen? How could someone so healthy, and so smart and sensible, become so ill?

I was ashamed for having such thoughts.

And I was ashamed at how powerless I was to help him.

At dinner that night I could not eat. My body ached, and my stomach swirled.

“Victor,” my mother said. “Are you well?”

“I’m not sure.”

“You’re pale,” she said.

I looked over at Henry, and then Elizabeth, and caught her quick, nervous glance at Mother. Suddenly my stomach clenched and turned over, and I had to rush from the table to the nearest water closet, where I retched, again and again, tears welling from my eyes. I could not remember feeling sicker.

What had happened to Konrad had happened to me.

An eternal night spent tossing and turning, shivering and sweating. When awake, I lay in the grips of terror; and when I slept, it was only in cruel snatches, and my dreams were foul. In one, Konrad and I were playacting, joyfully at first, but then with more and more fury, and when I slew him with the sword, it was a real sword, and real blood poured from his chest, and I laughed and laughed—and started awake, drenched and panting.

Throughout the night, I was dimly aware of Mother and Father and the servants checking on me.

Finally I must have slept properly, for when I next opened my eyes, it was dawn, and Dr. Lesage stood over me, taking my pulse.

“Let us have a good look at you, young Master Frankenstein,” said the doctor, gently helping me sit up.

Limply I submitted to his grave prodding. He seemed to take a great deal of time, which made me all the more agitated.

“It is the same ailment as Konrad’s,” I rasped.

“I will speak with your mother,” the doctor said, and with that he left.

The next five minutes might have been hours. I was filled with dread. I stared out the window and saw the sunshine and the mountains, and it was as though it had nothing to do with me. It was a different world, one from which I was cut off forever. I was certain of the news I was about to hear.

It was not Mother who came in finally, or Father, but Elizabeth. Anger radiated from her face.

“There is nothing wrong with you!” she said.

“What?” I exclaimed.

She sat down on the edge of my bed and burst into tears. “You are fine,” she said. “Dr. Lesage said you are absolutely fine.”

The power of the mind must be a miraculous thing, for at that very moment I felt my fever and sickness lessen. I sat up and patted her shoulder, but she batted my hand away.

“I wasn’t playacting,” I objected. “I truly felt … I felt terrible, as though all my strength had left me.”

“You had us all so worried,” she said. “And it was merely in your head.”

“I didn’t know!” I retorted, but I felt foolish and ashamed. And strangely jealous, too, for I suddenly realized she was not crying for me but for Konrad.

“The doctor said it’s not unexpected,” she said, wiping at her eyes.

“What’s not?”

“He has seen such a thing before, with twins. He knew of one who, when his brother had his arm crushed in a machine accident, screamed, and could not use his arm for weeks because of the pain.”

“I must see Konrad,” I said. “How is he?”

I stood up and suddenly remembered I was in my nightshirt. Though Elizabeth and I had grown up together, I now felt self-conscious to be around her in so little state of dress. I noticed a flush to her cheek as she turned her face away.

“His fever is not so high.”

“That is good news.”

“It would be better if the fever were gone altogether.”

“Has Dr. Lesage any better idea what it is?” I asked.

She shook her head. “All he knows is that it isn’t any typical infection. It is not contagious. It is some ailment within him that he must fight alone.”

“Let’s go see him right now,” I said.

“Ah, Victor,” said Konrad, “I hear you had another near scrape with death.”

“A false illness,” I admitted sheepishly.

He put his hot hand on mine. “Do try to keep out of trouble, Little Brother,” he told me.

“Of course,” I said. “It would be better, though, if you stopped lazing about, so you can keep an eye on me.”

“Oh, I’ll be up shortly. I feel a bit stronger today.”

Elizabeth beamed at me. The windows of his room were thrown wide, and the scent of cut grass from the fields wafted in, along with the sound of the lapping lake, and it felt like the spring itself was enough to heal any ills.

“You’ve had Mother in a terrible state,” I said.

Konrad rolled his eyes. “Everyone’s making a fuss for nothing. Remember Charlie Fancher? He was laid up with ague for two weeks before it left him. I’ll be up and about soon.”

“Good,” I said, “because Henry and Elizabeth have been plotting another play, and this time you are to be the hero.”

“Excellent,” he said.

But later when he tried to get up, he did not have the strength to stand for more than a minute without shaking. His face had a gaunt look.

He was as weak as a newborn.

Over the next several days I tried to stay hopeful, and tell myself Konrad was on the mend.

The fever didn’t return with its earlier ferocity, but it refused to leave him altogether. After a morning lull it would come on again in the late afternoon—like some infernal gale that paused only to renew its strength.

Now that we knew he wasn’t contagious, Elizabeth spent a good deal of her time helping Mother and the servants tend to him, reading to him to distract him from his aches. When Konrad felt well enough, Henry and I would drop by to talk with him, or sometimes even play a game of chess. These were rarely finished, as he complained of headaches, or simply felt too unwell to concentrate.

I felt oddly incomplete, moving about the château without my twin. Not that we were always side by side, but I felt his absence more intensely now. Once, when we were six, and Mother was unwell during her pregnancy with Ernest, Father sent us each to stay with different relations for a fortnight.

It was one of the loneliest and most miserable times of my life.

But this was worse.

Why wasn’t Konrad getting better?

“You must take me to Mass, Victor,” Elizabeth said Sunday morning during breakfast.

I looked up from my hard-boiled egg, my mouth still full of bread, uncomprehending for a moment, because I was so used to Konrad escorting her to the cathedral in Geneva or the small village church in Bellerive.

“Yes, of course,” I replied.

“Philippe will ready the trap for you,” Father said.

Though my parents had no faith themselves, they had no desire to deprive Elizabeth of hers, and I was certain no Sunday had ever passed without her attending a Roman Catholic service.

It was a relief to be away from the château, to be in the warm spring air, holding the reins, driving the trap along the lake road. We traveled in silence, but our worries of Konrad kept pace with us.

When we arrived at the small church, Elizabeth said, “You can come inside if you like.”

“I will wait here, I think.”

“You could light a candle for Konrad.”

“You know I don’t believe in such things.”

She nodded and looked at the other parishioners entering the church with their families. For the first time it occurred to me that it must have been lonely for her, attending Mass alone all these years.

“Did Konrad go inside with you?”

“Not at first.”

I helped her down, and watched as she walked into the church. I thought of how she would light a candle and pray—and I envied her.
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“What are you doing?” Ernest asked, coming into the library.

It was Monday afternoon, and I’d spent nearly the entire day with books spread all around me, taking notes furiously.

“I’m trying to learn about the human body and its ailments,” I said.

My nine-year-old brother came forward, looking gravely at the book’s illustrations.

“Konrad will get better, won’t he, Victor?” he asked.

To my shame, I realized how little I’d thought of Ernest and how his older brother’s illness might be affecting him. Little William was far too young to understand—and it was a great comfort to me sometimes just to hold his little body and try to lose myself in his warmth and laughter and obvious good cheer—but at nine, Ernest, like all of us, was having to endure the gloomy weather change that had beset our house.

I put down my pen and smiled as Father did when trying to reassure us. “Of course he will get better. I have no doubt whatsoever. He is strong, like all of us Frankensteins!”

He pointed seriously at the book. “Is the cure in there?”

I laughed. “I don’t know. Perhaps.”

He got interested in the diagram of a man’s spleen. “What does that do?”

“They used to think it ruled our temperaments.”

“You’ll find the cure, Victor,” he said. “You’re almost as clever as Konrad.”

“Almost as clever?” I snapped. “And how would you know that, little boy?”

His eyes widened in astonishment and hurt, and I instantly regretted my outburst. How could I fault him, after all, when it was abundantly obvious? Konrad had always been the better student, and my father took no pains to conceal it. Still, Ernest’s words smarted. Even to a nine-year-old boy it was clear that Konrad was the brighter star in our family’s constellation.

Had I been just a year younger than Konrad—or even a non-identical twin—it would have been easier to bear. But he and I were supposed to be the same in every respect. So what excuse had I to be the weaker?

Elizabeth appeared in the doorway. “Ernest, Justine is looking for you in the garden.”

I gave Ernest an apologetic smile and clapped him on the shoulder, but his parting look to me was wary.

“Still here?” Elizabeth said, coming in.

“You have your prayers,” I said. “I cannot pray, but I must do something, or go mad.”

Restlessly I looked back at my book, a huge tome written mostly in Latin. My Latin was poor, and every sentence was a struggle, but I refused to give up. I had been a lackluster student, but I would remedy that with hard work.

Elizabeth gently closed the cover. “You cannot expect to cure him on your own.”

“Why not?” I demanded. “Someone has to.”

My eyes strayed to the bookshelf that concealed the secret passage to the Dark Library.

“You have been here all day,” she said. “You can’t simply abandon Henry.”

I sighed. “I am sorry if Henry feels abandoned, but there are so many books here to understand …”

“Go riding,” she suggested. “You will get gloomy if you spend any more time here. Take Henry up into the meadows for an hour or two.”

I looked forlornly at my desk. “Just a short break,” I said.

So Henry and I changed into our riding gear and took our horses out for several hours. And I did enjoy the sunlight and air on my face, even as I felt guilty leaving Konrad in his sickbed.

As I neared home, I dared to hope.

When I saw Mother and Father, they would be smiling, and saying that Konrad’s fever had broken for good and he was on the mend and all would be well.

But it was not so. He was the same.

The very next day, a second physician accompanied Dr. Lesage to see Konrad. He was a handsome, fashionable-looking gentleman called Dr. Bartonne, who exuded confidence like an overpowering cologne. I disliked him on sight.

He strode into the room, took one look at my brother, and said he had a disturbance of the blood. Therefore he needed to be bled. The physician placed slimy leeches all over my brother’s pale body and let them suck his blood until Konrad swooned. The fellow was greatly satisfied, and announced that he had purged Konrad of the poisons that had caused the fever, and that when my brother woke in the morning, he would feel weak but improved.

It was true that he was cooler that night—who would not be cooler after having most of his blood sucked away by leeches? Nonetheless we all had great hope that this would speed his recovery.

Come morning, however, the fever returned once more. Dr. Bartonne was summoned yet again. After he left, I went to seek out Mother to ask what he’d said. Walking along the upper hallway, I overheard her talking to Maria in the west sitting room.

I stopped before I reached the doorway, for I could tell from Maria’s hushed tones they were talking about something terribly serious.

“… might be of some help,” Maria was saying, “for many say there is great power in it.”

“You love him, as we all do, Maria,” Mother replied. “But you know that Alphonse cannot bear talk of alchemy. He thinks it primitive nonsense, and I am inclined to agree with him. Please do not speak of this to him.”

“Very well, ma’am,” said Maria.

“I know you mean well, Maria. Do not think me angry.”

“No, ma’am. It’s just, I overheard what the doctor said about … not knowing how to treat him, and how, if he continues to weaken …”

My blood congealed in my veins, and I strained to listen. What had the doctor said? But there were no more words spoken, only sniffing, and little sobs, and I sensed the two of them were embracing and comforting each other. Then came my mother’s voice, a little shaky.

“You are a dear, dear member of our family, Maria,” she said.

“I could not love him more were he my own son.”

“We are doing all we can. Alphonse has heard of another doctor, a Dr. Murnau, who’s a specialist in rare diseases at the university in Ingolstadt. We’ve sent a messenger to make inquiries.”

“I will keep praying, then, ma’am,” said Maria, “if that does not offend you.”

“Of course not, Maria, certainly not. I must confess, I have found myself praying too of late. I doubt anyone hears but myself, though.”

“With respect, ma’am, someone is listening. You mustn’t despair so.”

I turned and silently walked away down the corridor, for I did not want them to know I’d been eavesdropping.

I desperately wished I knew what Maria had said earlier, about alchemy.

Did she know of some treatment that might help Konrad?

That night as I slept, my mind took me to Father’s library, and there I sat, surrounded by medical books, struggling with Latin and Greek, striving to cure Konrad.

I turned a page and there, embedded in the thick paper, was a seed. With great excitement I plucked it out and cradled it in my cupped hands, for I knew I had to plant it immediately or it would perish. But the door to the great hallway was locked, and though I rattled it and shouted, no one came to open it.

My panic grew, for the seed was already starting to decay.

There was a stirring of air, though no windows were open, and I looked up across the library to see the secret door ajar.

I’d promised Father, but what else could I do? The seed had to be planted, and I knew there was a well, and water, and earth down there.

The seed gripped in my hand, I hurried through the door to find no splintered planks but a swirling marble staircase. At the bottom, bathed in impossible sunlight, was the well, surrounded by fragrant and fertile soil.

I dug a small hole with my hands and planted the seed. Almost at once a green tendril shot up, thickening and sending out slender branches—and from the branches dangled little white bones.

I was frightened by this and stepped backward, but I could see that, growing among the bones, there was also fruit—red and luscious. And from the highest branch—for the tree was already taller than me—blossomed a book.

I started to climb up, but the tree kept growing, taking the book higher still.

I climbed faster, and with increasing desperation and rage, knowing that I must have that book.

But I could not reach it.

“We must return to the Dark Library,” I said fiercely.

It was the morning after my dream, and we were hiking in the hills behind Bellerive—Elizabeth, Henry, and me. The day could not have been more beautiful. An unblemished blue sky spanned the white-capped mountain ranges encircling the lake. Everywhere things were growing: Wildflowers sprang from the fields, trees bloomed, new leaves unfolded from branches. Life everywhere—and Konrad trapped at home in his sickbed.

“For what purpose, Victor?” Elizabeth asked.

“So we can heal Konrad,” I said simply.

“Isn’t that best left to the doctors?” said Henry.

“Damn the doctors!” I said. “They’re little more than barbers with pills. I wouldn’t trust them to groom my dog! Konrad’s getting weaker by the day. We must take action.”

“Action?” said Henry. “What manner of action?”

“For someone whose imagination is so ripe, you can be a bit dim sometimes, Henry,” I said. “We must seek our own cure.”

Elizabeth looked genuinely shocked. “Victor, we made your father a promise—,” began Elizabeth.

“That he would never find us in the library again. Yes. Those were his exact words. I don’t intend to break that promise. He will not find us in it.”

“That is not what he meant, and you know it!”

I waved my hand impatiently. “There is learning in there that has not been tried.”

Henry nervously rubbed at his blond hair. “Your father said it was all rubbish.”

I snorted. “Think, you two. Those books were kept hidden because they scared people. Why? There must be something to them, some kind of power. Silly, harmless things do not scare people.”

“But what if they are harmful?” Elizabeth asked.

“What options do we have left to us?” I demanded. “Shall we watch Dr. Bartonne apply leeches once more? Or dead doves? Or perhaps we can ask dear Dr. Lesage to scratch at his wig and mix the dust with another vial of Frau Eisner’s invigorating tinctures.”

“Your father—,” Elizabeth began, but I cut her off.

“My father is a brilliant man, but he cannot know everything. You yourself said he can be wrong.”

I felt as though a door had been cut into the air before me, and I had passed through it, never to turn back. All my life I had assumed that Father knew everything. I had wanted him to know everything. It had made me feel safe. But he’d been confident the doctors would heal Konrad—and they had not.

“We must try other means,” I said. “Extreme times call for extreme measures. We must be willing to take risks if we want to save Konrad’s life.”

“You truly think it a matter of life and death?” said Elizabeth, and I felt a stab of guilt, for I could see that she had not thought of it in such terms before—or she’d avoided doing so by sheer will. She looked scared.

“All I know is that the doctors are baffled. They are worried.”

Henry looked away uneasily toward the Jura Mountains, but Elizabeth met my gaze with grave determination.

“The Church condemned those books,” she said.

“The Church condemned Galileo for saying the sun did not revolve around the Earth. They can be wrong too.”

“The place frightens me,” she said.

Henry swallowed and looked uneasily from Elizabeth to me. “Are you so sure these forbidden books hold an answer?”

“All I know is this: If I don’t at least try, I will go mad. I can’t bear it a day longer. And I need the both of you,” I said. “Your knowledge of Latin and Greek is better than mine.”

I could see Elizabeth hesitate, and then something changed in her eyes.

“When?” she said.

“Tonight.”

“Good,” she said. “Let us meet at an hour past midnight.”

Not long after the church bells of Bellerive had tolled the hour of one, the three of us met in the hallway and made our way toward the library. Henry kept glancing about with nervous, birdlike movements, peering beyond the flickering light of our candles as though expecting something to swoop down on him. Whenever he stayed at the château, he complained of strange rustlings at night. And despite our constant assurances, he still believed the place to be haunted.

“I sense something,” he whispered. “I’m telling you, there’s some presence up there, I think.”

“We should tell him the truth,” Elizabeth said to me with a sidelong, mischievous wink.

“Truth about what?” squeaked Henry.

I sighed. “Cousin Theodore.”

Henry’s eyes snapped to me. “You never told me about Cousin Theodore.”

I shrugged. “He died young, and this was his favorite place to play.”

“So you’ve seen him?” demanded Henry.

“Well, part of him,” I replied. “He was, well …”

“It was a dreadful accident,” said Elizabeth solemnly, and then giggled.

“You scoundrels,” said Henry, narrowing his eyes. “You know my imagination’s excitable, but go ahead, torment me.”

“I’m sorry, Henry,” said Elizabeth, squeezing his arm affectionately.

We all fell silent as we neared and passed Konrad’s room, for we did not want to disturb him, or wake Mother, who we knew was sleeping at his bedside tonight. There was scarcely a moment of the day when my brother’s illness did not inhabit my thoughts. Passing his bedroom, I imagined him sleeping in his bed, his body fighting and fighting. A great sorrow welled up in me. I was glad of the shadows, for my eyes were moist.

We were all of us in our nightclothes, swathed in robes, for nights on the lake were sometimes cold when a northern wind brought with it a glacial chill.

“Have you ever realized,” said Henry nervously to me, gazing at the flickering portraits in the grand hallway, “what a grim bunch your ancestors were? Look at that fellow there! Have you ever seen such a grimace?”

“That’s the Frankenstein smile,” whispered Elizabeth.

“And who’s this fellow here?” Henry asked, pointing.

Looking up at the oldest of all the portraits, I felt a sudden chill. “That,” I said, “is Wilhelm Frankenstein.”

“The alchemist?” Henry whispered.

I nodded, studying the oil painting. Strange that you could pass a certain thing every day of your life and never once look properly at it. In the candlelight the portrait glowed warmly. Wilhelm still looked like a young man, and he stared just past us with a small, slightly disdainful smile on his lips. He had a secret and would not share it. He wore a black doublet with a white ruffled collar, and a black cap in the Spanish style. He stood, one slim hand upon his hip, the other holding a book upon a table, one finger keeping his place within the pages… .

“We should go,” Elizabeth said, tugging at my arm.

“Yes,” I murmured, pulling my eyes away.

As we entered the moonlit library, my heart gave a terrified lurch. Father sat in a leather armchair by the window, glaring at us. But no—I exhaled. It was only shadows, shaped no doubt by my guilt, for I knew I was defying him.

Elizabeth found the shelf and once more triggered the secret latch. There was a dull thunk—louder than I remembered—and the bookcase swung inward.

“Remarkable,” breathed Henry.

“Just wait,” I told him as we all slipped inside. His reaction was satisfying indeed.

“Good Lord,” he said. “You didn’t mention the steps were quite so flimsy.”

“They’re perfectly safe,” I assured him, leading the way.

At the door, as I prepared to put my hand through the hole, I felt some of my confidence abandon me.

“Do you want me to do it this time?” Elizabeth asked.

That spurred me on. “No, no,” I said, and thrust in my arm. At once the eerie hand seized me. I battled against instinctive revulsion and this time did not fight but merely pumped the hand up and down.

Our greeting done, the door opened itself.

“And in we go,” I said with a smile.

Truly the Dark Library was well named, for it seemed to suck at our candle flames, making them pucker and smoke. I felt something new, something I had not noticed during our first visit in the middle of the day. Mingled with the mildew and mustiness, there was fear, excitement—and an unshakable sense of hungry expectation.

“Let’s get to work,” I said, bringing my light to the shelves of cracked leather tomes. “We are looking for anything on the subject of healing.”

“What a place,” Henry murmured.

We cleared space on one of the dusty tables. After gathering books, we perched on stools, spreading books all around us and passing them to and fro if we needed help translating or reading a script so spidery that it was all but invisible in the half-light of our candles.

“Here is something,” said Henry, and I eagerly looked up. “It is in Occulta Philosophia.”

“That’s the book I pulled out on our first visit!” I said to Elizabeth. “The one by Cornelius Agrippa.”

“What have you found?” she asked Henry.

His eyes skimmed over the page, and he began to read, slowly translating from the Latin. “‘From the grand scholarship of ages past, and my own modern learning, I have created a formulation … that has great power to remedy all human suffering. And not only to remedy, but to prolong life … so that he who imbibes it will avoid all deaths but those of a violent nature, and will enjoy a multitude of years such as Methuselah.’”

“Methuselah?” I said, frowning. “I do not know the fellow.”

Elizabeth sighed. “Have you never read a Bible, Victor?”

“I can’t keep all the names straight.”

“Methuselah,” Elizabeth said, “lived a very, very long time.”

“How long?”

“Nine hundred and sixty-nine years,” Henry answered, still looking at the tome before him.

“Read on,” I said impatiently.

“‘And so,’” Henry continued, “‘after many years of failed attempts have I at last this Elixir of Life perfected, and herewith have transcribed it, in the manner of Paracelsus, for all the ages.’”

I lunged across the table and snatched the book from Henry. “Elixir of Life! This is just the thing we seek. Where is the recipe?”

I had the book before me now, my eyes trying to find the right place. I saw the Latin text, found the words “Vita Elixir,” but afterward came such a language that I had never set eyes upon.

“What is this?” I demanded, jabbing at the vellum page.

Henry stood and leaned over the tome. “If you hadn’t snatched it away, I might have had a better look. As it is, I do not know.”

“Elizabeth?” I said. “Can you make sense of this?”

She moved her stool closer. “It is not Aramaic,” she said. “Nor Sanskrit.”

It was a strange-looking thing, to be sure, all curves and angles and sudden flourishes. It went on for ten pages.

“Gibberish,” I muttered, and flipped ahead, trying to find some kind of glossary or key to its translation.

“You are too hasty, Victor,” said Elizabeth. “As always.”

She sounded just like Konrad then, and I shot her a resentful scowl.

“Go back,” she said. “Is there not a clue in what came before?”

“What do you mean?”

Carefully she turned back the pages. “Here. He wrote, ‘I have transcribed it in the manner of Paracelsus.’ What is Paracelsus?”

“Or who?” I said.

I was almost sure I’d seen that word on the spine of a book. I stood and hurried back to the shelves, my eyes scouring the bindings.

If not for the sharp shadow cast by my candle, I would have missed it, for the gold of the tooled letters had flaked away altogether, leaving only a series of indentations.

Paracelsus.

And then, farther down on the spine, again almost without color, the title in German, The Archidoxes of Magic.

“Paracelsus,” I said, dragging the volume from the shelf and giving it a triumphant shake above my head. Immediately I wished I hadn’t, for a shower of sooty fragments rained down upon me.

“Carefully, Victor!” Elizabeth said, rushing over and taking the book in her own hands. Sheepishly, I let her have it.

She carried it back to the table, and now I could see that this book had obviously been burned. A big triangular section of the cover was charred and crumbling.

“You think Agrippa’s strange letters were invented by Paracelsus?” I asked Elizabeth.

“Let us hope,” she said.

“Why would it be burned?” Henry asked.

“Father said it was all thought witchcraft,” I said. “No doubt it was gathered up by the Church or the townspeople and thrown into a bonfire.”

“But Wilhelm Frankenstein rescued it,” said Elizabeth.

“You Frankensteins are so enlightened,” said Henry with a nervous chuckle, and we glanced about, as though that long-dead person might still be here in the Dark Library with us, watching.

Very gently Elizabeth opened the cover. The frontispiece was a portrait of a man, but his features were hard to make out, for the page was half burned. Only a skeletal trace of his stout face remained. Either he was wearing a strange, angled hat, or his skull was of a most bizarre and deformed shape. His eyes, strangely, were still clear. They were shrewd and confiding, and seemed to be looking out at us, intensely.

I watched Elizabeth, and could see that the disturbing image had the same effect on her, for her lips trembled a bit.

“It’s like a man who’s been terribly burned, and only a ghost of his former self survives,” she whispered.

“It is Paracelsus, though, no question,” said Henry, pointing to the bottom of the portrait, where, like words painted upon a wooden sign, it read:

FAMOSO DOCTOR PARACELSVS
 

The doctor’s body had not been so damaged by the fire. With a shudder I saw that one of Paracelsus’s hands rested over the edge of his own portrait, his fingers curled over the top of the little sign bearing his name. It was just part of the painting, of course, but it made it seem like he could simply step out of the picture.

If he so wanted.

I swallowed back my unease.

“He was a German physician,” said Elizabeth, reading the tiny print beneath the portrait. “Also an astrologer and alchemist.”

I began, with great care, turning pages. It was an agonizing, heartbreaking business, for many of them had been fused together by the flames, and just the action of turning them tore them free and sent silky bits of ash floating up.

On many pages it was really only the lower half, near the binding, that was even legible.

“We are destroying the book even as we examine it,” said Henry miserably.

Again and again I carefully turned pages.

Until I found it.

“Is that it?” I asked excitedly. At the very bottom of the page was one of the strange characters we’d seen in Agrippa’s Occulta Philosophia.

“Yes,” said Elizabeth, nodding back at me. “It’s very distinctive.”

“We will have our translation, then!” I said. “Surely if Dr. Paracelsus invented this language, he must lay out its translation in the common alphabet.”

But when I tried to turn the page, I could not. It had been completely fused by fire into a thick papery clump.

“Stop, stop!” said Elizabeth. “You’ll tear it!”

It was all I could do to keep myself from hurling the book across the chamber. As if sensing my rage, Elizabeth took hold of my hand and pointed at the open book.

“Look there,” she said.

Above the strange character was written something in Greek. I squinted but could not make sense of it.”

“The Alphabet of the Magi,” Elizabeth translated.

“But its key is lost to us,” I moaned. “The book is unreadable!”

“We know the alphabet’s name at least,” Elizabeth said.

I nodded and took a breath. “And now we must find someone who can translate it for us. We must find ourselves an alchemist.”

I slept but a few hours and, after breakfast, went downstairs to the servants’ quarters. I waited in the hallway outside the kitchen until Maria turned the corner and saw me. Her face lit up.

“Konrad?” she said, with such joy that I felt guilty to disappoint her—and then disgruntled, too, for Konrad had always been her favorite when we were little.

“It is Victor, Maria,” I said, coming more into the light.

“Victor, forgive me. You gave me a start. For a moment I thought it was your brother, up and about—” She stopped herself. “Is everything all right upstairs? Does your mother need me?”

“No, no, all is well,” I said. “I am sorry to bother you, Maria, but there is something I wanted to ask you.” I waited as Sasha, one of the kitchen staff, passed by in the hall, giving us a curious look. In a lowered voice I said, “Of a rather confidential nature.”

“Yes, of course,” she said. “Come into my office.”

As housekeeper she had a comfortable suite of rooms, some of which looked out toward the lake. She led me into her small office, where all the business accounts of the household were carefully maintained. She was a meticulous woman, and I’d often heard my mother say that we would all be utterly helpless without her.

“What is it you wanted to speak to me about, Victor?” she asked, closing the door. She should have called me young master, but she had raised me from a yowling whelp, and it would have felt odd to be called master by her.

“I am very worried about Konrad,” I began cautiously.

She nodded, and I was not surprised to see her eyes moisten.

“I worry that the doctors do not know how to cure him,” I said, watching her, “and I wonder if perhaps there are healers with different skills who might be more successful.”

She said nothing, but her eyes would not meet mine.

“Do you know of any such people, Maria?”

She took a breath. “I do not.”

I sat back, discouraged, tried to think of another subtle line of questioning, and couldn’t.

“But I heard you talking to Mother,” I blurted out, “about some fellow you know of, an alchemist.”

“You little villain! Eavesdropping!” she said, and I suddenly felt five years old again, and caught out at some mischief.

“Who was it you were talking about?” I persisted.

“I promised your mother I would not speak of it.”

“To Father,” I said. “She asked you not to speak of it to Father. But you can tell me, Maria.”

She glared at me, then looked away. “You must promise me you will not speak of this to your parents,” she said. “And I do this only because I am so worried about your brother.”

“Of course,” I said.

“I put little faith in these doctors. Some cannot even cut hair straight, much less deliver a baby without killing the mother.” She sighed. “There was an incident a good many years ago; you and Konrad were just newborns. One of the city’s generals had a daughter, no more than six, who sickened suddenly. The general spared no expense. He summoned the finest physicians of Europe. All of them said the girl was beyond hope and would die before the winter was through. But the girl’s mother could not bear the thought, and sought out an apothecary right here in Geneva. Some said he was a gifted healer. Some said he was an alchemist. Some said he trafficked with the devil. But the mother did not care about any of that. She went to him and he prepared a medicine, and he saved that little girl.”

Maria’s voice trembled. I took my handkerchief and passed it to her, and counted five seconds while she dabbed her eyes, but I was too impatient to wait any longer.

“His name,” I said urgently. “What was the fellow’s name?”

“Julius Polidori.”

I had never heard of him, which was odd. Geneva, though an important city, was no vast metropolis like Paris or London, and my father’s position made him aware of anyone of prominence.

“And is he still in the city?” I asked Maria.

“I don’t know, Victor. But I think maybe you should find out.”

I smiled at her. “I will. I most surely will.”
  

CHAPTER FOUR
THE ALCHEMIST
 

THE NEXT MORNING, AS KONRAD SLUMBERED, HENRY, Elizabeth, and I traveled to Geneva with Father in the carriage. Father had business to attend to at the Palais de Justice, and the three of us had convinced him that we should spend the day studying the history of our great republic by exploring its oldest buildings and monuments: Saint Peter’s, the Magdalen Church, the town hall. It was to be part of our schooling. Father, of course, was delighted at our keenness, and happy, too, to see us temporarily removed from the château and all its gloom.

As we approached Geneva along the south lake road, I admired the high ramparts that surrounded the city in the shape of a protective star. There were only five gated entrances, locked every night at ten o’clock, and the portcullises were not raised until five in the morning. The guards were under the strictest instructions never to deviate from this schedule, even if ordered by the magistrates themselves. Our city had seen many wars and sieges, and these current times, my father often said, were uncertain ones.

We stabled the horses and carriage at our city house, for we kept a small staff there even in the summer when we were mostly at the château. Father bade us farewell, and we agreed to meet at two in the afternoon for the drive home.

“To the town hall, then,” I said after Father had disappeared from view. We had discussed our strategy the night before, and we agreed that the town hall seemed the most sensible place to begin our search. The land registry office would have records of all the city’s property owners.

But when we asked the fussy town hall clerk to check, he found no entry for a Polidori.

“All this tells us is that he doesn’t own property,” I said outside in the square.

“He may well take rented rooms,” said Elizabeth.

“As a great many do,” added Henry.

Our next step was to ask at the various apothecary shops. If this fellow was as famous as Maria had said, others would have heard of him. But several young apprentices just shook their heads and claimed no knowledge of him.

An older fellow looked at us gravely over the top of his spectacles and said, “I have not heard that foul name mentioned in many years. I know nothing of his whereabouts, nor care to know.”

Our search had started near the center of the city, but slowly we were moving away from the elegant flowered fountains and airy public squares. The cobbled streets narrowed. There were fewer gentlemen about, and more sailors and laborers and women dressed in coarser fashion. I didn’t like the looks a couple of wharf hands gave us as we passed in the lanes.

I was beginning to despair, for we had asked now at some half dozen establishments, and no one had been able to tell us anything helpful about Julius Polidori.

“We are idiots,” said Henry suddenly.

I turned to see him looking into a greasy window where a row of typesetters sat hunched over tables, their blackened fingers plucking individual letters from trays.

“The Geneva Gazette,” said Henry. “This story of Maria’s—surely it would have been written up.”

“It must have been,” said Elizabeth eagerly. “The child of a general! Of course it would have been the talk of the town. Victor, did Maria give you an exact date?”

“She said it was the year of my birth, that it was winter.”

“Now we must hope that the newspaper keeps a proper archive,” said Henry.

I was not hopeful when we entered the offices, for the place was in a chaos of activity and noise and ink. At first it seemed no one would have a second to spare for us, but Elizabeth picked out the kindliest-looking young gentleman she could find. She walked to him and very prettily told him we had been set a historical assignment by our tutor, and would it be possible to look at some past issues of the newspaper.

It was quite remarkable, how helpful the fellow was. He gave us all candles and escorted us down to a cellar, and then my heart truly sank, for I saw tower after tower of newspaper, stacked to the very ceiling.

“It is like a city of paper,” I murmured to Elizabeth.

“Will it be difficult to find the period we seek?” she asked the young fellow.

“Not at all, miss, not at all.” He promptly led us to a particular tower, thrust his hand into it, and, like a magician, pulled out a wad of old newspapers.

“I believe these will suit you,” he said, beaming at Elizabeth. Elizabeth beamed back.

“Thank you so much, sir. You’ve been so kind.”

“If you need any further assistance, I shall be upstairs,” he said. He gave his name, bowed, and disappeared.

“He could not have been more helpful had he been on puppet strings,” Henry said in amazement.

Elizabeth blushed modestly. We each took several papers and in the light of our candles searched through them.

It seemed hardly any time at all before Elizabeth exclaimed, “I have it here! Here is the story …” She read aloud hurriedly, and then jumped ahead until she came to what we sought. “Julius Polidori, of Wollstonekraft Alley …”

“It is not five minutes’ walk from here,” I said with a grin.

The alley stank of urine—and worse. The few shops had a defeated look about them, tattered awnings and grimy windows with dusty displays that probably hadn’t been changed for years.

“This must be the place, here,” said Henry. The windows were shuttered, but over the door hung a wooden sign. Flaking paint showed an apothecary’s mortar and pestle.

“It does not look promising,” said Elizabeth drily.

In the door was a small, dirty window, but it was too dark inside to make out much more than the shadows of shelves. The place looked all but abandoned, but when I turned the knob, the door swung open and a small bell clanged.

I entered with Henry and Elizabeth. “Good morning!” I called out.

Mingled with the fragrance of a hundred different herbs was dust and a powerful smell of cat. At one time the shop must have been more prosperous, for the shelves were of rich dark wood. On our left was an entire wall of drawers, each fancily labeled.

“Hello?” I called out again.

Henry drew open one drawer, and then another. “Empty,” he said. He looked all about him, wide eyed, perhaps recording every detail for some horrifying poem or play he would later concoct.

Directly before us was a long counter, behind which were shelves filled with elaborate mixing vessels. It did not look like anything had been mixed there in quite some time. In the middle of the shelves was a glass-paned door. I saw a flicker of light, and then a shadow growing larger.

Quite suddenly the door swung open and a man in a wheel-chair propelled himself into the shop. His legs were wizened, the fabric of his breeches loose and flapping. He seemed no more than fifty, and though his upper body was powerfully built, the man’s face had a gaunt and defeated look to it. His wig rested crookedly, and was many years out of fashion. But it was his eyes that most gave him the look of defeat. They contained not a spark of light or hope.

“How may I help you?” He seemed surprised when he saw us. No doubt he didn’t get many customers as well dressed as us in his shop—if he got any customers at all.

“You are Mr. Julius Polidori?” Elizabeth asked politely.

“I am, miss.”

The three of us glanced quickly at one another, for this fellow seemed so far from the picture conjured by Maria’s story.

A healer. A man of power who cured a little girl when all the wise men of Europe could not.

This man before us positively reeked of failure.

I felt an instinctive disdain rising in me. What kind of healer could this be? This broken person in a chair, with a crooked wig? His shop was a ruin. No doubt his clothing had not been laundered recently. He was laughable. I was tempted to turn and leave that very moment.

“Might there be some medicine you’re needing?” he asked.

“I think perhaps—,” I began with a sniff, but Elizabeth cut me off.

“Indeed there is,” she said, and gave me a warning look, for she knew how quickly my temper could flare. In that way, we were not so different. To Polidori she said, “But it is of an … unusual nature.”

He looked at us steadily, saying nothing.

I was still far from convinced that any good could come of this, but we were here now. I drew closer to the counter. “You are the same apothecary who cured the general’s girl, some years ago?”

He drew in a breath and released it with a rueful nod. “I am.”

“We have heard that you are a man of wide-ranging knowledge,” Elizabeth said. “A healer with remarkable powers.”

He actually laughed then, bitterly. “Is this some joke? Have you nothing better to do with your days?”

“No, sir,” said Henry. “I mean, no, this is not a joke and we are here with the greatest urgency.”

“We’re searching for the Elixir of Life,” Elizabeth said quietly.

Polidori stared at us with his dull eyes. “Good day to you, young sirs, and young lady,” he said curtly, and with a deft movement he swiveled his chair back toward the doorway.

“Please, sir, wait,” I said, striding forward, taking from my satchel a volume from the Dark Library and putting it on the counter. “I have here a work by Cornelius Agrippa.”

Polidori paused. He chuckled sadly and then turned around, barely glancing at the book.

“Occulta Philosophia. Am I correct?”

I nodded, startled.

“Young sir, put it back into your satchel. Add two large stones, say good-bye, and throw it into the deepest part of the harbor.”

Henry looked over at me, confused. “Is that a spell of some sort?”

“That is advice, and the best I have to give,” said Polidori. “That book will only bring you grief.”

“Sir,” I said. “The physician Agrippa—”

“Magician!” Polidori scoffed.

I persisted. “He writes of something called the Elixir—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” he said impatiently. “The Elixir of Life. He was hardly the first to dream up such a thing. There are many, many recipes for fantastical potions meant to cure all ills, perhaps even guarantee immortality. Such things are delusions, sir. They do not exist.”

“I am confused,” said Elizabeth. “I thought you yourself—”

“Yes,” he said. “There was a time when I too was seduced by such fancies and sought after them with great passion. I even created an elixir of my very own.”

“And you succeeded with that little girl,” I said.

Again he laughed. “She was cured,” he said. “But not by me. It was chance, or God’s divine power, a miracle! But it was not me.”

“Why do you say that, sir?” Henry asked.

Polidori frowned. “You know my name, yet you don’t know my full story? You have not come merely to torment me?”

I shook my head, wondering why Maria had withheld something. The honesty in all our surprised faces must have convinced Polidori, and the suspicion faded from his eyes. He sighed.

“After that girl recovered, my business flourished. People beat my door off its hinges, wanting the same medicine.” He waved a hand around his shop. “For a short while I was a wealthy man, welcomed into the finest homes in the city. But that elixir I gave the girl, the very same thing, was not reliable. Sometimes it made a patient well. Sometimes it had no effect at all. Sometimes it seemed to make a patient worse. Still, people craved it, even though I grew more and more reluctant to prepare it. Some months later there was a ship owner, Hans Marek, a man of some wealth and power in the city, whose wife was very ill. He came to me and demanded the elixir. I told him I was no longer making it. He offered me a great sum in gold, and foolishly I accepted. Marek took my elixir home, and his wife died shortly after taking it. He was so enraged that he wanted me hanged for witchcraft.” Polidori chuckled. “You see, when a medicine works, it is blessed science, and when it fails, it is witchcraft. I was brought before a magistrate, a fine and enlightened gentleman who dismissed the charges as barbaric and primitive. But he forbade me from making the elixir ever again, or practicing alchemy.”

“This magistrate,” Henry asked. “What was his name?”

The same question had been on my lips as well, and I waited anxiously for the answer.

“His name was Alphonse Frankenstein,” said the apothecary.

I felt a great pride in my father’s fairness, but when I saw that Elizabeth was about to reveal our connection, I quickly touched her hand. I did not think it wise for Polidori to know our identities, not yet anyway.

“I owe Frankenstein my life,” Polidori was saying, “what is left of it. But his ruling offered no satisfaction to Hans Marek. Several nights later I was dragged from my bed by a drunken mob, taken up to the city ramparts, and pushed.”

Elizabeth gasped.

“Clearly I survived the fall,” he said. “A small miracle in itself. But I was paralyzed from the waist down.” He patted at his legs. “I have virtually no business now, but I have been frugal with my savings and so am able to carry on, as you see. Now, you have listened to a long and weighty tale, and if it has any moral, it is this: Rid yourself of that book before it brings you ill luck. Good day to you.”

Once more he began to turn his wheelchair away.

“It is my brother—,” I began, but my voice broke.

Polidori sighed. “I am very sorry to hear it,” he said sadly. “It is always the way. I have seen it many, many times. When a loved one falls desperately ill, and all else fails, any risk is worth the taking.”

“Yes,” said Elizabeth.

Polidori shook his gaunt head. “The last time I took pity on such a patient, it cost the patient her life, and me nearly mine.”

“We have money—,” I said.

But Polidori raised his hand wearily. “I cannot. I will not. And if I may give you a further piece of advice, give up your search altogether. Agrippa’s recipe has never been replicated. Why? Because it is written in a strange and complex—”

“The Alphabet of the Magi,” I said. “We know.”

“Very good,” he said. “But did you also know that it has no translation? It is unreadable.”

“What about Paracelsus?” Elizabeth demanded. “The Archidoxes of Magic?”

Polidori looked startled, impressed even. “Every edition is gone, burned,” he said with a trace of wistfulness. “Extinct! And even if it weren’t—”

From my satchel I took the volume of Paracelsus and placed it carefully before him on the counter.

In silence he stared at it with a curious expression I couldn’t quite fathom. Then it came to me. It was the way a cat beholds its prey just before the pounce. His gray eyes lifted slowly to mine.

“Where did you find this?” he asked softly.

“That is my secret.” I was afraid if he knew too much about us, he might guess my parentage and refuse to help us further. “Will you assist us?”

“Your parents, young sir, do they know of this visit?” he asked.

“No.”

Polidori glanced out to the street, as if afraid someone might be watching. He looked at all three of us, reluctant once more, but then his gaze fell back on the Paracelsus.

“Come,” he said. “Bring these books of yours into my parlor. Let us have a look at them.”

He led us into the dim room behind the counter. It too was lined with shelves, but these held books instead of vials and tins. The faded Oriental carpet was rutted with wheelchair tracks. Two armchairs and a threadbare sofa were arranged around a small hearth. There was a table that had not been entirely cleared of its last meal. He lived humbly indeed.

We were not five paces into the room when something leapt at Polidori from the shadows.

Elizabeth and I both gave a cry of surprise, and Henry shrieked outright. Polidori swiveled round in his chair to face us, and we all stared at the extraordinary creature curled up on his lap.

“That,” said Henry, his voice more highly pitched than usual, “is a very large cat!”

It was a magnificent-looking creature. Its body was lithe and long, short tailed. Its tawny coat was marked with dark spots. Beneath its neck was a ruff of white and black striped fur that looked rather like a bow tie. And from the tips of the creature’s tall triangular ears rose tufts of stiff black hair.

I looked at Elizabeth, and she returned my curious gaze.

“It isn’t by any chance,” she began uncertainly, “a—”

“A lynx, yes,” said Polidori with a smile, clearly enjoying our surprise.

“Ah,” said Henry a bit weakly.

Many wild animals inhabited the forests around our lake: bears and wolves, chamois and lynx, who could live almost at the height of the highest Alps.

“I did not know they could be trained as … pets,” I confessed.

Polidori raised an eyebrow, as if questioning my use of words. “He is quite tame. He came to me as a mere kitten and is as amiable as any house cat. Aren’t you, Krake?”

Polidori’s fingers vigorously kneaded the fur between Krake’s ears, and the lynx gave a luxuriant yawn, revealing wickedly sharp teeth. He hopped off his master’s lap and padded toward me. He gave me a sniff, and then rubbed against my legs with such force that he nearly knocked me off balance.

“He likes you, Victor,” said Henry.

“And I like Krake,” I said with forced joviality, hesitantly patting the creature on the head. He looked up at me with a green-eyed gaze that was just a touch unsettling, it was so intent. Then, to my relief, the lynx jumped back up onto Polidori’s lap.

Polidori invited us to sit down, then extended his hand. “May I?”

I passed him the volume of Paracelsus, and he took it gently. Silently he inspected the spine and binding before even opening the cover. For a long time he gazed at the portrait of the author, and then proceeded more deeply into the book’s burned pages, his careful fingers breaking off scarcely a fragment of ash.

When he came to the page that bore the beginnings of the Alphabet of the Magi, he stopped. I realized I’d been holding my breath, and exhaled noisily. Krake turned and looked at me severely.

“It is unreadable,” I said.

“We had hoped,” said Elizabeth quietly, “that you might know of some other book that holds a translation.”

Polidori shook his head. “There is none, I can assure you. But this …” He prodded delicately at the fused pages. “I think there may be some hope for this.”

“You do?” said Henry, his voice echoing the delight and surprise I felt.

“Perhaps,” he said. “I have some experience in restoring texts that have been … damaged, shall we say. Let us go to my workshop.”

I expected him to lead us back to the storefront, but he wheeled his chair in the opposite direction, through another doorway and along a short corridor. I glimpsed a tiny kitchen and, down a second short passage, a bedchamber and a small water closet, which released a faint but unpleasant whiff of sewage.

At the end of the corridor was a narrow doorway, scarcely wide enough to admit Polidori’s wheelchair. He went through first, and right away swiveled his chair around to face us. By the light of his candle I could see that he was inside a room that was really nothing but a large cupboard.

“I think we will all fit,” he said. “Come inside.”

“This is your workshop?” I asked, confused.

“This is the way to the workshop,” he said. “It is a kind of dumbwaiter. I call it an elevator. I had it constructed after my accident.”

“How ingenious,” said Elizabeth, stepping into the compartment.

“Is it … structurally sound?” Henry asked uncertainly.

“I have used it for more than a decade.”

“And it will bear all our weight?”

“Yes, young sir, it will.”

I entered the elevator, followed by Henry, and the three of us crowded around the wheelchair. The floor groaned ominously beneath my feet.

“Krake, I fear you will have to wait upstairs,” Polidori told his lynx.

Without hesitation the cat leapt from the man’s lap and sat down beyond the portal, licking his paws meditatively.

Twin doors hung at the entrance, one on either side, and Polidori pulled these snugly shut, enclosing us in the conveyance.

“From the hallway, it looks like a dead end,” he said. He passed me his candle. “If you would hold this, please.” With both hands he grasped one of the ropes that dangled from the ceiling of the elevator.

“A simple system of pulleys,” said Polidori, and as he tugged, the elevator gave a downward jerk.

Polidori’s strength must have been considerable to lower the weight of all four of us. As we descended, a dank smell wafted up to us. I glanced at Elizabeth and saw her eyes, dancing and lively in the candlelight.

“This descends to the cellar, does it?” Henry inquired, looking quite pale.

“A cellar beneath the cellar,” Polidori said. “I had it dug specially after my accident. This elevator is the only way to reach it.”

We dropped slowly past the timbers of the floor, and then a stone foundation, then brick, and rougher stone still, until the wall finally gave way.

A cellar opened before us, and soon the elevator came to a halt. Polidori rolled himself out. With his flame he lit more candles. The cellar seemed as big as all his upstairs rooms combined. I noticed that, unlike in his storefront, all the shelves had been built at a level that allowed Polidori to reach them from his wheelchair. I caught sight of worktables and more flasks and jars and apparatus than I had ever before seen.

Polidori must have guessed my thoughts, for he said, “Any work I do, I prefer to do down here, rather than upstairs. After being accused of witchcraft and threatened with hanging, one becomes more cautious. Now, let us go over here.”

He led us to a long narrow table on which rested several trays that might have been made of tin or zinc.

“Young sir,” he said to me, pointing, “could you please fetch those three green jars. And you, sir,” he said to Henry, “gather the candles and bring them to the table.”

His voice and manner had become suddenly more authoritative, and we hurried to do as he bid us. Over each candle he placed a special lantern of red glass. The cellar was suddenly bathed in a lurid red glow.

Carefully he opened the green jars one at a time, pouring a measure into a flask and then into one of the metal trays before him. When he was done, there was a shallow film of liquid at the bottom of the tray, red in the lantern light. It might easily have been blood.

“We will need this later,” Polidori said, pushing the tray to the back of the table. From a drawer he took a thick cloth wallet and opened it beside the volume of Paracelsus. Arranged within the wallet was a startling array of instruments that, at first glance, looked like those of a surgeon. There were all manner of tweezers and forceps, and minute scalpels. I glanced at Henry and saw him shiver.

“You would all like to assist, I assume,” Polidori stated. To Henry he said, “You shall be timekeeper. There is a clock there, and you must watch seconds when I ask later.” To Elizabeth and me he said, “I trust you will be able to help me in the surgery.”

“Surgery?” said Elizabeth in surprise.

“Of course,” said Polidori. “This is as precise as any medical procedure.”

He proceeded to name all the instruments for us, and then took a diffuser filled with some liquid and misted the book with it. He then turned to me. “If you might hold the specimen steady, please, we will begin. The Gutenburg scalpel, there.”

Promptly Elizabeth handed it to him, and he set to work.

Several months before, Father had taken us to the dissecting room of the celebrated physician Dr. Bullman. In the sloped theater, filled to the ceiling with eager anatomy students, we’d watched as Bullman had opened up the corpse of a newly hanged convict. We saw its heart and lungs, the spleen and stomach. Henry had had to leave. But Konrad and I—and Elizabeth, too—had stayed to the very end. It was dreadful and fascinating both, to see the body’s innermost secrets laid open.

I felt exactly the same enthrallment as Polidori’s hands hovered over the tome, and then cut. Perhaps it was the noxious smell of the chemicals in the tray, or the mustiness of the room, but I thought the book flinched and exhaled.

Polidori’s goal was to separate the burned, fused pages, and it was a delicate task. He used a bewildering array of instruments to tease apart the sickly parchments. Sometimes it went well. Sometimes a tiny piece tore loose, and Polidori muttered an oath.

The heat in the room grew more intense, as if a great furnace burned nearby. Sweat slithered into my eyes, and I blinked to clear my vision. My gaze never wavered from Polidori’s steady hands and the tips of his instruments. And for a moment the book seemed not a book at all but a living body, and instead of paper, I glimpsed pulsing viscera and blood and organs. I blinked again, not trusting my vision. But—and this was most strange and repulsive—the book seemed to emanate the smell of a slaughterhouse, of entrails and offal.

Wondering if it was just the wanderings of my mind, I looked to Elizabeth, and saw her nostrils wrinkle, and she steadied herself with a hand, but her gaze did not flinch as she watched this strange surgery upon Paracelsus’s tome.

“I have done as much as I can,” Polidori said finally, and with one sure stroke he slit from the book’s binding the pages he’d been working on. With padded tweezers he grasped them and held them above the tray of liquid.

“Young sir,” he said to Henry, “set the clock for sixty seconds. Be precise, now!”

Henry reached for the ornate timepiece and turned back the slender hand, holding it in place.

“Release it … now!” cried Polidori, and immersed the charred pieces of paper into the bloody liquid, swishing them gently back and forth. At first they stuck together, but within moments they floated apart.

“They are free!” Elizabeth cried in excitement.

Polidori arranged the charred pages side by side in the tray. “Time is critical now.”

“What does this liquid do?” I asked.

“Brings back what was lost. A second too long, though, and we will lose it all forever.”

We stared, riveted, at the tray. Twenty seconds, thirty … Nothing was happening. In the red light the blackened paper hovered in the liquid, as unreadable as ever. Forty seconds …

“Look!” breathed Elizabeth.

Something was happening. Within the darkness of the pages appeared faint scratchings—completely illegible, but something.

“It comes … ,” said Polidori in a hoarse voice. “It comes …”

“Fifty seconds,” said Henry.

On all the pages the scratchings grew thicker, released shoots like strange seedlings growing with freakish speed. I recognized the bizarre characters from the Alphabet of the Magi, and then some familiar letters beneath them: the translations!

“Fifty-five seconds,” said Henry.

“We must have more time!” said Elizabeth, for parts of the pages were still unreadable.

“We dare not,” snapped Polidori, readying his tweezers. “Look!”

The edges of the pages were beginning to curl and dissolve, as if in acid. And the parts of the text that had once been plain to see were starting to blur dangerously.

The clock chimed, and instantly Polidori drew the pages out and placed them flat on a special drying rack.

“This will have to do,” he said.

“Is there enough, though?” I asked, squinting in the lurid half-light.

“It is a good start,” he said. “A beginning. Return in two days, and I will tell you what I have found.”

I took my purse from my pocket and tried to offer him money, but he shook his head. “Let us wait for that, young sir. This may all come to naught. Let us wait.”

“That is very kind of you, sir,” said Elizabeth. “Thank you.”

For the first time Polidori smiled, as though genuinely surprised at these gentle words. He looked at me.

“I hope your brother improves,” he said, “and makes all this toil needless.”

We left Polidori’s shop, each of us silent. I felt I’d witnessed something incredible, something dangerous, even. The alleyway and streets appeared strange to my eyes. All the people and horses and carriages and bustle had nothing to do with me. My eyes were still focused on the pages of Paracelsus’s tome, the ancient words swimming into view after long centuries of oblivion.

“It’s like we’ve brought something back to life,” Elizabeth murmured.

I looked at her, startled. “Yes. That is just how I feel. There was something about that volume. It seemed no mere book.”

“It lived,” said Elizabeth simply.

“Indeed it did!” I exclaimed. “I felt it move in my hands, like a patient writhing.”

“Was there not the smell of blood?” she said.

“Is it possible it was our fevered emotions tricking us?” said Henry. “That we all imagined such phantasmagorical things because we wanted to see them?”

“You are very sensible, Henry,” said Elizabeth tartly, “for someone whose pen makes such flights of passion.”

“Yet they are inventions only,” Henry persisted. “Not reality. If we truly believe that book moved, we are believing in magic.” He lowered his voice. “Witchery.”

“There is no such thing,” I said. “Just things we do not yet understand. Father would say the same.”

“Your father would condemn what we’ve done,” said Henry.

I swallowed. “He will not know.”

“Are we fools?” said Henry nervously. “Deceiving your father is one thing, but even if Polidori can translate the recipe, is the elixir something that should be made?”

“If it is Konrad’s only chance at life, yes,” I said. “And damn the consequences!”

“Polidori himself said that there were no end of magical elixirs—and their effect could be dangerous,” Henry persisted.

I said nothing.

“I trust him,” said Elizabeth. “Polidori. He will advise us well.”

We were all surprised when we heard Saint Peter’s bells toll two o’clock, for we’d lost all track of time inside the laboratory. Down the cobbled streets of the city we ran, toward our house, to meet Father.

After dinner I went to visit Konrad, but he was already asleep, our unfinished game of chess still on the bedside table. With a sigh I sat down and looked at the board. Yesterday he’d actually dozed off, it had taken me so long to figure out my move. I examined the position of his pieces carefully, and almost at once understood his stratagem. It was very good. He would have me in three moves if I wasn’t careful.

I made the move for him, then turned the board round to take my own turn.

Hunched over in the chair, I played against myself—and I knew Konrad so well it was very much like playing him prop-erly—but suddenly the sadness of it struck me hard, and I realized how desperately I missed him, and how badly I wanted him to get out of that bed for good.

“We had a rather exciting day,” I whispered to his sleeping face.

I’d been longing to tell him since we got home from Geneva, but I knew it was best kept secret. Now, though, I could at least utter the words.

“I’ve got a great plan to gather the ingredients to the Elixir of Life, and once we’re done, you’ll be able to drink it.”

He shifted in his sleep, turned his head away, as though doubting me.

“I promise,” I said, kissing him on the forehead. “If no one else can make you better, I will.”

That night I woke suddenly with the dreadful sensation that someone was in my room.

Cautiously I peered through my bed curtains to see my chamber bathed in moonlight. Elizabeth stood before the window in her nightgown, gazing out over the lake.

“Elizabeth,” I said softly. “What’s the matter? Is it Konrad?”

At once I worried she’d come to bring me some terrible news, but she did not turn. She had not heard me at all.

In the moonlight her face was ghostly pale, her brow furrowed. She seemed to be holding something in her arms, and kept looking down at it anxiously.

“Elizabeth?”

No response. She was awake, yet asleep.

It was not the first time. When Elizabeth first came to our house as a small child, she sleepwalked. My parents would find her in the hallways, looking about her in confusion, or staring intently at some invisible view. Father said her mind was temporarily disordered by the great changes in her life and, even in sleep, it would not let her rest, and would make her walk the house in the early hours of morning, trying to puzzle things out. In time it would pass, he said.

Once, in those first few months, I awoke with a start, to find her body pressed against mine. Her thin arms encircled me tightly. She was shaking. I dared not wake her, for Father had said you must never wake someone who was sleepwalking. So I just lay very still. Gradually she stopped trembling, her breathing calmed, and we both fell asleep. In the morning she was most indignant to find herself in someone else’s bed, and woke me with a punch in the shoulder, before flouncing out of my room.

But that was many years ago, when we were little more than seven.

We were sixteen now, and I was almost afraid to approach her, for she seemed to emanate an eerie power. She was herself, and not herself, and it was like having a stranger in the room. I felt I ought to guide her gently back to her own bedchamber, if possible. Father had said the best thing to do with someone sleepwalking was to talk to them very calmly and matter-offactly.

“Elizabeth,” I said. “This way.”

When she turned to me, her face was stricken with anxiety. In her arms she cradled an old doll. I shivered, for her gaze seemed to look right through me, to someone just behind me.

“The baby’s not dead,” she said fiercely.

“No,” I said.

“She’s just cold.”

“Yes,” I said.

“She needs warming.” So urgent and penetrating was her gaze that for a moment I looked back at the doll, just to make sure it wasn’t real. “That’s all. Just a little warmth and she’ll be fine.”

“You are warming her right now,” I said soothingly. There was something so childlike and beseeching in her look that I felt my heart ache. “She will be wonderfully warm and happy soon.”

She looked down at the doll, kneading it with her hands. “Yes,” she said.

“You see,” I said. “The baby’s fine. I’m sure she just needs a good sleep. I’ll show you the way.”

I started walking toward my door, and checked to make sure she was following. I quickly lit a candle and made my way down the hallway to her bedchamber. The door was ajar. We went inside. I pointed at her bed, the sheets in a tangle.

“Here we are,” I said. “You and baby can rest here.”

“The bed will be warm,” she said.

“Of course.” I tried to smooth the sheets for her, but she lay down on them before I could finish, still clutching the baby. It was a good thing it wasn’t a real baby, for Elizabeth was lying on top of its head and torso. Her eyes were already closed and she was properly asleep. I found a blanket in her armoire and gently laid it over her. I looked at her for a moment, then left the bedchamber.

At breakfast Elizabeth said not a word about her sleepwalking. She remembered nothing, and I was not about to remind her.
  

CHAPTER FIVE
DR. MURNAU
 

THE FAMOUS DR. MURNAU FROM INGOLSTADT arrived at the château the following day.

I’d expected someone dignified and gray-haired who would emanate knowledge and quiet confidence. But this fellow was surprisingly young—he couldn’t have been more than thirty—and he looked like he needed a doctor himself. I don’t think I’d ever seen anyone so thin and pale. His fingers were positively skeletal. Behind his dusty spectacles his watery eyes appeared permanently startled.

He was to stay with us at least a week, and Father had given him one of the turret rooms, with an adjoining parlor to use as his surgery and laboratory. As his carriage was unloaded after breakfast, I counted no fewer than six trunks, no doubt filled with all sorts of chemicals and apparatus.

Father said Dr. Murnau had lectured at the finest universities and was widely thought the best, and most progressive, healer in Europe. If anyone could devise a cure for Konrad, it would be him.

He spent a full hour examining my brother, and the whole time Elizabeth and I paced the hallway outside—when we didn’t have our ears pressed to the door. When the doctor finally emerged, he actually gave a little jump of surprise when he saw us.

“So. What is your diagnosis, Doctor?” I asked.

“Oh, I’m afraid I don’t have one yet,” he said in a nasal voice.

I blinked in surprise and disappointment, for the other doctors had needed no more than twenty minutes to make their decisions.

“I’ll have to conduct many other examinations,” he said with a nervous smile. “After lunch I’ll bleed him. Now, if you’ll excuse—”

“He’s already been bled,” I said, thinking of the useless Dr. Bartonne.

“Yes, so I understand,” replied Dr. Murnau.

“It did no good,” Elizabeth added. “Only weakened him further.”

Dr. Murnau nodded so vigorously that his glasses slipped down his nose a bit, and he pushed them back with a bony finger. “Don’t worry. Listen, I know there are many doctors who put great store in bleeding, but I’m not one of them. It’s completely useless. You might as well—I don’t know—chant druidic incantations.” He gave a strange little titter of laughter. “But when I said I’d bleed your brother, I only meant I’m going to take some of his blood—to study.”

“Study?” Elizabeth said with a frown.

“Exactly.” He licked his lips. “Just a small quantity, mind you. Now, there’s some reading I really must do.”

And with an awkward bow he left us alone in the hallway.

“What do you make of him?” I asked Elizabeth.

“Apart from the fact he’s clearly insane?” she said.

“What can he learn from Konrad’s blood?” I wondered. “Except that he needs it in his body to live!”

“There is something ghoulish about it.”

“He’s like a vampire,” I said.

When I’d first heard about Dr. Murnau, I’d felt hopeful—and more than a bit foolish. This man had spent years of his life studying, practicing his discipline. And here I was, with books of alchemy, seeking out a legendary elixir of life.

But now that I knew of his outlandish plans—to study blood!—they seemed even more fantastical than any tome of ancient spells.

The next day we would return to Mr. Polidori, to see what success he’d had translating the Alphabet of the Magi.

“I have made progress,” Polidori said, ushering us into his musty parlor.

“That is excellent news!” said Elizabeth.

Once more the three of us had come into the city with Father and secretly made our way to Wollstonekraft Alley. Polidori had greeted us eagerly.

“So you were able to translate the alphabet?” I asked.

“It is a devious thing,” he replied, leading us to a table covered with books and parchments. “Not all the alphabet could be recovered. And it is no simple matter of substituting a letter of our own alphabet for each arcane symbol. No, no. It’s an ever-changing cipher, you see, and every twenty-six letters, the meaning of the symbols alters completely.”

“Good Lord,” exclaimed Henry, “then how can you discern the meaning of the next characters?”

The alchemist wagged a finger. “The clues, you see, are implanted in the previous transcription, and from there you must riddle out the rest. As you might imagine, this is time-consuming. And even when one has a small triumph, what is produced is an archaic form of Latin that necessitates a further translation—”

“But you have made progress,” I prompted.

“Oh, indeed. I have translated the preface.”

“Just the preface?” I said, and felt myself sag in disappointment. Why would he waste time with the preface? I never read prefaces. Skip the preface and move on to the meat of the thing! Curled near the hearth, Krake the lynx gave a low purr and stared at me, as though chiding me for my impatience.

“In the preface,” said Polidori, “there is important information. Agrippa tells us there are three ingredients.”

“Three is not so many,” said Elizabeth, sounding encouraged.

“And,” said Polidori, smiling at us, “just last night I discovered the first of them.”

“You have the first ingredient!” I cried in delight. “That truly is excellent news. Well done, sir! Do you have it here?”

“Unfortunately I do not, young master.”

“Do you need us to purchase it elsewhere?” Elizabeth asked helpfully.

“There is no apothecary that will sell this,” said Polidori. “Come, and I will show you.”

On the table a great volume lay open. “Here it is. Look,” he said, pointing to a colored engraving.

“It is a fungus, or lichen, of some sort,” I said.

“Very good,” said Polidori. “A lichen. Usnea lunaria.”

“It is beautiful,” said Elizabeth.

The engraving had been rendered with painstaking detail. The lichen was a brownish-gray, its complicated filaments as delicate as lacework. I stared at the image a long time, trying to memorize its shape, color, and texture.

“It has healing properties, then?” Henry said.

“It is a toxin,” Polidori replied simply.

“A toxin?” Elizabeth said in alarm. “You mean a poison?”

“Yes, but a poison to destroy other poisons,” Polidori said. And then he must have seen the uncertain look on my face, for he added, “Healing is a complicated business. To heal, sometimes we must harm the body, but hope that the overall effect is beneficial.”

“It is true,” Henry said to me. “I remember your father saying arsenic was sometimes administered as a curative.”

“The dose is critical,” Polidori said. “And Agrippa is very specific about it. Let me worry about that. Right now our first task is to procure the lichen.”

“Where does it grow?” Elizabeth asked.

“It is a tree lichen,” said Polidori. “I once collected it myself, but”—he waved a hand at his withered legs—“that is no longer possible.”

“Where do we find it?” I asked.

“We are most fortunate. It can be found not half a day’s ride from here. Throughout the year it migrates across the trunks of the tree to follow the moon. Not surprisingly, it grows at the summit of only the tallest trees.”

“The tallest trees are in the Sturmwald,” I said.

I knew the forest well, since it rose from the steep hills behind our château in Bellerive. The trees that tended to thrive there were strong, for in winter they were racked by terrible winds. Some had reached great heights, and were said to have been growing since before the time of Christ.

“I have here a map,” said Polidori, producing a piece of paper so many times folded that it was almost in tatters. “I kept it, you see, in case I ever had need of the lichen again. You will see here some landmarks to help you on your way. On the actual tree where I found the lichen, I cut a blaze in the bark, but there is no guarantee it will still be seen. It was many years ago, before I lost the use of my legs.”

I glanced again at his legs, and thought how I would hate to have that freedom taken from me.

“Thank you,” I said, placing his map carefully inside my pocket.

“It will not be easy,” he said. “Though the lichen needs the moon to live, it can only be seen on the darkest nights.”

I shook my head, not understanding.

“It must be the exact same color as the bark on which it grows,” said Elizabeth, looking at the engraving.

“Exactly so,” said Polidori. “Even in the moon’s full glare you will not be able to discern it. But in the darkness you will see it.”

“How can this be?” Henry asked.

“It exudes a very pale glow,” said Polidori. “But you must make sure there is no moonlight whatsoever. That is how you will find it.”

“How much must we gather?” Elizabeth asked sensibly.

Polidori passed her a glass vial padded in leather. “This should be ample.”

I looked at Elizabeth and Henry in turn. “Well, it seems simple enough,” I said jokingly. “We must navigate the Sturmwald in total darkness, find and climb the tallest tree, and then, at the summit, discover the lichen.”

“Have you seen the trees of the Sturmwald?” Henry said to me. “Many don’t even have branches until they are fifty feet high!”

“You will certainly need rope,” the apothecary said.

“How can one climb a tree in total darkness while holding a lantern?” Henry demanded. “Two free hands are needed!”

“Dr. Polidori has done it, and we can do it too,” said Elizabeth, her eyes flashing angrily at Henry.

“But your friend is right,” said Polidori. “Climbing a tree at night is a tricky business. A torch would set the tree alight, and a lantern is too cumbersome. I have something that may be of even greater use.”

He passed me a thick padded wallet.

“What is this?” I asked.

“The ingredients for a simple compound. I would mix it for you myself, but its potency is brief and the mixture must be used within twelve hours of being prepared. I have written instructions inside. And it will make your nighttime journey much easier.”

I saw Elizabeth and Henry look at me uneasily.

“Does this involve the devil’s works in any way?” Henry asked.

Polidori laughed. “Good sir, neither the devil nor the angels have any part in my work.”

“What exactly does the mixture do?” Elizabeth asked.

“It gives you,” Polidori said, “the vision of the wolf.”
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When we returned home from the city, I was passing Dr. Murnau’s rooms and saw the door to his laboratory ajar.

I stuck my head in and could see no sign of the doctor. But on a long trestle table was a great array of apparatus, and among them an open box filled with metal needles, glinting in the light. There was a whole row of them, of varying lengths. As if drawn, I stepped closer. The needles were hollow, their points more wickedly tapered than a serpent’s fang.

My eyes traveled over the table to a long rack that held six slim stoppered vials of ruby red blood. In shallow round glass dishes still more red fluid rested. Konrad’s blood. It was everywhere.

I felt a chill. When I’d said to Elizabeth that the doctor was like a vampire, it had been half in jest, but now I was not so sure. Why would you collect someone’s blood?

“Would you like to look?” a voice said, and I jerked round with a start, to see Dr. Murnau emerging from his bedchamber, dressed for dinner.

“I am sorry for intruding, sir,” I said, but his gaunt face showed no signs of anger.

“You seem a curious lad,” he said. “Come here. Let me show you.”

Near the window was set up a very impressive microscope, the mirror angled to catch the light and illuminate the specimen.

On the tray was a glass slide, with a bright red smear in the center.

“This is Konrad’s blood,” I said.

“Please.” With his bony finger he gestured for me to look through the eyepiece.

I lowered my face and looked—

And was astounded. There was a living world before me. Rounded objects moved and collided. As I watched, some pinched in half and became two. Others clung to one another until one withered and died.

“This is all in his blood?” I said, terrified.

“Your blood wouldn’t look so dissimilar.”

“What are they all doing?”

“Ah.” He raised his eyebrows. “I’ll share my thoughts with all of you tonight.”

I said nothing, staring into the microscope. We were all hosts, it seemed, to countless millions of organisms, all with their own complicated intelligence.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” he said.

I nodded, still staring. The world was filled with mystery, and I wanted to discover all its secrets.

“Is his blood normal?” I asked.

“No.”

I looked up at him quickly. “Can you make it so?”

“That is a matter of further investigation,” he said. “And a matter for your father and me to discuss.”

“Of course,” I said, standing.

“In future, Victor, I’d rather you didn’t enter my laboratory unless I’m here. My equipment’s delicate. I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, and I realized I had been dismissed.

I returned to my room to dress.
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“I believe that your son has a self-generated abnormality of the blood,” said Dr. Murnau.

It was after dinner. William and Ernest had been taken to the nursery by Justine, and the rest of the family had retired to the west sitting room. I glanced over at Elizabeth and Henry, then Mother and Father, and could tell they were all just as eager as I to hear what the strange doctor would say next.

“Blood is an incredible substance,” he explained as he accepted a glass of port from Father. “It’s no simple fluid. Think of it as a liquid metropolis! Thriving with activity!”

“What kind of activity?” Mother asked.

“The blood’s filled with what I call cells, Madame Frankenstein. Tiny, enclosed compartments—invisible to the naked eye—inside of which all sorts of important work is being done. The cells are like living machines, which go about their work completely without our knowledge or will.”

None of my tutors had ever been this excited about their subject. There was definitely something hypnotic about the way this bizarre, cadaverous doctor spoke—I was hanging on his every word, desperate to understand more about the microscopic world I’d glimpsed earlier in his laboratory.

“There are so many of these cells,” he continued, “that a man could spend a lifetime observing them, and still not understand them all. What I do know is this: Almost all of these cells do some vital work to keep the body healthy. Some carry nutrients. Some fight disease. Some send messages that spur other cells into action.” He paused to push his glasses back up his nose. “Sometimes, though, the body, through some freak of nature, produces cells designed to destroy itself.”

“Destroy itself?” murmured Elizabeth.

It was a frightening idea, to think that our own bodies could turn against us.

“In Konrad’s blood,” Dr. Murnau went on, “I’ve identified many rogue cells making mischief, and I believe these have been the cause of his wasting fever.”

Making mischief. He made it sound no more serious than a children’s game.

“Is there a cure?” Mother asked, her fingers tight around her goblet.

Dr. Murnau cleared his throat. “The disease is rare, but I’ve had some early success developing a treatment.”

I noticed he did not say “cure”—but I remained silent.

“With the samples I’ve taken,” the doctor said, “I’m hoping to produce a compound that will attack these rogue cells.”

“Have you any idea how long this will take?” Father asked.

“I’ll need two or three more days to prepare. As for the treatment itself, it will take place over a week, as I inject the medicine into his veins.”

“Into his veins?” I said, remembering all those needles with a shudder.

“It’s the most direct route,” said Dr. Murnau.

My parents looked at each other. Father took Mother’s hand and nodded.

“Very well, Doctor,” said Mother. “Please proceed with all possible speed.”

I wondered how great my parents’ confidence was in Murnau. Were they filled with hope? Or did they think his treatment no more reliable than a recipe from an alchemist’s book?

Three days later Konrad’s treatment began.

Beside his bed was a metal stand. Hanging from it, upside down, was a sealed glass flask. It was filled with some manner of clear fluid—the special medicine Dr. Murnau had concocted. From the flask’s rubber stopper snaked a long tube that joined a hollow-tipped needle snugly tied to my brother’s forearm. The serpent’s end of the needle pricked his flesh and entered one of his veins. The liquid, through some ingenious device, dripped slowly, entering his blood gradually, minute by minute, hour by hour.

Dr. Murnau had given my brother a potent sleeping draft.

For two days Konrad lay in bed, still and pale as death.

Tomorrow night, during the new moon, we would make our trip to the Sturmwald.
  

CHAPTER SIX
STURMWALD
 

INSIDE THE BOATHOUSE, WHERE THE MIGHTY FOUNDATION of Château Frankenstein rose slick and black from the lake, there was a thick door reinforced with bands of iron. It was always kept locked, though long ago Konrad and Elizabeth and I had found the key, hidden within a chink in the wall.

It was late afternoon when I took the key and opened the door. The dank smell of the dungeons wafted up to me. Hundreds of years before, the captured enemies of the Frankenstein family would have been dragged there, manacled. I stepped inside, lit my lantern, and closed the door behind me.

Ten steep steps brought me down to a narrow corridor, on either side of which were six cells. The doors hung open now. I went from cell to cell, sticking my lantern inside. So near the beauty of the lake, the mountain air—yet you would hardly know it here, with only a small barred window set high into the thick stone. My lantern light picked out some writing on the wall. A name: Guy de Montparnasse. And not far from it, another even fainter name. Casting my light about the cell, I saw five names—all prisoners from different times. I imagined them scratching the stone—with what? A tin spoon? A broken fingernail? A rotted tooth? Leaving some sign of themselves, like a cry to the outside world. A plea for remembrance. For a moment I felt breathless, but I forced myself to the next cell, and the next, until I found the one I sought.

My memory was correct. At the very end of the corridor was a larger cell. Perhaps for the most important prisoners. It had a crude wooden table and several chairs, and some shelves on the walls.

This would do.

On the table I set down my lantern, the wallet Polidori had given me, and a small bundle of measuring apparatus I had smuggled out of the kitchen. I needed a place where I could work in total secrecy, in case there was a spill, or a telltale odor that would alert my parents to my work.

Carefully I took out the vials of ingredients and set them in a row, then the mortar and pestle, and the set of minuscule measuring spoons. As promised, Polidori had written instructions for me.

My laboratory. I felt a curious eagerness and excitement. Never had I excelled at schoolwork. I was impatient, I was sloppy. But I had been charged with creating something and was determined to do it well.

Polidori had not lied. It was a simple concoction, and his instructions were clear. Yet I was extremely nervous. The success of our enterprise might rest on this. I measured everything twice and even thrice before adding it to the flask. And with every completed step, I felt a growing sense of satisfaction, and pride.

As I poured in the final ingredient, I started at the sound of footsteps.

“It’s only me,” whispered Elizabeth, and I saw the spill of her lantern light outside in the corridor before she appeared in the doorway.

“Do you remember, when I was ten, you and Konrad dared me to stay here half an hour without light?”

“And you did it,” I said, laughing.

“Of course,” she said, entering the cell and looking at the table. “Is it done?”

“It is,” I said, stoppering the flask and shaking it vigorously.

“You are very clever, Victor,” she said.

“Anyone might have done it,” I said, pleased by her praise.

“What is it, exactly? This vision of the wolf?”

“It is not as devilish as it sounds. Polidori explains it in his note. You remember when Father told us about the workings of the eye?”

“It is like a lens,” said Elizabeth. “When it needs light, the pupil opens wider to admit it.”

“Yes,” I said. “But the human eye isn’t accustomed to working well in the dark, not like many animals’ are. So this compound lets your eyes dilate more than usual to make use of whatever starlight is available.”

“It makes perfect sense,” she said. “Have you tested it?’

I shook my head. “There’s not enough. And we must use it sparingly, and only when necessary, for it lasts only an hour or so. And then we must not use it again for at least a month.”

“Why’s that?”

“Polidori says it can damage the tissues of the eye.”

“It does not sound entirely safe,” she remarked.

“He says it is, as long as we heed his instructions. How are the other preparations?”

“We are ready,” she said, and gave me her report. She and Henry had found a good measure of lightweight rope and had knotted it at regular intervals so we might climb it. They had assembled lanterns and matches, water flasks and cloaks, for it promised to be cold tonight—and had hidden it all at the entrance to the Sturmwald.

“There is one thing you have forgotten,” she said.

“What?” I asked.

“If I am to navigate the woods in total darkness and climb a tree, I need proper clothes. Clothes they do not make for women. I will need some trousers.”

“Trousers?” I said, amazed.

“You sound surprised.”

“I just assumed it would be Henry and me climbing the tree.”

“Oh.” She nodded humbly. “Yes, I suppose that makes the most sense. I can just wait at the bottom and do needlepoint by the light of the lantern—”

“Elizabeth—,” I said, hearing the fire kindling in her voice.

“—or just daydream about the latest Paris fashions.”

“Polidori said the tree is extremely high.”

“Rather like the one I rescued you from a few years ago?”

“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about,” I lied, fighting hard not to smile.

“Yes, you do! The great elm in the east pasture? I can see by your face you remember!”

I remembered it exactly. Like me, Elizabeth was a keen climber of trees, and we had both gone very high. But when I’d looked down, I’d been paralyzed with fear. Elizabeth had reassured me, and bullied me safely down to the ground.

“Oh, that!” I said with a dismissive shrug. “I was only eleven.”

“So was I. You needed me then, and you need me now. You won’t get Henry up the tree anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Henry? Come, Victor, he’s no adventurer.”

“He’s very practical,” I said.

Elizabeth sniffed. “A pair of your trousers should do nicely. Some breeches and a tunic of some sort.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” I said. “I’ll bring some to your room.”

“Thank you.” She looked about the cell. “I am amazed you could concentrate in this place.”

“I was absorbed in my work.”

“Dr. Murnau seems very learned,” she said. “I wonder sometimes—”

“If we are being foolish in our quest?” I said.

She nodded. “His knowledge seems so modern, and ours is ancient and—”

“Do you worry it is sinful?” I asked.

She took a breath. “No,” she said firmly. “God is the creator, and anything on this earth is here by His permission. I cannot think He minds if we use His creations—only how. For good or ill. What we seek is for good, so I will not worry about it.”

I wondered if she believed herself or merely wanted to.

“I felt the power of that book,” I said. “I cannot deny it.”

“Let us leave this place,” she said, “and get a little rest before tonight.”

Fitful starlight was our only guide as we left the château on foot. It was nearly midnight. Clouds streamed across the sky, driven by an icy northerly wind. We skirted the village of Bellerive and climbed up through alpine meadows toward the Sturmwald, a swath of deep blackness against the horizon. Resting for a moment, we looked back and saw the lake and the city glimmering below us. Far away a church bell tolled one in the morning. We hurried, and before long we reached the forest’s edge and found the place where Elizabeth and Henry had hidden our gear.

“There will be a storm,” Henry said with a shiver. Overhead, branches swayed with the wind.

I lit a lantern. It was most strange to see Elizabeth in my clothes. I was used to her in flowing dresses. My breeches, cinched tightly around her waist, made me aware of her hips for the first time. And I was aware too of the tightness of the tunic across her chest. Far from making her seem more boyish, my clothes made her young womanhood all the more obvious. She had knotted her long amber hair into a single braid.

“I do not enjoy the breeches,” she said to me. “They are tight on my thighs. But it is quite wonderful to feel so light, after so many layers.” She giggled as she gave a graceful pirouette. “No wonder you men manage the affairs of the world. It is far less tiring in lighter clothes!” She poked me in the chest. “I know your secret now.”

“Ha,” I said awkwardly. “Here.” I handed her a furred cloak, and passed another to Henry before putting on my own.

“The stars will soon be gone,” said Henry, peering out at the cloudy sky above the lake.

We each carried a rucksack and shouldered a coil of knotted rope. We lit two more lanterns.

I looked once more at Polidori’s map. “This way,” I said, venturing into the Sturmwald on a narrow path.

Among the tall trees, what little starlight remained was all but blocked. Though we each held a lantern, we could see no more than a few feet before us. We staggered on uphill. Sheathed in my belt was a dagger taken from our armory. It made me feel safer.

The sound of wind was building, and all around us in the undergrowth I heard animal noises. A distant pair of eyes flashed in the glare of our lanterns, and then was gone. They were not small eyes.

“Victor,” Henry said tightly, “there is an animal.”

“I saw it too,” said Elizabeth, and added hopefully, “perhaps a deer.”

“It’s long gone,” I said. “Nothing will come near the light.”

I said no more, but I sensed that the three of us were not alone. Some other presence kept pace with us, traveling on padded feet, its eyes capable of parting the night as easily as a curtain.

The trees grew taller. The wind moaned. The path narrowed, then seemed to disappear altogether. I paused to look again at the map.

“We should have reached a clearing by now,” I muttered.

“We’re lost, then,” said Henry.

“These lanterns are useless,” I said. “I feel trapped in their glare.”

I also felt vulnerable. Everything could see me, and I could see nothing. I envied the animals their dark vision. From my pocket I took the vial I had mixed earlier.

“Is that Polidori’s potion?” said Henry uneasily.

“The vision of the wolf,” I said, setting down my lantern. I pulled out the stopper, tilted my head, and tapped the vial. A thick drop welled out and hit my cheek. I tried again, and this time the liquid hit me squarely in the eye. I fought the urge to blink it away, and moved to my other eye. The next drop hit home.

“Is it working?” Elizabeth asked.

“It stings,” I said, and then suddenly the stinging became a searing pain. Instinctively I clenched my eyes shut. My fists flew up to scrub at them. What if I’d made the potion improperly? What if I were blinded? Fear broke free in me.

“Get me the water flask, Henry!” I cried.

“Here, here!” I heard him shout.

“I cannot see!” I bellowed.

“Give me the flask!” I heard Elizabeth tell him, and I felt her firm hand on my arm. “Stay still, Victor! Tip your head back. I will douse your eyes. Open them wide!”

I opened them wide—and abruptly the stinging stopped.

“Wait!” I said, and pulled roughly away from her. I blinked and stared about me.

The forest seemed eerily illuminated, the trunks painted silver, the earth beneath my feet glowing. Between the trees, amid the undergrowth, I caught sight of tiny animals, shrews and moles, going about their nighttime hunting.

Swarms of newly hatched mosquitoes scudded like clouds above the grass. From the base of a tree, a mouse tentatively lifted its head out from its nest, and higher up, an owl’s head swiveled, listening, predatory.

“Victor,” Elizabeth was saying. “Victor, are you all right?”

I realized I had not spoken a word for several seconds, had been looking all about me, drinking in the night with my eyes.

“Vision of the wolf,” I murmured. “It works. It works!”

I turned toward Elizabeth, and her lantern’s light sent a piercing pain through my eyes.

“It is too bright for me,” I said, whirling away.

“Give me some,” said Elizabeth, setting down her lantern.

“It’s very painful at first,” I warned her.

“I want the vision too!”

“Very well. Come close.” I tipped her head back—and her lovely pale throat seemed to flash in the night. I tapped a drop into each of her hazel eyes.

“Ah!” she cried out, her hands flying to her face, just as mine had. “Water! Please, Victor, please!”

“No,” I said, and held her firmly as she struggled against me, whimpering. Then she opened her eyes and grew still. She drew away from me.

“I see you as though it were merely twilight,” she said.

“Yes.”

For a moment we just stared at each other with our wolf eyes. She looked different somehow. Perhaps it was the fur of her collar around her throat, but she was like some lithe animal.

“Henry,” I said, shielding my face from his lantern, “will you take some?”

“I will not,” he replied, and I could almost smell his fear as he beheld us warily, as though we were somehow changed.

“Put out the lanterns, then,” Elizabeth told him. Was her voice lower, almost hoarse, or was I imagining it?

“I think it wise to keep mine lit,” Henry said. “It will keep any animals at bay.”

“Very well,” I muttered, though I had no fear of other animals now. “Walk behind, so we are not blinded.”

“There is the clearing,” said Elizabeth, pointing.

Before, we might have walked right past it, but now it was obvious. I hurried through the trees and undergrowth and emerged before a vast heap of bones. I tilted my head to one side, trying to make sense of it. The hair lifted on the back of my neck. Elizabeth crouched beside me, breathing quietly. A moment later Henry’s lantern suddenly blazed off the bones, and he gave a cry.

It was hard to tell what animals the bones came from, since most were splintered and broken.

“What kind of creature could have done this?” Henry gasped.

My eyes saw some larger bones. Instinctively I sniffed. A rabbit? A wild dog? I could not tell.

“They are mostly very small,” said Elizabeth decisively.

I gave a low growl as one of the bones twitched—and I had a terrible image of the entire pile assembling itself into some monstrous specter that would consume us. But almost at once I could see several small animals moving among the bones, feeding on the last of their meat and marrow.

Elizabeth chuckled softly, looking up into the glowering sky.

“Birds,” she said. “They have made this heap. Don’t you remember your father telling us about the lammergeier? How it drops its prey onto rocks to break the bones so it can more easily get at the marrow?”

“I must have missed that lesson,” said Henry. “What is a lammergeier?”

“Bearded vulture,” I murmured. “The locals call them tree griffins. They’re quite large.”

“Ah, excellent,” said Henry. “This adventure grows more enjoyable by the second.”

“Which way now?” Elizabeth asked me. A heat came off her that I found strangely distracting.

I pulled out my map. “From here there is a trail that should take us right to the tree.”

She was already walking with a hunched intensity. I followed.

“Wait for me, please,” said Henry. “This does not look like a path!”

“It’s just overgrown,” I said gruffly. With my wolf’s eyes I could see it like a silvery river running deeper into the forest.

I loped behind Elizabeth, scarcely aware of the steep climb.

“You’re going too quickly,” I heard Henry say. “I’ll lose you in the darkness!”

Reluctantly I slowed down. The smells of the forest were keener somehow, and I caught myself swinging my head from side to side, tasting the air, peering among the trees. My earlier feeling of being followed was more intense and—

There. A distant pair of eyes met my own as we kept pace through the Sturmwald. Perhaps it was a wolf. I was not afraid. Somehow I felt we were kin right now, prowling in the night.

Elizabeth found the tree. On the immense trunk the X mark was still faintly visible. I looked up. The first branches were very high, maybe more than fifty feet up. We set down our gear at the base. I took the light rope, which I had weighted at one end as a hurling line.

Standing back from the trunk, I heaved toward the branches. The line paid out perfectly from its coil, but then fell back. Again I threw, with all my might. I squinted, trying to follow its ascent, but not even my wolf eyes could penetrate the high gloom of the tree.

My line was still paying out.

“I think you’ve done it!” said Elizabeth.

“There is the weighted end!” Henry cried.

Exactly as I’d hoped, it had looped over a branch and was pulling the rope up even as it fell earthward. It hit the ground at our feet.

We tied the light line to a stouter climbing rope, and we fed it up and over the branch and back to earth.

“It’s a good sixty feet,” said Henry as we tied the rope’s end securely around the trunk. I gave it a good tug and then jumped up onto it. It held firm.

“Henry, will you climb?” I asked him.

“I would, normally, yes, if it weren’t for my intense fear of heights.”

“I never knew you had a fear of heights.”

Queasily he looked up into the tree. “Oh, yes.”

“It will inspire you! Think of the poetry you will write!”

“Ah. That is what imagination is for,” he said. “So I do not have to have unpleasant experiences.”

I glanced at Elizabeth. She smiled at me in a most self-satisfied way.

“Henry,” I said. “I am disappointed.”

“Victor, do not force him,” said Elizabeth. “It’s just as well to have someone on the ground in case something happens to us in the tree.”

“I will watch over you. From here,” said Henry.

“Excellent plan,” I said. “There may be bone-crunching predators to fend off. I’ll go first.”

I removed my cloak. Despite the wind, I was too hot, as though my own body were clad in fur. I began my climb, the knots in the rope giving good purchase for my hands and feet. I felt an unusual energy in my limbs, and before I knew it, I was at the branch—and a good thick one it was—and hauling myself onto it. I shuffled over toward the trunk to wait for Elizabeth.

Watching her climb, I was filled with admiration. She showed no sign of hesitation or fear and was scarcely out of breath as I helped her up onto the branch. As she panted softly, I felt a most powerful and savage pounding through my veins, and wondered if she too felt the same strange keening. I wanted to grab her by the hand and disappear into the forest. I was a wolf and she was my she-wolf, and the night belonged to us.

I tore my eyes from her and began to climb for the summit. Among the big limbs grew smaller ones that got in our way, and stabbed at my flesh. My hands were soon sticky with sap, my hair matted with needles and insects.

“How much higher?” Elizabeth asked, just below me.

“I feel the breeze,” I said. “We must be close.”

Then I spied, not far above my head, a thick wall of sticks and dried grasses, built out from the trunk. I pointed it out to Elizabeth.

“A nest,” she whispered.

It was a marvel of engineering: a huge cone shape, three feet deep, and at least six feet across at its top. I’d once seen a grand eagle’s nest on a sheer rock face of the Salève Mountain. This nest was bigger—and it blocked our way to the tree’s summit.

“Perhaps it’s abandoned,” I said, thinking we might climb right through it. But my answer came on a gust of wind—the rancid odor of fresh bird droppings and regurgitated meat, making me nearly gag.

From the ground Henry suddenly bellowed, “How are you? Have you reached the top?”

“Shush!” I called back to him.

Inside the nest something rustled.

“We can climb around. There, look,” Elizabeth said.

“Tricky,” I said. It would take us closer than I liked to the nest, and the branches were shorter and skinnier there. The wind had picked up, and it seemed to me the sky’s blackness had intensified, if that was possible. I saw the faraway lights of Geneva, and then they were blotted out as great sooty strands of cloud blew across—toward us.

“A storm’s coming,” Elizabeth said.

I nodded. “We’ve got to be quick.”

Hastily we climbed around the nest, giving it as wide a berth as possible. We were some distance from the trunk, and I missed its security. Out here on the skinnier branches there was much less to grip if we slipped. Below: a drop of a hundred feet.

A smattering of icy rain hit my face.

“Are you all right?” I whispered to Elizabeth. “Do you wish to go down?”

“Absolutely not,” she said. “Hurry now!”

We were level with the nest, and as we climbed past it, an unearthly squawk made me freeze. I looked down and saw a head emerging over the rim.

What I saw was not an eagle.

I thought: Griffin.

A large, angry eye flashed, and a long, fierce beak opened. Bristling from the creature’s lower jaw was some kind of dark crest. Its neck and shoulders were thick and gave the impression of immense strength. There was no color at night, and a wolf did not see in color anyway, not like humans. But I had the impression of bright, flaming orange fur cloaked with black feathers.

“The lammergeier,” I said.

Its wings opened and seemed to take forever to reach their full span. Eight feet, ten, I could not be sure. In the strengthening wind they billowed like feathered sails, then furled once more against the beast’s body. A blow from those wings could knock us from the tree.

With false confidence I said, “It cannot see in the dark, surely.”

Beyond the lake, over the mountains, the clouds were illuminated from within by a brilliant stutter of lightning, and in that split second Elizabeth and I were etched against the sky. The bearded vulture shrieked.

“I believe it has seen us now,” I said.

“She will not leave her nest,” whispered Elizabeth. “Her instinct will be to protect, not attack.”

I was glad she’d been so attentive to my father’s lectures; I remembered nothing of the sort.

Reluctantly, slowly, we made our way toward the tree’s summit, not fifteen feet above the nest. I tried to ignore the vulture below, and scoured the bark for lichen.

“Here!” said Elizabeth.

On the southeast face was a small patch. Even with our wolves’ vision its glow was subtle. From my trousers I pulled the padded vial and a pair of tweezers and passed them to Elizabeth. Her nimble fingers went to work at once, scraping the lichen off the bark.

“Its grip is stubborn,” she muttered.

“Do you want me to try?” I asked, reaching for the tweezers.

“No!” she said fiercely.

More lightning, closer now, lit the sky. The rain came harder, and the treetop was rocking from the wind. We wrapped our legs about the trunk, holding on.

Another shriek pulled my gaze down. There was no longer just one head protruding from the nest, but two. And then—to my horror—three.

“Elizabeth,” I said, as calmly as I could manage, though I feared my voice broke.

“Yes?”

“Do you have enough?”

“Not yet.”

“Please hurry. There are three now.”

She glanced down, gasped, and then started scraping madly at the bark. “I did read,” she said, her voice shaky, “that the female will often choose two mates, and the three of them will share a nest and protect the young.”

One of the vultures hopped up onto the rim of its nest, head flicking from side to side. I unsnapped the sheath of my dagger.

Not a hundred yards away a jagged shaft of lightning struck a tree, and the tree exploded into flame.

“We must go!” I shouted.

“The vial is not full!” she shouted back.

“It’s good enough! Come on!”

She pushed the cork into the vial, and slipped the vial into a pocket of her breeches.

I led the way down, keeping as far from the nest as possible. The vulture on the rim watched us intently but did not move. We were exactly level with the nest. The branches were slick from the rain, and I was suddenly aware that I was squinting down to see them.

“Victor!” Elizabeth whispered in alarm. “My vision … !”

I looked toward her voice and was shocked that I could see her only as a shadow. I felt her hand touch my arm.

“It’s wearing off,” I said. “Quickly!”

But the vision left as swiftly as it had come. I was virtually blind, a wolf no more.

I heard Elizabeth shuffle closer toward me, then heard another sound. The billowing flap of a large bird’s wings. A terrible stench wafted over us.

A great flash of lightning illuminated the night, and there, burned into the sky for a split second, was a bearded vulture, leering at us from the branch above.

Then pitch black again, and with the deafening sound of thunder came a stabbing pain in my hand. I swore, and tore my hand free from the vulture’s beak—so quickly that I lost my balance. I flailed about and just managed to catch hold of another branch to stop me from tumbling out of the tree.

“Victor?” Elizabeth cried.

“Fine, I’m fine. Come lower!” I shouted.

Feeling my way, I made it down to the next branch, and then the next, and started working back toward the trunk. I could hear Elizabeth’s panting and knew she was close by.

The storm was directly overhead now. Great javelins of lightning came one after another, and I saw things only in ghastly rain-streaked frozen images:

The vulture overhead, tensed to hop lower.

Elizabeth’s face, looking in horror at something beneath us.

A second vulture, hunched two branches down, beak parted in a silent shriek, for nothing could be heard above the demonic thunder. The entire tree shook, and I clung to the drenched limbs in terror.

“Victor!” Elizabeth was shouting in my ear. “There is one below us!”

“I know!” I shouted back.

“They are trying to force us off the tree!”

“Come here! Put your back against the trunk.” I shifted to make space. I pulled my dagger from its sheath, then hooked my free arm tightly around a branch and hoped for more lightning.

Let me see. Let me see them coming.

“Victor!” came Henry’s frantic cry between thunderclaps. “There’s something slinking about down here!”

“Shut up and light another lantern!” I shouted back.

The storm was so close that the lightning and thunder came simultaneously, a great blinding stroke that hit the tree next to us, splintering wood and sending up a plume of smoke and flame.

Now I had my light!

And just in time—for my branch bounced, and the vulture that had been below was now suddenly right beside me. It flared its wings and lunged. I struck fast with my dagger, hitting it in the chest. The bird shrieked, but before I could scramble back, it swatted my arm with its wing and knocked the dagger from my grip. The weapon went spinning earthward.

From below came a hysterical cry from Henry. “Victor! Elizabeth! Something climbs the tree toward you!”

The vulture on my branch hopped closer. I bared my teeth and howled at it. And maybe there was a little of the wolf left in me, for the bird shrank back, hissing.

Elizabeth’s scream made me turn. The other vulture was directly above her now, its sharp claws trying to impale her outstretched hand. Its eyes flashed, its beak opened, and in amazement I watched as Elizabeth with her free hand grabbed the creature and dragged it off the branch.

The vulture was so surprised that it had no time to unfurl its wings before Elizabeth sank her teeth into its throat. I didn’t know who was more shocked, the vulture or me. The vulture made a most unholy sound and thrashed free. As it flailed to a higher branch, it struck me with its wing, and my foot slipped.

I fell, grabbing for anything—and the only thing nearby was the wing of the vulture on my other side. Its clawed feet sank deeply into the bark, and it held tightly, and so it unwittingly pulled me back from a deadly fall.

“Victor! Elizabeth!” Henry hollered again. “It comes! Look out!”

A sleek catlike form hurtled toward me from the branches. I saw a mouthful of sharp teeth and threw up my arm to protect myself. But the jaws were not meant for me. The creature streaked past and sank its fangs into the vulture’s throat, pinning it against the branch and holding it tightly until the bird twitched no more.

The speckled cat finally released its grip, and the vulture’s limp body slid off the branch, thudding down through the branches. The cat then turned, its maw spattered with blood, and I saw that it was Krake.

His green eyes met mine for a moment, and there was such bloodlust in them that I thought he would attack me next. But he did not. He glared up at the second vulture, still hovering uncertainly, and gave an earsplitting yowl. The bird retreated at once, back toward its nest and mate.

Krake promptly stretched out on the branch and started licking himself clean.

“Krake!” gasped Elizabeth. “Good kitty!”

“Victor! Elizabeth!” Henry bellowed. “Are you all right? Tell me what’s happening! I feel so useless down here!”

Elizabeth and I began to laugh, soaked to the skin in the rain.

“We are fine, Henry!” she called. “Krake came to our assistance!”

I looked at Elizabeth in amazement. “You bit the vulture! In the throat!”

She looked confused for a moment, then slowly nodded, and began laughing even harder. “It seemed—like the only—thing to do.”

I could still see the savage expression on her face. It should have repelled me, but it only attracted me. I felt a powerful urge to crush her against me and drink in her heat and scent that had been distracting me all night. My eyes settled on her mouth. I shook my head to dislodge the thought.

“What did it taste like?” I asked.

“I have no idea,” she said, then wrinkled her nose and wiped her mouth, spitting. “Did I really bite it?”

I nodded. “Let’s get out of this tree.”

Carefully, for the tree was treacherously slippery and our limbs were weak, we climbed down through the branches to the rope. Elizabeth went first, and then I, hand over hand, my body shaking. Henry was there to wrap my cloak about me as my feet touched earth. I sank down next to Elizabeth to catch my breath.

Henry seemed the most shaken of all of us. His cheeks were flushed and he paced about in the lantern light and fired questions at us.

“Sparks rained down on me from above; I feared the whole forest would ignite!” he exclaimed. “And then a wildcat was leaping for me and up the tree! I had no idea what to think! Honestly, Polidori might have told us he was sending Krake!”

The lynx landed on the earth beside us. I reached out and scratched the fur between his ears. He purred loudly. I wondered if it was Krake I’d seen, keeping pace with us through the forest. His green eyes settled on me calmly, and I knew his intelligence was not to be underestimated. Polidori had obviously trained him well, so well that he could follow us to the Sturmwald and watch over us, should we encounter danger.

“What matters is that we got it,” I said. “The first ingredient!”

“I just hope it’s enough,” said Elizabeth with a frown, pulling the vial from her pocket.

The lynx butted me gently with his head, then again more insistently. Tied around his neck was a small pouch. He looked at me expectantly. I unclasped the pouch, and inside was a handwritten note.

Dear Sir,


I trust all went well in the Sturmwald, and that Krake was of some assistance. I hope his presence did not alarm you. To save you a trip to Geneva, you may place the lichen in Krake’s pouch and he will return it to me immediately. My work on the translation continues. Come again in three days if you so please.

 

Your humble servant,
Julius Polidori
 

I showed Elizabeth the letter.

“A strange messenger, but I’m sure most reliable,” she said, and placed the vial carefully within Krake’s pouch.

Without delay the lynx leapt into the forest, streaking back toward Geneva and his master.
  

CHAPTER SEVEN
MIRACULOUS TRANSFORMATIONS
 

I
WOKE TO THE SOUNDS OF A CHAMBERMAID MOVING about my room. The curtains of my bed were still drawn, but I heard her opening my shutters and setting out my fresh wash basin, and tea. I waited for the sound of her picking up my chamber pot and leaving. But instead I heard her sit down with a contented sigh and start whistling. I frowned. What was she doing? Then came the sound of her pouring a cup of tea, and the clink of china as she sipped at it! We were a liberal household, but still, this was taking things a bit far!

“Are you going to lie there all day, you lazy carcass?” she asked.

Except that it wasn’t a she. It was a he, and I knew the voice as well as my own.

I tore my curtains aside and stared.

Wearing a white nightshirt, my twin sat calmly in the dappled morning sunlight, sipping my tea.

“Konrad!” I exclaimed, and then I felt dizzy and feared I was only dreaming. “Konrad?”

“Good heavens, Victor,” he said. “You’d think you’d seen a ghost!”

He smiled, and suddenly the fearful spell was broken. I leapt off the bed and ran to him. He stood to meet me, and we threw our arms about each other.

“You are all better?” I cried.

“Much improved, anyway,” he said.

Beneath his nightshirt I felt his bones. I pulled back to look at him. His face was still drawn, but his skin no longer had that papery look, and in his cheeks was a hint of color.

“Your fever is gone,” I said.

He nodded. “The good doctor’s medicine seems to be working.”

For a moment, just the smallest of moments, a curious thought swirled through my mind. I was meant to be the one to heal him, to put the Elixir of Life to his lips and watch as the color and vigor rushed back into his body.

But then I was overcome with shame for such a petty thought, and was once more flooded with relief and sheer joy.

“Do Mother and Father know?” I asked.

“Not yet. I wanted to see you first.”

“Let’s go tell everyone!” I said. “Right away!”

It was indescribably wonderful to have Konrad at our table for meals, to see him dressed and walking about, to hear his laughter.

He was much thinner, and weak still, but he had a good appetite, and in no time at all he would be his old self again.

It was like Christmas and everyone’s birthday combined. Mother and Father seemed suddenly younger, Elizabeth’s smile dimmed the sunshine, William and Ernest were giddy with excitement, and the servants fixed every single one of Konrad’s favorite dishes.

Every day for several hours he needed to return to his bed so that he could be pricked with Dr. Murnau’s needle and have more medicine dripped into his veins. Dr. Murnau said he had to get a good deal of rest and not overexert himself.
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In another two days Konrad’s treatment was finished.

Dr. Murnau was greatly pleased with my brother’s progress and made arrangements to return in three months to check on him again.

I helped the doctor pack up his laboratory. His glassware and apparatus reminded me of Mr. Polidori’s, and I still wondered how different these two men were. But I felt foolish. I’d had such grand thoughts of helping create a fantastical elixir of life. But Dr. Murnau had been methodical and scientific, and he had succeeded. As usual it seemed Father was right and all these old books were nothing but nonsense.

“You have the fire of curiosity in you,” Dr. Murnau said to me as I finished replacing the last of the flasks in their velvet casings. “Do you have an interest in the natural sciences?”

“I am not sure,” I said. “I believe I may.”

“Ingolstadt has a very fine university,” said the doctor. “We are always glad of keen students who can help advance our learning in chemistry and biology. Perhaps one day I will see you there.”

“Perhaps,” I said.

He offered me his hand. “Good luck to you, young Victor.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said.

The day was warm and beautiful, and Father had canceled our morning lessons and ordered us to go outdoors and enjoy ourselves. Mother told us not to go far. We did not want to worry her—she had been through enough already—so we promised her we would stay within sight of the château at all times.

Moments after our boat sailed clear from the dock, Konrad looked at Elizabeth and Henry and me, and said, “You three have been having an adventure, I think.”

We glanced at one another and laughed.

“You lucky wretches!” Konrad said. “Tell me everything.”

We enjoyed taking turns telling Konrad of our adventures: our secret visit to the Dark Library, the burned book of Agrippa, and Paracelsus’s mysterious Alphabet of the Magi. We told him of Julius Polidori and his pet lynx, Krake.

“You’re not inventing this!” Konrad broke in more than once, looking from Henry to Elizabeth, then to me, in bewilderment. “It seems the stuff of an overheated imagination!”

“It is all true!” I told him, laughing, and then told him of our nighttime escapade in the Sturmwald, the vision of the wolf, and our climb into the tallest tree during the tempest.

“You climbed the tree?” he asked Elizabeth in amazement.

“I did,” she said.

Konrad looked at me and Henry severely. “Honestly, you two, what were you thinking? She might have come to harm.”

Elizabeth’s eyes sparked. “I’m quite capable of taking care of myself, Konrad, I can assure you.”

“She bit a bearded vulture on the throat,” I added.

Konrad’s face flinched in revulsion. “You what?”

“You needn’t have told him that bit,” Elizabeth said, frowning at me.

“Well, it was very impressive,” I said defensively. “I was very impressed.”

Konrad looked astonished, so we hurried on and told him of our battle with the three lammergeiers, and how Krake had come to our rescue.

“No one could have invented this,” said Konrad. “I believe it entirely!”

“It seems almost unreal now,” said Elizabeth. She looked at me briefly, awkwardly, and I wondered if she was remembering how we’d gazed at each other hungrily with our wolves’ eyes. My own feelings for her in the Sturmwald had been so powerful that they made me blush now, and I looked away to check the trim of our mainsail.

“Anyway,” Elizabeth said gaily, “it is over now. There’s no point continuing, since the brilliant Dr. Murnau has put things to right.”

I watched Konrad’s face carefully as she said this, and suddenly my heart was like a fist, tightening in my chest.

“What is it?” I asked him quietly.

“Mother doesn’t know,” said Konrad, “and you must not tell her. Father doesn’t think she could bear it.”

“What?” said Elizabeth in alarm. “What must she bear?”

“It is not necessarily a cure,” said Konrad.

“But look at you!” said Henry. “As fit as ever!”

“Dr. Murnau said it might come back.” I saw my brother’s eyes go to Elizabeth. “He has seen other cases where it has returned.”

Henry gave a cheery chuckle. “Well, then, another dose of Dr. Murnau’s famous elixir should be all you need, surely.”

“He would not want to administer it again for quite some time,” Konrad said. “Another dose too soon could be fatal.”

“You assume the worst,” Elizabeth said firmly, though she looked pale. “He said your illness might come back. Might.”

Konrad smiled, but it was the kind of smile a father gave children when trying to reassure them.

“Let’s come about,” I said, and pushed the tiller. The boom swung overhead, and Konrad adjusted the foresail to our new course.

“Father should tell Mother,” said Elizabeth, sounding annoyed. “It is wrong of him to keep it from her.”

“You’re not to say anything,” said Konrad.

“Of course she can bear it. She’s very strong. Just because she’s a woman, he needn’t treat her like a child.”

“I agree,” I said.

Konrad sighed. “He’s doing her a kindness. He wants to spare her worry—most likely unnecessary worry.”

I did not feel so kindly toward Dr. Murnau anymore. A doctor cured people. If a cure was not certain, was it any cure at all? For a while we said nothing, skimming over the water. I watched Konrad and knew exactly what he was thinking.

“But I do believe,” he said finally, “it might be a good idea to continue seeking out the Elixir of Life.”

Elizabeth and Henry stared in astonishment. But I felt no surprise. I knew him as myself, and I would have made the same decision.

“Just in case,” Konrad added.

“Absolutely,” I agreed.

Henry looked decidedly queasy. “But we have only one of the three ingredients, and that was hard enough.”

“Henry was quite sick with worry while we were up in the tree,” I remarked wryly.

“You have no idea what it was like,” he protested. “You two were up there with your crazy wolf eyes, and I had to keep my wits about me down on the ground and try to make sure you didn’t get struck by lightning or eaten alive by a wildcat …”

“You did a good job stopping him, by the way,” I quipped.

“It was hardest on you, really,” Elizabeth agreed, and bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh.

“Oh, go ahead, have a good laugh,” Henry said. “You should be grateful that at least one of us has some common sense.”

“It won’t be so bad, Henry,” Konrad said, giving him a wink. “Now that I am well, I can help find the remaining ingredients.”

The next day I came upon Elizabeth and Konrad in the music room.

The sound of the pianoforte had lured me there. I knew from the song that it was Elizabeth at the keys. The door was ajar. Silent and unnoticed, I watched them. Konrad stood beside her, turning pages. As she played, he touched a stray strand of her curly hair and tucked it behind her ear, and let his hand linger on her cheek for three, four, five beats of my pounding heart. There was such tenderness on his face.

Elizabeth smiled, and the color in her cheeks darkened to a blush. She stumbled over the notes, then lifted her hands from the keys and said something to Konrad in a low voice I could not hear.

I retreated a few steps, steeled myself, and then came whistling down the corridor before I entered the room. I pretended not to notice their surprised and embarrassed faces.

“Father is going into town tomorrow,” I said. “We can go with him and see Polidori.”

“Excellent,” said Konrad. “I’m looking forward to meeting this fellow—and his lynx.”

“You cannot come,” I said.

Konrad chuckled. “Why not?”

“Polidori does not know who we are,” I explained. “But if he sees the two of us, he may suspect. Most people in Geneva know that Alphonse Frankenstein has twin sons. It is uncommon.”

Konrad shrugged carelessly. “So what if he does suspect?”

I shook my head in irritation. “Konrad, don’t you remember? It was our father who tried him. Who ordered him never to practice alchemy again! If Polidori knows who we are, he will want nothing more to do with us.”

“Even so,” said my brother more thoughtfully, “surely we have the advantage. He knows we can report him to Father, if he refuses to help us.”

“That is not a game I think we should play,” I said.

“Victor is right,” Elizabeth said, and I looked at her, pleased. “We cannot risk it, Konrad. We must keep our identities secret.”

Konrad sniffed and looked so disappointed that I almost felt sorry for him.

“It is for your own sake, you oaf,” Elizabeth said, more tenderly than I liked.

“Yes, I can see that now,” he said. “You are clearheaded, Victor. Thank you.”

I said nothing. I could not accept his thanks with a pure heart, for I had another, selfish, reason for keeping him from Polidori. The quest for the Elixir of Life had been my idea. I was in charge, and I wanted to keep it so. I wanted to be the one to shine. If Konrad walked into Polidori’s laboratory, I feared we would be recognized, yes—but even more I feared he would take command of our venture. With his natural charm and his keen, calm intelligence, it might happen in a heartbeat. And I would not stand for it.

“Good, then,” I said. “We will proceed as before.” I clapped Konrad heartily on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. There will be plenty of adventure for you yet.”

They love each other.

I’d never felt so foolish—or so betrayed. Konrad and I had never kept secrets, but he had clutched this greedily to himself. For how long, I wondered? Why hadn’t he told me?

And how was it that I hadn’t noticed, when I so often knew exactly what he was thinking?

It was as though, in one moment, he had become a stranger.

And I a stranger to myself.

All my life I had wanted things: to be the smartest, and the swiftest and strongest. I’d dreamed of fame and wealth.

But looking upon Elizabeth’s face at that moment, I suddenly knew there was something I wanted even more.

It took seeing them together for me to properly understand my own feelings. A lightning bolt could not have been more sudden. Watching Konrad touch her, it was like seeing myself touch her.

In the Sturmwald I had tried to ignore my feelings. I told myself they were merely effects of the potion.

I am in love with Elizabeth.
  

CHAPTER EIGHT
THE GNATHOSTOMATUS
 

I
WONDERED WHAT HAD BECOME OF YOU,” POLIDORI SAID as he led us into his parlor. “Your brother, how does he fare?”

“He is much improved,” I said.

I myself felt wretched. It had taken me forever to get to sleep, my mind twisting back again and again to Konrad and Elizabeth at the pianoforte. Konrad touching her. The heat in her cheeks. At dawn, when I’d dragged myself out of bed, I felt positively battered.

“Well, that is excellent news about your brother,” Polidori said. He turned in his wheelchair and smiled. “Do you wish to abandon this enterprise, then?”

His expression was calm, patient, but I noticed that Krake seemed to be watching me with great intensity.

“No,” said Elizabeth. “We wish very much to continue.”

“You are sure?” Polidori asked.

I nodded. “The doctor said the illness might return.”

“I see. I am very sorry to hear it.”

“You received the lichen, I trust,” said Henry.

“Indeed. Before sunrise on the very morning.”

“Is it enough?” Elizabeth asked worriedly.

“It is perfectly ample. As for the second ingredient, the translation has proved devilishly difficult. But last night I cracked it. Come.”

Once more he led us down the malodorous corridor to the elevator platform. Krake was again made to wait beyond the threshold.

“Krake is very clever,” I said. “How did he manage to find us in the Sturmwald?”

Polidori began to lower us to the cellars. “Young master, did you not know that in many mythologies the lynx is known as Keeper of the Secrets of the Forest?”

My skin prickled. Some small, insistent part of me had wondered if Krake’s surprising abilities could be explained by mere animal intelligence alone.

“Is that so?” I said. “Keeper of the Secrets of the Forest.”

“Indeed. In medieval times there are accounts of how the lynx could dig a hole, urinate in it, cover it with dust—and in several days’ time produce a gemstone. Garnet, actually. Some also thought the lynx capable of assisting in clairvoyance and divination.”

The alchemist turned to me with a grin. “But all that is mere fancy, young sir.”

“Ah,” I said, relieved and disappointed both.

“Krake is merely very well trained. I confess that in his infancy I did feed him plants and oils that are well known to assist the mental faculties of humans. So he may be more intelligent than most of his species, but as for him finding you in the Sturmwald, I knew you would be there on the new moon, so I let Krake out that night and told him to find you.”

“Incredible,” said Elizabeth. “He understands what you say!”

“Well, let’s just say a lynx’s sense of smell is very keen. He found you by scent.”

“He saved us from some bearded vultures,” Henry said.

Polidori looked over in surprise. “In the same tree as the lichen?”

“They had a nest,” said Elizabeth. “Three of them.”

He looked genuinely distressed. “Young lady and sirs, I am sorry your job was made so complicated. They are fearsome creatures.”

“Oh, we managed it,” said Henry breezily.

“I had little doubt you would,” said Polidori. “Here we are.”

After lighting candles about the laboratory, Polidori drew us to a desk strewn with books and quills and inkwells. This, I gathered, was where he was doing his translation. He took up a bit of parchment, squinting through his spectacles.

“What language is that?” I asked, peering over his shoulder.

Polidori lowered the paper with a small smile. “That is my own handwriting. But you are right. It is illegible, even to me sometimes. Now, here is the translation. There is a lengthy preamble—fear not, I won’t read it—and then the thing itself that you must acquire.” He looked up. “A gnathostomatus.”

“What in heaven’s name is that?” Elizabeth asked.

“Gnathostomatus,” I muttered, furiously dragging open the drawers of my mind, riffling through their contents, trying to remember my lessons. “It is from the Greek? Ha! ‘Gnathos’ is ‘jaw.’ ‘Stoma’ means ‘mouth.’ It is a group of animals—vertebrates with jaws, yes?”

I stole a look at Elizabeth, hoping to see admiration in her eyes, and was not disappointed.

Polidori nodded. “Very good. You have been taught well. Who is your teacher?”

My eyes shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, a wise old fellow hired by our parents.”

“A jawed creature,” Henry said uneasily. “It is rather vague.”

“Indeed, but the text becomes more specific, you see. The creature you seek is the oldest of its lineage. It is an aquatic creature. The coelacanth. You have heard of it?”

I had indeed, and my heart contracted.

“Then, our task is at an end,” I murmured. “We’re undone.”

“Why?” Elizabeth said, turning to me in alarm. “Why do you say that, Victor?”

I gave a mirthless laugh.“Ah, this is one lecture you missed.”

“The creature is extinct,” said Henry, for he too had heard Father’s lesson and had gazed at the engraving of a fossilized specimen. It had swum with the terrible lizards, millions of years ago, but had not been seen alive for centuries.

“Surely there must be somewhere—,” Elizabeth began hopefully.

“Search the world,” I said. “It will not be found.”

We had risked our lives in the heights of the Sturmwald to obtain the lunar lichen. How cruel that our hopes were to be dashed this easily.

“You despair too soon, young sir,” said Polidori.

“How so?” I said. “Does it give an alternative ingredient?”

“It does not,” said the alchemist. “But the coelacanth is not extinct. It is a Lazarus taxon.”

This meant nothing to me, and I looked from Henry to Elizabeth in bewilderment. To my surprise, Elizabeth was smiling.

“Victor,” she said, “your Bible reading really is very poor. Lazarus was the man whom Christ raised from the dead.”

“Yes,” said Polidori. “‘Lazarus taxon’ is the name scholars have given to species that were once thought extinct. But then, lo and behold, one is found in the East Indies, or off the shores of Africa.”

“Must we travel so far?” I said, discouraged. But I was already wondering how such a journey could be undertaken.

“Lake Geneva will suffice,” said Polidori.

“Are you serious?” I demanded.

“Truly I am,” he said. “I know a fisherman who has seen one.”

“Do you trust this fellow?” Henry asked.

Polidori nodded. “And I will show you why.” Quickly he wheeled his chair to a large armoire. He opened it and with both hands extracted a long glass case. Inside was a startlingly blue fish, some two feet in length, with a great many fins.

My heart leapt, and I heard Henry draw in his breath, for it was the very image of the etching that Father had shown us.

“Why did you not tell us you already had one!” I exclaimed.

“Because it is of no use,” Polidori told me, sharply enough so that I felt rebuked. “It is dead two years. It has dried up.” He tapped the parchment on his lap. “What is needed from this creature is the foul oil it exudes when alive. It renders the fish inedible. Fishermen have no use for them. But the oils from the fish’s head contain nourishing and miraculous substances that are needed for the elixir.”

“They live in our own lake!” cried Elizabeth, looking at me happily and grasping my hands.

“I am told they can grow to six feet in length,” said Polidori. “Powerful creatures. This one of mine is small. A baby. And where there are babies, there are adults to make them.”

“Let us go at once, then,” said Elizabeth, “and charter a boat to trawl the waters!”

“It will not be so easy,” said Polidori gravely. “When I spoke to the fisherman, he said this was the only one of its kind spotted in fifty years. They are not usually caught in nets. They live deep. They crave the cold. And the dark. You might fish for months and years without catching one.”

“Then we’ll go deeper,” said Elizabeth with steely determination. “Where this fish lives, we will find it.”

“Can we not just send Krake to get us one?” said Henry with a feeble laugh.

“There are diving bells that can take a man to great depths,” I said, thinking aloud.

“That might not be necessary,” said Polidori.

We all looked at him expectantly.

“These fish fear daylight so much that even the bottom of the lake is not dark enough for them. There are, I’m told, narrow fissures that lead to subterranean caves where they take refuge.”

“But to find these caves underwater—,” Henry began with a frown.

“Would be nearly impossible,” I interrupted. “Unless there was another entrance from aboveground.”

“Just so,” Polidori said. “The mountains that encircle our great lake are mazed with caves. They go deep.”

“Has anyone you know made such a descent?” Elizabeth asked.

“Indeed,” said Polidori. “But he’s now dead.”

“What happened to him?” asked Henry nervously.

“He made one too many trips into the depths,” said Polidori. “He was an explorer, a mapmaker.” He paused and looked at me. “But I believe his widow still lives just outside the city.”

“Then we must pay her a visit,” I said.

Polidori escorted us back upstairs, and as we were departing his shop, he called me back. “Young sir, a word, if I might.”

Elizabeth and Henry waited for me outside in the alley.

“I’m not ignorant of the fact that these are difficult tasks,” Polidori said kindly. “And I know my help is limited. But I do have something that might, shall we say, brighten an underground descent.”

“Thank you very much,” I said, curious to know what it was.

“You created the vision of the wolf successfully, yes?”

“I did.”

“I had little doubt.” He seemed to be looking deep into me. I couldn’t help feeling he was pleased by what he saw. “And I’m guessing that alongside Agrippa and Paracelsus, you might have some other books of a practical nature within your reach.”

I looked at him, wondering if he were going to ask for them.

“If so,” he said, “you might want to consult Eisenstein. If you care to try your skills once more.”

Once more into the Dark Library in the witching hour.

I’d tried to sleep, but every time I closed my eyes I saw Elizabeth, and imagined it was me and not Konrad touching her. I’d stroke her cheek, and then bend to kiss her full mouth … and I couldn’t bear it anymore, so I’d hurriedly got out of bed, needing to distract my mind—and was glad I had some work to throw myself into.

In the library I spent nearly an hour peering at dusty volumes, until I found the right one, a slim green book with only the red initial E tooled in the spine.

Ludvidicus Eisenstein.

To my great relief the text was written in English. I began turning the gossamer pages, not exactly sure what I was looking for. My eyes skimmed the headings, surprised by how banal they were.

The testing of ores.
The properties of dyes.
Ideal temperatures at which to fire ceramics.
Preparing saltpeter.
A lover’s elixir.


My eyes lingered on the page, dancing down the list of ingredients. But I forced myself onward, and shortly came to a page headed:

Preparation of the flameless fire.


I read on. This must be what Polidori had meant for me to find. An unquenchable source of light in the darkness. He had singled me out. He sensed that I had a special aptitude, that I could create this substance on my own.

Imagine the look on Konrad’s face when he beheld it.

Imagine Elizabeth’s admiration.

I slipped the book under my robe, returned to my bedchamber, and slept deeply.

I am a thief.

In the afternoon Elizabeth left Konrad a secret note—and I stole it.

By sheer chance I was passing by the library, and through the leaded glass in the door I saw her drop a bit of folded paper into the Oriental vase. Just as she turned to look furtively about, I moved quickly past the window. I hurried down the hallway, rounded a corner, and waited until I heard her shut the door behind her. Her footsteps faded. I returned to the library. At the vase’s bottom was the note.

It was not for me, but I scooped it out and slid it into my pocket.

I did not read it at once, for I felt stricken with guilt.

But as I changed for dinner, curiosity and jealousy got the better of me. I unfolded the paper.

It said, “Will you meet me at midnight in the library?”

Later I lay sleeplessly in my bed. The church bells tolled eleven. I did not know what I should do.

I lie.

I know exactly what I shall do.

I saw her dark form by the window, looking out over the lake. She had no candle with her, and the moon and stars were veiled by cloud, so the room was very dark.

Through my veins I felt the same animal desire I’d had for her in the Sturmwald, when we were both wolves. I went to her. We were shadows to each other. I could not even see her eyes. I felt her warm hand take mine, and my heart quickened.

“I had a dream last night,” she said, “of our wedding night.”

I chuckled like Konrad to disguise my shock. Already they were talking of marriage? How long had I been so idiotically blind?

“Tell me,” I whispered, and stroked her hair. I had seen Konrad do it; so I could do it too. As children, I had touched Elizabeth’s hair many times, yanking it mostly. But this was the first time I had caressed it. Her amber mane was so soft—and yet so thick and curly. It had a spirit and wildness to it—a perfect complement to her personality.

“How old were we?” I dared to ask, hoping my voice was not so different from Konrad’s. I needn’t have worried. She wanted and expected Konrad, and so that was who she had before her. I hardly felt myself. In the dark I could be whoever I wanted.

“Not so much older than now,” Elizabeth whispered. “Perhaps twenty.”

In the darkness I blushed to think of our wedding night, and the pleasure it would hold. But then my thoughts soured, for it was not to be my wedding. I should have been glad to imagine Konrad, alive and fully recovered from his illness. But the thought of him wedded to Elizabeth was horrible to me. And her next words only amplified my wretchedness.

“I’ve never felt such joy as in that dream,” she said. “Everything was so clear. The inside of the chapel. The light streaming through the stained glass. My dress. I could describe every detail—but don’t worry. I know that would bore you to tears. Victor was your best man, and Mother and Father were there, and Henry, Ernest, and little William. I saw it all, as vivid as a painting, and felt it all, as though I truly lived it. But there was something else.” She sounded troubled. I felt her other hand touch mine, and this one was icy.

“As we stood on the altar, before we were to be joined forever, my joy was poisoned by a terrible sense of dread. And I heard a voice …”

She trailed off.

“It’s all right,” I murmured. “If it upsets you, don’t speak of it.”

“It was a most malignant voice, one I have never heard, and it said, ‘I shall be with you on your wedding night.’”

I shivered at the words, so full of menace were they.

She leaned her head against my chest. “You’re so healthy now,” she said. “I can’t believe you would ever be otherwise. You must live. It would kill me if—”

“Shh. Don’t think of it. But,” I added daringly, “feel free to think of our wedding night.”

“Konrad!” she whispered with a shocked gasp.

I knew it was a risk, but I could not resist her any longer. With my hand I cupped her chin and tilted her face toward me. In the darkness, as if by perfect instinct, our lips met. Light blazed behind my eyes. I shook with passion, and was all the more surprised by the fervor with which her lips moved against mine.

She had done this before.

She and Konrad had done this before.

Even though I was stealing someone else’s passion, I wanted more of it—but then my jealous anger overmastered me. Elizabeth drew back with a sharp gasp.

“What is it?” I whispered, but I knew what I’d done.

“You bit me!” she said.

“I was … in too much of a passion. Elizabeth, I am so sorry. Is the skin broken?”

I knew the answer to that, too, for I had the faint iron tang of blood in my mouth. And as wicked as it was, I rejoiced at its delicious taste. I had her blood inside me. The blood of my beloved.

“Here, take my handkerchief,” I said hoarsely.

Her fingers touched my face, questioningly, and I took a step back.

“Konrad?” she said, as though she wasn’t altogether sure.

“Who else would it be?” I said, trying to sound a little annoyed. “But we should part. I still feel depleted.”

“Yes, of course, take your rest. I’ll wait here a little longer, in case one of the servants might see us together.”

I gave her hand one last squeeze and swiftly left the library, hurrying down the dimly lit passage to my bedchamber.

At breakfast the next morning I sat down opposite Konrad, and had just started my meal when Elizabeth swept into the room.

“You must have dropped this, Victor,” she said casually. As she passed my chair, she tossed a handkerchief into my lap. On it was a blot of her blood.

And beside it, my monogram.

VF.

What a fool I’d been.

She knew.

She did not meet my gaze throughout the entire meal.

But I did not regret for one second stealing that kiss.
  

CHAPTER NINE
THEFT
 

AFTER LUNCH HENRY AND I SET OUT ON HORSEBACK FOR Cologny, the small village outside of Geneva where the mapmaker’s widow lived.

I was most relieved to be away from the château—and from Konrad and Elizabeth. I didn’t think she had told Konrad about my midnight trickery. Certainly he’d seemed completely natural with me all morning—unless he was a better actor than I thought. Had he done the same thing to me, I would have been volcanic with fury.

The day was sunny but cool, and it was very pleasant to be astride my horse, trotting along the roadway, side by side with Henry. To our right sparkled the lake, alive with sailing vessels bringing freight and passengers to and from Geneva.

“How does it come to you, your poetry?” I asked Henry.

He looked across at me. “You’ve never shown any interest in my scribbling before.”

“I’m curious. Where does it come from?”

He looked off into the distance, frowning. “Small things, often. A vista. A feeling. A longing. It struggles to be described, to be captured.”

I had no shortage of feelings, and usually no problem expressing them—not to those closest to me. So how could my true feelings for Elizabeth have lain dormant for so long? Was it that she’d been raised as my sister, and so I had suffocated any romantic thoughts I’d had for her? But she was not my sister. She was not even a first cousin, but some distant relation. So why had I not allowed my feelings for her to blossom? Konrad had had no such trouble.

I turned back to Henry. “And you can write about anything?”

“Anything I care about.”

“Love?”

He laughed. “Love!”

I shrugged. “Just by way of example. Yes, words and phrases that would describe love. That would, um, impress a young lady.”

Henry sighed. “Good Lord. You are not in love with her as well, are you?”

“I’m sure I don’t know who you mean!”

“You are a terrible liar, Victor. Miss Elizabeth Lavenza, perhaps?”

“Her? Good heavens, no. A fine girl, of course, but—” I blew air through my cheeks. “The tongue on her. She would wear any man out within ten minutes. I’d rather hear a dog bark than her voice.”

“Is that so,” said Henry, sounding utterly unconvinced.

“What did you mean when you said, ‘You are not in love with her as well?’”

“She is a wonder,” Henry admitted frankly. “It’s impossible to know her and not love her. I’ve long suspected Konrad does as well.”

I shook my head. All around me, everyone was in love—and me without a clue! What kind of imbecile was I?

“You’ve never spoken to her of your feelings?” I asked, jabbed by jealousy once more. I’d often thought that these two had a great deal in common, with their love of writing. When they’d collaborated on our play, they had spent a great deal of time together, words and laughter ricocheting between them, eager ink staining their fingers and hands.

“No,” said Henry. “And I trust you will keep it secret. She would never have me. I have no delusions. Around her I feel like a pale, feeble moth. It’s all I can do to avoid her flame.”

“You really do have a poet’s tongue, Henry,” I said in admiration. “Would you, you know …”

“What?”

“Scribble a few lines for me?”

He looked at me, askance. “You wish me to scribble you some declarations of love?”

“Just a few little things. You’re a genius, Henry,” I said, warming to my cause, “and no one has your talent with words. Just five of your words could make the sunset itself pause.”

He frowned. “That is not bad, you know,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe something like, ‘Your beauty would make the sunset itself pause.’”

“Ha! You see!” I cried. “You have the gift! I could never have done that myself.”

“You very nearly did,” he said.

“No, ’twas you, my friend! I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me! You genius!”

“You flatter me,” he said. “I don’t dislike it.”

“You put Shakespeare to shame. Just two or three more baubles like that, and I’m forever in your debt. I know how easily these things trip from your tongue. You don’t mind, do you?”

“I will see what I can do,” he said with some reluctance.

“You’re a true friend, Henry. Thank you.”

We were in the village by this time, and I looked about for the widow’s cottage Polidori had described.

“Is it that one there?” Henry asked, pointing.

It was a mean place indeed, surrounded by a dismal yard with chickens, goats, and a pig.

We dismounted and tied up our horses.

“Now, remember our plan,” I said to Henry.

We had dressed smartly, for we had wanted to look as credible as possible.

I knocked on the cottage door. A dog barked from within; a baby squalled. The door opened, and filling nearly the entire frame was a large woman whose face wore an impatient scowl.

“Can I help you?”

“Madame Temerlin, I presume,” I said.

“Not anymore I’m not,” she said, and sniffed. “Madame Trottier it is now.”

Henry consulted the notebook he’d brought as a prop. “Ah, yes, I see that notation here. Forgive me. But you were once the wife of the late Marcel Temerlin, were you not?”

“I was,” she said guardedly.

Henry and I looked at each other and smiled. “Well, that is excellent news,” I said. “We understand that your late husband was a very talented maker of maps.”

“Who sent you?” she demanded.

Henry and I had agreed ahead of time that we would not mention Polidori.

“We’re acting on behalf of the city archives, madam,” I said, playing my part. “The magistrates have ordered a complete geographical survey of the republic, and have sent emissaries like ourselves to collect any materials that might prove of historical or practical use.”

Seeing her hesitate, I took a purse from my pocket and made sure it jingled nicely. “We’re authorized to pay a fair sum for any materials we deem appropriate.”

“They’re in a trunk in the barn,” she said. “I almost burned them when he died, I was so distraught.”

“It must have been a terrible loss,” I said.

“Leaving me with three little ones …”

“The hardship must have been—”

“Would’ve liked to strangle him myself.” She turned and called, “Ilse, watch the baby!”

She led us through the yard to the barn. Judging by the smell, it needed a good mucking out. Near the back, in a closet below the hayloft, she showed us a small battered trunk. She opened the lid. Inside were a number of mildewed notebooks.

Henry and I made a show of paging through them quickly, muttering vague remarks to each other.

“I think these will all be of great interest to the archives,” I said.

“Indeed,” said Henry.

“He was always running damn fool errands for that witch Dr. Polidori,” said the woman darkly.

“I don’t believe we know him,” said Henry innocently.

“Had him looking for minerals and molds in the caves. Then my husband got it into his head that there was diamonds or gold or both down under the mountains.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not mixed up with this Polidori, are you?”

“Goodness me, no,” said Henry. “Our interest is purely archival.”

For a moment her scowl disappeared, and she looked at Henry and me with a mother’s concern.

“You’ve not got some scheme in mind, have you? To go exploring?”

“We are merely messengers, madam,” I said, and to avoid her eyes I started to count out silver coins from my purse. “We would like to take all these maps, if you’re agreeable.”

“They’re yours to take.”

She watched the coins as I pressed them into her palm. I did not like the look and smell of poverty about her home, and I gave her more than I needed to.

“That’s very decent of you, young sir,” she said, but with some reluctance still. “I just hope you’ve not got some fool notions like my late husband. Those caves kill. That’s all they do.”

“Thank you, madam,” I said. “Thank you very much indeed.”

We loaded the notebooks into our saddlebags, and she watched us from the door of her cottage as we rode off.

We did not speak for several minutes. Henry looked uneasy.

“Do you think it was Polidori who sent him to his death?” he said.

“That is overly dramatic. It sounds as if he rendered some services for Polidori, but then undertook his own adventures.”

“The point is, the caves are dangerous,” Henry said.

“But we will not be exploring. We will only follow his map to the pools. We know exactly what we’re looking for. We will go and return.”

I urged my horse to a canter and headed for home.

“What about this one here?” asked Konrad.

Elizabeth, Henry, and I were in his bedchamber after dinner, and we’d spent the last two hours on the floor, poring over Temerlin’s yellowing notebooks and maps by flickering candlelight. Temerlin had been an energetic man. It seemed there were very few caves, paths, cracks, and crevices he had not explored.

Konrad had unfolded a large map from within one of the notebooks. We came closer with our candles.

It was a wonder, almost frightening, for it looked like the intricate scribbling of a very methodical madman. A single passage quickly became many, and while most of the turnings and intersections were very clear, sometimes the lines of ink trailed into nothingness like the wanderings of an unhealthy mind.

“I suppose those were the tunnels he never explored to the end,” said Henry, touching some of these ghostly fadings-out.

“The opening here,” said Konrad, “is in the foothills, not far to the northeast of us. Isn’t that where Polidori said the entrance would be?”

I nodded, and for a moment we were silent as our eyes traveled these endless underground byways, awed by the vast hidden maze within our mountains.

“The general direction of the tunnels does seem to work northwest, toward the shores of the lake,” said Elizabeth excitedly.

“Look here,” I cried. “A pool!”

The chamber was clearly marked with wavy lines of blue ink. Crudely drawn among them was a fish.

“We have our map!” said Elizabeth.

“Let’s just hope it truly is a map,” said Konrad, “and not some invented doodling.”

I glanced at Elizabeth, hoping she’d see this remark as a show of cowardice.

“Don’t come if you have misgivings,” I said.

I paged through the scribbled notes in the book that contained the map. “It seems he made a most detailed chronicle of this exploration. It shouldn’t be hard to plot our route.”

“And then we will need to draw up a list of gear we’ll need,” Konrad said.

“I have already begun.” I felt very pleased with myself. I would have to be very vigilant if I wanted to keep control of this quest. From my pocket I drew out a small notebook.

Konrad laughed. “How can you know what we’ll need when we’ve only just discovered our route?”

I smiled. “We’re descending deep beneath the earth to catch a fish. Our gear is obvious. We’ll need lanterns, water, and food to keep our strength up. There will doubtless be holes and crevasses. We’ll need good rope. Mountaineering gear.”

“Mountaineering gear!” exclaimed Henry.

“There may be steep drops,” said Konrad wisely.

“Chalk to mark our route so we can return,” I added.

“Very sensible,” said Elizabeth. “Or a ball of string like Theseus in the Minotaur’s maze?”

“String snaps,” I said.

“Chalk can be wiped away,” countered Konrad.

“You’re assuming there is someone down there,” I said, “who wishes us harm.”

“Victor, don’t joke,” said Elizabeth. “You’ve made me shiver.”

“And me,” said Henry.

“I’m not joking,” I said. “We’ll also need our fishing rods and tackle. And weapons.”

“Weapons?” said Konrad. “To catch a fish?”

“Maybe. But a fish may not be the only thing we encounter in the depths. We were surprised in the Sturmwald, and I won’t be surprised again.”

We shortly bade Konrad good night. Henry went one way to his bedchamber, and Elizabeth and I went the other way. Together we walked silently down the corridor. All day she had virtually ignored me, and I could stand it no longer.

“You haven’t told Konrad about our nighttime tryst,” I whispered.

“That was no tryst,” Elizabeth replied tartly. “That was a deception. And you should be grateful I told him nothing of your shameful behavior. You conducted yourself like a scoundrel, but even so, I don’t want to harm the brotherly love you have for each other.”

I felt a moment’s pang of remorse, but at least now her eyes were on me—her beautiful hazel eyes. I did not understand it, but her angry face and words made me all the more attracted to her.

“And I hope that you say nothing of it either,” she added.

“Of course not,” I said. With a thrill of excitement I realized we had a secret. “Perhaps you didn’t tell him because you enjoyed our kiss,” I said daringly.

Her eyes narrowed. “You took what was not yours, Victor.”

She turned away, but I caught her by the hand. “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just—I could not help myself.”

She paused, her back still to me.

“I don’t understand myself anymore,” I said haltingly. “This feeling I have for you …”

When she turned around, her face was kind.

“Victor,” she said, “you must not fall in love with me. I love Konrad.”

“For how long?” I demanded.

“I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully. “Half a year. Maybe longer.”

“Why Konrad and not me?” I blurted, and instantly I felt like a childish fool.

She raised her eyebrows in surprise.

I muttered, “We’re the same, after all.”

She laughed lightly. “You are not the same.”

“Last night you couldn’t tell one from the other!”

“Your appearance maybe, in complete darkness. But your natures are very different.”

“How so?” I asked, anxious to know how she saw me.

She sighed. “You are rash and headstrong, and arrogant.”

“Not always,” I said, more humbly now. “Surely not.”

Her voice softened a little. “No. Not always. But there is a passion in you that scares me.”

“I thought women craved passion,” I said. “I read it in a novel, I think.”

She walked toward me and took both my hands. “Victor, you will always have my fondest love—”

“As a brother. Yes, I know,” I said scathingly. “I’m not interested in that sort of love.”

“Well, I am,” she said. “And you should be too. It is a precious thing.”

I snorted. “Please don’t insult me.”

She shook her head, looking genuinely pained.

I stormed on. “If I can’t have all your love, I want none of it.”

“I cannot control your will, Victor,” she said, and I saw a flare of her own wildcat fury. “Only you can do that. And I wonder sometimes if you have the discipline to do so!”

“Wait, don’t leave,” I said.

But this time she did not stop, and left me alone in the corridor, the portraits of my ancestors looking down on me severely; all but one.

“What are you smiling at, Happy Hans Frankenstein?” I muttered, and slouched toward my bedchamber.

Measuring this much, and no more. Grinding the ingredients to a fine powder. Finding the hottest part of the flame. Watching the powder liquefy and change color. Watching matter transmute.

The noxious odors sharpened my concentration, and minutes and hours dissolved, so intent was I in my work. Never had I achieved this kind of focus with my schoolwork.

It was also a welcome escape. Down here in my dungeon laboratory beneath the boathouse, I could purge Elizabeth from my thoughts. I’d spent a great deal of the previous two days here, following Eisenstein’s instructions to create the flameless fire. With success so close at hand, I felt a thrill of accomplishment.

I did not hear the footsteps until they were almost at my door. In dismay I whirled. There was nothing I could do to conceal my work. Mixing vessels and bubbling flasks and all kinds of other apparatus covered the table. And I myself, in my shirt with its sleeves rolled back, my brow sooty—I must have looked half-mad.

Konrad walked into view, holding his hand over his nose.

“What on earth is that diabolical smell?”

I exhaled. “Thank goodness. I thought it was Father.”

“You’re lucky he and Mother are still out.”

“Can you smell it in the house?” I asked in alarm.

“No. I only caught a whiff of it from the dock.” He came closer. “So this is where you’ve been disappearing the last few days. What are you up to?”

“Something to help us when we explore the caves.”

I had wanted to surprise everyone, and now that my relief was spent, I felt a twin stab of irritation and disappointment.

“Is this all … urine?” Konrad asked, gazing at several buckets on the floor.

“Yes.”

“I see. Yours?”

“Well, not all of it, obviously,” I replied. “Most of it comes from the horses.”

“Awfully considerate of them to give it to you.” He looked at me and smiled. I smiled back. Then he began to laugh, and I could not stop myself from following his lead. It was heedless, uncontrollable laughter, and even as I enjoyed it, it reminded me how little laughter Konrad and I had shared in the past month. But this—this was fun as we used to have it.

I went to him and hugged him tight. “Do you think me mad?”

He wiped his eyes. “Not yet. Tell me what you’re doing.”

“Well,” I said, “first it was necessary to boil the urine to a paste.”

“Of course.” He put his hands behind his back and surveyed my table like a pompous tutor. It was difficult not to start laughing again.

“And after that I needed to transmute the paste into gaseous form—”

“Gaseous form! Excellent!” he said. “I like what you’ve done with these little glass curlicues, by the way.”

“They allow me to pass the gas through water to create—Well, I don’t want to tell you yet. But you’ll be amazed.”

“No doubt. Where did you learn all this?”

“Eisenstein,” I said, pointing to the green book on the table.

“That is from the Dark Library too, is it?”

I nodded.

“Let’s just hope Father isn’t checking the shelves. How can you bear the smell?”

“I’d stopped noticing.”

“Come on. You need some fresh air, Little Brother. Henry and I want to go for a row on the lake. Your company is requested.”

Looking at him smiling upon me, my guilt was sharp. I had stolen his kiss from Elizabeth. I had harbored jealous and stingy thoughts. I was indeed a scoundrel.

“Soon,” I promised. “I’m nearly finished. Ready the boat, and I’ll join you in half an hour.”

“But is he strong enough yet?” Mother asked worriedly the next day at lunch.

We had just told our parents of our plan to go riding in the foothills.

Father looked at Konrad, who was eating his sausage and potato Rösti with great enthusiasm. “Look at him, Caroline. He blooms with health. I see no reason why they shouldn’t have their outing tomorrow.”

Konrad truly did look well. He’d regained almost all of his lost weight, and his face was no longer gaunt.

“It won’t be arduous,” I said, pouring myself some more cider. “We only mean to do some fishing, wander in the hills, and have a leisurely picnic.”

“And it will be Henry’s last day with us,” Konrad reminded them, for Mr. Clerval had returned from his journey. “Our good-bye celebration.”

“And if Konrad becomes too tired,” said Elizabeth, “he can recline on a blanket like a sultan and we will feed him grapes and fan him.”

Mother sighed. “Very well, as long as you promise to return before sunset. Henry, you are more levelheaded than these three. I charge you with everyone’s safe return.”

“I give you my word, Madame Frankenstein,” said Henry.

“Thank you, Mother,” said Konrad. “And now, to prove my fitness, I will trounce Victor in fencing.”

“Do not count on it,” I said.

“A hit!” said Konrad.

“Your point,” I panted as we retreated to our starting positions. It was not a formal fencing match this time, just the two of us in the armory. Konrad had wanted a single bout—his first since his illness—to see what kind of shape he was in. And damn him, he was in the lead! Three hits to my two.

“En garde!” I said, readying my foil.

“Allez!” said Konrad, and we circled each other. It was my attack, and I watched him like a falcon, knowing I needed three more hits if I wanted to win.

“You are very good, Victor,” Konrad said.

“Without my usual partner I’m out of practice,” I replied.

I remembered our last match. My victory against him had really been a lie, since he’d been sick.

“There’s something I must tell you,” Konrad said. “It’s given me a guilty conscience, keeping it from you so long. You and I shouldn’t keep secrets.”

“What’s your secret?” I was glad my face was concealed.

“I am in love with Elizabeth.”

“You are?” I let my foil drop, as though surprised, and then I lunged. He parried weakly, and left himself wide open for my riposte. I struck him in the belly.

“Nicely done,” he said, retreating.

Now we were tied.

“Did you know?” he asked as we stepped back and prepared to resume the bout.

“I had an inkling,” I said guardedly. “And does she return your feelings?”

“Entirely.”

His single word delivered a sharper stab than any foil.

“But how … When did this happen?” I still couldn’t understand how I could’ve been so ignorant of this.

“Sundays, when I take her to Mass.”

I nodded. Over the years, that would have given them ample time alone.

Hurt barbed my next comment. “But it’s strange, don’t you think? She’s grown up with us as a sister …”

“But she is not our sister, just a distant cousin.”

“True, but doesn’t it seem just a touch … unsavory to you?”

We watched each other warily, foils at the ready.

“Not in the least,” he said. “En garde.”

“I wonder how Mother and Father will feel about it,” I mused.

“Oh, I think Mother knows perfectly well how Elizabeth and I feel about each other.”

“You’ve told her—and not me!” I exclaimed, genuinely hurt.

He lunged, and I quickly parried.

“She could tell,” Konrad said. “I didn’t need to confide in her. And she was very happy about it. She said it had long been her wish, and Father’s, that Elizabeth would one day be a bride to one of us, and be forever part of our family.”

“You mean to marry at sixteen?”

“When we’re older, of course.”

“From what I’ve heard,” I said, “youthful passions are often fleeting. You may both feel differently in a few years.”

“Listen to you—he who has never been in love!”

“How do you know?” I said coldly.

Our blades clashed, and before Konrad could retreat, I had struck his jacket.

“A hit,” I said.

“You are filled with fire,” he said. “Well done.”

We backed away from each other once more, puffing.

“So, have you been in love?” Konrad wanted to know. “With whom? Out with it!”

“That’s my business.”

“We don’t keep secrets, you and I.”

“You’ve kept yours,” I said. “And for quite some time.”

“Well, a few months perhaps. No more.”

That was not what Elizabeth had told me, but I said nothing. I was not quite that reckless, not yet.

“One of us,” I murmured.

“What?”

“You said it was Mother’s wish that Elizabeth marry one of us. Wasn’t that right?”

“Yes. Why?”

“So she wasn’t picky about which one?”

Konrad dropped his guard for a moment, but was quick enough to parry when I lunged.

“What if,” I panted, “you and I were to love the same person? What if I loved Elizabeth too?”

We circled warily.

“But you don’t.”

“Pretend I do.”

He shrugged. “It would be a disappointment to you. Because she loves me.”

In my temper I lunged clumsily. He knocked my blade to the side and hit me.

“A point,” he said. “We are tied. En garde.”

“Allez!” I said. “Are you so sure she could love only you? That you’re so much better than me?”

“Victor, I didn’t say that.”

“But you think it.”

“Why are you so angry?”

“Because people will always love you best,” I said. “You are … a more charming person. No doubt kinder, too.”

He laughed. “I’ve never thought so.” Backward and forward we tested each other.

“You do not really love Elizabeth, do you?” he said.

“No,” I lied.

Konrad lunged and scored his winning hit, right on my heart.

He sighed, lifting his mask. “That is a relief. A fine bout. I am still out of shape. We must do this more often.”

My brother had kept a secret from me, and now I would keep one from him.

I will have Elizabeth as my own.
  

CHAPTER TEN
THE DESCENT
 

SOMEONE SHOULD STAY BEHIND WITH THE HORSES,” SAID Konrad.

Despite Temerlin’s careful map, it had taken us a good half hour to find the entrance to the cave in the foothills. It was a man-size cleft in a rocky outcropping, partly hidden behind shrubs. The four of us dismounted and started to unload the gear from our saddlebags.

“The horses can take care of themselves,” Elizabeth said. “We’ll hobble them, and they can graze. I saw a creek just over there where they can drink.”

“I think you should stay with the horses,” said Konrad.

I smiled to myself, knowing what was coming.

“I’ll do no such thing,” she said indignantly. “Victor knows how capable I am.”

“I’ll vouch for it a hundred times over,” I said.

“I didn’t say you weren’t—,” Konrad tried to say.

“Then, please don’t insult me by suggesting I shouldn’t come. You stay with the horses if you like.”

“I will stay with them,” said Henry, eyeing the cave opening with some horror. “There is the small matter of my claustrophobia.”

I looked at Henry. “I didn’t know you suffered from that affliction as well.”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Quite badly. In combination with my fear of heights and my general excess of imagination, it creates a veritable typhoon of fear.”

“A very nice turn of phrase,” said Elizabeth, filling her pack.

“Thank you,” said Henry. “In any event, you’ll want someone out here in case you get lost and need rescuing. I have brought some books to read.”

“An excellent idea,” I said, thumping him on the shoulder. “Write some poetry too while you wait.”

“Indeed,” he said, inspecting his pocket watch. “It is now nine in the morning. In order to reach the château before sundown, you will need to be back here no later than six o’clock.”

“Nine hours,” I said. “More than enough time for a stroll and a bit of fishing, eh, Konrad?”

“Don’t be surprised if we’re back before lunch, Henry,” he said, shouldering his rucksack.

“Be careful,” said Henry as I buckled on my scabbard. Just knowing my saber was at my hip made me feel armored, invincible.

“Konrad, you have your clock?” Henry asked.

“Of course,” he said, nodding at me. “We both do.”

We passed through the opening, and in that one step, summer evaporated. An ancient cold emanated from the stone. We’d done well in dressing warmly. The cave was large, and clearly no stranger to humans. Near the entrance the remnants of campfires were scattered about, and pictures and names were scratched on the stone walls. There was the whiff of urine and animal scat.

“Is your pack too heavy?” Konrad asked Elizabeth.

“I’ll manage it,” she said.

Mine was certainly heavier than I would’ve liked. Outside, when Konrad and I had divided up the gear, we’d made sure to make our two packs the weightiest. Elizabeth set hers down and, without preamble, pulled her skirt off over her boots. Beneath she wore a pair of pantaloons.

She caught me staring at her. “You didn’t think I was going to go caving in a dress, did you?”

“Of course not. Very sensible,” I said, hoping she couldn’t see the heat in my cheeks.

Konrad made to light the lanterns.

“Wait,” I said. “We may not need them.”

I’d been looking forward to this moment. From my rucksack I took a sealed glass container. Inside was neither oil nor wick, just a fist-size lump of dull white matter.

“What is that?” Elizabeth asked.

“Behold,” I said, “the flameless fire!”

I opened a small vent in the side of the container, and at once the white matter began to glow green, dimly at first, but then with greater intensity, casting a ghostly light about the cave.

Elizabeth gasped, drawing closer. “How does it do that? It does not burn.”

“Nor give off heat. It needs only a bit of oxygen to glow.” I sealed off the vent, and still the lump emitted its green light.

“How did you make this?” she demanded. “It’s miraculous.”

“Polidori told me where I could find the recipe.”

“You are turning into an accomplished alchemist, Victor,” she said, but I wasn’t sure her remark was entirely complimentary. “Its glow is unsettling.”

“Not at all,” I replied. “It’s merely one of earth’s elements. Phosphorous.”

“Very impressive,” said Konrad. “But I think, for exploring, our lanterns are still better.”

On point of pride I was about to protest, but I could see he was right. The lantern flames would be much brighter.

“I never meant for us to use it the whole time,” I lied. “It is in case our lanterns run out—or get wet.”

I carefully put the container back into its protective case.

Our three lanterns lit, I led the way to the back of the cave, Temerlin’s map in my hand. There were three tunnels.

“This is ours,” I said, nodding at the middle one.

With white chalk Elizabeth clearly marked the corner, and we started down the gentle slope. I took a quick glance back, at the gash of daylight from the cave mouth, and then squinted ahead into the lantern’s glow.

We were lucky. The tunnels might have been mud, but they were stone, and high-ceilinged, and we were able to walk all three of us abreast—for now, at least.

After ten minutes the passage opened out.

“Here’s the second cave.” The ceiling slanted lower here, and we stooped as we entered. I glanced at the map.

The hole was exactly where it was supposed to be. It gaped in the middle of the floor, a misshapen smile.

We crouched near the edge. A mountaineering spike jutted from the ground.

“Temerlin’s?” Elizabeth said.

“Must be,” I said, gripping it and testing its strength. “Still solid.”

“You don’t think he died down here, do you?” she said.

I must confess, gooseflesh erupted across my neck. “Wouldn’t his rope still be here, then?” I said, which I thought was reasonable enough.

“He died elsewhere,” said Konrad calmly. “Or presumably we would not have his map.”

“Quite right,” said Elizabeth with relief.

From his rucksack Konrad pulled out a hammer and a fresh mountaineering spike. “Best to use our own, don’t you think?” he said to me.

“Of course.” I readied the rope—the same knotted line we’d used in the Sturmwald. According to Temerlin’s notes, the hole was a sixty-five-foot vertical drop, hardly more than what we’d undertaken in the vulture’s tree.

I allowed Konrad to drive his spike into the rock, and then I did a second one nearby for good measure. I had been reading up on mountaineering lore (Father’s library really did have a book on everything) and proceeded to feed the rope through both spikes and tie a knot that would only get tighter the more weight was put on it.

“Don’t you need to fold the bitter end over once more?” Konrad asked, watching me carefully.

I looked up in annoyance.

“You’re doing the alpine bowline, yes?” he asked.

“Naturally,” I said. Obviously he’d read the same book. I was hardly surprised, but I was irritated now, for I’d lost my concentration and had to undo the knot and make it over.

“That’s it,” said Konrad.

“I know it is,” I said.

We tied a lantern to the end of the line and lowered it carefully. Hand over hand I counted out the length, and true to Temerlin’s word, the lantern touched down after sixty-five feet.

I went first, climbing down knot by knot, away from one lantern’s light toward the next. I paused to take a look about me. It was no narrow shaft but a huge cathedral of stone into which I descended. In the gloom I beheld great jagged walls of sparkling damp rock, sculpted into columns and deep niches like secret chapels. In places, green fungus shone like tarnished bronze.

When I touched down, I realized I was atop a tall pedestal of staggered stones, its giant steps leading to the cavern floor proper.

I cupped my hands round my mouth and called up, “Safe and sound!” Immediately my shout was amplified and echoed about by the strange walls into something unrecognizable and a bit frightening. I untied the lantern, and Konrad drew the rope back up so that he could lower down our gear. After that, Elizabeth made her descent, and then my brother.

I took a last look at our rope, our one and only way out. And then we started down the giant steps. Each was a good four feet high, and because we were off balance with our heavy packs, we lowered ourselves carefully.

“It is a marvel of nature,” breathed Elizabeth, holding high her lantern and gazing about. I noticed that she was shivering.

Before I could say anything, Konrad asked, “Are you warm enough?”

“I am, thank you,” she said.

The chill had certainly deepened. “Best to keep moving,” I said, and consulted the map once more. “That is our way, here.”

Elizabeth marked our route with chalk. This tunnel was narrower, and we had to walk single file now, heads bowed. At every intersection I paused to look at the map, and Elizabeth made sure to chalk our choice.

We proceeded slowly, for the floor was often uneven, and sometimes dropped suddenly by a foot or two. I was also worried about missing a turn. Mostly the intersections were obvious, but other times the new passages were little more than clefts in the stone, easily hidden in the shadows. Temerlin’s map lacked a good sense of scale, so I was often surprised by how quickly we reached certain intersections—or by how long it took us to reach others.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Half past ten,” said Konrad, to my surprise. An hour and a half already! We paused to drink from our flasks, and swallow some food, but I can’t say I felt much hunger.

“How deep do you think we are?” Elizabeth asked.

“Impossible to say,” Konrad replied.

We continued on, always downward. I was starting to feel the weight of my pack, and regretted how much gear we’d brought. Konrad, however, had uttered no word of complaint, so neither would I. I kept my eyes fixed on the tunnel’s right wall, for our next turn would be there.

“Shall I navigate?” Konrad asked quietly.

“No, I have the knack of it now,” I said curtly.

My turn finally came, and with it the sound of flowing water.

“Excellent,” I said. “Temerlin mentions this. A rivulet flowing down one of the walls.”

With every step the sound of water grew—and it became more obvious that this was no mere rivulet. Mist sparkled in the light of our lanterns. And then suddenly the tunnel widened, and down one side ran a cataract.

“It’s a proper waterfall!” said Konrad.

The sight of it made my heart glad—it was wonderful to see such vital energy in this dead rocky place. I was relieved, too, for it meant the map was true and I had not misled us.

“It must be summer meltwater from the glaciers,” remarked Elizabeth. “It has been unseasonably warm lately. But … how are we to get across?”

The waterfall itself did not block our way—but the chasm into which it plunged did. I edged closer and looked down. The lantern light did not penetrate far, and I wondered just how deep it was. From below came a dim roar. On the other side of this chasm, our tunnel continued.

I swallowed and muttered, “Temerlin said it was no more than a little jump.”

“This is more than a little jump,” Konrad said.

I found the place in the notebook. “‘A short vigorous jump.’”

“He must have been very vigorous,” said Elizabeth.

“It’s not such a great distance,” I said. “Five feet?”

“Six,” said Konrad.

“Don’t go so close,” Elizabeth said to him, clutching his arm as he peered over the edge. “The stone’s wet. It might be slippery.”

“I should have thought to bring a plank,” I muttered.

“You couldn’t have known from Temerlin’s notes,” said Elizabeth kindly.

“Still,” said my brother, “if you’d shared this with us, we might have been better prepared.”

We looked at each other a moment, saying nothing.

“We have a choice,” he said now. “We can turn back and get some kind of bridge—or we jump.”

We were all silent. I could tell no one liked the idea of turning back, me especially. We had already spent at least two hours underground. If we turned back, there could be no hope of completing our quest within the day.

“Let us jump!” said Elizabeth.

Konrad looked at her with some surprise. “You’re sure?”

“I’m a good jumper,” she said.

It was true enough. She’d grown up with us and had chased and been chased in endless games.

“If she can bite a vulture, she can jump a crack,” I said.

“We have some lightweight line,” Konrad said. “We’ll hammer an anchor into the stone, and tether each jumper—just in case.”

We struck the spike deep into the tunnel floor and fastened to it a good length of rope. The other end we looped into a kind of harness that each of us would wear during our jump.

I went first. I removed my pack, tightened the harness below my armpits, and backed up. I ran for it. I made sure to push off well before the edge, and sailed over the crevasse, blinking through the waterfall’s spray. I saw the tunnel floor coming and knew I had made it. I hit the floor, skidding a bit.

“Excellent!” called out Konrad.

“A good foot to spare,” I said as I removed the harness. I coiled it and threw it back across. Konrad tossed me a lantern, which I relit so the next jumpers could better judge their landing site.

Elizabeth was ready now. She took a good long run. As she jumped, I caught my breath, for her arc seemed too low. Konrad, I saw, watched tensely, his hands encircling the line, prepared to grip. Elizabeth’s eyes were fixed on me with fierce concentration. She touched down, just, on the rim of the tunnel.

“Ha! Made it!” she said with satisfaction.

And on the slick stone, her feet went right out beneath her.

“Elizabeth!” Konrad cried.

She toppled back toward the chasm. In a second I had both hands around her forearm, pulling her to me with all my strength. I crashed to the floor with her atop me. For a few moments she just lay there panting, her breath hot in my ear. I held her tighter. I did not want to let go.

“Thank you, Victor,” she said, sitting up and rubbing at her bloodied knees. She sounded more angry than grateful. “You’ve saved my life.”

“Perhaps you’ll forgive me, then,” I whispered.

“Are you all right?” Konrad called out.

“Yes, it was a close thing, though,” said Elizabeth.

Konrad threw across the rest of our gear before making his own jump. It went well, and after he’d landed and was taking off his harness, Elizabeth burst into tears. Konrad enfolded her in his arms.

He looked at me over her shoulder. “We should not have brought her. It is too much. We were foolish and selfish.”

Elizabeth pushed free of his embrace, and her wet eyes now blazed.

“I’ve had a bad fright, and a cry—yes, tears come more easily to young women than men perhaps—but now I’m done, and I’m ready to carry on.” She wiped at her eyes. “Which way now?” she asked, her voice steady.

And so we continued on.

We went farther. We went deeper. My clock told me it was nearing noon.

Our tunnel gradually contracted, and we had to crawl single file, dragging our packs behind us. I felt a new sympathy for Henry. I had never before been bothered by small spaces, but this rat’s maze threatened to rob me of breath.

“Did Temerlin make any mention of this?” Konrad asked behind me.

“Nothing. Maybe he was too busy blinking dust out of his eyes.”

“You’re sure we are on the right path?”

I gazed again at the map. “I’m sure of it. I’ve missed no turn.”

Konrad sighed. “Then, on we go.”

A sense of responsibility crushed down against me, as powerfully as the stone. I could not let myself be wrong. But after a few more minutes, as if to confirm my worst fears, the walls of our tunnel shrank even tighter. I stopped.

“Is it a dead end?” Konrad asked.

“Not quite.”

I pressed myself tightly against one side of the tunnel so he might see the slit-shaped hole directly before us.

I stuck my lantern through. “It widens quickly on the other side,” I reported.

“But can we reach the other side?” he asked.

“How could a grown man have fit through there?” Elizabeth demanded when she saw the opening.

“Temerlin must’ve been very thin,” I said. I would not voice my fear, but it beat wildly in my chest.

“I’ll have a try,” said Konrad. “If I can do it, you can do it.”

I did not argue with him this time. There was something about the gash that terrified me.

“And if you two can do it,” Elizabeth said, “I will surely have no problem.”

We both watched as Konrad tried to push and twist and fold his body through the gap. It seemed he would never fit, and then suddenly he was on the other side.

“It’s not so bad!” he called back to us. “Hand me a lantern, Victor, and come.”

“I’m coming,” I said, and sipped some water from my flask, willing my stomach to stop churning.

There was only one spot wide enough for my head, and I had to twist it most unnaturally to push it through.

“It’s like … being born again,” I gasped as I narrowed my shoulders and tried to ease them past the bony contraction of rock. I could not. I tried to fold myself even tighter, shoved with my feet. I hated to think of the spectacle I must be making to Elizabeth, my feet scrabbling, bottom waggling. But my embarrassment quickly became panic.

“I’m stuck!” I said.

“You can do it,” Konrad said. “Our bodies are the same.”

“You have lost weight,” I said. “You’re skinnier!”

I felt a sudden crazed anger in me. I was an animal snared in a trap, knowing escape was impossible. Konrad had tricked me! He had lured me into this!

“I can’t move!” I bellowed. “I can’t breathe!”

“Be calm, Victor,” I heard Elizabeth say behind me. “We will ease you through.”

My left arm was pinned tightly, and my right flailed about uselessly. I was as helpless as a newborn. There was a sudden warmth around my hips and I wondered in horror if I’d wet myself. Then I felt Elizabeth’s hands around my waist.

“What’re you doing?” I cried out.

“Applying grease,” she said.

“You brought grease?”

“For just such a thing. I found a very informative book on cave exploration in your father’s library. Now, Konrad, can you pull?”

Konrad seized my upper right arm, and I felt Elizabeth shoving from behind.

“Now!” she said. “Pull him, Konrad!”

For a moment I didn’t budge. Then I shot forward, tumbling upon my brother in a heap. As we disentangled ourselves, I began to laugh hysterically in relief.

“Are you all right?” he asked me.

“I feel wonderful,” I gasped. “Who wouldn’t?”

“You maniac,” he said, but soon we were both laughing uncontrollably.

“When you boys are quite finished,” Elizabeth said, passing our gear through the opening. Then she eased her slim figure effortlessly through. We sat for a moment, putting our things to rights, eating some food.

“It’s strange,” Konrad said, chuckling, “because Mother always said I was born easily but you took your time.”

“Two minutes only,” I objected.

Elizabeth shook her head. “No. You got stuck.”

Both Konrad and I looked at her in utter surprise.

“Really, Elizabeth,” he said, “this is a rather indelicate subject for a young—”

“Honestly, Konrad, don’t be such a prude,” she said.

“Did I really get stuck?” I asked her.

“Boys never remember these stories properly,” she said with a sniff. “Girls do because we know it awaits us. You,” she said, looking at me sternly, “nearly killed your mother.”

“She never told me—”

“You were all twisted the wrong way, and the midwife nearly wasn’t able to get you turned round properly.”

I nodded mutely. Glancing back at the opening, I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the underground cold. I was very glad to see that up ahead the tunnel enlarged.

“Let’s continue on,” I said, eager to leave behind the subject of my awkward and life-threatening birth. I did not care for this image of myself as a wailing baby—and did not want Elizabeth to think of me so.
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Down and down. Gradually the ceiling lifted. We crouched, then hunched, then stood tall and stretched, groaning in relief.

“Which way now?” Konrad asked, for our tunnel suddenly branched into three. The first angled gently upward, the other two downward—one of them quite steeply.

I looked at the map, sickened. There was no such branching indicated.

“There’s only one passage marked here,” I mumbled.

Konrad stepped closer. “Perhaps you’re reading it incorrectly.”

I pointed at the spot where we should have been.

“We’re lost,” said Konrad. “You should’ve let me help navigate.”

“You mean take over entirely,” I snapped.

“Two sets of eyes are better than one.”

“My eyes are quite capable of reading a map, Konrad!”

“You have been too greedy with it, Victor,” said Elizabeth quietly. “You might have let us share the responsibility.”

This stung deepest. Humiliation and jealousy choked my voice. “You think him a better leader, do you?”

“I did not say that—”

Konrad snorted. “It’s this pigheadedness that has gotten us lost.”

I shoved him hard against the wall—my twin, who, mere weeks ago, had been bedridden with fever. He lost his balance and fell.

“Victor!” I heard Elizabeth cry above the pounding in my ears.

Immediately I was overcome with guilt and reached out to help him to his feet. “Are you all ri—”

He grabbed me by the arm and shoulder and hurled me against the wall, then stood before me, glowering, his fists raised. I clenched mine, ready to spring.

“Stop it!” shouted Elizabeth. “Both of you, stop!”

There was such anger and authority in her voice that we both turned to look at her.

“Don’t you dare put this venture at risk!” she said.

Konrad sighed heavily and dropped his fists. “This venture is at an end. We must turn back.”

“Turn back?” I exclaimed.

“To continue on without a map would be madness.”

“Elizabeth can mark our every turn with chalk!”

“Shush!” she said.

“Do not shush me!” I shouted.

“I hear something!” she said.

We listened. Far, far away came a low murmur. For a skin-prickling moment it sounded like people whispering.

“Water,” said Elizabeth.

Konrad nodded. “But from where?”

He moved a ways down each of the tunnels in turn.

“I think it must be this one,” Konrad said at the threshold of the ascending passage.

“No, it is this one,” said Elizabeth, standing at the steepest downward-sloping tunnel. “The sound is clearest here. Victor, what do you say?”

I tried all three tunnels. It was virtually impossible to decide, for I thought I heard the whisper of water everywhere now.

“I don’t know,” I said, defeated.

“I do,” said Elizabeth. “This way our pool awaits.”

Konrad looked at her, then at me.

I nodded. “I trust her.”

“Very well. We can always turn back if we find nothing. Mark the turning, Elizabeth.”

Triumphantly she chalked the stone. “You are lucky to have my ears along with you.”

“We’re lucky to have all of you along,” said Konrad, and won a chuckle from her.

I wished I had the quick wit to make such flirtatious compliments.

We started down the tunnel, and the lapping sound grew stronger.

“You see?” Elizabeth said. “I was right.”

Quite suddenly the tunnel angled sharply upward.

“The floor is damp here,” Konrad said.

I ran my fingers along the slick stone. “The walls, too.”

For some minutes we walked uphill, puffing. Then the tunnel leveled off and opened out onto the sloped rocky shore of a vast pool.

“We found it!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

Its surface was not glassy smooth, as I’d imagined, but slowly swirling, as though in the grips of many hidden currents.

“I cannot see the bottom,” Konrad said, holding his lantern out.

“The light!” I said, remembering. “Trim your wicks. We don’t want to scare away the coelacanth!”

As our lanterns faded, a new light dawned in the cave, for the walls and low ceiling were glazed with some kind of strange mineral that emitted a purplish twilight.

“I wonder how deep it is,” I whispered, looking at the black water. Was it fed by the lake alone, or was there an even deeper source, fed by the waterfall? As I gazed at the pool’s surface, a portion of it shimmered, and a blue silhouette moved beneath it, its scales sparkling in the half-light.

“That’s him,” I breathed. “The coelacanth!”

It was but a quick glimpse, and then the creature disappeared into the depths. We all looked at one another, smiling. We had done it. We’d descended the caves and found the pool, and now all that was left was to catch the fish itself!

“I got no proper sense of his size,” said Konrad.

“It was too fast,” I agreed.

“He was a marvelous dark blue,” whispered Elizabeth. “Did you see those white markings?”

Hurriedly Konrad and I assembled our rods and tackle. Earlier this morning when William and Ernest had seen us with our gear, they’d eagerly started to hunt the garden for worms. They hadn’t realized that we’d need more substantial bait for what we sought. According to Polidori, the coelacanth ate other fish, things as big as small squids. But we’d let our younger brothers proudly present us with their pail of worms, and had promised to bring them back our prize. We’d brought heavy line, for we knew from Polidori’s specimen that these fish grew large.

We baited our hooks with the pickerel we’d bought from a local fishmonger after setting off from the château. Then we cast into different sections of the pool and stood back, paying out our weighted lines. Down and down and down they went, until I was afraid we would run out of line before we hit bottom.

“A hundred feet at least,” said Konrad finally, reeling back in a little.

“Will he eat?” whispered Elizabeth. “What if he’s satisfied his hunger already?’

“He won’t resist such easy food,” I murmured confidently. But as the minutes ticked by, I was not so sure. Maybe this creature did not care for pickerel. Water lapped at the toes of my boots, and I shuffled back a few steps.

Suddenly my rod gave a jerk and the line raced out.

“He’s taken it!” I cried.

“Don’t try to stop him yet!” Konrad cautioned.

I watched where my line entered the water. The coelacanth was moving swiftly, spiraling lower in the pool.

“He’ll have all my line before long!” I said, eyeing my reel nervously.

Ever so slightly I increased the drag, and needed to lean back with all my weight. I didn’t like to ask for help, but I had no choice.

“I’ll need you to hold me, both of you,” I said. “He’s too powerful!”

“Coming!” said Konrad, and—

At that very moment the tip of his own rod dipped low, and his reel spun furiously.

Our lines, I noticed, were angled in exactly the same direction.

“He’s taken both our hooks!” cried Konrad.

I felt the strain on my rod lighten. This was good news indeed.

“He has the two of us to contend with now!” I said.

“The Frankenstein boys will bring him in!” hooted Konrad. “Let him tire himself.”

“Good, good!” I said, feeling a surge of exhilaration. I was not thinking about Elizabeth or my jealousy—only working with my twin.

“I think he begins to slow,” said Konrad after a few minutes.

“Gently now,” I said, and we both increased the drag on our reels. My feet felt wet, and when I glanced down, once again I saw that water was lapping against them.

“Konrad,” I said, my pulse quickening. “The water’s rising.”

“What?” He glanced over at me in confusion, then down at his boots, wet to the ankle.

I realized that we’d unknowingly backed up very close to the cavern’s wall. There was not much more room to retreat.

“The pool must be filling from beneath,” Elizabeth said. “That waterfall …”

She hurried to pull back our packs and keep them dry.

“We don’t have much time,” said Konrad. “It rises quickly.”

“If it overflows the ledge,” said Elizabeth, “it will begin to fill the tunnel.”

“Temerlin made no mention of this,” I muttered. But I remembered the wet floor and walls as we’d approached. This was no rare occurrence.

“We’ll have the fish any moment,” I said, leaning back to test its strength.

“Definitely he tires,” agreed Konrad.

“There he is!” cried Elizabeth, pointing.

Once again the blue form shimmered below the surface, but this time he actually broke it for a moment—and for the first time we saw his full size. I swallowed.

“He’s seven feet!”

“We will have him, though!” said Konrad. “His fight is gone. Let’s reel in.”

All at once the coelacanth flashed out of sight, Konrad’s line snapped, and the full power of the fish was in my hands. Instinctively, foolishly, I gripped my rod tighter and was instantly yanked off the rocky ledge. I was pulled some twenty feet through the air, and then crashed into the pool.

The cold was like a hammer blow. It was all I could do to keep my head above the water and fill my lungs with air. I felt like a ship trapped in ice, slowly being crushed. The fishing rod was long gone from my hands. I was dimly aware of my name being called, voices echoing everywhere. My clothes and boots were heavy with water. Sluggishly I turned to face the shore, the lanterns, Konrad and Elizabeth.

I tried to kick, but my legs hardly moved. Were they so numb already? Then I felt a painful tightening around them, and realized they were bound together by loops of fishing line, cinched by the circling coelacanth.

I dragged my sodden arms through the water, my legs lashing up and down like a fish tail.

“Victor! Stay still!” cried Elizabeth.

“What?” I gasped.

“It will think you’re a squid! They eat squids!”

I looked around in terror. And then, suddenly, it shot past me, not a foot away. Its length was one thing, but its width was equally worrying. How much could it swallow? It seemed to take forever to pass—and then it began to circle.

“Konrad!” I shouted. “My saber!”

I saw him scramble through my gear and grab the sword. He threw it. The blade flashed in the lantern light, and I caught the saber in my cold-clawed hand.

“I’m coming, Victor!” he cried.

He was kicking off his boots, stripping down to his shirt. He snatched up his own saber.

The coelacanth plowed past, so close that it grazed me, its jagged scales rasping against my clothing—and possibly my flesh, but I was so cold I felt nothing. Twice I stabbed at it with my sword, and was dismayed when the blade deflected off as though from armor. The fish’s muscular flank swatted me. My head went under. I lost grip of my sword. I choked on the cold water, and came up spluttering, weaponless.

The fish was coming straight at me now, its mouth wide, and wider still. It did not have many teeth, but those it had looked very sharp. I flailed at it with my feet, trying to kick it away. With its head it batted my legs effortlessly to one side and came at my torso.

Before I could raise my fist to pound its head, it took my entire arm into its mouth. Its teeth closed around my bicep, not tearing, not gnawing, just gripping. I screamed in pain. Against my hand and forearm its fleshy maw contracted and sucked, trying to drag me in deeper.

I heard a splash, and seconds later Konrad surfaced beside me, like some Greek hero, his face alabaster and fierce with cold. In his hand was his saber.

“It has me!” I cried.

I tried again to drag my arm out, but the fish’s teeth were sunk into my flesh and every movement was agony. With my free hand I punched and pummeled the fish’s head, but it seemed to feel nothing. Its throat sucked and spasmed wetly around my arm.

Konrad struck the coelacanth. His first two hits were deflected, but the third went deep. And yet the blade seemed to have no effect on the brute. Konrad yanked his sword out and drew back his arm for another strike.

“Where should I aim?” he cried out.

“Its eye!” yelled Elizabeth from the shore.

“Watch my arm!” I hollered at my twin, for fear he’d impale me. “Hurry!”

“Stay still!”

“I can’t stay still!” I roared. “It’s eating my arm!”

Konrad drove his saber into the fish’s right eye. It thrashed violently and its mouth opened. I yanked my numb arm clear.

Konrad struck once more with his blade, a brilliant upward thrust through the roof of the creature’s gaping mouth and into its tiny brain. The fish gave a spasm and then was still, rolling over onto its side.

“Come, let’s get you back.” Konrad helped drag me to the shore, and then turned back to retrieve the fish. Elizabeth pulled my body onto the ledge, which was now completely submerged under several inches of water.

My arms and legs were almost too cold to bend. Elizabeth helped me to my feet. Luckily she’d found a deep ledge several feet up the wall where she’d jammed our packs. From one, she now pulled a dry blanket.

“Take your shirt off!” she ordered me. My numb fingers could not manage the buttons, so she started to undo them. I stared at her, mesmerized by her beauty. Then, in exasperation, she just ripped the entire sodden shirt from my chest.

I saw her gaze fly to my right arm, and I looked too. I’d actually forgotten my injury, for the cold numbed all pain. There were three blue triangular gashes where the coelacanth’s teeth had pierced and held me. The surrounding skin was blanched white, but even as I watched, the color began to return, and with it, the wounds slowly welled with blood.

She put the blanket around my shoulders. “Dry off,” she told me.

From her pack she produced bandages and a bottle of antiseptic unguent, which she applied on my wounds before wrapping the cloth tightly around my arm. I was shivering violently now.

She came close and hugged me, rubbing my back and shoulders.

“I like this,” I murmured, teeth chattering.

Konrad reached the shore, gasping with exertion, dragging the fish. It took all three of us to wrestle its seven-foot bulk onto the ledge.

“We did it!” Konrad said, grasping me by the shoulders.

“I was just the bait,” I said.

Elizabeth was looking at the pool in horror. “The water’s overflowing down the tunnel! We need to go!”

There was no question of bringing the entire fish. Polidori had said the head was more than adequate, and so Konrad began to hack at it with his saber.

“Hurry!” Elizabeth cried.

Finally he severed the head, wrapped it tightly in oilcloth, and crammed it into his rucksack.

We turned up the wicks of our lanterns and made all haste, for the water was up to our knees now. When the tunnel angled downward, the water pushed hard against our legs and, after a few minutes, our waists.

“No,” breathed Konrad, peering into the distance.

Then I saw. At the tunnel’s lowest point, before the passage tilted sharply up, the water was nearing the ceiling. We were being cut off.

“Run!” I shouted.

It was impossible to run, loaded down as we were, up to our armpits in water. Elizabeth tripped and nearly disappeared under the surface. Her lantern snuffed out instantly. With my good arm I grabbed her and dragged her back to her feet. Ahead the tunnel was all but sealed. We slogged on with all our strength and speed, the icy water at our necks, spilling down our collars.

Konrad and I held our lanterns high. We had but seconds before our heads would be covered.

“We must get through!” Konrad cried. “It’s only a few yards until the passage slopes up again on the other side!”

“The water’s current will speed us!” I said. “Go, go now!” The water was at my mouth.

“Hold hands!” Elizabeth cried, grasping out for us.

Our lanterns fizzled out, and the darkness was more intense than anything I’d ever known. I gulped air and went under, half swimming, half trudging, clutching my lantern. My hand slipped from Elizabeth’s. The glacial water churned and pushed at me—and my greatest fear was that I’d get turned around and die in the flood.

Was the tunnel floor rising now? It was hard to tell in all the darkness and crushing cold. I forged ahead until I had no more breath, and then pushed up, slapping about with my hands. Water. More water, and then—

Air! Was it air?

My head came up and I gasped. I wallowed ahead, water still up to my shoulders and rising fast.

“Konrad? Elizabeth?”

“I’m here!” came my brother’s voice. “Elizabeth?”

There was a splash, and coughing. “Victor! Konrad!”

“We’re all here,” said Konrad, and I felt hands against me, all of us reaching out for the others.

“Forward!” I cried. “The water’s still coming!”

“Up ahead,” panted Konrad, “at the intersection, there’s another downward tunnel—”

“The water will take that course,” I said.

We slogged uphill, soaking cold and leaden with exhaustion. But we could not slow, for the flood was always at our armpits or necks. I fought for every step, every breath. We called out to one another, just to make sure we were all still there, all alive.

The water was at my waist, then my calves, and then, suddenly, it gave me a last final push and I staggered and fell onto wet stone. On all fours I crawled until the floor beneath me was dry.

“This way!” I called out.

“Are we all here?” Konrad shouted.

“Light the lanterns!” cried Elizabeth.

“It’s no use,” came my twin’s voice. “The wicks are sodden. Victor—”

“Half a moment,” I said, fumbling in my rucksack. My hands grasped the wet case, and I carefully slid out the glass container. At once the tunnel was bathed in a green glow.

“We are glad of the flameless fire now, are we not?” I said to Konrad, my teeth chattering.

“Glad indeed,” he said.

“You’re a genius, Victor!” said Elizabeth, and her words warmed me.

Behind us I saw the water, still welling up from the tunnel, curving round in a frothing serpentine torrent to plunge down the other descending passage. For a moment we all sat there and watched, numb and exhausted.

“The light is wonderful,” said Elizabeth, “but did any of you think to bring a change of clothes?”

Miserably I shook my head, as did Konrad.

How could we not have thought of such a thing?

“In that caving book I found,” Elizabeth said, shuddering, “it said the most common cause of death was getting wet and cold. So I packed a waterproof pouch and put in a change of clothes for myself—and you two as well.”

“Elizabeth—,” I said, and was rendered speechless by my gratitude and admiration.

“Thank you,” gasped Konrad.

“Now,” she said, rooting around in her rucksack and producing dry clothing for us, “strip off your wet things. Get as dry as you can before putting on the fresh ones.” She looked at us impatiently. “Get on with it! I won’t peek, and you two mustn’t either.”

She turned her back on us and went down the tunnel a ways to change.

Shivering, I stripped, trying to mop the water off my skin. In the green light I looked like some shriveled goblin. As frigid as I was, it took a good deal of willpower not to turn my head and take a quick peek at Elizabeth.

“It’s a pity we can’t have a fire to warm up,” she said when we were all changed.

“We must get to the surface as quickly as we can,” I said.

Even in the dry clothes I was cold. And our boots were still sodden, but there was nothing we could do about that.

“What time is it?” Elizabeth asked.

Konrad fished about in his pocket and dragged out his clock. “The face is shattered. Yours, Victor?”

When I retrieved mine, I saw that the glass was filled with water and the hands were motionless at three o’clock. I showed it to my brother.

“Coming on four, then,” he said.

“It took us three hours to get down here,” I said, “and that was downhill, and when we were rested.”

“Let’s go,” said Elizabeth. “Our exertion will warm us. And your fabulous green light will make sure we don’t miss my markings.”

We silently began our march. I couldn’t have talked if I’d wanted to, my teeth chattered so violently. Every so often we forced ourselves to eat some soggy food and drink cold water from our flasks.

One foot after the other. I did not know if I was slowly warming, or getting number still. I was not sure what I felt—until I was suddenly on my knees, Elizabeth beside me.

“His wound’s bleeding badly,” she said to Konrad.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“You nearly fainted, Victor.” She was pulling bandages from her pack and removing the old bloodstained one. She dressed my wound once more. I stood.

“Are you all right?” Konrad asked me.

“Let’s just get out of here,” I said.

Time did not exist down there. Ancient rock, ancient fish. I would not have been surprised if a century had passed aboveground. I might have been sleepwalking, even as I squeezed once more through the tunnel’s birth canal and jumped again over the waterfall’s chasm. And then more walking.

We had our coelacanth head. That was what I kept telling myself as we carried on, dragging our bodies up from the bowels of the earth. That was all that kept me going.

When we reached the cave with our rope, I nearly cried—with gratitude and despair both, for I feared I did not have the strength to make that final climb. I sat down on the lowest step of the stone pedestal to catch my breath.

“Victor! Elizabeth! Konrad!”

The voice came from overhead, and with it the blaze of a torch.

“Henry?” I called. “Henry!”

I peered up and saw his face leaning over the hole. It was impossible to imagine a more welcome sight.

“You have been so long!” he called down. “It’s nearly nine o’clock! I was almost demented with worry!”

“We’re here, Henry,” said Konrad. “Triumphantly here. Give us a hand, and we will all be up in a minute!”
  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
HOUSE ARREST
 

WE SENT HENRY STRAIGHT BACK TO GENEVA WITH the coelacanth head. The city gates closed at ten o’clock, and he had little time to lose. I wanted it delivered to Polidori’s house as soon as possible.

We’d told our parents that Henry would likely return straight home after our outing, so they wouldn’t think it strange when we arrived back at the château without him. The three of us made our way with all haste, for the light was quickly failing, and we knew that our parents would be worried—and likely furious.

“There will be questions,” I said when we approached the stables, slowing our horses to a trot. “We must tell them as little as possible. We are wet because we fell into the water while fishing.”

“We have no fish to show for ourselves,” said Elizabeth.

“I should’ve thought of that,” I said. “But it can’t be helped now. We fished for the sport of it. We’re late because we lost track of the time.”

“Most important of all,” said Konrad, “we do not mention anything about Polidori or our quest.”

Mother and Father must have been listening for our horses, for they were in the courtyard scarcely before we had dismounted. On seeing us, Mother burst into tears and scolded, even as she embraced us. Her grief made me feel ashamed for the first time.

We handed off our horses to the grooms and were ushered inside.

“You have worried your poor mother to distraction, and me as well,” Father said angrily.

When I removed my riding furs, Mother gasped.

“Victor, your arm!” I looked to see the bloom of blood on my shirt.

“A small wound, really,” I said, glad of the chance to appear brave before Elizabeth.

“We must call for Dr. Lesage,” Mother said.

“We won’t be able to reach him until morning,” said Father. “I will tend to it.” To Schultz, our butler, he said, “Konrad and Elizabeth will need warm baths drawn at once. Give them each a small glass of brandy. And have bed warmers between their sheets, please.”

“Very good, Master Frankenstein,” said Schultz.

I watched as my brother and Elizabeth were led off, as meekly as little children, to their separate baths.

My father turned to me. “Come to my study.”

Mother made to accompany us, but my father caught her eye and shook his head. Inside his study he sat me at the great oak desk and told me to remove my shirt. I did so, and he unwound the bandages.

“You have been bitten,” he said calmly.

I cleared my throat. “Yes,” I said. “It was a fish. A large one.”

Father took a small valise from a cupboard and withdrew from it a clean white cloth, which he spread over the desk. Next he set out bundles of cotton batting, a packet of needles, and a spool of thread. I always knew that Father’s knowledge was impressive but had not known he was also capable of simple surgery.

At the side table he filled a tumbler with brandy, and then placed it on the desk near me.

“You may wish to fortify yourself,” he said.

“I am fine,” I said, my mouth dry.

“Very well. Hold out your arm.” He took a clear flask, unstoppered it, and poured a small amount of liquid directly into each of my wounds. It was worse than being bitten. The pain pierced my arm through and through, and I cried out.

“Alcohol to disinfect,” my father said, “before we suture.” He started to thread a needle. “What possessed you to go underground?”

“Underground?” I croaked, truly surprised.

“I glanced inside your saddlebags,” he said, “and found a lantern and a flask of oil.”

What a fool I’d been. I composed my answer carefully. “We’d heard tales that there was a pool beneath the earth where we might see a coelacanth.”

“Are they not extinct?” my father asked, and inserted the needle into my flesh. I winced but kept myself from crying out.

“No,” I grunted as the needle crisscrossed my wound. “They live … in the lake bottom and … spend their days in underground pools.”

“And you were bitten while attempting to catch it?”

I exhaled. “Yes, Father.”

He made another two stitches, closing the first wound, and then tied off the threads and snipped them short with scissors.

The room swam briefly before me. My father turned my arm so he could work on the second bite.

“It was very foolish,” I said, hoping to distract him from his calm course of questioning. “I promise I will never enter those caves again. I am very sorry.”

“Why did you try to catch the fish?” Father asked.

“To catch such a rare thing—” I groaned. “We thought it would be remarkable.”

“It seems,” said my father, “that you meant to explore these caves all along.”

I said nothing. I could not think clearly. The pain was mounting, and my guilt with it. I wondered if Elizabeth and Konrad were undergoing a similar interrogation by my mother. At least they weren’t having their rent flesh sewn together. They should have been able to keep silent. I reached for the brandy, but my father moved it beyond my grasp.

“Yes, it was planned all along, Father.”

“You deliberately misled your mother and me.”

I whimpered as the needle entered my flesh yet again. “Father, the pain is …” I reached out for the brandy, but once more he withheld it.

“You have also visited the Dark Library again.”

I said nothing.

“Yes or no, Victor?”

“Yes, I did,” I said faintly. “How did you know?”

“Footsteps in the dust. Books shelved in different places. It’s unlike you to deceive, Victor. And I can’t help wondering if these two deceptions—your forbidden visit to the library and your expedition today—are connected in some way.”

Why had I thought I could fool him? He was one of the cleverest men in the republic, a magistrate who judged truth from lie in his daily work.

“Are they connected, Victor?”

I had no more fight left. I nodded. He pushed the brandy toward me, and I greedily drained the tumbler. The burn in my throat temporarily obliterated the pain.

Father finished the last stitch and looked up. “Now I want to know why you did these things.”

“It was my idea from the start,” I said quickly. Even in my suffering I was eager to take full credit for the enterprise—and also to control the story. “When Konrad was ill, and none of the doctors seemed to know how to cure him, we found a recipe for an elixir of life and decided it might be his only hope. So we set about searching for the ingredients.”

Father’s face darkened. “Did you hear nothing of what I told you in the Dark Library? You disobeyed me to pursue some childish fancy!”

He brought his fist down on the desk and I jumped, but the violence of his gesture sparked my own anger. I was being treated like a criminal. Interrogated. Tortured.

“You’re wrong! It wasn’t childish! The vision of the wolf. The flameless fire! I made them both, and they worked!”

I regretted my outburst immediately. Father’s eyebrows contracted and he sat forward in his chair.

“You have been working alchemy?” he asked with disconcerting calm.

“Only to help us find the elixir’s ingredients.”

“And whose miraculous recipe have you been following? Master Caligula’s? Eclecti’s?”

“Agrippa’s,” I told him.

He shook his head. “No. You are not being honest. That recipe cannot be made.”

“You seem to know a lot about it,” I countered, then said, lying only a little, “We found a translation of the Magi’s Alphabet.”

“It has been lost!”

“We found one. Surely you cannot have read every single book in the Dark Library!”

This was a gamble, I knew. I saw my father bristle, but then he reigned in his temper.

“Victor, you have no idea the danger these elixirs pose. They are not proper cures!”

“Like Dr. Murnau’s?” I blurted.

He looked at me, silent.

“Konrad told me,” I said. “We have no secrets. But you’re keeping one from Mother. His illness might return.”

Father seemed weary suddenly. “There is a small chance.”

“And next time it might kill him! How can you sit back and do nothing? How can you trust Dr. Murnau’s guesswork, and no one else’s? Why not Agrippa’s? There are accounts of its successes—”

“Don’t be absurd,” said Father. “Dr. Murnau’s methods are informed by centuries of proper scientific learning.”

At that moment we were interrupted as the door to the study opened, and Elizabeth and Konrad, warmly robed, were ushered in by my mother.

“They wanted to see how you were,” Mother said to me.

“The patient will survive,” Father said.

Konrad was studying me, no doubt wondering how much of our adventure I’d revealed. I felt ashamed. I’d crumpled under Father’s interrogation. I’d not told him everything—but too much.

“It seems,” Father said to our mother, “that the children have been trying to gather the ingredients for an alchemical potion. An elixir of life, no less.”

The look of sheer surprise on Mother’s face told me that Konrad and Elizabeth had confessed very little.

“You said you’d gotten lost exploring the caves!” she exclaimed, seeming genuinely hurt. “How long has this been going on?”

“Since Konrad got ill,” Elizabeth murmured. “We wanted to cure him.”

Mother frowned. “But why would you persist with this even after Dr. Murnau cured him?”

From the corner of my eye I saw my father and brother exchange a glance, as if reminding each other of the secret they kept.

“An elixir of life would be a glorious thing to have,” Konrad said smoothly. “I confess I couldn’t resist the sheer adventure of it.”

“You must abandon this dark endeavor,” my father said firmly. “It is finished. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” Konrad and Elizabeth said.

“Victor, I don’t believe I heard you.”

“Yes,” I muttered.

“You’ve put your lives in peril. You might easily have been killed in those caves. And you should know this as well. Not only is the practice of alchemy fruitless, it is also illegal in our republic. You were unaware of this, no doubt.”

I nodded, truly surprised. I remembered Polidori telling us he’d personally been forbidden from the alchemical arts, but I hadn’t realized it was considered a crime.

“Some years ago,” Father went on, “we tried an alchemist who had been administering a certain miraculous elixir. People paid for it eagerly and willingly drank it. Some of them were made sicker; one died. To prevent further tragedies, the other magistrates and I decided to pass a law making it illegal to profit from, or administer, alchemical medicines.”

“We did not know that,” murmured Elizabeth contritely.

“I cannot have my own children daring the laws of the land,” he said.

“No, Father,” said Konrad.

“And while I admire the selflessness and love that inspired your actions,” said Father, “I’m very disappointed by how you’ve deceived your mother and me.”

I looked at him coldly, and thought he was a hypocrite. Was not he being dishonest with Mother, by not telling her the truth about Konrad’s illness?

“I’m placing you three under house arrest for the next two weeks. No riding. No boating. Your footsteps will not tread beyond the inner yard. You will receive no visitors.”

“Not even Henry?” I cried.

“Especially not Henry,” Father snapped. “He was one of your accomplices!”

“He didn’t really do much,” I muttered, and Konrad could not suppress a laugh.

“He was very good at staying behind,” said Elizabeth, biting back a smile, “on account of his acute imagination.”

And then the three of us fell into a violent fit of giggling, despite our exhaustion—and the prospect of being imprisoned for the next two weeks.

“We must somehow get a message to Polidori,” I said quietly.

We had slept deep into the morning and after a late breakfast the three of us had met in the ballroom, where we could stand outside on the balcony and see the glorious summer, forbidden us for two weeks.

“We need to make sure he got the coelacanth head from Henry—and that he knows we won’t be visiting for a fortnight.”

I was very worried what Henry might have told the alchemist; I didn’t want Polidori to think we’d exposed him, or given up on our plan.

Konrad exhaled. “Victor, we promised to end our adventure.”

I looked at him in surprise. “Yes, but we were lying.”

He glanced at Elizabeth, as though they’d already discussed this without me.

“Perhaps ending it is for the best,” she said.

“How is it for the best?” I demanded.

“We might have died, Victor,” she said in astonishment.

“Yes, I know. I was very nearly inhaled by a fish. But we can’t give up now. We have only a single ingredient left to find! Konrad, it was you who wanted to continue.”

“I regret it now. I’m of Father’s opinion. We are chasing a mirage. There is no proof these alchemical cures work.”

Elizabeth nodded, and I stared at her in astonishment. “You saw that book move; you smelled its blood!”

“I don’t know what I saw or smelled anymore.”

“Did you not say the room was bathed in red lamplight?” Konrad asked her. “That might have created the effect of—”

“You were not there,” I reminded him pointedly. “If you had been, you would’ve felt the power of the book, and Polidori—like Elizabeth and me.”

“I find it curious,” said Elizabeth, turning to me, “that you can’t believe in God but are more than willing to believe in alchemical wonders.”

“The vision of the wolf. The flameless fire. They may be wonders, but they’re real. It is just science by another name.”

Konrad sniffed. “Father doesn’t think so.”

“Right now,” said Elizabeth, “I am extremely grateful to be alive. And I think we should put the whole matter in God’s hands.”

Konrad gave a little nod.

“Has she converted you, then?” I asked. “You never believed in God.”

“She is very persuasive,” Konrad said, smiling, and Elizabeth flushed as they looked at each other fondly.

“And he’s converted you, too,” I said to her, disguising my jealous pain with anger. “You were so brave on our adventures, and now you cowardly want to surrender.”

She would not meet my eye. “We see things differently, Victor.”

“Well,” I said, “I prefer to take some action. But if you wish to lie about and hope for miracles, go ahead.”

“Victor, you have already risked your life for me,” said Konrad kindly. “I cannot imagine a greater show of brotherly love. I’ll never forget this. But I am asking you now to stop.”

“But—,” I began, only to have him interrupt me.

“Surely my say should count the more,” he said. “It’s my life. And I say stop. Truly, let’s leave this behind us.”

I did not know how to reply.

I woke the following morning to an unexpected feeling of well-being.

When I parted the curtains, warm sunlight doused me. I opened the window to the trill of birdsong and an intoxicatingly warm breeze. The lake sparkled. It seemed the whole world was before me, and it was truly beautiful, and beckoning me to return to it. I was alive.

I took a deep breath. These past weeks, during Konrad’s illness, my mind—awake and dreaming—had been filled with dread and cobwebs and darkness. I wanted the sun to burn them all away.

And I could not but wonder …

Maybe Konrad and Elizabeth were right, and it was best to abandon our dangerous and uncertain quest.

As far as prisons went, the château was a pleasant and roomy one, but it was still a prison. The lake and meadows we’d taken for granted all our lives now seemed to beckon from the windows and balconies with excruciating intensity.

Father was not a sadistic jailer. Though he refused to shorten our sentence (despite my best arguments), over the next five days he did try to distract us with entertaining stories about far-flung countries, and the bloody histories of famous battles that he knew Konrad and I had always craved when younger. He shared with us the news he received from abroad, where France heaved with revolution. A whole new world was being forged beyond the mountains, but within the walls of Château Frankenstein, nothing changed.

He’d done something to the library’s secret door so it would not open. Clearly he no longer trusted our promises.

Mother was very happy. She thought Konrad healed, and she had all her children under her roof day and night.
  

CHAPTER TWELVE
KEEPER OF SECRETS
 

A
FEW NIGHTS LATER I WOKE FROM A DREAM SO TERRIBLE that it shimmered darkly before me, even as I sat up in bed, panting.

Konrad was dead and laid out in his coffin, the hue of bodily corruption already on his flesh. I stood at his head, peering down at him. Behind me I could hear the weeping of my family. A huge fury stirred inside me.

And suddenly the coffin was no longer a coffin but a laboratory table.

Over Konrad’s body I spoke words of power, and applied unguents and strange machines to his limbs, his chest, his skull.

And then I gave a great cry, and energy erupted from within me and arced like lightning from my body to his.

His hand twitched. His head stirred. His eyes opened and looked at me.

I lit a candle and paced my room. Sleep was impossible after such a vision. What was its meaning? I did not believe in augury, but the dream’s urgency was hard to ignore. Would Konrad sicken and die unless … unless we took action once more? Was it within my power to save him?

Restlessly I went to my desk and from a hidden cupboard drew out Eisenstein’s slim green volume. Father thought all alchemy nonsense, yet at least some of it worked. It had given me the vision of the wolf, and a flameless fire to escape the depths. It had helped Polidori resurrect text from a burned tome, and make Krake preternaturally intelligent.

Why couldn’t this same well of knowledge produce an elixir of life?

Idly I paged through the book, looking at the headings. They did not seem so unlike the natural sciences Father taught us at our lessons—

I stopped.

Upon the page was written “Transmutation of base metals to gold.” It was not the luster of this promise that caught my attention, but the handwriting in the book’s margins. It was distinctive and unmistakable—for it was my father’s.

I gripped the book closer, my eyes flying over my father’s calculations, his detailed annotations on performing the procedure.

Liar.

The man I had admired all my life, whose every word I had trusted, was a liar. The secret he kept from Mother was one thing—a small deceit done to protect her from worry. But this was altogether different. He had barred us from the Dark Library, told us that alchemy was nothing but nonsense. And all the time he himself knew its power.

He had turned lead into gold!

So why had he forbidden us from making the Elixir of Life even though it might one day save the life of his own son? I didn’t understand.

I forced myself to take a breath, and as my pulse slowed, I knew my course of action. I wouldn’t allow myself to be distracted any longer.

Just one ingredient left.

Just one more, and the elixir would be mine.

After breakfast I went downstairs to the servants’ quarters and found Maria in her office, going through the accounts.

“How are you today, Victor?” she asked, looking up.

“I am thoroughly enjoying my imprisonment, thank you, Maria.”

The news of our adventuring was common knowledge among the servants, although Father had been most careful not to make any mention of alchemy. Even among the most loyal of staff, rumors could easily escape the château and sully our family’s glorious reputation.

“Can I be of some service to you?” Maria asked—a touch warily, I thought.

“Today is your day in town, is it not?” She usually made the trip into Geneva with a maid to supervise the purchase of provisions we could not get locally in Bellerive.

“It is indeed.”

“Would you be willing to take a message for me?”

“Of course. To Henry Clerval, I assume.”

I closed the office door behind me. “No,” I said. “To Julius Polidori.”

She was silent for a moment. “You found him, then,” she said, for she and I hadn’t spoken of the matter since she’d given me his name many weeks before.

I nodded. “With his help we’ve been assembling the ingredients for the Elixir of Life.”

Her eyes widened. “But surely your father—”

“Knows nothing of Polidori’s involvement, no. And mustn’t. But we are very close to creating the elixir, and I must get word to Mr. Polidori of our predicament.”

“Victor,” she said, and paused as someone passed the door, “surely there’s no need, now that Konrad is healed.”

“It may only be a temporary cure,” I said. “Father does not want that known, even by Mother.”

“I see,” she said. I did not like divulging this information, but I needed all the ammunition at my disposal.

“Will you deliver my note?” I asked.

“I am loathe to do it,” she said bluntly. “When I heard of your adventuring in the caves … It’s a miracle you did not all perish.”

“But, Maria, you helped set us on this path,” I reminded her.

The fingers of her left hand rubbed nervously against her arm-rest. “I know, and it was wrong of me, I think.”

“It’s but a small matter of delivering a letter to his house—and awaiting his reply.”

“Your Father would be furious if he found out.”

“But he will not find out,” I said. “Just as he never found out it was you who told us about Julius Polidori in the first place.”

She looked at me carefully. “I did it only for Konrad’s sake.”

“I know,” I said. “I know. But we must keep each other’s secrets, mustn’t we?”

I daresay she thought I was threatening her. I would never have done anything to get her in trouble—but perhaps it was best to let her imagine I might.

“Very well,” she said with heavy reluctance. “Give me the address. I will be your messenger.”

I passed her the note, already written and sealed with wax.

“And one last thing, Maria. Do not tell him who you are, or for whom you work.”

In the evening I slid downstairs and found Maria again. She scarcely looked at me as she handed me a sealed letter. And then she gave a shiver, as though relieved to be rid of the thing. Instantly I slipped it into my pocket.

“To be in that shop of his gave me grave doubts,” she whispered. “And the fellow himself … and that cat of his!”

I kissed Maria on the cheek, as I used to do when little.

“Thank you,” I said. “You have done a great service.”

“I hope it is the last.” She looked at me, and I thought I saw a flicker of fear on her face.

I went upstairs to my bedchamber, closed and locked the door, and opened the letter.

Dear Sir,


Thank you for your letter. Please rest assured that I did indeed receive the coelacanth head from your friend and that it yielded oils ample for the purpose.

 

I now understand that you are temporarily detained, and I am most relieved that our venture remains secret—as it must. If I do not hear otherwise from you, I will assume you wish me to continue my work. The translation is cumbersome, but proceeds apace, and I have no doubt I will soon know the third and final ingredient. When I have succeeded, I will leave a message for you, as per your instructions, by the Gallimard crypt in the Bellerive graveyard. Until then, I remain,

 

Your humble servant,
Julius Polidori
 

For the moment I had done all I could. Now I had to wait.

I became a keeper of secrets.

I did not tell Konrad or Elizabeth of Father’s alchemy. I did not tell them of my resolve to pursue our adventure. What good would it do? It wouldn’t change their minds. They were too busy being in love. If Konrad did not have the sense to obtain the elixir, I would have to do it for him.

If he were to get sick again, I would have his cure. I would have the power to bring him back from the dead.

And what else might I have the power to do?

That night, sleep would not come to me, and by candlelight I once more opened the slim green volume, the last remnant of the forbidden Dark Library.

The love potion was so childishly simple that I almost doubted it:

A drop of fish oil.


Sugar to mask the fish oil.


A drop of clover honey to sweeten it further.


A pinch of thyme.


The juice of three crushed rose petals.


A small measure of pure glacier water.


Two pinches of rosemary.


A strand of the maker’s hair, cut and ground as finely as possible.


A drop of blood from your heart’s desire.


These items would be easy to come by. Only the last worried me—until I remembered my handkerchief. I had kept it hidden away in my chest of drawers. I did not want it laundered, for upon it was a spot of Elizabeth’s blood, from her sweet lips.

I could cut out the spot and drop the bit of linen into my mixture.

The recipe called for the liquid to sit for a day and night, and then be drunk by my heart’s desire.

That would not be so hard. During our fencing practice we often had a refreshing cordial. I would pour a goblet for Elizabeth and deftly add the sweet potion to her glass.

She would love me. The tincture would make her love me.

A sudden fury overpowered me, and I hurled the book against the wall.

This I knew: There would be no victory in winning Elizabeth through alchemical tricks.

I was not so lovable as Konrad, no. I would never have his charm, or grace or patience or effortless skill at things. But I had the same fine body, and what mine contained had more grit and determination and passion.

Were these not things worth loving?

I’d felt her wolf’s heat that night in the Sturmwald. She’d been mine then, and I would make her mine again.

On my own, and for good.

Afterward I fell into a fitful sleep. I dreamed I was trekking through the Alps and Krake was my only companion. I was searching for something but did not know what. I looked everywhere, with more and more desperation. Krake’s green eyes regarded me solemnly, but he could not help me.

Night came on, and I found a cave and lay down to sleep. Krake stretched out beside me, and I was glad of his comforting warmth.

The dream dissolved, but the warmth remained. Half-awake, I thought nothing of it at first. But then it seemed to intensify, and suddenly I was fully awake, like a desperate swimmer breaching the water’s surface, hungry for air.

I was not alone in my bed.

I lay very still on my right side. Something warm and soft pressed snugly against my back. An arm was draped over my chest. A hand rested against my pounding heart.

I inhaled shakily—breathing in the heady scent of Elizabeth’s hair and skin.

She must have been sleepwalking again, and had once more found her way into my bed, just as she had as a little girl. But she was no longer seven years old, and as I lay there, I was all too aware of the new curves of her woman’s body.

Her heat seemed to travel through me, blooming in my cheeks, under my arms, between my legs. I scarcely dared breathe, for fear of waking her, for fear of ending this moment.

But I had to do something. I could not let her sleep the night there. Panicked thoughts galloped through my head. Imagine if a servant came in to find us like this. How could I explain it? Sweat prickled my forehead.

Gently I pulled away and slowly rolled over to face her.

My breath caught in my throat. I’d expected to find her fast asleep, but her eyes were wide open. Her cheek rested on my pillow, and her lips were twitched into a mischievous smile—one that I had never before seen on her. I gazed, transfixed by her beauty, at once familiar and foreign. Was this really the Elizabeth I had grown up with?

Almost at once I could tell she wasn’t truly looking at me. Like the last time, she gazed through me, at her heart’s true desire. No doubt she thought she was with Konrad. And why wasn’t she?

I wanted to kiss and caress her. It would have been so easy: She was mere inches before me, her long hair spilling over the lace of her nightgown. I leaned hungrily closer, but stopped myself with a moan. I could not take such liberty with her sleeping body, as alluring as it was.

She made a soft sound in her throat, like a cat’s purr, and for a moment I swore her eyes looked right into mine. She lifted her hand and stroked my hair, then let her fingers run down my cheek and neck.

I felt myself weaken. I had to do something, or I would not be able to resist temptation. I slowly got up. Her eyes followed me.

“Elizabeth,” I said calmly, walking around to her side of the bed. “It’s time to go.”

Obediently she pushed herself into sitting, and I tried not to look at the flash of her exposed thighs before her sleeping fingers modestly adjusted her hem.

“Come.” I stretched out my hand.

She took it. I felt like a hypnotist. She would do whatever I asked her.

Elizabeth, touch me. Kiss me. Tell me you love me.

I ground my teeth in frustration. She came willingly as I led her to the door. I opened it and furtively peered into the hall, listening. The thought of being seen made me shiver. We walked down the corridor to her bedchamber. Inside, I led her to her own bed. I straightened her churned sheets.

“It’s time to get some sleep,” I said.

I pressed down lightly on her shoulders, and she sat.

“Lie down,” I said.

She lay down, but took hold of my hand, smiling up at me with that same tantalizing smile. But it was given to me only in the confusion of her sleeping mind, and was meant for Konrad.

I gently pried her fingers off mine.

“Good night, Elizabeth.”

Her head sank down into her pillow. Her eyes closed.

I gave a great sigh and turned. At the doorway she said something that made my step falter, my heart skip a beat. Sleepily she murmured, “Good night, Victor.”

At breakfast Elizabeth gave no sign of remembering her nocturnal wanderings. She talked cheerfully with all of us, and with every second it seemed more and more impossible that she’d ever come to my bed, stroked my face.

It had taken me a long time to get back to sleep. I’d been unable to find a comfortable position. As I’d finally started to drift off, I’d felt her weight and heat against me once more—and I’d turned eagerly to find it was truly my imagination this time.

She’d said my name. Did that mean she’d known—or some part of her had known—where she was and what she was doing? Could it mean she had meant to come to my room, and not Konrad’s?

I could ask her—but how? At the very least she’d be embarrassed; at the worst, furious with me, for no doubt she would think I’d made up the whole scandalous thing.

I looked at her across the dining table, and she smiled at me—a friendly, sisterly smile, without even a glimmering of remembrance. She was so radiant and full of beauty that I could barely swallow my food.

That night, after dinner, I emerged on the balcony to find her leaning against the balustrade, watching the sun sink toward the mountains.

“The last night of our imprisonment,” I said.

She looked over, somewhat surprised, for no doubt she’d been expecting Konrad. I had intercepted him on his way, and had told him that Father wanted him to check on the horses and inquire after the pregnant mare from the head groom.

“The two weeks have gone quickly enough,” she said, and turned her eyes back to the mountains.

I had no gift for pretty talk, but I’d prepared some lines, thanks to Henry’s poetry—and I was emboldened too by the fact that Elizabeth, unbeknownst to her, had shared my bed the night before.

“Your beauty makes the sunset itself pause,” I said, “so it can behold you but a second longer.”

She turned to me, her eyes wide.

“But you are the brighter of the two,” I said. “Around you I feel like a moth, and it’s all I can do to avoid your fire.”

She laughed, her hand rising to cover her mouth.

“Have I said something funny?” I asked, annoyed.

Elizabeth bit her lips, then composed herself. “No, no, it’s very sweet, thank you. It’s just that, well, it’s not the kind of language I’m used to hearing you speak, Victor.”

“Perhaps there are certain talents I keep hidden,” I said, raising my eyebrows mysteriously.

“Difficult to believe. Have you been reading poetry?”

“The words are my own,” I said, only half lying. Damn these poetical scribblings—even if they’d been scripted for me, I had no tongue to say them.

“They’re very fine,” she said. “But better saved for someone else.”

“They’d be wasted, then,” I said. “Like, like—” I tried to think of something poetic. “Like pearls tossed at pigs.”

“‘Swine,’ I think, is the expression you’re looking for. Pearls before swine.”

“Oh, to hell with pretty words—since you only mean to mock me.”

“No, indeed, ‘pig’ is very expressive,” she said, “and an excellent description of a fellow who flirts with his brother’s beloved.”

“Ah. I did not realize you were already his property.” I knew this would anger her, for my mother had always taught us that women were the equal of men and shouldn’t be treated like possessions.

I got the exact reaction I wanted. Her eyes flared. “No one owns me, Victor, except me. Well,” she added, a little contritely, “God owns me, as he does all His creations, but no human shall ever own me.”

“Oh, I know, I know,” I said, as dismissively as I could, “you always like to make your own choices. So why not give yourself a little choice in this matter?”

“I already have, and you should respect my decision. Now you should go.”

She looked over my shoulder worriedly, no doubt afraid Konrad would appear.

“Oh, he won’t be coming for some time,” I said. “I sent him on an errand.”

“That was mean of you.”

“Yes.” The light burnished her amber hair, and I went to her, grabbed her shoulders, and kissed her on the mouth. She pushed me away and slapped me, hard.

“Don’t ever,” she said, wildcat fury in her eyes.

“You like it when I kiss you,” I said, knowing no such thing.

She turned her back on me. “You bite,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Admit it,” I said recklessly. “You don’t even have to say yes, just nod your head. Go on, be honest!”

I watched the back of her head, waiting and hoping. She might have been a statue.

“What you are doing is very wrong, Victor,” she said.

“What about that old saying, ‘All’s fair in love and war’?”

“You do not love me!”

“Don’t tell me what I feel,” I said angrily. “When you don’t even know what you feel yourself.”

She turned on me, angry but also curious. “What are you talking about?”

There was a moment when I might have kept her secret, but I was too inflamed. “You come to my bedchamber at night,” I whispered.

Her face flushed. “That is a vile thing to say.”

“You sleepwalk, Elizabeth. You know you do. You did it as a child. And twice this summer you’ve done it again. And each time you’ve come to my room.”

She looked at me warily, not sure if I was telling the truth.

“The first time you held your old doll, the one with the red braids. You thought she was a baby, and she wasn’t dead, just cold, and you wanted to warm her.”

Her gaze left mine, and a memory seemed to scud across her mind.

“You remember such dreams, don’t you?” I said.

“I often have them,” she admitted. “But I have no memory of coming to your bedchamber.”

“Last night you climbed into my bed.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I do not believe it.” And she made to walk past me.

I grabbed her arm and held her. “You lay against me and smiled at me and purred like a wildcat.”

“Let me go,” she said softly, dangerously.

I released my hold on her, but she didn’t move.

“You stroked my face. And when I took you back to your own room, you said good night to me. ‘Good night, Victor,’ you said.”

She looked troubled now, her eyes darting about after flares of remembrance.

“What I want to know,” I said, “is why it’s my room you come to. Why not visit Konrad’s?”

“How do you know I don’t?” she retorted.

I swallowed, speechless for a moment. “You’re bluffing.”

“Am I?”

But as I watched her, I saw the uncertainty in her haughty eyes, and knew she was lying.

“I have a hypothesis, if you’d care to hear it,” I said.

She said nothing, but nor did she walk away.

“Konrad’s a fine fellow, but there’s one thing I have that he doesn’t. A passion to match your own.”

“What nonsense you talk!”

“Is it? Konrad sees your angel, but I see your animal. Look me in the eye and tell me I’m wrong.”

“Wrong about what?” said Konrad behind me.

Elizabeth glared at me. I glared back.

“Just a lively discussion,” I said dismissively, “and one I now tire of.” I walked past Konrad and back into the château.

I wasn’t surprised when, not an hour later, there was a knock on my bedchamber door and Konrad entered without waiting for an invitation. I was at my desk, pretending to read.

“You have upset Elizabeth very much, you know,” he said, sitting down in an armchair.

“Have I?”

He seemed surprised by my play of innocence. “Yes. She’s upset by the way you spoke to her.”

I frowned. “What way was that?”

I wasn’t about to make this any easier for him. I would give nothing away. I wanted to know how much Elizabeth had told him.

Konrad raised his eyebrows. “Your behavior on the balcony was hardly gentlemanly.”

The balcony. So he still didn’t know about our midnight kiss. Or her midnight visits to my bedroom. The fact gave me a little thrill. Our secret from Konrad.

“My behavior,” I said with a frown. “Can you be more specific, please?”

“You forced a kiss upon her, Victor.”

I shrugged like a world-weary lover. “Oh, that. How could a young woman be upset by such flattery?”

I watched Konrad carefully, waiting for his composure to crack.

“That kiss was not wanted,” he said evenly.

I chuckled. “It was by me.”

My brother’s expression remained infuriatingly calm. “You don’t really love Elizabeth. It’s nothing more than a youthful infatuation.”

“Ah, is that what it is?” I said, feeling my temper kindle.

He nodded, as though he were a kindly uncle giving advice to a pimply, gawking child.

“Perhaps yours is the youthful infatuation,” I said.

“All right, then,” said Konrad, and I suddenly felt like we were fencing again—lunging and parrying. “How long have you had romantic feelings for her? Be truthful. Weeks?”

“I don’t know.”

“Days, perhaps?”

“What does it matter?” I countered. “If I love her, I love her.”

“I am willing to bet,” Konrad said, “that you only discovered your love for her after you knew of mine.”

“Not so!” I said, wondering if there was truth in this.

“I shouldn’t have mentioned it to you,” Konrad said. “That was obviously a mistake.”

“I knew your feelings well before then,” I scoffed. “And my own, too.”

“Victor, she wants you to stop.”

“Hmm. I wonder,” I said. And on a devilish impulse I added, “Did she not tell you about our long midnight kiss?”

Konrad’s face tightened. A hit. But almost at once my victory tasted sour.

My brother stood, enraged. “She’s never said a word of this to me.”

Elizabeth had kept my shameful secret to protect me and Konrad—and I had just betrayed her.

“I tricked her,” I said quickly. “I stole the note meant for you. She thought I was you, but not for long, and when she found out, she was furious with me.”

“And yet you persist,” said Konrad, kicking the chair so hard it toppled and skidded across the room. “You want everything, Victor, that is your problem.”

“How easy for you to say, when you already have everything.”

“What do you mean?” he demanded, his fist closing.

Scalding anger evaporated any lingering shame or regret. “You are best at everything, and you know it. It comes so easily to you that I wonder if you even try. I must work at what I want.”

“And you’ve suddenly decided you want Elizabeth? Can’t you see how selfish you’ve been? She loves you as a brother, and it pains her to have to reject you—more than once now, it seems! She has no romantic feelings for you, Victor.”

“I’m not convinced,” I said stubbornly.

Konrad took a threatening step toward me. “This is one thing you cannot control. You must accept this.”

“I accept nothing,” I said.

“You deserve a proper beating, then!”

“Excellent!” I said, exhilarating anger coursing through my veins. “Let’s have at it. Or maybe we should fight a proper duel over her, hey? Come, let us get our foils.”

“Only if we uncork the tips!” said Konrad in fury.

“Agreed!” I barked.

He lunged for me, fists raised, but at that moment all the blood seemed to rush from his face, and he fainted on my floor.
  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE GATES OF HELL
 

I
HARDLY SLEPT, WORRYING ABOUT KONRAD THE WHOLE NIGHT. When he’d collapsed to the floor, so pale, for a terrible moment I’d thought he was dead. But he’d only been unconscious for a few minutes, and when he’d roused, he’d insisted that he was absolutely fine. But I’d already called a servant to fetch Father, and the servant and I had helped Konrad to his bedchamber and settled him in bed.

“Please don’t make a fuss,” he’d said, still very pale. “You’ll only worry Mother.”

When I’d bid him good night, he would not meet my eye.

Dawn came, and I threw on a robe and went directly to his bedchamber. Mother was just leaving, closing the door softly behind her.

“Wait a bit,” she told me. “He’s still sleeping.”

Elizabeth came round the corner, hastily robed, her hair loose about her shoulders. She scarcely glanced at me.

“How’s he doing?” she asked.

Mother gave us a smile, though there was something brittle in it. “Not so bad. A small fever only. Two of the girls downstairs have the exact same thing,” she added reassuringly. “It has laid them low for a day or two, but no doubt they will be right as rain. In an hour or two I’m sure he’ll be awake and wanting company. Maria is watching over him for now.”

Mother walked off, leaving Elizabeth and me alone in the corridor. She started walking away, and I followed her awkwardly.

“Shall we get some breakfast?” I suggested.

She turned on me, livid. “When he fainted in your room, what were you two talking about?”

I cleared my throat. “If you must know, he came to reprimand me for the way I treated you on the balcony.”

Had there been some alchemical process to turn back time, I would have paid a fortune for it, so I could take back the hurtful words I’d said to Konrad. I’d come to his room just now hoping to make amends.

“Victor?” she said impatiently. “What did you say to him?”

“I told him that you and I kissed in the library.”

Her dark eyes blazed. “How could you?”

“I regretted it instantly. I told him I pretended to be him, that you were guiltless.”

“And the sleepwalking?”

I looked at her in surprise. “So you believe me now?”

“Answer my question!”

“No, I said nothing of it. And he remained very calm—until the very end. I was amazed.”

“He’s not like you, Victor,” she said. “He can master his temper. But you went too far, and put his blood into a fever.”

“You’re saying I’m responsible for his fever?” I demanded, though the idea had plagued me. “Listen to Mother. It’s a passing ague. Others in the house have it.”

Neither of us said a word. We both shared the exact same worry.

“I hope you’re right, Victor,” she said, “because if you’ve brought back his illness, I will never forgive you.”

And she walked away from me.

“I’d like to visit Saint Mary’s and light a candle for Konrad,” Elizabeth said as we were finishing breakfast.

The slightest flicker of irritation crossed Father’s face, but he said, “Very well. I’ll have Philippe take you.”

“I can take her,” I said quickly. I’d been planning on making a trip to the graveyard to check for Polidori’s note—and this gave me the perfect excuse.

Father looked at me closely, and I realized he was still reluctant to let me out of the house.

“To the church and back, Victor,” he said.

“Of course.”

Outside on the lake road, with the water sparkling and the heady smell of the fields in my nostrils, I ought to have felt exhilarated after my two weeks’ confinement. But I felt wretched. Elizabeth sat beside me, silent and reproachful.

My only thought, thumping in time with the horse’s hooves, was: Let it be there. Let there be a message waiting.

When we arrived, I watched her enter the church, then tied up the horse and ran through the tombstones to the Gallimard crypt, a huge pile of granite that had glowered there for centuries. I walked around it twice, scrabbling in dirt and leaves, looking for some kind of wallet.

Nothing.

I cursed and kicked at the crypt’s wall with my boot. Polidori had had two weeks. What could be taking the old fool so long? I wanted to ride the rest of the way to Geneva and box his ears.

If Konrad’s illness had returned—

I banished the thought, and walked inside the church. After the bright sunlight, it took my eyes several moments to grow accustomed to the dim interior. The church was nearly empty, only a few people at prayer scattered among the pews.

I took a seat near the back. I saw Elizabeth at the front, kneeling before a row of small lit candles, her hands covering her face.

Tears sprang to my eyes, and I looked away. On the altar a young boy was polishing the brasses. My knowledge of the Church was small, but I did know about how the priest was said to perform a miracle, turning the bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus Christ.

From the stained-glass windows shafts of colored light angled through the stillness of the church. My thoughts drifted.

Wine to blood. Lead to gold. Medicine dripped into my brother’s veins. The transmutation of matter.

Was it magic or science? Fantasy or truth?

Two days passed, and the fever did not leave him.

His body ached. The joints of his right hand became swollen. Downstairs, our two servants were still laid low as well. We had a visit from the kindly, useless Dr. Lesage, who administered his usual strengthening powders and tinctures to help combat the fever.

“I am sending for Dr. Murnau,” Father said at dinner. William and Ernest had already been taken off to bed, and it was just Elizabeth and me with Mother and Father. For a moment there was silence around the table.

“But I thought this was just a passing illness?” Elizabeth said.

“Mostly likely it is,” said Mother, “but I think it best to be safe.”

I avoided Elizabeth’s gaze, for fear of the anger I would see there.

“Before he departed,” said Father, “Dr. Murnau left me a detailed schedule of his whereabouts, in case we needed him again. He’s currently in Lyon with another patient. I mean to ride there myself and bring him back as soon as possible.”

Lyon was in France, and the country was in the utmost turmoil. Mobs of revolutionaries still roved the land in a reign of terror, persecuting any who might disagree with them. I looked at my father, and for the first time he seemed old to me, and tired. My heart felt as crumpled as his shoulders.

“Is it safe for you, Father?” Elizabeth asked. “The stories we’ve heard …”

“I will take Philippe and Marc with me. The French people have no quarrel with the Genevese—we have no love of monarchy either. My only worry is how long the journey may take. I plan to leave tomorrow morning.”

Later that evening I found Father alone in his study, hurriedly packing a small valise.

“May I speak with you?” I said, closing the door behind me.

“What is it, Victor?”

I took a deep breath, let it out. “Father, given Konrad’s condition, is it not worth … at least considering the Elixir of Life?”

He looked at me as if I had gone mad, but I persisted.

“We need only one last ingredient and—”

He lifted his hand. “Enough. Dr. Murnau will advise us.”

“But he himself said he couldn’t give Konrad the same medicine so soon. What can he do? Maybe if you’d told Mother the truth, she’d be willing to pursue the Elixir of Life as well. If we at least had it at hand, we’d—”

“No!”

“You would rather let him die?”

“How often must I tell you? Alchemy does not hold the answer!”

My heart thudded. “How can you say that when you yourself have practiced it?”

His split second’s hesitation betrayed him. “Nonsense.”

My voice shook. “I saw your handwriting in Eisenstein’s book. You have transmuted lead into gold.”

Quietly he said, “It was not gold.”

I stared in confusion.

“It only had the appearance of gold.” There was bitterness in his voice.

“But in your notes there were calculations for some two hundred pounds. If it was not gold, why did you make …” I trailed off.

My father turned to look out the window, and I had the dreadful sense that something was about to be taken away from me forever.

“Its appearance,” he said, “was enough to fool a great many people.”

It took me a moment to form the words. “You sold people fake gold?”

“When I was a young man, the Frankenstein fortune was all but gone. My family would have lost everything. Everything. When I discovered the Dark Library, I thought alchemy might prove our salvation. The gold, alas, was not real—but it was possible to carefully sell it through various agents, far away, in the empires of Russia and the Orient.”

“I see.”

“Without that money our family would have failed. I would not have married. You would not exist. I am not proud of it, but it was necessary.”

I felt feverish. My father, the great magistrate, was a liar, a hypocrite, a criminal. I could not sort my thoughts properly. He turned to face me, and this time it was I who could not meet his eye, so ashamed of him was I. He took me tightly by the shoulders.

“You must tell no one of this, Victor. You understand?”

I said nothing.

“It would destroy us.”

I forced myself to look at him. “What about Konrad?”

“Listen to me, my son. Alchemy is a mirage. You must accept that.”

I wrenched myself free of his grip. “Maybe it was only you who failed. You cannot dismiss the entire discipline because you could not make gold! Maybe others are more skilled than you!”

“Victor—”

“No,” I said, blood pounding in my ears. “I no longer trust you!”

He tried once more to put his hands upon me, but I twisted away and fled his study.

The next morning he was gone. He’d departed for Lyon before I was even awake.

At breakfast Mother looked at Elizabeth and me rather uncomfortably and said, “Your father left instructions that you are to stay within the house until he returns.”

“Why?” I demanded.

“He is concerned you might entangle yourselves in more mischief.”

Elizabeth’s face filled with innocent amazement. “That is not fair! We have no such plans!”

I said nothing, watching Mother, wondering how much she knew—of my interview with Father last night, of Father’s criminal past.

“Those were his wishes, and they will be kept,” said Mother firmly.

My pulse was a drumbeat of anger. I would not keep Father’s secret any longer—if secret it were. I would not be treated like a prisoner! But Elizabeth spoke before I could.

“Surely I am still permitted the freedom to worship.”

Mother faltered, for the word “freedom” in our house was given great weight. “Yes, I am sure your father would not deny you that.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “Because Elizabeth wants to visit Saint Mary’s again this morning. To light another candle for Konrad.”

Elizabeth glanced at me in surprise.

“And I am happy to take her,” I hurried on, before Elizabeth could say another word.

“To the church and back only,” Mother said. “And do not dally, or there will be no more exceptions.”

Later, on the way to Saint Mary’s in the trap, Elizabeth looked at me.

“What are you up to?”

“Nothing,” I lied. “I thought I might light a candle myself.”

“Is that so?” she said.

I let her go inside alone, and then rushed to the crypt to check for Polidori’s message. If I again found nothing, I swore to myself I would ride to Geneva and confront Polidori personally.

At the grave site I got down on my hands and knees and searched. Finding nothing, I climbed the low fence and peered inside the crypt. Nothing. I should have been clearer in my instructions and specified a place. Where would he have put it?

Then I realized it would not have been Polidori himself who’d have brought the message. He would have hired a trustworthy messenger … or sent Krake. A great oak tree shaded this part of the graveyard, and I remembered the lynx’s speed in trees. I glanced up and saw, hanging from a low branch, a pouch. I jumped and snatched it down. It smelled like cat.

I looked about, a touch uneasily, half expecting to see the mysterious lynx gazing at me with his unnerving green eyes. I untied the pouch and took out a small piece of parchment, dated only the previous day.

My Dear Sir,


I have finished the translation and discovered the final ingredient. It is very close at hand. If you still wish to obtain the elixir, come at your earliest opportunity.

 

Your humble servant,
Julius Polidori
 

I went inside, found Elizabeth praying, and lit a candle.

I knelt beside her and silently—to whom, I don’t know—said, Thank you.

When we returned, I saw a pair of horses being harnessed to our carriage. Richard, one of the stable hands, told us that our mother wanted to see us at once. We vaulted up the stairs, fearing it was some desperate news about Konrad. As we passed my bedchamber, there was a servant packing my clothes into a large valise.

“What’s going on?” I demanded from the doorway.

“Victor, Elizabeth,” my mother said, appearing in the hall. “A third servant has been taken ill. Genevieve, from the kitchen, has fever and spots across her body.”

“Is it the pox?” I said.

“It may be.”

“Is that what Konrad has?” Elizabeth asked.

“Certainly his skin bears a rash in places. Dr. Lesage is on his way. In any event I want you two to go with William and Ernest to the Geneva house.”

Elizabeth’s brow furrowed. “You must let me stay as well. Who will help you with Konrad?”

“I have more than enough help,” said Mother firmly. “What I can’t bear is another of my children taking ill. I want all of you away until we know whether this is chicken pox or plague.”

Elizabeth began to object once more, but Mother raised her finger and shook her head. “No arguments. I’ll send a messenger the moment I have news to report.”

Within the hour I was in a carriage with Elizabeth and William and Ernest, on my way to Geneva. William insisted on sitting on my lap, and I held him tightly. He looked up at me, beaming, thinking this a wonderful treat. I pressed my cheek to his, trying to find solace in his soft warmth.

Mother must have sent word ahead of us, for when we arrived, the servants were already throwing open shuttered windows and pulling dust coverings off the furniture. We were greeted most warmly by the staff, who wanted to know all about Konrad and the other ill servants.

All I could think about was getting to Polidori’s. The sooner I knew of the final ingredient, the sooner I could obtain it and have the elixir.

I ate my lunch quickly and excused myself from the table.

Elizabeth followed me out into the hall. “Where are you going?” she asked suspiciously. I said nothing, but she knew. She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a deserted parlor, closing the door behind her.

“We promised your father, Victor.”

“I don’t have any intention of keeping that promise,” I said.

“Well, I do,” Elizabeth retorted.

“Polidori has finished the translation,” I told her.

“How do you know this?”

I pulled his note from my pocket and showed her. “We have been in communication.”

“You kept this secret from us?”

“You wished to give it all up.”

She quickly read the note and looked up at me. “Don’t go.”

“‘Close at hand,’” I said, quoting Polidori’s note. “That means it is easily gotten, does it not? There will be no difficult quest this time. Perhaps he even has it in his shop!”

“Victor, we do not even know what ailment Konrad suffers from. It may just be—”

“The pox? Yes. And it might be mild or it might be fatal. Or it might be his old illness returned. We need to be ready.”

“We must wait until Dr. Murnau returns.”

I groaned. “That might not be for days—or weeks, if something unforeseen happens.”

“For all we know, this Elixir of Life could harm him.”

“It’s a risk,” I admitted. “But what if he gets even worse? What if Dr. Murnau comes and can’t help him? You’d do nothing when we might cure him?”

Elizabeth’s gaze broke away from mine.

“It’s within our grasp,” I pressed on. “We have only one ingredient left to create the elixir. One! And it will work, I feel certain of it—more certain than I can say.”

I wanted to tell her of my dream, how I had healed Konrad—how I had raised him from the dead. But how to tell her without sounding demented?

I took her hand. “Don’t be so easily turned from our quest. Its way was never smooth, I grant you, but it was all the more glorious for being full of dangers and terror. At every turn our strength was tested, our courage called forth. And it was all done not for ourselves but for another. That is what makes it glorious.”

Elizabeth fixed me with her hazel eyes. “Is it truly done for another, Victor?”

I frowned. “What?”

“Is it for Konrad, or really for you? For your glory?”

Her words bit deeper and swifter than a serpent’s fangs, for there was poisonous truth in them, but I would not admit it.

“For Konrad!” I exclaimed, and turned my self-anger at Elizabeth. “How dare you question my love for my brother! No one is closer to him than me!”

“He is a brother to me as well,” she said. “And more.”

“Yes. Sweetheart, too,” I snapped.

“So I have double reason to care for him,” she said hotly.

“Then show it,” I said. “The clock ticks.”

“Konrad himself wanted us to abandon this quest,” Elizabeth reminded me.

I made to leave the room, but she grabbed my arm. “Victor, if you leave this house, I will send a note to Mother, telling her of your intentions.”

I turned to look at her, and knew she was not lying.

“I don’t understand you,” I said, feeling betrayed. “Where’s your fire?”

“You burn enough for all of us,” she said more gently. “Will you at least wait until we learn more from your mother? Let us see what tomorrow brings.”

“Very well,” I said reluctantly, and left the room.

The next morning Henry arrived after breakfast to inquire after Konrad and our household, and it was grand to see him again, even in such dire circumstances.

He stayed with us all morning, and just before lunch the footman entered the sitting room with a letter.

“From your mother, I believe,” he said, offering me the envelope on a silver tray.

Most eagerly I took it and opened it. “Read it aloud,” Elizabeth urged me.

My Dears,


I wish I had better news for you. When Dr. Lesage came yesterday, he said that Konrad was not suffering from the pox, but from his old illness. Last night was very bad. Konrad tossed and moaned, for not even sleep eases his pain. I write this letter to you at ten in the morning, and he still has not roused. His pulse is weak, and he is now so still and pale that it frightens me. I expect Dr. Lesage again shortly. But unless there is some drastic improvement, I fear the worst. My dear Elizabeth, I have never asked you this, but please pray. Pray that Dr. Murnau arrives soon.

 

I would ask you all to come back, but another servant has broken out with the pox, and Dr. Lesage says we must wait another day before he knows whether it is smallpox or its milder cousin. So for now, please remain in Geneva.

 

Do not read this letter to Ernest. Tell him that Konrad just needs a little longer to recover. He is too young to bear such worries.

 

With my great love,

 

Your mother

 

“Konrad’s dying,” I said.

“You can’t know that,” Elizabeth retorted, her voice catching.

I stood. “I am going to Polidori, to finish the elixir.”

Elizabeth said nothing for a moment. Her eyes glimmered with tears. “The last time Polidori gave an elixir to someone, it killed them.”

“This elixir will be different!”

“I could never forgive myself if we murdered Konrad.”

“Can you forgive yourself if we do nothing?”

“I say we continue,” said Henry quietly.

In surprise and gratitude I turned to him.

“Easy for you,” Elizabeth snapped. “You wait at the bottom of the tree! Or outside the cave!”

“My days of waiting and watching are over,” said Henry. “I’m ashamed of my cowardice. From now on, I’m coming wherever our journey takes us—be it the very gates of hell!”

I clapped him on the shoulder, stirred by his passion. “That—that—is the kind of strength needed now! Well said, Henry Clerval. To the very gates of hell! Let us be off at once.”

I strode for the door.

“Wait,” said Elizabeth. “I will come with you.”
  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE FINAL INGREDIENT
 

YOUR BROTHER, HOW IS HIS HEALTH?” POLIDORI ASKED AS HE opened the parlor door to us.

“Very poor indeed,” Elizabeth said.

“I am most distraught to hear it,” said Polidori, looking at me closely. “Come in, come in.”

We three followed him inside. The room was malodorous with the smell of wet cat. Krake was sprawled before the hearth, gazing at us with his green eyes.

“Please sit,” Polidori said.

“I cannot,” I said, pacing. “Just tell me what we need.”

Polidori hesitated a moment, as if reluctant. “This last ingredient is different from the others, and you may be sur—”

“Out with it! The sooner we know, the sooner we can get to work. My brother’s life fades with every minute!”

I felt a hand on mine, and turned to Elizabeth. The calm reassurance of her gaze was like a balm to my inflamed soul. I allowed myself a deep breath and then exhaled, feeling ashamed.

“Forgive me, Mr. Polidori. I am not myself.”

“No, no, young sir, it is I who must apologize. I’m long-winded, I know. You will be pleased to know the ingredient is easily had.”

“That is excellent news!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

“But it will severely test your resolve,” said Polidori.

“What do you mean?” Henry asked nervously.

“You must be very sure you wish to proceed,” said the alchemist, and there was in his eyes a blaze of passion I had not seen since he’d first set eyes on the book of Paracelsus.

“We are ready,” I said impatiently. “Death knocks at my brother’s door. Tell us what we need.”

“The last ingredient is fresh marrow from a bone.”

I nodded, very much encouraged. “Excellent. Where is your nearest butcher?”

“It must be human bone,” Polidori said.

“Ah,” said Henry weakly.

I swallowed, and glanced at Elizabeth. “Very well. We must pay a visit to a charnel house, or morgue. With a bit of silver it shouldn’t be so difficult.”

Polidori was shaking his head. “It must be obtained from a living body. There is more.” He looked at me with an intensity that was almost hypnotic. I felt my knees weaken. I feared very much what was to come.

“According to Agrippa,” Polidori continued, “it must come from the person closest to the taker of the elixir.”

“This is too much,” Henry breathed beside me. “This is akin to witchcraft. Your father was right—”

“Shush!” I said to Henry, fearing he would mention Father’s name or somehow reveal our identity.

“I told you it would test your resolve,” said Polidori. “I myself felt dizzy when I translated the words. It is not something—”

“How much bone marrow?” I demanded, pacing again.

“Ah,” said Polidori, “this news is somewhat better. Not so very much.”

“Victor,” said Henry, “you cannot even consider—”

“How much!” I shouted. “Can you not give me a simple answer?”

“I calculate two fingers should be enough.”

My eyes darted instinctively to my right hand—the one I used least. “My fourth and fifth fingers?” I asked.

“The entirety of them, yes, should be sufficient.”

I folded down my last two fingers, tried to imagine my hand without them. I had seen soldiers return from their wars with stumps where their legs used to be, with arms severed at the elbow. The sight had stirred in me horror and immense pity, for it seemed a terrible thing to go through life so diminished. But the loss of two fingers would be nothing like that.

“It would not be so bad,” I said. “I could still grip things …”

“Victor,” Elizabeth said quietly to me, “you are pale. Are you sure?”

I nodded.

“Because if you are not,” she said, “I am.”

Henry inhaled sharply. I looked at my cousin in amazement. The idea of her wounded and disfigured was too awful.

“Nothing must injure your hands,” I said. “No. It will not work, in any event. It must be from his closest relation. I am his brother. The same blood flows through our veins.”

“But I am his cousin,” she said, “so our blood cannot be so very different. And I love him. We are soul mates.”

Her words were daggers in my breast. For a moment I could not speak.

“And in any event,” she went on, “Mr. Polidori did not say blood relation; he said ‘closest.’ These are different things.”

I looked at the alchemist. “What was Agrippa’s precise meaning?”

“The young lady is correct. The translation is no easy thing, and there are many different meanings of ‘closest’ from the Latin. How to weigh blood relations with the love of one’s soul mate …”

“It’s out of the question,” I said. “I will not allow it.”

Elizabeth’s voice was hard. “You are not my master, Victor.”

“It will be me!” I shouted. “Damn you, let it be me!”

What was it that overmastered me? Was it my jealousy, the fact that she loved him so much she was willing to sacrifice some part of herself? Or was it the mere thought that anyone could be closer to Konrad than I was?

“Do it now,” I said to Polidori.

“You are sure, young sir?”

I nodded.

Once more he led us down the short corridor to the elevator. My feet scarcely felt the floor; the walls seemed like shimmering veils. Down we went to the laboratory.

Polidori wheeled himself about and lit more candles and lanterns, including a large chandelier, which he raised above a long narrow table. He had indeed prepared for my coming. On the table was a neat pile of clean linens, a mound of cotton, rolls of bandaging. And on a separate table nearby were several chisels and a mallet.

At the sight of them, my stomach turned over and I retched, tears stinging my eyes, before I regained my composure.

“You do not have to go through with this,” Henry murmured to me.

“I must,” I said. Without this elixir I was sure Konrad would die. And if I did not give my bone marrow, Elizabeth would give hers—and that was something I could not endure.

Polidori took up the chisels and turned to Henry. “Young sir, could you fill a cauldron with water and place it on the fire. Once it boils, submerge these instruments within for five minutes to sterilize them.”

Henry went off, looking rather green. Polidori next turned to Elizabeth.

“I already know, my lady, that you are not squeamish.”

“Not in the least,” she said stoutly.

“Excellent. You shall be my assistant in this surgery. Young master, you will be more comfortable, I think, if you lie down.”

I lay down on the narrow table. The head was angled upward slightly, so I could watch as Polidori proceeded to strap my right arm down along a side table, now covered in clean white linens.

I did not like having my arm tied, but I could see it was necessary, even as my thoughts became gauzy and unreal. I had to be kept still, for the pain would doubtless be—I grit my teeth and dashed these thoughts from my mind by staring at Elizabeth, her luxuriant hair around her face. She would see how brave I was, how great my devotion to my brother—and to her. I would bring back her beloved.

She met my gaze and held it, and I felt her eyes fill me with strength. She smiled. If only I could keep seeing that smile during the operation, I would be all right.

Henry returned with the sterilized chisels wrapped in clean linen.

“Listen here,” he said to Polidori, in an atypically forceful tone. “Are you qualified to perform this kind of surgery?”

“Find me a surgeon who will willingly perform it, and I will happily let him,” Polidori replied.

We all knew no respectable physician would remove my fingers just for the asking, and we had not time anyway. Konrad needed the elixir now.

“Have you any experience, though?” Henry asked the alchemist.

I did not know which would be more reassuring—if he had none, or if he had merrily amputated many people’s limbs during his career.

“My tools are not a surgeon’s tools, I grant you,” said Polidori, “but for the task at hand, I warrant they are the best suited.”

“There will be a good deal of bleeding. You know how to stop it?”

“Indeed I do, young sir. Once I knew the dire task ahead of me, I took pains to research the precise surgical procedure. I can promise you, I have thought everything through. Your friend will recover swiftly from these injuries, free of infection.”

“If any harm comes to him, his father will have you hanged,” Henry said. “And if he doesn’t, I swear I will do it myself.”

My heart swelled at Henry’s loyalty.

Polidori smiled kindly, and placed a soothing hand on my friend’s arm. “There is no need for such dreadful oaths. All will be well.”

With tongs Polidori carefully placed the chisels on the table to which my arm was strapped.

“Are you ready to begin?” he asked me. I found his calm confidence reassuring.

I tried to say yes, but my throat was so dry that not even a croak came from it. I simply nodded.

“Now, you will need this for the pain.” He handed me a glass filled nearly to the brim with amber liquid. I did not attempt to be brave; I downed the fiery substance in two swallows. My vision doubled, but I felt a reckless numbness sweep through me.

I think I started to laugh, quite beside myself. “Don’t watch, Henry. It won’t be pleasant.” I waved my free hand. “There is probably some book to interest you here.”

“I will stay at your side,” he said, and pulled a stool closer.

“Thank you, Henry,” I said. “You are a true friend.”

“Grip my hand if it helps the pain. As tight as you like.”

I wiggled my soon to be amputated fingers. “‘Close at hand,’” I said to Polidori. “That was what you said earlier. Was that a joke?”

“I did not realize it,” the alchemist said with a small smile.

I looked down at my fingers. I did not really believe I was about to lose them, for my mind kept veering away from the idea, refusing to let me comprehend it completely. But:

They would be gone.

Suddenly I felt a greedy animal fear keen within me. I could not be brave much longer.

“Do it!” I cried. “Do it now!”

“Young miss, if you would make sure the site is kept clean.”

Elizabeth sat down on a small stool, her back to me, and I was very grateful she blocked my view. I felt my smallest finger separated from its fellows by a large wooden peg—splayed off to one side to make it easier for my surgeon.

“I will be quick,” Polidori promised.

I felt the brief, light touch of a chisel’s edge against the place where my fifth finger met my hand. Then the instrument was lifted away.

“No, the narrower one, I think, please,” Polidori told Elizabeth.

A second cold chisel was placed against my hand, its pressure firmer and sharper this time, testing. I caught a glimpse of Polidori’s arm raised high with the mallet, and I clenched my eyes shut. What followed was a blow that seemed to travel through every bone and ligament of my body, to the very roots of my teeth.

There was no pain, not one bit—not yet.

“Please staunch the flow of blood,” I heard the alchemist tell Elizabeth, “while I proceed with the second finger.”

Dimly I felt the wooden peg separate my fourth finger from the others, felt a chisel tap once more against my flesh. I scarcely felt the blow that severed my finger forever from my body.

“It is done,” said Polidori—

And then came the pain, twin lightning bolts coursing through my missing fingers, my wrist, and up my arm.

I cried out. I do not know what I uttered, only that noise and curses came in a torrent from my mouth, and my body arched. I was vaguely aware of Polidori saying to Henry:

“Bring me the poker from the fire, please.”

Time was not making sense anymore, for almost immediately Henry stood there with a metal rod, three inches of its tip glowing orange, making my friend look altogether devilish. Light-headed, I managed to croak:

“What is that for?”

Huge thudding pain pulsed in my hand, in sync with my racing heartbeat. I imagined all my blood pumping out through the twin wounds, and my vision swam.

“We must cauterize the wounds, young master,” Polidori said. “To stop the bleeding and prevent infection.”

I caught sight of Henry glimpsing my hand, and saw his face lose all its color.

Swiftly Polidori took the poker. “Remove the cotton,” he told Elizabeth. She turned to me. Her face was drawn, but she gave a valiant smile. She put her hands on my shoulders, pressed her cheek against mine.

“It’s almost over,” she whispered, and then came a searing pain so overwhelming that it bundled me up inside it and tumbled me over and over into darkness.

When I regained consciousness, Elizabeth was standing over me, mopping my forehead with a cool cloth. I just stared at her, and thought her the most beautiful thing in all the wide world. If only I could be allowed to stare at her like this, I would be a happy man.

“He’s awake!” she said, and I realized Henry was standing at my other side, looking at me with concern.

“How long?” I croaked.

“Two hours,” she said, and leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “Thank God, thank God.”

Her hair fell around me, and her scent embraced me, but it wasn’t enough to ward off the pain. It came with a fury, a hot rhythmic anvil pounding.

“How’s my hand?” I asked.

“It was well done,” said Elizabeth, nodding as though to reassure herself as much as me. “Very clean and quick. And the bleeding has all but stopped.”

She stepped to one side so I could look down at my hand. Bandages bound my palm, wrapped round and round the place where my fourth and fifth fingers had once been. I wiggled my remaining three fingers, just to assure myself that they were still attached. It did not look so very odd. One would scarcely notice. But for a moment I imagined Mother’s heartbroken face when she next beheld me, and tears welled up in my eyes.

“What have I done?” I whispered. “Dear God …”

“You have done the bravest thing I’ve ever seen, my friend,” said Henry fervently.

“Indeed you have,” said Elizabeth.

I tore my gaze from my forever crippled hand and saw, across the cellar, Polidori hunched industriously over a worktable.

I tried to sit up, and a wave of queasiness crested over me.

“Slowly does it,” said Henry, taking hold of my left arm to steady me. “You lost a good deal of blood.”

“Did I?” I asked Elizabeth.

“Not so very much,” she said, and narrowed her eyes at Henry. “It looked more than it was.”

I swung my legs over the side of the table, paused to let my stomach settle, and then stood. The floor seemed a very great distance away. It took me several moments to catch my breath. Henry and Elizabeth each took an arm. I shuffled over to Polidori.

“How goes it with the elixir?”

He did not look up from his work. “Young master, you’d be better off resting comfortably. Your body has suffered quite an insult, and you might not enjoy seeing my work.”

I saw it. I heard Henry’s swallow. My two severed fingers rested on a metal tray. The skin and tissue and muscle had already been removed from one of them, leaving only the bones themselves. There was a good amount of blood and pulpy matter.

“I will not watch,” said Henry. He crossed the room and sat at Polidori’s paper-strewn desk.

Elizabeth and I remained. She pulled a stool over for me, and helped me sit upon it, for I was still very weak and shaky.

It was horrible yet strangely fascinating to watch Polidori as he picked up a short brutal-looking instrument and sawed through one of the bones. Then, with an ingeniously thin, hooked pick, he started to extract the marrow and deposit it in a small vial that rested within a larger flask filled with ice.

“It is important the marrow be kept cold,” he murmured as he worked.

“Why?” I asked.

“To prolong the life of the animating spirit that dwells within it,” he replied. “Of all human marvels, it is believed that the greatest healing properties lie within the marrow.”

It sounded most strange and wondrous to me—but not so very different from Dr. Murnau’s pronouncements on human blood, and the many cells that lived within it.

“How many doses will it yield?” I asked. “How shall we administer it to my brother?”

“It will be just one dose,” said Polidori, “and must all be taken at once, by mouth.”

He had finished extracting all the marrow from my fourth finger bones, and was now expertly flaying the skin and tissue from my smallest finger. His expression as he worked was one of immense and emotionless concentration.

On a shelf above his worktable I saw two vials.

“Are those the other ingredients?” Elizabeth asked, following my gaze.

“Indeed. The coelacanth oil and the lunar lichen. Once I extract the last of the marrow, I will combine the ingredients.”

“We’ll be able to take it home tonight, then,” I said with a glad heart. Konrad would have the elixir within hours.

“Sadly, no,” Polidori replied as he worked. “The elixir must be left for an entire day to build to its full power. You will need to come back tomorrow to collect it.”

Faintly, through the cellar walls, came the tolling of Saint Peter’s. Eight bells.

“It is best you go now,” the alchemist said. “I will have it ready for you tomorrow.”

“He is very close to death,” Elizabeth said anxiously. “What if he does not survive the night?”

“I am sorry, miss,” said the alchemist. “It cannot be hurried.”

“Can we not take the elixir home with us now,” I asked desperately, “and store it safely until it is ready?”

“No,” said Polidori, “there is one final treatment that must take place just before it is imbibed.”

“Could you write us down clear instructions?” Elizabeth asked.

“Your recipe for the wolf vision tincture was wonderfully clear,” I said. “I’m sure I could—”

With uncharacteristic terseness he said, “It is a procedure I must perform myself.” Then his tone softened. “I am only thinking of your brother and his best success for recovery. Let me do this for him. If you cannot return, I will send Krake to deliver it to you.”

Even if I had been willing to wait, I was not willing to tell Polidori where we lived. Should he find out our family name, he might fly into a fury and refuse to help us further. I quickly thought of another excuse.

“But Krake might break it by accident. It is better we take it now.”

“Krake treads with a velvet step,” said Polidori. “He is less likely to break it than you. I am sorry, but it must wait a day so I can make the final preparations.”

“There seems nothing we can do, then,” I muttered. I looked at Henry across the room and saw him staring at me urgently.

Carefully I lowered myself from the stool. For a second I needed to hold the seat for balance.

“Are you all right?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes. I just need a few steps to clear my head.” I walked slowly about the laboratory, making my way gradually toward Henry. When I reached him, he silently pushed a piece of paper into my hand and put his finger to his lips.

On the paper, he’d written simply:

He lies.
 

Henry tapped a parchment on Polidori’s cluttered desk. I could see it had to be some bit of translation for the elixir, for among the many fierce scratch-outs were characters I recognized from the Alphabet of the Magi, and then several other alphabets, one of which was Greek—my weakest subject. Henry was jabbing his finger at a particular sentence. In vain I tried to decipher it. I looked at Henry and shook my head. Impatiently he gestured me closer, then whispered in my ear.

“It says here, ‘The elixir must be imbibed within four hours, after the three ingredients have been combined.’”

Despite the heat of the cellar, I shivered. It was like I was suddenly seeing the world through a different lens. The haze that had veiled everything since the surgery evaporated, and everything was sharper—and much, much more dangerous.

I forced myself to take five deep breaths, then made my way back to Polidori’s workbench, where he was in the process of mixing the ingredients into a single flask. I needed to be very calm.

“There it is,” said Elizabeth.

The Elixir of Life.

It did not look inspiring. It did not gleam and refract the candlelight into a thousand rainbows of promise. It was murky brown and oily. I watched as Polidori pushed in a stopper and slipped the flask into a snug padded leather sheath.

“Mr. Polidori,” I said, “we’ve been very remiss in not offering you payment sooner. You have worked long and hard for us, and received nothing. I apologize. You must tell us what it is we owe you for your excellent services, and we can settle accounts now. Simply name your price.” If he meant to cheat us of the elixir—if he’d maybe promised it to someone else at a vast price—maybe I could change his mind. “We’re wealthy people, and—”

“My dear sir,” Polidori said, beholding me with such an affable look that I wondered if Henry was mistaken. “Let us first see if the elixir has its desired effect. If it does, the recipe itself is payment enough for me. Now, have you a conveyance to take you home? I could send for a carriage—”

“Quite unnecessary, thank you,” I said. “Are you sure there is no way we could take the elixir away with us tonight?”

He seemed about to object once more, but with a sigh he nodded. “Very well. I can see how concerned you are about your brother.”

I exhaled with relief, and smiled over at Henry. We were mistaken. Perhaps my friend’s knowledge of Greek was not as perfect as I’d imagined.

“Thank you, Mr. Polidori!” said Elizabeth. “It eases my mind greatly.”

“Just give me a moment to fetch a preserving agent from upstairs,” he said, wheeling himself away from his workbench toward the elevator. “Then I will change the dressings on your wounds once more, young master, and write down very detailed instructions on how to perform the final preparations before the elixir is taken.”

“I’m very grateful,” I said.

I looked past Polidori at Henry and saw him desperately shaking his head. He still didn’t trust the alchemist. But why not? He was just going upstairs to—and then I remembered. All the drawers in his shop were completely empty. There could be nothing he needed up there. My eyes flew to the workbench. The flask of elixir was gone. I turned to see Polidori already halfway to the elevator.

He meant to leave us trapped in the cellar.

At the exact same moment, Henry and I ran and planted ourselves in front of Polidori’s weelchair. He looked at us in surprise. I saw the stoppered flask of elixir in his lap. I could not keep the tremor from my voice.

“Mr. Polidori, I must ask that you give me the elixir now.”

He gave a chuckle. “Good heavens, are you worried I’ll abscond with it? In my chair? If it makes you feel better, here—hold it yourself.”

With his left hand he held out the leather-clad flask.

And with his right he pulled from his chair a cane with a clubbed end. Without warning he swung it expertly and struck Henry in the head. Henry did not even cry out, just crumpled to the floor, and was deadly still.

“Henry!” Elizabeth cried in horror.

“You fiend!” I roared.

He seemed all at once a transformed creature. Gone was the mild expression, the air of defeat. His face blazed with a ruthless strength, and his upper body no longer sagged. He sat bolt upright, his shirt taut against his barrel chest. His forearms, with their sleeves rolled back, were ridged with muscle.

He launched his chair at me with such force that he knocked me over. I landed on my wounded hand and howled with pain.

From the corner of my eye I saw him raise his cane over me like an executioner’s axe. I rolled out of the way just as the clubbed head cracked down upon the flagstone. Polidori swiveled expertly to face me, cane raised once more. I scrabbled crablike, pain shooting up my right arm. His chair struck me again, sending me sprawling.

Wig askew, he glowered over me. He had me backed against a wall, and even as I lifted my arm to ward off the blow, I knew it was futile. That club would shatter my bones.

A poker struck Polidori on the shoulder so hard that he dropped his cane with a yowl. I looked over and saw Elizabeth gripping the weapon.

“Hit him again!” I shouted.

“He’s in a wheelchair!” Elizabeth cried.

“He means to kill us!”

I lunged to the side and tried to snatch up Polidori’s devilish cane, but from the bottom of his chair, from all sides, sprang long wickedly sharp blades. One very nearly impaled my leg as I leapt up onto a worktable, sending glassware shattering.

“Look out!” I shouted to Elizabeth. “His chair’s spiked!”

Polidori snatched up his cane and turned on Elizabeth. He was a demon in his chair, riding it like a malevolent barbed steed, driving her into a corner.

From the table I grasped a heavy flask full of vile-smelling liquid and hurled it at Polidori. It shattered against his skull. Instantly his wig began to smoke and melt, releasing acrid vapors. He gave a cry and ripped the wig from his head. On his bald scalp a few red welts were already blooming.

Cursing, he swerved away from Elizabeth and launched himself toward the sink. It gave her the chance to run clear, and together we rushed to Henry, still sprawled on the ground, though moaning now. Alive! I shook him roughly.

“Henry, get up! Get up!”

His eyes opened blearily. I looked around in a frenzy and saw Polidori with his head bent under the water pump, trying to flush the acid from his flesh.

“We must go!” said Elizabeth, helping me pull Henry to his feet. “The elevator!”

“Not without the elixir!” I said.

I snatched the poker from Elizabeth and ran toward Polidori.

Before I reached him, he whirled his chair round to confront me. His face was livid with acid burns, and anger emanated from his face like a kiln’s heat. I stayed well back from the chair’s wicked blades. I could not see his cane. Polidori’s hands slipped into the large pockets of his vest, no doubt concealing the flask of elixir, for it was no longer in his lap.

“Give it to me,” I said, poker held high over my shoulder. “It contains only my marrow. It’s useless to anyone but my brother.” My stomach churned. “Or was that a lie too?”

“Indeed it was. Any marrow would suffice.”

We’d merely been Polidori’s pawns, used to gather ingredients—used to sacrifice our body parts. I felt a rage building inside me, and I welcomed it.

“You monster!” I spat.

“I did not want it to be this way, young master,” he said, with a trace of what seemed genuine ruefulness. “My plan was to make two doses of the elixir. One for your brother. One for myself.”

“Why didn’t you, then?” I demanded.

“You did not bring me enough lichen from the tree.”

With a sick heart I remembered how I’d forced Elizabeth to abandon her task before her vial was full.

“We had no choice,” Elizabeth said. “There was lightning, and the vultures!”

“I completely understand,” said Polidori. “But the result was that I had ingredients for one dose only. The good news, for you, young master, is that I only needed to take two fingers, and not four.”

“The elixir’s mine! Give it to me!”

“Very well,” said the alchemist.

Both hands flew from his pockets. In the palm of one was a mound of yellow powder. In the other was some kind of tinderbox, which was instantly aflame. He raised the powder to his lips and blew, igniting a comet of fire that streamed toward me.

I scarcely had time to fling an arm across my face before I was engulfed. Vile fumes seared my nostrils and choked me. Something struck me hard, and I crashed to the floor, rolling over and over to put out the flames—but, amazingly, I was not alight at all. The flame had spent itself seemingly without scorching me. Coughing, I staggered to my feet and saw Polidori hurtling toward the elevator, bellowing and swinging his brutal cane to clear Elizabeth and Henry from his path.

Fury obliterated my pain and exhaustion. I ran and, with a roar, threw myself at the back of his wheelchair. My weight tipped it, and it slewed wildly before toppling over, spilling Polidori facedown onto the floor. For a brief moment I almost pitied him, his withered legs thin and quivering as he scrambled to turn himself over.

“Victor, he has the elixir!” Henry cried.

Polidori’s back was to me, and I had to run around him to see that the vial was indeed in his hands, and he was pulling at the stopper.

I lunged and knocked it from his grasp. In shared horror we both watched as the vial hit the flagstone—but did not break. Then I felt his fist slam into my jaw and drive my head back.

With stunning speed he dragged his body atop mine, and had my neck locked in one powerfully flexed arm.

“You will not deny me this,” he hissed. “You will not deny me the chance of being healed.”

I writhed and flailed, but his wrestler’s grip closed ever tighter around my windpipe, cutting off my air.

“Get me the vial!” he shouted at Henry and Elizabeth. “Or I will break his neck!”

My injured hand plucked uselessly at his arm. My vision swam. My heart kicked violently, and suddenly a great weight fell upon me and—

I had air, and gasped to fill my lungs.

Henry, the poker gripped in his hands, towered over me. Polidori’s senseless body was toppled upon my chest. I pushed him off, and Elizabeth helped me to my feet.

“Well done, Henry,” I croaked.

“Have I killed him?” he said. He was trembling.

“He breathes,” I said. “Where is the elixir?”

Elizabeth held the vial up before me, and we all turned and ran for the elevator. Inside I stared at the confusion of dangling ropes and pulleys. I cursed myself for not paying more attention when Polidori had worked them.

“This one, I think,” Elizabeth said, pointing.

“Henry, your help,” I said. We seized it and pulled, but nothing happened. In a frenzy I began tugging at others.

From the cellar floor came a groan.

“He’s stirring!” cried Henry.

“I’m sure it’s this one!” Elizabeth said, jabbing a finger.

“You already pointed at that one!”

“Yes,” she said, “because it’s the right one.”

“It does nothing! Look!”

“There was a lever or a brake he pulled first,” she muttered, looking around wildly, pushing at things.

Henry’s icy hand gripped my shoulder. Polidori was lifting his head from the floor. I wished we had brought the poker. He glared at us. I had never seen such determination or malice. He flexed his arms and began walking toward us on his fists with terrifying speed, dragging his body behind him.

“Try now!” Elizabeth cried.

Polidori was not fifteen feet away.

We heaved at the rope, and this time felt the elevator’s frame shiver and lift a few inches off the floor.

“Again! Don’t stop!” I cried, for Polidori was very near the threshold. He lunged, his right hand straining for the edge of the elevator floor, but Henry and I gave a mighty heave and hoisted ourselves just out of reach. We heard his strangled curse of defeat.

“He cannot get us now!” panted Henry.

We kept hauling at the rope, but were so exhausted that we rose more slowly with every pull. My right hand was of little use, and the pain in my wounds was brutal. A rivulet of sweat ran into my eye.

Even with the three of us, we could barely budge the elevator. How could it suddenly have become so much heavier?

And just as I understood, an arm darted up over the edge and slammed down on the floor. Like some horrific white spider, the hand hopped about, and before I could dance clear, it fastened around my ankle and dragged me off my feet. I landed with a thud and grasped the rope for dear life, for I was being pulled hard.

Polidori’s second arm came swinging over the edge and seized my other leg. Then his head lurched into view as he started hauling himself up my legs and into the elevator.

I thrashed about, trying to throw him off, but his grip was so strong that I feared his iron fingers would crush my flesh to pulp.

Henry grabbed one of Polidori’s hands and began prying his fingers off my ankle. Elizabeth kicked his head. But it was as though he no longer felt pain, as though his muscle and tissue would never tire.

My grip on the rope tightened, and I noticed that as Polidori pulled on me, he also pulled on the rope, and so the elevator was still rising, albeit slowly. I looked up and saw we were not so far from the cellar’s stone ceiling.

“Henry!” I yelled. “Keep pulling!”

“What?” he shouted.

“Raise us!”

At this, Polidori looked up, and seemed to understand my plan, for he redoubled his efforts to clamber up me and into the elevator. His belly, hips, and legs still dangled over the edge.

In three feet he would have to let go, or be crushed.

Elizabeth kicked at him again, and he lost his grip for a moment, sliding down my body. I thought he might fall off altogether, but he grabbed hold of both my ankles. The elevator lurched upward.

Less than two feet now to the ceiling.

With a burst of preternatural energy and speed, he climbed up me once more: clawing up my legs, then grabbing at my waist. I bellowed and kicked even as I hauled on the rope with Henry. The elevator lurched up another foot.

“Let go!” I shouted at him. “Or you’ll be severed!”

“And you will lose your feet!” he bellowed back.

In horror I saw he was right. He had dragged my legs over the edge.

For a moment no one moved. The elevator was filled with the sound of our animal grunts and panting.

“Then I will live without them!” I roared into the alchemist’s acid-stained face. “Henry, Elizabeth, pull hard!

With all my strength I heaved on the rope. The elevator lurched up. Polidori tilted his face to the stone bearing down on him—and let go. The elevator, suddenly lighter, rocketed higher. I yanked my legs back, and stone grazed my feet as the gap closed before us.

We were in total darkness now, for we had not thought to bring a candle or lantern. And for a moment we just sat sprawled on the elevator floor, panting raggedly.

“We had best keep going,” I said. “He may have some way of summoning the elevator back to him.”

“Yes, you’re right,” said Elizabeth.

I felt her breath on my face, and realized she was very close to me.

“You were very brave, Victor,” she said.

I stroked her cheek with the three fingers of my right hand. I moved my face closer to hers, and our mouths met in the darkness. I felt her tears on her cheeks, and tasted their salt against my tongue.

Abruptly she stood. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get to the surface!”

From below came the sound of Polidori shouting and cursing. I could not make out many of his words, for at times he seemed to be raging in another language.

“He wanted it for himself,” I puffed as we raised the elevator together. “He wanted his legs back.”

“He never meant for us to have it,” said Elizabeth. “He just used us to fetch his ingredients, the devil.”

Suddenly the elevator bumped to a stop, and I saw the faintest crack of light before us. The secret panels! Gasping for air, as though we’d been trapped beneath the sea, I stepped forward to throw them open.

“Wait!” Henry whispered, yanking me back.

“What?” I demanded.

“Krake,” he said.
  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
NIGHT FLIGHT
 

TENSED, I PUSHED OPEN THE ELEVATOR DOORS, READY for the lynx to spring upon us.

The empty corridor stretched out in near darkness, with only a pale flicker of orange light coming from the parlor.

“When we entered,” I whispered to the others, “Krake was before the hearth.”

“Let’s hope he’s asleep,” Henry breathed.

“Keep watch behind us,” I told Henry. “Elizabeth, set your gaze high; he is a good climber.”

As we stepped out of the elevator, its wooden planks groaned briefly, and the sound seemed huge in the silent house. Once more I cursed myself for not bringing the poker or Polidori’s clubbed cane. Slowly we made our way down the corridor, pausing before the branch in the passage that led to the lavatory and bedchamber.

I listened. I sniffed, in case I could smell Krake. But he was the predator, not me, and his ears and nose were keener than mine. I leaned out around the corner. The corridor was empty.

We hurried on, past the closed kitchen door, toward the parlor. As we neared it, more of the room became visible in the pale light from the crackling embers. On the mantelpiece ticked Polidori’s clock. The time was half past nine.

In thirty minutes the gates of the city would close, and they would not open again until five o’clock the following morning.

We could not be trapped inside the city for the night.

The elixir had to be taken within four hours of its making.

Stealthily I moved into the room, far enough to see the rug before the hearth. Krake sat upon it, his back to us, looking directly into the embers as though mesmerized. His ears were pricked high.

I turned to the others and gestured for them to follow. We could move past, behind the lynx.

With every step I watched Krake, but all his attention seemed hypnotically focused on the embers. Halfway across the room, I heard something—a kind of hiss emanating from the fireplace. It took me a moment before I realized it was Polidori’s voice, carried upward to Krake through the chimney. I did not catch the words, and did not want to know in what devilish way these two communicated. With every step I took, Polidori’s voice seemed to get louder and more urgent, and when it stopped, the silence was like a sudden noise. The clock ticked, and Krake turned and stared straight at us.

“Run!” I cried.

Krake snarled, and every hair on my body bristled. I bolted for the door to the storefront and flung it back. Lamplight from the street spilled through the grimy shop windows. Krake gave another terrible shriek, closer now. We hurtled across the shop, threw the door wide, and ran headlong down the dark cobblestones of Wollstonekraft Alley.

Before we rounded the corner, I glanced back, but I did not see Krake pursuing us. Still we ran, until we came out upon a public square where there was torchlight and people about—though mostly of the drunken sort. Here I stopped and bent over, breathless, my amputated fingers throbbing as though they were still there.

“We will need the horses,” Henry said. “We must get back to your stables.”

From across the city Saint Peter’s tolled the quarter hour. Fifteen minutes till ten.

“We will not make it to the Rive gate in time,” I said.

We were too far from my house. Even if we ran all the way, readied the horses, and rode full tilt to the gates, they would already be locked for the night.

“What do you intend to do, then?” Henry demanded.

“The river gate,” I said. “We’re no more than a few minutes away.”

It was the city’s only entrance by water. But the harbor itself was sealed off shortly after ten o’clock. Two massive chains were strung between the two shores and raised to prevent any vessel from leaving or entering.

Henry looked at me as though I were feverish. “We have no boat!” he said.

“We will obtain one.” I was already running. “But we must get there fast. The wind is from the southwest. It will blow us straight to Bellerive!”

Elizabeth and Henry followed, easily keeping pace with me, for I was much weakened by my ordeal, and fighting for breath. We neared the city’s ramparts, and on the broad street that led down to the harbor, I saw three guardsmen with torches, making their way toward the gates to close them for the night.

“Hurry!” I gasped. Calling upon the last of my endurance, I raced on, streaking past the guards, through the archway and onto the broad quay. Creaking at their moorings, tall ships were silhouetted against the dark sky.

I rushed toward the marina, where the smaller boats were docked. There was a great deal of activity on the wharves, as sailors boarded and disembarked from their ships. Those wishing to spend their night within the city walls had only a few more minutes to get there. Not that there was any shortage of company quayside for the sailors. Small braziers burned everywhere, and there were whistles and hoots and the shrill laughter of loose women. The three of us fit right in. We must have looked like urchins, me especially, with my sooty face, singed hair, and bloodied bandages.

At the marina my heart sang when I saw a smallish boat newly tied up against a slip, and two fishermen hauling out their catch. I rushed to them.

“I have need of your boat for one night,” I panted. “Name your price, please.”

They looked at me as though I were deranged, until they saw my purse. I spilled a pile of silver coins into my palm. “Will this do?” I asked.

They looked at each other, knowing very well that the amount was nearly the value of their boat.

“Who are you?” one of them asked.

“Do we have a contract?” I said.

“You know how to sail her?” he demanded.

“Indeed.”

I put the coins into his hand and closed his fingers around them. “I’ll have her back by tomorrow night,” I promised, and stepped aboard. “Henry, Elizabeth, we don’t have much time.”

There was a bit of bustle and confusion, for the fishermen had not quite unloaded their catch, and Henry and Elizabeth helped them, while I relit the beacons and readied the boat for sail.

“Where are you bound?” one of the fishermen asked me.

“Bellerive.”

“You’ll have the wind,” he said, pushing us away from the slip. “If you get out of the harbor in time.”

“Haul up the sail!” I sang out to Henry. “Elizabeth—the jib!”

Even as they pulled the halyards, I was at the tiller, trimming the mainsail so she best caught the wind.

“Mainsail up!” cried Henry.

“Forward now, Henry. You’re my eyes.”

“Jib’s up,” said Elizabeth.

She was a fine sailor, a better one than Henry, and I wanted her in the cockpit, ready to trim the foresail for me.

The moon was bright, mercy of mercies, silvering everything. I stood at the tiller, guiding the boat out of the marina and into the harbor proper. At its mouth a tower rose from either shore. Fires burned at their summits, making silhouettes of the watchmen.

Within these towers were the giant winches which carried the chain that closed the harbor. Once, Father had taken Konrad and me inside to see the great windlasses. Five men were needed to turn the cranks and haul the weed-strewn chains from the lake bed. When the men finished winding, the chains stretched tautly across the harbor mouth, one three feet above the water’s surface, the other fifteen.

Those chains were strong enough to snap the masts off much bigger ships than mine.

In a moment we caught the wind fully, and I gave the order to let out more sail. With satisfaction and a quickening heart I felt our bow dig deeper into the water.

In the distance a watchman shouted out from one of the towers:

“Bear away! Bear away!”

I held my course.

“They are signaling at us!” Henry cried from the bow.

I knew that in both towers the men were turning the windlasses—but I also knew we still had several minutes before the chains rose.

We ran with the wind, the water churning at our sides. I set my course for the center of the harbor’s mouth, for it was there that the chains would be last to break the surface.

“I see it near the shoreline!” Henry cried. “Victor, bear away! We’ll strike it!”

I did not. “Elizabeth, mind the foresail!”

She let out her sheet a few more inches, and I could feel it give the boat just a bit more lift.

To either side I saw the giant links breaking the surface one after the other, soaring up into the air. If just one were to strike us, it would dash our hull to pieces—and us with it. I tightened my hand on the tiller. I would not stray from my course.

We were nearly there, about to cross the line. Links shot up to the left and right, drenching us with spray and weed and lake mud. Closer and closer they came to our boat. Almost through, but not quite. I gritted my teeth. And then, not ten feet behind my rudder, the entirety of the chain breached the water like some great leviathan come up for air.

“We did it!” Elizabeth cried.

“Thanks to your fine trimming!” I exclaimed.

Henry exhaled and shook his head, holding on to the shrouds for support. “I was not made for such adventuring,” he called back to me. “That could very easily have gone the other way, Victor!”

“Think of what fabulous material this will give you, though, Henry,” I said, and sank down beside the tiller, utterly spent. The shoreline was well known to me, even by moonlight. In the distance I saw the dark outline of Bellerive’s promontory, and set my course. If the wind continued strong, we would be at the château’s boathouse within an hour.

“The elixir,” I said, suddenly anxious. “Elizabeth, you still have it?”

She drew it carefully out from a pocket of her dress.

“It’s intact?” I asked, holding out my hand.

“You don’t trust me?” she asked, with some irritation.

“It will ease my mind to hold it.”

With some reluctance she passed it to me. I slipped the vial from its protective leather sheath. The glass was unbroken, the cork still firmly in place. I put it back into the sheath and then into my own pocket.

The wind held steady, the sails needed no trimming, and there was little to do for the moment. Henry returned to the cockpit.

“What of Polidori?” he said.

“The fall was not high enough to harm him,” I replied.

“We cannot leave him trapped in his cellar,” said Elizabeth.

“The wretch may have some other means of escape,” I said. I could not summon any sympathy for the fellow, and was surprised at my cousin’s compassion. “But we will send word to the city guard tomorrow. They can rescue him in his forbidden laboratory.”

We sailed in silence for a while, Elizabeth looking up at the stars. I thought of how many times all of us had done so, and drifted and talked and shared our thoughts.

“Can you see the future now?” I asked her.

“No.” Her face was drawn, and I thought I saw a flash of tears in her eyes. “What if it doesn’t work, Victor?”

The same question had been echoing in my head, and doubtless in Henry’s, too.

“We’ve done something extraordinary, the three of us,” I said fiercely. “We’ve obtained the Elixir of Life. It is no spell or incantation. It’s no different from Polidori’s vision of the wolf. Or Dr. Murnau’s medicine. The elixir will work. We must believe it.”

“That will not make it so,” said Henry.

Before I could reply, Elizabeth said fervently, “If our prayers to God have any influence on the workings of this world, we can make it so. We must! Banish your doubts if you have them. Konrad will be well again.”

She spoke with utter conviction, her face gleaming, and although I did not believe in God as she did, I found myself nodding. And the familiar, hateful thought stole into my head once more.

She could be mine if …

Right then I wished I could pray. I would pray to be free of my wayward thoughts. I would pray, Let him live. How reassuring it would be to believe there was a kindly God looking over us, that he would take pity on our toil and suffering and grant us what we asked.

But I knew it was not true, and there was no point indulging in such fantasy. The only source of power on this earth was our own.

We sailed on through the night, and though Henry reassured me again and again that hardly any time had passed, our voyage seemed to be taking forever. The dark line of the shore never grew any closer. We merely hovered in darkness.

The pain in my right hand increased. The pain itself I could endure, but nothing would bring my fingers back. For the first time I felt resentment.

I had sacrificed a part of my body.

I had given something away.

And in return I would get my brother’s life. He would live—and not just live. He would be immune to all illness, a paragon of health and strength. He would be even more beautiful and skilled than before. What chance would I have then with Elizabeth?

Even if I bent my entire will to the task, tried my hardest, could I win her? I had kissed her lips too. I had sniffed her wolf scent and tasted her blood, like some vampire, always hungry for more. Konrad knew only part of her. Her sweetness and goodness and good humor and intelligence. But he had not witnessed her full power and fury and passion.

I knew her better, and now I could never have her—and would be crippled for life.

I felt the vial against my leg, its weight far greater than seemed right for its small size. Almost without realizing it, I drew it out.

What would a drop do? I wondered. Just a drop. There would be enough for Konrad still. Would a drop ease my pain? Would it cause new fingers to grow, starfishlike, from the blackened stumps?

I pulled the vial from its sheath and beheld its dark luster in the moonlight. If Polidori had thought it would heal his shattered legs, then surely it could birth two small fingers… .

“Victor,” said Henry.

“Hmm, what?” I said testily.

“Best put it back into your pocket. If the boat heels, you may drop it.”

I noticed that Elizabeth too watched me closely.

I sniffed. “Very well.” I slid it into my pocket.

From within the boat’s cabin something shifted.

“It is just a stray fish flopping about,” I said with a laugh. But I looked to shore. We were still a good thirty minutes away.

Elizabeth stepped back toward me. “Victor, there is something in there.”

I saw the flash of eyes. A dreadful elongated shadow burst from the cabin, aimed directly at me, and sank its teeth into my leg. I bellowed, but not in pain. Somehow the long teeth had pierced only my trousers.

It took me a moment to realize what this thing was, for the moon had transformed Krake into a ghostly apparition, with black eyes and a jagged, cratered mouth. Jaws clenched, he pulled back, tearing out my pocket.

“The elixir!” I cried as the vial flew out and hit the deck. At once the lynx pounced upon it, mouth wide, as if to snap it up and crush it.

Henry was closest, and immediately clouted Krake on the side of the head. The lynx recoiled with a snarl, spitting, and sprang up onto the cabin roof, his head swinging swiftly from Henry to Elizabeth to me, unsure of whom to attack. He showed his teeth, and they seemed unnaturally numerous—and sharp.

We all faltered. Henry took a step back. On the floor of the cockpit the vial rolled to and fro. Krake’s eyes impaled it. Before I could make a move, Elizabeth ran for it. The lynx pounced, slamming against her legs and knocking her off her feet. With one paw he swiped at her face. She raised her arm to ward off the blow, but not quickly enough. She gave a cry. I saw bloody claw marks across her cheek.

I let go the tiller and lunged at Krake, but in one supple move he avoided me and scooped the vial into his jaws.

“No!” I bellowed, as the beast nimbly vaulted onto the cabin roof. I looked over at Elizabeth. “Are you all right?”

“He wants the elixir for Polidori!” she shouted. “Look how he holds it in his mouth!”

I too saw how the fiendish beast did not chew the vial but with his tongue pushed it delicately to one side. He was as wicked and clever as a witch’s familiar. He’d sat on the hearth, mesmerized by the hiss of his master’s voice snaking up the chimney, and received his orders.

Krake looked now in all directions as if trying to decide which way was closest to land.

“He means to jump!” I cried. “Elizabeth, take the tiller!”

Overmastered by my panic and anger, I hurled myself again at the lynx, knowing he would fight me tooth and claw. But I had tooth and claw too, and meant to use them. Krake seemed to sense my bloody resolve, and darted toward the bow.

“Come here, you overgrown puss!” I scrambled after him.

Henry reached the lynx first and threw his body on top of him. Krake snarled and scratched, and the vial fell from his mouth and rolled along the deck toward the starboard edge. I watched in horror as it knocked against the low railing. A good jostle would send it into the lake.

Henry was trying his best to grip Krake around the neck, but the lynx suddenly made himself skinny and squirted through his arms. The cat looked around wildly. I cursed myself for wasting time, and lunged now for the vial. But the lynx’s speed was unnatural, and once more he took it into his mouth—

And jumped into the black water.

I had time only to shout “Heave to!” before I threw myself over the side. It was like plunging into night, so silky and dark was it beneath the surface. I came up, treading water, casting about, trying to spot Krake.

“Where is he?” I shouted back to the boat.

“There! There!” cried Henry, pointing.

I looked and caught sight of the slick hump of Krake’s head, so low to the surface that it was almost impossible to track. He swam with surprising speed, and I started after him, pulling and kicking hard. After the glacial coelacanth pool, I scarcely noticed the coldness of the lake. In the moonlight I saw Krake outstripping me.

My spirit faltered, and I felt a great grief well up inside me and weaken me further. We had lost the elixir. We had failed. I had failed.

Then I heard the low gurgle of a hull moving through water, and turned to see the boat slice past me, Elizabeth at the tiller and Henry in the prow, spotting, speeding after Krake. Then, when they were abreast of him, Elizabeth let the sails go slack. I saw her bend down and from the cockpit throw one of the fishermen’s nets. It flew beautifully, unfurling in the moonlight and settling over a large patch of the water, like a great web.

“We have him!” she cried. “Henry, help me pull!”

Within the net thrashed Krake, getting dragged back toward the boat. The sight charged me with hope, and I swam hard, barely noticing the pain in my hand. Elizabeth and Henry hauled Krake alongside the hull and tied up the net tightly to the starboard cleats so that the lynx hung suspended just above the water’s surface. Breathless, I reached the boat, and Henry helped me aboard. I was streaming wet.

Elizabeth fetched more lanterns and lit them so we could see the sodden lynx properly, green eyes flashing malevolently.

“He still holds the vial!” cried Elizabeth. “It’s unbroken!”

I saw it, tossing about in the lynx’s mouth as he yowled balefully at us.

“Bring him aboard,” I said, worried he might drop it into the lake.

“I’m reluctant,” said Henry, but he pulled with Elizabeth and me. Krake tumbled into the cockpit, thrashing and spitting. He could not get very far, so entangled was he, but we all stepped up onto the bench seats, just to keep our feet clear of him.

“How to get it out?” Elizabeth murmured.

“If we strike him too hard, he might crack it,” Henry said.

The lynx’s eyes, all this time, flickered between us, and I had the uncanny feeling he understood our talk. Slowly, almost smugly, he closed his mouth—and swallowed.

“No!” I cried.

Krake did not have an easy time of it. He gagged and hacked, but when his mouth opened once more, the vial was gone. His unnerving green eyes settled on me, and I could have sworn he smirked.

“The fiend!” gasped Henry. “How do we get it out now?”

Elizabeth and I looked at each other—and I knew the same idea had just occurred to us simultaneously.

“I saw a knife in the cabin,” she said.

“Yes,” I answered.

I did not want to waste a moment. Within Krake’s stomach the vial’s stopper might come loose, and then we would have a very, very healthy and powerful lynx aboard our boat.

I hurried below with a lantern and looked about the cramped cabin. Amidst the jumble I found a harpoon, and a deboning knife. I took them up onto the deck.

The moment Krake beheld me, he knew. Immediately his eyes became as docile and beseeching as a kitten’s. He strained through the netting with his paws, and made a mewing sound so pitiful that I felt myself falter. He had saved our lives once, in the Sturmwald.

All part of Polidori’s dark design, I reminded myself.

I forced my mind to be still, my limbs to steady. I breathed deeply and took the harpoon in my hands.

Kill him.

I could not stab him in the heart, for the heart, I knew, was perilously close to the stomach—and in Krake’s stomach was the glass vial.

So I raised my harpoon and struck him in the neck.

He yowled and writhed most terribly, but I struck him again, harder. I felt a stranger to myself, but strangely powerful, too. With each blow the smell of blood reached my nostrils and sharpened my animal instincts. I was dimly aware of making a sound, a kind of low growl in my throat. And then Krake moved no more. My flanks heaved as I caught my breath. I knelt and began to untangle the lynx’s body from the net. Elizabeth joined me, and together we laid the creature’s limp body out on the cockpit floor.

I took up the knife and slit Krake from throat to belly. Hot viscera spilled out, and with it a penetrating stench. I saw Henry turn away, and I heard his miserable retching sounds. I looked at Elizabeth and saw she was steady. Amidst all the blood, it was difficult at first to identify the organs.

“Here is the esophagus,” said Elizabeth, fearlessly tracing the muscular tube to a sac, pushing aside tissue and pulp. “And this must be the stomach.”

I made an incision, and our hands reached together into the creature’s hot innards, handling the contents of its stomach.

I glanced at her, and saw her face not battling revulsion but alive—excited, even.

“I have it!” she gasped. “I think I have it!”

And she pulled out from the gory mess a vial, still stoppered, still intact.

Tears of relief and joy rushed from her eyes, and we embraced. I wished, even in our bloody grip, that her arms would never release me.

But this time it was I who pulled away first, for in my head was the ticking of a great clock—or perhaps a great heartbeat. We had lost time.

“We need to get back to Konrad,” I said.

We heaved Krake’s remains into the lake, hurriedly shoved the net back into the cabin, and trimmed our sails. We ran with the wind. It wasn’t long before I could see the outline of our château and the pale flicker of candlelight in Konrad’s room, where I knew either Mother or Maria would be at his bedside, watching over him.

We tied up at the dock, rushed into the boathouse, and thumped on the château door until it was opened by Celeste, one of our maids. She was in her nightgown and cap, holding a candle—and she looked upon us with horror, her hand flying up to her mouth to stifle a scream.

I suddenly remembered that I was soaked to the skin, and Elizabeth and I were both spattered with Krake’s gore. “It’s all right, Celeste.”

“Master Victor … where have you three been? What has happened?”

“I’ll explain later.”

We hurried inside, upstairs to Konrad’s bedchamber. Outside the door I faltered. I did not know what I would say if Mother was there. How would I explain? What if she refused to allow us to give him the elixir?

I opened the door silently and peered inside. To my immense relief it was Maria who sat dozing in a chair near Konrad’s bed.

The three of us slipped inside.

Konrad was asleep, so waxy pale and still that I worried we were too late. But then I saw the weak rise and fall of his chest. As we drew to his bedside, Maria stirred, and her eyes opened and widened at the sight of us.

She drew in her breath sharply, not sure if this was a nightmare.

“Don’t be afraid,” I said quietly. “All’s well. We have the elixir.”

From her pocket Elizabeth took the vial, the leather covering still crusted with Krake’s blood.

“I scarcely know what to think,” Maria said. “How—”

“We completed the final preparations with Julius Polidori,” Elizabeth told her.

“What happened to your hand?” Maria asked suddenly, seeing the frayed bandages.

“That doesn’t matter right now,” I said. “Where is Mother?”

“I sent her to bed a few hours ago—she is exhausted beyond all endurance.”

I nodded. “Now is the time to do it, then.”

“Wait,” said Maria, her brow furrowed. “What if it should do him harm? I could never forgive myself.”

“He barely breathes,” Elizabeth said, taking Konrad’s limp hand in her own. “We must try it—and pray.”

Maria nodded reluctantly, then again with more decision. “Yes, bring him back, Victor.”

Elizabeth propped another pillow under my brother’s head.

“Konrad,” she said softly, “we have new medicine for you. Wake and take it.”

He would not wake.

“We must administer it ourselves,” I said.

I opened the vial. Elizabeth parted his lips carefully. I placed a small drop of the elixir on his tongue. I watched it trickle down into his throat. In his slumber he made a murmuring sound and swallowed. Only then did I release more onto his tongue.

Drop by drop I gave him the Elixir of Life. It took a full half hour. I dared not rush it, for fear he might gag or spit it out.

When the last drop was gone, I looked at Henry and Elizabeth. I had never felt so tired in my life.

“It’s done,” I said. “All that we could do, is done.”

Elizabeth brushed Konrad’s lank hair back from his forehead, and he stirred again, and this time his eyes opened.

“Konrad,” I said.

He looked at me calmly, and with complete awareness, then at Henry, and finally at Elizabeth. He smiled, his eyes drooped shut, and he slept again.

Henry staggered off to get some sleep, and Elizabeth and I went to Father’s study. I opened his medicine chest. I poured a measure of disinfectant onto a wad of cotton and carefully cleaned the wounds on Elizabeth’s face. She was brave and did not flinch. It was a mercy the cuts were not deep. Only the very tips of Krake’s claws seemed to have caught her tawny flesh.

“It’s not serious,” I said. “I do not think they need suturing.”

They still bled slowly, so I cut a piece of gauze and taped it delicately to her cheek. “There.”

“Thank you,” she said. “How is your hand?”

“It does not hurt much.” She took my hand in hers and unwound the bandages.

“Is it hideous?” I asked, gazing upon it with a curious lack of feeling.

“No. It is heroic.”

From Father’s desk she took a clean bandage and wound it round the stumps of my missing fingers.

“What will we tell Mother?” she said calmly.

“I don’t know.”

I felt like we were both dreamwalking, beyond our bodies, watching ourselves.

“How long will it take to work?” she asked.

It took a moment for me to realize she was talking about the elixir.

“Surely it must start at once.”

“I only hope we were in time,” she said. “He seemed so still.”

I could see she wanted reassurance. “He woke the moment he imbibed it.”

“He looked at us with complete understanding,” she said hopefully.

“Yes. He is already being healed.”

She yawned. “We should rest.”

“Yes. We should rest.”
  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE ELIXIR OF LIFE
 

WHEN I WOKE, MY WINDOWS WERE ABLAZE, FOR I’D FOR-gotten to draw the curtains. I hadn’t thought I would sleep, but only wait for the dawn, when I could check on Konrad.

I leapt out of bed. It must have been close to noon. A servant had left water in a basin, removed my soaked and bloodied clothes, and laid out a fresh set for me. I hurriedly washed and dressed, then rushed down the corridor to Konrad’s bedchamber. The door was ajar, and when I slipped inside, I saw a room bright with sunshine, fragrant with the smell of fresh flowers and linens—and Konrad sitting up in bed, smiling and chatting with Mother and Elizabeth, while eating some soup.

At first they did not see me, and for a long moment I could only stare in delight and wonder.

It had worked! It had not been in vain.

“You’re better!” I cried.

“Good morning, Victor,” my brother said.

Elizabeth looked at me, beaming.

“The fever is certainly gone,” said Mother. “He is still weak, but altogether much improved.”

Any puzzlement or anger Mother might have felt to see us back at the château had clearly been obliterated by her happiness at Konrad’s recovery. I drew my right hand into my ruffled sleeve, for I was unsure how much Mother or Konrad already knew, and I didn’t want to upset anyone right now. I saw, however, that Elizabeth still wore the bandage on her cheek, so she must have made some explanation—how truthful, I didn’t know.

I hurried to the side of Konrad’s bed and sat down. There was a hint of color in his cheeks and lips now. With my good hand I grasped his.

“It’s so good to see you awake!” I said.

“Nothing is more boring than an invalid,” he said. “I’m terribly sorry.”

“Don’t be absurd,” said Elizabeth.

“And you needn’t worry,” I added. “I’m sure you’ll never be an invalid again.”

He looked at me curiously, and seemed about to say something, when there was a polite knock on the door and Henry poked his head in.

“Hello. I’ve come to see how you’re feeling,” he said, smiling at the sight before him, “and I feel like a late guest at the party.”

“Come in, Henry,” said my mother fondly. “Our Konrad seems to be on the mend.”

“That is grand news,” Henry said, shaking his head in clear amazement.

“You need a seat, Henry,” I said. I stood and reached with both hands for a chair near Konrad’s desk.

“Victor!” I heard my mother gasp. “What happened?”

How could I have forgotten so easily? Slowly I turned to face her.

She was on her feet, striding toward me, staring at my bandaged hand. She did not need to remove the dressing to know that I was missing two fingers.

“How did this happen?” she whispered.

I could think of no lie to tell her, and why did I need lies, now that we’d completed our quest in triumph?

“It was necessary,” I said.

“What on earth do you mean?” she demanded.

“The last ingredient of the elixir was bone marrow.”

She said nothing, but tears spilled from her eyes, and she shook her head mutely.

“It is only two fingers,” I added stupidly.

She covered her face. “It is too much. Why did you do such a foolish, foolish thing, after everything your father told you?”

“We were afraid Konrad would die,” Elizabeth told her, putting her hand on Mother’s shoulder.

“But he’s recovered!” my mother said. “And all this was unnecessary!”

“He recovers,” I said gently, “because we gave him the elixir last night.”

Mother’s crying stopped, and she looked at me in horror. “When?”

“At midnight. While everyone slept, we dripped it into his mouth.”

“Maria did not stop you?” she demanded.

“She was asleep with exhaustion,” I lied.

“But it might’ve been poison!”

“How can it be poison and make such a dramatic improvement?” I gestured at Konrad, who was listening and watching all this with wide eyes.

“I imbibed your bone marrow?” Konrad asked.

“It was very nearly imbibed by Polidori,” said Henry.

Konrad sat up straighter. I looked from Henry to Elizabeth, then to Mother. I had not wanted the alchemist’s name to be mentioned so soon.

“Julius Polidori is involved in this?” Mother said.

“He helped us translate the recipe,” I replied.

“He hacked off your fingers?” she shouted.

“That was part of the recipe. I offered them willingly. But he turned scoundrel and meant to take the elixir for himself.”

“We had quite a tussle to get it back,” said Henry. “He set his lynx on us.”

My mother waved her hand to silence us, and sat down.

“You must tell this story properly,” she said after a moment. “And leave nothing out.”

Mother wasted no time writing a message to the chief magistrate of Geneva, and sent one of the grooms to deliver it. She wanted Polidori arrested at once.

She found two lads who knew how to sail and had them return the fishing boat to its owners in the marina, and then take a message to Mr. Clerval, telling him Henry would stay with us a few more nights.

She put three menservants on guard, one at the main gate, and two on the ramparts. She worried Polidori might wish us further harm, and wanted to keep us all within the château until he was apprehended.

I didn’t think such drastic precautions were necessary, for Polidori didn’t know who we were, so how could he find us?

Mother was a strong woman, and had always been vigorous, but I had never seen her move about the house with such intent. It was quite terrifying. She spoke little—as though she did not quite know what was to be done with us.

We stayed out of her way, visiting with Konrad and keeping him company when he was not sleeping.

A messenger came to our house at dinnertime with the news that Polidori had disappeared.

Upon receiving my mother’s letter, the magistrate had sent a bailiff and two guards to Wollstonekraft Alley, only to find the apartment, and the laboratory beneath, consumed by flame. There was no sign of a body within the charred wreckage.

“No doubt he’s fled the city,” Mother said.

“He must have hired a carriage first thing in the morning and set out,” Elizabeth said.

Mother glanced back at the letter. “They’ve already sent men on the fastest horses to see if they can overtake him.”

“If he’s in a carriage,” I said, “they’ll catch him. The mountain roads are steep.”

But the news made me feel ill at ease. I did not like the fact that Polidori was still free and might, if he so chose, seek us out.

Late the next day Father returned home with Dr. Murnau. The two of them went at once to Konrad’s bedchamber, whereupon the doctor proceeded to examine my brother.

Elizabeth and Henry and I waited in the library, paging through books without reading.

“What will Father do when Mother tells him?” Elizabeth asked me.

“Well, the Frankenstein dungeons may once more have inmates.”

“Be serious, Victor.”

“You can have the larger cell. I don’t mind.”

This time she laughed.

The sun was beginning to set when Father appeared in the doorway, still in his riding clothes, looking exhausted but calm.

“Come with me,” he said to the three of us.

We followed him to his study, where Mother sat with Dr. Murnau.

“He’s healing, isn’t he?” I asked the doctor.

“Tomorrow I’ll take blood for study. But it seems the crisis has certainly passed.” He leaned his bony frame forward in his chair. “Victor, I understand you gave him a certain elixir a few nights past. I need to know its exact ingredients.”

“There was a rare lichen, from a tree in the Sturmwald,” I began.

“Describe it.”

“Pale brown, with a delicate shape like embroidery or coral. Usnea lunaria was its name,” I added, remembering suddenly.

The doctor pursed his lips, nodded. “What else?”

“Coelacanth oil,” I said. “And bone marrow from a human.”

I saw his eyes stray to my hand. “I will look at your wounds shortly. Anything else?”

“That’s all. But how Polidori prepared them, we don’t know.”

“Is it harmful?” Father asked Dr. Murnau.

“We’ll watch Konrad carefully for the next day or so, but he shows no signs of poisoning. Quite the opposite. These ingredients your son mentioned, they’re unusual and noisome, but it’s possible they might have had some beneficial effect. In folk medicines some lichens or fungi are often brewed as teas to combat infection or fever. As for the fish oil, many oils have been noted to have an invigorating effect on the patient, though we do not know why.”

“And the bone marrow?” Mother asked.

“A mystery,” said the doctor, pushing back his glasses. “Though one of my students once claimed that a crushed bone, amazingly, yielded a special concentration of vigorous blood cells. But, as to the usefulness of your elixir as a whole”—he floated his skeletal hands up into the air—“there’s no scientific proof. And there is no shortage of fabulist cures trumpeted by charlatans. I’d say you were very lucky, young Master Frankenstein, that this particular elixir was benign. I’ve seen some that have wrought very dire results indeed upon the human body.”

Father looked at me and Elizabeth severely. “You might have killed your brother.”

“We might also have saved his life!” I said, my temper flaring.

Dr. Murnau licked his lips nervously. “Victor, what we’ve witnessed is a coincidence—and a dangerous one if it convinces you that this elixir has any value.”

My heart beat in my ears. I said nothing. I didn’t need to convince him. The deed was done, and the truth was obvious to me: The elixir was real.

“Now listen carefully,” Father said to Elizabeth, Henry, and me. “Once Polidori is caught and tried, your involvement in this shameful affair will be public knowledge. But this is more than a question of embarrassment; it is a question of your innocence.”

“Alphonse,” said Mother, “you’re frightening them—and me.”

“Might we be charged, then?” Elizabeth asked uneasily.

“By the law’s definition, to practice alchemy you must profit by it, or actually administer your substances to a person,” Father said.

“It was I who administered it to Konrad,” I said quickly, for it was true. I had dripped it upon his tongue. “If anyone’s charged, it should be me.”

“That is not just,” said Elizabeth. “It may have been Victor’s hand that held the vial, but I stood beside him, and would have administered the elixir if he’d faltered. I am equally guilty.”

“And I,” said Henry, his head bowed.

“No one will ever know that Konrad took this elixir,” my father said. He looked at all of us in turn. “Dr. Murnau has already agreed to keep this in his confidence. And we must all of us keep the secret. I threw the elixir into the lake. That is what happened. I abhor a lie, but I will do it to protect my family.”

I wondered how many other lies my father had told over the years, how many secrets he kept from us.

“Are we agreed, then?” said Father. “Konrad never received the Elixir of Life.”

“Agreed,” said Elizabeth and Henry.

Father looked at me severely.

I met his gaze. “If I am asked to testify in court, I will not lie.”

“Victor,” Mother said, “don’t be absurd!”

I did not flinch from my father’s stories. My own voice seemed alien to me, hard and calm. “I will not mention Elizabeth or Henry. But I will not perjure myself. I helped create that elixir with my own sweat, and flesh and blood, and I administered it to my brother. And I cured him. If I’m to be jailed for that, so be it.”

My father’s eyebrows contracted, and he was about to speak, but then he changed his mind.

“We will talk more of this later.” He looked at Mother. “He is overwrought. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

But truly I did. My father would not make me a liar—nor would he take away my triumph.

Before I went to my bedchamber for the night, I visited Konrad’s room and found him still awake, reading by candlelight.

“Do you remember us giving it to you?” I asked, sitting beside his bed.

“I remember waking and seeing you all before me, but I thought it a dream—and such a pleasant one. I felt rejuvenated somehow.”

“Do you feel it in you, working?” I asked.

He gave a laugh. “Am I your patient now, Victor?”

“Not patient. Creation!” I said with a grin. “Come now, you must feel something! You have the Elixir of Life in you!” I imagined a great bubbling, a magical fermenting that released healing bodies throughout his blood to battle anything vile they encountered.

“If you must know, I feel as weak as a kitten—but remarkably … transformed.”

“That will be the elixir working hard, destroying the disease! It is bound to be tiring. But now you will not ever get ill again, you lucky dog.”

“Let me see your hand properly,” he said.

I placed it on my knee.

His gaze settled on it. When he looked up, his eyes were wet. “Does it hurt still?”

I shook my head. “It sometimes hurts where my fingers used to be. A kind of phantom pain.”

He placed his perfect hand on mine. “Thank you, Victor.”

During breakfast the next day another message arrived bearing the magistrates’ stamp. Father opened it at once and read it in silence. He sighed.

“Polidori has completely vanished.”

“How can that be?” exclaimed Mother. “The riders could easily have overtaken his carriage.”

“Unless he was never in a carriage,” Father said. “Even without the use of his legs, he might be able to ride a horse of his own—take remote alpine paths and venture into France. We have no authority to pursue him there—nor would we have much luck finding him, the place is in such chaos.”

“Might he have accomplices?” Mother asked, looking at the three of us.

“Krake was the only accomplice we knew of,” I said. “But he might have paid people to help him, I suppose.”

Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “He looked so impoverished.”

I remembered how he had talked about the myth of the lynx, the Keeper of the Secrets of the Forest, harvesting gemstones from its own urine.

“Maybe he had money saved up,” I said.

“Well, if he’s disappeared for good, there will be no trial,” Father said. “No one need hear of this again.”

He looked at me pointedly as he said it.

“As long as he’s left Geneva for good,” Mother said, “I am satisfied.”

“He would be a fool to stay,” said Henry. “His place is burned to the ground, and he is conspicuous in his wheelchair. He’d be caught instantly.”

My neck tingled. It was childish, but I couldn’t help wondering if the alchemist had worked some dark wonder to make himself invisible. I imagined him at night, dragging himself through the streets, his shoes and clothes scraping on the cobblestones. Dragging himself ever closer to Château Frankenstein.

Later that day Elizabeth and I stood in the courtyard with Henry to see him off. I shook his hand and then embraced him.

“You have a lion’s heart, as well as a poet’s,” I said.

He shook his head with a grin, but I could tell he was pleased.

“I was not brave compared with you two,” he said. “I possess only a small courage—but it is good to know that.”

“Nonsense,” said Elizabeth, kissing him on the cheek.

He flushed.

“Good-bye, Henry,” I said.

“Good-bye,” he replied, “and do try to stay out of mischief while I am gone.”

“Write us another play,” I said, “that we can all perform before summer is out.”

“I will.”
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“The doctor says I will have scars,” Elizabeth said. “I never thought myself vain, but I am vain, and it upsets me more than I can say.”

We were in the library, sunlight pouring through the windows.

Konrad had been taking his meals in bed so far, but said he would like to get up later and join us for dinner. Dr. Murnau would remain only a day longer, and said Konrad’s progress was most encouraging.

He’d examined my hand again this morning, and was pleased with Polidori’s chisel work. There was no sign of infection. He said he knew some very fine craftsmen who could fashion me a pair of wooden fingers to strap onto my hand.

He’d also told Elizabeth she could remove the bandage on her cheek.

“They will be very faint scars,” I said now, looking at them. “Whisker thin. You would have to know they were there to even notice them.”

She laughed bitterly. “They will be clearly visible. Konrad cannot love me now.”

I could not help laughing, and the misery in her face was quickly replaced with anger.

“How is that amusing?”

“Elizabeth,” I said, “Konrad would be the biggest fool in the world if he thought a few scratches could dim your beauty. There cannot be a lovelier young woman in all the republic. I would say all of Europe, but I have not seen all the young women there yet.”

She smiled, and looked down, and the color rose in her cheeks. “Thank you, Victor, that is very sweet of you.”

I did not understand why, but I found something compelling about those scars. The claws of a lynx had raked her cheek and left their mark. And it was a mark too of her own wild nature. She could not hide it—and the wolf in me found her all the more desirable for it. But I would not think of her in such a way anymore. I was done with coveting what was my brother’s. My resolve would be as strong as stone.

“In the elevator,” she said abruptly. “At Polidori’s. In the dark.”

I looked out the window. I knew exactly what she was talking about. “Hmm? What of it?” I asked carelessly.

“That kiss was for you.”

I said nothing—had nothing to say. I was secretly ecstatic but wished too that she had never told me. For I feared these words would germinate in my devilish heart and send forth tendrils that might crack even my granite resolve.

I just smiled, and it took all my will to lift my feet and leave the room.

We sat out on the balcony wrapped in blankets, for the clear night was cool. It was just the two of us. Above the mountain peaks to the west was the last indigo hint of sunset.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That whole business with Elizabeth. I—”

“Victor, you don’t need to say anything.”

“I was a complete ass.”

Konrad chuckled. “Well, I don’t think I’ve ever been angrier in my entire life. That’s quite a skill you have.”

“It’s a good thing you fainted,” I said. “Or you might’ve killed me. I’d never seen that look in your eyes. You do forgive me, though, don’t you?”

He smiled, and I knew the answer was yes. “And by the way,” he said, “I’ve never thought myself better than you.”

I snorted. “Except at Greek and Latin and fencing and—”

“I didn’t mean like that. I meant as a person.”

For a moment I made no reply. “Well, I don’t know if I believe you, but it’s very nice of you to say. Thank you.”

“You’re impossible,” he said, shaking his head.

“Ah, that’s more like it,” I said.

“Do you still imagine interplanetary travel for yourself?” he asked, looking up at the first stars.

“At the very least,” I said. “And you will go to the New World?”

“Only if you come with me.”

“Just the two of us,” I said.

“Just the two of us.”

“We’ll do it the moment Father gives us permission,” I said.

Konrad smiled. “Given recent events, that might not be for several decades.”

But we talked on with great enthusiasm, about the lands across the ocean, and what kind of adventures might be had there. It was as if we were little again, with the atlas spread before us on the library floor. We talked about how, if we reached the farthest coast of the New World, we might continue on, across the Pacific to the Orient. I loved the idea of traveling west with my brother, always west, chasing the sun.
  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THE ICE CRYPT
 

HE DIED IN HIS SLEEP.

I did not understand how it could’ve happened. He had been getting well. He had been growing stronger. How could he be gone?

Mother wept and wept—Father, too.

If any parents suffered more, I have never seen it.

They did not believe in heaven. They did not believe in an afterward. They knew they would never see their son again.

Elizabeth cried and prayed for Konrad’s soul.

“How can you pray?” I said coldly to her.

She looked at me, her face bleached by tears.

“We prayed to your God on the boat, when we sailed home with the elixir,” I reminded her. “You said—you said—He would listen and heal Konrad. Why didn’t He?”

“He heard us. But sometimes He says no.”

“He is not there at all,” I said savagely.

She shook her head. “He is there.”

“Make me believe you. Convince me, here.” I beat at my head with my hands.

“Stop,” she said calmly, grabbing my wrists. “You know that I have always believed. God does not disappear when bad things happen. He is with us through good and bad and will one day be our final home. We need no elixir to live forever. He made us immortal, and Konrad is not gone.”

I shook my head in disgust, and stormed off.

The elixir had failed. Or had it? Had Konrad simply been too ill for too long? I would never know, and it would torment me forever. But most poisonous of all was the thought that I might have killed my brother. What if he’d been recovering and the elixir had defeated him?

Father had no doubts. The elixir was a mirage, and I had foolishly chased after it. He did not need to say this aloud. It was in every look he gave me. He said he would have the Dark Library burned.

Meals were made and set before us.

Our servants went about their work.

Outside, the world continued without us.

We all moved through the house, pretending to be ourselves.

I could not cry.

Our carriage moved slowly up the winding mountain road.

There had been no church service, even though Elizabeth had begged my parents to hold one. There would be no funeral mass, no words of comfort spoken by a priest, no promises made.

We were all clad in mourning black. Elizabeth and I sat with Ernest between us. Facing us were Father and Mother, with William on her knee.

At the front of the procession was the hearse, carrying Konrad’s coffin.

Behind stretched dozens of other carriages and traps and horses, bringing our staff and friends.

The journey was a long one. For centuries the Frankenstein family had buried its dead high in the mountain just outside the city. The crypt was an enormous cave that, over the years, had been hollowed ever deeper into the glacier’s side. Even in the summer it was colder than death itself, the sarcophagi and their inmates sealed eternally with ice and snow.

As children we had seen the crypt only once, after Father’s younger brother had died in a hunting accident. Konrad, Elizabeth, and I had stood, blue-lipped and silent, as the coffin had been lowered into its stone sarcophagus. Afterward, during our lessons, Father had told us that because the temperature never rose above freezing, a body in that crypt would be miraculously preserved.

No worms or bugs would infest it, no water would rot it, no elements would corrode it.

Konrad. What if it was I who killed you?

It was close to noon when we reached the crypt.

Our footman came and lowered the steps of the carriage for us. I was glad of my cloak, for the air was very cold. The path to the crypt entrance had already been cleared of ice and snow, but all around, on the mountain slopes, it glittered painfully and almost cruelly in the sunlight.

I stared briefly into the darkness of the crypt, then went to the back of the hearse to join Father and the other casket bearers. I was glad Henry was among them. Carefully we pulled out the coffin.

Though there were three of us on either side, and the coffin contained only my brother, when I took my handle and lifted—that coffin was as heavy as the earth itself. I could imagine nothing heavier.

It took all my strength to keep from losing my grip. As we started to move toward the crypt, for a moment I thought I might faint. Torches had been lit inside, flickering orange. I was shaking as we crossed the threshold. Ancient walls of stone and ice. Huge sarcophagi ranged to the right and left, centuries of Frankenstein ancestors.

And straight ahead, an open sarcophagus.

My step faltered. If we put Konrad inside there and closed the lid, how could he ever breathe?

I staggered on. I did not know how I managed it, but I helped lift the casket over the lip of the sarcophagus and lowered it inside.

There was no priest or minister to preside over the ceremony, so we all stood in silence. The crypt was full, and people were standing outside, too.

I shuffled back to my mother and Elizabeth. Her hand slipped into mine and squeezed.

I thought of Konrad in his sarcophagus, never aging, his perfect body useless to him.

I tried to pray—Dear God, please—but could not.

My father went alone and slid the stone lid into place—and that was when I wept.

Konrad had gone to the New World without me, and no matter how fast I ran westward, how close I kept to the sunsets, I would never catch up with him now. My tears were filled with fury—for I had failed him.

I’d tried to save him, but I had not been smart enough, or diligent enough.

I covered my face with my hands.

And I made an icy promise to myself.

I promised that I would see my brother again—even if it meant unlocking every secret law of this earth, to bring him back.
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To Mrs. Saville, England
St. Petersburgh, Dec. 11th, 17—.

You will rejoice to hear that no disaster has accompanied the commencement of an enterprise which you have regarded with such evil forebodings. I arrived here yesterday; and my first task is to assure my dear sister of my welfare, and increasing confidence in the success of my undertaking.

I am already far north of London; and as I walk in the streets of Petersburgh,1 I feel a cold northern breeze play upon my cheeks, which braces my nerves, and fills me with delight. Do you understand this feeling? This breeze, which has travelled from the regions towards which I am advancing, gives me a foretaste of those icy climes. Inspirited by this wind of promise, my day dreams become more fervent and vivid. I try in vain to be persuaded that the pole is the seat of frost and desolation; it ever presents itself to my imagination as the region of beauty and delight. There, Margaret, the sun is for ever visible; its broad disk just skirting the horizon, and diffusing a perpetual splendour. There—for with your leave, my sister, I will put some trust in preceding navigators—there snow and frost are banished; and, sailing over a calm sea, we may be wafted to a land surpassing in wonders and in beauty every region hitherto discovered on the habitable globe. Its productions and features may be without example, as the phænomena of the heavenly bodies undoubtedly are in those undiscovered solitudes. What may not be expected in a country of eternal light? I may there discover the wondrous power which attracts the needle; and may regulate a thousand celestial observations, that require only this voyage to render their seeming eccentricities consistent for ever. I shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a part of the world never before visited, and may tread a land never before imprinted by the foot of man. These are my enticements, and they are sufficient to conquer all fear of danger or death, and to induce me to commence this laborious voyage with the joy a child feels when he embarks in a little boat, with his holiday mates, on an expedition of discovery up his native river. But, supposing all these conjectures to be false, you cannot contest the inestimable benefit which I shall confer on all mankind to the last generation, by discovering a passage near the pole to those countries, to reach which at present so many months are requisite; or by ascertaining the secret of the magnet, which, if at all possible, can only be effected by an undertaking such as mine.

These reflections have dispelled the agitation with which I began my letter, and I feel my heart glow with an enthusiasm2 which elevates me to heaven; for nothing contributes so much to tranquillize the mind as a steady purpose,—a point on which the soul may fix its intellectual eye. This expedition has been the favourite dream of my early years. I have read with ardour the accounts of the various voyages which have been made in the prospect of arriving at the North Pacific Ocean through the seas which surround the pole. You may remember, that a history of all the voyages made for purposes of discovery composed the whole of our good uncle Thomas’s library. My education was neglected, yet I was passionately fond of reading. These volumes were my study day and night, and my familiarity with them increased that regret which I had felt, as a child, on learning that my father’s dying injunction had forbidden my uncle to allow me to embark in a sea-faring life.

These visions faded when I perused, for the first time, those poets whose effusions entranced my soul, and lifted it to heaven. I also became a poet, and for one year lived in a Paradise of my own creation; I imagined that I also might obtain a niche in the temple where the names of Homer and Shakespeare are consecrated. You are well acquainted with my failure, and how heavily I bore the disappointment. But just at that time I inherited the fortune of my cousin, and my thoughts were turned into the channel of their earlier bent.

Six years have passed since I resolved on my present undertaking. I can, even now, remember the hour from which I dedicated myself to this great enterprise. I commenced by inuring my body to hardship. I accompanied the whale-fishers on several expeditions to the North Sea; I voluntarily endured cold, famine, thirst, and want of sleep; I often worked harder than the common sailors during the day, and devoted my nights to the study of mathematics, the theory of medicine, and those branches of physical science from which a naval adventurer might derive the greatest practical advantage. Twice I actually hired myself as an under-mate in a Greenland whaler, and acquitted myself to admiration. I must own I felt a little proud, when my captain offered me the second dignity in the vessel, and entreated me to remain with the greatest earnestness; so valuable did he consider my services.

And now, dear Margaret, do I not deserve to accomplish some great purpose? My life might have been passed in ease and luxury; but I preferred glory to every enticement that wealth placed in my path. Oh, that some encouraging voice would answer in the affirmative! My courage and my resolution is firm; but my hopes fluctuate, and my spirits are often depressed. I am about to proceed on a long and difficult voyage; the emergencies of which will demand all my fortitude: I am required not only to raise the spirits of others, but sometimes to sustain my own, when theirs are failing.

This is the most favourable period for travelling in Russia. They fly quickly over the snow in their sledges; the motion is pleasant, and, in my opinion, far more agreeable than that of an English stagecoach. The cold is not excessive, if you are wrapt in furs, a dress which I have already adopted; for there is a great difference between walking the deck and remaining seated motionless for hours, when no exercise prevents the blood from actually freezing in your veins. I have no ambition to lose my life on the post-road3 between St. Petersburgh and Archangel.4

I shall depart for the latter town in a fortnight or three weeks; and my intention is to hire a ship there, which can easily be done by paying the insurance for the owner, and to engage as many sailors as I think necessary among those who are accustomed to the whale-fishing. I do not intend to sail until the month of June: and when shall I return? Ah, dear sister, how can I answer this question? If I succeed, many, many months, perhaps years, will pass before you and I may meet. If I fail, you will see me again soon, or never.

Farewell, my dear, excellent, Margaret. Heaven shower down blessings on you, and save me, that I may again and again testify my gratitude for all your love and kindness.

Your affectionate brother,

R. Walton.
  

LETTER II
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To Mrs. Saville, England.
Archangel, 28th March, 17—.

How slowly the time passes here, encompassed as I am by frost and snow; yet a second step is taken towards my enterprise. I have hired a vessel, and am occupied in collecting my sailors; those whom I have already engaged appear to be men on whom I can depend, and are certainly possessed of dauntless courage.

But I have one want which I have never yet been able to satisfy; and the absence of the object of which I now feel as a most severe evil. I have no friend, Margaret: when I am glowing with the enthusiasm of success, there will be none to participate my joy; if I am assailed by disappointment, no one will endeavour to sustain me in dejection. I shall commit my thoughts to paper, it is true; but that is a poor medium for the communication of feeling. I desire the company of a man who could sympathize with me; whose eyes would reply to mine. You may deem me romantic,1 my dear sister, but I bitterly feel the want of a friend. I have no one near me, gentle yet courageous, possessed of a cultivated as well as of a capacious mind, whose tastes are like my own, to approve or amend my plans. How would such a friend repair the faults of your poor brother! I am too ardent in execution, and too impatient of difficulties. But it is a still greater evil to me that I am self-educated: for the first fourteen years of my life I ran wild on a common, and read nothing but our uncle Thomas’s books of voyages. At that age I became acquainted with the celebrated poets of our own country; but it was only when it had ceased to be in my power to derive its most important benefits from such a conviction, that I perceived the necessity of becoming acquainted with more languages than that of my native country. Now I am twenty-eight, and am in reality more illiterate than many school-boys of fifteen. It is true that I have thought more, and that my day dreams are more extended and magnificent; but they want (as the painters call it) keeping;2 and I greatly need a friend who would have sense enough3 not to despise me as romantic, and affection enough for me to endeavour to regulate my mind.

Well, these are useless complaints; I shall certainly find no friend on the wide ocean, nor even here in Archangel, among merchants and seamen. Yet some feelings, unallied to the dross of human nature,4 beat even in these rugged bosoms. My lieutenant, for instance, is a man of wonderful courage and enterprise; he is madly desirous of glory. He is an Englishman, and in the midst of national and professional prejudices, un-softened by cultivation, retains some of the noblest endowments of humanity. I first became acquainted with him on board a whale vessel: finding that he was unemployed in this city, I easily engaged him to assist in my enterprise.

The master is a person of an excellent disposition, and is remarkable in the ship for his gentleness, and the mildness of his discipline. He is, indeed, of so amiable a nature, that he will not hunt (a favourite, and almost the only amusement here), because he cannot endure to spill blood. He is, moreover, heroically generous. Some years ago he loved a young Russian lady, of moderate fortune; and having amassed a considerable sum in prize-money, the father of the girl consented to the match. He saw his mistress once before the destined ceremony; but she was bathed in tears, and, throwing herself at his feet, entreated him to spare her, confessing at the same time that she loved another, but that he was poor, and that her father would never consent to the union. My generous friend reassured the suppliant, and on being informed of the name of her lover instantly abandoned his pursuit. He had already bought a farm with his money, on which he had designed to pass the remainder of his life; but he bestowed the whole on his rival, together with the remains of his prize-money to purchase stock,5 and then himself solicited the young woman’s father to consent to her marriage with her lover. But the old man decidedly refused, thinking himself bound in honour to my friend; who, when he found the father inexorable, quitted his country, nor returned until he heard that his former mistress was married according to her inclinations. “What a noble fellow!” you will exclaim. He is so; but then he has passed all his life on board a vessel, and has scarcely an idea beyond the rope and the shroud.6

But do not suppose that, because I complain a little, or because I can conceive a consolation for my toils which I may never know, that I am wavering in my resolutions. Those are as fixed as fate; and my voyage is only now delayed until the weather shall permit my embarkation. The winter has been dreadfully severe; but the spring promises well, and it is considered as a remarkably early season; so that, perhaps, I may sail sooner than I expected. I shall do nothing rashly; you know me sufficiently to confide in my prudence and considerateness whenever the safety of others is committed to my care.

I cannot describe to you my sensations on the near prospect of my undertaking. It is impossible to communicate to you a conception of the trembling sensation, half pleasurable and half fearful, with which I am preparing to depart. I am going to unexplored regions, to “the land of mist and snow”; but I shall kill no albatross,7 therefore do not be alarmed for my safety.

Shall I meet you again, after having traversed immense seas, and returned by the most southern cape of Africa or America? I dare not expect such success, yet I cannot bear to look on the reverse of the picture. Continue to write to me by every opportunity: I may receive your letters (though the chance is very doubtful) on some occasions when I need them most to support my spirits. I love you very tenderly. Remember me with affection, should you never hear from me again.

Your affectionate brother,

Robert Walton.
  

LETTER III
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To Mrs. Saville, England.
July 7th, 17—.

My dear Sister,

I write a few lines in haste, to say that I am safe, and well advanced on my voyage. This letter will reach England by a merchant-man now on its homeward voyage from Archangel; more fortunate than I, who may not see my native land, perhaps, for many years. I am, however, in good spirits: my men are bold, and apparently firm of purpose; nor do the floating sheets of ice that continually pass us, indicating the dangers of the region towards which we are advancing, appear to dismay them. We have already reached a very high latitude; but it is the height of summer, and although not so warm as in England, the southern gales, which blow us speedily towards those shores which I so ardently desire to attain, breathe a degree of renovating warmth which I had not expected.

No incidents have hitherto befallen us, that would make a figure1 in a letter. One or two stiff gales, and the breaking of a mast, are accidents which experienced navigators scarcely remember to record; and I shall be well content, if nothing worse happen to us during our voyage.

Adieu, my dear Margaret. Be assured, that for my own sake, as well as yours, I will not rashly encounter danger. I will be cool, persevering, and prudent.

Remember me to all my English friends.

Most affectionately yours,

R. W.
  

LETTER IV
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To Mrs. Saville, England.
August 5th, 17—.

So strange an accident has happened to us, that I cannot forbear recording it, although it is very probable that you will see me before these papers can come into your possession.

Last Monday (July 31st), we were nearly surrounded by ice, which closed in the ship on all sides, scarcely leaving her the sea room1 in which she floated. Our situation was somewhat dangerous, especially as we were compassed round by a very thick fog. We accordingly lay to, hoping that some change would take place in the atmosphere and weather.

About two o’clock the mist cleared away, and we beheld, stretched out in every direction, vast and irregular plains of ice, which seemed to have no end. Some of my comrades groaned, and my own mind began to grow watchful with anxious thoughts, when a strange sight suddenly attracted our attention, and diverted our solicitude from our own situation. We perceived a low carriage, fixed on a sledge2 and drawn by dogs, pass on towards the north, at the distance of half a mile: a being which had the shape of a man, but apparently of gigantic stature, sat in the sledge, and guided the dogs. We watched the rapid progress of the traveller with our telescopes, until he was lost among the distant inequalities of the ice.3

This appearance excited our unqualified wonder. We were, as we believed, many hundred miles from any land; but this apparition seemed to denote that it was not, in reality, so distant as we had supposed. Shut in, however, by ice, it was impossible to follow his track, which we had observed with the greatest attention.

About two hours after this occurrence, we heard the ground sea;4 and before night the ice broke, and freed our ship. We, however, lay to until the morning, fearing to encounter in the dark those large loose masses which float about after the breaking up of the ice. I profited of this time to rest for a few hours.

In the morning, however, as soon as it was light, I went upon deck, and found all the sailors busy on one side of the vessel, apparently talking to some one in the sea. It was, in fact, a sledge, like that we had seen before, which had drifted towards us in the night, on a large fragment of ice. Only one dog remained alive; but there was a human being within it, whom the sailors were persuading to enter the vessel. He was not, as the other traveller seemed to be, a savage inhabitant of some undiscovered island, but an European. When I appeared on deck, the master said, “Here is our captain, and he will not allow you to perish on the open sea.”

On perceiving me, the stranger addressed me in English, although with a foreign accent. “Before I come on board your vessel,” said he, “will you have the kindness to inform me whither you are bound?”

You may conceive my astonishment on hearing such a question addressed to me from a man on the brink of destruction, and to whom I should have supposed that my vessel would have been a resource which he would not have exchanged for the most precious wealth the earth can afford. I replied, however, that we were on a voyage of discovery towards the northern pole.

Upon hearing this he appeared satisfied, and consented to come on board. Good God! Margaret, if you had seen the man who thus capitulated5 for his safety, your surprise would have been boundless. His limbs were nearly frozen, and his body dreadfully emaciated by fatigue and suffering. I never saw a man in so wretched a condition. We attempted to carry him into the cabin; but as soon as he had quitted the fresh air, he fainted. We accordingly brought him back to the deck, and restored him to animation by rubbing him with brandy, and forcing him to swallow a small quantity. As soon as he shewed signs of life, we wrapped him up in blankets, and placed him near the chimney of the kitchen-stove. By slow degrees he recovered, and ate a little soup, which restored him wonderfully.

Two days passed in this manner before he was able to speak; and I often feared that his sufferings had deprived him of understanding. When he had in some measure recovered, I removed him to my own cabin, and attended on him as much as my duty would permit. I never saw a more interesting creature: his eyes have generally an expression of wildness, and even madness; but there are moments when, if any one performs an act of kindness towards him, or does him any the most trifling service, his whole countenance is lighted up, as it were, with a beam of benevolence and sweetness that I never saw equalled. But he is generally melancholy and despairing; and sometimes he gnashes his teeth, as if impatient of6 the weight of woes that oppresses him.

When my guest was a little recovered, I had great trouble to keep off the men, who wished to ask him a thousand questions; but I would not allow him to be tormented by their idle curiosity, in a state of body and mind whose restoration evidently depended upon entire repose. Once, however, the lieutenant asked, Why he had come so far upon the ice in so strange a vehicle?

His countenance instantly assumed an aspect of the deepest gloom; and he replied, “To seek one who fled from me.”

“And did the man whom you pursued travel in the same fashion?”

“Yes.”

“Then I fancy we have seen him; for, the day before we picked you up, we saw some dogs drawing a sledge, with a man in it, across the ice.”

This aroused the stranger’s attention; and he asked a multitude of questions concerning the route which the dæmon, as he called him, had pursued. Soon after, when he was alone with me, he said, “I have, doubtless, excited your curiosity, as well as that of these good people; but you are too considerate to make inquiries.”

“Certainly; it would indeed be very impertinent and inhuman in me to trouble you with any inquisitiveness of mine.”

“And yet you rescued me from a strange and perilous situation; you have benevolently restored me to life.”

Soon after this he inquired, if I thought that the breaking up of the ice had destroyed the other sledge? I replied, that I could not answer with any degree of certainty; for the ice had not broken until near midnight, and the traveller might have arrived at a place of safety before that time; but of this I could not judge.

From this time the stranger seemed very eager to be upon deck, to watch for the sledge which had before appeared; but I have persuaded him to remain in the cabin, for he is far too weak to sustain the rawness of the atmosphere. But I have promised that some one should watch for him, and give him instant notice if any new object should appear in sight.

Such is my journal of what relates to this strange occurrence up to the present day. The stranger has gradually improved in health, but is very silent, and appears uneasy when any one except myself enters his cabin. Yet his manners are so conciliating and gentle, that the sailors are all interested in him, although they have had very little communication with him. For my own part, I begin to love him as a brother; and his constant and deep grief fills me with sympathy and compassion. He must have been a noble creature in his better days, being even now in wreck so attractive and amiable.

I said in one of my letters, my dear Margaret, that I should find no friend on the wide ocean; yet I have found a man who, before his spirit had been broken by misery, I should have been happy to have possessed as the brother of my heart.

I shall continue my journal concerning the stranger at intervals, should I have any fresh incidents to record.

August 13th, 17—.

My affection for my guest increases every day. He excites at once my admiration and my pity to an astonishing degree. How can I see so noble a creature destroyed by misery without feeling the most poignant grief? He is so gentle, yet so wise; his mind is so cultivated; and when he speaks, although his words are culled with the choicest art, yet they flow with rapidity and unparalleled eloquence.

He is now much recovered from his illness, and is continually on the deck, apparently watching for the sledge that preceded his own. Yet, although unhappy, he is not so utterly occupied by his own misery, but that he interests himself deeply in the employments of others. He has asked me many questions concerning my design; and I have related my little history frankly to him. He appeared pleased with the confidence, and suggested several alterations in my plan, which I shall find exceedingly useful. There is no pedantry7 in his manner; but all he does appears to spring solely from the interest he instinctively takes in the welfare of those who surround him. He is often overcome by gloom, and then he sits by himself, and tries to overcome all that is sullen or unsocial in his humour.8 These paroxysms pass from him like a cloud from before the sun, though his dejection never leaves him. I have endeavoured to win his confidence; and I trust that I have succeeded. One day I mentioned to him the desire I had always felt of finding a friend who might sympathize with me, and direct me by his counsel. I said, I did not belong to that class of men who are offended by advice. “I am self-educated, and perhaps I hardly rely sufficiently upon my own powers. I wish therefore that my companion should be wiser and more experienced than myself, to confirm and support me; nor have I believed it impossible to find a true friend.”

“I agree with you,” replied the stranger, “in believing that friendship is not only a desirable, but a possible acquisition. I once had a friend, the most noble of human creatures, and am entitled, therefore, to judge respecting friendship. You have hope, and the world before you, and have no cause for despair. But I——I have lost everything, and cannot begin life anew.”

As he said this, his countenance became expressive of a calm settled grief, that touched me to the heart. But he was silent, and presently retired to his cabin.

Even broken in spirit as he is, no one can feel more deeply than he does the beauties of nature. The starry sky, the sea, and every sight afforded by these wonderful regions, seems still to have the power of elevating his soul from earth. Such a man has a double existence: he may suffer misery, and be overwhelmed by disappointments; yet when he has retired into himself, he will be like a celestial spirit, that has a halo around him, within whose circle no grief or folly ventures.

Will you laugh at the enthusiasm I express concerning this divine wanderer? If you do, you must have certainly lost that simplicity which was once your characteristic charm. Yet, if you will, smile at the warmth of my expressions, while I find every day new causes for repeating them.

August 19th, 17—.

Yesterday the stranger said to me, “You may easily perceive, Captain Walton, that I have suffered great and unparalleled misfortunes. I had determined, once, that the memory of these evils should die with me; but you have won me to alter my determination. You seek for knowledge and wisdom, as I once did; and I ardently hope that the gratification of your wishes may not be a serpent to sting you, as mine has been. I do not know that the relation of my misfortunes will be useful to you, yet, if you are inclined, listen to my tale. I believe that the strange incidents connected with it will afford a view of nature, which may enlarge your faculties and understanding. You will hear of powers and occurrences, such as you have been accustomed to believe impossible: but I do not doubt that my tale conveys in its series internal evidence of the truth of the events of which it is composed.”

You may easily conceive that I was much gratified by the offered communication; yet I could not endure that he should renew his grief by a recital of his misfortunes. I felt the greatest eagerness to hear the promised narrative, partly from curiosity, and partly from a strong desire to ameliorate his fate, if it were in my power. I expressed these feelings in my answer.

“I thank you,” he replied, “for your sympathy, but it is useless; my fate is nearly fulfilled. I wait but for one event, and then I shall repose in peace. I understand your feeling,” continued he, perceiving that I wished to interrupt him; “but you are mistaken, my friend, if thus you will allow me to name you; nothing can alter my destiny: listen to my history, and you will perceive how irrevocably it is determined.”

He then told me, that he would commence his narrative the next day when I should be at leisure. This promise drew from me the warmest thanks. I have resolved every night, when I am not engaged, to record, as nearly as possible in his own words, what he has related during the day. If I should be engaged, I will at least make notes. This manuscript will doubtless afford you the greatest pleasure: but to me, who know him, and who hear it from his own lips, with what interest and sympathy shall I read it in some future day!
  

CHAPTER I
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I am by birth a Genevese; and my family is one of the most distinguished of that republic. My ancestors had been for many years counsellors and syndics;1 and my father had filled several public situations with honour and reputation. He was respected by all who knew him for his integrity and indefatigable attention to public business. He passed his younger days perpetually occupied by the affairs of his country; and it was not until the decline of life that he thought of marrying, and bestowing on the state sons who might carry his virtues and his name down to posterity.

As the circumstances of his marriage illustrate his character, I cannot refrain from relating them. One of his most intimate friends was a merchant, who, from a flourishing state, fell, through numerous mischances, into poverty. This man, whose name was Beaufort, was of a proud and unbending disposition, and could not bear to live in poverty and oblivion in the same country where he had formerly been distinguished for his rank and magnificence. Having paid his debts, therefore, in the most honourable manner, he retreated with his daughter to the town of Lucerne, where he lived unknown and in wretchedness. My father loved Beaufort with the truest friendship, and was deeply grieved by his retreat in these unfortunate circumstances. He grieved also for the loss of his society, and resolved to seek him out and endeavour to persuade him to begin the world again through his credit and assistance.

Beaufort had taken effectual measures to conceal himself; and it was ten months before my father discovered his abode. Overjoyed at this discovery, he hastened to the house, which was situated in a mean street, near the Reuss. But when he entered, misery and despair alone welcomed him. Beaufort had saved but a very small sum of money from the wreck of his fortunes; but it was sufficient to provide him with sustenance for some months, and in the mean time he hoped to procure some respectable employment in a merchant’s house. The interval was consequently spent in inaction; his grief only became more deep and rankling, when he had leisure for reflection; and at length it took so fast hold of his mind, that at the end of three months he lay on a bed of sickness, incapable of any exertion.

His daughter attended him with the greatest tenderness; but she saw with despair that their little fund was rapidly decreasing, and that there was no other prospect of support. But Caroline Beaufort possessed a mind of an uncommon mould; and her courage rose to support her in her adversity. She procured plain work; she plaited straw; and by various means contrived to earn a pittance scarcely sufficient to support life.

Several months passed in this manner. Her father grew worse; her time was more entirely occupied in attending him; her means of subsistence decreased; and in the tenth month her father died in her arms, leaving her an orphan and a beggar. This last blow overcame her; and she knelt by Beaufort’s coffin, weeping bitterly, when my father entered the chamber. He came like a protecting spirit to the poor girl, who committed herself to his care, and after the interment of his friend he conducted her to Geneva, and placed her under the protection of a relation. Two years after this event Caroline became his wife.

When my father became a husband and a parent, he found his time so occupied by the duties of his new situation, that he relinquished many of his public employments, and devoted himself to the education of his children. Of these I was the eldest, and the destined successor to all his labours and utility. No creature could have more tender parents than mine. My improvement and health were their constant care, especially as I remained for several years their only child. But before I continue my narrative, I must record an incident which took place when I was four years of age.

My father had a sister, whom he tenderly loved, and who had married early in life an Italian gentleman. Soon after her marriage, she had accompanied her husband into his native country, and for some years my father had very little communication with her. About the time I mentioned she died; and a few months afterwards he received a letter from her husband, acquainting him with his intention of marrying an Italian lady, and requesting my father to take charge of the infant Elizabeth, the only child of his deceased sister. “It is my wish,” he said, “that you should consider her as your own daughter, and educate her thus. Her mother’s fortune is secured2 to her, the documents of which I will commit to your keeping. Reflect upon this proposition; and decide whether you would prefer educating your niece yourself to her being brought up by a stepmother.”

My father did not hesitate, and immediately went to Italy, that he might accompany the little Elizabeth to her future home. I have often heard my mother say, that she was at that time the most beautiful child she had ever seen, and shewed signs even then of a gentle and affectionate disposition. These indications, and a desire to bind as closely as possible the ties of domestic love, determined my mother to consider Elizabeth as my future wife; a design which she never found reason to repent.

From this time Elizabeth Lavenza became my playfellow, and, as we grew older, my friend. She was docile and good tempered, yet gay and playful as a summer insect. Although she was lively and animated, her feelings were strong and deep, and her disposition uncommonly affectionate. No one could better enjoy liberty, yet no one could submit with more grace than she did to constraint and caprice. Her imagination was luxuriant, yet her capability of application was great. Her person was the image of her mind; her hazel eyes, although as lively as a bird’s, possessed an attractive softness. Her figure was light and airy; and, though capable of enduring great fatigue, she appeared the most fragile creature in the world. While I admired her understanding and fancy, I loved to tend on her, as I should on a favourite animal; and I never saw so much grace both of person and mind united to so little pretension.

Every one adored Elizabeth. If the servants had any request to make, it was always through her intercession. We were strangers to any species of disunion and dispute; for although there was a great dissimilitude in our characters, there was an harmony in that very dissimilitude. I was more calm and philosophical than my companion; yet my temper was not so yielding. My application was of longer endurance; but it was not so severe whilst it endured. I delighted in investigating the facts relative to the actual world; she busied herself in following the ærial creations of the poets. The world was to me a secret, which I desired to discover; to her it was a vacancy, which she sought to people with imaginations of her own.

My brothers were considerably younger than myself; but I had a friend in one of my schoolfellows, who compensated for this deficiency. Henry Clerval was the son of a merchant of Geneva, an intimate friend of my father. He was a boy of singular talent and fancy. I remember, when he was nine years old, he wrote a fairy tale, which was the delight and amazement of all his companions. His favourite study consisted in books of chivalry and romance; and when very young, I can remember, that we used to act plays composed by him out of these favourite books, the principal characters of which were Orlando, Robin Hood, Amadis, and St. George.3

No youth could have passed more happily than mine. My parents were indulgent, and my companions amiable. Our studies were never forced; and by some means we always had an end placed in view, which excited us to ardour in the prosecution of them. It was by this method, and not by emulation, that we were urged to application. Elizabeth was not incited to apply herself to drawing, that her companions might not outstrip her; but through the desire of pleasing her aunt, by the representation of some favourite scene done by her own hand. We learned Latin and English, that we might read the writings in those languages; and so far from study being made odious to us through punishment, we loved application, and our amusements would have been the labours of other children. Perhaps we did not read so many books, or learn languages so quickly, as those who are disciplined according to the ordinary methods; but what we learned was impressed the more deeply on our memories.

In this description of our domestic circle I include Henry Clerval; for he was constantly with us. He went to school with me, and generally passed the afternoon at our house; for being an only child, and destitute of companions at home, his father was well pleased that he should find associates at our house; and we were never completely happy when Clerval was absent.

I feel pleasure in dwelling on the recollections of childhood, before misfortune had tainted my mind, and changed its bright visions of extensive usefulness into gloomy and narrow reflections upon self. But, in drawing the picture of my early days, I must not omit to record those events which led, by insensible steps to my after tale of misery: for when I would account to myself for the birth of that passion, which afterwards ruled my destiny, I find it arise, like a mountain river, from ignoble and almost forgotten sources; but, swelling as it proceeded, it became the torrent which, in its course, has swept away all my hopes and joys.

Natural philosophy4 is the genius5 that has regulated my fate; I desire therefore, in this narration, to state those facts which led to my predilection for that science. When I was thirteen years of age, we all went on a party of pleasure to the baths near Thonon: the inclemency of the weather obliged us to remain a day confined to the inn. In this house I chanced to find a volume of the works of Cornelius Agrippa.6 I opened it with apathy; the theory which he attempts to demonstrate, and the wonderful facts which he relates, soon changed this feeling into enthusiasm. A new light seemed to dawn upon my mind; and, bounding with joy, I communicated my discovery to my father. I cannot help remarking here the many opportunities instructors possess of directing the attention of their pupils to useful knowledge, which they utterly neglect. My father looked carelessly at the title-page of my book, and said, “Ah! Cornelius Agrippa! My dear Victor, do not waste your time upon this; it is sad trash.”

If, instead of this remark, my father had taken the pains to explain to me, that the principles of Agrippa had been entirely exploded, and that a modern system of science had been introduced, which possessed much greater powers than the ancient, because the powers of the latter were chimerical,7 while those of the former were real and practical; under such circumstances, I should certainly have thrown Agrippa aside, and, with my imagination warmed as it was, should probably have applied myself to the more rational theory of chemistry which has resulted from modern discoveries. It is even possible, that the train of my ideas would never have received the fatal impulse that led to my ruin. But the cursory glance my father had taken of my volume by no means assured me that he was acquainted with its contents; and I continued to read with the greatest avidity.

When I returned home, my first care was to procure the whole works of this author, and afterwards of Paracelsus 8and Albertus Magnus.9 I read and studied the wild fancies of these writers with delight; they appeared to me treasures known to few beside myself; and although I often wished to communicate these secret stores of knowledge to my father, yet his indefinite censure of my favourite Agrippa always withheld me. I disclosed my discoveries to Elizabeth, therefore, under a promise of strict secrecy; but she did not interest herself in the subject, and I was left by her to pursue my studies alone.

It may appear very strange, that a disciple of Albertus Magnus should arise in the eighteenth century; but our family was not scientifical, and I had not attended any of the lectures given at the schools of Geneva. My dreams were therefore undisturbed by reality; and I entered with the greatest diligence into the search of the philosopher’s stone and the elixir of life.10 But the latter obtained my most undivided attention: wealth was an inferior object; but what glory would attend the discovery, if I could banish disease from the human frame, and render man invulnerable to any but a violent death!

Nor were these my only visions. The raising of ghosts or devils was a promise liberally accorded by my favourite authors, the fulfilment of which I most eagerly sought; and if my incantations were always unsuccessful, I attributed the failure rather to my own inexperience and mistake, than to a want of skill or fidelity in my instructors.

The natural phænomena that take place every day before our eyes did not escape my examinations. Distillation, and the wonderful effects of steam, processes of which my favourite authors were utterly ignorant, excited my astonishment; but my utmost wonder was engaged by some experiments on an air-pump,11 which I saw employed by a gentleman whom we were in the habit of visiting.

The ignorance of the early philosophers on these and several other points served to decrease their credit with me: but I could not entirely throw them aside, before some other system should occupy their place in my mind.

When I was about fifteen years old, we had retired to our house near Belrive, when we witnessed a most violent and terrible thunder-storm. It advanced from behind the mountains of Jura; and the thunder burst at once with frightful loudness from various quarters of the heavens. I remained, while the storm lasted, watching its progress with curiosity and delight. As I stood at the door, on a sudden I beheld a stream of fire issue from an old and beautiful oak, which stood about twenty yards from our house; and so soon as the dazzling light vanished, the oak had disappeared, and nothing remained but a blasted stump. When we visited it the next morning, we found the tree shattered in a singular manner. It was not splintered by the shock, but entirely reduced to thin ribbands of wood. I never beheld any thing so utterly destroyed.

The catastrophe of this tree excited my extreme astonishment; and I eagerly inquired of my father the nature and origin of thunder and lightning. He replied, “Electricity”; describing at the same time the various effects of that power. He constructed a small electrical machine, and exhibited a few experiments; he made also a kite, with a wire and string, which drew down that fluid from the clouds.12

This last stroke completed the overthrow of Cornelius Agrippa, Albertus Magnus, and Paracelsus, who had so long reigned the lords of my imagination. But by some fatality I did not feel inclined to commence the study of any modern system; and this disinclination was influenced by the following circumstance.

My father expressed a wish that I should attend a course of lectures upon natural philosophy, to which I cheerfully consented. Some accident prevented my attending these lectures until the course was nearly finished. The lecture, being therefore one of the last, was entirely incomprehensible to me. The professor discoursed with the greatest fluency of potassium and boron, of sulphates and oxyds, terms to which I could affix no idea; and I became disgusted with the science of natural philosophy, although I still read Pliny and Buffon13 with delight, authors, in my estimation, of nearly equal interest and utility.

My occupations at this age were principally the mathematics, and most of the branches of study appertaining to that science. I was busily employed in learning languages; Latin was already familiar to me, and I began to read some of the easiest Greek authors without the help of a lexicon. I also perfectly understood English and German. This is the list of my accomplishments at the age of seventeen; and you may conceive that my hours were fully employed in acquiring and maintaining a knowledge of this various literature.

Another task also devolved upon me, when I became the instructor of my brothers. Ernest was six years younger than myself, and was my principal pupil. He had been afflicted with ill health from his infancy, through which Elizabeth and I had been his constant nurses: his disposition was gentle, but he was incapable of any severe application. William, the youngest of our family, was yet an infant, and the most beautiful little fellow in the world; his lively blue eyes, dimpled cheeks, and endearing manners, inspired the tenderest affection.

Such was our domestic circle, from which care and pain seemed for ever banished. My father directed our studies, and my mother partook of our enjoyments. Neither of us possessed the slightest pre-eminence over the other; the voice of command was never heard amongst us; mutual affection engaged us all to comply with and obey the slightest desire of each other.
  

Chapter II
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When I had attained the age of seventeen, my parents resolved that I should become a student at the university of Ingolstadt.1 I had hitherto attended the schools of Geneva; but my father thought it necessary, for the completion of my education, that I should be made acquainted with other customs than those of my native country. My departure was therefore fixed at an early date; but, before the day resolved upon could arrive, the first misfortune of my life occurred—an omen, as it were, of my future misery.

Elizabeth had caught the scarlet fever; but her illness was not severe, and she quickly recovered. During her confinement, many arguments had been urged to persuade my mother to refrain from attending upon her. She had, at first, yielded to our entreaties; but when she heard that her favourite was recovering, she could no longer debar herself from her society, and entered her chamber long before the danger of infection was past. The consequences of this imprudence were fatal. On the third day my mother sickened; her fever was very malignant, and the looks of her attendants prognosticated the worst event. On her death-bed the fortitude and benignity of this admirable woman did not desert her. She joined the hands of Elizabeth and myself: “My children,” she said, “my firmest hopes of future happiness were placed on the prospect of your union. This expectation will now be the consolation of your father. Elizabeth, my love, you must supply my place to your younger cousins. Alas! I regret that I am taken from you; and, happy and beloved as I have been, is it not hard to quit you all? But these are not thoughts befitting me; I will endeavour to resign myself cheerfully to death, and will indulge a hope of meeting you in another world.”

She died calmly; and her countenance expressed affection even in death. I need not describe the feelings of those whose dearest ties are rent by that most irreparable evil, the void that presents itself to the soul, and the despair that is exhibited on the countenance. It is so long before the mind can persuade itself that she, whom we saw every day, and whose very existence appeared a part of our own, can have departed for ever—that the brightness of a beloved eye can have been extinguished, and the sound of a voice so familiar, and dear to the ear, can be hushed, never more to be heard. These are the reflections of the first days; but when the lapse of time proves the reality of the evil, then the actual bitterness of grief commences. Yet from whom has not that rude hand rent away some dear connexion; and why should I describe a sorrow which all have felt, and must feel? The time at length arrives, when grief is rather an indulgence than a necessity; and the smile that plays upon the lips, although it may be deemed a sacrilege, is not banished. My mother was dead, but we had still duties which we ought to perform; we must continue our course with the rest, and learn to think ourselves fortunate, whilst one remains whom the spoiler has not seized.

My journey to Ingolstadt, which had been deferred by these events, was now again determined upon. I obtained from my father a respite of some weeks. This period was spent sadly; my mother’s death, and my speedy departure, depressed our spirits; but Elizabeth endeavoured to renew the spirit of cheerfulness in our little society. Since the death of her aunt, her mind had acquired new firmness and vigour. She determined to fulfil her duties with the greatest exactness; and she felt that that most imperious2 duty, of rendering her uncle and cousins happy, had devolved upon her. She consoled me, amused her uncle, instructed my brothers; and I never beheld her so enchanting as at this time, when she was continually endeavouring to contribute to the happiness of others, entirely forgetful of herself.

The day of my departure at length arrived. I had taken leave of all my friends, excepting Clerval, who spent the last evening with us. He bitterly lamented that he was unable to accompany me: but his father could not be persuaded to part with him, intending that he should become a partner with him in business, in compliance with his favourite theory, that learning was superfluous in the commerce of ordinary life. Henry had a refined mind; he had no desire to be idle, and was well pleased to become his father’s partner, but he believed that a man might be a very good trader, and yet possess a cultivated understanding.

We sat late, listening to his complaints, and making many little arrangements for the future. The next morning early I departed. Tears gushed from the eyes of Elizabeth; they proceeded partly from sorrow at my departure, and partly because she reflected that the same journey was to have taken place three months before, when a mother’s blessing would have accompanied me.

I threw myself into the chaise that was to convey me away, and indulged in the most melancholy reflections. I, who had ever been surrounded by amiable companions, continually engaged in endeavouring to bestow mutual pleasure, I was now alone. In the university, whither I was going, I must form my own friends, and be my own protector. My life had hitherto been remarkably secluded and domestic; and this had given me invincible repugnance to new countenances. I loved my brothers, Elizabeth, and Clerval; these were “old familiar faces”;3 but I believed myself totally unfitted for the company of strangers. Such were my reflections as I commenced my journey; but as I proceeded, my spirits and hopes rose. I ardently desired the acquisition of knowledge. I had often, when at home, thought it hard to remain during my youth cooped up in one place, and had longed to enter the world, and take my station among other human beings. Now my desires were complied with, and it would, indeed, have been folly to repent.

I had sufficient leisure for these and many other reflections during my journey to Ingolstadt, which was long and fatiguing. At length the high white steeple of the town met my eyes. I alighted, and was conducted to my solitary apartment, to spend the evening as I pleased.

The next morning I delivered my letters of introduction, and paid a visit to some of the principal professors, and among others to M. Krempe, professor of natural philosophy. He received me with politeness, and asked me several questions concerning my progress in the different branches of science appertaining to natural philosophy. I mentioned, it is true, with fear and trembling, the only authors I had ever read upon those subjects. The professor stared: “Have you,” he said, “really spent your time in studying such nonsense?”

I replied in the affirmative. “Every minute,” continued M. Krempe with warmth, “every instant that you have wasted on those books is utterly and entirely lost. You have burdened your memory with exploded systems, and useless names. Good God! in what desert land have you lived, where no one was kind enough to inform you that these fancies, which you have so greedily imbibed, are a thousand years old, and as musty as they are ancient? I little expected in this enlightened and scientific age to find a disciple of Albertus Magnus and Paracelsus. My dear Sir, you must begin your studies entirely anew.”

So saying, he stept aside, and wrote down a list of several books treating of natural philosophy, which he desired me to procure, and dismissed me, after mentioning that in the beginning of the following week he intended to commence a course of lectures upon natural philosophy in its general relations, and that M. Waldman, a fellow-professor, would lecture upon chemistry the alternate days that he missed.

I returned home, not disappointed, for I had long considered those authors useless whom the professor had so strongly reprobated; but I did not feel much inclined to study the books which I procured at his recommendation. M. Krempe was a little squat man, with a gruff voice and repulsive countenance; the teacher, therefore, did not prepossess me in favour of his doctrine. Besides, I had a contempt for the uses of modern natural philosophy. It was very different, when the masters of the science sought immortality and power; such views, although futile, were grand: but now the scene was changed. The ambition of the inquirer seemed to limit itself to the annihilation of those visions on which my interest in science was chiefly founded. I was required to exchange chimeras of boundless grandeur for realities of little worth.

Such were my reflections during the first two or three days spent almost in solitude. But as the ensuing week commenced, I thought of the information which M. Krempe had given me concerning the lectures. And although I could not consent to go and hear that little conceited fellow deliver sentences4 out of a pulpit, I recollected what he had said of M. Waldman, whom I had never seen, as he had hitherto been out of town.

Partly from curiosity, and partly from idleness, I went into the lecturing room, which M. Waldman entered shortly after. This professor was very unlike his colleague. He appeared about fifty years of age, but with an aspect expressive of the greatest benevolence; a few gray hairs covered his temples, but those at the back of his head were nearly black. His person was short, but remarkably erect; and his voice the sweetest I had ever heard. He began his lecture by a recapitulation of the history of chemistry and the various improvements made by different men of learning, pronouncing with fervour the names of the most distinguished discoverers. He then took a cursory view of the present state of the science, and explained many of its elementary terms. After having made a few preparatory experiments, he concluded with a panegyric upon modern chemistry, the terms of which I shall never forget:—

“The ancient teachers of this science,” said he, “promised impossibilities, and performed nothing. The modern masters promise very little; they know that metals cannot be transmuted, and that the elixir of life is a chimera.5 But these philosophers, whose hands seem only made to dabble in dirt, and their eyes to pour over the microscope or crucible, have indeed performed miracles. They penetrate into the recesses of nature, and shew how she works in her hiding places. They ascend into the heavens; they have discovered how the blood circulates, and the nature of the air we breathe. They have acquired new and almost unlimited powers; they can command the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and even mock the invisible world with its own shadows.”

I departed highly pleased with the professor and his lecture, and paid him a visit the same evening. His manners in private were even more mild and attractive than in public; for there was a certain dignity in his mien during his lecture, which in his own house was replaced by the greatest affability and kindness. He heard with attention my little narration concerning my studies, and smiled at the names of Cornelius Agrippa, and Paracelsus, but without the contempt that M. Krempe had exhibited. He said, that “these were men to whose indefatigable zeal modern philosophers were indebted for most of the foundations of their knowledge. They had left to us, as an easier task, to give new names, and arrange in connected classifications, the facts which they in a great degree had been the instruments of bringing to light. The labours of men of genius, however erroneously directed, scarcely ever fail in ultimately turning to the solid advantage of mankind.” I listened to his statement, which was delivered without any presumption or affectation; and then added, that his lecture had removed my prejudices against modern chemists; and I, at the same time, requested his advice concerning the books I ought to procure.

“I am happy,” said M. Waldman, “to have gained a disciple; and if your application equals your ability, I have no doubt of your success. Chemistry is that branch of natural philosophy in which the greatest improvements have been and may be made; it is on that account that I have made it my peculiar6 study; but at the same time I have not neglected the other branches of science.7 A man would make but a very sorry chemist, if he attended to that department of human knowledge alone. If your wish is to become really a man of science, and not merely a petty experimentalist, I should advise you to apply to every branch of natural philosophy, including mathematics.”

He then took me into his laboratory, and explained to me the uses of his various machines; instructing me as to what I ought to procure, and promising me the use of his own, when I should have advanced far enough in the science not to derange their mechanism. He also gave me the list of books which I had requested: and I took my leave.

Thus ended a day memorable to me: it decided my future destiny.
  

CHAPTER III
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From this day natural philosophy, and particularly chemistry, in the most comprehensive sense of the term, became nearly my sole occupation. I read with ardour those works, so full of genius and discrimination, which modern inquirers have written on these subjects. I attended the lectures, and cultivated the acquaintance, of the men of science of the university; and I found even in M. Krempe a great deal of sound sense and real information, combined, it is true, with a repulsive physiognomy and manners, but not on that account the less valuable. In M. Waldman I found a true friend. His gentleness was never tinged by dogmatism; and his instructions were given with an air of frankness and good nature, that banished every idea of pedantry. It was, perhaps, the amiable character of this man that inclined me more to that branch of natural philosophy which he professed, than an intrinsic love for the science itself. But this state of mind had place only in the first steps towards knowledge: the more fully I entered into the science, the more exclusively I pursued it for its own sake. That application, which at first had been a matter of duty and resolution, now became so ardent and eager, that the stars often disappeared in the light of morning whilst I was yet engaged in my laboratory.

As I applied so closely,1 it may be easily conceived that I improved rapidly. My ardour was indeed the astonishment of the students; and my proficiency, that of the masters. Professor Krempe often asked me, with a sly smile, how Cornelius Agrippa went on? whilst M. Waldman expressed the most heartfelt exultation in my progress. Two years passed in this manner, during which I paid no visit to Geneva, but was engaged, heart and soul, in the pursuit of some discoveries, which I hoped to make. None but those who have experienced them can conceive of the enticements of science. In other studies you go as far as others have gone before you, and there is nothing more to know; but in a scientific pursuit there is continual food for discovery and wonder. A mind of moderate capacity, which closely pursues one study, must infallibly arrive at great proficiency in that study; and I, who continually sought the attainment of one object of pursuit, and was solely wrapt up in this, improved so rapidly, that, at the end of two years, I made some discoveries in the improvement of some chemical instruments, which procured me great esteem and admiration at the university. When I had arrived at this point, and had become as well acquainted with the theory and practice of natural philosophy as depended on the lessons of any of the professors at Ingolstadt, my residence there being no longer conducive to my improvements, I thought of returning to my friends and my native town, when an incident happened that protracted my stay.

One of the phænomena which had peculiarly attracted my attention was the structure of the human frame, and, indeed, any animal endued with life. Whence, I often asked myself, did the principle of life2 proceed? It was a bold question, and one which has ever been considered as a mystery; yet with how many things are we upon the brink of becoming acquainted, if cowardice or carelessness did not restrain our inquiries. I revolved these circumstances in my mind, and determined thenceforth to apply myself more particularly to those branches of natural philosophy which relate to physiology. Unless I had been animated by an almost supernatural enthusiasm, my application to this study would have been irksome, and almost intolerable. To examine the causes of life, we must first have recourse to death. I became acquainted with the science of anatomy: but this was not sufficient; I must also observe the natural decay and corruption of the human body. In my education my father had taken the greatest precautions that my mind should be impressed with no supernatural horrors. I do not ever remember to have trembled at a tale of superstition, or to have feared the apparition of a spirit. Darkness had no effect upon my fancy; and a church-yard was to me merely the receptacle of bodies deprived of life, which, from being the seat of beauty and strength, had become food for the worm. Now I was led to examine the cause and progress of this decay, and forced to spend days and nights in vaults and charnel houses.3 My attention was fixed upon every object the most insupportable to the delicacy of the human feelings. I saw how the fine form of man was degraded and wasted; I beheld the corruption of death succeed to the blooming cheek of life; I saw how the worm inherited the wonders of the eye and brain. I paused, examining and analysing all the minutiæ of causation, as exemplified in the change from life to death, and death to life until from the midst of this darkness a sudden light broke in upon me—a light so brilliant and wondrous, yet so simple, that while I became dizzy with the immensity of the prospect which it illustrated, I was surprised that among so many men of genius, who had directed their inquiries towards the same science, that I alone should be reserved to discover so astonishing a secret.

Remember, I am not recording the vision of a madman. The sun does not more certainly shine in the heavens, than that which I now affirm is true. Some miracle might have produced it, yet the stages of the discovery were distinct and probable. After days and nights of incredible labour and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the cause of generation and life; nay, more, I became myself capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter.

The astonishment which I had at first experienced on this discovery soon gave place to delight and rapture. After so much time spent in painful labour, to arrive at once at the summit of my desires, was the most gratifying consummation of my toils. But this discovery was so great and overwhelming, that all the steps by which I had been progressively led to it were obliterated, and I beheld only the result. What had been the study and desire of the wisest men since the creation of the world, was now within my grasp. Not that, like amagic scene, it all opened upon me at once: the information I had obtained was of a nature rather to direct my endeavours so soon as I should point them towards the object of my search, than to exhibit that object already accomplished. I was like the Arabian who had been buried with the dead, and found a passage to life aided only by one glimmering, and seemingly ineffectual light.4

I see by your eagerness, and the wonder and hope which your eyes express, my friend, that you expect to be informed of the secret with which I am acquainted; that cannot be: listen patiently until the end of my story, and you will easily perceive why I am reserved upon that subject. I will not lead you on, unguarded and ardent as I then was, to your destruction and infallible misery. Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge, and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow.

When I found so astonishing a power placed within my hands, I hesitated a long time concerning the manner in which I should employ it. Although I possessed the capacity of bestowing animation, yet to prepare a frame for the reception of it, with all its intricacies of fibres, muscles, and veins, still remained a work of inconceivable difficulty and labour. I doubted at first whether I should attempt the creation of a being like myself or one of simpler organization; but my imagination was too much exalted by my first success to permit me to doubt of my ability to give life to an animal as complex and wonderful as man. The materials at present within my command hardly appeared adequate to so arduous an undertaking; but I doubted not that I should ultimately succeed. I prepared myself for a multitude of reverses; my operations might be incessantly baffled, and at last my work be imperfect: yet, when I considered the improvement which every day takes place in science and mechanics, I was encouraged to hope my present attempts would at least lay the foundations of future success. Nor could I consider the magnitude and complexity of my plan as any argument of its impracticability. It was with these feelings that I began the creation of a human being. As the minuteness of the parts formed a great hindrance to my speed, I resolved, contrary to my first intention, to make the being of a gigantic stature; that is to say, about eight feet in height, and proportionably large. After having formed this determination, and having spent some months in successfully collecting and arranging my materials, I began.

No one can conceive the variety of feelings which bore me onwards, like a hurricane, in the first enthusiasm of success. Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds,5 which I should first break through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark world. A new species would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to me. No father could claim the gratitude of his child so completely as I should deserve theirs. Pursuing these reflections, I thought, that if I could bestow animation upon lifeless matter, I might in process of time (although I now found it impossible) renew life where death had apparently devoted the body to corruption.

These thoughts supported my spirits, while I pursued my undertaking with unremitting ardour. My cheek had grown pale with study, and my person had become emaciated with confinement. Sometimes, on the very brink of certainty, I failed; yet still I clung to the hope which the next day or the next hour might realize. One secret which I alone possessed was the hope to which I had dedicated myself; and the moon gazed on my midnight labours, while, with unrelaxed and breathless eagerness, I pursued nature to her hiding places. Who shall conceive the horrors of my secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the grave, or tortured the living animal to animate the lifeless clay? My limbs now tremble, and my eyes swim with the remembrance; but then a resistless, and almost frantic impulse, urged me forward; I seemed to have lost all soul or sensation but for this one pursuit. It was indeed but a passing trance, that only made me feel with renewed acuteness so soon as, the unnatural stimulus ceasing to operate, I had returned to my old habits. I collected bones from charnel houses; and disturbed, with profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of the human frame. In a solitary chamber, or rather cell, at the top of the house, and separated from all the other apartments by a gallery and staircase, I kept my workshop of filthy creation; my eyeballs were starting from their sockets in attending to the details of my employment. The dissecting room and the slaughter-house furnished many of my materials; and often did my human nature turn with loathing from my occupation, whilst, still urged on by an eagerness which perpetually increased, I brought my work near to a conclusion.

The summer months passed while I was thus engaged, heart and soul, in one pursuit. It was a most beautiful season; never did the fields bestow a more plentiful harvest, or the vines yield a more luxuriant vintage: but my eyes were insensible to the charms of nature. And the same feelings which made me neglect the scenes around me caused me also to forget those friends who were so many miles absent, and whom I had not seen for so long a time. I knew my silence disquieted them; and I well remembered the words of my father: “I know that while you are pleased with yourself, you will think of us with affection, and we shall hear regularly from you. You must pardon me, if I regard any interruption in your correspondence as a proof that your other duties are equally neglected.”

I knew well therefore what would be my father’s feelings; but I could not tear my thoughts from my employment, loathsome in itself, but which had taken an irresistible hold of my imagination. I wished, as it were, to procrastinate all that related to my feelings of affection until the great object, which swallowed up every habit of my nature, should be completed.

I then thought that my father would be unjust if he ascribed my neglect to vice, or faultiness on my part; but I am now convinced that he was justified in conceiving that I should not be altogether free from blame. A human being in perfection ought always to preserve a calm and peaceful mind, and never to allow passion or a transitory desire to disturb his tranquillity. I do not think that the pursuit of knowledge is an exception to this rule. If the study to which you apply yourself has a tendency to weaken your affections, and to destroy your taste for those simple pleasures in which no alloy can possibly mix, then that study is certainly unlawful, that is to say, not befitting the human mind. If this rule were always observed; if no man allowed any pursuit whatsoever to interfere with the tranquillity of his domestic affections, Greece had not been enslaved; Cæsar would have spared his country; America would have been discovered more gradually; and the empires of Mexico and Peru had not been destroyed.

But I forget that I am moralizing in the most interesting part of my tale; and your looks remind me to proceed.

My father made no reproach in his letters; and only took notice of my silence by inquiring into my occupations more particularly than before. Winter, spring, and summer, passed away during my labours; but I did not watch the blossom or the expanding leaves—sights which before always yielded me supreme delight, so deeply was I engrossed in my occupation. The leaves of that year had withered before my work drew near to a close; and now every day shewed me more plainly how well I had succeeded. But my enthusiasm was checked by my anxiety, and I appeared rather like one doomed by slavery to toil in the mines, or any other unwholesome trade, than an artist occupied by his favourite employment. Every night I was oppressed by a slow fever, and I became nervous to a most painful degree; a disease that I regretted the more because I had hitherto enjoyed most excellent health, and had always boasted of the firmness of my nerves. But I believed that exercise and amusement would soon drive away such symptoms; and I promised myself both of these, when my creation should be complete.
  

CHAPTER IV
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It was on a dreary night of November, that I beheld the accomplishment of my toils. With an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I collected the instruments of life around me, that I might infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing that lay at my feet. It was already one in the morning; the rain pattered dismally against the panes, and my candle was nearly burnt out, when, by the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I saw the dull yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, and a convulsive motion agitated its limbs.

How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom with such infinite pains and care I had endeavoured to form? His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful!—Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of a lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same colour as the dun white sockets in which they were set, his shrivelled complexion, and straight black lips.

The different accidents of life are not so changeable as the feelings of human nature. I had worked hard for nearly two years, for the sole purpose of infusing life into an inanimate body. For this I had deprived myself of rest and health. I had desired it with an ardour that far exceeded moderation; but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart. Unable to endure the aspect of the being I had created, I rushed out of the room, and continued a long time traversing my bed-chamber, unable to compose my mind to sleep. At length lassitude1 succeeded to the tumult I had before endured; and I threw myself on the bed in my clothes, endeavouring to seek a few moments of forgetfulness. But it was in vain: I slept indeed, but I was disturbed by the wildest dreams. I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking in the streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted and surprised, I embraced her; but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they became livid with the hue of death; her features appeared to change, and I thought that I held the corpse of my dead mother in my arms; a shroud enveloped her form, and I saw the grave-worms crawling in the folds of the flannel. I started from my sleep with horror; a cold dew covered my forehead, my teeth chattered, and every limb became convulsed; when, by the dim and yellow light of the moon, as it forced its way through the window-shutters, I beheld the wretch—the miserable monster whom I had created. He held up the curtain of the bed; and his eyes, if eyes they may be called, were fixed on me. His jaws opened, and he muttered some inarticulate sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks. He might have spoken, but I did not hear; one hand was stretched out, seemingly to detain me, but I escaped, and rushed down stairs. I took refuge in the court-yard belonging to the house which I inhabited; where I remained during the rest of the night, walking up and down in the greatest agitation, listening attentively, catching and fearing each sound as if it were to announce the approach of the demoniacal corpse to which I had so miserably given life.

Oh! no mortal could support the horror of that countenance. A mummy again endued with animation could not be so hideous as that wretch. I had gazed on him while unfinished; he was ugly then; but when those muscles and joints were rendered capable of motion, it became a thing such as even Dante2 could not have conceived.

I passed the night wretchedly. Sometimes my pulse beat so quickly and hardly, that I felt the palpitation of every artery; at others, I nearly sank to the ground through languor and extreme weakness. Mingled with this horror, I felt the bitterness of disappointment: dreams that had been my food and pleasant rest for so long a space, were now become a hell to me; and the change was so rapid, the overthrow so complete!

Morning, dismal and wet, at length dawned, and discovered to my sleepless and aching eyes the church of Ingolstadt, its white steeple and clock, which indicated the sixth hour. The porter opened the gates of the court, which had that night been my asylum, and I issued into the streets, pacing them with quick steps, as if I sought to avoid the wretch whom I feared every turning of the street would present to my view. I did not dare return to the apartment which I inhabited, but felt impelled to hurry on, although wetted by the rain, which poured from a black and comfortless sky.

I continued walking in this manner for some time, endeavouring, by bodily exercise, to ease the load that weighed upon my mind. I traversed the streets, without any clear conception of where I was, or what I was doing. My heart palpitated in the sickness of fear; and I hurried on with irregular steps, not daring to look about me:

Like one who, on a lonely road,
Doth walk in fear and dread,

And, having once turn’d round, walks on,
And turns no more his head;

Because he knows a frightful fiend
Doth close behind him tread.3

Continuing thus, I came at length opposite to the inn at which the various diligences4 and carriages usually stopped. Here I paused, I knew not why; but I remained some minutes with my eyes fixed on a coach that was coming towards me from the other end of the street. As it drew nearer, I observed that it was the Swiss diligence: it stopped just where I was standing; and, on the door being opened, I perceived Henry Clerval, who, on seeing me, instantly sprung out. “My dear Frankenstein,” exclaimed he, “how glad I am to see you! how fortunate that you should be here at the very moment of my alighting!”

Nothing could equal my delight on seeing Clerval; his presence brought back to my thoughts my father, Elizabeth, and all those scenes of home so dear to my recollection. I grasped his hand, and in a moment forgot my horror and misfortune; I felt suddenly, and for the first time during many months, calm and serene joy. I welcomed my friend, therefore, in the most cordial manner, and we walked towards my college. Clerval continued talking for some time about our mutual friends, and his own good fortune in being permitted to come to Ingolstadt. “You may easily believe,” said he, “how great was the difficulty to persuade my father that it was not absolutely necessary for a merchant not to understand any thing except book-keeping; and, indeed, I believe I left him incredulous to the last, for his constant answer to my unwearied entreaties was the same as that of the Dutch school-master in the Vicar of Wakefield: ‘I have ten thousand florins a year without Greek,5 I eat heartily without Greek.’ But his affection for me at length overcame his dislike of learning, and he has permitted me to undertake a voyage of discovery to the land of knowledge.”

“It gives me the greatest delight to see you; but tell me how you left my fathers, brothers, and Elizabeth.”

“Very well, and very happy, only a little uneasy that they hear from you so seldom. By the bye, I mean to lecture you a little upon their account myself.—But, my dear Frankenstein,” continued he, stopping short, and gazing full in my face, “I did not before remark how very ill you appear; so thin and pale; you look as if you had been watching6 for several nights.”

“You have guessed right; I have lately been so deeply engaged in one occupation, that I have not allowed myself sufficient rest, as you see: but I hope, I sincerely hope, that all these employments are now at an end, and that I am at length free.”

I trembled excessively; I could not endure to think of, and far less to allude to the occurrences of the preceding night. I walked with a quick pace, and we soon arrived at my college. I then reflected, and the thought made me shiver, that the creature whom I had left in my apartment might still be there, alive, and walking about. I dreaded to behold this monster; but I feared still more that Henry should see him. Entreating him therefore to remain a few minutes at the bottom of the stairs, I darted up towards my own room. My hand was already on the lock of the door before I recollected myself. I then paused; and a cold shivering came over me. I threw the door forcibly open, as children are accustomed to do when they expect a spectre to stand in waiting for them on the other side; but nothing appeared. I stepped fearfully in: the apartment was empty; and my bed-room was also freed from its hideous guest. I could hardly believe that so great a good-fortune could have befallen me; but when I became assured that my enemy had indeed fled, I clapped my hands for joy, and ran down to Clerval.

We ascended into my room, and the servant presently brought breakfast; but I was unable to contain myself. It was not joy only that possessed me; I felt my flesh tingle with excess of sensitiveness, and my pulse beat rapidly. I was unable to remain for a single instant in the same place; I jumped over the chairs, clapped my hands, and laughed aloud. Clerval at first attributed my unusual spirits to joy on his arrival; but when he observed me more attentively, he saw a wildness in my eyes for which he could not account; and my loud, unrestrained, heartless laughter, frightened and astonished him.

“My dear Victor,” cried he, “what, for God’s sake, is the matter? Do not laugh in that manner. How ill you are! What is the cause of all this?”

“Do not ask me,” cried I, putting my hands before my eyes, for I thought I saw the dreaded spectre glide into the room; “he can tell.—Oh, save me! save me!” I imagined that the monster seized me; I struggled furiously, and fell down in a fit.

Poor Clerval! what must have been his feelings? A meeting, which he anticipated with such joy, so strangely turned to bitterness. But I was not the witness of his grief; for I was lifeless, and did not recover my senses for a long, long time.

This was the commencement of a nervous fever, which confined me for several months. During all that time Henry was my only nurse. I afterwards learned that, knowing my father’s advanced age, and unfitness for so long a journey, and how wretched my sickness would make Elizabeth, he spared them this grief by concealing the extent of my disorder. He knew that I could not have a more kind and attentive nurse than himself; and, firm in the hope he felt of my recovery, he did not doubt that, instead of doing harm, he performed the kindest action that he could towards them.

But I was in reality very ill; and surely nothing but the unbounded and unremitting attentions of my friend could have restored me to life. The form of the monster on whom I had bestowed existence was for ever before my eyes, and I raved incessantly concerning him. Doubtless my words surprised Henry: he at first believed them to be the wanderings of my disturbed imagination; but the pertinacity with which I continually recurred to the same subject persuaded him that my disorder indeed owed its origin to some uncommon and terrible event.

By very slow degrees, and with frequent relapses, that alarmed and grieved my friend, I recovered. I remember the first time I became capable of observing outward objects with any kind of pleasure, I perceived that the fallen leaves had disappeared, and that the young buds were shooting forth from the trees that shaded my window. It was a divine spring; and the season contributed greatly to my convalescence. I felt also sentiments of joy and affection revive in my bosom; my gloom disappeared, and in a short time I became as cheerful as before I was attacked by the fatal passion.

“Dearest Clerval,” exclaimed I, “how kind, how very good you are to me. This whole winter, instead of being spent in study, as you promised yourself, has been consumed in my sick room. How shall I ever repay you? I feel the greatest remorse for the disappointment of which I have been the occasion; but you will forgive me.”

“You will repay me entirely, if you do not discompose yourself, but get well as fast as you can; and since you appear in such good spirits, I may speak to you on one subject, may I not?”

I trembled. One subject! what could it be? Could he allude to an object on whom I dared not even think?

“Compose yourself,” said Clerval, who observed my change of colour, “I will not mention it, if it agitates you; but your father and cousin would be very happy if they received a letter from you in your own handwriting. They hardly know how ill you have been, and are uneasy at your long silence.”

“Is that all? my dear Henry. How could you suppose that my first thought would not fly towards those dear, dear friends whom I love, and who are so deserving of my love.”

“If this is your present temper, my friend, you will perhaps be glad to see a letter that has been lying here some days for you: it is from your cousin, I believe.”
  

CHAPTER V
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Clerval then put the following letter into my hands.

“To V. Frankenstein.

“My dear Cousin,

“I cannot describe to you the uneasiness we have all felt concerning your health. We cannot help imagining that your friend Clerval conceals the extent of your disorder: for it is now several months since we have seen your hand-writing; and all this time you have been obliged to dictate your letters to Henry. Surely, Victor, you must have been exceedingly ill; and this makes us all very wretched, as much so nearly as after the death of your dear mother. My uncle was almost persuaded that you were indeed dangerously ill, and could hardly be restrained from undertaking a journey to Ingolstadt. Clerval always writes that you are getting better; I eagerly hope that you will confirm this intelligence soon in your own hand-writing; for indeed, indeed, Victor, we are all very miserable on this account. Relieve us from this fear, and we shall be the happiest creatures in the world. Your father’s health is now so vigorous, that he appears ten years younger since last winter. Ernest also is so much improved, that you would hardly know him: he is now nearly sixteen, and has lost that sickly appearance which he had some years ago; he is grown quite robust and active.

“My uncle and I conversed a long time last night about what profession Ernest should follow. His constant illness when young has deprived him of the habits of application; and now that he enjoys good health, he is continually in the open air, climbing the hills, or rowing on the lake. I therefore proposed that he should be a farmer; which you know, Cousin, is a favourite scheme of mine. A farmer’s is a very healthy happy life; and the least hurtful, or rather the most beneficial profession of any. My uncle had an idea of his being educated as an advocate, that through his interest he might become a judge. But, besides that he is not at all fitted for such an occupation, it is certainly more creditable to cultivate the earth for the sustenance of man, than to be the confidant, and sometimes the accomplice, of his vices; which is the profession of a lawyer. I said, that the employments of a prosperous farmer, if they were not a more honourable, they were at least a happier species of occupation than that of a judge, whose misfortune it was always to meddle with the dark side of human nature. My uncle smiled, and said, that I ought to be an advocate myself, which put an end to the conversation on that subject.

“And now I must tell you a little story that will please, and perhaps amuse you. Do you not remember Justine Moritz? Probably you do not; I will relate her history, therefore, in a few words. Madame Moritz, her mother, was a widow with four children, of whom Justine was the third. This girl had always been the favourite of her father; but, through a strange perversity, her mother could not endure her, and, after the death of M. Moritz, treated her very ill. My aunt observed this; and, when Justine was twelve years of age, prevailed on her mother to allow her to live at her house. The republican institutions of our country have produced simpler and happier manners than those which prevail in the great monarchies that surround it. Hence there is less distinction between the several classes of its inhabitants; and the lower orders being neither so poor nor so despised, their manners are more refined and moral. A servant in Geneva does not mean the same thing as a servant in France and England. Justine, thus received in our family, learned the duties of a servant; a condition which, in our fortunate country, does not include the idea of ignorance, and a sacrifice of the dignity of a human being.

“After what I have said, I dare say you well remember the heroine of my little tale: for Justine was a great favourite of yours; and I recollect you once remarked, that if you were in an ill humour, one glance from Justine could dissipate it, for the same reason that Ariosto gives concerning the beauty of Angelica1—she looked so frank-hearted and happy. My aunt conceived a great attachment for her, by which she was induced to give her an education superior to that which she had at first intended. This benefit was fully repaid; Justine was the most grateful little creature in the world: I do not mean that she made any professions,2 I never heard one pass her lips; but you could see by her eyes that she almost adored her protectress. Although her disposition was gay, and in many respects inconsiderate, yet she paid the greatest attention to every gesture of my aunt. She thought her the model of all excellence, and endeavoured to imitate her phraseology and manners, so that even now she often reminds me of her.

“When my dearest aunt died, every one was too much occupied in their own grief to notice poor Justine, who had attended her during her illness with the most anxious affection. Poor Justine was very ill; but other trials were reserved for her.

“One by one, her brothers and sister died; and her mother, with the exception of her neglected daughter, was left childless. The conscience of the woman was troubled; she began to think that the deaths of her favourites was a judgment from heaven to chastise her partiality. She was a Roman Catholic; and I believe her confessor confirmed the idea which she had conceived. Accordingly, a few months after your departure for Ingolstadt, Justine was called home by her repentant mother. Poor girl! she wept when she quitted our house: she was much altered since the death of my aunt; grief had given softness and a winning mildness to her manners, which had before been remarkable for vivacity. Nor was her residence at her mother’s house of a nature to restore her gaiety. The poor woman was very vacillating in her repentance. She sometimes begged Justine to forgive her unkindness, but much oftener accused her of having caused the deaths of her brothers and sister. Perpetual fretting at length threw Madame Moritz into a decline, which at first increased her irritability, but she is now at peace for ever. She died on the first approach of cold weather, at the beginning of this last winter. Justine has returned to us; and I assure you I love her tenderly. She is very clever and gentle, and extremely pretty; as I mentioned before, her mien and her expressions continually remind me of my dear aunt.

“I must say also a few words to you, my dear cousin, of little darling William. I wish you could see him; he is very tall of his age, with sweet laughing blue eyes, dark eye-lashes, and curling hair. When he smiles, two little dimples appear on each cheek, which are rosy with health. He has already had one or two little wives, but Louisa Biron is his favourite, a pretty little girl of five years of age.

“Now, dear Victor, I dare say you wish to be indulged in a little gossip concerning the good people of Geneva. The pretty Miss Mansfield has already received the congratulatory visits on her approaching marriage with a young Englishman, John Melbourne, Esq. Her ugly sister, Manon, married M. Duvillard, the rich banker, last autumn. Your favourite schoolfellow, Louis Manoir, has suffered several misfortunes since the departure of Clerval from Geneva. But he has already recovered his spirits, and is reported to be on the point of marrying a very lively pretty French-woman, Madame Tavernier. She is a widow, and much older than Manoir; but she is very much admired, and a favourite with every body.

“I have written myself into good spirits, dear cousin; yet I cannot conclude without again anxiously inquiring concerning your health. Dear Victor, if you are not very ill, write yourself, and make your father and all of us happy; or—I cannot bear to think of the other side of the question; my tears already flow.

“Adieu, my dearest cousin.

“Elizabeth Lavenza.

“Geneva, March 18th, 17—.”

“Dear, dear Elizabeth!” I exclaimed when I had read her letter, “I will write instantly, and relieve them from the anxiety they must feel.” I wrote, and this exertion greatly fatigued me; but my convalescence had commenced, and proceeded regularly. In another fortnight I was able to leave my chamber.

One of my first duties on my recovery was to introduce Clerval to the several professors of the university. In doing this, I underwent a kind of rough usage, ill befitting the wounds that my mind had sustained. Ever since the fatal night, the end of my labours, and the beginning of my misfortunes, I had conceived a violent antipathy even to the name of natural philosophy. When I was otherwise quite restored to health, the sight of a chemical instrument would renew all the agony of my nervous symptoms. Henry saw this, and had removed all my apparatus from my view. He had also changed my apartment; for he perceived that I had acquired a dislike for the room which had previously been my laboratory. But these cares of Clerval were made of no avail when I visited the professors. M. Waldman inflicted torture when he praised, with kindness and warmth, the astonishing progress I had made in the sciences. He soon perceived that I disliked the subject; but, not guessing the real cause, he attributed my feelings to modesty, and changed the subject from my improvement to the science itself, with a desire, as I evidently saw, of drawing me out. What could I do? He meant to please, and he tormented me. I felt as if he had placed carefully, one by one, in my view those instruments which were to be afterwards used in putting me to a slow and cruel death. I writhed under his words yet dared not exhibit the pain I felt. Clerval, whose eyes and feelings were always quick in discerning the sensations of others, declined the subject, alleging, in excuse, his total ignorance; and the conversation took a more general turn. I thanked my friend from my heart, but I did not speak. I saw plainly that he was surprised, but he never attempted to draw my secret from me; and although I loved him with a mixture of affection and reverence that knew no bounds, yet I could never persuade myself to confide to him that event which was so often present to my recollection, but which I feared the detail to another would only impress more deeply.

M. Krempe was not equally docile; and in my condition at that time, of almost insupportable sensitiveness, his harsh blunt encomiums3 gave me even more pain than the benevolent approbation of M. Waldman. “D—n the fellow!” cried he; “why, M. Clerval, I assure you he has outstript us all. Aye, stare if you please; but it is nevertheless true. A youngster who, but a few years ago, believed Cornelius Agrippa as firmly as the gospel, has now set himself at the head of the university; and if he is not soon pulled down,4 we shall all be out of countenance.—Aye, aye,” continued he, observing my face expressive of suffering, “M. Frankenstein is modest; an excellent quality in a young man. Young men should be diffident of themselves, you know, M. Clerval; I was myself when young: but that wears out in a very short time.”

M. Krempe had now commenced an eulogy on himself, which happily turned the conversation from a subject that was so annoying to me.

Clerval was no natural philosopher. His imagination was too vivid for the minutiæ of science. Languages were his principal study; and he sought, by acquiring their elements, to open a field for self-instruction on his return to Geneva. Persian, Arabic, and Hebrew, gained his attention, after he had made himself perfectly master of Greek and Latin. For my own part, idleness had ever been irksome to me; and now that I wished to fly from reflection, and hated my former studies, I felt great relief in being the fellow-pupil with my friend, and found not only instruction but consolation in the works of the orientalists. Their melancholy is soothing, and their joy elevating to a degree I never experienced in studying the authors of any other country. When you read their writings, life appears to consist in a warm sun and garden of roses,—in the smiles and frowns of a fair enemy, and the fire that consumes your own heart. How different from the manly and heroical poetry of Greece and Rome.

Summer passed away in these occupations, and my return to Geneva was fixed for the latter end of autumn; but being delayed by several accidents, winter and snow arrived, the roads were deemed impassable, and my journey was retarded until the ensuing spring. I felt this delay very bitterly; for I longed to see my native town, and my beloved friends. My return had only been delayed so long from an unwillingness to leave Clerval in a strange place, before he had become acquainted with any of its inhabitants. The winter, however, was spent cheerfully; and although the spring was uncommonly late, when it came, its beauty compensated for its dilatoriness.

The month of May had already commenced, and I expected the letter daily which was to fix the date of my departure, when Henry proposed a pedestrian tour in the environs of Ingolstadt that I might bid a personal farewell to the country I had so long inhabited. I acceded with pleasure to this proposition: I was fond of exercise, and Clerval had always been my favourite companion in the rambles of this nature that I had taken among the scenes of my native country.

We passed a fortnight in these perambulations;5 my health and spirits had long been restored, and they gained additional strength from the salubrious air I breathed, the natural incidents of our progress, and the conversation of my friend. Study had before secluded me from the intercourse of my fellow-creatures and rendered me unsocial; but Clerval called forth the better feelings of my heart; he again taught me to love the aspect of nature, and the cheerful faces of children. Excellent friend! how sincerely did you love me, and endeavour to elevate my mind, until it was on a level with your own. A selfish pursuit had cramped and narrowed me, until your gentleness and affection warmed and opened my senses; I became the same happy creature who, a few years ago, loving and beloved by all, had no sorrow or care. When happy, inanimate nature had the power of bestowing on me the most delightful sensations. A serene sky and verdant fields filled me with ecstacy. The present season was indeed divine; the flowers of spring bloomed in the hedges, while those of summer were already in bud: I was undisturbed by thoughts which during the preceding year had pressed upon me, notwithstanding my endeavours to throw them off, with an invincible burden.

Henry rejoiced in my gaiety, and sincerely sympathized in my feelings: he exerted himself to amuse me, while he expressed the sensations that filled his soul. The resources of his mind on this occasion were truly astonishing: his conversation was full of imagination; and very often, in imitation of the Persian and Arabic writers, he invented tales of wonderful fancy and passion. At other times he repeated my favourite poems, or drew me out into arguments, which he supported with great ingenuity.

We returned to our college on a Sunday afternoon: the peasants were dancing, and every one we met appeared gay and happy. My own spirits were high and I bounded along with feelings of unbridled joy and hilarity.
  

CHAPTER VI
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On my return, I found the following letter from my father:—

“To V. Frankenstein.

“My dear Victor,

“You have probably waited impatiently for a letter to fix the date of your return to us; and I was at first tempted to write only a few lines, merely mentioning the day on which I should expect you. But that would be a cruel kindness, and I dare not do it. What would be your surprise, my son, when you expected a happy and gay welcome, to behold, on the contrary, tears and wretchedness? And how, Victor, can I relate our misfortune? Absence cannot have rendered you callous to our joys and griefs; and how shall I inflict pain on an absent child? I wish to prepare you for the woeful news, but I know it is impossible; even now your eye skims over the page, to seek the words which are to convey to you the horrible tidings.

“William is dead!—that sweet child, whose smiles delighted and warmed my heart, who was so gentle, yet so gay! Victor, he is murdered!

“I will not attempt to console you; but will simply relate the circumstances of the transaction.

“Last Thursday (May 7th) I, my niece, and your two brothers, went to walk in Plainpalais. The evening was warm and serene, and we prolonged our walk farther than usual. It was already dusk before we thought of returning; and then we discovered that William and Ernest, who had gone on before, were not to be found. We accordingly rested on a seat until they should return. Presently Ernest came, and inquired if we had seen his brother: he said, that they had been playing together, that William had run away to hide himself, and that he vainly sought for him, and afterwards waited for him a long time, but that he did not return.

“This account rather alarmed us, and we continued to search for him until night fell, when Elizabeth conjectured that he might have returned to the house. He was not there. We returned again, with torches; for I could not rest, when I thought that my sweet boy had lost himself, and was exposed to all the damps and dews of night: Elizabeth also suffered extreme anguish. About five in the morning I discovered my lovely boy, whom the night before I had seen blooming and active in health, stretched on the grass livid and motionless: the print of the murderer’s finger was on his neck.

“He was conveyed home, and the anguish that was visible in my countenance betrayed the secret to Elizabeth. She was very earnest to see the corpse. At first I attempted to prevent her; but she persisted, and entering the room where it lay, hastily examined the neck of the victim, and clasping her hands exclaimed, ‘Oh God! I have murdered my darling infant!’

“She fainted, and was restored with extreme difficulty. When she again lived, it was only to weep and sigh. She told me, that that same evening William had teazed her to let him wear a very valuable miniature that she possessed of your mother. This picture is gone, and was doubtless the temptation which urged the murderer to the deed. We have no trace of him at present, although our exertions to discover him are unremitted; but they will not restore my beloved William.

“Come, dearest Victor; you alone can console Elizabeth. She weeps continually, and accuses herself unjustly as the cause of his death; her words pierce my heart. We are all unhappy; but will not that be an additional motive for you, my son, to return and be our comforter? Your dear mother! Alas, Victor! I now say, Thank God she did not live to witness the cruel, miserable death of her youngest darling!

“Come, Victor; not brooding thoughts of vengeance against the assassin, but with feelings of peace and gentleness, that will heal, instead of festering the wounds of our minds. Enter the house of mourning, my friend, but with kindness and affection for those who love you, and not with hatred for your enemies.

“Your affectionate and afflicted father,

“Alphonse Frankenstein.

“Geneva, May 12th, 17—.”

Clerval, who had watched my countenance as I read this letter, was surprised to observe the despair that succeeded to the joy I at first expressed on receiving news from my friends. I threw the letter on the table, and covered my face with my hands.

“My dear Frankenstein,” exclaimed Henry, when he perceived me weep with bitterness, “are you always to be unhappy? My dear friend, what has happened?”

I motioned to him to take up the letter, while I walked up and down the room in the extremest agitation. Tears also gushed from the eyes of Clerval, as he read the account of my misfortune.

“I can offer you no consolation, my friend,” said he; “your disaster is irreparable. What do you intend to do?”

“To go instantly to Geneva: come with me, Henry, to order the horses.”

During our walk, Clerval endeavoured to raise my spirits. He did not do this by common topics of consolation, but by exhibiting the truest sympathy. “Poor William!” said he, “that dear child; he now sleeps with his angel mother. His friends mourn and weep, but he is at rest: he does not now feel the murderer’s grasp; a sod covers his gentle form, and he knows no pain. He can no longer be a fit subject for pity; the survivors are the greatest sufferers, and for them time is the only consolation. Those maxims of the Stoics,1 that death was no evil, and that the mind of man ought to be superior to despair on the eternal absence of a beloved object, ought not to be urged. Even Cato2 wept over the dead body of his brother.”

Clerval spoke thus as we hurried through the streets; the words impressed themselves on my mind, and I remembered them afterwards in solitude. But now, as soon as the horses arrived, I hurried into a cabriole,3 and bade farewell to my friend.

My journey was very melancholy. At first I wished to hurry on, for I longed to console and sympathize with my loved and sorrowing friends; but when I drew near my native town, I slackened my progress. I could hardly sustain the multitude of feelings that crowded into my mind. I passed through scenes familiar to my youth, but which I had not seen for nearly six years. How altered every thing might be during that time? One sudden and desolating change had taken place; but a thousand little circumstances might have by degrees worked other alterations which, although they were done more tranquilly, might not be the less decisive. Fear overcame me; I dared not advance, dreading a thousand nameless evils that made me tremble, although I was unable to define them.

I remained two days at Lausanne, in this painful state of mind. I contemplated the lake: the waters were placid; all around was calm, and the snowy mountains, “the palaces of nature,”4 were not changed. By degrees the calm and heavenly scene restored me, and I continued my journey towards Geneva.

The road ran by the side of the lake, which became narrower as I approached my native town. I discovered more distinctly the black sides of Jura, and the bright summit of Mont Blanc; I wept like a child: “Dear mountains! my own beautiful lake! how do you welcome your wanderer? Your summits are clear; the sky and lake are blue and placid. Is this to prognosticate5 peace, or to mock at my unhappiness?”

I fear, my friend, that I shall render myself tedious by dwelling on these preliminary circumstances; but they were days of comparative happiness, and I think of them with pleasure. My country, my beloved country! who but a native can tell the delight I took in again beholding thy streams, thy mountains, and, more than all, thy lovely lake.

Yet, as I drew nearer home, grief and fear again overcame me. Night also closed around; and when I could hardly see the dark mountains, I felt still more gloomily. The picture appeared a vast and dim scene of evil, and I foresaw obscurely that I was destined to become the most wretched of human beings. Alas! I prophesied truly, and failed only in one single circumstance, that in all the misery I imagined and dreaded, I did not conceive the hundredth part of the anguish I was destined to endure.

It was completely dark when I arrived in the environs of Geneva; the gates of the town were already shut; and I was obliged to pass the night at Secheron, a village half a league to the east of the city. The sky was serene; and, as I was unable to rest, I resolved to visit the spot where my poor William had been murdered. As I could not pass through the town, I was obliged to cross the lake in a boat to arrive at Plainpalais. During this short voyage I saw the lightnings playing on the summit of Mont Blanc in the most beautiful figures. The storm appeared to approach rapidly; and, on landing, I ascended a low hill, that I might observe its progress. It advanced; the heavens were clouded, and I soon felt the rain coming slowly in large drops, but its violence quickly increased.

I quitted my seat, and walked on, although the darkness and storm increased every minute, and the thunder burst with a terrific crash over my head. It was echoed from Salêve, the Juras, and the Alps of Savoy; vivid flashes of lightning dazzled my eyes, illuminating the lake, making it appear like a vast sheet of fire; then for an instant every thing seemed of a pitchy darkness, until the eye recovered itself from the preceding flash. The storm, as is often the case in Switzerland, appeared at once in various parts of the heavens. The most violent storm hung exactly north of the town, over that part of the lake which lies between the promontory of Belrive and the village of Copêt. Another storm enlightened Jura with faint flashes; and another darkened and sometimes disclosed the Môle, a peaked mountain to the east of the lake.

While I watched the storm, so beautiful yet terrific,6 I wandered on with a hasty step. This noble war in the sky elevated my spirits: I clasped my hands, and exclaimed aloud, “William, dear angel! this is thy funeral, this thy dirge!” As I said these words, I perceived in the gloom a figure which stole from behind a clump of trees near me; I stood fixed, gazing intently: I could not be mistaken. A flash of lightning illuminated the object, and discovered its shape plainly to me; its gigantic stature, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous than belongs to humanity, instantly informed me that it was the wretch, the filthy dæmon to whom I had given life. What did he there? Could he be (I shuddered at the conception) the murderer of my brother? No sooner did that idea cross my imagination, than I became convinced of its truth; my teeth chattered, and I was forced to lean against a tree for support. The figure passed me quickly, and I lost it in the gloom. Nothing in human shape could have destroyed that fair child. He
was the murderer! I could not doubt it. The mere presence of the idea was an irresistible proof of the fact. I thought of pursuing the devil; but it would have been in vain, for another flash discovered him to me hanging among the rocks of the nearly perpendicular ascent of Mont Salêve, a hill that bounds Plainpalais on the south. He soon reached the summit, and disappeared.

I remained motionless. The thunder ceased; but the rain still continued, and the scene was enveloped in an impenetrable darkness. I revolved in my mind the events which I had until now sought to forget: the whole train of my progress towards the creation; the appearance of the work of my own hands alive at my bed side; its departure. Two years had now nearly elapsed since the night on which he first received life; and was this his first crime? Alas! I had turned loose into the world a depraved wretch, whose delight was in carnage and misery; had he not murdered my brother?

No one can conceive the anguish I suffered during the remainder of the night, which I spent, cold and wet, in the open air. But I did not feel the inconvenience of the weather; my imagination was busy in scenes of evil and despair. I considered the being whom I had cast among mankind, and endowed with the will and power to effect purposes of horror, such as the deed which he had now done, nearly in the light of my own vampire,7 my own spirit let loose from the grave, and forced to destroy all that was dear to me.

Day dawned; and I directed my steps towards the town. The gates were open; and I hastened to my father’s house. My first thought was to discover what I knew of the murderer, and cause instant pursuit to be made. But I paused when I reflected on the story that I had to tell. A being whom I myself had formed, and endued with life, had met me at midnight among the precipices of an inaccessible mountain. I remembered also the nervous fever with which I had been seized just at the time that I dated my creation, and which would give an air of delirium to a tale otherwise so utterly improbable. I well knew that if any other had communicated such a relation to me, I should have looked upon it as the ravings of insanity. Besides, the strange nature of the animal would elude all pursuit, even if I were so far credited as to persuade my relatives to commence it. Besides, of what use would be pursuit? Who could arrest a creature capable of scaling the overhanging sides of Mont Salêve? These reflections determined me, and I resolved to remain silent.

It was about five in the morning when I entered my father’s house. I told the servants not to disturb the family, and went into the library to attend their usual hour of rising.

Six years had elapsed, passed as a dream but for one indelible trace, and I stood in the same place where I had last embraced my father before my departure for Ingolstadt. Beloved and respectable parent! He still remained to me. I gazed on the picture of my mother, which stood over the mantelpiece. It was an historical subject, painted at my father’s desire, and represented Caroline Beaufort in an agony of despair, kneeling by the coffin of her dead father. Her garb was rustic, and her cheek pale; but there was an air of dignity and beauty, that hardly permitted the sentiment of pity. Below this picture was a miniature of William; and my tears flowed when I looked upon it. While I was thus engaged, Ernest entered: he had heard me arrive, and hastened to welcome me. He expressed a sorrowful delight to see me: “Welcome, my dearest Victor,” said he. “Ah! I wish you had come three months ago, and then you would have found us all joyous and delighted. But we are now unhappy; and, I am afraid, tears instead of smiles will be your welcome. Our father looks so sorrowful: this dreadful event seems to have revived in his mind his grief on the death of Mamma. Poor Elizabeth also is quite inconsolable.” Ernest began to weep as he said these words.

“Do not,” said I, “welcome me thus; try to be more calm, that I may not be absolutely miserable the moment I enter my father’s house after so long an absence. But, tell me, how does my father support his misfortunes? and how is my poor Elizabeth?”

“She indeed requires consolation; she accused herself of having caused the death of my brother, and that made her very wretched. But since the murderer has been discovered—”

“The murderer discovered! Good God! how can that be? who could attempt to pursue him? It is impossible; one might as well try to overtake the winds, or confine a mountain-stream with a straw.”

“I do not know what you mean; but we were all very unhappy when she was discovered. No one would believe it at first; and even now Elizabeth will not be convinced; notwithstanding all the evidence. Indeed, who would credit that Justine Moritz, who was so amiable, and fond of all the family, could all at once become so extremely wicked?”

“Justine Moritz! Poor, poor girl, is she the accused? But it is wrongfully; every one knows that; no one believes it, surely, Ernest?”

“No one did at first; but several circumstances came out, that have almost forced conviction upon us: and her own behaviour has been so confused, as to add to the evidence of facts a weight that, I fear, leaves no hope for doubt. But she will be tried to-day, and you will then hear all.”

He related that, the morning on which the murder of poor William had been discovered, Justine had been taken ill, and confined to her bed; and, after several days, one of the servants, happening to examine the apparel she had worn on the night of the murder, had discovered in her pocket the picture of my mother, which had been judged to be the temptation of the murderer. The servant instantly shewed it to one of the others, who, without saying a word to any of the family, went to a magistrate; and, upon their deposition, Justine was apprehended. On being charged with the fact, the poor girl confirmed the suspicion in a great measure by her extreme confusion of manner.

This was a strange tale, but it did not shake my faith; and I replied earnestly, “You are all mistaken; I know the murderer. Justine, poor, good Justine, is innocent.”

At that instant my father entered. I saw unhappiness deeply impressed on his countenance, but he endeavoured to welcome me cheerfully; and, after we had exchanged our mournful greeting, would have introduced some other topic than that of our disaster, had not Ernest exclaimed, “Good God, Papa! Victor says that he knows who was the murderer of poor William.”

“We do also, unfortunately,” replied my father; “for indeed I had rather have been for ever ignorant than have discovered so much depravity and ingratitude in one I valued so highly.”

“My dear father, you are mistaken; Justine is innocent.”

“If she is, God forbid that she should suffer as guilty. She is to be tried today, and I hope, I sincerely hope, that she will be acquitted.”

This speech calmed me. I was firmly convinced in my own mind that Justine, and indeed every human being, was guiltless of this murder. I had no fear, therefore, that any circumstantial evidence could be brought forward strong enough to convict her; and, in this assurance, I calmed myself, expecting the trial with eagerness, but without prognosticating an evil result.

We were soon joined by Elizabeth. Time had made great alterations in her form since I had last beheld her. Six years before she had been a pretty, good-humoured girl, whom every one loved and caressed. She was now a woman in stature and expression of countenance, which was uncommonly lovely. An open and capacious forehead gave indications of a good understanding, joined to great frankness of disposition. Her eyes were hazel, and expressive of mildness, now through recent affliction allied to sadness. Her hair was of a rich dark auburn, her complexion fair, and her figure slight and graceful. She welcomed me with the greatest affection. “Your arrival, my dear cousin,” said she, “fills me with hope. You perhaps will find some means to justify my poor guiltless Justine. Alas! who is safe, if she be convicted of crime? I rely on her innocence as certainly as I do upon my own. Our misfortune is doubly hard to us; we have not only lost that lovely darling boy, but this poor girl, whom I sincerely love, is to be torn away by even a worse fate. If she is condemned, I never shall know joy more. But she will not, I am sure she will not; and then I shall be happy again, even after the sad death of my little William.”

“She is innocent, my Elizabeth,” said I, “and that shall be proved; fear nothing, but let your spirits be cheered by the assurance of her acquittal.”

“How kind you are! every one else believes in her guilt, and that made me wretched; for I knew that it was impossible: and to see every one else prejudiced in so deadly a manner, rendered me hopeless and despairing.” She wept.

“Sweet niece,” said my father, “dry your tears. If she is, as you believe, innocent, rely on the justice of our judges, and the activity with which I shall prevent the slightest shadow of partiality.”
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We passed a few sad hours, until eleven o’clock, when the trial was to commence. My father and the rest of the family being obliged to attend as witnesses, I accompanied them to the court. During the whole of this wretched mockery of justice, I suffered living torture. It was to be decided, whether the result of my curiosity and lawless devices would cause the death of two of my fellow-beings: one a smiling babe, full of innocence and joy; the other far more dreadfully murdered, with every aggravation of infamy that could make the murder memorable in horror. Justine also was a girl of merit, and possessed qualities which promised to render her life happy: now all was to be obliterated in an ignominious grave; and I the cause! A thousand times rather would I have confessed myself guilty of the crime ascribed to Justine; but I was absent when it was committed, and such a declaration would have been considered as the ravings of a madman, and would not have exculpated her who suffered through me.

The appearance of Justine was calm. She was dressed in mourning; and her countenance, always engaging, was rendered, by the solemnity of her feelings, exquisitely beautiful. Yet she appeared confident in innocence, and did not tremble, although gazed on and execrated by thousands; for all the kindness which her beauty might otherwise have excited, was obliterated in the minds of the spectators by the imagination of the enormity she was supposed to have committed. She was tranquil, yet her tranquillity was evidently constrained; and as her confusion had before been adduced as a proof of her guilt, she worked up her mind to an appearance of courage. When she entered the court, she threw her eyes round it, and quickly discovered where we were seated. A tear seemed to dim her eye when she saw us; but she quickly recovered herself, and a look of sorrowful affection seemed to attest her utter guiltlessness.

The trial began; and after the advocate against her had stated the charge, several witnesses were called. Several strange facts combined against her, which might have staggered any one who had not such proof of her innocence as I had. She had been out the whole of the night on which the murder had been committed, and towards morning had been perceived by a market-woman not far from the spot where the body of the murdered child had been afterwards found. The woman asked her what she did there; but she looked very strangely, and only returned a confused and unintelligible answer. She returned to the house about eight o’clock; and when one inquired where she had passed the night, she replied, that she had been looking for the child, and demanded earnestly, if any thing had been heard concerning him. When shewn the body, she fell into violent hysterics, and kept her bed for several days. The picture was then produced, which the servant had found in her pocket; and when Elizabeth, in a faltering voice, proved that it was the same which, an hour before the child had been missed, she had placed round his neck, a murmur of horror and indignation filled the court.

Justine was called on for her defence. As the trial had proceeded, her countenance had altered. Surprise, horror, and misery, were strongly expressed. Sometimes she struggled with her tears; but when she was desired to plead, she collected her powers, and spoke in an audible although variable voice:—

“God knows,” she said, “how entirely I am innocent. But I do not pretend that my protestations should acquit me: I rest my innocence on a plain and simple explanation of the facts which have been adduced against me; and I hope the character I have always borne will incline my judges to a favourable interpretation, where any circumstance appears doubtful or suspicious.”

She then related that, by the permission of Elizabeth, she had passed the evening of the night on which the murder had been committed, at the house of an aunt at Chêne, a village situated at about a league from Geneva. On her return, at about nine o’clock, she met a man, who asked her if she had seen any thing of the child who was lost. She was alarmed by this account, and passed several hours in looking for him, when the gates of Geneva were shut, and she was forced to remain several hours of the night in a barn belonging to a cottage, being unwilling to call up the inhabitants, to whom she was well known. Unable to rest or sleep, she quitted her asylum early, that she might again endeavour to find my brother. If she had gone near the spot where his body lay, it was without her knowledge. That she had been bewildered when questioned by the market-woman, was not surprising since she had passed a sleepless night, and the fate of poor William was yet uncertain. Concerning the picture she could give no account.

“I know,” continued the unhappy victim, “how heavily and fatally this one circumstance weighs against me, but I have no power of explaining it; and when I have expressed my utter ignorance, I am only left to conjecture concerning the probabilities by which it might have been placed in my pocket. But here also I am checked. I believe that I have no enemy on earth, and none surely would have been so wicked as to destroy me wantonly. Did the murderer place it there? I know of no opportunity afforded him for so doing; or if I had, why should he have stolen the jewel, to part with it again so soon?

“I commit my cause to the justice of my judges, yet I see no room for hope. I beg permission to have a few witnesses examined concerning my character, and if their testimony shall not overweigh my supposed guilt, I must be condemned, although I would pledge my salvation on my innocence.”

Several witnesses were called, who had known her for many years, and they spoke well of her; but fear, and hatred of the crime of which they supposed her guilty, rendered them timorous, and unwilling to come forward. Elizabeth saw even this last resource, her excellent dispositions and irreproachable conduct, about to fail the accused, when, although violently agitated, she desired permission to address the court.

“I am,” said she, “the cousin of the unhappy child who was murdered, or rather his sister, for I was educated by and have lived with his parents ever since and even long before this birth. It may therefore be judged indecent in me to come forward on this occasion; but when I see a fellow-creature about to perish through the cowardice of her pretended friends, I wish to be allowed to speak, that I may say what I know of her character. I am well acquainted with the accused. I have lived in the same house with her, at one time for five, and at another for nearly two years. During all that period she appeared to me the most amiable and benevolent of human creatures. She nursed Madame Frankenstein, my aunt, in her last illness with the greatest affection and care; and afterwards attended her own mother during a tedious1 illness, in a manner that excited the admiration of all who knew her. After which she again lived in my uncle’s house, where she was beloved by all the family. She was warmly attached to the child who is now dead, and acted towards him like a most affectionate mother. For my own part, I do not hesitate to say, that, notwithstanding all the evidence produced against her, I believe and rely on her perfect innocence. She had no temptation for such an action: as to the bauble on which the chief proof rests, if she had earnestly desired it, I should have willingly given it to her; so much do I esteem and value her.”

Excellent Elizabeth! A murmur of approbation was heard; but it was excited by her generous interference, and not in favour of poor Justine, on whom the public indignation was turned with renewed violence, charging her with the blackest ingratitude. She herself wept as Elizabeth spoke, but she did not answer. My own agitation and anguish was extreme during the whole trial. I believed in her innocence; I knew it. Could the dæmon, who had (I did not for a minute doubt) murdered my brother, also in his hellish sport have betrayed the innocent to death and ignominy. I could not sustain the horror of my situation; and when I perceived that the popular voice, and the countenances of the judges, had already condemned my unhappy victim, I rushed out of the court in agony. The tortures of the accused did not equal mine; she was sustained by innocence, but the fangs of remorse tore my bosom, and would not forego their hold.

I passed a night of unmingled wretchedness. In the morning I went to the court; my lips and throat were parched. I dared not ask the fatal question; but I was known, and the officer guessed the cause of my visit. The ballots2 had been thrown; they were all black, and Justine was condemned.

I cannot pretend to describe what I then felt. I had before experienced sensations of horror; and I have endeavoured to bestow upon them adequate expressions, but words cannot convey an idea of the heart-sickening despair that I then endured. The person to whom I addressed myself added, that Justine had already confessed her guilt. “That evidence,” he observed, “was hardly required in so glaring a case, but I am glad of it; and, indeed, none of our judges like to condemn a criminal upon circumstantial evidence, be it ever so decisive.”

When I returned home, Elizabeth eagerly demanded the result.

“My cousin,” replied I, “it is decided as you may have expected; all judges had rather that ten innocent should suffer, than that one guilty should escape. But she has confessed.”

This was a dire blow to poor Elizabeth, who had relied with firmness upon Justine’s innocence. “Alas!” said she, “how shall I ever again believe in human benevolence? Justine, whom I loved and esteemed as my sister, how could she put on those smiles of innocence only to betray; her mild eyes seemed incapable of any severity or ill-humour, and yet she has committed a murder.”

Soon after we heard that the poor victim had expressed a wish to see my cousin. My father wished her not to go; but said, that he left it to her own judgment and feelings to decide. “Yes,” said Elizabeth, “I will go, although she is guilty; and you, Victor, shall accompany me: I cannot go alone.” The idea of this visit was torture to me, yet I could not refuse.

We entered the gloomy prison-chamber, and beheld Justine sitting on some straw at the further end; her hands were manacled, and her head rested on her knees. She rose on seeing us enter; and when we were left alone with her, she threw herself at the feet of Elizabeth, weeping bitterly. My cousin wept also.

“Oh, Justine!” said she, “why did you rob me of my last consolation. I relied on your innocence; and although I was then very wretched, I was not so miserable as I am now.”

“And do you also believe that I am so very, very wicked? Do you also join with my enemies to crush me?” Her voice was suffocated with sobs.

“Rise, my poor girl,” said Elizabeth, “why do you kneel, if you are innocent? I am not one of your enemies; I believed you guiltless, notwithstanding every evidence, until I heard that you had yourself declared your guilt. That report, you say, is false; and be assured, dear Justine, that nothing can shake my confidence in you for a moment, but your own confession.”

“I did confess; but I confessed a lie. I confessed, that I might obtain absolution; but now that falsehood lies heavier at my heart than all my other sins. The God of heaven forgive me! Ever since I was condemned, my confessor has besieged me; he threatened and menaced, until I almost began to think that I was the monster that he said I was. He threatened excommunication and hell fire in my last moments, if I continued obdurate. Dear lady, I had none to support me; all looked on me as a wretch doomed to ignominy and perdition. What could I do? In an evil hour I subscribed to a lie; and now only am I truly miserable.”

She paused, weeping, and then continued—“I thought with horror, my sweet lady, that you should believe your Justine, whom your blessed aunt had so highly honoured, and whom you loved, was a creature capable of a crime which none but the devil himself could have perpetrated. Dear William! dearest blessed child! I soon shall see you again in heaven, where we shall all be happy; and that consoles me, going as I am to suffer ignominy and death.”

“Oh, Justine! forgive me for having for one moment distrusted you. Why did you confess? But do not mourn, my dear girl; I will every where proclaim your innocence, and force belief. Yet you must die; you, my playfellow, my companion, my more than sister. I never can survive so horrible a misfortune.”

“Dear, sweet Elizabeth, do not weep. You ought to raise me with thoughts of a better life, and elevate me from the petty cares of this world of injustice and strife. Do not you, excellent friend, drive me to despair.”

“I will try to comfort you; but this, I fear, is an evil too deep and poignant to admit of consolation, for there is no hope. Yet heaven bless thee, my dearest Justine, with resignation, and a confidence elevated beyond this world. Oh! how I hate its shews and mockeries! when one creature is murdered, another is immediately deprived of life in a slow torturing manner; then the executioners, their hands yet reeking with the blood of innocence, believe that they have done a great deed. They call this retribution. Hateful name! When that word is pronounced, I know greater and more horrid punishments are going to be inflicted than the gloomiest tyrant has ever invented to satiate his utmost revenge. Yet this is not consolation for you, my Justine, unless indeed that you may glory in escaping from so miserable a den. Alas! I would I were in peace with my aunt and my lovely William, escaped from a world which is hateful to me and the visages of men which I abhor.”

Justine smiled languidly. “This, dear lady, is despair, and not resignation. I must not learn the lesson that you would teach me. Talk of something else, something that will bring peace, and not increase of misery.”

During this conversation I had retired to a corner of the prison-room, where I could conceal the horrid anguish that possessed me. Despair! Who dared talk of that? The poor victim, who on the morrow was to pass the dreary boundary between life and death, felt not as I did, such deep and bitter agony. I gnashed my teeth, and ground them together, uttering a groan that came from my inmost soul. Justine started. When she saw who it was, she approached me, and said, “Dear Sir, you are very kind to visit me; you, I hope, do not believe that I am guilty.”

I could not answer. “No, Justine,” said Elizabeth; “he is more convinced of your innocence than I was; for even when he heard that you had confessed, he did not credit it.”

“I truly thank him. In these last moments I feel the sincerest gratitude towards those who think of me with kindness. How sweet is the affection of others to such a wretch as I am! It removes more than half my misfortune; and I feel as if I could die in peace, now that my innocence is acknowledged by you, dear lady, and your cousin.”

Thus the poor sufferer tried to comfort others and herself. She indeed gained the resignation she desired. But I, the true murderer, felt the never-dying worm alive in my bosom, which allowed of no hope or consolation. Elizabeth also wept, and was unhappy; but hers also was the misery of innocence, which, like a cloud that passes over the fair moon, for a while hides, but cannot tarnish its brightness. Anguish and despair had penetrated into the core of my heart; I bore a hell within me, which nothing could extinguish. We staid several hours with Justine; and it was with great difficulty that Elizabeth could tear herself away. “I wish,” cried she, “that I were to die with you; I cannot live in this world of misery.”

Justine assumed an air of cheerfulness, while she with difficulty repressed her bitter tears. She embraced Elizabeth, and said, in a voice of half-suppressed emotion, “Farewell, sweet lady, dearest Elizabeth, my beloved and only friend; may heaven in its bounty bless and preserve you; may this be the last misfortune that you will ever suffer. Live, and be happy, and make others so.”

As we returned, Elizabeth said, “You know not, my dear Victor, how much I am relieved, now that I trust in the innocence of this unfortunate girl. I never could again have known peace, if I had been deceived in my reliance on her. For the moment that I did believe her guilty, I felt an anguish that I could not have long sustained. Now my heart is lightened. The innocent suffers; but she whom I thought amiable and good has not betrayed the trust I reposed in her, and I am consoled.”

Amiable cousin! such were your thoughts, mild and gentle as your own dear eyes and voice. But I—I was a wretch, and none ever conceived of the misery that I then endured.
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Nothing is more painful to the human mind, than, after the feelings have been worked up by a quick succession of events, the dead calmness of inaction and certainty which follows, and deprives the soul both of hope and fear. Justine died; she rested; and I was alive. The blood flowed freely in my veins, but a weight of despair and remorse pressed on my heart, which nothing could remove. Sleep fled from my eyes; I wandered like an evil spirit, for I had committed deeds of mischief beyond description horrible, and more, much more (I persuaded myself) was yet behind. Yet my heart overflowed with kindness, and the love of virtue. I had begun life with benevolent intentions, and thirsted for the moment when I should put them in practice, and make myself useful to my fellow-beings. Now all was blasted:1 instead of that serenity of conscience, which allowed me to look back upon the past with self-satisfaction, and from thence to gather promise of new hopes, I was seized by remorse and the sense of guilt, which hurried me away to a hell of intense tortures, such as no language can describe.

This state of mind preyed upon my health, which had entirely recovered from the first shock it had sustained. I shunned the face of man; all sound of joy or complacency was torture to me; solitude was my only consolation—deep, dark, death-like solitude.

My father observed with pain the alteration perceptible in my disposition and habits, and endeavoured to reason with me on the folly of giving way to immoderate grief. “Do you think, Victor,” said he, “that I do not suffer also? No one could love a child more than I loved your brother”; (tears came into his eyes as he spoke) “but is it not a duty to the survivors, that we should refrain from augmenting their unhappiness by an appearance of immoderate grief? It is also a duty owed to yourself; for excessive sorrow prevents improvement or enjoyment, or even the discharge of daily usefulness, without which no man is fit for society.”

This advice, although good, was totally inapplicable to my case; I should have been the first to hide my grief, and console my friends, if remorse had not mingled its bitterness with my other sensations. Now I could only answer my father with a look of despair, and endeavour to hide myself from his view.

About this time we retired to our house at Belrive. This change was particularly agreeable to me. The shutting of the gates regularly at ten o’clock, and the impossibility of remaining on the lake after that hour, had rendered our residence within the walls of Geneva very irksome to me. I was now free. Often, after the rest of the family had retired for the night, I took the boat, and passed many hours upon the water. Sometimes, with my sails set, I was carried by the wind; and sometimes, after rowing into the middle of the lake, I left the boat to pursue its own course, and gave way to my own miserable reflections. I was often tempted, when all was at peace around me, and I the only unquiet thing that wandered restless in a scene so beautiful and heavenly, if I except2 some bat, or the frogs, whose harsh and interrupted croaking was heard only when I approached the shore—often, I say, I was tempted to plunge into the silent lake, that the waters might close over me and my calamities for ever. But I was restrained, when I thought of the heroic and suffering Elizabeth, whom I tenderly loved, and whose existence was bound up in mine. I thought also of my father, and surviving brother: should I by my base desertion leave them exposed and unprotected to the malice of the fiend whom I had let loose among them?

At these moments I wept bitterly, and wished that peace would revisit my mind only that I might afford them consolation and happiness. But that could not be. Remorse extinguished every hope. I had been the author of unalterable evils; and I lived in daily fear, lest the monster whom I had created should perpetrate some new wickedness. I had an obscure feeling that all was not over, and that he would still commit some signal3 crime, which by its enormity should almost efface the recollection of the past. There was always scope for fear, so long as any thing I loved remained behind. My abhorrence of this fiend cannot be conceived. When I thought of him, I gnashed my teeth, my eyes became inflamed, and I ardently wished to extinguish that life which I had so thoughtlessly bestowed. When I reflected on his crimes and malice, my hatred and revenge burst all bounds of moderation. I would have made a pilgrimage to the highest peak of the Andes, could I, when there, have precipitated him to their base. I wished to see him again, that I might wreak the utmost extent of anger on his head, and avenge the deaths of William and Justine.

Our house was the house of mourning. My father’s health was deeply shaken by the horror of the recent events. Elizabeth was sad and desponding; she no longer took delight in her ordinary occupations; all pleasure seemed to her sacrilege towards the dead; eternal woe and tears she then thought was the just tribute she should pay to innocence so blasted and destroyed. She was no longer that happy creature, who in earlier youth wandered with me on the banks of the lake, and talked with ecstacy of our future prospects. She had become grave, and often conversed of the inconstancy of fortune, and the instability of human life.

“When I reflect, my dear cousin,” said she, “on the miserable death of Justine Moritz, I no longer see the world and its works as they before appeared to me. Before, I looked upon the accounts of vice and injustice, that I read in books or heard from others, as tales of ancient days, or imaginary evils; at least they were remote, and more familiar to reason than to the imagination; but now misery has come home, and men appear to me as monsters thirsting for each other’s blood. Yet I am certainly unjust. Every body believed that poor girl to be guilty; and if she could have committed the crime for which she suffered, assuredly she would have been the most depraved of human creatures. For the sake of a few jewels, to have murdered the son of her benefactor and friend, a child whom she had nursed from its birth, and appeared to love as if it had been her own! I could not consent to the death of any human being; but certainly I should have thought such a creature unfit to remain in the society of men. Yet she was innocent. I know, I feel she was innocent; you are of the same opinion, and that confirms me. Alas! Victor, when falsehood can look so like the truth, who can assure themselves of certain happiness? I feel as if I were walking on the edge of a precipice, towards which thousands are crowding, and endeavouring to plunge me into the abyss. William and Justine were assassinated, and the murderer escapes; he walks about the world free, and perhaps respected. But even if I were condemned to suffer on the scaffold for the same crimes, I would not change places with such a wretch.”

I listened to this discourse with the extremest agony. I, not in deed, but in effect, was the true murderer. Elizabeth read my anguish in my countenance, and kindly taking my hand said, “My dearest cousin, you must calm yourself. These events have affected me, God knows how deeply; but I am not so wretched as you are. There is an expression of despair, and sometimes of revenge, in your countenance, that makes me tremble. Be calm, my dear Victor; I would sacrifice my life to your peace. We surely shall be happy: quiet in our native country, and not mingling in the world, what can disturb our tranquillity?”

She shed tears as she said this, distrusting the very solace that she gave; but at the same time she smiled, that she might chase away the fiend that lurked in my heart. My father, who saw in the unhappiness that was painted in my face only an exaggeration of that sorrow which I might naturally feel, thought that an amusement suited to my taste would be the best means of restoring to me my wonted serenity. It was from this cause that he had removed to the country; and, induced by the same motive, he now proposed that we should all make an excursion to the valley of Chamounix. I had been there before, but Elizabeth and Ernest never had; and both had often expressed an earnest desire to see the scenery of this place, which had been described to them as so wonderful and sublime. Accordingly we departed from Geneva on this tour about the middle of the month of August, nearly two months after the death of Justine.

The weather was uncommonly fine; and if mine had been a sorrow to be chased away by any fleeting circumstance, this excursion would certainly have had the effect intended by my father. As it was, I was somewhat interested in the scene; it sometimes lulled, although it could not extinguish, my grief. During the first day we travelled in a carriage. In the morning we had seen the mountains at a distance, towards which we gradually advanced. We perceived that the valley through which we wound, and which was formed by the river Arve, whose course we followed, closed in upon us by degrees; and when the sun had set, we beheld immense mountains and precipices overhanging us on every side, and heard the sound of the river raging among rocks, and the dashing of waterfalls around.

The next day we pursued our journey upon mules; and as we ascended still higher, the valley assumed a more magnificent and astonishing character. Ruined castles hanging on the precipices of piny mountains; the impetuous Arve, and cottages every here and there peeping forth from among the trees, formed a scene of singular beauty. But it was augmented and rendered sublime by the mighty Alps, whose white and shining pyramids and domes towered above all, as belonging to another earth, the habitations of another race of beings.

We passed the bridge of Pelissier, where the ravine, which the river forms, opened before us, and we began to ascend the mountain that overhangs it. Soon after we entered the valley of Chamounix. This valley is more wonderful and sublime, but not so beautiful and picturesque as that of Servox, through which we had just passed. The high and snowy mountains were its immediate boundaries; but we saw no more ruined castles and fertile fields. Immense glaciers approached the road; we heard the rumbling thunder of the falling avalanche, and marked the smoke of its passage. Mont Blanc, the supreme and magnificent Mont Blanc, raised itself from the surrounding aiguilles,4 and its tremendous dome5 overlooked the valley.

During this journey, I sometimes joined Elizabeth, and exerted myself to point out to her the various beauties of the scene. I often suffered my mule to lag behind, and indulged in the misery of reflection. At other times I spurred on the animal before my companions, that I might forget them, the world, and, more than all, myself. When at a distance, I alighted, and threw myself on the grass, weighed down by horror and despair. At eight in the evening I arrived at Chamounix. My father and Elizabeth were very much fatigued; Ernest, who accompanied us, was delighted, and in high spirits: the only circumstance that detracted from his pleasure was the south wind, and the rain it seemed to promise for the next day.

We retired early to our apartments, but not to sleep; at least I did not. I remained many hours at the window, watching the pallid lightning that played above Mont Blanc, and listening to the rushing of the Arve, which ran below my window.
  

CHAPTER II
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The next day, contrary to the prognostications of our guides, was fine, although clouded. We visited the source of the Arveiron, and rode about the valley until evening. These sublime and magnificent scenes afforded me the greatest consolation that I was capable of receiving. They elevated me from all littleness of feeling; and although they did not remove my grief, they subdued and tranquillized it. In some degree, they diverted my mind from the thoughts over which it had brooded for the last month. I returned in the evening, fatigued, but less unhappy, and conversed with my family with more cheerfulness than had been my custom for some time. My father was pleased, and Elizabeth overjoyed. “My dear cousin;” said she, “you see what happiness you diffuse when you are happy; do not relapse again!”

The following morning the rain poured down in torrents, and thick mists hid the summits of the mountains. I rose early, but felt unusually melancholy. The rain depressed me; my old feelings recurred, and I was miserable. I knew how disappointed my father would be at this sudden change, and I wished to avoid him until I had recovered myself so far as to be enabled to conceal those feelings that overpowered me. I knew that they would remain that day at the inn; and as I had ever inured myself to rain, moisture, and cold, I resolved to go alone to the summit of Montanvert. I remembered the effect that the view of the tremendous and ever-moving glacier had produced upon my mind when I first saw it. It had then filled me with a sublime ecstacy that gave wings to the soul, and allowed it to soar from the obscure world to light and joy. The sight of the awful1 and majestic in nature had indeed always the effect of solemnizing my mind, and causing me to forget the passing cares of life. I determined to go alone, for I was well acquainted with the path, and the presence of another would destroy the solitary grandeur of the scene.

The ascent is precipitous, but the path is cut into continual and short windings, which enable you to surmount the perpendicularity of the mountain. It is a scene terrifically desolate. In a thousand spots the traces of the winter avalanche may be perceived, where trees lie broken and strewed on the ground; some entirely destroyed, others bent, leaning upon the jutting rocks of the mountain, or transversely upon other trees. The path, as you ascend higher, is intersected by ravines of snow, down which stones continually roll from above; one of them is particularly dangerous, as the slightest sound, such as even speaking in a loud voice, produces a concussion2 of air, sufficient to draw destruction upon the head of the speaker. The pines are not tall or luxuriant, but they are sombre, and add an air of severity to the scene. I looked on the valley beneath; vast mists were rising from the rivers which ran through it, and curling in thick wreaths around the opposite mountains, whose summits were hid in the uniform clouds, while rain poured from the dark sky, and added to the melancholy impression I received from the objects around me. Alas! why does man boast of sensibilities superior to those apparent in the brute; it only renders them more necessary3 beings. If our impulses were confined to hunger, thirst, and desire, we might be nearly free; but now we are moved by every wind that blows, and a chance word or scene that that word may convey to us.

We rest; a dream has power to poison sleep.

We rise; one wand’ring thought pollutes
the day.

We feel, conceive, or reason; laugh, or weep,

Embrace fond woe, or cast our cares
away;

It is the same: for, be it joy or sorrow,

The path of its departure still is free.

Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow;

Nought may endure but mutability!4

It was nearly noon when I arrived at the top of the ascent. For some time I sat upon the rock that overlooks the sea of ice. A mist covered both that and the surrounding mountains. Presently a breeze dissipated the cloud, and I descended upon the glacier. The surface is very uneven, rising like the waves of a troubled sea, descending low, and interspersed by rifts that sink deep. The field of ice is almost a league in width, but I spent nearly two hours in crossing it. The opposite mountain is a bare perpendicular rock. From the side where I now stood Montanvert was exactly opposite, at the distance of a league; and above it rose Mont Blanc, in awful majesty. I remained in a recess of the rock, gazing on this wonderful and stupendous scene. The sea, or rather the vast river of ice, wound among its dependent mountains, whose ærial summits hung over its recesses. Their icy and glittering peaks shone in the sunlight over the clouds. My heart, which was before sorrowful, now swelled with something like joy; I exclaimed—“Wandering spirits, if indeed ye wander, and do not rest in your narrow beds, allow me this faint happiness, or take me, as your companion, away from the joys of life.”

As I said this, I suddenly beheld the figure of a man at some distance, advancing towards me with superhuman speed. He bounded over the crevices in the ice, among which I had walked with caution; his stature also, as he approached, seemed to exceed that of man. I was troubled: a mist came over my eyes, and I felt a faintness seize me; but I was quickly restored by the cold gale of the mountains. I perceived, as the shape came nearer (sight tremendous and abhorred!) that it was the wretch whom I had created. I trembled with rage and horror, resolving to wait his approach, and then close with him in mortal combat. He approached; his countenance bespoke bitter anguish, combined with disdain and malignity, while its unearthly ugliness rendered it almost too horrible for human eyes. But I scarcely observed this; anger and hatred had at first deprived me of utterance, and I recovered only to overwhelm him with words expressive of furious detestation and contempt.

“Devil!” I exclaimed, “do you dare approach me? and do not you fear the fierce vengeance of my arm wreaked on your miserable head? Begone, vile insect! or rather stay, that I may trample you to dust! and, oh, that I could, with the extinction of your miserable existence, restore those victims you have so diabolically murdered!”

“I expected this reception,” said the dæmon. “All men hate the wretched; how then must I be hated, who am miserable beyond all living things! Yet you, my creator, detest and spurn me, thy creature, to whom thou art bound by ties only dissoluble by the annihilation of one of us. You purpose to kill me. How dare you sport thus with life? Do your duty towards me, and I will do mine towards you and the rest of mankind. If you will comply with my conditions, I will leave them and you at peace; but if you refuse, I will glut the maw of death, until it be satiated with the blood of your remaining friends.”

“Abhorred monster! fiend that thou art! the tortures of hell are too mild a vengeance for thy crimes. Wretched devil! you reproach me with your creation; come on then, that I may extinguish the spark which I so negligently bestowed.”

My rage was without bounds; I sprang on him, impelled by all the feelings which can arm one being against the existence of another.

He easily eluded me, and said,

“Be calm! I entreat you to hear me, before you give vent to your hatred on my devoted head. Have I not suffered enough, that you seek to increase my misery? Life, although it may only be an accumulation of anguish, is dear to me, and I will defend it. Remember, thou hast made me more powerful than thyself; my height is superior to thine; my joints more supple. But I will not be tempted to set myself in opposition to thee. I am thy creature, and I will be even mild and docile to my natural lord and king, if thou wilt also perform thy part, the which thou owest me. Oh, Frankenstein, be not equitable to every other, and trample upon me alone, to whom thy justice, and even thy clemency and affection, is most due. Remember, that I am thy creature: I ought to be thy Adam; but I am rather the fallen angel, whom thou drivest from joy for no misdeed. Every where I see bliss, from which I alone am irrevocably excluded. I was benevolent and good; misery made me a fiend. Make me happy, and I shall again be virtuous.”

“Begone! I will not hear you. There can be no community between you and me; we are enemies. Begone, or let us try our strength in a fight, in which one must fall.”

“How can I move thee? Will no entreaties cause thee to turn a favourable eye upon thy creature,5 who implores thy goodness and compassion. Believe me, Frankenstein: I was benevolent; my soul glowed with love and humanity: but am I not alone, miserably alone? You, my creator, abhor me; what hope can I gather from your fellow-creatures, who owe me nothing? they spurn and hate me. The desert mountains and dreary glaciers are my refuge. I have wandered here many days; the caves of ice, which I only do not fear, are a dwelling to me, and the only one which man does not grudge. These bleak skies I hail, for they are kinder to me than your fellow-beings. If the multitude of mankind knew of my existence, they would do as you do, and arm themselves for my destruction. Shall I not then hate them who abhor me? I will keep no terms with my enemies. I am miserable, and they shall share my wretchedness. Yet it is in your power to recompense me, and deliver them from an evil which it only remains for you to make so great, that not only you and your family, but thousands of others, shall be swallowed up in the whirlwinds of its rage. Let your compassion be moved, and do not disdain me. Listen to my tale: when you have heard that, abandon or commiserate me, as you shall judge that I deserve. But hear me. The guilty are allowed, by human laws, bloody as they may be, to speak in their own defence before they are condemned. Listen to me, Frankenstein. You accuse me of murder; and yet you would, with a satisfied conscience, destroy your own creature. Oh, praise the eternal justice of man! Yet I ask you not to spare me: listen to me; and then, if you can, and if you will, destroy the work of your hands.”

“Why do you call to my remembrance circumstances of which I shudder to reflect, that I have been the miserable origin and author? Cursed be the day, abhorred devil, in which you first saw light! Cursed (although I curse myself) be the hands that formed you! You have made me wretched beyond expression. You have left me no power to consider whether I am just to you, or not. Begone! relieve me from the sight of your detested form.”

“Thus I relieve thee, my creator,” he said, and placed his hated hands before my eyes, which I flung from me with violence; “thus I take from thee a sight which you abhor. Still thou canst listen to me, and grant me thy compassion. By the virtues that I once possessed, I demand this from you. Hear my tale; it is long and strange, and the temperature of this place is not fitting to your fine sensations;6 come to the hut upon the mountain. The sun is yet high in the heavens; before it descends to hide itself behind yon snowy precipices, and illuminate another world, you will have heard my story, and can decide. On you it rests, whether I quit for ever the neighbourhood of man, and lead a harmless life, or become the scourge of your fellow-creatures, and the author of your own speedy ruin.”

As he said this, he led the way across the ice: I followed. My heart was full, and I did not answer him; but, as I proceeded, I weighed the various arguments that he had used, and determined at least to listen to his tale. I was partly urged by curiosity, and compassion confirmed my resolution. I had hitherto supposed him to be the murderer of my brother, and I eagerly sought a confirmation or denial of this opinion. For the first time, also, I felt what the duties of a creator towards his creature were, and that I ought to render him happy before I complained of his wickedness. These motives urged me to comply with his demand. We crossed the ice, therefore, and ascended the opposite rock. The air was cold, and the rain again began to descend: we entered the hut, the fiend with an air of exultation, I with a heavy heart, and depressed spirits. But I consented to listen; and, seating myself by the fire which my odious companion had lighted, he thus began his tale.
  

CHAPTER III
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It is with considerable difficulty that I remember the original æra of my being: all the events of that period appear confused and indistinct. A strange multiplicity of sensations seized me, and I saw, felt, heard, and smelt, at the same time; and it was, indeed, a long time before I learned to distinguish between the operations of my various senses. By degrees, I remember, a stronger light pressed upon my nerves, so that I was obliged to shut my eyes. Darkness then came over me, and troubled me; but hardly had I felt this, when, by opening my eyes, as I now suppose, the light poured in upon me again. I walked, and, I believe, descended; but I presently found a great alteration in my sensations. Before, dark and opaque bodies had surrounded me, impervious1 to my touch or sight; but I now found that I could wander on at liberty, with no obstacles which I could not either surmount or avoid. The light became more and more oppressive to me; and, the heat wearying me as I walked, I sought a place where I could receive shade. This was the forest near Ingolstadt; and here I lay by the side of a brook resting from my fatigue, until I felt tormented by hunger and thirst. This roused me from my nearly dormant state, and I ate some berries which I found hanging on the trees, or lying on the ground. I slaked my thirst at the brook; and then lying down, was overcome by sleep.

“It was dark when I awoke; I felt cold also, and half-frightened as it were instinctively, finding myself so desolate. Before I had quitted your apartment, on a sensation of cold, I had covered myself with some clothes; but these were insufficient to secure me from the dews of night. I was a poor, helpless, miserable wretch; I knew, and could distinguish, nothing; but, feeling pain invade me on all sides, I sat down and wept.

“Soon a gentle light stole over the heavens, and gave me a sensation of pleasure. I started up, and beheld a radiant form rise from among the trees. I gazed with a kind of wonder. It moved slowly, but it enlightened my path; and I again went out in search of berries. I was still cold, when under one of the trees I found a huge cloak, with which I covered myself, and sat down upon the ground. No distinct ideas occupied my mind; all was confused. I felt light, and hunger, and thirst, and darkness; innumerable sounds rung in my ears, and on all sides various scents saluted2 me: the only object that I could distinguish was the bright moon, and I fixed my eyes on that with pleasure.

“Several changes of day and night passed, and the orb of night had greatly lessened when I began to distinguish my sensations from each other. I gradually saw plainly the clear stream that supplied me with drink, and the trees that shaded me with their foliage. I was delighted when I first discovered that a pleasant sound, which often saluted my ears, proceeded from the throats of the little winged animals who had often intercepted the light from my eyes. I began also to observe, with greater accuracy, the forms that surrounded me, and to perceive the boundaries of the radiant roof of light which canopied me. Sometimes I tried to imitate the pleasant songs of the birds, but was unable. Sometimes I wished to express my sensations in my own mode, but the uncouth and inarticulate sounds which broke from me frightened me into silence again.

“The moon had disappeared from the night, and again, with a lessened form, shewed itself, while I still remained in the forest. My sensations had, by this time, become distinct, and my mind received every day additional ideas. My eyes became accustomed to the light, and to perceive objects in their right forms; I distinguished the insect from the herb, and, by degrees, one herb from another. I found that the sparrow uttered none but harsh notes, whilst those of the blackbird and thrush were sweet and enticing.

“One, day, when I was oppressed by cold, I found a fire which had been left by some wandering beggars, and was overcome with delight at the warmth I experienced from it. In my joy I thrust my hand into the live embers, but quickly drew it out again with a cry of pain. How strange, I thought, that the same cause should produce such opposite effects! I examined the materials of the fire, and to my joy found it to he composed of wood. I quickly collected some branches; but they were wet, and would not burn. I was pained at this, and sat still watching the operation of the fire. The wet wood which I had placed near the heat dried, and itself became inflamed. I reflected on this; and, by touching the various branches, I discovered the cause, and busied myself in collecting a great quantity of wood, that I might dry it, and have a plentiful supply of fire. When night came on, and brought sleep with it, I was in the greatest fear lest my fire should be extinguished. I covered it carefully with dry wood and leaves, and placed wet branches upon it; and then, spreading my cloak, I lay on the ground, and sunk into sleep.

“It was morning when I awoke, and my first care was to visit the fire. I uncovered it, and a gentle breeze quickly fanned it into a flame. I observed this also, and contrived a fan of branches, which roused the embers when they were nearly extinguished. When night came again, I found, with pleasure, that the fire gave light as well as heat; and that the discovery of this element was useful to me in my food; for I found some of the offals3 that the travellers had left had been roasted, and tasted much more savoury than the berries I gathered from the trees. I tried, therefore, to dress my food in the same manner, placing it on the live embers. I found that the berries were spoiled by this operation, and the nuts and roots much improved.

“Food, however, became scarce; and I often spent the whole day searching in vain for a few acorns to assuage the pangs of hunger. When I found this, I resolved to quit the place that I had hitherto inhabited, to seek for one where the few wants I experienced would be more easily satisfied. In this emigration, I exceedingly lamented the loss of the fire which I had obtained through accident, and knew not how to reproduce it. I gave several hours to the serious consideration of this difficulty; but I was obliged to relinquish all attempts to supply it; and, wrapping myself up in my cloak, I struck across the wood towards the setting sun. I passed three days in these rambles, and at length discovered the open country. A great fall of snow had taken place the night before, and the fields were of one uniform white; the appearance was disconsolate, and I found my feet chilled by the cold damp substance that covered the ground.

“It was about seven in the morning, and I longed to obtain food and shelter; at length I perceived a small hut, on a rising ground, which had doubtless been built for the convenience of some shepherd. This was a new sight to me; and I examined the structure with great curiosity. Finding the door open, I entered. An old man sat in it, near a fire, over which he was preparing his breakfast. He turned on hearing a noise; and, perceiving me, shrieked loudly, and, quitting the hut, ran across the fields with a speed of which his debilitated form hardly appeared capable. His appearance, different from any I had ever seen before, and his flight, somewhat surprised me. But I was enchanted by the appearance of the hut: here the snow and rain could not penetrate; the ground was dry; and it presented to me then as exquisite and divine a retreat as Pandæmonium appeared to the dæmons of hell after their sufferings in the lake of fire.4 I greedily devoured the remnants of the shepherd’s breakfast, which consisted of bread, cheese, milk, and wine; the latter, however, I did not like. Then overcome by fatigue, I lay down among some straw, and fell asleep.

“It was noon when I awoke; and, allured by the warmth of the sun, which shone brightly on the white ground, I determined to recommence my travels; and, depositing the remains of the peasant’s breakfast in a wallet5 I found, I proceeded across the fields for several hours, until at sunset I arrived at a village. How miraculous did this appear! the huts, the neater cottages, and stately houses, engaged my admiration by turns. The vegetables in the gardens, the milk and cheese that I saw placed at the windows of some of the cottages, allured my appetite. One of the best of these I entered; but I had hardly placed my foot within the door, before the children shrieked, and one of the women fainted. The whole village was roused; some fled, some attacked me, until, grievously bruised by stones and many other kinds of missile6 weapons, I escaped to the open country, and fearfully took refuge in a low hovel, quite bare, and making a wretched appearance after the palaces I had beheld in the village. This hovel, however, joined a cottage of a neat and pleasant appearance; but, after my late dearly-bought experience, I dared not enter it. My place of refuge was constructed of wood, but so low, that I could with difficulty sit upright in it. No wood, however, was placed on the earth, which formed the floor, but it was dry; and although the wind entered it by innumerable chinks, I found it an agreeable asylum from the snow and rain.

“Here then I retreated, and lay down, happy to have found a shelter, however miserable, from the inclemency of the season, and still more from the barbarity of man.

“As soon as morning dawned, I crept from my kennel, that I might view the adjacent cottage, and discover if I could remain in the habitation I had found. It was situated against the back of the cottage, and surrounded on the sides which were exposed by a pig-stye and a clear pool of water. One part was open, and by that I had crept in; but now I covered every crevice by which I might be perceived with stones and wood, yet in such a manner that I might move them on occasion to pass out: all the light I enjoyed came through the stye, and that was sufficient for me.

“Having thus arranged my dwelling, and carpeted it with clean straw, I retired; for I saw the figure of a man at a distance, and I remembered too well my treatment the night before, to trust myself in his power. I had first, however, provided for my sustenance for that day, by a loaf of coarse bread, which I purloined, and a cup with which I could drink, more conveniently than from my hand, of the pure water which flowed by my retreat. The floor was a little raised, so that it was kept perfectly dry, and by its vicinity to the chimney of the cottage it was tolerably warm.

“Being thus provided, I resolved to reside in this hovel, until something should occur which might alter my determination. It was indeed a paradise, compared to the bleak forest, my former residence, the raindropping branches, and dank earth. I ate my breakfast with pleasure, and was about to remove a plank to procure myself a little water, when I heard a step, and, looking through a small chink, I beheld a young creature, with a pail on her head, passing before my hovel. The girl was young and of gentle demeanour,7 unlike what I have since found cottagers and farm-house servants to be. Yet she was meanly dressed, a coarse blue petticoat and a linen jacket being her only garb; her fair hair was plaited, but not adorned; she looked patient, yet sad. I lost sight of her; and in about a quarter of an hour she returned, bearing the pail, which was now partly filled with milk. As she walked along, seemingly incommoded by the burden, a young man met her, whose countenance expressed a deeper despondence. Uttering a few sounds with an air of melancholy, he took the pail from her head, and bore it to the cottage himself. She followed, and they disappeared. Presently I saw the young man again, with some tools in his hand, cross the field behind the cottage; and the girl was also busied, sometimes in the house, and sometimes in the yard.

“On examining my dwelling, I found that one of the windows of the cottage had formerly occupied a part of it, but the panes had been filled up with wood. In one of these was a small and almost imperceptible chink, through which the eye could just penetrate. Through this crevice, a small room was visible, white-washed and clean, but very bare of furniture. In one corner, near a small fire, sat an old man, leaning his head on his hands in a disconsolate attitude. The young girl was occupied in arranging the cottage; but presently she took something out of a drawer, which employed her hands, and she sat down beside the old man, who, taking up an instrument, began to play, and to produce sounds, sweeter than the voice of the thrush or the nightingale. It was a lovely sight, even to me, poor wretch! who had never beheld aught8 beautiful before. The silver hair and benevolent countenance of the aged cottager, won my reverence; while the gentle manners of the girl enticed my love. He played a sweet mournful air, which I perceived drew tears from the eyes of his amiable companion, of which the old man took no notice, until she sobbed audibly; he then pronounced a few sounds, and the fair creature, leaving her work, knelt at his feet. He raised her, and smiled with such kindness and affection, that I felt sensations of a peculiar and overpowering nature: they were a mixture of pain and pleasure, such as I had never before experienced, either from hunger or cold, warmth or food; and I withdrew from the window, unable to bear these emotions.

“Soon after this the young man returned, bearing on his shoulders a load of wood. The girl met him at the door, helped to relieve him of his burden, and, taking some of the fuel into the cottage, placed it on the fire; then she and the youth went apart into a nook of the cottage, and he shewed her a large loaf and a piece of cheese. She seemed pleased; and went into the garden for some roots and plants, which she placed in water, and then upon the fire. She afterwards continued her work, whilst the young man went into the garden, and appeared busily employed in digging and pulling up roots. After he had been employed thus about an hour, the young woman joined him, and they entered the cottage together.

“The old man had, in the mean time, been pensive; but, on the appearance of his companions, he assumed a more cheerful air, and they sat down to eat. The meal was quickly dispatched. The young woman was again occupied in arranging the cottage; the old man walked before the cottage in the sun for a few minutes, leaning on the arm of the youth. Nothing could exceed in beauty the contrast between these two excellent creatures. One was old, with silver hairs and a countenance beaming with benevolence and love; the younger was slight and graceful in his figure, and his features were moulded with the finest symmetry; yet his eyes and attitude expressed the utmost sadness and despondency. The old man returned to the cottage; and the youth, with tools different from those he had used in the morning, directed his steps across the fields.

“Night quickly shut in; but, to my extreme wonder, I found that the cottagers had a means of prolonging light, by the use of tapers, and was delighted to find, that the setting of the sun did not put an end to the pleasure I experienced in watching my human neighbours. In the evening, the young girl and her companion were employed in various occupations which I did not understand; and the old man again took up the instrument, which produced the divine sounds that had enchanted me in the morning. So soon as he had finished, the youth began, not to play, but to utter sounds that were monotonous, and neither resembling the harmony of the old man’s instrument or the songs of the birds; I since found that he read aloud, but at that time I knew nothing of the science of words or letters.

“The family, after having been thus occupied for a short time, extinguished their lights, and retired, as I conjectured, to rest.”
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I lay on my straw, but I could not sleep. I thought of the occurrences of the day. What chiefly struck me was the gentle manners of these people; and I longed to join them, but dared not. I remembered too well the treatment I had suffered the night before from the barbarous villagers, and resolved, whatever course of conduct I might hereafter think it right to pursue, that for the present I would remain quietly in my hovel, watching, and endeavouring to discover the motives which influenced their actions.

“The cottagers arose the next morning before the sun. The young woman arranged the cottage, and prepared the food; and the youth departed after the first meal.

“This day was passed in the same routine as that which preceded it. The young man was constantly employed out of doors, and the girl in various laborious occupations within. The old man, whom I soon perceived to be blind, employed his leisure hours on his instrument, or in contemplation. Nothing could exceed the love and respect which the younger cottagers exhibited towards their venerable companion. They performed towards him every little office of affection and duty with gentleness; and he rewarded them by his benevolent smiles.

“They were not entirely happy. The young man and his companion often went apart, and appeared to weep. I saw no cause for their unhappiness; but I was deeply affected by it. If such lovely creatures were miserable, it was less strange that I, an imperfect and solitary being, should be wretched. Yet why were these gentle beings unhappy? They possessed a delightful house (for such it was in my eyes), and every luxury; they had a fire to warm them when chill, and delicious viands when hungry; they were dressed in excellent clothes; and, still more, they enjoyed one another’s company and speech, interchanging each day looks of affection and kindness. What did their tears imply? Did they really express pain? I was at first unable to solve these questions; but perpetual attention, and time, explained to me many appearances which were at first enigmatic.

“A considerable period elapsed before I discovered one of the causes of the uneasiness of this amiable family; it was poverty; and they suffered that evil in a very distressing degree. Their nourishment consisted entirely of the vegetables of their garden, and the milk of one cow, who gave very little during the winter, when its masters could scarcely procure food to support it. They often, I believe, suffered the pangs of hunger very poignantly, especially the two younger cottagers; for several times they placed food before the old man, when they reserved none for themselves.

“This trait of kindness moved me sensibly. I had been accustomed, during the night, to steal a part of their store for my own consumption; but when I found that in doing this I inflicted pain on the cottagers, I abstained, and satisfied myself with berries, nuts, and roots, which I gathered from a neighbouring wood.

“I discovered also another means through which I was enabled to assist their labours. I found that the youth spent a great part of each day in collecting wood for the family fire; and, during the night, I often took his tools, the use of which I quickly discovered, and brought home firing sufficient for the consumption of several days.

“I remember, the first time that I did this, the young woman, when she opened the door in the morning, appeared greatly astonished on seeing a great pile of wood on the outside. She uttered some words in a loud voice, and the youth joined her, who also expressed surprise. I observed, with pleasure, that he did not go to the forest that day, but spent it in repairing the cottage, and cultivating the garden.

“By degrees I made a discovery of still greater moment. I found that these people possessed a method of communicating their experience and feelings to one another by articulate sounds. I perceived that the words they spoke sometimes produced pleasure or pain, smiles or sadness, in the minds and countenances of the hearers. This was indeed a godlike science, and I ardently desired to become acquainted with it. But I was baffled in every attempt I made for this purpose. Their pronunciation was quick; and the words they uttered, not having any apparent connexion with visible objects, I was unable to discover any clue by which I could unravel the mystery of their reference. By great application, however, and after having remained during the space of several revolutions of the moon in my hovel, I discovered the names that were given to some of the most familiar objects of discourse; I learned and applied the words fire, milk, bread, and wood. I learned also the names of the cottagers themselves. The youth and his companion had each of them several names, but the old man had only one, which was father. The girl was called sister, or Agatha; and the youth Felix, brother, or son. I cannot describe the delight I felt when I learned the ideas appropriated to each of these sounds, and was able to pronounce them. I distinguished several other words, without being able as yet to understand or apply them; such as good, dearest, unhappy.

“I spent the winter in this manner. The gentle manners and beauty of the cottagers greatly endeared them to me; when they were unhappy, I felt depressed; when they rejoiced, I sympathized in their joys. I saw few human beings beside them; and if any other happened to enter the cottage, their harsh manners and rude gait only enhanced to me the superior accomplishments of my friends. The old man, I could perceive, often endeavoured to encourage his children, as sometimes I found that he called them, to cast off their melancholy. He would talk in a cheerful accent, with an expression of goodness that bestowed pleasure even upon me. Agatha listened with respect, her eyes sometimes filled with tears, which she endeavoured to wipe away unperceived; but I generally found that her countenance and tone were more cheerful after having listened to the exhortations of her father. It was not thus with Felix. He was always the saddest of the group; and, even to my unpractised senses, he appeared to have suffered more deeply than his friends. But if his countenance was more sorrowful, his voice was more cheerful than that of his sister, especially when he addressed the old man.

“I could mention innumerable instances, which, although slight, marked the dispositions of these amiable cottagers. In the midst of poverty and want, Felix carried with pleasure to his sister the first little white flower that peeped out from beneath the snowy ground. Early in the morning before she had risen, he cleared away the snow that obstructed her path to the milk-house, drew water from the well, and brought the wood from the outhouse, where, to his perpetual astonishment, he found his store always replenished by an invisible hand. In the day, I believe, he worked sometimes for a neighbouring farmer, because he often went forth, and did not return until dinner, yet brought no wood with him. At other times he worked in the garden; but, as there was little to do in the frosty season, he read to the old man and Agatha.

“This reading had puzzled me extremely at first; but, by degrees, I discovered that he uttered many of the same sounds when he read as when he talked. I conjectured, therefore, that he found on the paper signs for speech which he understood, and I ardently longed to comprehend these also; but how was that possible, when I did not even understand the sounds for which they stood as signs? I improved, however, sensibly in this science, but not sufficiently to follow up any kind of conversation, although I applied my whole mind to the endeavour: for I easily perceived that, although I eagerly longed to discover myself to the cottagers, I ought not to make the attempt until I had first become master of their language; which knowledge might enable me to make them overlook the deformity of my figure; for with this also the contrast perpetually presented to my eyes had made me acquainted.

“I had admired the perfect forms of my cottagers—their grace, beauty, and delicate complexions: but how was I terrified, when I viewed myself in a transparent pool! At first I started back, unable to believe that it was indeed I who was reflected in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in reality the monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification. Alas! I did not yet entirely know the fatal effects of this miserable deformity.

“As the sun became warmer, and the light of day longer, the snow vanished, and I beheld the bare trees and the black earth. From this time Felix was more employed; and the heart-moving indications of impending famine disappeared. Their food, as I afterwards found, was coarse, but it was wholesome; and they procured a sufficiency of it. Several new kinds of plants sprung up in the garden, which they dressed; and these signs of comfort increased daily as the season advanced.

“The old man, leaning on his son, walked each day at noon, when it did not rain, as I found it was called when the heavens poured forth its waters. This frequently took place; but a high wind quickly dried the earth, and the season became far more pleasant than it had been.

“My mode of life in my hovel was uniform. During the morning I attended the motions of the cottagers; and when they were dispersed in various occupations, I slept: the remainder of the day was spent in observing my friends. When they had retired to rest, if there was any moon, or the night was star-light, I went into the woods, and collected my own food and fuel for the cottage. When I returned, as often as it was necessary, I cleared their path from the snow, and performed those offices that I had seen done by Felix. I afterwards found that these labours, performed by an invisible hand, greatly astonished them; and once or twice I heard them, on these occasions, utter the words good spirit, wonderful; but I did not then understand the signification of these terms.

“My thoughts now became more active, and I longed to discover the motives and feelings of these lovely creatures; I was inquisitive to know why Felix appeared so miserable, and Agatha so sad. I thought (foolish wretch!) that it might be in my power to restore happiness to these deserving people. When I slept, or was absent, the forms of the venerable blind father, the gentle Agatha, and the excellent Felix, flitted before me. I looked upon them as superior beings, who would be the arbiters of my future destiny. I formed in my imagination a thousand pictures of presenting myself to them, and their reception of me. I imagined that they would be disgusted, until, by my gentle demeanour and conciliating words, I should first win their favour, and afterwards their love.

“These thoughts exhilarated me, and led me to apply with fresh ardour to the acquiring the art of language. My organs were indeed harsh, but supple; and although my voice was very unlike the soft music of their tones, yet I pronounced such words as I understood with tolerable ease. It was as the ass and the lap-dog; yet surely the gentle ass, whose intentions were affectionate, although his manners were rude, deserved better treatment than blows and execration.

“The pleasant showers and genial warmth of spring greatly altered the aspect of the earth. Men, who before this change seemed to have been hid in caves, dispersed themselves, and were employed in various arts of cultivation. The birds sang in more cheerful notes, and the leaves began to bud forth on the trees. Happy, happy earth! fit habitation for gods, which, so short a time before, was bleak, damp, and unwholesome. My spirits were elevated by the enchanting appearance of nature; the past was blotted from my memory, the present was tranquil, and the future gilded by bright rays of hope, and anticipations of joy.”
  

CHAPTER V
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I now hasten to the more moving part of my story. I shall relate events that impressed me with feelings which, from what I was, have made me what I am.

“Spring advanced rapidly; the weather became fine, and the skies cloudless. It surprised me, that what before was desert and gloomy should now bloom with the most beautiful flowers and verdure. My senses were gratified and refreshed by a thousand scents of delight, and a thousand sights of beauty.

“It was on one of these days, when my cottagers periodically rested from labour—the old man played on his guitar, and the children listened to him—I observed that the countenance of Felix was melancholy beyond expression; he sighed frequently; and once his father paused in his music, and I conjectured by his manner that he inquired the cause of his son’s sorrow. Felix replied in a cheerful accent, and the old man was recommencing his music, when some one tapped at the door.

“It was a lady on horseback, accompanied by a countryman as a guide. The lady was dressed in a dark suit, and covered with a thick black veil. Agatha asked a question; to which the stranger only replied by pronouncing, in a sweet accent, the name of Felix. Her voice was musical, but unlike that of either of my friends. On hearing this word, Felix came up hastily to the lady; who, when she saw him, threw up her veil, and I beheld a countenance of angelic beauty and expression. Her hair of a shining raven black, and curiously braided; her eyes were dark, but gentle, although animated; her features of a regular proportion, and her complexion wondrously fair, each cheek tinged with a lovely pink.

“Felix seemed ravished with delight when he saw her, every trait of sorrow vanished from his face, and it instantly expressed a degree of ecstatic joy, of which I could hardly have believed it capable; his eyes sparkled, as his cheek flushed with pleasure; and at that moment I thought him as beautiful as the stranger. She appeared affected by different feelings; wiping a few tears from her lovely eyes, she held out her hand to Felix, who kissed it rapturously, and called her, as well as I could distinguish, his sweet Arabian. She did not appear to understand him, but smiled. He assisted her to dismount, and, dismissing her guide, conducted her into the cottage. Some conversation took place between him and his father; and the young stranger knelt at the old man’s feet, and would have kissed his hand, but he raised her, and embraced her affectionately.

“I soon perceived, that although the stranger uttered articulate sounds, and appeared to have a language of her own, she was neither understood by, or herself understood, the cottagers. They made many signs which I did not comprehend; but I saw that her presence diffused gladness through the cottage, dispelling their sorrow as the sun dissipates the morning mists. Felix seemed peculiarly happy, and with smiles of delight welcomed his Arabian. Agatha, the ever-gentle Agatha, kissed the hands of the lovely stranger; and, pointing to her brother, made signs which appeared to me to mean that he had been sorrowful until she came. Some hours passed thus, while they, by their countenances, expressed joy, the cause of which I did not comprehend. Presently I found, by the frequent recurrence of one sound which the stranger repeated after them, that she was endeavouring to learn their language; and the idea instantly occurred to me, that I should make use of the same instructions to the same end. The stranger learned about twenty words at the first lesson, most of them indeed were those which I had before understood, but I profited by the others.

“As night came on, Agatha and the Arabian retired early. When they separated, Felix kissed the hand of the stranger, and said, ‘Good night, sweet Safie.’ He sat up much longer, conversing with his father; and, by the frequent repetition of her name, I conjectured that their lovely guest was the subject of their conversation. I ardently desired to understand them, and bent every faculty towards that purpose, but found it utterly impossible.

“The next morning Felix went out to his work; and, after the usual occupations of Agatha were finished, the Arabian sat at the feet of the old man, and, taking his guitar, played some airs so entrancingly beautiful, that they at once drew tears of sorrow and delight from my eyes. She sang, and her voice flowed in a rich cadence, swelling or dying away, like a nightingale of the woods.

“When she had finished, she gave the guitar to Agatha, who at first declined it. She played a simple air, and her voice accompanied it in sweet accents, but unlike the wondrous strain of the stranger. The old man appeared enraptured, and said some words, which Agatha endeavoured to explain to Safie, and by which he appeared to wish to express that she bestowed on him the greatest delight by her music.

“The days now passed as peaceably as before, with the sole alteration, that joy had taken place of sadness in the countenances of my friends. Safie was always gay and happy; she and I improved rapidly in the knowledge of language, so that in two months I began to comprehend most of the words uttered by my protectors.

“In the meanwhile also the black ground was covered with herbage, and the green banks interspersed with innumerable flowers, sweet to the scent and the eyes, stars of pale radiance among the moonlight woods; the sun became warmer, the nights clear and balmy; and my nocturnal rambles were an extreme pleasure to me, although they were considerably shortened by the late setting and early rising of the sun; for I never ventured abroad during day-light, fearful of meeting with the same treatment as I had formerly endured in the first village which I entered.

“My days were spent in close attention, that I might more speedily master the language; and I may boast that I improved more rapidly than the Arabian, who understood very little, and conversed in broken accents, whilst I comprehended and could imitate almost every word that was spoken.

“While I improved in speech, I also learned the science of letters, as it was taught to the stranger; and this opened before me a wide field for wonder and delight.

“The book from which Felix instructed Safie was Volney’s Ruins of Empires.1 I should not have understood the purport of this book, had not Felix, in reading it, given very minute explanations. He had chosen this work, he said, because the declamatory style was framed in imitation of the eastern authors. Through this work I obtained a cursory knowledge of history, and a view of the several empires at present existing in the world: it gave me an insight into the manners, governments, and religions of the different nations of the earth. I heard of the slothful Asiatics; of the stupendous genius and mental activity of the Grecians; of the wars and wonderful virtue of the early Romans—of their subsequent degeneration—of the decline of that mighty empire; of chivalry, Christianity, and kings. I heard of the discovery of the American hemisphere, and wept with Safie over the hapless fate of its original inhabitants.

“These wonderful narrations inspired me with strange feelings. Was man, indeed, at once so powerful, so virtuous, and magnificent, yet so vicious and base? He appeared at one time a mere scion of the evil principle; and at another as all that can be conceived of noble and godlike. To be a great and virtuous man appeared the highest honour that can befall a sensitive being; to be base and vicious, as many on record have been, appeared the lowest degradation, a condition more abject than that of the blind mole or harmless worm. For a long time I could not conceive how one man could go forth to murder his fellow, or even why there were laws and governments; but when I heard details of vice and bloodshed, my wonder ceased, and I turned away with disgust and loathing.

“Every conversation of the cottagers now opened new wonders to me. While I listened to the instructions which Felix bestowed upon the Arabian, the strange system of human society was explained to me. I heard of the division of property, of immense wealth and squalid poverty; of rank, descent, and noble blood.

“The words induced me to turn towards myself. I learned that the possessions most esteemed by your fellow-creatures were, high and unsullied descent2 united with riches. A man might be respected with only one of these acquisitions; but without either he was considered, except in very rare instances, as a vagabond and a slave, doomed to waste his powers for the profit of the chosen few. And what was I? Of my creation and creator I was absolutely ignorant; but I knew that I possessed no money, no friends, no kind of property. I was, besides, endowed with a figure hideously deformed and loathsome; I was not even of the same nature as man. I was more agile than they, and could subsist upon coarser diet; I bore the extremes of heat and cold with less injury to my frame; my stature far exceeded theirs. When I looked around, I saw and heard of none like me. Was I then a monster, a blot upon the earth from which all men fled, and whom all men disowned?

I cannot describe to you the agony that these reflections inflicted upon me; I tried to dispel them, but sorrow only increased with knowledge. Oh, that I had for ever remained in my native wood, nor known or felt beyond the sensations of hunger, thirst, and heat!

“Of what a strange nature is knowledge! It clings to the mind, when it has once seized on it, like a lichen on the rock. I wished sometimes to shake off all thought and feeling; but I learned that there was but one means to overcome the sensation of pain, and that was death—a state which I feared yet did not understand. I admired virtue and good feelings, and loved the gentle manners and amiable qualities of my cottagers; but I was shut out from intercourse with them, except through means which I obtained by stealth, when I was unseen and unknown, and which rather increased than satisfied the desire I had of becoming one among my fellows. The gentle words of Agatha, and the animated smiles of the charming Arabian, were not for me. The mild exhortations of the old man, and the lively conversation of the loved Felix, were not for me. Miserable, unhappy wretch!

“Other lessons were impressed upon me even more deeply. I heard of the difference of sexes; of the birth and growth of children; how the father doated on the smiles of the infant, and the lively sallies of the older child; how all the life and cares of the mother were wrapt up in the precious charge; how the mind of youth expanded and gained knowledge; of brother, sister, and all the various relationships which bind one human being to another in mutual bonds.

“But where were my friends and relations? No father had watched my infant days, no mother had blessed me with smiles and caresses; or if they had, all my past life was now a blot, a blind vacancy in which I distinguished nothing. From my earliest remembrance I had been as I then was in height and proportion. I had never yet seen a being resembling me, or who claimed any intercourse with me. What was I? The question again recurred, to be answered only with groans.

“I will soon explain to what these feelings tended; but allow me now to return to the cottagers, whose story excited in me such various feelings of indignation, delight, and wonder, but which all terminated in additional love and reverence for my protectors (for so I loved, in an innocent, half painful self-deceit, to call them).”
  

CHAPTER VI
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Some time elapsed before I learned the history of my friends. It was one which could not fail to impress itself deeply on my mind, unfolding as it did a number of circumstances each interesting and wonderful to one so utterly inexperienced as I was.

“The name of the old man was De Lacey. He was descended from a good family in France, where he had lived for many years in affluence, respected by his superiors, and beloved by his equals. His son was bred in the service of his country; and Agatha had ranked with ladies of the highest distinction. A few months before my arrival, they had lived in a large and luxurious city, called Paris, surrounded by friends, and possessed of every enjoyment which virtue, refinement of intellect, or taste, accompanied by a moderate fortune, could afford.

“The father of Safie had been the cause of their ruin. He was a Turkish merchant, and had inhabited Paris for many years, when, for some reason which I could not learn, he became obnoxious to the government. He was seized and cast into prison the very day that Safie arrived from Constantinople to join him. He was tried, and condemned to death. The injustice of his sentence was very flagrant; all Paris was indignant; and it was judged that his religion and wealth, rather than the crime alleged against him, had been the cause of his condemnation.

“Felix had been present at the trial; his horror and indignation were uncontrollable, when he heard the decision of the court. He made, at that moment, a solemn vow to deliver him, and then looked around for the means. After many fruitless attempts to gain admittance to the prison, he found a strongly grated window in an unguarded part of the building, which lighted the dungeon of the unfortunate Mahometan; who, loaded with chains, waited in despair the execution of the barbarous sentence. Felix visited the grate at night, and made known to the prisoner his intentions in his favour. The Turk, amazed and delighted, endeavoured to kindle the zeal of his deliverer by promises of reward and wealth. Felix rejected his offers with contempt; yet when he saw the lovely Safie, who was allowed to visit her father, and who, by her gestures, expressed her lively gratitude, the youth could not help owning to his own mind, that the captive possessed a treasure which would fully reward his toil and hazard.

“The Turk quickly perceived the impression that his daughter had made on the heart of Felix, and endeavoured to secure him more entirely in his interests by the promise of her hand in marriage, so soon as he should be conveyed to a place of safety. Felix was too delicate1 to accept this offer, yet he looked forward to the probability of that event as to the consummation of his happiness.

“During the ensuing days, while the preparations were going forward for the escape of the merchant, the zeal of Felix was warmed by several letters that he received from this lovely girl, who found means to express her thoughts in the language of her lover by the aid of an old man, a servant of her father’s who understood French. She thanked him in the most ardent terms for his intended services towards her father; and at the same time she gently deplored her own fate.

“I have copies of these letters; for I found means, during my residence in the hovel, to procure the implements of writing; and the letters were often in the hands of Felix or Agatha. Before I depart, I will give them to you, they will prove the truth of my tale; but at present, as the sun is already far declined, I shall only have time to repeat the substance of them to you.

“Safie related, that her mother was a Christian Arab, seized and made a slave by the Turks; recommended by her beauty, she had won the heart of the father of Safie, who married her. The young girl spoke in high and enthusiastic terms of her mother, who, born in freedom spurned the bondage to which she was now reduced. She instructed her daughter in the tenets of her religion, and taught her to aspire to higher powers of intellect, and an independence of spirit, forbidden to the female followers of Mahomet. This lady died; but her lessons were indelibly impressed on the mind of Safie, who sickened at the prospect of again returning to Asia, and the being immured within the walls of a haram, allowed only to occupy herself with puerile amusements, ill suited to the temper of her soul, now accustomed to grand ideas and a noble emulation for virtue. The prospect of marrying a Christian, and remaining in a country where women were allowed to take a rank in society, was enchanting to her.

“The day for the execution of the Turk was fixed; but, on the night previous to it, he had quitted prison, and before morning was distant many leagues from Paris. Felix had procured passports in the name of his father, sister, and himself. He had previously communicated his plan to the former, who aided the deceit by quitting his house, under the pretence of a journey, and concealed himself, with his daughter, in an obscure part of Paris.

“Felix conducted the fugitives through France to Lyons, and across Mont Cenis to Leghorn, where the merchant had decided to wait a favourable opportunity of passing into some part of the Turkish dominions.

“Safie resolved to remain with her father until the moment of his departure, before which time the Turk renewed his promise that she should be united to his deliverer, and Felix remained with them in expectation of that event; and in the mean time he enjoyed the society of the Arabian, who exhibited towards him the simplest and tenderest affection. They conversed with one another through the means of an interpreter, and sometimes with the interpretation of looks; and Safie sang to him the divine airs of her native country.

“The Turk allowed this intimacy to take place, and encouraged the hopes of the youthful lovers, while in his heart he had formed far other plans. He loathed the idea that his daughter should be united to a Christian; but he feared the resentment of Felix if he should appear lukewarm; for he knew that he was still in the power of his deliverer, if he should choose to betray him to the Italian state which they inhabited. He revolved a thousand plans by which he should be enabled to prolong the deceit until it might be no longer necessary, and secretly to take his daughter with him when he departed. His plans were greatly facilitated by the news which arrived from Paris.

“The government of France were greatly enraged at the escape of their victim, and spared no pains to detect and punish his deliverer. The plot of Felix was quickly discovered, and De Lacey and Agatha were thrown into prison. The news reached Felix, and roused him from his dream of pleasure. His blind and aged father, and his gentle sister, lay in a noisome dungeon, while he enjoyed the free air, and the society of her whom he loved. This idea was torture to him. He quickly arranged with the Turk, that if the latter should find a favourable opportunity for escape before Felix could return to Italy, Safie should remain as a boarder at a convent at Leghorn; and then, quitting the lovely Arabian, he hastened to Paris, and delivered himself up to the vengeance of the law, hoping to free De Lacey and Agatha by this proceeding.

“He did not succeed. They remained confined for five months before the trial took place; the result of which deprived them of their fortune, and condemned them to a perpetual exile from their native country.

“They found a miserable asylum in the cottage in Germany, where I discovered them. Felix soon learned that the treacherous Turk, for whom he and his family endured such unheard-of oppression, on discovering that his deliverer was thus reduced to poverty and impotence, became a traitor to good feeling and honour, and had quitted Italy with his daughter, insultingly sending Felix a pittance of money to aid him, as he said, in some plan of future maintenance.

“Such were the events that preyed on the heart of Felix, and rendered him, when I first saw him, the most miserable of his family. He could have endured poverty, and when this distress had been the meed of his virtue, he would have gloried in it: but the ingratitude of the Turk, and the loss of his beloved Safie, were misfortunes more bitter and irreparable. The arrival of the Arabian now infused new life into his soul.

“When the news reached Leghorn, that Felix was deprived of his wealth and rank, the merchant commanded his daughter to think no more of her lover, but to prepare to return with him to her native country. The generous nature of Safie was outraged by this command; she attempted to expostulate with her father, but he left her angrily, reiterating his tyrannical mandate.

“A few days after, the Turk entered his daughter’s apartment, and told her hastily, that he had reason to believe that his residence at Leghorn had been divulged, and that he should speedily be delivered up to the French government; he had, consequently, hired a vessel to convey him to Constantinople, for which city he should sail in a few hours. He intended to leave his daughter under the care of a confidential servant, to follow at her leisure with the greater part of his property, which had not yet arrived at Leghorn.

“When alone, Safie resolved in her own mind the plan of conduct that it would become her to pursue in this emergency. A residence in Turkey was abhorrent to her; her religion and feelings were alike adverse to it. By some papers of her father’s, which fell into her hands, she heard of the exile of her lover, and learnt the name of the spot where he then resided. She hesitated some time, but at length she formed her determination. Taking with her some jewels that belonged to her, and a small sum of money, she quitted Italy, with an attendant, a native of Leghorn, but who understood the common language of Turkey, and departed for Germany.

“She arrived in safety at a town about twenty leagues from the cottage of De Lacey, when her attendant fell dangerously ill. Safie nursed her with the most devoted affection; but the poor girl died, and the Arabian was left alone, unacquainted with the language of the country, and utterly ignorant of the customs of the world. She fell, however, into good hands. The Italian had mentioned the name of the spot for which they were bound; and, after her death, the woman of the house in which they had lived took care that Safie should arrive in safety at the cottage of her lover.”
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Such was the history of my beloved cottagers. It impressed me deeply. I learned, from the views of social life which it developed, to admire their virtues, and to deprecate the vices of mankind.

“As yet I looked upon crime as a distant evil; benevolence and generosity were ever present before me, inciting within me a desire to become an actor in the busy scene where so many admirable qualities were called forth and displayed. But, in giving an account of the progress of my intellect, I must not omit a circumstance which occurred in the beginning of the month of August of the same year.

“One night, during my accustomed visit to the neighbouring wood, where I collected my own food, and brought home firing for my protectors, I found on the ground a leathern portmanteau,1 containing several articles of dress and some books. I eagerly seized the prize, and returned it to my hovel. Fortunately the books were written in the language the elements of which I had acquired at the cottage;2 they consisted of Paradise Lost, a volume of Plutarch’s Lives,3 and the Sorrows of Werter.4 The possession of these treasures gave me extreme delight; I now continually studied and exercised my mind upon these histories, whilst my friends were employed in their ordinary occupations.

“I can hardly describe to you the effect of these books. They produced in me an infinity of new images and feelings, that sometimes raised me to ecstacy, but more frequently sunk me into the lowest dejection. In the Sorrows of Werter, besides the interest of its simple and affecting story, so many opinions are canvassed, and so many lights thrown upon what had hitherto been to me obscure subjects, that I found in it a never-ending source of speculation and astonishment. The gentle and domestic manners it described, combined with lofty sentiments and feelings, which had for their object something out of self,5 accorded well with my experience among my protectors, and with the wants which were for ever alive in my own bosom. But I thought Werter himself a more divine being than I had ever beheld or imagined; his character contained no pretension, but it sunk deep. The disquisitions upon death and suicide were calculated to fill me with wonder. I did not pretend to enter into the merits of the case, yet I inclined towards the opinions of the hero, whose extinction I wept, without precisely understanding it.

“As I read, however, I applied much personally to my own feelings and condition. I found myself similar, yet at the same time strangely unlike the beings concerning whom I read, and to whose conversation I was a listener. I sympathized with, and partly understood them, but I was unformed in mind; I was dependent on none, and related to none. ‘The path of my departure was free’;6 and there was none to lament my annihilation. My person was hideous, and my stature gigantic: what did this mean? Who was I? What was I? Whence did I come? What was my destination? These questions continually recurred, but I was unable to solve them.

“The volume of Plutarch’s Lives which I possessed, contained the histories of the first founders of the ancient republics. This book had a far different effect upon me from the Sorrows of Werter. I learned from Werter’s imaginations despondency and gloom: but Plutarch taught me high thoughts; he elevated me above the wretched sphere of my own reflections, to admire and love the heroes of past ages. Many things I read surpassed my understanding and experience. I had a very confused knowledge of kingdoms, wide extents of country, mighty rivers, and boundless seas. But I was perfectly unacquainted with towns, and large assemblages of men. The cottage of my protectors had been the only school in which I had studied human nature; but this book developed new and mightier scenes of action. I read of men concerned in public affairs governing or massacring their species. I felt the greatest ardour for virtue rise within me, and abhorrence for vice, as far as I understood the signification of those terms, relative as they were, as I applied them, to pleasure and pain alone. Induced by these feelings, I was of course led to admire peaceable law-givers, Numa,7 Solon,8 and Lycurgus,9 in preference to Romulus10 and Theseus.11 The patriarchal12 lives of my protectors caused these impressions to take a firm hold on my mind; perhaps, if my first introduction to humanity had been made by a young soldier, burning for glory and slaughter, I should have been imbued with different sensations.

“But Paradise Lost excited different and far deeper emotions. I read it, as I had read the other volumes which had fallen into my hands, as a true history It moved every feeling of wonder and awe, that the picture of an omnipotent God warring with his creatures was capable of exciting. I often referred the several situations, as their similarity struck me, to my own. Like Adam, I was created apparently united by no link to any other being in existence; but his state was far different from mine in every other respect. He had come forth from the hands of God a perfect creature, happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care of his Creator; he was allowed to converse with and acquire knowledge from beings of a superior nature: but I was wretched, helpless, and alone. Many times I considered Satan as the fitter emblem of my condition; for often, like him, when I viewed the bliss of my protectors, the bitter gall of envy rose within me.

“Another circumstance strengthened and confirmed these feelings. Soon after my arrival in the hovel, I discovered some papers in the pocket of the dress which I had taken from your laboratory. At first I had neglected them; but now that I was able to decypher the characters in which they were written, I began to study them with diligence. It was your journal of the four months that preceded my creation. You minutely described in these papers every step you took in the progress of your work; this history was mingled with accounts of domestic occurrences. You, doubtless, recollect these papers. Here they are. Every thing is related in them which bears reference to my accursed origin; the whole detail of that series of disgusting circumstances which produced it is set in view, the minutest description of my odious and loathsome person is given, in language which painted your own horrors, and rendered mine ineffaceable. I sickened as I read. ‘Hateful day when I received life!’ I exclaimed in agony. ‘Cursed creator! Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in disgust? God in pity made man beautiful and alluring, after his own image; but my form is a filthy type of yours, more horrid from its very resemblance. Satan had his companions, fellow-devils, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and detested.’

“These were the reflections of my hours of despondency and solitude; but when I contemplated the virtues of the cottagers, their amiable and benevolent dispositions, I persuaded myself that when they should become acquainted with my admiration of their virtues, they would compassionate me, and overlook my personal deformity. Could they turn from their door one, however monstrous, who solicited their compassion and friendship? I resolved, at least, not to despair, but in every way to fit myself for an interview with them which would decide my fate. I postponed this attempt for some months longer; for the importance attached to its success inspired me with a dread lest I should fail. Besides, I found that my understanding improved so much with every day’s experience, that I was unwilling to commence this undertaking until a few more months should have added to my wisdom.

“Several changes, in the mean time, took place in the cottage. The presence of Safie diffused happiness among its inhabitants; and I also found that a greater degree of plenty reigned there. Felix and Agatha spent more time in amusement and conversation, and were assisted in their labours by servants. They did not appear rich, but they were contented and happy; their feelings were serene and peaceful, while mine became every day more tumultuous. Increase of knowledge only discovered to me more clearly what a wretched outcast I was. I cherished hope, it is true; but it vanished, when I beheld my person reflected in water, or my shadow in the moon-shine, even as that frail image and that inconstant shade.

“I endeavoured to crush these fears, and to fortify myself for the trial which in a few months I resolved to undergo; and sometimes I allowed my thoughts, unchecked by reason, to ramble in the fields of Paradise, and dared to fancy amiable and lovely creatures sympathizing with my feelings and cheering my gloom; their angelic countenances breathed smiles of consolation. But it was all a dream: no Eve soothed my sorrows, or shared my thoughts; I was alone. I remembered Adam’s supplication to his Creator;13 but where was mine? he had abandoned me, and, in the bitterness of my heart, I cursed him.

“Autumn passed thus. I saw, with surprise and grief, the leaves decay and fall, and nature again assume the barren and bleak appearance it had worn when I first beheld the woods and the lovely moon. Yet I did not heed the bleakness of the weather; I was better fitted by my conformation14 for the endurance of cold than heat. But my chief delights were the sight of the flowers, the birds, and all the gay apparel of summer; when those deserted me, I turned with more attention towards the cottagers. Their happiness was not decreased by the absence of summer. They loved, and sympathized with one another, and their joys, depending on each other, were not interrupted by the casualties that took place around them. The more I saw of them, the greater became my desire to claim their protection and kindness; my heart yearned to be known and loved by these amiable creatures; to see their sweet looks turned towards me with affection, was the utmost limit of my ambition. I dared not think that they would turn them from me with disdain and horror. The poor that stopped at their door were never driven away. I asked, it is true, for greater treasures than a little food or rest; I required kindness and sympathy; but I did not believe myself utterly unworthy of it.

“The winter advanced, and an entire revolution of the seasons had taken place since I awoke into life. My attention, at this time, was solely directed towards my plan of introducing myself into the cottage of my protectors. I revolved many projects; but that on which I finally fixed was, to enter the dwelling when the blind old man should be alone. I had sagacity enough to discover, that the unnatural hideousness of my person was the chief object of horror with those who had formerly beheld me. My voice, although harsh, had nothing terrible in it; I thought, therefore, that if, in the absence of his children, I could gain the good-will and mediation of the old De Lacey, I might, by his means, be tolerated by my younger protectors.

“One day, when the sun shone on the red leaves that strewed the ground, and diffused cheerfulness, although it denied warmth, Safie, Agatha, and Felix, departed on a long country walk, and the old man, at his own desire, was left alone in the cottage. When his children had departed, he took up his guitar, and played several mournful, but sweet airs, more sweet and mournful than I had ever heard him play before. At first his countenance was illuminated with pleasure, but, as he continued, thoughtfulness and sadness succeeded; at length, laying aside the instrument, he sat absorbed in reflection.

“My heart beat quick; this was the hour and moment of trial, which would decide my hopes, or realize fears. The servants were gone to a neighbouring fair. All was silent in and around the cottage: it was an excellent opportunity; yet, when I proceeded to execute my plan, my limbs failed me, and I sunk to the ground. Again I rose; and, exerting all the firmness of which I was master, removed the planks which I had placed before my hovel to conceal my retreat. The fresh air revived me, and, with renewed determination, I approached the door of their cottage.

“I knocked. ‘Who is there?’ said the old man—’Come in.’

“I entered; ‘Pardon this intrusion,’ said I, ‘I am a traveller in want of a little rest; you would greatly oblige me, if you would allow me to remain a few minutes before the fire.’

“ ‘Enter,’ said De Lacey; ‘and I will try in what manner I can relieve your wants; but, unfortunately, my children are from home, and, as I am blind, I am afraid I shall find it difficult to procure food for you.’

“ ‘Do not trouble yourself, my kind host, I have food; it is warmth and rest only that I need.’

“I sat down, and a silence ensued. I knew that every minute was precious to me, yet I remained irresolute in what manner to commence the interview; when the old man addressed me—

“ ‘By your language, stranger, I suppose you are my countryman;—are you French?’

“ ‘No; but I was educated by a French family, and understand that language only. I am now going to claim the protection of some friends, whom I sincerely love, and of whose favour I have some hopes.’

“ ‘Are these Germans?’

“ ‘No, they are French. But let us change the subject. I am an unfortunate and deserted creature; I look around, and I have no relation or friend upon earth. These amiable people to whom I go have never seen me, and know little of me. I am full of fears; for if I fail there, I am an outcast in the world for ever.’

“ ‘Do not despair. To be friendless is indeed to be unfortunate; but the hearts of men, when unprejudiced by any obvious self-interest, are full of brotherly love and charity. Rely, therefore, on your hopes; and if these friends are good and amiable, do not despair.’

“ ‘They are kind—they are the most excellent creatures in the world; but, unfortunately, they are prejudiced against me. I have good dispositions; my life has been hitherto harmless, and, in some degree, beneficial; but a fatal prejudice clouds their eyes, and where they ought to see a feeling and kind friend, they behold only a detestable monster.’

“ ‘That is indeed unfortunate; but if you are really blameless, cannot you undeceive them?’

“ ‘I am about to undertake that task; and it is on that account that I feel so many overwhelming terrors. I tenderly love these friends; I have, unknown to them, been for many months in the habits of daily kindness towards them; but they believe that I wish to injure them, and it is that prejudice which I wish to overcome.’

“ ‘Where do these friends reside?’

“ ‘Near this spot.’

“The old man paused, and then continued, ‘If you will unreservedly confide to me the particulars of your tale, I perhaps may be of use in undeceiving them. I am blind, and cannot judge of your countenance, but there is something in your words which persuades me that you are sincere. I am poor, and an exile; but it will afford me true pleasure to be in any way serviceable to a human creature.’

“ ‘Excellent man! I thank you, and accept your generous offer. You raise me from the dust by this kindness; and I trust that, by your aid, I shall not be driven from the society and sympathy of your fellow-creatures.’

“ ‘Heaven forbid! even if you were really criminal; for that can only drive you to desperation, and not instigate you to virtue. I also am unfortunate; I and my family have been condemned, although innocent: judge, therefore, if I do not feel for your misfortunes.’

“ ‘How can I thank you, my best and only benefactor? from your lips first have I heard the voice of kindness directed towards me; I shall be for ever grateful; and your present humanity assures me of success with those friends whom I am on the point of meeting.’

“ ‘May I know the names and residence of those friends?’

“I paused. This, I thought, was the moment of decision, which was to rob me of, or bestow happiness on me for ever. I struggled vainly for firmness sufficient to answer him, but the effort destroyed all my remaining strength; I sank on the chair, and sobbed aloud. At that moment I heard the steps of my younger protectors. I had not a moment to lose; but, seizing the hand of the old man, I cried, ‘Now is the time!—save and protect me! You and your family are the friends whom I seek. Do not you desert me in the hour of trial!’

“ ‘Great God!’ exclaimed the old man, ‘who are you?’

“At that instant the cottage door was opened, and Felix, Safie, and Agatha entered. Who can describe their horror and consternation on beholding me? Agatha fainted; and Safie, unable to attend to her friend, rushed out of the cottage. Felix darted forward, and with supernatural force tore me from his father, to whose knees I clung: in a transport of fury, he dashed me to the ground, and struck me violently with a stick. I could have torn him limb from limb, as the lion rends the antelope. But my heart sunk within me as with bitter sickness, and I refrained. I saw him on the point of repeating his blow, when, overcome by pain and anguish, I quitted the cottage, and in the general tumult escaped unperceived to my hovel.”
  

CHAPTER VIII
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Cursed, cursed creator! Why did I live? Why, in that instant, did I not extinguish the spark of existence which you had so wantonly bestowed? I know not; despair had not yet taken possession of me; my feelings were those of rage and revenge. I could with pleasure have destroyed the cottage and its inhabitants, and have glutted myself with their shrieks and misery.

“When night came, I quitted my retreat, and wandered in the wood; and now, no longer restrained by the fear of discovery, I gave vent to my anguish in fearful howlings. I was like a wild beast that had broken the toils; destroying the objects that obstructed me, and ranging through the wood with a stag-like swiftness. Oh! what a miserable night I passed! the cold stars shone in mockery, and the bare trees waved their branches above me: now and then the sweet voice of a bird burst forth amidst the universal stillness. All, save I, were at rest or in enjoyment: I, like the arch fiend,1 bore a hell within me; and, finding myself unsympathized with, wished to tear up the trees, spread havoc and destruction around me, and then to have sat down and enjoyed the ruin.

“But this was a luxury of sensation that could not endure; I became fatigued with excess of bodily exertion, and sank on the damp grass in the sick impotence of despair. There was none among the myriads of men that existed who would pity or assist me; and should I feel kindness towards my enemies? No: from that moment I declared everlasting war against the species, and, more than all, against him who had formed me, and sent me forth to this insupportable misery.

“The sun rose; I heard the voices of men, and knew that it was impossible to return to my retreat during that day. Accordingly I hid myself in some thick under-wood, determining to devote the ensuing hours to reflection on my situation.

“The pleasant sunshine, and the pure air of day, restored me to some degree of tranquillity; and when I considered what had passed at the cottage, I could not help believing that I had been too hasty in my conclusions. I had certainly acted imprudently. It was apparent that my conversation had interested the father in my behalf, and I was a fool in having exposed my person to the horror of his children. I ought to have familiarized the old De Lacey to me, and by degrees have discovered myself to the rest of his family, when they should have been prepared for my approach. But I did not believe my errors to be irretrievable; and, after much consideration, I resolved to return to the cottage, seek the old man, and by my representations win him to my party.

“These thoughts calmed me, and in the afternoon I sank into a profound sleep; but the fever of my blood did not allow me to be visited by peaceful dreams. The horrible scene of the preceding day was for ever acting before my eyes; the females were flying, and the enraged Felix tearing me from his father’s feet. I awoke exhausted; and, finding that it was already night, I crept forth from my hiding-place, and went in search of food.

“When my hunger was appeased, I directed my steps towards the well-known path that conducted to the cottage. All there was at peace. I crept into my hovel, and remained in silent expectation of the accustomed hour when the family arose. That hour past, the sun mounted high in the heavens, but the cottagers did not appear. I trembled violently, apprehending some dreadful misfortune. The inside of the cottage was dark, and I heard no motion; I cannot describe the agony of this suspence.

“Presently, two countrymen passed by; but, pausing near the cottage, they entered into conversation, using violent gesticulations; but I did not understand what they said, as they spoke the language of the country,2 which differed from that of my protectors. Soon after, however, Felix approached with another man: I was surprised, as I knew that he had not quitted the cottage that morning, and waited anxiously to discover, from his discourse, the meaning of these unusual appearances.

“ ‘Do you consider,’ said his companion to him, ‘that you will be obliged to pay three months’ rent, and to lose the produce of your garden? I do not wish to take any unfair advantage, and I beg therefore that you will take some days to consider of your determination.’

“ ‘It is utterly useless,’ replied Felix, ‘we can never again inhabit your cottage. The life of my father is in the greatest danger, owing to the dreadful circumstance that I have related. My wife and my sister will never recover [from] their horror. I entreat you not to reason with me any more. Take possession of your tenement, and let me fly from this place.’

“Felix trembled violently as he said this. He and his companion entered the cottage, in which they remained for a few minutes, and then departed. I never saw any of the family of De Lacey more.

“I continued for the remainder of the day in my hovel in a state of utter and stupid despair. My protectors had departed, and had broken the only link that held me to the world. For the first time the feelings of revenge and hatred filled my bosom, and I did not strive to control them; but, allowing myself to be borne away by the stream, I bent my mind towards injury and death. When I thought of my friends, of the mild voice of De Lacey, the gentle eyes of Agatha, and the exquisite beauty of the Arabian, these thoughts vanished, and a gush of tears somewhat soothed me. But again, when I reflected that they had spurned and deserted me, anger returned, a rage of anger, and, unable to injure any thing human, I turned my fury towards inanimate objects. As night advanced, I placed a variety of combustibles around the cottage; and, after having destroyed every vestige of cultivation in the garden, I waited with forced impatience until the moon had sunk to commence my operations.

“As the night advanced, a fierce wind arose from the woods, and quickly dispersed the clouds that had loitered in the heavens: the blast tore along like a mighty avalanche, and produced a kind of insanity in my spirits, that burst all bounds of reason and reflection. I lighted the dry branch of a tree, and danced with fury around the devoted cottage, my eyes still fixed on the western horizon, the edge of which the moon nearly touched. A part of its orb was at length hid, and I waved my brand; it sunk, and, with a loud scream, I fired the straw, and heath, and bushes, which I had collected. The wind fanned the fire, and the cottage was quickly enveloped by the flames, which clung to it, and licked it with their forked and destroying tongues.

“As soon as I was convinced that no assistance could save any part of the habitation, I quitted the scene, and sought for refuge in the woods.

“And now, with the world before me, whither should I bend my steps? I resolved to fly far from the scene of my misfortunes; but to me, hated and despised, every country must be equally horrible. At length the thought of you crossed my mind. I learned from your papers that you were my father, my creator, and to whom could I apply with more fitness than to him who had given me life? Among the lessons that Felix had bestowed upon Safie geography had not been omitted: I had learned from these the relative situations of the different countries of the earth. You had mentioned Geneva as the name of your native town; and towards this place I resolved to proceed.

“But how was I to direct myself? I knew that I must travel in a southwesterly direction to reach my destination; but the sun was my only guide. I did not know the names of the towns that I was to pass through, nor could I ask information from a single human being; but I did not despair. From you only could I hope for succour, although towards you I felt no sentiment but that of hatred. Unfeeling, heartless creator! you had endowed me with perceptions and passions, and then cast me abroad an object for the scorn and horror of mankind. But on you only had I any claim for pity and redress, and from you I determined to seek that justice which I vainly attempted to gain from any other being that wore the human form.

“My travels were long, and the sufferings I endured intense. It was late in autumn when I quitted the district where I had so long resided. I travelled only at night, fearful of encountering the visage of a human being. Nature decayed around me, and the sun became heatless; rain and snow poured around me; mighty rivers were frozen; the surface of the earth was hard, and chill, and bare, and I found no shelter. Oh earth! how often did I imprecate curses on the cause of my being! The mildness of my nature had fled, and all within me was turned to gall and bitterness. The nearer I approached to your habitation, the more deeply did I feel the spirit of revenge enkindled in my heart. Snow fell, and the waters were hardened, but I rested not. A few incidents now and then directed me, and I possessed a map of the country; but I often wandered wide from my path. The agony of my feelings allowed me no respite: no incident occurred from which my rage and misery could not extract its food; but a circumstance that happened when I arrived on the confines of Switzerland, when the sun had recovered its warmth, and the earth again began to look green, confirmed in an especial manner the bitterness and horror of my feelings.

“I generally rested during the day, and travelled only when I was secured by night from the view of man. One morning, however, finding that my path lay through a deep wood, I ventured to continue my journey after the sun had risen; the day, which was one of the first of spring, cheered even me by the loveliness of its sunshine and the balminess of the air. I felt emotions of gentleness and pleasure, that had long appeared dead, revive within me. Half surprised by the novelty of these sensations, I allowed myself to be borne away by them; and, forgetting my solitude and deformity, dared to be happy. Soft tears again bedewed my cheeks, and I even raised my humid eyes with thankfulness towards the blessed sun which bestowed such joy upon me.

“I continued to wind among the paths of the wood, until I came to its boundary, which was skirted by a deep and rapid river, into which many of the trees bent their branches, now budding with the fresh spring. Here I paused, not exactly knowing what path to pursue, when I heard the sound of voices, that induced me to conceal myself under the shade of a cypress. I was scarcely hid, when a young girl came running towards the spot where I was concealed, laughing as if she ran from some one in sport. She continued her course along the precipitous sides of the river, when suddenly her foot slipt, and she fell into the rapid stream. I rushed from my hiding place, and, with extreme labour from the force of the current, saved her, and dragged her to shore. She was senseless; and I endeavoured, by every means in my power, to restore animation, when I was suddenly interrupted by the approach of a rustic, who was probably the person from whom she had playfully fled. On seeing me, he darted towards me, and, tearing the girl from my arms, hastened towards the deeper parts of the wood. I followed speedily, I hardly knew why; but when the man saw me draw near, he aimed a gun, which he carried, at my body, and fired. I sunk to the ground, and my injurer, with increased swiftness, escaped into the wood.

“This was then the reward of my benevolence! I had saved a human being from destruction, and, as a recompence, I now writhed under the miserable pain of a wound, which scattered the flesh and bone. The feelings of kindness and gentleness, which I had entertained but a few moments before, gave place to hellish rage and gnashing of teeth. Inflamed by pain, I vowed eternal hatred and vengeance to all mankind. But the agony of my wound overcame me; my pulses paused, and I fainted.

“For some weeks I led a miserable life in the woods, endeavouring to cure the wound which I had received. The ball had entered my shoulder, and I knew not whether it had remained there or passed through; at any rate I had no means of extracting it. My sufferings were augmented also by the oppressive sense of the injustice and ingratitude of their infliction. My daily vows rose for revenge—a deep and deadly revenge, such as would alone compensate for the outrages and anguish I had endured.

“After some weeks my wound healed, and I continued my journey. The labours I endured were no longer to be alleviated by the bright sun or gentle breezes of spring; all joy was but a mockery, which insulted my desolate state, and made me feel more painfully that I was not made for the enjoyment of pleasure.

“But my toils now drew near a close; and, two months from this time, I reached the environs of Geneva.

“It was evening when I arrived, and I retired to a hiding-place among the fields that surround it, to meditate in what manner I should apply to you. I was oppressed by fatigue and hunger, and far too unhappy to enjoy the gentle breezes of evening, or the prospect of the sun setting behind the stupendous mountains of Jura.

“At this time a slight sleep relieved me from the pain of reflection, which was disturbed by the approach of a beautiful child, who came running into the recess I had chosen with all the sportiveness of infancy. Suddenly, as I gazed on him, an idea seized me, that this little creature was unprejudiced, and had lived too short a time to have imbibed a horror of deformity. If, therefore, I could seize him, and educate him as my companion and friend, I should not be so desolate in this peopled earth.

“Urged by this impulse, I seized on the boy as he passed, and drew him towards me. As soon as he beheld my form, he placed his hands before his eyes, and uttered a shrill scream: I drew his hand forcibly from his face and said, ‘Child, what is the meaning of this? I do not intend to hurt you; listen to me.’

“He struggled violently; ‘Let me go,’ he cried; ‘monster! ugly wretch! you wish to eat me, and tear me to pieces—You are an ogre—Let me go, or I will tell my papa.’

“ ‘Boy, you will never see your father again; you must come with me.’

“ ‘Hideous monster! let me go; My papa is a Syndic—he is M. Frankenstein—he would punish you. You dare not keep me.’

“ ‘Frankenstein! you belong then to my enemy—to him towards whom I have sworn eternal revenge; you shall be my first victim.’

“The child still struggled, and loaded me with epithets which carried despair to my heart: I grasped his throat to silence him, and in a moment he lay dead at my feet.

“I gazed on my victim, and my heart swelled with exultation and hellish triumph: clapping my hands, I exclaimed, ‘I, too, can create desolation; my enemy is not impregnable; this death will carry despair to him, and a thousand other miseries shall torment and destroy him.’

“As I fixed my eyes on the child, I saw something glittering on his breast. I took it; it was a portrait of a most lovely woman. In spite of my malignity, it softened and attracted me. For a few moments I gazed with delight on her dark eyes, fringed by deep lashes, and her lovely lips; but presently my rage returned: I remembered that I was for ever deprived of the delights that such beautiful creatures could bestow; and that she whose resemblance I contemplated would, in regarding me, have changed that air of divine benignity to one expressive of disgust and affright.

“Can you wonder that such thoughts transported me with rage? I only wonder that at that moment, instead of venting my sensations in exclamations and agony, I did not rush among mankind, and perish in the attempt to destroy them.

“While I was overcome by these feelings, I left the spot where I had committed the murder, and was seeking a more secluded hiding-place, when I perceived a woman passing near me. She was young, not indeed so beautiful as her whose portrait I held, but of an agreeable aspect, and blooming in the loveliness of youth and health. Here, I thought, is one of those whose smiles are bestowed on all but me; she shall not escape: thanks to the lessons of Felix, and the sanguinary3 laws of man, I have learned how to work mischief. I approached her unperceived, and placed the portrait securely in one of the folds of her dress.

“For some days I haunted the spot where these scenes had taken place; sometimes wishing to see you, sometimes resolved to quit the world and its miseries for ever. At length I wandered towards these mountains, and have ranged through their immense recesses, consumed by a burning passion which you alone can gratify. We may not part until you have promised to comply with my requisition.4 I am alone, and miserable; man will not associate with me; but one as deformed and horrible as myself would not deny herself to me. My companion must be of the same species, and have the same defects. This being you must create.”
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[image: Image]

The being finished speaking, and fixed his looks upon me in expectation of a reply. But I was bewildered, perplexed, and unable to arrange my ideas sufficiently to understand the full extent of his proposition. He continued—

“You must create a female for me, with whom I can live in the interchange of those sympathies necessary for my being. This you alone can do; and I demand it of you as a right which you must not refuse.”

The latter part of his tale had kindled anew in me the anger that had died away while he narrated his peaceful life among the cottagers, and, as he said this, I could no longer suppress the rage that burned within me.

“I do refuse it,” I replied; “and no torture shall ever extort a consent from me. You may render me the most miserable of men, but you shall never make me base in my own eyes. Shall I create another like yourself, whose joint wickedness might desolate the world. Begone! I have answered you; you may torture me, but I will never consent.”

“You are in the wrong,” replied the fiend; “and, instead of threatening, I am content to reason with you. I am malicious because I am miserable; am I not shunned and hated by all mankind? You, my creator, would tear me to pieces, and triumph; remember that, and tell me why I should pity man more than he pities me? You would not call it murder, if you could precipitate me into one of those ice-rifts, and destroy my frame, the work of your own hands. Shall I respect man, when he contemns1 me? Let him live with me in the interchange of kindness, and, instead of injury, I would bestow every benefit upon him with tears of gratitude at his acceptance. But that cannot be; the human senses are insurmountable barriers to our union. Yet mine shall not be the submission of abject slavery. I will revenge my injuries: if I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear; and chiefly towards you my archenemy, because my creator, do I swear inextinguishable hatred. Have a care: I will work at your destruction, nor finish until I desolate your heart, so that you curse the hour of your birth.”

A fiendish rage animated him as he said this; his face was wrinkled into contortions too horrible for human eyes to behold; but presently he calmed himself, and proceeded—

“I intended to reason. This passion is detrimental to me; for you do not reflect that you are the cause of its excess. If any being felt emotions of benevolence towards me, I should return them an hundred and an hundred fold; for that one creature’s sake, I would make peace with the whole kind! But I now indulge in dreams of bliss that cannot be realized. What I ask of you is reasonable and moderate; I demand a creature of another sex, but as hideous as myself: the gratification is small, but it is all that I can receive, and it shall content me. It is true, we shall be monsters, cut off from all the world; but on that account we shall be more attached to one another. Our lives will not be happy, but they will be harmless, and free from the misery I now feel. Oh! my creator, make me happy: let me feel gratitude towards you for one benefit! Let me see that I excite the sympathy of some existing thing; do not deny me my request!”

I was moved. I shuddered when I thought of the possible consequences of my consent; but I felt that there was some justice in his argument. His tale, and the feelings he now expressed proved him to be a creature of fine sensations; and did I not, as his maker, owe him all the portion of happiness that it was in my power to bestow? He saw my change of feeling, and continued—

“If you consent, neither you nor any other human being shall ever see us again: I will go to the vast wilds of South America. My food is not that of man; I do not destroy the lamb and the kid, to glut my appetite; acorns and berries afford me sufficient nourishment. My companion will be of the same nature as myself, and will be content with the same fare. We shall make our bed of dried leaves; the sun will shine on us as on man, and will ripen our food. The picture I present to you is peaceful and human, and you must feel that you could deny it only in the wantonness of power and cruelty. Pitiless as you have been towards me, I now see compassion in your eyes; let me seize the favourable moment, and persuade you to promise what I so ardently desire.”

“You propose,” replied I, “to fly from the habitations of man, to dwell in those wilds where the beasts of the field will be your only companions. How can you, who long for the love and sympathy of man, persevere in this exile? You will return, and again seek their kindness, and you will meet with their detestation; your evil passions will be renewed, and you will then have a companion to aid you in the task of destruction. This may not be; cease to argue the point, for I cannot consent.”

“How inconstant are your feelings! but a moment ago you were moved by my representations, and why do you again harden yourself to my complaints? I swear to you, by the earth which I inhabit, and by you that made me, that, with the companion you bestow, I will quit the neighbourhood of man, and dwell, as it may chance, in the most savage of places. My evil passions will have fled, for I shall meet with sympathy; my life will flow quietly away, and, in my dying moments, I shall not curse my maker.”

His words had a strange effect upon me. I compassionated him, and sometimes felt a wish to console him; but when I looked upon him, when I saw the filthy mass that moved and talked, my heart sickened, and my feelings were altered to those of horror and hatred. I tried to stifle these sensations; I thought, that as I could not sympathize with him, I had no right to withhold from him the small portion of happiness which was yet in my power to bestow.

“You swear,” I said, “to be harmless; but have you not already shewn a degree of malice that should reasonably make me distrust you? May not even this be a feint that will increase your triumph by affording a wider scope for your revenge?”

“How is this? I thought I had moved your compassion, and yet you still refuse to bestow on me the only benefit that can soften my heart, and render me harmless. If I have no ties and no affections, hatred and vice must be my portion; the love of another will destroy the cause of my crimes, and I shall become a thing, of whose existence every one will be ignorant. My vices are the children of a forced solitude that I abhor; and my virtues will necessarily arise when I live in communion with an equal. I shall feel the affections of a sensitive being, and become linked to the chain of existence and events, from which I am now excluded.”

I paused some time to reflect on all he had related, and the various arguments which he had employed. I thought of the promise of virtues which he had displayed on the opening of his existence, and the subsequent blight of all kindly feeling by the loathing and scorn which his protectors had manifested towards him. His power and threats were not omitted in my calculations: a creature who could exist in the ice caves of the glaciers, and hide himself from pursuit among the ridges of inaccessible precipices, was a being possessing faculties it would be vain to cope with. After a long pause of reflection, I concluded, that the justice due both to him and my fellow-creatures demanded of me that I should comply with his request. Turning to him, therefore, I said—

“I consent to your demand, on your solemn oath to quit Europe for ever, and every other place in the neighbourhood of man, as soon as I shall deliver into your hands a female who will accompany you in your exile.”

“I swear,” he cried, “by the sun, and by the blue sky of heaven, that if you grant my prayer, while they exist you shall never behold me again. Depart to your home, and commence your labours: I shall watch their progress with unutterable anxiety; and fear not but that when you are ready I shall appear.”

Saying this, he suddenly quitted me, fearful, perhaps, of any change in my sentiments. I saw him descend the mountain with greater speed than the flight of an eagle, and quickly lost him among the undulations of the sea of ice.

His tale had occupied the whole day; and the sun was upon the verge of the horizon when he departed. I knew that I ought to hasten my descent towards the valley, as I should soon be encompassed in darkness; but my heart was heavy, and my steps slow. The labour of winding among the little paths of the mountains, and fixing my feet firmly as I advanced, perplexed me, occupied as I was by the emotions which the occurrence of the day had produced. Night was far advanced, when I came to the half-way resting-place, and seated myself beside the fountain. The stars shone at intervals, as the clouds passed from over them; the dark pines rose before me, and every here and there a broken tree lay on the ground: it was a scene of wonderful solemnity, and stirred strange thoughts within me. I wept bitterly; and, clasping my hands in agony, I exclaimed, “Oh! stars, and clouds, and winds, ye are all about to mock me: if ye really pity me, crush sensation and memory; let me become as nought; but if not, depart, depart and leave me in darkness.”

These were wild and miserable thoughts; but I cannot describe to you how the eternal twinkling of the stars weighed upon me, and how I listened to every blast of wind, as if it were a dull ugly siroc2 on its way to consume me.

Morning dawned before I arrived at the village of Chamounix; but my presence, so haggard and strange, hardly calmed the fears of my family, who had waited the whole night in anxious expectation of my return.

The following day we returned to Geneva. The intention of my father in coming had been to divert my mind, and to restore me to my lost tranquillity; but the medicine had been fatal. And, unable to account for the excess of misery I appeared to suffer, he hastened to return home, hoping the quiet and monotony of a domestic life would by degrees alleviate my sufferings from whatsoever cause they might spring.

For myself, I was passive in all their arrangements; and the gentle affection of my beloved Elizabeth was inadequate to draw me from the depth of my despair. The promise I had made to the dæmon weighed upon my mind, like Dante’s iron cowl on the heads of the hellish hypocrites.3 All pleasures of earth and sky passed before me like a dream, and that thought only had to me the reality of life. Can you wonder, that sometimes a kind of insanity possessed me, or that I saw continually about me a multitude of filthy animals inflicting on me incessant torture, that often extorted screams and bitter groans?

By degrees, however, these feelings became calmed. I entered again into the every-day scene of life, if not with interest, at least with some degree of tranquillity.
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Day after day, week after week, passed away on my return to Geneva; and I could not collect the courage to recommence my work. I feared the vengeance of the disappointed fiend, yet I was unable to overcome my repugnance to the task which was enjoined me. I found that I could not compose a female without again devoting several months to profound study and laborious disquisition.1 I had heard of some discoveries having been made by an English philosopher, the knowledge of which was material to my success, and I sometimes thought of obtaining my father’s consent to visit England for this purpose; but I clung to every pretence of delay, and could not resolve to interrupt my returning tranquillity, My health, which had hitherto declined, was now much restored; and my spirits, when unchecked by the memory of my unhappy promise, rose proportionably. My father saw this change with pleasure, and he turned his thoughts towards the best method of eradicating the remains of my melancholy, which every now and then would return by fits, and with a devouring blackness overcast the approaching sunshine. At these moments I look refuge in the most perfect solitude. I passed whole days on the lake alone in a little boat, watching the clouds, and listening to the rippling of the waves, silent and listless. But the fresh air and bright sun seldom failed to restore me to some degree of composure; and, on my return, I met the salutations of my friends with a readier smile and a more cheerful heart.

It was after my return from one of these rambles that my father, calling me aside, thus addressed me:—

“I am happy to remark, my dear son, that you have resumed your former pleasures, and seem to be returning to yourself. And yet you are still unhappy, and still avoid our society. For some time I was lost in conjecture as to the cause of this; but yesterday an idea struck me, and if it is well founded, I conjure you to avow it. Reserve on such a point would be not only useless, but draw down treble misery on us all.”

I trembled violently at this exordium,2 and my father continued—

“I confess, my son, that I have always looked forward to your marriage with your cousin as the tie of our domestic comfort, and the stay of my declining years. You were attached to each other from your earliest infancy; you studied together, and appeared, in dispositions and tastes, entirely suited to one another. But so blind is the experience of man, that what I conceived to be the best assistants to my plan may have entirely destroyed it. You, perhaps, regard her as your sister, without any wish that she might become your wife. Nay, you may have met with another whom you may love; and, considering yourself as bound in honour to your cousin, this struggle may occasion the poignant misery which you appear to feel.”

“My dear father, re-assure yourself. I love my cousin tenderly and sincerely. I never saw any woman who excited, as Elizabeth does, my warmest admiration and affection. My future hopes and prospects are entirely bound up in the expectation of our union.”

“The expression of your sentiments on this subject, my dear Victor, gives me more pleasure than I have for some time experienced. If you feel thus, we shall assuredly be happy, however present events may cast a gloom over us. But it is this gloom, which appears to have taken so strong a hold of your mind, that I wish to dissipate. Tell me, therefore, whether you object to an immediate solemnization of the marriage. We have been unfortunate, and recent events have drawn us from that every-day tranquillity befitting my years and infirmities. You are younger, yet I do not suppose, possessed as you are of a competent fortune, that an early marriage would at all interfere with any future plans of honour and utility that you may have formed. Do not suppose, however, that I wish to dictate happiness to you, or that a delay on your part would cause me any serious uneasiness. Interpret my words with candour,3 and answer me, I conjure you, with confidence and sincerity.”

I listened to my father in silence, and remained for some time incapable of offering any reply. I revolved rapidly in my mind a multitude of thoughts, and endeavoured to arrive at some conclusion. Alas! to me the idea of an immediate union with my cousin was one of horror and dismay. I was bound by a solemn promise, which I had not yet fulfilled, and dared not break; or, if I did, what manifold miseries might not impend over me and my devoted family! Could I enter into a festival with this deadly weight yet hanging round my neck, and bowing me to the ground? I must perform my engagement,4 and let the monster depart with his mate, before I allowed myself to enjoy the delight of an union from which I expected peace.

I remembered also the necessity imposed upon me of either journeying to England, or entering into a long correspondence with those philosophers of that country, whose knowledge and discoveries were of indispensable use to me in my present undertaking. The latter method of obtaining the desired intelligence was dilatory and unsatisfactory: besides, any, variation was agreeable to me, and I was delighted with the idea of spending a year or two in change of scene and variety of occupation, in absence from my family; during which period some event might happen which would restore me to them in peace and happiness: my promise might be fulfilled, and the monster have departed; or some accident might occur to destroy him, and put an end to my slavery for ever.

These feelings dictated my answer to my father. I expressed a wish to visit England; but, concealing the true reasons of this request, I clothed my desires under the guise of wishing to travel and see the world before I sat down for life within the walls of my native town.

I urged my entreaty with earnestness, and my father was easily induced to comply; for a more indulgent and less dictatorial parent did not exist upon earth. Our plan was soon arranged. I should travel to Strasburgh, where Clerval would join me. Some short time would be spent in the towns of Holland, and our principal stay would be in England. We should return by France; and it was agreed that the tour should occupy the space of two years.

My father pleased himself with the reflection, that my union with Elizabeth should take place immediately on my return to Geneva. “These two years,” said he, “will pass swiftly, and it will be the last delay that will oppose itself to your happiness. And, indeed, I earnestly desire that period to arrive, when we shall all be united, and neither hopes or fears arise to disturb our domestic calm.”

“I am content,” I replied, “with your arrangement. By that time we shall both have become wiser, and I hope happier, than we at present are.” I sighed; but my father kindly forbore to question me further concerning the cause of my dejection. He hoped that new scenes, and the amusement of travelling, would restore my tranquillity.

I now made arrangements for my journey; but one feeling haunted me, which filled me with fear and agitation. During my absence I should leave my friends unconscious of the existence of their enemy, and unprotected from his attacks, exasperated as he might be by my departure. But he had promised to follow me wherever I might go; and would he not accompany me to England? This imagination was dreadful in itself, but soothing, inasmuch as it supposed the safety of my friends. I was agonized with the idea of the possibility that the reverse of this might happen. But through the whole period during which I was the slave of my creature, I allowed myself to be governed by the impulses of the moment; and my present sensations strongly intimated that the fiend would follow me, and exempt my family from the danger of his machinations.

It was in the latter end of August that I departed, to pass two years of exile. Elizabeth approved of the reasons of my departure, and only regretted that she had not the same opportunities of enlarging her experience, and cultivating her understanding. She wept, however, as she bade me farewell, and entreated me to return happy and tranquil. “We all,” said she, “depend upon you; and if you are miserable, what must be our feelings?”

I threw myself into the carriage that was to convey me away, hardly knowing whither I was going, and careless of what was passing around. I remembered only, and it was with a bitter anguish that I reflected on it, to order that my chemical instruments should he packed to go with me: for I resolved to fulfil my promise while abroad, and return, if possible, a free man. Filled with dreary imaginations, I passed through many beautiful and majestic scenes; but my eyes were fixed and unobserving. I could only think of the bourne5 of my travels, and the work which was to occupy me whilst they endured.

After some days spent in listless indolence, during which I traversed many leagues, I arrived at Strasburgh, where I waited two days for Clerval. He came. Alas, how great was the contrast between us! He was alive to every new scene; joyful when he saw the beauties of the setting sun, and more happy when he beheld it rise, and recommence a new day. He pointed out to me the shifting colours of the landscape, and the appearances of the sky. “This is what it is to live”; he cried, “now I enjoy existence! But you, my dear Frankenstein, wherefore are you desponding and sorrowful?” In truth, I was occupied by gloomy thoughts, and neither saw the descent of the evening star, nor the golden sun rise reflected in the Rhine.—And you, my friend, would be far more amused with the journal of Clerval, who observed the scenery with an eye of feeling and delight, than to listen to my reflections. I, a miserable wretch, haunted by a curse that shut up every avenue to enjoyment.

We had agreed to descend the Rhine in a boat from Strasburgh to Rotterdam, whence we might take shipping for London. During this voyage, we passed by many willowy islands, and saw several beautiful towns. We staid a day at Manheim, and, on the fifth from our departure from Strasburgh, arrived at Mayence. The course of the Rhine below Mayence becomes much more picturesque. The river descends rapidly, and winds between hills, not high, but steep, and of beautiful forms. We saw many ruined castles standing on the edges of precipices, surrounded by black woods, high and inaccesible. This part of the Rhine, indeed, presents a singularly variegated landscape. In one spot you view rugged hills, ruined castles overlooking tremendous precipices, with the, dark Rhine rushing beneath; and, on the sudden turn of a promontory, flourishing vineyards, with green sloping banks, and a meandering river, and populous towns, occupy the scene.

We travelled at the time of the vintage, and heard the song of the labourers, as we glided down the stream. Even I, depressed in mind, and my spirits continually agitated by gloomy feelings, even I was pleased. I lay at the bottom of the boat, and, as I gazed on the cloudless blue sky, I seemed to drink in a tranquillity to which I had long been a stranger. And if these were my sensations, who can describe those of Henry? He felt as if he had been transported to Fairy-land, and enjoyed a happiness seldom tasted by man. “I have seen,” he said, “the most beautiful scenes of my own country; I have visited the lakes of Lucerne and Uri, where the snowy mountains descend almost perpendicularly to the water, casting black and impenetrable shades, which would cause a gloomy and mournful appearance, were it not for the most verdant islands that relieve the eye by their gay appearance; I have seen this lake agitated by a tempest, when the wind tore up whirlwinds of water, and gave you an idea of what the water-spout must be on the great ocean, and the waves dash with fury the base of the mountain, where the priest and his mistress were overwhelmed by an avalanche, and where their dying voices are still said to be heard amid the pauses of the nightly wind; I have seen the mountains of La Valais, and the Pays de Vaud: but this country, Victor, pleases me more than all those wonders. The mountains of Switzerland are more majestic and strange; but there is a charm in the banks of this divine river, that I never before saw equalled. Look at that castle which overhangs yon precipice; and that also on the island, almost concealed amongst the foliage of those lovely trees; and now that group of labourers coming from among their vines; and that village half-hid in the recess of the mountain. Oh, surely, the spirit that inhabits and guards this place has a soul more in harmony with man, than those who pile6 the glacier, or retire to the inaccessible peaks of the mountains of our own country.”

Clerval! beloved friend! even now it delights me to record your words, and to dwell on the praise of which you are so eminently deserving. He was a being formed in the “very poetry of nature.”7 His wild and enthusiastic imagination was chastened by the sensibility of his heart. His soul overflowed, with ardent affections, and his friendship was of that devoted and wondrous nature that the worldly-minded teach us to look for only in the imagination. But even human sympathies were not sufficient to satisfy his eager mind. The scenery of external nature, which others regard only with admiration, he loved with ardour:

——The sounding cataract

Haunted him like a passion: the tall rock,

The mountain, and the deep and gloomy
wood,

Their colours and their forms, were then to
him

An appetite; a feeling, and a love,

That had no need of a remoter charm,

By thought supplied, or any interest

Unborrowed from the eye.8

And where does he now exist? Is this gentle and lovely being lost for ever? Has this mind so replete with ideas, imaginations fanciful and magnificent, which formed a world, whose existence depended on the life of its creator; has this mind perished? Does it now only exist in my memory? No, it is not thus; your form so divinely wrought, and beaming with beauty, has decayed, but your spirit still visits and consoles your unhappy friend.

Pardon this gush of sorrow; these ineffectual words are but a slight tribute to the unexampled worth of Henry, but they soothe my heart, overflowing with the anguish which his remembrance creates. I will proceed with my tale.

Beyond Cologne we descended to the plains of Holland; and we resolved to post9 the remainder of our way; for the wind was contrary, and the stream of the river was too gentle to aid us.

Our journey here lost the interest arising from beautiful scenery; but we arrived in a few days at Rotterdam, whence we proceeded by sea to England. It was on a clear morning, in the latter days of December, that I first saw the white cliffs of Britain. The banks of the Thames presented a new scene; they were flat, but fertile, and almost every town was marked by the remembrance of some story. We saw Tilbury Fort, and remembered the Spanish armada; Gravesend, Woolwich, and Greenwich, places which I had heard of even in my country.

At length we saw the numerous steeples of London, St. Paul’s towering above all, and the Tower famed in English history.
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London was our present point of rest; we determined to remain several months in this wonderful and celebrated city. Clerval desired the intercourse of1 the men of genius and talent who flourished at this time; but this was with me a secondary object; I was principally occupied with the means of obtaining the information necessary for the completion of my promise, and quickly availed myself of the letters of introduction that I had brought with me, addressed to the most distinguished natural philosophers.

If this journey had taken place during my days of study and happiness, it would have afforded me inexpressible pleasure. But a blight had come over my existence, and I only visited these people for the sake of the information they might give me on the subject in which my interest was so terribly profound. Company was irksome to me; when alone, I could fill my mind with the sights of heaven and earth; the voice of Henry soothed me, and I could thus cheat myself into a transitory peace. But busy uninteresting joyous faces brought back despair to my heart. I saw an insurmountable barrier placed between me and my fellow-men; this barrier was sealed with the blood of William and Justine; and to reflect on the events connected with those names filled my soul with anguish.

But in Clerval I saw the image of my former self; he was inquisitive, and anxious to gain experience and instruction. The difference of manners which he observed was to him an inexhaustible source of instruction and amusement. He was for ever busy; and the only check to his enjoyments was my sorrowful and dejected mien. I tried to conceal this as much as possible, that I might not debar him from the pleasures natural to one who was entering on a new scene of life, undisturbed by any care or bitter recollection. I often refused to accompany him, alleging another engagement, that I might remain alone. I now also began to collect the materials necessary for my new creation, and this was to me like the torture of single drops of water continually falling on the head. Every thought that was devoted to it was an extreme anguish, and every word that I spoke in allusion to it caused my lips to quiver, and my heart to palpitate.

After passing some months in London, we received a letter from a person in Scotland, who had formerly been our visitor at Geneva. He mentioned the beauties of his native country, and asked us if those were not sufficient allurements to induce us to prolong our journey as far north as Perth, where he resided. Clerval eagerly desired to accept this invitation; and I, although I abhorred society, wished to view again mountains and streams, and all the wondrous works with which Nature adorns her chosen dwelling-places.

We had arrived in England at the beginning of October, and it was now February. We accordingly determined to commence our journey towards the north at the expiration of another month. In this expedition we did not intend to follow the great road to Edinburgh, but to visit Windsor, Oxford, Matlock, and the Cumberland lakes, resolving to arrive at the completion of this tour about the end of July. I packed my chemical instruments, and the materials I had collected, resolving to finish my labours in some obscure nook in the northern highlands of Scotland.

We quitted London on the 27th of March, and remained a few days at Windsor, rambling in its beautiful forest. This was a new scene to us mountaineers; the majestic oaks, the quantity of game, and the herds of stately deer, were all novelties to us.

From thence we proceeded to Oxford. As we entered this city, our minds were filled with the remembrance of the events that had been transacted there more than a century and a half before. It was here that Charles I. had collected his forces. This city had remained faithful to him, after the whole nation had forsaken his cause to join the standard of parliament and liberty. The memory of that unfortunate king,2 and his companions, the amiable Falkland,3 the insolent Goring,4 his queen, and son, gave a peculiar interest to every part of the city, which they might be supposed to have inhabited. The spirit of elder days found a dwelling here, and we delighted to trace its footsteps. If these feelings had not found an imaginary gratification, the appearance of the city had yet in itself sufficient beauty to obtain our admiration. The colleges are ancient and picturesque; the streets are almost magnificent; and the lovely Isis,5 which flows beside it through meadows of exquisite verdure, is spread forth into a placid expanse of waters, which reflects its majestic assemblage of towers, and spires, and domes, embosomed among aged trees.

I enjoyed this scene; and yet my enjoyment was embittered both by the memory of the past, and the anticipation of the future. I was formed for peaceful happiness. During my youthful days discontent never visited my mind; and if I was ever overcome by ennui,6 the sight of what is beautiful in nature, or the study of what is excellent and sublime in the productions of man, could always interest my heart, and communicate elasticity to my spirits. But I am a blasted tree; the bolt has entered my soul; and I felt then that I should survive to exhibit, what I shall soon cease to be—a miserable spectacle of wrecked humanity, pitiable to others, and abhorrent to myself.

We passed a considerable period at Oxford, rambling among its environs, and endeavouring to identify every spot which might relate to the most animating epoch of English history. Our little voyages of discovery were often prolonged by the successive objects that presented themselves. We visited the tomb of the illustrious Hampden, and the field on which that patriot fell.7 For a moment my soul was elevated from its debasing and miserable fears to contemplate the divine ideas of liberty and self-sacrifice, of which these sights were the monuments and the remembrancers. For an instant I dared to shake off my chains, and look around me with a free and lofty spirit; but the iron had eaten into my flesh, and I sank again, trembling and hopeless, into my miserable self.

We left Oxford with regret, and proceeded to Matlock, which was our next place of rest. The country in the neighbourhood of this village resembled, to a greater degree, the scenery of Switzerland; but every thing is on a lower scale, and the green hills want the crown of distant white Alps, which always attend on the piny mountains of my native country. We visited the wondrous cave, and the little cabinets8 of natural history, where the curiosities9 are disposed in the same manner as in the collections at Servox and Chamounix. The latter name made me tremble, when pronounced by Henry; and I hastened to quit Matlock, with which that terrible scene was thus associated.

From Derby still journeying northward, we passed two months in Cumberland and Westmoreland. I could now almost fancy myself among the Swiss mountains. The little patches of snow which yet lingered on the northern sides of the mountains, the lakes, and the dashing of the rocky streams, were all familiar and dear sights to me. Here also we made some acquaintances, who almost contrived to cheat me into happiness. The delight of Clerval was proportionably greater than mine; his mind expanded in the company of men of talent, and he found in his own nature greater capacities and resources than he could have imagined himself to have possessed while he associated with his inferiors. “I could pass my life here,” said he to me; “and among these mountains I should scarcely regret Switzerland and the Rhine.”

But he found that a traveller’s life is one that includes much pain amidst its enjoyments. His feelings are for ever on the stretch;10 and when he begins to sink into repose, he finds himself obliged to quit that on which he rests in pleasure for something new, which again engages his attention, and which also he forsakes for other novelties.

We had scarcely visited the various lakes of Cumberland and Westmoreland, and conceived an affection for some of the inhabitants, when the period of our appointment with our Scotch friend approached, and we left them to travel on. For my own part I was not sorry. I had now neglected my promise for some time, and I feared the effects of the dæmon’s disappointment. He might remain in Switzerland, and wreak his vengeance on my relatives. This idea pursued me, and tormented me at every moment from which I might otherwise have snatched repose and peace. I waited for my letters with feverish impatience: if they were delayed, I was miserable, and overcome by a thousand fears; and when they arrived, and I saw the superscription11 of Elizabeth or my father, I hardly dared to read and ascertain my fate. Sometimes I thought that the fiend followed me, and might expedite my remissness12 by murdering my companion. When these thoughts possessed me, I would not quit Henry for a moment, but followed him as his shadow, to protect him from the fancied rage of his destroyer. I felt as if I had committed some great crime, the consciousness of which haunted me. I was guiltless, but I had indeed drawn down a horrible curse upon my head, as mortal as that of crime.

I visited Edinburgh with languid eyes and mind; and yet that city might have interested the most unfortunate being. Clerval did not like it so well as Oxford; for the antiquity of the latter city was more pleasing to him. But the beauty and regularity of the new town of Edinburgh, its romantic castle, and its environs, the most delightful in the world, Arthur’s Seat, St. Bernard’s Well, and the Pentland Hills, compensated him for the change, and filled him with cheerfulness and admiration. But I was impatient to arrive at the termination of my journey.

We left Edinburgh in a week, passing through Coupar, St. Andrews, and along the banks of the Tay, to Perth, where our friend expected us. But I was in no mood to laugh and talk with strangers, or enter into their feelings or plans with the good humour expected from a guest; and accordingly I told Clerval that I wished to make the tour of Scotland alone. “Do you,” said I, “enjoy yourself, and let this be our rendezvous. I may be absent a month or two; but do not interfere with my motions, I entreat you: leave me to peace and solitude for a short time; and when I return, I hope it will be with a lighter heart, more congenial to your own temper.”

Henry wished to dissuade me; but, seeing me bent on this plan, ceased to remonstrate. He entreated me to write often. “I had rather be with you,” he said, “in your solitary rambles, than with these Scotch people, whom I do not know: hasten then, my dear friend, to return, that I may again feel myself somewhat at home, which I cannot do in your absence.”

Having parted from my friend, I determined to visit some remote spot of Scotland, and finish my workin solitude. I did not doubt but that the monster followed me, and would discover himself to me when I should have finished, that he might receive his companion.

With this resolution I traversed the northern highlands, and fixed on one of the remotest of the Orkneys13 as the scene [of my] labours. It was a place fitted for such a work, being hardly more than a rock, whose high sides were continually beaten upon by the waves. The soil was barren, scarcely affording pasture for a few miserable cows, and oatmeal for its inhabitants, which consisted of five persons, whose gaunt and scraggy limbs gave tokens of their miserable fare. Vegetables and bread, when they indulged in such luxuries, and even fresh water, was to be procured from the main land, which was about five miles distant.

On the whole island there were but three miserable huts, and one of these was vacant when I arrived. This I hired. It contained but two rooms, and these exhibited all the squalidness of the most miserable penury. The thatch had fallen in, the walls were unplastered, and the door was off its hinges. I ordered it to be repaired, bought some furniture, and took possession; an incident which would, doubtless, have occasioned some surprise, had not all the senses of the cottagers been benumbed by want and squalid poverty. As it was, I lived ungazed at and unmolested, hardly thanked for the pittance of food and clothes which I gave; so much does suffering blunt even the coarsest sensations of men.

In this retreat I devoted the morning to labour; but in the evening, when the weather permitted, I walked on the stony beach of the sea, to listen to the waves as they roared, and dashed at my feet. It was a monotonous yet ever-changing scene. I thought of Switzerland; it was far different from this desolate and appalling landscape. Its hills are covered with vines, and its cottages are scattered thickly in the plains. Its fair lakes reflect a blue and gentle sky; and, when troubled by the winds, their tumult is but as the play of a lively infant, when compared to the roarings of the giant ocean.

In this manner I distributed my occupations when I first arrived; but, as I proceeded in my labour, it became every day more horrible and irksome to me. Sometimes I could not prevail on myself to enter my laboratory for several days; and at other times I toiled day and night in order to complete my work. It was indeed a filthy process in which I was engaged. During my first experiment, a kind of enthusiastic frenzy had blinded me to the horror of my employment; my mind was intently fixed on the sequel14 of my labour, and my eyes were shut to the horror of my proceedings. But now I went to it in cold blood, and my heart often sickened at the work of my hands.

Thus situated, employed in the most detestable occupation, immersed in a solitude where nothing could for an instant call my attention from the actual scene in which I was engaged, my spirits became unequal;15 I grew restless and nervous. Every moment I feared to meet my persecutor. Sometimes I sat with my eyes fixed on the ground, fearing to raise them lest they should encounter the object which I so much dreaded to behold. I feared to wander from the sight of my fellow-creatures, lest when alone he should come to claim his companion.

In the mean time I worked on, and my labour was already considerably advanced. I looked towards its completion with a tremulous and eager hope, which I dared not trust myself to question, but which was intermixed with obscure forebodings of evil, that made my heart sicken in my bosom.
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I sat one evening in my laboratory; the sun had set, and the moon was just rising from the sea; I had not sufficient light for my employment, and I remained idle, in a pause of consideration of whether I should leave my labour for the night, or hasten its conclusion by an unremitting attention to it. As I sat, a train of reflection occurred to me, which led me to consider the effects of what I was now doing. Three years before I was engaged in the same manner, and had created a fiend whose unparalleled barbarity had desolated my heart, and filled it for ever with the bitterest remorse. I was now about to form another being, of whose dispositions I was alike ignorant; she might become ten thousand times more malignant than her mate, and delight, for its own sake, in murder and wretchedness. He had sworn to quit the neighbourhood of man, and hide himself in deserts; but she had not; and she, who in all probability was to become a thinking and reasoning animal, might refuse to comply with a compact made before her creation. They might even hate each other; the creature who already lived loathed his own deformity, and might he not conceive a greater abhorrence for it when it came before his eyes in the female form? She also might turn with disgust from him to the superior beauty of man; she might quit him, and he be again alone, exasperated by the fresh provocation of being deserted by one of his own species.

Even if they were to leave Europe, and inhabit the deserts of the new world, yet one of the first results of those sympathies for which the dæmon thirsted would be children, and a race of devils would be propagated upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the species of man a condition precarious and full of terror. Had I a right, for my own benefit, to inflict this curse upon everlasting generations? I had before been moved by the sophisms1 of the being I had created; I had been struck senseless by his fiendish threats: but now, for the first time, the wickedness of my promise burst upon me; I shuddered to think that future ages might curse me as their pest, whose selfishness had not hesitated to buy its own peace at the price perhaps of the existence of the whole human race.

I trembled, and my heart failed within me; when, on looking up, I saw, by the light of the moon, the dæmon at the casement. A ghastly grin wrinkled his lips as he gazed on me, where I sat fulfilling the task which he had allotted to me. Yes, he had followed me in my travels; he had loitered in forests, hid himself in caves, or taken refuge in wide and desert heaths; and he now came to mark my progress, and claim the fulfilment of my promise.

As I looked on him, his countenance expressed the utmost extent of malice and treachery. I thought with a sensation of madness on my promise of creating another like to him, and, trembling with passion, tore to pieces the thing on which I was engaged. The wretch saw me destroy the creature on whose future existence he depended for happiness, and, with a howl of devilish despair and revenge, withdrew.

I left the room, and, locking the door, made a solemn vow in my own heart never to resume my labours; and then, with trembling steps, I sought my own apartment. I was alone; none were near me to dissipate the gloom, and relieve me from the sickening oppression of the most terrible reveries.

Several hours passed, and I remained near my window gazing on the sea; it was almost motionless, for the winds were hushed, and all nature reposed under the eye of the quiet moon. A few fishing vessels alone specked the water, and now and then the gentle breeze wafted the sound of voices, as the fishermen called to one another. I felt the silence, although I was hardly conscious of its extreme profundity until my ear was suddenly arrested by the paddling of oars near the shore, and a person landed close to my house.

In a few minutes after, I heard the creaking of my door, as if some one endeavoured to open it softly. I trembled from head to foot; I felt a presentiment of who it was, and wished to rouse one of the peasants who dwelt in a cottage not far from mine; but I was overcome by the sensation of helplessness, so often felt in frightful dreams, when you in vain endeavour to fly from an impending danger, and was rooted to spot.

Presently I heard the sound of footsteps along the passage; the door opened, and the wretch whom I dreaded appeared. Shutting the door, he approached me, and said, in a smothered voice—

“You have destroyed the work which you began; what is it that you intend? Do you dare to break your promise? I have endured toil and misery: I left Switzerland with you; I crept along the shores of the Rhine, among its willow islands, and over the summits of its hills. I have dwelt many months in the heaths of England, and among the deserts of Scotland. I have endured incalculable fatigue, and cold, and hunger; do you dare destroy my hopes?”

“Begone! I do break my promise; never will I create another like yourself, equal in deformity and wickedness.”

“Slave, I before reasoned with you, but you have proved yourself unworthy of my condescension. Remember that I have power; you believe yourself miserable, but I can make you so wretched that the light of day will be hateful to you. You are my creator, but I am your master;—obey!”

“The hour of my weakness is past, and the period of your power2 is arrived. Your threats cannot move me to do an act of wickedness; but they confirm me in a resolution of not creating you a companion in vice. Shall I, in cool blood, set loose upon the earth a dæmon, whose delight is in death and wretchedness? Begone! I am firm, and your words will only exasperate my rage.”

The monster saw my determination in my face, and gnashed his teeth in the impotence of anger. “Shall each man,” cried he, “find a wife for his bosom, and each beast have his mate, and I be alone? I had feelings of affection, and they were requited by detestation and scorn. Man, you may hate; but beware! Your hours will pass in dread and misery, and soon the bolt will fall which must ravish from you your happiness for ever. Are you to be happy, while I grovel in the intensity of my wretchedness? You can blast my other passions; but revenge remains—revenge, henceforth dearer than light or food! I may die; but first you, my tyrant and tormentor, shall curse the sun that gazes on your misery. Beware; for I am fearless, and therefore powerful. I will watch with the wiliness of a snake, that I may sting with its venom. Man, you shall repent of the injuries you inflict.”

“Devil, cease; and do not poison the air with these sounds of malice. I have declared my resolution to you, and I am no coward to bend beneath words. Leave me; I am inexorable.”

“It is well. I go; but remember, I shall be with you on your wedding-night.”

I started forward, and exclaimed, “Villain! before you sign my death-warrant, be sure that you are yourself safe.”

I would have seized him; but he eluded me, and quitted the house with precipitation: in a few moments I saw him in his boat, which shot across the waters with an arrowy swiftness, and was soon lost amidst the waves.

All was again silent; but his words rung in my ears. I burned with rage to pursue the murderer of my peace, and precipitate him into the ocean. I walked up and down my room hastily and perturbed, while my imagination conjured up a thousand images to torment and sting me. Why had I not followed him, and closed3 with him in mortal strife? But I had suffered him to depart, and he had directed his course towards the main land. I shuddered to think who might be the next victim sacrificed to his insatiate revenge. And then I thought again of his words—“I will be with you on your wedding-night.” That then was the period fixed for the fulfilment of my destiny. In that hour I should die and at once satisfy and extinguish his malice. The prospect did not move me to fear; yet when I thought of my beloved Elizabeth,—of her tears and endless sorrow, when she should find her lover so barbarously snatched from her,—tears, the first I had shed for many months, streamed from my eyes, and I resolved not to fall before my enemy without a bitter struggle.

The night passed away, and the sun rose from the ocean; my feelings became calmer, if it may be called calmness, when the violence of rage sinks into the depths of despair. I left the house, the horrid scene of the last night’s contention, and walked on the beach of the sea, which I almost regarded as an insuperable barrier between me and my fellow-creatures; nay, a wish that such should prove the fact stole across me. I desired that I might pass my life on that barren rock, wearily it is true, but uninterrupted by any sudden shock of misery. If I returned, it was to be sacrificed, or to see those whom I most loved die under the grasp of a dæmon whom I had myself created.

I walked about the isle like a restless spectre, separated from all I loved, and miserable in the separation. When it became noon, and the sun rose higher, I lay down on the grass, and was overpowered by a deep sleep. I had been awake the whole of the preceding night, my nerves were agitated, and my eyes inflamed by watching and misery. The sleep into which I now sunk refreshed me; and when I awoke, I again felt as if I belonged to a race of human beings like myself, and I began to reflect upon what had passed with greater composure; yet still the words of the fiend rung in my ears like a death-knell, they appeared like a dream, yet distinct and oppressive as a reality.

The sun had far descended, and I still sat on the shore, satisfying my appetite, which had become ravenous, with an oaten cake, when I saw a fishing-boat land close to me, and one of the men brought me a packet; it contained letters from Geneva, and one from Clerval, entreating me to join him. He said that nearly a year had elapsed since we had quitted Switzerland, and France was yet unvisited. He entreated me, therefore, to leave my solitary isle, and meet him at Perth, in a week from that time, when we might arrange the plan of our future proceedings. This letter in a degree recalled me to life, and I determined to quit my island at the expiration of two days.

Yet, before I departed, there was a task to perform, on which I shuddered to reflect: I must pack my chemical instruments; and for that purpose I must enter the room which had been the scene of my odious work, and I must handle those utensils, the sight of which was sickening to me. The next morning, at day-break, I summoned sufficient courage, and unlocked the door of my laboratory. The remains of the half-finished creature, whom I had destroyed, lay scattered on the floor, and I almost felt as if I had mangled the living flesh of a human being. I paused to collect myself, and then entered the chamber. With trembling hand I conveyed the instruments out of the room; but I reflected that I ought not to leave the relics of my work to excite the horror and suspicion of the peasants, and I accordingly put them into a basket, with a great quantity of stones, and laying them up, determined to throw them into the sea that very night; and in the mean time I sat upon the beach, employed in cleaning and arranging my chemical apparatus.

Nothing could be more complete than the alteration that had taken place in my feelings since the night of the appearance of the dæmon. I had before regarded my promise with a gloomy despair, as a thing that, with whatever consequences, must be fulfilled; but I now felt as if a film had been taken from before my eyes, and that I, for the first time, saw clearly. The idea of renewing my labours did not for one instant occur to me; the threat I had heard weighed on my thoughts, but I did not reflect that a voluntary act of mine could avert it. I had resolved in my own mind, that to create another like the fiend I had first made would be an act of the basest and most atrocious selfishness; and I banished from my mind every thought that could lead to a different conclusion.

Between two and three in the morning the moon rose; and I then, putting my basket aboard a little skiff,4 sailed out about four miles from the shore. The scene was perfectly solitary: a few boats were returning towards land, but I sailed away from them. I felt as if I was about the commission of a dreadful crime, and avoided with shuddering anxiety any encounter with my fellow-creatures. At one time the moon, which had before been clear, was suddenly overspread by a thick cloud, and I took advantage of the moment of darkness, and cast my basket into the sea; I listened to the gurgling sound as it sunk, and then sailed away from the spot. The sky became clouded; but the air was pure, although, chilled by the north-east breeze that was then rising. But it refreshed me, and filled me with such agreeable sensations, that I resolved to prolong my stay on the water, and fixing the rudder in a direct position, stretched myself at the bottom of the boat. Clouds hid the moon, every thing was obscure, and I heard only the sound of the boat, as its keel cut through the waves; the murmur lulled me, and in a short time I slept soundly.

I do not know how long I remained in this situation, but when I awoke I found that the sun had already mounted considerably. The wind was high, and the waves continually threatened the safety of my little skiff. I found that the wind was north-east, and must have driven me far from the coast from which I had embarked. I endeavoured to change my course, but quickly found that if I again made the attempt the boat would be instantly filled with water. Thus situated, my only resource was to drive before the wind. I confess that I felt a few sensations of terror. I had no compass with me, and was so little acquainted with the geography of this part of the world that the sun was of little benefit to me. I might be driven into the wide Atlantic, and feel all the tortures of starvation, or be swallowed up in the immeasurable waters that roared and buffeted around me. I had already been out many hours, and felt the torment of a burning thirst,5 a prelude to my other sufferings. I looked on the heavens, which were covered by clouds that flew before the wind only to be replaced by others: I looked upon the sea, it was to be my grave. “Fiend,” I exclaimed, “your task is already fulfilled!” I thought of Elizabeth, of my father, and of Clerval; and sunk into a reverie, so despairing and frightful, that even now, when the scene is on the point of closing before me for ever, I shudder to reflect on it.

Some hours passed thus; but by degrees, as the sun declined towards the horizon, the wind died away into a gentle breeze, and the sea became free from breakers. But these gave place to a heavy swell; I felt sick, and hardly able to hold the rudder, when suddenly I saw a line of high land towards the south.

Almost spent, as I was, by fatigue, and the dreadful suspense I endured for several hours, this sudden certainty of life rushed like a flood of warm joy to my heart, and tears gushed from my eyes.

How mutable are our feelings, and how strange is that clinging love we have of life even in the excess of misery! I constructed another sail with a part of my dress, and eagerly steered my course towards the land. It had a wild and rocky appearance; but as I approached nearer, I easily perceived the traces of cultivation. I saw vessels near the shore, and found myself suddenly transported back to the neighbourhood of civilized man. I eagerly traced the windings of the land, and hailed a steeple which I at length saw issuing from behind a small promontory. As I was in a state of extreme debility, I resolved to sail directly towards the town as a place where I could most easily procure nourishment. Fortunately I had money with me. As I turned the promontory, I perceived a small neat town and a good harbour, which I entered, my heart bounding with joy at my unexpected escape.

As I was occupied in fixing the boat and arranging the sails, several people crowded towards the spot. They seemed very much surprised at my appearance; but, instead of offering me any assistance, whispered together with gestures that at any other time might have produced in me a slight sensation of alarm. As it was, I merely remarked that they spoke English; and I therefore addressed them in that language: “My good friends,” said I, “will you be so kind as to tell me the name of this town, and inform me where I am?”

“You will know that soon enough,” replied a man with a gruff voice. “May be you are come to a place that will not prove much to your taste; but you will not be consulted as to your quarters, I promise you.”

I was exceedingly surprised on receiving so rude an answer from a stranger; and I was also disconcerted on perceiving the frowning and angry countenances of his companions. “Why do you answer me so roughly?” I replied: “surely it is not the custom of Englishmen to receive strangers so inhospitably.”

“I do not know,” said the man, “what the custom of the English may be; but it is the custom of the Irish to hate villains.”

While this strange dialogue continued, I perceived the crowd rapidly increase. Their faces expressed a mixture of curiosity and anger, which annoyed, and in some degree alarmed me. I inquired the way to the inn; but no one replied. I then moved forward, and a murmuring sound arose from the crowd as they followed and surrounded me; when an ill-looking man approached, tapped me on the shoulder, and said, “Come, Sir, you must follow me to Mr. Kirwin’s, to give an account of yourself.”

“Who is Mr. Kirwin? Why am I to give an account of myself? Is not this a free country?”

“Aye, Sir, free enough for honest folks. Mr. Kirwin is a magistrate; and you are to give an account of the death of a gentleman who was found murdered here last night.”

This answer startled me; but I presently recovered myself. I was innocent; that could easily be proved: accordingly I followed my conductor in silence, and was led to one of the best houses in the town. I was ready to sink from fatigue and hunger; but, being surrounded by a crowd, I thought it politic to rouse all my strength, that no physical debility might be construed into apprehension or conscious guilt. Little did I then expect the calamity that was in a few moments to overwhelm me, and extinguish in horror and despair all fear of ignominy or death.

I must pause here; for it requires all my fortitude to recall the memory of the frightful events which I am about to relate, in proper detail, to my recollection.
  

CHAPTER IV
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I was soon introduced into the presence of the magistrate, an old benevolent man, with calm and mild manners. He looked upon me, however, with some degree of severity; and then, turning towards my conductors, he asked who appeared as witnesses on this occasion.

About half a dozen men came forward; and one being selected by the magistrate, he deposed, that he had been out fishing the night before with his son and brother-in-law, Daniel Nugent, when, about ten o’clock, they observed a strong northerly blast rising, and they accordingly put in for port. It was a very dark night, as the moon had not yet risen; they did not land at the harbour, but, as they had been accustomed, at a creek about two miles below. He walked on first, carrying a part of the fishing tackle, and his companions followed him at some distance. As he was proceeding along the sands, he struck his foot against something, and fell all his length on the ground. His companions came up to assist him; and, by the light of their lantern, they found that he had fallen on the body of a man, who was to all appearance dead. Their first supposition was, that it was the corpse of some person who had been drowned, and was thrown on shore by the waves; but, upon examination, they found that the clothes were not wet, and even that the body was not then cold. They instantly carried it to the cottage of an old woman near the spot, and endeavoured, but in vain, to restore it to life. He appeared to be a handsome young man, about five and twenty years of age. He had apparently been strangled; for there was no sign of any violence, except the black mark of fingers on his neck.

The first part of this deposition did not in the least interest me; but when the mark of the fingers was mentioned, I remembered the murder of my brother, and felt myself extremely agitated; my limbs trembled, and a mist came over my eyes, which obliged me to lean on a chair for support. The magistrate observed me with a keen eye, and of course drew an unfavourable augury1 from my manner.

The son confirmed his father’s account: but when Daniel Nugent was called, he swore positively that, just before the fall of his companion, he saw a boat, with a single man in it, at a short distance from the shore; and, as far as he could judge by the light of a few stars, it was the same boat in which I had just landed.

A woman deposed, that she lived near the beach, and was standing at the door of her cottage, waiting for the return of the fishermen, about an hour before she heard of the discovery of the body, when she saw a boat, with only one man in it, push off from that part of the shore where the corpse was afterwards found.

Another woman confirmed the account of the fishermen having brought the body into her house; it was not cold. They put it into a bed, and rubbed it; and Daniel went to the town for an apothecary, but life was quite gone.

Several other men were examined concerning my landing; and they agreed, that, with the strong north wind that had arisen during the night, it was very probable that I had beaten about for many hours, and had been obliged to return nearly to the same spot from which I had departed. Besides, they observed that it appeared that I had brought the body from another place, and it was likely, that as I did not appear to know the shore, I might have put into the harbour ignorant of the distance of the town of–—from the place where I had deposited the corpse.

Mr. Kirwin, on hearing this evidence, desired that I should be taken into the room where the body lay for interment that it might be observed what effect the sight of it would produce upon me. This idea was probably suggested by the extreme agitation I had exhibited when the mode of the murder had been described. I was accordingly conducted, by the magistrate and several other persons, to the inn. I could not help being struck by the strange coincidences that had taken place during this eventful night; but, knowing that I had been conversing with several persons in the island I had inhabited about the time that the body had been found, I was perfectly tranquil as to the consequences2 of the affair.

I entered the room where the corpse lay, and was led up to the coffin. How can I describe my sensations on beholding it? I feel yet parched with horror, nor can I reflect on that terrible moment without shuddering and agony, that faintly reminds me of the anguish of the recognition. The trial, the presence of the magistrate and witnesses, passed like a dream from my memory, when I saw the lifeless form of Henry Clerval stretched before me. I gasped for breath; and, throwing myself on the body, I exclaimed, “Have my murderous machinations deprived you also, my dearest Henry, of life? Two I have already destroyed; other victims await their destiny: but you, Clerval, my friend, my benefactor–—”

The human frame could no longer support the agonizing suffering that I endured, and I was carried out of the room in strong convulsions.

A fever succeeded to this. I lay for two months on the point of death: my ravings, as I afterwards heard, were frightful; I called myself the murderer of William, of Justine, and of Clerval. Sometimes I entreated my attendants to assist me in the destruction of the fiend by whom I was tormented; and, at others, I felt the fingers of the monster already grasping my neck, and screamed aloud with agony and terror. Fortunately, as I spoke my native language, Mr. Kirwin alone understood me; but my gestures and bitter cries were sufficient to affright the other witnesses.

Why did I not die? More miserable than man ever was before, why did I not sink into forgetfulness and rest? Death snatches away many blooming children, the only hopes of their doating parents: how many brides and youthful lovers have been one day in the bloom of health and hope, and the next a prey for worms and the decay of the tomb! Of what materials was I made, that I could thus resist so many shocks, which, like the turning of the wheel, continually renewed the torture.

But I was doomed to live; and, in two months, found myself as awaking from a dream, in a prison, stretched on a wretched bed, surrounded by gaolers,3 turnkeys,4 bolts, and all the miserable apparatus of a dungeon. It was morning, I remember, when I thus awoke to understanding: I had forgotten the particulars of what had happened, and only felt as if some great misfortune had suddenly overwhelmed me; but when I looked around, and saw the barred windows, and the squalidness of the room in which I was, all flashed across my memory, and I groaned bitterly.

This sound disturbed an old woman who was sleeping in a chair beside me. She was a hired nurse, the wife of one of the turnkeys, and her countenance expressed all those bad qualities which often characterize that class. The lines of her face were hard and rude, like that of persons accustomed to see without sympathizing in sights of misery. Her tone expressed her entire indifference; she addressed me in English, and the voice struck me as one that I had heard during my sufferings:

“Are you better now, Sir?” said she.

I replied in the same language, with a feeble voice, “I believe I am; but if it be all true, if indeed I did not dream, I am sorry that I am still alive to feel this misery and horror.”

“For that matter,” replied the old woman, “if you mean about the gentleman you murdered, I believe that it were better for you if you were dead, for I fancy it will go hard with you; but you will be hung when the next sessions5 come on. However, that’s none of my business, I am sent to nurse you, and get you well; I do my duty with a safe conscience, it were well if every body did the same.”

I turned with loathing from the woman who could utter so unfeeling a speech to a person just saved, on the very edge of death; but I felt languid, and unable to reflect on all that had passed. The whole series of my life appeared to me as a dream; I sometimes doubted if indeed it were all true, for it never presented itself to my mind with the force of reality.

As the images that floated before me became more distinct, I grew feverish; a darkness pressed around me; no one was near me who soothed me with the gentle voice of love; no dear hand supported me. The physician came and prescribed medicines, and the old woman prepared them for me; but utter carelessness was visible in the first, and the expression of brutality was strongly marked in the visage of the second. Who could be interested in the fate of a murderer, but the hangman who would gain his fee?

These were my first reflections; but I soon learned that Mr. Kirwin had shewn me extreme kindness. He had caused the best room in the prison to be prepared for me (wretched indeed was the best); and it was he who had provided a physician and a nurse. It is true, he seldom came to see me; for, although he ardently desired to relieve the sufferings of every human creature, he did not wish to be present at the agonies and miserable ravings of a murderer. He came, therefore, sometimes to see that I was not neglected; but his visits were short, and at long intervals.

One day, when I was gradually recovering, I was seated in a chair, my eyes half open, and my cheeks livid like those in death, I was overcome by gloom and misery, and often reflected I had better seek death than remain miserably pent up only to be let loose in a world replete with wretchedness. At one time I considered whether I should not declare myself guilty, and suffer the penalty of the law, less innocent than poor Justine had been. Such were my thoughts, when the door of my apartment was opened, and Mr. Kirwin entered. His countenance expressed sympathy and compassion; he drew a chair close to mine, and addressed me in French—

“I fear that this place is very shocking to you; can I do any thing to make you more comfortable?”

“I thank you; but all that you mention is nothing to me: on the whole earth there is no comfort which I am capable of receiving.”

“I know that the sympathy of a stranger can be but of little relief to one borne down as you are by so strange a misfortune. But you will, I hope, soon quit this melancholy abode; for, doubtless, evidence can easily be brought to free you from the criminal charge.”

“That is my least concern: I am, by a course of strange events, become the most miserable of mortals. Persecuted and tortured as I am and have been, can death be any evil to me?”

“Nothing indeed could be more unfortunate and agonizing than the strange chances that have lately occurred. You were thrown, by some surprising accident, on this shore, renowned for its hospitality: seized immediately, and charged with murder. The first sight that was presented to your eyes was the body of your friend, murdered in so unaccountable a manner, and placed, as it were, by some fiend across your path.”

As Mr. Kirwin said this, notwithstanding the agitation I endured on this retrospect of my sufferings, I also felt considerable surprise at the knowledge he seemed to possess concerning me. I suppose some astonishment was exhibited in my countenance; for Mr. Kirwin hastened to say—

“It was not until a day or two after your illness that I thought of examining your dress, that I might discover some trace by which I could send to your relations an account of your misfortune and illness. I found several letters, and, among others, one which I discovered from its commencement to be from your father. I instantly wrote to Geneva: nearly two months have elapsed since the departure of my letter.—But you are ill; even now you tremble: you are unfit for agitation of any kind.”

“This suspense is a thousand times worse than the most horrible event: tell me what new scene of death has been acted, and whose murder I am now to lament.”

“Your family is perfectly well,” said Mr. Kirwin with gentleness; “and some one, a friend, is come to visit you.”

I know not by what chain of thought the idea presented itself, but it instantly darted into my mind that the murderer had come to mock at my misery, and taunt me with the death of Clerval, as a new incitement for me to comply with his hellish desires. I put my hand before my eyes, and cried out in agony—

“Oh! take him away! I cannot see him; for God’s sake, do not let him enter!”

Mr. Kirwin regarded me with a troubled countenance. He could not help regarding my exclamation as a presumption of my guilt, and said, in rather a severe tone—

“I should have thought, young man, that the presence of your father would have been welcome, instead of inspiring such violent repugnance.”

“My father!” cried I, while every feature and every muscle was relaxed from anguish to pleasure. “Is my father, indeed, come? How kind, how very kind. But where is he, why does he not hasten to me?”

My change of manner surprised and pleased the magistrate; perhaps he thought that my former exclamation was a momentary return of delirium, and now he instantly resumed his former benevolence. He rose, and quitted the room with my nurse, and in a moment my father entered it.

Nothing, at this moment, could have given me greater pleasure than the arrival of my father. I stretched out my hand to him, and cried—

“Are you then safe—and Elizabeth—and Ernest?”

My father calmed me with assurances of their welfare, and endeavoured, by dwelling on these subjects so interesting to my heart, to raise my desponding spirits; but he soon felt that a prison cannot be the abode of cheerfulness. “What a place is this that you inhabit, my son!” said he, looking mournfully at the barred windows, and wretched appearance of the room. “You travelled to seek happiness, but a fatality seems to pursue you. And poor Clerval—”

The name of my unfortunate and murdered friend was an agitation too great to be endured in my weak state; I shed tears.

“Alas! yes, my father,” replied I; “some destiny of the most horrible kind hangs over me, and I must live to fulfil it, or surely I should have died on the coffin of Henry.”

We were not allowed to converse for any length of time, for the precarious state of my health rendered every precaution necessary that could insure tranquillity. Mr. Kirwin came in, and insisted that my strength should not be exhausted by too much exertion. But the appearance of my father was to me like that of my good angel, and I gradually recovered my health.

As my sickness quitted me, I was absorbed by a gloomy and black melancholy, that nothing could dissipate. The image of Clerval was for ever before me, ghastly and murdered. More than once the agitation into which these reflections threw me made my friends dread a dangerous relapse. Alas! why did they preserve so miserable and detested a life? It was surely that I might fulfil my destiny, which is now drawing to a close. Soon, oh, very soon, will death extinguish these throbbings, and relieve me from the mighty weight of anguish that bears me to the dust; and, in executing the award of justice, I shall also sink to rest. Then the appearance of death was distant, although the wish was ever present to my thoughts; and I often sat for hours motionless and speechless, wishing for some mighty revolution that might bury me and my destroyer in its ruins.

The season of the assizes6 approached. I had already been three months in prison; and although I was still weak, and in continual danger of a relapse, I was obliged to travel nearly a hundred miles to the county-town, where the court was held. Mr. Kirwin charged himself with every care of collecting witnesses, and arranging my defence. I was spared the disgrace of appearing publicly as a criminal, as the case was not brought before the court that decides on life and death. The grand jury rejected the bill, on its being proved that I was on the Orkney Islands at the hour the body of my friend was found, and a fortnight after my removal I was liberated from prison.

My father was enraptured on finding me freed from the vexations of a criminal charge, that I was again allowed to breathe the fresh atmosphere, and allowed to return to my native country. I did not participate in these feelings; for to me the walls of a dungeon or a palace were alike hateful. The cup of life was poisoned for ever; and although the sun shone upon me, as upon the happy and gay of heart, I saw around me nothing but a dense and frightful darkness, penetrated by no light but the glimmer of two eyes that glared upon me. Sometimes they were the expressive eyes of Henry, languishing in death, the dark orbs nearly covered by the lids, and the long black lashes that fringed them; sometimes it was the watery clouded eyes of the monster, as I first saw them in my chamber at Ingolstadt.

My father tried to awaken in me the feelings of affection. He talked of Geneva, which I should soon visit—of Elizabeth, and Ernest; but these words only drew deep groans from me. Sometimes, indeed, I felt a wish for happiness; and thought, with melancholy delight, of my beloved cousin; or longed, with a devouring maladie du pays,7 to see once more the blue lake and rapid Rhone, that had been so dear to me in early childhood: but my general state of feeling was a torpor, in which a prison was as welcome a residence as the divinest scene in nature; and these fits were seldom interrupted, but by paroxysms of anguish and despair. At these moments I often endeavoured to put an end to the existence I loathed; and it required unceasing attendance and vigilance to restrain me from committing some dreadful act of violence.

I remember, as I quitted the prison, I heard one of the men say, “He may be innocent of the murder, but he has certainly a bad conscience.” These words struck me. A bad conscience! yes, surely I had one. William, Justine, and Clerval, had died through my infernal machinations; “And whose death,” cried I, “is to finish the tragedy? Ah! my father, do not remain in this wretched country; take me where I may forget myself, my existence, and all the world.”

My father easily acceded to my desire; and, after having taken leave of Mr. Kirwin, we hastened to Dublin. I felt as if I was relieved from a heavy weight, when the packet sailed with a fair wind from Ireland, and I had quitted for ever the country which had been to me the scene of so much misery.

It was midnight. My father slept in the cabin; and I lay on the deck, looking at the stars, and listening to the dashing of the waves. I hailed the darkness that shut Ireland from my sight, and my pulse beat with a feverish joy, when I reflected that I should soon see Geneva. The past appeared to me in the light of a frightful dream; yet the vessel in which I was, the wind that blew me from the detested shore of Ireland, and the sea which surrounded me, told me too forcibly that I was deceived by no vision, and that Clerval, my friend and dearest companion, had fallen a victim to me and the monster of my creation. I repassed, in my memory, my whole life; my quiet happiness while residing with my family in Geneva, the death of my mother, and my departure for Ingolstadt. I remembered shuddering at the mad enthusiasm that hurried me on to the creation of my hideous enemy, and I called to mind the night during which he first lived. I was unable to pursue the train of thought; a thousand feelings pressed upon me, and I wept bitterly.

Ever since my recovery from the fever I had been in the custom of taking every night a small quantity of laudanum;8 for it was by means of this drug only that I was enabled to gain the rest necessary for the preservation of life. Oppressed by the recollection of my various misfortunes, I now took a double dose, and soon slept profoundly. But sleep did not afford me respite from thought and misery; my dreams presented a thousand objects that scared me. Towards morning I was possessed by a kind of night-mare; I felt the fiend’s grasp in my neck, and could not free myself from it; groans and cries rung in my ears. My father, who was watching over me, perceiving my restlessness, awoke me, and pointed to the port of Holyhead,9 which we were now entering.
  

CHAPTER V
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We had resolved not to go to London, but to cross the country to Portsmouth, and thence to embark for Havre.1 I preferred this plan principally because I dreaded to see again those places in which I had enjoyed a few moments of tranquillity with my beloved Clerval. I thought with horror of seeing again those persons whom we had been accustomed to visit together, and who might make inquiries concerning an event, the very remembrance of which made me again feel the pang I endured when I gazed on his lifeless form in the inn at–—.

As for my father, his desires and exertions were bounded to the2 again seeing me restored to health and peace of mind. His tenderness and attentions were unremitting; my grief and gloom was obstinate, but he would not despair. Sometimes he thought that I felt deeply the degradation of being obliged to answer a charge of murder, and he endeavoured to prove to me the futility of pride.

“Alas! my father,” said I, “how little do you know me. Human beings, their feelings and passions, would indeed be degraded, if such a wretch as I felt pride. Justine, poor unhappy Justine, was as innocent as I, and she suffered the same charge; she died for it; and I am the cause of this—I murdered her. William, Justine, and Henry—they all died by my hands.”

My father had often, during my imprisonment, heard me make the same assertion; when I thus accused myself, he sometimes seemed to desire an explanation, and at others he appeared to consider it as caused by delirium, and that, during my illness, some idea of this kind had presented itself to my imagination, the remembrance of which I preserved in my convalescence. I avoided explanation, and maintained a continual silence concerning the wretch I had created. I had a feeling that I should be supposed mad, and this for ever chained my tongue, when I would have given the whole world to have confided the fatal secret.

Upon this occasion my father said, with an expression of unbounded wonder, “What do you mean, Victor? Are you mad? My dear son, I entreat you never to make such an assertion again.”

“I am not mad,” I cried energetically; “the sun and the heavens, who have viewed my operations, can bear witness of my truth. I am the assassin of those most innocent victims; they died by my machinations. A thousand times would I have shed my own blood, drop by drop, to have saved their lives; but I could not, my father, indeed I could not sacrifice the whole human race.”

The conclusion of this speech convinced my father that my ideas were deranged, and he instantly changed the subject of our conversation, and endeavoured to alter the course of my thoughts. He wished as much as possible to obliterate the memory of the scenes that had taken place in Ireland, and never alluded to them, or suffered me to speak of my misfortunes.

As time passed away I became more calm: misery had her dwelling in my heart, but I no longer talked in the same incoherent manner of my own crimes; sufficient for me was the consciousness of them. By the utmost self-violence, I curbed the imperious voice of wretchedness, which sometimes desired to declare itself to the whole world; and my manners were calmer and more composed than they had ever been since my journey to the sea of ice.

We arrived at Havre on the 8th of May, and instantly proceeded to Paris, where my father had some business which detained us a few weeks. In this city, I received the following letter from Elizabeth:—

“To Victor Frankenstein.

“My dearest Friend,

“It gave me the greatest pleasure to receive a letter from my uncle dated at Paris; you are no longer at a formidable distance, and I may hope to see you in less than a fortnight. My poor cousin, how much you must have suffered! I expect to see you looking even more ill than when you quitted Geneva. This winter has been passed most miserably, tortured as I have been by anxious suspense; yet I hope to see peace in your countenance, and to find that your heart is not totally devoid of comfort and tranquillity.

“Yet I fear that the same feelings now exist that made you so miserable a year ago, even perhaps augmented by time. I would not disturb you at this period, when so many misfortunes weigh upon you; but a conversation that I had with my uncle previous to his departure renders some explanation necessary before we meet.

“Explanation! you may possibly say; what can Elizabeth have to explain? If you really say this, my questions are answered, and I have no more to do than to sign myself your affectionate cousin. But you are distant from me, and it is possible that you may dread, and yet be pleased with this explanation; and, in a probability of this being the case, I dare not any longer postpone writing what, during your absence, I have often wished to express to you, but have never had the courage to begin.

“You well know, Victor, that our union had been the favourite plan of your parents ever since our infancy. We were told this when young, and taught to look forward to it as an event that would certainly take place. We were affectionate playfellows during childhood, and, I believe, dear and valued friends to one another as we grew older. But as brother and sister often entertain a lively affection towards each other, without desiring a more intimate union, may not such also be our case? Tell me, dearest Victor. Answer me, I conjure3 you, by our mutual happiness, with simple truth—Do you not love another?

“You have travelled; you have spent several years of your life at Ingolstadt; and I confess to you, my friend, that when I saw you last autumn so unhappy, flying to solitude, from the society of every creature, I could not help supposing that you might regret our connexion, and believe yourself bound in honour to fulfil the wishes of your parents, although they opposed themselves to your inclinations. But this is false reasoning. I confess to you, my cousin, that I love you, and that in my airy dreams of futurity you have been my constant friend and companion. But it is your happiness I desire as well as my own, when I declare to you, that our marriage would render me eternally miserable, unless it were the dictate of your own free choice. Even now I weep to think, that, borne down as you are by the crudest misfortunes, you may stifle, by the word honour, all hope of that love and happiness which would alone restore you to yourself. I, who have so interested an affection for you, may increase your miseries ten-fold, by being an obstacle to your wishes. Ah, Victor, be assured that your cousin and playmate has too sincere a love for you not to be made miserable by this supposition. Be happy, my friend; and if you obey me in this one request, remain satisfied that nothing on earth will have the power to interrupt my tranquillity.

“Do not let this letter disturb you; do not answer it to-morrow, or the next day, or even until you come, if it will give you pain. My uncle will send me news of your health; and if I see but one smile on your lips when we meet, occasioned by this or any other exertion of mine, I shall need no other happiness.

“Elizabeth Lavenza.

“Geneva, May 18th, 17—.”

This letter revived in my memory what I had before forgotten, the threat of the fiend—“I will be with you on your wedding-night!” Such was my sentence, and on that night would the dæmon employ every art to destroy me, and tear me from the glimpse of happiness which promised partly to console my sufferings. On that night he had determined to consummate4 his crimes by my death. Well, be it so; a deadly struggle would then assuredly take place, in which if he was victorious, I should be at peace, and his power over me be at an end. If he were vanquished, I should be a free man. Alas! what freedom? such as the peasant enjoys when his family have been massacred before his eyes, his cottage burnt, his lands laid waste, and he is turned adrift, homeless, pennyless, and alone, but free. Such would be my liberty, except that in my Elizabeth I possessed a treasure; alas! balanced by those horrors of remorse and guilt, which would pursue me until death.

Sweet and beloved Elizabeth! I read and re-read her letter, and some softened feelings stole into my heart, and dared to whisper paradisaical dreams of love and joy; but the apple was already eaten, and the angel’s arm bared to drive me from all hope. Yet I would die to make her happy. If the monster executed his threat, death was inevitable; yet, again, I considered whether my marriage would hasten my fate. My destruction might indeed arrive a few months sooner; but if my torturer should suspect that I postponed it, influenced by his menaces, he would surely find other, and perhaps more dreadful means of revenge. He had vowed to be with me on my wedding-night, yet he did not consider that threat as binding him to peace in the mean time; for, as if to shew me that he was not yet satiated with blood, he had murdered Clerval immediately after the enunciation of his threats. I resolved, therefore, that if my immediate union with my cousin would conduce either to hers or my father’s happiness, my adversary’s designs against my life should not retard it a single hour.

In this state of mind I wrote to Elizabeth. My letter was calm and affectionate. “I fear, my beloved girl,” I said, “little happiness remains for us on earth; yet all that I may one day enjoy is concentered in you. Chase away your idle fears; to you alone do I consecrate my life, and my endeavours for contentment. I have one secret, Elizabeth, a dreadful one; when revealed to you, it will chill your frame with horror, and then, far from being surprised at my misery, you will only wonder that I survive what I have endured. I will confide this tale of misery and terror to you the day after our marriage shall take place; for, my sweet cousin, there must be perfect confidence between us. But until then, I conjure you, do not mention or allude to it. This I most earnestly entreat, and I know you will comply.”

In about a week after the arrival of Elizabeth’s letter, we returned to Geneva. My cousin welcomed me with warm affection; yet tears were in her eyes, as she beheld my emaciated frame and feverish cheeks. I saw a change in her also. She was thinner, and had lost much of that heavenly vivacity that had before charmed me; but her gentleness, and soft looks of compassion, made her a more fit companion for one blasted and miserable as I was.

The tranquillity which I now enjoyed did not endure. Memory brought madness with it; and when I thought on what had passed, a real insanity possessed me; sometimes I was furious, and burnt with rage, sometimes low and despondent. I neither spoke nor looked, but sat motionless, bewildered by the multitude of miseries that overcame me.

Elizabeth alone had the power to draw me from these fits; her gentle voice would soothe me when transported by passion, and inspire me with human feelings when sunk in torpor. She wept with me, and for me. When reason returned, she would remonstrate, and endeavour to inspire me with resignation. Ah! it is well for the unfortunate to be resigned, but for the guilty there is no peace. The agonies of remorse poison the luxury there is otherwise sometimes found in indulging the excess of grief.

Soon after my arrival my father spoke of my immediate marriage with my cousin. I remained silent.

“Have you, then, some other attachment?”

“None on earth. I love Elizabeth, and look forward to our union with delight. Let the day therefore be fixed; and on it I will consecrate myself, in life or death, to the happiness of my cousin.”

“My dear Victor, do not speak thus. Heavy misfortunes have befallen us; but let us only cling closer to what remains, and transfer our love for those whom we have lost to those who yet live. Our circle will be small, but bound close by the ties of affection and mutual misfortune. And when time shall have softened your despair, new and dear objects of care will be born to replace those of whom we have been so cruelly deprived.”

Such were the lessons of my father. But to me the remembrance of the threat returned: nor can you wonder, that, omnipotent as the fiend had yet been in his deeds of blood, I should almost regard him as invincible; and that when he had pronounced the words, “I shall be with you on your wedding-night,” I should regard the threatened fate as unavoidable. But death was no evil to me, if the loss of Elizabeth were balanced with it; and I therefore, with a contented and even cheerful countenance, agreed with my father, that if my cousin would consent, the ceremony should take place in ten days, and thus put, as I imagined, the seal to my fate.

Great God! if for one instant I had thought what might be the hellish intention of my fiendish adversary, I would rather have banished myself for ever from my native country, and wandered a friendless outcast over the earth, than have consented to this miserable marriage. But, as if possessed of magic powers, the monster had blinded me to his real intentions; and when I thought that I prepared only my own death, I hastened that of a far dearer victim.

As the period fixed for our marriage drew nearer, whether from cowardice or a prophetic feeling, I felt my heart sink within me. But I concealed my feelings by an appearance of hilarity, that brought smiles and joy to the countenance of my father, but hardly deceived the ever-watchful and nicer5 eye of Elizabeth. She looked forward to our union with placid contentment, not unmingled with a little fear, which past misfortunes had impressed, that what now appeared certain and tangible happiness, might soon dissipate into an airy dream, and leave no trace but deep and everlasting regret.

Preparations were made for the event; congratulatory visits were received; and all wore a smiling appearance. I shut up, as well as I could, in my own heart the anxiety that preyed there, and entered with seeming earnestness into the plans of my father, although they might only serve as the decorations of my tragedy. A house was purchased for us near Cologny, by which we should enjoy the pleasures of the country, and yet be so near Geneva as to see my father every day; who would still reside within the walls, for the benefit of Ernest, that he might follow his studies at the schools.

In the mean time I took every precaution to defend my person, in case the fiend should openly attack me. I carried pistols and a dagger constantly about me, and was ever on the watch to prevent artifice; and by these means gained a greater degree of tranquillity. Indeed, as the period approached, the threat appeared more as a delusion, not to be regarded as worthy to disturb my peace, while the happiness I hoped for in my marriage wore a greater appearance of certainty, as the day fixed for its solemnization drew nearer, and I heard it continually spoken of as an occurrence which no accident could possibly prevent.

Elizabeth seemed happy; my tranquil demeanour contributed greatly to calm her mind. But on the day that was to fulfil my wishes and my destiny, she was melancholy, and a presentiment of evil pervaded her; and perhaps also she thought of the dreadful secret, which I had promised to reveal to her the following day. My father was in the mean time overjoyed, and, in the bustle of preparation, only observed in the melancholy of his niece the diffidence of a bride.

After the ceremony was performed, a large party assembled at my father’s; but it was agreed that Elizabeth and I should pass the afternoon and night at Evian, and return to Cologny the next morning. As the day was fair, and the wind favourable, we resolved to go by water.

Those were the last moments of my life during which I enjoyed the feeling of happiness. We passed rapidly along: the sun was hot, but we were sheltered from its rays by a kind of canopy, while we enjoyed the beauty of the scene, sometimes on one side of the lake, where we saw Mont Salêve, the pleasant banks of Montalêgre, and at a distance, surmounting all, the beautiful Mont Blanc, and the assemblage of snowy mountains that in vain endeavour to emulate her; sometimes coasting the opposite banks, we saw the mighty Jura opposing its dark side to the ambition that would quit its native country, and an almost insurmountable barrier to the invader who should wish to enslave it.

I took the hand of Elizabeth: “You are sorrowful, my love. Ah! if you knew what I have suffered, and what I may yet endure, you would endeavour to let me taste the quiet, and freedom from despair, that this one day at least permits me to enjoy.”

“Be happy, my dear Victor,” replied Elizabeth; “there is, I hope, nothing to distress you; and be assured that if a lively joy is not painted in my face, my heart is contented. Something whispers to me not to depend too much on the prospect that is opened before us; but I will not listen to such a sinister voice. Observe how fast we move along, and how the clouds which sometimes obscure, and sometimes rise above the dome of Mont Blanc, render this scene of beauty still more interesting. Look also at the innumerable fish that are swimming in the clear waters, where we can distinguish every pebble that lies at the bottom. What a divine day! how happy and serene all nature appears!”

Thus Elizabeth endeavoured to divert her thoughts and mine from all reflection upon melancholy subjects. But her temper was fluctuating; joy for a few instants shone in her eyes, but it continually gave place to distraction and reverie.

The sun sunk lower in the heavens; we passed the river Drance, and observed its path through the chasms of the higher, and the glens of the lower hills. The Alps here come closer to the lake, and we approached the amphitheatre of mountains which forms its eastern boundary. The spire of Evian shone under the woods that surrounded it, and the range of mountain above mountain by which it was overhung.

The wind, which had hitherto carried us along with amazing rapidity, sunk at sunset to a light breeze; the soft air just ruffled the water, and caused a pleasant motion among the trees as we approached the shore, from which it wafted the most delightful scent of flowers and hay. The sun sunk beneath the horizon as we landed; and as I touched the shore, I felt those cares and fears revive, which soon were to clasp me, and cling to me for ever.
  

CHAPTER VI
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It was eight o’clock when we landed; we walked for a short time on the shore, enjoying the transitory light, and then retired to the inn, and contemplated the lovely scene of waters, woods, and mountains, obscured in darkness, yet still displaying their black outlines.

The wind, which had fallen in the south, now rose with great violence in the west. The moon had reached her summit in the heavens, and was beginning to descend; the clouds swept across it swifter than the flight of the vulture, and dimmed her rays, while the lake reflected the scene of the busy heavens, rendered still busier by the restless waves that were beginning to rise. Suddenly a heavy storm of rain descended.

I had been calm during the day; but so soon as night obscured the shapes of objects, a thousand fears arose in my mind. I was anxious and watchful, while my right hand grasped a pistol which was hidden in my bosom; every sound terrified me; but I resolved that I would sell my life dearly, and not relax the impending conflict until my own life, or that of my adversary, were extinguished.

Elizabeth observed my agitation for some time in timid and fearful silence; at length she said, “What is it that agitates you, my dear Victor? What is it you fear?”

“Oh! peace, peace, my love,” replied I, “this night, and all will be safe: but this night is dreadful, very dreadful.”

I passed an hour in this state of mind, when suddenly I reflected how dreadful the combat which I momentarily expected would be to my wife, and I earnestly entreated her to retire, resolving not to join her until I had obtained some knowledge as to the situation of my enemy.

She left me, and I continued some time walking up and down the passages of the house, and inspecting every corner that might afford a retreat to my adversary. But I discovered no trace of him, and was beginning to conjecture that some fortunate chance had intervened to prevent the execution of his menaces; when suddenly I heard a shrill and dreadful scream. It came from the room into which Elizabeth had retired. As I heard it, the whole truth rushed into my mind, my arms dropped, the motion of every muscle and fibre was suspended; I could feel the blood trickling in my veins, and tingling in the extremities of my limbs. This state lasted but for an instant; the scream was repeated, and I rushed into the room.

Great God! why did I not then expire! Why am I here to relate the destruction of the best hope, and the purest creature of earth? She was there, lifeless and inanimate, thrown across the bed, her head hanging down, and her pale and distorted features half covered by her hair. Every where I turn I see the same figure—her bloodless arms and relaxed form flung by the murderer on its bridal bier. Could I behold this, and live? Alas! life is obstinate, and clings closest where it is most hated. For a moment only did I lose recollection; I fainted.

When I recovered, I found myself surrounded by the people of the inn; their countenances expressed a breathless terror: but the horror of others appeared only as a mockery, a shadow of the feelings that oppressed me. I escaped from them to the room where lay the body of Elizabeth, my love, my wife, so lately living, so dear, so worthy. She had been moved from the posture in which I had first beheld her; and now, as she lay, her head upon her arm, and a handkerchief thrown across her face and neck, I might have supposed her asleep. I rushed towards her, and embraced her with ardour; but the deathly languor and coldness of the limbs told me, that what I now held in my arms had ceased to be the Elizabeth whom I had loved and cherished. The murderous mark of the fiend’s grasp was on her neck, and the breath had ceased to issue from her lips.

While I still hung over her in the agony of despair, I happened to look up. The windows of the room had before been darkened; and I felt a kind of panic on seeing the pale yellow light of the moon illuminate the chamber. The shutters had been thrown back; and, with a sensation of horror not to be described, I saw at the open window a figure the most hideous and abhorred. A grin was on the face of the monster; he seemed to jeer, as with his fiendish finger he pointed towards the corpse of my wife. I rushed towards the window, and drawing a pistol from my bosom, shot; but he eluded me, leaped from his station, and, running with the swiftness of lightning, plunged into the lake.

The report of the pistol brought a crowd into the room. I pointed to the spot where he had disappeared, and we followed the track with boats; nets were cast, but in vain. After passing several hours, we returned hopeless, most of my companions believing it to have been a form conjured by my fancy. After having landed, they proceeded to search the country, parties going in different directions among the woods and vines.

I did not accompany them; I was exhausted: a film covered my eyes, and my skin was parched with the heat of fever. In this state I lay on a bed, hardly conscious of what had happened; my eyes wandered round the room, as if to seek something that I had lost.

At length I remembered that my father would anxiously expect the return of Elizabeth and myself and that I must return alone. This reflection brought tears into my eyes, and I wept for a long time; but my thoughts rambled to various subjects, reflecting on my misfortunes, and their cause. I was bewildered in a cloud of wonder and horror. The death of William, the execution of Justine, the murder of Clerval, and lastly of my wife; even at that moment I knew not that my only remaining friends were safe from the malignity of the fiend; my father even now might be writhing under his grasp, and Ernest might be dead at his feet. This idea made me shudder, and recalled me to action. I started up, and resolved to return to Geneva with all possible speed.

There were no horses to be procured, and I must return by the lake; but the wind was unfavourable and the rain fell in torrents. However, it was hardly morning, and I might reasonably hope to arrive by night. I hired men to row, and took an oar myself for I had always experienced relief from mental torment in bodily exercise. But the overflowing misery I now felt, and the excess of agitation that I endured rendered me incapable of any exertion. I threw down the oar; and, leaning my head upon my hands, gave way to every gloomy idea that arose. If I looked up, I saw the scenes which were familiar to me in my happier time, and which I had contemplated but the day before in the company of her who was now but a shadow and a recollection. Tears streamed from my eyes. The rain had ceased for a moment, and I saw the fish play in the waters as they had done a few hours before; they had then been observed by Elizabeth. Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change. The sun might shine, or the clouds might lour;1 but nothing could appear to me as it had done the day before. A fiend had snatched from me every hope of future happiness: no creature had ever been so miserable as I was; so frightful an event is single in the history of man.

But why should I dwell upon the incidents that followed this last overwhelming event. Mine has been a tale of horrors; I have reached their acme,2 and what I must now relate can but be tedious to you. Know that, one by one, my friends were snatched away: I was left desolate. My own strength is exhausted; and I must tell, in a few words, what remains of my hideous narration.

I arrived at Geneva. My father and Ernest yet lived; but the former sunk under the tidings that I bore. I see him now, excellent and venerable old man! his eyes wandered in vacancy, for they had lost their charm and their delight—his niece, his more than daughter, whom he doated on with all that affection which a man feels, who, in the decline of life, having few affections, clings more earnestly to those that remain. Cursed, cursed be the fiend that brought misery on his grey hairs, and doomed him to waste in wretchedness! He could not live under the horrors that were accumulated around him; an apoplectic fit3 was brought on, and in a few days he died in my arms.

What then became of me? I know not; I lost sensation, and chains and darkness were the only objects that pressed upon me. Sometimes, indeed, I dreamt that I wandered in flowery meadows and pleasant vales with the friends of my youth; but awoke, and found myself in a dungeon. Melancholy followed, but by degrees I gained a clear conception of my miseries and situation, and was then released from my prison. For they had called me mad; and during many months, as I understood, a solitary cell had been my habitation.

But liberty had been a useless gift to me had I not, as I awakened to reason, at the same time awakened to revenge. As the memory of past misfortunes pressed upon me, I began to reflect on their cause—the monster whom I had created, the miserable dæmon whom I had sent abroad into the world for my destruction. I was possessed by a maddening rage when I thought of him, and desired and ardently prayed that I might have him within my grasp to wreak a great and signal revenge on his cursed head.

Nor did my hate long confine itself to useless wishes; I began to reflect on the best means of securing him; and for this purpose, about a month after my release, I repaired to a criminal judge in the town, and told him that I had an accusation to make; that I knew the destroyer of my family; and that I required him to exert his whole authority for the apprehension of the murderer.

The magistrate listened to me with attention and kindness: “Be assured, sir,” said he, “no pains or exertions on my part shall be spared to discover the villain.”

“I thank you,” replied I; “listen, therefore, to the deposition that I have to make. It is indeed a tale so strange, that I should fear you would not credit it, were there not something in truth which, however wonderful, forces conviction. The story is too connected to be mistaken for a dream, and I have no motive for falsehood.” My manner, as I thus addressed him, was impressive, but calm; I had formed in my own heart a resolution to pursue my destroyer to death; and this purpose quieted my agony, and provisionally reconciled me to life. I now related my history briefly, but with firmness and precision, marking the dates with accuracy, and never deviating into invective or exclamation.

The magistrate appeared at first perfectly incredulous, but as I continued he became more attentive and interested; I saw him sometimes shudder with horror, at others a lively surprise, unmingled with disbelief, was painted on his countenance.

When I had concluded my narration, I said, “This is the being whom I accuse, and for whose detection and punishment I call upon you to exert your whole power. It is your duty as a magistrate, and I believe and hope that your feelings as a man will not revolt from the execution of those functions on this occasion.”

This address caused a considerable change in the physiognomy of my auditor. He had heard my story with that half kind of belief that is given to a tale of spirits and supernatural events; but when he was called upon to act officially in consequence, the whole tide of his incredulity returned. He, however, answered mildly, “I would willingly afford you every aid in your pursuit; but the creature of whom you speak appears to have powers which would put all my exertions to defiance. Who can follow an animal which can traverse the sea of ice, and inhabit caves and dens, where no man would venture to intrude? Besides, some months have elapsed since the commission of his crimes, and no one can conjecture to what place he has wandered or what region he may now inhabit.”

“I do not doubt that he hovers near the spot which I inhabit; and if he has indeed taken refuge in the Alps, he may be hunted like the chamois,4 and destroyed as a beast of prey. But I perceive your thoughts: you do not credit my narrative, and do not intend to pursue my enemy with the punishment which is his desert.”

As I spoke, rage sparkled in my eyes; the magistrate was intimidated; “You are mistaken,” said he, “I will exert myself; and if it is in my power to seize the monster, be assured that he shall suffer punishment proportionate to his crimes. But I fear, from what you have yourself described to be his properties, that this will prove impracticable, and that, while every proper measure is pursued, you should endeavour to make up your mind to disappointment.”

“That cannot be; but all that I can say will be of little avail. My revenge is of no moment5 to you; yet, while I allow it to be a vice, I confess that it is the devouring and only passion of my soul. My rage is unspeakable, when I reflect that the murderer, whom I have turned loose upon society, still exists. You refuse my just demand: I have but one resource; and I devote myself, either in my life or death, to his destruction.”

I trembled with excess of agitation as I said this; there was a phrenzy in my manner, and something, I doubt not, of that haughty fierceness, which the martyrs of old are said to have possessed. But to a Genevan magistrate, whose mind was occupied by far other ideas than those of devotion and heroism, this elevation of mind had much the appearance of madness. He endeavoured to soothe me as a nurse does a child, and reverted to6 my tale as the effects of delirium.

“Man,” I cried, “how ignorant art thou in thy pride of wisdom! Cease; you know not what it is you say.”

I broke from the house angry and disturbed, and retired to meditate on some other mode of action.
  

CHAPTER VII

 

[image: Image]

My present situation was one in which all voluntary thought was swallowed up and lost. I was hurried away by fury; revenge alone endowed me with strength and composure; it modelled my feelings, and allowed me to be calculating and calm, at periods when otherwise delirium or death would have been my portion.

My first resolution was to quit Geneva for ever; my country, which, when I was happy and beloved, was dear to me, now, in my adversity, became hateful. I provided myself with a sum of money, together with a few jewels which had belonged to my mother, and departed.

And now my wanderings began, which are to cease but with life. I have traversed a vast portion of the earth, and have endured all the hardships which travellers, in deserts and barbarous countries, are wont to meet. How I have lived I hardly know; many times have I stretched my failing limbs upon the sandy plain, and prayed for death. But revenge kept me alive; I dared not die, and leave my adversary in being.

When I quitted Geneva, my first labour was to gain some clue by which I might trace the steps of my fiendish enemy. But my plan was unsettled; and I wandered many hours around the confines of the town, uncertain what path I should pursue. As night approached, I found myself at the entrance of the cemetery where William, Elizabeth, and my father, reposed. I entered it, and approached the tomb which marked their graves. Every thing was silent, except the leaves of the trees, which were gently agitated by the wind; the night was nearly dark; and the scene would have been solemn and affecting even to an uninterested observer. The spirits of the departed seemed to flit around, and to cast a shadow, which was felt but seen not, around the head of the mourner.

The deep grief which this scene had at first excited quickly gave way to rage and despair. They were dead, and I lived; their murderer also lived, and to destroy him I must drag out my weary existence. I knelt on the grass, and kissed the earth, and with quivering lips exclaimed, “By the sacred earth on which I kneel, by the shades1 that wander near me, by the deep and eternal grief that I feel, I swear; and by thee, O Night, and by the spirits that preside over thee, I swear to pursue the dæmon, who caused this misery, until he or I shall perish in mortal conflict. For this purpose I will preserve my life: to execute this dear revenge, will I again behold the sun, and tread the green herbage of earth, which otherwise should vanish from my eyes for ever. And I call on you, spirits of the dead; and on you, wandering ministers of vengeance, to aid and conduct me in my work. Let the cursed and hellish monster drink deep of agony; let him feel the despair that now torments me.”

I had begun my adjuration with solemnity, and an awe which almost assured me that the shades of my murdered friends heard and approved my devotion; but the furies possessed me as I concluded, and rage choaked my utterance.

I was answered through the stillness of night by a loud and fiendish laugh. It rung on my ears long and heavily; the mountains re-echoed it, and I felt as if all hell surrounded me with mockery and laughter. Surely in that moment I should have been possessed by phrenzy, and have destroyed my miserable existence, but that my vow was heard, and that I was reserved for vengeance. The laughter died away: when a well-known and abhorred voice, apparently close to my ear, addressed me in an audible whisper—“I am satisfied: miserable wretch! you have determined to live, and I am satisfied.”

I darted towards the spot from which the sound proceeded; but the devil eluded my grasp. Suddenly the broad disk of the moon arose, and shone full upon his ghastly and distorted shape, as he fled with more than mortal speed.

I pursued him; and for many months this has been my task. Guided by a slight clue, I followed the windings of the Rhone, but vainly. The blue Mediterranean appeared; and, by a strange chance, I saw the fiend enter by night, and hide himself in a vessel bound for the Black Sea. I took my passage in the same ship; but he escaped, I know not how.

Amidst the wilds of Tartary and Russia, although he still evaded me, I have ever followed in his track. Sometimes the peasants, scared by this horrid apparition, informed me of his path; sometimes he himself, who feared that if I lost all trace I should despair and die, often left some mark to guide me. The snows descended on my head, and I saw the print of his huge step on the white plain. To you first entering on life, to whom care is new, and agony unknown, how can you understand what I have felt, and still feel? Cold, want, and fatigue, were the least pains which I was destined to endure; I was cursed by some devil, and carried about with me my eternal hell; yet still a spirit of good followed and directed my steps, and, when I most murmured, would suddenly extricate me from seemingly insurmountable difficulties. Sometimes, when nature, overcome by hunger, sunk under the exhaustion, a repast2 was prepared for me in the desert, that restored and inspirited me. The fare was indeed coarse, such as the peasants of the country ate; but I may not doubt that it was set there by the spirits that I had invoked to aid me. Often, when all was dry, the heavens cloudless, and I was parched by thirst, a slight cloud would bedim the sky, shed the few drops that revived me, and vanish.

I followed, when I could, the courses of the rivers; but the dæmon generally avoided these, as it was here that the population of the country chiefly collected. In other places human beings were seldom seen; and I generally subsisted on the wild animals that crossed my path. I had money with me, and gained the friendship of the villagers by distributing it, or bringing with me some food that I had killed, which, after taking a small part, I always presented to those who had provided me with fire and utensils for cooking.

My life, as it passed thus, was indeed hateful to me, and it was during sleep alone that I could taste joy. Oblessed sleep! often, when most miserable, I sank to repose, and my dreams lulled me even to rapture. The spirits that guarded me had provided these moments, or rather hours, of happiness, that I might retain strength to fulfil my pilgrimage. Deprived of this respite, I should have sunk under my hardships. During the day I was sustained and inspirited by the hope of night: for in sleep I saw my friends, my wife, and my beloved country; again I saw the benevolent countenance of my father, heard the silver tones of my Elizabeth’s voice, and beheld Clerval enjoying health and youth. Often, when wearied by a toilsome march, I persuaded myself that I was dreaming until night should come, and that I should then enjoy reality in the arms of my dearest friends. What agonizing fondness did I feel for them! how did I cling to their dear forms, as sometimes they haunted even my waking hours, and persuade myself that they still lived! At such moments vengeance, that burned within me, died in my heart, and I pursued my path towards the destruction of the dæmon, more as a task enjoined by heaven, as the mechanical impulse of some power of which I was unconscious, than as the ardent desire of my soul.

What his feelings were whom I pursued, I cannot know. Sometimes, indeed, he left marks in writing on the barks of the trees, or cut in stone, that guided me, and instigated my fury. “My reign is not yet over,” (these words were legible in one of these inscriptions); “you live, and my power is complete. Follow me; I seek the everlasting ices of the north, where you will feel the misery of cold and frost, to which I am impassive. You will find near this place, if you follow not too tardily, a dead hare; eat, and be refreshed. Come on, my enemy; we have yet to wrestle for our lives; but many hard and miserable hours must you endure, until that period shall arrive.”

Scoffing devil! Again do I vow vengeance; again do I devote thee, miserable fiend, to torture and death. Never will I omit my search, until he or I perish; and then with what ecstacy shall I join my Elizabeth, and those who even now prepare for me the reward of my tedious toil and horrible pilgrimage.

As I still pursued my journey to the northward, the snows thickened, and the cold increased in a degree almost too severe to support. The peasants were shut up in their hovels, and only a few of the most hardy ventured forth to seize the animals whom starvation had forced from their hiding-places to seek for prey. The rivers were covered with ice, and no fish could be procured; and thus I was cut off from my chief article of maintenance.

The triumph of my enemy increased with the difficulty of my labours. One inscription that he left was in these words: “Prepare! your toils only begin: wrap yourself in furs, and provide food, for we shall soon enter upon a journey where your sufferings will satisfy my everlasting hatred.”

My courage and perseverance were invigorated by these scoffing words; I resolved not to fail in my purpose; and, calling on heaven to support me, I continued with unabated fervour to traverse immense deserts, until the ocean appeared at a distance, and formed the utmost boundary of the horizon. Oh! how unlike it was to the blue seas of the south! Covered with ice, it was only to be distinguished from land by its superior wildness and ruggedness. The Greeks wept for joy when they beheld the Mediterranean from the hills of Asia, and hailed with rapture the boundary of their toils.3 I did not weep; but I knelt down, and, with a full heart, thanked my guiding spirit for conducting me in safety to the place where I hoped, notwithstanding my adversary’s gibe, to meet and grapple with him.

Some weeks before this period I had procured a sledge and dogs, and thus traversed the snows with inconceivable speed. I know not whether the fiend possessed the same advantages; but I found that, as before I had daily lost ground in the pursuit, I now gained on him; so much so, that when I first saw the ocean, he was but one day’s journey in advance, and I hoped to intercept him before he should reach the beach. With new courage, therefore, I pressed on, and in two days arrived at a wretched hamlet on the seashore. I inquired of the inhabitants concerning the fiend, and gained accurate information. A gigantic monster, they said, had arrived the night before, armed with a gun and many pistols; putting to flight the inhabitants of a solitary cottage, through fear of his terrific appearance. He had carried off their store of winter food, and, placing it in a sledge, to draw which he had seized on a numerous drove of trained dogs, he had harnessed them, and the same night, to the joy of the horror-struck villagers, had pursued his journey across the sea in a direction that led to no land; and they conjectured that he must speedily be destroyed by the breaking of the ice, or frozen by the eternal frosts.

On hearing this information, I suffered a temporary access of despair. He had escaped me; and I must commence a destructive and almost endless journey across the mountainous ices of the ocean,—amidst cold that few of the inhabitants could long endure, and which I, the native of a genial and sunny climate, could not hope to survive. Yet at the idea that the fiend should live and be triumphant, my rage and vengeance returned, and, like a mighty tide, overwhelmed every other feeling. After a slight repose, during which the spirits of the dead hovered round, and instigated me to toil and revenge, I prepared for my journey.

I exchanged my land sledge for one fashioned for the inequalities of the frozen ocean; and, purchasing a plentiful stock of provisions, I departed from land.

I cannot guess how many days have passed since then; but I have endured misery, which nothing but the eternal sentiment of a just retribution burning within my heart could have enabled me to support. Immense and rugged mountains of ice often barred up my passage, and I often heard the thunder of the ground sea, which threatened my destruction. But again the frost came, and made the paths of the sea secure.

By the quantity of provision which I had consumed I should guess that I had passed three weeks in this journey; and the continual protraction of hope, returning back upon the heart, often wrung bitter drops of despondency and grief from my eyes. Despair had indeed almost secured her prey, and I should soon have sunk beneath this misery; when once, after the poor animals that carried me had with incredible toil gained the summit of a sloping ice mountain, and one sinking under his fatigue died, I viewed the expanse before me with anguish, when suddenly my eye caught a dark speck upon the dusky plain. I strained my sight to discover what it could be, and uttered a wild cry of ecstacy when I distinguished a sledge, and the distorted proportions of a well-known form within. Oh! with what a burning gush did hope revisit my heart! warm tears filled my eyes, which I hastily wiped away, that they might not intercept the view I had of the dæmon; but still my sight was dimmed by the burning drops, until, giving way to the emotions that oppressed me, I wept aloud.

But this was not the time for delay; I disencumbered the dogs of their dead companion, gave them a plentiful portion of food; and, after an hour’s rest, which was absolutely necessary, and yet which was bitterly irksome to me, I continued my route. The sledge was still visible; nor did I again lose sight of it, except at the moments when for a short time some ice rock concealed it with its intervening crags. I indeed perceptibly gained on it; and when, after nearly two days’ journey, I beheld my enemy at no more than a mile distant, my heart bounded within me.

But now, when I appeared almost within grasp of my enemy, my hopes were suddenly extinguished, and I lost all trace of him more utterly than I had ever done before. A ground sea was heard; the thunder of its progress, as the waters rolled and swelled beneath me, became every moment more ominous and terrific. I pressed on, but in vain. The wind arose; the sea roared; and, as with the mighty shock of an earthquake, it split, and cracked with a tremendous and overwhelming sound. The work was soon finished: in a few minutes a tumultuous sea rolled between me and my enemy, and I was left drifting on a scattered piece of ice, that was continually lessening, and thus preparing for me a hideous death.

In this manner many appalling hours passed; several of my dogs died; and I myself was about to sink under the accumulation of distress, when I saw your vessel riding at anchor, and holding forth to me hopes of succour and life. I had no conception that vessels ever came so far north, and was astounded at the sight. I quickly destroyed part of my sledge to construct oars; and by these means was enabled, with infinite fatigue, to move my ice-raft in the direction of your ship. I had determined, if you were going southward, still to trust myself to the mercy of the seas, rather than abandon my purpose. I hoped to induce you to grant me a boat with which I could still pursue my enemy. But your direction was northward. You took me on board when my vigour was exhausted, and I should soon have sunk under my multiplied hardships into a death, which I still dread,—for my task is unfulfilled.

Oh! when will my guiding spirit, in conducting me to the dæmon, allow me the rest I so much desire; or must I die, and he yet live? If I do, swear to me, Walton, that he shall not escape; that you will seek him, and satisfy my vengeance in his death. Yet, do I dare ask you to undertake my pilgrimage, to endure the hardships that I have undergone? No; I am not so selfish. Yet, when I am dead, if he should appear, if the ministers of vengeance should conduct him to you, swear that he shall not live—swear that he shall not triumph over my accumulated woes, and live to make another such a wretch as I am. He is eloquent and persuasive; and once his words had even power over my heart: but trust him not. His soul is as hellish as his form, full of treachery and fiend-like malice. Hear him not; call on the manes4 of William, Justine, Clerval, Elizabeth, my father, and of the wretched Victor, and thrust your sword into his heart. I will hover near, and direct the steel aright.

Walton, in continuation.
August 26th, 17—.

You have read this strange and terrific story, Margaret; and do you not feel your blood congealed with horror, like that which even now curdles mine? Sometimes, seized with sudden agony, he could not continue his tale; at others, his voice broken, yet piercing, uttered with difficulty the words so replete with agony. His fine and lovely eyes were now lighted up with indignation, now subdued to downcast sorrow, and quenched in infinite wretchedness. Sometimes he commanded his countenance and tones, and related the most horrible incidents with a tranquil voice, suppressing every mark of agitation; then, like a volcano bursting forth, his face would suddenly change to an expression of the wildest rage, as he shrieked out imprecations5 on his persecutor.

His tale is connected,6 and told with an appearance of the simplest truth; yet I own to you that the letters of Felix and Safie, which he shewed me, and the apparition of the monster, seen from our ship, brought to me a greater conviction of the truth of his narrative than his asseverations,7 however earnest and connected. Such a monster has then really existence; I cannot doubt it; yet I am lost in surprise and admiration. Sometimes I endeavoured to gain from Frankenstein the particulars of his creature’s formation; but on this point he was impenetrable.

“Are you mad, my friend?” said he, “or whither does your senseless curiosity lead you? Would you also create for yourself and the world a demoniacal enemy? Or to what do your questions tend? Peace, peace! learn my miseries, and do not seek to increase your own.”

Frankenstein discovered that I made notes concerning his history: he asked to see them, and then himself corrected and augmented them in many places; but principally in giving the life and spirit to the conversations he held with his enemy. “Since you have preserved my narration,” said he, “I would not that a mutilated one should go down to posterity.”

Thus has a week passed away, while I have listened to the strangest tale that ever imagination formed. My thoughts, and every feeling of my soul, have been drunk up by the interest for my guest, which this tale, and his own elevated and gentle manners have created. I wish to soothe him; yet can I counsel one so infinitely miserable, so destitute of every hope of consolation, to live? Oh, no! the only joy that he can now know will be when he composes his shattered feelings to peace and death. Yet he enjoys one comfort, the offspring of solitude and delirium: he believes, that, when in dreams he holds converse with his friends, and derives from that communion consolation for his miseries, or excitements to his vengeance, that they are not the creations of his fancy, but the real beings who visit him from the regions of a remote world. This faith gives a solemnity to his reveries that render them to me almost as imposing and interesting as truth.

Our conversations are not always confined to his own history and misfortunes. On every point of general literature he displays unbounded knowledge, and a quick and piercing apprehension. His eloquence is forcible and touching; nor can I hear him, when he relates a pathetic incident, or endeavours to move the passions of pity or love, without tears. What a glorious creature must he have been in the days of his prosperity, when he is thus noble and godlike in ruin. He seems to feel his own worth, and the greatness of his fall.

“When younger,” said he, “I felt as if I were destined for some great enterprise. My feelings are profound; but I possessed a coolness of judgment that fitted me for illustrious achievements. This sentiment of the worth of my nature supported me, when others would have been oppressed; for I deemed it criminal to throw away in useless grief those talents that might be useful to my fellow-creatures. When I reflected on the work I had completed, no less a one than the creation of a sensitive and rational animal, I could not rank myself with the herd of common projectors.8 But this feeling, which supported me in the commencement of my career, now serves only to plunge me lower in the dust. All my speculations and hopes are as nothing; and, like the archangel who aspired to omnipotence, I am chained in an eternal hell. My imagination was vivid, yet my powers of analysis and application were intense; by the union of these qualities I conceived the idea, and executed the creation of a man. Even now I cannot recollect, without passion, my reveries while the work was incomplete. I trod heaven in my thoughts, now exulting in my powers, now burning with the idea of their effects. From my infancy I was imbued with high hopes and a lofty ambition; but how am I sunk! Oh! my friend, if you had known me as I once was, you would not recognize me in this state of degradation. Despondency rarely visited my heart; a high destiny seemed to bear me on, until I fell, never, never again to rise.”

Must I then lose this admirable being? I have longed for a friend; I have sought one who would sympathize with and love me. Behold, on these desert seas I have found such a one; but, I fear, I have gained him only to know his value, and lose him. I would reconcile him to life, but he repulses the idea.

“I thank you, Walton,” he said, “for your kind intentions towards so miserable a wretch; but when you speak of new ties, and fresh affections, think you that any can replace those who are gone? Can any man be to me as Clerval was; or any woman another Elizabeth? Even where the affections are not strongly moved by any superior excellence, the companions of our childhood always possess a certain power over our minds, which hardly any later friend can obtain. They know our infantine dispositions, which, however they may be afterwards modified, are never eradicated; and they can judge of our actions with more certain conclusions as to the integrity of our motives. A sister or a brother can never, unless indeed such symptoms have been shewn early, suspect the other of fraud or false dealing, when another friend, however strongly he may be attached, may, in spite of himself, be invaded with suspicion. But I enjoyed friends, dear not only through habit and association, but from their own merits; and, wherever I am, the soothing voice of my Elizabeth, and the conversation of Clerval, will be ever whispered in my ear. They are dead; and but one feeling in such a solitude can persuade me to preserve my life. If I were engaged in any high undertaking or design, fraught with extensive utility to my fellow-creatures, then could I live to fulfil it. But such is not my destiny; I must pursue and destroy the being to whom I gave existence; then my lot on earth will be fulfilled, and I may die.”

September 2d.

My beloved Sister,

I write to you, encompassed by peril, and ignorant whether I am ever doomed to see again dear England, and the dearer friends that inhabit it. I am surrounded by mountains of ice, which admit of no escape, and threaten every moment to crush my vessel. The brave fellows, whom I have persuaded to be my companions, look towards me for aid; but I have none to bestow. There is something terribly appalling in our situation, yet my courage and hopes do not desert me. We may survive; and if we do not, I will repeat the lessons of my Seneca,9 and die with a good heart.

Yet what, Margaret, will be the state of your mind? You will not hear of my destruction, and you will anxiously await my return. Years will pass, and you will have visitings of despair, and yet be tortured by hope. Oh! my beloved sister, the sickening failings of your heart-felt expectations are, in prospect, more terrible to me than my own death. But you have a husband, and lovely children; you may be happy: heaven bless you, and make you so!

My unfortunate guest regards me with the tenderest compassion. He endeavours to fill me with hope; and talks as if life were a possession which he valued. He reminds me how often the same accidents have happened to other navigators, who have attempted this sea, and, in spite of myself, he fills me with cheerful auguries. Even the sailors feel the power of his eloquence: when he speaks, they no longer despair; he rouses their energies, and, while they hear his voice, they believe these vast mountains of ice are molehills, which will vanish before the resolutions of man. These feelings are transitory; each day’s expectation delayed fills them with fear, and I almost dread a mutiny caused by this despair.

September 5th.

A scene has just passed of such uncommon interest, that although it is highly probable that these papers may never reach you, yet I cannot forbear recording it.

We are still surrounded by mountains of ice, still in imminent danger of being crushed in their conflict. The cold is excessive, and many of my unfortunate comrades have already found a grave amidst this scene of desolation. Frankenstein has daily declined in health: a feverish fire still glimmers in his eyes; but he is exhausted, and, when suddenly roused to any exertion, he speedily sinks again into apparent lifelessness.

I mentioned in my last letter the fears I entertained of a mutiny. This morning, as I sat watching the wan countenance of my friend—his eyes half closed, and his limbs hanging listlessly,—I was roused by half a dozen of the sailors, who desired admission into the cabin. They entered; and their leader addressed me. He told me that he and his companions had been chosen by the other sailors to come in deputation to me, to make me a demand, which, in justice, I could not refuse. We were immured in ice, and should probably never escape; but they feared that if, as was possible, the ice should dissipate, and a free passage be opened, I should be rash enough to continue my voyage, and lead them into fresh dangers, after they might happily have surmounted this. They desired, therefore, that I should engage with a solemn promise, that if the vessel should be freed, I would instantly direct my course southward.

This speech troubled me. I had not despaired; nor had I yet conceived the idea of returning, if set free. Yet could I, in justice, or even in possibility, refuse this demand? I hesitated before I answered; when Frankenstein, who had at first been silent, and, indeed, appeared hardly to have force enough to attend, now roused himself; his eyes sparkled, and his cheeks flushed with momentary vigour. Turning towards the men, he said—

“What do you mean? What do you demand of your captain? Are you then so easily turned from your design? Did you not call this a glorious expedition? and wherefore was it glorious? Not because the way was smooth and placid as a southern sea, but because it was full of dangers and terror; because, at every new incident, your fortitude was to be called forth, and your courage exhibited; because danger and death surrounded, and these dangers you were to brave and overcome. For this was it a glorious, for this was it an honourable undertaking. You were hereafter to be hailed as the benefactors of your species; your name adored, as belonging to brave men who encountered death for honour and the benefit of mankind. And now, behold, with the first imagination of danger, or, if you will, the first mighty and terrific trial of your courage, you shrink away, and are content to be handed down as men who had not strength enough to endure cold and peril; and so, poor souls, they were chilly, and returned to their warm fire-sides. Why, that requires not this preparation; ye need not have come thus far, and dragged your captain to the shame of a defeat, merely to prove yourselves cowards. Oh! be men, or be more than men. Be steady to your purposes, and firm as a rock. This ice is not made of such stuff as your hearts might be; it is mutable, cannot withstand you, if you say that it shall not. Do not return to your families with the stigma of disgrace marked on your brows. Return as heroes who have fought and conquered, and who know not what it is to turn their backs on the foe.”

He spoke this with a voice so modulated to the different feelings expressed in his speech, with an eye so full of lofty design and heroism, that can you wonder that these men were moved. They looked at one another, and were unable to reply. I spoke; I told them to retire, and consider of what had been said: that I would not lead them further north, if they strenuously desired the contrary; but that I hoped that, with reflection, their courage would return.

They retired, and I turned towards my friend; but he was sunk in languor, and almost deprived of life.

How all this will terminate, I know not; but I had rather die, than return shamefully,—my purpose unfulfilled. Yet I fear such will be my fate; the men, unsupported by ideas of glory and honour, can never willingly continue to endure their present hardships.

September 7th.

The die is cast; I have consented to return, if we are not destroyed. Thus are my hopes blasted by cowardice and indecision; I come back ignorant and disappointed. It requires more philosophy than I possess, to bear this injustice with patience.

September 12th.

It is past; I am returning to England. I have lost my hopes of utility and glory;—I have lost my friend. But I will endeavour to detail these bitter circumstances to you, my dear sister; and, while I am wafted towards England, and towards you, I will not despond.10

September 9th, the ice began to move, and roarings like thunder were heard at a distance, as the islands split and cracked in every direction. We were in the most imminent peril; but, as we could only remain passive, my chief attention was occupied by my unfortunate guest, whose illness increased in such a degree, that he was entirely confined to his bed. The ice cracked behind us, and was driven with force towards the north; a breeze sprung from the west, and on the 11th the passage towards the south became perfectly free. When the sailors saw this, and that their return to their native country was apparently assured, a shout of tumultuous joy broke from them, loud and long-continued. Frankenstein, who was dozing, awoke, and asked the cause of the tumult. “They shout,” I said, “because they will soon return to England.”

“Do you then really return?”

“Alas! yes; I cannot withstand their demands. I cannot lead them unwillingly to danger, and I must return.”

“Do so, if you will; but I will not. You may give up your purpose; but mine is assigned to me by heaven, and I dare not. I am weak; but surely the spirits who assist my vengeance will endow me with sufficient strength.” Saying this, he endeavoured to spring from the bed, but the exertion was too great for him; he fell back, and fainted.

It was long before he was restored; and I often thought that life was entirely extinct. At length he opened his eyes, but he breathed with difficulty, and was unable to speak. The surgeon gave him a composing draught,11 and ordered us to leave him undisturbed. In the mean time he told me, that my friend had certainly not many hours to live.

His sentence was pronounced; and I could only grieve, and be patient. I sat by his bed watching him; his eyes were closed, and I thought he slept; but presently he called to me in a feeble voice, and, bidding me come near, said—“Alas! the strength I relied on is gone; I feel that I shall soon die, and he, my enemy and persecutor, may still be in being. Think not, Walton, that in the last moments of my existence I feel that burning hatred, and ardent desire of revenge, I once expressed, but I feel myself justified in desiring the death of my adversary. During these last days I have been occupied in examining my past conduct; nor do I find it blameable. In a fit of enthusiastic madness I created a rational creature, and was bound towards him, to assure, as far as was in my power, his happiness and well-being. This was my duty; but there was another still paramount to that. My duties towards my fellow-creatures had greater claims to my attention, because they included a greater proportion of happiness or misery. Urged by this view, I refused, and I did right in refusing, to create a companion for the first creature. He shewed unparalleled malignity and selfishness, in evil: he destroyed my friends; he devoted to destruction beings who possessed exquisite sensations, happiness, and wisdom; nor do I know where this thirst for vengeance may end. Miserable himself, that he may render no other wretched, he ought to die. The task of his destruction was mine, but I have failed. When actuated by selfish and vicious motives, I asked you to undertake my unfinished work; and I renew this request now, when I am only induced by reason and virtue.

“Yet I cannot ask you to renounce your country and friends, to fulfil this task; and now, that you are returning to England, you will have little chance of meeting with him. But the consideration of these points, and the well-balancing of what you may esteem your duties, I leave to you; my judgment and ideas are already disturbed by the near approach of death. I dare not ask you to do what I think right, for I may still be misled by passion.

“That he should live to be an instrument of mischief disturbs me; in other respects this hour, when I momentarily expect my release, is the only happy one which I have enjoyed for several years. The forms of the beloved dead flit before me, and I hasten to their arms. Farewell, Walton! Seek happiness in tranquillity, and avoid ambition, even if it be only the apparently innocent one of distinguishing yourself in science and discoveries. Yet why do I say this? I have myself been blasted in these hopes, yet another may succeed.”

His voice became fainter as he spoke; and at length exhausted by his effort, he sunk into silence. About half an hour afterwards he attempted again to speak, but was unable; he pressed my hand feebly, and his eyes closed for ever, while the irradiation12 of a gentle smile passed away from his lips.

Margaret, what comment can I make on the untimely extinction of this glorious spirit? What can I say, that will enable you to understand the depth of my sorrow? All that I should express would be inadequate and feeble. My tears flow; my mind is overshadowed by a cloud of disappointment. But I journey towards England, and I may there find consolation.

I am interrupted. What do these sounds portend? It is midnight; the breeze blows fairly, and the watch on deck scarcely stir. Again; there is a sound as of a human voice, but hoarser; it comes from the cabin where the remains of Frankenstein still lie. I must arise, and examine. Good night, my sister.

Great God! what a scene has just taken place! I am yet dizzy with the remembrance of it. I hardly know whether I shall have the power to detail it; yet the tale which I have recorded would be incomplete without this final and wonderful13 catastrophe.

I entered the cabin, where lay the remains of my ill-fated and admirable friend. Over him hung a form which I cannot find words to describe; gigantic in stature, yet uncouth and distorted in its proportions. As he hung over the coffin, his face was concealed by long locks of ragged hair; but one vast hand was extended, in colour and apparent texture like that of a mummy. When he heard the sound of my approach, he ceased to utter exclamations of grief and horror, and sprung towards the window. Never did I behold a vision so horrible as his face, of such loathsome, yet appalling hideousness. I shut my eyes involuntarily, and endeavoured to recollect what were my duties with regard to this destroyer. I called on him to stay.

He paused, looking on me with wonder, and, again turning towards the lifeless form of his creator, he seemed to forget my presence, and every feature and gesture seemed instigated by the wildest rage of some uncontrollable passion.

“That is also my victim!” he exclaimed; “in his murder my crimes are consummated; the miserable series of my being is wound to its close! Oh, Frankenstein! generous and self-devoted being! what does it avail that I now ask thee to pardon me? I, who irretrievably destroyed thee by destroying all thou lovedst. Alas! he is cold; he may not answer me.”

His voice seemed suffocated; and my first impulses, which had suggested to me the duty of obeying the dying request of my friend, in destroying his enemy, were now suspended by a mixture of curiosity and compassion. I approached this tremendous being; I dared not again raise my looks upon his face, there was something so scaring and unearthly in his ugliness. I attempted to speak, but the words died away on my lips. The monster continued to utter wild and incoherent self-reproaches. At length I gathered resolution to address him, in a pause of the tempest of his passion: “Your repentance,” I said, “is now superfluous. If you had listened to the voice of conscience, and heeded the stings of remorse, before you had urged your diabolical vengeance to this extremity, Frankenstein would yet have lived.”

“And do you dream?” said the dæmon; “do you think that I was then dead to agony and remorse?—He,” he continued, pointing to the corpse, “he suffered not more in the consummation of the deed;—oh! not the ten-thousandth portion of the anguish that was mine during the lingering detail of its execution. A frightful selfishness hurried me on, while my heart was poisoned with remorse. Think ye that the groans of Clerval were music to my ears? My heart was fashioned to be susceptible of love and sympathy; and, when wrenched by misery to vice and hatred, it did not endure the violence of the change without torture, such as you cannot even imagine.

“After the murder of Clerval, I returned to Switzerland, heart-broken and overcome. I pitied Frankenstein; my pity amounted to horror: I abhorred myself. But when I discovered that he, the author at once of my existence and of its unspeakable torments, dared to hope for happiness; that while he accumulated wretchedness and despair upon me, he sought his own enjoyment in feelings and passions from the indulgence of which I was for ever barred, then impotent envy and bitter indignation filled me with an insatiable thirst for vengeance. I recollected my threat, and resolved that it should be accomplished. I knew that I was preparing for myself a deadly torture; but I was the slave, not the master of an impulse, which I detested, yet could not disobey. Yet when she died!—nay, then I was not miserable. I had cast off all feeling, subdued all anguish to riot in the excess of my despair. Evil thenceforth became my good.14 Urged thus far, I had no choice but to adapt my nature to an element which I had willingly chosen. The completion of my demoniacal design became an insatiable passion. And now it is ended; there is my last victim!”

I was at first touched by the expressions of his misery; yet when I called to mind what Frankenstein had said of his powers of eloquence and persuasion, and when I again cast my eyes on the lifeless form of my friend, indignation was re-kindled within me. “Wretch!” I said, “it is well that you come here to whine over the desolation that you have made. You throw a torch into a pile of buildings, and when they are consumed you sit among the ruins, and lament the fall. Hypocritical fiend! if he whom you mourn still lived, still would he be the object, again would he become the prey of your accursed vengeance. It is not pity that you feel; you lament only because the victim of your malignity is withdrawn from your power.”

“Oh, it is not thus—not thus,” interrupted the being; “yet such must be the impression conveyed to you by what appears to be the purport of my actions. Yet I seek not a fellow-feeling in my misery. No sympathy may I ever find. When I first sought it, it was the love of virtue, the feelings of happiness and affection with which my whole being overflowed, that I wished to be participated.15 But now, that virtue has become to me a shadow, and that happiness and affection are turned into bitter and loathing despair, in what should I seek for sympathy? I am content to suffer alone, while my sufferings shall endure: when I die, I am well satisfied that abhorrence and opprobrium should load my memory. Once my fancy was soothed with dreams of virtue, of fame, and of enjoyment. Once I falsely hoped to meet with beings, who, pardoning my outward form, would love me for the excellent qualities which I was capable of bringing forth. I was nourished with high thoughts of honour and devotion. But now vice has degraded me beneath the meanest animal. No crime, no mischief, no malignity, no misery, can be found comparable to mine. When I call over the frightful catalogue of my deeds, I cannot believe that I am he whose thoughts were once filled with sublime and transcendant visions of the beauty and the majesty of goodness. But it is even so; the fallen angel becomes a malignant devil. Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and associates in his desolation; I am quite alone.

“You, who call Frankenstein your friend, seem to have a knowledge of my crimes and his misfortunes. But, in the detail which he gave you of them, he could not sum up the hours and months of misery which I endured, wasting in impotent passions. For whilst I destroyed his hopes, I did not satisfy my own desires. They were for ever ardent and craving; still I desired love and fellowship, and I was still spurned. Was there no injustice in this? Am I to be thought the only criminal, when all human kind sinned against me? Why do you not hate Felix, who drove his friend from his door with contumely?16 Why do you not execrate the rustic who sought to destroy the saviour of his child? Nay, these are virtuous and immaculate beings! I, the miserable and the abandoned, am an abortion,17 to be spurned at, and kicked, and trampled on. Even now my blood boils at the recollection of this injustice.

“But it is true that I am a wretch. I have murdered the lovely and the helpless; I have strangled the innocent as they slept, and grasped to death his throat who never injured me or any other living thing. I have devoted my creator, the select specimen of all that is worthy of love and admiration among men, to misery; I have pursued him even to that irremediable ruin. There he lies, white and cold in death. You hate me; but your abhorrence cannot equal that with which I regard myself. I look on the hands which executed the deed; I think on the heart in which the imagination of it was conceived, and long for the moment when they will meet my eyes, when it will haunt my thoughts, no more.

“Fear not that I shall be the instrument of future mischief. My work is nearly complete. Neither yours nor any man’s death is needed to consummate the series of my being, and accomplish that which must be done; but it requires my own. Do not think that I shall be slow to perform this sacrifice. I shall quit your vessel on the ice-raft which brought me hither, and shall seek the most northern extremity of the globe; I shall collect my funeral pile, and consume to ashes this miserable frame, that its remains may afford no light to any curious and unhallowed wretch, who would create such another as I have been. I shall die. I shall no longer feel the agonies which now consume me, or be the prey of feelings unsatisfied, yet unquenched. He is dead who called me into being; and when I shall be no more, the very remembrance of us both will speedily vanish. I shall no longer see the sun or stars, or feel the winds play on my cheeks. Light, feeling, and sense, will pass away; and in this condition must I find my happiness. Some years ago, when the images which this world affords first opened upon me, when I felt the cheering warmth of summer, and heard the rustling of the leaves and the chirping of the birds, and these were all to me, I should have wept to die; now it is my only consolation. Polluted by crimes, and torn by the bitterest remorse, where can I find rest but in death?

“Farewell! I leave you, and in you the last of human kind whom these eyes will ever behold. Farewell, Frankenstein! If thou wert yet alive, and yet cherished a desire of revenge against me, it would be better satiated in my life than in my destruction. But it was not so; thou didst seek my extinction, that I might not cause greater wretchedness; and if yet, in some mode unknown to me, thou hast not yet ceased to think and feel, thou desirest not my life for my own misery. Blasted as thou wert, my agony was still superior to thine; for the bitter sting of remorse may not cease to rankle in my wounds until death shall close them for ever.

“But soon,” he cried, with sad and solemn enthusiasm, “I shall die, and what I now feel be no longer felt. Soon these burning miseries will be extinct. I shall ascend my funeral pile triumphantly, and exult in the agony of the torturing flames. The light of that conflagration will fade away; my ashes will be swept into the sea by the winds. My spirit will sleep in peace; or if it thinks, it will not surely think thus. Farewell.”

He sprung from the cabin-window, as he said this, upon the ice-raft which lay close to the vessel. He was soon borne away by the waves, and lost in darkness and distance.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
MIRACULOUS TRANSFORMATIONS

 

I
WOKE TO THE SOUNDS OF A CHAMBERMAID MOVING about my room. The curtains of my bed were still drawn, but I heard her opening my shutters and setting out my fresh wash basin, and tea. I waited for the sound of her picking up my chamber pot and leaving. But instead I heard her sit down with a contented sigh and start whistling. I frowned. What was she doing? Then came the sound of her pouring a cup of tea, and the clink of china as she sipped at it! We were a liberal household, but still, this was taking things a bit far!


“Are you going to lie there all day, you lazy carcass?” she asked.


Except that it wasn’t a she. It was a he, and I knew the voice as well as my own.


I tore my curtains aside and stared.


Wearing a white nightshirt, my twin sat calmly in the dappled morning sunlight, sipping my tea.


“Konrad!” I exclaimed, and then I felt dizzy and feared I was only dreaming. “Konrad?”


“Good heavens, Victor,” he said. “You’d think you’d seen a ghost!”


He smiled, and suddenly the fearful spell was broken. I leapt off the bed and ran to him. He stood to meet me, and we threw our arms about each other.


“You are all better?” I cried.


“Much improved, anyway,” he said.


Beneath his nightshirt I felt his bones. I pulled back to look at him. His face was still drawn, but his skin no longer had that papery look, and in his cheeks was a hint of color.


“Your fever is gone,” I said.


He nodded. “The good doctor’s medicine seems to be working.”


For a moment, just the smallest of moments, a curious thought swirled through my mind. I was meant to be the one to heal him, to put the Elixir of Life to his lips and watch as the color and vigor rushed back into his body.


But then I was overcome with shame for such a petty thought, and was once more flooded with relief and sheer joy.


“Do Mother and Father know?” I asked.


“Not yet. I wanted to see you first.”


“Let’s go tell everyone!” I said. “Right away!”


It was indescribably wonderful to have Konrad at our table for meals, to see him dressed and walking about, to hear his laughter.


He was much thinner, and weak still, but he had a good appetite, and in no time at all he would be his old self again.


It was like Christmas and everyone’s birthday combined. Mother and Father seemed suddenly younger, Elizabeth’s smile dimmed the sunshine, William and Ernest were giddy with excitement, and the servants fixed every single one of Konrad’s favorite dishes.


Every day for several hours he needed to return to his bed so that he could be pricked with Dr. Murnau’s needle and have more medicine dripped into his veins. Dr. Murnau said he had to get a good deal of rest and not overexert himself.
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In another two days Konrad’s treatment was finished.


Dr. Murnau was greatly pleased with my brother’s progress and made arrangements to return in three months to check on him again.


I helped the doctor pack up his laboratory. His glassware and apparatus reminded me of Mr. Polidori’s, and I still wondered how different these two men were. But I felt foolish. I’d had such grand thoughts of helping create a fantastical elixir of life. But Dr. Murnau had been methodical and scientific, and he had succeeded. As usual it seemed Father was right and all these old books were nothing but nonsense.


“You have the fire of curiosity in you,” Dr. Murnau said to me as I finished replacing the last of the flasks in their velvet casings. “Do you have an interest in the natural sciences?”


“I am not sure,” I said. “I believe I may.”


“Ingolstadt has a very fine university,” said the doctor. “We are always glad of keen students who can help advance our learning in chemistry and biology. Perhaps one day I will see you there.”


“Perhaps,” I said.


He offered me his hand. “Good luck to you, young Victor.”


“Thank you, sir,” I said.


The day was warm and beautiful, and Father had canceled our morning lessons and ordered us to go outdoors and enjoy ourselves. Mother told us not to go far. We did not want to worry her—she had been through enough already—so we promised her we would stay within sight of the château at all times.


Moments after our boat sailed clear from the dock, Konrad looked at Elizabeth and Henry and me, and said, “You three have been having an adventure, I think.”


We glanced at one another and laughed.


“You lucky wretches!” Konrad said. “Tell me everything.”


We enjoyed taking turns telling Konrad of our adventures: our secret visit to the Dark Library, the burned book of Agrippa, and Paracelsus’s mysterious Alphabet of the Magi. We told him of Julius Polidori and his pet lynx, Krake.


“You’re not inventing this!” Konrad broke in more than once, looking from Henry to Elizabeth, then to me, in bewilderment. “It seems the stuff of an overheated imagination!”


“It is all true!” I told him, laughing, and then told him of our nighttime escapade in the Sturmwald, the vision of the wolf, and our climb into the tallest tree during the tempest.


“You climbed the tree?” he asked Elizabeth in amazement.


“I did,” she said.


Konrad looked at me and Henry severely. “Honestly, you two, what were you thinking? She might have come to harm.”


Elizabeth’s eyes sparked. “I’m quite capable of taking care of myself, Konrad, I can assure you.”


“She bit a bearded vulture on the throat,” I added.


Konrad’s face flinched in revulsion. “You what?”


“You needn’t have told him that bit,” Elizabeth said, frowning at me.


“Well, it was very impressive,” I said defensively. “I was very impressed.”


Konrad looked astonished, so we hurried on and told him of our battle with the three lammergeiers, and how Krake had come to our rescue.


“No one could have invented this,” said Konrad. “I believe it entirely!”


“It seems almost unreal now,” said Elizabeth. She looked at me briefly, awkwardly, and I wondered if she was remembering how we’d gazed at each other hungrily with our wolves’ eyes. My own feelings for her in the Sturmwald had been so powerful that they made me blush now, and I looked away to check the trim of our mainsail.


“Anyway,” Elizabeth said gaily, “it is over now. There’s no point continuing, since the brilliant Dr. Murnau has put things to right.”


I watched Konrad’s face carefully as she said this, and suddenly my heart was like a fist, tightening in my chest.


“What is it?” I asked him quietly.


“Mother doesn’t know,” said Konrad, “and you must not tell her. Father doesn’t think she could bear it.”


“What?” said Elizabeth in alarm. “What must she bear?”


“It is not necessarily a cure,” said Konrad.


“But look at you!” said Henry. “As fit as ever!”


“Dr. Murnau said it might come back.” I saw my brother’s eyes go to Elizabeth. “He has seen other cases where it has returned.”


Henry gave a cheery chuckle. “Well, then, another dose of Dr. Murnau’s famous elixir should be all you need, surely.”


“He would not want to administer it again for quite some time,” Konrad said. “Another dose too soon could be fatal.”


“You assume the worst,” Elizabeth said firmly, though she looked pale. “He said your illness might come back. Might.”


Konrad smiled, but it was the kind of smile a father gave children when trying to reassure them.


“Let’s come about,” I said, and pushed the tiller. The boom swung overhead, and Konrad adjusted the foresail to our new course.


“Father should tell Mother,” said Elizabeth, sounding annoyed. “It is wrong of him to keep it from her.”


“You’re not to say anything,” said Konrad.


“Of course she can bear it. She’s very strong. Just because she’s a woman, he needn’t treat her like a child.”


“I agree,” I said.


Konrad sighed. “He’s doing her a kindness. He wants to spare her worry—most likely unnecessary worry.”


I did not feel so kindly toward Dr. Murnau anymore. A doctor cured people. If a cure was not certain, was it any cure at all? For a while we said nothing, skimming over the water. I watched Konrad and knew exactly what he was thinking.


“But I do believe,” he said finally, “it might be a good idea to continue seeking out the Elixir of Life.”


Elizabeth and Henry stared in astonishment. But I felt no surprise. I knew him as myself, and I would have made the same decision.


“Just in case,” Konrad added.


“Absolutely,” I agreed.


Henry looked decidedly queasy. “But we have only one of the three ingredients, and that was hard enough.”


“Henry was quite sick with worry while we were up in the tree,” I remarked wryly.


“You have no idea what it was like,” he protested. “You two were up there with your crazy wolf eyes, and I had to keep my wits about me down on the ground and try to make sure you didn’t get struck by lightning or eaten alive by a wildcat …”


“You did a good job stopping him, by the way,” I quipped.


“It was hardest on you, really,” Elizabeth agreed, and bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh.


“Oh, go ahead, have a good laugh,” Henry said. “You should be grateful that at least one of us has some common sense.”


“It won’t be so bad, Henry,” Konrad said, giving him a wink. “Now that I am well, I can help find the remaining ingredients.”


The next day I came upon Elizabeth and Konrad in the music room.


The sound of the pianoforte had lured me there. I knew from the song that it was Elizabeth at the keys. The door was ajar. Silent and unnoticed, I watched them. Konrad stood beside her, turning pages. As she played, he touched a stray strand of her curly hair and tucked it behind her ear, and let his hand linger on her cheek for three, four, five beats of my pounding heart. There was such tenderness on his face.


Elizabeth smiled, and the color in her cheeks darkened to a blush. She stumbled over the notes, then lifted her hands from the keys and said something to Konrad in a low voice I could not hear.


I retreated a few steps, steeled myself, and then came whistling down the corridor before I entered the room. I pretended not to notice their surprised and embarrassed faces.


“Father is going into town tomorrow,” I said. “We can go with him and see Polidori.”


“Excellent,” said Konrad. “I’m looking forward to meeting this fellow—and his lynx.”


“You cannot come,” I said.


Konrad chuckled. “Why not?”


“Polidori does not know who we are,” I explained. “But if he sees the two of us, he may suspect. Most people in Geneva know that Alphonse Frankenstein has twin sons. It is uncommon.”


Konrad shrugged carelessly. “So what if he does suspect?”


I shook my head in irritation. “Konrad, don’t you remember? It was our father who tried him. Who ordered him never to practice alchemy again! If Polidori knows who we are, he will want nothing more to do with us.”


“Even so,” said my brother more thoughtfully, “surely we have the advantage. He knows we can report him to Father, if he refuses to help us.”


“That is not a game I think we should play,” I said.


“Victor is right,” Elizabeth said, and I looked at her, pleased. “We cannot risk it, Konrad. We must keep our identities secret.”


Konrad sniffed and looked so disappointed that I almost felt sorry for him.


“It is for your own sake, you oaf,” Elizabeth said, more tenderly than I liked.


“Yes, I can see that now,” he said. “You are clearheaded, Victor. Thank you.”


I said nothing. I could not accept his thanks with a pure heart, for I had another, selfish, reason for keeping him from Polidori. The quest for the Elixir of Life had been my idea. I was in charge, and I wanted to keep it so. I wanted to be the one to shine. If Konrad walked into Polidori’s laboratory, I feared we would be recognized, yes—but even more I feared he would take command of our venture. With his natural charm and his keen, calm intelligence, it might happen in a heartbeat. And I would not stand for it.


“Good, then,” I said. “We will proceed as before.” I clapped Konrad heartily on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. There will be plenty of adventure for you yet.”


They love each other.


I’d never felt so foolish—or so betrayed. Konrad and I had never kept secrets, but he had clutched this greedily to himself. For how long, I wondered? Why hadn’t he told me?


And how was it that I hadn’t noticed, when I so often knew exactly what he was thinking?


It was as though, in one moment, he had become a stranger.


And I a stranger to myself.


All my life I had wanted things: to be the smartest, and the swiftest and strongest. I’d dreamed of fame and wealth.


But looking upon Elizabeth’s face at that moment, I suddenly knew there was something I wanted even more.


It took seeing them together for me to properly understand my own feelings. A lightning bolt could not have been more sudden. Watching Konrad touch her, it was like seeing myself touch her.


In the Sturmwald I had tried to ignore my feelings. I told myself they were merely effects of the potion.


I am in love with Elizabeth.
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CHAPTER IX
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The being finished speaking, and fixed his looks upon me in expectation of a reply. But I was bewildered, perplexed, and unable to arrange my ideas sufficiently to understand the full extent of his proposition. He continued—


“You must create a female for me, with whom I can live in the interchange of those sympathies necessary for my being. This you alone can do; and I demand it of you as a right which you must not refuse.”


The latter part of his tale had kindled anew in me the anger that had died away while he narrated his peaceful life among the cottagers, and, as he said this, I could no longer suppress the rage that burned within me.


“I do refuse it,” I replied; “and no torture shall ever extort a consent from me. You may render me the most miserable of men, but you shall never make me base in my own eyes. Shall I create another like yourself, whose joint wickedness might desolate the world. Begone! I have answered you; you may torture me, but I will never consent.”


“You are in the wrong,” replied the fiend; “and, instead of threatening, I am content to reason with you. I am malicious because I am miserable; am I not shunned and hated by all mankind? You, my creator, would tear me to pieces, and triumph; remember that, and tell me why I should pity man more than he pities me? You would not call it murder, if you could precipitate me into one of those ice-rifts, and destroy my frame, the work of your own hands. Shall I respect man, when he contemns1 me? Let him live with me in the interchange of kindness, and, instead of injury, I would bestow every benefit upon him with tears of gratitude at his acceptance. But that cannot be; the human senses are insurmountable barriers to our union. Yet mine shall not be the submission of abject slavery. I will revenge my injuries: if I cannot inspire love, I will cause fear; and chiefly towards you my archenemy, because my creator, do I swear inextinguishable hatred. Have a care: I will work at your destruction, nor finish until I desolate your heart, so that you curse the hour of your birth.”


A fiendish rage animated him as he said this; his face was wrinkled into contortions too horrible for human eyes to behold; but presently he calmed himself, and proceeded—


“I intended to reason. This passion is detrimental to me; for you do not reflect that you are the cause of its excess. If any being felt emotions of benevolence towards me, I should return them an hundred and an hundred fold; for that one creature’s sake, I would make peace with the whole kind! But I now indulge in dreams of bliss that cannot be realized. What I ask of you is reasonable and moderate; I demand a creature of another sex, but as hideous as myself: the gratification is small, but it is all that I can receive, and it shall content me. It is true, we shall be monsters, cut off from all the world; but on that account we shall be more attached to one another. Our lives will not be happy, but they will be harmless, and free from the misery I now feel. Oh! my creator, make me happy: let me feel gratitude towards you for one benefit! Let me see that I excite the sympathy of some existing thing; do not deny me my request!”


I was moved. I shuddered when I thought of the possible consequences of my consent; but I felt that there was some justice in his argument. His tale, and the feelings he now expressed proved him to be a creature of fine sensations; and did I not, as his maker, owe him all the portion of happiness that it was in my power to bestow? He saw my change of feeling, and continued—


“If you consent, neither you nor any other human being shall ever see us again: I will go to the vast wilds of South America. My food is not that of man; I do not destroy the lamb and the kid, to glut my appetite; acorns and berries afford me sufficient nourishment. My companion will be of the same nature as myself, and will be content with the same fare. We shall make our bed of dried leaves; the sun will shine on us as on man, and will ripen our food. The picture I present to you is peaceful and human, and you must feel that you could deny it only in the wantonness of power and cruelty. Pitiless as you have been towards me, I now see compassion in your eyes; let me seize the favourable moment, and persuade you to promise what I so ardently desire.”


“You propose,” replied I, “to fly from the habitations of man, to dwell in those wilds where the beasts of the field will be your only companions. How can you, who long for the love and sympathy of man, persevere in this exile? You will return, and again seek their kindness, and you will meet with their detestation; your evil passions will be renewed, and you will then have a companion to aid you in the task of destruction. This may not be; cease to argue the point, for I cannot consent.”


“How inconstant are your feelings! but a moment ago you were moved by my representations, and why do you again harden yourself to my complaints? I swear to you, by the earth which I inhabit, and by you that made me, that, with the companion you bestow, I will quit the neighbourhood of man, and dwell, as it may chance, in the most savage of places. My evil passions will have fled, for I shall meet with sympathy; my life will flow quietly away, and, in my dying moments, I shall not curse my maker.”


His words had a strange effect upon me. I compassionated him, and sometimes felt a wish to console him; but when I looked upon him, when I saw the filthy mass that moved and talked, my heart sickened, and my feelings were altered to those of horror and hatred. I tried to stifle these sensations; I thought, that as I could not sympathize with him, I had no right to withhold from him the small portion of happiness which was yet in my power to bestow.


“You swear,” I said, “to be harmless; but have you not already shewn a degree of malice that should reasonably make me distrust you? May not even this be a feint that will increase your triumph by affording a wider scope for your revenge?”


“How is this? I thought I had moved your compassion, and yet you still refuse to bestow on me the only benefit that can soften my heart, and render me harmless. If I have no ties and no affections, hatred and vice must be my portion; the love of another will destroy the cause of my crimes, and I shall become a thing, of whose existence every one will be ignorant. My vices are the children of a forced solitude that I abhor; and my virtues will necessarily arise when I live in communion with an equal. I shall feel the affections of a sensitive being, and become linked to the chain of existence and events, from which I am now excluded.”


I paused some time to reflect on all he had related, and the various arguments which he had employed. I thought of the promise of virtues which he had displayed on the opening of his existence, and the subsequent blight of all kindly feeling by the loathing and scorn which his protectors had manifested towards him. His power and threats were not omitted in my calculations: a creature who could exist in the ice caves of the glaciers, and hide himself from pursuit among the ridges of inaccessible precipices, was a being possessing faculties it would be vain to cope with. After a long pause of reflection, I concluded, that the justice due both to him and my fellow-creatures demanded of me that I should comply with his request. Turning to him, therefore, I said—


“I consent to your demand, on your solemn oath to quit Europe for ever, and every other place in the neighbourhood of man, as soon as I shall deliver into your hands a female who will accompany you in your exile.”


“I swear,” he cried, “by the sun, and by the blue sky of heaven, that if you grant my prayer, while they exist you shall never behold me again. Depart to your home, and commence your labours: I shall watch their progress with unutterable anxiety; and fear not but that when you are ready I shall appear.”


Saying this, he suddenly quitted me, fearful, perhaps, of any change in my sentiments. I saw him descend the mountain with greater speed than the flight of an eagle, and quickly lost him among the undulations of the sea of ice.


His tale had occupied the whole day; and the sun was upon the verge of the horizon when he departed. I knew that I ought to hasten my descent towards the valley, as I should soon be encompassed in darkness; but my heart was heavy, and my steps slow. The labour of winding among the little paths of the mountains, and fixing my feet firmly as I advanced, perplexed me, occupied as I was by the emotions which the occurrence of the day had produced. Night was far advanced, when I came to the half-way resting-place, and seated myself beside the fountain. The stars shone at intervals, as the clouds passed from over them; the dark pines rose before me, and every here and there a broken tree lay on the ground: it was a scene of wonderful solemnity, and stirred strange thoughts within me. I wept bitterly; and, clasping my hands in agony, I exclaimed, “Oh! stars, and clouds, and winds, ye are all about to mock me: if ye really pity me, crush sensation and memory; let me become as nought; but if not, depart, depart and leave me in darkness.”


These were wild and miserable thoughts; but I cannot describe to you how the eternal twinkling of the stars weighed upon me, and how I listened to every blast of wind, as if it were a dull ugly siroc2 on its way to consume me.


Morning dawned before I arrived at the village of Chamounix; but my presence, so haggard and strange, hardly calmed the fears of my family, who had waited the whole night in anxious expectation of my return.


The following day we returned to Geneva. The intention of my father in coming had been to divert my mind, and to restore me to my lost tranquillity; but the medicine had been fatal. And, unable to account for the excess of misery I appeared to suffer, he hastened to return home, hoping the quiet and monotony of a domestic life would by degrees alleviate my sufferings from whatsoever cause they might spring.


For myself, I was passive in all their arrangements; and the gentle affection of my beloved Elizabeth was inadequate to draw me from the depth of my despair. The promise I had made to the dæmon weighed upon my mind, like Dante’s iron cowl on the heads of the hellish hypocrites.3 All pleasures of earth and sky passed before me like a dream, and that thought only had to me the reality of life. Can you wonder, that sometimes a kind of insanity possessed me, or that I saw continually about me a multitude of filthy animals inflicting on me incessant torture, that often extorted screams and bitter groans?


By degrees, however, these feelings became calmed. I entered again into the every-day scene of life, if not with interest, at least with some degree of tranquillity.
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CHAPTER V


 

[image: Image]


We had resolved not to go to London, but to cross the country to Portsmouth, and thence to embark for Havre.1 I preferred this plan principally because I dreaded to see again those places in which I had enjoyed a few moments of tranquillity with my beloved Clerval. I thought with horror of seeing again those persons whom we had been accustomed to visit together, and who might make inquiries concerning an event, the very remembrance of which made me again feel the pang I endured when I gazed on his lifeless form in the inn at–—.


As for my father, his desires and exertions were bounded to the2 again seeing me restored to health and peace of mind. His tenderness and attentions were unremitting; my grief and gloom was obstinate, but he would not despair. Sometimes he thought that I felt deeply the degradation of being obliged to answer a charge of murder, and he endeavoured to prove to me the futility of pride.


“Alas! my father,” said I, “how little do you know me. Human beings, their feelings and passions, would indeed be degraded, if such a wretch as I felt pride. Justine, poor unhappy Justine, was as innocent as I, and she suffered the same charge; she died for it; and I am the cause of this—I murdered her. William, Justine, and Henry—they all died by my hands.”


My father had often, during my imprisonment, heard me make the same assertion; when I thus accused myself, he sometimes seemed to desire an explanation, and at others he appeared to consider it as caused by delirium, and that, during my illness, some idea of this kind had presented itself to my imagination, the remembrance of which I preserved in my convalescence. I avoided explanation, and maintained a continual silence concerning the wretch I had created. I had a feeling that I should be supposed mad, and this for ever chained my tongue, when I would have given the whole world to have confided the fatal secret.


Upon this occasion my father said, with an expression of unbounded wonder, “What do you mean, Victor? Are you mad? My dear son, I entreat you never to make such an assertion again.”


“I am not mad,” I cried energetically; “the sun and the heavens, who have viewed my operations, can bear witness of my truth. I am the assassin of those most innocent victims; they died by my machinations. A thousand times would I have shed my own blood, drop by drop, to have saved their lives; but I could not, my father, indeed I could not sacrifice the whole human race.”


The conclusion of this speech convinced my father that my ideas were deranged, and he instantly changed the subject of our conversation, and endeavoured to alter the course of my thoughts. He wished as much as possible to obliterate the memory of the scenes that had taken place in Ireland, and never alluded to them, or suffered me to speak of my misfortunes.


As time passed away I became more calm: misery had her dwelling in my heart, but I no longer talked in the same incoherent manner of my own crimes; sufficient for me was the consciousness of them. By the utmost self-violence, I curbed the imperious voice of wretchedness, which sometimes desired to declare itself to the whole world; and my manners were calmer and more composed than they had ever been since my journey to the sea of ice.


We arrived at Havre on the 8th of May, and instantly proceeded to Paris, where my father had some business which detained us a few weeks. In this city, I received the following letter from Elizabeth:—


“To Victor Frankenstein.


“My dearest Friend,


“It gave me the greatest pleasure to receive a letter from my uncle dated at Paris; you are no longer at a formidable distance, and I may hope to see you in less than a fortnight. My poor cousin, how much you must have suffered! I expect to see you looking even more ill than when you quitted Geneva. This winter has been passed most miserably, tortured as I have been by anxious suspense; yet I hope to see peace in your countenance, and to find that your heart is not totally devoid of comfort and tranquillity.


“Yet I fear that the same feelings now exist that made you so miserable a year ago, even perhaps augmented by time. I would not disturb you at this period, when so many misfortunes weigh upon you; but a conversation that I had with my uncle previous to his departure renders some explanation necessary before we meet.


“Explanation! you may possibly say; what can Elizabeth have to explain? If you really say this, my questions are answered, and I have no more to do than to sign myself your affectionate cousin. But you are distant from me, and it is possible that you may dread, and yet be pleased with this explanation; and, in a probability of this being the case, I dare not any longer postpone writing what, during your absence, I have often wished to express to you, but have never had the courage to begin.


“You well know, Victor, that our union had been the favourite plan of your parents ever since our infancy. We were told this when young, and taught to look forward to it as an event that would certainly take place. We were affectionate playfellows during childhood, and, I believe, dear and valued friends to one another as we grew older. But as brother and sister often entertain a lively affection towards each other, without desiring a more intimate union, may not such also be our case? Tell me, dearest Victor. Answer me, I conjure3 you, by our mutual happiness, with simple truth—Do you not love another?


“You have travelled; you have spent several years of your life at Ingolstadt; and I confess to you, my friend, that when I saw you last autumn so unhappy, flying to solitude, from the society of every creature, I could not help supposing that you might regret our connexion, and believe yourself bound in honour to fulfil the wishes of your parents, although they opposed themselves to your inclinations. But this is false reasoning. I confess to you, my cousin, that I love you, and that in my airy dreams of futurity you have been my constant friend and companion. But it is your happiness I desire as well as my own, when I declare to you, that our marriage would render me eternally miserable, unless it were the dictate of your own free choice. Even now I weep to think, that, borne down as you are by the crudest misfortunes, you may stifle, by the word honour, all hope of that love and happiness which would alone restore you to yourself. I, who have so interested an affection for you, may increase your miseries ten-fold, by being an obstacle to your wishes. Ah, Victor, be assured that your cousin and playmate has too sincere a love for you not to be made miserable by this supposition. Be happy, my friend; and if you obey me in this one request, remain satisfied that nothing on earth will have the power to interrupt my tranquillity.


“Do not let this letter disturb you; do not answer it to-morrow, or the next day, or even until you come, if it will give you pain. My uncle will send me news of your health; and if I see but one smile on your lips when we meet, occasioned by this or any other exertion of mine, I shall need no other happiness.


“Elizabeth Lavenza.


“Geneva, May 18th, 17—.”


This letter revived in my memory what I had before forgotten, the threat of the fiend—“I will be with you on your wedding-night!” Such was my sentence, and on that night would the dæmon employ every art to destroy me, and tear me from the glimpse of happiness which promised partly to console my sufferings. On that night he had determined to consummate4 his crimes by my death. Well, be it so; a deadly struggle would then assuredly take place, in which if he was victorious, I should be at peace, and his power over me be at an end. If he were vanquished, I should be a free man. Alas! what freedom? such as the peasant enjoys when his family have been massacred before his eyes, his cottage burnt, his lands laid waste, and he is turned adrift, homeless, pennyless, and alone, but free. Such would be my liberty, except that in my Elizabeth I possessed a treasure; alas! balanced by those horrors of remorse and guilt, which would pursue me until death.


Sweet and beloved Elizabeth! I read and re-read her letter, and some softened feelings stole into my heart, and dared to whisper paradisaical dreams of love and joy; but the apple was already eaten, and the angel’s arm bared to drive me from all hope. Yet I would die to make her happy. If the monster executed his threat, death was inevitable; yet, again, I considered whether my marriage would hasten my fate. My destruction might indeed arrive a few months sooner; but if my torturer should suspect that I postponed it, influenced by his menaces, he would surely find other, and perhaps more dreadful means of revenge. He had vowed to be with me on my wedding-night, yet he did not consider that threat as binding him to peace in the mean time; for, as if to shew me that he was not yet satiated with blood, he had murdered Clerval immediately after the enunciation of his threats. I resolved, therefore, that if my immediate union with my cousin would conduce either to hers or my father’s happiness, my adversary’s designs against my life should not retard it a single hour.


In this state of mind I wrote to Elizabeth. My letter was calm and affectionate. “I fear, my beloved girl,” I said, “little happiness remains for us on earth; yet all that I may one day enjoy is concentered in you. Chase away your idle fears; to you alone do I consecrate my life, and my endeavours for contentment. I have one secret, Elizabeth, a dreadful one; when revealed to you, it will chill your frame with horror, and then, far from being surprised at my misery, you will only wonder that I survive what I have endured. I will confide this tale of misery and terror to you the day after our marriage shall take place; for, my sweet cousin, there must be perfect confidence between us. But until then, I conjure you, do not mention or allude to it. This I most earnestly entreat, and I know you will comply.”


In about a week after the arrival of Elizabeth’s letter, we returned to Geneva. My cousin welcomed me with warm affection; yet tears were in her eyes, as she beheld my emaciated frame and feverish cheeks. I saw a change in her also. She was thinner, and had lost much of that heavenly vivacity that had before charmed me; but her gentleness, and soft looks of compassion, made her a more fit companion for one blasted and miserable as I was.


The tranquillity which I now enjoyed did not endure. Memory brought madness with it; and when I thought on what had passed, a real insanity possessed me; sometimes I was furious, and burnt with rage, sometimes low and despondent. I neither spoke nor looked, but sat motionless, bewildered by the multitude of miseries that overcame me.


Elizabeth alone had the power to draw me from these fits; her gentle voice would soothe me when transported by passion, and inspire me with human feelings when sunk in torpor. She wept with me, and for me. When reason returned, she would remonstrate, and endeavour to inspire me with resignation. Ah! it is well for the unfortunate to be resigned, but for the guilty there is no peace. The agonies of remorse poison the luxury there is otherwise sometimes found in indulging the excess of grief.


Soon after my arrival my father spoke of my immediate marriage with my cousin. I remained silent.


“Have you, then, some other attachment?”


“None on earth. I love Elizabeth, and look forward to our union with delight. Let the day therefore be fixed; and on it I will consecrate myself, in life or death, to the happiness of my cousin.”


“My dear Victor, do not speak thus. Heavy misfortunes have befallen us; but let us only cling closer to what remains, and transfer our love for those whom we have lost to those who yet live. Our circle will be small, but bound close by the ties of affection and mutual misfortune. And when time shall have softened your despair, new and dear objects of care will be born to replace those of whom we have been so cruelly deprived.”


Such were the lessons of my father. But to me the remembrance of the threat returned: nor can you wonder, that, omnipotent as the fiend had yet been in his deeds of blood, I should almost regard him as invincible; and that when he had pronounced the words, “I shall be with you on your wedding-night,” I should regard the threatened fate as unavoidable. But death was no evil to me, if the loss of Elizabeth were balanced with it; and I therefore, with a contented and even cheerful countenance, agreed with my father, that if my cousin would consent, the ceremony should take place in ten days, and thus put, as I imagined, the seal to my fate.


Great God! if for one instant I had thought what might be the hellish intention of my fiendish adversary, I would rather have banished myself for ever from my native country, and wandered a friendless outcast over the earth, than have consented to this miserable marriage. But, as if possessed of magic powers, the monster had blinded me to his real intentions; and when I thought that I prepared only my own death, I hastened that of a far dearer victim.


As the period fixed for our marriage drew nearer, whether from cowardice or a prophetic feeling, I felt my heart sink within me. But I concealed my feelings by an appearance of hilarity, that brought smiles and joy to the countenance of my father, but hardly deceived the ever-watchful and nicer5 eye of Elizabeth. She looked forward to our union with placid contentment, not unmingled with a little fear, which past misfortunes had impressed, that what now appeared certain and tangible happiness, might soon dissipate into an airy dream, and leave no trace but deep and everlasting regret.


Preparations were made for the event; congratulatory visits were received; and all wore a smiling appearance. I shut up, as well as I could, in my own heart the anxiety that preyed there, and entered with seeming earnestness into the plans of my father, although they might only serve as the decorations of my tragedy. A house was purchased for us near Cologny, by which we should enjoy the pleasures of the country, and yet be so near Geneva as to see my father every day; who would still reside within the walls, for the benefit of Ernest, that he might follow his studies at the schools.


In the mean time I took every precaution to defend my person, in case the fiend should openly attack me. I carried pistols and a dagger constantly about me, and was ever on the watch to prevent artifice; and by these means gained a greater degree of tranquillity. Indeed, as the period approached, the threat appeared more as a delusion, not to be regarded as worthy to disturb my peace, while the happiness I hoped for in my marriage wore a greater appearance of certainty, as the day fixed for its solemnization drew nearer, and I heard it continually spoken of as an occurrence which no accident could possibly prevent.


Elizabeth seemed happy; my tranquil demeanour contributed greatly to calm her mind. But on the day that was to fulfil my wishes and my destiny, she was melancholy, and a presentiment of evil pervaded her; and perhaps also she thought of the dreadful secret, which I had promised to reveal to her the following day. My father was in the mean time overjoyed, and, in the bustle of preparation, only observed in the melancholy of his niece the diffidence of a bride.


After the ceremony was performed, a large party assembled at my father’s; but it was agreed that Elizabeth and I should pass the afternoon and night at Evian, and return to Cologny the next morning. As the day was fair, and the wind favourable, we resolved to go by water.


Those were the last moments of my life during which I enjoyed the feeling of happiness. We passed rapidly along: the sun was hot, but we were sheltered from its rays by a kind of canopy, while we enjoyed the beauty of the scene, sometimes on one side of the lake, where we saw Mont Salêve, the pleasant banks of Montalêgre, and at a distance, surmounting all, the beautiful Mont Blanc, and the assemblage of snowy mountains that in vain endeavour to emulate her; sometimes coasting the opposite banks, we saw the mighty Jura opposing its dark side to the ambition that would quit its native country, and an almost insurmountable barrier to the invader who should wish to enslave it.


I took the hand of Elizabeth: “You are sorrowful, my love. Ah! if you knew what I have suffered, and what I may yet endure, you would endeavour to let me taste the quiet, and freedom from despair, that this one day at least permits me to enjoy.”


“Be happy, my dear Victor,” replied Elizabeth; “there is, I hope, nothing to distress you; and be assured that if a lively joy is not painted in my face, my heart is contented. Something whispers to me not to depend too much on the prospect that is opened before us; but I will not listen to such a sinister voice. Observe how fast we move along, and how the clouds which sometimes obscure, and sometimes rise above the dome of Mont Blanc, render this scene of beauty still more interesting. Look also at the innumerable fish that are swimming in the clear waters, where we can distinguish every pebble that lies at the bottom. What a divine day! how happy and serene all nature appears!”


Thus Elizabeth endeavoured to divert her thoughts and mine from all reflection upon melancholy subjects. But her temper was fluctuating; joy for a few instants shone in her eyes, but it continually gave place to distraction and reverie.


The sun sunk lower in the heavens; we passed the river Drance, and observed its path through the chasms of the higher, and the glens of the lower hills. The Alps here come closer to the lake, and we approached the amphitheatre of mountains which forms its eastern boundary. The spire of Evian shone under the woods that surrounded it, and the range of mountain above mountain by which it was overhung.


The wind, which had hitherto carried us along with amazing rapidity, sunk at sunset to a light breeze; the soft air just ruffled the water, and caused a pleasant motion among the trees as we approached the shore, from which it wafted the most delightful scent of flowers and hay. The sun sunk beneath the horizon as we landed; and as I touched the shore, I felt those cares and fears revive, which soon were to clasp me, and cling to me for ever.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
KEEPER OF SECRETS

 

A
FEW NIGHTS LATER I WOKE FROM A DREAM SO TERRIBLE that it shimmered darkly before me, even as I sat up in bed, panting.


Konrad was dead and laid out in his coffin, the hue of bodily corruption already on his flesh. I stood at his head, peering down at him. Behind me I could hear the weeping of my family. A huge fury stirred inside me.


And suddenly the coffin was no longer a coffin but a laboratory table.


Over Konrad’s body I spoke words of power, and applied unguents and strange machines to his limbs, his chest, his skull.


And then I gave a great cry, and energy erupted from within me and arced like lightning from my body to his.


His hand twitched. His head stirred. His eyes opened and looked at me.


I lit a candle and paced my room. Sleep was impossible after such a vision. What was its meaning? I did not believe in augury, but the dream’s urgency was hard to ignore. Would Konrad sicken and die unless … unless we took action once more? Was it within my power to save him?


Restlessly I went to my desk and from a hidden cupboard drew out Eisenstein’s slim green volume. Father thought all alchemy nonsense, yet at least some of it worked. It had given me the vision of the wolf, and a flameless fire to escape the depths. It had helped Polidori resurrect text from a burned tome, and make Krake preternaturally intelligent.


Why couldn’t this same well of knowledge produce an elixir of life?


Idly I paged through the book, looking at the headings. They did not seem so unlike the natural sciences Father taught us at our lessons—


I stopped.


Upon the page was written “Transmutation of base metals to gold.” It was not the luster of this promise that caught my attention, but the handwriting in the book’s margins. It was distinctive and unmistakable—for it was my father’s.


I gripped the book closer, my eyes flying over my father’s calculations, his detailed annotations on performing the procedure.


Liar.


The man I had admired all my life, whose every word I had trusted, was a liar. The secret he kept from Mother was one thing—a small deceit done to protect her from worry. But this was altogether different. He had barred us from the Dark Library, told us that alchemy was nothing but nonsense. And all the time he himself knew its power.


He had turned lead into gold!


So why had he forbidden us from making the Elixir of Life even though it might one day save the life of his own son? I didn’t understand.


I forced myself to take a breath, and as my pulse slowed, I knew my course of action. I wouldn’t allow myself to be distracted any longer.


Just one ingredient left.


Just one more, and the elixir would be mine.


After breakfast I went downstairs to the servants’ quarters and found Maria in her office, going through the accounts.


“How are you today, Victor?” she asked, looking up.


“I am thoroughly enjoying my imprisonment, thank you, Maria.”


The news of our adventuring was common knowledge among the servants, although Father had been most careful not to make any mention of alchemy. Even among the most loyal of staff, rumors could easily escape the château and sully our family’s glorious reputation.


“Can I be of some service to you?” Maria asked—a touch warily, I thought.


“Today is your day in town, is it not?” She usually made the trip into Geneva with a maid to supervise the purchase of provisions we could not get locally in Bellerive.


“It is indeed.”


“Would you be willing to take a message for me?”


“Of course. To Henry Clerval, I assume.”


I closed the office door behind me. “No,” I said. “To Julius Polidori.”


She was silent for a moment. “You found him, then,” she said, for she and I hadn’t spoken of the matter since she’d given me his name many weeks before.


I nodded. “With his help we’ve been assembling the ingredients for the Elixir of Life.”


Her eyes widened. “But surely your father—”


“Knows nothing of Polidori’s involvement, no. And mustn’t. But we are very close to creating the elixir, and I must get word to Mr. Polidori of our predicament.”


“Victor,” she said, and paused as someone passed the door, “surely there’s no need, now that Konrad is healed.”


“It may only be a temporary cure,” I said. “Father does not want that known, even by Mother.”


“I see,” she said. I did not like divulging this information, but I needed all the ammunition at my disposal.


“Will you deliver my note?” I asked.


“I am loathe to do it,” she said bluntly. “When I heard of your adventuring in the caves … It’s a miracle you did not all perish.”


“But, Maria, you helped set us on this path,” I reminded her.


The fingers of her left hand rubbed nervously against her arm-rest. “I know, and it was wrong of me, I think.”


“It’s but a small matter of delivering a letter to his house—and awaiting his reply.”


“Your Father would be furious if he found out.”


“But he will not find out,” I said. “Just as he never found out it was you who told us about Julius Polidori in the first place.”


She looked at me carefully. “I did it only for Konrad’s sake.”


“I know,” I said. “I know. But we must keep each other’s secrets, mustn’t we?”


I daresay she thought I was threatening her. I would never have done anything to get her in trouble—but perhaps it was best to let her imagine I might.


“Very well,” she said with heavy reluctance. “Give me the address. I will be your messenger.”


I passed her the note, already written and sealed with wax.


“And one last thing, Maria. Do not tell him who you are, or for whom you work.”


In the evening I slid downstairs and found Maria again. She scarcely looked at me as she handed me a sealed letter. And then she gave a shiver, as though relieved to be rid of the thing. Instantly I slipped it into my pocket.


“To be in that shop of his gave me grave doubts,” she whispered. “And the fellow himself … and that cat of his!”


I kissed Maria on the cheek, as I used to do when little.


“Thank you,” I said. “You have done a great service.”


“I hope it is the last.” She looked at me, and I thought I saw a flicker of fear on her face.


I went upstairs to my bedchamber, closed and locked the door, and opened the letter.


Dear Sir,




Thank you for your letter. Please rest assured that I did indeed receive the coelacanth head from your friend and that it yielded oils ample for the purpose.



 

I now understand that you are temporarily detained, and I am most relieved that our venture remains secret—as it must. If I do not hear otherwise from you, I will assume you wish me to continue my work. The translation is cumbersome, but proceeds apace, and I have no doubt I will soon know the third and final ingredient. When I have succeeded, I will leave a message for you, as per your instructions, by the Gallimard crypt in the Bellerive graveyard. Until then, I remain,



 

Your humble servant,
Julius Polidori

 

For the moment I had done all I could. Now I had to wait.


I became a keeper of secrets.


I did not tell Konrad or Elizabeth of Father’s alchemy. I did not tell them of my resolve to pursue our adventure. What good would it do? It wouldn’t change their minds. They were too busy being in love. If Konrad did not have the sense to obtain the elixir, I would have to do it for him.


If he were to get sick again, I would have his cure. I would have the power to bring him back from the dead.


And what else might I have the power to do?


That night, sleep would not come to me, and by candlelight I once more opened the slim green volume, the last remnant of the forbidden Dark Library.


The love potion was so childishly simple that I almost doubted it:


A drop of fish oil.




Sugar to mask the fish oil.




A drop of clover honey to sweeten it further.




A pinch of thyme.




The juice of three crushed rose petals.




A small measure of pure glacier water.




Two pinches of rosemary.




A strand of the maker’s hair, cut and ground as finely as possible.




A drop of blood from your heart’s desire.




These items would be easy to come by. Only the last worried me—until I remembered my handkerchief. I had kept it hidden away in my chest of drawers. I did not want it laundered, for upon it was a spot of Elizabeth’s blood, from her sweet lips.


I could cut out the spot and drop the bit of linen into my mixture.


The recipe called for the liquid to sit for a day and night, and then be drunk by my heart’s desire.


That would not be so hard. During our fencing practice we often had a refreshing cordial. I would pour a goblet for Elizabeth and deftly add the sweet potion to her glass.


She would love me. The tincture would make her love me.


A sudden fury overpowered me, and I hurled the book against the wall.


This I knew: There would be no victory in winning Elizabeth through alchemical tricks.


I was not so lovable as Konrad, no. I would never have his charm, or grace or patience or effortless skill at things. But I had the same fine body, and what mine contained had more grit and determination and passion.


Were these not things worth loving?


I’d felt her wolf’s heat that night in the Sturmwald. She’d been mine then, and I would make her mine again.


On my own, and for good.


Afterward I fell into a fitful sleep. I dreamed I was trekking through the Alps and Krake was my only companion. I was searching for something but did not know what. I looked everywhere, with more and more desperation. Krake’s green eyes regarded me solemnly, but he could not help me.


Night came on, and I found a cave and lay down to sleep. Krake stretched out beside me, and I was glad of his comforting warmth.


The dream dissolved, but the warmth remained. Half-awake, I thought nothing of it at first. But then it seemed to intensify, and suddenly I was fully awake, like a desperate swimmer breaching the water’s surface, hungry for air.


I was not alone in my bed.


I lay very still on my right side. Something warm and soft pressed snugly against my back. An arm was draped over my chest. A hand rested against my pounding heart.


I inhaled shakily—breathing in the heady scent of Elizabeth’s hair and skin.


She must have been sleepwalking again, and had once more found her way into my bed, just as she had as a little girl. But she was no longer seven years old, and as I lay there, I was all too aware of the new curves of her woman’s body.


Her heat seemed to travel through me, blooming in my cheeks, under my arms, between my legs. I scarcely dared breathe, for fear of waking her, for fear of ending this moment.


But I had to do something. I could not let her sleep the night there. Panicked thoughts galloped through my head. Imagine if a servant came in to find us like this. How could I explain it? Sweat prickled my forehead.


Gently I pulled away and slowly rolled over to face her.


My breath caught in my throat. I’d expected to find her fast asleep, but her eyes were wide open. Her cheek rested on my pillow, and her lips were twitched into a mischievous smile—one that I had never before seen on her. I gazed, transfixed by her beauty, at once familiar and foreign. Was this really the Elizabeth I had grown up with?


Almost at once I could tell she wasn’t truly looking at me. Like the last time, she gazed through me, at her heart’s true desire. No doubt she thought she was with Konrad. And why wasn’t she?


I wanted to kiss and caress her. It would have been so easy: She was mere inches before me, her long hair spilling over the lace of her nightgown. I leaned hungrily closer, but stopped myself with a moan. I could not take such liberty with her sleeping body, as alluring as it was.


She made a soft sound in her throat, like a cat’s purr, and for a moment I swore her eyes looked right into mine. She lifted her hand and stroked my hair, then let her fingers run down my cheek and neck.


I felt myself weaken. I had to do something, or I would not be able to resist temptation. I slowly got up. Her eyes followed me.


“Elizabeth,” I said calmly, walking around to her side of the bed. “It’s time to go.”


Obediently she pushed herself into sitting, and I tried not to look at the flash of her exposed thighs before her sleeping fingers modestly adjusted her hem.


“Come.” I stretched out my hand.


She took it. I felt like a hypnotist. She would do whatever I asked her.


Elizabeth, touch me. Kiss me. Tell me you love me.


I ground my teeth in frustration. She came willingly as I led her to the door. I opened it and furtively peered into the hall, listening. The thought of being seen made me shiver. We walked down the corridor to her bedchamber. Inside, I led her to her own bed. I straightened her churned sheets.


“It’s time to get some sleep,” I said.


I pressed down lightly on her shoulders, and she sat.


“Lie down,” I said.


She lay down, but took hold of my hand, smiling up at me with that same tantalizing smile. But it was given to me only in the confusion of her sleeping mind, and was meant for Konrad.


I gently pried her fingers off mine.


“Good night, Elizabeth.”


Her head sank down into her pillow. Her eyes closed.


I gave a great sigh and turned. At the doorway she said something that made my step falter, my heart skip a beat. Sleepily she murmured, “Good night, Victor.”


At breakfast Elizabeth gave no sign of remembering her nocturnal wanderings. She talked cheerfully with all of us, and with every second it seemed more and more impossible that she’d ever come to my bed, stroked my face.


It had taken me a long time to get back to sleep. I’d been unable to find a comfortable position. As I’d finally started to drift off, I’d felt her weight and heat against me once more—and I’d turned eagerly to find it was truly my imagination this time.


She’d said my name. Did that mean she’d known—or some part of her had known—where she was and what she was doing? Could it mean she had meant to come to my room, and not Konrad’s?


I could ask her—but how? At the very least she’d be embarrassed; at the worst, furious with me, for no doubt she would think I’d made up the whole scandalous thing.


I looked at her across the dining table, and she smiled at me—a friendly, sisterly smile, without even a glimmering of remembrance. She was so radiant and full of beauty that I could barely swallow my food.


That night, after dinner, I emerged on the balcony to find her leaning against the balustrade, watching the sun sink toward the mountains.


“The last night of our imprisonment,” I said.


She looked over, somewhat surprised, for no doubt she’d been expecting Konrad. I had intercepted him on his way, and had told him that Father wanted him to check on the horses and inquire after the pregnant mare from the head groom.


“The two weeks have gone quickly enough,” she said, and turned her eyes back to the mountains.


I had no gift for pretty talk, but I’d prepared some lines, thanks to Henry’s poetry—and I was emboldened too by the fact that Elizabeth, unbeknownst to her, had shared my bed the night before.


“Your beauty makes the sunset itself pause,” I said, “so it can behold you but a second longer.”


She turned to me, her eyes wide.


“But you are the brighter of the two,” I said. “Around you I feel like a moth, and it’s all I can do to avoid your fire.”


She laughed, her hand rising to cover her mouth.


“Have I said something funny?” I asked, annoyed.


Elizabeth bit her lips, then composed herself. “No, no, it’s very sweet, thank you. It’s just that, well, it’s not the kind of language I’m used to hearing you speak, Victor.”


“Perhaps there are certain talents I keep hidden,” I said, raising my eyebrows mysteriously.


“Difficult to believe. Have you been reading poetry?”


“The words are my own,” I said, only half lying. Damn these poetical scribblings—even if they’d been scripted for me, I had no tongue to say them.


“They’re very fine,” she said. “But better saved for someone else.”


“They’d be wasted, then,” I said. “Like, like—” I tried to think of something poetic. “Like pearls tossed at pigs.”


“‘Swine,’ I think, is the expression you’re looking for. Pearls before swine.”


“Oh, to hell with pretty words—since you only mean to mock me.”


“No, indeed, ‘pig’ is very expressive,” she said, “and an excellent description of a fellow who flirts with his brother’s beloved.”


“Ah. I did not realize you were already his property.” I knew this would anger her, for my mother had always taught us that women were the equal of men and shouldn’t be treated like possessions.


I got the exact reaction I wanted. Her eyes flared. “No one owns me, Victor, except me. Well,” she added, a little contritely, “God owns me, as he does all His creations, but no human shall ever own me.”


“Oh, I know, I know,” I said, as dismissively as I could, “you always like to make your own choices. So why not give yourself a little choice in this matter?”


“I already have, and you should respect my decision. Now you should go.”


She looked over my shoulder worriedly, no doubt afraid Konrad would appear.


“Oh, he won’t be coming for some time,” I said. “I sent him on an errand.”


“That was mean of you.”


“Yes.” The light burnished her amber hair, and I went to her, grabbed her shoulders, and kissed her on the mouth. She pushed me away and slapped me, hard.


“Don’t ever,” she said, wildcat fury in her eyes.


“You like it when I kiss you,” I said, knowing no such thing.


She turned her back on me. “You bite,” she said through clenched teeth.


“Admit it,” I said recklessly. “You don’t even have to say yes, just nod your head. Go on, be honest!”


I watched the back of her head, waiting and hoping. She might have been a statue.


“What you are doing is very wrong, Victor,” she said.


“What about that old saying, ‘All’s fair in love and war’?”


“You do not love me!”


“Don’t tell me what I feel,” I said angrily. “When you don’t even know what you feel yourself.”


She turned on me, angry but also curious. “What are you talking about?”


There was a moment when I might have kept her secret, but I was too inflamed. “You come to my bedchamber at night,” I whispered.


Her face flushed. “That is a vile thing to say.”


“You sleepwalk, Elizabeth. You know you do. You did it as a child. And twice this summer you’ve done it again. And each time you’ve come to my room.”


She looked at me warily, not sure if I was telling the truth.


“The first time you held your old doll, the one with the red braids. You thought she was a baby, and she wasn’t dead, just cold, and you wanted to warm her.”


Her gaze left mine, and a memory seemed to scud across her mind.


“You remember such dreams, don’t you?” I said.


“I often have them,” she admitted. “But I have no memory of coming to your bedchamber.”


“Last night you climbed into my bed.”


Her eyes narrowed. “I do not believe it.” And she made to walk past me.


I grabbed her arm and held her. “You lay against me and smiled at me and purred like a wildcat.”


“Let me go,” she said softly, dangerously.


I released my hold on her, but she didn’t move.


“You stroked my face. And when I took you back to your own room, you said good night to me. ‘Good night, Victor,’ you said.”


She looked troubled now, her eyes darting about after flares of remembrance.


“What I want to know,” I said, “is why it’s my room you come to. Why not visit Konrad’s?”


“How do you know I don’t?” she retorted.


I swallowed, speechless for a moment. “You’re bluffing.”


“Am I?”


But as I watched her, I saw the uncertainty in her haughty eyes, and knew she was lying.


“I have a hypothesis, if you’d care to hear it,” I said.


She said nothing, but nor did she walk away.


“Konrad’s a fine fellow, but there’s one thing I have that he doesn’t. A passion to match your own.”


“What nonsense you talk!”


“Is it? Konrad sees your angel, but I see your animal. Look me in the eye and tell me I’m wrong.”


“Wrong about what?” said Konrad behind me.


Elizabeth glared at me. I glared back.


“Just a lively discussion,” I said dismissively, “and one I now tire of.” I walked past Konrad and back into the château.


I wasn’t surprised when, not an hour later, there was a knock on my bedchamber door and Konrad entered without waiting for an invitation. I was at my desk, pretending to read.


“You have upset Elizabeth very much, you know,” he said, sitting down in an armchair.


“Have I?”


He seemed surprised by my play of innocence. “Yes. She’s upset by the way you spoke to her.”


I frowned. “What way was that?”


I wasn’t about to make this any easier for him. I would give nothing away. I wanted to know how much Elizabeth had told him.


Konrad raised his eyebrows. “Your behavior on the balcony was hardly gentlemanly.”


The balcony. So he still didn’t know about our midnight kiss. Or her midnight visits to my bedroom. The fact gave me a little thrill. Our secret from Konrad.


“My behavior,” I said with a frown. “Can you be more specific, please?”


“You forced a kiss upon her, Victor.”


I shrugged like a world-weary lover. “Oh, that. How could a young woman be upset by such flattery?”


I watched Konrad carefully, waiting for his composure to crack.


“That kiss was not wanted,” he said evenly.


I chuckled. “It was by me.”


My brother’s expression remained infuriatingly calm. “You don’t really love Elizabeth. It’s nothing more than a youthful infatuation.”


“Ah, is that what it is?” I said, feeling my temper kindle.


He nodded, as though he were a kindly uncle giving advice to a pimply, gawking child.


“Perhaps yours is the youthful infatuation,” I said.


“All right, then,” said Konrad, and I suddenly felt like we were fencing again—lunging and parrying. “How long have you had romantic feelings for her? Be truthful. Weeks?”


“I don’t know.”


“Days, perhaps?”


“What does it matter?” I countered. “If I love her, I love her.”


“I am willing to bet,” Konrad said, “that you only discovered your love for her after you knew of mine.”


“Not so!” I said, wondering if there was truth in this.


“I shouldn’t have mentioned it to you,” Konrad said. “That was obviously a mistake.”


“I knew your feelings well before then,” I scoffed. “And my own, too.”


“Victor, she wants you to stop.”


“Hmm. I wonder,” I said. And on a devilish impulse I added, “Did she not tell you about our long midnight kiss?”


Konrad’s face tightened. A hit. But almost at once my victory tasted sour.


My brother stood, enraged. “She’s never said a word of this to me.”


Elizabeth had kept my shameful secret to protect me and Konrad—and I had just betrayed her.


“I tricked her,” I said quickly. “I stole the note meant for you. She thought I was you, but not for long, and when she found out, she was furious with me.”


“And yet you persist,” said Konrad, kicking the chair so hard it toppled and skidded across the room. “You want everything, Victor, that is your problem.”


“How easy for you to say, when you already have everything.”


“What do you mean?” he demanded, his fist closing.


Scalding anger evaporated any lingering shame or regret. “You are best at everything, and you know it. It comes so easily to you that I wonder if you even try. I must work at what I want.”


“And you’ve suddenly decided you want Elizabeth? Can’t you see how selfish you’ve been? She loves you as a brother, and it pains her to have to reject you—more than once now, it seems! She has no romantic feelings for you, Victor.”


“I’m not convinced,” I said stubbornly.


Konrad took a threatening step toward me. “This is one thing you cannot control. You must accept this.”


“I accept nothing,” I said.


“You deserve a proper beating, then!”


“Excellent!” I said, exhilarating anger coursing through my veins. “Let’s have at it. Or maybe we should fight a proper duel over her, hey? Come, let us get our foils.”


“Only if we uncork the tips!” said Konrad in fury.


“Agreed!” I barked.


He lunged for me, fists raised, but at that moment all the blood seemed to rush from his face, and he fainted on my floor.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE FINAL INGREDIENT

 

YOUR BROTHER, HOW IS HIS HEALTH?” POLIDORI ASKED AS HE opened the parlor door to us.


“Very poor indeed,” Elizabeth said.


“I am most distraught to hear it,” said Polidori, looking at me closely. “Come in, come in.”


We three followed him inside. The room was malodorous with the smell of wet cat. Krake was sprawled before the hearth, gazing at us with his green eyes.


“Please sit,” Polidori said.


“I cannot,” I said, pacing. “Just tell me what we need.”


Polidori hesitated a moment, as if reluctant. “This last ingredient is different from the others, and you may be sur—”


“Out with it! The sooner we know, the sooner we can get to work. My brother’s life fades with every minute!”


I felt a hand on mine, and turned to Elizabeth. The calm reassurance of her gaze was like a balm to my inflamed soul. I allowed myself a deep breath and then exhaled, feeling ashamed.


“Forgive me, Mr. Polidori. I am not myself.”


“No, no, young sir, it is I who must apologize. I’m long-winded, I know. You will be pleased to know the ingredient is easily had.”


“That is excellent news!” Elizabeth exclaimed.


“But it will severely test your resolve,” said Polidori.


“What do you mean?” Henry asked nervously.


“You must be very sure you wish to proceed,” said the alchemist, and there was in his eyes a blaze of passion I had not seen since he’d first set eyes on the book of Paracelsus.


“We are ready,” I said impatiently. “Death knocks at my brother’s door. Tell us what we need.”


“The last ingredient is fresh marrow from a bone.”


I nodded, very much encouraged. “Excellent. Where is your nearest butcher?”


“It must be human bone,” Polidori said.


“Ah,” said Henry weakly.


I swallowed, and glanced at Elizabeth. “Very well. We must pay a visit to a charnel house, or morgue. With a bit of silver it shouldn’t be so difficult.”


Polidori was shaking his head. “It must be obtained from a living body. There is more.” He looked at me with an intensity that was almost hypnotic. I felt my knees weaken. I feared very much what was to come.


“According to Agrippa,” Polidori continued, “it must come from the person closest to the taker of the elixir.”


“This is too much,” Henry breathed beside me. “This is akin to witchcraft. Your father was right—”


“Shush!” I said to Henry, fearing he would mention Father’s name or somehow reveal our identity.


“I told you it would test your resolve,” said Polidori. “I myself felt dizzy when I translated the words. It is not something—”


“How much bone marrow?” I demanded, pacing again.


“Ah,” said Polidori, “this news is somewhat better. Not so very much.”


“Victor,” said Henry, “you cannot even consider—”


“How much!” I shouted. “Can you not give me a simple answer?”


“I calculate two fingers should be enough.”


My eyes darted instinctively to my right hand—the one I used least. “My fourth and fifth fingers?” I asked.


“The entirety of them, yes, should be sufficient.”


I folded down my last two fingers, tried to imagine my hand without them. I had seen soldiers return from their wars with stumps where their legs used to be, with arms severed at the elbow. The sight had stirred in me horror and immense pity, for it seemed a terrible thing to go through life so diminished. But the loss of two fingers would be nothing like that.


“It would not be so bad,” I said. “I could still grip things …”


“Victor,” Elizabeth said quietly to me, “you are pale. Are you sure?”


I nodded.


“Because if you are not,” she said, “I am.”


Henry inhaled sharply. I looked at my cousin in amazement. The idea of her wounded and disfigured was too awful.


“Nothing must injure your hands,” I said. “No. It will not work, in any event. It must be from his closest relation. I am his brother. The same blood flows through our veins.”


“But I am his cousin,” she said, “so our blood cannot be so very different. And I love him. We are soul mates.”


Her words were daggers in my breast. For a moment I could not speak.


“And in any event,” she went on, “Mr. Polidori did not say blood relation; he said ‘closest.’ These are different things.”


I looked at the alchemist. “What was Agrippa’s precise meaning?”


“The young lady is correct. The translation is no easy thing, and there are many different meanings of ‘closest’ from the Latin. How to weigh blood relations with the love of one’s soul mate …”


“It’s out of the question,” I said. “I will not allow it.”


Elizabeth’s voice was hard. “You are not my master, Victor.”


“It will be me!” I shouted. “Damn you, let it be me!”


What was it that overmastered me? Was it my jealousy, the fact that she loved him so much she was willing to sacrifice some part of herself? Or was it the mere thought that anyone could be closer to Konrad than I was?


“Do it now,” I said to Polidori.


“You are sure, young sir?”


I nodded.


Once more he led us down the short corridor to the elevator. My feet scarcely felt the floor; the walls seemed like shimmering veils. Down we went to the laboratory.


Polidori wheeled himself about and lit more candles and lanterns, including a large chandelier, which he raised above a long narrow table. He had indeed prepared for my coming. On the table was a neat pile of clean linens, a mound of cotton, rolls of bandaging. And on a separate table nearby were several chisels and a mallet.


At the sight of them, my stomach turned over and I retched, tears stinging my eyes, before I regained my composure.


“You do not have to go through with this,” Henry murmured to me.


“I must,” I said. Without this elixir I was sure Konrad would die. And if I did not give my bone marrow, Elizabeth would give hers—and that was something I could not endure.


Polidori took up the chisels and turned to Henry. “Young sir, could you fill a cauldron with water and place it on the fire. Once it boils, submerge these instruments within for five minutes to sterilize them.”


Henry went off, looking rather green. Polidori next turned to Elizabeth.


“I already know, my lady, that you are not squeamish.”


“Not in the least,” she said stoutly.


“Excellent. You shall be my assistant in this surgery. Young master, you will be more comfortable, I think, if you lie down.”


I lay down on the narrow table. The head was angled upward slightly, so I could watch as Polidori proceeded to strap my right arm down along a side table, now covered in clean white linens.


I did not like having my arm tied, but I could see it was necessary, even as my thoughts became gauzy and unreal. I had to be kept still, for the pain would doubtless be—I grit my teeth and dashed these thoughts from my mind by staring at Elizabeth, her luxuriant hair around her face. She would see how brave I was, how great my devotion to my brother—and to her. I would bring back her beloved.


She met my gaze and held it, and I felt her eyes fill me with strength. She smiled. If only I could keep seeing that smile during the operation, I would be all right.


Henry returned with the sterilized chisels wrapped in clean linen.


“Listen here,” he said to Polidori, in an atypically forceful tone. “Are you qualified to perform this kind of surgery?”


“Find me a surgeon who will willingly perform it, and I will happily let him,” Polidori replied.


We all knew no respectable physician would remove my fingers just for the asking, and we had not time anyway. Konrad needed the elixir now.


“Have you any experience, though?” Henry asked the alchemist.


I did not know which would be more reassuring—if he had none, or if he had merrily amputated many people’s limbs during his career.


“My tools are not a surgeon’s tools, I grant you,” said Polidori, “but for the task at hand, I warrant they are the best suited.”


“There will be a good deal of bleeding. You know how to stop it?”


“Indeed I do, young sir. Once I knew the dire task ahead of me, I took pains to research the precise surgical procedure. I can promise you, I have thought everything through. Your friend will recover swiftly from these injuries, free of infection.”


“If any harm comes to him, his father will have you hanged,” Henry said. “And if he doesn’t, I swear I will do it myself.”


My heart swelled at Henry’s loyalty.


Polidori smiled kindly, and placed a soothing hand on my friend’s arm. “There is no need for such dreadful oaths. All will be well.”


With tongs Polidori carefully placed the chisels on the table to which my arm was strapped.


“Are you ready to begin?” he asked me. I found his calm confidence reassuring.


I tried to say yes, but my throat was so dry that not even a croak came from it. I simply nodded.


“Now, you will need this for the pain.” He handed me a glass filled nearly to the brim with amber liquid. I did not attempt to be brave; I downed the fiery substance in two swallows. My vision doubled, but I felt a reckless numbness sweep through me.


I think I started to laugh, quite beside myself. “Don’t watch, Henry. It won’t be pleasant.” I waved my free hand. “There is probably some book to interest you here.”


“I will stay at your side,” he said, and pulled a stool closer.


“Thank you, Henry,” I said. “You are a true friend.”


“Grip my hand if it helps the pain. As tight as you like.”


I wiggled my soon to be amputated fingers. “‘Close at hand,’” I said to Polidori. “That was what you said earlier. Was that a joke?”


“I did not realize it,” the alchemist said with a small smile.


I looked down at my fingers. I did not really believe I was about to lose them, for my mind kept veering away from the idea, refusing to let me comprehend it completely. But:


They would be gone.


Suddenly I felt a greedy animal fear keen within me. I could not be brave much longer.


“Do it!” I cried. “Do it now!”


“Young miss, if you would make sure the site is kept clean.”


Elizabeth sat down on a small stool, her back to me, and I was very grateful she blocked my view. I felt my smallest finger separated from its fellows by a large wooden peg—splayed off to one side to make it easier for my surgeon.


“I will be quick,” Polidori promised.


I felt the brief, light touch of a chisel’s edge against the place where my fifth finger met my hand. Then the instrument was lifted away.


“No, the narrower one, I think, please,” Polidori told Elizabeth.


A second cold chisel was placed against my hand, its pressure firmer and sharper this time, testing. I caught a glimpse of Polidori’s arm raised high with the mallet, and I clenched my eyes shut. What followed was a blow that seemed to travel through every bone and ligament of my body, to the very roots of my teeth.


There was no pain, not one bit—not yet.


“Please staunch the flow of blood,” I heard the alchemist tell Elizabeth, “while I proceed with the second finger.”


Dimly I felt the wooden peg separate my fourth finger from the others, felt a chisel tap once more against my flesh. I scarcely felt the blow that severed my finger forever from my body.


“It is done,” said Polidori—


And then came the pain, twin lightning bolts coursing through my missing fingers, my wrist, and up my arm.


I cried out. I do not know what I uttered, only that noise and curses came in a torrent from my mouth, and my body arched. I was vaguely aware of Polidori saying to Henry:


“Bring me the poker from the fire, please.”


Time was not making sense anymore, for almost immediately Henry stood there with a metal rod, three inches of its tip glowing orange, making my friend look altogether devilish. Light-headed, I managed to croak:


“What is that for?”


Huge thudding pain pulsed in my hand, in sync with my racing heartbeat. I imagined all my blood pumping out through the twin wounds, and my vision swam.


“We must cauterize the wounds, young master,” Polidori said. “To stop the bleeding and prevent infection.”


I caught sight of Henry glimpsing my hand, and saw his face lose all its color.


Swiftly Polidori took the poker. “Remove the cotton,” he told Elizabeth. She turned to me. Her face was drawn, but she gave a valiant smile. She put her hands on my shoulders, pressed her cheek against mine.


“It’s almost over,” she whispered, and then came a searing pain so overwhelming that it bundled me up inside it and tumbled me over and over into darkness.


When I regained consciousness, Elizabeth was standing over me, mopping my forehead with a cool cloth. I just stared at her, and thought her the most beautiful thing in all the wide world. If only I could be allowed to stare at her like this, I would be a happy man.


“He’s awake!” she said, and I realized Henry was standing at my other side, looking at me with concern.


“How long?” I croaked.


“Two hours,” she said, and leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “Thank God, thank God.”


Her hair fell around me, and her scent embraced me, but it wasn’t enough to ward off the pain. It came with a fury, a hot rhythmic anvil pounding.


“How’s my hand?” I asked.


“It was well done,” said Elizabeth, nodding as though to reassure herself as much as me. “Very clean and quick. And the bleeding has all but stopped.”


She stepped to one side so I could look down at my hand. Bandages bound my palm, wrapped round and round the place where my fourth and fifth fingers had once been. I wiggled my remaining three fingers, just to assure myself that they were still attached. It did not look so very odd. One would scarcely notice. But for a moment I imagined Mother’s heartbroken face when she next beheld me, and tears welled up in my eyes.


“What have I done?” I whispered. “Dear God …”


“You have done the bravest thing I’ve ever seen, my friend,” said Henry fervently.


“Indeed you have,” said Elizabeth.


I tore my gaze from my forever crippled hand and saw, across the cellar, Polidori hunched industriously over a worktable.


I tried to sit up, and a wave of queasiness crested over me.


“Slowly does it,” said Henry, taking hold of my left arm to steady me. “You lost a good deal of blood.”


“Did I?” I asked Elizabeth.


“Not so very much,” she said, and narrowed her eyes at Henry. “It looked more than it was.”


I swung my legs over the side of the table, paused to let my stomach settle, and then stood. The floor seemed a very great distance away. It took me several moments to catch my breath. Henry and Elizabeth each took an arm. I shuffled over to Polidori.


“How goes it with the elixir?”


He did not look up from his work. “Young master, you’d be better off resting comfortably. Your body has suffered quite an insult, and you might not enjoy seeing my work.”


I saw it. I heard Henry’s swallow. My two severed fingers rested on a metal tray. The skin and tissue and muscle had already been removed from one of them, leaving only the bones themselves. There was a good amount of blood and pulpy matter.


“I will not watch,” said Henry. He crossed the room and sat at Polidori’s paper-strewn desk.


Elizabeth and I remained. She pulled a stool over for me, and helped me sit upon it, for I was still very weak and shaky.


It was horrible yet strangely fascinating to watch Polidori as he picked up a short brutal-looking instrument and sawed through one of the bones. Then, with an ingeniously thin, hooked pick, he started to extract the marrow and deposit it in a small vial that rested within a larger flask filled with ice.


“It is important the marrow be kept cold,” he murmured as he worked.


“Why?” I asked.


“To prolong the life of the animating spirit that dwells within it,” he replied. “Of all human marvels, it is believed that the greatest healing properties lie within the marrow.”


It sounded most strange and wondrous to me—but not so very different from Dr. Murnau’s pronouncements on human blood, and the many cells that lived within it.


“How many doses will it yield?” I asked. “How shall we administer it to my brother?”


“It will be just one dose,” said Polidori, “and must all be taken at once, by mouth.”


He had finished extracting all the marrow from my fourth finger bones, and was now expertly flaying the skin and tissue from my smallest finger. His expression as he worked was one of immense and emotionless concentration.


On a shelf above his worktable I saw two vials.


“Are those the other ingredients?” Elizabeth asked, following my gaze.


“Indeed. The coelacanth oil and the lunar lichen. Once I extract the last of the marrow, I will combine the ingredients.”


“We’ll be able to take it home tonight, then,” I said with a glad heart. Konrad would have the elixir within hours.


“Sadly, no,” Polidori replied as he worked. “The elixir must be left for an entire day to build to its full power. You will need to come back tomorrow to collect it.”


Faintly, through the cellar walls, came the tolling of Saint Peter’s. Eight bells.


“It is best you go now,” the alchemist said. “I will have it ready for you tomorrow.”


“He is very close to death,” Elizabeth said anxiously. “What if he does not survive the night?”


“I am sorry, miss,” said the alchemist. “It cannot be hurried.”


“Can we not take the elixir home with us now,” I asked desperately, “and store it safely until it is ready?”


“No,” said Polidori, “there is one final treatment that must take place just before it is imbibed.”


“Could you write us down clear instructions?” Elizabeth asked.


“Your recipe for the wolf vision tincture was wonderfully clear,” I said. “I’m sure I could—”


With uncharacteristic terseness he said, “It is a procedure I must perform myself.” Then his tone softened. “I am only thinking of your brother and his best success for recovery. Let me do this for him. If you cannot return, I will send Krake to deliver it to you.”


Even if I had been willing to wait, I was not willing to tell Polidori where we lived. Should he find out our family name, he might fly into a fury and refuse to help us further. I quickly thought of another excuse.


“But Krake might break it by accident. It is better we take it now.”


“Krake treads with a velvet step,” said Polidori. “He is less likely to break it than you. I am sorry, but it must wait a day so I can make the final preparations.”


“There seems nothing we can do, then,” I muttered. I looked at Henry across the room and saw him staring at me urgently.


Carefully I lowered myself from the stool. For a second I needed to hold the seat for balance.


“Are you all right?” Elizabeth asked.


“Yes. I just need a few steps to clear my head.” I walked slowly about the laboratory, making my way gradually toward Henry. When I reached him, he silently pushed a piece of paper into my hand and put his finger to his lips.


On the paper, he’d written simply:


He lies.

 

Henry tapped a parchment on Polidori’s cluttered desk. I could see it had to be some bit of translation for the elixir, for among the many fierce scratch-outs were characters I recognized from the Alphabet of the Magi, and then several other alphabets, one of which was Greek—my weakest subject. Henry was jabbing his finger at a particular sentence. In vain I tried to decipher it. I looked at Henry and shook my head. Impatiently he gestured me closer, then whispered in my ear.


“It says here, ‘The elixir must be imbibed within four hours, after the three ingredients have been combined.’”


Despite the heat of the cellar, I shivered. It was like I was suddenly seeing the world through a different lens. The haze that had veiled everything since the surgery evaporated, and everything was sharper—and much, much more dangerous.


I forced myself to take five deep breaths, then made my way back to Polidori’s workbench, where he was in the process of mixing the ingredients into a single flask. I needed to be very calm.


“There it is,” said Elizabeth.


The Elixir of Life.


It did not look inspiring. It did not gleam and refract the candlelight into a thousand rainbows of promise. It was murky brown and oily. I watched as Polidori pushed in a stopper and slipped the flask into a snug padded leather sheath.


“Mr. Polidori,” I said, “we’ve been very remiss in not offering you payment sooner. You have worked long and hard for us, and received nothing. I apologize. You must tell us what it is we owe you for your excellent services, and we can settle accounts now. Simply name your price.” If he meant to cheat us of the elixir—if he’d maybe promised it to someone else at a vast price—maybe I could change his mind. “We’re wealthy people, and—”


“My dear sir,” Polidori said, beholding me with such an affable look that I wondered if Henry was mistaken. “Let us first see if the elixir has its desired effect. If it does, the recipe itself is payment enough for me. Now, have you a conveyance to take you home? I could send for a carriage—”


“Quite unnecessary, thank you,” I said. “Are you sure there is no way we could take the elixir away with us tonight?”


He seemed about to object once more, but with a sigh he nodded. “Very well. I can see how concerned you are about your brother.”


I exhaled with relief, and smiled over at Henry. We were mistaken. Perhaps my friend’s knowledge of Greek was not as perfect as I’d imagined.


“Thank you, Mr. Polidori!” said Elizabeth. “It eases my mind greatly.”


“Just give me a moment to fetch a preserving agent from upstairs,” he said, wheeling himself away from his workbench toward the elevator. “Then I will change the dressings on your wounds once more, young master, and write down very detailed instructions on how to perform the final preparations before the elixir is taken.”


“I’m very grateful,” I said.


I looked past Polidori at Henry and saw him desperately shaking his head. He still didn’t trust the alchemist. But why not? He was just going upstairs to—and then I remembered. All the drawers in his shop were completely empty. There could be nothing he needed up there. My eyes flew to the workbench. The flask of elixir was gone. I turned to see Polidori already halfway to the elevator.


He meant to leave us trapped in the cellar.


At the exact same moment, Henry and I ran and planted ourselves in front of Polidori’s weelchair. He looked at us in surprise. I saw the stoppered flask of elixir in his lap. I could not keep the tremor from my voice.


“Mr. Polidori, I must ask that you give me the elixir now.”


He gave a chuckle. “Good heavens, are you worried I’ll abscond with it? In my chair? If it makes you feel better, here—hold it yourself.”


With his left hand he held out the leather-clad flask.


And with his right he pulled from his chair a cane with a clubbed end. Without warning he swung it expertly and struck Henry in the head. Henry did not even cry out, just crumpled to the floor, and was deadly still.


“Henry!” Elizabeth cried in horror.


“You fiend!” I roared.


He seemed all at once a transformed creature. Gone was the mild expression, the air of defeat. His face blazed with a ruthless strength, and his upper body no longer sagged. He sat bolt upright, his shirt taut against his barrel chest. His forearms, with their sleeves rolled back, were ridged with muscle.


He launched his chair at me with such force that he knocked me over. I landed on my wounded hand and howled with pain.


From the corner of my eye I saw him raise his cane over me like an executioner’s axe. I rolled out of the way just as the clubbed head cracked down upon the flagstone. Polidori swiveled expertly to face me, cane raised once more. I scrabbled crablike, pain shooting up my right arm. His chair struck me again, sending me sprawling.


Wig askew, he glowered over me. He had me backed against a wall, and even as I lifted my arm to ward off the blow, I knew it was futile. That club would shatter my bones.


A poker struck Polidori on the shoulder so hard that he dropped his cane with a yowl. I looked over and saw Elizabeth gripping the weapon.


“Hit him again!” I shouted.


“He’s in a wheelchair!” Elizabeth cried.


“He means to kill us!”


I lunged to the side and tried to snatch up Polidori’s devilish cane, but from the bottom of his chair, from all sides, sprang long wickedly sharp blades. One very nearly impaled my leg as I leapt up onto a worktable, sending glassware shattering.


“Look out!” I shouted to Elizabeth. “His chair’s spiked!”


Polidori snatched up his cane and turned on Elizabeth. He was a demon in his chair, riding it like a malevolent barbed steed, driving her into a corner.


From the table I grasped a heavy flask full of vile-smelling liquid and hurled it at Polidori. It shattered against his skull. Instantly his wig began to smoke and melt, releasing acrid vapors. He gave a cry and ripped the wig from his head. On his bald scalp a few red welts were already blooming.


Cursing, he swerved away from Elizabeth and launched himself toward the sink. It gave her the chance to run clear, and together we rushed to Henry, still sprawled on the ground, though moaning now. Alive! I shook him roughly.


“Henry, get up! Get up!”


His eyes opened blearily. I looked around in a frenzy and saw Polidori with his head bent under the water pump, trying to flush the acid from his flesh.


“We must go!” said Elizabeth, helping me pull Henry to his feet. “The elevator!”


“Not without the elixir!” I said.


I snatched the poker from Elizabeth and ran toward Polidori.


Before I reached him, he whirled his chair round to confront me. His face was livid with acid burns, and anger emanated from his face like a kiln’s heat. I stayed well back from the chair’s wicked blades. I could not see his cane. Polidori’s hands slipped into the large pockets of his vest, no doubt concealing the flask of elixir, for it was no longer in his lap.


“Give it to me,” I said, poker held high over my shoulder. “It contains only my marrow. It’s useless to anyone but my brother.” My stomach churned. “Or was that a lie too?”


“Indeed it was. Any marrow would suffice.”


We’d merely been Polidori’s pawns, used to gather ingredients—used to sacrifice our body parts. I felt a rage building inside me, and I welcomed it.


“You monster!” I spat.


“I did not want it to be this way, young master,” he said, with a trace of what seemed genuine ruefulness. “My plan was to make two doses of the elixir. One for your brother. One for myself.”


“Why didn’t you, then?” I demanded.


“You did not bring me enough lichen from the tree.”


With a sick heart I remembered how I’d forced Elizabeth to abandon her task before her vial was full.


“We had no choice,” Elizabeth said. “There was lightning, and the vultures!”


“I completely understand,” said Polidori. “But the result was that I had ingredients for one dose only. The good news, for you, young master, is that I only needed to take two fingers, and not four.”


“The elixir’s mine! Give it to me!”


“Very well,” said the alchemist.


Both hands flew from his pockets. In the palm of one was a mound of yellow powder. In the other was some kind of tinderbox, which was instantly aflame. He raised the powder to his lips and blew, igniting a comet of fire that streamed toward me.


I scarcely had time to fling an arm across my face before I was engulfed. Vile fumes seared my nostrils and choked me. Something struck me hard, and I crashed to the floor, rolling over and over to put out the flames—but, amazingly, I was not alight at all. The flame had spent itself seemingly without scorching me. Coughing, I staggered to my feet and saw Polidori hurtling toward the elevator, bellowing and swinging his brutal cane to clear Elizabeth and Henry from his path.


Fury obliterated my pain and exhaustion. I ran and, with a roar, threw myself at the back of his wheelchair. My weight tipped it, and it slewed wildly before toppling over, spilling Polidori facedown onto the floor. For a brief moment I almost pitied him, his withered legs thin and quivering as he scrambled to turn himself over.


“Victor, he has the elixir!” Henry cried.


Polidori’s back was to me, and I had to run around him to see that the vial was indeed in his hands, and he was pulling at the stopper.


I lunged and knocked it from his grasp. In shared horror we both watched as the vial hit the flagstone—but did not break. Then I felt his fist slam into my jaw and drive my head back.


With stunning speed he dragged his body atop mine, and had my neck locked in one powerfully flexed arm.


“You will not deny me this,” he hissed. “You will not deny me the chance of being healed.”


I writhed and flailed, but his wrestler’s grip closed ever tighter around my windpipe, cutting off my air.


“Get me the vial!” he shouted at Henry and Elizabeth. “Or I will break his neck!”


My injured hand plucked uselessly at his arm. My vision swam. My heart kicked violently, and suddenly a great weight fell upon me and—


I had air, and gasped to fill my lungs.


Henry, the poker gripped in his hands, towered over me. Polidori’s senseless body was toppled upon my chest. I pushed him off, and Elizabeth helped me to my feet.


“Well done, Henry,” I croaked.


“Have I killed him?” he said. He was trembling.


“He breathes,” I said. “Where is the elixir?”


Elizabeth held the vial up before me, and we all turned and ran for the elevator. Inside I stared at the confusion of dangling ropes and pulleys. I cursed myself for not paying more attention when Polidori had worked them.


“This one, I think,” Elizabeth said, pointing.


“Henry, your help,” I said. We seized it and pulled, but nothing happened. In a frenzy I began tugging at others.


From the cellar floor came a groan.


“He’s stirring!” cried Henry.


“I’m sure it’s this one!” Elizabeth said, jabbing a finger.


“You already pointed at that one!”


“Yes,” she said, “because it’s the right one.”


“It does nothing! Look!”


“There was a lever or a brake he pulled first,” she muttered, looking around wildly, pushing at things.


Henry’s icy hand gripped my shoulder. Polidori was lifting his head from the floor. I wished we had brought the poker. He glared at us. I had never seen such determination or malice. He flexed his arms and began walking toward us on his fists with terrifying speed, dragging his body behind him.


“Try now!” Elizabeth cried.


Polidori was not fifteen feet away.


We heaved at the rope, and this time felt the elevator’s frame shiver and lift a few inches off the floor.


“Again! Don’t stop!” I cried, for Polidori was very near the threshold. He lunged, his right hand straining for the edge of the elevator floor, but Henry and I gave a mighty heave and hoisted ourselves just out of reach. We heard his strangled curse of defeat.


“He cannot get us now!” panted Henry.


We kept hauling at the rope, but were so exhausted that we rose more slowly with every pull. My right hand was of little use, and the pain in my wounds was brutal. A rivulet of sweat ran into my eye.


Even with the three of us, we could barely budge the elevator. How could it suddenly have become so much heavier?


And just as I understood, an arm darted up over the edge and slammed down on the floor. Like some horrific white spider, the hand hopped about, and before I could dance clear, it fastened around my ankle and dragged me off my feet. I landed with a thud and grasped the rope for dear life, for I was being pulled hard.


Polidori’s second arm came swinging over the edge and seized my other leg. Then his head lurched into view as he started hauling himself up my legs and into the elevator.


I thrashed about, trying to throw him off, but his grip was so strong that I feared his iron fingers would crush my flesh to pulp.


Henry grabbed one of Polidori’s hands and began prying his fingers off my ankle. Elizabeth kicked his head. But it was as though he no longer felt pain, as though his muscle and tissue would never tire.


My grip on the rope tightened, and I noticed that as Polidori pulled on me, he also pulled on the rope, and so the elevator was still rising, albeit slowly. I looked up and saw we were not so far from the cellar’s stone ceiling.


“Henry!” I yelled. “Keep pulling!”


“What?” he shouted.


“Raise us!”


At this, Polidori looked up, and seemed to understand my plan, for he redoubled his efforts to clamber up me and into the elevator. His belly, hips, and legs still dangled over the edge.


In three feet he would have to let go, or be crushed.


Elizabeth kicked at him again, and he lost his grip for a moment, sliding down my body. I thought he might fall off altogether, but he grabbed hold of both my ankles. The elevator lurched upward.


Less than two feet now to the ceiling.


With a burst of preternatural energy and speed, he climbed up me once more: clawing up my legs, then grabbing at my waist. I bellowed and kicked even as I hauled on the rope with Henry. The elevator lurched up another foot.


“Let go!” I shouted at him. “Or you’ll be severed!”


“And you will lose your feet!” he bellowed back.


In horror I saw he was right. He had dragged my legs over the edge.


For a moment no one moved. The elevator was filled with the sound of our animal grunts and panting.


“Then I will live without them!” I roared into the alchemist’s acid-stained face. “Henry, Elizabeth, pull hard!


With all my strength I heaved on the rope. The elevator lurched up. Polidori tilted his face to the stone bearing down on him—and let go. The elevator, suddenly lighter, rocketed higher. I yanked my legs back, and stone grazed my feet as the gap closed before us.


We were in total darkness now, for we had not thought to bring a candle or lantern. And for a moment we just sat sprawled on the elevator floor, panting raggedly.


“We had best keep going,” I said. “He may have some way of summoning the elevator back to him.”


“Yes, you’re right,” said Elizabeth.


I felt her breath on my face, and realized she was very close to me.


“You were very brave, Victor,” she said.


I stroked her cheek with the three fingers of my right hand. I moved my face closer to hers, and our mouths met in the darkness. I felt her tears on her cheeks, and tasted their salt against my tongue.


Abruptly she stood. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get to the surface!”


From below came the sound of Polidori shouting and cursing. I could not make out many of his words, for at times he seemed to be raging in another language.


“He wanted it for himself,” I puffed as we raised the elevator together. “He wanted his legs back.”


“He never meant for us to have it,” said Elizabeth. “He just used us to fetch his ingredients, the devil.”


Suddenly the elevator bumped to a stop, and I saw the faintest crack of light before us. The secret panels! Gasping for air, as though we’d been trapped beneath the sea, I stepped forward to throw them open.


“Wait!” Henry whispered, yanking me back.


“What?” I demanded.


“Krake,” he said.
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CHAPTER III
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From this day natural philosophy, and particularly chemistry, in the most comprehensive sense of the term, became nearly my sole occupation. I read with ardour those works, so full of genius and discrimination, which modern inquirers have written on these subjects. I attended the lectures, and cultivated the acquaintance, of the men of science of the university; and I found even in M. Krempe a great deal of sound sense and real information, combined, it is true, with a repulsive physiognomy and manners, but not on that account the less valuable. In M. Waldman I found a true friend. His gentleness was never tinged by dogmatism; and his instructions were given with an air of frankness and good nature, that banished every idea of pedantry. It was, perhaps, the amiable character of this man that inclined me more to that branch of natural philosophy which he professed, than an intrinsic love for the science itself. But this state of mind had place only in the first steps towards knowledge: the more fully I entered into the science, the more exclusively I pursued it for its own sake. That application, which at first had been a matter of duty and resolution, now became so ardent and eager, that the stars often disappeared in the light of morning whilst I was yet engaged in my laboratory.


As I applied so closely,1 it may be easily conceived that I improved rapidly. My ardour was indeed the astonishment of the students; and my proficiency, that of the masters. Professor Krempe often asked me, with a sly smile, how Cornelius Agrippa went on? whilst M. Waldman expressed the most heartfelt exultation in my progress. Two years passed in this manner, during which I paid no visit to Geneva, but was engaged, heart and soul, in the pursuit of some discoveries, which I hoped to make. None but those who have experienced them can conceive of the enticements of science. In other studies you go as far as others have gone before you, and there is nothing more to know; but in a scientific pursuit there is continual food for discovery and wonder. A mind of moderate capacity, which closely pursues one study, must infallibly arrive at great proficiency in that study; and I, who continually sought the attainment of one object of pursuit, and was solely wrapt up in this, improved so rapidly, that, at the end of two years, I made some discoveries in the improvement of some chemical instruments, which procured me great esteem and admiration at the university. When I had arrived at this point, and had become as well acquainted with the theory and practice of natural philosophy as depended on the lessons of any of the professors at Ingolstadt, my residence there being no longer conducive to my improvements, I thought of returning to my friends and my native town, when an incident happened that protracted my stay.


One of the phænomena which had peculiarly attracted my attention was the structure of the human frame, and, indeed, any animal endued with life. Whence, I often asked myself, did the principle of life2 proceed? It was a bold question, and one which has ever been considered as a mystery; yet with how many things are we upon the brink of becoming acquainted, if cowardice or carelessness did not restrain our inquiries. I revolved these circumstances in my mind, and determined thenceforth to apply myself more particularly to those branches of natural philosophy which relate to physiology. Unless I had been animated by an almost supernatural enthusiasm, my application to this study would have been irksome, and almost intolerable. To examine the causes of life, we must first have recourse to death. I became acquainted with the science of anatomy: but this was not sufficient; I must also observe the natural decay and corruption of the human body. In my education my father had taken the greatest precautions that my mind should be impressed with no supernatural horrors. I do not ever remember to have trembled at a tale of superstition, or to have feared the apparition of a spirit. Darkness had no effect upon my fancy; and a church-yard was to me merely the receptacle of bodies deprived of life, which, from being the seat of beauty and strength, had become food for the worm. Now I was led to examine the cause and progress of this decay, and forced to spend days and nights in vaults and charnel houses.3 My attention was fixed upon every object the most insupportable to the delicacy of the human feelings. I saw how the fine form of man was degraded and wasted; I beheld the corruption of death succeed to the blooming cheek of life; I saw how the worm inherited the wonders of the eye and brain. I paused, examining and analysing all the minutiæ of causation, as exemplified in the change from life to death, and death to life until from the midst of this darkness a sudden light broke in upon me—a light so brilliant and wondrous, yet so simple, that while I became dizzy with the immensity of the prospect which it illustrated, I was surprised that among so many men of genius, who had directed their inquiries towards the same science, that I alone should be reserved to discover so astonishing a secret.


Remember, I am not recording the vision of a madman. The sun does not more certainly shine in the heavens, than that which I now affirm is true. Some miracle might have produced it, yet the stages of the discovery were distinct and probable. After days and nights of incredible labour and fatigue, I succeeded in discovering the cause of generation and life; nay, more, I became myself capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter.


The astonishment which I had at first experienced on this discovery soon gave place to delight and rapture. After so much time spent in painful labour, to arrive at once at the summit of my desires, was the most gratifying consummation of my toils. But this discovery was so great and overwhelming, that all the steps by which I had been progressively led to it were obliterated, and I beheld only the result. What had been the study and desire of the wisest men since the creation of the world, was now within my grasp. Not that, like amagic scene, it all opened upon me at once: the information I had obtained was of a nature rather to direct my endeavours so soon as I should point them towards the object of my search, than to exhibit that object already accomplished. I was like the Arabian who had been buried with the dead, and found a passage to life aided only by one glimmering, and seemingly ineffectual light.4


I see by your eagerness, and the wonder and hope which your eyes express, my friend, that you expect to be informed of the secret with which I am acquainted; that cannot be: listen patiently until the end of my story, and you will easily perceive why I am reserved upon that subject. I will not lead you on, unguarded and ardent as I then was, to your destruction and infallible misery. Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge, and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow.


When I found so astonishing a power placed within my hands, I hesitated a long time concerning the manner in which I should employ it. Although I possessed the capacity of bestowing animation, yet to prepare a frame for the reception of it, with all its intricacies of fibres, muscles, and veins, still remained a work of inconceivable difficulty and labour. I doubted at first whether I should attempt the creation of a being like myself or one of simpler organization; but my imagination was too much exalted by my first success to permit me to doubt of my ability to give life to an animal as complex and wonderful as man. The materials at present within my command hardly appeared adequate to so arduous an undertaking; but I doubted not that I should ultimately succeed. I prepared myself for a multitude of reverses; my operations might be incessantly baffled, and at last my work be imperfect: yet, when I considered the improvement which every day takes place in science and mechanics, I was encouraged to hope my present attempts would at least lay the foundations of future success. Nor could I consider the magnitude and complexity of my plan as any argument of its impracticability. It was with these feelings that I began the creation of a human being. As the minuteness of the parts formed a great hindrance to my speed, I resolved, contrary to my first intention, to make the being of a gigantic stature; that is to say, about eight feet in height, and proportionably large. After having formed this determination, and having spent some months in successfully collecting and arranging my materials, I began.


No one can conceive the variety of feelings which bore me onwards, like a hurricane, in the first enthusiasm of success. Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds,5 which I should first break through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark world. A new species would bless me as its creator and source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to me. No father could claim the gratitude of his child so completely as I should deserve theirs. Pursuing these reflections, I thought, that if I could bestow animation upon lifeless matter, I might in process of time (although I now found it impossible) renew life where death had apparently devoted the body to corruption.


These thoughts supported my spirits, while I pursued my undertaking with unremitting ardour. My cheek had grown pale with study, and my person had become emaciated with confinement. Sometimes, on the very brink of certainty, I failed; yet still I clung to the hope which the next day or the next hour might realize. One secret which I alone possessed was the hope to which I had dedicated myself; and the moon gazed on my midnight labours, while, with unrelaxed and breathless eagerness, I pursued nature to her hiding places. Who shall conceive the horrors of my secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed damps of the grave, or tortured the living animal to animate the lifeless clay? My limbs now tremble, and my eyes swim with the remembrance; but then a resistless, and almost frantic impulse, urged me forward; I seemed to have lost all soul or sensation but for this one pursuit. It was indeed but a passing trance, that only made me feel with renewed acuteness so soon as, the unnatural stimulus ceasing to operate, I had returned to my old habits. I collected bones from charnel houses; and disturbed, with profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of the human frame. In a solitary chamber, or rather cell, at the top of the house, and separated from all the other apartments by a gallery and staircase, I kept my workshop of filthy creation; my eyeballs were starting from their sockets in attending to the details of my employment. The dissecting room and the slaughter-house furnished many of my materials; and often did my human nature turn with loathing from my occupation, whilst, still urged on by an eagerness which perpetually increased, I brought my work near to a conclusion.


The summer months passed while I was thus engaged, heart and soul, in one pursuit. It was a most beautiful season; never did the fields bestow a more plentiful harvest, or the vines yield a more luxuriant vintage: but my eyes were insensible to the charms of nature. And the same feelings which made me neglect the scenes around me caused me also to forget those friends who were so many miles absent, and whom I had not seen for so long a time. I knew my silence disquieted them; and I well remembered the words of my father: “I know that while you are pleased with yourself, you will think of us with affection, and we shall hear regularly from you. You must pardon me, if I regard any interruption in your correspondence as a proof that your other duties are equally neglected.”


I knew well therefore what would be my father’s feelings; but I could not tear my thoughts from my employment, loathsome in itself, but which had taken an irresistible hold of my imagination. I wished, as it were, to procrastinate all that related to my feelings of affection until the great object, which swallowed up every habit of my nature, should be completed.


I then thought that my father would be unjust if he ascribed my neglect to vice, or faultiness on my part; but I am now convinced that he was justified in conceiving that I should not be altogether free from blame. A human being in perfection ought always to preserve a calm and peaceful mind, and never to allow passion or a transitory desire to disturb his tranquillity. I do not think that the pursuit of knowledge is an exception to this rule. If the study to which you apply yourself has a tendency to weaken your affections, and to destroy your taste for those simple pleasures in which no alloy can possibly mix, then that study is certainly unlawful, that is to say, not befitting the human mind. If this rule were always observed; if no man allowed any pursuit whatsoever to interfere with the tranquillity of his domestic affections, Greece had not been enslaved; Cæsar would have spared his country; America would have been discovered more gradually; and the empires of Mexico and Peru had not been destroyed.


But I forget that I am moralizing in the most interesting part of my tale; and your looks remind me to proceed.


My father made no reproach in his letters; and only took notice of my silence by inquiring into my occupations more particularly than before. Winter, spring, and summer, passed away during my labours; but I did not watch the blossom or the expanding leaves—sights which before always yielded me supreme delight, so deeply was I engrossed in my occupation. The leaves of that year had withered before my work drew near to a close; and now every day shewed me more plainly how well I had succeeded. But my enthusiasm was checked by my anxiety, and I appeared rather like one doomed by slavery to toil in the mines, or any other unwholesome trade, than an artist occupied by his favourite employment. Every night I was oppressed by a slow fever, and I became nervous to a most painful degree; a disease that I regretted the more because I had hitherto enjoyed most excellent health, and had always boasted of the firmness of my nerves. But I believed that exercise and amusement would soon drive away such symptoms; and I promised myself both of these, when my creation should be complete.
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Nothing is more painful to the human mind, than, after the feelings have been worked up by a quick succession of events, the dead calmness of inaction and certainty which follows, and deprives the soul both of hope and fear. Justine died; she rested; and I was alive. The blood flowed freely in my veins, but a weight of despair and remorse pressed on my heart, which nothing could remove. Sleep fled from my eyes; I wandered like an evil spirit, for I had committed deeds of mischief beyond description horrible, and more, much more (I persuaded myself) was yet behind. Yet my heart overflowed with kindness, and the love of virtue. I had begun life with benevolent intentions, and thirsted for the moment when I should put them in practice, and make myself useful to my fellow-beings. Now all was blasted:1 instead of that serenity of conscience, which allowed me to look back upon the past with self-satisfaction, and from thence to gather promise of new hopes, I was seized by remorse and the sense of guilt, which hurried me away to a hell of intense tortures, such as no language can describe.


This state of mind preyed upon my health, which had entirely recovered from the first shock it had sustained. I shunned the face of man; all sound of joy or complacency was torture to me; solitude was my only consolation—deep, dark, death-like solitude.


My father observed with pain the alteration perceptible in my disposition and habits, and endeavoured to reason with me on the folly of giving way to immoderate grief. “Do you think, Victor,” said he, “that I do not suffer also? No one could love a child more than I loved your brother”; (tears came into his eyes as he spoke) “but is it not a duty to the survivors, that we should refrain from augmenting their unhappiness by an appearance of immoderate grief? It is also a duty owed to yourself; for excessive sorrow prevents improvement or enjoyment, or even the discharge of daily usefulness, without which no man is fit for society.”


This advice, although good, was totally inapplicable to my case; I should have been the first to hide my grief, and console my friends, if remorse had not mingled its bitterness with my other sensations. Now I could only answer my father with a look of despair, and endeavour to hide myself from his view.


About this time we retired to our house at Belrive. This change was particularly agreeable to me. The shutting of the gates regularly at ten o’clock, and the impossibility of remaining on the lake after that hour, had rendered our residence within the walls of Geneva very irksome to me. I was now free. Often, after the rest of the family had retired for the night, I took the boat, and passed many hours upon the water. Sometimes, with my sails set, I was carried by the wind; and sometimes, after rowing into the middle of the lake, I left the boat to pursue its own course, and gave way to my own miserable reflections. I was often tempted, when all was at peace around me, and I the only unquiet thing that wandered restless in a scene so beautiful and heavenly, if I except2 some bat, or the frogs, whose harsh and interrupted croaking was heard only when I approached the shore—often, I say, I was tempted to plunge into the silent lake, that the waters might close over me and my calamities for ever. But I was restrained, when I thought of the heroic and suffering Elizabeth, whom I tenderly loved, and whose existence was bound up in mine. I thought also of my father, and surviving brother: should I by my base desertion leave them exposed and unprotected to the malice of the fiend whom I had let loose among them?


At these moments I wept bitterly, and wished that peace would revisit my mind only that I might afford them consolation and happiness. But that could not be. Remorse extinguished every hope. I had been the author of unalterable evils; and I lived in daily fear, lest the monster whom I had created should perpetrate some new wickedness. I had an obscure feeling that all was not over, and that he would still commit some signal3 crime, which by its enormity should almost efface the recollection of the past. There was always scope for fear, so long as any thing I loved remained behind. My abhorrence of this fiend cannot be conceived. When I thought of him, I gnashed my teeth, my eyes became inflamed, and I ardently wished to extinguish that life which I had so thoughtlessly bestowed. When I reflected on his crimes and malice, my hatred and revenge burst all bounds of moderation. I would have made a pilgrimage to the highest peak of the Andes, could I, when there, have precipitated him to their base. I wished to see him again, that I might wreak the utmost extent of anger on his head, and avenge the deaths of William and Justine.


Our house was the house of mourning. My father’s health was deeply shaken by the horror of the recent events. Elizabeth was sad and desponding; she no longer took delight in her ordinary occupations; all pleasure seemed to her sacrilege towards the dead; eternal woe and tears she then thought was the just tribute she should pay to innocence so blasted and destroyed. She was no longer that happy creature, who in earlier youth wandered with me on the banks of the lake, and talked with ecstacy of our future prospects. She had become grave, and often conversed of the inconstancy of fortune, and the instability of human life.


“When I reflect, my dear cousin,” said she, “on the miserable death of Justine Moritz, I no longer see the world and its works as they before appeared to me. Before, I looked upon the accounts of vice and injustice, that I read in books or heard from others, as tales of ancient days, or imaginary evils; at least they were remote, and more familiar to reason than to the imagination; but now misery has come home, and men appear to me as monsters thirsting for each other’s blood. Yet I am certainly unjust. Every body believed that poor girl to be guilty; and if she could have committed the crime for which she suffered, assuredly she would have been the most depraved of human creatures. For the sake of a few jewels, to have murdered the son of her benefactor and friend, a child whom she had nursed from its birth, and appeared to love as if it had been her own! I could not consent to the death of any human being; but certainly I should have thought such a creature unfit to remain in the society of men. Yet she was innocent. I know, I feel she was innocent; you are of the same opinion, and that confirms me. Alas! Victor, when falsehood can look so like the truth, who can assure themselves of certain happiness? I feel as if I were walking on the edge of a precipice, towards which thousands are crowding, and endeavouring to plunge me into the abyss. William and Justine were assassinated, and the murderer escapes; he walks about the world free, and perhaps respected. But even if I were condemned to suffer on the scaffold for the same crimes, I would not change places with such a wretch.”


I listened to this discourse with the extremest agony. I, not in deed, but in effect, was the true murderer. Elizabeth read my anguish in my countenance, and kindly taking my hand said, “My dearest cousin, you must calm yourself. These events have affected me, God knows how deeply; but I am not so wretched as you are. There is an expression of despair, and sometimes of revenge, in your countenance, that makes me tremble. Be calm, my dear Victor; I would sacrifice my life to your peace. We surely shall be happy: quiet in our native country, and not mingling in the world, what can disturb our tranquillity?”


She shed tears as she said this, distrusting the very solace that she gave; but at the same time she smiled, that she might chase away the fiend that lurked in my heart. My father, who saw in the unhappiness that was painted in my face only an exaggeration of that sorrow which I might naturally feel, thought that an amusement suited to my taste would be the best means of restoring to me my wonted serenity. It was from this cause that he had removed to the country; and, induced by the same motive, he now proposed that we should all make an excursion to the valley of Chamounix. I had been there before, but Elizabeth and Ernest never had; and both had often expressed an earnest desire to see the scenery of this place, which had been described to them as so wonderful and sublime. Accordingly we departed from Geneva on this tour about the middle of the month of August, nearly two months after the death of Justine.


The weather was uncommonly fine; and if mine had been a sorrow to be chased away by any fleeting circumstance, this excursion would certainly have had the effect intended by my father. As it was, I was somewhat interested in the scene; it sometimes lulled, although it could not extinguish, my grief. During the first day we travelled in a carriage. In the morning we had seen the mountains at a distance, towards which we gradually advanced. We perceived that the valley through which we wound, and which was formed by the river Arve, whose course we followed, closed in upon us by degrees; and when the sun had set, we beheld immense mountains and precipices overhanging us on every side, and heard the sound of the river raging among rocks, and the dashing of waterfalls around.


The next day we pursued our journey upon mules; and as we ascended still higher, the valley assumed a more magnificent and astonishing character. Ruined castles hanging on the precipices of piny mountains; the impetuous Arve, and cottages every here and there peeping forth from among the trees, formed a scene of singular beauty. But it was augmented and rendered sublime by the mighty Alps, whose white and shining pyramids and domes towered above all, as belonging to another earth, the habitations of another race of beings.


We passed the bridge of Pelissier, where the ravine, which the river forms, opened before us, and we began to ascend the mountain that overhangs it. Soon after we entered the valley of Chamounix. This valley is more wonderful and sublime, but not so beautiful and picturesque as that of Servox, through which we had just passed. The high and snowy mountains were its immediate boundaries; but we saw no more ruined castles and fertile fields. Immense glaciers approached the road; we heard the rumbling thunder of the falling avalanche, and marked the smoke of its passage. Mont Blanc, the supreme and magnificent Mont Blanc, raised itself from the surrounding aiguilles,4 and its tremendous dome5 overlooked the valley.


During this journey, I sometimes joined Elizabeth, and exerted myself to point out to her the various beauties of the scene. I often suffered my mule to lag behind, and indulged in the misery of reflection. At other times I spurred on the animal before my companions, that I might forget them, the world, and, more than all, myself. When at a distance, I alighted, and threw myself on the grass, weighed down by horror and despair. At eight in the evening I arrived at Chamounix. My father and Elizabeth were very much fatigued; Ernest, who accompanied us, was delighted, and in high spirits: the only circumstance that detracted from his pleasure was the south wind, and the rain it seemed to promise for the next day.


We retired early to our apartments, but not to sleep; at least I did not. I remained many hours at the window, watching the pallid lightning that played above Mont Blanc, and listening to the rushing of the Arve, which ran below my window.
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My present situation was one in which all voluntary thought was swallowed up and lost. I was hurried away by fury; revenge alone endowed me with strength and composure; it modelled my feelings, and allowed me to be calculating and calm, at periods when otherwise delirium or death would have been my portion.


My first resolution was to quit Geneva for ever; my country, which, when I was happy and beloved, was dear to me, now, in my adversity, became hateful. I provided myself with a sum of money, together with a few jewels which had belonged to my mother, and departed.


And now my wanderings began, which are to cease but with life. I have traversed a vast portion of the earth, and have endured all the hardships which travellers, in deserts and barbarous countries, are wont to meet. How I have lived I hardly know; many times have I stretched my failing limbs upon the sandy plain, and prayed for death. But revenge kept me alive; I dared not die, and leave my adversary in being.


When I quitted Geneva, my first labour was to gain some clue by which I might trace the steps of my fiendish enemy. But my plan was unsettled; and I wandered many hours around the confines of the town, uncertain what path I should pursue. As night approached, I found myself at the entrance of the cemetery where William, Elizabeth, and my father, reposed. I entered it, and approached the tomb which marked their graves. Every thing was silent, except the leaves of the trees, which were gently agitated by the wind; the night was nearly dark; and the scene would have been solemn and affecting even to an uninterested observer. The spirits of the departed seemed to flit around, and to cast a shadow, which was felt but seen not, around the head of the mourner.


The deep grief which this scene had at first excited quickly gave way to rage and despair. They were dead, and I lived; their murderer also lived, and to destroy him I must drag out my weary existence. I knelt on the grass, and kissed the earth, and with quivering lips exclaimed, “By the sacred earth on which I kneel, by the shades1 that wander near me, by the deep and eternal grief that I feel, I swear; and by thee, O Night, and by the spirits that preside over thee, I swear to pursue the dæmon, who caused this misery, until he or I shall perish in mortal conflict. For this purpose I will preserve my life: to execute this dear revenge, will I again behold the sun, and tread the green herbage of earth, which otherwise should vanish from my eyes for ever. And I call on you, spirits of the dead; and on you, wandering ministers of vengeance, to aid and conduct me in my work. Let the cursed and hellish monster drink deep of agony; let him feel the despair that now torments me.”


I had begun my adjuration with solemnity, and an awe which almost assured me that the shades of my murdered friends heard and approved my devotion; but the furies possessed me as I concluded, and rage choaked my utterance.


I was answered through the stillness of night by a loud and fiendish laugh. It rung on my ears long and heavily; the mountains re-echoed it, and I felt as if all hell surrounded me with mockery and laughter. Surely in that moment I should have been possessed by phrenzy, and have destroyed my miserable existence, but that my vow was heard, and that I was reserved for vengeance. The laughter died away: when a well-known and abhorred voice, apparently close to my ear, addressed me in an audible whisper—“I am satisfied: miserable wretch! you have determined to live, and I am satisfied.”


I darted towards the spot from which the sound proceeded; but the devil eluded my grasp. Suddenly the broad disk of the moon arose, and shone full upon his ghastly and distorted shape, as he fled with more than mortal speed.


I pursued him; and for many months this has been my task. Guided by a slight clue, I followed the windings of the Rhone, but vainly. The blue Mediterranean appeared; and, by a strange chance, I saw the fiend enter by night, and hide himself in a vessel bound for the Black Sea. I took my passage in the same ship; but he escaped, I know not how.


Amidst the wilds of Tartary and Russia, although he still evaded me, I have ever followed in his track. Sometimes the peasants, scared by this horrid apparition, informed me of his path; sometimes he himself, who feared that if I lost all trace I should despair and die, often left some mark to guide me. The snows descended on my head, and I saw the print of his huge step on the white plain. To you first entering on life, to whom care is new, and agony unknown, how can you understand what I have felt, and still feel? Cold, want, and fatigue, were the least pains which I was destined to endure; I was cursed by some devil, and carried about with me my eternal hell; yet still a spirit of good followed and directed my steps, and, when I most murmured, would suddenly extricate me from seemingly insurmountable difficulties. Sometimes, when nature, overcome by hunger, sunk under the exhaustion, a repast2 was prepared for me in the desert, that restored and inspirited me. The fare was indeed coarse, such as the peasants of the country ate; but I may not doubt that it was set there by the spirits that I had invoked to aid me. Often, when all was dry, the heavens cloudless, and I was parched by thirst, a slight cloud would bedim the sky, shed the few drops that revived me, and vanish.


I followed, when I could, the courses of the rivers; but the dæmon generally avoided these, as it was here that the population of the country chiefly collected. In other places human beings were seldom seen; and I generally subsisted on the wild animals that crossed my path. I had money with me, and gained the friendship of the villagers by distributing it, or bringing with me some food that I had killed, which, after taking a small part, I always presented to those who had provided me with fire and utensils for cooking.


My life, as it passed thus, was indeed hateful to me, and it was during sleep alone that I could taste joy. Oblessed sleep! often, when most miserable, I sank to repose, and my dreams lulled me even to rapture. The spirits that guarded me had provided these moments, or rather hours, of happiness, that I might retain strength to fulfil my pilgrimage. Deprived of this respite, I should have sunk under my hardships. During the day I was sustained and inspirited by the hope of night: for in sleep I saw my friends, my wife, and my beloved country; again I saw the benevolent countenance of my father, heard the silver tones of my Elizabeth’s voice, and beheld Clerval enjoying health and youth. Often, when wearied by a toilsome march, I persuaded myself that I was dreaming until night should come, and that I should then enjoy reality in the arms of my dearest friends. What agonizing fondness did I feel for them! how did I cling to their dear forms, as sometimes they haunted even my waking hours, and persuade myself that they still lived! At such moments vengeance, that burned within me, died in my heart, and I pursued my path towards the destruction of the dæmon, more as a task enjoined by heaven, as the mechanical impulse of some power of which I was unconscious, than as the ardent desire of my soul.


What his feelings were whom I pursued, I cannot know. Sometimes, indeed, he left marks in writing on the barks of the trees, or cut in stone, that guided me, and instigated my fury. “My reign is not yet over,” (these words were legible in one of these inscriptions); “you live, and my power is complete. Follow me; I seek the everlasting ices of the north, where you will feel the misery of cold and frost, to which I am impassive. You will find near this place, if you follow not too tardily, a dead hare; eat, and be refreshed. Come on, my enemy; we have yet to wrestle for our lives; but many hard and miserable hours must you endure, until that period shall arrive.”


Scoffing devil! Again do I vow vengeance; again do I devote thee, miserable fiend, to torture and death. Never will I omit my search, until he or I perish; and then with what ecstacy shall I join my Elizabeth, and those who even now prepare for me the reward of my tedious toil and horrible pilgrimage.


As I still pursued my journey to the northward, the snows thickened, and the cold increased in a degree almost too severe to support. The peasants were shut up in their hovels, and only a few of the most hardy ventured forth to seize the animals whom starvation had forced from their hiding-places to seek for prey. The rivers were covered with ice, and no fish could be procured; and thus I was cut off from my chief article of maintenance.


The triumph of my enemy increased with the difficulty of my labours. One inscription that he left was in these words: “Prepare! your toils only begin: wrap yourself in furs, and provide food, for we shall soon enter upon a journey where your sufferings will satisfy my everlasting hatred.”


My courage and perseverance were invigorated by these scoffing words; I resolved not to fail in my purpose; and, calling on heaven to support me, I continued with unabated fervour to traverse immense deserts, until the ocean appeared at a distance, and formed the utmost boundary of the horizon. Oh! how unlike it was to the blue seas of the south! Covered with ice, it was only to be distinguished from land by its superior wildness and ruggedness. The Greeks wept for joy when they beheld the Mediterranean from the hills of Asia, and hailed with rapture the boundary of their toils.3 I did not weep; but I knelt down, and, with a full heart, thanked my guiding spirit for conducting me in safety to the place where I hoped, notwithstanding my adversary’s gibe, to meet and grapple with him.


Some weeks before this period I had procured a sledge and dogs, and thus traversed the snows with inconceivable speed. I know not whether the fiend possessed the same advantages; but I found that, as before I had daily lost ground in the pursuit, I now gained on him; so much so, that when I first saw the ocean, he was but one day’s journey in advance, and I hoped to intercept him before he should reach the beach. With new courage, therefore, I pressed on, and in two days arrived at a wretched hamlet on the seashore. I inquired of the inhabitants concerning the fiend, and gained accurate information. A gigantic monster, they said, had arrived the night before, armed with a gun and many pistols; putting to flight the inhabitants of a solitary cottage, through fear of his terrific appearance. He had carried off their store of winter food, and, placing it in a sledge, to draw which he had seized on a numerous drove of trained dogs, he had harnessed them, and the same night, to the joy of the horror-struck villagers, had pursued his journey across the sea in a direction that led to no land; and they conjectured that he must speedily be destroyed by the breaking of the ice, or frozen by the eternal frosts.


On hearing this information, I suffered a temporary access of despair. He had escaped me; and I must commence a destructive and almost endless journey across the mountainous ices of the ocean,—amidst cold that few of the inhabitants could long endure, and which I, the native of a genial and sunny climate, could not hope to survive. Yet at the idea that the fiend should live and be triumphant, my rage and vengeance returned, and, like a mighty tide, overwhelmed every other feeling. After a slight repose, during which the spirits of the dead hovered round, and instigated me to toil and revenge, I prepared for my journey.


I exchanged my land sledge for one fashioned for the inequalities of the frozen ocean; and, purchasing a plentiful stock of provisions, I departed from land.


I cannot guess how many days have passed since then; but I have endured misery, which nothing but the eternal sentiment of a just retribution burning within my heart could have enabled me to support. Immense and rugged mountains of ice often barred up my passage, and I often heard the thunder of the ground sea, which threatened my destruction. But again the frost came, and made the paths of the sea secure.


By the quantity of provision which I had consumed I should guess that I had passed three weeks in this journey; and the continual protraction of hope, returning back upon the heart, often wrung bitter drops of despondency and grief from my eyes. Despair had indeed almost secured her prey, and I should soon have sunk beneath this misery; when once, after the poor animals that carried me had with incredible toil gained the summit of a sloping ice mountain, and one sinking under his fatigue died, I viewed the expanse before me with anguish, when suddenly my eye caught a dark speck upon the dusky plain. I strained my sight to discover what it could be, and uttered a wild cry of ecstacy when I distinguished a sledge, and the distorted proportions of a well-known form within. Oh! with what a burning gush did hope revisit my heart! warm tears filled my eyes, which I hastily wiped away, that they might not intercept the view I had of the dæmon; but still my sight was dimmed by the burning drops, until, giving way to the emotions that oppressed me, I wept aloud.


But this was not the time for delay; I disencumbered the dogs of their dead companion, gave them a plentiful portion of food; and, after an hour’s rest, which was absolutely necessary, and yet which was bitterly irksome to me, I continued my route. The sledge was still visible; nor did I again lose sight of it, except at the moments when for a short time some ice rock concealed it with its intervening crags. I indeed perceptibly gained on it; and when, after nearly two days’ journey, I beheld my enemy at no more than a mile distant, my heart bounded within me.


But now, when I appeared almost within grasp of my enemy, my hopes were suddenly extinguished, and I lost all trace of him more utterly than I had ever done before. A ground sea was heard; the thunder of its progress, as the waters rolled and swelled beneath me, became every moment more ominous and terrific. I pressed on, but in vain. The wind arose; the sea roared; and, as with the mighty shock of an earthquake, it split, and cracked with a tremendous and overwhelming sound. The work was soon finished: in a few minutes a tumultuous sea rolled between me and my enemy, and I was left drifting on a scattered piece of ice, that was continually lessening, and thus preparing for me a hideous death.


In this manner many appalling hours passed; several of my dogs died; and I myself was about to sink under the accumulation of distress, when I saw your vessel riding at anchor, and holding forth to me hopes of succour and life. I had no conception that vessels ever came so far north, and was astounded at the sight. I quickly destroyed part of my sledge to construct oars; and by these means was enabled, with infinite fatigue, to move my ice-raft in the direction of your ship. I had determined, if you were going southward, still to trust myself to the mercy of the seas, rather than abandon my purpose. I hoped to induce you to grant me a boat with which I could still pursue my enemy. But your direction was northward. You took me on board when my vigour was exhausted, and I should soon have sunk under my multiplied hardships into a death, which I still dread,—for my task is unfulfilled.


Oh! when will my guiding spirit, in conducting me to the dæmon, allow me the rest I so much desire; or must I die, and he yet live? If I do, swear to me, Walton, that he shall not escape; that you will seek him, and satisfy my vengeance in his death. Yet, do I dare ask you to undertake my pilgrimage, to endure the hardships that I have undergone? No; I am not so selfish. Yet, when I am dead, if he should appear, if the ministers of vengeance should conduct him to you, swear that he shall not live—swear that he shall not triumph over my accumulated woes, and live to make another such a wretch as I am. He is eloquent and persuasive; and once his words had even power over my heart: but trust him not. His soul is as hellish as his form, full of treachery and fiend-like malice. Hear him not; call on the manes4 of William, Justine, Clerval, Elizabeth, my father, and of the wretched Victor, and thrust your sword into his heart. I will hover near, and direct the steel aright.


Walton, in continuation.
August 26th, 17—.


You have read this strange and terrific story, Margaret; and do you not feel your blood congealed with horror, like that which even now curdles mine? Sometimes, seized with sudden agony, he could not continue his tale; at others, his voice broken, yet piercing, uttered with difficulty the words so replete with agony. His fine and lovely eyes were now lighted up with indignation, now subdued to downcast sorrow, and quenched in infinite wretchedness. Sometimes he commanded his countenance and tones, and related the most horrible incidents with a tranquil voice, suppressing every mark of agitation; then, like a volcano bursting forth, his face would suddenly change to an expression of the wildest rage, as he shrieked out imprecations5 on his persecutor.


His tale is connected,6 and told with an appearance of the simplest truth; yet I own to you that the letters of Felix and Safie, which he shewed me, and the apparition of the monster, seen from our ship, brought to me a greater conviction of the truth of his narrative than his asseverations,7 however earnest and connected. Such a monster has then really existence; I cannot doubt it; yet I am lost in surprise and admiration. Sometimes I endeavoured to gain from Frankenstein the particulars of his creature’s formation; but on this point he was impenetrable.


“Are you mad, my friend?” said he, “or whither does your senseless curiosity lead you? Would you also create for yourself and the world a demoniacal enemy? Or to what do your questions tend? Peace, peace! learn my miseries, and do not seek to increase your own.”


Frankenstein discovered that I made notes concerning his history: he asked to see them, and then himself corrected and augmented them in many places; but principally in giving the life and spirit to the conversations he held with his enemy. “Since you have preserved my narration,” said he, “I would not that a mutilated one should go down to posterity.”


Thus has a week passed away, while I have listened to the strangest tale that ever imagination formed. My thoughts, and every feeling of my soul, have been drunk up by the interest for my guest, which this tale, and his own elevated and gentle manners have created. I wish to soothe him; yet can I counsel one so infinitely miserable, so destitute of every hope of consolation, to live? Oh, no! the only joy that he can now know will be when he composes his shattered feelings to peace and death. Yet he enjoys one comfort, the offspring of solitude and delirium: he believes, that, when in dreams he holds converse with his friends, and derives from that communion consolation for his miseries, or excitements to his vengeance, that they are not the creations of his fancy, but the real beings who visit him from the regions of a remote world. This faith gives a solemnity to his reveries that render them to me almost as imposing and interesting as truth.


Our conversations are not always confined to his own history and misfortunes. On every point of general literature he displays unbounded knowledge, and a quick and piercing apprehension. His eloquence is forcible and touching; nor can I hear him, when he relates a pathetic incident, or endeavours to move the passions of pity or love, without tears. What a glorious creature must he have been in the days of his prosperity, when he is thus noble and godlike in ruin. He seems to feel his own worth, and the greatness of his fall.


“When younger,” said he, “I felt as if I were destined for some great enterprise. My feelings are profound; but I possessed a coolness of judgment that fitted me for illustrious achievements. This sentiment of the worth of my nature supported me, when others would have been oppressed; for I deemed it criminal to throw away in useless grief those talents that might be useful to my fellow-creatures. When I reflected on the work I had completed, no less a one than the creation of a sensitive and rational animal, I could not rank myself with the herd of common projectors.8 But this feeling, which supported me in the commencement of my career, now serves only to plunge me lower in the dust. All my speculations and hopes are as nothing; and, like the archangel who aspired to omnipotence, I am chained in an eternal hell. My imagination was vivid, yet my powers of analysis and application were intense; by the union of these qualities I conceived the idea, and executed the creation of a man. Even now I cannot recollect, without passion, my reveries while the work was incomplete. I trod heaven in my thoughts, now exulting in my powers, now burning with the idea of their effects. From my infancy I was imbued with high hopes and a lofty ambition; but how am I sunk! Oh! my friend, if you had known me as I once was, you would not recognize me in this state of degradation. Despondency rarely visited my heart; a high destiny seemed to bear me on, until I fell, never, never again to rise.”


Must I then lose this admirable being? I have longed for a friend; I have sought one who would sympathize with and love me. Behold, on these desert seas I have found such a one; but, I fear, I have gained him only to know his value, and lose him. I would reconcile him to life, but he repulses the idea.


“I thank you, Walton,” he said, “for your kind intentions towards so miserable a wretch; but when you speak of new ties, and fresh affections, think you that any can replace those who are gone? Can any man be to me as Clerval was; or any woman another Elizabeth? Even where the affections are not strongly moved by any superior excellence, the companions of our childhood always possess a certain power over our minds, which hardly any later friend can obtain. They know our infantine dispositions, which, however they may be afterwards modified, are never eradicated; and they can judge of our actions with more certain conclusions as to the integrity of our motives. A sister or a brother can never, unless indeed such symptoms have been shewn early, suspect the other of fraud or false dealing, when another friend, however strongly he may be attached, may, in spite of himself, be invaded with suspicion. But I enjoyed friends, dear not only through habit and association, but from their own merits; and, wherever I am, the soothing voice of my Elizabeth, and the conversation of Clerval, will be ever whispered in my ear. They are dead; and but one feeling in such a solitude can persuade me to preserve my life. If I were engaged in any high undertaking or design, fraught with extensive utility to my fellow-creatures, then could I live to fulfil it. But such is not my destiny; I must pursue and destroy the being to whom I gave existence; then my lot on earth will be fulfilled, and I may die.”


September 2d.


My beloved Sister,


I write to you, encompassed by peril, and ignorant whether I am ever doomed to see again dear England, and the dearer friends that inhabit it. I am surrounded by mountains of ice, which admit of no escape, and threaten every moment to crush my vessel. The brave fellows, whom I have persuaded to be my companions, look towards me for aid; but I have none to bestow. There is something terribly appalling in our situation, yet my courage and hopes do not desert me. We may survive; and if we do not, I will repeat the lessons of my Seneca,9 and die with a good heart.


Yet what, Margaret, will be the state of your mind? You will not hear of my destruction, and you will anxiously await my return. Years will pass, and you will have visitings of despair, and yet be tortured by hope. Oh! my beloved sister, the sickening failings of your heart-felt expectations are, in prospect, more terrible to me than my own death. But you have a husband, and lovely children; you may be happy: heaven bless you, and make you so!


My unfortunate guest regards me with the tenderest compassion. He endeavours to fill me with hope; and talks as if life were a possession which he valued. He reminds me how often the same accidents have happened to other navigators, who have attempted this sea, and, in spite of myself, he fills me with cheerful auguries. Even the sailors feel the power of his eloquence: when he speaks, they no longer despair; he rouses their energies, and, while they hear his voice, they believe these vast mountains of ice are molehills, which will vanish before the resolutions of man. These feelings are transitory; each day’s expectation delayed fills them with fear, and I almost dread a mutiny caused by this despair.


September 5th.


A scene has just passed of such uncommon interest, that although it is highly probable that these papers may never reach you, yet I cannot forbear recording it.


We are still surrounded by mountains of ice, still in imminent danger of being crushed in their conflict. The cold is excessive, and many of my unfortunate comrades have already found a grave amidst this scene of desolation. Frankenstein has daily declined in health: a feverish fire still glimmers in his eyes; but he is exhausted, and, when suddenly roused to any exertion, he speedily sinks again into apparent lifelessness.


I mentioned in my last letter the fears I entertained of a mutiny. This morning, as I sat watching the wan countenance of my friend—his eyes half closed, and his limbs hanging listlessly,—I was roused by half a dozen of the sailors, who desired admission into the cabin. They entered; and their leader addressed me. He told me that he and his companions had been chosen by the other sailors to come in deputation to me, to make me a demand, which, in justice, I could not refuse. We were immured in ice, and should probably never escape; but they feared that if, as was possible, the ice should dissipate, and a free passage be opened, I should be rash enough to continue my voyage, and lead them into fresh dangers, after they might happily have surmounted this. They desired, therefore, that I should engage with a solemn promise, that if the vessel should be freed, I would instantly direct my course southward.


This speech troubled me. I had not despaired; nor had I yet conceived the idea of returning, if set free. Yet could I, in justice, or even in possibility, refuse this demand? I hesitated before I answered; when Frankenstein, who had at first been silent, and, indeed, appeared hardly to have force enough to attend, now roused himself; his eyes sparkled, and his cheeks flushed with momentary vigour. Turning towards the men, he said—


“What do you mean? What do you demand of your captain? Are you then so easily turned from your design? Did you not call this a glorious expedition? and wherefore was it glorious? Not because the way was smooth and placid as a southern sea, but because it was full of dangers and terror; because, at every new incident, your fortitude was to be called forth, and your courage exhibited; because danger and death surrounded, and these dangers you were to brave and overcome. For this was it a glorious, for this was it an honourable undertaking. You were hereafter to be hailed as the benefactors of your species; your name adored, as belonging to brave men who encountered death for honour and the benefit of mankind. And now, behold, with the first imagination of danger, or, if you will, the first mighty and terrific trial of your courage, you shrink away, and are content to be handed down as men who had not strength enough to endure cold and peril; and so, poor souls, they were chilly, and returned to their warm fire-sides. Why, that requires not this preparation; ye need not have come thus far, and dragged your captain to the shame of a defeat, merely to prove yourselves cowards. Oh! be men, or be more than men. Be steady to your purposes, and firm as a rock. This ice is not made of such stuff as your hearts might be; it is mutable, cannot withstand you, if you say that it shall not. Do not return to your families with the stigma of disgrace marked on your brows. Return as heroes who have fought and conquered, and who know not what it is to turn their backs on the foe.”


He spoke this with a voice so modulated to the different feelings expressed in his speech, with an eye so full of lofty design and heroism, that can you wonder that these men were moved. They looked at one another, and were unable to reply. I spoke; I told them to retire, and consider of what had been said: that I would not lead them further north, if they strenuously desired the contrary; but that I hoped that, with reflection, their courage would return.


They retired, and I turned towards my friend; but he was sunk in languor, and almost deprived of life.


How all this will terminate, I know not; but I had rather die, than return shamefully,—my purpose unfulfilled. Yet I fear such will be my fate; the men, unsupported by ideas of glory and honour, can never willingly continue to endure their present hardships.


September 7th.


The die is cast; I have consented to return, if we are not destroyed. Thus are my hopes blasted by cowardice and indecision; I come back ignorant and disappointed. It requires more philosophy than I possess, to bear this injustice with patience.


September 12th.


It is past; I am returning to England. I have lost my hopes of utility and glory;—I have lost my friend. But I will endeavour to detail these bitter circumstances to you, my dear sister; and, while I am wafted towards England, and towards you, I will not despond.10


September 9th, the ice began to move, and roarings like thunder were heard at a distance, as the islands split and cracked in every direction. We were in the most imminent peril; but, as we could only remain passive, my chief attention was occupied by my unfortunate guest, whose illness increased in such a degree, that he was entirely confined to his bed. The ice cracked behind us, and was driven with force towards the north; a breeze sprung from the west, and on the 11th the passage towards the south became perfectly free. When the sailors saw this, and that their return to their native country was apparently assured, a shout of tumultuous joy broke from them, loud and long-continued. Frankenstein, who was dozing, awoke, and asked the cause of the tumult. “They shout,” I said, “because they will soon return to England.”


“Do you then really return?”


“Alas! yes; I cannot withstand their demands. I cannot lead them unwillingly to danger, and I must return.”


“Do so, if you will; but I will not. You may give up your purpose; but mine is assigned to me by heaven, and I dare not. I am weak; but surely the spirits who assist my vengeance will endow me with sufficient strength.” Saying this, he endeavoured to spring from the bed, but the exertion was too great for him; he fell back, and fainted.


It was long before he was restored; and I often thought that life was entirely extinct. At length he opened his eyes, but he breathed with difficulty, and was unable to speak. The surgeon gave him a composing draught,11 and ordered us to leave him undisturbed. In the mean time he told me, that my friend had certainly not many hours to live.


His sentence was pronounced; and I could only grieve, and be patient. I sat by his bed watching him; his eyes were closed, and I thought he slept; but presently he called to me in a feeble voice, and, bidding me come near, said—“Alas! the strength I relied on is gone; I feel that I shall soon die, and he, my enemy and persecutor, may still be in being. Think not, Walton, that in the last moments of my existence I feel that burning hatred, and ardent desire of revenge, I once expressed, but I feel myself justified in desiring the death of my adversary. During these last days I have been occupied in examining my past conduct; nor do I find it blameable. In a fit of enthusiastic madness I created a rational creature, and was bound towards him, to assure, as far as was in my power, his happiness and well-being. This was my duty; but there was another still paramount to that. My duties towards my fellow-creatures had greater claims to my attention, because they included a greater proportion of happiness or misery. Urged by this view, I refused, and I did right in refusing, to create a companion for the first creature. He shewed unparalleled malignity and selfishness, in evil: he destroyed my friends; he devoted to destruction beings who possessed exquisite sensations, happiness, and wisdom; nor do I know where this thirst for vengeance may end. Miserable himself, that he may render no other wretched, he ought to die. The task of his destruction was mine, but I have failed. When actuated by selfish and vicious motives, I asked you to undertake my unfinished work; and I renew this request now, when I am only induced by reason and virtue.


“Yet I cannot ask you to renounce your country and friends, to fulfil this task; and now, that you are returning to England, you will have little chance of meeting with him. But the consideration of these points, and the well-balancing of what you may esteem your duties, I leave to you; my judgment and ideas are already disturbed by the near approach of death. I dare not ask you to do what I think right, for I may still be misled by passion.


“That he should live to be an instrument of mischief disturbs me; in other respects this hour, when I momentarily expect my release, is the only happy one which I have enjoyed for several years. The forms of the beloved dead flit before me, and I hasten to their arms. Farewell, Walton! Seek happiness in tranquillity, and avoid ambition, even if it be only the apparently innocent one of distinguishing yourself in science and discoveries. Yet why do I say this? I have myself been blasted in these hopes, yet another may succeed.”


His voice became fainter as he spoke; and at length exhausted by his effort, he sunk into silence. About half an hour afterwards he attempted again to speak, but was unable; he pressed my hand feebly, and his eyes closed for ever, while the irradiation12 of a gentle smile passed away from his lips.


Margaret, what comment can I make on the untimely extinction of this glorious spirit? What can I say, that will enable you to understand the depth of my sorrow? All that I should express would be inadequate and feeble. My tears flow; my mind is overshadowed by a cloud of disappointment. But I journey towards England, and I may there find consolation.


I am interrupted. What do these sounds portend? It is midnight; the breeze blows fairly, and the watch on deck scarcely stir. Again; there is a sound as of a human voice, but hoarser; it comes from the cabin where the remains of Frankenstein still lie. I must arise, and examine. Good night, my sister.


Great God! what a scene has just taken place! I am yet dizzy with the remembrance of it. I hardly know whether I shall have the power to detail it; yet the tale which I have recorded would be incomplete without this final and wonderful13 catastrophe.


I entered the cabin, where lay the remains of my ill-fated and admirable friend. Over him hung a form which I cannot find words to describe; gigantic in stature, yet uncouth and distorted in its proportions. As he hung over the coffin, his face was concealed by long locks of ragged hair; but one vast hand was extended, in colour and apparent texture like that of a mummy. When he heard the sound of my approach, he ceased to utter exclamations of grief and horror, and sprung towards the window. Never did I behold a vision so horrible as his face, of such loathsome, yet appalling hideousness. I shut my eyes involuntarily, and endeavoured to recollect what were my duties with regard to this destroyer. I called on him to stay.


He paused, looking on me with wonder, and, again turning towards the lifeless form of his creator, he seemed to forget my presence, and every feature and gesture seemed instigated by the wildest rage of some uncontrollable passion.


“That is also my victim!” he exclaimed; “in his murder my crimes are consummated; the miserable series of my being is wound to its close! Oh, Frankenstein! generous and self-devoted being! what does it avail that I now ask thee to pardon me? I, who irretrievably destroyed thee by destroying all thou lovedst. Alas! he is cold; he may not answer me.”


His voice seemed suffocated; and my first impulses, which had suggested to me the duty of obeying the dying request of my friend, in destroying his enemy, were now suspended by a mixture of curiosity and compassion. I approached this tremendous being; I dared not again raise my looks upon his face, there was something so scaring and unearthly in his ugliness. I attempted to speak, but the words died away on my lips. The monster continued to utter wild and incoherent self-reproaches. At length I gathered resolution to address him, in a pause of the tempest of his passion: “Your repentance,” I said, “is now superfluous. If you had listened to the voice of conscience, and heeded the stings of remorse, before you had urged your diabolical vengeance to this extremity, Frankenstein would yet have lived.”


“And do you dream?” said the dæmon; “do you think that I was then dead to agony and remorse?—He,” he continued, pointing to the corpse, “he suffered not more in the consummation of the deed;—oh! not the ten-thousandth portion of the anguish that was mine during the lingering detail of its execution. A frightful selfishness hurried me on, while my heart was poisoned with remorse. Think ye that the groans of Clerval were music to my ears? My heart was fashioned to be susceptible of love and sympathy; and, when wrenched by misery to vice and hatred, it did not endure the violence of the change without torture, such as you cannot even imagine.


“After the murder of Clerval, I returned to Switzerland, heart-broken and overcome. I pitied Frankenstein; my pity amounted to horror: I abhorred myself. But when I discovered that he, the author at once of my existence and of its unspeakable torments, dared to hope for happiness; that while he accumulated wretchedness and despair upon me, he sought his own enjoyment in feelings and passions from the indulgence of which I was for ever barred, then impotent envy and bitter indignation filled me with an insatiable thirst for vengeance. I recollected my threat, and resolved that it should be accomplished. I knew that I was preparing for myself a deadly torture; but I was the slave, not the master of an impulse, which I detested, yet could not disobey. Yet when she died!—nay, then I was not miserable. I had cast off all feeling, subdued all anguish to riot in the excess of my despair. Evil thenceforth became my good.14 Urged thus far, I had no choice but to adapt my nature to an element which I had willingly chosen. The completion of my demoniacal design became an insatiable passion. And now it is ended; there is my last victim!”


I was at first touched by the expressions of his misery; yet when I called to mind what Frankenstein had said of his powers of eloquence and persuasion, and when I again cast my eyes on the lifeless form of my friend, indignation was re-kindled within me. “Wretch!” I said, “it is well that you come here to whine over the desolation that you have made. You throw a torch into a pile of buildings, and when they are consumed you sit among the ruins, and lament the fall. Hypocritical fiend! if he whom you mourn still lived, still would he be the object, again would he become the prey of your accursed vengeance. It is not pity that you feel; you lament only because the victim of your malignity is withdrawn from your power.”


“Oh, it is not thus—not thus,” interrupted the being; “yet such must be the impression conveyed to you by what appears to be the purport of my actions. Yet I seek not a fellow-feeling in my misery. No sympathy may I ever find. When I first sought it, it was the love of virtue, the feelings of happiness and affection with which my whole being overflowed, that I wished to be participated.15 But now, that virtue has become to me a shadow, and that happiness and affection are turned into bitter and loathing despair, in what should I seek for sympathy? I am content to suffer alone, while my sufferings shall endure: when I die, I am well satisfied that abhorrence and opprobrium should load my memory. Once my fancy was soothed with dreams of virtue, of fame, and of enjoyment. Once I falsely hoped to meet with beings, who, pardoning my outward form, would love me for the excellent qualities which I was capable of bringing forth. I was nourished with high thoughts of honour and devotion. But now vice has degraded me beneath the meanest animal. No crime, no mischief, no malignity, no misery, can be found comparable to mine. When I call over the frightful catalogue of my deeds, I cannot believe that I am he whose thoughts were once filled with sublime and transcendant visions of the beauty and the majesty of goodness. But it is even so; the fallen angel becomes a malignant devil. Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and associates in his desolation; I am quite alone.


“You, who call Frankenstein your friend, seem to have a knowledge of my crimes and his misfortunes. But, in the detail which he gave you of them, he could not sum up the hours and months of misery which I endured, wasting in impotent passions. For whilst I destroyed his hopes, I did not satisfy my own desires. They were for ever ardent and craving; still I desired love and fellowship, and I was still spurned. Was there no injustice in this? Am I to be thought the only criminal, when all human kind sinned against me? Why do you not hate Felix, who drove his friend from his door with contumely?16 Why do you not execrate the rustic who sought to destroy the saviour of his child? Nay, these are virtuous and immaculate beings! I, the miserable and the abandoned, am an abortion,17 to be spurned at, and kicked, and trampled on. Even now my blood boils at the recollection of this injustice.


“But it is true that I am a wretch. I have murdered the lovely and the helpless; I have strangled the innocent as they slept, and grasped to death his throat who never injured me or any other living thing. I have devoted my creator, the select specimen of all that is worthy of love and admiration among men, to misery; I have pursued him even to that irremediable ruin. There he lies, white and cold in death. You hate me; but your abhorrence cannot equal that with which I regard myself. I look on the hands which executed the deed; I think on the heart in which the imagination of it was conceived, and long for the moment when they will meet my eyes, when it will haunt my thoughts, no more.


“Fear not that I shall be the instrument of future mischief. My work is nearly complete. Neither yours nor any man’s death is needed to consummate the series of my being, and accomplish that which must be done; but it requires my own. Do not think that I shall be slow to perform this sacrifice. I shall quit your vessel on the ice-raft which brought me hither, and shall seek the most northern extremity of the globe; I shall collect my funeral pile, and consume to ashes this miserable frame, that its remains may afford no light to any curious and unhallowed wretch, who would create such another as I have been. I shall die. I shall no longer feel the agonies which now consume me, or be the prey of feelings unsatisfied, yet unquenched. He is dead who called me into being; and when I shall be no more, the very remembrance of us both will speedily vanish. I shall no longer see the sun or stars, or feel the winds play on my cheeks. Light, feeling, and sense, will pass away; and in this condition must I find my happiness. Some years ago, when the images which this world affords first opened upon me, when I felt the cheering warmth of summer, and heard the rustling of the leaves and the chirping of the birds, and these were all to me, I should have wept to die; now it is my only consolation. Polluted by crimes, and torn by the bitterest remorse, where can I find rest but in death?


“Farewell! I leave you, and in you the last of human kind whom these eyes will ever behold. Farewell, Frankenstein! If thou wert yet alive, and yet cherished a desire of revenge against me, it would be better satiated in my life than in my destruction. But it was not so; thou didst seek my extinction, that I might not cause greater wretchedness; and if yet, in some mode unknown to me, thou hast not yet ceased to think and feel, thou desirest not my life for my own misery. Blasted as thou wert, my agony was still superior to thine; for the bitter sting of remorse may not cease to rankle in my wounds until death shall close them for ever.


“But soon,” he cried, with sad and solemn enthusiasm, “I shall die, and what I now feel be no longer felt. Soon these burning miseries will be extinct. I shall ascend my funeral pile triumphantly, and exult in the agony of the torturing flames. The light of that conflagration will fade away; my ashes will be swept into the sea by the winds. My spirit will sleep in peace; or if it thinks, it will not surely think thus. Farewell.”


He sprung from the cabin-window, as he said this, upon the ice-raft which lay close to the vessel. He was soon borne away by the waves, and lost in darkness and distance.
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LETTER II
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To Mrs. Saville, England.
Archangel, 28th March, 17—.


How slowly the time passes here, encompassed as I am by frost and snow; yet a second step is taken towards my enterprise. I have hired a vessel, and am occupied in collecting my sailors; those whom I have already engaged appear to be men on whom I can depend, and are certainly possessed of dauntless courage.


But I have one want which I have never yet been able to satisfy; and the absence of the object of which I now feel as a most severe evil. I have no friend, Margaret: when I am glowing with the enthusiasm of success, there will be none to participate my joy; if I am assailed by disappointment, no one will endeavour to sustain me in dejection. I shall commit my thoughts to paper, it is true; but that is a poor medium for the communication of feeling. I desire the company of a man who could sympathize with me; whose eyes would reply to mine. You may deem me romantic,1 my dear sister, but I bitterly feel the want of a friend. I have no one near me, gentle yet courageous, possessed of a cultivated as well as of a capacious mind, whose tastes are like my own, to approve or amend my plans. How would such a friend repair the faults of your poor brother! I am too ardent in execution, and too impatient of difficulties. But it is a still greater evil to me that I am self-educated: for the first fourteen years of my life I ran wild on a common, and read nothing but our uncle Thomas’s books of voyages. At that age I became acquainted with the celebrated poets of our own country; but it was only when it had ceased to be in my power to derive its most important benefits from such a conviction, that I perceived the necessity of becoming acquainted with more languages than that of my native country. Now I am twenty-eight, and am in reality more illiterate than many school-boys of fifteen. It is true that I have thought more, and that my day dreams are more extended and magnificent; but they want (as the painters call it) keeping;2 and I greatly need a friend who would have sense enough3 not to despise me as romantic, and affection enough for me to endeavour to regulate my mind.


Well, these are useless complaints; I shall certainly find no friend on the wide ocean, nor even here in Archangel, among merchants and seamen. Yet some feelings, unallied to the dross of human nature,4 beat even in these rugged bosoms. My lieutenant, for instance, is a man of wonderful courage and enterprise; he is madly desirous of glory. He is an Englishman, and in the midst of national and professional prejudices, un-softened by cultivation, retains some of the noblest endowments of humanity. I first became acquainted with him on board a whale vessel: finding that he was unemployed in this city, I easily engaged him to assist in my enterprise.


The master is a person of an excellent disposition, and is remarkable in the ship for his gentleness, and the mildness of his discipline. He is, indeed, of so amiable a nature, that he will not hunt (a favourite, and almost the only amusement here), because he cannot endure to spill blood. He is, moreover, heroically generous. Some years ago he loved a young Russian lady, of moderate fortune; and having amassed a considerable sum in prize-money, the father of the girl consented to the match. He saw his mistress once before the destined ceremony; but she was bathed in tears, and, throwing herself at his feet, entreated him to spare her, confessing at the same time that she loved another, but that he was poor, and that her father would never consent to the union. My generous friend reassured the suppliant, and on being informed of the name of her lover instantly abandoned his pursuit. He had already bought a farm with his money, on which he had designed to pass the remainder of his life; but he bestowed the whole on his rival, together with the remains of his prize-money to purchase stock,5 and then himself solicited the young woman’s father to consent to her marriage with her lover. But the old man decidedly refused, thinking himself bound in honour to my friend; who, when he found the father inexorable, quitted his country, nor returned until he heard that his former mistress was married according to her inclinations. “What a noble fellow!” you will exclaim. He is so; but then he has passed all his life on board a vessel, and has scarcely an idea beyond the rope and the shroud.6


But do not suppose that, because I complain a little, or because I can conceive a consolation for my toils which I may never know, that I am wavering in my resolutions. Those are as fixed as fate; and my voyage is only now delayed until the weather shall permit my embarkation. The winter has been dreadfully severe; but the spring promises well, and it is considered as a remarkably early season; so that, perhaps, I may sail sooner than I expected. I shall do nothing rashly; you know me sufficiently to confide in my prudence and considerateness whenever the safety of others is committed to my care.


I cannot describe to you my sensations on the near prospect of my undertaking. It is impossible to communicate to you a conception of the trembling sensation, half pleasurable and half fearful, with which I am preparing to depart. I am going to unexplored regions, to “the land of mist and snow”; but I shall kill no albatross,7 therefore do not be alarmed for my safety.


Shall I meet you again, after having traversed immense seas, and returned by the most southern cape of Africa or America? I dare not expect such success, yet I cannot bear to look on the reverse of the picture. Continue to write to me by every opportunity: I may receive your letters (though the chance is very doubtful) on some occasions when I need them most to support my spirits. I love you very tenderly. Remember me with affection, should you never hear from me again.


Your affectionate brother,


Robert Walton.

  


CR!37E19ZF1KD66B7MMQZAZEHCWE6R0_split_029.html

LETTER I
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To Mrs. Saville, England
St. Petersburgh, Dec. 11th, 17—.


You will rejoice to hear that no disaster has accompanied the commencement of an enterprise which you have regarded with such evil forebodings. I arrived here yesterday; and my first task is to assure my dear sister of my welfare, and increasing confidence in the success of my undertaking.


I am already far north of London; and as I walk in the streets of Petersburgh,1 I feel a cold northern breeze play upon my cheeks, which braces my nerves, and fills me with delight. Do you understand this feeling? This breeze, which has travelled from the regions towards which I am advancing, gives me a foretaste of those icy climes. Inspirited by this wind of promise, my day dreams become more fervent and vivid. I try in vain to be persuaded that the pole is the seat of frost and desolation; it ever presents itself to my imagination as the region of beauty and delight. There, Margaret, the sun is for ever visible; its broad disk just skirting the horizon, and diffusing a perpetual splendour. There—for with your leave, my sister, I will put some trust in preceding navigators—there snow and frost are banished; and, sailing over a calm sea, we may be wafted to a land surpassing in wonders and in beauty every region hitherto discovered on the habitable globe. Its productions and features may be without example, as the phænomena of the heavenly bodies undoubtedly are in those undiscovered solitudes. What may not be expected in a country of eternal light? I may there discover the wondrous power which attracts the needle; and may regulate a thousand celestial observations, that require only this voyage to render their seeming eccentricities consistent for ever. I shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a part of the world never before visited, and may tread a land never before imprinted by the foot of man. These are my enticements, and they are sufficient to conquer all fear of danger or death, and to induce me to commence this laborious voyage with the joy a child feels when he embarks in a little boat, with his holiday mates, on an expedition of discovery up his native river. But, supposing all these conjectures to be false, you cannot contest the inestimable benefit which I shall confer on all mankind to the last generation, by discovering a passage near the pole to those countries, to reach which at present so many months are requisite; or by ascertaining the secret of the magnet, which, if at all possible, can only be effected by an undertaking such as mine.


These reflections have dispelled the agitation with which I began my letter, and I feel my heart glow with an enthusiasm2 which elevates me to heaven; for nothing contributes so much to tranquillize the mind as a steady purpose,—a point on which the soul may fix its intellectual eye. This expedition has been the favourite dream of my early years. I have read with ardour the accounts of the various voyages which have been made in the prospect of arriving at the North Pacific Ocean through the seas which surround the pole. You may remember, that a history of all the voyages made for purposes of discovery composed the whole of our good uncle Thomas’s library. My education was neglected, yet I was passionately fond of reading. These volumes were my study day and night, and my familiarity with them increased that regret which I had felt, as a child, on learning that my father’s dying injunction had forbidden my uncle to allow me to embark in a sea-faring life.


These visions faded when I perused, for the first time, those poets whose effusions entranced my soul, and lifted it to heaven. I also became a poet, and for one year lived in a Paradise of my own creation; I imagined that I also might obtain a niche in the temple where the names of Homer and Shakespeare are consecrated. You are well acquainted with my failure, and how heavily I bore the disappointment. But just at that time I inherited the fortune of my cousin, and my thoughts were turned into the channel of their earlier bent.


Six years have passed since I resolved on my present undertaking. I can, even now, remember the hour from which I dedicated myself to this great enterprise. I commenced by inuring my body to hardship. I accompanied the whale-fishers on several expeditions to the North Sea; I voluntarily endured cold, famine, thirst, and want of sleep; I often worked harder than the common sailors during the day, and devoted my nights to the study of mathematics, the theory of medicine, and those branches of physical science from which a naval adventurer might derive the greatest practical advantage. Twice I actually hired myself as an under-mate in a Greenland whaler, and acquitted myself to admiration. I must own I felt a little proud, when my captain offered me the second dignity in the vessel, and entreated me to remain with the greatest earnestness; so valuable did he consider my services.


And now, dear Margaret, do I not deserve to accomplish some great purpose? My life might have been passed in ease and luxury; but I preferred glory to every enticement that wealth placed in my path. Oh, that some encouraging voice would answer in the affirmative! My courage and my resolution is firm; but my hopes fluctuate, and my spirits are often depressed. I am about to proceed on a long and difficult voyage; the emergencies of which will demand all my fortitude: I am required not only to raise the spirits of others, but sometimes to sustain my own, when theirs are failing.


This is the most favourable period for travelling in Russia. They fly quickly over the snow in their sledges; the motion is pleasant, and, in my opinion, far more agreeable than that of an English stagecoach. The cold is not excessive, if you are wrapt in furs, a dress which I have already adopted; for there is a great difference between walking the deck and remaining seated motionless for hours, when no exercise prevents the blood from actually freezing in your veins. I have no ambition to lose my life on the post-road3 between St. Petersburgh and Archangel.4


I shall depart for the latter town in a fortnight or three weeks; and my intention is to hire a ship there, which can easily be done by paying the insurance for the owner, and to engage as many sailors as I think necessary among those who are accustomed to the whale-fishing. I do not intend to sail until the month of June: and when shall I return? Ah, dear sister, how can I answer this question? If I succeed, many, many months, perhaps years, will pass before you and I may meet. If I fail, you will see me again soon, or never.


Farewell, my dear, excellent, Margaret. Heaven shower down blessings on you, and save me, that I may again and again testify my gratitude for all your love and kindness.


Your affectionate brother,


R. Walton.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE GATES OF HELL

 

I
HARDLY SLEPT, WORRYING ABOUT KONRAD THE WHOLE NIGHT. When he’d collapsed to the floor, so pale, for a terrible moment I’d thought he was dead. But he’d only been unconscious for a few minutes, and when he’d roused, he’d insisted that he was absolutely fine. But I’d already called a servant to fetch Father, and the servant and I had helped Konrad to his bedchamber and settled him in bed.


“Please don’t make a fuss,” he’d said, still very pale. “You’ll only worry Mother.”


When I’d bid him good night, he would not meet my eye.


Dawn came, and I threw on a robe and went directly to his bedchamber. Mother was just leaving, closing the door softly behind her.


“Wait a bit,” she told me. “He’s still sleeping.”


Elizabeth came round the corner, hastily robed, her hair loose about her shoulders. She scarcely glanced at me.


“How’s he doing?” she asked.


Mother gave us a smile, though there was something brittle in it. “Not so bad. A small fever only. Two of the girls downstairs have the exact same thing,” she added reassuringly. “It has laid them low for a day or two, but no doubt they will be right as rain. In an hour or two I’m sure he’ll be awake and wanting company. Maria is watching over him for now.”


Mother walked off, leaving Elizabeth and me alone in the corridor. She started walking away, and I followed her awkwardly.


“Shall we get some breakfast?” I suggested.


She turned on me, livid. “When he fainted in your room, what were you two talking about?”


I cleared my throat. “If you must know, he came to reprimand me for the way I treated you on the balcony.”


Had there been some alchemical process to turn back time, I would have paid a fortune for it, so I could take back the hurtful words I’d said to Konrad. I’d come to his room just now hoping to make amends.


“Victor?” she said impatiently. “What did you say to him?”


“I told him that you and I kissed in the library.”


Her dark eyes blazed. “How could you?”


“I regretted it instantly. I told him I pretended to be him, that you were guiltless.”


“And the sleepwalking?”


I looked at her in surprise. “So you believe me now?”


“Answer my question!”


“No, I said nothing of it. And he remained very calm—until the very end. I was amazed.”


“He’s not like you, Victor,” she said. “He can master his temper. But you went too far, and put his blood into a fever.”


“You’re saying I’m responsible for his fever?” I demanded, though the idea had plagued me. “Listen to Mother. It’s a passing ague. Others in the house have it.”


Neither of us said a word. We both shared the exact same worry.


“I hope you’re right, Victor,” she said, “because if you’ve brought back his illness, I will never forgive you.”


And she walked away from me.


“I’d like to visit Saint Mary’s and light a candle for Konrad,” Elizabeth said as we were finishing breakfast.


The slightest flicker of irritation crossed Father’s face, but he said, “Very well. I’ll have Philippe take you.”


“I can take her,” I said quickly. I’d been planning on making a trip to the graveyard to check for Polidori’s note—and this gave me the perfect excuse.


Father looked at me closely, and I realized he was still reluctant to let me out of the house.


“To the church and back, Victor,” he said.


“Of course.”


Outside on the lake road, with the water sparkling and the heady smell of the fields in my nostrils, I ought to have felt exhilarated after my two weeks’ confinement. But I felt wretched. Elizabeth sat beside me, silent and reproachful.


My only thought, thumping in time with the horse’s hooves, was: Let it be there. Let there be a message waiting.


When we arrived, I watched her enter the church, then tied up the horse and ran through the tombstones to the Gallimard crypt, a huge pile of granite that had glowered there for centuries. I walked around it twice, scrabbling in dirt and leaves, looking for some kind of wallet.


Nothing.


I cursed and kicked at the crypt’s wall with my boot. Polidori had had two weeks. What could be taking the old fool so long? I wanted to ride the rest of the way to Geneva and box his ears.


If Konrad’s illness had returned—


I banished the thought, and walked inside the church. After the bright sunlight, it took my eyes several moments to grow accustomed to the dim interior. The church was nearly empty, only a few people at prayer scattered among the pews.


I took a seat near the back. I saw Elizabeth at the front, kneeling before a row of small lit candles, her hands covering her face.


Tears sprang to my eyes, and I looked away. On the altar a young boy was polishing the brasses. My knowledge of the Church was small, but I did know about how the priest was said to perform a miracle, turning the bread and wine into the body and blood of Jesus Christ.


From the stained-glass windows shafts of colored light angled through the stillness of the church. My thoughts drifted.


Wine to blood. Lead to gold. Medicine dripped into my brother’s veins. The transmutation of matter.


Was it magic or science? Fantasy or truth?


Two days passed, and the fever did not leave him.


His body ached. The joints of his right hand became swollen. Downstairs, our two servants were still laid low as well. We had a visit from the kindly, useless Dr. Lesage, who administered his usual strengthening powders and tinctures to help combat the fever.


“I am sending for Dr. Murnau,” Father said at dinner. William and Ernest had already been taken off to bed, and it was just Elizabeth and me with Mother and Father. For a moment there was silence around the table.


“But I thought this was just a passing illness?” Elizabeth said.


“Mostly likely it is,” said Mother, “but I think it best to be safe.”


I avoided Elizabeth’s gaze, for fear of the anger I would see there.


“Before he departed,” said Father, “Dr. Murnau left me a detailed schedule of his whereabouts, in case we needed him again. He’s currently in Lyon with another patient. I mean to ride there myself and bring him back as soon as possible.”


Lyon was in France, and the country was in the utmost turmoil. Mobs of revolutionaries still roved the land in a reign of terror, persecuting any who might disagree with them. I looked at my father, and for the first time he seemed old to me, and tired. My heart felt as crumpled as his shoulders.


“Is it safe for you, Father?” Elizabeth asked. “The stories we’ve heard …”


“I will take Philippe and Marc with me. The French people have no quarrel with the Genevese—we have no love of monarchy either. My only worry is how long the journey may take. I plan to leave tomorrow morning.”


Later that evening I found Father alone in his study, hurriedly packing a small valise.


“May I speak with you?” I said, closing the door behind me.


“What is it, Victor?”


I took a deep breath, let it out. “Father, given Konrad’s condition, is it not worth … at least considering the Elixir of Life?”


He looked at me as if I had gone mad, but I persisted.


“We need only one last ingredient and—”


He lifted his hand. “Enough. Dr. Murnau will advise us.”


“But he himself said he couldn’t give Konrad the same medicine so soon. What can he do? Maybe if you’d told Mother the truth, she’d be willing to pursue the Elixir of Life as well. If we at least had it at hand, we’d—”


“No!”


“You would rather let him die?”


“How often must I tell you? Alchemy does not hold the answer!”


My heart thudded. “How can you say that when you yourself have practiced it?”


His split second’s hesitation betrayed him. “Nonsense.”


My voice shook. “I saw your handwriting in Eisenstein’s book. You have transmuted lead into gold.”


Quietly he said, “It was not gold.”


I stared in confusion.


“It only had the appearance of gold.” There was bitterness in his voice.


“But in your notes there were calculations for some two hundred pounds. If it was not gold, why did you make …” I trailed off.


My father turned to look out the window, and I had the dreadful sense that something was about to be taken away from me forever.


“Its appearance,” he said, “was enough to fool a great many people.”


It took me a moment to form the words. “You sold people fake gold?”


“When I was a young man, the Frankenstein fortune was all but gone. My family would have lost everything. Everything. When I discovered the Dark Library, I thought alchemy might prove our salvation. The gold, alas, was not real—but it was possible to carefully sell it through various agents, far away, in the empires of Russia and the Orient.”


“I see.”


“Without that money our family would have failed. I would not have married. You would not exist. I am not proud of it, but it was necessary.”


I felt feverish. My father, the great magistrate, was a liar, a hypocrite, a criminal. I could not sort my thoughts properly. He turned to face me, and this time it was I who could not meet his eye, so ashamed of him was I. He took me tightly by the shoulders.


“You must tell no one of this, Victor. You understand?”


I said nothing.


“It would destroy us.”


I forced myself to look at him. “What about Konrad?”


“Listen to me, my son. Alchemy is a mirage. You must accept that.”


I wrenched myself free of his grip. “Maybe it was only you who failed. You cannot dismiss the entire discipline because you could not make gold! Maybe others are more skilled than you!”


“Victor—”


“No,” I said, blood pounding in my ears. “I no longer trust you!”


He tried once more to put his hands upon me, but I twisted away and fled his study.


The next morning he was gone. He’d departed for Lyon before I was even awake.


At breakfast Mother looked at Elizabeth and me rather uncomfortably and said, “Your father left instructions that you are to stay within the house until he returns.”


“Why?” I demanded.


“He is concerned you might entangle yourselves in more mischief.”


Elizabeth’s face filled with innocent amazement. “That is not fair! We have no such plans!”


I said nothing, watching Mother, wondering how much she knew—of my interview with Father last night, of Father’s criminal past.


“Those were his wishes, and they will be kept,” said Mother firmly.


My pulse was a drumbeat of anger. I would not keep Father’s secret any longer—if secret it were. I would not be treated like a prisoner! But Elizabeth spoke before I could.


“Surely I am still permitted the freedom to worship.”


Mother faltered, for the word “freedom” in our house was given great weight. “Yes, I am sure your father would not deny you that.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “Because Elizabeth wants to visit Saint Mary’s again this morning. To light another candle for Konrad.”


Elizabeth glanced at me in surprise.


“And I am happy to take her,” I hurried on, before Elizabeth could say another word.


“To the church and back only,” Mother said. “And do not dally, or there will be no more exceptions.”


Later, on the way to Saint Mary’s in the trap, Elizabeth looked at me.


“What are you up to?”


“Nothing,” I lied. “I thought I might light a candle myself.”


“Is that so?” she said.


I let her go inside alone, and then rushed to the crypt to check for Polidori’s message. If I again found nothing, I swore to myself I would ride to Geneva and confront Polidori personally.


At the grave site I got down on my hands and knees and searched. Finding nothing, I climbed the low fence and peered inside the crypt. Nothing. I should have been clearer in my instructions and specified a place. Where would he have put it?


Then I realized it would not have been Polidori himself who’d have brought the message. He would have hired a trustworthy messenger … or sent Krake. A great oak tree shaded this part of the graveyard, and I remembered the lynx’s speed in trees. I glanced up and saw, hanging from a low branch, a pouch. I jumped and snatched it down. It smelled like cat.


I looked about, a touch uneasily, half expecting to see the mysterious lynx gazing at me with his unnerving green eyes. I untied the pouch and took out a small piece of parchment, dated only the previous day.


My Dear Sir,




I have finished the translation and discovered the final ingredient. It is very close at hand. If you still wish to obtain the elixir, come at your earliest opportunity.



 

Your humble servant,
Julius Polidori

 

I went inside, found Elizabeth praying, and lit a candle.


I knelt beside her and silently—to whom, I don’t know—said, Thank you.


When we returned, I saw a pair of horses being harnessed to our carriage. Richard, one of the stable hands, told us that our mother wanted to see us at once. We vaulted up the stairs, fearing it was some desperate news about Konrad. As we passed my bedchamber, there was a servant packing my clothes into a large valise.


“What’s going on?” I demanded from the doorway.


“Victor, Elizabeth,” my mother said, appearing in the hall. “A third servant has been taken ill. Genevieve, from the kitchen, has fever and spots across her body.”


“Is it the pox?” I said.


“It may be.”


“Is that what Konrad has?” Elizabeth asked.


“Certainly his skin bears a rash in places. Dr. Lesage is on his way. In any event I want you two to go with William and Ernest to the Geneva house.”


Elizabeth’s brow furrowed. “You must let me stay as well. Who will help you with Konrad?”


“I have more than enough help,” said Mother firmly. “What I can’t bear is another of my children taking ill. I want all of you away until we know whether this is chicken pox or plague.”


Elizabeth began to object once more, but Mother raised her finger and shook her head. “No arguments. I’ll send a messenger the moment I have news to report.”


Within the hour I was in a carriage with Elizabeth and William and Ernest, on my way to Geneva. William insisted on sitting on my lap, and I held him tightly. He looked up at me, beaming, thinking this a wonderful treat. I pressed my cheek to his, trying to find solace in his soft warmth.


Mother must have sent word ahead of us, for when we arrived, the servants were already throwing open shuttered windows and pulling dust coverings off the furniture. We were greeted most warmly by the staff, who wanted to know all about Konrad and the other ill servants.


All I could think about was getting to Polidori’s. The sooner I knew of the final ingredient, the sooner I could obtain it and have the elixir.


I ate my lunch quickly and excused myself from the table.


Elizabeth followed me out into the hall. “Where are you going?” she asked suspiciously. I said nothing, but she knew. She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a deserted parlor, closing the door behind her.


“We promised your father, Victor.”


“I don’t have any intention of keeping that promise,” I said.


“Well, I do,” Elizabeth retorted.


“Polidori has finished the translation,” I told her.


“How do you know this?”


I pulled his note from my pocket and showed her. “We have been in communication.”


“You kept this secret from us?”


“You wished to give it all up.”


She quickly read the note and looked up at me. “Don’t go.”


“‘Close at hand,’” I said, quoting Polidori’s note. “That means it is easily gotten, does it not? There will be no difficult quest this time. Perhaps he even has it in his shop!”


“Victor, we do not even know what ailment Konrad suffers from. It may just be—”


“The pox? Yes. And it might be mild or it might be fatal. Or it might be his old illness returned. We need to be ready.”


“We must wait until Dr. Murnau returns.”


I groaned. “That might not be for days—or weeks, if something unforeseen happens.”


“For all we know, this Elixir of Life could harm him.”


“It’s a risk,” I admitted. “But what if he gets even worse? What if Dr. Murnau comes and can’t help him? You’d do nothing when we might cure him?”


Elizabeth’s gaze broke away from mine.


“It’s within our grasp,” I pressed on. “We have only one ingredient left to create the elixir. One! And it will work, I feel certain of it—more certain than I can say.”


I wanted to tell her of my dream, how I had healed Konrad—how I had raised him from the dead. But how to tell her without sounding demented?


I took her hand. “Don’t be so easily turned from our quest. Its way was never smooth, I grant you, but it was all the more glorious for being full of dangers and terror. At every turn our strength was tested, our courage called forth. And it was all done not for ourselves but for another. That is what makes it glorious.”


Elizabeth fixed me with her hazel eyes. “Is it truly done for another, Victor?”


I frowned. “What?”


“Is it for Konrad, or really for you? For your glory?”


Her words bit deeper and swifter than a serpent’s fangs, for there was poisonous truth in them, but I would not admit it.


“For Konrad!” I exclaimed, and turned my self-anger at Elizabeth. “How dare you question my love for my brother! No one is closer to him than me!”


“He is a brother to me as well,” she said. “And more.”


“Yes. Sweetheart, too,” I snapped.


“So I have double reason to care for him,” she said hotly.


“Then show it,” I said. “The clock ticks.”


“Konrad himself wanted us to abandon this quest,” Elizabeth reminded me.


I made to leave the room, but she grabbed my arm. “Victor, if you leave this house, I will send a note to Mother, telling her of your intentions.”


I turned to look at her, and knew she was not lying.


“I don’t understand you,” I said, feeling betrayed. “Where’s your fire?”


“You burn enough for all of us,” she said more gently. “Will you at least wait until we learn more from your mother? Let us see what tomorrow brings.”


“Very well,” I said reluctantly, and left the room.


The next morning Henry arrived after breakfast to inquire after Konrad and our household, and it was grand to see him again, even in such dire circumstances.


He stayed with us all morning, and just before lunch the footman entered the sitting room with a letter.


“From your mother, I believe,” he said, offering me the envelope on a silver tray.


Most eagerly I took it and opened it. “Read it aloud,” Elizabeth urged me.


My Dears,




I wish I had better news for you. When Dr. Lesage came yesterday, he said that Konrad was not suffering from the pox, but from his old illness. Last night was very bad. Konrad tossed and moaned, for not even sleep eases his pain. I write this letter to you at ten in the morning, and he still has not roused. His pulse is weak, and he is now so still and pale that it frightens me. I expect Dr. Lesage again shortly. But unless there is some drastic improvement, I fear the worst. My dear Elizabeth, I have never asked you this, but please pray. Pray that Dr. Murnau arrives soon.



 

I would ask you all to come back, but another servant has broken out with the pox, and Dr. Lesage says we must wait another day before he knows whether it is smallpox or its milder cousin. So for now, please remain in Geneva.



 

Do not read this letter to Ernest. Tell him that Konrad just needs a little longer to recover. He is too young to bear such worries.



 

With my great love,



 

Your mother



 

“Konrad’s dying,” I said.


“You can’t know that,” Elizabeth retorted, her voice catching.


I stood. “I am going to Polidori, to finish the elixir.”


Elizabeth said nothing for a moment. Her eyes glimmered with tears. “The last time Polidori gave an elixir to someone, it killed them.”


“This elixir will be different!”


“I could never forgive myself if we murdered Konrad.”


“Can you forgive yourself if we do nothing?”


“I say we continue,” said Henry quietly.


In surprise and gratitude I turned to him.


“Easy for you,” Elizabeth snapped. “You wait at the bottom of the tree! Or outside the cave!”


“My days of waiting and watching are over,” said Henry. “I’m ashamed of my cowardice. From now on, I’m coming wherever our journey takes us—be it the very gates of hell!”


I clapped him on the shoulder, stirred by his passion. “That—that—is the kind of strength needed now! Well said, Henry Clerval. To the very gates of hell! Let us be off at once.”


I strode for the door.


“Wait,” said Elizabeth. “I will come with you.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE ELIXIR OF LIFE

 

WHEN I WOKE, MY WINDOWS WERE ABLAZE, FOR I’D FOR-gotten to draw the curtains. I hadn’t thought I would sleep, but only wait for the dawn, when I could check on Konrad.


I leapt out of bed. It must have been close to noon. A servant had left water in a basin, removed my soaked and bloodied clothes, and laid out a fresh set for me. I hurriedly washed and dressed, then rushed down the corridor to Konrad’s bedchamber. The door was ajar, and when I slipped inside, I saw a room bright with sunshine, fragrant with the smell of fresh flowers and linens—and Konrad sitting up in bed, smiling and chatting with Mother and Elizabeth, while eating some soup.


At first they did not see me, and for a long moment I could only stare in delight and wonder.


It had worked! It had not been in vain.


“You’re better!” I cried.


“Good morning, Victor,” my brother said.


Elizabeth looked at me, beaming.


“The fever is certainly gone,” said Mother. “He is still weak, but altogether much improved.”


Any puzzlement or anger Mother might have felt to see us back at the château had clearly been obliterated by her happiness at Konrad’s recovery. I drew my right hand into my ruffled sleeve, for I was unsure how much Mother or Konrad already knew, and I didn’t want to upset anyone right now. I saw, however, that Elizabeth still wore the bandage on her cheek, so she must have made some explanation—how truthful, I didn’t know.


I hurried to the side of Konrad’s bed and sat down. There was a hint of color in his cheeks and lips now. With my good hand I grasped his.


“It’s so good to see you awake!” I said.


“Nothing is more boring than an invalid,” he said. “I’m terribly sorry.”


“Don’t be absurd,” said Elizabeth.


“And you needn’t worry,” I added. “I’m sure you’ll never be an invalid again.”


He looked at me curiously, and seemed about to say something, when there was a polite knock on the door and Henry poked his head in.


“Hello. I’ve come to see how you’re feeling,” he said, smiling at the sight before him, “and I feel like a late guest at the party.”


“Come in, Henry,” said my mother fondly. “Our Konrad seems to be on the mend.”


“That is grand news,” Henry said, shaking his head in clear amazement.


“You need a seat, Henry,” I said. I stood and reached with both hands for a chair near Konrad’s desk.


“Victor!” I heard my mother gasp. “What happened?”


How could I have forgotten so easily? Slowly I turned to face her.


She was on her feet, striding toward me, staring at my bandaged hand. She did not need to remove the dressing to know that I was missing two fingers.


“How did this happen?” she whispered.


I could think of no lie to tell her, and why did I need lies, now that we’d completed our quest in triumph?


“It was necessary,” I said.


“What on earth do you mean?” she demanded.


“The last ingredient of the elixir was bone marrow.”


She said nothing, but tears spilled from her eyes, and she shook her head mutely.


“It is only two fingers,” I added stupidly.


She covered her face. “It is too much. Why did you do such a foolish, foolish thing, after everything your father told you?”


“We were afraid Konrad would die,” Elizabeth told her, putting her hand on Mother’s shoulder.


“But he’s recovered!” my mother said. “And all this was unnecessary!”


“He recovers,” I said gently, “because we gave him the elixir last night.”


Mother’s crying stopped, and she looked at me in horror. “When?”


“At midnight. While everyone slept, we dripped it into his mouth.”


“Maria did not stop you?” she demanded.


“She was asleep with exhaustion,” I lied.


“But it might’ve been poison!”


“How can it be poison and make such a dramatic improvement?” I gestured at Konrad, who was listening and watching all this with wide eyes.


“I imbibed your bone marrow?” Konrad asked.


“It was very nearly imbibed by Polidori,” said Henry.


Konrad sat up straighter. I looked from Henry to Elizabeth, then to Mother. I had not wanted the alchemist’s name to be mentioned so soon.


“Julius Polidori is involved in this?” Mother said.


“He helped us translate the recipe,” I replied.


“He hacked off your fingers?” she shouted.


“That was part of the recipe. I offered them willingly. But he turned scoundrel and meant to take the elixir for himself.”


“We had quite a tussle to get it back,” said Henry. “He set his lynx on us.”


My mother waved her hand to silence us, and sat down.


“You must tell this story properly,” she said after a moment. “And leave nothing out.”


Mother wasted no time writing a message to the chief magistrate of Geneva, and sent one of the grooms to deliver it. She wanted Polidori arrested at once.


She found two lads who knew how to sail and had them return the fishing boat to its owners in the marina, and then take a message to Mr. Clerval, telling him Henry would stay with us a few more nights.


She put three menservants on guard, one at the main gate, and two on the ramparts. She worried Polidori might wish us further harm, and wanted to keep us all within the château until he was apprehended.


I didn’t think such drastic precautions were necessary, for Polidori didn’t know who we were, so how could he find us?


Mother was a strong woman, and had always been vigorous, but I had never seen her move about the house with such intent. It was quite terrifying. She spoke little—as though she did not quite know what was to be done with us.


We stayed out of her way, visiting with Konrad and keeping him company when he was not sleeping.


A messenger came to our house at dinnertime with the news that Polidori had disappeared.


Upon receiving my mother’s letter, the magistrate had sent a bailiff and two guards to Wollstonekraft Alley, only to find the apartment, and the laboratory beneath, consumed by flame. There was no sign of a body within the charred wreckage.


“No doubt he’s fled the city,” Mother said.


“He must have hired a carriage first thing in the morning and set out,” Elizabeth said.


Mother glanced back at the letter. “They’ve already sent men on the fastest horses to see if they can overtake him.”


“If he’s in a carriage,” I said, “they’ll catch him. The mountain roads are steep.”


But the news made me feel ill at ease. I did not like the fact that Polidori was still free and might, if he so chose, seek us out.


Late the next day Father returned home with Dr. Murnau. The two of them went at once to Konrad’s bedchamber, whereupon the doctor proceeded to examine my brother.


Elizabeth and Henry and I waited in the library, paging through books without reading.


“What will Father do when Mother tells him?” Elizabeth asked me.


“Well, the Frankenstein dungeons may once more have inmates.”


“Be serious, Victor.”


“You can have the larger cell. I don’t mind.”


This time she laughed.


The sun was beginning to set when Father appeared in the doorway, still in his riding clothes, looking exhausted but calm.


“Come with me,” he said to the three of us.


We followed him to his study, where Mother sat with Dr. Murnau.


“He’s healing, isn’t he?” I asked the doctor.


“Tomorrow I’ll take blood for study. But it seems the crisis has certainly passed.” He leaned his bony frame forward in his chair. “Victor, I understand you gave him a certain elixir a few nights past. I need to know its exact ingredients.”


“There was a rare lichen, from a tree in the Sturmwald,” I began.


“Describe it.”


“Pale brown, with a delicate shape like embroidery or coral. Usnea lunaria was its name,” I added, remembering suddenly.


The doctor pursed his lips, nodded. “What else?”


“Coelacanth oil,” I said. “And bone marrow from a human.”


I saw his eyes stray to my hand. “I will look at your wounds shortly. Anything else?”


“That’s all. But how Polidori prepared them, we don’t know.”


“Is it harmful?” Father asked Dr. Murnau.


“We’ll watch Konrad carefully for the next day or so, but he shows no signs of poisoning. Quite the opposite. These ingredients your son mentioned, they’re unusual and noisome, but it’s possible they might have had some beneficial effect. In folk medicines some lichens or fungi are often brewed as teas to combat infection or fever. As for the fish oil, many oils have been noted to have an invigorating effect on the patient, though we do not know why.”


“And the bone marrow?” Mother asked.


“A mystery,” said the doctor, pushing back his glasses. “Though one of my students once claimed that a crushed bone, amazingly, yielded a special concentration of vigorous blood cells. But, as to the usefulness of your elixir as a whole”—he floated his skeletal hands up into the air—“there’s no scientific proof. And there is no shortage of fabulist cures trumpeted by charlatans. I’d say you were very lucky, young Master Frankenstein, that this particular elixir was benign. I’ve seen some that have wrought very dire results indeed upon the human body.”


Father looked at me and Elizabeth severely. “You might have killed your brother.”


“We might also have saved his life!” I said, my temper flaring.


Dr. Murnau licked his lips nervously. “Victor, what we’ve witnessed is a coincidence—and a dangerous one if it convinces you that this elixir has any value.”


My heart beat in my ears. I said nothing. I didn’t need to convince him. The deed was done, and the truth was obvious to me: The elixir was real.


“Now listen carefully,” Father said to Elizabeth, Henry, and me. “Once Polidori is caught and tried, your involvement in this shameful affair will be public knowledge. But this is more than a question of embarrassment; it is a question of your innocence.”


“Alphonse,” said Mother, “you’re frightening them—and me.”


“Might we be charged, then?” Elizabeth asked uneasily.


“By the law’s definition, to practice alchemy you must profit by it, or actually administer your substances to a person,” Father said.


“It was I who administered it to Konrad,” I said quickly, for it was true. I had dripped it upon his tongue. “If anyone’s charged, it should be me.”


“That is not just,” said Elizabeth. “It may have been Victor’s hand that held the vial, but I stood beside him, and would have administered the elixir if he’d faltered. I am equally guilty.”


“And I,” said Henry, his head bowed.


“No one will ever know that Konrad took this elixir,” my father said. He looked at all of us in turn. “Dr. Murnau has already agreed to keep this in his confidence. And we must all of us keep the secret. I threw the elixir into the lake. That is what happened. I abhor a lie, but I will do it to protect my family.”


I wondered how many other lies my father had told over the years, how many secrets he kept from us.


“Are we agreed, then?” said Father. “Konrad never received the Elixir of Life.”


“Agreed,” said Elizabeth and Henry.


Father looked at me severely.


I met his gaze. “If I am asked to testify in court, I will not lie.”


“Victor,” Mother said, “don’t be absurd!”


I did not flinch from my father’s stories. My own voice seemed alien to me, hard and calm. “I will not mention Elizabeth or Henry. But I will not perjure myself. I helped create that elixir with my own sweat, and flesh and blood, and I administered it to my brother. And I cured him. If I’m to be jailed for that, so be it.”


My father’s eyebrows contracted, and he was about to speak, but then he changed his mind.


“We will talk more of this later.” He looked at Mother. “He is overwrought. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”


But truly I did. My father would not make me a liar—nor would he take away my triumph.


Before I went to my bedchamber for the night, I visited Konrad’s room and found him still awake, reading by candlelight.


“Do you remember us giving it to you?” I asked, sitting beside his bed.


“I remember waking and seeing you all before me, but I thought it a dream—and such a pleasant one. I felt rejuvenated somehow.”


“Do you feel it in you, working?” I asked.


He gave a laugh. “Am I your patient now, Victor?”


“Not patient. Creation!” I said with a grin. “Come now, you must feel something! You have the Elixir of Life in you!” I imagined a great bubbling, a magical fermenting that released healing bodies throughout his blood to battle anything vile they encountered.


“If you must know, I feel as weak as a kitten—but remarkably … transformed.”


“That will be the elixir working hard, destroying the disease! It is bound to be tiring. But now you will not ever get ill again, you lucky dog.”


“Let me see your hand properly,” he said.


I placed it on my knee.


His gaze settled on it. When he looked up, his eyes were wet. “Does it hurt still?”


I shook my head. “It sometimes hurts where my fingers used to be. A kind of phantom pain.”


He placed his perfect hand on mine. “Thank you, Victor.”


During breakfast the next day another message arrived bearing the magistrates’ stamp. Father opened it at once and read it in silence. He sighed.


“Polidori has completely vanished.”


“How can that be?” exclaimed Mother. “The riders could easily have overtaken his carriage.”


“Unless he was never in a carriage,” Father said. “Even without the use of his legs, he might be able to ride a horse of his own—take remote alpine paths and venture into France. We have no authority to pursue him there—nor would we have much luck finding him, the place is in such chaos.”


“Might he have accomplices?” Mother asked, looking at the three of us.


“Krake was the only accomplice we knew of,” I said. “But he might have paid people to help him, I suppose.”


Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. “He looked so impoverished.”


I remembered how he had talked about the myth of the lynx, the Keeper of the Secrets of the Forest, harvesting gemstones from its own urine.


“Maybe he had money saved up,” I said.


“Well, if he’s disappeared for good, there will be no trial,” Father said. “No one need hear of this again.”


He looked at me pointedly as he said it.


“As long as he’s left Geneva for good,” Mother said, “I am satisfied.”


“He would be a fool to stay,” said Henry. “His place is burned to the ground, and he is conspicuous in his wheelchair. He’d be caught instantly.”


My neck tingled. It was childish, but I couldn’t help wondering if the alchemist had worked some dark wonder to make himself invisible. I imagined him at night, dragging himself through the streets, his shoes and clothes scraping on the cobblestones. Dragging himself ever closer to Château Frankenstein.


Later that day Elizabeth and I stood in the courtyard with Henry to see him off. I shook his hand and then embraced him.


“You have a lion’s heart, as well as a poet’s,” I said.


He shook his head with a grin, but I could tell he was pleased.


“I was not brave compared with you two,” he said. “I possess only a small courage—but it is good to know that.”


“Nonsense,” said Elizabeth, kissing him on the cheek.


He flushed.


“Good-bye, Henry,” I said.


“Good-bye,” he replied, “and do try to stay out of mischief while I am gone.”


“Write us another play,” I said, “that we can all perform before summer is out.”


“I will.”


[image: images]


“The doctor says I will have scars,” Elizabeth said. “I never thought myself vain, but I am vain, and it upsets me more than I can say.”


We were in the library, sunlight pouring through the windows.


Konrad had been taking his meals in bed so far, but said he would like to get up later and join us for dinner. Dr. Murnau would remain only a day longer, and said Konrad’s progress was most encouraging.


He’d examined my hand again this morning, and was pleased with Polidori’s chisel work. There was no sign of infection. He said he knew some very fine craftsmen who could fashion me a pair of wooden fingers to strap onto my hand.


He’d also told Elizabeth she could remove the bandage on her cheek.


“They will be very faint scars,” I said now, looking at them. “Whisker thin. You would have to know they were there to even notice them.”


She laughed bitterly. “They will be clearly visible. Konrad cannot love me now.”


I could not help laughing, and the misery in her face was quickly replaced with anger.


“How is that amusing?”


“Elizabeth,” I said, “Konrad would be the biggest fool in the world if he thought a few scratches could dim your beauty. There cannot be a lovelier young woman in all the republic. I would say all of Europe, but I have not seen all the young women there yet.”


She smiled, and looked down, and the color rose in her cheeks. “Thank you, Victor, that is very sweet of you.”


I did not understand why, but I found something compelling about those scars. The claws of a lynx had raked her cheek and left their mark. And it was a mark too of her own wild nature. She could not hide it—and the wolf in me found her all the more desirable for it. But I would not think of her in such a way anymore. I was done with coveting what was my brother’s. My resolve would be as strong as stone.


“In the elevator,” she said abruptly. “At Polidori’s. In the dark.”


I looked out the window. I knew exactly what she was talking about. “Hmm? What of it?” I asked carelessly.


“That kiss was for you.”


I said nothing—had nothing to say. I was secretly ecstatic but wished too that she had never told me. For I feared these words would germinate in my devilish heart and send forth tendrils that might crack even my granite resolve.


I just smiled, and it took all my will to lift my feet and leave the room.


We sat out on the balcony wrapped in blankets, for the clear night was cool. It was just the two of us. Above the mountain peaks to the west was the last indigo hint of sunset.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “That whole business with Elizabeth. I—”


“Victor, you don’t need to say anything.”


“I was a complete ass.”


Konrad chuckled. “Well, I don’t think I’ve ever been angrier in my entire life. That’s quite a skill you have.”


“It’s a good thing you fainted,” I said. “Or you might’ve killed me. I’d never seen that look in your eyes. You do forgive me, though, don’t you?”


He smiled, and I knew the answer was yes. “And by the way,” he said, “I’ve never thought myself better than you.”


I snorted. “Except at Greek and Latin and fencing and—”


“I didn’t mean like that. I meant as a person.”


For a moment I made no reply. “Well, I don’t know if I believe you, but it’s very nice of you to say. Thank you.”


“You’re impossible,” he said, shaking his head.


“Ah, that’s more like it,” I said.


“Do you still imagine interplanetary travel for yourself?” he asked, looking up at the first stars.


“At the very least,” I said. “And you will go to the New World?”


“Only if you come with me.”


“Just the two of us,” I said.


“Just the two of us.”


“We’ll do it the moment Father gives us permission,” I said.


Konrad smiled. “Given recent events, that might not be for several decades.”


But we talked on with great enthusiasm, about the lands across the ocean, and what kind of adventures might be had there. It was as if we were little again, with the atlas spread before us on the library floor. We talked about how, if we reached the farthest coast of the New World, we might continue on, across the Pacific to the Orient. I loved the idea of traveling west with my brother, always west, chasing the sun.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
THE GNATHOSTOMATUS

 

I
WONDERED WHAT HAD BECOME OF YOU,” POLIDORI SAID as he led us into his parlor. “Your brother, how does he fare?”


“He is much improved,” I said.


I myself felt wretched. It had taken me forever to get to sleep, my mind twisting back again and again to Konrad and Elizabeth at the pianoforte. Konrad touching her. The heat in her cheeks. At dawn, when I’d dragged myself out of bed, I felt positively battered.


“Well, that is excellent news about your brother,” Polidori said. He turned in his wheelchair and smiled. “Do you wish to abandon this enterprise, then?”


His expression was calm, patient, but I noticed that Krake seemed to be watching me with great intensity.


“No,” said Elizabeth. “We wish very much to continue.”


“You are sure?” Polidori asked.


I nodded. “The doctor said the illness might return.”


“I see. I am very sorry to hear it.”


“You received the lichen, I trust,” said Henry.


“Indeed. Before sunrise on the very morning.”


“Is it enough?” Elizabeth asked worriedly.


“It is perfectly ample. As for the second ingredient, the translation has proved devilishly difficult. But last night I cracked it. Come.”


Once more he led us down the malodorous corridor to the elevator platform. Krake was again made to wait beyond the threshold.


“Krake is very clever,” I said. “How did he manage to find us in the Sturmwald?”


Polidori began to lower us to the cellars. “Young master, did you not know that in many mythologies the lynx is known as Keeper of the Secrets of the Forest?”


My skin prickled. Some small, insistent part of me had wondered if Krake’s surprising abilities could be explained by mere animal intelligence alone.


“Is that so?” I said. “Keeper of the Secrets of the Forest.”


“Indeed. In medieval times there are accounts of how the lynx could dig a hole, urinate in it, cover it with dust—and in several days’ time produce a gemstone. Garnet, actually. Some also thought the lynx capable of assisting in clairvoyance and divination.”


The alchemist turned to me with a grin. “But all that is mere fancy, young sir.”


“Ah,” I said, relieved and disappointed both.


“Krake is merely very well trained. I confess that in his infancy I did feed him plants and oils that are well known to assist the mental faculties of humans. So he may be more intelligent than most of his species, but as for him finding you in the Sturmwald, I knew you would be there on the new moon, so I let Krake out that night and told him to find you.”


“Incredible,” said Elizabeth. “He understands what you say!”


“Well, let’s just say a lynx’s sense of smell is very keen. He found you by scent.”


“He saved us from some bearded vultures,” Henry said.


Polidori looked over in surprise. “In the same tree as the lichen?”


“They had a nest,” said Elizabeth. “Three of them.”


He looked genuinely distressed. “Young lady and sirs, I am sorry your job was made so complicated. They are fearsome creatures.”


“Oh, we managed it,” said Henry breezily.


“I had little doubt you would,” said Polidori. “Here we are.”


After lighting candles about the laboratory, Polidori drew us to a desk strewn with books and quills and inkwells. This, I gathered, was where he was doing his translation. He took up a bit of parchment, squinting through his spectacles.


“What language is that?” I asked, peering over his shoulder.


Polidori lowered the paper with a small smile. “That is my own handwriting. But you are right. It is illegible, even to me sometimes. Now, here is the translation. There is a lengthy preamble—fear not, I won’t read it—and then the thing itself that you must acquire.” He looked up. “A gnathostomatus.”


“What in heaven’s name is that?” Elizabeth asked.


“Gnathostomatus,” I muttered, furiously dragging open the drawers of my mind, riffling through their contents, trying to remember my lessons. “It is from the Greek? Ha! ‘Gnathos’ is ‘jaw.’ ‘Stoma’ means ‘mouth.’ It is a group of animals—vertebrates with jaws, yes?”


I stole a look at Elizabeth, hoping to see admiration in her eyes, and was not disappointed.


Polidori nodded. “Very good. You have been taught well. Who is your teacher?”


My eyes shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, a wise old fellow hired by our parents.”


“A jawed creature,” Henry said uneasily. “It is rather vague.”


“Indeed, but the text becomes more specific, you see. The creature you seek is the oldest of its lineage. It is an aquatic creature. The coelacanth. You have heard of it?”


I had indeed, and my heart contracted.


“Then, our task is at an end,” I murmured. “We’re undone.”


“Why?” Elizabeth said, turning to me in alarm. “Why do you say that, Victor?”


I gave a mirthless laugh.“Ah, this is one lecture you missed.”


“The creature is extinct,” said Henry, for he too had heard Father’s lesson and had gazed at the engraving of a fossilized specimen. It had swum with the terrible lizards, millions of years ago, but had not been seen alive for centuries.


“Surely there must be somewhere—,” Elizabeth began hopefully.


“Search the world,” I said. “It will not be found.”


We had risked our lives in the heights of the Sturmwald to obtain the lunar lichen. How cruel that our hopes were to be dashed this easily.


“You despair too soon, young sir,” said Polidori.


“How so?” I said. “Does it give an alternative ingredient?”


“It does not,” said the alchemist. “But the coelacanth is not extinct. It is a Lazarus taxon.”


This meant nothing to me, and I looked from Henry to Elizabeth in bewilderment. To my surprise, Elizabeth was smiling.


“Victor,” she said, “your Bible reading really is very poor. Lazarus was the man whom Christ raised from the dead.”


“Yes,” said Polidori. “‘Lazarus taxon’ is the name scholars have given to species that were once thought extinct. But then, lo and behold, one is found in the East Indies, or off the shores of Africa.”


“Must we travel so far?” I said, discouraged. But I was already wondering how such a journey could be undertaken.


“Lake Geneva will suffice,” said Polidori.


“Are you serious?” I demanded.


“Truly I am,” he said. “I know a fisherman who has seen one.”


“Do you trust this fellow?” Henry asked.


Polidori nodded. “And I will show you why.” Quickly he wheeled his chair to a large armoire. He opened it and with both hands extracted a long glass case. Inside was a startlingly blue fish, some two feet in length, with a great many fins.


My heart leapt, and I heard Henry draw in his breath, for it was the very image of the etching that Father had shown us.


“Why did you not tell us you already had one!” I exclaimed.


“Because it is of no use,” Polidori told me, sharply enough so that I felt rebuked. “It is dead two years. It has dried up.” He tapped the parchment on his lap. “What is needed from this creature is the foul oil it exudes when alive. It renders the fish inedible. Fishermen have no use for them. But the oils from the fish’s head contain nourishing and miraculous substances that are needed for the elixir.”


“They live in our own lake!” cried Elizabeth, looking at me happily and grasping my hands.


“I am told they can grow to six feet in length,” said Polidori. “Powerful creatures. This one of mine is small. A baby. And where there are babies, there are adults to make them.”


“Let us go at once, then,” said Elizabeth, “and charter a boat to trawl the waters!”


“It will not be so easy,” said Polidori gravely. “When I spoke to the fisherman, he said this was the only one of its kind spotted in fifty years. They are not usually caught in nets. They live deep. They crave the cold. And the dark. You might fish for months and years without catching one.”


“Then we’ll go deeper,” said Elizabeth with steely determination. “Where this fish lives, we will find it.”


“Can we not just send Krake to get us one?” said Henry with a feeble laugh.


“There are diving bells that can take a man to great depths,” I said, thinking aloud.


“That might not be necessary,” said Polidori.


We all looked at him expectantly.


“These fish fear daylight so much that even the bottom of the lake is not dark enough for them. There are, I’m told, narrow fissures that lead to subterranean caves where they take refuge.”


“But to find these caves underwater—,” Henry began with a frown.


“Would be nearly impossible,” I interrupted. “Unless there was another entrance from aboveground.”


“Just so,” Polidori said. “The mountains that encircle our great lake are mazed with caves. They go deep.”


“Has anyone you know made such a descent?” Elizabeth asked.


“Indeed,” said Polidori. “But he’s now dead.”


“What happened to him?” asked Henry nervously.


“He made one too many trips into the depths,” said Polidori. “He was an explorer, a mapmaker.” He paused and looked at me. “But I believe his widow still lives just outside the city.”


“Then we must pay her a visit,” I said.


Polidori escorted us back upstairs, and as we were departing his shop, he called me back. “Young sir, a word, if I might.”


Elizabeth and Henry waited for me outside in the alley.


“I’m not ignorant of the fact that these are difficult tasks,” Polidori said kindly. “And I know my help is limited. But I do have something that might, shall we say, brighten an underground descent.”


“Thank you very much,” I said, curious to know what it was.


“You created the vision of the wolf successfully, yes?”


“I did.”


“I had little doubt.” He seemed to be looking deep into me. I couldn’t help feeling he was pleased by what he saw. “And I’m guessing that alongside Agrippa and Paracelsus, you might have some other books of a practical nature within your reach.”


I looked at him, wondering if he were going to ask for them.


“If so,” he said, “you might want to consult Eisenstein. If you care to try your skills once more.”


Once more into the Dark Library in the witching hour.


I’d tried to sleep, but every time I closed my eyes I saw Elizabeth, and imagined it was me and not Konrad touching her. I’d stroke her cheek, and then bend to kiss her full mouth … and I couldn’t bear it anymore, so I’d hurriedly got out of bed, needing to distract my mind—and was glad I had some work to throw myself into.


In the library I spent nearly an hour peering at dusty volumes, until I found the right one, a slim green book with only the red initial E tooled in the spine.


Ludvidicus Eisenstein.


To my great relief the text was written in English. I began turning the gossamer pages, not exactly sure what I was looking for. My eyes skimmed the headings, surprised by how banal they were.


The testing of ores.
The properties of dyes.
Ideal temperatures at which to fire ceramics.
Preparing saltpeter.
A lover’s elixir.




My eyes lingered on the page, dancing down the list of ingredients. But I forced myself onward, and shortly came to a page headed:


Preparation of the flameless fire.




I read on. This must be what Polidori had meant for me to find. An unquenchable source of light in the darkness. He had singled me out. He sensed that I had a special aptitude, that I could create this substance on my own.


Imagine the look on Konrad’s face when he beheld it.


Imagine Elizabeth’s admiration.


I slipped the book under my robe, returned to my bedchamber, and slept deeply.


I am a thief.


In the afternoon Elizabeth left Konrad a secret note—and I stole it.


By sheer chance I was passing by the library, and through the leaded glass in the door I saw her drop a bit of folded paper into the Oriental vase. Just as she turned to look furtively about, I moved quickly past the window. I hurried down the hallway, rounded a corner, and waited until I heard her shut the door behind her. Her footsteps faded. I returned to the library. At the vase’s bottom was the note.


It was not for me, but I scooped it out and slid it into my pocket.


I did not read it at once, for I felt stricken with guilt.


But as I changed for dinner, curiosity and jealousy got the better of me. I unfolded the paper.


It said, “Will you meet me at midnight in the library?”


Later I lay sleeplessly in my bed. The church bells tolled eleven. I did not know what I should do.


I lie.


I know exactly what I shall do.


I saw her dark form by the window, looking out over the lake. She had no candle with her, and the moon and stars were veiled by cloud, so the room was very dark.


Through my veins I felt the same animal desire I’d had for her in the Sturmwald, when we were both wolves. I went to her. We were shadows to each other. I could not even see her eyes. I felt her warm hand take mine, and my heart quickened.


“I had a dream last night,” she said, “of our wedding night.”


I chuckled like Konrad to disguise my shock. Already they were talking of marriage? How long had I been so idiotically blind?


“Tell me,” I whispered, and stroked her hair. I had seen Konrad do it; so I could do it too. As children, I had touched Elizabeth’s hair many times, yanking it mostly. But this was the first time I had caressed it. Her amber mane was so soft—and yet so thick and curly. It had a spirit and wildness to it—a perfect complement to her personality.


“How old were we?” I dared to ask, hoping my voice was not so different from Konrad’s. I needn’t have worried. She wanted and expected Konrad, and so that was who she had before her. I hardly felt myself. In the dark I could be whoever I wanted.


“Not so much older than now,” Elizabeth whispered. “Perhaps twenty.”


In the darkness I blushed to think of our wedding night, and the pleasure it would hold. But then my thoughts soured, for it was not to be my wedding. I should have been glad to imagine Konrad, alive and fully recovered from his illness. But the thought of him wedded to Elizabeth was horrible to me. And her next words only amplified my wretchedness.


“I’ve never felt such joy as in that dream,” she said. “Everything was so clear. The inside of the chapel. The light streaming through the stained glass. My dress. I could describe every detail—but don’t worry. I know that would bore you to tears. Victor was your best man, and Mother and Father were there, and Henry, Ernest, and little William. I saw it all, as vivid as a painting, and felt it all, as though I truly lived it. But there was something else.” She sounded troubled. I felt her other hand touch mine, and this one was icy.


“As we stood on the altar, before we were to be joined forever, my joy was poisoned by a terrible sense of dread. And I heard a voice …”


She trailed off.


“It’s all right,” I murmured. “If it upsets you, don’t speak of it.”


“It was a most malignant voice, one I have never heard, and it said, ‘I shall be with you on your wedding night.’”


I shivered at the words, so full of menace were they.


She leaned her head against my chest. “You’re so healthy now,” she said. “I can’t believe you would ever be otherwise. You must live. It would kill me if—”


“Shh. Don’t think of it. But,” I added daringly, “feel free to think of our wedding night.”


“Konrad!” she whispered with a shocked gasp.


I knew it was a risk, but I could not resist her any longer. With my hand I cupped her chin and tilted her face toward me. In the darkness, as if by perfect instinct, our lips met. Light blazed behind my eyes. I shook with passion, and was all the more surprised by the fervor with which her lips moved against mine.


She had done this before.


She and Konrad had done this before.


Even though I was stealing someone else’s passion, I wanted more of it—but then my jealous anger overmastered me. Elizabeth drew back with a sharp gasp.


“What is it?” I whispered, but I knew what I’d done.


“You bit me!” she said.


“I was … in too much of a passion. Elizabeth, I am so sorry. Is the skin broken?”


I knew the answer to that, too, for I had the faint iron tang of blood in my mouth. And as wicked as it was, I rejoiced at its delicious taste. I had her blood inside me. The blood of my beloved.


“Here, take my handkerchief,” I said hoarsely.


Her fingers touched my face, questioningly, and I took a step back.


“Konrad?” she said, as though she wasn’t altogether sure.


“Who else would it be?” I said, trying to sound a little annoyed. “But we should part. I still feel depleted.”


“Yes, of course, take your rest. I’ll wait here a little longer, in case one of the servants might see us together.”


I gave her hand one last squeeze and swiftly left the library, hurrying down the dimly lit passage to my bedchamber.


At breakfast the next morning I sat down opposite Konrad, and had just started my meal when Elizabeth swept into the room.


“You must have dropped this, Victor,” she said casually. As she passed my chair, she tossed a handkerchief into my lap. On it was a blot of her blood.


And beside it, my monogram.


VF.


What a fool I’d been.


She knew.


She did not meet my gaze throughout the entire meal.


But I did not regret for one second stealing that kiss.
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CHAPTER I
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Day after day, week after week, passed away on my return to Geneva; and I could not collect the courage to recommence my work. I feared the vengeance of the disappointed fiend, yet I was unable to overcome my repugnance to the task which was enjoined me. I found that I could not compose a female without again devoting several months to profound study and laborious disquisition.1 I had heard of some discoveries having been made by an English philosopher, the knowledge of which was material to my success, and I sometimes thought of obtaining my father’s consent to visit England for this purpose; but I clung to every pretence of delay, and could not resolve to interrupt my returning tranquillity, My health, which had hitherto declined, was now much restored; and my spirits, when unchecked by the memory of my unhappy promise, rose proportionably. My father saw this change with pleasure, and he turned his thoughts towards the best method of eradicating the remains of my melancholy, which every now and then would return by fits, and with a devouring blackness overcast the approaching sunshine. At these moments I look refuge in the most perfect solitude. I passed whole days on the lake alone in a little boat, watching the clouds, and listening to the rippling of the waves, silent and listless. But the fresh air and bright sun seldom failed to restore me to some degree of composure; and, on my return, I met the salutations of my friends with a readier smile and a more cheerful heart.


It was after my return from one of these rambles that my father, calling me aside, thus addressed me:—


“I am happy to remark, my dear son, that you have resumed your former pleasures, and seem to be returning to yourself. And yet you are still unhappy, and still avoid our society. For some time I was lost in conjecture as to the cause of this; but yesterday an idea struck me, and if it is well founded, I conjure you to avow it. Reserve on such a point would be not only useless, but draw down treble misery on us all.”


I trembled violently at this exordium,2 and my father continued—


“I confess, my son, that I have always looked forward to your marriage with your cousin as the tie of our domestic comfort, and the stay of my declining years. You were attached to each other from your earliest infancy; you studied together, and appeared, in dispositions and tastes, entirely suited to one another. But so blind is the experience of man, that what I conceived to be the best assistants to my plan may have entirely destroyed it. You, perhaps, regard her as your sister, without any wish that she might become your wife. Nay, you may have met with another whom you may love; and, considering yourself as bound in honour to your cousin, this struggle may occasion the poignant misery which you appear to feel.”


“My dear father, re-assure yourself. I love my cousin tenderly and sincerely. I never saw any woman who excited, as Elizabeth does, my warmest admiration and affection. My future hopes and prospects are entirely bound up in the expectation of our union.”


“The expression of your sentiments on this subject, my dear Victor, gives me more pleasure than I have for some time experienced. If you feel thus, we shall assuredly be happy, however present events may cast a gloom over us. But it is this gloom, which appears to have taken so strong a hold of your mind, that I wish to dissipate. Tell me, therefore, whether you object to an immediate solemnization of the marriage. We have been unfortunate, and recent events have drawn us from that every-day tranquillity befitting my years and infirmities. You are younger, yet I do not suppose, possessed as you are of a competent fortune, that an early marriage would at all interfere with any future plans of honour and utility that you may have formed. Do not suppose, however, that I wish to dictate happiness to you, or that a delay on your part would cause me any serious uneasiness. Interpret my words with candour,3 and answer me, I conjure you, with confidence and sincerity.”


I listened to my father in silence, and remained for some time incapable of offering any reply. I revolved rapidly in my mind a multitude of thoughts, and endeavoured to arrive at some conclusion. Alas! to me the idea of an immediate union with my cousin was one of horror and dismay. I was bound by a solemn promise, which I had not yet fulfilled, and dared not break; or, if I did, what manifold miseries might not impend over me and my devoted family! Could I enter into a festival with this deadly weight yet hanging round my neck, and bowing me to the ground? I must perform my engagement,4 and let the monster depart with his mate, before I allowed myself to enjoy the delight of an union from which I expected peace.


I remembered also the necessity imposed upon me of either journeying to England, or entering into a long correspondence with those philosophers of that country, whose knowledge and discoveries were of indispensable use to me in my present undertaking. The latter method of obtaining the desired intelligence was dilatory and unsatisfactory: besides, any, variation was agreeable to me, and I was delighted with the idea of spending a year or two in change of scene and variety of occupation, in absence from my family; during which period some event might happen which would restore me to them in peace and happiness: my promise might be fulfilled, and the monster have departed; or some accident might occur to destroy him, and put an end to my slavery for ever.


These feelings dictated my answer to my father. I expressed a wish to visit England; but, concealing the true reasons of this request, I clothed my desires under the guise of wishing to travel and see the world before I sat down for life within the walls of my native town.


I urged my entreaty with earnestness, and my father was easily induced to comply; for a more indulgent and less dictatorial parent did not exist upon earth. Our plan was soon arranged. I should travel to Strasburgh, where Clerval would join me. Some short time would be spent in the towns of Holland, and our principal stay would be in England. We should return by France; and it was agreed that the tour should occupy the space of two years.


My father pleased himself with the reflection, that my union with Elizabeth should take place immediately on my return to Geneva. “These two years,” said he, “will pass swiftly, and it will be the last delay that will oppose itself to your happiness. And, indeed, I earnestly desire that period to arrive, when we shall all be united, and neither hopes or fears arise to disturb our domestic calm.”


“I am content,” I replied, “with your arrangement. By that time we shall both have become wiser, and I hope happier, than we at present are.” I sighed; but my father kindly forbore to question me further concerning the cause of my dejection. He hoped that new scenes, and the amusement of travelling, would restore my tranquillity.


I now made arrangements for my journey; but one feeling haunted me, which filled me with fear and agitation. During my absence I should leave my friends unconscious of the existence of their enemy, and unprotected from his attacks, exasperated as he might be by my departure. But he had promised to follow me wherever I might go; and would he not accompany me to England? This imagination was dreadful in itself, but soothing, inasmuch as it supposed the safety of my friends. I was agonized with the idea of the possibility that the reverse of this might happen. But through the whole period during which I was the slave of my creature, I allowed myself to be governed by the impulses of the moment; and my present sensations strongly intimated that the fiend would follow me, and exempt my family from the danger of his machinations.


It was in the latter end of August that I departed, to pass two years of exile. Elizabeth approved of the reasons of my departure, and only regretted that she had not the same opportunities of enlarging her experience, and cultivating her understanding. She wept, however, as she bade me farewell, and entreated me to return happy and tranquil. “We all,” said she, “depend upon you; and if you are miserable, what must be our feelings?”


I threw myself into the carriage that was to convey me away, hardly knowing whither I was going, and careless of what was passing around. I remembered only, and it was with a bitter anguish that I reflected on it, to order that my chemical instruments should he packed to go with me: for I resolved to fulfil my promise while abroad, and return, if possible, a free man. Filled with dreary imaginations, I passed through many beautiful and majestic scenes; but my eyes were fixed and unobserving. I could only think of the bourne5 of my travels, and the work which was to occupy me whilst they endured.


After some days spent in listless indolence, during which I traversed many leagues, I arrived at Strasburgh, where I waited two days for Clerval. He came. Alas, how great was the contrast between us! He was alive to every new scene; joyful when he saw the beauties of the setting sun, and more happy when he beheld it rise, and recommence a new day. He pointed out to me the shifting colours of the landscape, and the appearances of the sky. “This is what it is to live”; he cried, “now I enjoy existence! But you, my dear Frankenstein, wherefore are you desponding and sorrowful?” In truth, I was occupied by gloomy thoughts, and neither saw the descent of the evening star, nor the golden sun rise reflected in the Rhine.—And you, my friend, would be far more amused with the journal of Clerval, who observed the scenery with an eye of feeling and delight, than to listen to my reflections. I, a miserable wretch, haunted by a curse that shut up every avenue to enjoyment.


We had agreed to descend the Rhine in a boat from Strasburgh to Rotterdam, whence we might take shipping for London. During this voyage, we passed by many willowy islands, and saw several beautiful towns. We staid a day at Manheim, and, on the fifth from our departure from Strasburgh, arrived at Mayence. The course of the Rhine below Mayence becomes much more picturesque. The river descends rapidly, and winds between hills, not high, but steep, and of beautiful forms. We saw many ruined castles standing on the edges of precipices, surrounded by black woods, high and inaccesible. This part of the Rhine, indeed, presents a singularly variegated landscape. In one spot you view rugged hills, ruined castles overlooking tremendous precipices, with the, dark Rhine rushing beneath; and, on the sudden turn of a promontory, flourishing vineyards, with green sloping banks, and a meandering river, and populous towns, occupy the scene.


We travelled at the time of the vintage, and heard the song of the labourers, as we glided down the stream. Even I, depressed in mind, and my spirits continually agitated by gloomy feelings, even I was pleased. I lay at the bottom of the boat, and, as I gazed on the cloudless blue sky, I seemed to drink in a tranquillity to which I had long been a stranger. And if these were my sensations, who can describe those of Henry? He felt as if he had been transported to Fairy-land, and enjoyed a happiness seldom tasted by man. “I have seen,” he said, “the most beautiful scenes of my own country; I have visited the lakes of Lucerne and Uri, where the snowy mountains descend almost perpendicularly to the water, casting black and impenetrable shades, which would cause a gloomy and mournful appearance, were it not for the most verdant islands that relieve the eye by their gay appearance; I have seen this lake agitated by a tempest, when the wind tore up whirlwinds of water, and gave you an idea of what the water-spout must be on the great ocean, and the waves dash with fury the base of the mountain, where the priest and his mistress were overwhelmed by an avalanche, and where their dying voices are still said to be heard amid the pauses of the nightly wind; I have seen the mountains of La Valais, and the Pays de Vaud: but this country, Victor, pleases me more than all those wonders. The mountains of Switzerland are more majestic and strange; but there is a charm in the banks of this divine river, that I never before saw equalled. Look at that castle which overhangs yon precipice; and that also on the island, almost concealed amongst the foliage of those lovely trees; and now that group of labourers coming from among their vines; and that village half-hid in the recess of the mountain. Oh, surely, the spirit that inhabits and guards this place has a soul more in harmony with man, than those who pile6 the glacier, or retire to the inaccessible peaks of the mountains of our own country.”


Clerval! beloved friend! even now it delights me to record your words, and to dwell on the praise of which you are so eminently deserving. He was a being formed in the “very poetry of nature.”7 His wild and enthusiastic imagination was chastened by the sensibility of his heart. His soul overflowed, with ardent affections, and his friendship was of that devoted and wondrous nature that the worldly-minded teach us to look for only in the imagination. But even human sympathies were not sufficient to satisfy his eager mind. The scenery of external nature, which others regard only with admiration, he loved with ardour:


——The sounding cataract


Haunted him like a passion: the tall rock,


The mountain, and the deep and gloomy
wood,


Their colours and their forms, were then to
him


An appetite; a feeling, and a love,


That had no need of a remoter charm,


By thought supplied, or any interest


Unborrowed from the eye.8


And where does he now exist? Is this gentle and lovely being lost for ever? Has this mind so replete with ideas, imaginations fanciful and magnificent, which formed a world, whose existence depended on the life of its creator; has this mind perished? Does it now only exist in my memory? No, it is not thus; your form so divinely wrought, and beaming with beauty, has decayed, but your spirit still visits and consoles your unhappy friend.


Pardon this gush of sorrow; these ineffectual words are but a slight tribute to the unexampled worth of Henry, but they soothe my heart, overflowing with the anguish which his remembrance creates. I will proceed with my tale.


Beyond Cologne we descended to the plains of Holland; and we resolved to post9 the remainder of our way; for the wind was contrary, and the stream of the river was too gentle to aid us.


Our journey here lost the interest arising from beautiful scenery; but we arrived in a few days at Rotterdam, whence we proceeded by sea to England. It was on a clear morning, in the latter days of December, that I first saw the white cliffs of Britain. The banks of the Thames presented a new scene; they were flat, but fertile, and almost every town was marked by the remembrance of some story. We saw Tilbury Fort, and remembered the Spanish armada; Gravesend, Woolwich, and Greenwich, places which I had heard of even in my country.


At length we saw the numerous steeples of London, St. Paul’s towering above all, and the Tower famed in English history.
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CHAPTER NINE
THEFT

 

AFTER LUNCH HENRY AND I SET OUT ON HORSEBACK FOR Cologny, the small village outside of Geneva where the mapmaker’s widow lived.


I was most relieved to be away from the château—and from Konrad and Elizabeth. I didn’t think she had told Konrad about my midnight trickery. Certainly he’d seemed completely natural with me all morning—unless he was a better actor than I thought. Had he done the same thing to me, I would have been volcanic with fury.


The day was sunny but cool, and it was very pleasant to be astride my horse, trotting along the roadway, side by side with Henry. To our right sparkled the lake, alive with sailing vessels bringing freight and passengers to and from Geneva.


“How does it come to you, your poetry?” I asked Henry.


He looked across at me. “You’ve never shown any interest in my scribbling before.”


“I’m curious. Where does it come from?”


He looked off into the distance, frowning. “Small things, often. A vista. A feeling. A longing. It struggles to be described, to be captured.”


I had no shortage of feelings, and usually no problem expressing them—not to those closest to me. So how could my true feelings for Elizabeth have lain dormant for so long? Was it that she’d been raised as my sister, and so I had suffocated any romantic thoughts I’d had for her? But she was not my sister. She was not even a first cousin, but some distant relation. So why had I not allowed my feelings for her to blossom? Konrad had had no such trouble.


I turned back to Henry. “And you can write about anything?”


“Anything I care about.”


“Love?”


He laughed. “Love!”


I shrugged. “Just by way of example. Yes, words and phrases that would describe love. That would, um, impress a young lady.”


Henry sighed. “Good Lord. You are not in love with her as well, are you?”


“I’m sure I don’t know who you mean!”


“You are a terrible liar, Victor. Miss Elizabeth Lavenza, perhaps?”


“Her? Good heavens, no. A fine girl, of course, but—” I blew air through my cheeks. “The tongue on her. She would wear any man out within ten minutes. I’d rather hear a dog bark than her voice.”


“Is that so,” said Henry, sounding utterly unconvinced.


“What did you mean when you said, ‘You are not in love with her as well?’”


“She is a wonder,” Henry admitted frankly. “It’s impossible to know her and not love her. I’ve long suspected Konrad does as well.”


I shook my head. All around me, everyone was in love—and me without a clue! What kind of imbecile was I?


“You’ve never spoken to her of your feelings?” I asked, jabbed by jealousy once more. I’d often thought that these two had a great deal in common, with their love of writing. When they’d collaborated on our play, they had spent a great deal of time together, words and laughter ricocheting between them, eager ink staining their fingers and hands.


“No,” said Henry. “And I trust you will keep it secret. She would never have me. I have no delusions. Around her I feel like a pale, feeble moth. It’s all I can do to avoid her flame.”


“You really do have a poet’s tongue, Henry,” I said in admiration. “Would you, you know …”


“What?”


“Scribble a few lines for me?”


He looked at me, askance. “You wish me to scribble you some declarations of love?”


“Just a few little things. You’re a genius, Henry,” I said, warming to my cause, “and no one has your talent with words. Just five of your words could make the sunset itself pause.”


He frowned. “That is not bad, you know,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe something like, ‘Your beauty would make the sunset itself pause.’”


“Ha! You see!” I cried. “You have the gift! I could never have done that myself.”


“You very nearly did,” he said.


“No, ’twas you, my friend! I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me! You genius!”


“You flatter me,” he said. “I don’t dislike it.”


“You put Shakespeare to shame. Just two or three more baubles like that, and I’m forever in your debt. I know how easily these things trip from your tongue. You don’t mind, do you?”


“I will see what I can do,” he said with some reluctance.


“You’re a true friend, Henry. Thank you.”


We were in the village by this time, and I looked about for the widow’s cottage Polidori had described.


“Is it that one there?” Henry asked, pointing.


It was a mean place indeed, surrounded by a dismal yard with chickens, goats, and a pig.


We dismounted and tied up our horses.


“Now, remember our plan,” I said to Henry.


We had dressed smartly, for we had wanted to look as credible as possible.


I knocked on the cottage door. A dog barked from within; a baby squalled. The door opened, and filling nearly the entire frame was a large woman whose face wore an impatient scowl.


“Can I help you?”


“Madame Temerlin, I presume,” I said.


“Not anymore I’m not,” she said, and sniffed. “Madame Trottier it is now.”


Henry consulted the notebook he’d brought as a prop. “Ah, yes, I see that notation here. Forgive me. But you were once the wife of the late Marcel Temerlin, were you not?”


“I was,” she said guardedly.


Henry and I looked at each other and smiled. “Well, that is excellent news,” I said. “We understand that your late husband was a very talented maker of maps.”


“Who sent you?” she demanded.


Henry and I had agreed ahead of time that we would not mention Polidori.


“We’re acting on behalf of the city archives, madam,” I said, playing my part. “The magistrates have ordered a complete geographical survey of the republic, and have sent emissaries like ourselves to collect any materials that might prove of historical or practical use.”


Seeing her hesitate, I took a purse from my pocket and made sure it jingled nicely. “We’re authorized to pay a fair sum for any materials we deem appropriate.”


“They’re in a trunk in the barn,” she said. “I almost burned them when he died, I was so distraught.”


“It must have been a terrible loss,” I said.


“Leaving me with three little ones …”


“The hardship must have been—”


“Would’ve liked to strangle him myself.” She turned and called, “Ilse, watch the baby!”


She led us through the yard to the barn. Judging by the smell, it needed a good mucking out. Near the back, in a closet below the hayloft, she showed us a small battered trunk. She opened the lid. Inside were a number of mildewed notebooks.


Henry and I made a show of paging through them quickly, muttering vague remarks to each other.


“I think these will all be of great interest to the archives,” I said.


“Indeed,” said Henry.


“He was always running damn fool errands for that witch Dr. Polidori,” said the woman darkly.


“I don’t believe we know him,” said Henry innocently.


“Had him looking for minerals and molds in the caves. Then my husband got it into his head that there was diamonds or gold or both down under the mountains.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not mixed up with this Polidori, are you?”


“Goodness me, no,” said Henry. “Our interest is purely archival.”


For a moment her scowl disappeared, and she looked at Henry and me with a mother’s concern.


“You’ve not got some scheme in mind, have you? To go exploring?”


“We are merely messengers, madam,” I said, and to avoid her eyes I started to count out silver coins from my purse. “We would like to take all these maps, if you’re agreeable.”


“They’re yours to take.”


She watched the coins as I pressed them into her palm. I did not like the look and smell of poverty about her home, and I gave her more than I needed to.


“That’s very decent of you, young sir,” she said, but with some reluctance still. “I just hope you’ve not got some fool notions like my late husband. Those caves kill. That’s all they do.”


“Thank you, madam,” I said. “Thank you very much indeed.”


We loaded the notebooks into our saddlebags, and she watched us from the door of her cottage as we rode off.


We did not speak for several minutes. Henry looked uneasy.


“Do you think it was Polidori who sent him to his death?” he said.


“That is overly dramatic. It sounds as if he rendered some services for Polidori, but then undertook his own adventures.”


“The point is, the caves are dangerous,” Henry said.


“But we will not be exploring. We will only follow his map to the pools. We know exactly what we’re looking for. We will go and return.”


I urged my horse to a canter and headed for home.


“What about this one here?” asked Konrad.


Elizabeth, Henry, and I were in his bedchamber after dinner, and we’d spent the last two hours on the floor, poring over Temerlin’s yellowing notebooks and maps by flickering candlelight. Temerlin had been an energetic man. It seemed there were very few caves, paths, cracks, and crevices he had not explored.


Konrad had unfolded a large map from within one of the notebooks. We came closer with our candles.


It was a wonder, almost frightening, for it looked like the intricate scribbling of a very methodical madman. A single passage quickly became many, and while most of the turnings and intersections were very clear, sometimes the lines of ink trailed into nothingness like the wanderings of an unhealthy mind.


“I suppose those were the tunnels he never explored to the end,” said Henry, touching some of these ghostly fadings-out.


“The opening here,” said Konrad, “is in the foothills, not far to the northeast of us. Isn’t that where Polidori said the entrance would be?”


I nodded, and for a moment we were silent as our eyes traveled these endless underground byways, awed by the vast hidden maze within our mountains.


“The general direction of the tunnels does seem to work northwest, toward the shores of the lake,” said Elizabeth excitedly.


“Look here,” I cried. “A pool!”


The chamber was clearly marked with wavy lines of blue ink. Crudely drawn among them was a fish.


“We have our map!” said Elizabeth.


“Let’s just hope it truly is a map,” said Konrad, “and not some invented doodling.”


I glanced at Elizabeth, hoping she’d see this remark as a show of cowardice.


“Don’t come if you have misgivings,” I said.


I paged through the scribbled notes in the book that contained the map. “It seems he made a most detailed chronicle of this exploration. It shouldn’t be hard to plot our route.”


“And then we will need to draw up a list of gear we’ll need,” Konrad said.


“I have already begun.” I felt very pleased with myself. I would have to be very vigilant if I wanted to keep control of this quest. From my pocket I drew out a small notebook.


Konrad laughed. “How can you know what we’ll need when we’ve only just discovered our route?”


I smiled. “We’re descending deep beneath the earth to catch a fish. Our gear is obvious. We’ll need lanterns, water, and food to keep our strength up. There will doubtless be holes and crevasses. We’ll need good rope. Mountaineering gear.”


“Mountaineering gear!” exclaimed Henry.


“There may be steep drops,” said Konrad wisely.


“Chalk to mark our route so we can return,” I added.


“Very sensible,” said Elizabeth. “Or a ball of string like Theseus in the Minotaur’s maze?”


“String snaps,” I said.


“Chalk can be wiped away,” countered Konrad.


“You’re assuming there is someone down there,” I said, “who wishes us harm.”


“Victor, don’t joke,” said Elizabeth. “You’ve made me shiver.”


“And me,” said Henry.


“I’m not joking,” I said. “We’ll also need our fishing rods and tackle. And weapons.”


“Weapons?” said Konrad. “To catch a fish?”


“Maybe. But a fish may not be the only thing we encounter in the depths. We were surprised in the Sturmwald, and I won’t be surprised again.”


We shortly bade Konrad good night. Henry went one way to his bedchamber, and Elizabeth and I went the other way. Together we walked silently down the corridor. All day she had virtually ignored me, and I could stand it no longer.


“You haven’t told Konrad about our nighttime tryst,” I whispered.


“That was no tryst,” Elizabeth replied tartly. “That was a deception. And you should be grateful I told him nothing of your shameful behavior. You conducted yourself like a scoundrel, but even so, I don’t want to harm the brotherly love you have for each other.”


I felt a moment’s pang of remorse, but at least now her eyes were on me—her beautiful hazel eyes. I did not understand it, but her angry face and words made me all the more attracted to her.


“And I hope that you say nothing of it either,” she added.


“Of course not,” I said. With a thrill of excitement I realized we had a secret. “Perhaps you didn’t tell him because you enjoyed our kiss,” I said daringly.


Her eyes narrowed. “You took what was not yours, Victor.”


She turned away, but I caught her by the hand. “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just—I could not help myself.”


She paused, her back still to me.


“I don’t understand myself anymore,” I said haltingly. “This feeling I have for you …”


When she turned around, her face was kind.


“Victor,” she said, “you must not fall in love with me. I love Konrad.”


“For how long?” I demanded.


“I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully. “Half a year. Maybe longer.”


“Why Konrad and not me?” I blurted, and instantly I felt like a childish fool.


She raised her eyebrows in surprise.


I muttered, “We’re the same, after all.”


She laughed lightly. “You are not the same.”


“Last night you couldn’t tell one from the other!”


“Your appearance maybe, in complete darkness. But your natures are very different.”


“How so?” I asked, anxious to know how she saw me.


She sighed. “You are rash and headstrong, and arrogant.”


“Not always,” I said, more humbly now. “Surely not.”


Her voice softened a little. “No. Not always. But there is a passion in you that scares me.”


“I thought women craved passion,” I said. “I read it in a novel, I think.”


She walked toward me and took both my hands. “Victor, you will always have my fondest love—”


“As a brother. Yes, I know,” I said scathingly. “I’m not interested in that sort of love.”


“Well, I am,” she said. “And you should be too. It is a precious thing.”


I snorted. “Please don’t insult me.”


She shook her head, looking genuinely pained.


I stormed on. “If I can’t have all your love, I want none of it.”


“I cannot control your will, Victor,” she said, and I saw a flare of her own wildcat fury. “Only you can do that. And I wonder sometimes if you have the discipline to do so!”


“Wait, don’t leave,” I said.


But this time she did not stop, and left me alone in the corridor, the portraits of my ancestors looking down on me severely; all but one.


“What are you smiling at, Happy Hans Frankenstein?” I muttered, and slouched toward my bedchamber.


Measuring this much, and no more. Grinding the ingredients to a fine powder. Finding the hottest part of the flame. Watching the powder liquefy and change color. Watching matter transmute.


The noxious odors sharpened my concentration, and minutes and hours dissolved, so intent was I in my work. Never had I achieved this kind of focus with my schoolwork.


It was also a welcome escape. Down here in my dungeon laboratory beneath the boathouse, I could purge Elizabeth from my thoughts. I’d spent a great deal of the previous two days here, following Eisenstein’s instructions to create the flameless fire. With success so close at hand, I felt a thrill of accomplishment.


I did not hear the footsteps until they were almost at my door. In dismay I whirled. There was nothing I could do to conceal my work. Mixing vessels and bubbling flasks and all kinds of other apparatus covered the table. And I myself, in my shirt with its sleeves rolled back, my brow sooty—I must have looked half-mad.


Konrad walked into view, holding his hand over his nose.


“What on earth is that diabolical smell?”


I exhaled. “Thank goodness. I thought it was Father.”


“You’re lucky he and Mother are still out.”


“Can you smell it in the house?” I asked in alarm.


“No. I only caught a whiff of it from the dock.” He came closer. “So this is where you’ve been disappearing the last few days. What are you up to?”


“Something to help us when we explore the caves.”


I had wanted to surprise everyone, and now that my relief was spent, I felt a twin stab of irritation and disappointment.


“Is this all … urine?” Konrad asked, gazing at several buckets on the floor.


“Yes.”


“I see. Yours?”


“Well, not all of it, obviously,” I replied. “Most of it comes from the horses.”


“Awfully considerate of them to give it to you.” He looked at me and smiled. I smiled back. Then he began to laugh, and I could not stop myself from following his lead. It was heedless, uncontrollable laughter, and even as I enjoyed it, it reminded me how little laughter Konrad and I had shared in the past month. But this—this was fun as we used to have it.


I went to him and hugged him tight. “Do you think me mad?”


He wiped his eyes. “Not yet. Tell me what you’re doing.”


“Well,” I said, “first it was necessary to boil the urine to a paste.”


“Of course.” He put his hands behind his back and surveyed my table like a pompous tutor. It was difficult not to start laughing again.


“And after that I needed to transmute the paste into gaseous form—”


“Gaseous form! Excellent!” he said. “I like what you’ve done with these little glass curlicues, by the way.”


“They allow me to pass the gas through water to create—Well, I don’t want to tell you yet. But you’ll be amazed.”


“No doubt. Where did you learn all this?”


“Eisenstein,” I said, pointing to the green book on the table.


“That is from the Dark Library too, is it?”


I nodded.


“Let’s just hope Father isn’t checking the shelves. How can you bear the smell?”


“I’d stopped noticing.”


“Come on. You need some fresh air, Little Brother. Henry and I want to go for a row on the lake. Your company is requested.”


Looking at him smiling upon me, my guilt was sharp. I had stolen his kiss from Elizabeth. I had harbored jealous and stingy thoughts. I was indeed a scoundrel.


“Soon,” I promised. “I’m nearly finished. Ready the boat, and I’ll join you in half an hour.”


“But is he strong enough yet?” Mother asked worriedly the next day at lunch.


We had just told our parents of our plan to go riding in the foothills.


Father looked at Konrad, who was eating his sausage and potato Rösti with great enthusiasm. “Look at him, Caroline. He blooms with health. I see no reason why they shouldn’t have their outing tomorrow.”


Konrad truly did look well. He’d regained almost all of his lost weight, and his face was no longer gaunt.


“It won’t be arduous,” I said, pouring myself some more cider. “We only mean to do some fishing, wander in the hills, and have a leisurely picnic.”


“And it will be Henry’s last day with us,” Konrad reminded them, for Mr. Clerval had returned from his journey. “Our good-bye celebration.”


“And if Konrad becomes too tired,” said Elizabeth, “he can recline on a blanket like a sultan and we will feed him grapes and fan him.”


Mother sighed. “Very well, as long as you promise to return before sunset. Henry, you are more levelheaded than these three. I charge you with everyone’s safe return.”


“I give you my word, Madame Frankenstein,” said Henry.


“Thank you, Mother,” said Konrad. “And now, to prove my fitness, I will trounce Victor in fencing.”


“Do not count on it,” I said.


“A hit!” said Konrad.


“Your point,” I panted as we retreated to our starting positions. It was not a formal fencing match this time, just the two of us in the armory. Konrad had wanted a single bout—his first since his illness—to see what kind of shape he was in. And damn him, he was in the lead! Three hits to my two.


“En garde!” I said, readying my foil.


“Allez!” said Konrad, and we circled each other. It was my attack, and I watched him like a falcon, knowing I needed three more hits if I wanted to win.


“You are very good, Victor,” Konrad said.


“Without my usual partner I’m out of practice,” I replied.


I remembered our last match. My victory against him had really been a lie, since he’d been sick.


“There’s something I must tell you,” Konrad said. “It’s given me a guilty conscience, keeping it from you so long. You and I shouldn’t keep secrets.”


“What’s your secret?” I was glad my face was concealed.


“I am in love with Elizabeth.”


“You are?” I let my foil drop, as though surprised, and then I lunged. He parried weakly, and left himself wide open for my riposte. I struck him in the belly.


“Nicely done,” he said, retreating.


Now we were tied.


“Did you know?” he asked as we stepped back and prepared to resume the bout.


“I had an inkling,” I said guardedly. “And does she return your feelings?”


“Entirely.”


His single word delivered a sharper stab than any foil.


“But how … When did this happen?” I still couldn’t understand how I could’ve been so ignorant of this.


“Sundays, when I take her to Mass.”


I nodded. Over the years, that would have given them ample time alone.


Hurt barbed my next comment. “But it’s strange, don’t you think? She’s grown up with us as a sister …”


“But she is not our sister, just a distant cousin.”


“True, but doesn’t it seem just a touch … unsavory to you?”


We watched each other warily, foils at the ready.


“Not in the least,” he said. “En garde.”


“I wonder how Mother and Father will feel about it,” I mused.


“Oh, I think Mother knows perfectly well how Elizabeth and I feel about each other.”


“You’ve told her—and not me!” I exclaimed, genuinely hurt.


He lunged, and I quickly parried.


“She could tell,” Konrad said. “I didn’t need to confide in her. And she was very happy about it. She said it had long been her wish, and Father’s, that Elizabeth would one day be a bride to one of us, and be forever part of our family.”


“You mean to marry at sixteen?”


“When we’re older, of course.”


“From what I’ve heard,” I said, “youthful passions are often fleeting. You may both feel differently in a few years.”


“Listen to you—he who has never been in love!”


“How do you know?” I said coldly.


Our blades clashed, and before Konrad could retreat, I had struck his jacket.


“A hit,” I said.


“You are filled with fire,” he said. “Well done.”


We backed away from each other once more, puffing.


“So, have you been in love?” Konrad wanted to know. “With whom? Out with it!”


“That’s my business.”


“We don’t keep secrets, you and I.”


“You’ve kept yours,” I said. “And for quite some time.”


“Well, a few months perhaps. No more.”


That was not what Elizabeth had told me, but I said nothing. I was not quite that reckless, not yet.


“One of us,” I murmured.


“What?”


“You said it was Mother’s wish that Elizabeth marry one of us. Wasn’t that right?”


“Yes. Why?”


“So she wasn’t picky about which one?”


Konrad dropped his guard for a moment, but was quick enough to parry when I lunged.


“What if,” I panted, “you and I were to love the same person? What if I loved Elizabeth too?”


We circled warily.


“But you don’t.”


“Pretend I do.”


He shrugged. “It would be a disappointment to you. Because she loves me.”


In my temper I lunged clumsily. He knocked my blade to the side and hit me.


“A point,” he said. “We are tied. En garde.”


“Allez!” I said. “Are you so sure she could love only you? That you’re so much better than me?”


“Victor, I didn’t say that.”


“But you think it.”


“Why are you so angry?”


“Because people will always love you best,” I said. “You are … a more charming person. No doubt kinder, too.”


He laughed. “I’ve never thought so.” Backward and forward we tested each other.


“You do not really love Elizabeth, do you?” he said.


“No,” I lied.


Konrad lunged and scored his winning hit, right on my heart.


He sighed, lifting his mask. “That is a relief. A fine bout. I am still out of shape. We must do this more often.”


My brother had kept a secret from me, and now I would keep one from him.


I will have Elizabeth as my own.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DR. MURNAU

 

THE FAMOUS DR. MURNAU FROM INGOLSTADT arrived at the château the following day.


I’d expected someone dignified and gray-haired who would emanate knowledge and quiet confidence. But this fellow was surprisingly young—he couldn’t have been more than thirty—and he looked like he needed a doctor himself. I don’t think I’d ever seen anyone so thin and pale. His fingers were positively skeletal. Behind his dusty spectacles his watery eyes appeared permanently startled.


He was to stay with us at least a week, and Father had given him one of the turret rooms, with an adjoining parlor to use as his surgery and laboratory. As his carriage was unloaded after breakfast, I counted no fewer than six trunks, no doubt filled with all sorts of chemicals and apparatus.


Father said Dr. Murnau had lectured at the finest universities and was widely thought the best, and most progressive, healer in Europe. If anyone could devise a cure for Konrad, it would be him.


He spent a full hour examining my brother, and the whole time Elizabeth and I paced the hallway outside—when we didn’t have our ears pressed to the door. When the doctor finally emerged, he actually gave a little jump of surprise when he saw us.


“So. What is your diagnosis, Doctor?” I asked.


“Oh, I’m afraid I don’t have one yet,” he said in a nasal voice.


I blinked in surprise and disappointment, for the other doctors had needed no more than twenty minutes to make their decisions.


“I’ll have to conduct many other examinations,” he said with a nervous smile. “After lunch I’ll bleed him. Now, if you’ll excuse—”


“He’s already been bled,” I said, thinking of the useless Dr. Bartonne.


“Yes, so I understand,” replied Dr. Murnau.


“It did no good,” Elizabeth added. “Only weakened him further.”


Dr. Murnau nodded so vigorously that his glasses slipped down his nose a bit, and he pushed them back with a bony finger. “Don’t worry. Listen, I know there are many doctors who put great store in bleeding, but I’m not one of them. It’s completely useless. You might as well—I don’t know—chant druidic incantations.” He gave a strange little titter of laughter. “But when I said I’d bleed your brother, I only meant I’m going to take some of his blood—to study.”


“Study?” Elizabeth said with a frown.


“Exactly.” He licked his lips. “Just a small quantity, mind you. Now, there’s some reading I really must do.”


And with an awkward bow he left us alone in the hallway.


“What do you make of him?” I asked Elizabeth.


“Apart from the fact he’s clearly insane?” she said.


“What can he learn from Konrad’s blood?” I wondered. “Except that he needs it in his body to live!”


“There is something ghoulish about it.”


“He’s like a vampire,” I said.


When I’d first heard about Dr. Murnau, I’d felt hopeful—and more than a bit foolish. This man had spent years of his life studying, practicing his discipline. And here I was, with books of alchemy, seeking out a legendary elixir of life.


But now that I knew of his outlandish plans—to study blood!—they seemed even more fantastical than any tome of ancient spells.


The next day we would return to Mr. Polidori, to see what success he’d had translating the Alphabet of the Magi.


“I have made progress,” Polidori said, ushering us into his musty parlor.


“That is excellent news!” said Elizabeth.


Once more the three of us had come into the city with Father and secretly made our way to Wollstonekraft Alley. Polidori had greeted us eagerly.


“So you were able to translate the alphabet?” I asked.


“It is a devious thing,” he replied, leading us to a table covered with books and parchments. “Not all the alphabet could be recovered. And it is no simple matter of substituting a letter of our own alphabet for each arcane symbol. No, no. It’s an ever-changing cipher, you see, and every twenty-six letters, the meaning of the symbols alters completely.”


“Good Lord,” exclaimed Henry, “then how can you discern the meaning of the next characters?”


The alchemist wagged a finger. “The clues, you see, are implanted in the previous transcription, and from there you must riddle out the rest. As you might imagine, this is time-consuming. And even when one has a small triumph, what is produced is an archaic form of Latin that necessitates a further translation—”


“But you have made progress,” I prompted.


“Oh, indeed. I have translated the preface.”


“Just the preface?” I said, and felt myself sag in disappointment. Why would he waste time with the preface? I never read prefaces. Skip the preface and move on to the meat of the thing! Curled near the hearth, Krake the lynx gave a low purr and stared at me, as though chiding me for my impatience.


“In the preface,” said Polidori, “there is important information. Agrippa tells us there are three ingredients.”


“Three is not so many,” said Elizabeth, sounding encouraged.


“And,” said Polidori, smiling at us, “just last night I discovered the first of them.”


“You have the first ingredient!” I cried in delight. “That truly is excellent news. Well done, sir! Do you have it here?”


“Unfortunately I do not, young master.”


“Do you need us to purchase it elsewhere?” Elizabeth asked helpfully.


“There is no apothecary that will sell this,” said Polidori. “Come, and I will show you.”


On the table a great volume lay open. “Here it is. Look,” he said, pointing to a colored engraving.


“It is a fungus, or lichen, of some sort,” I said.


“Very good,” said Polidori. “A lichen. Usnea lunaria.”


“It is beautiful,” said Elizabeth.


The engraving had been rendered with painstaking detail. The lichen was a brownish-gray, its complicated filaments as delicate as lacework. I stared at the image a long time, trying to memorize its shape, color, and texture.


“It has healing properties, then?” Henry said.


“It is a toxin,” Polidori replied simply.


“A toxin?” Elizabeth said in alarm. “You mean a poison?”


“Yes, but a poison to destroy other poisons,” Polidori said. And then he must have seen the uncertain look on my face, for he added, “Healing is a complicated business. To heal, sometimes we must harm the body, but hope that the overall effect is beneficial.”


“It is true,” Henry said to me. “I remember your father saying arsenic was sometimes administered as a curative.”


“The dose is critical,” Polidori said. “And Agrippa is very specific about it. Let me worry about that. Right now our first task is to procure the lichen.”


“Where does it grow?” Elizabeth asked.


“It is a tree lichen,” said Polidori. “I once collected it myself, but”—he waved a hand at his withered legs—“that is no longer possible.”


“Where do we find it?” I asked.


“We are most fortunate. It can be found not half a day’s ride from here. Throughout the year it migrates across the trunks of the tree to follow the moon. Not surprisingly, it grows at the summit of only the tallest trees.”


“The tallest trees are in the Sturmwald,” I said.


I knew the forest well, since it rose from the steep hills behind our château in Bellerive. The trees that tended to thrive there were strong, for in winter they were racked by terrible winds. Some had reached great heights, and were said to have been growing since before the time of Christ.


“I have here a map,” said Polidori, producing a piece of paper so many times folded that it was almost in tatters. “I kept it, you see, in case I ever had need of the lichen again. You will see here some landmarks to help you on your way. On the actual tree where I found the lichen, I cut a blaze in the bark, but there is no guarantee it will still be seen. It was many years ago, before I lost the use of my legs.”


I glanced again at his legs, and thought how I would hate to have that freedom taken from me.


“Thank you,” I said, placing his map carefully inside my pocket.


“It will not be easy,” he said. “Though the lichen needs the moon to live, it can only be seen on the darkest nights.”


I shook my head, not understanding.


“It must be the exact same color as the bark on which it grows,” said Elizabeth, looking at the engraving.


“Exactly so,” said Polidori. “Even in the moon’s full glare you will not be able to discern it. But in the darkness you will see it.”


“How can this be?” Henry asked.


“It exudes a very pale glow,” said Polidori. “But you must make sure there is no moonlight whatsoever. That is how you will find it.”


“How much must we gather?” Elizabeth asked sensibly.


Polidori passed her a glass vial padded in leather. “This should be ample.”


I looked at Elizabeth and Henry in turn. “Well, it seems simple enough,” I said jokingly. “We must navigate the Sturmwald in total darkness, find and climb the tallest tree, and then, at the summit, discover the lichen.”


“Have you seen the trees of the Sturmwald?” Henry said to me. “Many don’t even have branches until they are fifty feet high!”


“You will certainly need rope,” the apothecary said.


“How can one climb a tree in total darkness while holding a lantern?” Henry demanded. “Two free hands are needed!”


“Dr. Polidori has done it, and we can do it too,” said Elizabeth, her eyes flashing angrily at Henry.


“But your friend is right,” said Polidori. “Climbing a tree at night is a tricky business. A torch would set the tree alight, and a lantern is too cumbersome. I have something that may be of even greater use.”


He passed me a thick padded wallet.


“What is this?” I asked.


“The ingredients for a simple compound. I would mix it for you myself, but its potency is brief and the mixture must be used within twelve hours of being prepared. I have written instructions inside. And it will make your nighttime journey much easier.”


I saw Elizabeth and Henry look at me uneasily.


“Does this involve the devil’s works in any way?” Henry asked.


Polidori laughed. “Good sir, neither the devil nor the angels have any part in my work.”


“What exactly does the mixture do?” Elizabeth asked.


“It gives you,” Polidori said, “the vision of the wolf.”


[image: images]


When we returned home from the city, I was passing Dr. Murnau’s rooms and saw the door to his laboratory ajar.


I stuck my head in and could see no sign of the doctor. But on a long trestle table was a great array of apparatus, and among them an open box filled with metal needles, glinting in the light. There was a whole row of them, of varying lengths. As if drawn, I stepped closer. The needles were hollow, their points more wickedly tapered than a serpent’s fang.


My eyes traveled over the table to a long rack that held six slim stoppered vials of ruby red blood. In shallow round glass dishes still more red fluid rested. Konrad’s blood. It was everywhere.


I felt a chill. When I’d said to Elizabeth that the doctor was like a vampire, it had been half in jest, but now I was not so sure. Why would you collect someone’s blood?


“Would you like to look?” a voice said, and I jerked round with a start, to see Dr. Murnau emerging from his bedchamber, dressed for dinner.


“I am sorry for intruding, sir,” I said, but his gaunt face showed no signs of anger.


“You seem a curious lad,” he said. “Come here. Let me show you.”


Near the window was set up a very impressive microscope, the mirror angled to catch the light and illuminate the specimen.


On the tray was a glass slide, with a bright red smear in the center.


“This is Konrad’s blood,” I said.


“Please.” With his bony finger he gestured for me to look through the eyepiece.


I lowered my face and looked—


And was astounded. There was a living world before me. Rounded objects moved and collided. As I watched, some pinched in half and became two. Others clung to one another until one withered and died.


“This is all in his blood?” I said, terrified.


“Your blood wouldn’t look so dissimilar.”


“What are they all doing?”


“Ah.” He raised his eyebrows. “I’ll share my thoughts with all of you tonight.”


I said nothing, staring into the microscope. We were all hosts, it seemed, to countless millions of organisms, all with their own complicated intelligence.


“Fascinating, isn’t it?” he said.


I nodded, still staring. The world was filled with mystery, and I wanted to discover all its secrets.


“Is his blood normal?” I asked.


“No.”


I looked up at him quickly. “Can you make it so?”


“That is a matter of further investigation,” he said. “And a matter for your father and me to discuss.”


“Of course,” I said, standing.


“In future, Victor, I’d rather you didn’t enter my laboratory unless I’m here. My equipment’s delicate. I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, and I realized I had been dismissed.


I returned to my room to dress.
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“I believe that your son has a self-generated abnormality of the blood,” said Dr. Murnau.


It was after dinner. William and Ernest had been taken to the nursery by Justine, and the rest of the family had retired to the west sitting room. I glanced over at Elizabeth and Henry, then Mother and Father, and could tell they were all just as eager as I to hear what the strange doctor would say next.


“Blood is an incredible substance,” he explained as he accepted a glass of port from Father. “It’s no simple fluid. Think of it as a liquid metropolis! Thriving with activity!”


“What kind of activity?” Mother asked.


“The blood’s filled with what I call cells, Madame Frankenstein. Tiny, enclosed compartments—invisible to the naked eye—inside of which all sorts of important work is being done. The cells are like living machines, which go about their work completely without our knowledge or will.”


None of my tutors had ever been this excited about their subject. There was definitely something hypnotic about the way this bizarre, cadaverous doctor spoke—I was hanging on his every word, desperate to understand more about the microscopic world I’d glimpsed earlier in his laboratory.


“There are so many of these cells,” he continued, “that a man could spend a lifetime observing them, and still not understand them all. What I do know is this: Almost all of these cells do some vital work to keep the body healthy. Some carry nutrients. Some fight disease. Some send messages that spur other cells into action.” He paused to push his glasses back up his nose. “Sometimes, though, the body, through some freak of nature, produces cells designed to destroy itself.”


“Destroy itself?” murmured Elizabeth.


It was a frightening idea, to think that our own bodies could turn against us.


“In Konrad’s blood,” Dr. Murnau went on, “I’ve identified many rogue cells making mischief, and I believe these have been the cause of his wasting fever.”


Making mischief. He made it sound no more serious than a children’s game.


“Is there a cure?” Mother asked, her fingers tight around her goblet.


Dr. Murnau cleared his throat. “The disease is rare, but I’ve had some early success developing a treatment.”


I noticed he did not say “cure”—but I remained silent.


“With the samples I’ve taken,” the doctor said, “I’m hoping to produce a compound that will attack these rogue cells.”


“Have you any idea how long this will take?” Father asked.


“I’ll need two or three more days to prepare. As for the treatment itself, it will take place over a week, as I inject the medicine into his veins.”


“Into his veins?” I said, remembering all those needles with a shudder.


“It’s the most direct route,” said Dr. Murnau.


My parents looked at each other. Father took Mother’s hand and nodded.


“Very well, Doctor,” said Mother. “Please proceed with all possible speed.”


I wondered how great my parents’ confidence was in Murnau. Were they filled with hope? Or did they think his treatment no more reliable than a recipe from an alchemist’s book?


Three days later Konrad’s treatment began.


Beside his bed was a metal stand. Hanging from it, upside down, was a sealed glass flask. It was filled with some manner of clear fluid—the special medicine Dr. Murnau had concocted. From the flask’s rubber stopper snaked a long tube that joined a hollow-tipped needle snugly tied to my brother’s forearm. The serpent’s end of the needle pricked his flesh and entered one of his veins. The liquid, through some ingenious device, dripped slowly, entering his blood gradually, minute by minute, hour by hour.


Dr. Murnau had given my brother a potent sleeping draft.


For two days Konrad lay in bed, still and pale as death.


Tomorrow night, during the new moon, we would make our trip to the Sturmwald.
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Victor Frankenstein’s journey continues in Mary Shelley’s classic!
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CHAPTER III
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I sat one evening in my laboratory; the sun had set, and the moon was just rising from the sea; I had not sufficient light for my employment, and I remained idle, in a pause of consideration of whether I should leave my labour for the night, or hasten its conclusion by an unremitting attention to it. As I sat, a train of reflection occurred to me, which led me to consider the effects of what I was now doing. Three years before I was engaged in the same manner, and had created a fiend whose unparalleled barbarity had desolated my heart, and filled it for ever with the bitterest remorse. I was now about to form another being, of whose dispositions I was alike ignorant; she might become ten thousand times more malignant than her mate, and delight, for its own sake, in murder and wretchedness. He had sworn to quit the neighbourhood of man, and hide himself in deserts; but she had not; and she, who in all probability was to become a thinking and reasoning animal, might refuse to comply with a compact made before her creation. They might even hate each other; the creature who already lived loathed his own deformity, and might he not conceive a greater abhorrence for it when it came before his eyes in the female form? She also might turn with disgust from him to the superior beauty of man; she might quit him, and he be again alone, exasperated by the fresh provocation of being deserted by one of his own species.


Even if they were to leave Europe, and inhabit the deserts of the new world, yet one of the first results of those sympathies for which the dæmon thirsted would be children, and a race of devils would be propagated upon the earth, who might make the very existence of the species of man a condition precarious and full of terror. Had I a right, for my own benefit, to inflict this curse upon everlasting generations? I had before been moved by the sophisms1 of the being I had created; I had been struck senseless by his fiendish threats: but now, for the first time, the wickedness of my promise burst upon me; I shuddered to think that future ages might curse me as their pest, whose selfishness had not hesitated to buy its own peace at the price perhaps of the existence of the whole human race.


I trembled, and my heart failed within me; when, on looking up, I saw, by the light of the moon, the dæmon at the casement. A ghastly grin wrinkled his lips as he gazed on me, where I sat fulfilling the task which he had allotted to me. Yes, he had followed me in my travels; he had loitered in forests, hid himself in caves, or taken refuge in wide and desert heaths; and he now came to mark my progress, and claim the fulfilment of my promise.


As I looked on him, his countenance expressed the utmost extent of malice and treachery. I thought with a sensation of madness on my promise of creating another like to him, and, trembling with passion, tore to pieces the thing on which I was engaged. The wretch saw me destroy the creature on whose future existence he depended for happiness, and, with a howl of devilish despair and revenge, withdrew.


I left the room, and, locking the door, made a solemn vow in my own heart never to resume my labours; and then, with trembling steps, I sought my own apartment. I was alone; none were near me to dissipate the gloom, and relieve me from the sickening oppression of the most terrible reveries.


Several hours passed, and I remained near my window gazing on the sea; it was almost motionless, for the winds were hushed, and all nature reposed under the eye of the quiet moon. A few fishing vessels alone specked the water, and now and then the gentle breeze wafted the sound of voices, as the fishermen called to one another. I felt the silence, although I was hardly conscious of its extreme profundity until my ear was suddenly arrested by the paddling of oars near the shore, and a person landed close to my house.


In a few minutes after, I heard the creaking of my door, as if some one endeavoured to open it softly. I trembled from head to foot; I felt a presentiment of who it was, and wished to rouse one of the peasants who dwelt in a cottage not far from mine; but I was overcome by the sensation of helplessness, so often felt in frightful dreams, when you in vain endeavour to fly from an impending danger, and was rooted to spot.


Presently I heard the sound of footsteps along the passage; the door opened, and the wretch whom I dreaded appeared. Shutting the door, he approached me, and said, in a smothered voice—


“You have destroyed the work which you began; what is it that you intend? Do you dare to break your promise? I have endured toil and misery: I left Switzerland with you; I crept along the shores of the Rhine, among its willow islands, and over the summits of its hills. I have dwelt many months in the heaths of England, and among the deserts of Scotland. I have endured incalculable fatigue, and cold, and hunger; do you dare destroy my hopes?”


“Begone! I do break my promise; never will I create another like yourself, equal in deformity and wickedness.”


“Slave, I before reasoned with you, but you have proved yourself unworthy of my condescension. Remember that I have power; you believe yourself miserable, but I can make you so wretched that the light of day will be hateful to you. You are my creator, but I am your master;—obey!”


“The hour of my weakness is past, and the period of your power2 is arrived. Your threats cannot move me to do an act of wickedness; but they confirm me in a resolution of not creating you a companion in vice. Shall I, in cool blood, set loose upon the earth a dæmon, whose delight is in death and wretchedness? Begone! I am firm, and your words will only exasperate my rage.”


The monster saw my determination in my face, and gnashed his teeth in the impotence of anger. “Shall each man,” cried he, “find a wife for his bosom, and each beast have his mate, and I be alone? I had feelings of affection, and they were requited by detestation and scorn. Man, you may hate; but beware! Your hours will pass in dread and misery, and soon the bolt will fall which must ravish from you your happiness for ever. Are you to be happy, while I grovel in the intensity of my wretchedness? You can blast my other passions; but revenge remains—revenge, henceforth dearer than light or food! I may die; but first you, my tyrant and tormentor, shall curse the sun that gazes on your misery. Beware; for I am fearless, and therefore powerful. I will watch with the wiliness of a snake, that I may sting with its venom. Man, you shall repent of the injuries you inflict.”


“Devil, cease; and do not poison the air with these sounds of malice. I have declared my resolution to you, and I am no coward to bend beneath words. Leave me; I am inexorable.”


“It is well. I go; but remember, I shall be with you on your wedding-night.”


I started forward, and exclaimed, “Villain! before you sign my death-warrant, be sure that you are yourself safe.”


I would have seized him; but he eluded me, and quitted the house with precipitation: in a few moments I saw him in his boat, which shot across the waters with an arrowy swiftness, and was soon lost amidst the waves.


All was again silent; but his words rung in my ears. I burned with rage to pursue the murderer of my peace, and precipitate him into the ocean. I walked up and down my room hastily and perturbed, while my imagination conjured up a thousand images to torment and sting me. Why had I not followed him, and closed3 with him in mortal strife? But I had suffered him to depart, and he had directed his course towards the main land. I shuddered to think who might be the next victim sacrificed to his insatiate revenge. And then I thought again of his words—“I will be with you on your wedding-night.” That then was the period fixed for the fulfilment of my destiny. In that hour I should die and at once satisfy and extinguish his malice. The prospect did not move me to fear; yet when I thought of my beloved Elizabeth,—of her tears and endless sorrow, when she should find her lover so barbarously snatched from her,—tears, the first I had shed for many months, streamed from my eyes, and I resolved not to fall before my enemy without a bitter struggle.


The night passed away, and the sun rose from the ocean; my feelings became calmer, if it may be called calmness, when the violence of rage sinks into the depths of despair. I left the house, the horrid scene of the last night’s contention, and walked on the beach of the sea, which I almost regarded as an insuperable barrier between me and my fellow-creatures; nay, a wish that such should prove the fact stole across me. I desired that I might pass my life on that barren rock, wearily it is true, but uninterrupted by any sudden shock of misery. If I returned, it was to be sacrificed, or to see those whom I most loved die under the grasp of a dæmon whom I had myself created.


I walked about the isle like a restless spectre, separated from all I loved, and miserable in the separation. When it became noon, and the sun rose higher, I lay down on the grass, and was overpowered by a deep sleep. I had been awake the whole of the preceding night, my nerves were agitated, and my eyes inflamed by watching and misery. The sleep into which I now sunk refreshed me; and when I awoke, I again felt as if I belonged to a race of human beings like myself, and I began to reflect upon what had passed with greater composure; yet still the words of the fiend rung in my ears like a death-knell, they appeared like a dream, yet distinct and oppressive as a reality.


The sun had far descended, and I still sat on the shore, satisfying my appetite, which had become ravenous, with an oaten cake, when I saw a fishing-boat land close to me, and one of the men brought me a packet; it contained letters from Geneva, and one from Clerval, entreating me to join him. He said that nearly a year had elapsed since we had quitted Switzerland, and France was yet unvisited. He entreated me, therefore, to leave my solitary isle, and meet him at Perth, in a week from that time, when we might arrange the plan of our future proceedings. This letter in a degree recalled me to life, and I determined to quit my island at the expiration of two days.


Yet, before I departed, there was a task to perform, on which I shuddered to reflect: I must pack my chemical instruments; and for that purpose I must enter the room which had been the scene of my odious work, and I must handle those utensils, the sight of which was sickening to me. The next morning, at day-break, I summoned sufficient courage, and unlocked the door of my laboratory. The remains of the half-finished creature, whom I had destroyed, lay scattered on the floor, and I almost felt as if I had mangled the living flesh of a human being. I paused to collect myself, and then entered the chamber. With trembling hand I conveyed the instruments out of the room; but I reflected that I ought not to leave the relics of my work to excite the horror and suspicion of the peasants, and I accordingly put them into a basket, with a great quantity of stones, and laying them up, determined to throw them into the sea that very night; and in the mean time I sat upon the beach, employed in cleaning and arranging my chemical apparatus.


Nothing could be more complete than the alteration that had taken place in my feelings since the night of the appearance of the dæmon. I had before regarded my promise with a gloomy despair, as a thing that, with whatever consequences, must be fulfilled; but I now felt as if a film had been taken from before my eyes, and that I, for the first time, saw clearly. The idea of renewing my labours did not for one instant occur to me; the threat I had heard weighed on my thoughts, but I did not reflect that a voluntary act of mine could avert it. I had resolved in my own mind, that to create another like the fiend I had first made would be an act of the basest and most atrocious selfishness; and I banished from my mind every thought that could lead to a different conclusion.


Between two and three in the morning the moon rose; and I then, putting my basket aboard a little skiff,4 sailed out about four miles from the shore. The scene was perfectly solitary: a few boats were returning towards land, but I sailed away from them. I felt as if I was about the commission of a dreadful crime, and avoided with shuddering anxiety any encounter with my fellow-creatures. At one time the moon, which had before been clear, was suddenly overspread by a thick cloud, and I took advantage of the moment of darkness, and cast my basket into the sea; I listened to the gurgling sound as it sunk, and then sailed away from the spot. The sky became clouded; but the air was pure, although, chilled by the north-east breeze that was then rising. But it refreshed me, and filled me with such agreeable sensations, that I resolved to prolong my stay on the water, and fixing the rudder in a direct position, stretched myself at the bottom of the boat. Clouds hid the moon, every thing was obscure, and I heard only the sound of the boat, as its keel cut through the waves; the murmur lulled me, and in a short time I slept soundly.


I do not know how long I remained in this situation, but when I awoke I found that the sun had already mounted considerably. The wind was high, and the waves continually threatened the safety of my little skiff. I found that the wind was north-east, and must have driven me far from the coast from which I had embarked. I endeavoured to change my course, but quickly found that if I again made the attempt the boat would be instantly filled with water. Thus situated, my only resource was to drive before the wind. I confess that I felt a few sensations of terror. I had no compass with me, and was so little acquainted with the geography of this part of the world that the sun was of little benefit to me. I might be driven into the wide Atlantic, and feel all the tortures of starvation, or be swallowed up in the immeasurable waters that roared and buffeted around me. I had already been out many hours, and felt the torment of a burning thirst,5 a prelude to my other sufferings. I looked on the heavens, which were covered by clouds that flew before the wind only to be replaced by others: I looked upon the sea, it was to be my grave. “Fiend,” I exclaimed, “your task is already fulfilled!” I thought of Elizabeth, of my father, and of Clerval; and sunk into a reverie, so despairing and frightful, that even now, when the scene is on the point of closing before me for ever, I shudder to reflect on it.


Some hours passed thus; but by degrees, as the sun declined towards the horizon, the wind died away into a gentle breeze, and the sea became free from breakers. But these gave place to a heavy swell; I felt sick, and hardly able to hold the rudder, when suddenly I saw a line of high land towards the south.


Almost spent, as I was, by fatigue, and the dreadful suspense I endured for several hours, this sudden certainty of life rushed like a flood of warm joy to my heart, and tears gushed from my eyes.


How mutable are our feelings, and how strange is that clinging love we have of life even in the excess of misery! I constructed another sail with a part of my dress, and eagerly steered my course towards the land. It had a wild and rocky appearance; but as I approached nearer, I easily perceived the traces of cultivation. I saw vessels near the shore, and found myself suddenly transported back to the neighbourhood of civilized man. I eagerly traced the windings of the land, and hailed a steeple which I at length saw issuing from behind a small promontory. As I was in a state of extreme debility, I resolved to sail directly towards the town as a place where I could most easily procure nourishment. Fortunately I had money with me. As I turned the promontory, I perceived a small neat town and a good harbour, which I entered, my heart bounding with joy at my unexpected escape.


As I was occupied in fixing the boat and arranging the sails, several people crowded towards the spot. They seemed very much surprised at my appearance; but, instead of offering me any assistance, whispered together with gestures that at any other time might have produced in me a slight sensation of alarm. As it was, I merely remarked that they spoke English; and I therefore addressed them in that language: “My good friends,” said I, “will you be so kind as to tell me the name of this town, and inform me where I am?”


“You will know that soon enough,” replied a man with a gruff voice. “May be you are come to a place that will not prove much to your taste; but you will not be consulted as to your quarters, I promise you.”


I was exceedingly surprised on receiving so rude an answer from a stranger; and I was also disconcerted on perceiving the frowning and angry countenances of his companions. “Why do you answer me so roughly?” I replied: “surely it is not the custom of Englishmen to receive strangers so inhospitably.”


“I do not know,” said the man, “what the custom of the English may be; but it is the custom of the Irish to hate villains.”


While this strange dialogue continued, I perceived the crowd rapidly increase. Their faces expressed a mixture of curiosity and anger, which annoyed, and in some degree alarmed me. I inquired the way to the inn; but no one replied. I then moved forward, and a murmuring sound arose from the crowd as they followed and surrounded me; when an ill-looking man approached, tapped me on the shoulder, and said, “Come, Sir, you must follow me to Mr. Kirwin’s, to give an account of yourself.”


“Who is Mr. Kirwin? Why am I to give an account of myself? Is not this a free country?”


“Aye, Sir, free enough for honest folks. Mr. Kirwin is a magistrate; and you are to give an account of the death of a gentleman who was found murdered here last night.”


This answer startled me; but I presently recovered myself. I was innocent; that could easily be proved: accordingly I followed my conductor in silence, and was led to one of the best houses in the town. I was ready to sink from fatigue and hunger; but, being surrounded by a crowd, I thought it politic to rouse all my strength, that no physical debility might be construed into apprehension or conscious guilt. Little did I then expect the calamity that was in a few moments to overwhelm me, and extinguish in horror and despair all fear of ignominy or death.


I must pause here; for it requires all my fortitude to recall the memory of the frightful events which I am about to relate, in proper detail, to my recollection.
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LETTER III

 

[image: Image]


To Mrs. Saville, England.
July 7th, 17—.


My dear Sister,


I write a few lines in haste, to say that I am safe, and well advanced on my voyage. This letter will reach England by a merchant-man now on its homeward voyage from Archangel; more fortunate than I, who may not see my native land, perhaps, for many years. I am, however, in good spirits: my men are bold, and apparently firm of purpose; nor do the floating sheets of ice that continually pass us, indicating the dangers of the region towards which we are advancing, appear to dismay them. We have already reached a very high latitude; but it is the height of summer, and although not so warm as in England, the southern gales, which blow us speedily towards those shores which I so ardently desire to attain, breathe a degree of renovating warmth which I had not expected.


No incidents have hitherto befallen us, that would make a figure1 in a letter. One or two stiff gales, and the breaking of a mast, are accidents which experienced navigators scarcely remember to record; and I shall be well content, if nothing worse happen to us during our voyage.


Adieu, my dear Margaret. Be assured, that for my own sake, as well as yours, I will not rashly encounter danger. I will be cool, persevering, and prudent.


Remember me to all my English friends.


Most affectionately yours,


R. W.
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CHAPTER TEN
THE DESCENT

 

SOMEONE SHOULD STAY BEHIND WITH THE HORSES,” SAID Konrad.


Despite Temerlin’s careful map, it had taken us a good half hour to find the entrance to the cave in the foothills. It was a man-size cleft in a rocky outcropping, partly hidden behind shrubs. The four of us dismounted and started to unload the gear from our saddlebags.


“The horses can take care of themselves,” Elizabeth said. “We’ll hobble them, and they can graze. I saw a creek just over there where they can drink.”


“I think you should stay with the horses,” said Konrad.


I smiled to myself, knowing what was coming.


“I’ll do no such thing,” she said indignantly. “Victor knows how capable I am.”


“I’ll vouch for it a hundred times over,” I said.


“I didn’t say you weren’t—,” Konrad tried to say.


“Then, please don’t insult me by suggesting I shouldn’t come. You stay with the horses if you like.”


“I will stay with them,” said Henry, eyeing the cave opening with some horror. “There is the small matter of my claustrophobia.”


I looked at Henry. “I didn’t know you suffered from that affliction as well.”


“Oh, yes,” he said. “Quite badly. In combination with my fear of heights and my general excess of imagination, it creates a veritable typhoon of fear.”


“A very nice turn of phrase,” said Elizabeth, filling her pack.


“Thank you,” said Henry. “In any event, you’ll want someone out here in case you get lost and need rescuing. I have brought some books to read.”


“An excellent idea,” I said, thumping him on the shoulder. “Write some poetry too while you wait.”


“Indeed,” he said, inspecting his pocket watch. “It is now nine in the morning. In order to reach the château before sundown, you will need to be back here no later than six o’clock.”


“Nine hours,” I said. “More than enough time for a stroll and a bit of fishing, eh, Konrad?”


“Don’t be surprised if we’re back before lunch, Henry,” he said, shouldering his rucksack.


“Be careful,” said Henry as I buckled on my scabbard. Just knowing my saber was at my hip made me feel armored, invincible.


“Konrad, you have your clock?” Henry asked.


“Of course,” he said, nodding at me. “We both do.”


We passed through the opening, and in that one step, summer evaporated. An ancient cold emanated from the stone. We’d done well in dressing warmly. The cave was large, and clearly no stranger to humans. Near the entrance the remnants of campfires were scattered about, and pictures and names were scratched on the stone walls. There was the whiff of urine and animal scat.


“Is your pack too heavy?” Konrad asked Elizabeth.


“I’ll manage it,” she said.


Mine was certainly heavier than I would’ve liked. Outside, when Konrad and I had divided up the gear, we’d made sure to make our two packs the weightiest. Elizabeth set hers down and, without preamble, pulled her skirt off over her boots. Beneath she wore a pair of pantaloons.


She caught me staring at her. “You didn’t think I was going to go caving in a dress, did you?”


“Of course not. Very sensible,” I said, hoping she couldn’t see the heat in my cheeks.


Konrad made to light the lanterns.


“Wait,” I said. “We may not need them.”


I’d been looking forward to this moment. From my rucksack I took a sealed glass container. Inside was neither oil nor wick, just a fist-size lump of dull white matter.


“What is that?” Elizabeth asked.


“Behold,” I said, “the flameless fire!”


I opened a small vent in the side of the container, and at once the white matter began to glow green, dimly at first, but then with greater intensity, casting a ghostly light about the cave.


Elizabeth gasped, drawing closer. “How does it do that? It does not burn.”


“Nor give off heat. It needs only a bit of oxygen to glow.” I sealed off the vent, and still the lump emitted its green light.


“How did you make this?” she demanded. “It’s miraculous.”


“Polidori told me where I could find the recipe.”


“You are turning into an accomplished alchemist, Victor,” she said, but I wasn’t sure her remark was entirely complimentary. “Its glow is unsettling.”


“Not at all,” I replied. “It’s merely one of earth’s elements. Phosphorous.”


“Very impressive,” said Konrad. “But I think, for exploring, our lanterns are still better.”


On point of pride I was about to protest, but I could see he was right. The lantern flames would be much brighter.


“I never meant for us to use it the whole time,” I lied. “It is in case our lanterns run out—or get wet.”


I carefully put the container back into its protective case.


Our three lanterns lit, I led the way to the back of the cave, Temerlin’s map in my hand. There were three tunnels.


“This is ours,” I said, nodding at the middle one.


With white chalk Elizabeth clearly marked the corner, and we started down the gentle slope. I took a quick glance back, at the gash of daylight from the cave mouth, and then squinted ahead into the lantern’s glow.


We were lucky. The tunnels might have been mud, but they were stone, and high-ceilinged, and we were able to walk all three of us abreast—for now, at least.


After ten minutes the passage opened out.


“Here’s the second cave.” The ceiling slanted lower here, and we stooped as we entered. I glanced at the map.


The hole was exactly where it was supposed to be. It gaped in the middle of the floor, a misshapen smile.


We crouched near the edge. A mountaineering spike jutted from the ground.


“Temerlin’s?” Elizabeth said.


“Must be,” I said, gripping it and testing its strength. “Still solid.”


“You don’t think he died down here, do you?” she said.


I must confess, gooseflesh erupted across my neck. “Wouldn’t his rope still be here, then?” I said, which I thought was reasonable enough.


“He died elsewhere,” said Konrad calmly. “Or presumably we would not have his map.”


“Quite right,” said Elizabeth with relief.


From his rucksack Konrad pulled out a hammer and a fresh mountaineering spike. “Best to use our own, don’t you think?” he said to me.


“Of course.” I readied the rope—the same knotted line we’d used in the Sturmwald. According to Temerlin’s notes, the hole was a sixty-five-foot vertical drop, hardly more than what we’d undertaken in the vulture’s tree.


I allowed Konrad to drive his spike into the rock, and then I did a second one nearby for good measure. I had been reading up on mountaineering lore (Father’s library really did have a book on everything) and proceeded to feed the rope through both spikes and tie a knot that would only get tighter the more weight was put on it.


“Don’t you need to fold the bitter end over once more?” Konrad asked, watching me carefully.


I looked up in annoyance.


“You’re doing the alpine bowline, yes?” he asked.


“Naturally,” I said. Obviously he’d read the same book. I was hardly surprised, but I was irritated now, for I’d lost my concentration and had to undo the knot and make it over.


“That’s it,” said Konrad.


“I know it is,” I said.


We tied a lantern to the end of the line and lowered it carefully. Hand over hand I counted out the length, and true to Temerlin’s word, the lantern touched down after sixty-five feet.


I went first, climbing down knot by knot, away from one lantern’s light toward the next. I paused to take a look about me. It was no narrow shaft but a huge cathedral of stone into which I descended. In the gloom I beheld great jagged walls of sparkling damp rock, sculpted into columns and deep niches like secret chapels. In places, green fungus shone like tarnished bronze.


When I touched down, I realized I was atop a tall pedestal of staggered stones, its giant steps leading to the cavern floor proper.


I cupped my hands round my mouth and called up, “Safe and sound!” Immediately my shout was amplified and echoed about by the strange walls into something unrecognizable and a bit frightening. I untied the lantern, and Konrad drew the rope back up so that he could lower down our gear. After that, Elizabeth made her descent, and then my brother.


I took a last look at our rope, our one and only way out. And then we started down the giant steps. Each was a good four feet high, and because we were off balance with our heavy packs, we lowered ourselves carefully.


“It is a marvel of nature,” breathed Elizabeth, holding high her lantern and gazing about. I noticed that she was shivering.


Before I could say anything, Konrad asked, “Are you warm enough?”


“I am, thank you,” she said.


The chill had certainly deepened. “Best to keep moving,” I said, and consulted the map once more. “That is our way, here.”


Elizabeth marked our route with chalk. This tunnel was narrower, and we had to walk single file now, heads bowed. At every intersection I paused to look at the map, and Elizabeth made sure to chalk our choice.


We proceeded slowly, for the floor was often uneven, and sometimes dropped suddenly by a foot or two. I was also worried about missing a turn. Mostly the intersections were obvious, but other times the new passages were little more than clefts in the stone, easily hidden in the shadows. Temerlin’s map lacked a good sense of scale, so I was often surprised by how quickly we reached certain intersections—or by how long it took us to reach others.


“What time is it?” I asked.


“Half past ten,” said Konrad, to my surprise. An hour and a half already! We paused to drink from our flasks, and swallow some food, but I can’t say I felt much hunger.


“How deep do you think we are?” Elizabeth asked.


“Impossible to say,” Konrad replied.


We continued on, always downward. I was starting to feel the weight of my pack, and regretted how much gear we’d brought. Konrad, however, had uttered no word of complaint, so neither would I. I kept my eyes fixed on the tunnel’s right wall, for our next turn would be there.


“Shall I navigate?” Konrad asked quietly.


“No, I have the knack of it now,” I said curtly.


My turn finally came, and with it the sound of flowing water.


“Excellent,” I said. “Temerlin mentions this. A rivulet flowing down one of the walls.”


With every step the sound of water grew—and it became more obvious that this was no mere rivulet. Mist sparkled in the light of our lanterns. And then suddenly the tunnel widened, and down one side ran a cataract.


“It’s a proper waterfall!” said Konrad.


The sight of it made my heart glad—it was wonderful to see such vital energy in this dead rocky place. I was relieved, too, for it meant the map was true and I had not misled us.


“It must be summer meltwater from the glaciers,” remarked Elizabeth. “It has been unseasonably warm lately. But … how are we to get across?”


The waterfall itself did not block our way—but the chasm into which it plunged did. I edged closer and looked down. The lantern light did not penetrate far, and I wondered just how deep it was. From below came a dim roar. On the other side of this chasm, our tunnel continued.


I swallowed and muttered, “Temerlin said it was no more than a little jump.”


“This is more than a little jump,” Konrad said.


I found the place in the notebook. “‘A short vigorous jump.’”


“He must have been very vigorous,” said Elizabeth.


“It’s not such a great distance,” I said. “Five feet?”


“Six,” said Konrad.


“Don’t go so close,” Elizabeth said to him, clutching his arm as he peered over the edge. “The stone’s wet. It might be slippery.”


“I should have thought to bring a plank,” I muttered.


“You couldn’t have known from Temerlin’s notes,” said Elizabeth kindly.


“Still,” said my brother, “if you’d shared this with us, we might have been better prepared.”


We looked at each other a moment, saying nothing.


“We have a choice,” he said now. “We can turn back and get some kind of bridge—or we jump.”


We were all silent. I could tell no one liked the idea of turning back, me especially. We had already spent at least two hours underground. If we turned back, there could be no hope of completing our quest within the day.


“Let us jump!” said Elizabeth.


Konrad looked at her with some surprise. “You’re sure?”


“I’m a good jumper,” she said.


It was true enough. She’d grown up with us and had chased and been chased in endless games.


“If she can bite a vulture, she can jump a crack,” I said.


“We have some lightweight line,” Konrad said. “We’ll hammer an anchor into the stone, and tether each jumper—just in case.”


We struck the spike deep into the tunnel floor and fastened to it a good length of rope. The other end we looped into a kind of harness that each of us would wear during our jump.


I went first. I removed my pack, tightened the harness below my armpits, and backed up. I ran for it. I made sure to push off well before the edge, and sailed over the crevasse, blinking through the waterfall’s spray. I saw the tunnel floor coming and knew I had made it. I hit the floor, skidding a bit.


“Excellent!” called out Konrad.


“A good foot to spare,” I said as I removed the harness. I coiled it and threw it back across. Konrad tossed me a lantern, which I relit so the next jumpers could better judge their landing site.


Elizabeth was ready now. She took a good long run. As she jumped, I caught my breath, for her arc seemed too low. Konrad, I saw, watched tensely, his hands encircling the line, prepared to grip. Elizabeth’s eyes were fixed on me with fierce concentration. She touched down, just, on the rim of the tunnel.


“Ha! Made it!” she said with satisfaction.


And on the slick stone, her feet went right out beneath her.


“Elizabeth!” Konrad cried.


She toppled back toward the chasm. In a second I had both hands around her forearm, pulling her to me with all my strength. I crashed to the floor with her atop me. For a few moments she just lay there panting, her breath hot in my ear. I held her tighter. I did not want to let go.


“Thank you, Victor,” she said, sitting up and rubbing at her bloodied knees. She sounded more angry than grateful. “You’ve saved my life.”


“Perhaps you’ll forgive me, then,” I whispered.


“Are you all right?” Konrad called out.


“Yes, it was a close thing, though,” said Elizabeth.


Konrad threw across the rest of our gear before making his own jump. It went well, and after he’d landed and was taking off his harness, Elizabeth burst into tears. Konrad enfolded her in his arms.


He looked at me over her shoulder. “We should not have brought her. It is too much. We were foolish and selfish.”


Elizabeth pushed free of his embrace, and her wet eyes now blazed.


“I’ve had a bad fright, and a cry—yes, tears come more easily to young women than men perhaps—but now I’m done, and I’m ready to carry on.” She wiped at her eyes. “Which way now?” she asked, her voice steady.


And so we continued on.


We went farther. We went deeper. My clock told me it was nearing noon.


Our tunnel gradually contracted, and we had to crawl single file, dragging our packs behind us. I felt a new sympathy for Henry. I had never before been bothered by small spaces, but this rat’s maze threatened to rob me of breath.


“Did Temerlin make any mention of this?” Konrad asked behind me.


“Nothing. Maybe he was too busy blinking dust out of his eyes.”


“You’re sure we are on the right path?”


I gazed again at the map. “I’m sure of it. I’ve missed no turn.”


Konrad sighed. “Then, on we go.”


A sense of responsibility crushed down against me, as powerfully as the stone. I could not let myself be wrong. But after a few more minutes, as if to confirm my worst fears, the walls of our tunnel shrank even tighter. I stopped.


“Is it a dead end?” Konrad asked.


“Not quite.”


I pressed myself tightly against one side of the tunnel so he might see the slit-shaped hole directly before us.


I stuck my lantern through. “It widens quickly on the other side,” I reported.


“But can we reach the other side?” he asked.


“How could a grown man have fit through there?” Elizabeth demanded when she saw the opening.


“Temerlin must’ve been very thin,” I said. I would not voice my fear, but it beat wildly in my chest.


“I’ll have a try,” said Konrad. “If I can do it, you can do it.”


I did not argue with him this time. There was something about the gash that terrified me.


“And if you two can do it,” Elizabeth said, “I will surely have no problem.”


We both watched as Konrad tried to push and twist and fold his body through the gap. It seemed he would never fit, and then suddenly he was on the other side.


“It’s not so bad!” he called back to us. “Hand me a lantern, Victor, and come.”


“I’m coming,” I said, and sipped some water from my flask, willing my stomach to stop churning.


There was only one spot wide enough for my head, and I had to twist it most unnaturally to push it through.


“It’s like … being born again,” I gasped as I narrowed my shoulders and tried to ease them past the bony contraction of rock. I could not. I tried to fold myself even tighter, shoved with my feet. I hated to think of the spectacle I must be making to Elizabeth, my feet scrabbling, bottom waggling. But my embarrassment quickly became panic.


“I’m stuck!” I said.


“You can do it,” Konrad said. “Our bodies are the same.”


“You have lost weight,” I said. “You’re skinnier!”


I felt a sudden crazed anger in me. I was an animal snared in a trap, knowing escape was impossible. Konrad had tricked me! He had lured me into this!


“I can’t move!” I bellowed. “I can’t breathe!”


“Be calm, Victor,” I heard Elizabeth say behind me. “We will ease you through.”


My left arm was pinned tightly, and my right flailed about uselessly. I was as helpless as a newborn. There was a sudden warmth around my hips and I wondered in horror if I’d wet myself. Then I felt Elizabeth’s hands around my waist.


“What’re you doing?” I cried out.


“Applying grease,” she said.


“You brought grease?”


“For just such a thing. I found a very informative book on cave exploration in your father’s library. Now, Konrad, can you pull?”


Konrad seized my upper right arm, and I felt Elizabeth shoving from behind.


“Now!” she said. “Pull him, Konrad!”


For a moment I didn’t budge. Then I shot forward, tumbling upon my brother in a heap. As we disentangled ourselves, I began to laugh hysterically in relief.


“Are you all right?” he asked me.


“I feel wonderful,” I gasped. “Who wouldn’t?”


“You maniac,” he said, but soon we were both laughing uncontrollably.


“When you boys are quite finished,” Elizabeth said, passing our gear through the opening. Then she eased her slim figure effortlessly through. We sat for a moment, putting our things to rights, eating some food.


“It’s strange,” Konrad said, chuckling, “because Mother always said I was born easily but you took your time.”


“Two minutes only,” I objected.


Elizabeth shook her head. “No. You got stuck.”


Both Konrad and I looked at her in utter surprise.


“Really, Elizabeth,” he said, “this is a rather indelicate subject for a young—”


“Honestly, Konrad, don’t be such a prude,” she said.


“Did I really get stuck?” I asked her.


“Boys never remember these stories properly,” she said with a sniff. “Girls do because we know it awaits us. You,” she said, looking at me sternly, “nearly killed your mother.”


“She never told me—”


“You were all twisted the wrong way, and the midwife nearly wasn’t able to get you turned round properly.”


I nodded mutely. Glancing back at the opening, I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the underground cold. I was very glad to see that up ahead the tunnel enlarged.


“Let’s continue on,” I said, eager to leave behind the subject of my awkward and life-threatening birth. I did not care for this image of myself as a wailing baby—and did not want Elizabeth to think of me so.
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Down and down. Gradually the ceiling lifted. We crouched, then hunched, then stood tall and stretched, groaning in relief.


“Which way now?” Konrad asked, for our tunnel suddenly branched into three. The first angled gently upward, the other two downward—one of them quite steeply.


I looked at the map, sickened. There was no such branching indicated.


“There’s only one passage marked here,” I mumbled.


Konrad stepped closer. “Perhaps you’re reading it incorrectly.”


I pointed at the spot where we should have been.


“We’re lost,” said Konrad. “You should’ve let me help navigate.”


“You mean take over entirely,” I snapped.


“Two sets of eyes are better than one.”


“My eyes are quite capable of reading a map, Konrad!”


“You have been too greedy with it, Victor,” said Elizabeth quietly. “You might have let us share the responsibility.”


This stung deepest. Humiliation and jealousy choked my voice. “You think him a better leader, do you?”


“I did not say that—”


Konrad snorted. “It’s this pigheadedness that has gotten us lost.”


I shoved him hard against the wall—my twin, who, mere weeks ago, had been bedridden with fever. He lost his balance and fell.


“Victor!” I heard Elizabeth cry above the pounding in my ears.


Immediately I was overcome with guilt and reached out to help him to his feet. “Are you all ri—”


He grabbed me by the arm and shoulder and hurled me against the wall, then stood before me, glowering, his fists raised. I clenched mine, ready to spring.


“Stop it!” shouted Elizabeth. “Both of you, stop!”


There was such anger and authority in her voice that we both turned to look at her.


“Don’t you dare put this venture at risk!” she said.


Konrad sighed heavily and dropped his fists. “This venture is at an end. We must turn back.”


“Turn back?” I exclaimed.


“To continue on without a map would be madness.”


“Elizabeth can mark our every turn with chalk!”


“Shush!” she said.


“Do not shush me!” I shouted.


“I hear something!” she said.


We listened. Far, far away came a low murmur. For a skin-prickling moment it sounded like people whispering.


“Water,” said Elizabeth.


Konrad nodded. “But from where?”


He moved a ways down each of the tunnels in turn.


“I think it must be this one,” Konrad said at the threshold of the ascending passage.


“No, it is this one,” said Elizabeth, standing at the steepest downward-sloping tunnel. “The sound is clearest here. Victor, what do you say?”


I tried all three tunnels. It was virtually impossible to decide, for I thought I heard the whisper of water everywhere now.


“I don’t know,” I said, defeated.


“I do,” said Elizabeth. “This way our pool awaits.”


Konrad looked at her, then at me.


I nodded. “I trust her.”


“Very well. We can always turn back if we find nothing. Mark the turning, Elizabeth.”


Triumphantly she chalked the stone. “You are lucky to have my ears along with you.”


“We’re lucky to have all of you along,” said Konrad, and won a chuckle from her.


I wished I had the quick wit to make such flirtatious compliments.


We started down the tunnel, and the lapping sound grew stronger.


“You see?” Elizabeth said. “I was right.”


Quite suddenly the tunnel angled sharply upward.


“The floor is damp here,” Konrad said.


I ran my fingers along the slick stone. “The walls, too.”


For some minutes we walked uphill, puffing. Then the tunnel leveled off and opened out onto the sloped rocky shore of a vast pool.


“We found it!” Elizabeth exclaimed.


Its surface was not glassy smooth, as I’d imagined, but slowly swirling, as though in the grips of many hidden currents.


“I cannot see the bottom,” Konrad said, holding his lantern out.


“The light!” I said, remembering. “Trim your wicks. We don’t want to scare away the coelacanth!”


As our lanterns faded, a new light dawned in the cave, for the walls and low ceiling were glazed with some kind of strange mineral that emitted a purplish twilight.


“I wonder how deep it is,” I whispered, looking at the black water. Was it fed by the lake alone, or was there an even deeper source, fed by the waterfall? As I gazed at the pool’s surface, a portion of it shimmered, and a blue silhouette moved beneath it, its scales sparkling in the half-light.


“That’s him,” I breathed. “The coelacanth!”


It was but a quick glimpse, and then the creature disappeared into the depths. We all looked at one another, smiling. We had done it. We’d descended the caves and found the pool, and now all that was left was to catch the fish itself!


“I got no proper sense of his size,” said Konrad.


“It was too fast,” I agreed.


“He was a marvelous dark blue,” whispered Elizabeth. “Did you see those white markings?”


Hurriedly Konrad and I assembled our rods and tackle. Earlier this morning when William and Ernest had seen us with our gear, they’d eagerly started to hunt the garden for worms. They hadn’t realized that we’d need more substantial bait for what we sought. According to Polidori, the coelacanth ate other fish, things as big as small squids. But we’d let our younger brothers proudly present us with their pail of worms, and had promised to bring them back our prize. We’d brought heavy line, for we knew from Polidori’s specimen that these fish grew large.


We baited our hooks with the pickerel we’d bought from a local fishmonger after setting off from the château. Then we cast into different sections of the pool and stood back, paying out our weighted lines. Down and down and down they went, until I was afraid we would run out of line before we hit bottom.


“A hundred feet at least,” said Konrad finally, reeling back in a little.


“Will he eat?” whispered Elizabeth. “What if he’s satisfied his hunger already?’


“He won’t resist such easy food,” I murmured confidently. But as the minutes ticked by, I was not so sure. Maybe this creature did not care for pickerel. Water lapped at the toes of my boots, and I shuffled back a few steps.


Suddenly my rod gave a jerk and the line raced out.


“He’s taken it!” I cried.


“Don’t try to stop him yet!” Konrad cautioned.


I watched where my line entered the water. The coelacanth was moving swiftly, spiraling lower in the pool.


“He’ll have all my line before long!” I said, eyeing my reel nervously.


Ever so slightly I increased the drag, and needed to lean back with all my weight. I didn’t like to ask for help, but I had no choice.


“I’ll need you to hold me, both of you,” I said. “He’s too powerful!”


“Coming!” said Konrad, and—


At that very moment the tip of his own rod dipped low, and his reel spun furiously.


Our lines, I noticed, were angled in exactly the same direction.


“He’s taken both our hooks!” cried Konrad.


I felt the strain on my rod lighten. This was good news indeed.


“He has the two of us to contend with now!” I said.


“The Frankenstein boys will bring him in!” hooted Konrad. “Let him tire himself.”


“Good, good!” I said, feeling a surge of exhilaration. I was not thinking about Elizabeth or my jealousy—only working with my twin.


“I think he begins to slow,” said Konrad after a few minutes.


“Gently now,” I said, and we both increased the drag on our reels. My feet felt wet, and when I glanced down, once again I saw that water was lapping against them.


“Konrad,” I said, my pulse quickening. “The water’s rising.”


“What?” He glanced over at me in confusion, then down at his boots, wet to the ankle.


I realized that we’d unknowingly backed up very close to the cavern’s wall. There was not much more room to retreat.


“The pool must be filling from beneath,” Elizabeth said. “That waterfall …”


She hurried to pull back our packs and keep them dry.


“We don’t have much time,” said Konrad. “It rises quickly.”


“If it overflows the ledge,” said Elizabeth, “it will begin to fill the tunnel.”


“Temerlin made no mention of this,” I muttered. But I remembered the wet floor and walls as we’d approached. This was no rare occurrence.


“We’ll have the fish any moment,” I said, leaning back to test its strength.


“Definitely he tires,” agreed Konrad.


“There he is!” cried Elizabeth, pointing.


Once again the blue form shimmered below the surface, but this time he actually broke it for a moment—and for the first time we saw his full size. I swallowed.


“He’s seven feet!”


“We will have him, though!” said Konrad. “His fight is gone. Let’s reel in.”


All at once the coelacanth flashed out of sight, Konrad’s line snapped, and the full power of the fish was in my hands. Instinctively, foolishly, I gripped my rod tighter and was instantly yanked off the rocky ledge. I was pulled some twenty feet through the air, and then crashed into the pool.


The cold was like a hammer blow. It was all I could do to keep my head above the water and fill my lungs with air. I felt like a ship trapped in ice, slowly being crushed. The fishing rod was long gone from my hands. I was dimly aware of my name being called, voices echoing everywhere. My clothes and boots were heavy with water. Sluggishly I turned to face the shore, the lanterns, Konrad and Elizabeth.


I tried to kick, but my legs hardly moved. Were they so numb already? Then I felt a painful tightening around them, and realized they were bound together by loops of fishing line, cinched by the circling coelacanth.


I dragged my sodden arms through the water, my legs lashing up and down like a fish tail.


“Victor! Stay still!” cried Elizabeth.


“What?” I gasped.


“It will think you’re a squid! They eat squids!”


I looked around in terror. And then, suddenly, it shot past me, not a foot away. Its length was one thing, but its width was equally worrying. How much could it swallow? It seemed to take forever to pass—and then it began to circle.


“Konrad!” I shouted. “My saber!”


I saw him scramble through my gear and grab the sword. He threw it. The blade flashed in the lantern light, and I caught the saber in my cold-clawed hand.


“I’m coming, Victor!” he cried.


He was kicking off his boots, stripping down to his shirt. He snatched up his own saber.


The coelacanth plowed past, so close that it grazed me, its jagged scales rasping against my clothing—and possibly my flesh, but I was so cold I felt nothing. Twice I stabbed at it with my sword, and was dismayed when the blade deflected off as though from armor. The fish’s muscular flank swatted me. My head went under. I lost grip of my sword. I choked on the cold water, and came up spluttering, weaponless.


The fish was coming straight at me now, its mouth wide, and wider still. It did not have many teeth, but those it had looked very sharp. I flailed at it with my feet, trying to kick it away. With its head it batted my legs effortlessly to one side and came at my torso.


Before I could raise my fist to pound its head, it took my entire arm into its mouth. Its teeth closed around my bicep, not tearing, not gnawing, just gripping. I screamed in pain. Against my hand and forearm its fleshy maw contracted and sucked, trying to drag me in deeper.


I heard a splash, and seconds later Konrad surfaced beside me, like some Greek hero, his face alabaster and fierce with cold. In his hand was his saber.


“It has me!” I cried.


I tried again to drag my arm out, but the fish’s teeth were sunk into my flesh and every movement was agony. With my free hand I punched and pummeled the fish’s head, but it seemed to feel nothing. Its throat sucked and spasmed wetly around my arm.


Konrad struck the coelacanth. His first two hits were deflected, but the third went deep. And yet the blade seemed to have no effect on the brute. Konrad yanked his sword out and drew back his arm for another strike.


“Where should I aim?” he cried out.


“Its eye!” yelled Elizabeth from the shore.


“Watch my arm!” I hollered at my twin, for fear he’d impale me. “Hurry!”


“Stay still!”


“I can’t stay still!” I roared. “It’s eating my arm!”


Konrad drove his saber into the fish’s right eye. It thrashed violently and its mouth opened. I yanked my numb arm clear.


Konrad struck once more with his blade, a brilliant upward thrust through the roof of the creature’s gaping mouth and into its tiny brain. The fish gave a spasm and then was still, rolling over onto its side.


“Come, let’s get you back.” Konrad helped drag me to the shore, and then turned back to retrieve the fish. Elizabeth pulled my body onto the ledge, which was now completely submerged under several inches of water.


My arms and legs were almost too cold to bend. Elizabeth helped me to my feet. Luckily she’d found a deep ledge several feet up the wall where she’d jammed our packs. From one, she now pulled a dry blanket.


“Take your shirt off!” she ordered me. My numb fingers could not manage the buttons, so she started to undo them. I stared at her, mesmerized by her beauty. Then, in exasperation, she just ripped the entire sodden shirt from my chest.


I saw her gaze fly to my right arm, and I looked too. I’d actually forgotten my injury, for the cold numbed all pain. There were three blue triangular gashes where the coelacanth’s teeth had pierced and held me. The surrounding skin was blanched white, but even as I watched, the color began to return, and with it, the wounds slowly welled with blood.


She put the blanket around my shoulders. “Dry off,” she told me.


From her pack she produced bandages and a bottle of antiseptic unguent, which she applied on my wounds before wrapping the cloth tightly around my arm. I was shivering violently now.


She came close and hugged me, rubbing my back and shoulders.


“I like this,” I murmured, teeth chattering.


Konrad reached the shore, gasping with exertion, dragging the fish. It took all three of us to wrestle its seven-foot bulk onto the ledge.


“We did it!” Konrad said, grasping me by the shoulders.


“I was just the bait,” I said.


Elizabeth was looking at the pool in horror. “The water’s overflowing down the tunnel! We need to go!”


There was no question of bringing the entire fish. Polidori had said the head was more than adequate, and so Konrad began to hack at it with his saber.


“Hurry!” Elizabeth cried.


Finally he severed the head, wrapped it tightly in oilcloth, and crammed it into his rucksack.


We turned up the wicks of our lanterns and made all haste, for the water was up to our knees now. When the tunnel angled downward, the water pushed hard against our legs and, after a few minutes, our waists.


“No,” breathed Konrad, peering into the distance.


Then I saw. At the tunnel’s lowest point, before the passage tilted sharply up, the water was nearing the ceiling. We were being cut off.


“Run!” I shouted.


It was impossible to run, loaded down as we were, up to our armpits in water. Elizabeth tripped and nearly disappeared under the surface. Her lantern snuffed out instantly. With my good arm I grabbed her and dragged her back to her feet. Ahead the tunnel was all but sealed. We slogged on with all our strength and speed, the icy water at our necks, spilling down our collars.


Konrad and I held our lanterns high. We had but seconds before our heads would be covered.


“We must get through!” Konrad cried. “It’s only a few yards until the passage slopes up again on the other side!”


“The water’s current will speed us!” I said. “Go, go now!” The water was at my mouth.


“Hold hands!” Elizabeth cried, grasping out for us.


Our lanterns fizzled out, and the darkness was more intense than anything I’d ever known. I gulped air and went under, half swimming, half trudging, clutching my lantern. My hand slipped from Elizabeth’s. The glacial water churned and pushed at me—and my greatest fear was that I’d get turned around and die in the flood.


Was the tunnel floor rising now? It was hard to tell in all the darkness and crushing cold. I forged ahead until I had no more breath, and then pushed up, slapping about with my hands. Water. More water, and then—


Air! Was it air?


My head came up and I gasped. I wallowed ahead, water still up to my shoulders and rising fast.


“Konrad? Elizabeth?”


“I’m here!” came my brother’s voice. “Elizabeth?”


There was a splash, and coughing. “Victor! Konrad!”


“We’re all here,” said Konrad, and I felt hands against me, all of us reaching out for the others.


“Forward!” I cried. “The water’s still coming!”


“Up ahead,” panted Konrad, “at the intersection, there’s another downward tunnel—”


“The water will take that course,” I said.


We slogged uphill, soaking cold and leaden with exhaustion. But we could not slow, for the flood was always at our armpits or necks. I fought for every step, every breath. We called out to one another, just to make sure we were all still there, all alive.


The water was at my waist, then my calves, and then, suddenly, it gave me a last final push and I staggered and fell onto wet stone. On all fours I crawled until the floor beneath me was dry.


“This way!” I called out.


“Are we all here?” Konrad shouted.


“Light the lanterns!” cried Elizabeth.


“It’s no use,” came my twin’s voice. “The wicks are sodden. Victor—”


“Half a moment,” I said, fumbling in my rucksack. My hands grasped the wet case, and I carefully slid out the glass container. At once the tunnel was bathed in a green glow.


“We are glad of the flameless fire now, are we not?” I said to Konrad, my teeth chattering.


“Glad indeed,” he said.


“You’re a genius, Victor!” said Elizabeth, and her words warmed me.


Behind us I saw the water, still welling up from the tunnel, curving round in a frothing serpentine torrent to plunge down the other descending passage. For a moment we all sat there and watched, numb and exhausted.


“The light is wonderful,” said Elizabeth, “but did any of you think to bring a change of clothes?”


Miserably I shook my head, as did Konrad.


How could we not have thought of such a thing?


“In that caving book I found,” Elizabeth said, shuddering, “it said the most common cause of death was getting wet and cold. So I packed a waterproof pouch and put in a change of clothes for myself—and you two as well.”


“Elizabeth—,” I said, and was rendered speechless by my gratitude and admiration.


“Thank you,” gasped Konrad.


“Now,” she said, rooting around in her rucksack and producing dry clothing for us, “strip off your wet things. Get as dry as you can before putting on the fresh ones.” She looked at us impatiently. “Get on with it! I won’t peek, and you two mustn’t either.”


She turned her back on us and went down the tunnel a ways to change.


Shivering, I stripped, trying to mop the water off my skin. In the green light I looked like some shriveled goblin. As frigid as I was, it took a good deal of willpower not to turn my head and take a quick peek at Elizabeth.


“It’s a pity we can’t have a fire to warm up,” she said when we were all changed.


“We must get to the surface as quickly as we can,” I said.


Even in the dry clothes I was cold. And our boots were still sodden, but there was nothing we could do about that.


“What time is it?” Elizabeth asked.


Konrad fished about in his pocket and dragged out his clock. “The face is shattered. Yours, Victor?”


When I retrieved mine, I saw that the glass was filled with water and the hands were motionless at three o’clock. I showed it to my brother.


“Coming on four, then,” he said.


“It took us three hours to get down here,” I said, “and that was downhill, and when we were rested.”


“Let’s go,” said Elizabeth. “Our exertion will warm us. And your fabulous green light will make sure we don’t miss my markings.”


We silently began our march. I couldn’t have talked if I’d wanted to, my teeth chattered so violently. Every so often we forced ourselves to eat some soggy food and drink cold water from our flasks.


One foot after the other. I did not know if I was slowly warming, or getting number still. I was not sure what I felt—until I was suddenly on my knees, Elizabeth beside me.


“His wound’s bleeding badly,” she said to Konrad.


“It’s nothing,” I said.


“You nearly fainted, Victor.” She was pulling bandages from her pack and removing the old bloodstained one. She dressed my wound once more. I stood.


“Are you all right?” Konrad asked me.


“Let’s just get out of here,” I said.


Time did not exist down there. Ancient rock, ancient fish. I would not have been surprised if a century had passed aboveground. I might have been sleepwalking, even as I squeezed once more through the tunnel’s birth canal and jumped again over the waterfall’s chasm. And then more walking.


We had our coelacanth head. That was what I kept telling myself as we carried on, dragging our bodies up from the bowels of the earth. That was all that kept me going.


When we reached the cave with our rope, I nearly cried—with gratitude and despair both, for I feared I did not have the strength to make that final climb. I sat down on the lowest step of the stone pedestal to catch my breath.


“Victor! Elizabeth! Konrad!”


The voice came from overhead, and with it the blaze of a torch.


“Henry?” I called. “Henry!”


I peered up and saw his face leaning over the hole. It was impossible to imagine a more welcome sight.


“You have been so long!” he called down. “It’s nearly nine o’clock! I was almost demented with worry!”


“We’re here, Henry,” said Konrad. “Triumphantly here. Give us a hand, and we will all be up in a minute!”
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CHAPTER II
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London was our present point of rest; we determined to remain several months in this wonderful and celebrated city. Clerval desired the intercourse of1 the men of genius and talent who flourished at this time; but this was with me a secondary object; I was principally occupied with the means of obtaining the information necessary for the completion of my promise, and quickly availed myself of the letters of introduction that I had brought with me, addressed to the most distinguished natural philosophers.


If this journey had taken place during my days of study and happiness, it would have afforded me inexpressible pleasure. But a blight had come over my existence, and I only visited these people for the sake of the information they might give me on the subject in which my interest was so terribly profound. Company was irksome to me; when alone, I could fill my mind with the sights of heaven and earth; the voice of Henry soothed me, and I could thus cheat myself into a transitory peace. But busy uninteresting joyous faces brought back despair to my heart. I saw an insurmountable barrier placed between me and my fellow-men; this barrier was sealed with the blood of William and Justine; and to reflect on the events connected with those names filled my soul with anguish.


But in Clerval I saw the image of my former self; he was inquisitive, and anxious to gain experience and instruction. The difference of manners which he observed was to him an inexhaustible source of instruction and amusement. He was for ever busy; and the only check to his enjoyments was my sorrowful and dejected mien. I tried to conceal this as much as possible, that I might not debar him from the pleasures natural to one who was entering on a new scene of life, undisturbed by any care or bitter recollection. I often refused to accompany him, alleging another engagement, that I might remain alone. I now also began to collect the materials necessary for my new creation, and this was to me like the torture of single drops of water continually falling on the head. Every thought that was devoted to it was an extreme anguish, and every word that I spoke in allusion to it caused my lips to quiver, and my heart to palpitate.


After passing some months in London, we received a letter from a person in Scotland, who had formerly been our visitor at Geneva. He mentioned the beauties of his native country, and asked us if those were not sufficient allurements to induce us to prolong our journey as far north as Perth, where he resided. Clerval eagerly desired to accept this invitation; and I, although I abhorred society, wished to view again mountains and streams, and all the wondrous works with which Nature adorns her chosen dwelling-places.


We had arrived in England at the beginning of October, and it was now February. We accordingly determined to commence our journey towards the north at the expiration of another month. In this expedition we did not intend to follow the great road to Edinburgh, but to visit Windsor, Oxford, Matlock, and the Cumberland lakes, resolving to arrive at the completion of this tour about the end of July. I packed my chemical instruments, and the materials I had collected, resolving to finish my labours in some obscure nook in the northern highlands of Scotland.


We quitted London on the 27th of March, and remained a few days at Windsor, rambling in its beautiful forest. This was a new scene to us mountaineers; the majestic oaks, the quantity of game, and the herds of stately deer, were all novelties to us.


From thence we proceeded to Oxford. As we entered this city, our minds were filled with the remembrance of the events that had been transacted there more than a century and a half before. It was here that Charles I. had collected his forces. This city had remained faithful to him, after the whole nation had forsaken his cause to join the standard of parliament and liberty. The memory of that unfortunate king,2 and his companions, the amiable Falkland,3 the insolent Goring,4 his queen, and son, gave a peculiar interest to every part of the city, which they might be supposed to have inhabited. The spirit of elder days found a dwelling here, and we delighted to trace its footsteps. If these feelings had not found an imaginary gratification, the appearance of the city had yet in itself sufficient beauty to obtain our admiration. The colleges are ancient and picturesque; the streets are almost magnificent; and the lovely Isis,5 which flows beside it through meadows of exquisite verdure, is spread forth into a placid expanse of waters, which reflects its majestic assemblage of towers, and spires, and domes, embosomed among aged trees.


I enjoyed this scene; and yet my enjoyment was embittered both by the memory of the past, and the anticipation of the future. I was formed for peaceful happiness. During my youthful days discontent never visited my mind; and if I was ever overcome by ennui,6 the sight of what is beautiful in nature, or the study of what is excellent and sublime in the productions of man, could always interest my heart, and communicate elasticity to my spirits. But I am a blasted tree; the bolt has entered my soul; and I felt then that I should survive to exhibit, what I shall soon cease to be—a miserable spectacle of wrecked humanity, pitiable to others, and abhorrent to myself.


We passed a considerable period at Oxford, rambling among its environs, and endeavouring to identify every spot which might relate to the most animating epoch of English history. Our little voyages of discovery were often prolonged by the successive objects that presented themselves. We visited the tomb of the illustrious Hampden, and the field on which that patriot fell.7 For a moment my soul was elevated from its debasing and miserable fears to contemplate the divine ideas of liberty and self-sacrifice, of which these sights were the monuments and the remembrancers. For an instant I dared to shake off my chains, and look around me with a free and lofty spirit; but the iron had eaten into my flesh, and I sank again, trembling and hopeless, into my miserable self.


We left Oxford with regret, and proceeded to Matlock, which was our next place of rest. The country in the neighbourhood of this village resembled, to a greater degree, the scenery of Switzerland; but every thing is on a lower scale, and the green hills want the crown of distant white Alps, which always attend on the piny mountains of my native country. We visited the wondrous cave, and the little cabinets8 of natural history, where the curiosities9 are disposed in the same manner as in the collections at Servox and Chamounix. The latter name made me tremble, when pronounced by Henry; and I hastened to quit Matlock, with which that terrible scene was thus associated.


From Derby still journeying northward, we passed two months in Cumberland and Westmoreland. I could now almost fancy myself among the Swiss mountains. The little patches of snow which yet lingered on the northern sides of the mountains, the lakes, and the dashing of the rocky streams, were all familiar and dear sights to me. Here also we made some acquaintances, who almost contrived to cheat me into happiness. The delight of Clerval was proportionably greater than mine; his mind expanded in the company of men of talent, and he found in his own nature greater capacities and resources than he could have imagined himself to have possessed while he associated with his inferiors. “I could pass my life here,” said he to me; “and among these mountains I should scarcely regret Switzerland and the Rhine.”


But he found that a traveller’s life is one that includes much pain amidst its enjoyments. His feelings are for ever on the stretch;10 and when he begins to sink into repose, he finds himself obliged to quit that on which he rests in pleasure for something new, which again engages his attention, and which also he forsakes for other novelties.


We had scarcely visited the various lakes of Cumberland and Westmoreland, and conceived an affection for some of the inhabitants, when the period of our appointment with our Scotch friend approached, and we left them to travel on. For my own part I was not sorry. I had now neglected my promise for some time, and I feared the effects of the dæmon’s disappointment. He might remain in Switzerland, and wreak his vengeance on my relatives. This idea pursued me, and tormented me at every moment from which I might otherwise have snatched repose and peace. I waited for my letters with feverish impatience: if they were delayed, I was miserable, and overcome by a thousand fears; and when they arrived, and I saw the superscription11 of Elizabeth or my father, I hardly dared to read and ascertain my fate. Sometimes I thought that the fiend followed me, and might expedite my remissness12 by murdering my companion. When these thoughts possessed me, I would not quit Henry for a moment, but followed him as his shadow, to protect him from the fancied rage of his destroyer. I felt as if I had committed some great crime, the consciousness of which haunted me. I was guiltless, but I had indeed drawn down a horrible curse upon my head, as mortal as that of crime.


I visited Edinburgh with languid eyes and mind; and yet that city might have interested the most unfortunate being. Clerval did not like it so well as Oxford; for the antiquity of the latter city was more pleasing to him. But the beauty and regularity of the new town of Edinburgh, its romantic castle, and its environs, the most delightful in the world, Arthur’s Seat, St. Bernard’s Well, and the Pentland Hills, compensated him for the change, and filled him with cheerfulness and admiration. But I was impatient to arrive at the termination of my journey.


We left Edinburgh in a week, passing through Coupar, St. Andrews, and along the banks of the Tay, to Perth, where our friend expected us. But I was in no mood to laugh and talk with strangers, or enter into their feelings or plans with the good humour expected from a guest; and accordingly I told Clerval that I wished to make the tour of Scotland alone. “Do you,” said I, “enjoy yourself, and let this be our rendezvous. I may be absent a month or two; but do not interfere with my motions, I entreat you: leave me to peace and solitude for a short time; and when I return, I hope it will be with a lighter heart, more congenial to your own temper.”


Henry wished to dissuade me; but, seeing me bent on this plan, ceased to remonstrate. He entreated me to write often. “I had rather be with you,” he said, “in your solitary rambles, than with these Scotch people, whom I do not know: hasten then, my dear friend, to return, that I may again feel myself somewhat at home, which I cannot do in your absence.”


Having parted from my friend, I determined to visit some remote spot of Scotland, and finish my workin solitude. I did not doubt but that the monster followed me, and would discover himself to me when I should have finished, that he might receive his companion.


With this resolution I traversed the northern highlands, and fixed on one of the remotest of the Orkneys13 as the scene [of my] labours. It was a place fitted for such a work, being hardly more than a rock, whose high sides were continually beaten upon by the waves. The soil was barren, scarcely affording pasture for a few miserable cows, and oatmeal for its inhabitants, which consisted of five persons, whose gaunt and scraggy limbs gave tokens of their miserable fare. Vegetables and bread, when they indulged in such luxuries, and even fresh water, was to be procured from the main land, which was about five miles distant.


On the whole island there were but three miserable huts, and one of these was vacant when I arrived. This I hired. It contained but two rooms, and these exhibited all the squalidness of the most miserable penury. The thatch had fallen in, the walls were unplastered, and the door was off its hinges. I ordered it to be repaired, bought some furniture, and took possession; an incident which would, doubtless, have occasioned some surprise, had not all the senses of the cottagers been benumbed by want and squalid poverty. As it was, I lived ungazed at and unmolested, hardly thanked for the pittance of food and clothes which I gave; so much does suffering blunt even the coarsest sensations of men.


In this retreat I devoted the morning to labour; but in the evening, when the weather permitted, I walked on the stony beach of the sea, to listen to the waves as they roared, and dashed at my feet. It was a monotonous yet ever-changing scene. I thought of Switzerland; it was far different from this desolate and appalling landscape. Its hills are covered with vines, and its cottages are scattered thickly in the plains. Its fair lakes reflect a blue and gentle sky; and, when troubled by the winds, their tumult is but as the play of a lively infant, when compared to the roarings of the giant ocean.


In this manner I distributed my occupations when I first arrived; but, as I proceeded in my labour, it became every day more horrible and irksome to me. Sometimes I could not prevail on myself to enter my laboratory for several days; and at other times I toiled day and night in order to complete my work. It was indeed a filthy process in which I was engaged. During my first experiment, a kind of enthusiastic frenzy had blinded me to the horror of my employment; my mind was intently fixed on the sequel14 of my labour, and my eyes were shut to the horror of my proceedings. But now I went to it in cold blood, and my heart often sickened at the work of my hands.


Thus situated, employed in the most detestable occupation, immersed in a solitude where nothing could for an instant call my attention from the actual scene in which I was engaged, my spirits became unequal;15 I grew restless and nervous. Every moment I feared to meet my persecutor. Sometimes I sat with my eyes fixed on the ground, fearing to raise them lest they should encounter the object which I so much dreaded to behold. I feared to wander from the sight of my fellow-creatures, lest when alone he should come to claim his companion.


In the mean time I worked on, and my labour was already considerably advanced. I looked towards its completion with a tremulous and eager hope, which I dared not trust myself to question, but which was intermixed with obscure forebodings of evil, that made my heart sicken in my bosom.
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CHAPTER VI
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On my return, I found the following letter from my father:—


“To V. Frankenstein.


“My dear Victor,


“You have probably waited impatiently for a letter to fix the date of your return to us; and I was at first tempted to write only a few lines, merely mentioning the day on which I should expect you. But that would be a cruel kindness, and I dare not do it. What would be your surprise, my son, when you expected a happy and gay welcome, to behold, on the contrary, tears and wretchedness? And how, Victor, can I relate our misfortune? Absence cannot have rendered you callous to our joys and griefs; and how shall I inflict pain on an absent child? I wish to prepare you for the woeful news, but I know it is impossible; even now your eye skims over the page, to seek the words which are to convey to you the horrible tidings.


“William is dead!—that sweet child, whose smiles delighted and warmed my heart, who was so gentle, yet so gay! Victor, he is murdered!


“I will not attempt to console you; but will simply relate the circumstances of the transaction.


“Last Thursday (May 7th) I, my niece, and your two brothers, went to walk in Plainpalais. The evening was warm and serene, and we prolonged our walk farther than usual. It was already dusk before we thought of returning; and then we discovered that William and Ernest, who had gone on before, were not to be found. We accordingly rested on a seat until they should return. Presently Ernest came, and inquired if we had seen his brother: he said, that they had been playing together, that William had run away to hide himself, and that he vainly sought for him, and afterwards waited for him a long time, but that he did not return.


“This account rather alarmed us, and we continued to search for him until night fell, when Elizabeth conjectured that he might have returned to the house. He was not there. We returned again, with torches; for I could not rest, when I thought that my sweet boy had lost himself, and was exposed to all the damps and dews of night: Elizabeth also suffered extreme anguish. About five in the morning I discovered my lovely boy, whom the night before I had seen blooming and active in health, stretched on the grass livid and motionless: the print of the murderer’s finger was on his neck.


“He was conveyed home, and the anguish that was visible in my countenance betrayed the secret to Elizabeth. She was very earnest to see the corpse. At first I attempted to prevent her; but she persisted, and entering the room where it lay, hastily examined the neck of the victim, and clasping her hands exclaimed, ‘Oh God! I have murdered my darling infant!’


“She fainted, and was restored with extreme difficulty. When she again lived, it was only to weep and sigh. She told me, that that same evening William had teazed her to let him wear a very valuable miniature that she possessed of your mother. This picture is gone, and was doubtless the temptation which urged the murderer to the deed. We have no trace of him at present, although our exertions to discover him are unremitted; but they will not restore my beloved William.


“Come, dearest Victor; you alone can console Elizabeth. She weeps continually, and accuses herself unjustly as the cause of his death; her words pierce my heart. We are all unhappy; but will not that be an additional motive for you, my son, to return and be our comforter? Your dear mother! Alas, Victor! I now say, Thank God she did not live to witness the cruel, miserable death of her youngest darling!


“Come, Victor; not brooding thoughts of vengeance against the assassin, but with feelings of peace and gentleness, that will heal, instead of festering the wounds of our minds. Enter the house of mourning, my friend, but with kindness and affection for those who love you, and not with hatred for your enemies.


“Your affectionate and afflicted father,


“Alphonse Frankenstein.


“Geneva, May 12th, 17—.”


Clerval, who had watched my countenance as I read this letter, was surprised to observe the despair that succeeded to the joy I at first expressed on receiving news from my friends. I threw the letter on the table, and covered my face with my hands.


“My dear Frankenstein,” exclaimed Henry, when he perceived me weep with bitterness, “are you always to be unhappy? My dear friend, what has happened?”


I motioned to him to take up the letter, while I walked up and down the room in the extremest agitation. Tears also gushed from the eyes of Clerval, as he read the account of my misfortune.


“I can offer you no consolation, my friend,” said he; “your disaster is irreparable. What do you intend to do?”


“To go instantly to Geneva: come with me, Henry, to order the horses.”


During our walk, Clerval endeavoured to raise my spirits. He did not do this by common topics of consolation, but by exhibiting the truest sympathy. “Poor William!” said he, “that dear child; he now sleeps with his angel mother. His friends mourn and weep, but he is at rest: he does not now feel the murderer’s grasp; a sod covers his gentle form, and he knows no pain. He can no longer be a fit subject for pity; the survivors are the greatest sufferers, and for them time is the only consolation. Those maxims of the Stoics,1 that death was no evil, and that the mind of man ought to be superior to despair on the eternal absence of a beloved object, ought not to be urged. Even Cato2 wept over the dead body of his brother.”


Clerval spoke thus as we hurried through the streets; the words impressed themselves on my mind, and I remembered them afterwards in solitude. But now, as soon as the horses arrived, I hurried into a cabriole,3 and bade farewell to my friend.


My journey was very melancholy. At first I wished to hurry on, for I longed to console and sympathize with my loved and sorrowing friends; but when I drew near my native town, I slackened my progress. I could hardly sustain the multitude of feelings that crowded into my mind. I passed through scenes familiar to my youth, but which I had not seen for nearly six years. How altered every thing might be during that time? One sudden and desolating change had taken place; but a thousand little circumstances might have by degrees worked other alterations which, although they were done more tranquilly, might not be the less decisive. Fear overcame me; I dared not advance, dreading a thousand nameless evils that made me tremble, although I was unable to define them.


I remained two days at Lausanne, in this painful state of mind. I contemplated the lake: the waters were placid; all around was calm, and the snowy mountains, “the palaces of nature,”4 were not changed. By degrees the calm and heavenly scene restored me, and I continued my journey towards Geneva.


The road ran by the side of the lake, which became narrower as I approached my native town. I discovered more distinctly the black sides of Jura, and the bright summit of Mont Blanc; I wept like a child: “Dear mountains! my own beautiful lake! how do you welcome your wanderer? Your summits are clear; the sky and lake are blue and placid. Is this to prognosticate5 peace, or to mock at my unhappiness?”


I fear, my friend, that I shall render myself tedious by dwelling on these preliminary circumstances; but they were days of comparative happiness, and I think of them with pleasure. My country, my beloved country! who but a native can tell the delight I took in again beholding thy streams, thy mountains, and, more than all, thy lovely lake.


Yet, as I drew nearer home, grief and fear again overcame me. Night also closed around; and when I could hardly see the dark mountains, I felt still more gloomily. The picture appeared a vast and dim scene of evil, and I foresaw obscurely that I was destined to become the most wretched of human beings. Alas! I prophesied truly, and failed only in one single circumstance, that in all the misery I imagined and dreaded, I did not conceive the hundredth part of the anguish I was destined to endure.


It was completely dark when I arrived in the environs of Geneva; the gates of the town were already shut; and I was obliged to pass the night at Secheron, a village half a league to the east of the city. The sky was serene; and, as I was unable to rest, I resolved to visit the spot where my poor William had been murdered. As I could not pass through the town, I was obliged to cross the lake in a boat to arrive at Plainpalais. During this short voyage I saw the lightnings playing on the summit of Mont Blanc in the most beautiful figures. The storm appeared to approach rapidly; and, on landing, I ascended a low hill, that I might observe its progress. It advanced; the heavens were clouded, and I soon felt the rain coming slowly in large drops, but its violence quickly increased.


I quitted my seat, and walked on, although the darkness and storm increased every minute, and the thunder burst with a terrific crash over my head. It was echoed from Salêve, the Juras, and the Alps of Savoy; vivid flashes of lightning dazzled my eyes, illuminating the lake, making it appear like a vast sheet of fire; then for an instant every thing seemed of a pitchy darkness, until the eye recovered itself from the preceding flash. The storm, as is often the case in Switzerland, appeared at once in various parts of the heavens. The most violent storm hung exactly north of the town, over that part of the lake which lies between the promontory of Belrive and the village of Copêt. Another storm enlightened Jura with faint flashes; and another darkened and sometimes disclosed the Môle, a peaked mountain to the east of the lake.


While I watched the storm, so beautiful yet terrific,6 I wandered on with a hasty step. This noble war in the sky elevated my spirits: I clasped my hands, and exclaimed aloud, “William, dear angel! this is thy funeral, this thy dirge!” As I said these words, I perceived in the gloom a figure which stole from behind a clump of trees near me; I stood fixed, gazing intently: I could not be mistaken. A flash of lightning illuminated the object, and discovered its shape plainly to me; its gigantic stature, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous than belongs to humanity, instantly informed me that it was the wretch, the filthy dæmon to whom I had given life. What did he there? Could he be (I shuddered at the conception) the murderer of my brother? No sooner did that idea cross my imagination, than I became convinced of its truth; my teeth chattered, and I was forced to lean against a tree for support. The figure passed me quickly, and I lost it in the gloom. Nothing in human shape could have destroyed that fair child. He
was the murderer! I could not doubt it. The mere presence of the idea was an irresistible proof of the fact. I thought of pursuing the devil; but it would have been in vain, for another flash discovered him to me hanging among the rocks of the nearly perpendicular ascent of Mont Salêve, a hill that bounds Plainpalais on the south. He soon reached the summit, and disappeared.


I remained motionless. The thunder ceased; but the rain still continued, and the scene was enveloped in an impenetrable darkness. I revolved in my mind the events which I had until now sought to forget: the whole train of my progress towards the creation; the appearance of the work of my own hands alive at my bed side; its departure. Two years had now nearly elapsed since the night on which he first received life; and was this his first crime? Alas! I had turned loose into the world a depraved wretch, whose delight was in carnage and misery; had he not murdered my brother?


No one can conceive the anguish I suffered during the remainder of the night, which I spent, cold and wet, in the open air. But I did not feel the inconvenience of the weather; my imagination was busy in scenes of evil and despair. I considered the being whom I had cast among mankind, and endowed with the will and power to effect purposes of horror, such as the deed which he had now done, nearly in the light of my own vampire,7 my own spirit let loose from the grave, and forced to destroy all that was dear to me.


Day dawned; and I directed my steps towards the town. The gates were open; and I hastened to my father’s house. My first thought was to discover what I knew of the murderer, and cause instant pursuit to be made. But I paused when I reflected on the story that I had to tell. A being whom I myself had formed, and endued with life, had met me at midnight among the precipices of an inaccessible mountain. I remembered also the nervous fever with which I had been seized just at the time that I dated my creation, and which would give an air of delirium to a tale otherwise so utterly improbable. I well knew that if any other had communicated such a relation to me, I should have looked upon it as the ravings of insanity. Besides, the strange nature of the animal would elude all pursuit, even if I were so far credited as to persuade my relatives to commence it. Besides, of what use would be pursuit? Who could arrest a creature capable of scaling the overhanging sides of Mont Salêve? These reflections determined me, and I resolved to remain silent.


It was about five in the morning when I entered my father’s house. I told the servants not to disturb the family, and went into the library to attend their usual hour of rising.


Six years had elapsed, passed as a dream but for one indelible trace, and I stood in the same place where I had last embraced my father before my departure for Ingolstadt. Beloved and respectable parent! He still remained to me. I gazed on the picture of my mother, which stood over the mantelpiece. It was an historical subject, painted at my father’s desire, and represented Caroline Beaufort in an agony of despair, kneeling by the coffin of her dead father. Her garb was rustic, and her cheek pale; but there was an air of dignity and beauty, that hardly permitted the sentiment of pity. Below this picture was a miniature of William; and my tears flowed when I looked upon it. While I was thus engaged, Ernest entered: he had heard me arrive, and hastened to welcome me. He expressed a sorrowful delight to see me: “Welcome, my dearest Victor,” said he. “Ah! I wish you had come three months ago, and then you would have found us all joyous and delighted. But we are now unhappy; and, I am afraid, tears instead of smiles will be your welcome. Our father looks so sorrowful: this dreadful event seems to have revived in his mind his grief on the death of Mamma. Poor Elizabeth also is quite inconsolable.” Ernest began to weep as he said these words.


“Do not,” said I, “welcome me thus; try to be more calm, that I may not be absolutely miserable the moment I enter my father’s house after so long an absence. But, tell me, how does my father support his misfortunes? and how is my poor Elizabeth?”


“She indeed requires consolation; she accused herself of having caused the death of my brother, and that made her very wretched. But since the murderer has been discovered—”


“The murderer discovered! Good God! how can that be? who could attempt to pursue him? It is impossible; one might as well try to overtake the winds, or confine a mountain-stream with a straw.”


“I do not know what you mean; but we were all very unhappy when she was discovered. No one would believe it at first; and even now Elizabeth will not be convinced; notwithstanding all the evidence. Indeed, who would credit that Justine Moritz, who was so amiable, and fond of all the family, could all at once become so extremely wicked?”


“Justine Moritz! Poor, poor girl, is she the accused? But it is wrongfully; every one knows that; no one believes it, surely, Ernest?”


“No one did at first; but several circumstances came out, that have almost forced conviction upon us: and her own behaviour has been so confused, as to add to the evidence of facts a weight that, I fear, leaves no hope for doubt. But she will be tried to-day, and you will then hear all.”


He related that, the morning on which the murder of poor William had been discovered, Justine had been taken ill, and confined to her bed; and, after several days, one of the servants, happening to examine the apparel she had worn on the night of the murder, had discovered in her pocket the picture of my mother, which had been judged to be the temptation of the murderer. The servant instantly shewed it to one of the others, who, without saying a word to any of the family, went to a magistrate; and, upon their deposition, Justine was apprehended. On being charged with the fact, the poor girl confirmed the suspicion in a great measure by her extreme confusion of manner.


This was a strange tale, but it did not shake my faith; and I replied earnestly, “You are all mistaken; I know the murderer. Justine, poor, good Justine, is innocent.”


At that instant my father entered. I saw unhappiness deeply impressed on his countenance, but he endeavoured to welcome me cheerfully; and, after we had exchanged our mournful greeting, would have introduced some other topic than that of our disaster, had not Ernest exclaimed, “Good God, Papa! Victor says that he knows who was the murderer of poor William.”


“We do also, unfortunately,” replied my father; “for indeed I had rather have been for ever ignorant than have discovered so much depravity and ingratitude in one I valued so highly.”


“My dear father, you are mistaken; Justine is innocent.”


“If she is, God forbid that she should suffer as guilty. She is to be tried today, and I hope, I sincerely hope, that she will be acquitted.”


This speech calmed me. I was firmly convinced in my own mind that Justine, and indeed every human being, was guiltless of this murder. I had no fear, therefore, that any circumstantial evidence could be brought forward strong enough to convict her; and, in this assurance, I calmed myself, expecting the trial with eagerness, but without prognosticating an evil result.


We were soon joined by Elizabeth. Time had made great alterations in her form since I had last beheld her. Six years before she had been a pretty, good-humoured girl, whom every one loved and caressed. She was now a woman in stature and expression of countenance, which was uncommonly lovely. An open and capacious forehead gave indications of a good understanding, joined to great frankness of disposition. Her eyes were hazel, and expressive of mildness, now through recent affliction allied to sadness. Her hair was of a rich dark auburn, her complexion fair, and her figure slight and graceful. She welcomed me with the greatest affection. “Your arrival, my dear cousin,” said she, “fills me with hope. You perhaps will find some means to justify my poor guiltless Justine. Alas! who is safe, if she be convicted of crime? I rely on her innocence as certainly as I do upon my own. Our misfortune is doubly hard to us; we have not only lost that lovely darling boy, but this poor girl, whom I sincerely love, is to be torn away by even a worse fate. If she is condemned, I never shall know joy more. But she will not, I am sure she will not; and then I shall be happy again, even after the sad death of my little William.”


“She is innocent, my Elizabeth,” said I, “and that shall be proved; fear nothing, but let your spirits be cheered by the assurance of her acquittal.”


“How kind you are! every one else believes in her guilt, and that made me wretched; for I knew that it was impossible: and to see every one else prejudiced in so deadly a manner, rendered me hopeless and despairing.” She wept.


“Sweet niece,” said my father, “dry your tears. If she is, as you believe, innocent, rely on the justice of our judges, and the activity with which I shall prevent the slightest shadow of partiality.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
NIGHT FLIGHT

 

TENSED, I PUSHED OPEN THE ELEVATOR DOORS, READY for the lynx to spring upon us.


The empty corridor stretched out in near darkness, with only a pale flicker of orange light coming from the parlor.


“When we entered,” I whispered to the others, “Krake was before the hearth.”


“Let’s hope he’s asleep,” Henry breathed.


“Keep watch behind us,” I told Henry. “Elizabeth, set your gaze high; he is a good climber.”


As we stepped out of the elevator, its wooden planks groaned briefly, and the sound seemed huge in the silent house. Once more I cursed myself for not bringing the poker or Polidori’s clubbed cane. Slowly we made our way down the corridor, pausing before the branch in the passage that led to the lavatory and bedchamber.


I listened. I sniffed, in case I could smell Krake. But he was the predator, not me, and his ears and nose were keener than mine. I leaned out around the corner. The corridor was empty.


We hurried on, past the closed kitchen door, toward the parlor. As we neared it, more of the room became visible in the pale light from the crackling embers. On the mantelpiece ticked Polidori’s clock. The time was half past nine.


In thirty minutes the gates of the city would close, and they would not open again until five o’clock the following morning.


We could not be trapped inside the city for the night.


The elixir had to be taken within four hours of its making.


Stealthily I moved into the room, far enough to see the rug before the hearth. Krake sat upon it, his back to us, looking directly into the embers as though mesmerized. His ears were pricked high.


I turned to the others and gestured for them to follow. We could move past, behind the lynx.


With every step I watched Krake, but all his attention seemed hypnotically focused on the embers. Halfway across the room, I heard something—a kind of hiss emanating from the fireplace. It took me a moment before I realized it was Polidori’s voice, carried upward to Krake through the chimney. I did not catch the words, and did not want to know in what devilish way these two communicated. With every step I took, Polidori’s voice seemed to get louder and more urgent, and when it stopped, the silence was like a sudden noise. The clock ticked, and Krake turned and stared straight at us.


“Run!” I cried.


Krake snarled, and every hair on my body bristled. I bolted for the door to the storefront and flung it back. Lamplight from the street spilled through the grimy shop windows. Krake gave another terrible shriek, closer now. We hurtled across the shop, threw the door wide, and ran headlong down the dark cobblestones of Wollstonekraft Alley.


Before we rounded the corner, I glanced back, but I did not see Krake pursuing us. Still we ran, until we came out upon a public square where there was torchlight and people about—though mostly of the drunken sort. Here I stopped and bent over, breathless, my amputated fingers throbbing as though they were still there.


“We will need the horses,” Henry said. “We must get back to your stables.”


From across the city Saint Peter’s tolled the quarter hour. Fifteen minutes till ten.


“We will not make it to the Rive gate in time,” I said.


We were too far from my house. Even if we ran all the way, readied the horses, and rode full tilt to the gates, they would already be locked for the night.


“What do you intend to do, then?” Henry demanded.


“The river gate,” I said. “We’re no more than a few minutes away.”


It was the city’s only entrance by water. But the harbor itself was sealed off shortly after ten o’clock. Two massive chains were strung between the two shores and raised to prevent any vessel from leaving or entering.


Henry looked at me as though I were feverish. “We have no boat!” he said.


“We will obtain one.” I was already running. “But we must get there fast. The wind is from the southwest. It will blow us straight to Bellerive!”


Elizabeth and Henry followed, easily keeping pace with me, for I was much weakened by my ordeal, and fighting for breath. We neared the city’s ramparts, and on the broad street that led down to the harbor, I saw three guardsmen with torches, making their way toward the gates to close them for the night.


“Hurry!” I gasped. Calling upon the last of my endurance, I raced on, streaking past the guards, through the archway and onto the broad quay. Creaking at their moorings, tall ships were silhouetted against the dark sky.


I rushed toward the marina, where the smaller boats were docked. There was a great deal of activity on the wharves, as sailors boarded and disembarked from their ships. Those wishing to spend their night within the city walls had only a few more minutes to get there. Not that there was any shortage of company quayside for the sailors. Small braziers burned everywhere, and there were whistles and hoots and the shrill laughter of loose women. The three of us fit right in. We must have looked like urchins, me especially, with my sooty face, singed hair, and bloodied bandages.


At the marina my heart sang when I saw a smallish boat newly tied up against a slip, and two fishermen hauling out their catch. I rushed to them.


“I have need of your boat for one night,” I panted. “Name your price, please.”


They looked at me as though I were deranged, until they saw my purse. I spilled a pile of silver coins into my palm. “Will this do?” I asked.


They looked at each other, knowing very well that the amount was nearly the value of their boat.


“Who are you?” one of them asked.


“Do we have a contract?” I said.


“You know how to sail her?” he demanded.


“Indeed.”


I put the coins into his hand and closed his fingers around them. “I’ll have her back by tomorrow night,” I promised, and stepped aboard. “Henry, Elizabeth, we don’t have much time.”


There was a bit of bustle and confusion, for the fishermen had not quite unloaded their catch, and Henry and Elizabeth helped them, while I relit the beacons and readied the boat for sail.


“Where are you bound?” one of the fishermen asked me.


“Bellerive.”


“You’ll have the wind,” he said, pushing us away from the slip. “If you get out of the harbor in time.”


“Haul up the sail!” I sang out to Henry. “Elizabeth—the jib!”


Even as they pulled the halyards, I was at the tiller, trimming the mainsail so she best caught the wind.


“Mainsail up!” cried Henry.


“Forward now, Henry. You’re my eyes.”


“Jib’s up,” said Elizabeth.


She was a fine sailor, a better one than Henry, and I wanted her in the cockpit, ready to trim the foresail for me.


The moon was bright, mercy of mercies, silvering everything. I stood at the tiller, guiding the boat out of the marina and into the harbor proper. At its mouth a tower rose from either shore. Fires burned at their summits, making silhouettes of the watchmen.


Within these towers were the giant winches which carried the chain that closed the harbor. Once, Father had taken Konrad and me inside to see the great windlasses. Five men were needed to turn the cranks and haul the weed-strewn chains from the lake bed. When the men finished winding, the chains stretched tautly across the harbor mouth, one three feet above the water’s surface, the other fifteen.


Those chains were strong enough to snap the masts off much bigger ships than mine.


In a moment we caught the wind fully, and I gave the order to let out more sail. With satisfaction and a quickening heart I felt our bow dig deeper into the water.


In the distance a watchman shouted out from one of the towers:


“Bear away! Bear away!”


I held my course.


“They are signaling at us!” Henry cried from the bow.


I knew that in both towers the men were turning the windlasses—but I also knew we still had several minutes before the chains rose.


We ran with the wind, the water churning at our sides. I set my course for the center of the harbor’s mouth, for it was there that the chains would be last to break the surface.


“I see it near the shoreline!” Henry cried. “Victor, bear away! We’ll strike it!”


I did not. “Elizabeth, mind the foresail!”


She let out her sheet a few more inches, and I could feel it give the boat just a bit more lift.


To either side I saw the giant links breaking the surface one after the other, soaring up into the air. If just one were to strike us, it would dash our hull to pieces—and us with it. I tightened my hand on the tiller. I would not stray from my course.


We were nearly there, about to cross the line. Links shot up to the left and right, drenching us with spray and weed and lake mud. Closer and closer they came to our boat. Almost through, but not quite. I gritted my teeth. And then, not ten feet behind my rudder, the entirety of the chain breached the water like some great leviathan come up for air.


“We did it!” Elizabeth cried.


“Thanks to your fine trimming!” I exclaimed.


Henry exhaled and shook his head, holding on to the shrouds for support. “I was not made for such adventuring,” he called back to me. “That could very easily have gone the other way, Victor!”


“Think of what fabulous material this will give you, though, Henry,” I said, and sank down beside the tiller, utterly spent. The shoreline was well known to me, even by moonlight. In the distance I saw the dark outline of Bellerive’s promontory, and set my course. If the wind continued strong, we would be at the château’s boathouse within an hour.


“The elixir,” I said, suddenly anxious. “Elizabeth, you still have it?”


She drew it carefully out from a pocket of her dress.


“It’s intact?” I asked, holding out my hand.


“You don’t trust me?” she asked, with some irritation.


“It will ease my mind to hold it.”


With some reluctance she passed it to me. I slipped the vial from its protective leather sheath. The glass was unbroken, the cork still firmly in place. I put it back into the sheath and then into my own pocket.


The wind held steady, the sails needed no trimming, and there was little to do for the moment. Henry returned to the cockpit.


“What of Polidori?” he said.


“The fall was not high enough to harm him,” I replied.


“We cannot leave him trapped in his cellar,” said Elizabeth.


“The wretch may have some other means of escape,” I said. I could not summon any sympathy for the fellow, and was surprised at my cousin’s compassion. “But we will send word to the city guard tomorrow. They can rescue him in his forbidden laboratory.”


We sailed in silence for a while, Elizabeth looking up at the stars. I thought of how many times all of us had done so, and drifted and talked and shared our thoughts.


“Can you see the future now?” I asked her.


“No.” Her face was drawn, and I thought I saw a flash of tears in her eyes. “What if it doesn’t work, Victor?”


The same question had been echoing in my head, and doubtless in Henry’s, too.


“We’ve done something extraordinary, the three of us,” I said fiercely. “We’ve obtained the Elixir of Life. It is no spell or incantation. It’s no different from Polidori’s vision of the wolf. Or Dr. Murnau’s medicine. The elixir will work. We must believe it.”


“That will not make it so,” said Henry.


Before I could reply, Elizabeth said fervently, “If our prayers to God have any influence on the workings of this world, we can make it so. We must! Banish your doubts if you have them. Konrad will be well again.”


She spoke with utter conviction, her face gleaming, and although I did not believe in God as she did, I found myself nodding. And the familiar, hateful thought stole into my head once more.


She could be mine if …


Right then I wished I could pray. I would pray to be free of my wayward thoughts. I would pray, Let him live. How reassuring it would be to believe there was a kindly God looking over us, that he would take pity on our toil and suffering and grant us what we asked.


But I knew it was not true, and there was no point indulging in such fantasy. The only source of power on this earth was our own.


We sailed on through the night, and though Henry reassured me again and again that hardly any time had passed, our voyage seemed to be taking forever. The dark line of the shore never grew any closer. We merely hovered in darkness.


The pain in my right hand increased. The pain itself I could endure, but nothing would bring my fingers back. For the first time I felt resentment.


I had sacrificed a part of my body.


I had given something away.


And in return I would get my brother’s life. He would live—and not just live. He would be immune to all illness, a paragon of health and strength. He would be even more beautiful and skilled than before. What chance would I have then with Elizabeth?


Even if I bent my entire will to the task, tried my hardest, could I win her? I had kissed her lips too. I had sniffed her wolf scent and tasted her blood, like some vampire, always hungry for more. Konrad knew only part of her. Her sweetness and goodness and good humor and intelligence. But he had not witnessed her full power and fury and passion.


I knew her better, and now I could never have her—and would be crippled for life.


I felt the vial against my leg, its weight far greater than seemed right for its small size. Almost without realizing it, I drew it out.


What would a drop do? I wondered. Just a drop. There would be enough for Konrad still. Would a drop ease my pain? Would it cause new fingers to grow, starfishlike, from the blackened stumps?


I pulled the vial from its sheath and beheld its dark luster in the moonlight. If Polidori had thought it would heal his shattered legs, then surely it could birth two small fingers… .


“Victor,” said Henry.


“Hmm, what?” I said testily.


“Best put it back into your pocket. If the boat heels, you may drop it.”


I noticed that Elizabeth too watched me closely.


I sniffed. “Very well.” I slid it into my pocket.


From within the boat’s cabin something shifted.


“It is just a stray fish flopping about,” I said with a laugh. But I looked to shore. We were still a good thirty minutes away.


Elizabeth stepped back toward me. “Victor, there is something in there.”


I saw the flash of eyes. A dreadful elongated shadow burst from the cabin, aimed directly at me, and sank its teeth into my leg. I bellowed, but not in pain. Somehow the long teeth had pierced only my trousers.


It took me a moment to realize what this thing was, for the moon had transformed Krake into a ghostly apparition, with black eyes and a jagged, cratered mouth. Jaws clenched, he pulled back, tearing out my pocket.


“The elixir!” I cried as the vial flew out and hit the deck. At once the lynx pounced upon it, mouth wide, as if to snap it up and crush it.


Henry was closest, and immediately clouted Krake on the side of the head. The lynx recoiled with a snarl, spitting, and sprang up onto the cabin roof, his head swinging swiftly from Henry to Elizabeth to me, unsure of whom to attack. He showed his teeth, and they seemed unnaturally numerous—and sharp.


We all faltered. Henry took a step back. On the floor of the cockpit the vial rolled to and fro. Krake’s eyes impaled it. Before I could make a move, Elizabeth ran for it. The lynx pounced, slamming against her legs and knocking her off her feet. With one paw he swiped at her face. She raised her arm to ward off the blow, but not quickly enough. She gave a cry. I saw bloody claw marks across her cheek.


I let go the tiller and lunged at Krake, but in one supple move he avoided me and scooped the vial into his jaws.


“No!” I bellowed, as the beast nimbly vaulted onto the cabin roof. I looked over at Elizabeth. “Are you all right?”


“He wants the elixir for Polidori!” she shouted. “Look how he holds it in his mouth!”


I too saw how the fiendish beast did not chew the vial but with his tongue pushed it delicately to one side. He was as wicked and clever as a witch’s familiar. He’d sat on the hearth, mesmerized by the hiss of his master’s voice snaking up the chimney, and received his orders.


Krake looked now in all directions as if trying to decide which way was closest to land.


“He means to jump!” I cried. “Elizabeth, take the tiller!”


Overmastered by my panic and anger, I hurled myself again at the lynx, knowing he would fight me tooth and claw. But I had tooth and claw too, and meant to use them. Krake seemed to sense my bloody resolve, and darted toward the bow.


“Come here, you overgrown puss!” I scrambled after him.


Henry reached the lynx first and threw his body on top of him. Krake snarled and scratched, and the vial fell from his mouth and rolled along the deck toward the starboard edge. I watched in horror as it knocked against the low railing. A good jostle would send it into the lake.


Henry was trying his best to grip Krake around the neck, but the lynx suddenly made himself skinny and squirted through his arms. The cat looked around wildly. I cursed myself for wasting time, and lunged now for the vial. But the lynx’s speed was unnatural, and once more he took it into his mouth—


And jumped into the black water.


I had time only to shout “Heave to!” before I threw myself over the side. It was like plunging into night, so silky and dark was it beneath the surface. I came up, treading water, casting about, trying to spot Krake.


“Where is he?” I shouted back to the boat.


“There! There!” cried Henry, pointing.


I looked and caught sight of the slick hump of Krake’s head, so low to the surface that it was almost impossible to track. He swam with surprising speed, and I started after him, pulling and kicking hard. After the glacial coelacanth pool, I scarcely noticed the coldness of the lake. In the moonlight I saw Krake outstripping me.


My spirit faltered, and I felt a great grief well up inside me and weaken me further. We had lost the elixir. We had failed. I had failed.


Then I heard the low gurgle of a hull moving through water, and turned to see the boat slice past me, Elizabeth at the tiller and Henry in the prow, spotting, speeding after Krake. Then, when they were abreast of him, Elizabeth let the sails go slack. I saw her bend down and from the cockpit throw one of the fishermen’s nets. It flew beautifully, unfurling in the moonlight and settling over a large patch of the water, like a great web.


“We have him!” she cried. “Henry, help me pull!”


Within the net thrashed Krake, getting dragged back toward the boat. The sight charged me with hope, and I swam hard, barely noticing the pain in my hand. Elizabeth and Henry hauled Krake alongside the hull and tied up the net tightly to the starboard cleats so that the lynx hung suspended just above the water’s surface. Breathless, I reached the boat, and Henry helped me aboard. I was streaming wet.


Elizabeth fetched more lanterns and lit them so we could see the sodden lynx properly, green eyes flashing malevolently.


“He still holds the vial!” cried Elizabeth. “It’s unbroken!”


I saw it, tossing about in the lynx’s mouth as he yowled balefully at us.


“Bring him aboard,” I said, worried he might drop it into the lake.


“I’m reluctant,” said Henry, but he pulled with Elizabeth and me. Krake tumbled into the cockpit, thrashing and spitting. He could not get very far, so entangled was he, but we all stepped up onto the bench seats, just to keep our feet clear of him.


“How to get it out?” Elizabeth murmured.


“If we strike him too hard, he might crack it,” Henry said.


The lynx’s eyes, all this time, flickered between us, and I had the uncanny feeling he understood our talk. Slowly, almost smugly, he closed his mouth—and swallowed.


“No!” I cried.


Krake did not have an easy time of it. He gagged and hacked, but when his mouth opened once more, the vial was gone. His unnerving green eyes settled on me, and I could have sworn he smirked.


“The fiend!” gasped Henry. “How do we get it out now?”


Elizabeth and I looked at each other—and I knew the same idea had just occurred to us simultaneously.


“I saw a knife in the cabin,” she said.


“Yes,” I answered.


I did not want to waste a moment. Within Krake’s stomach the vial’s stopper might come loose, and then we would have a very, very healthy and powerful lynx aboard our boat.


I hurried below with a lantern and looked about the cramped cabin. Amidst the jumble I found a harpoon, and a deboning knife. I took them up onto the deck.


The moment Krake beheld me, he knew. Immediately his eyes became as docile and beseeching as a kitten’s. He strained through the netting with his paws, and made a mewing sound so pitiful that I felt myself falter. He had saved our lives once, in the Sturmwald.


All part of Polidori’s dark design, I reminded myself.


I forced my mind to be still, my limbs to steady. I breathed deeply and took the harpoon in my hands.


Kill him.


I could not stab him in the heart, for the heart, I knew, was perilously close to the stomach—and in Krake’s stomach was the glass vial.


So I raised my harpoon and struck him in the neck.


He yowled and writhed most terribly, but I struck him again, harder. I felt a stranger to myself, but strangely powerful, too. With each blow the smell of blood reached my nostrils and sharpened my animal instincts. I was dimly aware of making a sound, a kind of low growl in my throat. And then Krake moved no more. My flanks heaved as I caught my breath. I knelt and began to untangle the lynx’s body from the net. Elizabeth joined me, and together we laid the creature’s limp body out on the cockpit floor.


I took up the knife and slit Krake from throat to belly. Hot viscera spilled out, and with it a penetrating stench. I saw Henry turn away, and I heard his miserable retching sounds. I looked at Elizabeth and saw she was steady. Amidst all the blood, it was difficult at first to identify the organs.


“Here is the esophagus,” said Elizabeth, fearlessly tracing the muscular tube to a sac, pushing aside tissue and pulp. “And this must be the stomach.”


I made an incision, and our hands reached together into the creature’s hot innards, handling the contents of its stomach.


I glanced at her, and saw her face not battling revulsion but alive—excited, even.


“I have it!” she gasped. “I think I have it!”


And she pulled out from the gory mess a vial, still stoppered, still intact.


Tears of relief and joy rushed from her eyes, and we embraced. I wished, even in our bloody grip, that her arms would never release me.


But this time it was I who pulled away first, for in my head was the ticking of a great clock—or perhaps a great heartbeat. We had lost time.


“We need to get back to Konrad,” I said.


We heaved Krake’s remains into the lake, hurriedly shoved the net back into the cabin, and trimmed our sails. We ran with the wind. It wasn’t long before I could see the outline of our château and the pale flicker of candlelight in Konrad’s room, where I knew either Mother or Maria would be at his bedside, watching over him.


We tied up at the dock, rushed into the boathouse, and thumped on the château door until it was opened by Celeste, one of our maids. She was in her nightgown and cap, holding a candle—and she looked upon us with horror, her hand flying up to her mouth to stifle a scream.


I suddenly remembered that I was soaked to the skin, and Elizabeth and I were both spattered with Krake’s gore. “It’s all right, Celeste.”


“Master Victor … where have you three been? What has happened?”


“I’ll explain later.”


We hurried inside, upstairs to Konrad’s bedchamber. Outside the door I faltered. I did not know what I would say if Mother was there. How would I explain? What if she refused to allow us to give him the elixir?


I opened the door silently and peered inside. To my immense relief it was Maria who sat dozing in a chair near Konrad’s bed.


The three of us slipped inside.


Konrad was asleep, so waxy pale and still that I worried we were too late. But then I saw the weak rise and fall of his chest. As we drew to his bedside, Maria stirred, and her eyes opened and widened at the sight of us.


She drew in her breath sharply, not sure if this was a nightmare.


“Don’t be afraid,” I said quietly. “All’s well. We have the elixir.”


From her pocket Elizabeth took the vial, the leather covering still crusted with Krake’s blood.


“I scarcely know what to think,” Maria said. “How—”


“We completed the final preparations with Julius Polidori,” Elizabeth told her.


“What happened to your hand?” Maria asked suddenly, seeing the frayed bandages.


“That doesn’t matter right now,” I said. “Where is Mother?”


“I sent her to bed a few hours ago—she is exhausted beyond all endurance.”


I nodded. “Now is the time to do it, then.”


“Wait,” said Maria, her brow furrowed. “What if it should do him harm? I could never forgive myself.”


“He barely breathes,” Elizabeth said, taking Konrad’s limp hand in her own. “We must try it—and pray.”


Maria nodded reluctantly, then again with more decision. “Yes, bring him back, Victor.”


Elizabeth propped another pillow under my brother’s head.


“Konrad,” she said softly, “we have new medicine for you. Wake and take it.”


He would not wake.


“We must administer it ourselves,” I said.


I opened the vial. Elizabeth parted his lips carefully. I placed a small drop of the elixir on his tongue. I watched it trickle down into his throat. In his slumber he made a murmuring sound and swallowed. Only then did I release more onto his tongue.


Drop by drop I gave him the Elixir of Life. It took a full half hour. I dared not rush it, for fear he might gag or spit it out.


When the last drop was gone, I looked at Henry and Elizabeth. I had never felt so tired in my life.


“It’s done,” I said. “All that we could do, is done.”


Elizabeth brushed Konrad’s lank hair back from his forehead, and he stirred again, and this time his eyes opened.


“Konrad,” I said.


He looked at me calmly, and with complete awareness, then at Henry, and finally at Elizabeth. He smiled, his eyes drooped shut, and he slept again.


Henry staggered off to get some sleep, and Elizabeth and I went to Father’s study. I opened his medicine chest. I poured a measure of disinfectant onto a wad of cotton and carefully cleaned the wounds on Elizabeth’s face. She was brave and did not flinch. It was a mercy the cuts were not deep. Only the very tips of Krake’s claws seemed to have caught her tawny flesh.


“It’s not serious,” I said. “I do not think they need suturing.”


They still bled slowly, so I cut a piece of gauze and taped it delicately to her cheek. “There.”


“Thank you,” she said. “How is your hand?”


“It does not hurt much.” She took my hand in hers and unwound the bandages.


“Is it hideous?” I asked, gazing upon it with a curious lack of feeling.


“No. It is heroic.”


From Father’s desk she took a clean bandage and wound it round the stumps of my missing fingers.


“What will we tell Mother?” she said calmly.


“I don’t know.”


I felt like we were both dreamwalking, beyond our bodies, watching ourselves.


“How long will it take to work?” she asked.


It took a moment for me to realize she was talking about the elixir.


“Surely it must start at once.”


“I only hope we were in time,” she said. “He seemed so still.”


I could see she wanted reassurance. “He woke the moment he imbibed it.”


“He looked at us with complete understanding,” she said hopefully.


“Yes. He is already being healed.”


She yawned. “We should rest.”


“Yes. We should rest.”
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It was eight o’clock when we landed; we walked for a short time on the shore, enjoying the transitory light, and then retired to the inn, and contemplated the lovely scene of waters, woods, and mountains, obscured in darkness, yet still displaying their black outlines.


The wind, which had fallen in the south, now rose with great violence in the west. The moon had reached her summit in the heavens, and was beginning to descend; the clouds swept across it swifter than the flight of the vulture, and dimmed her rays, while the lake reflected the scene of the busy heavens, rendered still busier by the restless waves that were beginning to rise. Suddenly a heavy storm of rain descended.


I had been calm during the day; but so soon as night obscured the shapes of objects, a thousand fears arose in my mind. I was anxious and watchful, while my right hand grasped a pistol which was hidden in my bosom; every sound terrified me; but I resolved that I would sell my life dearly, and not relax the impending conflict until my own life, or that of my adversary, were extinguished.


Elizabeth observed my agitation for some time in timid and fearful silence; at length she said, “What is it that agitates you, my dear Victor? What is it you fear?”


“Oh! peace, peace, my love,” replied I, “this night, and all will be safe: but this night is dreadful, very dreadful.”


I passed an hour in this state of mind, when suddenly I reflected how dreadful the combat which I momentarily expected would be to my wife, and I earnestly entreated her to retire, resolving not to join her until I had obtained some knowledge as to the situation of my enemy.


She left me, and I continued some time walking up and down the passages of the house, and inspecting every corner that might afford a retreat to my adversary. But I discovered no trace of him, and was beginning to conjecture that some fortunate chance had intervened to prevent the execution of his menaces; when suddenly I heard a shrill and dreadful scream. It came from the room into which Elizabeth had retired. As I heard it, the whole truth rushed into my mind, my arms dropped, the motion of every muscle and fibre was suspended; I could feel the blood trickling in my veins, and tingling in the extremities of my limbs. This state lasted but for an instant; the scream was repeated, and I rushed into the room.


Great God! why did I not then expire! Why am I here to relate the destruction of the best hope, and the purest creature of earth? She was there, lifeless and inanimate, thrown across the bed, her head hanging down, and her pale and distorted features half covered by her hair. Every where I turn I see the same figure—her bloodless arms and relaxed form flung by the murderer on its bridal bier. Could I behold this, and live? Alas! life is obstinate, and clings closest where it is most hated. For a moment only did I lose recollection; I fainted.


When I recovered, I found myself surrounded by the people of the inn; their countenances expressed a breathless terror: but the horror of others appeared only as a mockery, a shadow of the feelings that oppressed me. I escaped from them to the room where lay the body of Elizabeth, my love, my wife, so lately living, so dear, so worthy. She had been moved from the posture in which I had first beheld her; and now, as she lay, her head upon her arm, and a handkerchief thrown across her face and neck, I might have supposed her asleep. I rushed towards her, and embraced her with ardour; but the deathly languor and coldness of the limbs told me, that what I now held in my arms had ceased to be the Elizabeth whom I had loved and cherished. The murderous mark of the fiend’s grasp was on her neck, and the breath had ceased to issue from her lips.


While I still hung over her in the agony of despair, I happened to look up. The windows of the room had before been darkened; and I felt a kind of panic on seeing the pale yellow light of the moon illuminate the chamber. The shutters had been thrown back; and, with a sensation of horror not to be described, I saw at the open window a figure the most hideous and abhorred. A grin was on the face of the monster; he seemed to jeer, as with his fiendish finger he pointed towards the corpse of my wife. I rushed towards the window, and drawing a pistol from my bosom, shot; but he eluded me, leaped from his station, and, running with the swiftness of lightning, plunged into the lake.


The report of the pistol brought a crowd into the room. I pointed to the spot where he had disappeared, and we followed the track with boats; nets were cast, but in vain. After passing several hours, we returned hopeless, most of my companions believing it to have been a form conjured by my fancy. After having landed, they proceeded to search the country, parties going in different directions among the woods and vines.


I did not accompany them; I was exhausted: a film covered my eyes, and my skin was parched with the heat of fever. In this state I lay on a bed, hardly conscious of what had happened; my eyes wandered round the room, as if to seek something that I had lost.


At length I remembered that my father would anxiously expect the return of Elizabeth and myself and that I must return alone. This reflection brought tears into my eyes, and I wept for a long time; but my thoughts rambled to various subjects, reflecting on my misfortunes, and their cause. I was bewildered in a cloud of wonder and horror. The death of William, the execution of Justine, the murder of Clerval, and lastly of my wife; even at that moment I knew not that my only remaining friends were safe from the malignity of the fiend; my father even now might be writhing under his grasp, and Ernest might be dead at his feet. This idea made me shudder, and recalled me to action. I started up, and resolved to return to Geneva with all possible speed.


There were no horses to be procured, and I must return by the lake; but the wind was unfavourable and the rain fell in torrents. However, it was hardly morning, and I might reasonably hope to arrive by night. I hired men to row, and took an oar myself for I had always experienced relief from mental torment in bodily exercise. But the overflowing misery I now felt, and the excess of agitation that I endured rendered me incapable of any exertion. I threw down the oar; and, leaning my head upon my hands, gave way to every gloomy idea that arose. If I looked up, I saw the scenes which were familiar to me in my happier time, and which I had contemplated but the day before in the company of her who was now but a shadow and a recollection. Tears streamed from my eyes. The rain had ceased for a moment, and I saw the fish play in the waters as they had done a few hours before; they had then been observed by Elizabeth. Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change. The sun might shine, or the clouds might lour;1 but nothing could appear to me as it had done the day before. A fiend had snatched from me every hope of future happiness: no creature had ever been so miserable as I was; so frightful an event is single in the history of man.


But why should I dwell upon the incidents that followed this last overwhelming event. Mine has been a tale of horrors; I have reached their acme,2 and what I must now relate can but be tedious to you. Know that, one by one, my friends were snatched away: I was left desolate. My own strength is exhausted; and I must tell, in a few words, what remains of my hideous narration.


I arrived at Geneva. My father and Ernest yet lived; but the former sunk under the tidings that I bore. I see him now, excellent and venerable old man! his eyes wandered in vacancy, for they had lost their charm and their delight—his niece, his more than daughter, whom he doated on with all that affection which a man feels, who, in the decline of life, having few affections, clings more earnestly to those that remain. Cursed, cursed be the fiend that brought misery on his grey hairs, and doomed him to waste in wretchedness! He could not live under the horrors that were accumulated around him; an apoplectic fit3 was brought on, and in a few days he died in my arms.


What then became of me? I know not; I lost sensation, and chains and darkness were the only objects that pressed upon me. Sometimes, indeed, I dreamt that I wandered in flowery meadows and pleasant vales with the friends of my youth; but awoke, and found myself in a dungeon. Melancholy followed, but by degrees I gained a clear conception of my miseries and situation, and was then released from my prison. For they had called me mad; and during many months, as I understood, a solitary cell had been my habitation.


But liberty had been a useless gift to me had I not, as I awakened to reason, at the same time awakened to revenge. As the memory of past misfortunes pressed upon me, I began to reflect on their cause—the monster whom I had created, the miserable dæmon whom I had sent abroad into the world for my destruction. I was possessed by a maddening rage when I thought of him, and desired and ardently prayed that I might have him within my grasp to wreak a great and signal revenge on his cursed head.


Nor did my hate long confine itself to useless wishes; I began to reflect on the best means of securing him; and for this purpose, about a month after my release, I repaired to a criminal judge in the town, and told him that I had an accusation to make; that I knew the destroyer of my family; and that I required him to exert his whole authority for the apprehension of the murderer.


The magistrate listened to me with attention and kindness: “Be assured, sir,” said he, “no pains or exertions on my part shall be spared to discover the villain.”


“I thank you,” replied I; “listen, therefore, to the deposition that I have to make. It is indeed a tale so strange, that I should fear you would not credit it, were there not something in truth which, however wonderful, forces conviction. The story is too connected to be mistaken for a dream, and I have no motive for falsehood.” My manner, as I thus addressed him, was impressive, but calm; I had formed in my own heart a resolution to pursue my destroyer to death; and this purpose quieted my agony, and provisionally reconciled me to life. I now related my history briefly, but with firmness and precision, marking the dates with accuracy, and never deviating into invective or exclamation.


The magistrate appeared at first perfectly incredulous, but as I continued he became more attentive and interested; I saw him sometimes shudder with horror, at others a lively surprise, unmingled with disbelief, was painted on his countenance.


When I had concluded my narration, I said, “This is the being whom I accuse, and for whose detection and punishment I call upon you to exert your whole power. It is your duty as a magistrate, and I believe and hope that your feelings as a man will not revolt from the execution of those functions on this occasion.”


This address caused a considerable change in the physiognomy of my auditor. He had heard my story with that half kind of belief that is given to a tale of spirits and supernatural events; but when he was called upon to act officially in consequence, the whole tide of his incredulity returned. He, however, answered mildly, “I would willingly afford you every aid in your pursuit; but the creature of whom you speak appears to have powers which would put all my exertions to defiance. Who can follow an animal which can traverse the sea of ice, and inhabit caves and dens, where no man would venture to intrude? Besides, some months have elapsed since the commission of his crimes, and no one can conjecture to what place he has wandered or what region he may now inhabit.”


“I do not doubt that he hovers near the spot which I inhabit; and if he has indeed taken refuge in the Alps, he may be hunted like the chamois,4 and destroyed as a beast of prey. But I perceive your thoughts: you do not credit my narrative, and do not intend to pursue my enemy with the punishment which is his desert.”


As I spoke, rage sparkled in my eyes; the magistrate was intimidated; “You are mistaken,” said he, “I will exert myself; and if it is in my power to seize the monster, be assured that he shall suffer punishment proportionate to his crimes. But I fear, from what you have yourself described to be his properties, that this will prove impracticable, and that, while every proper measure is pursued, you should endeavour to make up your mind to disappointment.”


“That cannot be; but all that I can say will be of little avail. My revenge is of no moment5 to you; yet, while I allow it to be a vice, I confess that it is the devouring and only passion of my soul. My rage is unspeakable, when I reflect that the murderer, whom I have turned loose upon society, still exists. You refuse my just demand: I have but one resource; and I devote myself, either in my life or death, to his destruction.”


I trembled with excess of agitation as I said this; there was a phrenzy in my manner, and something, I doubt not, of that haughty fierceness, which the martyrs of old are said to have possessed. But to a Genevan magistrate, whose mind was occupied by far other ideas than those of devotion and heroism, this elevation of mind had much the appearance of madness. He endeavoured to soothe me as a nurse does a child, and reverted to6 my tale as the effects of delirium.


“Man,” I cried, “how ignorant art thou in thy pride of wisdom! Cease; you know not what it is you say.”


I broke from the house angry and disturbed, and retired to meditate on some other mode of action.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE DARK LIBRARY

 

IT’S A TERRIBLE THING,” I SAID, “TO BE CRIPPLED IN THE PRIME OF one’s life.”


“You’ve sprained your ankle,” said Konrad wryly. “Elizabeth, why on earth do you keep pushing him around in that wheelchair?”


“Oh,” said Elizabeth, laughing, “I find it amusing. For now.”


“Dr. Lesage said it mustn’t bear any weight for a week,” I protested.


Afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows of the west sitting room, one of the many large and elegantly furnished chambers in the château. It was a Sunday, four days since my brush with death. Father had gone into Geneva to tend to some urgent business, and my mother had accompanied him to visit an ailing aunt in town. My two younger brothers, Ernest, who was nine, and William, who had scarcely learned to walk, were with Justine, their nanny, in the courtyard, planting a small vegetable garden for their amusement.


“Honestly,” said Konrad, shaking his head, “it’s like a nurse-maid with a pram.”


I turned to Elizabeth. “I think our Konrad wants a turn in the chair. He’s feeling left out.”


I glanced back at my brother, hoping for a satisfying reaction. His face was virtually identical to my own, and even our parents sometimes had trouble telling us apart from a distance, for we shared the same brooding demeanor: dark and abundant hair that had a habit of falling across our eyes, high cheekbones, heavy eyebrows, a square jaw. Mother often lamented what she called the “ruthless turn” of our lips. A Frankenstein trait; it did not come from the Beaufort side of the family, she was quite certain.


“Victor,” my brother said, “I’m starting to doubt that your ankle’s even sprained. You’re playacting. Again. Come on. Up you get!”


“I’m not strong enough!” I objected. “Elizabeth, you were there when the doctor examined me! Tell him!”


Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “I seem to recall he said it might be sprained. Slightly.”


“You should be ready to hobble about, then!” Konrad proclaimed, trying to haul me from the chair. “You don’t want to get sickly!”


“Mother will be vexed!” I said, fighting back. “This could leave me permanently lame.”


“You two,” said Elizabeth with a sigh, and then she began giggling, for it must have been a comic sight, the two of us wrestling while the wheelchair rolled and skidded about. At last the chair tipped over, spilling me onto the floor.


“You madman!” I cried, getting to my feet. “Is this how you treat an invalid?”


“A little diva is what you are,” said Konrad. “Look at you, standing!”


I hunched, wincing for effect, but Konrad started laughing, and I did too. It was hard to watch oneself laughing without doing the same.


“It’s still sore,” I said, testing the foot gingerly.


He passed me the crutches that Dr. Lesage had brought. “Try these,” he said, “and let Elizabeth have a rest.”


Elizabeth had righted the wheelchair and arranged herself gracefully on the cushioned seat. “You little wretch,” she said to me, her hazel eyes narrowing. “It’s very comfortable. I can see why you didn’t want to get out!”


Elizabeth was a distant cousin of ours, from Father’s side of the family. When she was only five, her mother died, and her father remarried and promptly abandoned her to an Italian convent. When Father got word of this, some two years later, he traveled at once to the convent and brought her home to us.


When she’d first arrived, she was like a feral cat. She hid. Konrad and I, seven years old, were forever trying to find her. To us it was a wonderful game of hide-and-seek. But it was no amusement to her; she just wanted to be left alone. If we found her, she became very angry. She hissed and snarled and hit. Sometimes she bit.


Mother and Father told us she needed time. Elizabeth, they said, had not wanted to leave the convent. The nuns had been very kind to her, and their affection had been the closest thing she’d known to a mother’s love. She hadn’t wanted to be torn away from them to live with strangers. Konrad and I were told to let her be, but of course we did nothing of the sort.


We continued to pursue her for the next two months. Then, one day, when we found her latest hiding place, she actually smiled. I almost yelped in surprise.


“Close your eyes,” she ordered us. “Count to a hundred and find me again.”


And then it truly was a game, and from that moment the three of us were inseparable. Her laughter filled the house, and her sullenness and silence disappeared.


Her temper, however, did not.


Elizabeth was fiery. She did not lose her temper quickly, but when she did, all her old wildcat fury returned. Growing up together, she and I often came to blows over some disagreements. She even bit me once, when I suggested girls’ brains were smaller than boys’. Konrad never seemed to infuriate her like I could, but she and I fought tooth and claw.


Now that we were sixteen, all that was far behind us.


“Well, then,” said Konrad, grinning wickedly at Elizabeth, “you shall finally have your turn in the chair.”


At top speed he propelled her out of the sitting room and down the great hallway, me hurrying to keep up on my crutches, and then tossing them aside and running after them on my miraculously healed ankle.


Great portraits of our ancestors looked smugly down at me as I ran past. A full suit of armor, brandishing a sword still stained with blood, stood sentry in a niche.


Ahead, I saw Konrad and Elizabeth disappear into the library, and I followed. Konrad was in the middle of the grand book-lined room, spinning Elizabeth round and round in a tight circle until she shrieked for him to stop.


“I’m too dizzy, Konrad!”


“Very well,” he said. “Let’s dance instead.” And he took her hands and pulled her, none too gently, from the chair.


“I can’t!” she protested, staggering like a drunk as Konrad waltzed her clumsily across the room. I watched them, and there was within me a brief flicker of a feeling I did not recognize. It looked like me dancing with Elizabeth, but it was not.


She caught my eye, laughing. “Victor, make him stop! I must look ridiculous!”


Because she had grown up with us, she was used to such rough play. I was not worried for her. If she so wanted, she could have freed herself from Konrad’s clutches.


“All right, my lady,” said Konrad, “I release you.” And he gave her a final spin and let go.


Laughing still, Elizabeth lurched to one side, tried to regain her balance, and then fell against the shelves, her hand dislodging an entire row of books before she collapsed to the floor.


I looked at my twin with mock severity. “Konrad, look what you’ve done, you scoundrel!”


“No. Look what I’ve done!” Elizabeth exclaimed.


The bookshelf behind her had swung inward on invisible hinges, revealing a narrow opening.


“Incredible!” I exclaimed. “A secret passage we haven’t discovered yet!”


Château Frankenstein had been built by our ancestors more than three hundred years before, outside the village of Bellerive, not four miles from Geneva. The château had been constructed as both home and fortress, and its thick walls and high turrets rose from a promontory overlooking the lake, surrounded on three sides by water.


Though we also had a handsome house within Geneva itself, we usually stayed there only in the winter months, and at the first signs of spring, we moved back to the château. Over the years, Konrad, Elizabeth, and I had spent countless hours and days exploring its many levels, its sumptuous chambers and ballrooms, boathouse, stables, and ramparts. There were damp subterranean dungeons, portcullises that clanged down to block entranceways—and, of course, secret passages.


We’d naively thought that we’d discovered all of these. But here we were, the three of us, staring with delight at this gap in the library wall.


“Fetch a candlestick,” Konrad told me.


“You fetch a candlestick,” I retorted. “I can practically see in the dark.” And I pushed the thick bookshelf so that it swung farther inward—enough for a person to squeeze through if he turned sideways. The darkness beyond was total, but I resolutely moved toward it, hands outstretched.


“Don’t be daft,” said Elizabeth, grabbing my arm. “There might be stairs—or nothing at all. You’ve fallen to your death once already this week.”


Konrad was pushing past us now, a candlestick in his hand, leading the way. With a grimace I followed Elizabeth, and hadn’t taken two steps before Konrad brought us up short.


“Stop! There’s no railing—and a good drop.”


The three of us stood, pressed together, upon a small ledge that overlooked a broad square shaft. The candlelight did not reveal the bottom.


“Perhaps it’s an old chimney,” Elizabeth suggested.


“If it’s a chimney, why are there stairs?” I said, for jutting from the brick wall were small wooden steps.


“I wonder if Father knows about this,” said Konrad. “We should tell him.”


“We should go down first,” I said. “See where it leads.”


We all looked at the thin steps, little more than plank ends.


“They might be rotted through,” my brother said sensibly.


“Give me the candle, then,” I said impatiently. “I’ll test them as I go.”


“It’s not safe, Victor, especially for Elizabeth in her skirt and heeled shoes—”


In two swift movements Elizabeth had slipped off both shoes. I saw her eyes flash eagerly in the candlelight.


“They don’t look so rotted,” she said.


“All right,” said Konrad. “But stick close to the wall—and tread carefully!”


I badly wanted to go first, but Konrad held the candle, and led the way. Elizabeth went next, lifting her skirts. I came last. My eyes were fixed on the steps, and one hand brushed the wall, as much for reassurance as for balance. Three … four … five steps … and then a ninety-degree turn along the next wall. I paused and looked back up at the narrow bar of light from the library door. I was glad we’d left it ajar.


From below rose an evil, musty smell, like rotted lake weed. After a few more steps Konrad called out:


“There’s a door here!”


In the halo of candlelight, I saw set into the side of the shaft a large wooden door. Its rough surface was gouged with scratches. Where the handle ought to have been, there was a hole. Painted across the top of the hole were the words:


ENTER ONLY WITH A FRIEND’S WELCOME.

 

“Not very friendly to have no handle,” Elizabeth remarked.


Konrad gave the door a couple of good shoves. “Locked tight,” he said.


The stairs continued down, and my brother held the candle at arm’s length, trying to light the depths.


I squinted. “I think I see the bottom!”


It was indeed the bottom, and we reached it in another twenty steps. In the middle of the damp dirt floor was a well.


We walked around it and peered inside. I couldn’t tell if what I saw was oily water or just more blackness.


“Why would they hide a well in here?” Elizabeth asked.


“Maybe it’s a siege well,” I said, pleased with myself.


Konrad lifted an eyebrow. “A siege well?”


“If the château were besieged, and all other supplies of water were cut off.”


“Makes good sense,” said Elizabeth. “And maybe that door we passed leads to a secret escape tunnel!”


“Is that … a bone?” Konrad asked, holding his candle closer to the ground.


I felt myself shiver. We all bent down. It was half buried in the earth and was very small, white, and slender, with a knobby end.


“Maybe a finger bone?” I said.


“Animal or human?” Elizabeth asked.


“We could dig it up,” said Konrad.


“Perhaps later,” said Elizabeth. “No doubt it’s just a bit of another Frankenstein relative.”


We all giggled, and the noise echoed about unpleasantly.


“Shall we go back up?” Konrad said.


I wondered if he was scared. I was, but would not show it.


“That door … ,” I said. “I wonder where it goes.”


“It may simply be bricked up on the other side,” said Konrad.


“May I?” I said, and took the candle from his hand. I led the way back up the splintered stairs and stopped outside the door. I held the flame to the small hole but still could not see what was beyond. Passing the candle down to Elizabeth, I swallowed, and stretched my hand toward the dark hole.


“What are you doing, Victor?” Konrad asked.


“There might be a catch inside,” I said, and chuckled to conceal my nervousness. “No doubt something will grab my hand.”


I folded my hand, slipped it into the hole—and immediately something seized me.


The fingers were cold and very, very strong, and they gripped so tightly that I bellowed in both pain and terror.


“Victor, is this a joke?” Elizabeth demanded angrily.


I was pulling with all my might, trying to wrench my hand free. “It’s got me!” I roared. “It’s got my hand!”


“What’s got your hand?” shouted Konrad from below.


In my hysteria all I could think was, If it has a hand, it has a head, and if it has a mouth, it has teeth.


I pounded at the door with my other fist. “Let me go, you fiend!”


The more I pulled, the tighter it held me. But even in my panic I suddenly realized that this grip did not feel like flesh. It was too hard and inflexible.


“It’s not a real hand!” I cried. “It’s some kind of machine!”


“Victor, you idiot, what have you done now?” Konrad said.


“It won’t release me!”


“I’m going for help,” said Elizabeth, carefully moving around me and up the narrow steps. But just before she reached the door, there was a dull thud, and the bar of light from the library disappeared.


“What happened?” Konrad called out.


“It closed itself!” Elizabeth called back. “There’s a handle, but it won’t turn!” She began to pound on the thick door and call for help. Her voice echoed about the shaft like a bat’s flurry of panic.


All this time I was still struggling to pull my hand free.


“Be calm,” said Konrad at my side. “Elizabeth, can you return the candle to us, please?”


“I’ll be trapped down here forever!” I wailed, thinking of the bone we’d seen in the dirt. I now understood the deep scratches in the door, no doubt gouged by desperate fingernails. “You’ll have to saw my hand off!”


Exhausted, I stopped fighting the mechanical hand, and instantly it stopped tightening—but it did not release me.


“‘Enter only with a friend’s welcome,’” Elizabeth said, reading the message painted on the door. “It’s some kind of riddle. “A friend’s welcome …”


“Crushing someone’s hand to pulp!” I said.


“No,” she said. “When you welcome a friend, you say hello, you ask how they’ve been, you … shake their hand! Victor, maybe it wants you to shake hands!”


“I’ve been shaking hands with it for ten minutes!”


But had I? I’d been pulling and thrashing wildly about. I forced myself to take a deep, calm breath. As smoothly as I could, I tried to lift my hand. Amazingly, I was permitted to do so. Then I pushed gently down—and then politely pumped up and down once more. Instantly the mechanical fingers sprang apart, my hand was released, and the door creaked open a few inches.


I cradled my molested hand, flexing my fingers to make sure none were broken. “Thank you,” I said to Elizabeth. “That was a very good idea.”


“You troublemaker,” she said angrily. “Your adventure’s got us locked in—Victor, what are you doing now?”


“Don’t you want to have a look inside?” I said, poking the door open a little more.


“You must be mad,” said Konrad, “after what that door just did to you.”


“It may be our only way out,” I said. I was aware that I’d done a good deal of wailing and shrieking. At least I hadn’t wept. But I wanted to save face—and I was genuinely curious to know what was inside.


“Come on,” I said to Elizabeth, plucking the candle from her.


I pushed the door wide, stood to one side, and waited. Nothing flew out. Cautiously I stepped in, and peered behind the door.


“Look at this!” I exclaimed.


An elaborate machine, all gears and pulleys, was bolted to the back of the door. Against the hole was an amazing mechanical hand with jointed wooden fingers.


“What an ingenious lock,” said Konrad in amazement.


“And look here,” I said, pointing up. “I bet those ropes go to the library door. Didn’t it close and lock after the machine grabbed my hand? I’d wager we can unlock it from here. A brilliant trap to guard the room.”


“But why,” Elizabeth began slowly, “does it need to be guarded?”


As one, we all turned toward the room. The skin of my neck was gooseflesh.


I held the candle high. We were in a surprisingly large chamber. Nearby was a torch jutting from a wall sconce, and I quickly lit it. The room brightened, an orange glow flickering over tables scattered with oddly shaped glassware and metal instruments—and row upon row of shelves groaning with thick tomes.


“It’s just a library,” I said, relieved.


“We must be the first to discover it,” Elizabeth said in wonder.


I stroked my finger through the thick dust on the closest table, looked at the cobwebs sagging from the corners of the low ceiling. “Maybe so,” I murmured.


“Curious instruments,” said Konrad, peering at the glassware and scales and sharply angled tools arranged atop the table.


“It looks a bit like an apothecary shop,” I said, noting the large sooty hearth. “Maybe one of our ancestors made primitive medicines.”


“That would explain the well,” Elizabeth said. “They’d have needed water.”


“But why do it in a secret chamber?” I wondered aloud. I walked over to the bookshelves and squinted at their cracked spines. “The titles are all Latin and Greek and … languages I’ve never seen.”


I heard Elizabeth laugh, and turned.


“Here is a spell to rid your garden of slugs,” she said, paging through a black tome. “And another to make someone fall in love with you.” Her eyes lingered a bit longer on this one. “And here is one to make your enemy sicken and die …” Her voice trailed off. “There is a very upsetting picture of a body covered in running sores.”


We laughed, or tried to laugh, but we were all, I think, in awe of this strange place and the books it held.


“And here,” said Konrad, paging through another volume, “are instructions on how to speak to the dead.”


I looked at my brother. I often had the uncanny feeling that I was waiting for his show of emotions so I could better know my own. Right now I saw fear rather than my own powerful fascination with the place.


He swallowed. “We should leave.”


“Yes,” said Elizabeth, replacing her book.


“I want to stay a little longer,” I said. I was not pretending. Books usually held little interest for me, but these had a dark luster, and I wanted to run my fingers over their ancient pages, gaze upon their strange contents.


I caught sight of a book titled Occulta Philosophia and thirstily drew it from the shelf.


“Occult philosophy,” said Konrad, looking over my shoulder.


I turned the first few vellum pages to find the author’s name.


“Cornelius Agrippa,” I read aloud. “Any idea who this old fellow was?”


“A medieval German magician,” said a voice, and Elizabeth gave a shriek, for the answer had come from behind us. We all whirled to behold, standing in the doorway, Father.


“You’ve discovered the Biblioteka Obscura, I see,” he said, torchlight and shadow dancing disconcertingly over his craggy face. He was a powerfully built man, leonine with his thick silver hair and steady hunter’s gaze. I would not have wanted to stand before him in his courtroom.


“It was an accident,” Elizabeth said. “I fell against the books, you see, and the door opened before us.”


Father’s mood was rarely as severe as his fierce demeanor, and he grinned now. “And naturally you had to descend the stairs.”


“Naturally,” I said.


“And would I be right in assuming, Victor, that you were the one to shake hands with the door?”


I heard Konrad chuckle.


“Yes,” I admitted, “and it very nearly crushed my hand!”


“No,” said my father, “it was not designed to crush the hand, just hold on to it. Forever.”


I looked at him, shocked. “Truly?”


“When I discovered this secret passage as a young man, no one had descended the stairs for more than two hundred years. And the last person to do so was still here. What remained of him, anyway. The bones of his forearm dangled from the door. The rest of his ruined body had fallen into the shaft.”


“We wondered if we’d seen … a finger bone down there,” Elizabeth said.


“No doubt I missed a bit,” said Father.


“Who was it?” Konrad asked.


Father shook his head. “Judging by his clothing, a servant—unlucky enough to have discovered the secret passage.”


“But who built all this?” I asked.


“Ah,” said Father. “That would be your ancestor Wilhelm Frankenstein. By all accounts he was a brilliant man, and a very wealthy one. Some three hundred years ago, when he constructed the château, he created the Biblioteka Obscura.”


“Biblioteka Obscura,” Elizabeth said, and then translated the Latin. “Dark Library. Why was it kept in darkness?”


“He was an alchemist. And during his lifetime its practice was often outlawed. He was obsessed with the transmutation of matter, especially turning base metals into gold.”


I had heard of such a thing. Imagine the riches, the power!


“Did he succeed?” I demanded.


Father laughed. “No, Victor. It cannot be done.”


I persisted. “But maybe that explains why he was so wealthy.”


There was something almost rueful in Father’s smile. “It makes a fine story, but it is nonsense.” He waved his hand at the shelves. “You must understand that these books were written centuries ago. They are primitive attempts to explain the world. There are some shards of learning in them, but compared to our modern knowledge they are like childish dreams.”


“Didn’t the alchemists also make medicines?” Elizabeth asked.


“Yes, or at least tried to,” Father said. “Some believed they could master all elements and create elixirs that would make people live forever. And some, including our fine ancestor, turned their attentions to matters even more fantastical.”


“Like what?” Konrad asked.


“Conversing with spirits. Raising ghosts.”


A chill swept through my body. “Wilhelm Frankenstein practiced witchcraft?”


“They burned witches back then,” Elizabeth murmured.


“There is no such thing as witchcraft,” Father said firmly. “But the Church of Rome condemned virtually each and every one of these books. I think you can see why the library was kept in darkness.”


“He was never caught, was he?” I asked.


Father shook his head. “But one day, in his forty-third year, without telling anyone where he was going, he mounted a horse and rode away from the château. He left behind his wife and children, and was never seen again.”


“That is … quite chilling,” said Elizabeth, looking from Konrad to me.


“Our family history is colorful, is it not?” said Father humorously.


My gaze returned once more to the bookshelves, glowing in the torchlight. “May we look at them some more?”


“No.”


I was startled, for his voice had lost its affectionate joviality and become hard.


“But, Father,” I objected, “you yourself have said that the pursuit of knowledge is a grand thing.”


“This is not knowledge,” he said. “It is a corruption of knowledge. And these books are not to be read.”


“Then, why do you keep them?” I asked defiantly. “Why not just burn them?”


For a moment his brow furrowed angrily, then softened. “I keep them, dear, arrogant Victor, because they are artifacts of an ignorant, wicked past—and it is a good thing not to forget our past mistakes. To keep us humble. To keep us vigilant. You see, my boy?”


“Yes, Father,” I said, but I was not sure I did. It seemed impossible to me that all this ink could contain nothing but lies.


“Now come away from this dark place,” he told the three of us. “It’s best if you do not speak of it to anyone—especially your little brothers. The stairs are perilous enough, and you already know the hazards of the door.” He looked at us gravely. “And make me a promise that I will not find you here again.”


“I promise,” the three of us said, almost in exact unison. Though I was not so sure I could resist the strange allure of these books.


“Excellent. And, Victor,” he added with a wry grin, “wonderful to see you on your feet again. Now, if I’m not mistaken, it is nearly time for us to prepare dinner for the servants.”


“Surely that’s enough now,” I muttered, tossing another peeled potato into the heaping bowl.


“A few more, I think,” Konrad said, still diligently peeling. He glanced over at Ernest, who was sitting beside us at the long table, his brow furrowed with concentration as he worked away at a potato. He in no way resembled Konrad and me. He took after our mother, with fair hair, and large, blue eyes.


“Remember, push the knife away from yourself,” Konrad said gently. “You don’t want to cut your hand. Good. That’s it.”


Ernest beamed at Konrad’s praise; the boy practically hero-worshipped him.


I added yet another potato to the bowl and looked about the crowded kitchen. Mother and Elizabeth were preparing the ham and chatting happily with some of the maids. Mother was much adored by all of the servants. She was younger than Father by nearly twenty years, and very beautiful, with thick blond hair, a high forehead, and frank, gentle eyes. I couldn’t remember her ever speaking sharply to any of our staff.


At the far end of the table, Father chopped parsnips and carrots for the roasting pan, and talked to Schultz, his butler of twenty-five years, who was currently sipping our finest sherry while my father worked.


Our home was a most peculiar one.


The city of Geneva was a republic. We had no king or queen or prince to rule over us. We were governed by the General Council, which our male citizens elected. We had servants, as all wealthy families did, but they were the best paid in Geneva, and were given ample free time. Otherwise, as Father said, they would have been little better than slaves. Just because they did not have our advantages of wealth and education, Father said, that did not make them lesser.


Both Mother and Father were considered exceedingly liberal by many people.


Liberal meant open-minded.


Liberal meant making dinner every Sunday night for our own servants.


“It’s terrible, sir, this situation in France,” Schultz was saying to my father.


“The terror these mobs are spreading is despicable,” Father agreed.


“Do you still think the revolution so good a thing now, sir?” Schultz asked in his frank way, and I could see all of the other servants in the kitchen pause and look over, curious and nervous both, waiting for their master’s reply. In France the king and queen had been beheaded, and landowners were now dragged from their beds in the middle of the night, arrested and executed—all in the name of the revolution. I watched Father, too, wondering how far his liberality would extend.


“I am still hopeful,” he said calmly, “that the French will establish a peaceful republic like ours, which recognizes that all men were created equal.”


“And all women, too,” said Mother, then added tartly: “Equal to men, that is.”


“Ah!” Father said with a good-natured grin. “And that, too, may come in time, liebling.”


“It would come sooner,” Mother said, “if the education of girls was not designed to turn them into meek, weak-minded creatures who waste their true potential.”


“Not in this house,” said Elizabeth.


Father smiled at her. “Thank you, my dear.”


Mother came and affectionately kissed the top of Father’s graying head. “No, this house is indeed the exception to the rule.”


Father was one of the four magistrates of our republic. His expertise was the law—but there was no subject under the sun that didn’t win his interest. Indeed, so great was his respect for learning that he had resigned many of his public duties and business dealings so that he could devote himself to our education. The château was his schoolhouse, his own children his pupils—and that included Elizabeth, too.


Every day Elizabeth took her place between Konrad and me in the library to receive our lessons in Greek, Latin, literature, science, and politics from Father and Mother and whatever tutors they thought fit to teach us.


And there was one other student in our eccentric classroom: Henry Clerval.


Henry was exceedingly clever, and my father won the permission of Henry’s father to allow our friend to be tutored in our home. He was an only child, and his mother had died some years ago. As his merchant father was often away on business for weeks, or even months, at a time, Henry spent many of his days—and nights, too—at our home, and we considered him practically one of the family.


I only wished he were here right now to help me peel potatoes.


No other family I knew did this. I admired my parents’ high-minded ideals, but was this bizarre Sunday ritual really necessary? Sometimes I wondered if our servants felt entirely comfortable with it. Some of them, the older ones especially, seemed a bit ill at ease, even faintly grumpy, at seeing us take over their kitchen. And often they’d start lending a hand when they saw us bumbling about or doing something wrong.


For my own part, I did not look forward to Sunday nights. I would much rather have had my meal made for me, and served upstairs. But Konrad had never confessed such unworthy feelings, so I would not reveal mine.


A pudgy, starfish-shaped hand suddenly reached up onto the kitchen table and dragged off a handful of peelings. I looked down to see little William cramming them gleefully into his mouth.


“William, stop!” Konrad said, snatching away the remaining scraps. “You can’t eat those!”


Instantly, William began to wail. “Tay-toe! Toe!”


I put down my knife and knelt to comfort our littlest brother.


“Willy, you’ve got to wait till they’re cooked. They’re yummier that way. Much, much yummier.”


William gave a brave sniff. “Yummier.”


“That’s right,” I said, giving him a hug. His plump arms squeezed tight around my neck. I was tremendously fond of Willy. He’d just learned how to take his first steps, and was a complete terror. He was loud, often annoying, and loved being the center of attention, like me, so I had a soft spot for him. And amazingly he seemed to prefer me to Konrad. I wondered how long that would last.


“He’s teething,” Mother said from across the room. “He probably just wants something to chew.”


I saw a clean wooden spoon on the table and passed it to William. With touching gratitude he grabbed it, and promptly shoved it deep into his mouth. A look of utter bliss crossed his face.


“Works like a treat,” I said.


“How’s your foot, young sir?” one of our new stable hands asked me.


“I am recovered, thank you,” I replied.


“That play of yours was something,” he said.


“You enjoyed my villainy, did you?” I asked, pleased—and hoping for more praise. Many of the servants had watched the play from the back rows.


He nodded. “Oh, yes.”


“That swordplay at the end took a long time to master. No doubt you saw that spectacular roundhouse swing I did at the end.”


“Please don’t encourage him,” said Elizabeth, with a roll of her eyes, “or he’ll want to reenact the entire scene for us again.”


“I liked the pretend parts,” the stable hand said, “but the way young master Konrad rescued you at the end, that was real heroics.”


“Ah, yes,” I said, looking back at my potato. “It certainly was.”


“How did you do it, sir?” the stable hand asked my brother in utter admiration. “I couldn’t have done it for gold, not with my fear of heights.”


“Oh, it wasn’t so high, Marc,” Konrad told him with a chuckle. He knew the fellow’s name—of course. Konrad always knew all of the servants by name. “And how are you finding Bellerive?”


“The countryside’s very fine,” said Marc.


“When you have a chance, you should take one of the horses up into the foothills, and admire the view of Geneva and the Jura Mountains.”


“I will, sir, thank you.”


One of the reasons I disliked these dinners was that Konrad was so much better at them than I was. When we all finally sat down at the table, with masters and servants united into one very large and unusual family, my twin brother effortlessly struck up conversations with everyone. I wished I had his gift.


He asked Maria, our housekeeper, how her nephew’s broken arm was healing. He asked Philippe, the groom, how Prancer, our pregnant mare, was faring. And before long the servants were telling their own stories, which I truly did love to hear, for their lives were so unlike my own. Kurt, our footman, had once been a soldier and had fought a bloody battle and lost several toes; Marie-Claire, my mother’s maid, had served an evil duchess in France who would beat her with her slipper if the cake tasted stale.


Afterward we helped the servants clean the dishes and pots and pans, and I marveled at the work they did for us each and every day.


And I was very glad we did this but once a week.


Floating on the lake, gazing up at the clear night sky: perfection. It was Tuesday after dinner. Henry, Elizabeth, Konrad, and I were drifting on the lake in a rowboat, lying back on cushions. It was one of our favorite pastimes.


We’d grown up so near the water that it was like a second home to us. Konrad and I had learned to sail not long after we’d learned to walk. So assured were our skills that our parents never worried when we spent time on Lake Geneva. That night we had reason to celebrate, for Henry was to stay with us an entire month. His father had just embarked on a lengthy business trip, and our parents had happily invited Henry to stay with us for the duration.


“I wonder why Wilhelm Frankenstein suddenly left like that,” he said, after we’d finished our tale of the Dark Library. “It has the makings of a wonderful play.” When Henry was excited, he reminded me even more of some strange pale bird. His blond head flicked quickly from person to person, his eyes very bright, his fingers sometimes fluttering for emphasis like he might take flight at any moment.


“Maybe he was bewitched,” Elizabeth said. “Driven mad by all he’d learned!”


“Intriguing,” said Henry with an approving nod.


“More likely he met with some misfortune on the road,” Konrad said.


“Brigands who murdered him and bundled his body off the mountain,” suggested Henry eagerly. “I like brigands. They make for an excellent plot.”


“Or perhaps,” I said, “he truly discovered the secret of eternal life and went off to begin afresh.”


“Oh, that is good,” said Henry. “I like that very much as well.” He patted his pocket for a pen and bit of paper and sighed when he found neither.


For a moment we were all silent, enjoying the gentle rocking of the boat, and the scented air.


“Look, another shooting star!” Konrad pointed out.


“God’s creation is very vast,” Elizabeth murmured, staring at the night sky.


“Father doesn’t believe in God,” I said. “He says it is an outmoded—”


“I know very well what he says,” Elizabeth interrupted. “An outmoded system of belief that has controlled and abused people, and that will wizen away under the glare of science. How original you are, Victor, to mimic your father.”


“You’re wiser than he, of course,” I said.


“You two, please,” sighed Konrad.


Elizabeth glared at me. “I’m not saying I’m wiser. I am saying he is wrong.”


“Oh-ho!” I said, looking forward to a quarrel.


“Can’t we talk about Wilhelm Frankenstein some more?” Henry said. “I really do think his story has the makings of—”


But Elizabeth wasn’t about to be thrown off the scent.


“Victor, I doubt you’re truly an atheist, and if you are, it’s only because your father taught you to be.”


“And you are a Catholic because your mother taught you to be. And some nuns, too!”


“Nonsense,” she said. “I have considered it carefully, and find no other possible explanation for”—she waved her hand at the night sky, and the lake, and us—“all of this!”


“There is no proof of God,” I said, quoting Father.


“There is knowing, and there is believing,” said Elizabeth. “They are two different things. Knowing requires facts. Believing requires faith. If there were proof of God’s existence, it wouldn’t be a faith, would it.”


This puzzled me for a moment. “I simply don’t see the point,” I said. “Faith seems worthless to me, then. One might have faith in any fancy. Singing flowers or—”


“Worthless?” cried Elizabeth. “My faith has given me sustenance for many years!”


“Victor, enough,” said Konrad. “You’ll hurt her feelings.”


“Oh, Elizabeth can take care of herself,” I said. “She’s no delicate blossom.”


“Certainly not,” she retorted. “But in the future I will only argue with my intellectual equals.”


“I’m considering pushing you into the lake,” I said, beginning to stand.


“I’d like to see you try,” said Elizabeth, with a flare of the wildcat in her face.


“Please, please, don’t dare him,” said Henry, gripping the sides of the rocking boat in alarm. “Victor always does dares. Remember what happened last time?”


“We nearly capsized,” Konrad recalled, as a bit of water splashed over the side.


“Getting wet upsets me,” said Henry. “Victor, do sit down.”


I narrowed my eyes at Elizabeth; she narrowed hers back.


“I’ve read,” said Henry, “that if you stare long enough at the heavens, your future will become clear. Have you tried it, Victor?”


It was such an obvious ploy that I couldn’t help laughing. I slouched back comfortably against the cushions.


“And what is it you see for yourself, Henry?” I asked my diplomatic friend.


“Well,” he said, “the view is clear for me. I will become a merchant and in time take over my father’s business.”


Elizabeth pushed herself up on her elbows, indignant. “That’s dismally practical of you, Henry.”


“Nothing wrong with being practical,” Konrad remarked.


“But, Henry, what of your interest in literature?” Elizabeth demanded.


“You can’t eat it, that’s the problem,” he said. “I’ve tried, it’s very dry, not at all nutritious. And a man does have to earn a living.”


“But look at the applause your play won!” she reminded him.


“I felt like an imposter taking credit,” said Henry. “The idea was yours.”


This was true. But Elizabeth had thought the audience might have been horrified to know that a young lady had invented such a violent and bloodthirsty tale.


“Well,” said Elizabeth, pleased, “a story comes easily enough to me, but the writing was all yours, Henry. You have the soul of a poet.”


“Ah, well,” said Henry. “A merchant does not need to rhyme. What do your stars tell you?”


“I will write a novel,” Elizabeth said with decision.


“What will it be about?” I asked, surprised.


“I don’t know the subject yet,” she said with a laugh. “Only that it will be something wonderful. Like a bolt of lightning!”


“You’ll need a pen name,” Konrad said, for the idea of a woman writing a novel was scandalous.


“Perhaps I will shock the world with my own,” she said. “‘Elizabeth Lavenza’ has such a literary flair, don’t you think? It would be a shame to waste it.”


“And what of marriage?” Konrad asked.


“It would take a remarkable man to make me marry,” she said. “Men are mercury. Always changing. Look at my father. He remarried and just sent me away. I was packed up like a bit of furniture. And he visited me only once in two years.”


“Scoundrel,” I said.


“Not all men are so bad, surely,” said my brother.


She laughed. “No doubt. I will have a fabulous husband and many beautiful, talented children. Now, I have embarrassed myself enough. Victor, what do you see in your future?”


I thought a moment, and then said, “When I see the stars, I think of the planets that must orbit them, and I would like to travel among them. And if we could do so, would not we be gods?”


“A modest goal, then,” said my twin. “Victor just wants to be a god.”


Laughing, I elbowed him in the ribs. “I’m imbued with high hopes and lofty ambitions. And if I can’t travel between planets—”


“Always good to have a back-up plan,” Henry interjected.


“—then I will create something, some great work that will be useful and marvelous to all humanity.”


“You mean a machine of some kind?” asked Konrad.


“Yes, perhaps,” I said, thinking more seriously now. “An engine that will transform the world—or a new source of energy. It seems scientific discoveries are being made every day now. In any event, I will be remembered forever.”


“Statues and monuments will bear your name, no doubt!” Konrad said with a grin.


“Very well. Let us hear your little dreams!” I said.


Konrad stared at the sky. “I will follow Father’s example,” he said thoughtfully. “I would like to help govern Geneva, to make it even greater than it is now. But I’d like to see the world, too. Perhaps cross the ocean and see the new America, or the British colonies to the north. They say there are still vast landscapes there, untouched by Europeans.”


“Then you would abandon us all,” Elizabeth asked, “and marry some exotic native princess?”


Konrad chuckled. “No. I will make my journeys with a soul mate.”


“You’d just want me to carry all your supplies,” I joked. “You’d best find another travel companion.”


But I loved the idea of having a grand adventure with Konrad.


It had always been a favorite game of ours, since we were very young, to lie side by side on the library floor with the great atlas before us, picking the countries we would visit together.


I still yearned for such a trip, just the two of us. West to the New World: to some remote, wild place—where no one would compare us.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE ALCHEMIST

 

THE NEXT MORNING, AS KONRAD SLUMBERED, HENRY, Elizabeth, and I traveled to Geneva with Father in the carriage. Father had business to attend to at the Palais de Justice, and the three of us had convinced him that we should spend the day studying the history of our great republic by exploring its oldest buildings and monuments: Saint Peter’s, the Magdalen Church, the town hall. It was to be part of our schooling. Father, of course, was delighted at our keenness, and happy, too, to see us temporarily removed from the château and all its gloom.


As we approached Geneva along the south lake road, I admired the high ramparts that surrounded the city in the shape of a protective star. There were only five gated entrances, locked every night at ten o’clock, and the portcullises were not raised until five in the morning. The guards were under the strictest instructions never to deviate from this schedule, even if ordered by the magistrates themselves. Our city had seen many wars and sieges, and these current times, my father often said, were uncertain ones.


We stabled the horses and carriage at our city house, for we kept a small staff there even in the summer when we were mostly at the château. Father bade us farewell, and we agreed to meet at two in the afternoon for the drive home.


“To the town hall, then,” I said after Father had disappeared from view. We had discussed our strategy the night before, and we agreed that the town hall seemed the most sensible place to begin our search. The land registry office would have records of all the city’s property owners.


But when we asked the fussy town hall clerk to check, he found no entry for a Polidori.


“All this tells us is that he doesn’t own property,” I said outside in the square.


“He may well take rented rooms,” said Elizabeth.


“As a great many do,” added Henry.


Our next step was to ask at the various apothecary shops. If this fellow was as famous as Maria had said, others would have heard of him. But several young apprentices just shook their heads and claimed no knowledge of him.


An older fellow looked at us gravely over the top of his spectacles and said, “I have not heard that foul name mentioned in many years. I know nothing of his whereabouts, nor care to know.”


Our search had started near the center of the city, but slowly we were moving away from the elegant flowered fountains and airy public squares. The cobbled streets narrowed. There were fewer gentlemen about, and more sailors and laborers and women dressed in coarser fashion. I didn’t like the looks a couple of wharf hands gave us as we passed in the lanes.


I was beginning to despair, for we had asked now at some half dozen establishments, and no one had been able to tell us anything helpful about Julius Polidori.


“We are idiots,” said Henry suddenly.


I turned to see him looking into a greasy window where a row of typesetters sat hunched over tables, their blackened fingers plucking individual letters from trays.


“The Geneva Gazette,” said Henry. “This story of Maria’s—surely it would have been written up.”


“It must have been,” said Elizabeth eagerly. “The child of a general! Of course it would have been the talk of the town. Victor, did Maria give you an exact date?”


“She said it was the year of my birth, that it was winter.”


“Now we must hope that the newspaper keeps a proper archive,” said Henry.


I was not hopeful when we entered the offices, for the place was in a chaos of activity and noise and ink. At first it seemed no one would have a second to spare for us, but Elizabeth picked out the kindliest-looking young gentleman she could find. She walked to him and very prettily told him we had been set a historical assignment by our tutor, and would it be possible to look at some past issues of the newspaper.


It was quite remarkable, how helpful the fellow was. He gave us all candles and escorted us down to a cellar, and then my heart truly sank, for I saw tower after tower of newspaper, stacked to the very ceiling.


“It is like a city of paper,” I murmured to Elizabeth.


“Will it be difficult to find the period we seek?” she asked the young fellow.


“Not at all, miss, not at all.” He promptly led us to a particular tower, thrust his hand into it, and, like a magician, pulled out a wad of old newspapers.


“I believe these will suit you,” he said, beaming at Elizabeth. Elizabeth beamed back.


“Thank you so much, sir. You’ve been so kind.”


“If you need any further assistance, I shall be upstairs,” he said. He gave his name, bowed, and disappeared.


“He could not have been more helpful had he been on puppet strings,” Henry said in amazement.


Elizabeth blushed modestly. We each took several papers and in the light of our candles searched through them.


It seemed hardly any time at all before Elizabeth exclaimed, “I have it here! Here is the story …” She read aloud hurriedly, and then jumped ahead until she came to what we sought. “Julius Polidori, of Wollstonekraft Alley …”


“It is not five minutes’ walk from here,” I said with a grin.


The alley stank of urine—and worse. The few shops had a defeated look about them, tattered awnings and grimy windows with dusty displays that probably hadn’t been changed for years.


“This must be the place, here,” said Henry. The windows were shuttered, but over the door hung a wooden sign. Flaking paint showed an apothecary’s mortar and pestle.


“It does not look promising,” said Elizabeth drily.


In the door was a small, dirty window, but it was too dark inside to make out much more than the shadows of shelves. The place looked all but abandoned, but when I turned the knob, the door swung open and a small bell clanged.


I entered with Henry and Elizabeth. “Good morning!” I called out.


Mingled with the fragrance of a hundred different herbs was dust and a powerful smell of cat. At one time the shop must have been more prosperous, for the shelves were of rich dark wood. On our left was an entire wall of drawers, each fancily labeled.


“Hello?” I called out again.


Henry drew open one drawer, and then another. “Empty,” he said. He looked all about him, wide eyed, perhaps recording every detail for some horrifying poem or play he would later concoct.


Directly before us was a long counter, behind which were shelves filled with elaborate mixing vessels. It did not look like anything had been mixed there in quite some time. In the middle of the shelves was a glass-paned door. I saw a flicker of light, and then a shadow growing larger.


Quite suddenly the door swung open and a man in a wheel-chair propelled himself into the shop. His legs were wizened, the fabric of his breeches loose and flapping. He seemed no more than fifty, and though his upper body was powerfully built, the man’s face had a gaunt and defeated look to it. His wig rested crookedly, and was many years out of fashion. But it was his eyes that most gave him the look of defeat. They contained not a spark of light or hope.


“How may I help you?” He seemed surprised when he saw us. No doubt he didn’t get many customers as well dressed as us in his shop—if he got any customers at all.


“You are Mr. Julius Polidori?” Elizabeth asked politely.


“I am, miss.”


The three of us glanced quickly at one another, for this fellow seemed so far from the picture conjured by Maria’s story.


A healer. A man of power who cured a little girl when all the wise men of Europe could not.


This man before us positively reeked of failure.


I felt an instinctive disdain rising in me. What kind of healer could this be? This broken person in a chair, with a crooked wig? His shop was a ruin. No doubt his clothing had not been laundered recently. He was laughable. I was tempted to turn and leave that very moment.


“Might there be some medicine you’re needing?” he asked.


“I think perhaps—,” I began with a sniff, but Elizabeth cut me off.


“Indeed there is,” she said, and gave me a warning look, for she knew how quickly my temper could flare. In that way, we were not so different. To Polidori she said, “But it is of an … unusual nature.”


He looked at us steadily, saying nothing.


I was still far from convinced that any good could come of this, but we were here now. I drew closer to the counter. “You are the same apothecary who cured the general’s girl, some years ago?”


He drew in a breath and released it with a rueful nod. “I am.”


“We have heard that you are a man of wide-ranging knowledge,” Elizabeth said. “A healer with remarkable powers.”


He actually laughed then, bitterly. “Is this some joke? Have you nothing better to do with your days?”


“No, sir,” said Henry. “I mean, no, this is not a joke and we are here with the greatest urgency.”


“We’re searching for the Elixir of Life,” Elizabeth said quietly.


Polidori stared at us with his dull eyes. “Good day to you, young sirs, and young lady,” he said curtly, and with a deft movement he swiveled his chair back toward the doorway.


“Please, sir, wait,” I said, striding forward, taking from my satchel a volume from the Dark Library and putting it on the counter. “I have here a work by Cornelius Agrippa.”


Polidori paused. He chuckled sadly and then turned around, barely glancing at the book.


“Occulta Philosophia. Am I correct?”


I nodded, startled.


“Young sir, put it back into your satchel. Add two large stones, say good-bye, and throw it into the deepest part of the harbor.”


Henry looked over at me, confused. “Is that a spell of some sort?”


“That is advice, and the best I have to give,” said Polidori. “That book will only bring you grief.”


“Sir,” I said. “The physician Agrippa—”


“Magician!” Polidori scoffed.


I persisted. “He writes of something called the Elixir—”


“Yes, yes, I know,” he said impatiently. “The Elixir of Life. He was hardly the first to dream up such a thing. There are many, many recipes for fantastical potions meant to cure all ills, perhaps even guarantee immortality. Such things are delusions, sir. They do not exist.”


“I am confused,” said Elizabeth. “I thought you yourself—”


“Yes,” he said. “There was a time when I too was seduced by such fancies and sought after them with great passion. I even created an elixir of my very own.”


“And you succeeded with that little girl,” I said.


Again he laughed. “She was cured,” he said. “But not by me. It was chance, or God’s divine power, a miracle! But it was not me.”


“Why do you say that, sir?” Henry asked.


Polidori frowned. “You know my name, yet you don’t know my full story? You have not come merely to torment me?”


I shook my head, wondering why Maria had withheld something. The honesty in all our surprised faces must have convinced Polidori, and the suspicion faded from his eyes. He sighed.


“After that girl recovered, my business flourished. People beat my door off its hinges, wanting the same medicine.” He waved a hand around his shop. “For a short while I was a wealthy man, welcomed into the finest homes in the city. But that elixir I gave the girl, the very same thing, was not reliable. Sometimes it made a patient well. Sometimes it had no effect at all. Sometimes it seemed to make a patient worse. Still, people craved it, even though I grew more and more reluctant to prepare it. Some months later there was a ship owner, Hans Marek, a man of some wealth and power in the city, whose wife was very ill. He came to me and demanded the elixir. I told him I was no longer making it. He offered me a great sum in gold, and foolishly I accepted. Marek took my elixir home, and his wife died shortly after taking it. He was so enraged that he wanted me hanged for witchcraft.” Polidori chuckled. “You see, when a medicine works, it is blessed science, and when it fails, it is witchcraft. I was brought before a magistrate, a fine and enlightened gentleman who dismissed the charges as barbaric and primitive. But he forbade me from making the elixir ever again, or practicing alchemy.”


“This magistrate,” Henry asked. “What was his name?”


The same question had been on my lips as well, and I waited anxiously for the answer.


“His name was Alphonse Frankenstein,” said the apothecary.


I felt a great pride in my father’s fairness, but when I saw that Elizabeth was about to reveal our connection, I quickly touched her hand. I did not think it wise for Polidori to know our identities, not yet anyway.


“I owe Frankenstein my life,” Polidori was saying, “what is left of it. But his ruling offered no satisfaction to Hans Marek. Several nights later I was dragged from my bed by a drunken mob, taken up to the city ramparts, and pushed.”


Elizabeth gasped.


“Clearly I survived the fall,” he said. “A small miracle in itself. But I was paralyzed from the waist down.” He patted at his legs. “I have virtually no business now, but I have been frugal with my savings and so am able to carry on, as you see. Now, you have listened to a long and weighty tale, and if it has any moral, it is this: Rid yourself of that book before it brings you ill luck. Good day to you.”


Once more he began to turn his wheelchair away.


“It is my brother—,” I began, but my voice broke.


Polidori sighed. “I am very sorry to hear it,” he said sadly. “It is always the way. I have seen it many, many times. When a loved one falls desperately ill, and all else fails, any risk is worth the taking.”


“Yes,” said Elizabeth.


Polidori shook his gaunt head. “The last time I took pity on such a patient, it cost the patient her life, and me nearly mine.”


“We have money—,” I said.


But Polidori raised his hand wearily. “I cannot. I will not. And if I may give you a further piece of advice, give up your search altogether. Agrippa’s recipe has never been replicated. Why? Because it is written in a strange and complex—”


“The Alphabet of the Magi,” I said. “We know.”


“Very good,” he said. “But did you also know that it has no translation? It is unreadable.”


“What about Paracelsus?” Elizabeth demanded. “The Archidoxes of Magic?”


Polidori looked startled, impressed even. “Every edition is gone, burned,” he said with a trace of wistfulness. “Extinct! And even if it weren’t—”


From my satchel I took the volume of Paracelsus and placed it carefully before him on the counter.


In silence he stared at it with a curious expression I couldn’t quite fathom. Then it came to me. It was the way a cat beholds its prey just before the pounce. His gray eyes lifted slowly to mine.


“Where did you find this?” he asked softly.


“That is my secret.” I was afraid if he knew too much about us, he might guess my parentage and refuse to help us further. “Will you assist us?”


“Your parents, young sir, do they know of this visit?” he asked.


“No.”


Polidori glanced out to the street, as if afraid someone might be watching. He looked at all three of us, reluctant once more, but then his gaze fell back on the Paracelsus.


“Come,” he said. “Bring these books of yours into my parlor. Let us have a look at them.”


He led us into the dim room behind the counter. It too was lined with shelves, but these held books instead of vials and tins. The faded Oriental carpet was rutted with wheelchair tracks. Two armchairs and a threadbare sofa were arranged around a small hearth. There was a table that had not been entirely cleared of its last meal. He lived humbly indeed.


We were not five paces into the room when something leapt at Polidori from the shadows.


Elizabeth and I both gave a cry of surprise, and Henry shrieked outright. Polidori swiveled round in his chair to face us, and we all stared at the extraordinary creature curled up on his lap.


“That,” said Henry, his voice more highly pitched than usual, “is a very large cat!”


It was a magnificent-looking creature. Its body was lithe and long, short tailed. Its tawny coat was marked with dark spots. Beneath its neck was a ruff of white and black striped fur that looked rather like a bow tie. And from the tips of the creature’s tall triangular ears rose tufts of stiff black hair.


I looked at Elizabeth, and she returned my curious gaze.


“It isn’t by any chance,” she began uncertainly, “a—”


“A lynx, yes,” said Polidori with a smile, clearly enjoying our surprise.


“Ah,” said Henry a bit weakly.


Many wild animals inhabited the forests around our lake: bears and wolves, chamois and lynx, who could live almost at the height of the highest Alps.


“I did not know they could be trained as … pets,” I confessed.


Polidori raised an eyebrow, as if questioning my use of words. “He is quite tame. He came to me as a mere kitten and is as amiable as any house cat. Aren’t you, Krake?”


Polidori’s fingers vigorously kneaded the fur between Krake’s ears, and the lynx gave a luxuriant yawn, revealing wickedly sharp teeth. He hopped off his master’s lap and padded toward me. He gave me a sniff, and then rubbed against my legs with such force that he nearly knocked me off balance.


“He likes you, Victor,” said Henry.


“And I like Krake,” I said with forced joviality, hesitantly patting the creature on the head. He looked up at me with a green-eyed gaze that was just a touch unsettling, it was so intent. Then, to my relief, the lynx jumped back up onto Polidori’s lap.


Polidori invited us to sit down, then extended his hand. “May I?”


I passed him the volume of Paracelsus, and he took it gently. Silently he inspected the spine and binding before even opening the cover. For a long time he gazed at the portrait of the author, and then proceeded more deeply into the book’s burned pages, his careful fingers breaking off scarcely a fragment of ash.


When he came to the page that bore the beginnings of the Alphabet of the Magi, he stopped. I realized I’d been holding my breath, and exhaled noisily. Krake turned and looked at me severely.


“It is unreadable,” I said.


“We had hoped,” said Elizabeth quietly, “that you might know of some other book that holds a translation.”


Polidori shook his head. “There is none, I can assure you. But this …” He prodded delicately at the fused pages. “I think there may be some hope for this.”


“You do?” said Henry, his voice echoing the delight and surprise I felt.


“Perhaps,” he said. “I have some experience in restoring texts that have been … damaged, shall we say. Let us go to my workshop.”


I expected him to lead us back to the storefront, but he wheeled his chair in the opposite direction, through another doorway and along a short corridor. I glimpsed a tiny kitchen and, down a second short passage, a bedchamber and a small water closet, which released a faint but unpleasant whiff of sewage.


At the end of the corridor was a narrow doorway, scarcely wide enough to admit Polidori’s wheelchair. He went through first, and right away swiveled his chair around to face us. By the light of his candle I could see that he was inside a room that was really nothing but a large cupboard.


“I think we will all fit,” he said. “Come inside.”


“This is your workshop?” I asked, confused.


“This is the way to the workshop,” he said. “It is a kind of dumbwaiter. I call it an elevator. I had it constructed after my accident.”


“How ingenious,” said Elizabeth, stepping into the compartment.


“Is it … structurally sound?” Henry asked uncertainly.


“I have used it for more than a decade.”


“And it will bear all our weight?”


“Yes, young sir, it will.”


I entered the elevator, followed by Henry, and the three of us crowded around the wheelchair. The floor groaned ominously beneath my feet.


“Krake, I fear you will have to wait upstairs,” Polidori told his lynx.


Without hesitation the cat leapt from the man’s lap and sat down beyond the portal, licking his paws meditatively.


Twin doors hung at the entrance, one on either side, and Polidori pulled these snugly shut, enclosing us in the conveyance.


“From the hallway, it looks like a dead end,” he said. He passed me his candle. “If you would hold this, please.” With both hands he grasped one of the ropes that dangled from the ceiling of the elevator.


“A simple system of pulleys,” said Polidori, and as he tugged, the elevator gave a downward jerk.


Polidori’s strength must have been considerable to lower the weight of all four of us. As we descended, a dank smell wafted up to us. I glanced at Elizabeth and saw her eyes, dancing and lively in the candlelight.


“This descends to the cellar, does it?” Henry inquired, looking quite pale.


“A cellar beneath the cellar,” Polidori said. “I had it dug specially after my accident. This elevator is the only way to reach it.”


We dropped slowly past the timbers of the floor, and then a stone foundation, then brick, and rougher stone still, until the wall finally gave way.


A cellar opened before us, and soon the elevator came to a halt. Polidori rolled himself out. With his flame he lit more candles. The cellar seemed as big as all his upstairs rooms combined. I noticed that, unlike in his storefront, all the shelves had been built at a level that allowed Polidori to reach them from his wheelchair. I caught sight of worktables and more flasks and jars and apparatus than I had ever before seen.


Polidori must have guessed my thoughts, for he said, “Any work I do, I prefer to do down here, rather than upstairs. After being accused of witchcraft and threatened with hanging, one becomes more cautious. Now, let us go over here.”


He led us to a long narrow table on which rested several trays that might have been made of tin or zinc.


“Young sir,” he said to me, pointing, “could you please fetch those three green jars. And you, sir,” he said to Henry, “gather the candles and bring them to the table.”


His voice and manner had become suddenly more authoritative, and we hurried to do as he bid us. Over each candle he placed a special lantern of red glass. The cellar was suddenly bathed in a lurid red glow.


Carefully he opened the green jars one at a time, pouring a measure into a flask and then into one of the metal trays before him. When he was done, there was a shallow film of liquid at the bottom of the tray, red in the lantern light. It might easily have been blood.


“We will need this later,” Polidori said, pushing the tray to the back of the table. From a drawer he took a thick cloth wallet and opened it beside the volume of Paracelsus. Arranged within the wallet was a startling array of instruments that, at first glance, looked like those of a surgeon. There were all manner of tweezers and forceps, and minute scalpels. I glanced at Henry and saw him shiver.


“You would all like to assist, I assume,” Polidori stated. To Henry he said, “You shall be timekeeper. There is a clock there, and you must watch seconds when I ask later.” To Elizabeth and me he said, “I trust you will be able to help me in the surgery.”


“Surgery?” said Elizabeth in surprise.


“Of course,” said Polidori. “This is as precise as any medical procedure.”


He proceeded to name all the instruments for us, and then took a diffuser filled with some liquid and misted the book with it. He then turned to me. “If you might hold the specimen steady, please, we will begin. The Gutenburg scalpel, there.”


Promptly Elizabeth handed it to him, and he set to work.


Several months before, Father had taken us to the dissecting room of the celebrated physician Dr. Bullman. In the sloped theater, filled to the ceiling with eager anatomy students, we’d watched as Bullman had opened up the corpse of a newly hanged convict. We saw its heart and lungs, the spleen and stomach. Henry had had to leave. But Konrad and I—and Elizabeth, too—had stayed to the very end. It was dreadful and fascinating both, to see the body’s innermost secrets laid open.


I felt exactly the same enthrallment as Polidori’s hands hovered over the tome, and then cut. Perhaps it was the noxious smell of the chemicals in the tray, or the mustiness of the room, but I thought the book flinched and exhaled.


Polidori’s goal was to separate the burned, fused pages, and it was a delicate task. He used a bewildering array of instruments to tease apart the sickly parchments. Sometimes it went well. Sometimes a tiny piece tore loose, and Polidori muttered an oath.


The heat in the room grew more intense, as if a great furnace burned nearby. Sweat slithered into my eyes, and I blinked to clear my vision. My gaze never wavered from Polidori’s steady hands and the tips of his instruments. And for a moment the book seemed not a book at all but a living body, and instead of paper, I glimpsed pulsing viscera and blood and organs. I blinked again, not trusting my vision. But—and this was most strange and repulsive—the book seemed to emanate the smell of a slaughterhouse, of entrails and offal.


Wondering if it was just the wanderings of my mind, I looked to Elizabeth, and saw her nostrils wrinkle, and she steadied herself with a hand, but her gaze did not flinch as she watched this strange surgery upon Paracelsus’s tome.


“I have done as much as I can,” Polidori said finally, and with one sure stroke he slit from the book’s binding the pages he’d been working on. With padded tweezers he grasped them and held them above the tray of liquid.


“Young sir,” he said to Henry, “set the clock for sixty seconds. Be precise, now!”


Henry reached for the ornate timepiece and turned back the slender hand, holding it in place.


“Release it … now!” cried Polidori, and immersed the charred pieces of paper into the bloody liquid, swishing them gently back and forth. At first they stuck together, but within moments they floated apart.


“They are free!” Elizabeth cried in excitement.


Polidori arranged the charred pages side by side in the tray. “Time is critical now.”


“What does this liquid do?” I asked.


“Brings back what was lost. A second too long, though, and we will lose it all forever.”


We stared, riveted, at the tray. Twenty seconds, thirty … Nothing was happening. In the red light the blackened paper hovered in the liquid, as unreadable as ever. Forty seconds …


“Look!” breathed Elizabeth.


Something was happening. Within the darkness of the pages appeared faint scratchings—completely illegible, but something.


“It comes … ,” said Polidori in a hoarse voice. “It comes …”


“Fifty seconds,” said Henry.


On all the pages the scratchings grew thicker, released shoots like strange seedlings growing with freakish speed. I recognized the bizarre characters from the Alphabet of the Magi, and then some familiar letters beneath them: the translations!


“Fifty-five seconds,” said Henry.


“We must have more time!” said Elizabeth, for parts of the pages were still unreadable.


“We dare not,” snapped Polidori, readying his tweezers. “Look!”


The edges of the pages were beginning to curl and dissolve, as if in acid. And the parts of the text that had once been plain to see were starting to blur dangerously.


The clock chimed, and instantly Polidori drew the pages out and placed them flat on a special drying rack.


“This will have to do,” he said.


“Is there enough, though?” I asked, squinting in the lurid half-light.


“It is a good start,” he said. “A beginning. Return in two days, and I will tell you what I have found.”


I took my purse from my pocket and tried to offer him money, but he shook his head. “Let us wait for that, young sir. This may all come to naught. Let us wait.”


“That is very kind of you, sir,” said Elizabeth. “Thank you.”


For the first time Polidori smiled, as though genuinely surprised at these gentle words. He looked at me.


“I hope your brother improves,” he said, “and makes all this toil needless.”


We left Polidori’s shop, each of us silent. I felt I’d witnessed something incredible, something dangerous, even. The alleyway and streets appeared strange to my eyes. All the people and horses and carriages and bustle had nothing to do with me. My eyes were still focused on the pages of Paracelsus’s tome, the ancient words swimming into view after long centuries of oblivion.


“It’s like we’ve brought something back to life,” Elizabeth murmured.


I looked at her, startled. “Yes. That is just how I feel. There was something about that volume. It seemed no mere book.”


“It lived,” said Elizabeth simply.


“Indeed it did!” I exclaimed. “I felt it move in my hands, like a patient writhing.”


“Was there not the smell of blood?” she said.


“Is it possible it was our fevered emotions tricking us?” said Henry. “That we all imagined such phantasmagorical things because we wanted to see them?”


“You are very sensible, Henry,” said Elizabeth tartly, “for someone whose pen makes such flights of passion.”


“Yet they are inventions only,” Henry persisted. “Not reality. If we truly believe that book moved, we are believing in magic.” He lowered his voice. “Witchery.”


“There is no such thing,” I said. “Just things we do not yet understand. Father would say the same.”


“Your father would condemn what we’ve done,” said Henry.


I swallowed. “He will not know.”


“Are we fools?” said Henry nervously. “Deceiving your father is one thing, but even if Polidori can translate the recipe, is the elixir something that should be made?”


“If it is Konrad’s only chance at life, yes,” I said. “And damn the consequences!”


“Polidori himself said that there were no end of magical elixirs—and their effect could be dangerous,” Henry persisted.


I said nothing.


“I trust him,” said Elizabeth. “Polidori. He will advise us well.”


We were all surprised when we heard Saint Peter’s bells toll two o’clock, for we’d lost all track of time inside the laboratory. Down the cobbled streets of the city we ran, toward our house, to meet Father.


After dinner I went to visit Konrad, but he was already asleep, our unfinished game of chess still on the bedside table. With a sigh I sat down and looked at the board. Yesterday he’d actually dozed off, it had taken me so long to figure out my move. I examined the position of his pieces carefully, and almost at once understood his stratagem. It was very good. He would have me in three moves if I wasn’t careful.


I made the move for him, then turned the board round to take my own turn.


Hunched over in the chair, I played against myself—and I knew Konrad so well it was very much like playing him prop-erly—but suddenly the sadness of it struck me hard, and I realized how desperately I missed him, and how badly I wanted him to get out of that bed for good.


“We had a rather exciting day,” I whispered to his sleeping face.


I’d been longing to tell him since we got home from Geneva, but I knew it was best kept secret. Now, though, I could at least utter the words.


“I’ve got a great plan to gather the ingredients to the Elixir of Life, and once we’re done, you’ll be able to drink it.”


He shifted in his sleep, turned his head away, as though doubting me.


“I promise,” I said, kissing him on the forehead. “If no one else can make you better, I will.”


That night I woke suddenly with the dreadful sensation that someone was in my room.


Cautiously I peered through my bed curtains to see my chamber bathed in moonlight. Elizabeth stood before the window in her nightgown, gazing out over the lake.


“Elizabeth,” I said softly. “What’s the matter? Is it Konrad?”


At once I worried she’d come to bring me some terrible news, but she did not turn. She had not heard me at all.


In the moonlight her face was ghostly pale, her brow furrowed. She seemed to be holding something in her arms, and kept looking down at it anxiously.


“Elizabeth?”


No response. She was awake, yet asleep.


It was not the first time. When Elizabeth first came to our house as a small child, she sleepwalked. My parents would find her in the hallways, looking about her in confusion, or staring intently at some invisible view. Father said her mind was temporarily disordered by the great changes in her life and, even in sleep, it would not let her rest, and would make her walk the house in the early hours of morning, trying to puzzle things out. In time it would pass, he said.


Once, in those first few months, I awoke with a start, to find her body pressed against mine. Her thin arms encircled me tightly. She was shaking. I dared not wake her, for Father had said you must never wake someone who was sleepwalking. So I just lay very still. Gradually she stopped trembling, her breathing calmed, and we both fell asleep. In the morning she was most indignant to find herself in someone else’s bed, and woke me with a punch in the shoulder, before flouncing out of my room.


But that was many years ago, when we were little more than seven.


We were sixteen now, and I was almost afraid to approach her, for she seemed to emanate an eerie power. She was herself, and not herself, and it was like having a stranger in the room. I felt I ought to guide her gently back to her own bedchamber, if possible. Father had said the best thing to do with someone sleepwalking was to talk to them very calmly and matter-offactly.


“Elizabeth,” I said. “This way.”


When she turned to me, her face was stricken with anxiety. In her arms she cradled an old doll. I shivered, for her gaze seemed to look right through me, to someone just behind me.


“The baby’s not dead,” she said fiercely.


“No,” I said.


“She’s just cold.”


“Yes,” I said.


“She needs warming.” So urgent and penetrating was her gaze that for a moment I looked back at the doll, just to make sure it wasn’t real. “That’s all. Just a little warmth and she’ll be fine.”


“You are warming her right now,” I said soothingly. There was something so childlike and beseeching in her look that I felt my heart ache. “She will be wonderfully warm and happy soon.”


She looked down at the doll, kneading it with her hands. “Yes,” she said.


“You see,” I said. “The baby’s fine. I’m sure she just needs a good sleep. I’ll show you the way.”


I started walking toward my door, and checked to make sure she was following. I quickly lit a candle and made my way down the hallway to her bedchamber. The door was ajar. We went inside. I pointed at her bed, the sheets in a tangle.


“Here we are,” I said. “You and baby can rest here.”


“The bed will be warm,” she said.


“Of course.” I tried to smooth the sheets for her, but she lay down on them before I could finish, still clutching the baby. It was a good thing it wasn’t a real baby, for Elizabeth was lying on top of its head and torso. Her eyes were already closed and she was properly asleep. I found a blanket in her armoire and gently laid it over her. I looked at her for a moment, then left the bedchamber.


At breakfast Elizabeth said not a word about her sleepwalking. She remembered nothing, and I was not about to remind her.
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When I had attained the age of seventeen, my parents resolved that I should become a student at the university of Ingolstadt.1 I had hitherto attended the schools of Geneva; but my father thought it necessary, for the completion of my education, that I should be made acquainted with other customs than those of my native country. My departure was therefore fixed at an early date; but, before the day resolved upon could arrive, the first misfortune of my life occurred—an omen, as it were, of my future misery.


Elizabeth had caught the scarlet fever; but her illness was not severe, and she quickly recovered. During her confinement, many arguments had been urged to persuade my mother to refrain from attending upon her. She had, at first, yielded to our entreaties; but when she heard that her favourite was recovering, she could no longer debar herself from her society, and entered her chamber long before the danger of infection was past. The consequences of this imprudence were fatal. On the third day my mother sickened; her fever was very malignant, and the looks of her attendants prognosticated the worst event. On her death-bed the fortitude and benignity of this admirable woman did not desert her. She joined the hands of Elizabeth and myself: “My children,” she said, “my firmest hopes of future happiness were placed on the prospect of your union. This expectation will now be the consolation of your father. Elizabeth, my love, you must supply my place to your younger cousins. Alas! I regret that I am taken from you; and, happy and beloved as I have been, is it not hard to quit you all? But these are not thoughts befitting me; I will endeavour to resign myself cheerfully to death, and will indulge a hope of meeting you in another world.”


She died calmly; and her countenance expressed affection even in death. I need not describe the feelings of those whose dearest ties are rent by that most irreparable evil, the void that presents itself to the soul, and the despair that is exhibited on the countenance. It is so long before the mind can persuade itself that she, whom we saw every day, and whose very existence appeared a part of our own, can have departed for ever—that the brightness of a beloved eye can have been extinguished, and the sound of a voice so familiar, and dear to the ear, can be hushed, never more to be heard. These are the reflections of the first days; but when the lapse of time proves the reality of the evil, then the actual bitterness of grief commences. Yet from whom has not that rude hand rent away some dear connexion; and why should I describe a sorrow which all have felt, and must feel? The time at length arrives, when grief is rather an indulgence than a necessity; and the smile that plays upon the lips, although it may be deemed a sacrilege, is not banished. My mother was dead, but we had still duties which we ought to perform; we must continue our course with the rest, and learn to think ourselves fortunate, whilst one remains whom the spoiler has not seized.


My journey to Ingolstadt, which had been deferred by these events, was now again determined upon. I obtained from my father a respite of some weeks. This period was spent sadly; my mother’s death, and my speedy departure, depressed our spirits; but Elizabeth endeavoured to renew the spirit of cheerfulness in our little society. Since the death of her aunt, her mind had acquired new firmness and vigour. She determined to fulfil her duties with the greatest exactness; and she felt that that most imperious2 duty, of rendering her uncle and cousins happy, had devolved upon her. She consoled me, amused her uncle, instructed my brothers; and I never beheld her so enchanting as at this time, when she was continually endeavouring to contribute to the happiness of others, entirely forgetful of herself.


The day of my departure at length arrived. I had taken leave of all my friends, excepting Clerval, who spent the last evening with us. He bitterly lamented that he was unable to accompany me: but his father could not be persuaded to part with him, intending that he should become a partner with him in business, in compliance with his favourite theory, that learning was superfluous in the commerce of ordinary life. Henry had a refined mind; he had no desire to be idle, and was well pleased to become his father’s partner, but he believed that a man might be a very good trader, and yet possess a cultivated understanding.


We sat late, listening to his complaints, and making many little arrangements for the future. The next morning early I departed. Tears gushed from the eyes of Elizabeth; they proceeded partly from sorrow at my departure, and partly because she reflected that the same journey was to have taken place three months before, when a mother’s blessing would have accompanied me.


I threw myself into the chaise that was to convey me away, and indulged in the most melancholy reflections. I, who had ever been surrounded by amiable companions, continually engaged in endeavouring to bestow mutual pleasure, I was now alone. In the university, whither I was going, I must form my own friends, and be my own protector. My life had hitherto been remarkably secluded and domestic; and this had given me invincible repugnance to new countenances. I loved my brothers, Elizabeth, and Clerval; these were “old familiar faces”;3 but I believed myself totally unfitted for the company of strangers. Such were my reflections as I commenced my journey; but as I proceeded, my spirits and hopes rose. I ardently desired the acquisition of knowledge. I had often, when at home, thought it hard to remain during my youth cooped up in one place, and had longed to enter the world, and take my station among other human beings. Now my desires were complied with, and it would, indeed, have been folly to repent.


I had sufficient leisure for these and many other reflections during my journey to Ingolstadt, which was long and fatiguing. At length the high white steeple of the town met my eyes. I alighted, and was conducted to my solitary apartment, to spend the evening as I pleased.


The next morning I delivered my letters of introduction, and paid a visit to some of the principal professors, and among others to M. Krempe, professor of natural philosophy. He received me with politeness, and asked me several questions concerning my progress in the different branches of science appertaining to natural philosophy. I mentioned, it is true, with fear and trembling, the only authors I had ever read upon those subjects. The professor stared: “Have you,” he said, “really spent your time in studying such nonsense?”


I replied in the affirmative. “Every minute,” continued M. Krempe with warmth, “every instant that you have wasted on those books is utterly and entirely lost. You have burdened your memory with exploded systems, and useless names. Good God! in what desert land have you lived, where no one was kind enough to inform you that these fancies, which you have so greedily imbibed, are a thousand years old, and as musty as they are ancient? I little expected in this enlightened and scientific age to find a disciple of Albertus Magnus and Paracelsus. My dear Sir, you must begin your studies entirely anew.”


So saying, he stept aside, and wrote down a list of several books treating of natural philosophy, which he desired me to procure, and dismissed me, after mentioning that in the beginning of the following week he intended to commence a course of lectures upon natural philosophy in its general relations, and that M. Waldman, a fellow-professor, would lecture upon chemistry the alternate days that he missed.


I returned home, not disappointed, for I had long considered those authors useless whom the professor had so strongly reprobated; but I did not feel much inclined to study the books which I procured at his recommendation. M. Krempe was a little squat man, with a gruff voice and repulsive countenance; the teacher, therefore, did not prepossess me in favour of his doctrine. Besides, I had a contempt for the uses of modern natural philosophy. It was very different, when the masters of the science sought immortality and power; such views, although futile, were grand: but now the scene was changed. The ambition of the inquirer seemed to limit itself to the annihilation of those visions on which my interest in science was chiefly founded. I was required to exchange chimeras of boundless grandeur for realities of little worth.


Such were my reflections during the first two or three days spent almost in solitude. But as the ensuing week commenced, I thought of the information which M. Krempe had given me concerning the lectures. And although I could not consent to go and hear that little conceited fellow deliver sentences4 out of a pulpit, I recollected what he had said of M. Waldman, whom I had never seen, as he had hitherto been out of town.


Partly from curiosity, and partly from idleness, I went into the lecturing room, which M. Waldman entered shortly after. This professor was very unlike his colleague. He appeared about fifty years of age, but with an aspect expressive of the greatest benevolence; a few gray hairs covered his temples, but those at the back of his head were nearly black. His person was short, but remarkably erect; and his voice the sweetest I had ever heard. He began his lecture by a recapitulation of the history of chemistry and the various improvements made by different men of learning, pronouncing with fervour the names of the most distinguished discoverers. He then took a cursory view of the present state of the science, and explained many of its elementary terms. After having made a few preparatory experiments, he concluded with a panegyric upon modern chemistry, the terms of which I shall never forget:—


“The ancient teachers of this science,” said he, “promised impossibilities, and performed nothing. The modern masters promise very little; they know that metals cannot be transmuted, and that the elixir of life is a chimera.5 But these philosophers, whose hands seem only made to dabble in dirt, and their eyes to pour over the microscope or crucible, have indeed performed miracles. They penetrate into the recesses of nature, and shew how she works in her hiding places. They ascend into the heavens; they have discovered how the blood circulates, and the nature of the air we breathe. They have acquired new and almost unlimited powers; they can command the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and even mock the invisible world with its own shadows.”


I departed highly pleased with the professor and his lecture, and paid him a visit the same evening. His manners in private were even more mild and attractive than in public; for there was a certain dignity in his mien during his lecture, which in his own house was replaced by the greatest affability and kindness. He heard with attention my little narration concerning my studies, and smiled at the names of Cornelius Agrippa, and Paracelsus, but without the contempt that M. Krempe had exhibited. He said, that “these were men to whose indefatigable zeal modern philosophers were indebted for most of the foundations of their knowledge. They had left to us, as an easier task, to give new names, and arrange in connected classifications, the facts which they in a great degree had been the instruments of bringing to light. The labours of men of genius, however erroneously directed, scarcely ever fail in ultimately turning to the solid advantage of mankind.” I listened to his statement, which was delivered without any presumption or affectation; and then added, that his lecture had removed my prejudices against modern chemists; and I, at the same time, requested his advice concerning the books I ought to procure.


“I am happy,” said M. Waldman, “to have gained a disciple; and if your application equals your ability, I have no doubt of your success. Chemistry is that branch of natural philosophy in which the greatest improvements have been and may be made; it is on that account that I have made it my peculiar6 study; but at the same time I have not neglected the other branches of science.7 A man would make but a very sorry chemist, if he attended to that department of human knowledge alone. If your wish is to become really a man of science, and not merely a petty experimentalist, I should advise you to apply to every branch of natural philosophy, including mathematics.”


He then took me into his laboratory, and explained to me the uses of his various machines; instructing me as to what I ought to procure, and promising me the use of his own, when I should have advanced far enough in the science not to derange their mechanism. He also gave me the list of books which I had requested: and I took my leave.


Thus ended a day memorable to me: it decided my future destiny.
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It was on a dreary night of November, that I beheld the accomplishment of my toils. With an anxiety that almost amounted to agony, I collected the instruments of life around me, that I might infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing that lay at my feet. It was already one in the morning; the rain pattered dismally against the panes, and my candle was nearly burnt out, when, by the glimmer of the half-extinguished light, I saw the dull yellow eye of the creature open; it breathed hard, and a convulsive motion agitated its limbs.


How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom with such infinite pains and care I had endeavoured to form? His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as beautiful. Beautiful!—Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of a lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same colour as the dun white sockets in which they were set, his shrivelled complexion, and straight black lips.


The different accidents of life are not so changeable as the feelings of human nature. I had worked hard for nearly two years, for the sole purpose of infusing life into an inanimate body. For this I had deprived myself of rest and health. I had desired it with an ardour that far exceeded moderation; but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart. Unable to endure the aspect of the being I had created, I rushed out of the room, and continued a long time traversing my bed-chamber, unable to compose my mind to sleep. At length lassitude1 succeeded to the tumult I had before endured; and I threw myself on the bed in my clothes, endeavouring to seek a few moments of forgetfulness. But it was in vain: I slept indeed, but I was disturbed by the wildest dreams. I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking in the streets of Ingolstadt. Delighted and surprised, I embraced her; but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they became livid with the hue of death; her features appeared to change, and I thought that I held the corpse of my dead mother in my arms; a shroud enveloped her form, and I saw the grave-worms crawling in the folds of the flannel. I started from my sleep with horror; a cold dew covered my forehead, my teeth chattered, and every limb became convulsed; when, by the dim and yellow light of the moon, as it forced its way through the window-shutters, I beheld the wretch—the miserable monster whom I had created. He held up the curtain of the bed; and his eyes, if eyes they may be called, were fixed on me. His jaws opened, and he muttered some inarticulate sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks. He might have spoken, but I did not hear; one hand was stretched out, seemingly to detain me, but I escaped, and rushed down stairs. I took refuge in the court-yard belonging to the house which I inhabited; where I remained during the rest of the night, walking up and down in the greatest agitation, listening attentively, catching and fearing each sound as if it were to announce the approach of the demoniacal corpse to which I had so miserably given life.


Oh! no mortal could support the horror of that countenance. A mummy again endued with animation could not be so hideous as that wretch. I had gazed on him while unfinished; he was ugly then; but when those muscles and joints were rendered capable of motion, it became a thing such as even Dante2 could not have conceived.


I passed the night wretchedly. Sometimes my pulse beat so quickly and hardly, that I felt the palpitation of every artery; at others, I nearly sank to the ground through languor and extreme weakness. Mingled with this horror, I felt the bitterness of disappointment: dreams that had been my food and pleasant rest for so long a space, were now become a hell to me; and the change was so rapid, the overthrow so complete!


Morning, dismal and wet, at length dawned, and discovered to my sleepless and aching eyes the church of Ingolstadt, its white steeple and clock, which indicated the sixth hour. The porter opened the gates of the court, which had that night been my asylum, and I issued into the streets, pacing them with quick steps, as if I sought to avoid the wretch whom I feared every turning of the street would present to my view. I did not dare return to the apartment which I inhabited, but felt impelled to hurry on, although wetted by the rain, which poured from a black and comfortless sky.


I continued walking in this manner for some time, endeavouring, by bodily exercise, to ease the load that weighed upon my mind. I traversed the streets, without any clear conception of where I was, or what I was doing. My heart palpitated in the sickness of fear; and I hurried on with irregular steps, not daring to look about me:


Like one who, on a lonely road,
Doth walk in fear and dread,


And, having once turn’d round, walks on,
And turns no more his head;


Because he knows a frightful fiend
Doth close behind him tread.3


Continuing thus, I came at length opposite to the inn at which the various diligences4 and carriages usually stopped. Here I paused, I knew not why; but I remained some minutes with my eyes fixed on a coach that was coming towards me from the other end of the street. As it drew nearer, I observed that it was the Swiss diligence: it stopped just where I was standing; and, on the door being opened, I perceived Henry Clerval, who, on seeing me, instantly sprung out. “My dear Frankenstein,” exclaimed he, “how glad I am to see you! how fortunate that you should be here at the very moment of my alighting!”


Nothing could equal my delight on seeing Clerval; his presence brought back to my thoughts my father, Elizabeth, and all those scenes of home so dear to my recollection. I grasped his hand, and in a moment forgot my horror and misfortune; I felt suddenly, and for the first time during many months, calm and serene joy. I welcomed my friend, therefore, in the most cordial manner, and we walked towards my college. Clerval continued talking for some time about our mutual friends, and his own good fortune in being permitted to come to Ingolstadt. “You may easily believe,” said he, “how great was the difficulty to persuade my father that it was not absolutely necessary for a merchant not to understand any thing except book-keeping; and, indeed, I believe I left him incredulous to the last, for his constant answer to my unwearied entreaties was the same as that of the Dutch school-master in the Vicar of Wakefield: ‘I have ten thousand florins a year without Greek,5 I eat heartily without Greek.’ But his affection for me at length overcame his dislike of learning, and he has permitted me to undertake a voyage of discovery to the land of knowledge.”


“It gives me the greatest delight to see you; but tell me how you left my fathers, brothers, and Elizabeth.”


“Very well, and very happy, only a little uneasy that they hear from you so seldom. By the bye, I mean to lecture you a little upon their account myself.—But, my dear Frankenstein,” continued he, stopping short, and gazing full in my face, “I did not before remark how very ill you appear; so thin and pale; you look as if you had been watching6 for several nights.”


“You have guessed right; I have lately been so deeply engaged in one occupation, that I have not allowed myself sufficient rest, as you see: but I hope, I sincerely hope, that all these employments are now at an end, and that I am at length free.”


I trembled excessively; I could not endure to think of, and far less to allude to the occurrences of the preceding night. I walked with a quick pace, and we soon arrived at my college. I then reflected, and the thought made me shiver, that the creature whom I had left in my apartment might still be there, alive, and walking about. I dreaded to behold this monster; but I feared still more that Henry should see him. Entreating him therefore to remain a few minutes at the bottom of the stairs, I darted up towards my own room. My hand was already on the lock of the door before I recollected myself. I then paused; and a cold shivering came over me. I threw the door forcibly open, as children are accustomed to do when they expect a spectre to stand in waiting for them on the other side; but nothing appeared. I stepped fearfully in: the apartment was empty; and my bed-room was also freed from its hideous guest. I could hardly believe that so great a good-fortune could have befallen me; but when I became assured that my enemy had indeed fled, I clapped my hands for joy, and ran down to Clerval.


We ascended into my room, and the servant presently brought breakfast; but I was unable to contain myself. It was not joy only that possessed me; I felt my flesh tingle with excess of sensitiveness, and my pulse beat rapidly. I was unable to remain for a single instant in the same place; I jumped over the chairs, clapped my hands, and laughed aloud. Clerval at first attributed my unusual spirits to joy on his arrival; but when he observed me more attentively, he saw a wildness in my eyes for which he could not account; and my loud, unrestrained, heartless laughter, frightened and astonished him.


“My dear Victor,” cried he, “what, for God’s sake, is the matter? Do not laugh in that manner. How ill you are! What is the cause of all this?”


“Do not ask me,” cried I, putting my hands before my eyes, for I thought I saw the dreaded spectre glide into the room; “he can tell.—Oh, save me! save me!” I imagined that the monster seized me; I struggled furiously, and fell down in a fit.


Poor Clerval! what must have been his feelings? A meeting, which he anticipated with such joy, so strangely turned to bitterness. But I was not the witness of his grief; for I was lifeless, and did not recover my senses for a long, long time.


This was the commencement of a nervous fever, which confined me for several months. During all that time Henry was my only nurse. I afterwards learned that, knowing my father’s advanced age, and unfitness for so long a journey, and how wretched my sickness would make Elizabeth, he spared them this grief by concealing the extent of my disorder. He knew that I could not have a more kind and attentive nurse than himself; and, firm in the hope he felt of my recovery, he did not doubt that, instead of doing harm, he performed the kindest action that he could towards them.


But I was in reality very ill; and surely nothing but the unbounded and unremitting attentions of my friend could have restored me to life. The form of the monster on whom I had bestowed existence was for ever before my eyes, and I raved incessantly concerning him. Doubtless my words surprised Henry: he at first believed them to be the wanderings of my disturbed imagination; but the pertinacity with which I continually recurred to the same subject persuaded him that my disorder indeed owed its origin to some uncommon and terrible event.


By very slow degrees, and with frequent relapses, that alarmed and grieved my friend, I recovered. I remember the first time I became capable of observing outward objects with any kind of pleasure, I perceived that the fallen leaves had disappeared, and that the young buds were shooting forth from the trees that shaded my window. It was a divine spring; and the season contributed greatly to my convalescence. I felt also sentiments of joy and affection revive in my bosom; my gloom disappeared, and in a short time I became as cheerful as before I was attacked by the fatal passion.


“Dearest Clerval,” exclaimed I, “how kind, how very good you are to me. This whole winter, instead of being spent in study, as you promised yourself, has been consumed in my sick room. How shall I ever repay you? I feel the greatest remorse for the disappointment of which I have been the occasion; but you will forgive me.”


“You will repay me entirely, if you do not discompose yourself, but get well as fast as you can; and since you appear in such good spirits, I may speak to you on one subject, may I not?”


I trembled. One subject! what could it be? Could he allude to an object on whom I dared not even think?


“Compose yourself,” said Clerval, who observed my change of colour, “I will not mention it, if it agitates you; but your father and cousin would be very happy if they received a letter from you in your own handwriting. They hardly know how ill you have been, and are uneasy at your long silence.”


“Is that all? my dear Henry. How could you suppose that my first thought would not fly towards those dear, dear friends whom I love, and who are so deserving of my love.”


“If this is your present temper, my friend, you will perhaps be glad to see a letter that has been lying here some days for you: it is from your cousin, I believe.”
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CHAPTER THREE
THE ALPHABET OF THE MAGI

 

EN GARDE!” I PANTED, LIFTING MY FOIL.


Konrad and I were near the end of our match, and we were tied. Whoever scored next was winner. In the château’s armory, Signor Rainaldi, our fencing master, watched over us, as well as Henry and Elizabeth, both suited up on the sidelines, awaiting their own match.


I took the offensive and made an unimaginative lunge, which Konrad parried easily. I was weary, and my movements were getting sluggish.


“You can do better than that, Little Brother,” said Konrad.


I could not see his face behind his mask, but I doubted it was as slick with sweat as mine.


Almost from the first moment Konrad had held a rapier, he’d seemed born to it. But not me. So I had practiced and practiced, asking Signor Rainaldi for extra drills so I could keep up. It paid off, for Konrad and I were now closely matched, though he still beat me more often than not. Fencing with my twin posed another unique challenge, for we knew each other’s instincts so well it was nearly impossible to surprise each other.


I parried his attack, and planned my next move.


“Pacing, pacing!” cried our master. “I have seen old men with more verve!”


“I do not want to tire my brother,” Konrad replied.


I feinted once, and then feebly struck Konrad’s foil at the midpoint.


“Rather a waste, don’t you think?” Konrad goaded me.


“Indeed,” I said. But it was what I wanted. Let him mock me, I thought. I had my plan now.


Konrad returned to the en garde position, and we circled warily. I watched him, waiting for his attack, waiting for the flex of his knee as he lunged. When it came, I was ready.


I performed a passata-sotto, a difficult maneuver I had been secretly practicing for weeks now. I dropped my right hand to the floor and lowered my body beneath Konrad’s thrusting blade. At the same time, I lunged with my own foil. His blade hit empty air. Mine struck his belly.


“A hit, a very palpable hit!” cried our master. “The match is Victor’s. A passata-sotto. Well done, young sir.”


My eyes went to Elizabeth, who was clapping with Henry. I pulled up my mask, grinning. It wasn’t often I bested Konrad, and the victory was sweet indeed.


“A very fancy move,” said Konrad. “Congratulations.”


He removed his mask, and I was taken aback by his pallor.


“Are you well, young sir?” our fencing master asked, frowning.


Elizabeth walked toward us. “You two have fought too hard,” she said. “Konrad, sit down a moment.”


He waved her away, shivering. “I am fine. I am fine.”


Elizabeth put her hand to his head. “You’re scalding.”


“Merely from our exertions,” I said, and gave a lighthearted laugh. “It was quite a match. Shall we fetch the wheelchair for you?”


“He is feverish, Victor,” she said to me sharply.


As I looked more carefully at my brother, I knew he was truly ill. His skin had a parched look to it, and beneath his eyes were smudges of darkness.


“I am not feverish,” said Konrad, and then he fainted.


Elizabeth and I caught him clumsily before he hit the floor. He was not long unconscious, and by the time he awoke, Henry had fetched Mother and Father and they were at his side.


“To bed with you, Konrad,” Father said. “We will have Maria bring you some broth.”


I helped my father raise him to his feet and walk him unsteadily from the armory, with Elizabeth and Mother keeping pace with us. I kept hoping Konrad would meet my eye, give a playful wink to set my mind at ease, but he seemed groggy and withdrawn.


“Was it too many nights on the balcony, practicing our play?” Elizabeth said anxiously, as though she herself were to blame.


“More likely too long on the lake without a cloak,” said Mother.


“He will be up for dinner,” I said, trying to sound confident. “Just a chill, no doubt.”


Dr. Lesage arrived later in the afternoon to examine Konrad. To everyone’s huge relief, he said it wasn’t plague. He advised bed rest for three days, no food but broth, and regular doses of his patented strengthening draft.


Mother forbade us from entering his bedchamber, for fear we would catch the fever. Elizabeth wanted to help tend to Konrad, but despite her protests, we were only permitted to call out hellos from the doorway.


“I’m not being a very festive host for you, Henry,” Konrad said from his bed.


“Then you best hurry up and entertain him properly,” I replied.


“Don’t be silly,” said Henry. “Take your rest, Konrad.”


“Get better soon,” said Elizabeth.


Konrad nodded. “I will. I promise.”


But five days later he was still bedridden.


Our morning lessons were subdued, as Elizabeth, Henry, and I sat in the library listening to Father tell us about the early Greek thinkers and the principles of democracy.


At the best of times I had trouble concentrating, and right now it was nearly impossible. I kept looking over at Konrad’s empty chair. Father, too, seemed distracted. Usually his lectures were full of Sturm und Drang, and he would pace and thump the table, and fire questions at us like a volley of arrows. But today he dismissed us early and told us to get some fresh air.


At lunch, when Mother joined us at the table, she looked grave.


“How is he?” Elizabeth asked worriedly.


“Feverish again, and he complains of aching limbs. He says it makes his head throb when I read to him.”


Father took Mother’s hand. “He’s very strong. The fever will break soon for good. All will be well.”


Throughout the afternoon Konrad’s fever mounted. Dr. Lesage came and left some powders that he said were very beneficial for fighting infection.


Before dinner I went to check on Konrad with Elizabeth and Henry. He was asleep. We stood at the doorway and watched Maria gently mopping his brow with a cool cloth. He flinched and twisted and muttered nonsense. Maria tried to smooth his sheets, made shushing sounds to calm him.


“I’ve never felt a hotter head,” she said quietly to us.


Seeing my brother so ill sparked in me feelings of such intensity that I was nearly overwhelmed. What if he didn’t recover? What if I were to lose him? Looking at him was like looking upon myself, seeing my own body racked with fever and pain.


And, even more strange, I felt anger. How could Konrad have allowed this to happen? How could someone so healthy, and so smart and sensible, become so ill?


I was ashamed for having such thoughts.


And I was ashamed at how powerless I was to help him.


At dinner that night I could not eat. My body ached, and my stomach swirled.


“Victor,” my mother said. “Are you well?”


“I’m not sure.”


“You’re pale,” she said.


I looked over at Henry, and then Elizabeth, and caught her quick, nervous glance at Mother. Suddenly my stomach clenched and turned over, and I had to rush from the table to the nearest water closet, where I retched, again and again, tears welling from my eyes. I could not remember feeling sicker.


What had happened to Konrad had happened to me.


An eternal night spent tossing and turning, shivering and sweating. When awake, I lay in the grips of terror; and when I slept, it was only in cruel snatches, and my dreams were foul. In one, Konrad and I were playacting, joyfully at first, but then with more and more fury, and when I slew him with the sword, it was a real sword, and real blood poured from his chest, and I laughed and laughed—and started awake, drenched and panting.


Throughout the night, I was dimly aware of Mother and Father and the servants checking on me.


Finally I must have slept properly, for when I next opened my eyes, it was dawn, and Dr. Lesage stood over me, taking my pulse.


“Let us have a good look at you, young Master Frankenstein,” said the doctor, gently helping me sit up.


Limply I submitted to his grave prodding. He seemed to take a great deal of time, which made me all the more agitated.


“It is the same ailment as Konrad’s,” I rasped.


“I will speak with your mother,” the doctor said, and with that he left.


The next five minutes might have been hours. I was filled with dread. I stared out the window and saw the sunshine and the mountains, and it was as though it had nothing to do with me. It was a different world, one from which I was cut off forever. I was certain of the news I was about to hear.


It was not Mother who came in finally, or Father, but Elizabeth. Anger radiated from her face.


“There is nothing wrong with you!” she said.


“What?” I exclaimed.


She sat down on the edge of my bed and burst into tears. “You are fine,” she said. “Dr. Lesage said you are absolutely fine.”


The power of the mind must be a miraculous thing, for at that very moment I felt my fever and sickness lessen. I sat up and patted her shoulder, but she batted my hand away.


“I wasn’t playacting,” I objected. “I truly felt … I felt terrible, as though all my strength had left me.”


“You had us all so worried,” she said. “And it was merely in your head.”


“I didn’t know!” I retorted, but I felt foolish and ashamed. And strangely jealous, too, for I suddenly realized she was not crying for me but for Konrad.


“The doctor said it’s not unexpected,” she said, wiping at her eyes.


“What’s not?”


“He has seen such a thing before, with twins. He knew of one who, when his brother had his arm crushed in a machine accident, screamed, and could not use his arm for weeks because of the pain.”


“I must see Konrad,” I said. “How is he?”


I stood up and suddenly remembered I was in my nightshirt. Though Elizabeth and I had grown up together, I now felt self-conscious to be around her in so little state of dress. I noticed a flush to her cheek as she turned her face away.


“His fever is not so high.”


“That is good news.”


“It would be better if the fever were gone altogether.”


“Has Dr. Lesage any better idea what it is?” I asked.


She shook her head. “All he knows is that it isn’t any typical infection. It is not contagious. It is some ailment within him that he must fight alone.”


“Let’s go see him right now,” I said.


“Ah, Victor,” said Konrad, “I hear you had another near scrape with death.”


“A false illness,” I admitted sheepishly.


He put his hot hand on mine. “Do try to keep out of trouble, Little Brother,” he told me.


“Of course,” I said. “It would be better, though, if you stopped lazing about, so you can keep an eye on me.”


“Oh, I’ll be up shortly. I feel a bit stronger today.”


Elizabeth beamed at me. The windows of his room were thrown wide, and the scent of cut grass from the fields wafted in, along with the sound of the lapping lake, and it felt like the spring itself was enough to heal any ills.


“You’ve had Mother in a terrible state,” I said.


Konrad rolled his eyes. “Everyone’s making a fuss for nothing. Remember Charlie Fancher? He was laid up with ague for two weeks before it left him. I’ll be up and about soon.”


“Good,” I said, “because Henry and Elizabeth have been plotting another play, and this time you are to be the hero.”


“Excellent,” he said.


But later when he tried to get up, he did not have the strength to stand for more than a minute without shaking. His face had a gaunt look.


He was as weak as a newborn.


Over the next several days I tried to stay hopeful, and tell myself Konrad was on the mend.


The fever didn’t return with its earlier ferocity, but it refused to leave him altogether. After a morning lull it would come on again in the late afternoon—like some infernal gale that paused only to renew its strength.


Now that we knew he wasn’t contagious, Elizabeth spent a good deal of her time helping Mother and the servants tend to him, reading to him to distract him from his aches. When Konrad felt well enough, Henry and I would drop by to talk with him, or sometimes even play a game of chess. These were rarely finished, as he complained of headaches, or simply felt too unwell to concentrate.


I felt oddly incomplete, moving about the château without my twin. Not that we were always side by side, but I felt his absence more intensely now. Once, when we were six, and Mother was unwell during her pregnancy with Ernest, Father sent us each to stay with different relations for a fortnight.


It was one of the loneliest and most miserable times of my life.


But this was worse.


Why wasn’t Konrad getting better?


“You must take me to Mass, Victor,” Elizabeth said Sunday morning during breakfast.


I looked up from my hard-boiled egg, my mouth still full of bread, uncomprehending for a moment, because I was so used to Konrad escorting her to the cathedral in Geneva or the small village church in Bellerive.


“Yes, of course,” I replied.


“Philippe will ready the trap for you,” Father said.


Though my parents had no faith themselves, they had no desire to deprive Elizabeth of hers, and I was certain no Sunday had ever passed without her attending a Roman Catholic service.


It was a relief to be away from the château, to be in the warm spring air, holding the reins, driving the trap along the lake road. We traveled in silence, but our worries of Konrad kept pace with us.


When we arrived at the small church, Elizabeth said, “You can come inside if you like.”


“I will wait here, I think.”


“You could light a candle for Konrad.”


“You know I don’t believe in such things.”


She nodded and looked at the other parishioners entering the church with their families. For the first time it occurred to me that it must have been lonely for her, attending Mass alone all these years.


“Did Konrad go inside with you?”


“Not at first.”


I helped her down, and watched as she walked into the church. I thought of how she would light a candle and pray—and I envied her.
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“What are you doing?” Ernest asked, coming into the library.


It was Monday afternoon, and I’d spent nearly the entire day with books spread all around me, taking notes furiously.


“I’m trying to learn about the human body and its ailments,” I said.


My nine-year-old brother came forward, looking gravely at the book’s illustrations.


“Konrad will get better, won’t he, Victor?” he asked.


To my shame, I realized how little I’d thought of Ernest and how his older brother’s illness might be affecting him. Little William was far too young to understand—and it was a great comfort to me sometimes just to hold his little body and try to lose myself in his warmth and laughter and obvious good cheer—but at nine, Ernest, like all of us, was having to endure the gloomy weather change that had beset our house.


I put down my pen and smiled as Father did when trying to reassure us. “Of course he will get better. I have no doubt whatsoever. He is strong, like all of us Frankensteins!”


He pointed seriously at the book. “Is the cure in there?”


I laughed. “I don’t know. Perhaps.”


He got interested in the diagram of a man’s spleen. “What does that do?”


“They used to think it ruled our temperaments.”


“You’ll find the cure, Victor,” he said. “You’re almost as clever as Konrad.”


“Almost as clever?” I snapped. “And how would you know that, little boy?”


His eyes widened in astonishment and hurt, and I instantly regretted my outburst. How could I fault him, after all, when it was abundantly obvious? Konrad had always been the better student, and my father took no pains to conceal it. Still, Ernest’s words smarted. Even to a nine-year-old boy it was clear that Konrad was the brighter star in our family’s constellation.


Had I been just a year younger than Konrad—or even a non-identical twin—it would have been easier to bear. But he and I were supposed to be the same in every respect. So what excuse had I to be the weaker?


Elizabeth appeared in the doorway. “Ernest, Justine is looking for you in the garden.”


I gave Ernest an apologetic smile and clapped him on the shoulder, but his parting look to me was wary.


“Still here?” Elizabeth said, coming in.


“You have your prayers,” I said. “I cannot pray, but I must do something, or go mad.”


Restlessly I looked back at my book, a huge tome written mostly in Latin. My Latin was poor, and every sentence was a struggle, but I refused to give up. I had been a lackluster student, but I would remedy that with hard work.


Elizabeth gently closed the cover. “You cannot expect to cure him on your own.”


“Why not?” I demanded. “Someone has to.”


My eyes strayed to the bookshelf that concealed the secret passage to the Dark Library.


“You have been here all day,” she said. “You can’t simply abandon Henry.”


I sighed. “I am sorry if Henry feels abandoned, but there are so many books here to understand …”


“Go riding,” she suggested. “You will get gloomy if you spend any more time here. Take Henry up into the meadows for an hour or two.”


I looked forlornly at my desk. “Just a short break,” I said.


So Henry and I changed into our riding gear and took our horses out for several hours. And I did enjoy the sunlight and air on my face, even as I felt guilty leaving Konrad in his sickbed.


As I neared home, I dared to hope.


When I saw Mother and Father, they would be smiling, and saying that Konrad’s fever had broken for good and he was on the mend and all would be well.


But it was not so. He was the same.


The very next day, a second physician accompanied Dr. Lesage to see Konrad. He was a handsome, fashionable-looking gentleman called Dr. Bartonne, who exuded confidence like an overpowering cologne. I disliked him on sight.


He strode into the room, took one look at my brother, and said he had a disturbance of the blood. Therefore he needed to be bled. The physician placed slimy leeches all over my brother’s pale body and let them suck his blood until Konrad swooned. The fellow was greatly satisfied, and announced that he had purged Konrad of the poisons that had caused the fever, and that when my brother woke in the morning, he would feel weak but improved.


It was true that he was cooler that night—who would not be cooler after having most of his blood sucked away by leeches? Nonetheless we all had great hope that this would speed his recovery.


Come morning, however, the fever returned once more. Dr. Bartonne was summoned yet again. After he left, I went to seek out Mother to ask what he’d said. Walking along the upper hallway, I overheard her talking to Maria in the west sitting room.


I stopped before I reached the doorway, for I could tell from Maria’s hushed tones they were talking about something terribly serious.


“… might be of some help,” Maria was saying, “for many say there is great power in it.”


“You love him, as we all do, Maria,” Mother replied. “But you know that Alphonse cannot bear talk of alchemy. He thinks it primitive nonsense, and I am inclined to agree with him. Please do not speak of this to him.”


“Very well, ma’am,” said Maria.


“I know you mean well, Maria. Do not think me angry.”


“No, ma’am. It’s just, I overheard what the doctor said about … not knowing how to treat him, and how, if he continues to weaken …”


My blood congealed in my veins, and I strained to listen. What had the doctor said? But there were no more words spoken, only sniffing, and little sobs, and I sensed the two of them were embracing and comforting each other. Then came my mother’s voice, a little shaky.


“You are a dear, dear member of our family, Maria,” she said.


“I could not love him more were he my own son.”


“We are doing all we can. Alphonse has heard of another doctor, a Dr. Murnau, who’s a specialist in rare diseases at the university in Ingolstadt. We’ve sent a messenger to make inquiries.”


“I will keep praying, then, ma’am,” said Maria, “if that does not offend you.”


“Of course not, Maria, certainly not. I must confess, I have found myself praying too of late. I doubt anyone hears but myself, though.”


“With respect, ma’am, someone is listening. You mustn’t despair so.”


I turned and silently walked away down the corridor, for I did not want them to know I’d been eavesdropping.


I desperately wished I knew what Maria had said earlier, about alchemy.


Did she know of some treatment that might help Konrad?


That night as I slept, my mind took me to Father’s library, and there I sat, surrounded by medical books, struggling with Latin and Greek, striving to cure Konrad.


I turned a page and there, embedded in the thick paper, was a seed. With great excitement I plucked it out and cradled it in my cupped hands, for I knew I had to plant it immediately or it would perish. But the door to the great hallway was locked, and though I rattled it and shouted, no one came to open it.


My panic grew, for the seed was already starting to decay.


There was a stirring of air, though no windows were open, and I looked up across the library to see the secret door ajar.


I’d promised Father, but what else could I do? The seed had to be planted, and I knew there was a well, and water, and earth down there.


The seed gripped in my hand, I hurried through the door to find no splintered planks but a swirling marble staircase. At the bottom, bathed in impossible sunlight, was the well, surrounded by fragrant and fertile soil.


I dug a small hole with my hands and planted the seed. Almost at once a green tendril shot up, thickening and sending out slender branches—and from the branches dangled little white bones.


I was frightened by this and stepped backward, but I could see that, growing among the bones, there was also fruit—red and luscious. And from the highest branch—for the tree was already taller than me—blossomed a book.


I started to climb up, but the tree kept growing, taking the book higher still.


I climbed faster, and with increasing desperation and rage, knowing that I must have that book.


But I could not reach it.


“We must return to the Dark Library,” I said fiercely.


It was the morning after my dream, and we were hiking in the hills behind Bellerive—Elizabeth, Henry, and me. The day could not have been more beautiful. An unblemished blue sky spanned the white-capped mountain ranges encircling the lake. Everywhere things were growing: Wildflowers sprang from the fields, trees bloomed, new leaves unfolded from branches. Life everywhere—and Konrad trapped at home in his sickbed.


“For what purpose, Victor?” Elizabeth asked.


“So we can heal Konrad,” I said simply.


“Isn’t that best left to the doctors?” said Henry.


“Damn the doctors!” I said. “They’re little more than barbers with pills. I wouldn’t trust them to groom my dog! Konrad’s getting weaker by the day. We must take action.”


“Action?” said Henry. “What manner of action?”


“For someone whose imagination is so ripe, you can be a bit dim sometimes, Henry,” I said. “We must seek our own cure.”


Elizabeth looked genuinely shocked. “Victor, we made your father a promise—,” began Elizabeth.


“That he would never find us in the library again. Yes. Those were his exact words. I don’t intend to break that promise. He will not find us in it.”


“That is not what he meant, and you know it!”


I waved my hand impatiently. “There is learning in there that has not been tried.”


Henry nervously rubbed at his blond hair. “Your father said it was all rubbish.”


I snorted. “Think, you two. Those books were kept hidden because they scared people. Why? There must be something to them, some kind of power. Silly, harmless things do not scare people.”


“But what if they are harmful?” Elizabeth asked.


“What options do we have left to us?” I demanded. “Shall we watch Dr. Bartonne apply leeches once more? Or dead doves? Or perhaps we can ask dear Dr. Lesage to scratch at his wig and mix the dust with another vial of Frau Eisner’s invigorating tinctures.”


“Your father—,” Elizabeth began, but I cut her off.


“My father is a brilliant man, but he cannot know everything. You yourself said he can be wrong.”


I felt as though a door had been cut into the air before me, and I had passed through it, never to turn back. All my life I had assumed that Father knew everything. I had wanted him to know everything. It had made me feel safe. But he’d been confident the doctors would heal Konrad—and they had not.


“We must try other means,” I said. “Extreme times call for extreme measures. We must be willing to take risks if we want to save Konrad’s life.”


“You truly think it a matter of life and death?” said Elizabeth, and I felt a stab of guilt, for I could see that she had not thought of it in such terms before—or she’d avoided doing so by sheer will. She looked scared.


“All I know is that the doctors are baffled. They are worried.”


Henry looked away uneasily toward the Jura Mountains, but Elizabeth met my gaze with grave determination.


“The Church condemned those books,” she said.


“The Church condemned Galileo for saying the sun did not revolve around the Earth. They can be wrong too.”


“The place frightens me,” she said.


Henry swallowed and looked uneasily from Elizabeth to me. “Are you so sure these forbidden books hold an answer?”


“All I know is this: If I don’t at least try, I will go mad. I can’t bear it a day longer. And I need the both of you,” I said. “Your knowledge of Latin and Greek is better than mine.”


I could see Elizabeth hesitate, and then something changed in her eyes.


“When?” she said.


“Tonight.”


“Good,” she said. “Let us meet at an hour past midnight.”


Not long after the church bells of Bellerive had tolled the hour of one, the three of us met in the hallway and made our way toward the library. Henry kept glancing about with nervous, birdlike movements, peering beyond the flickering light of our candles as though expecting something to swoop down on him. Whenever he stayed at the château, he complained of strange rustlings at night. And despite our constant assurances, he still believed the place to be haunted.


“I sense something,” he whispered. “I’m telling you, there’s some presence up there, I think.”


“We should tell him the truth,” Elizabeth said to me with a sidelong, mischievous wink.


“Truth about what?” squeaked Henry.


I sighed. “Cousin Theodore.”


Henry’s eyes snapped to me. “You never told me about Cousin Theodore.”


I shrugged. “He died young, and this was his favorite place to play.”


“So you’ve seen him?” demanded Henry.


“Well, part of him,” I replied. “He was, well …”


“It was a dreadful accident,” said Elizabeth solemnly, and then giggled.


“You scoundrels,” said Henry, narrowing his eyes. “You know my imagination’s excitable, but go ahead, torment me.”


“I’m sorry, Henry,” said Elizabeth, squeezing his arm affectionately.


We all fell silent as we neared and passed Konrad’s room, for we did not want to disturb him, or wake Mother, who we knew was sleeping at his bedside tonight. There was scarcely a moment of the day when my brother’s illness did not inhabit my thoughts. Passing his bedroom, I imagined him sleeping in his bed, his body fighting and fighting. A great sorrow welled up in me. I was glad of the shadows, for my eyes were moist.


We were all of us in our nightclothes, swathed in robes, for nights on the lake were sometimes cold when a northern wind brought with it a glacial chill.


“Have you ever realized,” said Henry nervously to me, gazing at the flickering portraits in the grand hallway, “what a grim bunch your ancestors were? Look at that fellow there! Have you ever seen such a grimace?”


“That’s the Frankenstein smile,” whispered Elizabeth.


“And who’s this fellow here?” Henry asked, pointing.


Looking up at the oldest of all the portraits, I felt a sudden chill. “That,” I said, “is Wilhelm Frankenstein.”


“The alchemist?” Henry whispered.


I nodded, studying the oil painting. Strange that you could pass a certain thing every day of your life and never once look properly at it. In the candlelight the portrait glowed warmly. Wilhelm still looked like a young man, and he stared just past us with a small, slightly disdainful smile on his lips. He had a secret and would not share it. He wore a black doublet with a white ruffled collar, and a black cap in the Spanish style. He stood, one slim hand upon his hip, the other holding a book upon a table, one finger keeping his place within the pages… .


“We should go,” Elizabeth said, tugging at my arm.


“Yes,” I murmured, pulling my eyes away.


As we entered the moonlit library, my heart gave a terrified lurch. Father sat in a leather armchair by the window, glaring at us. But no—I exhaled. It was only shadows, shaped no doubt by my guilt, for I knew I was defying him.


Elizabeth found the shelf and once more triggered the secret latch. There was a dull thunk—louder than I remembered—and the bookcase swung inward.


“Remarkable,” breathed Henry.


“Just wait,” I told him as we all slipped inside. His reaction was satisfying indeed.


“Good Lord,” he said. “You didn’t mention the steps were quite so flimsy.”


“They’re perfectly safe,” I assured him, leading the way.


At the door, as I prepared to put my hand through the hole, I felt some of my confidence abandon me.


“Do you want me to do it this time?” Elizabeth asked.


That spurred me on. “No, no,” I said, and thrust in my arm. At once the eerie hand seized me. I battled against instinctive revulsion and this time did not fight but merely pumped the hand up and down.


Our greeting done, the door opened itself.


“And in we go,” I said with a smile.


Truly the Dark Library was well named, for it seemed to suck at our candle flames, making them pucker and smoke. I felt something new, something I had not noticed during our first visit in the middle of the day. Mingled with the mildew and mustiness, there was fear, excitement—and an unshakable sense of hungry expectation.


“Let’s get to work,” I said, bringing my light to the shelves of cracked leather tomes. “We are looking for anything on the subject of healing.”


“What a place,” Henry murmured.


We cleared space on one of the dusty tables. After gathering books, we perched on stools, spreading books all around us and passing them to and fro if we needed help translating or reading a script so spidery that it was all but invisible in the half-light of our candles.


“Here is something,” said Henry, and I eagerly looked up. “It is in Occulta Philosophia.”


“That’s the book I pulled out on our first visit!” I said to Elizabeth. “The one by Cornelius Agrippa.”


“What have you found?” she asked Henry.


His eyes skimmed over the page, and he began to read, slowly translating from the Latin. “‘From the grand scholarship of ages past, and my own modern learning, I have created a formulation … that has great power to remedy all human suffering. And not only to remedy, but to prolong life … so that he who imbibes it will avoid all deaths but those of a violent nature, and will enjoy a multitude of years such as Methuselah.’”


“Methuselah?” I said, frowning. “I do not know the fellow.”


Elizabeth sighed. “Have you never read a Bible, Victor?”


“I can’t keep all the names straight.”


“Methuselah,” Elizabeth said, “lived a very, very long time.”


“How long?”


“Nine hundred and sixty-nine years,” Henry answered, still looking at the tome before him.


“Read on,” I said impatiently.


“‘And so,’” Henry continued, “‘after many years of failed attempts have I at last this Elixir of Life perfected, and herewith have transcribed it, in the manner of Paracelsus, for all the ages.’”


I lunged across the table and snatched the book from Henry. “Elixir of Life! This is just the thing we seek. Where is the recipe?”


I had the book before me now, my eyes trying to find the right place. I saw the Latin text, found the words “Vita Elixir,” but afterward came such a language that I had never set eyes upon.


“What is this?” I demanded, jabbing at the vellum page.


Henry stood and leaned over the tome. “If you hadn’t snatched it away, I might have had a better look. As it is, I do not know.”


“Elizabeth?” I said. “Can you make sense of this?”


She moved her stool closer. “It is not Aramaic,” she said. “Nor Sanskrit.”


It was a strange-looking thing, to be sure, all curves and angles and sudden flourishes. It went on for ten pages.


“Gibberish,” I muttered, and flipped ahead, trying to find some kind of glossary or key to its translation.


“You are too hasty, Victor,” said Elizabeth. “As always.”


She sounded just like Konrad then, and I shot her a resentful scowl.


“Go back,” she said. “Is there not a clue in what came before?”


“What do you mean?”


Carefully she turned back the pages. “Here. He wrote, ‘I have transcribed it in the manner of Paracelsus.’ What is Paracelsus?”


“Or who?” I said.


I was almost sure I’d seen that word on the spine of a book. I stood and hurried back to the shelves, my eyes scouring the bindings.


If not for the sharp shadow cast by my candle, I would have missed it, for the gold of the tooled letters had flaked away altogether, leaving only a series of indentations.


Paracelsus.


And then, farther down on the spine, again almost without color, the title in German, The Archidoxes of Magic.


“Paracelsus,” I said, dragging the volume from the shelf and giving it a triumphant shake above my head. Immediately I wished I hadn’t, for a shower of sooty fragments rained down upon me.


“Carefully, Victor!” Elizabeth said, rushing over and taking the book in her own hands. Sheepishly, I let her have it.


She carried it back to the table, and now I could see that this book had obviously been burned. A big triangular section of the cover was charred and crumbling.


“You think Agrippa’s strange letters were invented by Paracelsus?” I asked Elizabeth.


“Let us hope,” she said.


“Why would it be burned?” Henry asked.


“Father said it was all thought witchcraft,” I said. “No doubt it was gathered up by the Church or the townspeople and thrown into a bonfire.”


“But Wilhelm Frankenstein rescued it,” said Elizabeth.


“You Frankensteins are so enlightened,” said Henry with a nervous chuckle, and we glanced about, as though that long-dead person might still be here in the Dark Library with us, watching.


Very gently Elizabeth opened the cover. The frontispiece was a portrait of a man, but his features were hard to make out, for the page was half burned. Only a skeletal trace of his stout face remained. Either he was wearing a strange, angled hat, or his skull was of a most bizarre and deformed shape. His eyes, strangely, were still clear. They were shrewd and confiding, and seemed to be looking out at us, intensely.


I watched Elizabeth, and could see that the disturbing image had the same effect on her, for her lips trembled a bit.


“It’s like a man who’s been terribly burned, and only a ghost of his former self survives,” she whispered.


“It is Paracelsus, though, no question,” said Henry, pointing to the bottom of the portrait, where, like words painted upon a wooden sign, it read:


FAMOSO DOCTOR PARACELSVS

 

The doctor’s body had not been so damaged by the fire. With a shudder I saw that one of Paracelsus’s hands rested over the edge of his own portrait, his fingers curled over the top of the little sign bearing his name. It was just part of the painting, of course, but it made it seem like he could simply step out of the picture.


If he so wanted.


I swallowed back my unease.


“He was a German physician,” said Elizabeth, reading the tiny print beneath the portrait. “Also an astrologer and alchemist.”


I began, with great care, turning pages. It was an agonizing, heartbreaking business, for many of them had been fused together by the flames, and just the action of turning them tore them free and sent silky bits of ash floating up.


On many pages it was really only the lower half, near the binding, that was even legible.


“We are destroying the book even as we examine it,” said Henry miserably.


Again and again I carefully turned pages.


Until I found it.


“Is that it?” I asked excitedly. At the very bottom of the page was one of the strange characters we’d seen in Agrippa’s Occulta Philosophia.


“Yes,” said Elizabeth, nodding back at me. “It’s very distinctive.”


“We will have our translation, then!” I said. “Surely if Dr. Paracelsus invented this language, he must lay out its translation in the common alphabet.”


But when I tried to turn the page, I could not. It had been completely fused by fire into a thick papery clump.


“Stop, stop!” said Elizabeth. “You’ll tear it!”


It was all I could do to keep myself from hurling the book across the chamber. As if sensing my rage, Elizabeth took hold of my hand and pointed at the open book.


“Look there,” she said.


Above the strange character was written something in Greek. I squinted but could not make sense of it.”


“The Alphabet of the Magi,” Elizabeth translated.


“But its key is lost to us,” I moaned. “The book is unreadable!”


“We know the alphabet’s name at least,” Elizabeth said.


I nodded and took a breath. “And now we must find someone who can translate it for us. We must find ourselves an alchemist.”


I slept but a few hours and, after breakfast, went downstairs to the servants’ quarters. I waited in the hallway outside the kitchen until Maria turned the corner and saw me. Her face lit up.


“Konrad?” she said, with such joy that I felt guilty to disappoint her—and then disgruntled, too, for Konrad had always been her favorite when we were little.


“It is Victor, Maria,” I said, coming more into the light.


“Victor, forgive me. You gave me a start. For a moment I thought it was your brother, up and about—” She stopped herself. “Is everything all right upstairs? Does your mother need me?”


“No, no, all is well,” I said. “I am sorry to bother you, Maria, but there is something I wanted to ask you.” I waited as Sasha, one of the kitchen staff, passed by in the hall, giving us a curious look. In a lowered voice I said, “Of a rather confidential nature.”


“Yes, of course,” she said. “Come into my office.”


As housekeeper she had a comfortable suite of rooms, some of which looked out toward the lake. She led me into her small office, where all the business accounts of the household were carefully maintained. She was a meticulous woman, and I’d often heard my mother say that we would all be utterly helpless without her.


“What is it you wanted to speak to me about, Victor?” she asked, closing the door. She should have called me young master, but she had raised me from a yowling whelp, and it would have felt odd to be called master by her.


“I am very worried about Konrad,” I began cautiously.


She nodded, and I was not surprised to see her eyes moisten.


“I worry that the doctors do not know how to cure him,” I said, watching her, “and I wonder if perhaps there are healers with different skills who might be more successful.”


She said nothing, but her eyes would not meet mine.


“Do you know of any such people, Maria?”


She took a breath. “I do not.”


I sat back, discouraged, tried to think of another subtle line of questioning, and couldn’t.


“But I heard you talking to Mother,” I blurted out, “about some fellow you know of, an alchemist.”


“You little villain! Eavesdropping!” she said, and I suddenly felt five years old again, and caught out at some mischief.


“Who was it you were talking about?” I persisted.


“I promised your mother I would not speak of it.”


“To Father,” I said. “She asked you not to speak of it to Father. But you can tell me, Maria.”


She glared at me, then looked away. “You must promise me you will not speak of this to your parents,” she said. “And I do this only because I am so worried about your brother.”


“Of course,” I said.


“I put little faith in these doctors. Some cannot even cut hair straight, much less deliver a baby without killing the mother.” She sighed. “There was an incident a good many years ago; you and Konrad were just newborns. One of the city’s generals had a daughter, no more than six, who sickened suddenly. The general spared no expense. He summoned the finest physicians of Europe. All of them said the girl was beyond hope and would die before the winter was through. But the girl’s mother could not bear the thought, and sought out an apothecary right here in Geneva. Some said he was a gifted healer. Some said he was an alchemist. Some said he trafficked with the devil. But the mother did not care about any of that. She went to him and he prepared a medicine, and he saved that little girl.”


Maria’s voice trembled. I took my handkerchief and passed it to her, and counted five seconds while she dabbed her eyes, but I was too impatient to wait any longer.


“His name,” I said urgently. “What was the fellow’s name?”


“Julius Polidori.”


I had never heard of him, which was odd. Geneva, though an important city, was no vast metropolis like Paris or London, and my father’s position made him aware of anyone of prominence.


“And is he still in the city?” I asked Maria.


“I don’t know, Victor. But I think maybe you should find out.”


I smiled at her. “I will. I most surely will.”
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CHAPTER VIII
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Cursed, cursed creator! Why did I live? Why, in that instant, did I not extinguish the spark of existence which you had so wantonly bestowed? I know not; despair had not yet taken possession of me; my feelings were those of rage and revenge. I could with pleasure have destroyed the cottage and its inhabitants, and have glutted myself with their shrieks and misery.


“When night came, I quitted my retreat, and wandered in the wood; and now, no longer restrained by the fear of discovery, I gave vent to my anguish in fearful howlings. I was like a wild beast that had broken the toils; destroying the objects that obstructed me, and ranging through the wood with a stag-like swiftness. Oh! what a miserable night I passed! the cold stars shone in mockery, and the bare trees waved their branches above me: now and then the sweet voice of a bird burst forth amidst the universal stillness. All, save I, were at rest or in enjoyment: I, like the arch fiend,1 bore a hell within me; and, finding myself unsympathized with, wished to tear up the trees, spread havoc and destruction around me, and then to have sat down and enjoyed the ruin.


“But this was a luxury of sensation that could not endure; I became fatigued with excess of bodily exertion, and sank on the damp grass in the sick impotence of despair. There was none among the myriads of men that existed who would pity or assist me; and should I feel kindness towards my enemies? No: from that moment I declared everlasting war against the species, and, more than all, against him who had formed me, and sent me forth to this insupportable misery.


“The sun rose; I heard the voices of men, and knew that it was impossible to return to my retreat during that day. Accordingly I hid myself in some thick under-wood, determining to devote the ensuing hours to reflection on my situation.


“The pleasant sunshine, and the pure air of day, restored me to some degree of tranquillity; and when I considered what had passed at the cottage, I could not help believing that I had been too hasty in my conclusions. I had certainly acted imprudently. It was apparent that my conversation had interested the father in my behalf, and I was a fool in having exposed my person to the horror of his children. I ought to have familiarized the old De Lacey to me, and by degrees have discovered myself to the rest of his family, when they should have been prepared for my approach. But I did not believe my errors to be irretrievable; and, after much consideration, I resolved to return to the cottage, seek the old man, and by my representations win him to my party.


“These thoughts calmed me, and in the afternoon I sank into a profound sleep; but the fever of my blood did not allow me to be visited by peaceful dreams. The horrible scene of the preceding day was for ever acting before my eyes; the females were flying, and the enraged Felix tearing me from his father’s feet. I awoke exhausted; and, finding that it was already night, I crept forth from my hiding-place, and went in search of food.


“When my hunger was appeased, I directed my steps towards the well-known path that conducted to the cottage. All there was at peace. I crept into my hovel, and remained in silent expectation of the accustomed hour when the family arose. That hour past, the sun mounted high in the heavens, but the cottagers did not appear. I trembled violently, apprehending some dreadful misfortune. The inside of the cottage was dark, and I heard no motion; I cannot describe the agony of this suspence.


“Presently, two countrymen passed by; but, pausing near the cottage, they entered into conversation, using violent gesticulations; but I did not understand what they said, as they spoke the language of the country,2 which differed from that of my protectors. Soon after, however, Felix approached with another man: I was surprised, as I knew that he had not quitted the cottage that morning, and waited anxiously to discover, from his discourse, the meaning of these unusual appearances.


“ ‘Do you consider,’ said his companion to him, ‘that you will be obliged to pay three months’ rent, and to lose the produce of your garden? I do not wish to take any unfair advantage, and I beg therefore that you will take some days to consider of your determination.’


“ ‘It is utterly useless,’ replied Felix, ‘we can never again inhabit your cottage. The life of my father is in the greatest danger, owing to the dreadful circumstance that I have related. My wife and my sister will never recover [from] their horror. I entreat you not to reason with me any more. Take possession of your tenement, and let me fly from this place.’


“Felix trembled violently as he said this. He and his companion entered the cottage, in which they remained for a few minutes, and then departed. I never saw any of the family of De Lacey more.


“I continued for the remainder of the day in my hovel in a state of utter and stupid despair. My protectors had departed, and had broken the only link that held me to the world. For the first time the feelings of revenge and hatred filled my bosom, and I did not strive to control them; but, allowing myself to be borne away by the stream, I bent my mind towards injury and death. When I thought of my friends, of the mild voice of De Lacey, the gentle eyes of Agatha, and the exquisite beauty of the Arabian, these thoughts vanished, and a gush of tears somewhat soothed me. But again, when I reflected that they had spurned and deserted me, anger returned, a rage of anger, and, unable to injure any thing human, I turned my fury towards inanimate objects. As night advanced, I placed a variety of combustibles around the cottage; and, after having destroyed every vestige of cultivation in the garden, I waited with forced impatience until the moon had sunk to commence my operations.


“As the night advanced, a fierce wind arose from the woods, and quickly dispersed the clouds that had loitered in the heavens: the blast tore along like a mighty avalanche, and produced a kind of insanity in my spirits, that burst all bounds of reason and reflection. I lighted the dry branch of a tree, and danced with fury around the devoted cottage, my eyes still fixed on the western horizon, the edge of which the moon nearly touched. A part of its orb was at length hid, and I waved my brand; it sunk, and, with a loud scream, I fired the straw, and heath, and bushes, which I had collected. The wind fanned the fire, and the cottage was quickly enveloped by the flames, which clung to it, and licked it with their forked and destroying tongues.


“As soon as I was convinced that no assistance could save any part of the habitation, I quitted the scene, and sought for refuge in the woods.


“And now, with the world before me, whither should I bend my steps? I resolved to fly far from the scene of my misfortunes; but to me, hated and despised, every country must be equally horrible. At length the thought of you crossed my mind. I learned from your papers that you were my father, my creator, and to whom could I apply with more fitness than to him who had given me life? Among the lessons that Felix had bestowed upon Safie geography had not been omitted: I had learned from these the relative situations of the different countries of the earth. You had mentioned Geneva as the name of your native town; and towards this place I resolved to proceed.


“But how was I to direct myself? I knew that I must travel in a southwesterly direction to reach my destination; but the sun was my only guide. I did not know the names of the towns that I was to pass through, nor could I ask information from a single human being; but I did not despair. From you only could I hope for succour, although towards you I felt no sentiment but that of hatred. Unfeeling, heartless creator! you had endowed me with perceptions and passions, and then cast me abroad an object for the scorn and horror of mankind. But on you only had I any claim for pity and redress, and from you I determined to seek that justice which I vainly attempted to gain from any other being that wore the human form.


“My travels were long, and the sufferings I endured intense. It was late in autumn when I quitted the district where I had so long resided. I travelled only at night, fearful of encountering the visage of a human being. Nature decayed around me, and the sun became heatless; rain and snow poured around me; mighty rivers were frozen; the surface of the earth was hard, and chill, and bare, and I found no shelter. Oh earth! how often did I imprecate curses on the cause of my being! The mildness of my nature had fled, and all within me was turned to gall and bitterness. The nearer I approached to your habitation, the more deeply did I feel the spirit of revenge enkindled in my heart. Snow fell, and the waters were hardened, but I rested not. A few incidents now and then directed me, and I possessed a map of the country; but I often wandered wide from my path. The agony of my feelings allowed me no respite: no incident occurred from which my rage and misery could not extract its food; but a circumstance that happened when I arrived on the confines of Switzerland, when the sun had recovered its warmth, and the earth again began to look green, confirmed in an especial manner the bitterness and horror of my feelings.


“I generally rested during the day, and travelled only when I was secured by night from the view of man. One morning, however, finding that my path lay through a deep wood, I ventured to continue my journey after the sun had risen; the day, which was one of the first of spring, cheered even me by the loveliness of its sunshine and the balminess of the air. I felt emotions of gentleness and pleasure, that had long appeared dead, revive within me. Half surprised by the novelty of these sensations, I allowed myself to be borne away by them; and, forgetting my solitude and deformity, dared to be happy. Soft tears again bedewed my cheeks, and I even raised my humid eyes with thankfulness towards the blessed sun which bestowed such joy upon me.


“I continued to wind among the paths of the wood, until I came to its boundary, which was skirted by a deep and rapid river, into which many of the trees bent their branches, now budding with the fresh spring. Here I paused, not exactly knowing what path to pursue, when I heard the sound of voices, that induced me to conceal myself under the shade of a cypress. I was scarcely hid, when a young girl came running towards the spot where I was concealed, laughing as if she ran from some one in sport. She continued her course along the precipitous sides of the river, when suddenly her foot slipt, and she fell into the rapid stream. I rushed from my hiding place, and, with extreme labour from the force of the current, saved her, and dragged her to shore. She was senseless; and I endeavoured, by every means in my power, to restore animation, when I was suddenly interrupted by the approach of a rustic, who was probably the person from whom she had playfully fled. On seeing me, he darted towards me, and, tearing the girl from my arms, hastened towards the deeper parts of the wood. I followed speedily, I hardly knew why; but when the man saw me draw near, he aimed a gun, which he carried, at my body, and fired. I sunk to the ground, and my injurer, with increased swiftness, escaped into the wood.


“This was then the reward of my benevolence! I had saved a human being from destruction, and, as a recompence, I now writhed under the miserable pain of a wound, which scattered the flesh and bone. The feelings of kindness and gentleness, which I had entertained but a few moments before, gave place to hellish rage and gnashing of teeth. Inflamed by pain, I vowed eternal hatred and vengeance to all mankind. But the agony of my wound overcame me; my pulses paused, and I fainted.


“For some weeks I led a miserable life in the woods, endeavouring to cure the wound which I had received. The ball had entered my shoulder, and I knew not whether it had remained there or passed through; at any rate I had no means of extracting it. My sufferings were augmented also by the oppressive sense of the injustice and ingratitude of their infliction. My daily vows rose for revenge—a deep and deadly revenge, such as would alone compensate for the outrages and anguish I had endured.


“After some weeks my wound healed, and I continued my journey. The labours I endured were no longer to be alleviated by the bright sun or gentle breezes of spring; all joy was but a mockery, which insulted my desolate state, and made me feel more painfully that I was not made for the enjoyment of pleasure.


“But my toils now drew near a close; and, two months from this time, I reached the environs of Geneva.


“It was evening when I arrived, and I retired to a hiding-place among the fields that surround it, to meditate in what manner I should apply to you. I was oppressed by fatigue and hunger, and far too unhappy to enjoy the gentle breezes of evening, or the prospect of the sun setting behind the stupendous mountains of Jura.


“At this time a slight sleep relieved me from the pain of reflection, which was disturbed by the approach of a beautiful child, who came running into the recess I had chosen with all the sportiveness of infancy. Suddenly, as I gazed on him, an idea seized me, that this little creature was unprejudiced, and had lived too short a time to have imbibed a horror of deformity. If, therefore, I could seize him, and educate him as my companion and friend, I should not be so desolate in this peopled earth.


“Urged by this impulse, I seized on the boy as he passed, and drew him towards me. As soon as he beheld my form, he placed his hands before his eyes, and uttered a shrill scream: I drew his hand forcibly from his face and said, ‘Child, what is the meaning of this? I do not intend to hurt you; listen to me.’


“He struggled violently; ‘Let me go,’ he cried; ‘monster! ugly wretch! you wish to eat me, and tear me to pieces—You are an ogre—Let me go, or I will tell my papa.’


“ ‘Boy, you will never see your father again; you must come with me.’


“ ‘Hideous monster! let me go; My papa is a Syndic—he is M. Frankenstein—he would punish you. You dare not keep me.’


“ ‘Frankenstein! you belong then to my enemy—to him towards whom I have sworn eternal revenge; you shall be my first victim.’


“The child still struggled, and loaded me with epithets which carried despair to my heart: I grasped his throat to silence him, and in a moment he lay dead at my feet.


“I gazed on my victim, and my heart swelled with exultation and hellish triumph: clapping my hands, I exclaimed, ‘I, too, can create desolation; my enemy is not impregnable; this death will carry despair to him, and a thousand other miseries shall torment and destroy him.’


“As I fixed my eyes on the child, I saw something glittering on his breast. I took it; it was a portrait of a most lovely woman. In spite of my malignity, it softened and attracted me. For a few moments I gazed with delight on her dark eyes, fringed by deep lashes, and her lovely lips; but presently my rage returned: I remembered that I was for ever deprived of the delights that such beautiful creatures could bestow; and that she whose resemblance I contemplated would, in regarding me, have changed that air of divine benignity to one expressive of disgust and affright.


“Can you wonder that such thoughts transported me with rage? I only wonder that at that moment, instead of venting my sensations in exclamations and agony, I did not rush among mankind, and perish in the attempt to destroy them.


“While I was overcome by these feelings, I left the spot where I had committed the murder, and was seeking a more secluded hiding-place, when I perceived a woman passing near me. She was young, not indeed so beautiful as her whose portrait I held, but of an agreeable aspect, and blooming in the loveliness of youth and health. Here, I thought, is one of those whose smiles are bestowed on all but me; she shall not escape: thanks to the lessons of Felix, and the sanguinary3 laws of man, I have learned how to work mischief. I approached her unperceived, and placed the portrait securely in one of the folds of her dress.


“For some days I haunted the spot where these scenes had taken place; sometimes wishing to see you, sometimes resolved to quit the world and its miseries for ever. At length I wandered towards these mountains, and have ranged through their immense recesses, consumed by a burning passion which you alone can gratify. We may not part until you have promised to comply with my requisition.4 I am alone, and miserable; man will not associate with me; but one as deformed and horrible as myself would not deny herself to me. My companion must be of the same species, and have the same defects. This being you must create.”
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It is with considerable difficulty that I remember the original æra of my being: all the events of that period appear confused and indistinct. A strange multiplicity of sensations seized me, and I saw, felt, heard, and smelt, at the same time; and it was, indeed, a long time before I learned to distinguish between the operations of my various senses. By degrees, I remember, a stronger light pressed upon my nerves, so that I was obliged to shut my eyes. Darkness then came over me, and troubled me; but hardly had I felt this, when, by opening my eyes, as I now suppose, the light poured in upon me again. I walked, and, I believe, descended; but I presently found a great alteration in my sensations. Before, dark and opaque bodies had surrounded me, impervious1 to my touch or sight; but I now found that I could wander on at liberty, with no obstacles which I could not either surmount or avoid. The light became more and more oppressive to me; and, the heat wearying me as I walked, I sought a place where I could receive shade. This was the forest near Ingolstadt; and here I lay by the side of a brook resting from my fatigue, until I felt tormented by hunger and thirst. This roused me from my nearly dormant state, and I ate some berries which I found hanging on the trees, or lying on the ground. I slaked my thirst at the brook; and then lying down, was overcome by sleep.


“It was dark when I awoke; I felt cold also, and half-frightened as it were instinctively, finding myself so desolate. Before I had quitted your apartment, on a sensation of cold, I had covered myself with some clothes; but these were insufficient to secure me from the dews of night. I was a poor, helpless, miserable wretch; I knew, and could distinguish, nothing; but, feeling pain invade me on all sides, I sat down and wept.


“Soon a gentle light stole over the heavens, and gave me a sensation of pleasure. I started up, and beheld a radiant form rise from among the trees. I gazed with a kind of wonder. It moved slowly, but it enlightened my path; and I again went out in search of berries. I was still cold, when under one of the trees I found a huge cloak, with which I covered myself, and sat down upon the ground. No distinct ideas occupied my mind; all was confused. I felt light, and hunger, and thirst, and darkness; innumerable sounds rung in my ears, and on all sides various scents saluted2 me: the only object that I could distinguish was the bright moon, and I fixed my eyes on that with pleasure.


“Several changes of day and night passed, and the orb of night had greatly lessened when I began to distinguish my sensations from each other. I gradually saw plainly the clear stream that supplied me with drink, and the trees that shaded me with their foliage. I was delighted when I first discovered that a pleasant sound, which often saluted my ears, proceeded from the throats of the little winged animals who had often intercepted the light from my eyes. I began also to observe, with greater accuracy, the forms that surrounded me, and to perceive the boundaries of the radiant roof of light which canopied me. Sometimes I tried to imitate the pleasant songs of the birds, but was unable. Sometimes I wished to express my sensations in my own mode, but the uncouth and inarticulate sounds which broke from me frightened me into silence again.


“The moon had disappeared from the night, and again, with a lessened form, shewed itself, while I still remained in the forest. My sensations had, by this time, become distinct, and my mind received every day additional ideas. My eyes became accustomed to the light, and to perceive objects in their right forms; I distinguished the insect from the herb, and, by degrees, one herb from another. I found that the sparrow uttered none but harsh notes, whilst those of the blackbird and thrush were sweet and enticing.


“One, day, when I was oppressed by cold, I found a fire which had been left by some wandering beggars, and was overcome with delight at the warmth I experienced from it. In my joy I thrust my hand into the live embers, but quickly drew it out again with a cry of pain. How strange, I thought, that the same cause should produce such opposite effects! I examined the materials of the fire, and to my joy found it to he composed of wood. I quickly collected some branches; but they were wet, and would not burn. I was pained at this, and sat still watching the operation of the fire. The wet wood which I had placed near the heat dried, and itself became inflamed. I reflected on this; and, by touching the various branches, I discovered the cause, and busied myself in collecting a great quantity of wood, that I might dry it, and have a plentiful supply of fire. When night came on, and brought sleep with it, I was in the greatest fear lest my fire should be extinguished. I covered it carefully with dry wood and leaves, and placed wet branches upon it; and then, spreading my cloak, I lay on the ground, and sunk into sleep.


“It was morning when I awoke, and my first care was to visit the fire. I uncovered it, and a gentle breeze quickly fanned it into a flame. I observed this also, and contrived a fan of branches, which roused the embers when they were nearly extinguished. When night came again, I found, with pleasure, that the fire gave light as well as heat; and that the discovery of this element was useful to me in my food; for I found some of the offals3 that the travellers had left had been roasted, and tasted much more savoury than the berries I gathered from the trees. I tried, therefore, to dress my food in the same manner, placing it on the live embers. I found that the berries were spoiled by this operation, and the nuts and roots much improved.


“Food, however, became scarce; and I often spent the whole day searching in vain for a few acorns to assuage the pangs of hunger. When I found this, I resolved to quit the place that I had hitherto inhabited, to seek for one where the few wants I experienced would be more easily satisfied. In this emigration, I exceedingly lamented the loss of the fire which I had obtained through accident, and knew not how to reproduce it. I gave several hours to the serious consideration of this difficulty; but I was obliged to relinquish all attempts to supply it; and, wrapping myself up in my cloak, I struck across the wood towards the setting sun. I passed three days in these rambles, and at length discovered the open country. A great fall of snow had taken place the night before, and the fields were of one uniform white; the appearance was disconsolate, and I found my feet chilled by the cold damp substance that covered the ground.


“It was about seven in the morning, and I longed to obtain food and shelter; at length I perceived a small hut, on a rising ground, which had doubtless been built for the convenience of some shepherd. This was a new sight to me; and I examined the structure with great curiosity. Finding the door open, I entered. An old man sat in it, near a fire, over which he was preparing his breakfast. He turned on hearing a noise; and, perceiving me, shrieked loudly, and, quitting the hut, ran across the fields with a speed of which his debilitated form hardly appeared capable. His appearance, different from any I had ever seen before, and his flight, somewhat surprised me. But I was enchanted by the appearance of the hut: here the snow and rain could not penetrate; the ground was dry; and it presented to me then as exquisite and divine a retreat as Pandæmonium appeared to the dæmons of hell after their sufferings in the lake of fire.4 I greedily devoured the remnants of the shepherd’s breakfast, which consisted of bread, cheese, milk, and wine; the latter, however, I did not like. Then overcome by fatigue, I lay down among some straw, and fell asleep.


“It was noon when I awoke; and, allured by the warmth of the sun, which shone brightly on the white ground, I determined to recommence my travels; and, depositing the remains of the peasant’s breakfast in a wallet5 I found, I proceeded across the fields for several hours, until at sunset I arrived at a village. How miraculous did this appear! the huts, the neater cottages, and stately houses, engaged my admiration by turns. The vegetables in the gardens, the milk and cheese that I saw placed at the windows of some of the cottages, allured my appetite. One of the best of these I entered; but I had hardly placed my foot within the door, before the children shrieked, and one of the women fainted. The whole village was roused; some fled, some attacked me, until, grievously bruised by stones and many other kinds of missile6 weapons, I escaped to the open country, and fearfully took refuge in a low hovel, quite bare, and making a wretched appearance after the palaces I had beheld in the village. This hovel, however, joined a cottage of a neat and pleasant appearance; but, after my late dearly-bought experience, I dared not enter it. My place of refuge was constructed of wood, but so low, that I could with difficulty sit upright in it. No wood, however, was placed on the earth, which formed the floor, but it was dry; and although the wind entered it by innumerable chinks, I found it an agreeable asylum from the snow and rain.


“Here then I retreated, and lay down, happy to have found a shelter, however miserable, from the inclemency of the season, and still more from the barbarity of man.


“As soon as morning dawned, I crept from my kennel, that I might view the adjacent cottage, and discover if I could remain in the habitation I had found. It was situated against the back of the cottage, and surrounded on the sides which were exposed by a pig-stye and a clear pool of water. One part was open, and by that I had crept in; but now I covered every crevice by which I might be perceived with stones and wood, yet in such a manner that I might move them on occasion to pass out: all the light I enjoyed came through the stye, and that was sufficient for me.


“Having thus arranged my dwelling, and carpeted it with clean straw, I retired; for I saw the figure of a man at a distance, and I remembered too well my treatment the night before, to trust myself in his power. I had first, however, provided for my sustenance for that day, by a loaf of coarse bread, which I purloined, and a cup with which I could drink, more conveniently than from my hand, of the pure water which flowed by my retreat. The floor was a little raised, so that it was kept perfectly dry, and by its vicinity to the chimney of the cottage it was tolerably warm.


“Being thus provided, I resolved to reside in this hovel, until something should occur which might alter my determination. It was indeed a paradise, compared to the bleak forest, my former residence, the raindropping branches, and dank earth. I ate my breakfast with pleasure, and was about to remove a plank to procure myself a little water, when I heard a step, and, looking through a small chink, I beheld a young creature, with a pail on her head, passing before my hovel. The girl was young and of gentle demeanour,7 unlike what I have since found cottagers and farm-house servants to be. Yet she was meanly dressed, a coarse blue petticoat and a linen jacket being her only garb; her fair hair was plaited, but not adorned; she looked patient, yet sad. I lost sight of her; and in about a quarter of an hour she returned, bearing the pail, which was now partly filled with milk. As she walked along, seemingly incommoded by the burden, a young man met her, whose countenance expressed a deeper despondence. Uttering a few sounds with an air of melancholy, he took the pail from her head, and bore it to the cottage himself. She followed, and they disappeared. Presently I saw the young man again, with some tools in his hand, cross the field behind the cottage; and the girl was also busied, sometimes in the house, and sometimes in the yard.


“On examining my dwelling, I found that one of the windows of the cottage had formerly occupied a part of it, but the panes had been filled up with wood. In one of these was a small and almost imperceptible chink, through which the eye could just penetrate. Through this crevice, a small room was visible, white-washed and clean, but very bare of furniture. In one corner, near a small fire, sat an old man, leaning his head on his hands in a disconsolate attitude. The young girl was occupied in arranging the cottage; but presently she took something out of a drawer, which employed her hands, and she sat down beside the old man, who, taking up an instrument, began to play, and to produce sounds, sweeter than the voice of the thrush or the nightingale. It was a lovely sight, even to me, poor wretch! who had never beheld aught8 beautiful before. The silver hair and benevolent countenance of the aged cottager, won my reverence; while the gentle manners of the girl enticed my love. He played a sweet mournful air, which I perceived drew tears from the eyes of his amiable companion, of which the old man took no notice, until she sobbed audibly; he then pronounced a few sounds, and the fair creature, leaving her work, knelt at his feet. He raised her, and smiled with such kindness and affection, that I felt sensations of a peculiar and overpowering nature: they were a mixture of pain and pleasure, such as I had never before experienced, either from hunger or cold, warmth or food; and I withdrew from the window, unable to bear these emotions.


“Soon after this the young man returned, bearing on his shoulders a load of wood. The girl met him at the door, helped to relieve him of his burden, and, taking some of the fuel into the cottage, placed it on the fire; then she and the youth went apart into a nook of the cottage, and he shewed her a large loaf and a piece of cheese. She seemed pleased; and went into the garden for some roots and plants, which she placed in water, and then upon the fire. She afterwards continued her work, whilst the young man went into the garden, and appeared busily employed in digging and pulling up roots. After he had been employed thus about an hour, the young woman joined him, and they entered the cottage together.


“The old man had, in the mean time, been pensive; but, on the appearance of his companions, he assumed a more cheerful air, and they sat down to eat. The meal was quickly dispatched. The young woman was again occupied in arranging the cottage; the old man walked before the cottage in the sun for a few minutes, leaning on the arm of the youth. Nothing could exceed in beauty the contrast between these two excellent creatures. One was old, with silver hairs and a countenance beaming with benevolence and love; the younger was slight and graceful in his figure, and his features were moulded with the finest symmetry; yet his eyes and attitude expressed the utmost sadness and despondency. The old man returned to the cottage; and the youth, with tools different from those he had used in the morning, directed his steps across the fields.


“Night quickly shut in; but, to my extreme wonder, I found that the cottagers had a means of prolonging light, by the use of tapers, and was delighted to find, that the setting of the sun did not put an end to the pleasure I experienced in watching my human neighbours. In the evening, the young girl and her companion were employed in various occupations which I did not understand; and the old man again took up the instrument, which produced the divine sounds that had enchanted me in the morning. So soon as he had finished, the youth began, not to play, but to utter sounds that were monotonous, and neither resembling the harmony of the old man’s instrument or the songs of the birds; I since found that he read aloud, but at that time I knew nothing of the science of words or letters.


“The family, after having been thus occupied for a short time, extinguished their lights, and retired, as I conjectured, to rest.”
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The next day, contrary to the prognostications of our guides, was fine, although clouded. We visited the source of the Arveiron, and rode about the valley until evening. These sublime and magnificent scenes afforded me the greatest consolation that I was capable of receiving. They elevated me from all littleness of feeling; and although they did not remove my grief, they subdued and tranquillized it. In some degree, they diverted my mind from the thoughts over which it had brooded for the last month. I returned in the evening, fatigued, but less unhappy, and conversed with my family with more cheerfulness than had been my custom for some time. My father was pleased, and Elizabeth overjoyed. “My dear cousin;” said she, “you see what happiness you diffuse when you are happy; do not relapse again!”


The following morning the rain poured down in torrents, and thick mists hid the summits of the mountains. I rose early, but felt unusually melancholy. The rain depressed me; my old feelings recurred, and I was miserable. I knew how disappointed my father would be at this sudden change, and I wished to avoid him until I had recovered myself so far as to be enabled to conceal those feelings that overpowered me. I knew that they would remain that day at the inn; and as I had ever inured myself to rain, moisture, and cold, I resolved to go alone to the summit of Montanvert. I remembered the effect that the view of the tremendous and ever-moving glacier had produced upon my mind when I first saw it. It had then filled me with a sublime ecstacy that gave wings to the soul, and allowed it to soar from the obscure world to light and joy. The sight of the awful1 and majestic in nature had indeed always the effect of solemnizing my mind, and causing me to forget the passing cares of life. I determined to go alone, for I was well acquainted with the path, and the presence of another would destroy the solitary grandeur of the scene.


The ascent is precipitous, but the path is cut into continual and short windings, which enable you to surmount the perpendicularity of the mountain. It is a scene terrifically desolate. In a thousand spots the traces of the winter avalanche may be perceived, where trees lie broken and strewed on the ground; some entirely destroyed, others bent, leaning upon the jutting rocks of the mountain, or transversely upon other trees. The path, as you ascend higher, is intersected by ravines of snow, down which stones continually roll from above; one of them is particularly dangerous, as the slightest sound, such as even speaking in a loud voice, produces a concussion2 of air, sufficient to draw destruction upon the head of the speaker. The pines are not tall or luxuriant, but they are sombre, and add an air of severity to the scene. I looked on the valley beneath; vast mists were rising from the rivers which ran through it, and curling in thick wreaths around the opposite mountains, whose summits were hid in the uniform clouds, while rain poured from the dark sky, and added to the melancholy impression I received from the objects around me. Alas! why does man boast of sensibilities superior to those apparent in the brute; it only renders them more necessary3 beings. If our impulses were confined to hunger, thirst, and desire, we might be nearly free; but now we are moved by every wind that blows, and a chance word or scene that that word may convey to us.


We rest; a dream has power to poison sleep.


We rise; one wand’ring thought pollutes
the day.


We feel, conceive, or reason; laugh, or weep,


Embrace fond woe, or cast our cares
away;


It is the same: for, be it joy or sorrow,


The path of its departure still is free.


Man’s yesterday may ne’er be like his morrow;


Nought may endure but mutability!4


It was nearly noon when I arrived at the top of the ascent. For some time I sat upon the rock that overlooks the sea of ice. A mist covered both that and the surrounding mountains. Presently a breeze dissipated the cloud, and I descended upon the glacier. The surface is very uneven, rising like the waves of a troubled sea, descending low, and interspersed by rifts that sink deep. The field of ice is almost a league in width, but I spent nearly two hours in crossing it. The opposite mountain is a bare perpendicular rock. From the side where I now stood Montanvert was exactly opposite, at the distance of a league; and above it rose Mont Blanc, in awful majesty. I remained in a recess of the rock, gazing on this wonderful and stupendous scene. The sea, or rather the vast river of ice, wound among its dependent mountains, whose ærial summits hung over its recesses. Their icy and glittering peaks shone in the sunlight over the clouds. My heart, which was before sorrowful, now swelled with something like joy; I exclaimed—“Wandering spirits, if indeed ye wander, and do not rest in your narrow beds, allow me this faint happiness, or take me, as your companion, away from the joys of life.”


As I said this, I suddenly beheld the figure of a man at some distance, advancing towards me with superhuman speed. He bounded over the crevices in the ice, among which I had walked with caution; his stature also, as he approached, seemed to exceed that of man. I was troubled: a mist came over my eyes, and I felt a faintness seize me; but I was quickly restored by the cold gale of the mountains. I perceived, as the shape came nearer (sight tremendous and abhorred!) that it was the wretch whom I had created. I trembled with rage and horror, resolving to wait his approach, and then close with him in mortal combat. He approached; his countenance bespoke bitter anguish, combined with disdain and malignity, while its unearthly ugliness rendered it almost too horrible for human eyes. But I scarcely observed this; anger and hatred had at first deprived me of utterance, and I recovered only to overwhelm him with words expressive of furious detestation and contempt.


“Devil!” I exclaimed, “do you dare approach me? and do not you fear the fierce vengeance of my arm wreaked on your miserable head? Begone, vile insect! or rather stay, that I may trample you to dust! and, oh, that I could, with the extinction of your miserable existence, restore those victims you have so diabolically murdered!”


“I expected this reception,” said the dæmon. “All men hate the wretched; how then must I be hated, who am miserable beyond all living things! Yet you, my creator, detest and spurn me, thy creature, to whom thou art bound by ties only dissoluble by the annihilation of one of us. You purpose to kill me. How dare you sport thus with life? Do your duty towards me, and I will do mine towards you and the rest of mankind. If you will comply with my conditions, I will leave them and you at peace; but if you refuse, I will glut the maw of death, until it be satiated with the blood of your remaining friends.”


“Abhorred monster! fiend that thou art! the tortures of hell are too mild a vengeance for thy crimes. Wretched devil! you reproach me with your creation; come on then, that I may extinguish the spark which I so negligently bestowed.”


My rage was without bounds; I sprang on him, impelled by all the feelings which can arm one being against the existence of another.


He easily eluded me, and said,


“Be calm! I entreat you to hear me, before you give vent to your hatred on my devoted head. Have I not suffered enough, that you seek to increase my misery? Life, although it may only be an accumulation of anguish, is dear to me, and I will defend it. Remember, thou hast made me more powerful than thyself; my height is superior to thine; my joints more supple. But I will not be tempted to set myself in opposition to thee. I am thy creature, and I will be even mild and docile to my natural lord and king, if thou wilt also perform thy part, the which thou owest me. Oh, Frankenstein, be not equitable to every other, and trample upon me alone, to whom thy justice, and even thy clemency and affection, is most due. Remember, that I am thy creature: I ought to be thy Adam; but I am rather the fallen angel, whom thou drivest from joy for no misdeed. Every where I see bliss, from which I alone am irrevocably excluded. I was benevolent and good; misery made me a fiend. Make me happy, and I shall again be virtuous.”


“Begone! I will not hear you. There can be no community between you and me; we are enemies. Begone, or let us try our strength in a fight, in which one must fall.”


“How can I move thee? Will no entreaties cause thee to turn a favourable eye upon thy creature,5 who implores thy goodness and compassion. Believe me, Frankenstein: I was benevolent; my soul glowed with love and humanity: but am I not alone, miserably alone? You, my creator, abhor me; what hope can I gather from your fellow-creatures, who owe me nothing? they spurn and hate me. The desert mountains and dreary glaciers are my refuge. I have wandered here many days; the caves of ice, which I only do not fear, are a dwelling to me, and the only one which man does not grudge. These bleak skies I hail, for they are kinder to me than your fellow-beings. If the multitude of mankind knew of my existence, they would do as you do, and arm themselves for my destruction. Shall I not then hate them who abhor me? I will keep no terms with my enemies. I am miserable, and they shall share my wretchedness. Yet it is in your power to recompense me, and deliver them from an evil which it only remains for you to make so great, that not only you and your family, but thousands of others, shall be swallowed up in the whirlwinds of its rage. Let your compassion be moved, and do not disdain me. Listen to my tale: when you have heard that, abandon or commiserate me, as you shall judge that I deserve. But hear me. The guilty are allowed, by human laws, bloody as they may be, to speak in their own defence before they are condemned. Listen to me, Frankenstein. You accuse me of murder; and yet you would, with a satisfied conscience, destroy your own creature. Oh, praise the eternal justice of man! Yet I ask you not to spare me: listen to me; and then, if you can, and if you will, destroy the work of your hands.”


“Why do you call to my remembrance circumstances of which I shudder to reflect, that I have been the miserable origin and author? Cursed be the day, abhorred devil, in which you first saw light! Cursed (although I curse myself) be the hands that formed you! You have made me wretched beyond expression. You have left me no power to consider whether I am just to you, or not. Begone! relieve me from the sight of your detested form.”


“Thus I relieve thee, my creator,” he said, and placed his hated hands before my eyes, which I flung from me with violence; “thus I take from thee a sight which you abhor. Still thou canst listen to me, and grant me thy compassion. By the virtues that I once possessed, I demand this from you. Hear my tale; it is long and strange, and the temperature of this place is not fitting to your fine sensations;6 come to the hut upon the mountain. The sun is yet high in the heavens; before it descends to hide itself behind yon snowy precipices, and illuminate another world, you will have heard my story, and can decide. On you it rests, whether I quit for ever the neighbourhood of man, and lead a harmless life, or become the scourge of your fellow-creatures, and the author of your own speedy ruin.”


As he said this, he led the way across the ice: I followed. My heart was full, and I did not answer him; but, as I proceeded, I weighed the various arguments that he had used, and determined at least to listen to his tale. I was partly urged by curiosity, and compassion confirmed my resolution. I had hitherto supposed him to be the murderer of my brother, and I eagerly sought a confirmation or denial of this opinion. For the first time, also, I felt what the duties of a creator towards his creature were, and that I ought to render him happy before I complained of his wickedness. These motives urged me to comply with his demand. We crossed the ice, therefore, and ascended the opposite rock. The air was cold, and the rain again began to descend: we entered the hut, the fiend with an air of exultation, I with a heavy heart, and depressed spirits. But I consented to listen; and, seating myself by the fire which my odious companion had lighted, he thus began his tale.
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CHAPTER VI
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Some time elapsed before I learned the history of my friends. It was one which could not fail to impress itself deeply on my mind, unfolding as it did a number of circumstances each interesting and wonderful to one so utterly inexperienced as I was.


“The name of the old man was De Lacey. He was descended from a good family in France, where he had lived for many years in affluence, respected by his superiors, and beloved by his equals. His son was bred in the service of his country; and Agatha had ranked with ladies of the highest distinction. A few months before my arrival, they had lived in a large and luxurious city, called Paris, surrounded by friends, and possessed of every enjoyment which virtue, refinement of intellect, or taste, accompanied by a moderate fortune, could afford.


“The father of Safie had been the cause of their ruin. He was a Turkish merchant, and had inhabited Paris for many years, when, for some reason which I could not learn, he became obnoxious to the government. He was seized and cast into prison the very day that Safie arrived from Constantinople to join him. He was tried, and condemned to death. The injustice of his sentence was very flagrant; all Paris was indignant; and it was judged that his religion and wealth, rather than the crime alleged against him, had been the cause of his condemnation.


“Felix had been present at the trial; his horror and indignation were uncontrollable, when he heard the decision of the court. He made, at that moment, a solemn vow to deliver him, and then looked around for the means. After many fruitless attempts to gain admittance to the prison, he found a strongly grated window in an unguarded part of the building, which lighted the dungeon of the unfortunate Mahometan; who, loaded with chains, waited in despair the execution of the barbarous sentence. Felix visited the grate at night, and made known to the prisoner his intentions in his favour. The Turk, amazed and delighted, endeavoured to kindle the zeal of his deliverer by promises of reward and wealth. Felix rejected his offers with contempt; yet when he saw the lovely Safie, who was allowed to visit her father, and who, by her gestures, expressed her lively gratitude, the youth could not help owning to his own mind, that the captive possessed a treasure which would fully reward his toil and hazard.


“The Turk quickly perceived the impression that his daughter had made on the heart of Felix, and endeavoured to secure him more entirely in his interests by the promise of her hand in marriage, so soon as he should be conveyed to a place of safety. Felix was too delicate1 to accept this offer, yet he looked forward to the probability of that event as to the consummation of his happiness.


“During the ensuing days, while the preparations were going forward for the escape of the merchant, the zeal of Felix was warmed by several letters that he received from this lovely girl, who found means to express her thoughts in the language of her lover by the aid of an old man, a servant of her father’s who understood French. She thanked him in the most ardent terms for his intended services towards her father; and at the same time she gently deplored her own fate.


“I have copies of these letters; for I found means, during my residence in the hovel, to procure the implements of writing; and the letters were often in the hands of Felix or Agatha. Before I depart, I will give them to you, they will prove the truth of my tale; but at present, as the sun is already far declined, I shall only have time to repeat the substance of them to you.


“Safie related, that her mother was a Christian Arab, seized and made a slave by the Turks; recommended by her beauty, she had won the heart of the father of Safie, who married her. The young girl spoke in high and enthusiastic terms of her mother, who, born in freedom spurned the bondage to which she was now reduced. She instructed her daughter in the tenets of her religion, and taught her to aspire to higher powers of intellect, and an independence of spirit, forbidden to the female followers of Mahomet. This lady died; but her lessons were indelibly impressed on the mind of Safie, who sickened at the prospect of again returning to Asia, and the being immured within the walls of a haram, allowed only to occupy herself with puerile amusements, ill suited to the temper of her soul, now accustomed to grand ideas and a noble emulation for virtue. The prospect of marrying a Christian, and remaining in a country where women were allowed to take a rank in society, was enchanting to her.


“The day for the execution of the Turk was fixed; but, on the night previous to it, he had quitted prison, and before morning was distant many leagues from Paris. Felix had procured passports in the name of his father, sister, and himself. He had previously communicated his plan to the former, who aided the deceit by quitting his house, under the pretence of a journey, and concealed himself, with his daughter, in an obscure part of Paris.


“Felix conducted the fugitives through France to Lyons, and across Mont Cenis to Leghorn, where the merchant had decided to wait a favourable opportunity of passing into some part of the Turkish dominions.


“Safie resolved to remain with her father until the moment of his departure, before which time the Turk renewed his promise that she should be united to his deliverer, and Felix remained with them in expectation of that event; and in the mean time he enjoyed the society of the Arabian, who exhibited towards him the simplest and tenderest affection. They conversed with one another through the means of an interpreter, and sometimes with the interpretation of looks; and Safie sang to him the divine airs of her native country.


“The Turk allowed this intimacy to take place, and encouraged the hopes of the youthful lovers, while in his heart he had formed far other plans. He loathed the idea that his daughter should be united to a Christian; but he feared the resentment of Felix if he should appear lukewarm; for he knew that he was still in the power of his deliverer, if he should choose to betray him to the Italian state which they inhabited. He revolved a thousand plans by which he should be enabled to prolong the deceit until it might be no longer necessary, and secretly to take his daughter with him when he departed. His plans were greatly facilitated by the news which arrived from Paris.


“The government of France were greatly enraged at the escape of their victim, and spared no pains to detect and punish his deliverer. The plot of Felix was quickly discovered, and De Lacey and Agatha were thrown into prison. The news reached Felix, and roused him from his dream of pleasure. His blind and aged father, and his gentle sister, lay in a noisome dungeon, while he enjoyed the free air, and the society of her whom he loved. This idea was torture to him. He quickly arranged with the Turk, that if the latter should find a favourable opportunity for escape before Felix could return to Italy, Safie should remain as a boarder at a convent at Leghorn; and then, quitting the lovely Arabian, he hastened to Paris, and delivered himself up to the vengeance of the law, hoping to free De Lacey and Agatha by this proceeding.


“He did not succeed. They remained confined for five months before the trial took place; the result of which deprived them of their fortune, and condemned them to a perpetual exile from their native country.


“They found a miserable asylum in the cottage in Germany, where I discovered them. Felix soon learned that the treacherous Turk, for whom he and his family endured such unheard-of oppression, on discovering that his deliverer was thus reduced to poverty and impotence, became a traitor to good feeling and honour, and had quitted Italy with his daughter, insultingly sending Felix a pittance of money to aid him, as he said, in some plan of future maintenance.


“Such were the events that preyed on the heart of Felix, and rendered him, when I first saw him, the most miserable of his family. He could have endured poverty, and when this distress had been the meed of his virtue, he would have gloried in it: but the ingratitude of the Turk, and the loss of his beloved Safie, were misfortunes more bitter and irreparable. The arrival of the Arabian now infused new life into his soul.


“When the news reached Leghorn, that Felix was deprived of his wealth and rank, the merchant commanded his daughter to think no more of her lover, but to prepare to return with him to her native country. The generous nature of Safie was outraged by this command; she attempted to expostulate with her father, but he left her angrily, reiterating his tyrannical mandate.


“A few days after, the Turk entered his daughter’s apartment, and told her hastily, that he had reason to believe that his residence at Leghorn had been divulged, and that he should speedily be delivered up to the French government; he had, consequently, hired a vessel to convey him to Constantinople, for which city he should sail in a few hours. He intended to leave his daughter under the care of a confidential servant, to follow at her leisure with the greater part of his property, which had not yet arrived at Leghorn.


“When alone, Safie resolved in her own mind the plan of conduct that it would become her to pursue in this emergency. A residence in Turkey was abhorrent to her; her religion and feelings were alike adverse to it. By some papers of her father’s, which fell into her hands, she heard of the exile of her lover, and learnt the name of the spot where he then resided. She hesitated some time, but at length she formed her determination. Taking with her some jewels that belonged to her, and a small sum of money, she quitted Italy, with an attendant, a native of Leghorn, but who understood the common language of Turkey, and departed for Germany.


“She arrived in safety at a town about twenty leagues from the cottage of De Lacey, when her attendant fell dangerously ill. Safie nursed her with the most devoted affection; but the poor girl died, and the Arabian was left alone, unacquainted with the language of the country, and utterly ignorant of the customs of the world. She fell, however, into good hands. The Italian had mentioned the name of the spot for which they were bound; and, after her death, the woman of the house in which they had lived took care that Safie should arrive in safety at the cottage of her lover.”
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The gothic masterpiece that has everyone talking

 

“Oppel has reinvented the gothic thriller for modern readers. The Shelleys would be proud. I anticipate This Dark Endeavor will get a lot of attention, and rightly so.”


—Rick Riordan



 

“This Dark Endeavor may renew interest in Frankenstein, but it also stands alone as an original and welcome addition to the world of young-adult fiction.”


—Kelley Armstrong, author of the Darkest Power series, for The Globe and Mail



 

“Adventures do not come more thrilling, gorgeously written or absorbing than this.”


—The London Times



 

[image: images] “Oppel’s novel is a gripping tale of undying devotion, mixing hope with foreboding.”


—The Horn Book in a STARRED review



 

[image: images] “Oppel’s tale is melodramatic, exciting, disquieting…a delicious mix.”


—Publisher’s Weekly in a STARRED review



 

[image: images] “Oppel grapples with the human duality of animal and soul in ways that recall (but don’t repeat) Shelley’s similar thematic explorations as he revitalizes the classic horror tale for a new generation.”


—Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books in a STARRED review



 

An ALA Best Book for Young Adults Nominee


A Governor General’s Literary Award for Children’s Text Nominee


A Junior Library Guild Selection


“For those simply wanting a good story with plenty of action, this book will not disappoint.”


—School Library Journal



 

“Brash, jealous, and arrogant, Victor is sweet relief from today’s introspective YA protagonists, and one can easily visualize how this teen becomes the mad genius of Shelley’s Frankenstein.”


—Booklist



 

“A dark and dramatic back story for Shelley’s tormented creator.”


—Kirkus Reviews



 

“The action and suspense begin on page one and let up very little in this excellent work of gothic science fiction.”


—VOYA



 


Soon to be a major motion picture from Summit Entertainment, the producers of Twilight!
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THE ICE CRYPT

 

HE DIED IN HIS SLEEP.


I did not understand how it could’ve happened. He had been getting well. He had been growing stronger. How could he be gone?


Mother wept and wept—Father, too.


If any parents suffered more, I have never seen it.


They did not believe in heaven. They did not believe in an afterward. They knew they would never see their son again.


Elizabeth cried and prayed for Konrad’s soul.


“How can you pray?” I said coldly to her.


She looked at me, her face bleached by tears.


“We prayed to your God on the boat, when we sailed home with the elixir,” I reminded her. “You said—you said—He would listen and heal Konrad. Why didn’t He?”


“He heard us. But sometimes He says no.”


“He is not there at all,” I said savagely.


She shook her head. “He is there.”


“Make me believe you. Convince me, here.” I beat at my head with my hands.


“Stop,” she said calmly, grabbing my wrists. “You know that I have always believed. God does not disappear when bad things happen. He is with us through good and bad and will one day be our final home. We need no elixir to live forever. He made us immortal, and Konrad is not gone.”


I shook my head in disgust, and stormed off.


The elixir had failed. Or had it? Had Konrad simply been too ill for too long? I would never know, and it would torment me forever. But most poisonous of all was the thought that I might have killed my brother. What if he’d been recovering and the elixir had defeated him?


Father had no doubts. The elixir was a mirage, and I had foolishly chased after it. He did not need to say this aloud. It was in every look he gave me. He said he would have the Dark Library burned.


Meals were made and set before us.


Our servants went about their work.


Outside, the world continued without us.


We all moved through the house, pretending to be ourselves.


I could not cry.


Our carriage moved slowly up the winding mountain road.


There had been no church service, even though Elizabeth had begged my parents to hold one. There would be no funeral mass, no words of comfort spoken by a priest, no promises made.


We were all clad in mourning black. Elizabeth and I sat with Ernest between us. Facing us were Father and Mother, with William on her knee.


At the front of the procession was the hearse, carrying Konrad’s coffin.


Behind stretched dozens of other carriages and traps and horses, bringing our staff and friends.


The journey was a long one. For centuries the Frankenstein family had buried its dead high in the mountain just outside the city. The crypt was an enormous cave that, over the years, had been hollowed ever deeper into the glacier’s side. Even in the summer it was colder than death itself, the sarcophagi and their inmates sealed eternally with ice and snow.


As children we had seen the crypt only once, after Father’s younger brother had died in a hunting accident. Konrad, Elizabeth, and I had stood, blue-lipped and silent, as the coffin had been lowered into its stone sarcophagus. Afterward, during our lessons, Father had told us that because the temperature never rose above freezing, a body in that crypt would be miraculously preserved.


No worms or bugs would infest it, no water would rot it, no elements would corrode it.


Konrad. What if it was I who killed you?


It was close to noon when we reached the crypt.


Our footman came and lowered the steps of the carriage for us. I was glad of my cloak, for the air was very cold. The path to the crypt entrance had already been cleared of ice and snow, but all around, on the mountain slopes, it glittered painfully and almost cruelly in the sunlight.


I stared briefly into the darkness of the crypt, then went to the back of the hearse to join Father and the other casket bearers. I was glad Henry was among them. Carefully we pulled out the coffin.


Though there were three of us on either side, and the coffin contained only my brother, when I took my handle and lifted—that coffin was as heavy as the earth itself. I could imagine nothing heavier.


It took all my strength to keep from losing my grip. As we started to move toward the crypt, for a moment I thought I might faint. Torches had been lit inside, flickering orange. I was shaking as we crossed the threshold. Ancient walls of stone and ice. Huge sarcophagi ranged to the right and left, centuries of Frankenstein ancestors.


And straight ahead, an open sarcophagus.


My step faltered. If we put Konrad inside there and closed the lid, how could he ever breathe?


I staggered on. I did not know how I managed it, but I helped lift the casket over the lip of the sarcophagus and lowered it inside.


There was no priest or minister to preside over the ceremony, so we all stood in silence. The crypt was full, and people were standing outside, too.


I shuffled back to my mother and Elizabeth. Her hand slipped into mine and squeezed.


I thought of Konrad in his sarcophagus, never aging, his perfect body useless to him.


I tried to pray—Dear God, please—but could not.


My father went alone and slid the stone lid into place—and that was when I wept.


Konrad had gone to the New World without me, and no matter how fast I ran westward, how close I kept to the sunsets, I would never catch up with him now. My tears were filled with fury—for I had failed him.


I’d tried to save him, but I had not been smart enough, or diligent enough.


I covered my face with my hands.


And I made an icy promise to myself.


I promised that I would see my brother again—even if it meant unlocking every secret law of this earth, to bring him back.
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CHAPTER IV
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I lay on my straw, but I could not sleep. I thought of the occurrences of the day. What chiefly struck me was the gentle manners of these people; and I longed to join them, but dared not. I remembered too well the treatment I had suffered the night before from the barbarous villagers, and resolved, whatever course of conduct I might hereafter think it right to pursue, that for the present I would remain quietly in my hovel, watching, and endeavouring to discover the motives which influenced their actions.


“The cottagers arose the next morning before the sun. The young woman arranged the cottage, and prepared the food; and the youth departed after the first meal.


“This day was passed in the same routine as that which preceded it. The young man was constantly employed out of doors, and the girl in various laborious occupations within. The old man, whom I soon perceived to be blind, employed his leisure hours on his instrument, or in contemplation. Nothing could exceed the love and respect which the younger cottagers exhibited towards their venerable companion. They performed towards him every little office of affection and duty with gentleness; and he rewarded them by his benevolent smiles.


“They were not entirely happy. The young man and his companion often went apart, and appeared to weep. I saw no cause for their unhappiness; but I was deeply affected by it. If such lovely creatures were miserable, it was less strange that I, an imperfect and solitary being, should be wretched. Yet why were these gentle beings unhappy? They possessed a delightful house (for such it was in my eyes), and every luxury; they had a fire to warm them when chill, and delicious viands when hungry; they were dressed in excellent clothes; and, still more, they enjoyed one another’s company and speech, interchanging each day looks of affection and kindness. What did their tears imply? Did they really express pain? I was at first unable to solve these questions; but perpetual attention, and time, explained to me many appearances which were at first enigmatic.


“A considerable period elapsed before I discovered one of the causes of the uneasiness of this amiable family; it was poverty; and they suffered that evil in a very distressing degree. Their nourishment consisted entirely of the vegetables of their garden, and the milk of one cow, who gave very little during the winter, when its masters could scarcely procure food to support it. They often, I believe, suffered the pangs of hunger very poignantly, especially the two younger cottagers; for several times they placed food before the old man, when they reserved none for themselves.


“This trait of kindness moved me sensibly. I had been accustomed, during the night, to steal a part of their store for my own consumption; but when I found that in doing this I inflicted pain on the cottagers, I abstained, and satisfied myself with berries, nuts, and roots, which I gathered from a neighbouring wood.


“I discovered also another means through which I was enabled to assist their labours. I found that the youth spent a great part of each day in collecting wood for the family fire; and, during the night, I often took his tools, the use of which I quickly discovered, and brought home firing sufficient for the consumption of several days.


“I remember, the first time that I did this, the young woman, when she opened the door in the morning, appeared greatly astonished on seeing a great pile of wood on the outside. She uttered some words in a loud voice, and the youth joined her, who also expressed surprise. I observed, with pleasure, that he did not go to the forest that day, but spent it in repairing the cottage, and cultivating the garden.


“By degrees I made a discovery of still greater moment. I found that these people possessed a method of communicating their experience and feelings to one another by articulate sounds. I perceived that the words they spoke sometimes produced pleasure or pain, smiles or sadness, in the minds and countenances of the hearers. This was indeed a godlike science, and I ardently desired to become acquainted with it. But I was baffled in every attempt I made for this purpose. Their pronunciation was quick; and the words they uttered, not having any apparent connexion with visible objects, I was unable to discover any clue by which I could unravel the mystery of their reference. By great application, however, and after having remained during the space of several revolutions of the moon in my hovel, I discovered the names that were given to some of the most familiar objects of discourse; I learned and applied the words fire, milk, bread, and wood. I learned also the names of the cottagers themselves. The youth and his companion had each of them several names, but the old man had only one, which was father. The girl was called sister, or Agatha; and the youth Felix, brother, or son. I cannot describe the delight I felt when I learned the ideas appropriated to each of these sounds, and was able to pronounce them. I distinguished several other words, without being able as yet to understand or apply them; such as good, dearest, unhappy.


“I spent the winter in this manner. The gentle manners and beauty of the cottagers greatly endeared them to me; when they were unhappy, I felt depressed; when they rejoiced, I sympathized in their joys. I saw few human beings beside them; and if any other happened to enter the cottage, their harsh manners and rude gait only enhanced to me the superior accomplishments of my friends. The old man, I could perceive, often endeavoured to encourage his children, as sometimes I found that he called them, to cast off their melancholy. He would talk in a cheerful accent, with an expression of goodness that bestowed pleasure even upon me. Agatha listened with respect, her eyes sometimes filled with tears, which she endeavoured to wipe away unperceived; but I generally found that her countenance and tone were more cheerful after having listened to the exhortations of her father. It was not thus with Felix. He was always the saddest of the group; and, even to my unpractised senses, he appeared to have suffered more deeply than his friends. But if his countenance was more sorrowful, his voice was more cheerful than that of his sister, especially when he addressed the old man.


“I could mention innumerable instances, which, although slight, marked the dispositions of these amiable cottagers. In the midst of poverty and want, Felix carried with pleasure to his sister the first little white flower that peeped out from beneath the snowy ground. Early in the morning before she had risen, he cleared away the snow that obstructed her path to the milk-house, drew water from the well, and brought the wood from the outhouse, where, to his perpetual astonishment, he found his store always replenished by an invisible hand. In the day, I believe, he worked sometimes for a neighbouring farmer, because he often went forth, and did not return until dinner, yet brought no wood with him. At other times he worked in the garden; but, as there was little to do in the frosty season, he read to the old man and Agatha.


“This reading had puzzled me extremely at first; but, by degrees, I discovered that he uttered many of the same sounds when he read as when he talked. I conjectured, therefore, that he found on the paper signs for speech which he understood, and I ardently longed to comprehend these also; but how was that possible, when I did not even understand the sounds for which they stood as signs? I improved, however, sensibly in this science, but not sufficiently to follow up any kind of conversation, although I applied my whole mind to the endeavour: for I easily perceived that, although I eagerly longed to discover myself to the cottagers, I ought not to make the attempt until I had first become master of their language; which knowledge might enable me to make them overlook the deformity of my figure; for with this also the contrast perpetually presented to my eyes had made me acquainted.


“I had admired the perfect forms of my cottagers—their grace, beauty, and delicate complexions: but how was I terrified, when I viewed myself in a transparent pool! At first I started back, unable to believe that it was indeed I who was reflected in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in reality the monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification. Alas! I did not yet entirely know the fatal effects of this miserable deformity.


“As the sun became warmer, and the light of day longer, the snow vanished, and I beheld the bare trees and the black earth. From this time Felix was more employed; and the heart-moving indications of impending famine disappeared. Their food, as I afterwards found, was coarse, but it was wholesome; and they procured a sufficiency of it. Several new kinds of plants sprung up in the garden, which they dressed; and these signs of comfort increased daily as the season advanced.


“The old man, leaning on his son, walked each day at noon, when it did not rain, as I found it was called when the heavens poured forth its waters. This frequently took place; but a high wind quickly dried the earth, and the season became far more pleasant than it had been.


“My mode of life in my hovel was uniform. During the morning I attended the motions of the cottagers; and when they were dispersed in various occupations, I slept: the remainder of the day was spent in observing my friends. When they had retired to rest, if there was any moon, or the night was star-light, I went into the woods, and collected my own food and fuel for the cottage. When I returned, as often as it was necessary, I cleared their path from the snow, and performed those offices that I had seen done by Felix. I afterwards found that these labours, performed by an invisible hand, greatly astonished them; and once or twice I heard them, on these occasions, utter the words good spirit, wonderful; but I did not then understand the signification of these terms.


“My thoughts now became more active, and I longed to discover the motives and feelings of these lovely creatures; I was inquisitive to know why Felix appeared so miserable, and Agatha so sad. I thought (foolish wretch!) that it might be in my power to restore happiness to these deserving people. When I slept, or was absent, the forms of the venerable blind father, the gentle Agatha, and the excellent Felix, flitted before me. I looked upon them as superior beings, who would be the arbiters of my future destiny. I formed in my imagination a thousand pictures of presenting myself to them, and their reception of me. I imagined that they would be disgusted, until, by my gentle demeanour and conciliating words, I should first win their favour, and afterwards their love.


“These thoughts exhilarated me, and led me to apply with fresh ardour to the acquiring the art of language. My organs were indeed harsh, but supple; and although my voice was very unlike the soft music of their tones, yet I pronounced such words as I understood with tolerable ease. It was as the ass and the lap-dog; yet surely the gentle ass, whose intentions were affectionate, although his manners were rude, deserved better treatment than blows and execration.


“The pleasant showers and genial warmth of spring greatly altered the aspect of the earth. Men, who before this change seemed to have been hid in caves, dispersed themselves, and were employed in various arts of cultivation. The birds sang in more cheerful notes, and the leaves began to bud forth on the trees. Happy, happy earth! fit habitation for gods, which, so short a time before, was bleak, damp, and unwholesome. My spirits were elevated by the enchanting appearance of nature; the past was blotted from my memory, the present was tranquil, and the future gilded by bright rays of hope, and anticipations of joy.”
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We passed a few sad hours, until eleven o’clock, when the trial was to commence. My father and the rest of the family being obliged to attend as witnesses, I accompanied them to the court. During the whole of this wretched mockery of justice, I suffered living torture. It was to be decided, whether the result of my curiosity and lawless devices would cause the death of two of my fellow-beings: one a smiling babe, full of innocence and joy; the other far more dreadfully murdered, with every aggravation of infamy that could make the murder memorable in horror. Justine also was a girl of merit, and possessed qualities which promised to render her life happy: now all was to be obliterated in an ignominious grave; and I the cause! A thousand times rather would I have confessed myself guilty of the crime ascribed to Justine; but I was absent when it was committed, and such a declaration would have been considered as the ravings of a madman, and would not have exculpated her who suffered through me.


The appearance of Justine was calm. She was dressed in mourning; and her countenance, always engaging, was rendered, by the solemnity of her feelings, exquisitely beautiful. Yet she appeared confident in innocence, and did not tremble, although gazed on and execrated by thousands; for all the kindness which her beauty might otherwise have excited, was obliterated in the minds of the spectators by the imagination of the enormity she was supposed to have committed. She was tranquil, yet her tranquillity was evidently constrained; and as her confusion had before been adduced as a proof of her guilt, she worked up her mind to an appearance of courage. When she entered the court, she threw her eyes round it, and quickly discovered where we were seated. A tear seemed to dim her eye when she saw us; but she quickly recovered herself, and a look of sorrowful affection seemed to attest her utter guiltlessness.


The trial began; and after the advocate against her had stated the charge, several witnesses were called. Several strange facts combined against her, which might have staggered any one who had not such proof of her innocence as I had. She had been out the whole of the night on which the murder had been committed, and towards morning had been perceived by a market-woman not far from the spot where the body of the murdered child had been afterwards found. The woman asked her what she did there; but she looked very strangely, and only returned a confused and unintelligible answer. She returned to the house about eight o’clock; and when one inquired where she had passed the night, she replied, that she had been looking for the child, and demanded earnestly, if any thing had been heard concerning him. When shewn the body, she fell into violent hysterics, and kept her bed for several days. The picture was then produced, which the servant had found in her pocket; and when Elizabeth, in a faltering voice, proved that it was the same which, an hour before the child had been missed, she had placed round his neck, a murmur of horror and indignation filled the court.


Justine was called on for her defence. As the trial had proceeded, her countenance had altered. Surprise, horror, and misery, were strongly expressed. Sometimes she struggled with her tears; but when she was desired to plead, she collected her powers, and spoke in an audible although variable voice:—


“God knows,” she said, “how entirely I am innocent. But I do not pretend that my protestations should acquit me: I rest my innocence on a plain and simple explanation of the facts which have been adduced against me; and I hope the character I have always borne will incline my judges to a favourable interpretation, where any circumstance appears doubtful or suspicious.”


She then related that, by the permission of Elizabeth, she had passed the evening of the night on which the murder had been committed, at the house of an aunt at Chêne, a village situated at about a league from Geneva. On her return, at about nine o’clock, she met a man, who asked her if she had seen any thing of the child who was lost. She was alarmed by this account, and passed several hours in looking for him, when the gates of Geneva were shut, and she was forced to remain several hours of the night in a barn belonging to a cottage, being unwilling to call up the inhabitants, to whom she was well known. Unable to rest or sleep, she quitted her asylum early, that she might again endeavour to find my brother. If she had gone near the spot where his body lay, it was without her knowledge. That she had been bewildered when questioned by the market-woman, was not surprising since she had passed a sleepless night, and the fate of poor William was yet uncertain. Concerning the picture she could give no account.


“I know,” continued the unhappy victim, “how heavily and fatally this one circumstance weighs against me, but I have no power of explaining it; and when I have expressed my utter ignorance, I am only left to conjecture concerning the probabilities by which it might have been placed in my pocket. But here also I am checked. I believe that I have no enemy on earth, and none surely would have been so wicked as to destroy me wantonly. Did the murderer place it there? I know of no opportunity afforded him for so doing; or if I had, why should he have stolen the jewel, to part with it again so soon?


“I commit my cause to the justice of my judges, yet I see no room for hope. I beg permission to have a few witnesses examined concerning my character, and if their testimony shall not overweigh my supposed guilt, I must be condemned, although I would pledge my salvation on my innocence.”


Several witnesses were called, who had known her for many years, and they spoke well of her; but fear, and hatred of the crime of which they supposed her guilty, rendered them timorous, and unwilling to come forward. Elizabeth saw even this last resource, her excellent dispositions and irreproachable conduct, about to fail the accused, when, although violently agitated, she desired permission to address the court.


“I am,” said she, “the cousin of the unhappy child who was murdered, or rather his sister, for I was educated by and have lived with his parents ever since and even long before this birth. It may therefore be judged indecent in me to come forward on this occasion; but when I see a fellow-creature about to perish through the cowardice of her pretended friends, I wish to be allowed to speak, that I may say what I know of her character. I am well acquainted with the accused. I have lived in the same house with her, at one time for five, and at another for nearly two years. During all that period she appeared to me the most amiable and benevolent of human creatures. She nursed Madame Frankenstein, my aunt, in her last illness with the greatest affection and care; and afterwards attended her own mother during a tedious1 illness, in a manner that excited the admiration of all who knew her. After which she again lived in my uncle’s house, where she was beloved by all the family. She was warmly attached to the child who is now dead, and acted towards him like a most affectionate mother. For my own part, I do not hesitate to say, that, notwithstanding all the evidence produced against her, I believe and rely on her perfect innocence. She had no temptation for such an action: as to the bauble on which the chief proof rests, if she had earnestly desired it, I should have willingly given it to her; so much do I esteem and value her.”


Excellent Elizabeth! A murmur of approbation was heard; but it was excited by her generous interference, and not in favour of poor Justine, on whom the public indignation was turned with renewed violence, charging her with the blackest ingratitude. She herself wept as Elizabeth spoke, but she did not answer. My own agitation and anguish was extreme during the whole trial. I believed in her innocence; I knew it. Could the dæmon, who had (I did not for a minute doubt) murdered my brother, also in his hellish sport have betrayed the innocent to death and ignominy. I could not sustain the horror of my situation; and when I perceived that the popular voice, and the countenances of the judges, had already condemned my unhappy victim, I rushed out of the court in agony. The tortures of the accused did not equal mine; she was sustained by innocence, but the fangs of remorse tore my bosom, and would not forego their hold.


I passed a night of unmingled wretchedness. In the morning I went to the court; my lips and throat were parched. I dared not ask the fatal question; but I was known, and the officer guessed the cause of my visit. The ballots2 had been thrown; they were all black, and Justine was condemned.


I cannot pretend to describe what I then felt. I had before experienced sensations of horror; and I have endeavoured to bestow upon them adequate expressions, but words cannot convey an idea of the heart-sickening despair that I then endured. The person to whom I addressed myself added, that Justine had already confessed her guilt. “That evidence,” he observed, “was hardly required in so glaring a case, but I am glad of it; and, indeed, none of our judges like to condemn a criminal upon circumstantial evidence, be it ever so decisive.”


When I returned home, Elizabeth eagerly demanded the result.


“My cousin,” replied I, “it is decided as you may have expected; all judges had rather that ten innocent should suffer, than that one guilty should escape. But she has confessed.”


This was a dire blow to poor Elizabeth, who had relied with firmness upon Justine’s innocence. “Alas!” said she, “how shall I ever again believe in human benevolence? Justine, whom I loved and esteemed as my sister, how could she put on those smiles of innocence only to betray; her mild eyes seemed incapable of any severity or ill-humour, and yet she has committed a murder.”


Soon after we heard that the poor victim had expressed a wish to see my cousin. My father wished her not to go; but said, that he left it to her own judgment and feelings to decide. “Yes,” said Elizabeth, “I will go, although she is guilty; and you, Victor, shall accompany me: I cannot go alone.” The idea of this visit was torture to me, yet I could not refuse.


We entered the gloomy prison-chamber, and beheld Justine sitting on some straw at the further end; her hands were manacled, and her head rested on her knees. She rose on seeing us enter; and when we were left alone with her, she threw herself at the feet of Elizabeth, weeping bitterly. My cousin wept also.


“Oh, Justine!” said she, “why did you rob me of my last consolation. I relied on your innocence; and although I was then very wretched, I was not so miserable as I am now.”


“And do you also believe that I am so very, very wicked? Do you also join with my enemies to crush me?” Her voice was suffocated with sobs.


“Rise, my poor girl,” said Elizabeth, “why do you kneel, if you are innocent? I am not one of your enemies; I believed you guiltless, notwithstanding every evidence, until I heard that you had yourself declared your guilt. That report, you say, is false; and be assured, dear Justine, that nothing can shake my confidence in you for a moment, but your own confession.”


“I did confess; but I confessed a lie. I confessed, that I might obtain absolution; but now that falsehood lies heavier at my heart than all my other sins. The God of heaven forgive me! Ever since I was condemned, my confessor has besieged me; he threatened and menaced, until I almost began to think that I was the monster that he said I was. He threatened excommunication and hell fire in my last moments, if I continued obdurate. Dear lady, I had none to support me; all looked on me as a wretch doomed to ignominy and perdition. What could I do? In an evil hour I subscribed to a lie; and now only am I truly miserable.”


She paused, weeping, and then continued—“I thought with horror, my sweet lady, that you should believe your Justine, whom your blessed aunt had so highly honoured, and whom you loved, was a creature capable of a crime which none but the devil himself could have perpetrated. Dear William! dearest blessed child! I soon shall see you again in heaven, where we shall all be happy; and that consoles me, going as I am to suffer ignominy and death.”


“Oh, Justine! forgive me for having for one moment distrusted you. Why did you confess? But do not mourn, my dear girl; I will every where proclaim your innocence, and force belief. Yet you must die; you, my playfellow, my companion, my more than sister. I never can survive so horrible a misfortune.”


“Dear, sweet Elizabeth, do not weep. You ought to raise me with thoughts of a better life, and elevate me from the petty cares of this world of injustice and strife. Do not you, excellent friend, drive me to despair.”


“I will try to comfort you; but this, I fear, is an evil too deep and poignant to admit of consolation, for there is no hope. Yet heaven bless thee, my dearest Justine, with resignation, and a confidence elevated beyond this world. Oh! how I hate its shews and mockeries! when one creature is murdered, another is immediately deprived of life in a slow torturing manner; then the executioners, their hands yet reeking with the blood of innocence, believe that they have done a great deed. They call this retribution. Hateful name! When that word is pronounced, I know greater and more horrid punishments are going to be inflicted than the gloomiest tyrant has ever invented to satiate his utmost revenge. Yet this is not consolation for you, my Justine, unless indeed that you may glory in escaping from so miserable a den. Alas! I would I were in peace with my aunt and my lovely William, escaped from a world which is hateful to me and the visages of men which I abhor.”


Justine smiled languidly. “This, dear lady, is despair, and not resignation. I must not learn the lesson that you would teach me. Talk of something else, something that will bring peace, and not increase of misery.”


During this conversation I had retired to a corner of the prison-room, where I could conceal the horrid anguish that possessed me. Despair! Who dared talk of that? The poor victim, who on the morrow was to pass the dreary boundary between life and death, felt not as I did, such deep and bitter agony. I gnashed my teeth, and ground them together, uttering a groan that came from my inmost soul. Justine started. When she saw who it was, she approached me, and said, “Dear Sir, you are very kind to visit me; you, I hope, do not believe that I am guilty.”


I could not answer. “No, Justine,” said Elizabeth; “he is more convinced of your innocence than I was; for even when he heard that you had confessed, he did not credit it.”


“I truly thank him. In these last moments I feel the sincerest gratitude towards those who think of me with kindness. How sweet is the affection of others to such a wretch as I am! It removes more than half my misfortune; and I feel as if I could die in peace, now that my innocence is acknowledged by you, dear lady, and your cousin.”


Thus the poor sufferer tried to comfort others and herself. She indeed gained the resignation she desired. But I, the true murderer, felt the never-dying worm alive in my bosom, which allowed of no hope or consolation. Elizabeth also wept, and was unhappy; but hers also was the misery of innocence, which, like a cloud that passes over the fair moon, for a while hides, but cannot tarnish its brightness. Anguish and despair had penetrated into the core of my heart; I bore a hell within me, which nothing could extinguish. We staid several hours with Justine; and it was with great difficulty that Elizabeth could tear herself away. “I wish,” cried she, “that I were to die with you; I cannot live in this world of misery.”


Justine assumed an air of cheerfulness, while she with difficulty repressed her bitter tears. She embraced Elizabeth, and said, in a voice of half-suppressed emotion, “Farewell, sweet lady, dearest Elizabeth, my beloved and only friend; may heaven in its bounty bless and preserve you; may this be the last misfortune that you will ever suffer. Live, and be happy, and make others so.”


As we returned, Elizabeth said, “You know not, my dear Victor, how much I am relieved, now that I trust in the innocence of this unfortunate girl. I never could again have known peace, if I had been deceived in my reliance on her. For the moment that I did believe her guilty, I felt an anguish that I could not have long sustained. Now my heart is lightened. The innocent suffers; but she whom I thought amiable and good has not betrayed the trust I reposed in her, and I am consoled.”


Amiable cousin! such were your thoughts, mild and gentle as your own dear eyes and voice. But I—I was a wretch, and none ever conceived of the misery that I then endured.
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Such was the history of my beloved cottagers. It impressed me deeply. I learned, from the views of social life which it developed, to admire their virtues, and to deprecate the vices of mankind.


“As yet I looked upon crime as a distant evil; benevolence and generosity were ever present before me, inciting within me a desire to become an actor in the busy scene where so many admirable qualities were called forth and displayed. But, in giving an account of the progress of my intellect, I must not omit a circumstance which occurred in the beginning of the month of August of the same year.


“One night, during my accustomed visit to the neighbouring wood, where I collected my own food, and brought home firing for my protectors, I found on the ground a leathern portmanteau,1 containing several articles of dress and some books. I eagerly seized the prize, and returned it to my hovel. Fortunately the books were written in the language the elements of which I had acquired at the cottage;2 they consisted of Paradise Lost, a volume of Plutarch’s Lives,3 and the Sorrows of Werter.4 The possession of these treasures gave me extreme delight; I now continually studied and exercised my mind upon these histories, whilst my friends were employed in their ordinary occupations.


“I can hardly describe to you the effect of these books. They produced in me an infinity of new images and feelings, that sometimes raised me to ecstacy, but more frequently sunk me into the lowest dejection. In the Sorrows of Werter, besides the interest of its simple and affecting story, so many opinions are canvassed, and so many lights thrown upon what had hitherto been to me obscure subjects, that I found in it a never-ending source of speculation and astonishment. The gentle and domestic manners it described, combined with lofty sentiments and feelings, which had for their object something out of self,5 accorded well with my experience among my protectors, and with the wants which were for ever alive in my own bosom. But I thought Werter himself a more divine being than I had ever beheld or imagined; his character contained no pretension, but it sunk deep. The disquisitions upon death and suicide were calculated to fill me with wonder. I did not pretend to enter into the merits of the case, yet I inclined towards the opinions of the hero, whose extinction I wept, without precisely understanding it.


“As I read, however, I applied much personally to my own feelings and condition. I found myself similar, yet at the same time strangely unlike the beings concerning whom I read, and to whose conversation I was a listener. I sympathized with, and partly understood them, but I was unformed in mind; I was dependent on none, and related to none. ‘The path of my departure was free’;6 and there was none to lament my annihilation. My person was hideous, and my stature gigantic: what did this mean? Who was I? What was I? Whence did I come? What was my destination? These questions continually recurred, but I was unable to solve them.


“The volume of Plutarch’s Lives which I possessed, contained the histories of the first founders of the ancient republics. This book had a far different effect upon me from the Sorrows of Werter. I learned from Werter’s imaginations despondency and gloom: but Plutarch taught me high thoughts; he elevated me above the wretched sphere of my own reflections, to admire and love the heroes of past ages. Many things I read surpassed my understanding and experience. I had a very confused knowledge of kingdoms, wide extents of country, mighty rivers, and boundless seas. But I was perfectly unacquainted with towns, and large assemblages of men. The cottage of my protectors had been the only school in which I had studied human nature; but this book developed new and mightier scenes of action. I read of men concerned in public affairs governing or massacring their species. I felt the greatest ardour for virtue rise within me, and abhorrence for vice, as far as I understood the signification of those terms, relative as they were, as I applied them, to pleasure and pain alone. Induced by these feelings, I was of course led to admire peaceable law-givers, Numa,7 Solon,8 and Lycurgus,9 in preference to Romulus10 and Theseus.11 The patriarchal12 lives of my protectors caused these impressions to take a firm hold on my mind; perhaps, if my first introduction to humanity had been made by a young soldier, burning for glory and slaughter, I should have been imbued with different sensations.


“But Paradise Lost excited different and far deeper emotions. I read it, as I had read the other volumes which had fallen into my hands, as a true history It moved every feeling of wonder and awe, that the picture of an omnipotent God warring with his creatures was capable of exciting. I often referred the several situations, as their similarity struck me, to my own. Like Adam, I was created apparently united by no link to any other being in existence; but his state was far different from mine in every other respect. He had come forth from the hands of God a perfect creature, happy and prosperous, guarded by the especial care of his Creator; he was allowed to converse with and acquire knowledge from beings of a superior nature: but I was wretched, helpless, and alone. Many times I considered Satan as the fitter emblem of my condition; for often, like him, when I viewed the bliss of my protectors, the bitter gall of envy rose within me.


“Another circumstance strengthened and confirmed these feelings. Soon after my arrival in the hovel, I discovered some papers in the pocket of the dress which I had taken from your laboratory. At first I had neglected them; but now that I was able to decypher the characters in which they were written, I began to study them with diligence. It was your journal of the four months that preceded my creation. You minutely described in these papers every step you took in the progress of your work; this history was mingled with accounts of domestic occurrences. You, doubtless, recollect these papers. Here they are. Every thing is related in them which bears reference to my accursed origin; the whole detail of that series of disgusting circumstances which produced it is set in view, the minutest description of my odious and loathsome person is given, in language which painted your own horrors, and rendered mine ineffaceable. I sickened as I read. ‘Hateful day when I received life!’ I exclaimed in agony. ‘Cursed creator! Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in disgust? God in pity made man beautiful and alluring, after his own image; but my form is a filthy type of yours, more horrid from its very resemblance. Satan had his companions, fellow-devils, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and detested.’


“These were the reflections of my hours of despondency and solitude; but when I contemplated the virtues of the cottagers, their amiable and benevolent dispositions, I persuaded myself that when they should become acquainted with my admiration of their virtues, they would compassionate me, and overlook my personal deformity. Could they turn from their door one, however monstrous, who solicited their compassion and friendship? I resolved, at least, not to despair, but in every way to fit myself for an interview with them which would decide my fate. I postponed this attempt for some months longer; for the importance attached to its success inspired me with a dread lest I should fail. Besides, I found that my understanding improved so much with every day’s experience, that I was unwilling to commence this undertaking until a few more months should have added to my wisdom.


“Several changes, in the mean time, took place in the cottage. The presence of Safie diffused happiness among its inhabitants; and I also found that a greater degree of plenty reigned there. Felix and Agatha spent more time in amusement and conversation, and were assisted in their labours by servants. They did not appear rich, but they were contented and happy; their feelings were serene and peaceful, while mine became every day more tumultuous. Increase of knowledge only discovered to me more clearly what a wretched outcast I was. I cherished hope, it is true; but it vanished, when I beheld my person reflected in water, or my shadow in the moon-shine, even as that frail image and that inconstant shade.


“I endeavoured to crush these fears, and to fortify myself for the trial which in a few months I resolved to undergo; and sometimes I allowed my thoughts, unchecked by reason, to ramble in the fields of Paradise, and dared to fancy amiable and lovely creatures sympathizing with my feelings and cheering my gloom; their angelic countenances breathed smiles of consolation. But it was all a dream: no Eve soothed my sorrows, or shared my thoughts; I was alone. I remembered Adam’s supplication to his Creator;13 but where was mine? he had abandoned me, and, in the bitterness of my heart, I cursed him.


“Autumn passed thus. I saw, with surprise and grief, the leaves decay and fall, and nature again assume the barren and bleak appearance it had worn when I first beheld the woods and the lovely moon. Yet I did not heed the bleakness of the weather; I was better fitted by my conformation14 for the endurance of cold than heat. But my chief delights were the sight of the flowers, the birds, and all the gay apparel of summer; when those deserted me, I turned with more attention towards the cottagers. Their happiness was not decreased by the absence of summer. They loved, and sympathized with one another, and their joys, depending on each other, were not interrupted by the casualties that took place around them. The more I saw of them, the greater became my desire to claim their protection and kindness; my heart yearned to be known and loved by these amiable creatures; to see their sweet looks turned towards me with affection, was the utmost limit of my ambition. I dared not think that they would turn them from me with disdain and horror. The poor that stopped at their door were never driven away. I asked, it is true, for greater treasures than a little food or rest; I required kindness and sympathy; but I did not believe myself utterly unworthy of it.


“The winter advanced, and an entire revolution of the seasons had taken place since I awoke into life. My attention, at this time, was solely directed towards my plan of introducing myself into the cottage of my protectors. I revolved many projects; but that on which I finally fixed was, to enter the dwelling when the blind old man should be alone. I had sagacity enough to discover, that the unnatural hideousness of my person was the chief object of horror with those who had formerly beheld me. My voice, although harsh, had nothing terrible in it; I thought, therefore, that if, in the absence of his children, I could gain the good-will and mediation of the old De Lacey, I might, by his means, be tolerated by my younger protectors.


“One day, when the sun shone on the red leaves that strewed the ground, and diffused cheerfulness, although it denied warmth, Safie, Agatha, and Felix, departed on a long country walk, and the old man, at his own desire, was left alone in the cottage. When his children had departed, he took up his guitar, and played several mournful, but sweet airs, more sweet and mournful than I had ever heard him play before. At first his countenance was illuminated with pleasure, but, as he continued, thoughtfulness and sadness succeeded; at length, laying aside the instrument, he sat absorbed in reflection.


“My heart beat quick; this was the hour and moment of trial, which would decide my hopes, or realize fears. The servants were gone to a neighbouring fair. All was silent in and around the cottage: it was an excellent opportunity; yet, when I proceeded to execute my plan, my limbs failed me, and I sunk to the ground. Again I rose; and, exerting all the firmness of which I was master, removed the planks which I had placed before my hovel to conceal my retreat. The fresh air revived me, and, with renewed determination, I approached the door of their cottage.


“I knocked. ‘Who is there?’ said the old man—’Come in.’


“I entered; ‘Pardon this intrusion,’ said I, ‘I am a traveller in want of a little rest; you would greatly oblige me, if you would allow me to remain a few minutes before the fire.’


“ ‘Enter,’ said De Lacey; ‘and I will try in what manner I can relieve your wants; but, unfortunately, my children are from home, and, as I am blind, I am afraid I shall find it difficult to procure food for you.’


“ ‘Do not trouble yourself, my kind host, I have food; it is warmth and rest only that I need.’


“I sat down, and a silence ensued. I knew that every minute was precious to me, yet I remained irresolute in what manner to commence the interview; when the old man addressed me—


“ ‘By your language, stranger, I suppose you are my countryman;—are you French?’


“ ‘No; but I was educated by a French family, and understand that language only. I am now going to claim the protection of some friends, whom I sincerely love, and of whose favour I have some hopes.’


“ ‘Are these Germans?’


“ ‘No, they are French. But let us change the subject. I am an unfortunate and deserted creature; I look around, and I have no relation or friend upon earth. These amiable people to whom I go have never seen me, and know little of me. I am full of fears; for if I fail there, I am an outcast in the world for ever.’


“ ‘Do not despair. To be friendless is indeed to be unfortunate; but the hearts of men, when unprejudiced by any obvious self-interest, are full of brotherly love and charity. Rely, therefore, on your hopes; and if these friends are good and amiable, do not despair.’


“ ‘They are kind—they are the most excellent creatures in the world; but, unfortunately, they are prejudiced against me. I have good dispositions; my life has been hitherto harmless, and, in some degree, beneficial; but a fatal prejudice clouds their eyes, and where they ought to see a feeling and kind friend, they behold only a detestable monster.’


“ ‘That is indeed unfortunate; but if you are really blameless, cannot you undeceive them?’


“ ‘I am about to undertake that task; and it is on that account that I feel so many overwhelming terrors. I tenderly love these friends; I have, unknown to them, been for many months in the habits of daily kindness towards them; but they believe that I wish to injure them, and it is that prejudice which I wish to overcome.’


“ ‘Where do these friends reside?’


“ ‘Near this spot.’


“The old man paused, and then continued, ‘If you will unreservedly confide to me the particulars of your tale, I perhaps may be of use in undeceiving them. I am blind, and cannot judge of your countenance, but there is something in your words which persuades me that you are sincere. I am poor, and an exile; but it will afford me true pleasure to be in any way serviceable to a human creature.’


“ ‘Excellent man! I thank you, and accept your generous offer. You raise me from the dust by this kindness; and I trust that, by your aid, I shall not be driven from the society and sympathy of your fellow-creatures.’


“ ‘Heaven forbid! even if you were really criminal; for that can only drive you to desperation, and not instigate you to virtue. I also am unfortunate; I and my family have been condemned, although innocent: judge, therefore, if I do not feel for your misfortunes.’


“ ‘How can I thank you, my best and only benefactor? from your lips first have I heard the voice of kindness directed towards me; I shall be for ever grateful; and your present humanity assures me of success with those friends whom I am on the point of meeting.’


“ ‘May I know the names and residence of those friends?’


“I paused. This, I thought, was the moment of decision, which was to rob me of, or bestow happiness on me for ever. I struggled vainly for firmness sufficient to answer him, but the effort destroyed all my remaining strength; I sank on the chair, and sobbed aloud. At that moment I heard the steps of my younger protectors. I had not a moment to lose; but, seizing the hand of the old man, I cried, ‘Now is the time!—save and protect me! You and your family are the friends whom I seek. Do not you desert me in the hour of trial!’


“ ‘Great God!’ exclaimed the old man, ‘who are you?’


“At that instant the cottage door was opened, and Felix, Safie, and Agatha entered. Who can describe their horror and consternation on beholding me? Agatha fainted; and Safie, unable to attend to her friend, rushed out of the cottage. Felix darted forward, and with supernatural force tore me from his father, to whose knees I clung: in a transport of fury, he dashed me to the ground, and struck me violently with a stick. I could have torn him limb from limb, as the lion rends the antelope. But my heart sunk within me as with bitter sickness, and I refrained. I saw him on the point of repeating his blow, when, overcome by pain and anguish, I quitted the cottage, and in the general tumult escaped unperceived to my hovel.”
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CHAPTER SIX
STURMWALD

 

INSIDE THE BOATHOUSE, WHERE THE MIGHTY FOUNDATION of Château Frankenstein rose slick and black from the lake, there was a thick door reinforced with bands of iron. It was always kept locked, though long ago Konrad and Elizabeth and I had found the key, hidden within a chink in the wall.


It was late afternoon when I took the key and opened the door. The dank smell of the dungeons wafted up to me. Hundreds of years before, the captured enemies of the Frankenstein family would have been dragged there, manacled. I stepped inside, lit my lantern, and closed the door behind me.


Ten steep steps brought me down to a narrow corridor, on either side of which were six cells. The doors hung open now. I went from cell to cell, sticking my lantern inside. So near the beauty of the lake, the mountain air—yet you would hardly know it here, with only a small barred window set high into the thick stone. My lantern light picked out some writing on the wall. A name: Guy de Montparnasse. And not far from it, another even fainter name. Casting my light about the cell, I saw five names—all prisoners from different times. I imagined them scratching the stone—with what? A tin spoon? A broken fingernail? A rotted tooth? Leaving some sign of themselves, like a cry to the outside world. A plea for remembrance. For a moment I felt breathless, but I forced myself to the next cell, and the next, until I found the one I sought.


My memory was correct. At the very end of the corridor was a larger cell. Perhaps for the most important prisoners. It had a crude wooden table and several chairs, and some shelves on the walls.


This would do.


On the table I set down my lantern, the wallet Polidori had given me, and a small bundle of measuring apparatus I had smuggled out of the kitchen. I needed a place where I could work in total secrecy, in case there was a spill, or a telltale odor that would alert my parents to my work.


Carefully I took out the vials of ingredients and set them in a row, then the mortar and pestle, and the set of minuscule measuring spoons. As promised, Polidori had written instructions for me.


My laboratory. I felt a curious eagerness and excitement. Never had I excelled at schoolwork. I was impatient, I was sloppy. But I had been charged with creating something and was determined to do it well.


Polidori had not lied. It was a simple concoction, and his instructions were clear. Yet I was extremely nervous. The success of our enterprise might rest on this. I measured everything twice and even thrice before adding it to the flask. And with every completed step, I felt a growing sense of satisfaction, and pride.


As I poured in the final ingredient, I started at the sound of footsteps.


“It’s only me,” whispered Elizabeth, and I saw the spill of her lantern light outside in the corridor before she appeared in the doorway.


“Do you remember, when I was ten, you and Konrad dared me to stay here half an hour without light?”


“And you did it,” I said, laughing.


“Of course,” she said, entering the cell and looking at the table. “Is it done?”


“It is,” I said, stoppering the flask and shaking it vigorously.


“You are very clever, Victor,” she said.


“Anyone might have done it,” I said, pleased by her praise.


“What is it, exactly? This vision of the wolf?”


“It is not as devilish as it sounds. Polidori explains it in his note. You remember when Father told us about the workings of the eye?”


“It is like a lens,” said Elizabeth. “When it needs light, the pupil opens wider to admit it.”


“Yes,” I said. “But the human eye isn’t accustomed to working well in the dark, not like many animals’ are. So this compound lets your eyes dilate more than usual to make use of whatever starlight is available.”


“It makes perfect sense,” she said. “Have you tested it?’


I shook my head. “There’s not enough. And we must use it sparingly, and only when necessary, for it lasts only an hour or so. And then we must not use it again for at least a month.”


“Why’s that?”


“Polidori says it can damage the tissues of the eye.”


“It does not sound entirely safe,” she remarked.


“He says it is, as long as we heed his instructions. How are the other preparations?”


“We are ready,” she said, and gave me her report. She and Henry had found a good measure of lightweight rope and had knotted it at regular intervals so we might climb it. They had assembled lanterns and matches, water flasks and cloaks, for it promised to be cold tonight—and had hidden it all at the entrance to the Sturmwald.


“There is one thing you have forgotten,” she said.


“What?” I asked.


“If I am to navigate the woods in total darkness and climb a tree, I need proper clothes. Clothes they do not make for women. I will need some trousers.”


“Trousers?” I said, amazed.


“You sound surprised.”


“I just assumed it would be Henry and me climbing the tree.”


“Oh.” She nodded humbly. “Yes, I suppose that makes the most sense. I can just wait at the bottom and do needlepoint by the light of the lantern—”


“Elizabeth—,” I said, hearing the fire kindling in her voice.


“—or just daydream about the latest Paris fashions.”


“Polidori said the tree is extremely high.”


“Rather like the one I rescued you from a few years ago?”


“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about,” I lied, fighting hard not to smile.


“Yes, you do! The great elm in the east pasture? I can see by your face you remember!”


I remembered it exactly. Like me, Elizabeth was a keen climber of trees, and we had both gone very high. But when I’d looked down, I’d been paralyzed with fear. Elizabeth had reassured me, and bullied me safely down to the ground.


“Oh, that!” I said with a dismissive shrug. “I was only eleven.”


“So was I. You needed me then, and you need me now. You won’t get Henry up the tree anyway.”


“Why not?”


“Henry? Come, Victor, he’s no adventurer.”


“He’s very practical,” I said.


Elizabeth sniffed. “A pair of your trousers should do nicely. Some breeches and a tunic of some sort.”


“Yes, yes, of course,” I said. “I’ll bring some to your room.”


“Thank you.” She looked about the cell. “I am amazed you could concentrate in this place.”


“I was absorbed in my work.”


“Dr. Murnau seems very learned,” she said. “I wonder sometimes—”


“If we are being foolish in our quest?” I said.


She nodded. “His knowledge seems so modern, and ours is ancient and—”


“Do you worry it is sinful?” I asked.


She took a breath. “No,” she said firmly. “God is the creator, and anything on this earth is here by His permission. I cannot think He minds if we use His creations—only how. For good or ill. What we seek is for good, so I will not worry about it.”


I wondered if she believed herself or merely wanted to.


“I felt the power of that book,” I said. “I cannot deny it.”


“Let us leave this place,” she said, “and get a little rest before tonight.”


Fitful starlight was our only guide as we left the château on foot. It was nearly midnight. Clouds streamed across the sky, driven by an icy northerly wind. We skirted the village of Bellerive and climbed up through alpine meadows toward the Sturmwald, a swath of deep blackness against the horizon. Resting for a moment, we looked back and saw the lake and the city glimmering below us. Far away a church bell tolled one in the morning. We hurried, and before long we reached the forest’s edge and found the place where Elizabeth and Henry had hidden our gear.


“There will be a storm,” Henry said with a shiver. Overhead, branches swayed with the wind.


I lit a lantern. It was most strange to see Elizabeth in my clothes. I was used to her in flowing dresses. My breeches, cinched tightly around her waist, made me aware of her hips for the first time. And I was aware too of the tightness of the tunic across her chest. Far from making her seem more boyish, my clothes made her young womanhood all the more obvious. She had knotted her long amber hair into a single braid.


“I do not enjoy the breeches,” she said to me. “They are tight on my thighs. But it is quite wonderful to feel so light, after so many layers.” She giggled as she gave a graceful pirouette. “No wonder you men manage the affairs of the world. It is far less tiring in lighter clothes!” She poked me in the chest. “I know your secret now.”


“Ha,” I said awkwardly. “Here.” I handed her a furred cloak, and passed another to Henry before putting on my own.


“The stars will soon be gone,” said Henry, peering out at the cloudy sky above the lake.


We each carried a rucksack and shouldered a coil of knotted rope. We lit two more lanterns.


I looked once more at Polidori’s map. “This way,” I said, venturing into the Sturmwald on a narrow path.


Among the tall trees, what little starlight remained was all but blocked. Though we each held a lantern, we could see no more than a few feet before us. We staggered on uphill. Sheathed in my belt was a dagger taken from our armory. It made me feel safer.


The sound of wind was building, and all around us in the undergrowth I heard animal noises. A distant pair of eyes flashed in the glare of our lanterns, and then was gone. They were not small eyes.


“Victor,” Henry said tightly, “there is an animal.”


“I saw it too,” said Elizabeth, and added hopefully, “perhaps a deer.”


“It’s long gone,” I said. “Nothing will come near the light.”


I said no more, but I sensed that the three of us were not alone. Some other presence kept pace with us, traveling on padded feet, its eyes capable of parting the night as easily as a curtain.


The trees grew taller. The wind moaned. The path narrowed, then seemed to disappear altogether. I paused to look again at the map.


“We should have reached a clearing by now,” I muttered.


“We’re lost, then,” said Henry.


“These lanterns are useless,” I said. “I feel trapped in their glare.”


I also felt vulnerable. Everything could see me, and I could see nothing. I envied the animals their dark vision. From my pocket I took the vial I had mixed earlier.


“Is that Polidori’s potion?” said Henry uneasily.


“The vision of the wolf,” I said, setting down my lantern. I pulled out the stopper, tilted my head, and tapped the vial. A thick drop welled out and hit my cheek. I tried again, and this time the liquid hit me squarely in the eye. I fought the urge to blink it away, and moved to my other eye. The next drop hit home.


“Is it working?” Elizabeth asked.


“It stings,” I said, and then suddenly the stinging became a searing pain. Instinctively I clenched my eyes shut. My fists flew up to scrub at them. What if I’d made the potion improperly? What if I were blinded? Fear broke free in me.


“Get me the water flask, Henry!” I cried.


“Here, here!” I heard him shout.


“I cannot see!” I bellowed.


“Give me the flask!” I heard Elizabeth tell him, and I felt her firm hand on my arm. “Stay still, Victor! Tip your head back. I will douse your eyes. Open them wide!”


I opened them wide—and abruptly the stinging stopped.


“Wait!” I said, and pulled roughly away from her. I blinked and stared about me.


The forest seemed eerily illuminated, the trunks painted silver, the earth beneath my feet glowing. Between the trees, amid the undergrowth, I caught sight of tiny animals, shrews and moles, going about their nighttime hunting.


Swarms of newly hatched mosquitoes scudded like clouds above the grass. From the base of a tree, a mouse tentatively lifted its head out from its nest, and higher up, an owl’s head swiveled, listening, predatory.


“Victor,” Elizabeth was saying. “Victor, are you all right?”


I realized I had not spoken a word for several seconds, had been looking all about me, drinking in the night with my eyes.


“Vision of the wolf,” I murmured. “It works. It works!”


I turned toward Elizabeth, and her lantern’s light sent a piercing pain through my eyes.


“It is too bright for me,” I said, whirling away.


“Give me some,” said Elizabeth, setting down her lantern.


“It’s very painful at first,” I warned her.


“I want the vision too!”


“Very well. Come close.” I tipped her head back—and her lovely pale throat seemed to flash in the night. I tapped a drop into each of her hazel eyes.


“Ah!” she cried out, her hands flying to her face, just as mine had. “Water! Please, Victor, please!”


“No,” I said, and held her firmly as she struggled against me, whimpering. Then she opened her eyes and grew still. She drew away from me.


“I see you as though it were merely twilight,” she said.


“Yes.”


For a moment we just stared at each other with our wolf eyes. She looked different somehow. Perhaps it was the fur of her collar around her throat, but she was like some lithe animal.


“Henry,” I said, shielding my face from his lantern, “will you take some?”


“I will not,” he replied, and I could almost smell his fear as he beheld us warily, as though we were somehow changed.


“Put out the lanterns, then,” Elizabeth told him. Was her voice lower, almost hoarse, or was I imagining it?


“I think it wise to keep mine lit,” Henry said. “It will keep any animals at bay.”


“Very well,” I muttered, though I had no fear of other animals now. “Walk behind, so we are not blinded.”


“There is the clearing,” said Elizabeth, pointing.


Before, we might have walked right past it, but now it was obvious. I hurried through the trees and undergrowth and emerged before a vast heap of bones. I tilted my head to one side, trying to make sense of it. The hair lifted on the back of my neck. Elizabeth crouched beside me, breathing quietly. A moment later Henry’s lantern suddenly blazed off the bones, and he gave a cry.


It was hard to tell what animals the bones came from, since most were splintered and broken.


“What kind of creature could have done this?” Henry gasped.


My eyes saw some larger bones. Instinctively I sniffed. A rabbit? A wild dog? I could not tell.


“They are mostly very small,” said Elizabeth decisively.


I gave a low growl as one of the bones twitched—and I had a terrible image of the entire pile assembling itself into some monstrous specter that would consume us. But almost at once I could see several small animals moving among the bones, feeding on the last of their meat and marrow.


Elizabeth chuckled softly, looking up into the glowering sky.


“Birds,” she said. “They have made this heap. Don’t you remember your father telling us about the lammergeier? How it drops its prey onto rocks to break the bones so it can more easily get at the marrow?”


“I must have missed that lesson,” said Henry. “What is a lammergeier?”


“Bearded vulture,” I murmured. “The locals call them tree griffins. They’re quite large.”


“Ah, excellent,” said Henry. “This adventure grows more enjoyable by the second.”


“Which way now?” Elizabeth asked me. A heat came off her that I found strangely distracting.


I pulled out my map. “From here there is a trail that should take us right to the tree.”


She was already walking with a hunched intensity. I followed.


“Wait for me, please,” said Henry. “This does not look like a path!”


“It’s just overgrown,” I said gruffly. With my wolf’s eyes I could see it like a silvery river running deeper into the forest.


I loped behind Elizabeth, scarcely aware of the steep climb.


“You’re going too quickly,” I heard Henry say. “I’ll lose you in the darkness!”


Reluctantly I slowed down. The smells of the forest were keener somehow, and I caught myself swinging my head from side to side, tasting the air, peering among the trees. My earlier feeling of being followed was more intense and—


There. A distant pair of eyes met my own as we kept pace through the Sturmwald. Perhaps it was a wolf. I was not afraid. Somehow I felt we were kin right now, prowling in the night.


Elizabeth found the tree. On the immense trunk the X mark was still faintly visible. I looked up. The first branches were very high, maybe more than fifty feet up. We set down our gear at the base. I took the light rope, which I had weighted at one end as a hurling line.


Standing back from the trunk, I heaved toward the branches. The line paid out perfectly from its coil, but then fell back. Again I threw, with all my might. I squinted, trying to follow its ascent, but not even my wolf eyes could penetrate the high gloom of the tree.


My line was still paying out.


“I think you’ve done it!” said Elizabeth.


“There is the weighted end!” Henry cried.


Exactly as I’d hoped, it had looped over a branch and was pulling the rope up even as it fell earthward. It hit the ground at our feet.


We tied the light line to a stouter climbing rope, and we fed it up and over the branch and back to earth.


“It’s a good sixty feet,” said Henry as we tied the rope’s end securely around the trunk. I gave it a good tug and then jumped up onto it. It held firm.


“Henry, will you climb?” I asked him.


“I would, normally, yes, if it weren’t for my intense fear of heights.”


“I never knew you had a fear of heights.”


Queasily he looked up into the tree. “Oh, yes.”


“It will inspire you! Think of the poetry you will write!”


“Ah. That is what imagination is for,” he said. “So I do not have to have unpleasant experiences.”


I glanced at Elizabeth. She smiled at me in a most self-satisfied way.


“Henry,” I said. “I am disappointed.”


“Victor, do not force him,” said Elizabeth. “It’s just as well to have someone on the ground in case something happens to us in the tree.”


“I will watch over you. From here,” said Henry.


“Excellent plan,” I said. “There may be bone-crunching predators to fend off. I’ll go first.”


I removed my cloak. Despite the wind, I was too hot, as though my own body were clad in fur. I began my climb, the knots in the rope giving good purchase for my hands and feet. I felt an unusual energy in my limbs, and before I knew it, I was at the branch—and a good thick one it was—and hauling myself onto it. I shuffled over toward the trunk to wait for Elizabeth.


Watching her climb, I was filled with admiration. She showed no sign of hesitation or fear and was scarcely out of breath as I helped her up onto the branch. As she panted softly, I felt a most powerful and savage pounding through my veins, and wondered if she too felt the same strange keening. I wanted to grab her by the hand and disappear into the forest. I was a wolf and she was my she-wolf, and the night belonged to us.


I tore my eyes from her and began to climb for the summit. Among the big limbs grew smaller ones that got in our way, and stabbed at my flesh. My hands were soon sticky with sap, my hair matted with needles and insects.


“How much higher?” Elizabeth asked, just below me.


“I feel the breeze,” I said. “We must be close.”


Then I spied, not far above my head, a thick wall of sticks and dried grasses, built out from the trunk. I pointed it out to Elizabeth.


“A nest,” she whispered.


It was a marvel of engineering: a huge cone shape, three feet deep, and at least six feet across at its top. I’d once seen a grand eagle’s nest on a sheer rock face of the Salève Mountain. This nest was bigger—and it blocked our way to the tree’s summit.


“Perhaps it’s abandoned,” I said, thinking we might climb right through it. But my answer came on a gust of wind—the rancid odor of fresh bird droppings and regurgitated meat, making me nearly gag.


From the ground Henry suddenly bellowed, “How are you? Have you reached the top?”


“Shush!” I called back to him.


Inside the nest something rustled.


“We can climb around. There, look,” Elizabeth said.


“Tricky,” I said. It would take us closer than I liked to the nest, and the branches were shorter and skinnier there. The wind had picked up, and it seemed to me the sky’s blackness had intensified, if that was possible. I saw the faraway lights of Geneva, and then they were blotted out as great sooty strands of cloud blew across—toward us.


“A storm’s coming,” Elizabeth said.


I nodded. “We’ve got to be quick.”


Hastily we climbed around the nest, giving it as wide a berth as possible. We were some distance from the trunk, and I missed its security. Out here on the skinnier branches there was much less to grip if we slipped. Below: a drop of a hundred feet.


A smattering of icy rain hit my face.


“Are you all right?” I whispered to Elizabeth. “Do you wish to go down?”


“Absolutely not,” she said. “Hurry now!”


We were level with the nest, and as we climbed past it, an unearthly squawk made me freeze. I looked down and saw a head emerging over the rim.


What I saw was not an eagle.


I thought: Griffin.


A large, angry eye flashed, and a long, fierce beak opened. Bristling from the creature’s lower jaw was some kind of dark crest. Its neck and shoulders were thick and gave the impression of immense strength. There was no color at night, and a wolf did not see in color anyway, not like humans. But I had the impression of bright, flaming orange fur cloaked with black feathers.


“The lammergeier,” I said.


Its wings opened and seemed to take forever to reach their full span. Eight feet, ten, I could not be sure. In the strengthening wind they billowed like feathered sails, then furled once more against the beast’s body. A blow from those wings could knock us from the tree.


With false confidence I said, “It cannot see in the dark, surely.”


Beyond the lake, over the mountains, the clouds were illuminated from within by a brilliant stutter of lightning, and in that split second Elizabeth and I were etched against the sky. The bearded vulture shrieked.


“I believe it has seen us now,” I said.


“She will not leave her nest,” whispered Elizabeth. “Her instinct will be to protect, not attack.”


I was glad she’d been so attentive to my father’s lectures; I remembered nothing of the sort.


Reluctantly, slowly, we made our way toward the tree’s summit, not fifteen feet above the nest. I tried to ignore the vulture below, and scoured the bark for lichen.


“Here!” said Elizabeth.


On the southeast face was a small patch. Even with our wolves’ vision its glow was subtle. From my trousers I pulled the padded vial and a pair of tweezers and passed them to Elizabeth. Her nimble fingers went to work at once, scraping the lichen off the bark.


“Its grip is stubborn,” she muttered.


“Do you want me to try?” I asked, reaching for the tweezers.


“No!” she said fiercely.


More lightning, closer now, lit the sky. The rain came harder, and the treetop was rocking from the wind. We wrapped our legs about the trunk, holding on.


Another shriek pulled my gaze down. There was no longer just one head protruding from the nest, but two. And then—to my horror—three.


“Elizabeth,” I said, as calmly as I could manage, though I feared my voice broke.


“Yes?”


“Do you have enough?”


“Not yet.”


“Please hurry. There are three now.”


She glanced down, gasped, and then started scraping madly at the bark. “I did read,” she said, her voice shaky, “that the female will often choose two mates, and the three of them will share a nest and protect the young.”


One of the vultures hopped up onto the rim of its nest, head flicking from side to side. I unsnapped the sheath of my dagger.


Not a hundred yards away a jagged shaft of lightning struck a tree, and the tree exploded into flame.


“We must go!” I shouted.


“The vial is not full!” she shouted back.


“It’s good enough! Come on!”


She pushed the cork into the vial, and slipped the vial into a pocket of her breeches.


I led the way down, keeping as far from the nest as possible. The vulture on the rim watched us intently but did not move. We were exactly level with the nest. The branches were slick from the rain, and I was suddenly aware that I was squinting down to see them.


“Victor!” Elizabeth whispered in alarm. “My vision … !”


I looked toward her voice and was shocked that I could see her only as a shadow. I felt her hand touch my arm.


“It’s wearing off,” I said. “Quickly!”


But the vision left as swiftly as it had come. I was virtually blind, a wolf no more.


I heard Elizabeth shuffle closer toward me, then heard another sound. The billowing flap of a large bird’s wings. A terrible stench wafted over us.


A great flash of lightning illuminated the night, and there, burned into the sky for a split second, was a bearded vulture, leering at us from the branch above.


Then pitch black again, and with the deafening sound of thunder came a stabbing pain in my hand. I swore, and tore my hand free from the vulture’s beak—so quickly that I lost my balance. I flailed about and just managed to catch hold of another branch to stop me from tumbling out of the tree.


“Victor?” Elizabeth cried.


“Fine, I’m fine. Come lower!” I shouted.


Feeling my way, I made it down to the next branch, and then the next, and started working back toward the trunk. I could hear Elizabeth’s panting and knew she was close by.


The storm was directly overhead now. Great javelins of lightning came one after another, and I saw things only in ghastly rain-streaked frozen images:


The vulture overhead, tensed to hop lower.


Elizabeth’s face, looking in horror at something beneath us.


A second vulture, hunched two branches down, beak parted in a silent shriek, for nothing could be heard above the demonic thunder. The entire tree shook, and I clung to the drenched limbs in terror.


“Victor!” Elizabeth was shouting in my ear. “There is one below us!”


“I know!” I shouted back.


“They are trying to force us off the tree!”


“Come here! Put your back against the trunk.” I shifted to make space. I pulled my dagger from its sheath, then hooked my free arm tightly around a branch and hoped for more lightning.


Let me see. Let me see them coming.


“Victor!” came Henry’s frantic cry between thunderclaps. “There’s something slinking about down here!”


“Shut up and light another lantern!” I shouted back.


The storm was so close that the lightning and thunder came simultaneously, a great blinding stroke that hit the tree next to us, splintering wood and sending up a plume of smoke and flame.


Now I had my light!


And just in time—for my branch bounced, and the vulture that had been below was now suddenly right beside me. It flared its wings and lunged. I struck fast with my dagger, hitting it in the chest. The bird shrieked, but before I could scramble back, it swatted my arm with its wing and knocked the dagger from my grip. The weapon went spinning earthward.


From below came a hysterical cry from Henry. “Victor! Elizabeth! Something climbs the tree toward you!”


The vulture on my branch hopped closer. I bared my teeth and howled at it. And maybe there was a little of the wolf left in me, for the bird shrank back, hissing.


Elizabeth’s scream made me turn. The other vulture was directly above her now, its sharp claws trying to impale her outstretched hand. Its eyes flashed, its beak opened, and in amazement I watched as Elizabeth with her free hand grabbed the creature and dragged it off the branch.


The vulture was so surprised that it had no time to unfurl its wings before Elizabeth sank her teeth into its throat. I didn’t know who was more shocked, the vulture or me. The vulture made a most unholy sound and thrashed free. As it flailed to a higher branch, it struck me with its wing, and my foot slipped.


I fell, grabbing for anything—and the only thing nearby was the wing of the vulture on my other side. Its clawed feet sank deeply into the bark, and it held tightly, and so it unwittingly pulled me back from a deadly fall.


“Victor! Elizabeth!” Henry hollered again. “It comes! Look out!”


A sleek catlike form hurtled toward me from the branches. I saw a mouthful of sharp teeth and threw up my arm to protect myself. But the jaws were not meant for me. The creature streaked past and sank its fangs into the vulture’s throat, pinning it against the branch and holding it tightly until the bird twitched no more.


The speckled cat finally released its grip, and the vulture’s limp body slid off the branch, thudding down through the branches. The cat then turned, its maw spattered with blood, and I saw that it was Krake.


His green eyes met mine for a moment, and there was such bloodlust in them that I thought he would attack me next. But he did not. He glared up at the second vulture, still hovering uncertainly, and gave an earsplitting yowl. The bird retreated at once, back toward its nest and mate.


Krake promptly stretched out on the branch and started licking himself clean.


“Krake!” gasped Elizabeth. “Good kitty!”


“Victor! Elizabeth!” Henry bellowed. “Are you all right? Tell me what’s happening! I feel so useless down here!”


Elizabeth and I began to laugh, soaked to the skin in the rain.


“We are fine, Henry!” she called. “Krake came to our assistance!”


I looked at Elizabeth in amazement. “You bit the vulture! In the throat!”


She looked confused for a moment, then slowly nodded, and began laughing even harder. “It seemed—like the only—thing to do.”


I could still see the savage expression on her face. It should have repelled me, but it only attracted me. I felt a powerful urge to crush her against me and drink in her heat and scent that had been distracting me all night. My eyes settled on her mouth. I shook my head to dislodge the thought.


“What did it taste like?” I asked.


“I have no idea,” she said, then wrinkled her nose and wiped her mouth, spitting. “Did I really bite it?”


I nodded. “Let’s get out of this tree.”


Carefully, for the tree was treacherously slippery and our limbs were weak, we climbed down through the branches to the rope. Elizabeth went first, and then I, hand over hand, my body shaking. Henry was there to wrap my cloak about me as my feet touched earth. I sank down next to Elizabeth to catch my breath.


Henry seemed the most shaken of all of us. His cheeks were flushed and he paced about in the lantern light and fired questions at us.


“Sparks rained down on me from above; I feared the whole forest would ignite!” he exclaimed. “And then a wildcat was leaping for me and up the tree! I had no idea what to think! Honestly, Polidori might have told us he was sending Krake!”


The lynx landed on the earth beside us. I reached out and scratched the fur between his ears. He purred loudly. I wondered if it was Krake I’d seen, keeping pace with us through the forest. His green eyes settled on me calmly, and I knew his intelligence was not to be underestimated. Polidori had obviously trained him well, so well that he could follow us to the Sturmwald and watch over us, should we encounter danger.


“What matters is that we got it,” I said. “The first ingredient!”


“I just hope it’s enough,” said Elizabeth with a frown, pulling the vial from her pocket.


The lynx butted me gently with his head, then again more insistently. Tied around his neck was a small pouch. He looked at me expectantly. I unclasped the pouch, and inside was a handwritten note.


Dear Sir,




I trust all went well in the Sturmwald, and that Krake was of some assistance. I hope his presence did not alarm you. To save you a trip to Geneva, you may place the lichen in Krake’s pouch and he will return it to me immediately. My work on the translation continues. Come again in three days if you so please.



 

Your humble servant,
Julius Polidori

 

I showed Elizabeth the letter.


“A strange messenger, but I’m sure most reliable,” she said, and placed the vial carefully within Krake’s pouch.


Without delay the lynx leapt into the forest, streaking back toward Geneva and his master.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
HOUSE ARREST

 

WE SENT HENRY STRAIGHT BACK TO GENEVA WITH the coelacanth head. The city gates closed at ten o’clock, and he had little time to lose. I wanted it delivered to Polidori’s house as soon as possible.


We’d told our parents that Henry would likely return straight home after our outing, so they wouldn’t think it strange when we arrived back at the château without him. The three of us made our way with all haste, for the light was quickly failing, and we knew that our parents would be worried—and likely furious.


“There will be questions,” I said when we approached the stables, slowing our horses to a trot. “We must tell them as little as possible. We are wet because we fell into the water while fishing.”


“We have no fish to show for ourselves,” said Elizabeth.


“I should’ve thought of that,” I said. “But it can’t be helped now. We fished for the sport of it. We’re late because we lost track of the time.”


“Most important of all,” said Konrad, “we do not mention anything about Polidori or our quest.”


Mother and Father must have been listening for our horses, for they were in the courtyard scarcely before we had dismounted. On seeing us, Mother burst into tears and scolded, even as she embraced us. Her grief made me feel ashamed for the first time.


We handed off our horses to the grooms and were ushered inside.


“You have worried your poor mother to distraction, and me as well,” Father said angrily.


When I removed my riding furs, Mother gasped.


“Victor, your arm!” I looked to see the bloom of blood on my shirt.


“A small wound, really,” I said, glad of the chance to appear brave before Elizabeth.


“We must call for Dr. Lesage,” Mother said.


“We won’t be able to reach him until morning,” said Father. “I will tend to it.” To Schultz, our butler, he said, “Konrad and Elizabeth will need warm baths drawn at once. Give them each a small glass of brandy. And have bed warmers between their sheets, please.”


“Very good, Master Frankenstein,” said Schultz.


I watched as my brother and Elizabeth were led off, as meekly as little children, to their separate baths.


My father turned to me. “Come to my study.”


Mother made to accompany us, but my father caught her eye and shook his head. Inside his study he sat me at the great oak desk and told me to remove my shirt. I did so, and he unwound the bandages.


“You have been bitten,” he said calmly.


I cleared my throat. “Yes,” I said. “It was a fish. A large one.”


Father took a small valise from a cupboard and withdrew from it a clean white cloth, which he spread over the desk. Next he set out bundles of cotton batting, a packet of needles, and a spool of thread. I always knew that Father’s knowledge was impressive but had not known he was also capable of simple surgery.


At the side table he filled a tumbler with brandy, and then placed it on the desk near me.


“You may wish to fortify yourself,” he said.


“I am fine,” I said, my mouth dry.


“Very well. Hold out your arm.” He took a clear flask, unstoppered it, and poured a small amount of liquid directly into each of my wounds. It was worse than being bitten. The pain pierced my arm through and through, and I cried out.


“Alcohol to disinfect,” my father said, “before we suture.” He started to thread a needle. “What possessed you to go underground?”


“Underground?” I croaked, truly surprised.


“I glanced inside your saddlebags,” he said, “and found a lantern and a flask of oil.”


What a fool I’d been. I composed my answer carefully. “We’d heard tales that there was a pool beneath the earth where we might see a coelacanth.”


“Are they not extinct?” my father asked, and inserted the needle into my flesh. I winced but kept myself from crying out.


“No,” I grunted as the needle crisscrossed my wound. “They live … in the lake bottom and … spend their days in underground pools.”


“And you were bitten while attempting to catch it?”


I exhaled. “Yes, Father.”


He made another two stitches, closing the first wound, and then tied off the threads and snipped them short with scissors.


The room swam briefly before me. My father turned my arm so he could work on the second bite.


“It was very foolish,” I said, hoping to distract him from his calm course of questioning. “I promise I will never enter those caves again. I am very sorry.”


“Why did you try to catch the fish?” Father asked.


“To catch such a rare thing—” I groaned. “We thought it would be remarkable.”


“It seems,” said my father, “that you meant to explore these caves all along.”


I said nothing. I could not think clearly. The pain was mounting, and my guilt with it. I wondered if Elizabeth and Konrad were undergoing a similar interrogation by my mother. At least they weren’t having their rent flesh sewn together. They should have been able to keep silent. I reached for the brandy, but my father moved it beyond my grasp.


“Yes, it was planned all along, Father.”


“You deliberately misled your mother and me.”


I whimpered as the needle entered my flesh yet again. “Father, the pain is …” I reached out for the brandy, but once more he withheld it.


“You have also visited the Dark Library again.”


I said nothing.


“Yes or no, Victor?”


“Yes, I did,” I said faintly. “How did you know?”


“Footsteps in the dust. Books shelved in different places. It’s unlike you to deceive, Victor. And I can’t help wondering if these two deceptions—your forbidden visit to the library and your expedition today—are connected in some way.”


Why had I thought I could fool him? He was one of the cleverest men in the republic, a magistrate who judged truth from lie in his daily work.


“Are they connected, Victor?”


I had no more fight left. I nodded. He pushed the brandy toward me, and I greedily drained the tumbler. The burn in my throat temporarily obliterated the pain.


Father finished the last stitch and looked up. “Now I want to know why you did these things.”


“It was my idea from the start,” I said quickly. Even in my suffering I was eager to take full credit for the enterprise—and also to control the story. “When Konrad was ill, and none of the doctors seemed to know how to cure him, we found a recipe for an elixir of life and decided it might be his only hope. So we set about searching for the ingredients.”


Father’s face darkened. “Did you hear nothing of what I told you in the Dark Library? You disobeyed me to pursue some childish fancy!”


He brought his fist down on the desk and I jumped, but the violence of his gesture sparked my own anger. I was being treated like a criminal. Interrogated. Tortured.


“You’re wrong! It wasn’t childish! The vision of the wolf. The flameless fire! I made them both, and they worked!”


I regretted my outburst immediately. Father’s eyebrows contracted and he sat forward in his chair.


“You have been working alchemy?” he asked with disconcerting calm.


“Only to help us find the elixir’s ingredients.”


“And whose miraculous recipe have you been following? Master Caligula’s? Eclecti’s?”


“Agrippa’s,” I told him.


He shook his head. “No. You are not being honest. That recipe cannot be made.”


“You seem to know a lot about it,” I countered, then said, lying only a little, “We found a translation of the Magi’s Alphabet.”


“It has been lost!”


“We found one. Surely you cannot have read every single book in the Dark Library!”


This was a gamble, I knew. I saw my father bristle, but then he reigned in his temper.


“Victor, you have no idea the danger these elixirs pose. They are not proper cures!”


“Like Dr. Murnau’s?” I blurted.


He looked at me, silent.


“Konrad told me,” I said. “We have no secrets. But you’re keeping one from Mother. His illness might return.”


Father seemed weary suddenly. “There is a small chance.”


“And next time it might kill him! How can you sit back and do nothing? How can you trust Dr. Murnau’s guesswork, and no one else’s? Why not Agrippa’s? There are accounts of its successes—”


“Don’t be absurd,” said Father. “Dr. Murnau’s methods are informed by centuries of proper scientific learning.”


At that moment we were interrupted as the door to the study opened, and Elizabeth and Konrad, warmly robed, were ushered in by my mother.


“They wanted to see how you were,” Mother said to me.


“The patient will survive,” Father said.


Konrad was studying me, no doubt wondering how much of our adventure I’d revealed. I felt ashamed. I’d crumpled under Father’s interrogation. I’d not told him everything—but too much.


“It seems,” Father said to our mother, “that the children have been trying to gather the ingredients for an alchemical potion. An elixir of life, no less.”


The look of sheer surprise on Mother’s face told me that Konrad and Elizabeth had confessed very little.


“You said you’d gotten lost exploring the caves!” she exclaimed, seeming genuinely hurt. “How long has this been going on?”


“Since Konrad got ill,” Elizabeth murmured. “We wanted to cure him.”


Mother frowned. “But why would you persist with this even after Dr. Murnau cured him?”


From the corner of my eye I saw my father and brother exchange a glance, as if reminding each other of the secret they kept.


“An elixir of life would be a glorious thing to have,” Konrad said smoothly. “I confess I couldn’t resist the sheer adventure of it.”


“You must abandon this dark endeavor,” my father said firmly. “It is finished. Is that clear?”


“Yes,” Konrad and Elizabeth said.


“Victor, I don’t believe I heard you.”


“Yes,” I muttered.


“You’ve put your lives in peril. You might easily have been killed in those caves. And you should know this as well. Not only is the practice of alchemy fruitless, it is also illegal in our republic. You were unaware of this, no doubt.”


I nodded, truly surprised. I remembered Polidori telling us he’d personally been forbidden from the alchemical arts, but I hadn’t realized it was considered a crime.


“Some years ago,” Father went on, “we tried an alchemist who had been administering a certain miraculous elixir. People paid for it eagerly and willingly drank it. Some of them were made sicker; one died. To prevent further tragedies, the other magistrates and I decided to pass a law making it illegal to profit from, or administer, alchemical medicines.”


“We did not know that,” murmured Elizabeth contritely.


“I cannot have my own children daring the laws of the land,” he said.


“No, Father,” said Konrad.


“And while I admire the selflessness and love that inspired your actions,” said Father, “I’m very disappointed by how you’ve deceived your mother and me.”


I looked at him coldly, and thought he was a hypocrite. Was not he being dishonest with Mother, by not telling her the truth about Konrad’s illness?


“I’m placing you three under house arrest for the next two weeks. No riding. No boating. Your footsteps will not tread beyond the inner yard. You will receive no visitors.”


“Not even Henry?” I cried.


“Especially not Henry,” Father snapped. “He was one of your accomplices!”


“He didn’t really do much,” I muttered, and Konrad could not suppress a laugh.


“He was very good at staying behind,” said Elizabeth, biting back a smile, “on account of his acute imagination.”


And then the three of us fell into a violent fit of giggling, despite our exhaustion—and the prospect of being imprisoned for the next two weeks.


“We must somehow get a message to Polidori,” I said quietly.


We had slept deep into the morning and after a late breakfast the three of us had met in the ballroom, where we could stand outside on the balcony and see the glorious summer, forbidden us for two weeks.


“We need to make sure he got the coelacanth head from Henry—and that he knows we won’t be visiting for a fortnight.”


I was very worried what Henry might have told the alchemist; I didn’t want Polidori to think we’d exposed him, or given up on our plan.


Konrad exhaled. “Victor, we promised to end our adventure.”


I looked at him in surprise. “Yes, but we were lying.”


He glanced at Elizabeth, as though they’d already discussed this without me.


“Perhaps ending it is for the best,” she said.


“How is it for the best?” I demanded.


“We might have died, Victor,” she said in astonishment.


“Yes, I know. I was very nearly inhaled by a fish. But we can’t give up now. We have only a single ingredient left to find! Konrad, it was you who wanted to continue.”


“I regret it now. I’m of Father’s opinion. We are chasing a mirage. There is no proof these alchemical cures work.”


Elizabeth nodded, and I stared at her in astonishment. “You saw that book move; you smelled its blood!”


“I don’t know what I saw or smelled anymore.”


“Did you not say the room was bathed in red lamplight?” Konrad asked her. “That might have created the effect of—”


“You were not there,” I reminded him pointedly. “If you had been, you would’ve felt the power of the book, and Polidori—like Elizabeth and me.”


“I find it curious,” said Elizabeth, turning to me, “that you can’t believe in God but are more than willing to believe in alchemical wonders.”


“The vision of the wolf. The flameless fire. They may be wonders, but they’re real. It is just science by another name.”


Konrad sniffed. “Father doesn’t think so.”


“Right now,” said Elizabeth, “I am extremely grateful to be alive. And I think we should put the whole matter in God’s hands.”


Konrad gave a little nod.


“Has she converted you, then?” I asked. “You never believed in God.”


“She is very persuasive,” Konrad said, smiling, and Elizabeth flushed as they looked at each other fondly.


“And he’s converted you, too,” I said to her, disguising my jealous pain with anger. “You were so brave on our adventures, and now you cowardly want to surrender.”


She would not meet my eye. “We see things differently, Victor.”


“Well,” I said, “I prefer to take some action. But if you wish to lie about and hope for miracles, go ahead.”


“Victor, you have already risked your life for me,” said Konrad kindly. “I cannot imagine a greater show of brotherly love. I’ll never forget this. But I am asking you now to stop.”


“But—,” I began, only to have him interrupt me.


“Surely my say should count the more,” he said. “It’s my life. And I say stop. Truly, let’s leave this behind us.”


I did not know how to reply.


I woke the following morning to an unexpected feeling of well-being.


When I parted the curtains, warm sunlight doused me. I opened the window to the trill of birdsong and an intoxicatingly warm breeze. The lake sparkled. It seemed the whole world was before me, and it was truly beautiful, and beckoning me to return to it. I was alive.


I took a deep breath. These past weeks, during Konrad’s illness, my mind—awake and dreaming—had been filled with dread and cobwebs and darkness. I wanted the sun to burn them all away.


And I could not but wonder …


Maybe Konrad and Elizabeth were right, and it was best to abandon our dangerous and uncertain quest.


As far as prisons went, the château was a pleasant and roomy one, but it was still a prison. The lake and meadows we’d taken for granted all our lives now seemed to beckon from the windows and balconies with excruciating intensity.


Father was not a sadistic jailer. Though he refused to shorten our sentence (despite my best arguments), over the next five days he did try to distract us with entertaining stories about far-flung countries, and the bloody histories of famous battles that he knew Konrad and I had always craved when younger. He shared with us the news he received from abroad, where France heaved with revolution. A whole new world was being forged beyond the mountains, but within the walls of Château Frankenstein, nothing changed.


He’d done something to the library’s secret door so it would not open. Clearly he no longer trusted our promises.


Mother was very happy. She thought Konrad healed, and she had all her children under her roof day and night.
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VOLUME III
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CHAPTER IV
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I was soon introduced into the presence of the magistrate, an old benevolent man, with calm and mild manners. He looked upon me, however, with some degree of severity; and then, turning towards my conductors, he asked who appeared as witnesses on this occasion.


About half a dozen men came forward; and one being selected by the magistrate, he deposed, that he had been out fishing the night before with his son and brother-in-law, Daniel Nugent, when, about ten o’clock, they observed a strong northerly blast rising, and they accordingly put in for port. It was a very dark night, as the moon had not yet risen; they did not land at the harbour, but, as they had been accustomed, at a creek about two miles below. He walked on first, carrying a part of the fishing tackle, and his companions followed him at some distance. As he was proceeding along the sands, he struck his foot against something, and fell all his length on the ground. His companions came up to assist him; and, by the light of their lantern, they found that he had fallen on the body of a man, who was to all appearance dead. Their first supposition was, that it was the corpse of some person who had been drowned, and was thrown on shore by the waves; but, upon examination, they found that the clothes were not wet, and even that the body was not then cold. They instantly carried it to the cottage of an old woman near the spot, and endeavoured, but in vain, to restore it to life. He appeared to be a handsome young man, about five and twenty years of age. He had apparently been strangled; for there was no sign of any violence, except the black mark of fingers on his neck.


The first part of this deposition did not in the least interest me; but when the mark of the fingers was mentioned, I remembered the murder of my brother, and felt myself extremely agitated; my limbs trembled, and a mist came over my eyes, which obliged me to lean on a chair for support. The magistrate observed me with a keen eye, and of course drew an unfavourable augury1 from my manner.


The son confirmed his father’s account: but when Daniel Nugent was called, he swore positively that, just before the fall of his companion, he saw a boat, with a single man in it, at a short distance from the shore; and, as far as he could judge by the light of a few stars, it was the same boat in which I had just landed.


A woman deposed, that she lived near the beach, and was standing at the door of her cottage, waiting for the return of the fishermen, about an hour before she heard of the discovery of the body, when she saw a boat, with only one man in it, push off from that part of the shore where the corpse was afterwards found.


Another woman confirmed the account of the fishermen having brought the body into her house; it was not cold. They put it into a bed, and rubbed it; and Daniel went to the town for an apothecary, but life was quite gone.


Several other men were examined concerning my landing; and they agreed, that, with the strong north wind that had arisen during the night, it was very probable that I had beaten about for many hours, and had been obliged to return nearly to the same spot from which I had departed. Besides, they observed that it appeared that I had brought the body from another place, and it was likely, that as I did not appear to know the shore, I might have put into the harbour ignorant of the distance of the town of–—from the place where I had deposited the corpse.


Mr. Kirwin, on hearing this evidence, desired that I should be taken into the room where the body lay for interment that it might be observed what effect the sight of it would produce upon me. This idea was probably suggested by the extreme agitation I had exhibited when the mode of the murder had been described. I was accordingly conducted, by the magistrate and several other persons, to the inn. I could not help being struck by the strange coincidences that had taken place during this eventful night; but, knowing that I had been conversing with several persons in the island I had inhabited about the time that the body had been found, I was perfectly tranquil as to the consequences2 of the affair.


I entered the room where the corpse lay, and was led up to the coffin. How can I describe my sensations on beholding it? I feel yet parched with horror, nor can I reflect on that terrible moment without shuddering and agony, that faintly reminds me of the anguish of the recognition. The trial, the presence of the magistrate and witnesses, passed like a dream from my memory, when I saw the lifeless form of Henry Clerval stretched before me. I gasped for breath; and, throwing myself on the body, I exclaimed, “Have my murderous machinations deprived you also, my dearest Henry, of life? Two I have already destroyed; other victims await their destiny: but you, Clerval, my friend, my benefactor–—”


The human frame could no longer support the agonizing suffering that I endured, and I was carried out of the room in strong convulsions.


A fever succeeded to this. I lay for two months on the point of death: my ravings, as I afterwards heard, were frightful; I called myself the murderer of William, of Justine, and of Clerval. Sometimes I entreated my attendants to assist me in the destruction of the fiend by whom I was tormented; and, at others, I felt the fingers of the monster already grasping my neck, and screamed aloud with agony and terror. Fortunately, as I spoke my native language, Mr. Kirwin alone understood me; but my gestures and bitter cries were sufficient to affright the other witnesses.


Why did I not die? More miserable than man ever was before, why did I not sink into forgetfulness and rest? Death snatches away many blooming children, the only hopes of their doating parents: how many brides and youthful lovers have been one day in the bloom of health and hope, and the next a prey for worms and the decay of the tomb! Of what materials was I made, that I could thus resist so many shocks, which, like the turning of the wheel, continually renewed the torture.


But I was doomed to live; and, in two months, found myself as awaking from a dream, in a prison, stretched on a wretched bed, surrounded by gaolers,3 turnkeys,4 bolts, and all the miserable apparatus of a dungeon. It was morning, I remember, when I thus awoke to understanding: I had forgotten the particulars of what had happened, and only felt as if some great misfortune had suddenly overwhelmed me; but when I looked around, and saw the barred windows, and the squalidness of the room in which I was, all flashed across my memory, and I groaned bitterly.


This sound disturbed an old woman who was sleeping in a chair beside me. She was a hired nurse, the wife of one of the turnkeys, and her countenance expressed all those bad qualities which often characterize that class. The lines of her face were hard and rude, like that of persons accustomed to see without sympathizing in sights of misery. Her tone expressed her entire indifference; she addressed me in English, and the voice struck me as one that I had heard during my sufferings:


“Are you better now, Sir?” said she.


I replied in the same language, with a feeble voice, “I believe I am; but if it be all true, if indeed I did not dream, I am sorry that I am still alive to feel this misery and horror.”


“For that matter,” replied the old woman, “if you mean about the gentleman you murdered, I believe that it were better for you if you were dead, for I fancy it will go hard with you; but you will be hung when the next sessions5 come on. However, that’s none of my business, I am sent to nurse you, and get you well; I do my duty with a safe conscience, it were well if every body did the same.”


I turned with loathing from the woman who could utter so unfeeling a speech to a person just saved, on the very edge of death; but I felt languid, and unable to reflect on all that had passed. The whole series of my life appeared to me as a dream; I sometimes doubted if indeed it were all true, for it never presented itself to my mind with the force of reality.


As the images that floated before me became more distinct, I grew feverish; a darkness pressed around me; no one was near me who soothed me with the gentle voice of love; no dear hand supported me. The physician came and prescribed medicines, and the old woman prepared them for me; but utter carelessness was visible in the first, and the expression of brutality was strongly marked in the visage of the second. Who could be interested in the fate of a murderer, but the hangman who would gain his fee?


These were my first reflections; but I soon learned that Mr. Kirwin had shewn me extreme kindness. He had caused the best room in the prison to be prepared for me (wretched indeed was the best); and it was he who had provided a physician and a nurse. It is true, he seldom came to see me; for, although he ardently desired to relieve the sufferings of every human creature, he did not wish to be present at the agonies and miserable ravings of a murderer. He came, therefore, sometimes to see that I was not neglected; but his visits were short, and at long intervals.


One day, when I was gradually recovering, I was seated in a chair, my eyes half open, and my cheeks livid like those in death, I was overcome by gloom and misery, and often reflected I had better seek death than remain miserably pent up only to be let loose in a world replete with wretchedness. At one time I considered whether I should not declare myself guilty, and suffer the penalty of the law, less innocent than poor Justine had been. Such were my thoughts, when the door of my apartment was opened, and Mr. Kirwin entered. His countenance expressed sympathy and compassion; he drew a chair close to mine, and addressed me in French—


“I fear that this place is very shocking to you; can I do any thing to make you more comfortable?”


“I thank you; but all that you mention is nothing to me: on the whole earth there is no comfort which I am capable of receiving.”


“I know that the sympathy of a stranger can be but of little relief to one borne down as you are by so strange a misfortune. But you will, I hope, soon quit this melancholy abode; for, doubtless, evidence can easily be brought to free you from the criminal charge.”


“That is my least concern: I am, by a course of strange events, become the most miserable of mortals. Persecuted and tortured as I am and have been, can death be any evil to me?”


“Nothing indeed could be more unfortunate and agonizing than the strange chances that have lately occurred. You were thrown, by some surprising accident, on this shore, renowned for its hospitality: seized immediately, and charged with murder. The first sight that was presented to your eyes was the body of your friend, murdered in so unaccountable a manner, and placed, as it were, by some fiend across your path.”


As Mr. Kirwin said this, notwithstanding the agitation I endured on this retrospect of my sufferings, I also felt considerable surprise at the knowledge he seemed to possess concerning me. I suppose some astonishment was exhibited in my countenance; for Mr. Kirwin hastened to say—


“It was not until a day or two after your illness that I thought of examining your dress, that I might discover some trace by which I could send to your relations an account of your misfortune and illness. I found several letters, and, among others, one which I discovered from its commencement to be from your father. I instantly wrote to Geneva: nearly two months have elapsed since the departure of my letter.—But you are ill; even now you tremble: you are unfit for agitation of any kind.”


“This suspense is a thousand times worse than the most horrible event: tell me what new scene of death has been acted, and whose murder I am now to lament.”


“Your family is perfectly well,” said Mr. Kirwin with gentleness; “and some one, a friend, is come to visit you.”


I know not by what chain of thought the idea presented itself, but it instantly darted into my mind that the murderer had come to mock at my misery, and taunt me with the death of Clerval, as a new incitement for me to comply with his hellish desires. I put my hand before my eyes, and cried out in agony—


“Oh! take him away! I cannot see him; for God’s sake, do not let him enter!”


Mr. Kirwin regarded me with a troubled countenance. He could not help regarding my exclamation as a presumption of my guilt, and said, in rather a severe tone—


“I should have thought, young man, that the presence of your father would have been welcome, instead of inspiring such violent repugnance.”


“My father!” cried I, while every feature and every muscle was relaxed from anguish to pleasure. “Is my father, indeed, come? How kind, how very kind. But where is he, why does he not hasten to me?”


My change of manner surprised and pleased the magistrate; perhaps he thought that my former exclamation was a momentary return of delirium, and now he instantly resumed his former benevolence. He rose, and quitted the room with my nurse, and in a moment my father entered it.


Nothing, at this moment, could have given me greater pleasure than the arrival of my father. I stretched out my hand to him, and cried—


“Are you then safe—and Elizabeth—and Ernest?”


My father calmed me with assurances of their welfare, and endeavoured, by dwelling on these subjects so interesting to my heart, to raise my desponding spirits; but he soon felt that a prison cannot be the abode of cheerfulness. “What a place is this that you inhabit, my son!” said he, looking mournfully at the barred windows, and wretched appearance of the room. “You travelled to seek happiness, but a fatality seems to pursue you. And poor Clerval—”


The name of my unfortunate and murdered friend was an agitation too great to be endured in my weak state; I shed tears.


“Alas! yes, my father,” replied I; “some destiny of the most horrible kind hangs over me, and I must live to fulfil it, or surely I should have died on the coffin of Henry.”


We were not allowed to converse for any length of time, for the precarious state of my health rendered every precaution necessary that could insure tranquillity. Mr. Kirwin came in, and insisted that my strength should not be exhausted by too much exertion. But the appearance of my father was to me like that of my good angel, and I gradually recovered my health.


As my sickness quitted me, I was absorbed by a gloomy and black melancholy, that nothing could dissipate. The image of Clerval was for ever before me, ghastly and murdered. More than once the agitation into which these reflections threw me made my friends dread a dangerous relapse. Alas! why did they preserve so miserable and detested a life? It was surely that I might fulfil my destiny, which is now drawing to a close. Soon, oh, very soon, will death extinguish these throbbings, and relieve me from the mighty weight of anguish that bears me to the dust; and, in executing the award of justice, I shall also sink to rest. Then the appearance of death was distant, although the wish was ever present to my thoughts; and I often sat for hours motionless and speechless, wishing for some mighty revolution that might bury me and my destroyer in its ruins.


The season of the assizes6 approached. I had already been three months in prison; and although I was still weak, and in continual danger of a relapse, I was obliged to travel nearly a hundred miles to the county-town, where the court was held. Mr. Kirwin charged himself with every care of collecting witnesses, and arranging my defence. I was spared the disgrace of appearing publicly as a criminal, as the case was not brought before the court that decides on life and death. The grand jury rejected the bill, on its being proved that I was on the Orkney Islands at the hour the body of my friend was found, and a fortnight after my removal I was liberated from prison.


My father was enraptured on finding me freed from the vexations of a criminal charge, that I was again allowed to breathe the fresh atmosphere, and allowed to return to my native country. I did not participate in these feelings; for to me the walls of a dungeon or a palace were alike hateful. The cup of life was poisoned for ever; and although the sun shone upon me, as upon the happy and gay of heart, I saw around me nothing but a dense and frightful darkness, penetrated by no light but the glimmer of two eyes that glared upon me. Sometimes they were the expressive eyes of Henry, languishing in death, the dark orbs nearly covered by the lids, and the long black lashes that fringed them; sometimes it was the watery clouded eyes of the monster, as I first saw them in my chamber at Ingolstadt.


My father tried to awaken in me the feelings of affection. He talked of Geneva, which I should soon visit—of Elizabeth, and Ernest; but these words only drew deep groans from me. Sometimes, indeed, I felt a wish for happiness; and thought, with melancholy delight, of my beloved cousin; or longed, with a devouring maladie du pays,7 to see once more the blue lake and rapid Rhone, that had been so dear to me in early childhood: but my general state of feeling was a torpor, in which a prison was as welcome a residence as the divinest scene in nature; and these fits were seldom interrupted, but by paroxysms of anguish and despair. At these moments I often endeavoured to put an end to the existence I loathed; and it required unceasing attendance and vigilance to restrain me from committing some dreadful act of violence.


I remember, as I quitted the prison, I heard one of the men say, “He may be innocent of the murder, but he has certainly a bad conscience.” These words struck me. A bad conscience! yes, surely I had one. William, Justine, and Clerval, had died through my infernal machinations; “And whose death,” cried I, “is to finish the tragedy? Ah! my father, do not remain in this wretched country; take me where I may forget myself, my existence, and all the world.”


My father easily acceded to my desire; and, after having taken leave of Mr. Kirwin, we hastened to Dublin. I felt as if I was relieved from a heavy weight, when the packet sailed with a fair wind from Ireland, and I had quitted for ever the country which had been to me the scene of so much misery.


It was midnight. My father slept in the cabin; and I lay on the deck, looking at the stars, and listening to the dashing of the waves. I hailed the darkness that shut Ireland from my sight, and my pulse beat with a feverish joy, when I reflected that I should soon see Geneva. The past appeared to me in the light of a frightful dream; yet the vessel in which I was, the wind that blew me from the detested shore of Ireland, and the sea which surrounded me, told me too forcibly that I was deceived by no vision, and that Clerval, my friend and dearest companion, had fallen a victim to me and the monster of my creation. I repassed, in my memory, my whole life; my quiet happiness while residing with my family in Geneva, the death of my mother, and my departure for Ingolstadt. I remembered shuddering at the mad enthusiasm that hurried me on to the creation of my hideous enemy, and I called to mind the night during which he first lived. I was unable to pursue the train of thought; a thousand feelings pressed upon me, and I wept bitterly.


Ever since my recovery from the fever I had been in the custom of taking every night a small quantity of laudanum;8 for it was by means of this drug only that I was enabled to gain the rest necessary for the preservation of life. Oppressed by the recollection of my various misfortunes, I now took a double dose, and soon slept profoundly. But sleep did not afford me respite from thought and misery; my dreams presented a thousand objects that scared me. Towards morning I was possessed by a kind of night-mare; I felt the fiend’s grasp in my neck, and could not free myself from it; groans and cries rung in my ears. My father, who was watching over me, perceiving my restlessness, awoke me, and pointed to the port of Holyhead,9 which we were now entering.
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CHAPTER ONE
MONSTER

 

WE FOUND THE MONSTER ON A ROCKY LEDGE HIGH ABOVE the lake. For three dark days my brother and I had tracked it through the maze of caves to its lair on the mountain’s summit. And now we beheld it, curled atop its treasure, its pale fur and scales ablaze with moonlight.


It knew we were there. Doubtless it had smelled us coming, its flared nostrils drinking in our sweat and fear. Its crested head lifted slightly, almost lazily. Coins and jewels clinked and shifted as its body began to uncoil.


“Kill it!” I roared. My sword was in my hand, and my brother was at my side, his own blade flashing.


The speed with which the beast struck was incomprehensible. I tried to throw myself clear, but its muscular neck crashed against my right arm, and I felt the arm break and dangle uselessly at my side. But my sword hand was my left, and with a bellow of pain I slashed at the monster’s chest, my blade deflecting off its mighty ribs.


I was aware of my brother striking at the beast’s lower regions, all the while trying to avoid its lashing barbed tail. The monster came at me again, jaws agape. I battered its head, trying to stab its mouth or eyes, but it was as quick as a cobra. It knocked me sprawling to the stone, so that I was perilously close to the precipice’s edge. The monster reared back, ready to strike, and then it shrieked in pain, for my brother had severed one of its hind legs.


But still the monster faced only me—as if I were its sole adversary.


I pushed myself up with my good hand. Before the monster could strike, I hurled myself at it. This time my sword plunged deep into its chest, so deep I could scarcely wrench it out. A ribbon of dark fluid unfurled in the moonlight, and the monster reared to its full height, terrible to behold, and then crumpled.


Its head shattered on the ground, and there, among the bloodied fur and cracked crest, was the face of a beautiful girl.


My brother came to my side, and together we gazed at her, marveling.


“We’ve broken the curse,” he said to me. “We have saved the town. And we have released her.”


The girl’s eyes opened, and she looked from my brother to me. I knew she didn’t have long to live, and a question burned inside me. I knelt.


“Why?” I asked her. “Why was it only me you attacked?”


“Because it is you,” she whispered, “who is the real monster.”


And with that, she died, leaving me more shaken than I could describe. I staggered back. My brother could not have heard her words—they were spoken so softly—and when he asked me what she’d said, I shook my head.


“Your arm,” he said with concern, steadying me.


“It will heal.” I turned my gaze to the pile of treasure.


“We have more than can ever be spent,” my brother murmured.


I looked at him. “The treasure is mine alone.”


He stared back in astonishment, this brother of mine who looked so much like me, we might have been the same person. And indeed we were, for we were identical twins.


“What do you mean?” he said.


I lifted my sword, put the tip against his throat, and forced him, step by step, toward the edge of the precipice.


“Why should we not share this,” he demanded, “as we’ve shared everything else equally?”


I laughed then, at the lie of it. “No twins are ever completely equal,” I said. “Though we’re of one body, we are not equal, Brother, for you were born the sooner by two minutes. Even in our mother’s womb you stole from me. The family birthright is yours. And such a treasure that is, to make this one look like a pauper’s pittance. But I want it, all of it. And I shall have it.”


At that moment the monster stirred, and in alarm I turned—only to see it making its final death contraction. But in that same instant my brother drew his sword.


“You will not cheat me!” he shouted.


Back and forth across the ledge we fought. We were both strong, with broad shoulders and taut muscles that thrived on exertion. But my brother had always been the better swordsman, and with my broken arm I was even more disadvantaged. But my cold serpent’s resolve was strong, and before long I had smacked the sword from his hand and forced him to his knees. Even as he stared at me with my own face, and pleaded with me in my own voice, I plunged the sword into his heart and stole his life.


I gave a sigh of utter relief and looked up at the moon, felt the cool May air caress my face.


“Now I shall have all the riches in the world,” I said. “And I am, at last, alone.”


For a moment there was only the shushing of the breeze from the glacial lake—and then applause burst forth.


Standing on the broad balcony, I turned to face the audience, which had been watching us from their rows of chairs just inside the ballroom. There was Mother and Father, and their friends, their delighted faces bathed in candlelight.


My brother Konrad sprang to his feet, and together we ran back to the crumpled monster and helped our cousin emerge from her costume. Her luxuriant amber hair spilled free, and her olive complexion glowed in the torchlight. The applause grew louder still. The three of us joined hands and took a bow.


“Henry!” I called. “Join us!” We all three of us waved him out. Reluctantly our best friend, a tall blond wisp of a fellow, emerged from his lurking spot near the French doors. “Ladies and gentleman,” I announced to the audience. “Henry Clerval, our illustrious playwright!”


“Bravo!” cried my father, and his praise was echoed round the room.


“Elizabeth Lavenza as the monster, ladies and gentlemen,” said Konrad with a flourish. Our cousin made a very pretty curtsy. “My name is Konrad. And this”—he looked at me with a mischievous grin—“is the hero of our tale, my evil twin, Victor!”


And now everyone was rising to their feet, to give us a standing ovation.


The applause was intoxicating. Impulsively I jumped up onto the stone balustrade to take another bow, and reached out my hand for Konrad to join me.


“Victor!” I heard my mother call. “Come down from there at once!”


I ignored her. The balustrade was broad and strong, and, after all, it was hardly the first time I had stood on top of it. But I had always done so secretly, for the drop was considerable: fifty feet to the shore of Lake Geneva.


Konrad took my hand, but instead of yielding to my pull he exerted his own, and tried to bring me down. “You’re worrying Mother,” he whispered.


As if Konrad hadn’t played on the balustrade himself!


“Oh, come on,” I said. “Just one bow!”


Our hands were still joined, and I felt his grip tighten, intent on bringing me back to the balcony. And I was suddenly angry at him for being so sensible, for not sharing my joy at the applause—for making me feel like a childish prima donna.


I jerked my hand free, but too fast and too forcefully.


I felt my balance shift. Already weighed down by my heavy cape, I had to take a step backward. Except there was nowhere to step. There was nothing, and suddenly my arms were windmilling. I tried to throw myself forward, but it was all too late, much too late.


I fell. Half turned, I saw the black mountains, and the blacker lake, and directly below me the rocky shore—and my death, rushing up to meet me.


Down I fell toward the jagged shallows.


But I never reached it, for I landed hard upon the narrow roof of a bow window on the château’s lower floor. Pain shrieked from my left foot as I collapsed and then rolled—and my body began to slide over the edge, legs first. My hands scrabbled, but there was nothing to grasp, and I was powerless to stop myself. My hips went over, then chest and head—but at the roof’s very edge was a lip of stone, and it was here that my frenzied hands finally found purchase.


I dangled. With my feet I kicked at the window, but its leaded panes were very strong. Even if I could’ve cracked the glass, I doubted I could swing myself inside from such a position.


More important, I knew I could not hold on for very long.


With all my might I tried to pull myself back up. My head crested the roof, and I managed to hook my chin over the lip of stone. My flexed arms trembled with fatigue, and I could do no more.


Directly above me came a great clamor, and I glimpsed a throng of people peering over the balustrade, their faces ghastly in the torchlight. I saw Elizabeth and Henry, my mother and father—but it was Konrad onto whom my gaze locked. Around one of the balustrade’s posts, he had tied his cloak, so that it hung down like a rope. And then I heard my mother’s shrieks of protest, and my father’s angry shouts, as Konrad swung himself over the top of the balustrade. He grabbed hold of the cloak, and half climbed, half slid, down to its very end.


Even as the strength ebbed from my arms and hands, I watched, enthralled. Konrad’s legs still dangled some six feet from my little roof, and his landing spot was not generous. He glanced down, and let go. He hit the roof standing, teetered off balance—to the gasps of all the onlookers—and then crouched, low and steady.


“Konrad,” I wheezed. I knew I had only seconds left before my muscles failed and my fingers unlocked. He reached out for me.


“No!” I grunted. “I’ll pull you off!”


“Do you wish to die?” he shouted, making to grab my wrists.


“Sit down!” I told him. “Back against the wall. There’s a stone ledge. Brace your feet against it!”


He did as I instructed, then reached for my hands with both of his. I did not know how this could work, for we weighed the same, and gravity was against us.


And yet … and yet … with our hands grasping the other’s wrists, his legs pushing against the stone ledge, he pulled with all his strength—and then something more still—and lifted me up and over the roof’s edge. I collapsed on top of my twin brother. I was shaking and crying and laughing all at once.


“You fool,” he gasped. “You great fool. You almost died.”
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CHAPTER I
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I am by birth a Genevese; and my family is one of the most distinguished of that republic. My ancestors had been for many years counsellors and syndics;1 and my father had filled several public situations with honour and reputation. He was respected by all who knew him for his integrity and indefatigable attention to public business. He passed his younger days perpetually occupied by the affairs of his country; and it was not until the decline of life that he thought of marrying, and bestowing on the state sons who might carry his virtues and his name down to posterity.


As the circumstances of his marriage illustrate his character, I cannot refrain from relating them. One of his most intimate friends was a merchant, who, from a flourishing state, fell, through numerous mischances, into poverty. This man, whose name was Beaufort, was of a proud and unbending disposition, and could not bear to live in poverty and oblivion in the same country where he had formerly been distinguished for his rank and magnificence. Having paid his debts, therefore, in the most honourable manner, he retreated with his daughter to the town of Lucerne, where he lived unknown and in wretchedness. My father loved Beaufort with the truest friendship, and was deeply grieved by his retreat in these unfortunate circumstances. He grieved also for the loss of his society, and resolved to seek him out and endeavour to persuade him to begin the world again through his credit and assistance.


Beaufort had taken effectual measures to conceal himself; and it was ten months before my father discovered his abode. Overjoyed at this discovery, he hastened to the house, which was situated in a mean street, near the Reuss. But when he entered, misery and despair alone welcomed him. Beaufort had saved but a very small sum of money from the wreck of his fortunes; but it was sufficient to provide him with sustenance for some months, and in the mean time he hoped to procure some respectable employment in a merchant’s house. The interval was consequently spent in inaction; his grief only became more deep and rankling, when he had leisure for reflection; and at length it took so fast hold of his mind, that at the end of three months he lay on a bed of sickness, incapable of any exertion.


His daughter attended him with the greatest tenderness; but she saw with despair that their little fund was rapidly decreasing, and that there was no other prospect of support. But Caroline Beaufort possessed a mind of an uncommon mould; and her courage rose to support her in her adversity. She procured plain work; she plaited straw; and by various means contrived to earn a pittance scarcely sufficient to support life.


Several months passed in this manner. Her father grew worse; her time was more entirely occupied in attending him; her means of subsistence decreased; and in the tenth month her father died in her arms, leaving her an orphan and a beggar. This last blow overcame her; and she knelt by Beaufort’s coffin, weeping bitterly, when my father entered the chamber. He came like a protecting spirit to the poor girl, who committed herself to his care, and after the interment of his friend he conducted her to Geneva, and placed her under the protection of a relation. Two years after this event Caroline became his wife.


When my father became a husband and a parent, he found his time so occupied by the duties of his new situation, that he relinquished many of his public employments, and devoted himself to the education of his children. Of these I was the eldest, and the destined successor to all his labours and utility. No creature could have more tender parents than mine. My improvement and health were their constant care, especially as I remained for several years their only child. But before I continue my narrative, I must record an incident which took place when I was four years of age.


My father had a sister, whom he tenderly loved, and who had married early in life an Italian gentleman. Soon after her marriage, she had accompanied her husband into his native country, and for some years my father had very little communication with her. About the time I mentioned she died; and a few months afterwards he received a letter from her husband, acquainting him with his intention of marrying an Italian lady, and requesting my father to take charge of the infant Elizabeth, the only child of his deceased sister. “It is my wish,” he said, “that you should consider her as your own daughter, and educate her thus. Her mother’s fortune is secured2 to her, the documents of which I will commit to your keeping. Reflect upon this proposition; and decide whether you would prefer educating your niece yourself to her being brought up by a stepmother.”


My father did not hesitate, and immediately went to Italy, that he might accompany the little Elizabeth to her future home. I have often heard my mother say, that she was at that time the most beautiful child she had ever seen, and shewed signs even then of a gentle and affectionate disposition. These indications, and a desire to bind as closely as possible the ties of domestic love, determined my mother to consider Elizabeth as my future wife; a design which she never found reason to repent.


From this time Elizabeth Lavenza became my playfellow, and, as we grew older, my friend. She was docile and good tempered, yet gay and playful as a summer insect. Although she was lively and animated, her feelings were strong and deep, and her disposition uncommonly affectionate. No one could better enjoy liberty, yet no one could submit with more grace than she did to constraint and caprice. Her imagination was luxuriant, yet her capability of application was great. Her person was the image of her mind; her hazel eyes, although as lively as a bird’s, possessed an attractive softness. Her figure was light and airy; and, though capable of enduring great fatigue, she appeared the most fragile creature in the world. While I admired her understanding and fancy, I loved to tend on her, as I should on a favourite animal; and I never saw so much grace both of person and mind united to so little pretension.


Every one adored Elizabeth. If the servants had any request to make, it was always through her intercession. We were strangers to any species of disunion and dispute; for although there was a great dissimilitude in our characters, there was an harmony in that very dissimilitude. I was more calm and philosophical than my companion; yet my temper was not so yielding. My application was of longer endurance; but it was not so severe whilst it endured. I delighted in investigating the facts relative to the actual world; she busied herself in following the ærial creations of the poets. The world was to me a secret, which I desired to discover; to her it was a vacancy, which she sought to people with imaginations of her own.


My brothers were considerably younger than myself; but I had a friend in one of my schoolfellows, who compensated for this deficiency. Henry Clerval was the son of a merchant of Geneva, an intimate friend of my father. He was a boy of singular talent and fancy. I remember, when he was nine years old, he wrote a fairy tale, which was the delight and amazement of all his companions. His favourite study consisted in books of chivalry and romance; and when very young, I can remember, that we used to act plays composed by him out of these favourite books, the principal characters of which were Orlando, Robin Hood, Amadis, and St. George.3


No youth could have passed more happily than mine. My parents were indulgent, and my companions amiable. Our studies were never forced; and by some means we always had an end placed in view, which excited us to ardour in the prosecution of them. It was by this method, and not by emulation, that we were urged to application. Elizabeth was not incited to apply herself to drawing, that her companions might not outstrip her; but through the desire of pleasing her aunt, by the representation of some favourite scene done by her own hand. We learned Latin and English, that we might read the writings in those languages; and so far from study being made odious to us through punishment, we loved application, and our amusements would have been the labours of other children. Perhaps we did not read so many books, or learn languages so quickly, as those who are disciplined according to the ordinary methods; but what we learned was impressed the more deeply on our memories.


In this description of our domestic circle I include Henry Clerval; for he was constantly with us. He went to school with me, and generally passed the afternoon at our house; for being an only child, and destitute of companions at home, his father was well pleased that he should find associates at our house; and we were never completely happy when Clerval was absent.


I feel pleasure in dwelling on the recollections of childhood, before misfortune had tainted my mind, and changed its bright visions of extensive usefulness into gloomy and narrow reflections upon self. But, in drawing the picture of my early days, I must not omit to record those events which led, by insensible steps to my after tale of misery: for when I would account to myself for the birth of that passion, which afterwards ruled my destiny, I find it arise, like a mountain river, from ignoble and almost forgotten sources; but, swelling as it proceeded, it became the torrent which, in its course, has swept away all my hopes and joys.


Natural philosophy4 is the genius5 that has regulated my fate; I desire therefore, in this narration, to state those facts which led to my predilection for that science. When I was thirteen years of age, we all went on a party of pleasure to the baths near Thonon: the inclemency of the weather obliged us to remain a day confined to the inn. In this house I chanced to find a volume of the works of Cornelius Agrippa.6 I opened it with apathy; the theory which he attempts to demonstrate, and the wonderful facts which he relates, soon changed this feeling into enthusiasm. A new light seemed to dawn upon my mind; and, bounding with joy, I communicated my discovery to my father. I cannot help remarking here the many opportunities instructors possess of directing the attention of their pupils to useful knowledge, which they utterly neglect. My father looked carelessly at the title-page of my book, and said, “Ah! Cornelius Agrippa! My dear Victor, do not waste your time upon this; it is sad trash.”


If, instead of this remark, my father had taken the pains to explain to me, that the principles of Agrippa had been entirely exploded, and that a modern system of science had been introduced, which possessed much greater powers than the ancient, because the powers of the latter were chimerical,7 while those of the former were real and practical; under such circumstances, I should certainly have thrown Agrippa aside, and, with my imagination warmed as it was, should probably have applied myself to the more rational theory of chemistry which has resulted from modern discoveries. It is even possible, that the train of my ideas would never have received the fatal impulse that led to my ruin. But the cursory glance my father had taken of my volume by no means assured me that he was acquainted with its contents; and I continued to read with the greatest avidity.


When I returned home, my first care was to procure the whole works of this author, and afterwards of Paracelsus 8and Albertus Magnus.9 I read and studied the wild fancies of these writers with delight; they appeared to me treasures known to few beside myself; and although I often wished to communicate these secret stores of knowledge to my father, yet his indefinite censure of my favourite Agrippa always withheld me. I disclosed my discoveries to Elizabeth, therefore, under a promise of strict secrecy; but she did not interest herself in the subject, and I was left by her to pursue my studies alone.


It may appear very strange, that a disciple of Albertus Magnus should arise in the eighteenth century; but our family was not scientifical, and I had not attended any of the lectures given at the schools of Geneva. My dreams were therefore undisturbed by reality; and I entered with the greatest diligence into the search of the philosopher’s stone and the elixir of life.10 But the latter obtained my most undivided attention: wealth was an inferior object; but what glory would attend the discovery, if I could banish disease from the human frame, and render man invulnerable to any but a violent death!


Nor were these my only visions. The raising of ghosts or devils was a promise liberally accorded by my favourite authors, the fulfilment of which I most eagerly sought; and if my incantations were always unsuccessful, I attributed the failure rather to my own inexperience and mistake, than to a want of skill or fidelity in my instructors.


The natural phænomena that take place every day before our eyes did not escape my examinations. Distillation, and the wonderful effects of steam, processes of which my favourite authors were utterly ignorant, excited my astonishment; but my utmost wonder was engaged by some experiments on an air-pump,11 which I saw employed by a gentleman whom we were in the habit of visiting.


The ignorance of the early philosophers on these and several other points served to decrease their credit with me: but I could not entirely throw them aside, before some other system should occupy their place in my mind.


When I was about fifteen years old, we had retired to our house near Belrive, when we witnessed a most violent and terrible thunder-storm. It advanced from behind the mountains of Jura; and the thunder burst at once with frightful loudness from various quarters of the heavens. I remained, while the storm lasted, watching its progress with curiosity and delight. As I stood at the door, on a sudden I beheld a stream of fire issue from an old and beautiful oak, which stood about twenty yards from our house; and so soon as the dazzling light vanished, the oak had disappeared, and nothing remained but a blasted stump. When we visited it the next morning, we found the tree shattered in a singular manner. It was not splintered by the shock, but entirely reduced to thin ribbands of wood. I never beheld any thing so utterly destroyed.


The catastrophe of this tree excited my extreme astonishment; and I eagerly inquired of my father the nature and origin of thunder and lightning. He replied, “Electricity”; describing at the same time the various effects of that power. He constructed a small electrical machine, and exhibited a few experiments; he made also a kite, with a wire and string, which drew down that fluid from the clouds.12


This last stroke completed the overthrow of Cornelius Agrippa, Albertus Magnus, and Paracelsus, who had so long reigned the lords of my imagination. But by some fatality I did not feel inclined to commence the study of any modern system; and this disinclination was influenced by the following circumstance.


My father expressed a wish that I should attend a course of lectures upon natural philosophy, to which I cheerfully consented. Some accident prevented my attending these lectures until the course was nearly finished. The lecture, being therefore one of the last, was entirely incomprehensible to me. The professor discoursed with the greatest fluency of potassium and boron, of sulphates and oxyds, terms to which I could affix no idea; and I became disgusted with the science of natural philosophy, although I still read Pliny and Buffon13 with delight, authors, in my estimation, of nearly equal interest and utility.


My occupations at this age were principally the mathematics, and most of the branches of study appertaining to that science. I was busily employed in learning languages; Latin was already familiar to me, and I began to read some of the easiest Greek authors without the help of a lexicon. I also perfectly understood English and German. This is the list of my accomplishments at the age of seventeen; and you may conceive that my hours were fully employed in acquiring and maintaining a knowledge of this various literature.


Another task also devolved upon me, when I became the instructor of my brothers. Ernest was six years younger than myself, and was my principal pupil. He had been afflicted with ill health from his infancy, through which Elizabeth and I had been his constant nurses: his disposition was gentle, but he was incapable of any severe application. William, the youngest of our family, was yet an infant, and the most beautiful little fellow in the world; his lively blue eyes, dimpled cheeks, and endearing manners, inspired the tenderest affection.


Such was our domestic circle, from which care and pain seemed for ever banished. My father directed our studies, and my mother partook of our enjoyments. Neither of us possessed the slightest pre-eminence over the other; the voice of command was never heard amongst us; mutual affection engaged us all to comply with and obey the slightest desire of each other.
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CHAPTER V
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I now hasten to the more moving part of my story. I shall relate events that impressed me with feelings which, from what I was, have made me what I am.


“Spring advanced rapidly; the weather became fine, and the skies cloudless. It surprised me, that what before was desert and gloomy should now bloom with the most beautiful flowers and verdure. My senses were gratified and refreshed by a thousand scents of delight, and a thousand sights of beauty.


“It was on one of these days, when my cottagers periodically rested from labour—the old man played on his guitar, and the children listened to him—I observed that the countenance of Felix was melancholy beyond expression; he sighed frequently; and once his father paused in his music, and I conjectured by his manner that he inquired the cause of his son’s sorrow. Felix replied in a cheerful accent, and the old man was recommencing his music, when some one tapped at the door.


“It was a lady on horseback, accompanied by a countryman as a guide. The lady was dressed in a dark suit, and covered with a thick black veil. Agatha asked a question; to which the stranger only replied by pronouncing, in a sweet accent, the name of Felix. Her voice was musical, but unlike that of either of my friends. On hearing this word, Felix came up hastily to the lady; who, when she saw him, threw up her veil, and I beheld a countenance of angelic beauty and expression. Her hair of a shining raven black, and curiously braided; her eyes were dark, but gentle, although animated; her features of a regular proportion, and her complexion wondrously fair, each cheek tinged with a lovely pink.


“Felix seemed ravished with delight when he saw her, every trait of sorrow vanished from his face, and it instantly expressed a degree of ecstatic joy, of which I could hardly have believed it capable; his eyes sparkled, as his cheek flushed with pleasure; and at that moment I thought him as beautiful as the stranger. She appeared affected by different feelings; wiping a few tears from her lovely eyes, she held out her hand to Felix, who kissed it rapturously, and called her, as well as I could distinguish, his sweet Arabian. She did not appear to understand him, but smiled. He assisted her to dismount, and, dismissing her guide, conducted her into the cottage. Some conversation took place between him and his father; and the young stranger knelt at the old man’s feet, and would have kissed his hand, but he raised her, and embraced her affectionately.


“I soon perceived, that although the stranger uttered articulate sounds, and appeared to have a language of her own, she was neither understood by, or herself understood, the cottagers. They made many signs which I did not comprehend; but I saw that her presence diffused gladness through the cottage, dispelling their sorrow as the sun dissipates the morning mists. Felix seemed peculiarly happy, and with smiles of delight welcomed his Arabian. Agatha, the ever-gentle Agatha, kissed the hands of the lovely stranger; and, pointing to her brother, made signs which appeared to me to mean that he had been sorrowful until she came. Some hours passed thus, while they, by their countenances, expressed joy, the cause of which I did not comprehend. Presently I found, by the frequent recurrence of one sound which the stranger repeated after them, that she was endeavouring to learn their language; and the idea instantly occurred to me, that I should make use of the same instructions to the same end. The stranger learned about twenty words at the first lesson, most of them indeed were those which I had before understood, but I profited by the others.


“As night came on, Agatha and the Arabian retired early. When they separated, Felix kissed the hand of the stranger, and said, ‘Good night, sweet Safie.’ He sat up much longer, conversing with his father; and, by the frequent repetition of her name, I conjectured that their lovely guest was the subject of their conversation. I ardently desired to understand them, and bent every faculty towards that purpose, but found it utterly impossible.


“The next morning Felix went out to his work; and, after the usual occupations of Agatha were finished, the Arabian sat at the feet of the old man, and, taking his guitar, played some airs so entrancingly beautiful, that they at once drew tears of sorrow and delight from my eyes. She sang, and her voice flowed in a rich cadence, swelling or dying away, like a nightingale of the woods.


“When she had finished, she gave the guitar to Agatha, who at first declined it. She played a simple air, and her voice accompanied it in sweet accents, but unlike the wondrous strain of the stranger. The old man appeared enraptured, and said some words, which Agatha endeavoured to explain to Safie, and by which he appeared to wish to express that she bestowed on him the greatest delight by her music.


“The days now passed as peaceably as before, with the sole alteration, that joy had taken place of sadness in the countenances of my friends. Safie was always gay and happy; she and I improved rapidly in the knowledge of language, so that in two months I began to comprehend most of the words uttered by my protectors.


“In the meanwhile also the black ground was covered with herbage, and the green banks interspersed with innumerable flowers, sweet to the scent and the eyes, stars of pale radiance among the moonlight woods; the sun became warmer, the nights clear and balmy; and my nocturnal rambles were an extreme pleasure to me, although they were considerably shortened by the late setting and early rising of the sun; for I never ventured abroad during day-light, fearful of meeting with the same treatment as I had formerly endured in the first village which I entered.


“My days were spent in close attention, that I might more speedily master the language; and I may boast that I improved more rapidly than the Arabian, who understood very little, and conversed in broken accents, whilst I comprehended and could imitate almost every word that was spoken.


“While I improved in speech, I also learned the science of letters, as it was taught to the stranger; and this opened before me a wide field for wonder and delight.


“The book from which Felix instructed Safie was Volney’s Ruins of Empires.1 I should not have understood the purport of this book, had not Felix, in reading it, given very minute explanations. He had chosen this work, he said, because the declamatory style was framed in imitation of the eastern authors. Through this work I obtained a cursory knowledge of history, and a view of the several empires at present existing in the world: it gave me an insight into the manners, governments, and religions of the different nations of the earth. I heard of the slothful Asiatics; of the stupendous genius and mental activity of the Grecians; of the wars and wonderful virtue of the early Romans—of their subsequent degeneration—of the decline of that mighty empire; of chivalry, Christianity, and kings. I heard of the discovery of the American hemisphere, and wept with Safie over the hapless fate of its original inhabitants.


“These wonderful narrations inspired me with strange feelings. Was man, indeed, at once so powerful, so virtuous, and magnificent, yet so vicious and base? He appeared at one time a mere scion of the evil principle; and at another as all that can be conceived of noble and godlike. To be a great and virtuous man appeared the highest honour that can befall a sensitive being; to be base and vicious, as many on record have been, appeared the lowest degradation, a condition more abject than that of the blind mole or harmless worm. For a long time I could not conceive how one man could go forth to murder his fellow, or even why there were laws and governments; but when I heard details of vice and bloodshed, my wonder ceased, and I turned away with disgust and loathing.


“Every conversation of the cottagers now opened new wonders to me. While I listened to the instructions which Felix bestowed upon the Arabian, the strange system of human society was explained to me. I heard of the division of property, of immense wealth and squalid poverty; of rank, descent, and noble blood.


“The words induced me to turn towards myself. I learned that the possessions most esteemed by your fellow-creatures were, high and unsullied descent2 united with riches. A man might be respected with only one of these acquisitions; but without either he was considered, except in very rare instances, as a vagabond and a slave, doomed to waste his powers for the profit of the chosen few. And what was I? Of my creation and creator I was absolutely ignorant; but I knew that I possessed no money, no friends, no kind of property. I was, besides, endowed with a figure hideously deformed and loathsome; I was not even of the same nature as man. I was more agile than they, and could subsist upon coarser diet; I bore the extremes of heat and cold with less injury to my frame; my stature far exceeded theirs. When I looked around, I saw and heard of none like me. Was I then a monster, a blot upon the earth from which all men fled, and whom all men disowned?


I cannot describe to you the agony that these reflections inflicted upon me; I tried to dispel them, but sorrow only increased with knowledge. Oh, that I had for ever remained in my native wood, nor known or felt beyond the sensations of hunger, thirst, and heat!


“Of what a strange nature is knowledge! It clings to the mind, when it has once seized on it, like a lichen on the rock. I wished sometimes to shake off all thought and feeling; but I learned that there was but one means to overcome the sensation of pain, and that was death—a state which I feared yet did not understand. I admired virtue and good feelings, and loved the gentle manners and amiable qualities of my cottagers; but I was shut out from intercourse with them, except through means which I obtained by stealth, when I was unseen and unknown, and which rather increased than satisfied the desire I had of becoming one among my fellows. The gentle words of Agatha, and the animated smiles of the charming Arabian, were not for me. The mild exhortations of the old man, and the lively conversation of the loved Felix, were not for me. Miserable, unhappy wretch!


“Other lessons were impressed upon me even more deeply. I heard of the difference of sexes; of the birth and growth of children; how the father doated on the smiles of the infant, and the lively sallies of the older child; how all the life and cares of the mother were wrapt up in the precious charge; how the mind of youth expanded and gained knowledge; of brother, sister, and all the various relationships which bind one human being to another in mutual bonds.


“But where were my friends and relations? No father had watched my infant days, no mother had blessed me with smiles and caresses; or if they had, all my past life was now a blot, a blind vacancy in which I distinguished nothing. From my earliest remembrance I had been as I then was in height and proportion. I had never yet seen a being resembling me, or who claimed any intercourse with me. What was I? The question again recurred, to be answered only with groans.


“I will soon explain to what these feelings tended; but allow me now to return to the cottagers, whose story excited in me such various feelings of indignation, delight, and wonder, but which all terminated in additional love and reverence for my protectors (for so I loved, in an innocent, half painful self-deceit, to call them).”
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LETTER IV
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To Mrs. Saville, England.
August 5th, 17—.


So strange an accident has happened to us, that I cannot forbear recording it, although it is very probable that you will see me before these papers can come into your possession.


Last Monday (July 31st), we were nearly surrounded by ice, which closed in the ship on all sides, scarcely leaving her the sea room1 in which she floated. Our situation was somewhat dangerous, especially as we were compassed round by a very thick fog. We accordingly lay to, hoping that some change would take place in the atmosphere and weather.


About two o’clock the mist cleared away, and we beheld, stretched out in every direction, vast and irregular plains of ice, which seemed to have no end. Some of my comrades groaned, and my own mind began to grow watchful with anxious thoughts, when a strange sight suddenly attracted our attention, and diverted our solicitude from our own situation. We perceived a low carriage, fixed on a sledge2 and drawn by dogs, pass on towards the north, at the distance of half a mile: a being which had the shape of a man, but apparently of gigantic stature, sat in the sledge, and guided the dogs. We watched the rapid progress of the traveller with our telescopes, until he was lost among the distant inequalities of the ice.3


This appearance excited our unqualified wonder. We were, as we believed, many hundred miles from any land; but this apparition seemed to denote that it was not, in reality, so distant as we had supposed. Shut in, however, by ice, it was impossible to follow his track, which we had observed with the greatest attention.


About two hours after this occurrence, we heard the ground sea;4 and before night the ice broke, and freed our ship. We, however, lay to until the morning, fearing to encounter in the dark those large loose masses which float about after the breaking up of the ice. I profited of this time to rest for a few hours.


In the morning, however, as soon as it was light, I went upon deck, and found all the sailors busy on one side of the vessel, apparently talking to some one in the sea. It was, in fact, a sledge, like that we had seen before, which had drifted towards us in the night, on a large fragment of ice. Only one dog remained alive; but there was a human being within it, whom the sailors were persuading to enter the vessel. He was not, as the other traveller seemed to be, a savage inhabitant of some undiscovered island, but an European. When I appeared on deck, the master said, “Here is our captain, and he will not allow you to perish on the open sea.”


On perceiving me, the stranger addressed me in English, although with a foreign accent. “Before I come on board your vessel,” said he, “will you have the kindness to inform me whither you are bound?”


You may conceive my astonishment on hearing such a question addressed to me from a man on the brink of destruction, and to whom I should have supposed that my vessel would have been a resource which he would not have exchanged for the most precious wealth the earth can afford. I replied, however, that we were on a voyage of discovery towards the northern pole.


Upon hearing this he appeared satisfied, and consented to come on board. Good God! Margaret, if you had seen the man who thus capitulated5 for his safety, your surprise would have been boundless. His limbs were nearly frozen, and his body dreadfully emaciated by fatigue and suffering. I never saw a man in so wretched a condition. We attempted to carry him into the cabin; but as soon as he had quitted the fresh air, he fainted. We accordingly brought him back to the deck, and restored him to animation by rubbing him with brandy, and forcing him to swallow a small quantity. As soon as he shewed signs of life, we wrapped him up in blankets, and placed him near the chimney of the kitchen-stove. By slow degrees he recovered, and ate a little soup, which restored him wonderfully.


Two days passed in this manner before he was able to speak; and I often feared that his sufferings had deprived him of understanding. When he had in some measure recovered, I removed him to my own cabin, and attended on him as much as my duty would permit. I never saw a more interesting creature: his eyes have generally an expression of wildness, and even madness; but there are moments when, if any one performs an act of kindness towards him, or does him any the most trifling service, his whole countenance is lighted up, as it were, with a beam of benevolence and sweetness that I never saw equalled. But he is generally melancholy and despairing; and sometimes he gnashes his teeth, as if impatient of6 the weight of woes that oppresses him.


When my guest was a little recovered, I had great trouble to keep off the men, who wished to ask him a thousand questions; but I would not allow him to be tormented by their idle curiosity, in a state of body and mind whose restoration evidently depended upon entire repose. Once, however, the lieutenant asked, Why he had come so far upon the ice in so strange a vehicle?


His countenance instantly assumed an aspect of the deepest gloom; and he replied, “To seek one who fled from me.”


“And did the man whom you pursued travel in the same fashion?”


“Yes.”


“Then I fancy we have seen him; for, the day before we picked you up, we saw some dogs drawing a sledge, with a man in it, across the ice.”


This aroused the stranger’s attention; and he asked a multitude of questions concerning the route which the dæmon, as he called him, had pursued. Soon after, when he was alone with me, he said, “I have, doubtless, excited your curiosity, as well as that of these good people; but you are too considerate to make inquiries.”


“Certainly; it would indeed be very impertinent and inhuman in me to trouble you with any inquisitiveness of mine.”


“And yet you rescued me from a strange and perilous situation; you have benevolently restored me to life.”


Soon after this he inquired, if I thought that the breaking up of the ice had destroyed the other sledge? I replied, that I could not answer with any degree of certainty; for the ice had not broken until near midnight, and the traveller might have arrived at a place of safety before that time; but of this I could not judge.


From this time the stranger seemed very eager to be upon deck, to watch for the sledge which had before appeared; but I have persuaded him to remain in the cabin, for he is far too weak to sustain the rawness of the atmosphere. But I have promised that some one should watch for him, and give him instant notice if any new object should appear in sight.


Such is my journal of what relates to this strange occurrence up to the present day. The stranger has gradually improved in health, but is very silent, and appears uneasy when any one except myself enters his cabin. Yet his manners are so conciliating and gentle, that the sailors are all interested in him, although they have had very little communication with him. For my own part, I begin to love him as a brother; and his constant and deep grief fills me with sympathy and compassion. He must have been a noble creature in his better days, being even now in wreck so attractive and amiable.


I said in one of my letters, my dear Margaret, that I should find no friend on the wide ocean; yet I have found a man who, before his spirit had been broken by misery, I should have been happy to have possessed as the brother of my heart.


I shall continue my journal concerning the stranger at intervals, should I have any fresh incidents to record.


August 13th, 17—.


My affection for my guest increases every day. He excites at once my admiration and my pity to an astonishing degree. How can I see so noble a creature destroyed by misery without feeling the most poignant grief? He is so gentle, yet so wise; his mind is so cultivated; and when he speaks, although his words are culled with the choicest art, yet they flow with rapidity and unparalleled eloquence.


He is now much recovered from his illness, and is continually on the deck, apparently watching for the sledge that preceded his own. Yet, although unhappy, he is not so utterly occupied by his own misery, but that he interests himself deeply in the employments of others. He has asked me many questions concerning my design; and I have related my little history frankly to him. He appeared pleased with the confidence, and suggested several alterations in my plan, which I shall find exceedingly useful. There is no pedantry7 in his manner; but all he does appears to spring solely from the interest he instinctively takes in the welfare of those who surround him. He is often overcome by gloom, and then he sits by himself, and tries to overcome all that is sullen or unsocial in his humour.8 These paroxysms pass from him like a cloud from before the sun, though his dejection never leaves him. I have endeavoured to win his confidence; and I trust that I have succeeded. One day I mentioned to him the desire I had always felt of finding a friend who might sympathize with me, and direct me by his counsel. I said, I did not belong to that class of men who are offended by advice. “I am self-educated, and perhaps I hardly rely sufficiently upon my own powers. I wish therefore that my companion should be wiser and more experienced than myself, to confirm and support me; nor have I believed it impossible to find a true friend.”


“I agree with you,” replied the stranger, “in believing that friendship is not only a desirable, but a possible acquisition. I once had a friend, the most noble of human creatures, and am entitled, therefore, to judge respecting friendship. You have hope, and the world before you, and have no cause for despair. But I——I have lost everything, and cannot begin life anew.”


As he said this, his countenance became expressive of a calm settled grief, that touched me to the heart. But he was silent, and presently retired to his cabin.


Even broken in spirit as he is, no one can feel more deeply than he does the beauties of nature. The starry sky, the sea, and every sight afforded by these wonderful regions, seems still to have the power of elevating his soul from earth. Such a man has a double existence: he may suffer misery, and be overwhelmed by disappointments; yet when he has retired into himself, he will be like a celestial spirit, that has a halo around him, within whose circle no grief or folly ventures.


Will you laugh at the enthusiasm I express concerning this divine wanderer? If you do, you must have certainly lost that simplicity which was once your characteristic charm. Yet, if you will, smile at the warmth of my expressions, while I find every day new causes for repeating them.


August 19th, 17—.


Yesterday the stranger said to me, “You may easily perceive, Captain Walton, that I have suffered great and unparalleled misfortunes. I had determined, once, that the memory of these evils should die with me; but you have won me to alter my determination. You seek for knowledge and wisdom, as I once did; and I ardently hope that the gratification of your wishes may not be a serpent to sting you, as mine has been. I do not know that the relation of my misfortunes will be useful to you, yet, if you are inclined, listen to my tale. I believe that the strange incidents connected with it will afford a view of nature, which may enlarge your faculties and understanding. You will hear of powers and occurrences, such as you have been accustomed to believe impossible: but I do not doubt that my tale conveys in its series internal evidence of the truth of the events of which it is composed.”


You may easily conceive that I was much gratified by the offered communication; yet I could not endure that he should renew his grief by a recital of his misfortunes. I felt the greatest eagerness to hear the promised narrative, partly from curiosity, and partly from a strong desire to ameliorate his fate, if it were in my power. I expressed these feelings in my answer.


“I thank you,” he replied, “for your sympathy, but it is useless; my fate is nearly fulfilled. I wait but for one event, and then I shall repose in peace. I understand your feeling,” continued he, perceiving that I wished to interrupt him; “but you are mistaken, my friend, if thus you will allow me to name you; nothing can alter my destiny: listen to my history, and you will perceive how irrevocably it is determined.”


He then told me, that he would commence his narrative the next day when I should be at leisure. This promise drew from me the warmest thanks. I have resolved every night, when I am not engaged, to record, as nearly as possible in his own words, what he has related during the day. If I should be engaged, I will at least make notes. This manuscript will doubtless afford you the greatest pleasure: but to me, who know him, and who hear it from his own lips, with what interest and sympathy shall I read it in some future day!
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Clerval then put the following letter into my hands.


“To V. Frankenstein.


“My dear Cousin,


“I cannot describe to you the uneasiness we have all felt concerning your health. We cannot help imagining that your friend Clerval conceals the extent of your disorder: for it is now several months since we have seen your hand-writing; and all this time you have been obliged to dictate your letters to Henry. Surely, Victor, you must have been exceedingly ill; and this makes us all very wretched, as much so nearly as after the death of your dear mother. My uncle was almost persuaded that you were indeed dangerously ill, and could hardly be restrained from undertaking a journey to Ingolstadt. Clerval always writes that you are getting better; I eagerly hope that you will confirm this intelligence soon in your own hand-writing; for indeed, indeed, Victor, we are all very miserable on this account. Relieve us from this fear, and we shall be the happiest creatures in the world. Your father’s health is now so vigorous, that he appears ten years younger since last winter. Ernest also is so much improved, that you would hardly know him: he is now nearly sixteen, and has lost that sickly appearance which he had some years ago; he is grown quite robust and active.


“My uncle and I conversed a long time last night about what profession Ernest should follow. His constant illness when young has deprived him of the habits of application; and now that he enjoys good health, he is continually in the open air, climbing the hills, or rowing on the lake. I therefore proposed that he should be a farmer; which you know, Cousin, is a favourite scheme of mine. A farmer’s is a very healthy happy life; and the least hurtful, or rather the most beneficial profession of any. My uncle had an idea of his being educated as an advocate, that through his interest he might become a judge. But, besides that he is not at all fitted for such an occupation, it is certainly more creditable to cultivate the earth for the sustenance of man, than to be the confidant, and sometimes the accomplice, of his vices; which is the profession of a lawyer. I said, that the employments of a prosperous farmer, if they were not a more honourable, they were at least a happier species of occupation than that of a judge, whose misfortune it was always to meddle with the dark side of human nature. My uncle smiled, and said, that I ought to be an advocate myself, which put an end to the conversation on that subject.


“And now I must tell you a little story that will please, and perhaps amuse you. Do you not remember Justine Moritz? Probably you do not; I will relate her history, therefore, in a few words. Madame Moritz, her mother, was a widow with four children, of whom Justine was the third. This girl had always been the favourite of her father; but, through a strange perversity, her mother could not endure her, and, after the death of M. Moritz, treated her very ill. My aunt observed this; and, when Justine was twelve years of age, prevailed on her mother to allow her to live at her house. The republican institutions of our country have produced simpler and happier manners than those which prevail in the great monarchies that surround it. Hence there is less distinction between the several classes of its inhabitants; and the lower orders being neither so poor nor so despised, their manners are more refined and moral. A servant in Geneva does not mean the same thing as a servant in France and England. Justine, thus received in our family, learned the duties of a servant; a condition which, in our fortunate country, does not include the idea of ignorance, and a sacrifice of the dignity of a human being.


“After what I have said, I dare say you well remember the heroine of my little tale: for Justine was a great favourite of yours; and I recollect you once remarked, that if you were in an ill humour, one glance from Justine could dissipate it, for the same reason that Ariosto gives concerning the beauty of Angelica1—she looked so frank-hearted and happy. My aunt conceived a great attachment for her, by which she was induced to give her an education superior to that which she had at first intended. This benefit was fully repaid; Justine was the most grateful little creature in the world: I do not mean that she made any professions,2 I never heard one pass her lips; but you could see by her eyes that she almost adored her protectress. Although her disposition was gay, and in many respects inconsiderate, yet she paid the greatest attention to every gesture of my aunt. She thought her the model of all excellence, and endeavoured to imitate her phraseology and manners, so that even now she often reminds me of her.


“When my dearest aunt died, every one was too much occupied in their own grief to notice poor Justine, who had attended her during her illness with the most anxious affection. Poor Justine was very ill; but other trials were reserved for her.


“One by one, her brothers and sister died; and her mother, with the exception of her neglected daughter, was left childless. The conscience of the woman was troubled; she began to think that the deaths of her favourites was a judgment from heaven to chastise her partiality. She was a Roman Catholic; and I believe her confessor confirmed the idea which she had conceived. Accordingly, a few months after your departure for Ingolstadt, Justine was called home by her repentant mother. Poor girl! she wept when she quitted our house: she was much altered since the death of my aunt; grief had given softness and a winning mildness to her manners, which had before been remarkable for vivacity. Nor was her residence at her mother’s house of a nature to restore her gaiety. The poor woman was very vacillating in her repentance. She sometimes begged Justine to forgive her unkindness, but much oftener accused her of having caused the deaths of her brothers and sister. Perpetual fretting at length threw Madame Moritz into a decline, which at first increased her irritability, but she is now at peace for ever. She died on the first approach of cold weather, at the beginning of this last winter. Justine has returned to us; and I assure you I love her tenderly. She is very clever and gentle, and extremely pretty; as I mentioned before, her mien and her expressions continually remind me of my dear aunt.


“I must say also a few words to you, my dear cousin, of little darling William. I wish you could see him; he is very tall of his age, with sweet laughing blue eyes, dark eye-lashes, and curling hair. When he smiles, two little dimples appear on each cheek, which are rosy with health. He has already had one or two little wives, but Louisa Biron is his favourite, a pretty little girl of five years of age.


“Now, dear Victor, I dare say you wish to be indulged in a little gossip concerning the good people of Geneva. The pretty Miss Mansfield has already received the congratulatory visits on her approaching marriage with a young Englishman, John Melbourne, Esq. Her ugly sister, Manon, married M. Duvillard, the rich banker, last autumn. Your favourite schoolfellow, Louis Manoir, has suffered several misfortunes since the departure of Clerval from Geneva. But he has already recovered his spirits, and is reported to be on the point of marrying a very lively pretty French-woman, Madame Tavernier. She is a widow, and much older than Manoir; but she is very much admired, and a favourite with every body.


“I have written myself into good spirits, dear cousin; yet I cannot conclude without again anxiously inquiring concerning your health. Dear Victor, if you are not very ill, write yourself, and make your father and all of us happy; or—I cannot bear to think of the other side of the question; my tears already flow.


“Adieu, my dearest cousin.


“Elizabeth Lavenza.


“Geneva, March 18th, 17—.”


“Dear, dear Elizabeth!” I exclaimed when I had read her letter, “I will write instantly, and relieve them from the anxiety they must feel.” I wrote, and this exertion greatly fatigued me; but my convalescence had commenced, and proceeded regularly. In another fortnight I was able to leave my chamber.


One of my first duties on my recovery was to introduce Clerval to the several professors of the university. In doing this, I underwent a kind of rough usage, ill befitting the wounds that my mind had sustained. Ever since the fatal night, the end of my labours, and the beginning of my misfortunes, I had conceived a violent antipathy even to the name of natural philosophy. When I was otherwise quite restored to health, the sight of a chemical instrument would renew all the agony of my nervous symptoms. Henry saw this, and had removed all my apparatus from my view. He had also changed my apartment; for he perceived that I had acquired a dislike for the room which had previously been my laboratory. But these cares of Clerval were made of no avail when I visited the professors. M. Waldman inflicted torture when he praised, with kindness and warmth, the astonishing progress I had made in the sciences. He soon perceived that I disliked the subject; but, not guessing the real cause, he attributed my feelings to modesty, and changed the subject from my improvement to the science itself, with a desire, as I evidently saw, of drawing me out. What could I do? He meant to please, and he tormented me. I felt as if he had placed carefully, one by one, in my view those instruments which were to be afterwards used in putting me to a slow and cruel death. I writhed under his words yet dared not exhibit the pain I felt. Clerval, whose eyes and feelings were always quick in discerning the sensations of others, declined the subject, alleging, in excuse, his total ignorance; and the conversation took a more general turn. I thanked my friend from my heart, but I did not speak. I saw plainly that he was surprised, but he never attempted to draw my secret from me; and although I loved him with a mixture of affection and reverence that knew no bounds, yet I could never persuade myself to confide to him that event which was so often present to my recollection, but which I feared the detail to another would only impress more deeply.


M. Krempe was not equally docile; and in my condition at that time, of almost insupportable sensitiveness, his harsh blunt encomiums3 gave me even more pain than the benevolent approbation of M. Waldman. “D—n the fellow!” cried he; “why, M. Clerval, I assure you he has outstript us all. Aye, stare if you please; but it is nevertheless true. A youngster who, but a few years ago, believed Cornelius Agrippa as firmly as the gospel, has now set himself at the head of the university; and if he is not soon pulled down,4 we shall all be out of countenance.—Aye, aye,” continued he, observing my face expressive of suffering, “M. Frankenstein is modest; an excellent quality in a young man. Young men should be diffident of themselves, you know, M. Clerval; I was myself when young: but that wears out in a very short time.”


M. Krempe had now commenced an eulogy on himself, which happily turned the conversation from a subject that was so annoying to me.


Clerval was no natural philosopher. His imagination was too vivid for the minutiæ of science. Languages were his principal study; and he sought, by acquiring their elements, to open a field for self-instruction on his return to Geneva. Persian, Arabic, and Hebrew, gained his attention, after he had made himself perfectly master of Greek and Latin. For my own part, idleness had ever been irksome to me; and now that I wished to fly from reflection, and hated my former studies, I felt great relief in being the fellow-pupil with my friend, and found not only instruction but consolation in the works of the orientalists. Their melancholy is soothing, and their joy elevating to a degree I never experienced in studying the authors of any other country. When you read their writings, life appears to consist in a warm sun and garden of roses,—in the smiles and frowns of a fair enemy, and the fire that consumes your own heart. How different from the manly and heroical poetry of Greece and Rome.


Summer passed away in these occupations, and my return to Geneva was fixed for the latter end of autumn; but being delayed by several accidents, winter and snow arrived, the roads were deemed impassable, and my journey was retarded until the ensuing spring. I felt this delay very bitterly; for I longed to see my native town, and my beloved friends. My return had only been delayed so long from an unwillingness to leave Clerval in a strange place, before he had become acquainted with any of its inhabitants. The winter, however, was spent cheerfully; and although the spring was uncommonly late, when it came, its beauty compensated for its dilatoriness.


The month of May had already commenced, and I expected the letter daily which was to fix the date of my departure, when Henry proposed a pedestrian tour in the environs of Ingolstadt that I might bid a personal farewell to the country I had so long inhabited. I acceded with pleasure to this proposition: I was fond of exercise, and Clerval had always been my favourite companion in the rambles of this nature that I had taken among the scenes of my native country.


We passed a fortnight in these perambulations;5 my health and spirits had long been restored, and they gained additional strength from the salubrious air I breathed, the natural incidents of our progress, and the conversation of my friend. Study had before secluded me from the intercourse of my fellow-creatures and rendered me unsocial; but Clerval called forth the better feelings of my heart; he again taught me to love the aspect of nature, and the cheerful faces of children. Excellent friend! how sincerely did you love me, and endeavour to elevate my mind, until it was on a level with your own. A selfish pursuit had cramped and narrowed me, until your gentleness and affection warmed and opened my senses; I became the same happy creature who, a few years ago, loving and beloved by all, had no sorrow or care. When happy, inanimate nature had the power of bestowing on me the most delightful sensations. A serene sky and verdant fields filled me with ecstacy. The present season was indeed divine; the flowers of spring bloomed in the hedges, while those of summer were already in bud: I was undisturbed by thoughts which during the preceding year had pressed upon me, notwithstanding my endeavours to throw them off, with an invincible burden.


Henry rejoiced in my gaiety, and sincerely sympathized in my feelings: he exerted himself to amuse me, while he expressed the sensations that filled his soul. The resources of his mind on this occasion were truly astonishing: his conversation was full of imagination; and very often, in imitation of the Persian and Arabic writers, he invented tales of wonderful fancy and passion. At other times he repeated my favourite poems, or drew me out into arguments, which he supported with great ingenuity.


We returned to our college on a Sunday afternoon: the peasants were dancing, and every one we met appeared gay and happy. My own spirits were high and I bounded along with feelings of unbridled joy and hilarity.

  


